




T he dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 ushered in an age 
of unprecedented political and economic cooperation between 
countries the world over. On trade and integration, North Amer-

ica removed long-standing barriers to the free flow of goods across borders 
with the signing of NAFTA and Europe took a step towards political and 
economic unification via the European Union. On diplomacy and inter-
national security, the United States and its European partners promoted 
the export of democracy to the developing world and stood together in 
the face of 21st century security threats. In Africa, all 55 countries came 
together to form the African Union, in an effort to encourage cooperation 
on regional and international issues. This unique era of shared interests, 
predicated on the principles of free-market economics, trade liberaliza-
tion, and respect for democracy extended beyond just cooperation, they 
represented something grander: an unshakable consensus. 

Few imagined that this era of consensus would fray, and yet recent 
political developments across the globe hint at the return to a zero-sum 
state of affairs, one that encourages isolationism instead of integration, 
competition instead of cooperation. What is perhaps most striking is 
not just that traditional alliances appear to be shifting, but that the very 
shared principles underlying them - free markets and free politics - seem 
to be shifting as well. Amidst this change, we pose the question: Are we 
moving away from diplomacy and toward conflict? In The End of Con-
sensus, our writers explore the impact of this new paradigm around the 
globe, and what may lie ahead.

In “Amid Renewed Fighting, Ukraine Should Seek Closer Allies in 
Eastern Europe,” Liam Beers argues that shifts in US policy toward Rus-

sia and its softer commitment to NATO force Ukraine to look elsewhere 
for deterrence in the face of Russian aggression. 

Warren Yu’s “Revising Japan’s Military Constitution: A Sword Un-
sheathed” further demonstrates the impact of shifting commitments, 
particularly with respect to long-standing defense agreements. President 
Trump’s demand that states under US protection begin pulling their 
own weight militarily has put Japan on course to upgrade its offensive 
capabilities, a decision that Yu argues will heighten the risk of conflict 
in the Asian bloc. 

Jalal H. Taleb’s “Post-Sanctions Era Iran: The Evolution of Russo-
Persian Relations” examines the tightening alliance between Tehran and 
Moscow. In a time where the United States’s relationships with its Arab 
allies seem to have soured, this new alliance may lead to greater influence 
for the Iranians and Russians in the Arab World. 

The End of Consensus highlights the fragility of the global balance 
of power, reminding us that it indeed rests solely upon the willingness of 
actors to honor their commitments. We are only a few months into 2017 
and yet the world order of old seems so long ago. As old allies rethink the 
status quo, it remains to be seen whether fraying integration will result 
in individual prosperity or shared despair.

 
Michigan Journal of International Affairs,
Editorial Board

contact  //  mjia.info@gmail.com
Website  //  mjiaum.org

LETTER FROM THE EDITORIAL BOARD





TABLE OF CONTENTS
aPril 2017

africa
 1. New Leaders in Africa: How New Leaders Can Help 
  Their Nations— Africa Region Contributing Authors
 5. Sino-African Partnerships and Their Contributions to Education 
 –  Chris Young
 6. The Alarming Growth of Internet Surveillance in Africa    
  – Paige Frederick
 7.  Float the Pound, Save the Economy – Moustafa El-Kashlan
 8.  The Whiteness Dilemma – Maeve O’Brien
 9.  The Right Way Forward for Cameroon – Sebastian Leder Macek
 10.  Adapting to Change: Uganda and a Successful Asylum Policy 
  – Jake Lockledge
 11.  Targeting Refugees Will Not Solve Kenya’s Security Concerns  
  – Emma Stout
 12.  What Should Magufuli Do? – Kieran Byrne
 13.  Isabel Dos Santos and Non-Transparency in Angola’s Federal   
  Budget  – Kim Ira
 14.  Countering Corruption and Fulfilling Nelson Mandela’s Wish 
  in South   – Tyler D. Coady
 
americas
 15.  Kevin O’Leary: The Canadian Trump? – Max Goldman
 16.  Anti-Corruption in Panama  – Margaret D’Antonio
17.  Guyana: The Perfect Storm for Suicide? – Adam Udovich 
18.  Ecuador’s Election: A Turn to the “Right” Side? – Ava Tavrazich
19.  Jailbreaking: Brazilian Prisons in Decline – Maggie Johnson
20.  La Paix of Cohabitation: Canada as a Model for Solving Brazilian  
  Indigenous Issues  – Jalen Zeman
21.  Plunge into Chaos: Violence and Police Strikes in Espírito Santo 
  – Grace Bristol 
22.  No MAS: The Time Has Come for Evo Morales to Step Down 
  – Meghan Rowley 
23.  Brazil’s Path to Prosperity: Follow the Paraguay Way 
  – Connor VanDenBosch
24.  Chilecon Valley: A Startup Hub in an Unlikely Locale  
  – Andrew Mitchel 

asia-Pacific
25.  The Wrong Way Fight Terrorism: Why the Tajik Government’s   
  Rhetoric on Terrorism Does More Harm Than Good – Jack Ulses
26.  When Life Hands You Global Leadership, Make Long-Lasting   
  Institutions – Marnie A. Ginis
27.  The Persecution of the Rohingya People: Northern Myanmar   
  Burns – William Feuer 
28.  Kim Jong-Unstable: An East Asian Nightmare –  Vineet Chandra
29.  South Korea’s Presidential Impeachment: A Chance to Curb   
  Corruption – Megan Cansfield
30.  Sloppy Swaps: The Effects of the South Korea-Indonesia Currency  
  Swap Agreement – Akash Ramanujam

31.  A Worrying Trend Towards Islamic Religious Extremism in   
  Malaysia and Indonesia – Chris Pang  
32.  Nuclear Power Restoration in Japan  – Aoife Coady 
33.  Revising Japan’s Military Constitution: A Sword Unsheathed  
  – Warren Yu
34.  Alleviating New Zealand’s Beached Whale Crisis 
  – Sanuri Gunawardena  

euroPe
35.  The Rise of the European Far-Right – Europe Region Contributing   
  Authors
38.   Why Europe Has to Lead the Fight Against Radical Islamic   
  Terrorism – Frederik Risse 
39.   Francoist Legacy Prevents Populist Rise in Spain – Jordan Sandman
40.   Spain Remains an Afterthought for Refugees  – Jillian Goldberg
41.   Crunch Time in Catalonia – Benji Mazin
42.   Return of the Free Democrats in Germany– Andrew Beddow
43.   Hungary Rejects Refugees, A Desperately Needed Workforce 
  – Elisabeth Brennen 
44.   European Inaction Worsens Plight of Unaccompanied Migrant   
  Children – Anna Haynes 
45.   Chess Game of Modern Warfare: Defense Adjustments in the Wake  
  of Russian Aggression – Erin Eusebi 
46.    Amid Renewed Fighting, Ukraine Should Seek Closer Allies in   
  Eastern Europe – Liam Beers 
47.    Moldova’s Looming Slip into Russia’s Sphere of Influence and   
  What the West Can Do About It – Daniel Evans
48.    Increasing Closeness Between Russian State, Church Risks   
  Country’s Stability – Mark Dovich

miDDle east
49.   Egypt’s New Capital Project: An Expensive Distraction 
  – Ali N. Habhab
50.  The Acquittal of Former President Hosni Mubarak:The Death   
  of the Arab Spring? – Ayah Kutmah
51.  Coptic Egyptians Targeted by ISIL – Maya Zreik
52.  Resources as Weapons in the Syrian Civil War – Tara Ballouz
53.  The Law of Armed Conflict: Implications for US Involvement in   
  the Yemeni Civil War  – Madeline Hibbs-Magruder  
54.  Post-Sanctions Era Iran: The Evolution of Russo-Persian Relations
  – Jalal H. Taleb 





africa   //   1

In 2015 and 2016, millions of Africans went to the polls to elect a raft of new leaders, in countries ranging from 
Benin to Ghana to Zambia. While some of the elections were tainted by electoral fraud, voter intimidation, 
and lack of competition, democratic transfers of power in countries like Nigeria led to widespread optimism 

that African democracies are maturing. While new African leaders entered office with grand plans to wipe out 
military insurgencies, eradicate poverty, and purge corrupted officials, these ambitious goals are proving difficult to 
accomplish. Thus, the Michigan Journal of International Affairs Africa region writers crafted policy proposals for 
ten recently elected African leaders. These suggestions aim to provide insight into how African leaders can enact 
legislation, promote policies, and allocate funding that will lead to more prosperous futures for their countries.

Benin
- Chris Young

Beninese President Patrice Talon has 
proposed a revolutionary policy in the capital 
city of Porto-Novo: a single, five-year presidential 
term limit. The Benin Republic has historically 
capped presidential terms at five years, but 
allowed presidents to rerun for the position 
and hold office for up to ten years. President 
Talon claims that the two-term option breeds 
complacency amongst sitting leaders, knowing 
that they may get a “second chance” at the 
position. However, Talon’s proposal may backfire 
on him by removing the power that elections 
have over keeping presidents in touch with their 
constituents. 

In other democracies with the option for 
a second-term president, like Nigeria, the 
opportunity for reelection gauges the performance 
of the sitting leader; high-performing leaders are 
re-elected whereas the low-performing leaders 
are voted out. With the opportunity to run for 
reelection, presidents put their best foot forward 
in policy-making to ensure that they remain 
popular in the eyes of their constituents and 
keep their position. For example, when former 
Nigerian President Goodluck Jonathan, who had 
faced overwhelming unpopularity in Nigeria, 
neared the end of his term in 2015, he attempted 
to ramp up his performance in order to hold his 
position. During the time Goodluck Jonathan 
was running for reelection, he made enormous 
progress in the rollback of Boko Haram from 
Nigerian territory. Though former President 
Jonathan ultimately lost the election, the two-
term structure in Nigeria encouraged him to 

improve his performance as president. 
President Talon’s motives in limiting the 

Beninese presidential term limit are laudable, 
but may not be the best way for him and the 
rest of Benin to accomplish the goal of removing 
complacent leaders. Patrice Talon should 
embrace the power of the two-term option to 
ensure that national leaders perform to the best 
of their ability.

Burkina Faso
- Kieran Byrne

President Roch Marc Kabore came to power 
in Burkina Faso in 2015, after former President 
Michel Kafando was removed from office by 
a coup. Mr. Kabore won the first democratic 
elections in Burkina Faso history on a pledge 
to share wealth among all residents of the 
country, rather than the only elite class. He also 
pledged to make maternal care and healthcare 
for infants free. Mr. Kabore has made strides on 
his promises, introducing free government run 
clinics, although accessibility is poor for women 
and children in rural communities. However, 
if Mr. Kabore wishes to truly give back to his 
people, the most important thing he can do is 
invest in primary education. 

Although Burkina Faso schools are free 
and compulsory until age 16, many schools 
are underfunded and overcrowded to the 
extent that it is impossible for many children 
to attend. According to the Education Policy 
and Data Center, 48 percent of children ages 
6-11 are out of school in this landlocked African 
nation. As a result, literacy in Burkina Faso is an 
astonishingly low 36 percent. In order to ensure 

adequate funding for schools, the government 
should work to minimize corruption and ensure 
that taxes are collected on the gold and cotton 
industries. This will allow for greater investment 
in the country’s education system. 

Burundi
- Jake Lockledge

Burundi held their usual presidential elections 
in 2015 and – despite a constitutional stipulation 
barring President Pierre Nkurunziza from 
seeking a third term – he participated. Amidst 
an overwhelming declaration of corruption, 
intimidation, and political repression from 
nationals and the international community, 
Nkurunziza took 69 percent of the popular 
vote. The returning President violated dozens 
of international human rights standards, as 
hundreds of thousands of citizens fled the 
country for fear of continued persecution. 
The country continues to be run with an iron 
fist, unwavering to the country’s pleas for true 
democracy and political diversity.

The best policy Nkurunziza can enact now is 
the reinforcement of pre-existing term limits and 
basic human rights for his citizens to participate 
in a representative democracy. Throughout his 
campaign, he made few promises, but after his 
inauguration, the President promised to end 
the violence resulting from his election within 
two months. Two years have passed since then, 
and Burundians continue to flee the country 
for fear of violence. If he is to stay in power, at 
the very least, President Nkurunziza can work 
to end the threat of conflict looming as a result 
of his continued rule. Nearly 400,000 people 

New Leaders in Africa: How New Leaders Can 
Help Their Nations
- Africa Region Contributing Authors
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have fled since 2015, meaning about 3.5 percent 
of Burundi’s population are refugees in another 
country. A majority of these refugees are also 
of working age, meaning Burundi’s economy 
will continue to suffer with a loss of employable 
citizens, many of whom are educated or skilled 
laborers. When Burundi holds elections again in 
2020, hopefully Nkurunziza will face legitimate, 
uninhibited opposition that will provide 
Burundians with other political options.

Ghana
- Paige Frederick

In 2014, President Nana Akufo-Addo, who 
had previously served as Ghana’s Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, announced his third bid for 
the role of President of the country. With this 
announcement came a campaign filled with 

promises that both invigorated the nation and 
provoked criticism and doubt. Among these was 
the impressive claim that, if elected, Akufo-Addo 
would make Ghana “the star of Africa again”. He 
claimed that he would achieve this by addressing 
some of Ghana’s major problems, which 
include unemployment and corruption. Prior 
to being elected, his proposed plans to address 
unemployment included building a factory in 
each district of the country, as well as building a 
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dam in every village to assist farmers’ agricultural 
efforts. Akufo-Addo also promised Ghanaian 
citizens the reformation of Ghana’s financial 
sector and a policy that would help promote 
economic integration for Ghana within West 
Africa. Akufo-Addo needs to actually implement 
these policies in order to begin making progress 
on achieving his highest goals.

Though President Akufo-Addo has not been 
in office long enough to fulfill the majority of 
his promises, he has taken some steps toward 
fulfilling them. He has also established a program 
that allows senior high school students to 
attend school for free, which could have long-
term effects on the productivity and future 
prospects of Ghanaian youth. Regarding 
corruption, however, he has simply made more 
promises without taking any action. Recently, 
the politician generated a plan to construct 
new regions within the country in an effort to 
decentralize power. This plan has been criticized 
as being difficult to implement and there are 
doubts that the president will follow through 
with it. 

It is unclear whether Akufo-Addo will fulfill 
the promises that won him his election. The fact 
that many of his campaign’s claims are farfetched 
given the length of a presidential term (4 years) 
doesn’t help his situation and accentuates the 
need for him to begin taking steps to fulfill 
them. Instead of continuing to announce 
plans to crush corruption, decrease levels of 
unemployment, and reestablish Ghana as an 
African force to be reckoned with, Akufo-Addo 
needs to take concerted and immediate action 
to implement his policies. To start acting on his 
promises, Afuko-Addo can begin construction 
of the factories he promised to build during his 
campaign trail, establish economic relations and 
agreements with other West African countries 
and foreign powers, and improve Ghana’s 
currently faulty power system.

Mozambique
- Tyler D. Coady

When Filipe Nyusi became the President of 
Mozambique in 2015, he pledged to help his 
poor African nation break free of its civil war past 
and enter an era of prosperity. If Nyusi wants to 
increase economic growth, then he should place 
attention on how to increase its tourism sector. 
Mozambique is endowed with pristine beaches 
and extensive nature reserves, meaning it has 
the ability to turn its natural assets into drivers 
of economic growth. According to the World 

Travel and Tourism Council, travel and tourism 
could contribute up to as much as $1 billion to 
the Mozambican GDP by 2025, a significant 
amount for the poor country. However, the 
government must continue to improve flight 
access to Maputo International Airport, expand 
the number of hotel rooms, and work with 
international authorities to preserve biodiversity.

With help from Chinese investors, the 
Maputo Airport was expanded in 2012, but 
flights to and from Maputo remain limited. 
Nyusi and the Mozambican government should 
work with airlines to increase the number of 
flights into Maputo and to market extensively the 
natural beauty of Mozambique. Mozambique 
suffers from a dearth of hotel development, 
which puts a strain on existing hotels and leads to 
high prices for beach resorts. Thus, Mozambique 
should invite foreign investment aimed at 
building hotels, as this will provide more options 
for international travelers and stimulate other 
tourism-related development projects. Filled 
with antelopes and elephants, Mozambique’s 
fantastic wildlife serves as a draw for international 
tourists. However, recent increases in elephant 
poaching pose a severe threat to the vitality of the 
nature reserves and future tourism efforts. The 
Mozambican government must crack down on 
illicit ivory networks and increase anti-poaching 
efforts in order to ensure nature preserves that 
serve as tourism draws.

If Mozambique is able to expand flight 
options into Maputo, increase the number 
of hotel rooms throughout the country, and 
preserve the richness of its biodiversity, then 
tourism can play a significant role in leading to 
a new age of Mozambican prosperity.

Namibia
- Kim Ira

Hage Geingob, President of Namibia since 
2015, plans to completely eradicate poverty in the 
country by 2025, saying in his 2015 end of the 
year statement, “We will fail if we only alleviate 
poverty by a measure. We must be bold and 
ambitious in our targets, when it comes to the 
plight of the poor.”

The promise is ambitious indeed, considering 
the country’s poverty incidence rate of 26.9 
percent. Geingob has succeeded in creating a 
national dialogue about the nation’s poverty and 
in instituting concrete measures to alleviate the 
situation. He created the Ministry of Poverty 
Eradication and Social Welfare, using this as a 
starting point to start Namibia’s first national 

food bank, which gives aid to households whose 
per capita monthly income falls below a certain 
amount. The household-based operation of 
the food bank must be extended, however, to a 
greater number of individuals in order to more 
effectively tackle to nation’s poverty issue.

The national food bank sends out individual 
employees to assess Namibian households and 
determine their eligibility for government aid 
and monthly food packages. This assessment 
has proved effective in rationing food packages 
to needy families, but falls short in helping 
poor individuals who are not part of family 
units. This often encompasses young people 
working independent of their families, and 
individuals living in urban areas like the capital 
Windhoek where families don’t typically reside. 
President Geingob needs to work with the 
Ministry to develop food bank policies that 
allow assessment for individuals to receive 
government aid; creating an income and living 
condition registration system is one option for 
a concrete assessment. The President needs to 
extend his reach in the war against poverty to 
include individuals living on their own in order 
to come close to his ambitious goal of eradicating 
poverty in Namibia.

Nigeria
- Moustafa El-Kashlan

Nigeria’s President, Muhammadu Buhari, 
was elected in May 2015 after running three 
previous times. Buhari is a former military 
general who ruled the country between 1983 
and 1985 following a coup d’état. Buhari was 
against corruption throughout his first spell 
as Nigeria’s leader as well as during his time as 
Federal Commissioner of Petroleum. However, 
Buhari’s first term was marred by human rights 
abuses, most notably against those who opposed 
him. Despite his military past, Buhari describes 
himself as a ‘convert to democracy’ and ran his 
most recent campaigns on a platform mainly 
built on continuing his long fight against 
corruption. Although he has fought against 
corruption for so long, Buhari himself has 
been accused of fraud, namely when almost 3 
billion Nigerian Naira, about $10 million, went 
missing from the Nigerian National Petroleum 
Corporation during his tenure as its leader.

In order to effectively reduce corruption 
within the Nigerian government, Buhari 
must increase accountability for government 
employees. Monitoring those in charge of 
managing funds must be increased. Furthermore, 
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specific and non-negotiable fines or sentences 
should be implemented for employees who 
violate laws or are found to have embezzled 
state funds. Finally, the government must 
communicate to its citizens the benefits to which 
they are entitled, increasing the accountability 
of local politicians and government workers to 
ensure that citizens get what they are entitled to. 
The drop in global oil prices has left Nigeria in 
dire need of widespread political and economic 
reforms to relieve the economy’s overdependence 
on oil production. These necessary reforms will 
only be possible and successful if the allocated 
funds reach their targets, and reducing corruption 
is the crucial first step to the effective allocation 
of funds.

Tanzania
- Emma Stout

John Magufuli took office on November 5, 
2015. Almost immediately he garnered acclaim 
as a leader who was tough on corruption, bent 
on fulfilling his campaign promises. He showed 
his country he was a man of action by banning 
foreign travel for government officials, saying 
they had to govern Tanzania from Tanzania. 
He joined the people in picking up litter on 
Tanzania’s Independence Day, fired government 
officials who were involved in corruption or who 
weren’t doing their jobs and got rid of 10,000 
ghost workers from the public payroll. Having 
served little over a year in office, Magufuli has 
already shown he can deliver on his campaign 
promises, and with four years ahead of him, it 
seems likely that he can achieve much of what 
he has set out to change in Tanzania. 

If Magufuli continues on his current 
trajectory, his campaign promises will not 
be difficult to achieve. However, in order to 
effectively run his country Magufuli, must not 
just power forward, but put real thought into the 
policies he is putting in place. So far, many of his 
actions, while they look good to the public, have 
proved to be hastily put together. For example, 
one of his campaign promises was to offer free 
secondary education, which was implemented 
in January 2016. This led to a major increase in 
enrollment. At the same time, Magufuli began 
cracking down on foreign workers without 
permits, which included thousands of Kenyan 
teachers. With the influx of students already 
causing strains on schools, the expulsion of 
thousands of teachers exacerbated situation. 
It is compounding actions such as these that 
Magufuli must seek to avoid when implementing 

his policies. He must show that not only is he 
a leader of action, but one of foresight as well.

Uganda
- Maeve O’Brien

Yoweri Museveni first seized power of the 
Ugandan government in 1986 when he led the 
National Resistance Movement to victory after 
a five-year guerrilla war. Museveni assumed 
power on the promise that Uganda would 
return to democracy. He enjoyed support from 
the international community for his initial 
success, as his policies dramatically lowered the 
rates of AIDS, increased access to free primary 
education, and gradually healed a suffering 
economy. However, his rule has been tainted by 
his abandonment of the principles of democracy, 
as he scrapped term limits after his 2001 election. 
Uganda held elections in 2011 and 2016, but 
they were marred by rampant fraud, the arrest 
of opposition politicians, and a climate of voter 
intimidation. 

Former U.S. ambassador to Uganda Johnnie 
Carson characterized Museveni’s tyrannical rule 
as “a re-run of a common problem that afflicts 
many African leaders – an unwillingness to follow 
constitutional norms and give up power”. On 
his 2016 campaign trail, Museveni addressed the 
public outcries of fraud within the government, 
making vague promises to fight corruption. In 
order for Museveni to best serve the Ugandan 
people, he must be dedicated to increasing 
transparency within government affairs.

Yet since starting his fifth term in early 
2016, Museveni has failed to follow through 
on these guarantees. Museveni appointed 
his eldest son Muhoozi Kainerugaba to be 
a special presidential advisor in what appears 
to be a setup for Kainerugaba to be next in 
line for the presidency. In November of 2016, 
President Museveni ordered security agents to 
raid Rwenzururu Kingdom in Western Uganda, 
killing dozens of civilians who were suspected 
separatists. Most recently, Museveni decided to 
give 6 billion Ugandan shillings, $1.7 million US, 
to a group of lawyers and civil servants after they 
won a capital gains tax case against Heritage Oil, 
resembling a display of Ugandan government 
patronage.

It is in the long-term interest of Museveni 
and Uganda for him to foster, not discourage, the 
Ugandan press and their political coverage. He 
must also abide by the multi-party system that he 
helped install after his 2001 election rather than 
squashing any political opposition. Government 

officials should be appointed based on experience 
and qualifications, not personal relationship to 
Museveni. The Ugandan president claims to have 
the best interests of his nation’s people in mind, 
but if he wants to prove himself, he must be 
willing to reform his own practices and refrain 
from tyrannical behavior.

Zambia
- Sebastian Leder Macek

During a closely contested election, 
Edgar Lungu, leader of the Patriotic Front, 
made economic development a key part of 
his campaign to become president. The 2015 
election year was one of Zambia’s worst years 
economically as the growth was at its lowest 
rate in seventeen years. 2016 saw a slight upturn 
in growth, but growing the economy is still a 
central issue. Lungu should focus on stimulating 
the economy in the short-run while also laying 
the foundation for long-term growth through 
investment in infrastructure. 

Specifically, Lungu should increase funding 
for existing programs that remain underfunded. 
The Link Zambia project, created by Lungu’s 
predecessor, is one example. This project seeks to 
build thousands of miles of roads between major 
economic areas of the country. Constructing 
roads and connecting Zambian cities will 
stimulate the economy immediately and will 
help domestic business in the long term via 
better transportation. Lungu should also increase 
funding for is the Rural Electrification Authority. 
This program is not completely funded by 
the national government, but state funding 
is significant to its operations. The Authority 
extends the electrical grid to rural areas, with an 
emphasis on renewable – usually solar – energy. 
The country has abundant sunlight and pressing 
energy needs. Expanding use of solar power is an 
intuitive solution for providing electricity to rural 
areas with, in the long-run, relatively low costs. 
The benefits of increased access to electricity are 
apparent: increased productivity and improved 
communication. Both make it easier for workers 
to produce and businesses to operate.  

If Lungu is serious about helping the 
economy, the Link Zambia Project and the 
Rural Electrification Authority offer relatively 
inexpensive ways of increasing growth now and 
in the future. •
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In recent years, China’s presence on the 
African continent has expanded in numer-
ous areas, including trade, government, 

and military. Critics of these new connections 
accuse China of exploiting African nations 
in what has been coined “neocolonialism.” 
Though some of their accusations regarding 
lopsided trade deals and endorsement of cor-
rupt leaders are warranted, critics of the Sino-
African partnerships overlook the great benefit 
to education that these bridges have created. 

Sino-African partnerships provide the in-
creased opportunity for African and Chinese 
students and professors to collaborate with each 
other like never before. Through the 20+20 
Initiative, twenty of the top Chinese universi-
ties have opened their doors to students from 
twenty of the top universities across the Afri-
can continent, allowing professors from both 
Chinese and African institutions to collabo-
rate on research pertaining to agricultural and 
biomedical sciences, two of the largest areas 
of focus in African universities. In addition, 
Chinese President Xi Jinping pledged 30,000 
scholarships to African students and 500 posi-
tions for African students to study in China 
on top of the existing openings in the country. 
The flow of students is anything but one-sided: 
China has long been the world’s largest exporter 
of students, sending 1.7 million young people 
around the globe to study internationally. In 
fact, Chinese students are such a large presence 
at international universities that in 2012, they 
contributed to one-third of New Zealand’s tu-
ition revenue, bringing over $1 billion into the 
country. Thus, Chinese students stand to be 
one of the first significant contingents of inter-
national students at African universities. With 
more Chinese students enrolling in African 
institutions, African universities will earn up 
to three times as much in tuition per student 
because of the higher cost of attendance for in-
ternational students – a win-win situation for 
both the Chinese students receiving top-notch 
educations from prestigious African schools and 
the institutions themselves benefiting from the 
higher tuition being paid. 

In addition, increased Chinese involvement 
on the continent will benefit the Technical Vo-
cational Education and Training (TVET) pro-
gram in Africa. The United Nations Educa-

tional, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 
recognizes TVET as “aspects of the educational 
process involving…the study of technologies 
and related sciences and the acquisition of prac-
tical skills, attitudes, understanding and knowl-
edge relating to occupation in various sectors 
of economic life.” Many TVET programs in 
Africa emphasize agricultural sciences and vari-
ous manufacturing practices, but programs are 
often underfunded and lack resources to ac-
commodate students. Since the development 
of Sino-African relations, China has certainly 
helped the TVET programs in these countries 
keep up with the recent explosion in enroll-
ment, donating millions of dollars of equip-
ment and training resources to these programs. 
This has been particularly helpful in nations like 
Ethiopia, Zambia, Ghana, Kenya, Benin, Togo 
and Mali, which have doubled enrollments in 
the last ten years. 

Graduates from TVET programs are pre-
sented with numerous employment opportu-
nities, something that is increasing as a result 
of increased Chinese funding for the program. 
Also, China has expanded the job market for 
TVET graduates from African programs by 
investing in African manufacturing. Growth 
in output and building has spurred an increase 
in demand for TVET-trained workers, provid-
ing millions of new jobs for people across the 
continent. The Sino-African Centre of Excel-
lence (SACE), an organization that champions 
the partnerships between China and various 
African nations, emphasizes TVET training in 
a number of African countries because of the 
employability of their graduates. SACE imple-
mented a series of TVET programs in Kenya to 
address a growing unemployment program, and 

during the 2015-2016 program year, 50,000 new 
jobs were filled in the country by TVET-trained 
young professionals. China’s sponsorship and 
support for African TVET programs is actively 
elevating the human capital of numerous Afri-
can nations and helping to provide stable jobs 
to millions of people. 

One of the main criticisms of Sino-African 
educational partnerships is that African stu-
dents are not receiving a flexible enough educa-
tion. TVET programs specialize in occupational 
training with an emphasis on trade skills, but 
the students are not taught the managerial or 
leadership skills that are critical to becoming a 
supervisor or organizational leader roles. Op-
ponents of Sino-African partnerships cite this 
shortcoming of the programs as an attempt for 
Chinese manufacturers to build a workforce in 
African nations that is dependent on the leaders 
in the Chinese private sector. However, TVET 
programs like the one established by Young Af-
rica, an organization originally dependent on 
international aid, have proven that dependence 
on foreign nations like China is only a stepping-
stone in the process of building a strong TVET 
program. The Young Africa program began with 
a heavy reliance on aid from the Netherlands, 
but has expanded since its creation 1998 to the 
point where programs in Mozambique, Zim-
babwe, Kenya, and Botswana have all become 
self-reliant with international partners contrib-
uting additional resources. Additionally, Young 
Africa’s TVET programs prepare students with 
training in entrepreneurship and other more 
specialized skills that prepare students for lead-
ership roles in science and manufacturing, as 
well as blue collar training.

Though flaws exist in the budding rela-
tionships between China and African nations, 
increased cooperation on higher education, 
worker-training programs, and investment in 
human capital is a bright spot. China’s impact 
on higher education and TVET programs in 
African countries is contributing to a brighter 
future for millions of young Chinese and Afri-
can people and providing support for the next 
generation. •

Sino-African Partnerships and Their 
Contributions to Education
- Chris Young

A group of schoolchildren drill a hole for a tree using 
technology they built. 
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Before the age of the internet, acquiring 
private data for the purposes of domes-
tic surveillance required wiretapping, 

social engineering, and other techniques that 
are difficult to execute undetected on a mass 
scale. These days, we (often unknowingly) di-
vulge information about ourselves by leaving 
massive amounts of data mostly unprotected 
on our computers and in our online accounts, 
allowing governments to easily uncover confi-
dential information. In many African countries 
whose governments are more authoritarian than 
democratic in practice, monitoring and collect-
ing private data has become a useful tool for 
controlling citizens. In recent years, the con-
tinent has seen a wave of internet surveillance 
laws passed under the guise of benefiting soci-
ety. Widespread internet surveillance in African 
countries necessitates stricter internet privacy 
and data protection laws and education pro-
grams to keep civilians more informed about 
being safe in an increasingly digital world. 

Tanzania’s Cybercrime Act, passed in 2015, 
acknowledges “data espionage” as a crime but 
still authorizes law enforcement officers to col-
lect private data if they feel it’s necessary in 
a criminal investigation. The danger of this 
authorization depends upon what the gov-
ernment believes necessitates data collection. 
One can speculate that this could be as easy as 
simply suspecting someone of being involved 
in a crime without sufficient evidence. In any 
case, the law’s vagueness makes it susceptible to 
abuse, endangering the privacy of Tanzanians. 
A few years prior, Kenya passed the National 
Intelligence Service Act, which permitted the 
government to monitor communications, as 
well as manipulate and/or copy data as they see 
fit. A similar law, the Interception of Commu-
nications Law, was passed in Rwanda in 2008. 
Although it requires a warrant, much like Tan-
zania’s Cybercrime Act, the warrant is valid for 
three months and can be issued verbally in cases 
that the government deems urgent. Similar laws 
exist in the Congo, Uganda, and Ethiopia. 

Many countries, developing or otherwise, 
do not have the technical capabilities to per-
form the large-scale surveillance they desire 
- this is where companies like Milan-based 
Hacking Team come into play. Hacking Team 
is a company that prides itself on providing 

“offensive technology” exclusively to govern-
ments and has a CEO who signs his emails 
with the fascist slogan boia chi molla, meaning 
‘never surrender’. The company has been em-
broiled in controversy for continuing to equip 
Ethiopian intelligence agents with the hack-
ing skills necessary to infringe upon citizens’ 
privacy rights despite warnings that this may 
lead to human rights abuses. These actions are 
openly carried out by the Ethiopian govern-
ment, who allows the conduction of surveil-
lance by any means necessary if a security threat 
is believed to be imminent. Uganda is also one 
of Hacking Team’s clients; in an email leak in 
2015, it was revealed that the Ugandan govern-
ment had plans to spend 3 billion Ugandan shil-
lings (nearly $1 million) on surveillance software 
from Hacking Team, citing security concerns as 
the reason for mass surveillance. Shortly after 
this was revealed, it was also found that Uganda 
had used the highly invasive spyware FinFisher 
(the same software ex-Egyptian President Hosni 
Mubarak was suspected to have used) to keep a 
close watch on political dissidents and journal-
ists. Uganda was also rumored to be construct-
ing a surveillance center which many spyware 
companies (including Hacking Team and Chi-
nese smartphone producers Huawei and ZTE) 
were vying to back. These companies’ willing-
ness to support such an ethically questionable 
venture is alarming and makes the need for 
transparency in government-corporate partner-
ships more apparent. 

In 2014, members of the Zimbabwe Human 
Rights published a paper titled “Protecting the 
right to privacy in Africa in the digital age” 
which called for the establishment of laws that 
protect citizens from internet surveillance and 
unlawful attainment of data by the government. 
Though many laws have been passed that di-
rectly defy the demands of the paper, its publi-
cation is a step in the right direction for Africa.

Many countries have begun to take the nec-
essary steps to ensure that individuals’ privacy 
rights are respected. In 2012, Ghana passed the 

Data Protection Act and established the Data 
Protection Commission, whose primary goals 
are to make sure the Data Protection Act is 
enforced. Similarly, Uganda proposed the Data 
Protection and Privacy Bill in 2015, which aims 
to give effect to an existing act which protects 
citizens’ personal data. Despite their dealings 
with spyware companies and history of inter-
net surveillance, the bill’s existence demon-
strates that there is hope for privacy rights in 
the country. Entities such as the Data Protec-
tion Commission and legislation like the Data 
Protection and Privacy Bill are prerequisites for 
a safe and just digital world. Though these ef-
forts are incredibly important, they are not the 
only ones needed to improve privacy rights in 
many African countries; data privacy education 
is equally as important.

In most African countries, less than half of 
the population actively uses the internet. People 
who do use the internet, or may use it in the 
future, need to be educated about both the se-
curity and privacy risks that come along with 
being an active internet user. This is especially 
important in countries that do not have laws 
in place to protect personal data and countries 
where internet surveillance is rampant. While 
educating citizens of repressive regimes about 
safe browsing and internet usage is important, 
it should not be the only effort in place to at-
tain internet privacy because it may not be ef-
fective on its own. Reprimanding spyware com-
panies like Hacking Team for being complicit 
in the repression of African citizens, demanding 
transparency from corporations about their in-
volvement with repressive regimes, educating 
Africans about internet privacy, and pressuring 
governments to be more mindful about their 
citizens’ rights to privacy by establishing rele-
vant laws are all ways in which we can begin to 
control internet surveillance in the continent. •

The Alarming Growth of Internet Surveillance 
in Africa
- Paige Frederick

In many African countries… monitoring and 
collecting private data has become a useful tool 

for controlling citizens.”
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T he Egyptian economy has been shroud-
ed in uncertainty since the Egyptian 
Revolution of 2011. A country once 

reliant on the business of millions of tourists 
saw its steady stream of tourists slow nearly to 
a halt. Meanwhile, foreign investment has also 
decreased as investors are increasingly anxious 
with regard to the country’s economic and po-
litical future. As a result, Egypt has seen its 
foreign reserves decrease significantly in recent 
years. These factors, along with political in-
stability, have resulted in rising poverty and 
inflation rates, massive government debt, and 
general economic hardship.

The situation became untenable in Novem-
ber 2016 when Egypt succumbed to pressure 
from the IMF to float the Egyptian pound. 
Egypt was told by the IMF to devalue its cur-
rency, reform government spending, and remove 
oil subsidies in order to qualify for a $12 billion 
loan. This loan will provide the Egyptian govern-
ment with a buffer while it undertakes policies 
to reduce debt, slow inflation, and facilitate eco-
nomic growth on all levels of the Egyptian econ-
omy. Egypt’s decision was simultaneously hailed 
by economists as foresighted but mourned by 
the Egyptian public as a tremendous burden 
on an already-suffering population. Before the 
pound was floated, its value had been kept artifi-
cially high by the Egyptian central bank despite 
the country’s shortage of foreign currency. This 
meant that the transition to a currency whose 
value is determined entirely by market transac-
tions saw the official value of the pound almost 
double immediately from around 9EGP/USD 
to approximately 18EGP/USD, although the ex-
change rate has since dropped to approximately 
15EGP/USD. This has meant that the cost of 
imports, which account for a significant portion 
of Egyptian consumption, have risen dramati-
cally. Despite the immediate and painful costs, 
floating the pound was the correct decision for 
Egypt’s long-term growth prospects.

The immediate effects of the devaluation on 
the Egyptian population have been damaging 
across all societal strata. The poor have seen pric-
es of necessities, most notably food, skyrocket 
without a corresponding increase in income. 
These increased prices have coincided with rela-
tive scarcity of these same goods. Furthermore, 
the poor, whose savings are generally only held 

in pounds, lost approximately half their savings 
on the global market overnight. Although many 
rich Egyptians keep at least a portion of their 
savings in foreign currencies, they have also suf-
fered as the result of the floatation. For example, 
the American University in Cairo significantly 
increased tuition costs, resulting in widespread 
campus protests. Sectors that rely heavily on 
imports for factors of production have had to 
temporarily decrease production because input 
costs are now much higher.

The decision to float the pound will prove 
key to sustainable and inclusive growth in the 
future if Egypt can successfully implement poli-
cies aimed at reducing debt and inflation while 
supporting domestic manufacturing. Basic eco-
nomic theory provides useful insight to the pro-
jected long-term impacts of Egypt’s decision to 
devalue its currency. 

Imports and exports have already been and 
will continue to be impacted dramatically by the 
decision. Exports are now more competitive on 
a global market, and thus, more profitable. As 
a result, more firms should enter the market for 
export-heavy industries in Egypt such as cotton 
and citrus fruits, which will provide a domestic 
manufacturing boost. In turn, the manufacturing 
boost will provide more employment opportuni-
ties, simultaneously decreasing unemployment 
and poverty rates. Visiting Egypt is now cheaper 
for foreigners, which will encourage the tourism 
industry and increase Egypt’s foreign reserves. 
The IMF loan’s budgetary buffer will also allow 
the Egyptian government to make the proper in-
vestments for long-term economic growth, while 
reforming and expanding social protections.

The Egyptian government’s challenge has 
been and will continue to be convincing the 
general population of the benefit and neces-
sity of the wildly unpopular austerity programs 
currently in place. These programs have forced 
millions of Egyptians to reduce consumption 

of regular household goods. The IMF also de-
manded that the government cut oil and energy 
subsidies, which increases transportation costs, 
thus increasing personal and business expenses 
for all Egyptians. Naturally, Egyptians have re-
sponded to the significant decreases in their pur-
chasing power with great discontent. This dis-
content is only exacerbated by cynicism about 
economic reforms stemming from decades of 
failed government policies. The Egyptian public 
has already expressed its opposition to the recent 
economic reforms. Protests will continue and 
intensify unless the Egyptian government is able 
to adequately address the concerns of its citizens.

Crucially, the reforms have included provi-
sions that maintain or increase social protections 
in the form of larger food subsidies, expanded 
pension programs, youth vocational training, and 
more. Although these social protections some-
what limit the vulnerability of Egypt’s poorest 
people, the Egyptian public is still largely united 
in its opposition to the reforms. It is worth noting 
that Egyptian popular protests were a vital fac-
tor in the removal of two presidents from power 
since 2011, meaning the current regime will be 
wary of the danger that widespread discontent 
poses to its survival. The Egyptian government 
has gone to great lengths, mostly unsuccessful, 
to try to convince its population that these eco-
nomic reforms will lead to results that are in 
everyone’s long-term interests. The government 
has tried to appeal to its citizens to make sacri-
fices in the interest of patriotism. President Abdel 
Fattah el-Sisi will be aware that if he is unable to 
convince the Egyptian public of the necessity of 
these reforms, the government might be forced 
to abandon some of its efforts, which would lead 
to the withdrawal of the IMF loan. 

Ultimately, the economic reforms and the 
resulting IMF loan can provide Egypt with a 
platform off of which it can experience econom-
ic growth by reducing its debt crisis, encourag-
ing foreign investment, and slowing inflation. 
However, these reforms must be given time to 
materialize and pay dividends in the medium 
and long term. In order to do so, the people 
must be convinced that these reforms will serve 
them in ways that decades of government poli-
cies have not. Egypt has the potential to experi-
ence long-term inclusive economic growth, but 
it must not get in its own way. •

Float the Pound, Save the Economy?

- Moustafa El-Kashlan

Downtown Cairo at night. 
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I n the summer of 2016, Ghana’s Food and 
Drug Authority issued a ban on skin-
whitening products that include hydro-

quinone, an ingredient that prevents the syn-
thesis of melanin. The ban is the government’s 
response to the wild popularity of such skin-
bleaching products among not only the Gha-
naian population, but throughout West Africa. 
In some areas of Western Africa, it is estimated 
that up to 70 percent of women bleach their 
skin. However, the ban hasn’t affected the retail 
of such skin-bleaching products. Across West 
Africa, Western beauty companies still display a 
range of marketing materials that equate light-
er skin with beauty. Billboards boast images 
of light-skinned women and advertisements 
on how to achieve “perfect white” skin. The 
shelves of stores and stands in markets are still 
lined with these products. These creams con-
tain destructive chemicals and steroids, often 
causing blood, liver, or kidney cancers as well 
as chronic skin conditions and discoloration. As 
outlawing the products alone has already been 
rendered ineffective, Ghana must change course 
if it wants to stifle the use of dangerous skin-
bleaching products. Ghana’s government must 
confront the companies that sell the products 
and tackle the societal belief that whiteness is 
superior through public education and social 
campaigns. 

It is easy to see how ingrained notions of 
whiteness and beauty are in Ghanaian society. 
The origins of this belief can be traced back 
to Ghana and Africa’s wider colonial history, 
where whiteness was often equated with beauty. 
Colonial governments maintained vast pro-
paganda machines that demeaned blacks and 
spoke confidently of white superiority. This 
fervent white supremacy was based off of rac-
ist pseudo-scientific research that attempted 
to link certain races with inferior intelligence 
and behavior. In many West African nations, 
white European and American diplomats and 
businessmen occupied the top of the social class 
structure. They lived in affluent neighborhoods 
and worked in walled off embassies, isolated 
from the general public. This instilled low self-
esteem and self-hate among many native Afri-
cans with naturally dark skin. 

The companies that sell skin-bleaching 
products in African nations, such as Ultra Fair 

Super Whitenizer and Grace White 100% Dou-
ble Action Whitening Body Lotion, capitalize 
on this maintained vulnerability. Billboards dis-
play light-skinned models and pop-out phrases 
like “Perfect white” and “Your dreams can come 
true.” Ama K. Abebrese, a Ghanaian actress, 
is constantly confronted with social messag-
ing that asserts the beauty of white skin over 
dark skin. “There’s not a day I don’t drive into 
town and see a billboard that tells me I need 
perfect white skin. We are here in an African 
country, and it’s like someone just hit you in 
your gut,” Abebrese has said. Even advertise-
ments for companies that have nothing to do 
with skin-lightening products, such as casi-
nos or banks, show images of light-skinned 
women alongside dark African men. Moreover, 
Braimah Kamoko, a famous heavyweight boxer 
from Accra, Ghana, started bleaching his skin, 
publicly extending the trend to men. This desire 
for whiteness isn’t confined to African borders 
either; skin-bleaching is hyper-prevalent in Asia 
and Europe as well, despite restrictions on hy-
droquinone.

The large population of women that use 
these lotions are often uninformed about their 
adverse side effects. These products can include 
harmful steroids or even mercury. Some of these 
creams, both legal and illegal, have been linked 
to blood cancers like leukemia and cancers of 
the liver and kidneys. They can also cause 
ochronosis, a severe condition that turns the 
skin a dark purple shade. Women across West-
ern Africa can be seen with discolored spots or 
scabs on their faces from the harsh chemicals 
used to suck the pigmentation off of the skin. 
Even if women are aware of the dangers of skin-
bleaching, it doesn’t seem to deter them; the 
desire for whiteness pushed onto women by 
society supersedes health concerns.

The only way to discourage women from 
buying these products is through Ghanaian 
government-led education programs and social 
marketing material. Only then can the govern-

ment begin to make permanent changes in way 
Ghanaian society views dark skin. This tactic 
would have a more lasting effect, as it could 
potentially inspire self-confidence in future 
generations of African citizens. Banning the 
products that give women lighter skin without 
banning the overpowering social propaganda 
that tells women they should have lighter skin 
is ineffective, as it fails to recognize how the de-
sire for whiteness, beauty, and status overpower 
health or legal concerns. Even Emmanuel Nk-
rumah, the Ghanaian government’s chief officer 
in charge of putting the ban in place, acknowl-
edged that the ban was only a small step in the 
right direction. 

Despite severe health consequences, skin-
bleaching remains a popular and pervasive 
trend among African nations. The popularity 
of such a practice can be routed back to the 
notions of whiteness and beauty instilled by 
European colonialists. Although the Ghana-
ian government has placed a ban on certain 
products containing the dangerous ingredient 
hydroquinone, skin-lightening lotions continue 
to fill the shelves of stores and markets. Mass 
advertising displaying light-skinned women 
accompanied by messages promising perfect 
white skin persist on billboards and TV com-
mercials. In order to halt the growing popu-
larity of skin-bleaching products and preserve 
the health of women, Ghana and other African 
countries should invest in social campaigns and 
widespread education to cause a profound shift 
in the societal perspective on skin color. •

The Whiteness Dilemma

- Maeve O’Brien

As outlawing the products alone has already 
been rendered ineffective, Ghana must change 

course if it wants to stifle the use of dangerous skin-
bleaching products.”
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In January of last year, Bamenda, a city of 
half-a-million people in Western Camer-
oon, became a ghost town with the closure 

of schools, businesses, and public buildings. 
The day before, Bamenda’s streets were empty 
after the arrest of two prominent activists, Ag-
bor Nkongho and Fontem Neba. This story’s 
roots return to 1961 when Cameroon gained 
independence and merged the English-speak-
ing West with the French-speaking East. The 
Francophone region was much larger than the 
Anglophone region, and French speakers out-
numbered English speakers four to one. Thus, 
a persistent feeling of oppression and marginal-
ization gripped the English-speaking minority. 
Now this feeling, growing since a 1972 consti-
tutional change that eliminated federalism, is 
manifesting itself in political protest. 

Since October of last year, protests calling 
for greater autonomy and respect for Anglo-
phone Cameroon are common. Nkongho and 
Neba, the President and Secretary-General of 
the Cameroon Anglophone Civil Society Con-
sortium, led the protests. Yet, long-time strong-
man President Paul Biya responded with violent 
crackdowns, sparking more outrage and pro-
tests. This culminated in the arrests of Neba 
and Nkongho and an Internet shutdown across 
West Cameroon. In response, the pro-Anglo-
phone movement has called for more “ghost 
towns” until the problem is solved. In light of 
the abuses suffered by Anglophone Cameroo-
nians – from political and economic marginal-
ization to human rights violations – the inter-
national community must step in and ensure 
a free and fair referendum to decide the future 
of Western Cameroon. 

Although Cameroon is in the upper-middle 
class of African nations, Anglophone regions 
of Cameroon report lower incomes than the 
national average and the unemployment rate 
in the area is nearly double the national rate. 
While the discovery of oil offshore Western 
Cameroonian coasts raised hopes for future 
prosperity, many activists allege that oil income 
has been unfairly distributed. Anglophone 
Cameroonians also suffer from employment 
discrimination in the public and private sectors. 
Most government jobs go to French speakers, 
even in English-speaking areas, and companies 
also prioritize French speakers. National policy 

has also contributed to this economic disparity. 
Bertelsmann Stiftung’s Transformation Index, 
an academic and professional organization that 
produces reports on third-world countries, not-
ed that “measures to improve infrastructure in 
the English-speaking northwest and southwest 
provinces are continually stalled.” This further 
exacerbates West Cameroon’s economic strug-
gles and is just one way the central government 
disregards development of the region.

Anglophones have also been sidelined politi-
cally. In fact, the appointment of French-speak-
ing judges in West Cameroon initially sparked 
protests. Not only were these judges unfamiliar 
with the local language and culture, but they 
were also trained in a different system of law. 
West Cameroon employs a common-law sys-
tem that is different from the rest of Cameroon. 
Yet, the national government appointed these 
judges without any opposition from national 
politicians, as English speakers are largely ab-
sent from the national government. There are 
only two Anglophone cabinet ministers out of 
47 total. Additionally, the most popular party in 
West Cameroon, the Social Democratic Front, 
holds only 10 percent of parliamentary seats. 
Meanwhile, the Cameroon People’s Democratic 
Movement, which enjoys primarily Franco-
phone support, has over 80 percent of the seats. 
This means that Anglophones essentially have 
no national voice. The Francophone CPDM 
can unilaterally pass legislation without need-
ing to take into account the opinions of West 
Cameroonians. In effect, these people have lost 
their right to self-determination and their right 
to determine their own destiny. 

Proponents of a centralized state will say, 
as they did with Scotland, Catalonia and even 
Brexit, that decentralization is not pragmatic. 

It will inevitably cause more harm than good 
to break up a nation or supranational union. 
While a country might gain more control over 
their affairs, they will also lack political and 
economic strength. While this argument may 
be legitimate in situations where people benefit 
from centralization, this is not the West Cam-
eroonian case. When Anglophone Cameroo-
nians are deprived daily of their civil and hu-
man rights, when they see the proceeds of their 
resources distributed elsewhere, when they are 
shut out of their own government, they cannot 
possibly be benefitting from their connection 
to Francophone Cameroon.

Human rights violations are common as 
Western Cameroonians have been attacked, 
arrested while peacefully protesting, and seen 
their rights to freedom of speech curtailed. This 
is best exemplified in the case of the SCNC, 
the non-violent secessionist group. Since their 
creation in the 1990’s, meetings are routinely 
broken up and leaders are arrested. There are 
even reports of captured protestors being sub-
ject to torture by the Biya government. The 
situation has devolved so much that Amnesty 
International demanded officers refrain from 
“unlawful force.” Clearly, the rights of Anglo-
phone Cameroonians are not being respected 
by their national government.

For these reasons international agencies such 
as the United Nations must step in and remedy 
this situation. Not only are there consistent 
abuses of human rights taking place against 
English-speaking Cameroonians, but they are 
also being deprived of their right to self-deter-
mination and economic opportunity. It is not 
obvious that secession is the answer, but what 
is clear is that West Cameroonians should be 
allowed to decide their own fate. • 

The Right Way Forward for Cameroon

- Sebastian Leder Macek

President Paul Biya. 
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In 2016, after South Sudanese 
President Salva Kiir ousted 
then-Vice President Riek 

Machar, the fledgling country 
again erupted into violence. The 
ensuing Dinka-Nuer ethnic con-
flict sent hundreds of thousands 
of South Sudanese citizens fleeing 
to neighboring countries in the fol-
lowing year. Where other coun-
tries around the world might have 
closed their doors to the sudden 
influx of asylum-seekers, South Su-
dan’s neighbor to the south continued its long-
standing open door policy. Uganda accepted 
over 300,000 South Sudanese refugees in 2016. 
For comparison, only 200,000 Syrian refugees 
in total fled the country last year to dozens of 
countries around the word. In 2006, Uganda 
passed its Refugee Act, which effectively cares 
for refugees until they are legitimately able to 
repatriate. The international community should 
take note of the remarkable priority Uganda 
has placed on comprehensively meeting pre-
established international standards for refugee 
protection and assistance and consider imple-
menting similar policies of its own.

The 2006 Refugee Act relies on a unique 
policy revolving around freedom of movement 
and a concept known as the “self-reliance” strat-
egy. Representing one of ten countries housing 
56 percent of the world’s total refugee popula-
tion, Uganda has a recent history of particu-
larly progressive asylum policies. Regardless of 
its status as a developing country, with a GDP 
per capita 28 times less than the United States, 
Uganda hosts more than 470,000 refugees and 
over 200,000 other people of concern. Its prox-
imity to countries like the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo (DRC), Rwanda, Somalia, South 
Sudan, and Burundi has made it a convenient 
home for people fleeing persecution. Because 
the issue cannot be avoided, and refugees have 
become a fact of life for Uganda’s policy mak-
ers, the country operates a system designed to 
integrate many refugees into its urban and rural 
communities and provide others with a chance 
to become active participants in the national 
economy. Once granted refugee status by the 
Office of the Prime Minister, each refugee is 
given a plot of land. Their 10x10ft plot often 

lies on rich, arable soil capable of producing 
valuable subsistence crops like sorghum and 
maize. In providing refugees with an opportu-
nity to farm for food to feed their families and 
potentially sell in local markets, the government 
has at least partially fulfilled its obligation to 
uphold the social and economic rights of refu-
gees to work and eat. 

Although many of Uganda’s refugees re-
side in settlements outside large cities, the gov-
ernment does allow for freedom of movement 
within the country to urban centers like the 
capital, Kampala. Once inside the city, refugees 
have the opportunity to create businesses, learn 
valuable trade skills, and fully integrate into 
Ugandan society. Under the Act, refugees en-
joy the same right to work as nationals. Critics 
of open immigration policies often argue that 
refugees place a financial burden on the host 
country. However, as those residing in Uganda 
have shown, with a policy allowing freedom of 
movement and the right to work, refugees are 
actually beneficial to its economy, not a hin-
drance. If given farmable land, a family can feed 
itself with little need for humanitarian fund-
ing from organizations like the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
or World Food Programme. Studies done by 
Oxford University have also shown entrepre-
neurial tendencies amongst refugees in Kam-
pala, creating businesses in the urban center 
that successfully employ Ugandan nationals. 
Uganda’s model has been shown to increase the 
productivity of refugees, who, in other coun-
tries, might be confined to refugee camps, or 

await asylum decisions without con-
tributing to a developing economy. 
Moreover, the UNHCR, with the 
assistance of Windle Trust, gives ref-
ugees the option of securing a pri-
mary education in the settlements. 
Every refugee in Uganda has the 
right to a primary education, which 
drastically improves the ability of 
a refugee to secure employment or 
create a business.

Another common concern 
shared by those opposing open door 

asylum policies is the threat of terrorism. Since 
Uganda instituted its refugee policies, no ter-
rorist attacks have been carried out by a refugee 
or asylum seeker. Admittedly, Uganda is not 
generally at a high risk for terrorism, but its 
asylum admittance process might as well seem 
non-existent compared to developed countries 
like the United States and Britain. Instead, most 
cases are determined prima facie by the Office 
of the Prime Minister. Resource constraints 
dictate that the government would simply be 
unable to process applications under the time-
frame established by more developed countries 
with extensive security checks.

The international instruments for protect-
ing the rights of refugees already exist. In fact, 
they exist because the world mutually agreed 
to uphold them and work together to promote 
the preservation of rights of forced migrants. 
Uganda simply upholds these standards regard-
less of the size or speed of a refugee crisis. Refu-
gees frequently live side by side with nationals 
either in large cities or within the settlements 
themselves. The concerns commonly promoted 
by Western media sources about refugees and 
the threat they pose do not apply in Uganda, 
which has seen the positive effect such refu-
gees can have on the country. Many countries 
should take notes from countries like Uganda, 
study their successful policies, and find an ap-
propriate model based on conditions in their 
own state. •

Adapting to Change
Uganda and a Successful Asylum Policy
- Jake Lockledge

Maize growing in the Rwamwanja refugee settlement. 
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“The way America changed after 9/11 is the 
way Kenya will change,” Kenya’s depu-
ty President William Ruto announced 

in 2015. This came after the Somali terrorist 
group Al-Shabaab attacked the Garissa Uni-
versity College in Kenya and killed 147 people. 
Terrorist attacks like that and the one on the 
Westgate Mall in 2013 led the Kenyan gov-
ernment to blame the Dadaab refugee camp, 
which houses nearly 350,000 Somalis in Eastern 
Kenya, as a breeding ground for Al-Shabaab. 
The government promised to close the camp 
this year, but on February 9, 2017, the Kenyan 
High Court ruled that the closure of Dadaab 
was unconstitutional and halted all plans going 
forward. The Kenyan government has promised 
to appeal the decision, saying that the closure 
of the camp is important for the safety of all 
Kenyans. 

However, the Kenyan government’s assump-
tion that closing the camp will benefit and pro-
tect the Kenyan people is far from correct. On 
the contrary, the camp is almost completely 
integrated into the community surrounding it, 
and closing the camp would not address the ac-
tual security issues linked to Al-Shabaab’s ability 
to carry out attacks on Kenyan soil. Instead of 
using Dadaab as a scapegoat, the Kenyan gov-
ernment should address short-term measures 
that would protect them from terrorism and 
accept their responsibility to uphold human 
rights by providing for the wellbeing and safety 
of the refugees that reside in the camp. 

Articles concerning “human dignity” and 
the “freedom and security of the person” in 
the Kenyan Constitution provided evidence 
for the court to decide that closing the camp 
would violate these fundamental rights. Adding 
to the reasons to keep Dadaab open, the group 
Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), also known as 
Doctors Without Borders, published a report 
in October 2016 outlining how over 90 percent 
of the Somali refugees felt there was a high risk 
of “sexual violence, theft, and violent attacks,” 
in traveling in Somalia. Forcing these refugees 
to return to Somalia would violate the Kenyan 
constitution’s commitment to human dignity 
and a person’s right to freedom and security. 
Despite the facts that Dadaab is lacking many 
resources and Kenya is currently going through 
a drought, the Kenyan government must up-

hold its Constitution and uphold the rights of 
the refugees depending on it for security. 

With 350,000 residents, Dadaab has almost 
the same population as St. Louis, Missouri. As 
the camp has become both economically and 
socially integrated into that region of Kenya, 
many Kenyans who live nearby worry that clos-
ing of the camp would affect their own prosper-
ity. Also, many refugees have started families 
with Kenyan citizens. Closing the camp would 
not only send countless Somalis back to their 
extremely dangerous homeland, but would also 
be destabilizing to Kenyan citizens. By focus-
ing more on making a show of being a strong, 
nationalistic government that is capable of pro-
tecting its people, the Kenyan government is 
failing to realize the repercussions of closing the 
camp and that its proposed policies are unhelp-
ful, predatory, and discriminatory. 

Instead, the Kenyan government should fo-
cus on tangible, short-term solutions to han-
dling the terrorist threat posed by Al-Shabaab. 
One such action that could be taken is to more 
closely monitor Kenya’s porous border with 
Somalia and beef up the police presence along 
it. The border between Kenya and Somalia, on 
which a mostly wire fence is being constructed, 
is known to be easy to cross. Paths called “rat 
routes” are traversed daily by people crossing 
without passports or confrontation with any 
sort of security. It is these channels, and not the 
gates that separate Dadaab from greater Kenya, 
that have allowed Al-Shabaab militants to easily 
cross into Kenya. The routes are well enough 
known that CNN reporters documented their 
own route from Somalia to Kenya, arriving 
without coming across any security personnel 
along the way. Kenya has tried to allocate more 
people to border security, but until they put 
people on these known “rat routes,” the borders 
will remain unmanageable. Instead of focusing 
on appealing a court decision based on the te-
nets of their constitution, the Kenyan govern-
ment should focus on keeping their people safe 
by monitoring their borders and having security 

along well-known access points. 
The Kenyan government firmly believes this 

is a matter of national security for their own 
people, and argues that thousands of Somalis 
have already returned home from Dadaab. Ad-
ditionally, the 2017 election of the new pres-
ident in Somalia, Mohamed Abdullahi Mo-
hamed, has created a hopeful atmosphere in the 
country, and many hope the situation will soon 
improve, thus paving the way for refugees to re-
turn. The Kenyan Government should support 
this new administration and work with them 
to facilitate voluntary repatriation of refugees. 
However, stability for Somalia is still far off 
and the repatriations that have already occurred 
were voluntary, and nothing like the forceful 
removal of thousands of refugees from a camp 
that has been in operation since 1992. The Ke-
nyan government’s insistence that the camp be 
closed after the terror attacks of 2013 and 2015 
show that they are using Dadaab as a scapegoat 
more than anything else, and there is little to 
no evidence that the refugee camp has played 
a part in any sort of terrorist plots, according 
to reports made by the Human Rights Watch 
to The Guardian in 2015. 

The court’s decision was a major victory 
not only for human rights organizations that 
have been fighting the closure of the camp, 
but also for the refugees themselves, who face 
an uncertain future. Kenya must accept its re-
sponsibility to these refugees and look else-
where for solutions to their national security 
and terrorism issues. “[Dadaab is] not rosy, but 
heaven compared to Somalia,” one refugee was 
quoted as saying in the MSF report, echoing 
the sentiments of many refugees who call the 
camp home. These refugees need a safe haven, 
and Kenya is just that. Ultimately, forcing these 
refugees off the camp is not only unethical, but 
it also fails to address the problem it claims 
to solve, namely, Kenya’s burgeoning security 
vulnerabilities. •

Targeting Refugees Will Not Solve Kenya’s 
Security Concerns 
- Emma Stout

The Kenyan government is failing to realize the 
repercussions of closing the [Dadaab refugee] 

camp…”



John Magufuli has been one of the most 
talked about men in Africa since his vic-
tory in the competitive 2015 Tanzanian 

presidential election. Magufuli held several se-
nior cabinet positions in previous administra-
tions and was known for his strong work ethic 
and complete intolerance for incompetence 
and corruption. Upon being elected, he made 
international headlines when he engaged in a 
number of cost saving measures, such as merg-
ing government departments, canceling the 
normally extravagant Independence Day cel-
ebrations, and participating in a nation-wide 
street cleaning effort. His desire for austerity 
combined with his skills for showmanship have 
garnered him a 96 percent approval rating in 
certain polls. His frugal attitudes inspired a 
trending hashtag, #WhatWouldMagufuliDo, 
in which Africans are inspired to cut costs in 
comical ways as Magufuli might, such as warm-
ing their showers with a candle. However, if the 
statesman is serious about ending corruption 
in Tanzania, he must both strengthen Tanza-
nia’s institutions and commit his government 
to safeguarding freedom of speech and trans-
parency.

Magufuli’s accomplishments are already 
considerable. In a little more than a year in of-
fice, he purged 10,000 “ghost workers” -- work-
ers who did not actually exist -- from the gov-
ernment payrolls, saving Tanzania two million 
dollars per month. He also allocated govern-
ment funds for free secondary education, an 
important step in developing the country and 
making Tanzanians competitive in the global 
market. Advocates for women’s rights in Africa 
lauded his choice of a woman, Samia Saluhu, 
as his vice-president. While some of his actions 
have veered into showmanship, such as the fir-
ing officials on the spot upon discovering their 
corruption, his crackdown on corruption has 
helped foster a culture of accountability in gov-
ernment. Up to 95 percent of Tanzanians now 
claim that government services are improving 
and civil servants are held more accountable.

Yet, despite these accomplishments, cor-
ruption remains endemic in the government 
and the Chama Cha Mapinduzi party (CCM) 
remains in absolute control of the government 
at almost every level, as has been the case since 
independence in 1961. According to the Busi-

ness Anti-Corruption Por-
tal, a Denmark-based firm, 
Tanzania is still an extreme-
ly difficult country to do 
business in, due to red tape, 
corruption, and incompe-
tence in its civil service. It 
is thus vital that Magufuli 
use his charisma and popu-
larity to battle corruption 
and shore up Tanzania’s in-
stitutions, primarily the po-
lice, who are notorious for 
bribery. He must take ac-
tion to strengthen the Pre-
vention and Combatting of 
Corruption Bureau (PCCB) and restore public 
trust in government in order to ensure that an 
anti-corruption culture persists after he leaves 
office. He has already fired the leadership of the 
PCCB for their own corruption, so success de-
pends on ensuring that their replacements are 
more competent. Regardless of his zeal, Magu-
fuli cannot end the culture of corruption alone. 
His choice to invest in secondary education was 
an excellent one, as a more educated population 
will be able to more effectively stand up for its 
rights. Moreover, Tanzania’s literacy rate hovers 
around 70 percent, higher than its neighbors, 
which gives Tanzanians an advantage in terms 
of being able to criticize their government. 

In addition to a culture of corruption, Tan-
zania’s government is also very secretive, with 
minimal public access to government informa-
tion. In April 2015, the Ministry of Information 
ended live coverage of parliament proceedings, 
ostensibly due to high costs, which the op-
position parties contest. While the Tanzanian 
Constitution guarantees freedom of speech, 
there are limits placed on rights to assemble and 
freedom of the press, as well as an unpopular 
law passed by Magufuli’s predecessor that for-
bids publishing information deemed false or 
misleading by the government on the internet. 
This means that citizens who post informa-
tion at odds with official government statistics 
risk persecution, making it impossible for citi-
zens and journalists to root out corruption in 
Tanzanian government.  Thus, as part of his 
anti-corruption drive, Magufuli must commit 
his government to reducing restrictions on the 

press and opposition parties. 
There are a number of 

steps Magufuli can take to 
improve the Tanzanian gov-
ernment’s resistance to cor-
ruption. By repealing the in-
ternet censorship law, he can 
allow citizens to report on 
corruption that they experi-
ence without fearing govern-
ment punishment. The same 
goes for restrictions on the 
press, which are based pri-
marily on two laws: a 1976 
law that allows the govern-
ment to ban any publication 

“in the interest of peace and good order” and a 
2015 law forbidding the publication of statistics 
without authorization from the National Bu-
reau of Statistics. These laws effectively prevent 
journalists and citizens from reporting on cor-
ruption. Repealing them and guaranteeing press 
freedoms through legislation will do far more 
to combat corruption than Magufuli’s showy 
actions can. Freedom of the press has the con-
sequence of making all government organiza-
tions more accountable, as their transgressions, 
like the police force’s penchant for bribery, are 
brought to light. It is vital that Magufuli does 
not rely on his own presidential powers to uni-
laterally battle corruption. As he fires corrupt 
officials, other corrupt officials will likely take 
their place, unless the government and media 
make corruption more difficult to carry out.

Though corruption will inevitably remain 
mostly hidden behind closed doors, Magufu-
li can fulfill his anti-corruption directive by 
opening as many doors as possible: increasing 
freedom of the press, reducing opacity of the 
government by freeing up government informa-
tion, and repealing the internet law. Only when 
the press can criticize the government freely will 
the government be forced to see and resolve its 
flaws. Magufuli’s own tendency towards showy, 
executive actions has helped discourage corrup-
tion, but the gains are likely to be short-lived 
without legislative reforms. Only by substan-
tially changing political and media culture can 
he ensure his anti-corruption battle does not 
end with his presidency. •

What Should Magufuli Do?

- Kieran Byrne
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John Magufuli. 
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A fter holding office for more than four 
decades, Angolan president José Edu-
ardo Dos Santos announced his plan 

to step down from his position in 2018. Amidst 
the surprise of the long-reigning president’s 
planned retirement, he further shocked the 
country by announcing the appointment of 
his daughter, Isabel Dos Santos, to the head of 
Sonangol, Angola’s state-owned oil company 
and the leader in its robust oil industry. The 
questionable appointment of one of Dos San-
tos’s own children to a key economic position, 
mixed with rumors that Ms. Dos Santos’s pri-
vate investments are being supported by state-
funded investment projects, has gotten her ca-
reer with Sonangol off to a rocky start. While 
most of her co-nationals accuse her of corrup-
tion, international business leaders applaud her 
work in reducing the debt load of the company. 
Whether Dos Santos is indeed a shady investor 
or a competent businesswoman, the controversy 
surrounding her exemplifies the larger issues 
of a lack of transparency in the Angolan gov-
ernment’s budgeting process. The inability to 
confirm whether or not Isabel Dos Santos has 
private investments funded by federal money, as 
well as the fact that large portions of the budget 
go unaccounted for, demonstrates the need for 
a more transparent national budget reporting 
process in the administration that will follow 
Dos Santos after his 2018 retirement.

Political analysts make a strong case that 
Isabel Dos Santos, with an estimated net worth 
of $3.1 billion, is simply a tool for her father to 
retain economic influence and wealth after he 
steps down from the presidency. José Eduardo 
Dos Santos pushed for the formation of dif-
ferent economic partnerships, such as the new 
diamond-selling group called Ascorp, of which 
Isabel Dos has a 24.5 percent stake. President 
Dos Santos also authorized the founding of a 
national Angolan bank, Banco Internacional 
de Credito (BIC), with the help of Portuguese 
billionaire and businessman Américo Amorim. 
For a national bank that lends money to the An-
golan government, it seemed questionable that 
Isabel Dos Santos held a 25 percent stake, worth 
around $160 million, that remains untouched 
and unquestioned by BIC and federal officials. 
Moreover, Amorim continued to play a role in 
safeguarding the Dos Santos family’s economic 

interests. He worked with Isabel Dos Santos to 
set up various subsidiaries and went through 
several holding companies to acquire greater 
stakes in Sonangol, which would eventually 
fall under Ms. Dos Santos’s control. After 2005, 
Isabel Dos Santos continued to acquire stakes 
in different media companies and investment 
entities, all of which were looking to do busi-
ness in Angola. In short, she is a shareholder in 
all of these companies simply because her father 
authorized their presence in the country. The 
convoluted ways by which Isabel Dos Santos 
came about her wealth highlight a problem of 
transparency that makes it difficult for Ango-
lans citizens to know if their leaders are corrupt.

A government with a more transparent bud-
getary process would be able to respond to na-
tional rumors regarding Isabel Dos Santos’s 
source of wealth. The current Angolan govern-
ment, however, is known for being unavailable 
for interviews and press conferences. But the 
leader who takes José Eduardo Dos Santos’s 
place, and their administration, has the ability 
to change this perception of the government. 
It is not uncommon for parts of the current 
federal budget to go unaccounted for and for 
business deals, such as those previously men-
tioned, to go unregulated. In a country where 
billionaires in the presidential family thrive, 70 
percent of Angolan citizens live off of less than 
$2 a day, showing that much of the wealth made 
in various business deals does not make it to 
the average citizen. Furthermore, according to 
an investigation by the International Monetary 
Fund, at least $32 billion of Angolan oil revenue 
went missing from the federal ledger between 
2007 and 2010. 

Dos Santos’s successor needs to prioritize 
making the federal budget publicly reported 
and transparent. This would limit exorbitant 
spending concentrated in narrow areas and un-
accounted chunks of federal money. A recent 
Forbes article comments, “Angola comes in at 
157 out of 176 nations ranked by Transparency 

International’s Corruption Perceptions Index. 
It trails shining stalwarts of participatory de-
mocracy such as Yemen and Kyrgyzstan. And 
it’s within this environment that Isabel dos San-
tos has surfaced with an estimated net worth of 
$3 billion.” The problems demonstrated by the 
lack of accountability in federal spending and 
the controversy surrounding Isabel Dos San-
tos are a cry for the administration following 
Dos Santos’s to enact legislation that provides 
a transparent and regular reporting procedure 
for the federal budget.

An adequate report on federal spending 
from the new administration would include 
information on government-approved business 
deals, the salaries of public officials, spending 
decisions related directly related to the Angolan 
people, and would be available to the public. 
This is especially necessary in a country where 
it is common for public officials to openly ap-
point family members or favored successors 
to influential positions. The Angolan people 
were immediately suspicious upon Isabel Dos 
Santos’s appointment, so a detailing of busi-
ness operations that the government is involved 
in is necessary to demonstrate accountability 
to the public. Dos Santos’s successors should 
start with a budget and spending report that 
includes a detailed account of revenue from 
various industries, such as oil, and a complete 
breakdown of how resources are allocated into 
public programs such as healthcare and educa-
tion. Taking these steps is vital for the new ad-
ministration to have a fresh start and to ensure 
accountability in the Angolan government, so 
that events such as disappearing funds do not 
occur, and so that any public officials, such as 
Isabel Dos Santos, have clear ties to national 
business decisions, rather than being linked 
through various rumors. •

Isabel Dos Santos and Non-Transparency in 
Angola’s Federal Budget
- Kim Ira
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...the controversy surrounding [Dos Santos] 
exemplifies the larger issues of a lack of 

transparency in the Angolan government’s budgeting 
process.”



In 1990, after 27 years in captivity, Nelson 
Mandela was released from prison and 
assumed leadership of South Africa’s fore-

most anti-apartheid movement, the African Na-
tional Congress (ANC). Founded in 1912, the 
ANC was the primary vehicle through which 
black South Africans exercised their power in 
order to bring an end to whites’ institution-
alized segregation and discrimination. After 
decades of lobbying for international support, 
navigating the nation’s entrenched racial divi-
sions, and negotiating with political leaders, 
Mandela and the ANC assumed power in 1994 
following the first national elections that in-
cluded full black participation. Mandela won 
the presidency and the ANC won more than 60 
percent of the seats in the National Assembly, 
bringing an end to white political control over 
the black-majority populace.

Now, after more than 23 years of continu-
ously controlling the presidency and National 
Assembly, the ANC is now facing its most se-
rious and sustained challenge to hegemony. 
As numerous corruption allegations erode 
the credibility of party leader and South Afri-
can President Jacob Zuma, a slowing growth 
shrinks the nation’s economy, and recent elec-
toral losses in major municipalities like Johan-
nesburg and Pretoria weaken the party’s power, 
the African National Congress is struggling to 
remain a united and dominant force in South 
African politics. With Zuma’s tenure as party 
president coming to an end in December, jock-
eying for future party leadership is in full swing. 

Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma, chairwoman of 
the African Union Commission and President 
Zuma’s ex-wife, has emerged as the president’s 
preferred choice to succeed him as party leader. 
Yet, if the ANC wishes to remove itself from the 
cronyism and nepotism that have marked the 
Zuma years, then Dlamini-Zuma is unfit for 
the job. Rather, if ANC leaders and members 
want their party to return to its roots as a front 
committed to redressing the vast socio-econom-
ic disparities that plague South Africa, Deputy 
President and former union leader Cyril Rama-
phosa is the superior choice to lead the ANC.

Having previously served as Minister of For-
eign Affairs, Minister of Home Affairs, and 
Minister of Health, Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma 
boasts extensive experience in the upper levels 

of South African government. In addition, she 
just completed her tenure as the first woman 
to head the African Union’s executive body. 
Supporters point to her past roles as an anti-
apartheid activist and doctor as hallmarks of 
a dynamic woman, likely the most powerful 
female politician on the continent. Yet, de-
spite the prestige-laden resume, Dlamini-Zu-
ma’s professional career has been characterized 
by opportunism, shallow promises, and siding 
with the interests of wealthy elites. 

During her tenure at the African Union, 
Dlamini-Zuma made little effort to devote her 
full attention to the position. She remained 
actively involved in South African domestic 
politics and proposed policies such as conti-
nent-wide, visa-free travel, rigorous electoral 
monitoring, and increased AU peacekeeper in-
volvement in South Sudan that proved largely 
hollow. Both she and President Zuma maintain 
strong political and financial ties to the Gupta 
family, a wealthy Indian-South African business 
family that has received sweetheart government 
deals, strongly influenced government appoint-
ments, and employed Zuma family members. 
At a time when the ANC is becoming synon-
ymous with patronage and is losing power in 
the economic and political capitals of the na-
tion, nominating Dlamini-Zuma to party chief 
seems an overt ploy by Zuma and his cronies 
to safeguard their influence while concurrently 
eroding the foundations upon which South Af-
rica’s young democracy stands.

Hailing from Johannesburg’s infamous 
Soweto neighborhood, Cyril Ramaphosa rose 
to prominence by founding South Africa’s larg-
est labor union, playing an integral role in the 

negotiations that brought an end to apartheid, 
and serving as Secretary General of the ANC 
when it first assumed power. Nelson Mandela’s 
preferred choice to one day become President, 
Ramaphosa is not only an accomplished and 
seasoned politician, but remains far more com-
mitted to adhering to ANC principles and call-
ing out the blatant corruption currently plagu-
ing Zuma’s presidency. As the South African 
Daily Maverick points out, “The group around 
Ramaphosa … may believe that they are fight-
ing for the soul of the ANC … and they are 
probably not wrong.” As Deputy President, Ra-
maphosa plays an integral role in mediating de-
liberations between miners and corporate lead-
ers, nurturing relations with the white minority 
community, and vowing to ensure party unity.

Yet, at a time when democracies worldwide 
are shunning political elites in favor of anti-
establishment figures, Ramaphosa is firmly a 
member of South Africa’s ruling political and 
business class. He has been an ANC fixture 
for 25 years and boasts a personal wealth val-
ued of up to $700 million. While his connec-
tions to Zuma and corporate chiefs could raise 
questions about how fully committed he is to 
tackling corruption, economic disparities, and 
entrenched power dynamics, Ramaphosa has 
long proven to be an active advocate for South 
Africa’s labor interests and poverty-gripped 
peoples. As for Dlamini-Zuma, she has mul-
tiple conflicts of interests, financial ties to the 
nation’s power brokers, and repeatedly failed 
to fulfil promises of action. As The Economist 
points out, “Her family ties and time at the AU 
suggest that Dlamini-Zuma is the last person 
to help Africa’s most advanced economy fulfill 
its potential.”

On a continent afflicted by dynastic rulers 
and thieving politicians, it is in the interest of 
South Africa, budding African democracies, 
and Western leaders that South Africa remain 
a well-functioning and strong democracy. Yet, 
if President Zuma is able to hand the ANC and 
national leadership off to Nkosazana Dlamini-
Zuma, South Africa runs the risk of becoming a 
kleptocracy. To avoid this fate, ANC members 
and leaders must back the more progressive, 
more transparent, and more principled candi-
date and fulfill Mandela’s wish by choosing to 
support Cyril Ramaphosa. •

Countering Corruption and Fulfilling Nelson 
Mandela’s Wish in South Africa
- Tyler D. Coady
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Cyril Ramaphosa at a diplomatic meeting 
in Tehran, Iran. 
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A fter the Liberal party’s victory in the 
2015 parliamentary election, for-
mer Prime Minister Stephen Harp-

er stepped down as the Conservative Party of 
Canada’s (CPC) leader. Meanwhile, MP Rona 
Ambrose took over as interim leader, setting the 
stage for an open leadership election in 2017. So 
far, fourteen party members have declared their 
intention to run for the position, but there is 
one candidate in particular gaining the most at-
tention: Kevin O’Leary. O’Leary made his for-
tune selling computer software and has risen to 
fame as an investor on the television programs 
Dragon’s Den and Shark Tank. Partly inspired 
by Donald Trump’s campaign for President in 
the United States, rumors began swirling that 
O’Leary was going to make a run at CPC lead-
er. From the beginning, comparisons have been 
drawn between Trump and O’Leary, but, de-
spite similar business backgrounds, O’Leary is 
a very different political candidate than Trump.

Comparisons between O’Leary and the US 
President were bound to come about. Both were 
successful businessmen who grew their brand on 
television: Trump starred on The Apprentice, 
while O’Leary stood out as a venture capital-
ist on Shark Tank, earning himself the sarcas-
tic nickname Mr. Wonderful. Also like Trump, 
O’Leary has made his share of controversial state-
ments about politics. For example, he initially 
claimed he was not going to learn French, which 
is generally seen as a requirement for ministers 
in Canada. He later retracted this statement and 
began taking French lessons. Later, he suggested 
selling seats in the appointed upper house for a 
profit in response to recent spending scandals. 
Finally, although it is customary for party leaders 
to hold a seat in parliament, he claims he would 
rather spend time traveling Canada and talking 
to Canadians. As O’Leary considered a run for 
leadership, even he compared himself to Trump, 
admitting he is a political outsider inspired by 
Trump’s success. But even though O’Leary is a 
non-traditional politician, it does not mean he 
is the Canadian Donald Trump.

On the contrary, O’Leary claims he is 
the man Canada needs to stand up to Don-
ald Trump. He said during an interview with 
CBC radio, “the policy we see being formulated 
south of the border is going to make Canada a 
very uncompetitive jurisdiction.” He believes 

he is going to be able to lead Canada against 
an American government hesitant about work-
ing together. Thus, his rhetoric is about main-
taining Canada’s place in the global order, not 
“making Canada great again.”

Additionally, according to the chair of 
O’Leary’s exploratory committee, Mike 
Coates, O’Leary has many different policies 
than Trump. For example, Mr. O’Leary is pro-
trade and pro-globalization, and has written 
books on these topics. This is a contrast to Don-
ald Trump, who has threatened to dismantle 
NAFTA and other American trade deals. While 
Trump is known as somewhat of an extremist, 
Former Tory senator Marjory LeBreton said 
O’Leary has impressed her as a moderate. In 
fact, most of his policy positions are similar to 
the official party platform. Thus, O’Leary may 
want to bring an outsider’s perspective to Ot-
tawa, but he is not radical in terms of ideology.

In addition, Kevin O’Leary does not have 
the same aggressive political personality as Don-
ald Trump. For instance, he has promised to 
avoid attacks against other leadership candi-
dates, which was a hallmark of Donald Trump’s 
campaign in the primaries. He also promised he 
would not attack any segment of Canadian so-
ciety according to Senator LeBreton, who said, 
“I don’t think you’ll ever see Kevin O’Leary per-
sonally insulting people or saying things that are 
very unkind about certain groups of people. I 
just don’t believe you’ll ever hear that.” Attacks 
like this are not a part of O’Leary’s character, 
and Trump-O’Leary comparisons ignore this 
key difference. 

  Another difference between Trump and 
O’Leary is their election strategy. Trump won 
the US election by appealing to his loyal base 
of mostly older voters, as only 35 percent of 
Americans under 25 voted for Donald Trump. 
But according to a report published by his ex-
ploratory committee, O’Leary’s path to victory 
lies in younger voters. There is also the issue 
of finance. Although he is not allowed to self-
finance his campaign as Donald Trump did, the 
committee noted that donors are very excited at 

the prospect of O’Leary’s candidacy. Thus, it ap-
pears O’Leary will both be accepted by younger 
voters and the CPC’s donating supporters, ad-
vantages Donald Trump did not initially have. 

Although Kevin O’Leary’s chances of win-
ning the CPC’s leadership election are similar to 
what Donald Trump’s were for the Republican 
nomination, his chances in the general election 
are quite different. The field for the CPC leader-
ship is very divided, and, although O’Leary leads 
every poll he is included in, that is only about 
25 percent. Commentators wonder whether he 
will be able to hold on to his lead as candidates 
drop out. If he wins the nomination, O’Leary is 
predicted to gain support in the general election 
in a way that was never predicted for Trump. 
Current Prime Minister Justin Trudeau is still 
very popular, although not as popular as he was 
a year ago. Barring a major shift, he is expected 
to remain the leader of the Liberal party for the 
2019 election. O’Leary will have to face a formi-
dable foe in Trudeau who is young, experienced, 
and still holds the high approval rating of 58.1 
percent. Donald Trump, on the other hand, ran 
against Hillary Clinton, a candidate with record 
unpopularity ratings. That being said, however, 
the 2019 general elections are still far away, and 
it is too early to predict what the political land-
scape will look like. Yet, barring a major political 
shift, it seems O’Leary’s bid for Prime Minister 
will be an uphill battle. 

Canadian and American political commenta-
tors will certainly continue to advance the nar-
rative that Kevin O’Leary is the Canadian Don-
ald Trump. There are striking parallels in their 
backgrounds, and both have made controversial 
statements unlike typical candidates. However, 
it is important to separate this perception from 
the facts. O’Leary has very different policies and 
rhetoric. While he can appear brash on televi-
sion, in reality he understands the complexities 
of Canadian politics and how to win the election 
without resorting to Trumpian tactics. Kevin 
O’Leary and Donald Trump, despite coming 
from similar backgrounds, are very different 
politicians. •

Kevin O’Leary
The Canadian Trump?
- Max Goldman
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Even though O’Leary is a non-traditional 
politician, it does not mean he is the Canadian 

Donald Trump.”



P anama is currently trying to challenge 
its emerging reputation as a country 
rampant with financial sector corrup-

tion. In an attempt to demonstrate its efforts at 
rehabilitation, Panamanian President Juan Car-
los Varela formed a seven-member commission 
to recommend how to make the financial sector 
more transparent and accessible to the public, 
thereby reducing corruption and illegal activity. 
However, the commission immediately seemed 
destined for failure in its quest for transparency, 
as it did not promise to release details of its 
final report and plan to the public. Although 
this commission was a necessary development, 
it was ineffective in its execution. In order to 
fight corruption in Panama and improve the 
Panamanian image in the global eye, true trans-
parency of the financial sector and enforcement 
of open-records laws are crucial in restoring the 
reputation of Panamanian businesses. 

A country already wracked with corrup-
tion through illegal drug trafficking, Panama’s 
global image was severely damaged during the 
Panama Papers scandal in early May 2016, when 
an anonymous source leaked over 11 million 
financial reports spanning more than 200,000 
offshore companies under the Panamanian cor-
porate law firm Mossack Fonseca. The anony-
mous person who leaked the documents stated 
that “income inequality” in Panama was a fac-
tor in the decision to expose Mossack Fonseca. 
Many Panamanian shell companies implicated 
in the leaked records were found to be covering 
up illegal activities, such as money laundering 
and tax evasion. The timing was unfortunate 
as well, as this debacle happened just a few 
months after Varela offered to host the largest 
anti-corruption conference in the world. In re-
sponse to the Panama Papers scandal, President 
Varela formed the commission for transparency. 

So, who benefits from the opacity that is 
currently surrounding the Panamanian finan-
cial sector? Certainly, the people who have 
a stake in the illegal activity that takes place 
there. The local banks benefit, because the 
money passes through these banks after it is 
laundered. The law firms that set up the off-
shore companies benefit, because they receive 
a share of the money they hold for people that 
use these companies for either legal or illegal 
ends. And it is likely that influential politi-

cians and power-holders of the Panamanian 
government also benefit, including President 
Varela himself. Many of the people he chose 
to be the commissioners of the transparency 
venture seem to reflect his desire to maintain 
the high level of ambiguity that surrounds the 
Panamanian financial system. One member 
was Nicolás Ardito Barletta, a former Presi-
dent of Panama who directs a company that 
has its origins in the Mossack Fonseca firm. 
Another member, Alberto Alemán, is the di-
rector of Global Bank, a major Panamanian 
bank, which was recently accused of lacking 
regulatory standards and transparency. Both of 
these businessmen seem to have major conflicts 
of interest with increasing transparency in the 
financial sector of Panama. Even Varela raises 
suspicion, given that until recently, one of his 
personal advisors was Ramón Fonseca himself.

There are inconsistencies and contradictions 
between President Varela’s rhetoric and actions 
in his drive to end rampant corruption in Pana-
ma. If he truly wants Panama’s financial reputa-
tion to improve, there are several steps he must 
take. First, his role in allowing illegal activity, 
whether he directly partakes in it or is simply 
complicit in its perpetuation, must come to an 
end. He spoke at the anti-corruption confer-
ence last year and put together the commis-
sion for transparency, but these actions are not 

enough. In order to make a difference in the lev-
el of corruption in Panama today, Varela must 
officially call for strengthened enforcement of 
open-records laws of business in Panama and 
make the records of the beneficiaries of these 
companies available to the public. With these 
records accessible to the public, illegal activity 
will be much harder to conceal, discouraging 
corruption. Second, Varela must call for trans-
parency within the local banks of Panama. To 
prevent laundered money from ending up in 
these local banks, which then benefit from its 
illegal activity, Varela needs to call for public ac-
cess to information for account holders includ-
ing records on how this money was obtained. 
If this information becomes public knowledge, 
banks are unlikely to partake in, and therefore 
profit from, illegal activity. 

Transparency is essential to dis-incentivizing 
crime and corruption. Varela’s failure to instill 
full transparency in the financial sector has sim-
ply allowed crime to continue. Only when pub-
lic knowledge of the financial sector increases 
will criminal activity decrease and Panama’s 
reputation begin to improve, as it curtails cor-
ruption and moves forward with integrity. •

Anti-Corruption in Panama

- Margaret D’Antonio
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Panamanian President Juan Carlos Varela. 
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T he small nation of Guyana is battling 
one of the most serious epidemics in 
the world: suicide. The Guyanese sui-

cide rate is 44.2 suicides per 100,000 people 
– the highest in the world and almost triple 
the global average of 16 suicides per 100,000 
people. This disturbing statistic has moved the 
government and country at large to take action 
against the health crisis, but current initiatives 
have produced little – if any – success. It is dif-
ficult for the already poor nation to manage 
such an unusually high suicide rate. To combat 
the problem, Guyana should create a national 
suicide action plan in accordance with World 
Health Organization standards to begin edu-
cating their population about prevention and 
attract more mental healthcare professionals 
to the country.

Guyana’s high suicide rate is impacted by a 
combination of three factors. A large portion 
of the country is functionally illiterate and un-
educated, and a cultural stigma against mental 
illness as a sign of witchcraft prevents many 
from speaking about their experiences. It is 
thus a challenge for common Guyanese to no-
tice and take action against suicidal behaviors 
in their friends and family. 

A second factor is the high poverty rate, 
which can lead to a prevalence of alcoholism 
and other mental health problems. Currently, 
about one-third of Guyana’s people live in pov-
erty and many work agricultural jobs. The phys-
ical demands and low paying salaries of these 
professions lead many to seek leisure through 
alcohol consumption – a habit that can lead to 
dependency and oftentimes depression, making 
suicide a grave possibility for many Guyanese. 
Moreover, the large agricultural industry in 
Guyana has increased the prevalence of pes-
ticides and deadly chemicals, allowing for an 
easy pathway to suicide through the ingestion 
of the commonly available substances. 

Finally, Guyana has experienced a brain 
drain of educated professionals. About 55% of 
all Guyanese live abroad, and 80% of Guya-
nese with a tertiary education have emigrated. 
This emigration has hampered the healthcare 
industry significantly, leaving few doctors and 
administrators to manage the national crisis. 

Guyana’s suicide rate is well known among 
its people; it is common for Guyanese to know 

a victim of suicide or someone who has at-
tempted to take their own life. Although a na-
tional concern, President David Granger has 
done little to address the crisis. For example, 
the government of Guyana distributed locks 
for pesticide boxes to farmers as a way to curb 
chemical ingestion as a means of suicide. How-
ever, only a total 150 locks were distributed to 
ten farmers, out of thousands who have unse-
cured chemicals and pesticides on their land. 
Additionally, existing legislation still lists the 
mentally ill as “idiots” suffering from “derange-
ment.” As such, attempted suicide is illegal and 
carries a two-year prison sentence. Such mea-
sures are insufficient in addressing the causes 
of and preventing future suicides.

Guyana has taken steps toward a national 
suicide prevention plan and community organi-
zations exist in some areas to help citizens find 
happiness and friendships. However, Guyana 
needs to accelerate their actions and adhere to 
WHO standards of suicide prevention. Guyana 
is not an outlier by not following the WHO 
standards; as of 2014, only 28 nations have im-
plemented national suicide prevention plans 
and only 13 nations have a plan in development. 
The implementation of a national plan comes 
with the implementation of inputs and outputs. 
Inputs include resources, contributions, and in-
vestments that allow for infrastructure such as 
trained healthcare professionals, culturally rel-
evant and evidence-based proposals, and access 
to healthcare data. These steps then allow for 
outputs such as training programs, public edu-
cation campaigns, access to care, community 
programs, and prevention policy implementa-
tion. However, these standards are difficult to 
meet in poor countries like Guyana. WHO ac-
knowledges these difficulties of prevention, and 
suggests inputs and outputs be implemented 
in stages. Thus, there are two key stages that 
Guyana will need to work through to combat 
their high suicide rate going forward. 

First, Guyana must address its cultural stig-
ma towards mental illness. While culturally in-

grained issues are difficult to address, the nation 
needs to ensure that the general population will 
engage with the action plan, such as seeking 
healthcare professionals. General strategies such 
as information campaigns through the govern-
ment and the media may be effective, educat-
ing the population about mental health and 
eliminating the stigma associated with seeking 
care. Another clear strategy would be for the 
government to redefine suicide in its laws and 
policies to set an inclusive, non-judgmental 
cultural standard. 

Second, Guyana must attract its educated 
population from overseas and establish medical 
and psychiatric training centers to rebuild its 
healthcare infrastructure. This step is not easy 
for a poor nation, but without a proper health 
care system, Guyana will not be able to ad-
dress the psychological needs of its population. 
Through informational campaigns, NGOs, and 
developed nations, Guyana can support its few 
medical professionals with training programs. 
In particular, the United Nations should ad-
dress the shortage of healthcare professionals 
in Guyana as a research and training ground 
to further WHO’s fight against worldwide sui-
cide. If the United Nation-sponsored plan is 
truly effective, it should be able to work in the 
direst of situations. 

While Guyana may appear as an outlier 
trapped in the perfect storm of conditions to 
have a high suicide rate, steps can be taken 
to alleviate the crisis. The creation of nation-
al suicide prevention and action plans should 
be implemented to help address the root of 
the problem in local communities. Through 
research and international assistance, an im-
proved healthcare infrastructure will be able to 
clinically address current patients. Finally, with 
long-term support from repatriated doctors and 
the United Nations, Guyana can establish a bet-
ter understanding of the conditions that lead to 
suicide, thereby preventing future occurrences 
and reducing its suicide rate. •

Guyana
The Perfect Storm for Suicide? 
- Adam Udovich
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While Guyana may appear as an outlier trapped 
in the perfect storm of conditions to have a high 

suicide rate, steps can be taken to alleviate the crisis.”



A fter ten years of maintaining the 
status quo under current presi-
dent Rafael Correa, change is 

in the air for Ecuador, as the country 
prepares for a second round of presiden-
tial elections on April 2. The upcoming 
election is a runoff from the February 19 
vote, which failed to determine an out-
right winner, as per election standards. 
Leftist candidate Lenín Moreno, consid-
ered to represent the current administra-
tion’s policies of high taxation and social 
spending, came close to victory. He now 
faces a serious threat from second-place 
conservative candidate, Guillermo Lasso, who 
may be able to pool together all other parties’ 
votes against Moreno. Lasso would represent 
a much-needed break from Correa’s irrespon-
sible fiscal policies that have left Ecuador in a 
recession since 2014. As Moreno has pledged 
to continue and expand Correa’s leftist policies 
that have dissatisfied much of the Ecuadorian 
populace, a shift to the right is necessary for Ec-
uador to overcome the political and economic 
stagnation that has resulted from a decade of 
the same administration.

Although a move towards the right is in Ec-
uador’s best interests, that is not to say that the 
current president has not implemented many 
significant and successful reforms. In fact, the 
first eight years of Correa’s administration saw 
increases in social spending that improved ac-
cess to healthcare and education for Ecuador’s 
poorest citizens, and allowed for several in-
frastructural advancements. According to the 
World Bank, Ecuador’s GDP has doubled to 
$100 billion since 2007, as the poverty rate has 
decreased from 37% to 23%. However, economic 
growth has slowed since 2014 due a decline in 
the prices of oil, Ecuador’s main export, mak-
ing Correa’s once-popular social spending un-
sustainable. In fact, Correa, a champion of the 
poor, introduced higher taxation measures that 
subsequently bruised his approval ratings by 
17% among the upper classes. One tax in par-
ticular, the capital tax, imposes a 75% tax rate 
on property sales that exceed a certain price. 
Correa also attempted to implement an inheri-
tance tax that would tax inheritances above the 
amount of $850,000 at roughly 77%, though 
this did not pass. Many of these reforms have 

angered Ecuadorians who feel that such tax 
rates are exorbitant.

Although these tax measures increased rev-
enue, Correa’s plans for social spending cannot 
be sustained with falling oil prices. Moreno, for-
mer vice president to Correa from 2007-2013, 
vows not only to continue Correa’s economic 
plans for welfare spending, but also to increase 
such measures. Such action is irresponsible, as it 
raises questions of how a further rise in spending 
would be feasible, given the current state of the 
economy. Taxation has been an incredibly un-
popular solution; furthermore, the economy is 
expected to decline by 2.7% by the end of 2017 
due to oil dependency.  

From a political perspective, Moreno is seen 
to be a direct extension of Correa, potentially 
limiting democratic practices. Correa changed 
the constitution in 2015 to allow for the elimi-
nation of term limits, which, not coincidentally, 
allowed him to stay in power for an additional 
two years. Furthermore, Correa has attempted 
to censor the press by suing private newspapers 
for speaking out against him. A preservation of 
Correísmo under Moreno would ensure a fur-
ther decline of the economy compounded by re-
strictions on Ecuador’s democratic institutions.

The conservative alternative, Lasso, would 
not only diversify the economy but also en-
sure democratic practices through a peaceful 
transition of power. He plans to add one mil-
lion jobs to the Ecuadorian economy over four 
years. To do so, he will divert Ecuador away 

from being “petro-dominant” and ex-
pand industry to allow other sectors to 
flourish. Lasso also vows to lower tariffs, 
and plans to encourage Ecuador to join 
the Pacific Alliance, among other trade 
agreements, which would further open 
the country to foreign investment and 
trade. Although he does not emphasize 
social spending, it is important to note 
that, if the economy can be sufficiently 
stimulated, social programs will have 
the opportunity to continue, and better 
yet, expand with more reliable, popular 
sources of revenue. Thus, Lasso would 

signify an important impetus for change in Ec-
uador, which has been stifled by restrictions on 
both democracy and economic growth.

The social programs Correa has championed 
over the past ten years are important, but are 
completely unrealistic in terms of sustainabil-
ity if economic policies do not match chang-
ing economic conditions. Higher tax rates have 
proven to be an extremely unpopular measure 
for raising revenue, meaning that diversifying 
the economy and expanding trading potential 
are crucial for Ecuador’s success. Politically and 
economically, Lenín Moreno is an extension of 
the destructive Correísmo policies that have led 
Ecuador into its recent recession. Guillermo 
Lasso, both economically and politically, is the 
key that can help Ecuador achieve a balance of 
a strong, growing economy with crucial social 
measures that boost many sectors of society. 
Time will tell as to how such action will play 
out. However, at present, what is most certain 
is the need to end a decade of Correa policies in 
favor of a transformation that can truly benefit 
Ecuador and the Ecuadoran people. •

Ecuador’s Election
A Turn to the “Right” Side?
- Ava Tavrazich
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A runoff election on April 2 will determine who is to 
inhabit the Carondelet Presidential Palace for the 

next four years. 
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A s of February 2017, almost 150 pris-
oners have died due to prison riots 
in Brazil since the start of the year. 

Overcrowded and underfunded, the prison 
system is unable to prevent riots, escapes, and 
the escalation of drug violence. While the vio-
lence seems to have slowed - there have been 
no additional revolts since January 22nd - the 
riots demonstrate the failures of the system to 
control powerful gang members once incarcer-
ated. The plan to stop prison violence presented 
on January 6th by Brazilian President Michel 
Temer, while an important step, misses vital 
points to improve the system. Temer’s plan cen-
ters on building thirty more maximum-security 
prisons, of which only five include minor pro-
visions addressing other basic needs. This will 
not be enough. To prevent future violence, the 
Brazilian government must inject money into 
the broken system for better guard pay, facility 
improvement, and sentencing reforms. 

The two most powerful gangs in Brazil, the 
PCC and the Red Command, previously had a 
tenuous agreement to share trafficking routes. 
This ended in late 2016, when the PCC moved 
to control all routes along the border. Violence 
quickly erupted between gangs as previously 
settled routes became contested, and spread 
quickly to prisons where the two gangs live 
side by side. The first riot began on January 
1st, 2017 in Manaus, the Amazonas state where 
56 prisoners were killed and 47 escaped. Less 
than a week later in a Northern state, another 
33 prisoners died. A week later, 26 perished in 
Eastern Brazil, where only six officers were on 
duty at the time. In the state of São Paulo, over 
100 prisoners escaped after a riot that caused 
a fire, though 80 were recaptured by police. 
As violence from prisons often spills out into 
neighboring cities, citizens are reminded of the 
late 1980s and early 2000s when gang violence 
dominated the political landscape.

Decriminalizing possession and investing 
in house arrest programs that keep non-violent 
offenders out of prisons is the first step to creat-
ing more space in prisons, which helps defuse 
potentially violent situations. Temer has ex-
pressed interest in expanding house arrest and 
rehabilitation programs that do not require in-
carceration. While these initiatives will require 
long-term investment and attention, so will 

constructing and staffing thirty more prisons. 
Programs designed to prevent incarceration 
of nonviolent offenders will have the longest 
lasting effects; it would allow at-risk people to 
seek gainful employment outside of criminal 
activity and would reduce the number of pris-
oners over time. Constructing more prisons, 
however, will only delay the need to address 
these critical issues. 

Temer must act to alleviate the problems 
causing riots before another gang altercation 
creates more violence. He has already been con-
demned for his handling of the situation, only 
publicly responding to the initial attacks three 
days after, calling them a “terrible tragedy,” and 
denying responsibility since the facility was 
privately run. Critics have called his comment 
dismissive of deeply rooted problems that he 
instead presented as unexpected and isolated, 
especially following a 2015 government report 
which noted that the Amazonas prison was a 
likely location for violence. Thus, government 
officials and citizens alike have noticed the de-
fects of the system, which are easy to spot but 
hard to fix, namely overcrowding and under-
funding. These issues allow gang members to 
manipulate stressed guards and exert their con-
trol over the prison.

Overcrowding is the most visible of the 
problems that contributes to violence. Of the 
prisoners currently held, 40 percent have yet 
to be sentenced and the average prison is 50 
percent over capacity. The slow pace of sentenc-
ing fills necessary space with people who would 
otherwise not have been exposed to gangs and 
their recruitment activities. While building 
more prisons seems like a natural solution to 
overcrowding, and would temporarily alleviate 
the most inhumane conditions, it would only 
evade, rather than address the system’s underly-
ing issues. If changes are not made to the sen-
tencing structure, these new prisons will only 
perpetuate the same problems. 

Increasing the number of prisons also fails 
to address the problem of underfunding. In late 
January, prison workers in the state of Rio went 
on strike for back wages unpaid since Novem-
ber and the state police went on strike for ten 
days in Espírito Santo. State workers are being 
paid too little to face the threat of violence every 
day. This lack of funding also manifests through 

dilapidated prison interiors, which are riddled 
with holes used to smuggle in weapons. Build-
ing more prisons will exacerbate these prob-
lems. New prisons will require more staff and 
long-term upkeep to adequately perform their 
duties. States already facing problems with pay-
ing public servants will be forced to stretch their 
budgets even thinner. Should restructuring of 
sentencing occur rather than the construction 
of more prisons, more funds will be able to be 
directed to rehabilitating existing prisons and 
increasing salaries for workers.

Furthermore, high incarceration rates con-
tribute to increased gang membership. Gang 
leaders are unable to run their smuggling op-
erations exclusively within prisons due to the 
need for runners. As such, upon arrival in the 
prison, inmates are expected to pledge alle-
giance to one of the gangs present – if they are 
not already aligned – on the expectation that 
they will aid gang operations once they leave. 
This results in the gang problem worsening as 
previously unaffected prisoners are enlisted into 
the ranks. Preventing exposure of non-violent 
offenders to environments conducive to gang 
initiation will reduce the tension and numbers 
of inmates involved in riots. More prisons will 
not prevent this kind of recruitment. If sen-
tencing is not addressed, the new prisons will 
soon fill up and create more opportunities for 
gang membership. 

Temer’s plan is little more than a political 
band-aid. It does little to resolve the identifiable 
root problems and will not prevent large-scale 
violence in the future. Within two weeks of the 
conflict between the Red Command and the 
PCC, five prisons with thousands of inmates 
erupted into violence. To solve this problem, 
Temer will need to do more than pay lip service. 
Reforms need to be made that will adequate-
ly address the roots of the issues at stake and 
building more prisons fails to do so. Brazil has 
an incarceration problem, not a prison prob-
lem, and it should be treated as such. Efforts 
should be made to lower incarceration rates by 
implementing house arrest and rehabilitation 
programs for non-violent offenders, as well as 
increase prison upkeep and guard pay. •

Jailbreaking
Brazilian Prisons in Decline
- Maggie Johnson



A s millions of Brazilians celebrate Carni-
val, public projects like the Belo Monte 
dam continue to cause irreversible eco-

logical and social damage to indigenous lands. 
Not only are these policies environmentally 
harmful, but they also jeopardize the livelihoods 
of Brazil’s indigenous peoples. Unsurprisingly, 
the sixty-seven tribes that make up this popu-
lation have been systematically overlooked and 
denied rights in an effort to strengthen indus-
try. But Canada may serve as a model for how 
Brazil can remedy these conflicts while ensuring 
indigenous rights. 

As a case study, Canada demonstrates how 
two groups with different linguistic and legal 
traditions can peacefully cohabitate in one na-
tion-state through the construction of perma-
nent institutions that recognize and reconcile 
their differences. While Canada still confronts 
issues regarding its own indigenous peoples, the 
country’s constitutional guarantees of peaceful 
and just Francophone-Anglophone cohabitation 
may still guide Brazil. Specifically, the Canadi-
an model suggests how to inscribe indigenous 
peoples’ rights into permanent political and legal 
institutions to guarantee fair representation and 
equitable access to natural resources.

In the British acquisition of Quebec after 
the end of the Seven Years’ War in 1763, Brit-
ain inherited a substantial population of French 
descendants who lived under different customs 
and traditions, namely the legal system of civil 
law and the French language. To induce French 
descendants to participate in the nation, Canada 
adopted bijuralism, defined as the coexistence 
of two legal systems within a single state. Since 
then, Canadian law has recognized the validity 
of both common law and civil law in their re-
spective jurisdictions.

These important legal institutions – manifest-
ed through equitable representation in courts, 
commissions, and agencies that handle inter-
cultural affairs – have played a role in holding 
together this unique federation of French and 
English speakers, ensuring equitable access to 
education and federal government services in 
either language as mandated by the Canadian 
Charter of Rights and Freedoms. By reducing 
barriers for citizens to live and travel throughout 
Canada, Canada provides equal opportunity for 
its citizens to enjoy its many resources.

It should be noted that bijuralism, while not 
as strongly inscribed as in Canadian institutions, 

exists in other parts of Latin America, suggest-
ing that the model is not limited to ‘Western’ 
polities. Colombia, Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador, and 
Venezuela have all attempted to incorporate in-
digenous legal systems into permanent insti-
tutions by inscribing legal pluralism into their 
written constitutions.

For example, the 2009 Bolivian constitution 
specifically recognizes indigenous jurisdictions 
as having equal legal basis with non-indigenous 
jurisdictions. This solution counters previous 
methods of simply recognizing indigenous 
law within existing legal frameworks, which, 
in practice, subordinates indigenous jurisdic-
tions to non-indigenous ones. This new frame-
work provides clarity in the adjudication of in-
digenous issues, which was formerly unwieldy 
due to two disobliging systems of law, where an 
indigenous court rules one way while a non-
indigenous court rules the other. Within the 
proposed system, each system will have its own, 
wholly separate jurisdiction.  More importantly, 
the recognition of a people’s legal tradition in-
herently legitimizes the existence of other indig-
enous rights, paving the way for other rights and 
freedoms of indigenous peoples to be protected 
by permanent institutions and constitutions.

Yet, before any discussion of implementing 
bijuralism, the Brazilian government must first 
finish the process of legally demarcating indig-
enous lands, initiated by the 1988 Constitution. 
Demarcations of indigenous polities, currently 
subject to intense disagreement between the na-
tional and state governments, must be univer-
sally accepted to provide a basis for bijuralism, 
expanding opportunities for other indigenous 
matters. Such success can be seen in 1700s Can-
ada, where clear definitions of peoples and sys-
tems facilitated productive negotiations between 
French North Americans and their British ad-
ministrators. To achieve equal recognition of in-
digenous legal systems, there must be an explicit 
explanation and demarcation of jurisdictions.

Once indigenous lands are properly demar-
cated, negotiations can begin for how indigenous 
legal systems will gain parity with the non-indig-
enous legal system. Under current law, the federal 
government oversees and administers indigenous 
land. While indigenous communities often assist 
in the formulation of policy, there is no guaran-
tee of political representation, nor of respect for 
indigenous legal precedent in these decisions. 
Many communities have complained that their 

input only marginally influences actual policy.  
For example, stronger guaranteed indigenous 

input in institutions could have helped mitigate 
the effects of the Belo Monte hydroelectric dam. 
The dam threatens to harm endangered ecologi-
cal systems as well as indigenous lands. While a 
2016 court decision briefly suspended the dam’s 
permit due to lack of compensation for indig-
enous peoples, there was a lack of indigenous 
input in resolving the problem.

Following the Canadian guarantee of Québé-
cois representation on the Supreme Court of 
Canada (precedent says that three out of the 
nine judges should be from civil law Quebec), 
some level of indigenous political and legal rep-
resentation must be enshrined into permanent 
institutions within Brazil to strengthen indig-
enous voices in policy.  Furthermore, increased 
numbers of positions in institutions prevent lat-
er Brazilian federal governments from changing 
the rules and diminishing the role indigenous 
communities have. For centuries, the enshrine-
ment of the rights of language and maintenance 
of different legal systems in Canada has ensured 
the peaceful infusion of a minority and a ma-
jority into a strong, single nation; Brazil should 
consider the Canadian paradigm if it hopes to 
follow a similar path.

While the protection of indigenous rights and 
traditions may come at the loss of businesses and 
subnational organizations that have interests in 
extraction of resources from indigenous areas, in 
the long run, it is better for business if companies 
all play by the same consistent and just rules con-
cerning land use. As such, companies will have 
a greater incentive to invest in indigenous lands 
if they know their activity is legal. In setting and 
upholding fair laws concerning indigenous com-
merce, a stable resource market that conforms to 
just institutions will benefit all parties.

The Canadian model demonstrates a clear 
way in ensuring that these measures are faithfully 
carried out – inscribing them into permanent 
institutions. Through the creation of these per-
manent institutions, Brazil, which has a consti-
tutional and international obligation to protect 
indigenous rights and freedoms, can help some 
of the most marginalized people enjoy the ben-
efits of a growing economy while maintaining 
access to natural resource and traditional lands. 
Brazil does not have to choose indigenous rights 
over business interests or vice versa; it is possible 
to have both. •

La Paix of Cohabitation
Canada as a Model for Solving Brazilian Indigenous Issues

- Jalen Zeman
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The streets of the Brazilian state 
Espírito Santo have recently 
been plagued with a stagger-

ing amount of chaos and violence, as 
police continue to strike. On February 
4, police in Espírito Santo began to 
strike for higher wages and improved 
working conditions. Police salaries in 
the state of Espírito Santo, which av-
erage around $867 a month, and start 
as low as $600 for new officers, are the 
lowest out of all twenty-seven Brazilian 
states. The workload for officers is also 
extremely demanding and the proper supplies 
are not always readily available. Furthermore, 
police in Espírito Santo have not seen a raise 
in four years, and are growing frustrated with 
the lack of mobility within the police depart-
ment. These stagnant wages and poor working 
conditions are unacceptable and should be re-
solved in order to ensure a safe police presence 
in the state. Thus, talks between the police, their 
family members, and the government should 
be implemented to increase wages and discuss 
terms of managing a difficult police workload. 

Espírito Santo is having issues with paying 
public workers on time in part due to a tough 
economic climate. Vitoria, the state’s capital, 
lost nearly 1,800 state officers during its strike, 
which has caused an immense gap in the police 
presence that usually patrols the city. This with-
drawal of a police presence had devastating se-
curity effects. One week into the strike, Espírito 
Santo experienced over 101 reported homicides, 
six times the state’s average. Security officials 
also reported that over 200 cars were stolen in 
Vitoria in a day, and businesses lost over 90 mil-
lion reais ($28.87 million) due to absent police 
forces. Many stores shut down due to fears of 
vandalism and theft, along with several clinics, 
schools, and modes of public transportation. 
As a result, the Brazilian army has temporarily 
taken over patrolling the streets.

However, in response, Brazilian President 
Michel Temer stated that, “the right to protest 
[could] not take the Brazilian people hostage.” 
Along with other high-ranking officials, Temer 
has stressed that these strikes are directly put-
ting citizens in harm’s way. Further complicating 
matters is the fact that it is actually illegal for 
military police to go on strike in Brazil, mean-

ing the officers could face up to two years in 
prison if found guilty. Even though a wage in-
crease would strain the state’s budget, violence 
is clearly a consistent problem in Espírito Santo, 
and thus, paid law enforcement should be pri-
oritized to solve the stalemate.  

 After a period of intense violence, the mili-
tary police and state officials in Espírito Santo 
did reach an agreement to end the strike. But 
the agreement did not address stagnant sala-
ries, the main cause of the conflict. Instead, the 
agreement stated that the government would 
aim to promote individuals in the ranks of the 
police force, consider higher wages, and man-
age the workload assigned to the police. This 
deal was certainly not the complete and defini-
tive outcome most of the officers hoped for, 
leading to continued strikes by the officers as 
well as their families. The wives of the officers 
are particularly furious. They complained they 
were not part of these negotiations and still 
demand higher pay for their spouses and rela-
tives. Many wives and other family members 
have gone as far as blockading police stations 
to prevent routine patrols. As of February 13th, 
around 1,000 police officers have returned to 
work while around 10,000 remain on strike. 
The government has threatened to charge about 
700 officers with rebellion, but so far, no major 
arrests have been made.

The police strike in Espírito Santo is espe-
cially controversial because of what is at stake. 
When factory workers go on strike an industry 
may temporarily shut down, but when police 
go on strike, an entire city and its people are 

in peril. Espírito Santo is one of 
the most dangerous states in Bra-
zil. Therefore, it relies heavily on 
the police to maintain order in the 
streets, without which it cannot. In 
this way, the government has failed 
its people. They are struggling to 
pay critical public servants to the 
point where they are willing to tol-
erate an increase in violence. If Bra-
zil is going to enforce the law that 
makes it illegal for military police 
to go on strike, then there should 

be a gradual salary increase to incentivize them 
to return to work. The stagnant wages the offi-
cers have endured for over four years are simply 
unacceptable. Police pay should therefore be a 
priority for the state, as violence and crime are 
known to be consistent problems for residents. 

Moving forward, the government should 
increase salaries by at least 50%. Officers pro-
posed an increase as high as 100%, however it 
is unlikely that the government will accept that 
large of an increase. At the same time, despite 
a nation-wide economic downturn, officers in 
the slightly safer Brazilian capital Brasilia make 
around $2,300 a month. This wage disparity is 
shocking, and should be minimized to fairly 
compensate officers. There is also a fear that 
similar strikes will spread around the country, 
particularly to Rio de Janeiro and Belem. With 
Brazil attempting to promote their tourism in-
dustry, it is in their best interests, as well as their 
responsibility, to reduce violence. This strike 
should be a wake-up call for the government of 
Espírito Santo to increase wages for the greater 
good of protecting its people and industries 
from further damage. •

Plunge into Chaos
Violence and Police Strikes in Espírito Santo

- Grace Bristol

Police strikes in Espírito Santo.  
 WIKIMEDIA COMMONS



P resident Evo Morales has made his legacy 
in Bolivia by presenting himself as a 
man of the people. Under his socialist 

administration, he decreased poverty by more 
than 60 percent through public spending and 
social programs, successfully re-nationalized 
natural resources, and, as the country’s 
first indigenous president, implemented a 
new constitution that strengthens Bolivia’s 
indigenous rights. However, recent events 
indicate Morales is transitioning from a 
moderate populist towards an undemocratic 
autocrat. In addition to corruption scandals, 
desperate attempts to control free speech, 
and a falling approval rating, Morales is now 
attempting to flout the constitution to remain 
in power longer than its term limits allow. 
Despite a failed referendum that would have 
allowed him to run for a fourth term, Morales 
defied the voters and accepted his Movement 
To Socialism (MAS) party’s nomination for 
president. But in order to avoid moving Bolivia 
towards autocracy, Mr. Morales must instead 
step down and name a successor. 

First elected in 2005, Morales has already 
overstayed his constitutional welcome. 
The Bolivian Constitution allows only two 
consecutive five-year terms in office, yet 
Morales has served three. A constitutional 
tribunal justified this breach by discounting his 
first term, saying Bolivia’s constitutional change 
in 2009 barred him from completing it. Now, 
Morales is once again looking to maintain power 
through a loophole, either via constitutional 
reform or renouncing office prematurely. While 
some argue his administration may not have 
first intended to violate the Constitution, 
this second attempt makes clear Morales is 
superseding the law and public opinion, a 
dangerous step toward autocracy. In order to 
preserve Bolivia’s democracy, Morales must 
step down and initiate a peaceful transition 
of power. 

As Morales’ term has grown longer, he has 
also made undemocratic attempts to cover 
up allegations of corruption. Morales’ ex-
girlfriend, Gabriela Zapata, was jailed shortly 
after being accused of obtaining multi-million 
dollar state contracts for her employer, CAMC, 
by leveraging her government connections with 
Morales. The Morales administration initially 

rejected any allegations of influence peddling, 
saying his relationship with Ms. Zapata 
ended in 2007 while the alleged contracts 
were awarded in 2013. Yet their arrest of Ms. 
Zapata just days after for the same crime they 
denied suggests otherwise. While the scope 
of corruption remains unclear, the Morales 
administration’s attempt to cover up the scandal 
has only increased suspicion. 

Even without his constitutional breach 
and the Zapata scandal, Morales’s actions still 
demonstrate a desire to consolidate power 
at the expense of democracy. For example, 
following his 2016 referendum defeat, Morales 
threatened to censor the press and call for a 
new vote, saying coverage of the Zapata scandal 
created widespread misinformation intended 
to discredit him. Preceding the 2015 local 
elections, Morales threatened to not cooperate 
with members of the opposition party should 
they win. And despite pledges to prioritize 
sustainability, Morales promised to construct 
a highway through the Tipnis indigenous 
parkland until protesters converged on the 
capital of La Paz in 2011. Recently, he has come 
under fire for government mismanagement of 
the country’s drought and for cozying up to 
conservative business opponents despite having 
pledged to prioritize indigenous voices. Such 
actions call into question whether Morales is 

shifting on his original campaign promises and 
censoring dissent. 

Yet, a fragmented and tainted opposition 
complicates Morales’ removal. It is for this 
reason many argue Morales is the best hope 
for political stability in the country, despite his 
undemocratic actions. For instance, National 
Unity’s opposition leader Rafael Quispe 
illegally consulted with the US embassy to 
strengthen his campaign and is implicated in 
another corruption scandal. Meanwhile, former 
opposition candidates Samuel Doria Medina of 
the National Unity Front and past President 
Jorge Quiroga from the Christian Democrats 
have repeatedly failed to gain a plurality and 
are unlikely to stand a chance against Morales. 

But arguments that suggest there are no 
viable alternatives to Morales sell Bolivia’s 
democracy short. Although there may not be 
feasible replacements outside of MAS, there are 
certainly a few within it. Party leaders such as 
current Governor of Cochabamba Edmundo 
Novillo or Governor of La Paz César Cocario 
could run strong campaigns. Although both run 
the risk of being seen as handpicked by Morales, 
they are undoubtedly favorable to another term 
edging toward oppression. Moreover, the party 
has a large majority in Congress and most local 
departments, indicating large political capital 
and sufficient levels of public support to govern 
without Morales. Thus, the easiest and most 
stable way to ensure a peaceful transition of 
power in Bolivia is through a socialist successor. 

Regardless of recent events, Morales’ legacy 
is one of public service that has supported the 
common people and codified many of their 
rights. However, his manipulative attempts 
to hold onto power will undermine these 
victories. To preserve the legacy he has worked 
for, Morales must step down and name a 
replacement within his party. •

No MAS
The Time Has Come for Evo Morales to Step Down
- Meghan Rowley
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R ather than being crushed by its giant 
neighbors – Argentina and Brazil – 
the small South American nation of 

Paraguay is thriving. Referred to as the Corazón 
de Sudamérica (“Heart of South America”), land-
locked Paraguay is enjoying the third-highest 
real GDP growth in the Western hemisphere 
since 2015, according to the International 
Monetary Fund. At the same time, South 
American mammoth Brazil is experiencing a 
crippling recession. Why the drastic difference in 
neighboring economic performances? Many in 
Brazil point to Paraguay’s low corporate tax rate 
as pulling jobs across its border. Others claim it 
is a combination of a smaller bureaucracy and all 
around cheaper production. Either way, Brazil 
should follow Paraguay’s lead to prevent further 
economic downturn and promote significant 
growth. 

Since 2000, foreign direct investment in 
Paraguay has increased from 104 million USD 
to more than 520 million USD in 2015. The 
country’s “maquila law” passed in 2000 is one 
reason for its rapid growth. The law allows for 
goods to be imported tax-free for assembly 
within Paraguayan borders, and they are either 
sold domestically or exported with a value-added 
tax rate of just one percent. Brazil, on the other 
hand, has no such law, and with income tax and 
sales tax rates that are 2.5 times higher than in 
Paraguay, it is no wonder why more than eighty 
companies have shifted either all or part of their 
manufacturing production from Brazil to its 
neighbor to the South. Without mimicking the 
maquila law and reducing its tax rates, it is hard 
to imagine Brazilian companies slowing their 
migration to the more affordable Paraguay. 

To reduce tax burdens on businesses and 
encourage manufacturers to stay in Brazil, the 
government needs to seriously reexamine its 
bureaucratic structure. The current system of 
gigantic bureaucracy is unsustainable, with 
networks of clientelism that prevent the effective 
investment in development that the country 
needs. Paraguay President Horacio Cartes 
enacted a program in 2016 ordering all public 
entities to publish their payrolls from the past 
fifteen years in an attempt to expose networks of 
corruption. A similar effort to curb vote-buying 
or political handouts could be an impactful 
method for Brazil, whose massive bureaucracy 

not only burdens companies and tax-paying 
citizens, but indeed has led to several major 
political disasters, most famously the Petrobras 
scandal, which has been ongoing since 2014. 
Besides weakening public trust in government, 
the scandal weakened business trust in Brazil. 
Moreover, the colossal corruption and high 
profile fallout have done no favors for Brazilian 
people struggling to find work. 

Differences in energy costs also constitute a 
significant advantage for Paraguay. According 
to data from the International Renewable 
Energy Agency, hydroelectric plants produce 
one hundred percent of the country’s electricity, 
whereas Brazilian electricity is generated by less 
sustainable methods, including nuclear, oil, and 
coal. This reliance on just one renewable energy 
source that is not dependent on fluctuations in 
market prices, such as coal and oil, translates 
into Paraguay having an average industrial 
rate of less than 95 USD per megawatt-hour 
compared to more than 250 USD per megawatt-
hour in Brazil. Of course, it should be noted 
that Brazilian energy must sometimes travel 
significantly longer distances than in Paraguay, 
as Brazil is twenty times larger in land area 
than Paraguay. One way to overcome the 
distance hurdle is installing more solar panels 
for electricity production. The Global Energy 
Network Institute published a report in 2010 
detailing Brazilian potential for renewables, in 
which it concluded that the South American 
giant has one of the highest potentials for solar 
power production in the world. Shifting towards 
increased reliance on solar should both lower 
and stabilize electricity costs in Brazil. 

It is not difficult to criticize the idea that 
policies in a relatively small, land-locked nation 
like Paraguay would have the same positive 
effects on a giant, sprawling state like Brazil. 
Indeed, the sheer size difference presents several 
difficulties. For one, Brazil’s population of more 
than 220 million is more than thirty times 
Paraguay’s population. This inherently requires a 
larger government and will thus make the efforts 
to stop clientelism more challenging. True as 
this may be, it does not discount the fact that 

stopping the practice will be beneficial to Brazil 
and has the potential to increase government 
effectiveness and reduce taxes. Furthermore, such 
a policy has the potential to reduce corruption, 
thus increasing trust in government among both 
businesses and citizens. Not only is there a large 
difference in population, but in land mass as 
well. As previously noted, the electricity costs 
for businesses are drastically different between 
Paraguay and Brazil for several reasons, one 
being the greater distance from production to 
transmission in Brazil. Investing in solar power 
presents the country with the opportunity to 
reduce energy costs, as it has some of the highest 
amounts of solar radiation in the world. 

Brazil is struggling, but its small Southern 
neighbor is booming. Paraguay presents several 
possible solutions to the many problems of 
modern Brazil. Admittedly, the stark contrast 
of the South American nations with regards 
to population and geography presents some 
skepticism to the effectiveness of policies such as 
maquila law, lower taxes, budget accountability, 
and electricity production. However, they still 
represent a potential to fix Brazil’s ailments, and, 
at the very least, they will curtail the corruption 
and economic downfall. Brazil would be wise to 
follow Paraguay’s lead. •

Brazil’s Path to Prosperity
Follow the Paraguay Way 
- Connor VanDenBosch

Brazil is struggling, but its small Southern 
neighbor is booming.”



H avens for entrepreneurs and those 
wishing to fund startup companies, 
especially those based in technology, 

exist worldwide. Chief among them is Silicon 
Valley in northern California, where the head-
quarters of major multinational technology cor-
porations, such as Apple, Facebook and Google, 
are located. However, other nations have strived 
to replicate the success of Silicon Valley, seek-
ing to jumpstart their own tech industries via 
start-up incubators called seed accelerators. 
These incubators seek out talented entrepre-
neurs, give them contracts to work and develop 
their ideas, and settle them within the nation. 
Startup Chile in Santiago is one of the most 
successful seed accelerators in Latin America; 
its pet name, Chilecon Valley, is evidence of its 
power and importance. But while the company 
has jumpstarted many innovative ideas, only 
a small minority of its benefactors are locals, 
meaning only a fraction of the returns aid the 
Chilean economy. Thus, to live up to its name, 
Startup Chile must be expanded and altered to 
benefit more than mostly non-locals.

Startup Chile gathers innovative ideas from 
across the world, with an online application 
that is available globally. If selected for the pro-
gram, entrepreneurs are brought to Santiago 
on temporary work visas and the government 
of Chile gives them at least 12,000 USD in the 
form of an equity-free grant to work. This mon-
ey has been used not only to code applications 
and set up technology, but also to acquire pat-
ents and test practical ideas entrepreneurs have 
for their projects. Chilean businessman Nicolas 
Shea, who, at the time of Startup Chile’s found-
ing, was an Innovation and Entrepreneurship 
Advisor to the Chilean Ministry of Economy, 
formed the program. Shea also founded eClass, 
a Chilean blended learning company, Cumplo, 
a Latin American crowd-lending service, and 
sociallab.com, a website which seeks to solve 
social issues by financing existing social inno-
vators. With an MBA from Stanford, it is no 
shock that Shea wanted to emulate Silicon Val-
ley and take advantage of the human capital of 
Chilean entrepreneurs. Moreover, his programs 
show a desire to build up a vast local industry in 
Chile to compete both regionally and globally.  

However, what is most interesting about the 
program, but possibly also its biggest weakness, 

is that international entrepreneurs are grant-
ed visas to come to Chile. Shea himself com-
mented that he saw many entrepreneurs forced 
out of the United States after their work visas 
expired; Chile, instead, embraces the multina-
tional dimension of startups, especially given 
that the program is new and needs a boost from 
these foreigners. The program not only gives 
visas to entrepreneurs to move to Chile for the 
extent of the program, but all proceedings are 
in English, encouraging those from Spanish-
speaking countries to master the language. The 
lack of barriers to who can enter the program 
ensures the program is expansive and fruitful, 
but can also lead to dismay about a government 
program benefiting foreigners and not locals. 
In fact, there were more American than Chil-
ean teams participating in the program since 
the first year of the program in 2010. Even in 
2016, only one-quarter of ideas in the program 
originated in Chile. A balance must be struck 
between foreign and local participants for the 
program to benefit locals. 

The beginning benefits to Chileans and the 
Chilean economy are only further proof the 
program should be expanded. For example, 
the program has directly changed Chilean uni-
versities after talks given by program benefac-
tors. For example, the Catholic University and 
the University of Chile have added innovative 
centers for academics to work alongside entre-
preneurs, as well as technology, marketing, and 
entrepreneurship departments to train local stu-
dents. Furthermore, Chilean companies from 
Startup Chile are hiring local workers and pro-
viding salaries for many locals. Even foreigners 
given visas to work from abroad are expected 
to give back to the country through outreach 
events like running hackathons and coaching 
Chilean entrepreneurs. Thus, it is clear that 
Startup Chile’s efforts to expand opportunities 
for Chileans are working.

However, some issues limit the impact of 
Startup Chile in its country of origin. A lack of 
mature private venture capitalists and university 

programs, which, as mentioned, are quite new, 
only allows Startup Chile to serve as a spring-
board for companies to get off the ground, but 
not to grow and expand within Chile itself. 
Currently, companies from Startup Chile have 
only a 32% retention rate, meaning two-thirds 
of the ideas financed and helped along by the 
Chilean government do not remain to benefit 
local residents or create Chilean jobs. Instead, 
as of now, most teams leave for the United 
States. The program tries to focus on and help 
Chileans, but it is still not rooted solely in Chil-
ean entrepreneurs. To say the program exists to 
inspire Chileans to be social influencers and 
entrepreneurs themselves is not enough. The 
program must provide the direct means through 
which these entrepreneurs can solve the press-
ing social and economic issues they observe. 

This program, in its present form, can only 
achieve the goal of serving all Chileans through 
revision. Given its current success, it should be 
expanded to other cities such as Valparaiso and 
Concepción to add more entrepreneurs to the 
local workforce, thus boosting rural economies 
and improving society. These branches would 
be Chilean-led, while the Santiago branch, for 
example, could remain international. Incentives 
for more of these international entrepreneurs to 
stay in Chile should also be offered. One solu-
tion is that the program should be expanded 
to include not just money from the Chilean 
government, but also local corporations with an 
interest in investing in startups. Thus, Chilean 
jobs would be created for benefactors, while 
Chilean companies also receive profitable re-
turns from their investments. These improve-
ments would help Startup Chile to meet its 
lofty goal: to make Chilecon Valley a global 
powerhouse, not just a small-scale copycat. •

Chilecon Valley 
A Startup Hub in an Unlikely Locale
- Andrew Mitchel

To live up to its name, Startup Chile must be 
expanded and altered to benefit more than 

mostly non-locals.”
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On January 20, 2017, the Interior Minis-
ter of Tajikistan announced at a press 
conference that, in the past calendar 

year alone, Tajik security forces had thwarted 36 
terrorist attacks and detained over 400 people 
on suspicion of aiding terrorism. Such sweep-
ing action speaks to a broader narrative in Cen-
tral Asia: the presence of Islamic radicalization. 
While Tajik President Emomali Rahmon has 
fought against inflation, Russian intervention, 
and Western idealism, nothing has garnered 
the media spotlight, both in the country and 
in the foreign press, quite like his fight against 
Islamic radicalism. Since 2011, there have been 
only nine terrorist attacks resulting in a lone ci-
vilian death. Meanwhile, President Rahmon has 
justified restricting freedoms of press and speech 
to prevent the spread of what his administration 
believes is rampant radicalism. This pattern of 
power consolidation has serious implications 
for foreign development and the real threat of 
Islamic radicalism. President Rahmon should 
consider an alternative counterterrorism strat-
egy in combatting extremism within Tajikistan.

Tajikistan gained independence from the 
Soviet Union in 1991. Immediately after inde-
pendence was declared, a brutal five-year civil 
war (1992-1997) claimed the lives of over 50,000 
people. Battles were fought between pro and 
anti-government forces, but there were also re-
ligious undertones that persist today, as most 
Islamic radicals sided with the anti-government 
forces. These radicals were members of groups 
such as Jamiat-e Islami, the Taliban, and al-Qae-
da, all of which currently operate in Central Asia 
in some capacity. Recent economic depression 
and high unemployment rates have also encour-
aged young Tajik men to join similar radical 
militant groups outside the country. The state 
claims that in 2016, 40 men joined the Islamic 
State. However, it is worth putting this number 
into perspective: Tajikistan is a country of eight 
million, with a population that is over 90 per-
cent Muslim. By comparison, Turkmenistan, a 
country that is 89 percent Muslim but has three 
million fewer people, is estimated to have three 
times as many militants fighting in ISIS than Ta-
jikistan does. Thus, while radicalism is an ever-
present fear for the Rahmon administration, its 
real impact on the country has been minimal.

This has not stopped Rahmon from warn-
ing of the tremendous threat of radicalism to 

consolidate power. One prominent example is 
Rahmon’s September 2015 banning of the sole 
legitimate Islamic opposition party, the Islamic 
Renaissance Party of Tajikistan (IRPT), on the 
grounds that it sponsors state terror. The subse-
quent political witch-hunt has landed top IRPT 
leaders in jail or forced them into exile. Not 
only have Rahmon’s actions blocked opposition, 
but they have also alienated a population that 
has dealt with religious persecution since being 
forcibly controlled by the Bolsheviks following 
the 1917 October Revolution. While the recent 
news from the Interior Ministry may have good 
intentions, critics caution against looking the 
other way on power consolidation measures 
for the sake of fighting supposedly widespread 
Islamic radicalism. 

Yet, while the state rhetoric does not appear 
to substantiate harsh measures against radical-
ism, another important concern is how this of-
ficial narrative impacts perspectives of regional 
security for foreign-sponsored development. 
Foreign media remains a critical source of op-
position to Rahmon’s power grab, but there are 
caveats. Think tanks such as the International 
Crisis Group (ICG) have published reports that 
substantiate the threat of radicalization in Ta-
jikistan. These organizations often cite inferior 
statistics and information, leading some to as-
sume that there is indeed an imminent threat in 
the region. Due to the lack of specific knowledge 
of current affairs in Tajikistan in the West, these 
“imminent threat” think tank pieces are widely 
read and assumed to be the norm by government 
and non-government decision makers alike. As a 
result, the threat of Islamic radicalism is used as 
justification for pushing aside other, more acute 
problems facing the region, such as urban de-
velopment and climate change, which take time 
and rigorous analysis to solve. This perpetuates 
stereotypes of the region which make it difficult 
for foreign media to scrutinize the Tajik govern-
ment and encourage meaningful policy change.

In addition, threats of rampant Islamic radi-
calization adversely affect foreign aid policy. As 
a region on which few people have expertise, 
many non-governmental organizations and 
multinational aid groups rely on the influen-
tial voices of think tanks such as ICG. If reports 
focus on security and geopolitical threats, then 
this steers money away from human rights aid 
and other development projects that are much 

needed. That is not to suggest that foreign media 
is to blame for exaggerating the threat of Islam-
ic radicalism. Most foreign media successfully 
identifies the discord between state rhetoric and 
facts about the true extent of Islamic radical-
ism. Rather, that there still remains speculation 
speaks to President Rahmon’s ability to justify 
harsher measures for a non-existent “imminent 
threat.” As a result, this impacts how foreign 
media perceives radicalism in Tajikistan, and 
has shifted attention from human rights issues 
to geopolitical strategies that leave foreign aid 
and development behind.

While there is no perfect comparison, it 
makes sense to consider Tajikistan’s counter-
terrorism strategies with regard to Kazakhstan, 
another Central Asian nation with similar de-
mographics and a population that is 70 percent 
Muslim. Rahmon’s use of antagonizing rhetoric 
towards Islam has deterred some, but it has also 
pushed others to go underground and become 
militant, including youth who are more vul-
nerable to radical ideologies. Meanwhile, faced 
with a growing threat of Salafi extremism in 
2011, Kazakh President Nursultan Nazarbayev 
unveiled a five-year counterterrorism policy that 
utilized Muslim clerics and other public cam-
paign measures to convince Kazakh youths and 
radicals to accept moderate Islamic principles. 
This policy has proven very successful, and Presi-
dent Rahmon should consider a similar strategy 
towards combatting extremism that encourages 
acceptance, rather than repression, of moderate 
Islamic principles.

Unfortunately, it appears likely that the trend 
of repressive tactics will persist. The lack of de-
velopment, high unemployment, and religious 
repression have increased the appeal of radical 
militant groups. The claim that Islamic radical-
ism is widespread in Tajikistan has given Rah-
mon justification for restricting basic freedoms. 
In order to reduce terrorism incidents, however, 
Rahmon should consider following the Kazakh 
model and encourage moderate Islamic princi-
ples via public campaigns. Persistent state rhet-
oric on the constant threat of Islamic radical-
ism not only hampers development, but it also 
alienates a population that will likely continue 
to experience worsening economic conditions 
and political repression down the road. •

The Wrong Way Fight Terrorism
Why the Tajik Government’s Rhetoric on Terrorism Does More Harm 
Than Good
- Jack Ulses



A fter a tense conversation with President 
Trump in late January, 2017, Australia 
is reconsidering whether the US is its 

best choice as a long-term ally. Instead, in a 
surprising turn, Australia is looking to China 
for leadership. In a lecture delivered in early 
March, Stephen FitzGerald, Australia’s Chi-
nese ambassador, suggested that “the world had 
reached the end of an era defined by European 
and American leadership.” He further “called 
on Australia to make China its primary focus of 
diplomacy and economic policy,” according to 
The New York Times. And Australia’s leaders are 
listening. Given the realities of US instability 
and the refugee crisis wracking Europe, there 
are evident benefits to closer ties with China, 
as Australia and other Asian countries are in-
creasingly aware of. Australia’s reorientation is 
not inconsequential, and China should use this 
momentum to consolidate regional power by 
showing its leadership abilities politically and 
economically, namely by creating institutions 
that limit its own power and addressing global 
concerns about its behavior.

As an up and coming superpower, China’s 
behavior at this juncture is key. In many re-
spects it is poised to take the world’s reins- a 
position previously held by Great Britain and 
the US- and lead the global community into 
its next era. As FitzGerald’s comments suggest, 
many believe that Chinese world leadership is 
coming regardless of others’ actions. However, 
the current political situation in the US has 
done nothing if not make a Chinese-led world 
order seem more reasonable. With all eyes on 
China, both because of Trump’s bellicosity and 
North Korea’s increasing erraticism, the country 
must move to firmly and responsibly show its 
promise as a world leader. This begins, as one 
Princeton PhD put it, by China realizing “that 
the interests of the world are their own,” and 
that an inch of measured action at this point 
will go a mile in the future.

The first move China should make is to ce-
ment its economic leadership in Asia. The foun-
dational pieces are all there: China is the main 
trading partner for many in the region (includ-
ing Australia), has the most available capital, 
and has the necessary infrastructure to serve as 
a financial hub. With all of these resources, the 
time for growing pains is over: China should 

create carefully considered institutions to sup-
port its neighbors and serve as a balance to the 
West. The utility of a strong Asian market was 
already demonstrated in the 2008 recession, 
where China remained relatively unmoved in 
the global chaos. Considering the current wave 
of uncertainty in the West, China’s potential as 
a counterbalance should be capitalized upon by 
the country’s leadership before a critical situ-
ation arises and time is not available for care-
fully constructed regional institutions. China’s 
economic clout is not lacking, but it does need 
structure and direction for its status as a mature 
superpower to be cemented. 

The crucial second aspect of China’s strategy 
should be to limit its own power in the institu-
tions it creates. It may seem counter to power 
consolidation, but given China’s reputation for 
aggressive foreign policy and invasive economic 
behavior, this self-imposed check will go far to-
wards global acceptance of China’s leadership. 
Even FitzGerald, in his call for closer ties to 
China, noted China’s unacceptable tendency to 
use its economic power to force policy change 
in Australia. Not only will limited power sig-
nal that China does not intend to act as a self-
interested hegemon in the future, it also indi-
cates to the global community that China has 
internalized the perspective that progress for 
the world is progress for China, which is the 
outlook China should have as a political and 
economic leader. Furthermore, bounded insti-
tutions are in China’s interest, as they will make 
them longer-lasting, since other countries will 
not feel threatened by-- and thus try to break 
down-- structures that force them to be sub-
missive to Chinese interests. The specifics of 
the limits China should place on itself will vary 
with the institution, but, roughly, should check 
China’s ability to interfere in the domestic poli-
tics of its neighbors, subvert others’ economies 
to satellites of their own, and use force or ma-
nipulation in foreign relations. These boundar-
ies, and others, would soothe the concerns of 
both the regional and international communi-

ties, and are a key sacrifice China must make 
to secure its place as a global leader.

Finally, China must address its internal hu-
man rights policies in order to gain interna-
tional acceptance. As it currently stands, Chi-
na’s distasteful history of repression- or “anti-
democratic tendencies” as FitzGerald put it- is 
a serious roadblock to it being recognized as 
a legitimate world power. Several multilateral 
institutions, for example the OECD, exclude 
China as a central member because its domes-
tic policies are not in line with other members’. 
If China is interested in taking advantage of 
Australia’s willingness to consider reorienting 
Australian foreign policy toward it, it must take 
responsibility for the concerns other countries 
have about its style of governance. This action 
would signal to the world that China is ready 
to be a responsible and measured global leader.

The foundations for a Chinese-led world 
order are all there and the progression of global 
events has been such that the time is now for 
China to seize its opportunity to mature as an 
Asian and world power. If China can cement 
itself as a stable economic leader in Asia, cre-
ate bounded institutions, and address the social 
issues that stand in the way of its diplomatic 
acceptance, it can capitalize on Australia’s reori-
entation and increase both its regional power 
and global status. •

When Life Hands You Global Leadership, Make 
Long-Lasting Institutions
- Marnie A. Ginis
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With all eyes on China… [it] must move to 
firmly and responsibly show its promise as a 

world leader.”



The world’s eyes have fallen on the north-
ern Rakhine state of Myanmar yet 
again as tensions have quickly spiraled 

into what some are describing as crimes against 
humanity. The northern Rakhine state, home to 
roughly 1.3 million Muslim Rohingya people, 
has been a source of conflict since Buddhist-ma-
jority Myanmar gained independence in 1948.

While the Rohingya people have endured 
government-sponsored violence sporadically 
for decades, the Myanmar military is taking it 
to a new level in recent weeks. In reaction to 
a series of deadly attacks on Myanmar police 
stations in the Rakhine state, the government 
has sealed the borders to pre-existing aid and 
investigatory organizations and given free rein 
to the military. The Rohingya militant group 
Harakah al-Yaqin claimed responsibility for the 
attacks, adding that the organization is well-
organized, well-funded and enjoy widespread 
popular support amongst the Rohingya people. 

While Harakah al-Yaqin does have interna-
tional ties to other radical organizations, their 
claims to the Rohingya people’s support are un-
founded. Due to the military’s severe response, 
tens of thousands of Rohingya refugees are seek-
ing asylum throughout Southeast Asia, a region 
that cannot sustain such a large influx of refu-
gees after having endured refugee crises for the 
better part of the last decade. To prevent the 
crisis from escalating or destabilizing the re-
gion, the international community must place 
pressure on the Myanmar government to reel 
back the military, open the Rakhine state and 
establish a peaceful route to citizenship for the 
Rohingyas still residing in Myanmar.

Satellite imagery obtained by Human Rights 
Watch shows that the military has torched over 
1,500 Rohingya homes, leading to the displace-
ment of more than 60,000 civilians. The mili-
tary continues to occupy the Rakhine state, of-
ten shooting at random as the Rohingya try to 
cross the Naf River into Bangladesh to escape 
persecution. On the other side of the river, sur-
vivors continue to face adversity as Bangladesh’s 
official policy is to push the Rohingya back into 
Myanmar. After historically bearing the weight of 
Rohingya persecution in Myanmar, Bangladesh 
is taking a hard stance in an attempt to attract 
international attention and to effectively resolve 
the situation in a way that will actually persist. 

Beyond the displacement of peoples, wide-
spread rumors have emerged alleging the Myan-
mar military of rape, extra-judicial murder, and 

torture. While these rumors have yet to be con-
firmed due to the military’s blockade at Rakhine 
borders, the accusations are so severe and ap-
palling that many have decried them as crimes 
against humanity. The government continues 
to deny any reports of abuse, even in the face 
of videos showing torture, and claims the Ro-
hingya have burned down their own homes and 
instigated the conflict themselves. 

Myanmar’s top military leader, Senior Gen-
eral Min Aung Hlaing, wrote on Facebook that 
“The Bengali problems in the northern Rakhine 
State occurred because of the Bengalis’ failure to 
abide by the existing laws of Myanmar. Myan-
mar security forces have never committed any 
human rights violations such as illegal killing, 
rape and arson attack.”

Aung Hlaing’s reference to the Rohingya 
people as Bengali goes further than the denial 
of allegations – it implies that they are not citi-
zens and that they are not welcome in Myan-
mar. The degree to which Myanmar’s military 
responds will only worsen the situation, allow-
ing for more powerful extremist groups to find 
a foothold in Myanmar and make more sub-
stantiated claims about xenophobic policy in 
the area to rally support for their violent tactics.

While Myanmar’s actions stand alone as 
gross displays of intolerance, the true disap-
pointment is that these events come roughly 
one year after the nation’s first open and free 
election since the military junta seized control 
through a coup in 1962. As a result of the elec-
tion, Aung San Suu Kyi, a Nobel Peace Prize 
laureate, State Counselor and de facto leader 
of Myanmar’s government, was elected, hav-
ing run on the platform of greater equality for 
ethnic minorities – a platform she clearly could 
not deliver. Suu Kyi’s silence implies one of two 
things; the government either has no control 
over the historically powerful military, or does 
not think it is politically viable to protect the 
Rohingya minority in consideration of the Bud-
dhist nationalist majority.

Not only has Suu Kyi extended a carte 
blanche to the military’s use of force, but the 
sealing of Rakhine has discontinued services 
provided by pre-existing humanitarian organi-
zations, resulting in the endangerment of the 
130,000 Rohingya men, women and children 
dependent on these programs. The degree to 
which Suu Kyi, and the government at large, 
has been active in the decision making process 
remains unknown. However, Suu Kyi’s silence, 

combined with her inaction throughout the last 
several years while the situation deteriorated, 
may be indicative of a larger problem the coun-
try could soon face – a more widely radicalized 
Rohingya population.

Worried that more extreme terrorist orga-
nizations like ISIS will exploit the Rohingya 
situation, the Malaysian Prime Minister Najib 
Razak convened a special session of the Orga-
nization of Islamic Cooperation’s Council of 
Foreign Ministers (OIC-CFM) to discuss the 
ongoing crisis and express a need to confront the 
situation. “Far too many people have lost their 
lives in Myanmar. Many have suffered appalling 
deaths, and those that have lived through the 
atrocities have witnessed or endured unspeak-
able cruelty. That in itself is a reason why we 
cannot keep silent,” Razak said. “…militant 
elements could infiltrate and possibly radicalize 
this oppressed community.” 

While no one has outright condemned 
Myanmar’s actions, the OIC member states 
have criticized Myanmar’s treatment of their 
Muslim population as discriminatory and “un-
warranted systematic abuse.” Malaysia has al-
ready committed to donating ten million ringgit 
($2.25 million) for humanitarian aid and social 
projects in the Rakhine state. Meanwhile, In-
donesian Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi said 
Jakarta is, “more than ready to play a bridging 
role.” While Indonesia and Malaysia are quick 
to criticize Myanmar’s military actions, they 
are more hesitant when it comes to providing 
meaningful support to the Rohingya people. No 
nation offered asylum to the Rohingya people 
– rather, it seems, they are waiting for the situ-
ation to solve itself.

This situation is no longer solely an internal 
issue for Myanmar. With the threat of incur-
sion by ISIS and other radical groups, the in-
ternational community needs to place pressure 
on and aid Myanmar in resolving this crisis, or 
risk the rise of a stronger and more international 
Islamic militant force than ever seen before. If 
the world continues to ignore the cries echoed 
throughout the Rakhine state, it will lead to an 
increasingly desperate situation by which the 
Rohingya community could face violence and 
tension. These are tensions extremist groups will 
seek to exploit. Therefore, it is in the interests 
of the international community to pressure and 
directly assist the Rohingya people and their 
human rights while establishing a route toward 
citizenship for those who remain in Myanmar. • 

The Persecution of the Rohingya People 
Northern Myanmar Burns
- William Feuer
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On February 13th, Kim Jong-nam, 
North Korean dictator Kim Jong-
un’s half-brother, was assassinated at 

Malaysia’s Kuala Lumpur airport. The attack 
was almost certainly carried out on Kim Jong-
un’s orders, and indicates the ever-escalating 
boldness of the North Korean dictator. Indeed, 
North Korea’s diplomatic situation has steadily 
declined since Kim Jong-un’s rise to power as 
a result of his willingness to irrationally push 
diplomatic limits; several aggressive actions on 
the part of the North Korean government since 
the beginning of his reign have deteriorated 
relations with key allies and heightened ten-
sions around the world. Framed in this light, 
the murder of Kim Jong-nam is just another in 
a string of events that highlight Kim Jong-un’s 
ruthless unpredictability in the face of remote 
threat. Coupled with the ever-growing mili-
tary might of the North Korean army, Kim’s 
increasingly unstable behavior can no longer 
be dismissed. Without question, Kim’s erratic 
actions in the face of perceived threats to his 
power are one of the greatest threats to the geo-
political stability of east Asia today.

Kim is no stranger to pushing the boundar-
ies of rational response. Over the course of his 
five-year reign, he has had nearly 400 people 
killed, many by anti-aircraft guns, for allegedly 
challenging his power. In 2014, a hacker out-
fit backed by the North Korean government 
stole sensitive information from Sony Enter-
tainment’s servers. The cyber-attacks, which 
stole terabytes worth of data, were motivated 
by a comedy film that depicted Kim’s death. 
The assassination of Kim Jong-nam seems to 
follow in the footsteps of these actions. There 
was no obvious motive for the assassination, 
other than unverified reports that Kim Jong-
nam may have been offered the opportunity 
to set up an alternative government in exile. 
Despite this distant threat, it is unlikely that 
the two half-brothers ever even met, and Kim 
Jong-nam has not had any political backing in 
North Korea since 2001, when he tried to visit 
Disneyland in Tokyo on a fake passport. This 
makes his assassination all the more chilling. 

The assassination has also strained North 
Korea’s relationship with Malaysia, one of its 
closest allies. North Koreans and Malaysians 
previously enjoyed visa-free travel between the 

two countries, but both nations suspended this 
arrangement in the wake of the assassination. 
North Korea announced it would not allow 
Malaysians in the country to leave pending 
conclusion of the case to its satisfaction. Ma-
laysia subsequently announced it would also 
prevent the nearly 300 North Koreans in the 
country from leaving as well, and sealed off the 
North Korean embassy completely. Kim’s gen-
eral unpredictability has also proven too much 
for another of the DPRK’s strongest allies; in 
the wake of Kim Jong-nam’s murder and yet 
another missile launch into the Sea of Japan in 
February, Chinese government officials rejected 
a shipment of coal from North Korea, bringing 
even China into compliance with UN sanc-
tions. This could pose a serious problem for 
the DPRK in the near future, as Chinese coal 
purchases are a major source of revenue for the 
North Korean government. Given the relatively 
few countries that the DPRK can count as its 
allies, this rapid deterioration of relations is 
truly astounding, and represents Kim’s startling 
willingness to chart his own course in the realm 
of international cooperation.

Since the beginning of his rule in December 
2011, Kim Jong-un has overseen three under-
ground nuclear tests (two in the last year and 
a half alone), a multi-stage rocket test under 
the guise of a scientific satellite launch, and 
more short-range and intercontinental bal-
listic missile tests than in the entire previous 
history of North Korea. Like his father, Kim 
believes that advanced militarization is key to 
ensuring the continued survival of the North 
Korean state. Such a policy is not without its 
drawbacks, however. North Korea has drawn 
the ire of the international community for re-
peatedly violating arms treaties, and faces steep 
UN sanctions. It also faces declining support 
from even its staunchest supporters. Despite 
these developments, North Korea has pressed 
on at Kim’s direction, issuing some of its harsh-
est rhetoric to date against impending annual 
military exercises between South Korea and 

the United States in the region and promising 
pre-emptive nuclear strikes against its enemies. 
North Korea’s increasingly advanced military 
capabilities, coupled with extremely troubling 
rhetoric and willingness to stray from its few 
allies, gives further credence to serious concerns 
about the DPRK’s future plans.

There are only two real ways to interpret 
Kim Jong-un’s actions; either he is actually de-
ranged, a dangerous reactionary incapable of 
understanding the dire consequences of his 
actions, or he is a calculating dictator, desper-
ately clinging to his power. The latter seems 
more fitting, as his erratic behavior may be ex-
plained as a tendency to strike out at anything 
and everything that may threaten his influence 
or his nation. Kim’s willingness to alienate his 
only allies and doggedly pursue nuclear missile 
technology, however, pose an extreme risk to 
the geopolitical future of not only the Korean 
peninsula, but indeed the entire region and 
the world. One commentator wryly noted the 
similarities to the beginning of World War I, 
calling Kim Jong-nam, “Archduke Kim Jong 
Ferdinand.” It is telling that the comparison 
cannot be dismissed out of hand. •

Kim Jong-Unstable 
An East Asian Nightmare
- Vineet Chandra
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Given the relatively few countries that the 
DPRK can count as its allies, this rapid 

deterioration of relations is truly astounding…”



In the latest dramatic turn of a sweeping 
political scandal that has rocked South 
Korea since late October 2016, the South 

Korean Constitutional Court voted on March 
10, 2017 to impeach President Park Geun-Hye 
on official corruption charges. The decision 
follows a gradual unveiling of murky financial 
dealings and breaches of authority involving 
Park’s closest civilian associate, Choi Soon-Sil, 
that have incriminated Park’s political affiliates 
and prominent Korean corporation heads alike.

While some cynically conclude that this is 
simply “business as usual” in a nation noted for 
collusion between public and private interests, 
the “Choi-gate” saga’s fitting conclusion now 
offers South Korea the opportunity for sub-
stantial change. A national election to choose 
Park’s successor is scheduled for May ninth, 
and the continuing public outrage over the 
scandal offers the next South Korean president 
a popular mandate for reform towards greater 
government accountability. However, any such 
proposals will be hampered by the Constitu-
tional Court’s incomplete investigation of the 
Park-Choi scandal: the Court declined to ad-
dress allegations against Park for bribery and 
abuse of office. Instead, the justices determined 
her guilty verdict solely on charges of collusion 
and sharing state secrets with Choi in violation 
of the South Korean constitution. Although 
Park’s impeachment itself is an important step 
for South Korea in preserving the integrity of 
its hard-earned democratic institutions, resum-
ing the Constitutional Court’s investigation to 
reveal the full extent of Park’s wrongdoing is 
necessary to maintain pressure for needed in-
stitutional adjustments. Only then can South 
Korea begin curbing the corruption that too 
often plagues the nation’s politics. 

As the central figure of the unfolding scan-
dal, Choi stands accused of leveraging her po-
sition as Park’s childhood friend and longtime 
confidante to manipulate the President and in-
fluence her decisions in everything from vetting 
cabinet appointments to editing Park’s foreign 
policy speeches and overseeing the presidential 
Blue House expenditures – despite not hold-
ing any official position herself. Most notori-
ously, Choi exploited this connection to solicit 
almost $70 million in “donations” from lead-
ing Korean multinational firms into fourteen 
shadow foundations that she herself controlled, 
allowing her to direct the funds to enrich her 

family and exchange money for political favors. 
These blatant ethical lapses appalled the South 
Korean public, prompting more than one and 
a half million Koreans to stage the largest mass 
protests in the country’s history.

The circumstances that enabled Choi to 
orchestrate her circle of corruption between 
Korea’s corporate and political figures are very 
much entrenched, making them particularly 
corrosive to long-term national strength and 
well-being. The largest Korean multinational 
companies, known as chaebols, are built on a 
foundation of preferential government invest-
ment policies and unparalleled social prestige, 
and their centrality to the South Korean econ-
omy grants them disproportionate sway over 
the policy decisions. The Park-Choi scandal 
raises the most explicit example showcasing the 
dangers of the state’s close connections with the 
chaebols. Executives from over a dozen top cor-
porations were called to hearings in December 
2016 in connection to the investigation, and 
Samsung’s Vice Chairman was tried for sending 
Choi an alleged $36 million in bribes to ensure 
that Park would grant state approval for a legally 
dubious merger of two Samsung affiliates. The 
scandal thus proves a valuable wake-up call on 
the need to limit the toxic mix of chaebol im-
punity and economic stranglehold that feeds 
their corruptive power.

Although the protesters’ demands for justice 
appear to have been met by Park’s impeachment 
ruling, the deeper significance of the scandal 
lies with the problems it exposes in the state 
of South Korean democracy. Embezzlement 
and bribery have become an all-too-familiar 
backdrop to the nation’s political theater: ev-
ery South Korean president since the country’s 
democratic transition in the 1980s has been 
investigated on corruption charges. Howev-
er, besides Park, only one among them, Roh 
Moo-Hyun, was ever impeached. In Roh’s case, 
though, the Constitutional Court reinstated 
him two months later on the grounds that his 
violations of election laws were too minor to 
warrant his deposal. This precedent puts Park 
in good historical company for a tainted per-
sonal legacy, but also fuels the South Korean 
public’s eroding faith in their ability to hold the 
country’s powerful elite accountable. 

In the face of such widespread and well-
documented wrongdoing by yet another sit-
ting president, the Constitutional Court’s guilty 

verdict was likely the only palatable outcome 
for the disgruntled South Korean populace. 
Even though continuing the investigation is 
unlikely to alter this result, the court’s decision 
to prematurely conclude the proceedings after 
a near-exclusive focus on Park’s role in facili-
tating Choi’s crimes has raised suspicions that 
the leniency given to Park indicates a persis-
tent culture of immunity at the top. A South 
Korean law protecting sitting presidents from 
prosecution for crimes has so far shielded Park 
from a direct investigation, but her removal 
from power now leaves her open to being sum-
moned, questioned, and tried in court, as pro-
testers have demanded since the scandal began. 
Besides offering a sense of closure and justice to 
appease a skeptical public, persisting with the 
investigation would expose key details and evi-
dence about the true extent and mechanisms of 
Park’s corruption with Choi, which could help 
give direction and impetus to anti-corruption 
reforms in the future. Official inquiries into the 
scandal should not stop with this ruling alone. 
Instead, the Constitutional Court should fully 
honor its duty to prosecute all wrongdoing by 
continuing Park’s investigation, which could 
begin to reinforce democratic norms and de-
finitively reassure the South Korean people that 
their highest national office is not above the law.

When evaluated within South Korea’s politi-
cal and economic context, Park’s transgressions 
can be considered emblematic of the deeper-
rooted corruption issues of the system in which 
she operated. The relentless media spotlight and 
intense public outrage surrounding her case 
could finally provide the necessary mandate for 
Park’s political successors to strengthen South 
Korea’s weak anti-graft legislation, tighten of-
ficial spending oversight, and enforce stricter 
fair-trade rules to dilute chaebol influence, all 
of which would help reduce undue corporate 
influence in politics. For any structural anti-
corruption measures to happen, however, the 
South Korean government must play a willing 
role in catalyzing the change, making the un-
certainty over Park’s illicit activities in office an 
obstacle in its own right. Therefore, the Con-
stitutional Court must pave the way towards 
enabling these reforms by persisting with its 
investigation of all charges in connection with 
the scandal, not only in the service of demo-
cratic justice, but also in the interest of a cleaner 
political future for South Korea. •

South Korea’s Presidential Impeachment
A Chance to Curb Corruption
- Megan Cansfield
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On March 6, 2017, Indonesia and 
South Korea renewed their bilateral 
local currency swap agreement, fos-

tering economic partnership between the two 
Asian economies. When two countries enter a 
bilateral local currency swap agreement, each 
country agrees to reserve a certain quantity of 
its currency for lending to the other. In this case, 
South Korea is ensuring Indonesia access to a 
maximum of 10.7 trillion won ($9.24 billion) 
and Indonesia will retain up to 115 trillion rupiah 
($8.61 billion) for South Korea, according to Re-
uters. Such swap agreements are often seen as a 
way to create economic stability during financial 
crises by ensuring access to foreign currencies. 
However, they can also stimulate cross-border 
investment in good times, as they alleviate in-
vestors’ concerns about future currency short-
ages. This is good news for Indonesia, a rapidly 
growing economy that relies heavily on foreign 
direct investment (FDI) and benefits tremen-
dously from South Korean investment in the 
Indonesian utility sector. However, the agree-
ment will be a blow to South Korea, further-
ing capital flight while ignoring inflated levels 
of corporate debt and barriers to innovation.

Indonesia’s government has taken tremen-
dous strides in the past few years to put the 
country on a path to financial stability and 
economic development. It has cut bureaucratic 
red tape, implemented a relatively successful 
tax amnesty program that led to a non-trivial 
transfer of tax revenue from former tax evaders, 
reduced restrictions on exchange rate fluctua-
tions, and cut costly fuel subsidies, all of which 
contributed to Moody’s decision to upgrade the 
nation’s credit rating from “stable” to “positive” 
this February. The Moody’s report additionally 
notes that FDI flows into Indonesia have been 
significant and foreign demand for Indonesian 
bonds has been so high that the nation’s foreign 
reserves have increased by approximately ten 
billion dollars. All of these factors show that In-
donesia’s economy is poised for a period of rapid 
development. However, Indonesia’s dependence 
on commodities and the Chinese export mar-
ket hamper its efforts to diversify its economy, 
especially considering the recent slump in com-
modity prices and Chinese import demand. A 
report by Bruegel, a think tank focused on in-
ternational economic policy, notes that “[t]he 
Indonesian government has prioritized invest-
ment in energy, utilities and logistics infrastruc-
ture… [while South Korea’s] global outward 

foreign direct investment in construction and 
utilities surged…in 2015.” In other words, as 
the report succinctly puts it, “[w]hat Indone-
sia needs is what South Korean companies are 
looking for.” By coaxing South Korean inves-
tors to pour money into Indonesia, the currency 
swap agreement should lead to increased FDI 
in Indonesian utilities and building projects, 
serving the government’s aims of diversifying 
its economy and improving its infrastructure.

With that being said, the currency swap 
agreement is not a perfect deal for Indonesia 
by any means. The country still depends heav-
ily on FDI: Moody’s reports that Indonesia’s 
dependence on FDI “partly reflects the shallow 
nature of the domestic financial system.” The 
currency swap agreement thus risks exacerbat-
ing Indonesia’s dependence on foreign capital, 
allowing the country to ride a wave of foreign 
capital while neglecting the dearth of domestic 
investment. While this concern is both serious 
and valid, it is also important that Indonesia 
take advantage of this opportunity to develop 
its economy through infrastructure spending 
and diversification, two critical factors of GDP 
growth. Indonesia will likely find more domes-
tic capital available for domestic investment as 
its economy continues to grow.

For South Korea, the outcome of the agree-
ment will likely take a dramatically different 
form. The Bruegel report indicates that South 
Korean investors often search for profits abroad 
due to low returns on assets in the domestic 
market. This news would be disappointing 
enough, were it not for the fact that South 
Korea desperately needs to keep capital in the 
country. The Diplomat reports that “about a 
quarter of all Korean corporate debt is held by 
[corporate entities that have been unable to 
repay debt for at least three years running].” 
With a large proportion of South Korean in-
vestment flowing abroad and high corporate 
debt levels, the nation finds itself in a position 
all too similar to its position during the 1997 
Asian economic crisis. During the crisis, mar-
ket instability spooked investors, who dumped 
South Korean equities, leaving South Korean 
companies heavily indebted and without access 
to funds. Thus, the currency swap agreement 
risks making foreign investment look more en-
ticing at a time when it is vital to ensure that 
domestic industries have access to capital.

In addition to this corporate solvency is-
sue, South Korea needs to keep capital with-

in its borders to fund innovation. Exports in 
high-tech industries account for nearly half of 
South Korea’s GDP, so sufficient investment in 
research and development (R&D) is vital for 
a healthy economy. However, Deutsche Welle, 
Germany’s public international broadcaster, 
notes that “[t]he dominance of [large con-
glomerates] in the Korean economy…makes 
it difficult for [small and midsize enterprises 
(SMEs)] with new ideas to grow, despite the 
government’s efforts to boost these companies. 
As a result, patents from Korean institutions 
tend to be half the value… of US institutions.” 
South Korea is not well served signing a curren-
cy swap that encourages investing in Indonesian 
industries when it needs to be supporting its 
own SMEs with capital instead. If barriers to 
investment in Indonesia are artificially lowered 
by currency swap agreements, smaller South 
Korean firms will struggle to access capital to 
develop more advanced products, limiting the 
nation’s potential for innovation and placing a 
greater importance on heavily indebted con-
glomerates, thereby threatening export revenue.

Of course, it could be argued that the cur-
rency swap agreement benefits the South Ko-
rean economy in the short run by encourag-
ing firms to chase heartier profits in Indonesia, 
which will return to national coffers in the form 
of taxes. After all, Indonesia is growing quickly, 
and the South Korean government’s revenue 
could be improved by skimming tax revenue 
off of capital gains. However, South Korea des-
perately needs to clean up its act domestically 
before it can encourage companies to invest 
more abroad. There need not be any constraint 
on South Korean investment in Indonesia, but 
neither is there any need to stimulate enthusi-
asm artificially through renewal of a currency 
swap agreement. Renewing the agreement was 
a negative sum game for South Korea.

Should another financial crisis present itself 
in Asia, both South Korea and Indonesia may 
find themselves glad that the bilateral local cur-
rency swap agreement has been renewed. But 
in the short run, only Indonesia will benefit 
from the agreement, realizing capital inflows 
in sectors it wants to grow. South Korea, on 
the other hand, will see a loss of liquidity for 
indebted corporations and a threat to export 
competitiveness stemming from lack of capi-
tal. The central bank of South Korea may soon 
find itself wishing it could sign an agreement to 
swap places with its Indonesian counterpart. •

Sloppy Swaps 
The Effects of the South Korea-Indonesia Currency Swap Agreement
- Akash Ramanujam
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On April 12th, 2016, Indonesia’s first 
non-Muslim was punished under Is-
lamic Sharia law. The elderly woman, 

a 60-year-old Christian living in Indonesia’s 
Aceh province, received 27 lashes of the rat-
tan cane for selling alcohol in the province. Is-
lamic code forbids the consumption of alcohol 
by Muslims, and public lashings, such as the 
one afforded to the Christian woman, often 
attract hundreds of onlookers. On February 
18th, 2017 in neighboring Malaysia, thousands 
of Muslims rallied in Kuala Lumpur in sup-
port of a bill allowing similar punishments in 
the country. Indonesia and Malaysia are largely 
peaceful countries today. Against a backdrop of 
increasing religious extremism, however, both 
nations risk upending decades of relative peace 
and stability amongst its citizens’ various ethnic 
and religious groups. The two countries’ secu-
lar governments must resist extremist ideals to 
ensure that all of their citizens, regardless of 
religious affiliation, are treated equally before 
the law in order to continue the social harmony 
both countries enjoy today.

Indonesia is home to the world’s largest Mus-
lim population, with around 90 percent of its 
250 million citizens identifying with the Islamic 
faith and most practicing a moderate form of 
Islam. Christians make up the second largest 
denomination, followed by Buddhists, Hindus, 
and other minority religious groups. On paper, 
the Indonesian government is a secular democ-
racy. Since the early 2000s, however, the govern-
ment has given the religiously conservative Aceh 
province a certain degree of autonomy in an at-
tempt to overcome a separatist insurgency. This 
has allowed Aceh to implement certain aspects of 
Sharia law not present in the rest of the country.

Sharia (meaning “the right path” in Arabic) 
is known globally for its strict laws on decency 
and excessive punishments, which include am-
putation and caning. In the beginning, Sharia 
law in Aceh was supposedly only applicable to 
those who followed the Islamic faith. The recent 
case against the elderly Christian woman, how-
ever, forebodes the rising conservative tide across 
Indonesia. Capitalizing on the perceived lack of 
morality in Western culture, Islamic hardliners 
have increasingly pushed for a Sharia penal code 
to be implemented across the country parallel to 
the current penal code, with Muslims subject-
ed to Sharia, and non-Muslims given a choice 
between the two. Having two different legal 

systems, however, would immediately bring to 
question the matter of equal treatment before 
the law. Should the Indonesian government al-
low a dual legal system to develop, the govern-
ment would risk flaring up religious tensions 
between non-Muslims and Muslims, destroying 
the stable social cohesion that exists between the 
two groups today.

Religious tensions have already made their 
way to Jakarta, the Indonesian capital, which has 
seen numerous mass protests against incumbent 
governor Basuki Tjahaja Purnama. A Christian 
of Chinese descent, Purnama, also known as 
Ahok, has helped the capital improve its less-
than-stellar reputation for pollution, crumbling 
infrastructure, and corruption. Yet the governor 
still faces blasphemy charges that he insulted the 
Quran by misquoting a phrase from it during 
one of his campaign speeches, which he has ve-
hemently denied. The controversy ignited when 
a citizen named Buni Yani selectively edited a 
video of Ahok’s speech to appear as if the gover-
nor insulted Islam. With the anti-Chinese race 
riots of May 1998 still fresh in many Indonesians’ 
minds, religious hardliners, some with links to 
the Islamic State, have seized this opportunity 
to politicize race and religion, encouraging vot-
ers in the upcoming 2017 elections to unseat 
Ahok in favor of a Muslim candidate. Many 
experts point to events such as this as examples 
of increasing extremist ideology in the nation.

In neighboring Malaysia, the government 
is taking a more diplomatic approach toward 
religious extremism. Like Indonesia, Malaysia’s 
ethnic population is predominantly Muslim, 
and the nation endured its own version of the 
anti-Chinese race riots in May 1969. Today, the 
Malaysian government promotes racial and reli-
gious harmony amongst the entire nation. Free 
speech restrictions exist to prohibit religious and 
racial hatred from promulgating and are largely 
used for their stated purpose, although there are 
some notable exceptions.

The major eponymous political parties in 
Malaysia that represent the three main racial 
groups in the country are the United Malays 
National Organization (UMNO), the Malaysian 
Chinese Association (MCA), and the Malaysian 
Indian Congress (MIC). One other notable par-
ty is the Islamic Party of Malaysia (PAS). The 
state of Kelantan is the most religiously conser-
vative state in Malaysia and is ruled by the PAS. 
In contrast to other states, for example, many 

supermarkets in Kelantan have separate checkout 
lines for males and females, although adherence 
to this physical segregation is only somewhat fol-
lowed (especially amongst non-Muslims).

Kelantan wants to implement hudud law 
in its territory, and the PAS is pushing for a 
bill known as RUU355. This bill would alter 
the part of the Federal Constitution govern-
ing individual states’ rights in implementing 
Sharia, allowing Kelantan to implement hudud. 
Hudud allows Sharia courts to prescribe extreme 
punishments, such as amputation for thieves, 
stoning for those who commit adultery, and 
whipping for those that consume alcohol. Pro-
ponents of hudud euphemistically state that it 
only “enhances” the power the Sharia court al-
ready has and will not apply to non-Muslims. 
Yet, this once again begs the question of equality. 
The Presidents of both the MIC and the MCA 
have warned that the passage of RUU355 will 
ruin the present social harmony that all ethnic 
groups in Malaysia enjoy. Should the bill pass, 
the nation will risk the breakdown of social 
harmony between its people.

History aside, both countries today enjoy 
an admirable state of peace and coexistence 
amongst each nations’ multitudes of ethnic 
and religious groups, with experts pointing to 
Malaysia and Indonesia as examples of peace-
ful and nonviolent countries with large Mus-
lim populations. On Penang Hill in Malaysia, 
a Muslim mosque and a Hindu temple are less 
than 100 feet apart. Jakarta Cathedral, a Catho-
lic Church, stands directly across the street from 
Independence Mosque, the world’s 4th largest 
Islamic place of worship. States and provinces 
both have an important role in deciding how 
to govern their respective territories, which in-
clude the interpretation and implementation 
of religious laws. The national governments of 
Malaysia and Indonesia, however, must rein in 
extremist ideals to protect social harmony. Ma-
laysia’s government should not allow RUU355 
to pass, and Indonesia should reconsider the 
religious autonomy given to Aceh. Against fo-
menting calls for religious extremism, the gov-
ernments and peoples of both countries must 
ensure they continue to move the right piece on 
the chessboard. They must do so with caution 
– with one wrong move, decades of peaceful 
coexistence could be lost. •

A Worrying Trend Towards Islamic Religious 
Extremism in Malaysia and Indonesia
- Chris Pang



In early February 2017, concernedly high 
radiation levels were recorded at the Fu-
kushima nuclear power station in Japan, 

which suffered a catastrophic triple meltdown 
in 2011. The news brings the controversial is-
sue of nuclear power restoration facing Japan 
to the forefront. 

Nuclear energy has been a heated topic in 
Japan since the Fukushima disaster, which was 
the world’s largest nuclear accident since the 
1986 Chernobyl meltdown and is estimated to 
have caused over 500 deaths, as well as numer-
ous chronic health problems. Underlying anti-
nuclear sentiment in Japan traces back to the two 
nuclear attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki by 
the US at the end of World War II. While the 
previous Japanese administration under Prime 
Minister Yoshihiko Noda was strongly anti-nu-
clear, the current government led by Prime Min-
ister Shinzo Abe is pushing for full restoration of 
nuclear power in Japan following the closure of 
all plants in the country after the disaster. While 
their plans face substantial opposition from the 
Japanese people and opposing politicians, the 
Liberal Democratic Party’s strong majority in 
Parliament makes it essentially inevitable that 
Prime Minister Abe’s nuclear goals will be imple-
mented. Taking this as the likely outcome, it is 
critical that the administration proceed with its 
plans gradually and transparently if it is to avoid 
further public and political division that could 
damage its domestic and international legitimacy.

The current Japanese administration has set 
an ambitious goal of producing one-fifth of the 
country’s electricity from nuclear power within 
the next fifteen years, which would require 30 of 
the existing 43 reactors to be restarted. Several 
factors lie behind its support of the restoration 
of nuclear power. Economically, importing fos-
sil fuels to meet energy needs is incurring great 
costs for Japan; a domestic supply of nuclear 
power, which it used to depend on for 30 per-
cent of its energy supply, is far less costly. The 
government also maintains that reopening the 
bigger plants will boost revenue to help fund 
the sixteen trillion-yen cost of the Fukushima 
cleanup. Environmentally, the current replace-
ment of renewable nuclear energy with fossil 
fuels – mainly coal, oil, and natural gas – sub-
stantially increases carbon emissions, which has 
consequences beyond just Japan.

However, the Fukushima disaster has left the 
public, as well as many politicians, extremely 
wary of nuclear energy. While the large dem-
onstrations following the disaster have largely 
dissipated, polls consistently indicate that a ma-
jority of the Japanese population is opposed 
to reopening the plants. Political forces have 
also mobilized against the restoration. In 2016, 
former Japanese Prime Minister Junichiro Koi-
zumi launched an aggressive campaign against 
nuclear energy. Following a visit with American 
sailors who assisted during the disaster and now 
blame health problems on radiation exposure, 
Koizumi has become determined to achieve a 
zero nuclear power generation in Japan. His 
anti-nuclear movement has given permission 
to his fellow conservatives to be anti-nuclear, 
which was previously considered a liberal stance. 
Significant local opposition has also resurfaced 
across Japan, most notably with the election of 
Ryuichi Yoneyama as governor of the Niigata 
prefecture, home to the world’s largest nucle-
ar plant. Yoneyama campaigned vehemently 
against reopening the plant as part of his success-
ful race, demanding that the government first 
guarantee the safety of the reactors and criticiz-
ing the inadequate evacuation and emergency 
response plans currently in place.

Despite such resistance, the Liberal Demo-
cratic Party’s strong majority in Parliament es-
sentially ensures the passage of Prime Minister 
Abe’s desired nuclear policies, so, in the short-
run, the conversation should focus on how the 
government should proceed rather than whether 
or not to proceed. If the administration is to ef-
fectively implement their goals while regaining 
the public’s trust, they must go about the resto-
ration process in a particularly careful manner. 
First, Prime Minister Abe should approach the 
restoration targets gradually, especially in light 
of the worryingly high radiation readings at 
the Fukushima plant in February 2017. It has 
been reported that the government not only 
aims to rapidly reopen all 30 existing plants, 
but also possibly construct new ones. Such an 
approach will not effectively assure the public 
of the safety of the plants or, more importantly, 
actually ensure the people’s true safety. Instead, 
the government must reopen each plant on a 
case-by-case basis, working closely with elected 
officials and citizens in each region to gain their 

full trust. In addition to making the required 
technical adjustments and safety adoptions at 
each plant, there must be comprehensive reviews 
of and improvements to the monitoring systems 
and emergency evacuation procedures, which 
are unique to each location. The local authori-
ties and citizens also need to be fully informed 
of all changes and their roles in any procedures. 
The Japanese people want full confidence in the 
safety of nuclear plants near their homes, and 
authorities need to respect and fully address 
their understandable worries.

While technical changes are crucial, it is 
equally important that Prime Minister Abe in-
creases transparency regarding nuclear power is-
sues. The recently discovered high levels of radia-
tion at Fukushima, which came soon after the 
government’s claim that all was under control, 
will only decrease the public’s trust toward the 
government and thus increase their resistance 
to the administration’s plans. Japan’s Nuclear 
Regulation Authority (NRA) has become in-
dependent from the pro-nuclear bureaucracy, 
which is an important step in strengthening 
public trust, but their inspectors still need great-
er freedom to perform their jobs. Only a clear 
division between the NRA and party politics 
will allow the public to have confidence in the 
accuracy and completeness of information they 
receive. The NRA and Japanese nuclear indus-
try should also begin presenting information 
to the general public in more open and easily 
understandable ways. In the past, authorities 
have released data regarding nuclear issues in a 
raw, overly technical format that is difficult for 
non-experts to comprehend. Efforts should be 
made to avoid this in order to improve com-
munication with the public and local politicians 
and thus decrease friction between them and the 
pro-nuclear government.

Considering how central nuclear restoration 
is to the current administration’s agenda, it must 
make every effort to enlist the support and trust 
of those who were deeply affected by the 2011 
accident before proceeding with reopening Ja-
pan’s nuclear power plants. While it is a chal-
lenging task, implementing the plans gradually 
and transparently would significantly reduce 
the potential for civil and political backlash by 
addressing prevailing local concerns over what 
remains a very delicate topic. •

Nuclear Power Restoration in Japan

- Aoife Coady
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In August 2016, at a campaign rally in 
Iowa, then presidential-candidate Don-
ald Trump expressed his frustration with 

America’s allies, complaining of the financial 
burden that the United States had to fulfill 
for their defense needs. All the while, Trump 
claimed, “they don’t pay anything near what it 
costs.” He particularly singled out Japan, de-
claring, “If we’re attacked, Japan doesn’t have 
to do anything. They can sit home and watch 
Sony television, OK?” 

The situation is not as straightforward as 
Trump suggests. Following the devastation of 
WWII, pacifism became enshrined in the new 
Japanese National Constitution. Article nine of 
the text explicitly states: “the Japanese people 
forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the 
nation” and “land, sea and air forces, as well as 
other war potential” shall never be maintained. 
However, Japan is not a completely unarmed 
nation. It is allowed arms for self-defense, and 
it is the blurred meaning of this phrase where 
the core contention lies. Although the Japanese 
Self-Defense Force (JSDF) is small, it is well 
equipped and has taken on increasingly active 
roles in peacekeeping and antipiracy. But Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe seeks to expand Japan’s 
military presence even further. He wants to re-
vise Article nine, and turn the Japanese forces 
from a purely defensive power to a more of-
fensive one capable of striking out at potential 
threats. Now, with a more isolationist attitude 
in American leadership combined with rising 
security challenges in the region, Abe has new-
found reason to pursue his agenda. Neverthe-
less, it would be in Japan’s best interests to hold 
off on such a radical move.

Abe’s determination to change Japan’s con-
stitution is not a recent sentiment. In 2014, he 
told reporters that “Revising the constitution 
has always been an objective since the Liberal 
Democratic Party (LDP) was launched.” While 
Abe has consistently signaled his support for 
a revision, he has refrained from pushing for-
ward on the issue for some time. No doubt, 
lukewarm public support and a tenuous hold 
on the upper and lower houses caused him to 
be cautious. However, the results of the 2016 
Upper House elections could herald a change: 
Abe’s LDP now has the majority in both houses 
of Parliament. If he were to secure a simple ma-

jority in a nationwide referendum, his ambition 
could finally be realized. 

Still, this is far easier said than done. In 2015, 
legislation was proposed to grant the Japanese 
military limited powers to fight in foreign con-
flicts. The government was consequently rocked 
by a series of protests by disgruntled citizens 
and opposition lawmakers. As opposition leader 
Katsuya Okada stated before walking out, “It 
is a huge mistake to set aside a constitutional 
interpretation built up by governments for 70 
years without sufficient public understanding 
and debate.” While the LDP may have shrugged 
it off, even this smallest of changes was subject 
to intense scrutiny. If Abe were to push through 
a larger constitutional amendment, he would 
have to expend extensive political capital and 
divert the government’s attention from other 
issues. Going all-in on one issue may not be 
worth the political capital and potential future 
controversy.

To pass his 2015 legislation, Abe emphasized 
the growing threat of China and the execution 
of two Japanese citizens by the Islamic state as 
justification for military expansion. The events 
from the past seem to mirror those of the pres-
ent. By now invoking the North Korean missile 
tests and the ever-present Chinese boogeyman 
in his arguments for constitutional revision, 
Abe has again created an imperative. Tensions 
from situations and incidents like these have 
the power to sway public opinion in favor of 
Abe’s proposals. As Japan enters an uncertain 
period—where the nation’s strongest ally ap-
pears hesitant of its commitments to Japan’s 
defense—it will no doubt look towards strong 
figures and promises. Abe may thus be in an 
opportune position to direct the flow of public 
attention and support to build momentum for 
his pro-militarization ambitions.

Yet, Japan’s history continues to weigh heav-
ily. The nation’s experience with militarism 
and authoritarianism ultimately brought war 
to their soil and led to disaster and suffering. 
Abe’s continued insistence on upgrading the 
military to more modern standards has had 
the unwelcome effect of dredging up memories 
from the past. After all, it was Japanese aggres-
sion and expansionism that brought turmoil 
to East Asia during WWII. Japan’s neighbors 
are certainly watching the development with 

trepidation: wartime atrocities like the Rape of 
Nanjing, sexual slavery, and death marches are 
not easily forgotten. A Chinese foreign minis-
try spokeswoman noted in 2015: “We…urge 
the Japanese side to draw hard lessons from 
history…[and] respect the major security con-
cerns of its Asian neighbors.” If Japan’s military 
were to become a fully-fledged offensive force, 
it would no doubt change the dynamics of the 
region. Japanese interventionism could easily 
destabilize already tense situations like those in 
the South China Sea. Japan will need to care-
fully consider the image it wants to project for 
itself in the future. Its advocacy and position 
for peace and pacifism will become hollow if 
it chooses to pursue rearmament.

While amending the constitution certainly 
poses its own hurdle, it is not the only obstacle 
that Abe will have to address. Simply put, Ja-
pan’s military is not currently equipped for the 
kind of responsibilities and missions that Abe 
envisions. It has no ballistic or cruise missiles, 
or precision-guided munitions and other such 
equipment needed for offensive strikes. At a 
time where the Japanese economy remains stag-
nant and Abenomics is not proving effective, 
Japan is in need of more structural reform than 
military adventurism. While it can be argued 
that a burgeoning arms industry could boost 
economic growth, the externality of such an 
action would be an undesirable and unwel-
come arms race with other Asian powers, par-
ticularly China. 

Defense is certainly a legitimate and valid 
concern for every country. However, Abe’s ap-
proach to it in Japan seems more inflammatory 
than ameliorative: the region is likely to only 
get more tense if the pacifist state throws aside 
its founding principle. Ultimately, a consti-
tutional amendment to expand Article nine 
would require an extensive amount of Abe and 
the LDP’s political capital, resources that could 
be used on more worthy causes. It would there-
fore be wiser to keep the sword sheathed—and 
avoid both dividing the country domestically 
and inciting international opposition. •

Revising Japan’s Military Constitution
A Sword Unsheathed
- Warren Yu



I n the third largest mass stranding in New 
Zealand’s history, 400 pilot whales were 
found beached along the Golden Bay 

coastline on February 13th, 2017, with at least 
250 found dead. Rescuers attempted to refloat 
over 100 whales early in the morning, but many 
of the freed whales re-stranded themselves in 
the exact same place less than five hours later. 
Although the area receives beached whales regu-
larly, this incident has drawn the international 
community’s attention because the whales are, 
in fact, committing suicide and man-made pol-
lutants are largely to blame. The sheer number 
of beached whales has increased dramatically, 
and higher officials need to take notice. More 
specifically, New Zealand’s Environmental Pro-
tection Authority (EPA) must officially rise to 
action in response to this national nightmare. 
New Zealand’s whales are beaching themselves 
in a call for help, and the EPA has yet to pay 
serious attention. The whale beaching indicates 
a larger problem of human activity harming 
marine life, and the New Zealand EPA should 
respond to this crisis by formulating and en-
forcing tighter restrictions on ocean pollution.

Historical records reveal that whales have 
been beaching themselves since at least 300 
BC. However, the frequency of strandings has 
increased due to human factors, raising con-
cern amongst marine biologists and other ac-
tivists. One explanation revolves around the 
idea that increased use of man-made materials 
and chemicals is causing increased pollution in 
the oceans, which then gets ingested by marine 
life. This leads to whales being born deformed, 
and ultimately mentally impairing whales that 
could have otherwise developed into healthy 
mammals. Another potential explanation for 
the rise in whale beachings involves man-made 
sonar interfering with the whales’ echolocation, 
disrupting natural brain-wave activity and caus-
ing whales to unintentionally run aground after 
becoming disoriented. 

New Zealand’s fairly small population and 
limited industrial base results in less severe en-
vironmental issues compared to many other in-
dustrialized countries. The nation is also highly 
biodiverse and hosts many unique plants, ani-
mals and ecosystems, including about half of 
the world’s whale species. The Resource Man-
agement Act of 1991 provides a national frame-

work for balancing environmental protection 
with economic, social, and cultural values. In 
2009, the government altered the Act to aid 
in the streamlining and simplification of envi-
ronmental protection. In 2011 the government 
created a newer agency, the Environmental 
Protection Authority (EPA), in order to direct 
decision-making on environmental proposals 
of national significance, and the recent beach-
ing of 400 whales undoubtedly falls under this 
jurisdiction. But previous projects funded by 
the EPA have included proposals that are harm-
ful to New Zealand’s environment, such as the 
King Salmon proposal for expanding salmon 
farming in the Marlborough Sounds, a very 
ecologically sensitive area with organisms that 
commercial salmon farming would severely 
harm. Similarly, the Hauāuru mā raki plan in-
volved building a 180-turbine wind farm on 
the west coast of the North Island. Thus, even 
though the EPA has a responsibility to protect 
the environment and the whales, its proposals 
in recent years have largely prioritized economic 
considerations over the well-being of organisms 
and ecosystems and are a step backwards from 
New Zealand’s previous progress in environ-
mental protection.

For the EPA to take action and institute the 
regulations necessary to protect pilot whales 
and prevent further large-scale beaching in-
cidents, citizens must first propose an envi-
ronmental matter with the EPA in relation to 
protection orders as well as request to institute 
a private or regional plan. The EPA then has 
20 working days to make a recommendation 
to the Minister of the EPA once the matter has 
been processed. If the issue is deemed one of 
national significance, the proposal will then be 
referred to the Environmental Court. An effec-
tive submission must focus on the environmen-
tal impacts of the matter at hand and tell the 
Court exactly what needs to be done in order 
to alleviate the present concern. In terms of the 
excessive beaching of pilot whales, the main 
root cause cannot be definitively determined. 
Thus, the appropriate initial steps would be to 
reduce the man-made dangers to ocean animals 
and increase scientific observation and research 
on the effects of pollution on marine organ-
isms. New Zealand must regulate agricultural 
and industrial use of pollutants with bans on 

particularly toxic chemicals, as well as institute 
more stringent regulations against chemical 
dumping and agricultural runoff. 

The starting point of this proposal should 
be to request more vigilant patrol on the ocean 
borders, especially where large factories are situ-
ated. Fines must be put in place to penalize in-
stitutions and individuals that are found to be 
polluting the waters with substances suspected 
of being harmful to the marine life for any rea-
son. Reducing chemical contamination in the 
waters is the first step to determining whether 
this is the primary cause of whale beaching. 
Evidently, multiple factors may be at play in 
this situation, but eliminating such pervasive 
environmental pollutants would be the best 
place to begin addressing the matter. Once the 
proposal is heard at the Environmental Court 
and the boards of inquiry, an accepted plan will 
receive financial assistance from the Environ-
mental Legal Assistance Fund for up to fifty 
thousand dollars. This funding can be help-
ful in financing alternative methods to remove 
chemical waste in order to prevent it from con-
taminating ocean waters and the marine life 
that inhabits these areas. 

Addressing a nationwide issue such as mass 
whale beachings will be challenging and require 
participation on the local and national level. 
Yet, it is important that New Zealand under-
stands the severity of this problem and the long-
term implications for the environment and ma-
rine life specifically. An effective proposal to 
the EPA for stricter pollution regulations and 
increased monitoring is a reasonable method 
for beginning to pinpoint the root cause of this 
environmental disaster and facilitate greater ef-
forts to reduce the negative impacts of human 
actions on New Zealand’s marine life in the 
future. The beaching of these pilot whales is a 
call for help, and appropriate activism is needed 
on the part of New Zealanders to effectively ad-
dress this problem to ensure a future for these 
beautiful marine organisms. •

Alleviating New Zealand’s Beached Whale 
Crisis
- Sanuri Gunawardena
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I n recent years, the European Union has seen a wave of right-wing political parties emerge or regain popular 
support. These parties dominate European news media, garnering attention with their extreme anti-integration 
and anti-immigration rhetoric. Their support has grown as a result of the Euro and refugee crises, but their 

political performance has seen mixed results. Recent victories, such as Brexit and Jobbik’s success, have fueled 
the right-wing movement, yet right-wing populism has suffered several high-profile setbacks in Austria, the 
Netherlands, and elsewhere. The Michigan Journal of International Affairs Europe region writers have selected 
notable far-right parties across Europe and aim to explain their recent resurgence, as well as predict what the 
future may hold for these parties as they continue to grow.

Austria
- Andrew Beddow

In Austria, right-wing populism finds its 
home in the Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ), a 
party that escapes easy ideological classification. 
The FPÖ has formally existed for 61 years, 
although it represents the national liberal faction 
of Austrian politics, which dates back to the 
time of the Empire. The national liberals, who 
fuse traditionally liberal ideals (notably free 
market economics and anti-clericalism) with 
pan-German nationalism, represent the third 
wing of Austrian politics, the other wings being 
socialists and religious conservatives. In many 
ways, the FPÖ represents the more moderate 
face of Europe’s right-wing populist surge; the 
party is strongly supportive of Israel, for example. 
However, its commitment to protecting the 
Heimat – Austria’s identity as the homeland of 
a culturally distinct people defined by shared 
history – from the influence of foreign elements, 
namely Muslim migrants, made its rise in 2016 
highly controversial.

In part, the party’s call for more restrictive 
immigration and asylum policies is a response 
to pressing social issues that resonate with 
everyday Austrians. Austrians are particularly 
worried about migrant criminality and the 
rising violent crime rate. More cynically, their 
“anti-Islamization” strategy – which extends, 
troublingly, to outlawing free distribution of the 
Quran – appeals to Austria’s Serbian minority, a 
core voting bloc of the FPÖ. Nonetheless, the 
party today is still reeling from its loss in the 
recent 2016 election, in which it managed to 
outcompete Austria’s center-right conservative 

party, ÖVP, only to lose narrowly (then, in a 
second vote, not so narrowly) to the Greens. 
Moving forward, the party’s future is uncertain: 
its unexpectedly strong performance may be 
enough to make the FPÖ the standard-bearer 
of Austria’s right-wing reaction to mass migration, 
or its recent loss may signal its quiet fade into 
history.

France
- Jillian Goldberg

In France, the most prominent far-right 
populist party is the National Front (FN), which 
was established in 1972, uniting various far right 
groups. Marine Le Pen, who took over from her 
father Jean-Marie Le Pen in 2011, now leads the 
party. The central platform of the National Front 
is national sovereignty, which is exemplified by 
their anti-immigration, anti-European Union, 
and isolationist economic policies. The 2017 FN 
manifesto continues its commitment to reduction 
in legal immigration, and Le Pen further argues 
that citizenship should be “inherited or merited” 
with no tolerance for illegal immigrants. In 
order to reduce the number of immigrants in 
France, especially from Africa, the party plans 
to place a ban on family reunification rights and 
to tighten requirements for French citizenship. 
The National Front also pushes an anti-EU 
stance; it wishes to renegotiate treaties in order 
to increase national sovereignty and to establish 
the supremacy of French laws over EU laws. 
Finally, the FN supports nationalizing banks, 
raising protectionist trade barriers, and giving 
money to low-income workers – an ironically 
leftist approach to economic policy.

Although the National Front has not yet won 
any major elections, the increasingly widespread 
success of populist parties across Europe gives 
greater possibility to the victory of FN in the April 
and May 2017 presidential election. According 
to their current platform, a National Front 
government would tax imports and foreigners’ 
job contracts, raise welfare benefits, and cut 
income tax rates, while curbing migration and 
expelling illegal migrants. It would also reserve 
free public education for French nationals and 
enforce a “French first” policy in housing and 
employment. These policies indicate that the 
party prioritizes bringing power back to the 
French people and prioritizing France’s interests 
over those of the international community.

Germany
- Frederik Risse

Germany’s Alternative für Deutschland 
(AfD) was originally founded as a platform 
to voice harsh criticism of Europe’s common 
currency. However, it also attracted right-wing 
extremists, who quickly changed the party’s inner 
discourse and public presence. The economic-
liberals were gradually pushed out, and, instead, a 
decidedly anti-immigrant agenda replaced them. 
A media strategy that the AfD has repeatedly 
used is to make a provocative statement, only 
to later gradually deny the original statement, 
and thereby dominate political discourse. Prime 
examples of this include party chairwoman 
Frauke Petry hinting at endorsing shooting at 
immigrants at the German border, as well as AfD 
politician Bernd Höcke calling Germany’s efforts 
to come to terms with its past as establishing a 
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culture of victimhood.
So far, the AfD has seats in nine of sixteen 

German state Parliaments, and for the 
upcoming general election in September, they 
are polling at around twelve percent. Inside 
the party, there is a widening split between the 
more pragmatic faction around chairwoman 
Petry and the ideologically right extremist 
faction around members Bernd Höcke and 
Alexander Gauland. For the time being, this 
divide has reached its boiling point, with the 
party leadership attempting to exclude Höcke. 
Aside from their decidedly anti-immigrant 
positions, their platform also urges reducing 
the EU to a loose association of states. If the 
other European countries do not consent to 
this, the AfD wants Germany to leave the EU 
in a similar fashion to Brexit. Regarding foreign 
policy, the AfD proposes a rapprochement with 
Vladimir Putin’s Russia. The AfD also ignores the 
scientific evidence of human-influenced climate 
change and demands that Germany terminate all 
international climate change agreements.

Greece
- Erin Eusebi

Greece’s Golden Dawn is arguably one of 
the most violent far-right political parties to 
rise in Europe in the past few decades. Party 
leader Nikolaos Michaloliakos served six months 
in prison in 2014-2015 on the charge that he 
was running a criminal gang under a guise of a 
political party, and various party members face 
further accusations, including armed attacks, 
trafficking, and murder. Unlike some other 
far-right political parties in Europe, such as 
Germany’s AfD and the Netherlands’ PVV, 
the foundations of the ultra-nationalist Golden 
Dawn date back several decades. Although the 
party is grounded in Michaloliakos’ publication 
of a magazine called “Golden Dawn” in 1980, 
which called for right wing, neo-fascist policies, 
the party was not officially recognized until 1993. 

The party, which is currently the third most-
represented party in the Hellenic Parliament, 
is vehemently anti-immigrant, anti-globalist, 
and profoundly nationalist. While the political 
party denies links to fascism and neo-Nazism, 
the party symbol nevertheless closely resembles 
a swastika. Throughout the Greek debt crisis of 
the early 2010s, Golden Dawn remained on the 
fringe of politics and the ideological spectrum. 
However, the rising attention paid to the refugee 
crisis and Greece’s continued economic plight 
enabled Golden Dawn to successfully play off 

of mounting fears of illegal immigration and 
continued economic uncertainty. The party’s 
popularity has expanded most prolifically in the 
islands and cities that have been overwhelmed 
by refugees fleeing from North Africa, such as 
Lesbos. The party’s nationalistic rhetoric takes its 
form in the idea of an ethnically Greek “Greater 
Greece” in southeastern Europe. With such a 
staunch nationalist streak, Golden Dawn’s future 
will be important to watch. 

Hungary
- Anna Haynes

Hungary’s dramatic shift toward far-right 
policies began with the 2010 election of Prime 
Minister Viktor Orbán of the Fidesz party, 
foreshadowing populism’s resurgence in Europe 
years before the trend gained significant media 
attention. Orbán has championed the idea of 
“illiberal democracy” from the beginning of 
his term, calling for the rollback of European 
federalism and instituting nationalist policies 
often at odds with those of the European Union. 
Most notable among these policies are those 
dealing with immigration and the refugee crisis. 
In the past three years alone, Hungary has built 
109 miles of razor-wire fences along its border 
with Serbia, funded a 16 million Euro national 
anti-immigrant billboard campaign, and held a 
referendum questioning the binding EU quota 
mandating that Hungary shelter 1,294 refugees.

Orbán has attributed the inspiration for 
many of these recent policies to staunch 
nationalist leaders outside the EU, further 
distancing the country from Brussels’ grasp. 
Following in the steps of Russia’s Vladimir 
Putin and Turkey’s Recep Erdogan, Orbán’s 
government has also begun targeting potential 
dissenters, requiring that any non-governmental 
organization receiving international support 
register as a foreign agent and be monitored 
as such. The crackdown on non-government 
media has been even more intense: to legally 
broadcast, news stations must register with the 
government, which can refuse to grant their 
licenses and has already done so in some cases. 
Orbán has also demonstrated a fondness for 
Trump-style policies, going so far as to adapt 
the US President’s infamous slogan, promising 
to “Make Europe Great Again”. By emphasizing 
national interests and eliminating any competing 
foreign influences, Orbán has affirmed that this 
is precisely what he aims to do.

Italy
- Liam Beers

Italy currently has two mainstream populist 
parties. The first, called the Five Star Movement 
(M5S), is a relatively new party that has become 
Italy’s largest opposition group over the last 
seven years. Founded by Beppe Grillo and 
Gianroberto Casaleggio, the party has risen 
to heights that neither man originally thought 
possible, especially because neither had any 
prior political background. M5S has become 
Italy’s leading Eurosceptic party, and gained 
24 percent of the most recent Italian vote for 
representatives to the European Parliament. 
Recently, M5S is one of several parties in the 
West that have become more sympathetic to 
Russia. Beppe Grillo has even gone on record 
to say that the EU and NATO were out of line 
in the severity of economic sanctions placed on 
Russia. In 2017, M5S has said they want to have 
a national referendum on the Euro and want to 
hold an early election, which would likely see 
them winning a lot of seats. 

Italy’s other main right-wing party, Northern 
League (LN), has so far been unable to keep pace 
with the rapidly expanding M5S. Its appeal has 
been constrained by its regional characteristics 
and extreme views, including demands for 
greater regional autonomy in northern Italy. 
Regardless, LN wants to mount a challenge and 
take control of right-wing populist movements 
in Italy. The party has been extremely critical of 
M5S, saying that they have made poor decisions 
and represent “weak” populism, detrimental to 
Italy as a whole. If they can mount a comeback 
in upcoming elections, it may put some of M5S’s 
plans on hold.

Netherlands
- Mark Dovich

The most prominent far-right political party 
in the Netherlands is the Party for Freedom 
(PVV), which was founded in 2006 and is led 
by prominent and controversial politician Geert 
Wilders. Wilders – internationally known for 
his extreme views on Islam – has compared the 
Quran to Mein Kampf, called for all Dutch 
mosques to be shut down, and advocated for 
a complete halt on Muslim immigration into 
the Netherlands. Wilders has particularly 
targeted Moroccan immigrants, who comprise 
around two percent of the total population of 
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the Netherlands, referring to them as “scum.” 
In response to such comments, Wilders was 
convicted of inciting hate speech against Dutch-
Moroccans in 2016, but received no penalty from 
the courts. In addition to its controversial views 
on Islam, the PVV is also extremely Eurosceptic, 
advocating for a “Nexit,” or Dutch exit from 
the European Union. The PVV also supports 
the Netherlands leaving the Eurozone and 
reverting to the country’s previous currency, 
the guilder, which it gave up in 2002. Finally, 
the PVV maintains strong ties with several 
other prominent far-right parties in Europe, 
particularly France’s National Front.

The PVV drew international attention in 
March 2017, when it performed fairly well 
during the Dutch general election, becoming 
the second-largest party in the country’s House of 
Representatives. Despite gaining representation, 
the election was widely seen as a loss for the 
PVV, since most other Dutch parties have stated 
that they will refuse to work with the PVV in 
government. That being said, the future of the 
party will lie in its ability to draw more support 
in future elections and build coalitions with the 
few willing parties that remain in Parliament.

Poland
- Daniel Evans

Though Poland has long been cited as a 
success story in democratization and free-
market reforms after abandoning communism 
in 1989, since 2015, it has been governed by 
the controversial Law and Justice (PiS) party. 
Current Prime Minister Beata Szydlo and her 
party came into power by capitalizing on public 
discontent with the centrist former ruling party, 
Civic Platform. The rural and economically 
distressed southern and eastern parts of the 
country felt particularly left behind and were 
disillusioned with European integration. The 
right-wing PiS wooed them with a platform that 
was simultaneously anti-communist and anti-
European liberalism, while being pro-church, 
family, and home. 

Upon gaining control over the government, 
the Law and Justice party enacted policies that 
have been described as “Putinist” in the way they 
consolidate government power. For instance, they 
have neutralized the effectiveness of the nation’s 
highest courts, the Constitutional Tribunal, by 
mandating that thirteen of fifteen judges must be 
present during votes and that a two-thirds (rather 
than a simple) majority is needed to legitimize 
any decision. Other worrisome policies include 

amending a civil service law to allow for non-
merit based political appointments, curbing 
the independence of the chief prosecutor, and 
influencing the appointment of the head of 
public broadcasting. 

The European Union has spoken out against 
placing such limitations on democracy, much to 
the chagrin of Law and Justice’s leadership. Both 
sides are currently embroiled in a standoff over 
the other EU member states voting a moderate 
Polish politician, Donald Tusk, as President of 
the EU Council. This spat diminishes Poland’s 
clout in continental politics and, combined with 
slowing GDP growth, domestic protests, and low 
approval ratings, could soon backfire on PiS. It 
remains to be seen how much damage Poland’s 
democracy can withstand in the meantime.

Sweden
- Elisabeth Brennen

Sweden, one of the most progressive liberal 
nations in Europe, is experiencing a new wave of 
populism that mirrors developments elsewhere 
on the continent. The Swedish Democrats, a 
far-right party with roots in fascism and white 
supremacy, almost doubled their popular support 
between the 2014 and 2016 parliamentary 
elections. Sweden has been one of the most 
open countries to Syrian refugees, but there is a 
popular perception that refugees are contributing 
to rising crime rates – a perception compounded 
by several high-profile sexual assaults and reports 
of “no-go zones” where police officers are at 
risk of attack. The Swedish Democrats have 
capitalized on public fears, and continue to gain 
support as the public turns toward their law-and-
order, nationalist approach, especially regarding 
asylum-based immigration. 

Most mainstream politicians refused to work 
with the Swedish Democrats when they won 
parliamentary seats in the 2010 elections, but their 
recent jump in the polls means that any majority 
coalition would need to secure their partnership. 
In early 2017, the Moderate Party reached out to 
them to bolster opposition against the current 
minority coalition, but stated that the Moderates 
would not consider any formal coalition with 
the Swedish Democrats. At present, it appears 
that mainstream Swedish parties are willing to 
sacrifice their chance at a majority coalition for 
a new government in order to maintain their 
distance from the Swedish Democrats, whose 
aggressive nationalism is considered racist and 
xenophobic by many.

United Kingdom
- Benji Mazin

In Britain, the leave campaign’s victory in the 
2016 Brexit referendum is the strongest political 
manifestation of the rise of the far-right. The result 
was a devastating shock for those who believe in 
the European project, as it seriously brought 
into question the future of the EU in its current 
form, while energizing like-minded movements 
in other countries, such as the National Front 
in France. UKIP, a Eurosceptic party dedicated 
to pulling Britain out of the EU, was crucial 
in rallying support for the cause, threatening 
to steal many Conservative voters and pushing 
David Cameron to promise the referendum in 
the first place. UKIP’s charismatic leader, Nigel 
Farage proclaimed that it was “time to take our 
country back.” YouTube videos of him attacking 
European leaders at the European Parliament 
garnered a substantial online following, showing 
again how populism thrives on new media forms. 
He famously told Herman Van Rompuy, the 
President of the European Commission, that 
Van Rompuy had the “charisma of a damp 
rag.” During the Brexit campaign, UKIP’s use 
of anti-immigration rhetoric sparked much 
controversy, and immigration proved to be 
one of the main factors contributing to the 
leave campaign’s win, together with the idea 
of regaining sovereignty. Official figures by the 
Home Office point out that hate crimes surged 
by 42 percent in the weeks after Brexit. And while 
it is true that British society is still largely open 
and diverse, rightwing populism has already 
caused irreparable consequences in defining the 
future of the United Kingdom, setting it on a 
path that seemed tremendously unlikely only a 
few years ago. •



I n March 2017, the Trump administration 
issued a second executive order banning 
immigration from several predominantly 

Muslim countries. Similar to the first execu-
tive order in January 2017, it most likely will 
receive strong domestic criticism and will be 
challenged in the courts. However, the dam-
age has long been done: the executive orders 
and Trump’s generally hateful rhetoric against 
Muslims has already had a profound impact. 
Muslims all over the world have perceived it as 
a groundless discrimination and humiliation 
of the whole of Muslim society. The Trump 
administration does not seem to understand 
that the world is facing a lengthy fight over 
which ideology will ultimately prevail, and its 
policy of hate against Islam will not lead to 
the end of radical Islamic terrorism. Rather, 
it will perpetuate a vicious cycle of hate that 
fuels extremism. That is why Europe must use 
its moral authority to combat extremist Islam-
ic ideology in this struggle of ideas. There are 
concrete policies of containment that Europe 
should enact regarding extremist Islamic ideol-
ogy both in Europe and in the Muslim world. 
These policies, if implemented in a careful and 
timely manner, can combat the symptoms of 
radical Islamic ideology and hopefully stop its 
spread. Moreover, Europe has the moral duty 
to refute the core extremist Islamic ideology to 
weaken its persuasive power and thereby limit 
recruitment. 

The fight against extremist Islamic ideology 
in Europe needs to be centered around prevent-
ing the radicalization of young Muslims in Eu-
ropean countries. One way to do so is to closely 
monitor Muslim mosques that are suspected of 
spreading radical ideas and to close them down 
if they evidently do so. At the same time, Eu-
rope has to increase its support for those imams 
that advocate a moderate understanding of Is-
lam. This begins with teaching Islam in schools 
in a way that clearly delegitimizes extremist ide-
ology and continues with instructing imams at 
European universities, thereby obliging them to 
fulfill their duties in accordance with Western 
values. This would shift the current practice of 
having imams instructed in a number of Mus-
lim majority countries, mainly in Turkey, and 
would consequently make it more likely that 
a moderate version of Islam is championed in 
European mosques. In addition, Europe has to 
combat the increasing radicalization in prisons, 
where extremist recruiters frequently exploit 
inmates’ hate for European states in order to 

spread their ideology. Steps have been made in 
the right direction in France as well as in the 
German state of Hessen by beginning a pro-
gram of observing inmates to identify recruiters 
that then can be separated from young Muslim 
men susceptible to radicalization. 

These policies of combating the symptoms 
of extremist ideology need to be combined with 
a long-term strategy to change the fundamen-
tal conditions that make radicalization pos-
sible. This includes economic programs that 
help long-neglected Muslim communities all 
over Europe. However, this plan should also 
entail a fundamental change of how Europe 
uses the tool of developmental aid to advance 
its own interests. Firstly, Europe should exert 
its influence on regimes in the Middle East in 
order to push them toward more progressive 
policies. Secondly, Europe needs to use targeted 
investments to non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) to strengthen civil societies in those 
countries. The German government’s support 
for NGOs that promote civic society in the 
young democracy of Tunisia is an example of 
this. The ultimate goal should be to spark a 
process of democratization that will foster a 
moderate understanding of Islam and prevent 
the spreading of extremist ideas. 

It is becoming increasingly apparent that 
nationalism and Islamophobic sentiments are 
also growing in Europe. Proof of this is the rise 
of support for right-wing, nationalist parties in 
France, Germany, and the Netherlands, among 
other countries. Although the European Union 
does not explicitly ban Muslims from certain 
countries, many current policies are aimed at 
decreasing the number of Muslim immigrants 
to member countries. Thus, it may seem plau-
sible to argue that Europe is in no position to 
combat extremist Islamic ideology successfully. 
However, European countries, with their gen-
erally progressive societies bound by a strong 
belief in inalienable human rights, are uniquely 
well equipped to reject the core of extremist Is-
lamic ideology. Thus, they can lead by example 
and demonstrate that Muslims and Christians 
can live peacefully in one society. By continuing 

to do this, Europe would directly contradict the 
extremist Islamic claim that Christians will not 
accept Muslims as their neighbors. 

This worldview of an inevitable conflict be-
tween Muslims and Christians is evident in 
ISIS’s reaction to the Trump administration’s 
travel ban. It was praised as the “blessed ban” 
and seen as further proof that the Western 
world would eventually turn against its Muslim 
citizens and exclude them through discrimina-
tory policies. Europe must refute this argumen-
tation and has already done so in the past. A 
striking example was the way some European 
countries such Sweden, the Netherlands, and 
Germany accepted and welcomed Muslim refu-
gees in 2015 as well as the enduring, incremental 
grass-roots effort of the civic society in some 
European countries to integrate those refugees 
into their societies. However, European coun-
tries must facilitate this integration process with 
well-targeted support of volunteers’ work. By 
actively creating opportunities for intercultural 
encounters, European states would not only 
obviate the spreading of radical Islamic ideol-
ogy, but also diffuse fears in their population 
fueled by a nationalist, anti-Islamic ideology. 
Mutual respect and acceptance of Muslims and 
Christians living together in European societ-
ies would have a dual effect by fighting over-
simplified radical ideologies – both the radical 
Islamic strain and the European nationalist, 
Islamophobic strain. 

What Europe must do in order to defeat ex-
tremist Islamic ideology is, firstly, to implement 
widespread containment policies within Europe 
itself and in their neighboring Muslim-majority 
countries in the Middle East and North Africa. 
Those policies need to be accompanied by ef-
forts to combat the economic conditions that 
create a hotbed for radicalization. Secondly and 
more importantly, Europe must reject and re-
fute the extremist ideology of inevitable conflict 
between Muslims and Christians – an ideology 
propagated by both radical Islamic groups and 
radical European nationalists – through daily 
practice of accepting Muslims as full members 
of European societies. •

Why Europe Has to Lead the Fight Against 
Radical Islamic Terrorism
- Frederik Risse

Europe has to reject and refute the extremist 
ideology of inevitable conflict between Muslims 

and Christians… through daily practice of accepting 
Muslims as full members of European societies.”
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Over the past year, many governments 
all over the world have been influ-
enced, challenged, and overtaken by 

right wing, anti-immigrant, and anti-integra-
tionist populists. This trend has been particu-
larly strong in Europe, beginning with Brexit 
in the United Kingdom, and continuing with 
the rise of Marine Le Pen’s National Front in 
France, Geert Wilders’ Party for Freedom in 
the Netherlands, and Freuke Petry’s Alternative 
for Germany. A notable exception to right-wing 
populism and Euroscepticism is Spain, which 
has many of the requisite conditions to foster 
right-wing populist success. However, right-
wing politicians have failed to convert public 
disillusionment into Eurosceptic populism be-
cause of Spaniards’ perceptions of Spain’s politi-
cal history, mistrust of Spanish politicians, and 
positive views of EU institutions.

The right-wing populist model has been un-
successful in Spain in part because of the coun-
try’s modern political history. Francisco Franco’s 
repressive, authoritarian regime controlled Spain 
from the end of the Spanish Civil War in 1939 
until Franco’s death in 1975. His regime relied 
on a system of monitoring the press and highly 
unpopular, regime-sanctioned, politically moti-
vated killings. Today, the history of the public’s 
support for Francoism is considered Spain’s orig-
inal sin. Spaniards remain particularly vigilant 
regarding threats to their democratic institu-
tions. Thus, any current Spanish movement that 
is associated with Francoism or fascism is con-
sidered politically unviable. Right-wing populist 
parties face long odds at overcoming this litmus 
test and are an easy target for mainstream right-
wing opposition. As such, the People’s Party 
(PP), which leads the current governing coali-
tion in Spain, emphasizes its role as a moderate, 
pro-business party that avoids taking polarizing 
stances on highly scrutinized political issues such 
as outright opposition to abortion. 

In Spain, to display the Spanish flag outside 
of one’s house or on one’s clothes is seen as a 
nationalist and often fascist political statement. 
Symbols such as the flag and the national an-
them are viewed with skepticism in large part 
because Adolfo Suarez, the leader of the Spanish 
transition to democracy after Franco, refrained 
from incorporating Spanish nationalism into the 
transition process. Rather, he opted to increase 

broader identification with Europe as a whole. 
Suarez pushed policies to match his intentions, 
leading Spain to accede to the Treaty of Rome 
and join the European Economic Communi-
ty in 1985, only ten years after Franco’s death. 
Moreover, Spain’s experience with fascism, and 
corruption more recently, has led Spaniards to 
deeply mistrust Spanish politicians. A 2009 aca-
demic study found that as many as 73 percent 
of Spaniards are irritated by national politics 
and concluded that Spanish culture is “based 
on indifference toward politics, distrust and a 
feeling of political impotence.”  

Spaniards also generally support European 
integration, particularly when compared to oth-
er European countries, leading them away from 
right-wing nationalists. Many Spaniards believe 
that Spanish politicians regardless of party are 
more interested in self-aggrandizement than cre-
ating beneficial public policy. For these voters, 
Eurosceptic arguments are unpalatable. While 
Spaniards believe in the value of European po-
litical integration, perhaps more important to 
Spaniards’ preference for European integration 
is the perceived economic benefits associated 
with integration. Spaniards are on the opposite 
side of the arguments made in support of Brexit 
and other populist movements. Given limited 
job opportunities and a relatively small Spanish 
market, the four freedoms of an integrated Eu-
rope—which include the free movement of la-
bor, capital, goods and services—provide oppor-
tunities for Spaniards to seek employment and 
market their products to a flourishing core of 
European economies. As such, the narrative that 
immigrants are stealing Spanish jobs is largely 
unusable in Spain, and to the extent that it is 
used, it is directed toward non-European immi-
grants from Northern Africa, the Middle East, 
and Latin America. Spaniards also appreciate the 
state aid that Europe provides to Spain. During 
the heart of the economic crisis in 2012, Spain 
accepted a 100 billion Euro bailout to stabilize 
its banking system, financed by the European 
Stabilization Mechanism. Spaniards, therefore, 
overwhelmingly support European integration. 

As little as fifteen percent support a hypotheti-
cal Spanish exit, according to recent polling. 

Much of the far-right sentiment that has 
grown throughout Europe is a result of the eco-
nomic difficulties that EU citizens have faced 
due to increasing globalization and the 2008 
recession. Spain has failed to fully recover from 
the economic crisis; although unemployment 
measures show slight improvement, the unem-
ployment rate remains at eighteen percent. Job 
opportunities for young people are particularly 
scarce, with the youth employment rate at a 
shocking 42 percent. Recent college graduates 
face similar odds with an unemployment rate of 
just over 30 percent. Median household wages in 
Spain remain low compared to Western Euro-
pean countries at just over $22,000 per year – 25 
percent lower than the OECD average. In many 
countries, right-wing parties have capitalized on 
dire economic circumstances and a dearth of em-
ployment opportunities by converting general 
dissatisfaction into xenophobia, isolationism and 
anti-establishment sentiment. Yet the Spanish 
iteration of right-wing populism, VOX, which 
was founded by a group of radical members of 
the center-right Partido Popular (PP), was ex-
ceedingly unpopular, receiving only 0.2 percent 
of the vote. Thus despite the country’s contin-
ued economic strife, nationalist rhetoric that has 
drawn much popular support across Europe has 
failed to achieve similar results in Spain. 

Given Spain’s historical relationship with fas-
cism and lack of widespread Euroscepticism, it 
is unlikely that right-wing populist parties will 
gain traction in the country anytime soon. One 
possible objection could be that Spain has not 
experienced terrorist attacks similar to those 
of France that breed nationalism and Euros-
cepticism. In Spain, however, such an attack 
would likely decrease support for right-wing 
candidates, as the 2004 Madrid train bombings 
bolstered Jose Zapatero’s socialist candidacy in 
the Presidential election that year. Thus, for the 
foreseeable future, Spain will likely avoid the re-
cent trend of nationalism and anti-integrationist 
rhetoric that has overtaken much of Europe. •

Francoist Legacy Prevents Populist Rise in 
Spain
- Jordan Sandman
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Today, the public’s support for Francoismo is 
considered Spain’s original sin.”
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Throughout the chaos in Europe over 
the past two years due to the refugee 
crisis, Spain has remained under the 

radar. As high volumes of refugees seek asylum 
in countries across Europe, Spain has not been 
a sought-after destination. Refugees are not 
choosing to seek asylum in Spain primarily due 
to the country’s high unemployment rates and 
systemic Islamophobia. In spite of these factors, 
Spain should do its best to uphold its responsi-
bilities to the European Union and attempt to 
make the country more habitable for refugees. 

Spain has generally been concerned with 
migrants and refugees from neighboring Afri-
can nations, not Syria. In early January 2017, 
fifty Moroccan and five Spanish border guards 
were injured when 1,100 African migrants at-
tempted to storm the border fence between 
Ceuta, Spain’s territory in North Africa, and 
Morocco. Only two migrants were successful, 
but were so injured that they needed medical 
treatment. This event follows more than 400 
migrants successfully breaching Ceuta’s fence 
this past December. 

However, in the past few years there have 
been numerous Syrians who have crossed the 
Mediterranean to Melilla, the Spanish enclave 
in Morocco. Spanish authorities must then 
grant them permission to cross the Strait of 
Gibraltar into Spain proper. So far this year, 
more than 3,000 Syrians have requested asy-
lum from the Spanish authorities in Melilla. 
In 2015, Spain accepted all of the 1,681 Syrians 
who asked for admission. During the same pe-
riod, Germany received almost 24,000 asylum 
requests, and Sweden more than 16,000. Most 
of the refugees who enter through Spain end up 
traveling to live in Northern Europe.

The trip to Spain is not the main issue for 
refugees and migrants. Rather, it is the country 
itself and its lack of attractiveness due to un-
employment and Islamophobia. Awareness and 
acknowledgment of the unfortunate structural 
violence that exists in Spain should allow it to 
work toward improving the situation and ad-
dressing their current prejudice.

One reason for its lack of popularity is due 
to its high youth unemployment rates. Refu-
gees are searching for a place to start a new, 
successful life and Spain cannot guarantee that 
those dreams can be accomplished. Over the 

past three years, unemployment rates in Spain 
have fluctuated between the staggering figures 
of 42.9 percent and 51.7 percent. While unem-
ployment has been decreasing, having near-
ly half of the local youth unemployed and an 
unstable economy does not create a desirable 
setting for migrants who realize that the state 
cannot keep its native citizens employed. Ac-
cording to Paul Farmer, Spain is suffering from 
“structural violence.” This refers to the system-
atic ways in which social structures harm or 
disadvantage those within a society. It is often 
very subtle and nearly invisible to those living 
within the community, which makes the issue 
difficult to improve. Because of the subtlety of 
these mechanisms, Spanish officials do not ex-
pect overall unemployment to fall below fifteen 
percent until 2019, which makes it difficult for 
refugees to be optimistic about life in Spain. 

Additionally, Amnesty International has ac-
cused Spain multiple times of “frequent and 
widespread mistreatment of foreigners and eth-
nic minorities,” including racist attacks and tor-
ture. Amnesty International investigated more 
than 320 cases of immigrant abuse from 1995 
to 2001 involving deaths, rapes, beatings, and 
verbal abuse. There were also violations of rights 
committed by law enforcement officers against 
members of ethnic minorities. According to 
Amnesty International, Spanish police officers 
routinely detain racial and ethnic minorities 
on suspicion of drug dealing or not carrying 
obligatory identity documents. Racial profiling 
and maltreatment of immigrants have become 
so severe that that they were “afraid to lodge 
complaints with the police or courts” for fear 
of abuse. Spain must take responsibility as a 
member of the global community, and show 
more tolerance toward refugees. 

Although the 2010 Spanish Law on the 
Right to Asylum and Refugee Status grants 
certain rights to migrants, this does not elimi-
nate the realities of discrimination. Racism is 
still alive and well in Spain, and there seems to 

be few mechanisms working toward change. As 
in many other European nations, there is grow-
ing Islamophobia due to the increased activity 
of violent Islamic extremists. According to the 
Islamic Human Rights Commission, there have 
been policies in major cities such as Barcelona 
to ban the niqab, a type of veil worn by some 
Muslim women, in various public places. In 
2015 there were over 57 cases of hate crimes in 
Spain, with 40 percent related to Islamophobia. 
This is somewhat surprising, considering Spain’s 
long history of Muslim rule, which is respon-
sible for some of the country’s most well-known 
and beloved cultural monuments. The Iberian 
Peninsula radiates pride toward its culture and 
architecture, heavily influenced by Moorish 
rule. However, this sadly does not change many 
prominent social and cultural factors in Spain 
today, namely resentment and anger toward 
Muslim refugees. 

European nations such as Sweden, Germa-
ny, and Norway are accepting the bulk of the 
refugees coming out of Syria, and it is disap-
pointing that Spain is not more open and re-
ceptive. Even though Spain is a major player 
in the European community, it falls far behind 
the EU average of asylum applications in 2015. 
It is Spain’s responsibility as a member of the 
European Union to aid its fellow members in 
being receptive and welcoming to refugees flee-
ing persecution. Aside from the country’s high 
unemployment, Spanish culture does not allow 
for the easy integration of migrants, but this 
cannot be used as justification for restrictive 
policy. It may take years for Spain to change the 
structure and mindset of the country in order 
to take responsibility and join the efforts of the 
European community – but it must be done. •

Spain Remains an Afterthought for Refugees  

- Jillian Goldberg 

…Spain should do its best to uphold its 
responsibilities to the European Union and 

attempt to make the country more habitable for 
refugees.”
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C atalonia, an important region of Spain 
famous for its capital city Barcelona, a 
distinct cultural identity, and its own 

language, Catalan, is attempting to break away 
from the rest of Spain. This movement has been 
dubbed by Catalans as the process, an issue that 
has dominated Spanish politics since 2012, di-
vided Catalan society, weakened the Catalan 
economy, and created awkward political alli-
ances inside Catalonia. After years of conflict, 
Catalans are beginning to wake up to the mas-
sive mess the process has created. 

Radical separatist policies have increased sub-
stantially in recent years. While strides toward 
greater autonomy have always been popular in 
Catalonia, those favoring full independence used 
to be a clear minority. But after years of mas-
sive, and divisive, political campaigning, 47.7 
percent of Catalans now want independence, 
compared to 45.1 percent who are opposed to 
it. Unfortunately for the well-being of Catalan 
society and its citizens, the process has become 
the only issue of real importance in Catalan 
politics. Independence is by no means an issue 
of left versus right. Convergencia, a nationalist 
right wing party which represents the large and 
wealthy bourgeois class in Catalonia and which 
has been the biggest party in the region, has 
joined the separatist frenzy. In its determina-
tion to push the process forward, it has joined 
in an electoral alliance with Esquerra Republi-
cana, a hard left party that was traditionally its 
greatest enemy. In addition to this strange alli-
ance, the need for an electoral coalition required 
they support the other pro-Independence party 
in the Catalonian Congress, the Candidatura 
d’Unitat Popular (CUP), an even more radical 
anti-capitalist party that has supported violent 
actions. That the CUP was willing to vote for a 
member of the conservative Convergencia as the 
Catalan President demonstrates how the issue 
of independence has superseded all other issues. 

Catalonia, traditionally one of the richest, 
most industrialized, and business friendly re-
gions of Spain, has been performing poorly eco-
nomically. Big investors, scared of political insta-
bility, have been reluctant to step in. Lenders are 
unwilling to give the Catalan government any 
money. At risk of default, the regional Catalan 
government had to be bailed out by the Spanish 
government in 2016. On top of this, a signifi-

cant spike in corruption charges against regional 
politicians is challenging the historically positive 
perception of Catalonian politics. The Catalan 
government blames this on a judicial witch-hunt 
by the Spanish courts. Considering that one of 
the main arguments for independence is that 
Catalans are more efficient at governing than 
other Spaniards, the scandalous cases of cor-
ruption and illegal commissions are starting to 
make many Catalans fed up with the process, a 
sentiment reflected in the latest opinion polls. 
Even Jordi Sanchez, the president of the Cata-
lan National Assembly, an institution created in 
2011 to support independence, now admits that 
the process is “causing fatigue.”

Still, Carles Puigdemont, the current Presi-
dent of Catalonia, has promised to hold a ref-
erendum on the question of independence this 
year. According to Spanish law, this referendum 
would be unconstitutional, as no single region 
can decide any change to the current constitu-
tional order. Thus, as happened with a similar 
referendum in 2014, the Spanish government 
will not legitimize it, and it will not help the 
parties move forward. In response, the Catalan 
government has threatened to call for a regional 
election to be held in 2017, the fourth in seven 
years. By presenting a broad nationalist coali-
tion, they hope that such an election would be 
interpreted as a referendum on independence.

In terms of international legality, most legal 
scholars agree that there is no right to secession 
except in cases of “alien subjugation, domina-
tion and exploitation as well as a denial of fun-
damental human rights.” While Catalans might 
have had a solid claim for independence under 

General Franco’s dictatorship, which lasted until 
1975, Spain is now a fully democratic country 
within the European Union in which Catalonia 
has a fair representation in electoral processes. 
Furthermore, Catalonia has a special arrange-
ment with the state that gives it extra regional 
powers in fields such as prisons and policing. 

In the current global context, Catalan inde-
pendence makes little sense. Spain is an estab-
lished nation within the EU, and if Catalonia 
were to secede, it would have to reapply for 
entry, one that Spain would likely block. Fur-
thermore, in an increasingly globalized world in 
which big unions and trading blocs dominate 
the arena, an independent Catalonia would be 
largely irrelevant. At the end of the day, the de-
stabilizing and damaging process in Catalonia, 
which is hurting the economic well-being of 
Catalans themselves, is a product of national-
ism, a curse that Europe continues to face and 
that has only brought conflict to the continent. 

The problem for nationalist Catalonian poli-
ticians is that they have invested all their po-
litical capital in independence. The corruption 
scandals also make it harder for Catalan lead-
ers. For Convergencia, the process is the only 
issue it has left. Ignoring classic debates on social 
policy or economics, voters continue support-
ing the coalition of secessionist parties because, 
for them, independence takes precedence over 
all other issues. If Convergencia were to reach 
some compromises with the Spanish govern-
ment, their share of the vote would crumble, 
as their platform includes no other major issues.

While it is hard to see a way out of the cur-
rent standstill, there are signs that Catalans are 
growing weary of a movement that has taken 
them nowhere. Ciudadanos, a centrist politi-
cal party that was formed in Catalonia to fight 
against nationalism, is now the second biggest 
party in the Catalan Parliament. That Spain’s 
economy is now growing quickly and Spanish 
courts are finally cracking down on corruption 
only hurts the pro-independence narrative. It 
is only a matter of time until Catalans start fo-
cusing on real issues once again, and demand 
that their politicians do the same. A compro-
mise with the Spanish government still seems 
far away, but if, in the next Catalan election, 
nationalist parties lose support- as pollsters sug-
gest- they will be compelled to slow down. •

Crunch Time in Catalonia 

- Benji Mazin
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On September 24th, the German peo-
ple will vote in federal elections to 
determine the makeup of the next 

government of the Bundesrepublik. The fore-
casts, once secure for Angela Merkel, are now 
uncertain. Having ruled out the possibility of 
cooperation with the right-wing populist party 
Alternativ für Deutschland, Merkel’s political 
latitude is shrinking. It is conceivable that the 
incumbent Chancellor- who currently leads a 
grand coalition between the center-right Union 
(CDU-CSU) and center-left Social Democratic 
Party (SPD)- will be overtaken by SPD poli-
tician and former President of the European 
Union Martin Schulz, either by way of an al-
liance of left-wing parties (SPD, The Left, and 
The Greens) or in another grand coalition, this 
time with Union as a junior partner. This repre-
sents a historic opportunity for the Free Demo-
cratic Party (FDP) to make a triumphant return 
as the kingmakers of the Bundestag, laying the 
groundwork for a liberal Union-FDP-Green co-
alition. If the party leadership of FDP is wise, 
they will seize on the perceived inadequacies 
of CDU and SPD, namely incompetent han-
dling of the refugee crisis, economic lethargy, 
and the rising threat of populism. In doing so, 
FDP will not only leap back onto the stage of 
national politics, but offer a policy capable of 
saving Germany from its malaise.

The Free Democrats represent the center-
right liberal alternative to CDU-CSU. In the 
Wiesbaden Declaration, FDP distinguishes it-
self by its commitment to a free market, state 
impartiality in social life, and its affirmation of 
the basic equality of all German citizens, regard-
less of race, creed, or sex. Their first line of at-
tack against Union ought to be that Merkel, the 
newly christened “leader of the free world,” is 
insufficiently liberal: her sporadic economic in-
terventionism, her unwillingness to implement 
cuts to Germany’s social expenditures, and her 
proposed burqa ban all betray a tendency to-
ward unprincipled political opportunism. FDP 
should frame itself as the sole defender of the 
Rechtsstaat, the lawful state, since they take se-
riously the commitment of the state to secure a 
system of equal liberty for all citizens. Merkel 
can tinker on the edges of policy, attempting 
to appease important political interests, but 
hers is a leadership without spirit, not truly af-

firming the principles of liberal society against 
the right-populists and unwilling to tackle the 
entrenched economic dysfunction of the EU.

However, the most important issue facing 
Germany in this year’s election is the refugee 
crisis. It is most salient issue in the German 
public’s consciousness, whose confidence in 
core institutions has been shaken by the ef-
fects of Merkel’s migration policy, the burden 
of which has been borne by Germany. The di-
vide in public opinion largely maps onto class 
lines: two-thirds of the German public disap-
prove of the European Union’s current refugee 
policy, but polls find only one-third of German 
“elites” disagree with Merkel’s handling of the 
crisis. Elites’ persistent deafness to the anxieties 
of the general public has not endeared Chan-
cellor Merkel to her constituents. Rather than 
addressing the concerns of the public, especially 
regarding migrant criminality, Merkel’s govern-
ment proposed a retaliatory ban on the public 
wearing of burqas. Throwing red meat to the 
Islamophobic right might be good (or desper-
ate) politics, but it will not ameliorate the crisis.

The widespread concern among Germans 
regarding the mishandling of the refugee crisis is 
not totally unfounded. It is difficult to estimate 
the extent of migrant criminality, in large part 
because media and government officials have 
suppressed accurate information. For instance, 
German police have removed references to the 
national origin of criminals when releasing in-
formation to the press, and one law enforce-
ment leader in Frankfurt alleged “there are strict 
instructions from the top not to report offenses 
committed by refugees.” However, most indica-
tors point to high crime rates across the board, 
though the degree of criminality varies with 
migrant groups.

The problem is not likely to abate on its 
own, as demographic challenges will only in-
tensify with time. Although migration rates 
have declined, the German Federal Office for 
Migration and Refugees claims that it is con-
ceivable that as many as four million people will 
have migrated to Germany by the year 2020, 
the majority of whom will be men below the 
age of thirty-five, most illiterate in their own 
language and consequently essentially unem-
ployable, according to education economist 
Ludger Wößmann. When family reunification 

is factored in, this population swells even more. 
Particularly worrisome is the well-documented 
conservatism and isolationism of second-gen-
eration migrants, a danger that raises doubts 
about prospects for integration, at its most ex-
treme if Germany will face a Parallelgesellschaft 
– a permanently separate, ghettoized society.

FDP offers a responsible migration policy 
that simultaneously acknowledges the duty of 
Western states to accommodate refugees flee-
ing war-zones while also taking into consider-
ation the aforementioned concerns. By con-
trast, Chancellor Merkel has resorted to bribing 
Turkey to stem the flow of migrants, leaving 
Europe at the mercy of the whims and ambi-
tions of Ankara. Fortunately, party chairman 
Christian Lindner has managed to seize on this 
embarrassing wedge issue, criticizing Merkel’s 
“humanitarian narcissism” and reaffirming the 
importance of upholding the rule of law and 
state sovereignty. FDP recognizes that Europe 
must exercise more discretion in permitting 
the flow of migrants into its borders, and this 
requires securing the external frontiers of south-
eastern Europe and the Mediterranean coast. 
The domestic challenges of integration have 
no easy solution, but continued rapid growth 
of the foreign population will only intensify 
these difficulties as time passes. Germany must 
therefore act on the prescriptions of FDP: it is 
an imperative for state security to enact emer-
gency controls on migration to Germany, with 
more resources invested in screening migrants 
to verify genuine refugee status. The Free Dem-
ocrats affirm that asylum is to be regarded as a 
temporary status allowed to those fleeing war 
and disaster, not a path to eventual citizen-
ship and wholesale transformation of German 
political culture. This appeal has shown some 
promise, as FDP’s poll numbers have risen from 
five to nearly eight percent, in large part due 
to their appeal to those voters disaffected by 
Merkel’s overly generous policy, but still criti-
cal of the right-wing populist party Alternativ 
für Deutschland. If FDP is capable of draw-
ing a distinction between itself and Merkel on 
migration, it may reestablish itself in German 
politics, and in so doing, slow the escalation of 
the present crisis. •

Return of the Free Democrats in Germany

- Andrew Beddow
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Hungary’s reaction to the refugee crisis 
has been consistently vitriolic. Riot 
police use water cannons and pep-

per spray at the Serbian border to limit cross-
ings, the asylum code has been amended to 
increase bureaucratic hurdles to asylum claims, 
and criminal proceedings related to illegal bor-
der crossing have been prioritized over asylum 
claims. Prime Minister Viktor Orbán has re-
ferred to migration as a “poison,” while mem-
bers of Parliament have notably suggested plac-
ing decaying pigs’ heads on the border to deter 
Muslim refugees or giddily shared images of 
zip-tied migrants arrested at the border. Islamo-
phobic and anti-refugee sentiment is prevalent 
among the public as well – a 2016 Pew Research 
Center poll found that 76 percent of Hungar-
ians believed refugees increase the likelihood of 
terrorism, and 82 percent believed refugees to be 
a burden on the country by taking Hungarians’ 
jobs and social benefits. Despite these beliefs, 
however, Hungary could actually benefit from 
welcoming refugee newcomers, as the coun-
try faces an urgent labor shortage that refugee 
workers are well suited to address.  

Hungary is currently experiencing a labor 
shortage in excess of 50,000 jobs, concentrated 
in semi- to low-skilled jobs in industries rang-
ing from technology to hospitality. McDonald’s 
has even created an incentive package, which in-
cludes free housing, to encourage applications. 
In a country of ten million, half a million Hun-
garians have moved to Western Europe for work. 
Unemployment among Hungarian citizens is at 
a record low, and Economic Minister Mihaly 
Varga has stated the need to import workers to 
fill the thousands of vacancies. Public sentiment 
that refugees present an economic burden and 
“take jobs” from native Hungarians contrasts 
sharply with reality: nobody is taking Hungar-
ian jobs, not even Hungarians. The fear that 
refugees will take jobs should not be a fear at 
all; employing refugees would help solve one of 
the country’s most pressing economic problems, 
as well as address the problems that have con-
tributed to the labor shortage in the first place.

Hungary’s low birth rate has led to a decreas-
ing population, and emigration among workers 
has exacerbated the problem of a scarce work-
force. “Brain drain” among recent graduates 
is common, and hiring campaigns from com-
panies like Deloitte and Audi have convinced 
top talent to leave the country. Low-skilled 
workers are also leaving the country in pursuit 

of higher wages and better social services in 
Western Europe.

 Economic Minister Varga, in line with pub-
lic sentiment and the government’s anti-refu-
gee stance, has stated that Hungary will focus 
their search for migrant workers on those from 
“culturally similar” Eastern European nations. 
Varga claims that within the European Union, 
with its free movement of labor, Eastern Euro-
pean migrants could be more easily integrated. 
However, migrants from other Eastern Euro-
pean countries would only be marginally easier 
to integrate, as they would still need language 
training and likely an incentive package to mi-
grate to Hungary over other, more prosperous 
EU nations. Furthermore, Eastern European 
countries face similar economic challenges, and 
workers from all EU countries are already al-
lowed to move to and work in Hungary and 
have elected not to. Europe as a whole is expe-
riencing population decline, and Eastern Eu-
ropean workers in particular have largely opted 
to move west within the EU to take advantage 
of higher wages and living standards.

Syrian refugees offer an immediate replace-
ment to population shortages, as the vast major-
ity of Syrian refugees are of working age. More-
over, the number of asylum applications in 2015 
more than tripled the number of job vacancies. 
Syrian refugees’ higher birth rates also present a 
more long-term solution to population decline; 
Syria’s crude birth rate (births per 1,000 people) 
is more than double Hungary’s, according to 
the World Bank’s 2014 report.

Hiring refugees would also be an effective 
way to combat Hungary’s worker emigration 
problem. Economic Minister Varga has encour-
aged Hungarian companies to raise wages in 
an effort to dissuade Hungarians from migrat-
ing to Western Europe. Average gross wages 
did, in fact, rise 5.7 percent last year, but that 
has not been enough to redress the emigration 
problem. Integrating refugees into local com-
munities could serve to further raise wages: 
according to a twelve-year-long Danish study 
on refugee integration, communities that wel-
comed more refugees had faster-growing wages, 
as low-skilled refugees complemented the skills 
of low-skilled domestic workers. An influx of 
refugee workers encourages specialization, as 
native workers shift to jobs requiring native 
skills, such as language command or manage-
rial positions. Such specialization raises wages, 
makes companies more productive, and allows 

for business expansion. By accepting refugees 
and integrating them into the labor force, Hun-
gary could, in turn, raise wages and thereby 
encourage native Hungarians to stay in Hun-
gary for work.

Refugees do present a substantial short-term 
economic burden as governments process asy-
lum claims and provide integration assistance, 
and Hungary would have to foot the bulk of the 
costs of integration and resettlement. In 2016, 
however, the government spent over 5.1 billion 
Hungarian forint ($18 million) on anti-refugee 
billboard, mailer, and social media campaigns 
stating, “If you come to Hungary, don’t take 
the jobs of Hungarians!” and similar messages 
aimed at deterring refugees and bolstering op-
position to EU-imposed refugee quotas and 
resettlement efforts. Were the government to 
abandon such campaigns, each asylum seeker 
under the EU’s proposed quota could receive 
approximately $13,500 more in resettlement 
and integration aid from the reallocation of 
funding alone. 

In the long run, refugees have positive, or 
at worst neutral, effects on the host country’s 
economy and wages. According to experts at 
Hungary’s own Central European University, 
Syrian refugees can diversify the economy with 
different skills than “culturally similar” Eastern 
Europeans offer, making the economy more 
dynamic and potentially boosting international 
trade. In addition, a Texas A&M study found 
that after successful integration, refugees out-
earn non-refugee immigrants and contribute 
more to the economy annually than the original 
cost of resettling them. 

While Hungary vehemently defends their 
restrictive refugee policies and rails against 
the EU’s efforts to resettle refugees there, they 
have ignored the potential economic benefits 
of welcoming refugees. The far-right govern-
ment wastes taxpayer money on anti-refugee 
campaigns and imposing legislation to make 
refugee acceptance and integration more dif-
ficult, while fostering Islamophobic sentiment 
with “stealing jobs” rhetoric. Hungary should 
instead invest in integration programs whose 
long-term economic benefits exceed initial in-
vestment. Refugee labor and its externalities 
would not only generally improve the Hun-
garian economy, but also serve to address their 
specific problem of an extreme labor shortage 
fueled by population decline and worker emi-
gration. •

Hungary Rejects Refugees, A Desperately 
Needed Workforce
- Elisabeth Brennen



F rom the first moment the European 
migrant crisis garnered public atten-
tion, the Western world has condemned 

the atrocities migrants suffer as they press on 
toward Turkish and European shores, while 
simultaneously turning their backs and refus-
ing the resettlement of thousands of these very 
people, citing the same tired arguments that 
refugees pose potential economic burdens or se-
curity threats to European citizens. What many 
do not realize is that the inaction of European 
governments does not just prevent migrants 
from resettling. Turning people away in hopes 
of maintaining the status quo has created an 
entirely new score of atrocities for migrants, 
especially unaccompanied migrant children in 
Greece, where thousands are locked away in 
dangerous and sordid detention cells. The para-
lyzing and hypocritical rhetoric espoused by 
countries who refuse to take action is worsen-
ing an already dire situation, entrapping thou-
sands of children in gut-wrenching conditions 
and blinding European governments to po-
tentially beneficial long-term solutions for all 
parties involved.

Since September 2016, numerous sources 
have reported on the appalling conditions of 
Greek detention centers, where at least 2,000 
unaccompanied migrant children have been 
held. By keeping children in police stations 
and detention centers without any justifica-
tion, Greek authorities have disregarded the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, which 
Greece willingly agreed to uphold in the early 
1990s, and, more important, the dignity of the 
children themselves. Not only are children de-
tained arbitrarily and excessively, they are often 
held in unsanitary and overcrowded cells with 
unrelated adults, conditions clearly in violation 
of the European Union Charter of Fundamen-
tal Rights and the European Court of Human 
Rights’ 2011 decision in Rahimi v. Greece. Dis-
comfort in these centers is the least of their wor-
ries; such environments breed disease, violence, 
and sexual assault. Long-term detention in such 
dangerous atmospheres also puts children at 
risk for a number of psychological problems. 
Often refused medical care and legal represen-
tation, unaccompanied children live in these 
conditions for months at a time while await-
ing the all-too-often negative responses to their 

asylum applications.
When it comes to accepting these chil-

dren into society as an alternative to deten-
tion, claims that they will burden the European 
economy simply do not pass muster. Research 
by the Center for European Policy Research 
and the University of Bristol indicates that refu-
gees actually improve the economies they join. 
Furthermore, unaccompanied children are of-
ten going to Europe in hopes of finding stable 
employment and contributing to society; the 
children detained in Greece are usually either 
intending to find stable work or reunite with 
older siblings who have gone before them. In 
either case, detention is the worst option for 
both the child and the government, imposing 
a further burden on an already over-taxed, over-
crowded system without allowing the children 
the opportunity to find safe and stable means 
of providing for themselves. Resettling the chil-
dren throughout Europe holds great promise 
for the region’s economy, especially if they can 
be resettled in countries with declining popu-
lations. Economists overwhelmingly point to 
the declining birth rates and aging populations 
across the European continent to demonstrate 
the crucial role an influx of migrants could 
play in reinvigorating the economy. Children 
have even greater chances of success than the 
average migrant, as they can more easily learn 
new languages and adapt to their surround-
ings. In flourishing countries like Germany, 
where job growth exceeds that of the national 
population, workers eager to learn and create 
lives for themselves can significantly enhance 
the local economy, a fact which renders the 
common, economic-based, anti-immigrant ar-
gument dubious. With proper processes and 
programs, European countries and the migrant 
children they currently reject have the poten-
tial for a mutually beneficial relationship that 
would help solve some of the most pressing 
problems of the day.

There are numerous proposed methods of 
rescuing migrant children from their current 
suffering, advocated by activist groups around 
the world. In a briefing to the European Parlia-
ment, researchers listed “release to other family, 
or to relatives with residence in the country of 
asylum, foster care, supervised independent 
living, or residential homes” as viable options, 

and encouraged alternatives to the detention of 
migrant children. United Nations Special Rap-
porteur Francois Crepeau has championed one 
of the most popular programs, of “substantial 
and effective” guardianship that provides chil-
dren with a legally recognized individual who 
provides for the child’s daily needs, including 
medical care, education, and any special services 
required. Children in these homes would have 
emotional and academic support throughout 
their adjustment to the new country, preparing 
them for success later on. This is crucial to the 
effective integration of migrants into the Eu-
ropean economy; more important, it provides 
stability and psychological support to children 
who have already suffered immensely in both 
their homes and journeys. Many states within 
the EU have already established similar systems 
regulated under domestic law, but are not utiliz-
ing them to their fullest extent. Opponents of 
such programs point to the economic burden 
imposed on the guardians and on the general 
population, claiming that not enough people 
can be persuaded to welcome in these children. 
However, the benefits of such programs would 
be so immense – both to the well-being of the 
children and to the future growth of the coun-
try – that the minor, individualized costs at 
present would be worthwhile. Furthermore, the 
only alternative to such programs is the current 
state of inaction, which would only exacerbate 
the horrific situation in Greece as more children 
arrive with nowhere to go.

While European countries grapple aimlessly 
with a now multiple-year crisis, leaders and 
citizens alike are focused so heavily on the po-
tential harms they may incur that they fail to 
see the damage that has already been done. In-
action will only bring about more of the same 
problems, keeping countless more children in 
horrible situations. The onus is on European 
leadership to fulfill their promises, uphold stan-
dards of human dignity, and implement poli-
cies that benefit everyone involved instead of 
merely maintaining the status quo. •

European Inaction Worsens Plight of 
Unaccompanied Migrant Children 
- Anna Haynes
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The ongoing conflict in eastern 
Ukraine has caused upwards of 
10,000 casualties to date, ac-

cording to Public Radio Internation-
al. Starting in 2014, after the ousting 
of pro-Russian President Viktor Yan-
ukovych and the Russian annexation 
of Crimea, Russian-backed separatists 
initiated a bloody conflict in pursuit 
of independence. Since then, intermit-
tent conflict has plagued the east of 
the country, with a notable resurgence 
of violence following Donald Trump’s 
election in November 2016. This past 
fall, the Russian relocation of nuclear capable 
ballistic missiles to Kaliningrad, a small Rus-
sian exclave near Poland, further elevated in-
ternational suspicion of Russian intentions. 
While Russia downplayed this incident as a 
mere routine exercise and continues to deny 
any involvement in eastern Ukraine, Ukraine 
recently filed a lawsuit with the International 
Court of Justice seeking to end Russia’s sup-
port of the pro-Russian separatists. Ukraine is 
altering its defense policy and signaling tactics 
in response to Russian aggression under Vladi-
mir Putin, and it is not the only country do-
ing so. Other countries and governing bodies, 
including the United States, Sweden, NATO, 
and Ukraine have employed various calculated 
tactics to deter further Russian aggression in 
the region. These moves signal that the age-old 
chess game of calculated troop movements and 
signaling techniques are still applicable in the 
era of modern warfare.  

As a result of increasing Russian aggression, 
the United States deployed thousands of troops 
at the beginning of 2017 to reaffirm its com-
mitment to NATO allies.  In January, 4,000 
US troops were deployed to Poland and an 
additional 4,000 were relocated to Germany, 
according to the BBC. The post-Soviet Baltic 
states – Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia – re-
ceived US Special Operations forces as well. 
Individually, these nations have little chance 
of deterring a Russian invasion, with stand-
ing armies in the mere thousands. According 
to General Raymond T. Thomas, the uptick 
in troops and US arms are welcome in these 
countries that, after years of unwanted Soviet 
occupation, still fear Russian incursion. In addi-

tion to the assignment of troops, a large amount 
of arms and armored vehicles will be dispersed 
to seven different locations in the region and 
will supplement the United States’ intention 
to improve training capabilities in the region. 
These nations have also substantially increased 
defense spending as a precautionary measure. 

Ukraine, however, has been bearing the 
brunt of Russian interference since Vladimir 
Putin’s commitment to protect russkie (ethnic 
Russians) in Ukraine. The suit brought forth 
by Ukraine claims that Russian support for the 
separatists is a form of state-sponsored terror-
ism and should be dealt with accordingly. The 
Ukrainian army has been largely unsuccessful 
in curbing the violence in the eastern region, 
as made clear by the fatal conflicts and seizures 
of factories and coalmines by the rebels as re-
cently as March. The suit incorporates aspects 
of the annexation of Crimea, funding of sepa-
ratist rebels, and the Russia-linked downing 
of Malaysian Airlines Flight MH17 in 2014. 
While findings of the International Court of 
Justice are binding, the lack of enforcement 
mechanism means that the case will function 
largely as a signaling technique, reaffirming 
that Russian involvement with the separatists 
is unwarranted and unwelcome. 

NATO and Eastern Europe are not the only 
regional actors shifting their defensive measures 
as a result of Russian aggression. As of March, 
Sweden has moved to reintroduce conscription 
to be in full effect January 1, 2018. According 
to the BBC, this conscription will result in an 
additional 4,000 men and women in service. 

Not affiliated with NATO, Sweden’s de-
fense, drawn from an exclusively vol-
unteer based core, was not attracting 
enough participants. The Press Secretary 
to the Minister of Defense, Marinette 
Nyh Radebo, indicated that the con-
scription was a result of the evolving se-
curity situation in the region. This con-
scription functions as a commitment 
to Baltic security and regional defense. 

Overall, this reaction from the West 
appears to be somewhat out of step with 
previous policies, considering their ar-
guably relaxed reaction to the Russian 

invasion of the post-Soviet state of Georgia in 
2008. Throughout that conflict, Western na-
tions issued statements of condemnation for 
Russian actions, and, while President Bush con-
sidered military intervention, he ultimately de-
cided against it for fear of further provoking 
Russia. Instead he decided to send military aid 
to Georgia and impose sanctions against Rus-
sia, which would later be lifted by the Obama 
administration. However, as Russia continues 
to pursue influence in other post-Soviet territo-
ries – culminating in the annexation of Crimea 
– Western calculus has begun to shift. The EU, 
United States, and Western institutions cor-
respondingly issued sanctions to deter further 
Russian involvement. However, despite the eco-
nomic toll the sanctions have had on the Rus-
sian economy, the sanctions have not curbed 
the violence in eastern Ukraine. 

Recent actions indicate that the United 
States and other Western nations are taking 
the next move in the classic game of deterrence. 
In the event of further aggressive measures or 
military provocation, forces stand ready to de-
fend their respective countries with strategic 
troop placement. While troop movements and 
expansion in Eastern Europe and Sweden act as 
a physical show-of-force response mechanism 
should further Russian aggression occur, it also 
serves as a next-step signaling technique in an 
attempt to prevent the Russians from interven-
ing in the first place. •

Chess Game of Modern Warfare
Defense Adjustments in the Wake of Russian Aggression
- Erin Eusebi
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V iolence flared again in Ukraine in Feb-
ruary 2017 after months of reprieve 
and attempts at peace negotiations be-

tween Ukrainian government forces and pro-
Russia rebels. Artillery shelling between gov-
ernment forces and separatists left at least eight 
dead and dozens more injured near Donetsk, 
the capital of the rebels’ self-declared “Donetsk 
People’s Republic” and a major industrial cen-
ter in eastern Ukraine. In response, the United 
Nations called an emergency meeting where 
US Ambassador Haley condemned the actions 
of the separatists and spoke harshly about Rus-
sia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014. However, 
her message has been seen as a contradiction to 
statements issued by the Trump Administration 
that condemn the violence, but do not explicitly 
state standing with Ukraine. 

The cause of this escalation is still unclear, 
with both the Ukrainian government and the 
separatists casting blame on the other. Other 
than further sanctioning Russia, no country 
seems ready to leap to the aid of Ukraine in a 
substantial way. This is especially concerning to 
many Ukrainian citizens who view sanctions as 
completely ineffective, as earlier sanctions did 
not stop the annexation of the Crimean Penin-
sula. Ukraine is at a crossroads and should con-
sider themselves on their own at the moment, 
in need of strong, meaningful support that it 
currently lacks from both the United States and 
the European Union. It is thus vitally important 
that Kiev establishes substantial relations with 
other Eastern European countries to undermine 
what many see as obvious Russian aggression. 

The most promising option for Ukraine is 
to reach out to its neighbors who also live in 
fear of Russian aggression. Lithuania has al-
ready been helping the Ukrainian government 
with humanitarian and military aid. Although 
the military aspect of this aid consists only of 
advisers, it represents an important option that, 
with enough push, Ukraine may be able to gain 
allies willing to directly help, even in the face of 
increased Russian aggression. Linas Linkevicius, 
Lithuania’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, branded 
Russian behavior in the region “military hoo-
liganism” and called on NATO to take action 
and offer more support to beleaguered Ukraine. 
Lithuania has also criticized other European 
countries, saying that while improved relations 

with Russia has always been a goal, they would 
not do so at the expense of their values and prin-
ciples. Ukraine should also reach out to other 
former Eastern Bloc countries, such as Poland, 
whose foreign minister warned that improv-
ing US-Russia relations would not come at his 
country’s expense. Ukraine should capitalize 
on this situation and begin solidifying a new 
support system.

Another increasingly tempting route for 
Ukraine is to finally join NATO, something 
that until now had been very unpopular in the 
country. President Petro Poroshenko of Ukraine 
has stated that he will do whatever he can to 
achieve membership in the transatlantic alli-
ance, that is, if Ukrainians vote yes on a refer-
endum. In recent polls, 54 percent of Ukrainians 
now favor joining the NATO alliance, a huge 
jump from just four years ago when only six-
teen percent did. Joining NATO may be exactly 
what Ukraine needs to deter the separatists who 
would lose alleged Russian support because of 
the repercussions associated with aggression to-
ward a NATO ally. If Ukraine could secure this 
alliance they would gain the military support of 
the United States, United Kingdom, France, as 
well as 25 other countries in Europe and North 
America. This course of action would also allow 
other Eastern European countries to rest more 
easily after repeated concerns that Russia was us-
ing Ukraine as a test to see how far it could push 
boundaries. Although this would be the ideal 
route for Ukraine to take, there is the possibility 
that the US would be against them joining. The 
NATO enlargements in 2004 and 2009 brought 
in nine countries, seven of which were part of 
the Warsaw Pact. With each eastern expansion 
of NATO, Russia expresses its displeasure and 
feelings of betrayal, citing an alleged agreement 
made after the reunification of Germany that 
implied the US would not include any of the 
former Eastern Bloc nations in NATO. Conse-
quently, if the Trump Administration wants to 
create closer relations with Russia, then adding 
another Eastern European country to the alli-
ance may not be on the table, leaving Ukraine 

unsupported.
Additionally, Ukraine has taken important 

steps toward EU eligibility by reducing debt and 
inflation, as well as attempting to reduce cor-
ruption in the government. With the imminent 
exit of Britain, however, the likelihood that the 
EU will accept a nation that is still experiencing 
conflict inside its borders and is economically 
weak is very low. Even if the situation progressed 
to an EU-wide vote, it is still unlikely to pass 
because unanimity among EU member states 
is required. As this is an unfeasible avenue for 
de-escalation of the conflict in Ukraine, which 
is of utmost importance for the current Ukrai-
nian government, they will have to look for an 
alternative to both NATO and the EU.

While joining NATO or the EU would be 
the ideal scenario for a struggling Ukraine, these 
appear to be out of reach, due to seemingly 
weaker stances on Russia from the US and the 
unanimous vote requirement from EU members 
after all qualifications are met for EU member-
ship. Instead, Kiev needs to reach out and es-
tablish substantial relations with other Eastern 
European countries that also feel at risk; these 
countries can provide stability in a trying time. 
In addition to Lithuania, other Baltic states find 
themselves growing weary of Russia amidst a 
Trump presidency and renewed violence in 
Ukraine. The more concerned they become, 
the easier it will be for Ukraine to form mean-
ingful alliances in the East. 

It is clear that Ukraine will be a major battle-
ground for influence in Eastern Europe, and it is 
time they stop relying on the slaps on the wrist 
that the EU and US give to Russia. Ukraine 
should not sit by and wait for NATO or the 
EU to come to the rescue. Instead they need 
to take the lead, gather other weary countries, 
and mobilize against the separatists in Ukraine. 
Then, when the international community cries 
out for a return to peace, Ukraine can state what 
has been ultimately proven by this continued 
crisis: no one is willing to deter Russian aggres-
sion, so we had to do it ourselves. •

Amid Renewed Fighting, Ukraine Should Seek 
Closer Allies in Eastern Europe  
- Liam Beers

It is clear that Ukraine will be a major 
battleground for influence in Eastern Europe.”
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I t was an odd state of affairs when jour-
nalists arrived at the residence of the 
newly elected President of Moldova, Igor 

Dodon, on his first day in office in December to 
find the European Union flag removed, leaving 
only the Moldovan flag standing. The message 
was clear: Dodon, whose self-proclaimed mis-
sion is to rule in a dictatorial fashion similar 
to Russian President Vladimir Putin, has little 
interest in continuing the European integra-
tion efforts that the country has pursued for 
the past seven years, culminating in the 2014 
EU Association Agreement. Instead, Dodon 
promises closer ties with Russia, believing that 
the EU deal has hurt rather than helped the 
economy, and threatens to push the country 
into Russia’s growing sphere of influence. It is 
up to EU policymakers and pro-Western poli-
ticians in Moldova to ensure the country does 
not go down the new President’s intended path.

As recently as 2009, over 60 percent of the 
country’s population of 3.5 million favored clos-
er ties with the EU, according to the Moldovan 
Institute for Public Policy. The grounds were 
clearly fertile for political and economic inte-
gration with the West. However, as of 2015, that 
percentage sits at roughly 40 percent. How such 
a drastic shift could occur in such short time 
is a textbook study in government misman-
agement. Since 2009, Parliament has autho-
rized politicized budget allocations and passed 
laws curbing government transparency, creat-
ing a breeding ground for corruption. In 2015, 
this trajectory reached a tipping point when 
thousands took to the streets in the capital of 
Chișinău to protest the sudden disappearance 
of $1 billion, a staggering figure equivalent to 
ten percent of Moldova’s GDP. Reforms were 
consequently enacted, but the protests signaled 
a decline in popularity for the pro-West ruling 
coalition in Parliament and arguably contrib-
uted to Dodon’s election. 

Vladimir Putin has moved to capitalize on 
this dissatisfaction with pro-Western forces in 
an attempt to steer the former Soviet republic 
back into Russia’s sphere of influence. He has 
promised to lift sanctions on Moldovan goods, 
ease visa access for Moldovan migrants seek-
ing to gain entry into Russia, and has already 
granted Moldova observer status in the Eur-
asian Economic Union, Russia’s supranational 

economic union with several other post-Soviet 
states. In return, Putin has called for Moldova 
to reject its EU Association Agreement, a move 
that Dodon strongly favors. 

It would be easy for EU policymakers to 
write off Moldova’s impending shift as insig-
nificant. Granting the small country, which is 
among Europe’s poorest, EU membership is 
still a pipe dream. Standing idly by as Moldova 
gives up on European integration would be a 
mistake, however. It would essentially hand 
Putin an uncontested victory in expanding his 
economic and geopolitical reach across former 
Soviet countries. The message would be that the 
EU has little to offer the struggling economies 
in Eastern Europe, giving Russia a chance to 
stage a heroic rescue. Putin has already succeed-
ed in pressuring other former Soviet countries, 
namely Ukraine and Armenia, into rejecting 
pacts with the EU, which makes Moldova a 
set piece in a broader struggle to spread Mos-
cow’s influence. 

Furthermore, Moldova bears a surprising 
amount of geopolitical importance for a coun-
try its size. First, it is situated in the lowlands 
between the Carpathian Mountains and the 
Black Sea, a region that has historically been 
used as an invasion route from the Balkans into 
Russia. Its proximity to the important Ukrai-
nian port of Odessa, as well as Crimea – where 
the Russian Black Sea fleet is currently stationed 
– further lends it strategic significance. Finally, 
the country is a transit point for oil flows from 
Turkey into Europe. If the West were to relin-
quish its influence over Moldova, it could make 
potential future intervention efforts in Crimea, 
for instance, more difficult. 

If the EU wants to maintain close ties with 
Moldova, it must regain control over the nar-

rative. Dodon’s main selling point is that the 
country has seen little economic benefit from 
the 2014 EU Association Agreement. In real-
ity, exports to Russia have declined due to the 
comparatively favorable markets opening up in 
Europe, since the EU accounts for 62 percent 
of Moldova’s exports as opposed to the twelve 
percent that flow to Russia. If forced to choose, 
Moldova is better off trading with Europe than 
Russia. Hosting EU trade commission speakers 
and engaging in aggressive public advertise-
ment campaigns would be a good start to drive 
home these facts to the Moldovan people and 
to underscore the importance of a favorable 
relationship with the EU. 

Little progress will be made, though, un-
less the thorn of corruption is addressed. Since 
pro-Western politicians in Moldova are blamed 
for doing nothing in the face of corruption 
and even being disproportionately involved in 
scandals, corruption has become synonymous 
with the West in the minds of many Moldo-
vans. Addressing this issue is thus largely the 
responsibility of the pro-Western ruling coali-
tion in Parliament. After the large-scale banking 
fiasco in 2015, several reforms were passed that 
head in the right direction, especially laws set-
ting up an independent prosecution service and 
strengthening the independence of the National 
Bank. Lawmakers also ought to consider legisla-
tion that clearly outlines and prevents conflict 
of interest situations. A commitment to these 
laws, coupled with an outreach strategy target-
ing reform advocates and the public, is the best 
hope for regaining the confidence of the Mol-
dovan people in European integration efforts.

If Moldova had been solidly pro-Russian all 
along, opposing this shift might seem futile. 
However, since the country strongly supported 
ties to the West a few years ago, fighting to keep 
Moldova out of Russia’s orbit is not a lost cause. 
To ignore the small post-Soviet country would 
be to overlook its broader significance as a key 
piece in the West’s resistance to an emboldened 
Russia. The road to success will no doubt be 
arduous, but will be a win for both Moldovan 
economic youth employment rate at a shocking 
42 percent well-being and broader European 
geopolitical balancing against Moscow’s loom-
ing shadow in Eastern Europe. •

Moldova’s Looming Slip into Russia’s Sphere of 
Influence and What the West Can Do About It
- Daniel Evans

 Moldovan President Igor Dodon meets with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin. 
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I n November 2016, the Russian Ministry of 
Education proposed a controversial policy 
change that would significantly increase 

the influence of Russian Orthodox ideology in 
public school curricula. As reported by lead-
ing Russian daily Kommersant, the proposed 
changes would introduce the teaching of tra-
ditional Orthodox values, morals, and culture 
into the classroom. The announcement trig-
gered widespread public debate in the country, 
as the proposed measures appear to violate the 
Russian Constitution, which guarantees free-
dom of religion and the separation of church 
and state.

In fact, the proposal stands as just one in a 
series of reforms that have brought the Russian 
government and the Russian Orthodox Church 
(ROC) closer since the fall of the Soviet Union 
in 1991. The Soviet dissolution created an ideo-
logical vacuum in Russia that the ROC, now 
free from Soviet oppression, actively sought to 
fill. With the collapse of communism, the Rus-
sian people sought an alternative ideology to re-
assure and comfort them; faith in communism 
was largely replaced by faith in religion. Indeed, 
as the Church began to reassert itself, religiosity 
increased accordingly: the percentage of Rus-
sian adults self-identifying as Orthodox Chris-
tians rose a staggering 41 points in the period 
1991-2008, according to Pew Research Center.

Seeing an opportunity to use this Church 
renaissance to increase state legitimacy, Rus-
sian government officials explicitly approved a 
greater role for the Church in Russian society 
and have steadily expanded Church-State ties. 
But any additional closeness in Church-state 
relations could risk increasing corruption, alien-
ating restive minority groups, and even trigger-
ing a constitutional crisis, all of which could 
destabilize the country by increasing societal 
tensions and emboldening opposition groups. 
If the Russian government wishes, instead, to 
stabilize the country and promote a unified 
national identity, it would be wise to avoid any 
further closeness with the ROC.

Corruption stands out as one of the most 
pervasive and serious problems preventing eco-
nomic development in Russia. According to the 
Institute of Modern Russia, bribery and graft 
amount to an astonishing 25-48 percent of Rus-
sia’s overall GDP. Moreover, the ROC contrib-

utes to the problem. In a damning 2015 report, 
Al Jazeera uncovered dubious connections be-
tween state officials, Russian businessmen, and 
Church-owned banks and even went so far as 
to refer to the Church itself as “a business em-
pire.” Corruption in Russia is both widespread 
and widely resented by the people, creating the 
potential for the opposition to make corruption 
a lightning rod for criticism and to rally around 
anti-corruption policies. By strengthening its 
ties with the Church, the Russian government 
is increasing the level of corruption, thus em-
boldening anti-corruption activists and risking 
the government’s stability.

The Russian government’s increasing close-
ness with the ROC also risks alienating restive 
minority groups and destroying Russia’s frag-
ile and unique system of federalism, in which 
the country’s stability is largely dependent on 
peaceful coexistence among its various ethnic 
and religious groups. Indeed, although the ma-
jority of Russia’s population self-identifies as 
Orthodox Christian, the country is home to a 
significant number of Muslims, as well as small-
er communities of Jews, Buddhists, and non-
Orthodox Christians. In particular, the govern-
ment’s pro-Church actions threaten the peace 
in Muslim-majority areas, including Chech-
nya and Tatarstan, both of which attempted 
and failed to gain independence from Russia 
in the aftermath of the Soviet collapse. By co-
opting Orthodoxy in order to increase its own 
legitimacy, the Russian state effectively excludes 
Muslims and other minority groups, raising the 
specters of interethnic violence and terrorism 
that threatened the country’s stability during 
the Chechen Wars of the 1990s and 2000s.

Finally, by involving the Church in public 
affairs, the Russian government repudiates the 
Russian Constitution and threatens the legal or-
der in the country. Articles 14, 19, and 28 of the 
Russian Constitution explicitly guarantee free-
dom of religion and provide for the separation 
of Church and State. Thus, as Church-State ties 
grow, the Russian government blatantly contra-
dicts the Constitution and disrespects the let-
ter of the law. This is becoming the rule, rather 
than the exception, in Vladimir Putin’s Russia: 
the close relationship between the Church and 
the State stands as but the latest in a series of 
actions taken by the Russian government that 

undermines the Constitution and the prin-
ciple of rule of law. The government’s flagrant 
disregard for the Constitution creates another 
opportunity for the opposition to unify and 
take action against the regime, similar to the 
way increasing levels of corruption have the po-
tential to become a target for anti-government 
criticism. In these ways, the domestic ramifica-
tions of the government’s disregard for the law 
risk the country’s stability.

Despite these potential risks, many Or-
thodox Christians are in favor of furthering 
Church-State ties, arguing that, as a majority of 
the population self-identifies with Orthodoxy, 
it is the duty of the government to represent 
that majority. This view, however, is shortsight-
ed and ignores fundamental aspects of Russian 
society. Although state-sponsored Orthodoxy 
may appeal to the majority, over a quarter of 
Russians do not self-identify as Orthodox and 
would be effectively disenfranchised by the gov-
ernment’s pro-Church actions. Given the tense 
history of relations between ethnic Russians and 
minority groups in the country, it is critical for 
the government to promote interethnic unity 
and a cohesive national identity, rather than to 
propagate a single religious belief. Those who 
support closer relations between the ROC and 
the Russian government also fail to recognize 
the central role the Church plays in deepening 
corruption and fueling disrespect for rule of law.

Although the collapse of the Soviet Union 
left an ideological vacuum to be filled, the 
State’s decision to promote Orthodoxy in its 
place is a mistake. Close Church-State relations 
deepen corruption, alienate minority groups, 
and set a dangerous, unconstitutional prec-
edent, all of which have the potential to in-
crease societal tensions and mobilize opposi-
tion groups, destabilizing the country. Instead, 
it is in the best interest of the Russian state to 
tackle corruption and promote national unity 
and respect for rule of law. If the Russian state 
is able to move away from the ROC, the coun-
try would instead have the opportunity to en-
courage the development of a more open and 
cohesive society. •

Increasing Closeness Between Russian State, 
Church Risks Country’s Stability 
- Mark Dovich
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I n March of 2015, domestic policymakers, 
global leaders, and international investors 
gathered for the Egypt Economic Devel-

opment Conference in the Sinai resort town 
of Sharm-El Sheikh to discuss major reforms 
and opportunities in the Egyptian economy. 
The theme of the conference was “Egypt the 
Future,” highlighting President Abdel Fateh 
El-Sisi’s desire to pivot toward economic is-
sues. In doing so, he hopes to jumpstart the 
Egyptian economy, which has stagnated since 
the Egyptian Revolution in 2011. The confer-
ence, which included investors ranging from 
the UAE to China, yielded numerous plans 
for charting Egypt’s economic future, but one 
in particular grabbed headlines: a plan to build 
a new administrative capital approximately 17 
miles south of Cairo. Although certainly ambi-
tious, the plan is hardly a model of sustainable 
development, and will ultimately take resources 
away from investments in education, infrastruc-
ture, and regulatory policy needed to support 
long-term growth. 

The plan, which some estimate to cost as 
much as 300 billion dollars, is designed to al-
leviate congestion in Cairo, home to as many as 
7 million bureaucratic employees, while simul-
taneously inviting a flurry of foreign direct in-
vestment. The self-styled “City of the Future” is 
slated to feature ultra-modern skyscrapers, new 
luxury hotels, and even a Disney-style theme 
park. Having secured billions of dollars in fi-
nancing for the project from foreign investors, 
the new capital appears to be, at least on the 
surface, an appealing way to rejuvenate invest-
ment as the country seeks both political and 
economic stability.

Despite its multibillion dollar price tag, 
however, the plan does little to address Egypt’s 
glaring income inequality issues, nor does it 
solve the country’s ballooning youth unemploy-
ment, two factors that contributed heavily to 
the revolt that toppled former President Hosni 
Mubarak in 2011. According to the World Bank, 
Egypt’s unemployment continues to exceed 
12%, with youth unemployment levels hov-
ering around 30%, highlighting the need to 
address stagnant growth. This plan, however, 
ultimately serves as a distraction from President 
Sisi’s grander designs for economic stability 
and growth, another example of the kinds of 

flashy mega-projects that have characterized 
development plans across the Middle East and 
North African region. Egypt need not take the 
example of glistening Arab Gulf capitals, whose 
projects are backed by consistent oil revenue 
streams, and must instead focus on sound fiscal 
and monetary policies that improve the stan-
dards of living for ordinary Egyptians. 

At the 2017 Davos World Economic Forum 
in January, Egypt’s Minister of Trade and In-
dustry, Tarek Kabil, explained that the govern-
ment’s economic roadmap consisted of making 
sound regulatory policy, investments in infra-
structure, education reform, and preparing for 
technological changes. In fact, Minister Kabil 
made little mention of the new capital project, 
which, given his core objectives, is not very 
surprising. Although the project would indeed 
be one of the most ambitious infrastructure 
investments in Egyptian history, the attention 
and money required for its completion would 
almost certainly come at the expense of the re-
maining three objectives. Egypt would be better 
served by taking a balanced approach to eco-
nomic reform, one that would include mean-
ingful investments in education, coupled with 
a business-friendly regulatory regime, allowing 
the country to both develop and retain talent.

The Egyptian government recently took 
steps towards improving its regulatory environ-
ment, making it even more difficult to justify 
the costly capital plan. In late 2016, President 
Sisi and the Egyptian government announced a 
sweeping economic reform package in order to 
obtain a $12 billion loan from the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF). This included aggres-
sively privatizing parts of the sprawling bureau-
cracy and preparing initial public offerings for 
state-owned oil and banking firms. This move 
was also accompanied by the decision to float 
the Egyptian pound, along with an across-the-
board reduction in state subsidies. The prudent 
financial changes may be painful in the short-
run, but help secure much-needed financing 
by way of the IMF. Furthermore, by shrinking 

the size of the Egyptian government’s notori-
ously corrupt and ineffective bureaucracy in the 
country’s economy, President Sisi can free space 
for local entrepreneurs and international inves-
tors to support economic growth. Although cer-
tainly less flashy than the new capital project, 
these changes do far more to make the Egyptian 
economy sustainable in the long-term, and at 
a far more reasonable price tag. 

This economic vision contrasts greatly with 
the Egyptian government’s early flirtations with 
constructing a new administrative capital, but, 
even as President Sisi has made strides towards 
more prudent measures, plans for the mega-
project continue to move forward. Egyptian 
leaders should not confuse glistening skyscrap-
ers and handsome villas with economic prog-
ress. With a GDP per capita of roughly $3,600, 
there is no doubt that the expensive capital 
project will be out of reach for the vast ma-
jority of Egyptians. As such, the government 
should focus on addressing structural economic 
problems before making such an expensive and 
unwarranted leap.

Sustainable development and attracting for-
eign investors are not mutually exclusive policy 
goals; by making fundamental improvements 
to the Egyptian economy, the Egyptian govern-
ment can promote income mobility while also 
making the country a more attractive place for 
investment. That is not to say that the Egyptian 
government should neglect infrastructure in-
vestments, but rather that policymakers should 
prioritize more tangible efforts to reduce the 
country’s chronic youth unemployment and 
long-standing brain drain. It may very well be 
the case that Egypt moves forward with its new 
capital, but, in any event, it cannot serve as a 
bandage for Egypt’s real economic problems. 
Ultimately, “Egypt the Future” will depend not 
on the sleekness of Cairo’s skyscrapers, but on 
the welfare of the Egyptian people themselves. •

Egypt’s New Capital Project
An Expensive Distraction
- Ali N. Habhab

Egyptian leaders should not confuse glistening 
skyscrapers and handsome villas with economic 

progress.” 
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A top Egyptian appeals court, the Court 
of Cassation, has acquitted former 
Egyptian president, Hosni Mubarak, 

of all charges related to the killing of protesters 
in the 2011 Egyptian Revolution. Among the es-
timated 800-900 protesters killed in the Revolu-
tion, Mubarak was implicated in the killings of 
239 of them. The landmark case, which began in 
2011 and was closely watched by Egyptians, was 
a reflection of the social and political unrest dur-
ing that time period. The case’s culmination in 
the acquittal of the former autocrat only serves 
to embed the idea of the Arab Spring’s death, 
particularly in Egypt, and the absence of judi-
cial independence.

Former President Hosni Mubarak ascended 
to the presidency in 1981 after the assassination 
of former President Anwar Sadat. He continued 
many of his predecessor’s foreign and national 
policies and led the same personalist-military re-
gime that had existed since Gamal Abdul Nasser, 
the first President of Egypt. The protests and 
revolution against the Ben Ali regime in Tu-
nisia sparked the same revolutionary ideals of 
political freedom and greater economic pros-
perity in Egypt. The 2011 protesters of Tahrir 
Square, similar to the protestors in Tunisia, were 
met with force, police brutality, and death. This 
force was attributed primarily to then-President 
Hosni Mubarak and Interior Minister Habib 
Al-Adli. The escalating protests, along with the 
changing political atmosphere, ultimately led 
to the overthrow of Mubarak. 

It was shortly after the overthrow, in Au-
gust 2011, that corruption and criminal charges 
were brought against Mubarak and those as-
sociated to his regime, including his sons Alaa 
and Gamal. At that time, tens of millions of 
Egyptians and Arabs across the Middle East 
watched as Mubarak entered the courtroom in 
prison whites and faced charges of inciting the 
deaths of protestors of the Revolution. Mubarak 
was the first modern Arab autocrat to face such 
charges and be held accountable to his regime’s 
coercion. This revolutionary trial matched the 
early optimistic revolutionary ideals of the Arab 
Spring. It not only sparked hope in protestors 
across the Arab world, but it also sparked fear 
in other authoritarian rulers. 

These ideals only seemed more potent and 
powerful when, in 2012, former President Hosni 

Mubarak was sentenced to life in 
prison for conspiring to murder 
239 demonstrators during the 18-
day revolution. This was parallel 
to the democratic election of a 
new Islamist government headed 
by Mohamed Morsi in Egypt, the 
election of the Ennahda party in 
Tunisia, and the end of Ali Abdul-
lah Saleh’s rule in Yemen. There 
were also greater prospects of the 
downfalls of the Assad and Gad-
dafi regimes in Syria and Libya, 
respectively. This led to the presumption of a 
lasting wave of democratization and account-
ability of Arab autocrats in the Middle East.

However, this did not last long. The forc-
ible deposition of Mohamed Morsi in 2013, and 
the coup that led Abdel Fattah El-Sisi to power 
complicated the original results and demands 
of the Egyptian Revolution. The coup repre-
sented a shift back to Mubarak-era authoritarian 
rule. Thousands of dissenters, including many 
supporters from the Muslim Brotherhood were 
detained and imprisoned.  Indeed, this repres-
sion was reflected in the case against the former 
autocrat. Though the 2012 verdict convicted 
Mubarak on all charges with a life sentence, an 
appeal court led to a retrial, which soon led to 
the 2014 verdict that cleared him of all previous 
charges. This complete shift from condemning 
Hosni Mubarak of inciting the killings of 293 
protesters, to declaring him a mere innocent 
bystander to brutality was an obvious symbol of 
the returning corruption in the Egyptian judicial 
system. This verdict angered hundreds of thou-
sands of Egyptians who took to the streets in 
protest. The juxtaposition of this case to that of 
former elected president Morsi, an opponent of 
Sisi who was handed the death penalty, for simi-
lar charges in 2015, only reinforces the lack of 
juridical independence from the political sphere.

The second appeal to the 2014 verdict, in 
which Hosni Mubarak was cleared of previous 
charges, led to the final decision just weeks ago. 
The 2017 acquittal, which is not open to appeal, 
was the final blow to a long, controversial, and 
polarizing trial. While Mubarak and his sons 
did serve a three-year sentence for corruption, 
many feel that this response was inadequate and 
did not recognize the severity of charges levied. 

Indeed, the acquittal of a former 
Arab autocrat represented a sym-
bolic death of the Arab Spring 
revolutionary ideals that once 
drove Egypt to a revolution less 
than six years ago. The verdict 
undermines the original goals 
of the revolution: an end to of-
ficials’ corruption and impunity. 

The Mubarak case is unique 
in that its judicial swings and ap-
peals processes closely resemble 
political swings. The post-Revo-

lution era was an era filled with revolutionary 
ideas of democratization and end to corruption. 
This was also the era that saw Mohamed Morsi 
become Egypt’s first democratically elected presi-
dent. It was with these notions, and as a reaction 
of his regime’s brutality, that Mubarak was first 
brought to trial and sentenced to life in prison 
for the deaths of the protestors. However, soon 
after the military coup that led Abdel Fattah El-
Sisi to power, Mubarak’s case was appealed, and 
the verdict quite literally flipped. This is parallel 
to the arrests and convictions of many dissenters, 
journalists, and Muslim Brotherhood support-
ers. With this in mind, one can conclude that 
the acquittal of the former autocrat of previous 
charges of brutality reflect a return of corruption 
and impunity associated with the Sisi regime. 
This is an obvious lack of judicial independence, 
like in other Middle Eastern regimes.

To date, no Arab leader has been tried, 
charged, and convicted by his own people. For-
mer president Hosni Mubarak was the only 
leader to be close to a conviction, and even he 
turned out to be exempt from a fair trial. The 
impunity and lack of responsibility of autocrats 
in the Arab world only encourages coercive be-
havior without fear of repercussions. While the 
Arab Spring brought forth a barrage of revolu-
tionary democratic ideals that shook the Middle 
East, it soon dissipated and was replaced by the 
more dangerous Arab Winter. Egypt is a prime 
example of a country that was positively affect-
ed by the Arab Spring at first, but soon reverted 
to Mubarak-era ways. The Mubarak case is an 
echo of the inner political workings at heart 
in Egypt, one that the Egyptian people could 
never fully control. It further exemplifies what 
many view as the death of the Arab Spring. •

The Acquittal of Former President Hosni Mubarak 
The Death of the Arab Spring?
- Ayah Kutmah

 The lion of the Egyptian 
revolution. 

 WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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Though the Islamic State of Iraq and 
the Levant (ISIL) is mainly known for 
wrecking havoc across Syria and Iraq, 

their devastation does not end there. In the 
Sinai Peninsula of Egypt, dozens of members 
of the nation’s Coptic Christian minority have 
been killed in attacks claimed by an affiliate 
group of ISIL called Sinai Province, and the 
organization warns of further attacks against 
Christians in the country. The inability of the 
Egyptian government to properly intervene, 
paired with the sectarian tensions that already 
exist in the region, is giving ISIL an opportu-
nity to infiltrate North Africa.

Copts make up about ten percent of Egypt’s 
population and have been the victims of in-
creasing violence in recent months, most no-
tably in December 2016, when a suicide bomb 
killed 27 people at the Church of St. Peter and 
St. Paul in Cairo. Since then, there have been 
a slew of attacks against Copts in the city of 
Arish, which caused widespread panic in the 
area and resulted in waves of families leaving 
the peninsula for the city of Ismailia, where 
they have sought refuge in the Saint Antionios 
and Anglican Churches. Those who fled tell 
of Coptic Christians being shot to death in 
their homes and in the streets. Though they re-
ceived support from church officials and other 
residents of the city, many claim that the gov-
ernment is not doing enough. Churches and 
youth hostels in Ismailia are rapidly becoming 
overcrowded with fleeing families, and residents 
in the area are running out of resources to help 
support the refugees. Morqous, a volunteer in-
terviewed by the Middle East Eye, described the 
frustration aid workers face: “in the end we are 
civilians, we can only offer food and shelter, 
temporarily. We cannot stand guard, nor do 
medical checkups on these people…The gov-
ernment is nowhere to be seen. They only con-
demn the acts on TV and through official state-
ments, vowing to help.” Many others echoed his 
sentiment, calling on the Egyptian government 
to take further measures to protect the Coptic 
minority from violence. Amnesty International 
released a statement in early March declaring 
that, “the government has failed to take action 
to protect Christians in North Sinai who have 
increasingly faced kidnapping and assassina-
tions by armed groups over the past three years.” 

Egyptian officials, including ministers of 
health and social solidarity, have visited the 
affected families and given each 1000 Egyp-
tian pounds (US$60) and paid for school and 
medical fees. However, resources are stretched 
thin, and it is becoming increasingly difficult 
for the government to fully protect the Sinai’s 
residents, with the Copts representing the 
most recent demonstration of Cairo’s lack of 
response. Terrorist organizations like ISIL have 
recognized this weakness within the Egyptian 
government and are using it to their advantage.

The state’s treatment of its Coptic citizens 
has long come under scrutiny, as it has repeat-
edly failed to protect Egyptian Christians from 
hate crimes. The government made promises 
to fund the restoration of churches destroyed 
by mobs and defend Coptic communities from 
terrorist attacks, but, for the most part, they 
have failed to follow through on such promises. 
Perpetrators of these crimes are rarely brought 
to justice. The state’s preferred method of ad-
dressing these issues is through reconciliation 
sessions, which are typically used to solve inter-
communal disputes. The practice has been ex-
tremely ineffective in confronting the violent 
crimes committed against Copts, and a recent 
Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights report 
condemned the practice as discriminatory. Ad-
ditionally, many of Arish’s former residents have 
opposed labeling the conflict as a sectarian one, 
referencing their Muslim neighbors who helped 
them escape and gave them shelter. 

The Sinai Peninsula has been subject to in-
creasing violence in the last few years since the 
2011 Arab Spring, as Arish and surrounding 
cities were home to some of the largest protests 
against then-presidents Hosni Mubarak and 
Mohammed Morsi. Current president and for-
mer army chief Abdel Fattah al-Sisi had wide-
spread support from the Christian community 
when he first came to power in 2013 due to 
his promises to fight extremism. However, the 
recent wave of violence has resulted in disillu-

sionment among some members of the Coptic 
community, due to the disconnect between his 
words and actions. He called the recent attacks 
a “cowardly plot of evil forces” meant to pro-
voke divisions in Egyptian society. ISIL consid-
ers al-Sisi an enemy and blames the Christians 
of Egypt, among others, for bringing him to 
power. The tense political atmosphere in the 
Sinai, along with the peninsula’s strategic geo-
graphic location, have made it difficult for the 
central government of Egypt to exert control 
over the contentious environment developing 
there. Considerable underdevelopment, wide-
spread poverty, marginalization and govern-
ment clampdown fuel an already combustible 
social context. Residents of the Sinai are consid-
ered amongst the poorest in Egypt. As a result, 
radicalization and divisions between different 
groups began to rapidly fester in the Sinai, and 
the increasingly lawless nature of the region 
made it easy for terrorist organizations like Si-
nai Province to launch violent assaults against 
the residents of the peninsula. However, the 
number of attacks has increased dramatically 
in the past year, to the point where hundreds 
of families have left their homes and fled to 
the mainland.

The recent attacks are likely an attempt by 
ISIL and its allies to deepen sectarian tensions 
in Egypt in a method similar to that used in 
Syria and Iraq. They have occurred simulta-
neously with an increase in ISIL propaganda 
and recruitment tactics aimed at Egyptians. As 
the Sinai Province expands in size and power, 
many analysts grow anxious over the possi-
bility of ISIL shifting its center of power to 
North Africa as its territory in Syria and Iraq 
diminishes. The Sinai Peninsula is serving as 
an example of how sectarian tensions, paired 
with underdevelopment and weak government 
intervention, can form a dangerous breeding 
ground for extremism. •

Coptic Egyptians Targeted by ISIL 

- Maya Zreik

The state’s treatment of its Coptic citizens has 
long come under scrutiny, as it has repeatedly 

failed to protect Egyptian Christians from hate 
crimes.”
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The Syrian Civil War has been raging 
for nearly six years now, but with hun-
dreds of thousands of casualties, war-

fare and armaments have not been the greatest 
cause of Syrian displacement. In fact, over five 
million individuals have fled Syria, nearly a 
quarter of the pre-war population. Now more 
than ever, resources are being used as a means 
to displace some and demoralize others. With 
recent limits imposed on basic necessities such 
as water, electricity, and food, more citizens are 
trying to flee these unlivable conditions. And 
those who are unable to do so are hoping for 
a quick end to a seemingly never-ending war. 
The control of resources has become another 
basic weapon in the Syrian Civil War that the 
regime and other actors use for leverage and to 
pressure their opponents. While the interna-
tional community is constrained in its ability 
influence events on the ground, options still 
exit to guarantee humanitarian assistance, alle-
viate further civilian strain, deny actors another 
tool to exploit, and facilitate agreements while 
ensuring terms are not dictated by the regime.

The deficit of resources began even before 
the war in 2006 as a result of Syria’s worst 
drought in hundreds of years, which devas-
tated food supplies and drove upwards of two 
million civilians into extreme poverty. Many 
of these newly impoverished families fled from 
rural to urban areas. This population, in ad-
dition to the hundreds of thousands of Iraqis 
and Palestinians taking refuge in Syria’s major 
cities, had to compete for jobs and resources in 
overcrowded cities. Finding limited economic 
opportunities, an increasingly frustrated poor 
class looked to the government for assistance, 
which never came. This, in combination with 
government corruption and abuse, led to a ci-
vilian protest in Deraa. When the Syrian gov-
ernment reacted to this protest violently, the 
rest of the country erupted in rebellion. Thus 
began the Syrian Civil War. 

The inequalities between the wealthy few 
and the poor continued to grow as food prices 
rose throughout the conflict, as a result of the 
drought and the loss of the farming workforce. 
With much of the working class participating 
in the revolution, industries such as oil and 
electricity production suffered. This resulted 
in regular electricity shutoffs controlled by the 

government to preserve power. However, these 
shutoffs were more frequent in poor areas, and 
almost nonexistent in richer areas. Even so, 
many of the wealthier Syrian citizens supple-
mented their homes with generators to pre-
vent any loss of power at all, giving them the 
advantage in maintaining primitive stability 
over poorer populations. 

The most recent resource to become a po-
litical and economic issue is water. Continuing 
conflict between rebels and the Syrian regime 
led to the poisoning of Damascus’s water sup-
ply controlled in Wadi Barada, followed by a 
complete shutdown of the source for weeks. 
Water now enters the city for a limited number 
of hours every day. The UN called this refusal 
to provide citizens with water a war crime. As 
a result, private distributors and water bottle 
companies have become leading providers in 
the area, leading to a large increase in the price 
of clean water. Without these expensive options 
available to all, some are forced to use public 
or unclean water, leading to many health issues 
among children and the elderly. Once again, 
wealth plays a significant role in the level of 
control that Syrian citizens have over their pri-
mary needs. 

Life in Syria without these most common 
and essential requirements has become nearly 
unbearable. This contributes to the fact that a 
quarter of Syria’s population has fled the coun-
try. However, the price to travel safely out of 
Syria has also risen, especially through the cost 
of smugglers. And once a refugee escapes the 
war-torn country, there is still the cost of start-
ing an entirely new life in countries that do not 
typically accept refugees openly. In essence, 
these costs are simply too much to bare for 
many civilians. 

As a result of lacking food, electricity, wa-
ter, and a means of escape, many of the poorest 
Syrians are trapped in the middle of the battle-
ground without access to fundamental items. 
The poorer classes are more likely to support 
the rebels; particularly since economic troubles 

were one of the initial motives for the uprising. 
These individuals are now slowly being broken 
via the uneven distribution of resources. This 
could be the Syrian government’s way of im-
pairing the opposition, since they are in control 
of distribution of many of these goods. This 
is where the UN must step in to decrease in-
equalities in suffering amongst Syria’ poorest. 

According to the war weariness hypothesis, 
eventually a war can become so debilitating 
for so long that those caught in the crossfire 
simply want an end. Eventually people stop 
caring which side wins and instead favor any 
conclusion, which will give them some stability 
to carry on their lives. Thus, it is probable that 
the Syrian government’s control over access to 
essential resources like food, water, and electric-
ity is part of a concerted effort to demoralize 
its opponents. This demoralization could pave 
the way towards a quicker conclusion to the 
six-year war, and as such, highlights the way 
resources are being used as a weapon. 

The history of the Syrian conflict proves that 
civilians are the main victims of warfare. The 
same holds true when resources are exploited. 
This strategy is designed to demoralize rebel op-
ponents and compel them to accept the Assad 
regime’s terms. Therefore, this restriction of 
resources is another strategy of warfare, one 
that compels acquiescence in the face of des-
peration. There is no doubt the international 
community is forced to deal with fundamen-
tal constraints of humanitarian intervention, 
including access, negotiating with duplicitous 
partners such as the regime, and continuous 
threats in the face of indiscriminate bombing 
campaigns. However, the humanitarian realm 
is one area where opportunities exist to decrease 
suffering among those who are hit hardest by 
war and its consequences. •

Resources as Weapons in the Syrian Civil War

-Tara Ballouz

The history of the Syrian conflict proves that 
civilians are the main victims of warfare. The 

same holds true when resources are exploited.”
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O vershadowed by conflicts in Iraq and 
Syria, the Yemeni Civil War entered 
its second year of violence with little 

response from international news media. An es-
timated 60 percent of all casualties are the result 
of airstrikes by a coalition led by Saudi Arabia, 
with the United States as a distant advisor. The 
US and the Saudis back the Sunni government 
under Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi whose regime 
was removed from Sana’a in March of 2015 by 
the Houthis, rebels from the Yemen’s northern 
mountainous regions near the Saudi border. 
The Houthis claim to fight supposed govern-
ment oppression and neglect, and are accused of 
acting as an Iranian proxy. Foreign intervention 
increased the number of casualties and created a 
large-scale humanitarian crisis, with roughly 80 
percent of the population now malnourished. 
The United States lives in the shadows of this 
proxy war, supplying over 20 billion dollars’ 
worth of weapons and tanks to Saudi Arabia 
in 2015 alone. Furthermore, the US continues 
to pilot refueling missions for Saudi fighter jets 
over international airspace, allowing aircraft 
to lengthen mission time and strike more fre-
quently. Saudi fighter jets have targeted schools, 
mosques, hospitals, and funerals, often killing 
hundreds at a time. These actions violate the 
rules of armed conflict established to protect 
civilians in war zones. The United States should 
cease weapon sales, refueling missions, and in-
telligence support for Saudi Arabia if these tar-
geting habits persist in order to avoid violating 
the Geneva Convention. 

Protocol I was added as an amendment to 
the Geneva Conventions in 1977 to address 
the threat airstrikes posed to civilians. America 
never ratified this protocol, which protects “ci-
vilian objects” such as schools, homes, and food 
sources. Seaports, markets, and homes are all 
also classified as civilian objects and therefore 
are protected under Protocol I. Since the bomb-
ing of the al-Hudaydah seaport in August of 
2016, there has been an increase in starvation, 
as humanitarian aid cannot easily reach those 
who need it. By conducting refueling missions 
to Saudi jets and providing intelligence and lo-
gistic support for airstrikes, the US implicates 
itself in the war crimes being committed in 
Yemen that have resulted in the displacement 
of over three million people.

In Obama’s final months in office, the State 
Department met with Amnesty International 
over the legality of civilian targeted airstrikes 
in Yemen. In documents obtained by Reuters 
through the Freedom of Information Act, law-
yers for the State Department expressed con-
cerns over possible implications of US support 
for Saudi airstrikes. Representatives from the 
State Department alleged that the airstrikes in 
civilian neighborhoods are due to the inaccu-
racy of Saudi intelligence and lack of familiar-
ity with weapons systems. Saudi Arabia claims 
that the airstrikes are not targeting civilians, 
but rather the plainclothes Houthi rebels us-
ing civilian areas as cover. Even if this is true, 
the laws of armed conflict disallow any air or 
drone strikes within or surrounding civilian 
areas. For the strikes to be legal under Protocol 
I, they must only be targeted at military cells a 
reasonable distance away from civilian centers. 
The attacking nation must take all necessary 
precautions to ensure civilian safety, and the 
Saudis target selections indicate they are tak-
ing no such precautions in Houthi controlled 
parts of Yemen. Given this reality, the United 
States should reconsider its support and com-
mitment to Saudi’s campaign as civilian casu-
alties increase.

Critics argue that America cannot cease 
arms sales or intelligence sharing with Saudi 
Arabia due to the critical support the Saudis 
provide against terrorism. The capture of Sana’a 
caused the US to withdraw 125 Special Opera-
tions advisors, a major blow to counterterror-
ism initiatives in Yemen. Currently, land along 
the coast and some sparsely populated central 
regions are controlled by al-Qaeda in the Ara-
bian Peninsula (AQAP). The presence of AQAP 
makes Yemen one of America’s most important 
conflict zones in the fight against regional ter-
rorism. In January of 2017, a botched raid on 
the village of Yakla in AQAP territory resulted 
in the death of 25 civilians, including nine chil-
dren. This failed raid strained relations between 
the Trump administration and President Hadi 
who condemned the raid as “extrajudicial kill-
ings” on Twitter. AQAP also took to social me-
dia, posting pictures of slain children involved 
in the raid as a resounding call for further vio-
lence against the US. Despite the importance 
of Saudi support in fighting AQAP, the tar-

geting of civilians in Yemen will stoke further 
hatred for US intervention in the region and 
could prompt a rise in AQAP recruits. Terrorist 
groups like AQAP  exploit events like the failed 
raid and Saudi airstrikes on homes and schools 
to further their means of recruitment, creating 
bigger issues for the United States.    

Further complicating US involvement in 
the Yemen conflict is the foreign intervention 
of Iran as a source of weapons for the Houthis. 
Claims that Yemen is a proxy war between Iran 
and Saudi Arabia are fueled by the interception 
of arms shipments off the coast of Yemen that 
contain enough Iranian-supplied weaponry to 
arm a sufficient ground force. These findings 
have important implications for the existing 
sanctions on Iran, which are meant to act as 
punishment for the trafficking of weapons to 
insurgent groups. Saudi Arabia worries that 
lightened sanctions on Iran as a part of the Ira-
nian nuclear deal will increase Iranian aid to the 
Houthis and expand their territorial control. 
To assuage Saudi fears and maintain their rela-
tionship, America lent support to Saudi Arabia 
despite the targeting of civilian areas. Instead, 
the United States can maintain its relationship 
with Saudi Arabia without sponsoring illegal 
airstrikes by focusing its involvement in Yemen 
on measures to prevent Iran from shipping arms 
to Houthi rebels. 

Even though the Department of Defense is 
not directly orchestrating the Saudi airstrikes, 
they provide necessary aid that has resulted 
in the death of over 6,000 civilians and the 
malnourishment of another several hundred 
thousand. The US government has a respon-
sibility to adhere to the Geneva Conventions 
and work with Saudi Arabia to cease civilian 
targeted airstrikes. The US must do this while 
maintaining its relationship with Saudi Arabia 
in counterterrorism efforts in the region. The 
conflict in Yemen is complex and necessitates 
keen diplomatic integrity and resolution. Civil-
ians have inalienable rights to war-time protec-
tion under the Geneva Conventions, and the 
United States is not currently taking the neces-
sary steps to limit civilian casualties. This com-
placency brings with it illegal and inhumane 
ramifications which can no longer be ignored. •

The Law of Armed Conflict
Implications for US Involvement in the Yemeni Civil War

- Madeline Hibbs-Magruder
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F or generations, the relationship between 
Iran and Russia was characterized less 
by economic and military cooperation 

and more by competition. During the Soviet 
era, military interventions yielded an Iran that 
viewed the Russians with immense distrust. 
However, the tables are quickly turning. To-
day both countries’ economies are subject to 
Western sanctions. Furthermore, intricate global 
energy markets and an alliance in aiding Presi-
dent Bashar al Assad in Syria has forged a stron-
ger political and economic bond between the 
countries. The aforementioned factors will only 
lead to a temporary strength in ties between the 
countries. However, recent trends toward mu-
tual expansion and cooperation in military aid, 
infrastructure investments, trade turnover, and 
dominance in the energy market will establish 
the foundation of a robust, more long-term re-
lationship. 

Iran’s passage of the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (known commonly as the Iran 
nuclear deal) in July 2015 suggests an increasingly 
strong relationship with the Russians. The Ira-
nian Parliament previously announced Russia’s 
priority position for investment in Iran. With 
that, mutual political interests along the Caspian 
Sea further bring together the two nations. The 
economic stagnation the Iranians face, in part 
due to Western sanctions, makes a relationship 
with the Russians far more appealing, if not 
necessary for sustainable growth. American and 
European investors are hesitant, as Iran still faces 
Western sanctions due to its financing of terror-
ism and human rights violations. The Russians, 
however, are not hindered by these restrictions, 
giving Moscow an open path to drawing Teh-
ran closer. With a goal of 8% economic growth, 
the Iranians are in desperate need of foreign in-
vestment partners. Thus, flooding global mar-
kets with government oil and coddling with the 
Russians is undoubtedly a strategically advanta-
geous decision. 

When the Iranians agreed to a nuclear deal 
with global leaders in 2015, an opportunity arose 
for Russia and Iran to solidify ties in natural 
resource production. Iran and Russia are un-
equivocally hydrocarbon giants, as Russia and 
Iran are ranked first and second, respectively, in 
untapped natural gas reserves. Moreover, they 
are both ranked in the top ten in proven oil re-

serves. To many global economists, the countries 
may appear to be competitors. Still, political and 
commercial interests incentivize collaboration, 
rather than overt competition. 

It is important to note that the fractured Ira-
nian-Russian relations mostly diminished after 
the fall of the Soviet Union in December 1991. 
In 1997, the National Iranian Oil Company 
(NIOC) established agreements with Russian 
state-owned natural gas giant Gazprom to de-
velop various gas fields in Iran. As recently as 
2014, the two countries signed exploration and 
production, as well as infrastructure deals, worth 
more than $10 billion. This year, Gazprom and 
NIOC started construction on the Iran’s first 
natural gas plant. In the face of Western opposi-
tion, the Russians have only grown closer to the 
Iranians on economic issues. The implicit politi-
cal baggage that comes with doing business with 
American and European companies is virtually 
nonexistent for the Iranians as they conduct 
business with Russia. It is clear that Russian 
government officials have acknowledged the op-
portunity to modernize Iranian energy industry 
while simultaneously gaining an advantage over 
European and American competitors. 

The intricate economic relationship between 
the two countries can also be linked to pow-
er generation. State-operated Russian nuclear 
power companies such as Atomstroyexport have 
completed nuclear power plants in Iran and part-
nered with the Iranian government. The Bushehr 
plant serves as the foundation for Iran’s nuclear 
power ambitions: a goal that exceeds 5,000 MW 
of renewable power generation by 2025. With 
more nuclear power plants underway, Iran is 
meeting its goals, Russia is providing expertise, 
and both countries are advancing their economic 
interests, despite Western sanctions. 

To distribute the resources produced by the 
expanding energy industry, the Iranians recog-
nize the imperative requirement for advance-
ment in infrastructure. To circumvent trans-
portation hindrances imposed by Gulf rivals, 
the Iranians have renewed rail lines designed to 
facilitate maritime and overland trade between 
Iran, Russia, and other Central Asian countries. 
This route, currently under development, is am-
bitious in its expectation to bypass maritime 
routes and convert Iran to a trade hub between 
Russia and India. Furthermore, these develop-

ments point toward Iran and Russia serving as 
a lucrative economic counterbalance to OPEC, 
European, and American rivals. Still, unclear reg-
ulations and corruption issues hinder maritime 
trade between Russia and Iran on the Caspian 
Sea. The Caspian Sea, which traditionally serves 
as a source of disagreement between countries in 
the region, is slowly creating hope in developing 
trade as cooperation improves. 

Undoubtedly, the staunchest difference be-
tween historical Iranian-Russian relations and 
today’s relationship entails an improvement in 
military cooperation. During the arduous Iran-
Iraq War of the 1980s, the Russians sided with 
the Iraqis. Although this previous Russian-Iraqi 
alliance yields lingering suspicion for the Ira-
nians today, the sanctions era indirectly trig-
gered improved military cooperation between 
the two countries. When NATO sought to in-
clude Azerbaijan as a member state in 2009, 
the Iranian-Russian alliance effectively blocked 
this move. More recently, in 2016, the Iranian 
Defense Ministry invested $8 billion in Russian 
military defense weaponry, including aircrafts 
and artillery. The Iranian-Russian coalition in 
the Syrian War, including their alliance with 
President Assad, only adds to the increasingly 
robust partnership. 

Iranian President Hassan Rouhani’s need for 
investment in his resource-rich country, compe-
tition with Gulf States, and the Syrian War have 
created an exquisite opportunity for a transfor-
mation in Iranian-Russian relations. Beginning 
largely as a convenience for both countries in 
the face of Western sanctions, the marriage be-
tween the countries now flourishes. Deepening 
economic and military interests have increased 
interdependence between the two countries, fur-
ther shifting the balance in the seemingly never-
ending proxy war in the region. Unprecedented 
levels of cooperation between the countries will 
continue while the threat of Western economic 
barriers persist. Greater Iranian engagement with 
Russia both militarily and economically will 
likely lead to only one outcome for the United 
States and its regional allies: a diminishing influ-
ence in years to come. Despite their previously 
unstable relationship, one oil field at a time, Iran 
is eager to make their lucrative relationship with 
the Russians work. •

Post-Sanctions Era Iran
The Evolution of Russo-Persian Relations

- Jalal H. Taleb
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