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The ongoing high-level talks between Russia and the 
United States represent not a genuine intention to 
achieve lasting peace, but an effort to strike a trans-
actional bargain driven by the geopolitical priorities 
of Moscow and Washington. Instead of grounding 
the process in the rights and aspirations of the 
Ukrainian people, it merely reflects the strategic in-
terests of the great powers. Ceasefires and economic 
deals may temporarily halt the fighting, but they fail 
to address the deeper issues that fuel the war, leaving 
no promise of sustainable peace. Worse still, the cur-
rent negotiations risk repeating the failures of the 
2014 Minsk agreements, which served only to freeze 
the conflict without resolving it.  

This article argues that the peace process, as it stands, 
risks entrenching the same logic of coercion that 
sparked the conflict and remains incapable of con-
fronting the authoritarian aggression that continues 
to undermine Ukraine’s sovereignty. 

Looking for Peace? 
Since taking office for his second term, Trump has 
attempted direct negotiations with Putin, sidelining 
Ukraine from the process and effectively treating 
Kyiv as a non-sovereign state (Belin et al., 2025). Re-
ports suggest that Trump also pressured President 
Zelensky to make territorial concessions to Moscow, 
further deepening European concerns about the di-
rection of these talks (Slattery et al., 2025). Mean-
while, the U.S. imposed new sanctions on Russia’s 
two largest oil companies (Debusmann et al., 2025). 

Trump’s approach blurs the lines between allies, part-
ners, and adversaries. While claiming to push both 
sides toward a compromise, his actions send trou-
bling messages: to Russia, that an aggressive war can 
be sustained if one holds out long enough; to Eu-
rope, that its security concerns are secondary. These 
tactics suggest that Washington is more focused on 
ending its involvement than on achieving a lasting 
peace, reinforcing the idea that "the content and du-
ration of that peace are nearly irrelevant" (Major et 
al., 2025). 
Much like the 2014 Minsk accords – which were cel-
ebrated as a peace settlement but ultimately failed to 
resolve the conflict, instead freezing it (Åtland, 2020) 
– the current negotiations risk repeating similar fail-
ures. Negotiations are increasingly framed in realist 
terms, while fundamental principles of international 
law remain sidelined in the wake of Russian aggres-
sion. 

The Shadow of the Minsk Agreements 
When the Minsk agreements were signed in 2014 and 
2015, many hoped they would end the war in eastern 
Ukraine. Instead, Minsk I and II produced a fragile 
ceasefire that temporarily halted large-scale fighting 
without addressing its underlying causes. None of the 
agreements’ core objectives were fulfilled: Donbas 
was not disarmed, Ukraine never regained full con-
trol over its borders, and Russia never admitted its 
direct role in the conflict. What followed was a pro-
longed stalemate: low intensity fighting continued, 
while political negotiations stalled due to conflicting 
interpretations (Åtland, 2020). 
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As Åtland (2020) and Shevtsova (2020) explain, the 
Minsk process failed for several reasons. First, the 
agreements’ vague language allowed for conflicting 
interpretations, particularly on the sequencing of po-
litical concessions – such as elections or special status 
– and Ukraine’s restoration of border control. Sec-
ond, the sequencing was perceived as deeply prob-
lematic: Ukraine was asked to legitimize separatist au-
thorities before reasserting sovereignty, eroding 
trust. Third, and most critically, Russia refused to 
acknowledge its role in the conflict, claiming to act as 
a “mediator,” while continuing to arm and finance 
separatists.  

Despite OSCE documentation of persistent viola-
tions, no enforcement mechanism was established. 
Moscow used Minsk strategically, never seeking neu-
trality but rather aiming to destabilize and dominate 
Ukraine (Shevtsova, 2020). For Kyiv, Minsk was a 
coerced deal, politically unsustainable in the long 
term. It froze the conflict without resolving it 
(Yekelchyk, 2015), giving Moscow time to prepare 
for the larger scale war it launched in 2022. 

Issues in the Current Peace Talks 

Unlike the Minsk process, which at least nominally 
involved Ukraine and Russia as equal parties, today’s 
talks between Washington and Moscow have increas-
ingly excluded Kyiv’s direct involvement. The U.S. 
goal has shifted – from seeking a Ukrainian victory 
to prioritizing the end of American involvement, 
aiming instead for a broader geopolitical deal with 
Russia, possibly crowned with the claim of having 
brought peace to Ukraine. In short, “trade Ukraine 
for Russian cooperation” (Belin et al., 2025).  

Security guarantees are notably absent, while eco-
nomic and strategic bargains take center stage. A 
clear example is the U.S.–Ukraine critical minerals 
agreement, signed in early 2025, which commits 
Washington to investing in Ukraine’s mineral sector 
in exchange for a share of future profits (Crebo-
Rediker, 2025; Miller & Politi, 2025). While pre-
sented as a win-win for postwar reconstruction, the 
agreement offers no binding security guarantees for 

 
1 On authoritarianism: Lewis, D. (2024). Illiberal Peacebuilding’ and 
Authoritarian Conflict Management (2nd ed.). Routledge. 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003293408; on transactional 
peacemaking: Hellmüller, S., & Salaymeh, B. (2025). 

Ukraine. As Baskaran & Schwartz (2025) note, it pro-
vides little reassurance that the U.S. will offer support 
to Kyiv in the ongoing conflict. Nevertheless, in re-
sponse to Russian intransigence, the Trump admin-
istration has signaled the possibility of military esca-
lation, including the possible provision of long-range 
missiles like Tomahawks to Ukraine (Jensen & Ata-
lan, 2025). The U.S. has also imposed new tariffs on 
Russian oil after failed talks with President Putin (De-
busmann, Matza, & Aikman, 2025). These actions il-
lustrate the volatility of the current peace negotia-
tions, exemplified by the cancellation of the planned 
Budapest summit between Trump and Putin, which 
was expected to address security guarantees and 
sanctions (Loustau, 2025). 

Within Ukraine, attempts at East–West dialogues 
and reintegration discussions have stalled. Civil soci-
ety remains resilient but excluded from the peace 
talks. Negotiations remain confined to political elites 
– partly out of necessity, partly by design – leaving 
peace deals as an affair for presidents and diplomats 
alone. Neither Track II diplomacy nor Track III peo-
ple-to-people initiatives (especially needed in the 
eastern regions) are included in current proposals, 
which remain almost entirely focused on hard geo-
political bargaining – borders, security arrangements, 
and resources – while issues of justice, accountability, 
and institutional resilience are neglected (Belin et al., 
2025; Puglierin et al., 2025; RAND, 2025). The risk 
is that even if a deal is signed by national leaders, its 
sustainability is uncertain due to domestic opposition 
and mistrust. The current peace efforts show a trou-
bling blend of transactional deal-making, marginali-
zation of key actors, and implicit legitimization of ag-
gression and power politics (Puglierin et al., 2025; 
O’Hanlon, 2025).  

Overall, the Ukrainian case exemplifies broader 
trends: the renewed legitimacy of military force to 
settle political conflicts, the rising of authoritarian 
and illiberal practices in conflict management, and 
the spread of interest-based and transactional peace-
making.1 

“Transactional peacemaking: Warmakers as peacemakers in the 
political marketplace of peace processes”. Contemporary Security 
Policy, 46(2), 312–342. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13523260.2024.2448908.  

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003293408
https://doi.org/10.1080/13523260.2024.2448908
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Avoiding Past Errors 
The failures of the Minsk Agreements reveal the need 
for any future peace process to embed robust ac-
countability mechanisms – with clear protocols for 
responsibility and enforcement at its core – and bind-
ing legal frameworks, rather than unilateral or infor-
mal arrangements. Additionally, broader geopolitical 
disputes must be addressed through a separate yet 
parallel negotiation track, which complements local 
ceasefire talks and their implementation (RAND, 
2025). 

As Jensen and Atalan (2025) argue, any peace deal 
will inevitably require a ceasefire, yet experience 
shows that these arrangements are fragile. “Moscow 
has historically used ceasefires more as a way to po-
sition forces on the battlefield than to seek long-term 
peace,” they note, and “lasting ceasefires need a mix 
of monitors and security guarantees.” Given the deep 
mistrust between Russia and Ukraine, third-party 
monitoring and peacekeeping are essential for ensur-
ing the durability of any ceasefire. Crucially, both 
sides’ security concerns must be addressed as the cor-
nerstone of a sustainable settlement.  

While NATO membership remains off the table – 
with the alliance unwilling to admit Ukraine during 
an ongoing conflict and Russia strongly opposing – 
alternative mechanisms must be developed (Puglierin 
et al., 2025). One proposal is the creation of a “coa-
lition of the willing” – a group of countries prepared 
to provide military support to Ukraine as a security 
guarantee once hostilities with Russia end. While 
promising, this plan currently faces uncertainties, 
particularly concerning the U.S. role, the contribu-
tions of other countries, and Moscow's limited ac-
ceptance (Bielieskov, 2025). 

Ultimately, the costs to Russia for resuming military 
engagement must be increased. This involves long-
term funding commitments, a peacekeeping presence 
from partner nations, and provisions like demilita-
rized zones or OSCE monitoring to verify compli-
ance (RAND, 2025). Crucially, any agreement should 
specify that if Russia violates the peace, sanctions will 
snap back and military aid will flow generously to 
Ukraine (Belin et al., 2025; Puglierin et al., 2025). 

 
 

Kyiv must not fear isolation – Moscow must fear the 
consequences of breaking the peace. 

Looking Ahead 

The most difficult phase will begin once a frozen 
conflict takes place: ensuring hostilities do not re-
sume. Robust security guarantees and the inclusion 
of civil society are essential for the success of a cease-
fire. Meanwhile, Ukraine’s participation in the nego-
tiations remains limited, with Kyiv’s sovereignty side-
lined and Washington acting ambiguously – as an in-
termediary rather than an ally – in a process that thus 
far have unfolded “over the heads of Ukraine,” de-
spite the need for Kyiv’s full assent and active partic-
ipation to ensure any agreement’s legitimacy (Major 
et al., 2025). Despite its reluctance, Russia may have 
to accept some form of security cooperation between 
Ukraine and Western partners. Zelensky – recogniz-
ing that Ukraine is unlikely to regain its lost territories 
– has welcomed Trump’s proposal to freeze the war 
at current frontlines as a “good compromise,” but 
Putin and Lavrov argue that this approach would 
merely give Ukraine time to rearm and regroup 
(Sauer, 2025). The risk of a “managed freeze” is clear: 
Moscow will oppose credible guarantors and any 
Western peacekeeping presence unless the terms 
align with its interests (Jensen & Atalan, 2025).The 
prospects for diplomatic breakthroughs with the 
Kremlin remain slim, and the West must adjust its 
approach to shift the balance and compel Russia into 
a ceasefire, likely through increased economic and 
military pressure or intensified conflict on Russian 
territory. Achieving a stable peace will require signif-
icant pressure on Russia, combining further eco-
nomic shocks and military support for Ukraine 
(Bergmann and Snegovaya, 2025). 

European leaders must work closely with Ukraine to 
formulate a long-term strategy that strengthens 
Ukraine’s defense capabilities while preparing for 
postwar security. Even if a ceasefire is reached, its 
sustainability remains uncertain: Strengthening 
Ukraine’s defenses and ensuring its security is crucial 
to deterring future aggression. As O’Hanlon and 
Stares (2025) argue, any ceasefire must go beyond 
simply ending the war and focus on securing 
Ukraine’s long-term future. 
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It has been 15 years since Darfur stood at the 
forefront of global attention, when the UN labeled 
the situation as the “world’s greatest humanitarian 
catastrophe”, but stopped short of recognizing the 
violence as genocide under international law. This 
refusal shaped both the scope of the intervention at 
the time and the trajectory of the conflict in the years 
that followed. Indeed, in the last few months, while 
the tragedy seems to be largely overlooked, the 
highest levels of alarm for its dire humanitarian 
situation have been reached.  

From the Darfur conflict to the 2021 military coup 
and the recent war between the Sudanese Armed 
Forces (SAF), and the Rapid Support Forces (RSF), 
Sudan’s trajectory has been defined by cycles of 
violence, authoritarian rule, and enduring 
humanitarian emergencies (UN News, 2025). But the 
failure to define genocide in 2004 remains central to 
understanding not only the limits of international 
protection then, but also the weakness of responses 
today. This article analyzes how the refusal to label 
Darfur’s atrocities as genocide in 2004 weakened 
international obligations to act, and shows how the 
same failure continues to fuel today’s humanitarian 
crisis. 

 
2 It consists mainly of Sudanese youths from Fur, Zaghawa, and 
Masalit, and claims that the government discriminated them so-
cially, politically and economically.  

2003 Conflict outbreak 
Bordering Chad and the Central African Republic, 
Darfur - the vast region in western Sudan -  has been 
long marked by chronic underdevelopment, political 
exclusion, and tensions over land and resources. In 
2003, Sudan entered one of its darkest chapters when 
two rebel groups - the Sudanese Liberation 
Movement/Army (SLM/A)2 and the Justice and 
Equality Movement (JEM)3 - took up arms against 
the Sudanese government. In response, Khartoum, 
supported by the Janjaweed militias, launched violent 
campaigns against black African communities 
accused of supporting the rebels, deepening an 
already critical situation rooted in the region’s 
chronic marginalization and the colonial legacy that 
reshaped Sudanese society along rigid ethnic and 
racial lines (De Waal, 2005; Maru, 2023). However, 
the situation escalated rapidly: due to the actions of 
the Sudanese Government and the Janjaweed 
militias, villages were razed, civilians killed, and 
hundreds of thousands forcibly displaced. While 
Khartoum had consistently claimed that such 
operations were legitimate counter-insurgency 
measures dictated by military necessity, evidence 
overwhelmingly points to a deliberate campaign of 

3 Established under the leadership of the former State Minister, 
it claims not to be fighting for independence but only to obtain 
participation in government, believing in fundamental changes in 
social and economic structures.  
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collective punishment and ethnic persecution 
(Straus, 2005).   

 
Figure 1  The territorial context of the Darfur conflict (2003-2008). Source: 
https://campuscore.ariel.ac.il/wp/rsg/the-darfur-genocide-in-sudan/ 

The failure of international protection  
The scale and systematic nature of this ethnic 
persecution drew swift international attention from 
the most important international organizations and 
powers, such as the United States and the United 
Nations. However, the failure to translate 
commitments into enforcement showed their 
inability to react appropriately, leaving the root 
causes of the conflict unresolved.  
While the UN acknowledged the scale of mass 
atrocities, it stopped short of defining the violence as 
“genocide,” whereas the US explicitly classified the 
events in Darfur as genocide. The ad-hoc 
Commission established by the UN Security Council 
through Resolution 1564 to investigate human rights 
violations in Darfur concluded that the Sudanese 
Government and its militias had deliberately and 
indiscriminately targeted black African communities 
- findings similar to the reported massacres in 
Rwanda and Kosovo. Yet, the Commission 
ultimately argued that the situation did not constitute 
genocide, citing the absence of one crucial element: 
the “genocidal intent” – the deliberate aim to destroy 
an ethnic group as such (de Waal, 2005). The US 
reached a different conclusion. In September 2004, 
the US Secretary of State Colin Powell declared the 
violence in Darfur to be a genocide - a stance that the 
US maintained thereafter. This position rested on 

two arguments: first, that the violence was 
systematic, state-supported, and directed against an 
ethnic group with the intent of its destruction, thus 
meeting a general standard for genocide; and second, 
that under the 1948 Genocide Convention, such a 
designation imposed obligations on contracting 
parties to prevent and punish genocide, while also 
enabling calls for further UN action under Article 
VIII. However, the absence of subsequent decisive 
action demonstrated that the Genocide Convention 
did not provide the political impetus many had 
expected (Straus, 2005). The persistent indecision 
created the perception that international action 
would be ineffective, thereby emboldening the 
Sudanese government and Janjaweed militias to 
persist in their campaign of violence. Both ignored 
UNSC Resolution 1564, which demanded the 
Janjaweed’s disarmament within thirty days, as well 
as the extradition of 51 suspects referred to the ICC 
for trial. In parallel, the African Union deployed a 
small peacekeeping mission (AMIS), later reinforced 
by the UN and the European Union, which pledged 
increased funding from 3,300 to 7,700 troops. 
However, Western actors outsourced responsibility 
to regional organizations while withholding the 
resources needed for meaningful civilian protection, 
highlighting the gap between international promises 
and realities on the ground (de Waal, 2005). While 
many leaders struggled with limited mandates and 
indecision, other powers, such as China, emerged as 
one of Khartoum’s strongest external partners, 
finding in this vacuum opportunities to advance its 
own interests. As Sudan’s largest oil investor and 
trading partner, Beijing adhered to a policy of non-
interference, resisting sanctions or coercive 
measures. This stance underscored how the Darfur 
conflict was also perceived as an opportunity to 
consolidate economic advantages - an opportunity 
further facilitated by the international community’s 
incapacity to address the crisis effectively (Sarwar, 
2014).  

The return of atrocities and the cost of non-
enforcement  
The lack of decisive action left Darfur unstable for 
two decades, creating fertile ground for renewed 
violence. Following the 2019 popular uprising that 
ousted President al-Bashir and ended three decades 
of rule by the National Congress Party (NCP), hopes 

https://campuscore.ariel.ac.il/wp/rsg/the-darfur-genocide-in-sudan/


  

 
 7 

for a transition quickly unraveled. The 2021 military 
coup brought the Transitional Military Council 
(TMC) to power, and by 2023, Sudan had descended 
into open conflict between the Sudanese Armed 
Forces (SAF) and the Rapid Support Forces (RSF), 
once again plunging Sudan into crisis and 
transforming Khartoum into a battlefield (Kurtz, 
2024). The incorporation of the Janjaweed into the 
RSF directly reflected the international community's 
failure to enforce disarmament, despite repeated 
demands since 2004. Over time, the Sudanese 
government deployed the RSF alongside the SAF, 
granting it control of a lucrative gold mine in 
northern Darfur, which evolved into both a crucial 
revenue stream and a focal point for foreign interests 
(Volle, 2025). Since the beginning of the war, the RSF 
has received external backing from the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE), Chad, Russia, and the Central 
African Republic. Reports suggest that the group 
smuggled gold to the UAE in exchange for arms and 
logistical support, prompting the Sudanese army to 
accuse Abu Dhabi of backing the RSF - allegations 
the UAE has denied. Alongside these regional 
sponsors, global actors such as China kept shaping 
the conflict through less visible but equally significant 
means. Beijing’s approach, established during the 
2003 crisis, was maintained into the current conflict, 
where its policy of non-interference again intersected 
with weak international enforcement mechanisms. 
Rather than being constrained by international law, 
arms markets adapted around it, further entrenching 
China’s role as a beneficiary of global inaction (ADF, 
2025). What mattered most was that the foreign 
sponsorship demonstrated how fragmented 
international positions did not simply reflect passivity 
but actively reinforced the RSF’s ability to resist 
central authority. In contrast, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
and Turkey have aligned with the SAF, driven by 
concerns over regional stability. Egypt’s backing is 
rooted in longstanding strategic ties and its 
dependence on the Nile, while Saudi Arabia seeks to 
counterbalance Emirati influence and protect its 
maritime and economic interests. Turkey, though 
more ambiguous, has reportedly fueled the SAF’s 
aerial capabilities with drone technology – effectively 
leveraging the conflict to deepen its regional military 
and diplomatic presence (The Guardian, 2025; Booty 
& Chothia, 2025). Once again, disputes over how to 
define the conflict hindered effective international 

action. In both cases, the UN avoided the genocide 
label, the US adopted it, and the absence of 
consensus translated into inaction. In March 2024, 
Human Rights Watch reported that the RSF and 
allies might be committing genocide against the 
Massalit and other non-Arab communities, arguing 
that their actions showed “the intent to destroy in whole 
or in part” the Massalit people. Arguing that the 
crimes could amount to genocide, it called on 
international bodies and governments to launch an 
investigation. The subsequent UN inquiry, however, 
stopped short of declaring that genocide was 
occurring. Instead, it found that both the RSF and 
the army had committed war crimes, but not 
genocide (BBC, 2025). Once again, the US also took 
a different stance: on January 7, 2025, Secretary of 
State Blinken declared that the RSF and its allied 
militias had committed genocide in Sudan. The RSF 
rejected the accusation, claiming it was not involved 
and framing the violence as a mere "tribal 
conflict.” UN investigators, however, reported 
testimonies from survivors stating that RSF fighters 
used racist slurs during sexual assaults and told non-
Arab women they would be forced to bear “Arab 
babies.” The same definitional paralysis that 
undermined international response in 2003 
resurfaced twenty years later, showing that the 
structural shortcomings were never resolved (United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum). 

The price of failure  
According to the UNHCR, the current conflict has 
displaced nearly 12 million people - both within 
Sudan and across borders – making Sudan one of the 
largest displacement emergencies in the world. This 
alarming figure is the clearest evidence of two 
decades of international paralysis.  
The refusal to define the Darfur atrocities as 
genocide in 2004 weakened legal obligations under 
the Genocide Conventionand created a precedent of 
inaction has been replied in today’s war. Once again, 
indecision over legal definitions, and the failure to 
enforce disarmament have left civilians unprotected 
and strengthened armed groups and their sponsors.  
Unless these structural failures are confronted, Sudan 
risks remaining trapped in a pattern where each 
escalation of violence is both the product and the 
perpetuation of unresolved international inaction.  
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Il rapporto tra Cina e Iran riflette l’approccio 
strategico di Pechino, fondato su interesse 
economico, non intervento ed influenza indiretta. La 
recente guerra dei dodici giorni tra Israele e Iran ha 
messo in luce i limiti di questa relazione, rivelando al 
contempo l’ambivalenza cinese. Nel corso 
dell’articolo verranno analizzati gli elementi 
strutturali del rapporto sino-iraniano; alcuni dati sui 
flussi di scambio commerciali tra i due paesi; gli effetti 
sul rapporto bilaterale del conflitto e i possibili 
scenari futuri. 

Il posizionamento cinese 

Il rapporto tra la Cina e l'Iran rappresenta il sunto 
perfetto del posizionamento tipico di Pechino nei 
confronti di molti attori statali. Alla base di questo 
rapporto troviamo infatti diversi elementi 
caratteristici dell’approccio cinese. Innanzitutto, 
occorre notare come questi elementi si muovano 
all’interno di una cornice contraddistinta da una forte 
natura asimmetrica. La presenza cinese si focalizza 
infatti nell'instaurare un rapporto di dipendenza 
asimmetrica (Fulton, 2021) prettamente di stampo 
economico-commerciale, costruito per buona parte 
facendo leva sul vasto mercato che Pechino può 
offrire e che attrae i Paesi medio-orientali. 

Nella relazione sino-iraniana troviamo poi due dei 
capisaldi della strategia cinese: il principio di non 

 
4 Attraverso prestiti a Paesi in via di sviluppo, la Cina accresce la 
propria influenza politica ed economica così che, in caso di in-
solvenza, possa ottenere asset strategici o concessioni politiche. 

interferenza e quello del non intervento (Chaziza, 
2019). Andando ancora più a fondo, questi due 
principi si riducono all’elemento che più 
contraddistingue la politica estera cinese: l’uso 
dell’economia a scopi politici. Questo si traduce poi 
nelle forme più varie, dagli ingenti investimenti esteri 
allo sviluppo di infrastrutture all’interno dell’enorme 
progetto della BRI, dalla strumentalizzazione 
dell’accesso al proprio mercato come leva politica, 
alla cosiddetta diplomazia del debito4. 

Basandosi dunque su una diplomazia economica, la 
Cina cerca costantemente di fare pressione sui propri 
partner, senza il bisogno di inviare delle truppe sui 
territori dei Paesi su cui vuole estendere la propria 
influenza. Questo approccio si discosta da quello 
degli Stati Uniti, la cui dottrina di politica estera 
preponderante - senza troppe distinzioni tra 
amministrazioni repubblicane e democratiche - 
risulta essere incentrata su una presenza decisamente 
più tentacolare.   

I rapporti con l’Iran 
E’ risaputo come Pechino sia riuscita negli anni a 
consolidare solidi legami economici e diplomatici 
con diversi attori della regione, siglando accordi con 
tutti i paesi dell’area MENA, Bahrain compreso, 
considerato forse il più filostatunitense dell’intera 
regione (Bahrain News Agency, 2024). Tra i paesi di 
interesse troviamo poi l’Arabia Saudita e gli Emirati 
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Arabi Uniti, due tra i principali rivali regionali proprio 
della Repubblica islamica dell’Iran (Fulton, 2021). I 
solidi rapporti economici, militari e diplomatici tra la 
Cina e quest’ultima invece, sono riconducibili 
principalmente a due fattori: (1) il crescente 
isolamento internazionale dell’Iran, in particolare 
rispetto all’Occidente, e (2) la natura autoritaria che 
accomuna entrambi i regimi (Harold & Nader, 2012). 
La relazione tra i due paesi è dunque tutt’altro che 
paritaria, dal momento che la Cina gode di una 
posizione nettamente più vantaggiosa. Pechino, 
inoltre, considera Teheran un potenziale alleato 
strategico per contenere l’influenza degli Stati Uniti 
in Medio Oriente (Harold & Nader, 2012). 
Relativamente al primo dei due fattori di cui sopra, 
occorre comunque notare come la Cina abbia cercato 
in diverse occasioni di dare nuova legittimità a 
Teheran, in particolare quando ha deciso di sostenere 
il suo ingresso tra i BRICS e la Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO), avvenuto poi rispettivamente 
nel 2024 e il 2023 (Jianli, 2025). Viceversa, Pechino 
ha contestualmente continuato a sfruttare 
l’isolamento internazionale del regime iraniano per 
dei propri tornaconti, giungendo ad acquistare circa 
il 90% del petrolio esportato da Teheran (Thibault, 
2025).  Pechino, dunque, allo scopo di soddisfare il 
proprio fabbisogno energetico, ha preferito violare 
costantemente i vincoli dati dalle sanzioni imposte al 
regime da parte della comunità internazionale5. 

Oltre al petrolio 
Stando alla piattaforma di statistiche Trading 
Economics, oltre al settore energetico, il volume di 
scambio tra i due paesi è da considerarsi tutt’altro che 
irrilevante in svariati altri settori. Da un lato vediamo 
la Cina esportare perlopiù macchinari, reattori 
nucleari, caldaie ($1.95B); apparecchiature 
elettroniche ($1.05B), pietre preziose, metalli, 
monete ($491.82M). Dall’altro, escludendo 
chiaramente il petrolio e altri minerali che 
rappresentano la voce principale dell’export iraniano, 
Teheran esporta verso Pechino principalmente 
materie plastiche ($3.24B) e prodotti chimici organici 
($2.89B). Il Tehran Times – quotidiano in lingua 
inglese con sede a Teheran - ha di recente condiviso 
i dati sull’aumento dell’export iraniano nel mercato 

 
5 Le sanzioni internazionali, come recita il sito del Consiglio Eu-
ropeo, vennero applicate negli anni in risposta alle violazioni del 
regime iraniano dei diritti umani, alle attività di proliferazione 

non-oil. Nei primi cinque mesi del calendario 
iraniano (21 Marzo - 22 Agosto) sembrerebbe che 
l’Iran abbia esportato beni per un valore complessivo 
di quasi 21 miliardi, con la Cina, Iraq e Emirati Arabi 
Uniti in testa nella classifica dei principali acquirenti. 
Come riporta invece lo stesso Tehran Times in un 
articolo precedente, il commercio non-oil tra Iran e 
Cina ha raggiunto i 34,1 miliardi di dollari nell’ultimo 
anno iraniano, conclusosi il 20 marzo scorso. La Cina 
è stata la principale destinazione per le esportazioni 
iraniane, per un valore totale di 14,8 miliardi di 
dollari, mentre le importazioni iraniane dalla Cina ne 
hanno totalizzato 19,3, rendendo Pechino il secondo 
maggiore fornitore di beni per l’Iran. I dati sopra 
evidenziano come Teheran esporti prevalentemente 
materie prime e semilavorati, mentre importa beni 
finiti e tecnologicamente avanzati. Questo divario 
rafforza una dipendenza economica difficile da 
colmare, che si traduce in pressioni sulla valuta, 
minore competitività industriale interna e 
vulnerabilità strutturale del sistema economico 
iraniano. In definitiva, lo squilibrio commerciale nel 
settore non-oil tra Cina e Iran va ben oltre il semplice 
confronto tra export e import, inserendosi nella 
cornice più ampia di una relazione strutturalmente 
sbilanciata, in cui l’Iran continua a occupare una 
posizione subordinata. 

Gli effetti della Guerra dei Dodici Giorni 
La recente “guerra dei dodici giorni” (13-24 giugno 
2025) tra Israele e Iran ha riportato con forza 
l’attenzione sul complesso intreccio di alleanze e 
rivalità che attraversano la regione. Mentre Teheran 
si confronta con le conseguenze politiche, militari ed 
economiche di uno scontro diretto senza precedenti, 
la Cina osserva e agisce con la consueta prudenza 
calcolata. Pechino non è affatto nuova a questo tipo 
di (non)azione. Infatti, ha già avuto modo di 
dimostrare questo tipo di approccio alle guerre della 
regione, con particolare evidenza a partire dal 7 
ottobre 2023. In tale giorno è avvenuta l’incursione 
armata di Hamas sul territorio israeliano,  a seguito 
della quale è iniziata l’offensiva di Israele nei Territori 
Palestinesi Occupati. La prudenza - e ambivalenza a 
tratti - della Cina nel non prendere una posizione 
chiara e netta sul conflitto, è dovuta al suo 

nucleare e al sostegno militare fornito alla guerra di aggressione 
della Russia contro l'Ucraina. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/sanctions-against-iran/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/sanctions-against-iran/
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avvicinamento sul piano tecnologico a Israele6 degli 
ultimi anni, a cui è seguito un contestuale 
allontanamento dalla sua storica posizione di 
sostegno alla causa palestinese (Lovotti, 2024). Tutto 
questo si scontra con le diverse asserzioni che 
circolavano all’inizio di quest’ultimo e del recente 
conflitto, le quali da un lato affermavano che la Cina 
avrebbe preso una posizione chiara contro Israele e i 
suoi satelliti - USA compresi - e dall’altro che avrebbe 
sostenuto militarmente l’Iran. La verità è che la Cina 
non ha alcuna intenzione di diventare il “poliziotto del 
mondo” (Jeyaretnam, 2025, né di basare le proprie 
azioni su una presunta morale superiore anche a 
discapito dei propri interessi economici.  

E’ da notare quanto l’approccio appena descritto 
risulti essere diametralmente opposto a quello degli 
Stati Uniti. Questi, infatti, tendono ad essere molto 
più disposti a sostenere concretamente i propri alleati 
e che di fatto li ha visti intervenire, seppur 
limitatamente ad un singolo obiettivo, a fianco di 
Israele7 durante il conflitto da poco conclusosi con 
un accordo di cessate il fuoco.  Sarà interessante 
capire se in futuro la diplomazia economica di 
stampo cinese si dimostrerà essere uno strumento 
sufficiente a sostituire la presenza e l'azione militare 
statunitense nella regione. Quel che è certo è che 
Pechino dovrebbe prendere più seriamente il ruolo di 
mediatore internazionale che si costruito nel tempo, 
in particolare dopo il successo dello storico accordo 
tra Arabia Saudita e Iran risalente al marzo del 2023 
(Lovotti, 2024), reso possibile anche grazie alla sua 
mediazione. Allo stesso tempo però - e questo 
potrebbe suonare per certi versi antinomico rispetto 
a quanto appena esposto - dalla reazione della Cina 
durante il conflitto, Teheran dovrà trarre le sue 
conclusioni, accettando che la prima, in futuro, 
manterrà sempre un certo grado di ambivalenza 
strategica nei confronti della seconda. Ci sono stati 
casi in passato che hanno visto l’Iran prendere 
coscienza della propria posizione nella relazione 

 
6 La Cina ha ampliato i legami economici con Israele in diversi 
settori: dalla tecnologia al turismo, dalla cooperazione in campo 
scientifico all’istruzione (Cafiero G. 2023). 

7 Nella notte di domenica 22 giugno gli USA hanno attaccato, 
bombardando, i 3 siti nucleari iraniani di Fordow, Natanz e Isfa-
han con l’obiettivo dichiarato di fermare il programma nucleare.  

8 Le isole - che si trovano nella parte orientale del Golfo Persico, 
vicino allo Stretto di Hormuz - sono controllate dall'Iran, ma 
sono rivendicate dagli Emirati Arabi Uniti (EAU). 

bilaterale della Cina. Per citarne uno, nell’estate 2024, 
il ministero degli Esteri iraniano ha convocato 
l’ambasciatore cinese a Teheran per protestare 
contro una dichiarazione congiunta Cina-EAU che 
conteneva un punto riguardante le tre isole contese: 
Abu Musa, Greater Tunb, Lesser Tunb8. L’Iran in 
quell’occasione aveva definito le pretese degli Emirati 
infondati e richiesto a Pechino di correggere la sua 
posizione (Bayramli 2024). Questo episodio mostra 
che Teheran, seppur dimostrandolo raramente, abbia 
compreso la posizione cinese. Pechino infatti è 
pienamente consapevole che i costi - diplomatico-
reputazionali e commerciali in primis - che 
deriverebbero da un supporto militare più concreto e 
trasparente in favore di Teheran, sovrasterebbero 
nettamente i benefici attuali legati all’acquisto del 
petrolio iraniano ad un prezzo conveniente.  

Scenari 
Alla luce delle implicazioni strategiche emerse dal 
recente conflitto dei dodici giorni tra Israele e Iran, è 
possibile delineare tre scenari futuri concernenti 
l’evoluzione delle relazioni tra Teheran e Pechino, 
ordinati secondo un gradiente di probabilità.  

Il primo, altamente improbabile ma teoricamente 
possibile, prevede una reazione impulsiva da parte 
dell’Iran, che potrebbe tradursi in un allontanamento 
repentino dalla Cina o, in modo ancor più drastico, 
nella chiusura dello Stretto di Hormuz9. Tale 
opzione, paragonabile a un “suicide bombing” 
strategico (Cooper; Schmitt; Ismay; 2025), 
determinerebbe l’auto-isolamento del Paese e la 
perdita quasi totale delle entrate petrolifere, 
compromettendo la sopravvivenza economica del 
regime. Un secondo scenario, sulla carta 
maggiormente rischioso, implicherebbe per l’Iran 
una riorganizzazione interna volta a proseguire, 
nonostante le sanzioni e le pressioni internazionali, lo 
sviluppo dell’arma nucleare. Questo processo, che 
potremmo definire di “pyongyangizzazione” dell’Iran, 

9 E’ stato stimato che un quarto del petrolio mondiale e il 20% 
del gas naturale liquefatto passano attraverso lo Stretto di Hor-
muz, per cui la chiusura del collo di bottiglia provocherebbe 
un'impennata dei prezzi di petrolio e gas. La maggior parte ha 
come destinazione l’Asia, il che significa che i Paesi di quella re-
gione sarebbero molto probabilmente colpiti da un'eventuale 
chiusura. Anche gli Stati Uniti e altri Paesi ne risentirebbero sotto 
forma di aumento dei costi energetici (Cooper; Schmitt; Ismay; 
2025). 
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lo trasformerebbe in un attore solitario e 
potenzialmente destabilizzante, minacciando 
direttamente i suoi avversari storici – Israele e Arabia 
Saudita – e costringendo anche Cina e Russia a un 
sostegno più ambiguo e defilato. Infine, lo scenario 
più plausibile consiste in una strategia iraniana 
fondata sulla temporizzazione, che permetta a 
Teheran di prendere tempo per riorganizzarsi. Nello 
specifico, l’Iran impiegherebbe i prossimi mesi a 
ricostruire il proprio arsenale, rafforzare le proprie 
capacità di difesa aerea – in particolare sopra i cieli 
della capitale– portando avanti al contempo - seppur 
in modo intermittente - i negoziati sul nucleare. In 
questo quadro, l’Iran potrebbe vedere ridefinito il 
proprio rapporto con la Cina in termini di una ridotta 
subordinazione, sfruttando il potenziale sia 
economico, derivante dalla vendita delle sue risorse 
petrolifere, che diplomatico, derivante da una lenta 
ma possibile legittimazione dell’Iran a fronte di una 
contestuale riduzione dello stato di isolamento 
internazionale nel quale oggi versa. Una volta 
rafforzata la propria posizione, nel lungo periodo 
Teheran potrebbe tentare di risanare l’asse della 
Resistenza10 e di pianificare una futura risposta 
militare a Israele dopo la sconfitta subita nel recente 
conflitto.  

Conclusioni 
In definitiva, le relazioni tra Cina e Iran si 
confermano come uno degli snodi più significativi 
della geopolitica mediorientale contemporanea, 
incarnando in pieno la logica della diplomazia 
economica e dell’influenza strategica a bassa intensità 
che caratterizza l’approccio cinese all’arena 
internazionale. La guerra dei dodici giorni ha 
rappresentato uno spartiacque, portando alla luce 
tanto le potenzialità quanto i limiti strutturali di 
questo rapporto. Se da un lato Pechino si è 
dimostrata interessata a mantenere un canale 
privilegiato con Teheran, allo scopo di garantirsi 
forniture energetiche stabili e posizionarsi come 
attore rilevante nei futuri equilibri regionali, dall’altro  

 
10 Come riporta il sito dell’enciclopedia Britannica, l’Asse della 
Resistenza costituisce una rete militare informale di gruppi mili-
tanti, che si autoproclamano forze di resistenza, sostenute dall'I-
ran e dal suo Corpo delle Guardie Rivoluzionarie Islamiche 
(IRGC). Oltre all'IRGC, l'asse comprende Hezbollah in Libano, 
Hamas e la Jihad islamica palestinese (PIJ) nella Striscia di Gaza 

ha ribadito – nei fatti – la propria riluttanza a 
compromettere interessi più ampi a causa di un 
coinvolgimento diretto in una crisi ad alta intensità a 
fianco della seconda. Per l’Iran, questa ambivalenza 
rappresenta un dato strutturale con cui fare i conti: la 
possibilità di creare un’alleanza strategica in futuro, 
sì, ma pur sempre condizionata da vincoli 
asimmetrici e da un calcolo cinese fortemente 
pragmatico ed economicistico. 

Il futuro dell’asse sino-iraniano dipenderà in larga 
misura dalla capacità di Teheran di rinegoziare i 
termini di questa relazione, cercando di attenuarne la 
natura subalterna e di sfruttare la propria centralità 
energetica e geografica in funzione di un equilibrio 
più equo. In ultimo, con uno scenario globale sempre 
più multipolare, e con il Medio Oriente attraversato 
da profonde tensioni e riallineamenti, la stabilità di 
questo rapporto sarà tanto più solida quanto più 
saprà adattarsi agli shock sistemici e alle 
trasformazioni di un ordine internazionale in 
continuo divenire. 

  

e in Cisgiordania, alcune milizie in Iraq e le forze Houthi in Ye-
men. Fino al dicembre 2024, quando il governo di Bashar al-As-
sad è stato rovesciato, le forze armate siriane sono state una com-
ponente chiave dell'asse e hanno consentito un accesso illimitato 
tra l'Iran e il Mar Mediterraneo. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Axis-of-Resistance
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On the 11th of June 2025, with the civil conflict en-
tering its second year, the new Sudanese government 
led by former UN associate Kamil Idris accused 
Libya of attacking its military posts. The northern Af-
rican country has been an active, albeit unofficial and 
indirect, actor in the war between the RSF (Rapid 
Support Forces) and the Sudanese army (Sironi, 
2025). The Sudanese central government has also 
been very vocal about the involvement of the United 
Arab Emirates as supplier of weapons to the anti-
governmental militias (Nigrizia, 2025). The recent at-
tempt to normalize the internal situation with the 
nomination of Idris seems to have provided nothing 
more than a façade of political legitimacy to a country 
that, more than ever, finds itself threatened from dif-
ferent fronts.  

How does this more active, aggressive participation 
on the UAE and Libya’s part the escalation influence 
the brutal power struggle between the central gov-
ernment and the RSF militias led by Mohamed 
Dagalo in such a delicate moment? The Libyan inter-
vention adds a layer of complexity to the war, endan-
gering the legitimacy of the central government 
amidst a growing humanitarian crisis.  

The Sudan War 
The 2023 conflict has its roots in the power struggle 
that followed the end of Omar al-Bashir’s regime. Al-
Bashir, ousted in 2019 after mass mobilization and 
the intervention of the army, had been part of the 
ruling apparatus since 1989, when an Islamist golpe 
orchestrated alongside politician and scholar Hassan 

al-Turabi toppled the then Sudanese president Ah-
med al-Mirghani. Al-Bashir’s rule was characterized 
by the affirmation of a religious legal code and by 
strong personalistic tendencies, especially after the 
ousting of al-Turabi in 1999 (Hassan, Kodouda, 
2019).  

The end of al-Bashir’s regime was followed by the 
establishment of a short-lived joint military-civilian 
led government, overthrown just two years later- in 
2021- by Abdel Fattah al-Buhran. Al-Buhran’s new 
government was opposed by Mohamed Hamdan 
Dagalo (known as Hemedti), leader of the Islamist 
RSF militias. The RSF emerged from the Janjaweed, 
an irregular militia, which fought Darfurian rebels in 
2013. 

The struggle for power between the Sudanese Armed 
Forces and the RSF escalated, becoming a full-on 
civil war from April 2023. The conflict has led to 
more than 30’000 direct casualties and to a number 
of deaths linked to famine, disease and lack of 
healthcare that is difficult to determine with certainty 
(ACLED, 2025). According to the estimations of the 
U.S. envoys for Sudan, the death toll has reached 
150’000 deaths (Centre for Preventive Action, 2025). 
Crimes against humanity have become a frequent oc-
currence in the war-torn country, with accusations of 
unlawful behaviour moved against both the central 
government and the militias led by Hemedti. 

On the 19th of May 2025, General al-Buhran nomi-
nated the first new Prime Minister since 2021, Kamil 
el Tayeb Idris. The nomination was welcomed by the 
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African Union and was considered a necessary an-
swer to the announcement of the birth of the RSF-
led “New Sudan”, a breakaway government pro-
claimed during a convention in Kenya last February 
(Middle East Eye, 2025). Idris’s government is widely 
considered to be a continuation to the Islamist rule 
of al-Bashir, given the ideological support received 
by Ahmed Haroun, former head of the National 
Congress Party, main political body of the old regime 
(Dabanga Sudan, 2025). 

The United Arab Emirates’ role in Sudan 
The conflict in Sudan has attracted the attention of 
external actors, among which the United Arab Emir-
ates and Libya, leading to their direct involvement. 
One of Abu Dhabi’s main policy objectives in the 
area has consistently been to limit the spread of po-
litical Islam in North-East Africa and the Horn. The 
ties between the UAE and Sudanese militias go a dec-
ade back. Sudan troops were deployed during the 
2015 war in Yemen, with the then recently born 
Rapid Support Forces working alongside Emirate 
soldiers. On the contrary, troops led by al-Buhran 
operated under the command of Saudi Arabia’s mili-
tary, at the time still an ally of Abu Dhabi’s govern-
ment (France24, 2025).  

The deterioration of the relation between Saudi Ara-
bia and United Arab Emirates has led through the 
years to the use of proxy devices by Abu Dhabi to 
threaten the influence of Islamic institutions such as 
the Muslim Brotherhood, supported by the army 
(which is, in turn, strongly influenced by its past af-
filiation to al-Bashir). Moreover, the interests of the 
United Arab Emirates also lie in Sudan’s natural re-
sources such as minerals and gold, most of which is 
smuggled out of the country with the help of the al-
lied paramilitary groups (Khalafallah, 2025). Most 
notably, The UAE manifested their support of the 
RSF through material and military help, providing 
weapons and funds to the paramilitary group. This 
caused a strong reaction by the Sudanese ambassador 
to the United Nations al-Harith Idris, who accused 
Abu Dhabi of taking part in the May 4th strike on the 
army’s capital Port Sudan. He alleged that the attack 
was carried out by MQ-9 and MQ-9B warplanes 
launched from an Emirati base (Reuters, 2025).  

 

Libya’s involvement 
Libya’s attacks in the North of Sudan don’t come un-
announced: the bordering territory controlled by 
General Kalifa Haftar has been used, during the two 
years of civil war, as a corridor to smuggle weapons 
destined to anti-government militias. General Kalifa 
Haftar, leader of the Eastern Libyan government, has 
been at the receiving end of Emirate support in the 
last few years. In Abu Dhabi’s eyes the old General 
is the answer needed to contain Turkish and Qatari 
expansion in the Northern African country. Emirate 
presence in Libya has also been functional to the up-
holding of the Abraham Accords, which Abu Dhabi 
fears might be endangered by the resurgence of 
strong Islamist institutions in Eastern Africa (Watan 
News, 2025). 

As a result, In November, Joint Forces troops (Dar-
fur fighters allied with the central Sudanese govern-
ment) intercepted cargo made up of Bulgarian weap-
ons commissioned by the International Golden 
Group, an Emirate company with ties to Leonardo 
and other European corporations, and destined to 
the RSF (Comin, 2025). The weapons were smuggled 
by Colombian mercenaries, with many of them re-
cruited by the United Arab Emirates to fight along-
side the Rapid Support Forces (Álvarez, 2024). 

The area attacked by the Libyan forces is crucial for 
smuggling the weapons beyond the Sudanese bor-
ders. Rapid Support Forces and other militias had 
been trying to control the corridor for months before 
the Sudanese army decided to pull out of Northern 
Darfur on the 11th of June. The corridor had also 
been used by Bengasi and the UEA to provide the 
Joint Forces troops with weapons when they were 
fighting against al-Bashir’s regime (Nigrizia, 2025).  

The shifting territorial balance puts the SAF in a dis-
advantageous position, especially with the direct in-
tervention of Libya and UAE materializing itself. 
RSF forces can now benefit from direct, faster and 
continuous support from its Northern ally. The open 
antagonism of Sudan’s representative towards Haftar 
and the UAE seem to be fuelling rivalries that are 
now finding full expression on the battlefield. 
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Conclusion 
The war between Sudan’s government and the para-
military militias led by Hemedti risks to evolve and 
transition into an international conflict. The RSF’s al-
lies seem to be adopting bolder strategies, going as 
far as intervening directly on Sudanese territory. Af-
ter the bombings of Port Sudan in May, the Sudanese 
Minister of Defence declared the UAE an aggressor 
state, withdrawing the consulate and the embassy 
from Abu Dhabi (Nigrizia, 2025). The definitive sus-
pension of diplomatic relations between al-Buhran’s 
government and Abu Dhabi represents a further step 

in the international escalation. The recent accusations 
made by the Sudanese regime against Kalifa Haftar’s 
Libya have, as the General himself declared, moved 
the attention away from the internal challenges the 
Sudanese government faces and officially brought its 
foreign enemies into the fight they had been influ-
encing from the sidelines. With a new African Union-
backed government in Port Sudan, strong internal di-
visions and the deteriorating relations with United 
Arab Emirates and Libya, Sudan faces unpredictable 
developments in the near future. 
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1994 was a dark year for humanity, because alongside 
the events unfolding in Bosnia and Herzegovina, an-
other tragic event was taking place in the heart of Af-
rica: the genocide of the Tutsi perpetrated by the 
Hutu. This genocide is now considered one of the 
most atrocious in contemporary history, resulting in 
hundreds of thousands of deaths in just over three 
months (Kaufman, 2019). 

In the aftermath of the tragedy, Rwanda started a 
process of transformation and reconstruction under 
the guidance of President Paul Kagame. The country 
presented itself to the world as a model of political 
stability, economic growth, and modernisation in a 
continent continuously affected by conflicts and po-
litical instability. Alongside domestic reforms, the 
government in Kigali developed a sophisticated strat-
egy of soft power to redefine Rwanda’s projection on 
the international stage (Eklöv, 2025). It promised 
high-level sponsorships, investments in sustainable 
tourism and also organised multilateral conferences 
for the promotion of the country as a technological 
hub (Châtelot, 2024).  

Nevertheless, this process raises a lot of questions: at 
which point does this soft power reflect a real and 
inclusive transformation of society? Is it just nation 
branding to cover authoritarian practices within the 
borders? 

 

The Political Roots of Rwanda’s Soft Power 
The post-genocide transition involved a dual system 
of justice: on the international level, prosecutions 
were conducted by the United Nations International 
Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (UN ICTR) and other 
foreign courts; while on the domestic level, prosecu-
tions were carried out by ordinary courts and gacaca. 
Gacaca - meaning “the grass” or “the lawn” in Kin-
yarwanda - refers to outdoor proceedings where par-
ticipants and observers traditionally sat on the 
ground all together. These courts emerged as a re-
sponse to the destruction of the social fabric and the 
deep mistrust between citizens and institutions as 
well (Kaufman, 2019, p.10). Such lack of confidence 
had been fuelled by hateful propaganda preached by 
the Hutu, calling the Tutsi inyenzi (cockroaches), 
inzoka (snakes) or ibyisto (traitors). In total over 1.2 
million cases were heard in gacaca courts, allowing 
the community elders to serve as judges and encour-
age local participation in those processes. While the 
system fostered social cohesion and reconciliation, it 
faced criticism due to intimidation, informal proce-
dures and, above all, lack of legal representation, un-
derscoring the challenges of post-genocide justice 
(Kaufman, 2019). This tension between justice and 
control would later shape Rwanda’s political trajec-
tory, laying the groundwork for the international nar-
rative that portrays the nation as a model of post-
conflict reconstruction and moral authority. 
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Internal Control and External Legitimacy 
Rwanda’s reconstruction was accompanied by the re-
peated mantra “never again” in reference to the gen-
ocide (Beloff, 2025), and the Rwandan Patriotic 
Front - known as RPF - dominated politics in the 
country shortly after the end of the massacres. With 
the figure of Kagame, the RPF has maintained power 
since 1994, pursuing two main goals: firstly, securing 
control of the regime and secondly, preventing an-
other genocide. Formally, Rwanda is considered a re-
public, but de facto it is an authoritarian regime. This 
perception - namely that the international commu-
nity could not be trusted to ensure Rwanda’s peace 
and security - reinforced the government’s belief that 
only firm internal control could prevent future insta-
bility (Kaufman, 2019). As a result, the 2025 consti-
tutional amendment authorised President Kagame to 
extend his presidency, while laws on genocide ideol-
ogy and divisionism criminalise hate speech which 
could incite ethnic tension (Beloff, 2023). Political 
opposition and journalists face severe restrictions, re-
flecting the balance Rwanda seeks between stability, 
unity and authoritarian control. At the same time, 
Rwanda’s foreign relations underwent a fundamental 
transformation (Beloff, 2023).  

Before the genocide, Rwanda was situated within the 
French sphere of influence. France was linked to the 
Hutu before and during the genocide, and French 
was the official language in education. In contrast, af-
ter 1994, the RPF government secured ties with the 
United Kingdom and the United States regarding 
economic, security and political relations (Foreign 
Policy Research Institute, 2024). In 2008, Rwanda 
decided to switch to English as the language of in-
struction in its school system, replacing French. This 
linguistic shift culminated in the country’s accession 
to the British Commonwealth in 2009 (Beloff, 2023, 
pp. 80-81). These actions served as a wake-up call, 
indicating that the nation was moving increasingly 
into the English-speaking sphere of influence (Eklöv, 
2025).  

Initially, for the USA, Rwanda was not a priority; but 
then, after the genocide, the feeling of guilt for not 
having taken any action against the massacre shook 
the consciences of those in power, and so the United 
States decided to offer Rwanda humanitarian aid, 
support for justice, reconstruction, reconciliation, 
and development assistance (World Bank, n.d.). This 

aid aimed not only to rebuild the disintegrated social 
fabric, but also to strengthen areas such as healthcare, 
education, trade, agriculture, regional security and 
governance (Foreign Policy Research Institute, 
2024). Foreign aid sustained the reconstruction pro-
cess, and the government in Kigali has used and con-
tinues to use it as a tool of influence not just for the 
reconstruction process but also to legitimise the 
country as a reliable international partner. This de-
pendence on external aid generated criticism. How-
ever, thanks to multiple donors Rwanda can present 
itself as an efficient model of governance (Eklöv, 
2025). Political elites instrumentalised the trauma of 
genocide to build a collective and national unity, and 
also international credibility. They used commemo-
rations, global campaigns against denialism and mu-
seums to spread this idea (Beloff, 2025, pp. 24-25). 

Authoritarianism behind the Brand: Rwanda’s 
Dual Identity 
The external perception is that the country is stable 
with strong internal security, which contributes to 
constant economic growth and urban modernisation 
(World Bank, n.d.). As a result, Rwanda is considered 
the “Singapore of Africa” (Châtelot, 2024). The use 
of technology and digital tools strengthens govern-
ance and helps attract foreign investments. There are 
also state-owned companies such as Visit Rwanda, a 
marketing strategy aimed at accelerating national eco-
nomic development, fostering the private sector and 
promoting the country’s priority sectors - one of 
which is tourism (Eklöv, 2025, p. 28). Visit Rwanda 
has become a globally recognised brand, known as an 
international sponsor of various teams, including Ar-
senal Football Club (Châtelot, 2024). Moreover, the 
government supports projects like Kigali Innovation 
City, tech hubs and entrepreneurship programmes to 
position Rwanda as an advanced innovation hub 
(Eklöv, 2025). It has also hosted and continues to 
host international conferences and participates in 
United Nations peacekeeping missions to project in-
fluence and diplomatic credibility (Beloff, 2025, p. 
32). Critics argue that these strategies can mask do-
mestic repression, including strict laws on division-
ism, media control and limited political opposition - 
to mention a few (Châtelot, 2024).  

From the outside, Rwanda is perceived as ambigu-
ous. On one hand, it appears to be a successful model 
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of development, especially because the country is lo-
cated in one of the poorest continents in the world. 
On the other hand, the risk of evolving in an author-
itarian regime is very high (Beloff, 2023). Many peo-
ple say that Rwanda uses “soft power” to cover in-
ternal repression (Eklöv, 2025, p. 35). Despite strong 
economic growth - around 8-11% annually - rural ar-
eas remain underdeveloped, and reliance on foreign 
aid creates vulnerabilities (World Bank, n.d.). Human 
rights concerns and political restrictions contrast 
sharply with Rwanda’s international image as a model 
country (Châtelot,  2024).  

Between Stability and Control 
Rwanda’s trajectory represents a complex and multi-
faceted transition (Beloff, 2025). The country has 
made remarkable strides, establishing itself as a lead-
ing example of development in Africa (World Bank, 
n.d.). Yet, this progress also invites scrutiny regarding 
the nature of its governance and development model. 
The consolidation of power by the RPF, coupled 
with stringent legislation and media control, indicates 
that soft power may function as a tool for legitimising 
authoritarian tendencies (Kaufman, 2019). Moreo-
ver, while economic growth is noticeable, its benefits 
remain unevenly distributed, and continued reliance 
on foreign aid exposes structural vulnerabilities 
(Eklöv, 2025). 

Rwanda’s experience provides significant insights 
into the potential and constraints of state-driven re-
construction after mass violence. The nation demon-
strates how disciplined administration and a united 
national narrative can restore stability and bolster in-
ternational standing. However, the long-term sus-
tainability of this model will hinge on whether Kigali 
can advance from governance based on control to 
one rooted in inclusion - transitioning from stability 
born of fear to that built on civic engagement and 
transparency. In the coming years, Rwanda’s true test 
will be to ensure that its soft power reflects not just 
the image management but an authentic commit-
ment to social transformation and moral leadership 
(Beloff, 2023). 
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In recent years, relations between the European Un-
ion and Cambodia have deteriorated rapidly, raising 
broader questions about the limits of the EU norma-
tive influence in Southeast Asia and its ability to 
shape political outcomes in third countries. In Cam-
bodia, a crucial turning point was reached during the 
campaign leading up to the 2018 elections, in which 
the main opposition party was prevented from par-
ticipating. In fact, the Cambodian National Rescue 
Party (CNRP) was dissolved, and its leaders were 
banned from politics, which enabled the Cambodian 
People’s Party (CPP) to secure victory without any 
credible opposition (Leang, 2023). This accelerated 
the deterioration of Cambodia’s relations with West-
ern partners, at a time when reports of human rights 
violations, restrictions on freedom of expression, and 
repression of political dissent also intensified.  

With the objective of using conditionality in eco-
nomic trade to reverse growing authoritarian tenden-
cies, the European Union announced the launch of 
the procedure to withdraw Cambodia’s Everything 
but Arms (EBA) status in 2019, citing democratic 
erosion and systemic rights abuses (Foundation Of-
fice Cambodia, 2020). However, China’s growing 
strategic engagement quickly offset the effects of EU 
conditionality. By providing the CPP regime with un-
conditional economic support and security guaran-
tees, Beijing effectively neutralised Western pressure 
(Leang, 2023).   

This article argues that the EU lost its leverage be-
cause China’s strategy rendered it ineffective, thereby 
enabling the consolidation of Cambodia’s authoritar-
ian regime.   

Democratic backsliding and the limits of EU 
conditionality strategy 
According to the World Justice Project (2017-2018), 
Cambodia scored 0.32 on its rule-of-law index, 
ranking second lowest among 113 countries and 
placing last among the fifteen states in East Asia and 
the Pacific, below Myanmar, the Philippines, China, 
and Vietnam (Peou, 2019). These weak institutional 
foundations deteriorated further in the years leading 
up to the 2018 election, amid accelerated democratic 
backsliding and political repression under Hun Sen’s 
increasingly authoritarian, single-party rule (Hao, 
2021). During the lead-up to the election, the CPP 
consolidated control over state institutions and the 
public sphere: independent newspapers were shut 
down or forced into bankruptcy, the remaining 
broadcasters were placed under political supervision, 
journalists were jailed on politically motivated 
charges, and those who stood up for the victims 
faced reprisals (Bland, 2024). The judiciary was 
similarly instrumentalised: the Supreme Court’s 
dissolution of the CNRP ahead of the election 
demonstrated that the justice system operated in 
service of the ruling party rather than independently 
of the executive (Peou, 2019).  
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Having played a central role in the country’s 
reconstruction since the 1991 Paris Peace Accords, 
the EU expected a political environment in which 
opposition parties, civil society, trade unions, and 
media could operate freely (Bland, 2024; Hör, 2020). 
For more than two decades, EU-Cambodia relations 
had been largely cooperative: Brussels became one of 
the country’s principal development partners, 
investing heavily in state-building, electoral 
assistance, and governance reforms, and viewing 
Cambodia as a space to project its normative 
influence in Southeast Asia. However, the post-2018 
landscape reflected the collapse of this democratic 
space and the full consolidation of Hun Sen’s 
dominance over the military, judiciary, and party 
system (Peou, 2019). 
In 2019, given these deteriorating conditions and the 
absence of credible democratic safeguards, the EU 
initiated the procedure to withdraw approximately 
20% of Cambodia’s preferential access under the 
Everything but Arms (EBA) scheme, after 
concluding that the country no longer met the 
political-governance and human rights requirements 
of the agreement. Established in 2001, the EBA gives 
Cambodia access to zero tariffs on all exports except 
arms and ammunition to the EU on the condition 
that they comply with the principles of fifteen UN 
and International Labour Organization (ILO) human 
rights conventions. Its partial suspension represented 
a significant economic loss for Cambodia, which had 
been the second-largest beneficiary of this trade after 
Bangladesh (Heng, 2019). 

China as Cambodia’s strategic partner  
Rather than prompting liberalisation, EU pressure 
resulted in a further consolidation of Cambodia’s au-
thoritarian trajectory, a reduction of its economic de-
pendence on Europe, and a deepened strategic align-
ment with Beijing. Indeed, despite the EU’s several 
restrictive measures, the Cambodian government 
showed little willingness to address human rights 
concerns or democratic reforms, largely because 
China provided consistent political and economic 
backing (Hao, 2021).  

China became Cambodia’s primary external patron 
well before 2018, particularly following Xi Jinping’s 
2016 visit to Phnom Penh, which brought Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI) investments and triggered a 
surge in Chinese-led real estate and infrastructure 

projects (Peou, 2019). After 2018, the two countries 
signed the “Action Plan 2019-2023 on Building 
China-Cambodia Community of Shared Future,” 
further embedding Cambodia’s reliance on Chinese 
financial, political, and security support (Bunthorn, 
2022).  

At the political and diplomatic level, these develop-
ments illustrate how both governments use their 
partnership as an instrument of foreign policy. For 
Phnom Penh, China is the most credible guarantor 
of regime survival and a source of protection against 
powerful neighbours such as Thailand and Vietnam; 
for Beijing, Cambodia functions as a loyal ally in 
mainland Southeast Asia and as a gateway for ex-
panding regional influence (Peou, 2019). This recip-
rocal loyalty has been evident in Cambodia’s diplo-
matic conduct: its support for the “One China” prin-
ciple, its active involvement in the BRI, and its re-
peated obstruction of ASEAN on statements critical 
of Beijing’s activities in the South China Sea. By 
blocking joint communiqués in 2012 and 2016, Cam-
bodia effectively granted China significant leverage 
within ASEAN’s consensus-based decision-making 
system, undermining the organisation’s ability to 
adopt stronger, law-based positions and advancing 
Beijing’s strategic objective of limiting regional cohe-
sion (Peou, 2019).  

In security terms, China’s growing involvement in 
the redevelopment of Ream Naval Base (2020-2023) 
further strengthened this alignment. Although 
Phnom Penh officially denies granting China military 
access, the upgraded facility far exceeds Cambodia’s 
own maritime needs and aligns with Beijing’s ambi-
tion to extend its naval presence in the Gulf of Thai-
land and the wider Indo-Pacific (Narayanan, 2024). 
Publicly framed as a commercial development, the 
expansion has significantly increased the port’s ca-
pacity and enhanced China’s ability to project power 
into the South China Sea, adding a new layer of com-
plexity to Southeast Asia’s already fragile security en-
vironment (CEIAS, 2025).  

Why has the EU pressure failed to restrain the 
CPP? 
China’s growing political, security, and economic en-
gagement with Cambodia has also systematically neu-
tralized the effectiveness of EU and Western pres-
sure. According to UN Special Rapporteur on the 
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situation of human rights in Cambodia, Vitit 
Muntarbhorn, opposition parties have been system-
atically undermined by elections – both in 2018 and 
again in 2023 – that were neither free nor fair. De-
spite notable social and economic advances, political 
dissidents, environmental and human rights defend-
ers continue to face harassment, arrest, prosecution, 
and detention in clear violation of international hu-
man rights standards (United Nations Human 
Rights, 2025). In this context, Beijing has consistently 
framed external criticism as illegitimate interference 
and has opposed any international scrutiny of Cam-
bodia’s political situation, shielding the country dip-
lomatically at the United Nations and rejecting West-
ern criticism - a stance that has enabled the CPP to 
consolidate power without losing external support.  

The leaders of the two states also pledged to intensify 
military and party-to-party ties and internal security 
cooperation, including countering colour revolu-
tions, demonstrating a convergence in authoritarian 
governance practices (CEIAS, 2025).   

By aligning with China, Cambodia gains a powerful 
counterweight to Vietnam, long perceived as an en-
emy. Chinese military assistance and political backing 
strengthen Cambodia’s security position – ad-
vantages that Western countries are not willing to of-
fer,  especially after the 2018 election and the result-
ing democratic backsliding. Moreover, within 
ASEAN, Beijing’s support also enables Cambodia to 
resist Vietnamese influence in regional decision-mak-
ing, reinforcing Phnom Penh’s ability to defend its 
interests despite its limited capacity (Rim, 2021).  

From an economic point of view, the EU’s sanctions 
had unintended negative consequences: rather than 
incentivising democratic reform, they exacerbated 
the already precarious human and labour rights situ-
ation. The partial withdrawal of EBA preferences re-
duced the incomes of workers in Cambodia’s textile, 
clothing, and footwear sectors and contributed to ris-
ing unemployment, disproportionately harming ordi-
nary Cambodians. Confronted with these socioeco-
nomic pressures, the Cambodian government turned 
even more decisively toward China, seeking in-
creased aid, foreign investment, and economic re-
structuring as strategies to offset the effects of EU 
sanctions and maintain growth (Hao, 2021).  

Looking ahead  
The Cambodia case shows that EU normative power 
projection is limited when confronted with a strategic 
competitor capable of offering unconditional sup-
port. Although the EU sought to reverse democratic 
backsliding through the partial withdrawal of EBA 
preferences, China reshaped Cambodia’s incentives 
by providing alternative economic resources, diplo-
matic protection, and security guarantees. Looking 
ahead, Cambodia is likely to experience continued 
authoritarian entrenchment, growing economic and 
political dependence on China, and deeper alignment 
with Beijing’s regional agenda. If the EU aims to re-
main relevant in Southeast Asia, it must complement 
its normative tools with a more strategic, coordi-
nated, and context-sensitive approach. 
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Secondo la letteratura delle Relazioni Internazionali 
(in sigla RI), tre tipologie di attacchi cyber guidano 
l’azione degli Stati nello spazio cibernetico. Tra que-
sti, gli attacchi di tipo Cyber degradation vengono con-
siderati particolarmente pericolosi per gli ingenti 
danni che sono potenzialmente in grado di arrecare 
alle infrastrutture fisiche di uno Stato (Valeriano & 
Jensen & Maness, 2018, p. 11-13). Inoltre, come ci 
riporta il “The Global Risk Report 2020” del World Eco-
nomic Forum (in sigla WEF), gli attacchi cibernetici 
contro le Infrastrutture critiche (in sigla IC) sono 
considerati tra i rischi più insidiosi a livello mondiale 
(World Economic Forum, 2020, p. 63). Sulla base di 
quanto affermato dalla letteratura RI e dal monito 
fornito dal WEF, gli attacchi di cyber degradation ap-
paiono essere particolarmente utili a fini coercitivi 
nelle lotte di potere fra Stati. L’elevato costo econo-
mico e sociale dovuto a questa tipologia di attacchi 
appare dunque essere un elemento potenzialmente in 
grado di incidere sull’andamento delle lotte di potere 
tra Stati. 

Questa teoria potrebbe trovare conferma nello sce-
nario mediorientale, il quale, oltre ad essere afflitto da 
guerre endemiche, sarebbe stato teatro di alcuni tra 
gli attacchi pubblicamente noti più dibattuti a danno 
del settore delle IC, ovvero quelli di Stuxnet e Sha-
moon. Questi attacchi, i quali avrebbero preso di mira, 
rispettivamente, la centrale nucleare iraniana di Na-
tanz e la compagnia nazionale saudita di idrocarburi 
della Saudi Aramco (in sigla Aramco), non si possono 

analizzare in maniera esaustiva senza prendere in 
esame il quadro geopolitico regionale in cui sono av-
venuti, il quale si contraddistingue per la sua forte in-
stabilità dovuta a una lotta di potere tra attori locali e 
internazionali (Harrison, 2019, p. 1).  

Il primo attacco cibernetico noto contro un IC regio-
nale, considerato tra le poche evidenze empiriche su 
cui sviluppare una teoria della guerra cibernetica 
(Lindsay, 2013, p. 50), sarebbe stato scoperto nel 
2010. L’attacco andrebbe ricondotto all’operazione 
Olympic Games, la quale sarebbe stata organizzata da 
diverse agenzie statunitense e israeliana allo scopo di 
rallentare il programma nucleare iraniano (Lindsay, 
2013, p. 44). La pietra miliare dell’operazione doveva 
essere Stuxnet, un malware di tipo worm - un virus 
informatico con capacità autoreplicante in grado di 
infiltrare altri PC sfruttando le capacità di comunica-
zione della macchina stessa - progettato apposita-
mente per compromettere il corretto funzionamento 
delle centrifughe di Natanz (Van Puyvelde & 
Brandly, 2019, p. 96). Olympic Games non sarebbe 
stata una missione condotta in solitaria, in quanto 
rientrava all’interno di una strategia più ampia, desti-
nata a contenere l’influenza di Teheran nella regione 
attraverso l’implementazione di sanzioni economiche 
e di iniziative diplomatiche da parte statunitense. 
L’insieme di queste iniziative avrebbe avuto il risul-
tato di portare Teheran a firmare, nel 2015, un ac-
cordo internazionale, chiamato Joint Comprehensive 
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Plan of Action, volto ad impedire al regime iraniano di 
portare avanti la costruzione di ordigni atomici. 

Il caso Stuxnet andrebbe quindi inquadrato all’interno 
di una strategia che vada oltre il solo ricorso a mezzi 
digitali allo scopo di conseguire obiettivi di natura po-
litica. L’obiettivo ricercato dagli Stati Uniti sarebbe 
stato quello di costringere l’Iran ad accettare di ridi-
mensionare il proprio programma nucleare, nonché 
le sue aspirazioni politiche regionali, senza ricorrere 
all’uso di operazioni militari convenzionali (Jacobsen, 
2016, p. 11) in un momento in cui Washington era 
militarmente impegnata in Iraq e in Afghanistan. 

L’operazione Olympic Games avrebbe contribuito a 
diffondere l’idea secondo cui staremmo assistendo a 
una rivoluzione del modo in cui si combatteranno i 
conflitti del futuro. Ciononostante, uno studio con-
dotto da Jon R. Lindsay dimostrerebbe che gli effetti 
provocati dall’attacco cibernetico sarebbero stati 
molto più modesti di quanto venga spesso annun-
ciato. Tra gli spunti di maggior interesse, lo studio di-
mostrerebbe come i danni provocati alle centrifughe 
dall’utilizzo di Stuxnet, non sarebbero stati in grado di 
fermare l’arricchimento di uranio della centrale di 
Natanz (Lindsay, 2013, p. 35). Le concessioni che 
portarono l’Iran ad accettare l’accordo del 2015 sa-
rebbero quindi da ricondurre agli strumenti di pres-
sione classici sopramenzionati più che al potenziale 
rivoluzionario dell’arma digitale nel modificare le re-
lazioni di potere tra gli Stati coinvolti (Valeriano & 
Jensen & Maness, 2018, p. 71).  

Uno degli aspetti più significativi di Stuxnet è che esso 
ha fornito un nuovo modello operativo di riferi-
mento, le cui dinamiche sono state assimilate dall’at-
tore colpito per progettare a sua volta attacchi ciber-
netici contro altri avversari regionali. In questa pro-
spettiva, un’operazione digitale ostile progettata per 
danneggiare uno dei principali beni strategici 
dell’Arabia Saudita è risultata particolarmente signifi-
cativa per capire l’evoluzione dei rapporti di forza re-
gionali nel quinto dominio. Innanzitutto, quest’at-
tacco può essere considerato come una risposta 
all’asimmetria tattica evidenziata da Stuxnet. In ag-
giunta, quest’azione digitale ostile ha plausibilmente 
mirato a evidenziare la crescente propensione degli 
attori regionali a sfruttare le infrastrutture digitali per 
cercare di arrecare danni materiali e simbolici agli 

avversari, contenendo al contempo il rischio di oltre-
passare la soglia di un conflitto armato diretto. 

Due anni dopo la scoperta di Stuxnet, un nuovo at-
tacco cibernetico suscitò pertanto molto scalpore 
presso i media internazionali, in quanto prese di mira 
le reti informatiche dell’Aramco. L’Aramco, oltre ad 
essere una delle aziende con il maggior valore di mer-
cato al mondo, ha una valenza geopolitica imprescin-
dibile per il regno della famiglia Saud. L’azienda pro-
duce il 10% della produzione mondiale di greggio, in-
fluenzandone i prezzi mondiali (Buchanan, 2020, p. 
148). Da questi dati, si evince il carattere strategico 
dell’azienda quale strumento di potere politico ed 
economico per il regno saudita. 

Coscienti dell’importanza dell’azienda quale espres-
sione del potere saudita e desiderosi di reagire al so-
stegno offerto da Riyadh a Washington nell’imporre 
sanzioni a danno della Repubblica Islamica, un 
gruppo di hacker, probabilmente affiliato al regime 
iraniano, avrebbe attaccato le reti dell’azienda nel 
mese sacro del Ramadan. L’operazione cibernetica, 
denominata Shamoon, sarebbe da considerare come il 
primo attacco di rilievo condotto da Teheran usando 
mezzi digitali. Shamoon fu in grado di provocare nu-
merose interruzioni alle reti dell’azienda, tra cui la di-
sattivazione di 30.000 computer, ma non avrebbe 
provocato danni permanenti ai sistemi fisici di distri-
buzione e produzione del greggio (Buchanan, 2020, 
p. 149-153).  

Oltre alla dimensione fortemente simbolica dell’at-
tacco, i reali obiettivi perseguiti dai presunti hacker 
iraniani, date le difficoltà legate alla corretta interpre-
tazione delle intenzioni degli attori operanti nel 
quinto dominio (Valeriano, Jensen, Maness, p. 45) 
possono soltanto essere ipotizzati. Se l’obiettivo ri-
cercato da Teheran fosse stato quello di indurre 
l’Arabia Saudita a fare delle concessioni politiche fa-
vorevoli all’Iran nella contesa che vede contrapposti 
i due Stati per il dominio regionale per paura di subire 
attacchi maggiormente distruttivi, l’assenza di segnali 
di apertura da parte di Riyadh nei confronti di Tehe-
ran lascerebbero pensare che l’attacco non abbia pro-
vocato gli effetti coercitivi sperati.  La comparsa di 
altre due versioni di Shamoon nel corso degli anni non 
avrebbe modificato la posizione politica di Riyadh nei 
confronti del rivale persiano, in quanto i rapporti bi-
laterali sarebbero addirittura precipitati.  
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Gli attacchi cibernetici precedentemente esaminati, 
tra i pochi casi di cyber degradation attribuiti ad attori 
statali che siano sufficientemente documentati da 
consentire un’analisi oggettiva, non hanno dimo-
strato quale possa essere il carattere rivoluzionario 
del cyber nelle lotte di potere tra Stati. Come sembre-
rebbe indicare l’operazione Olympic Games, altri stru-
menti di potere, come, ad esempio, iniziative in 
campo economico, militare e diplomatico, sarebbero 
necessarie allo scopo di produrre concessioni nelle 
lotte di potere tra Stati (Valeriano & Jensen & Ma-
ness, 2018, p. 51). Se è vero che gli attacchi cibernetici 
siano in costante aumento, generando costi finanziari 
ed economici particolarmente alti, appare altrettanto 
importante sottolineare come le promesse di attacchi 
cibernetici in grado di cambiare le sorti dei conflitti 
contemporanei, rimangono finora, in assenza di evi-
denze empiriche in grado di dimostrarle, teorie spe-
culative (Libicki, 2009, p. 137). 
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The financial stability of the United Nations (UN) is 
a critical factor in its ability to fulfill its global mission 
of promoting peace, security, and development. As 
an international organization reliant on the contribu-
tions of its member states, the UN faces continuous 
challenges in securing sufficient funding to support 
its diverse operations and programs. This essay ex-
plores the factors influencing the UN’s financial 
health, the challenges it encounters in maintaining 
fiscal stability, and the implications of financial un-
certainty on its effectiveness in addressing global is-
sues, like the current Russian - Ukrainian war. Un-
derstanding the financial dynamics of the UN is es-
sential to appreciating how it sustains its role as a piv-
otal actor in international cooperation. It will be done 
by analyzing the current problems related to the eco-
nomic and financial scarcity of the UN, which often 
cause the so-called UN inactivity.  

The current United Nations budget rules and as-
sessment 
The UN Charter mandates that all member states 
contribute financially to the organization (UN Chart 
Art.17), primarily through assessed contributions to 
the regular and peacekeeping budget. That contribu-
tion is determined by a specific criterion: the amount 
each member must pay annually varies based on their 
relative “capacity to pay.” The UN uses a formula – 
which accounts for the country’s gross national in-
come, population size, and external debt, among 
other factors – to establish the “scale of assessments” 

for the regular budget (UN Committe on Contribu-
tions, 2025).  

In light of the current rules, the maximum assess-
ment rate is 22 per cent, while the minimum assess-
ment rate is 0.001 per cent. The United States’ regular 
budget assessment rate, since 2001, has remained 
22%, while 175 of the 193 member states were each 
responsible for less than 1% of the UN’s regular 
budget in 2025 (BWC, 2025).  

For the UN 2025 budget, under its resolution 79/259 
C of 24 December 2024, the General Assembly re-
solved that the total assessment for 2025 amounted 
to 3.72 billion, and of that amount, 25.0 million was 
to be apportioned in accordance with the scale of as-
sessment for peacekeeping operations for 2025 
(United Nations, 2024). 

On the matter, the difference between the Regular 
budget and the Peacekeeping budget is the following: 
the Regular Budget finances core organizational ac-
tivities the General Assembly approves, including 
those related to economic and social development, 
disarmament projects, and human rights issues, as 
well as the Secretariat, the conferences, and any other 
special political missions. On the other hand, the 
Peacekeeping Budget finances most UN peacekeep-
ing missions and several service centers worldwide 
(UN Department for General Assembly and Confer-
ence Management, 2025). 
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As shown in the chart, the USA is the largest funder 
of the UN. For 2025, it was assessed at the maximum 
rate of 22% for the UN’s regular budget, amounting 
to 820.4 million. China is the second-largest contrib-
utor. For 2025, it was responsible for 20.004% of the 
regular budget, amounting to 679.8 million. Japan is 
the third-largest contributor, with 6.930% of the reg-
ular budget (corresponding to 235.5 million) (Assess-
ment of Member States’ advances to the Working 
Capital Fund, 2025). As highlighted, the first 10 
countries in the list paid more than 70% of the total 
regular budget.  

UN countries in arrears in the payment of their 
financial contributions  
Since a few states have, indirectly, a wide control over 
the UN budget and economics (e.g., the USA, China, 
and Japan cover almost half the total regular budget), 
the UN suffers, de facto, an excessive dependence 
from a small group of States. 

In fact, if one of these countries delays or reduces 
payments, the entire administrative system is com-
pletely affected. In that sense, this serious situation 
can make the entire UN organization financially and 
politically vulnerable (Journal of Banking and Fi-
nance, 2024). Giving evidences on the matter, the US 
government has frequently used the threat or reality 
of withholding funds to influence UN policies. Un-
der the Trump administration, in fact, voluntary con-
tributions to several UN programs were cut sharply, 
including a halt to funding for the UN Relief and 
Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA), 
which relied on the US for about one-third of its 
budget. This caused layoffs and cuts in health, educa-
tion, and food assistance, weakening the agency’s 

work and affecting millions of refugees, while signal-
ing US disapproval and exerting political pressure on 
the UN (CFR Editors, 2025). 

Ad Abundantiam, the lack of resources and, in general, 
scarcity of funding are often used, as they have been 
in the past, as a political lever: powerful nations can 
threaten to withhold payments to influence UN de-
cisions. A concrete example coherent with the state-
ment is the Trump administration’s approach to UN 
funding during its term and its aftermath. The admin-
istration significantly cut contributions to the UN, in-
cluding threats to withhold or greatly reduce funding 
to various UN programs and peacekeeping opera-
tions. In 2025, there were reports of sweeping cuts in 
U.S. contributions that created immense financial 
pressure on the UN, putting the organization at risk 
of a liquidity crisis. These funding threats were con-
sidered a political strategy to influence UN decisions 
and policies, such as backing alternative aid mecha-
nisms outside the UN system in conflict zones like 
Gaza  

In a nutshells, the UN is facing a worsening cash cri-
sis that threatens its ability to carry out vital work 
with a growing shortfall in contributions – $2.4 bil-
lion in unpaid regular budget dues (up from $1.7 bil-
lion the previous year) and $2.7 billion in peacekeep-
ing – the UN has been forced to cut spending, freeze 
hiring, and scale back some services (UN News, 
2025).  

 

As is it possible to see by the UN FS 2025, the largest 
debt are held by the United States with approximately 
$1.5 billion in unpaid assessments, China with 
around $597 million in arrears, and Russia between 
$72 million $123 million (UN Financial Situation, 
2025). 
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A practical case: the lack and scarcity of funding 
of the United Nations in the Ukrainian war 
The approved budget for UN Peacekeeping opera-
tions for the fiscal year 1 July 2024 - 30 June 2025 is 
$5.6 billion (UNGA 5th Committee, 2024) and $5.38 
billion for the 2025-2026 fiscal year. As the prospect 
of a ceasefire in Ukraine grows, United Nations 
Peacekeeping Operations were held up to the light at 
a UN Security Council meeting in March 2025.  

That said, the Trump administration temporarily sus-
pended military aid and intelligence sharing with 
Ukraine in March 2025.  

The lack and scarcity of funding in the United Na-
tions significantly impairs its ability to respond 
promptly and effectively to the humanitarian crisis in 
Ukraine in 2025. Despite the urgent and mounting 
needs of millions of Ukrainians affected by the ongo-
ing conflict and widespread infrastructure destruc-
tion, only a fraction of the necessary funds have been 
received for humanitarian operations. 

In particular, this underfunding situation causes, as 
highlighted by the UN Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), delays and scaling 
back of emergency assistance, since its efforts were 
focused only on the most urgent emergencies due to 
budget constraints (Reach, 2025). Furthermore, be-
cause of the severe underfunding of the 2025 UN 
Humanitarian Response Plan, only about 17 to 25 
percent of the $2.6 billion appeal for Ukraine’s hu-
manitarian needs has been funded so far. This drastic 
shortfall cripples the ability of the UN and its part-
ners to deliver essential aid such as food, medical 
care, shelter, water, sanitation, and protection ser-
vices (UN Meetings Coverage and Press Releases, 
2025). Last but not the least, since there was a possi-
bility to deploy a UN Peacekeeping Operations is im-
portant to underline that, due to cuts in staffing and 
programming we have talked about so far, the agility 
and effectiveness of operations in Ukraine through a 
Peacekeeping operations is even further hampered, 
as the relevant fundings are subjected to the same 
funding problems of the Regular Budget, and in ad-
dition, the availability of the states to provides the 
relevant troops for the purpose (Shamiev, 2025). 

 

 

Conclusion  
The persistent problem of funding scarcity and ar-
rears among United Nations member states seems to 
critically undermines the UN’s ability to respond 
promptly and effectively to the humanitarian crisis 
caused by the war in Ukraine. In that specific case, 
the Ukrainian war against Russia brings into sharp 
focus the serious issue of underfinancing within the 
United Nations, especially regarding peacekeeping 
operations. The conflict underscores that any pro-
spect of a ceasefire and subsequent peacekeeping 
mission would not only require political will, but, also  
substantial resources. In fact, the UN is currently 
faces critical challenges in mobilizing an adequately 
funded and sufficiently robust peacekeeping force ca-
pable of deterring aggression. In turn, the current 
tensions highlight the UN’s financial vulnerability, as 
dependence on funding from a few powerful mem-
ber states limits its ability to act decisively and impar-
tially. Delays or reductions in funding, especially 
amid competing geopolitical interests, risk undermin-
ing peace operations and prolonging conflict. Thus, 
the Ukrainian war not only evidences the geopolitical 
difficulties of peacekeeping in a major power conflict 
but also exposes how underfinancing fundamentally 
weakens the UN’s role as a global peacekeeper, ren-
dering it less effective in fulfilling its mandate for 
maintaining international peace and security.  

That is why the UN Controller, C. Ramanathan, out-
lined a sobering picture of the fragility of the UN’s 
broader liquidity situation as follows. “No money, no 
implementation. There is not enough cash. I cannot 
emphasize enough a massive effort needed on your 
side to somehow take us over that line and deal with 
a problem that’s plagued the UN for the last so many 
years” (United Nations, 2025). 
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Sport, once merely a leisurely pursuit, has evolved 
into a powerful and versatile instrument in interna-
tional diplomacy. What used to be confined to stadi-
ums and scoreboards now plays an increasingly stra-
tegic role in shaping political agendas, fostering eco-
nomic alliances, and nurturing cultural ties among na-
tions (Kas, 2022). In recent decades, this shift has be-
come especially visible on the African continent—
home to an intricate tapestry of cultures, languages, 
and geopolitical challenges (Gopaldas & Alakija, 
2024). Within this context, sport diplomacy has be-
come more than symbolic; it now serves as a critical 
tool for reinforcing national identities, facilitating re-
gional unity, and reshaping how African nations are 
perceived on the world stage (Kas, 2022). 

Morocco has emerged as a prominent figure in this 
evolving landscape. The kingdom has skillfully har-
nessed sport, particularly football, as a form of soft 
power—a way to strengthen its continental leader-
ship and improve its standing in the global arena 
(The Guardian, 2024). Its joint bid with Spain and 
Portugal to co-host the 2030 edition of the FIFA 
World Cup, along with its commitment to organizing 
the 2025 Africa Cup of Nations (AFCON), reflects a 
deliberate strategy that goes far beyond athletics (The 
Guardian, 2024; Eastern Economy, 2024). When 
coupled with substantial investments in domestic in-
frastructure, Morocco's efforts underscore how foot-
ball has been transformed into a potent political and 
diplomatic instrument in the country’s foreign policy 
arsenal.This transformation illustrates a larger trend 
across the continent: sport in Africa is no longer 

merely about competition or entertainment. It has 
become a complex playing field for international di-
plomacy, where nations strive to redefine their roles 
in the global order (Kas, 2022). Through football’s 
unifying appeal and communicative power, countries 
are building bridges, negotiating influence, and con-
structing new identities on a continental and interna-
tional scale (Gopaldas & Alakija, 2024). 

Morocco’s regional ambitions through football  
In pursuit of its broader diplomatic goals, Morocco 
has entered into a significant number of partnerships 
with other African countries—many of which now 
play international matches in Moroccan stadiums. 
These collaborations are not just about sport; they 
are emblematic of a deeper diplomatic shift, espe-
cially in light of Morocco’s return to the African Un-
ion (AU) in 2017 after a 32-year absence (Kas, 2022). 
These agreements serve to reconnect Morocco with 
various African nations, including English-speaking 
countries with which historical and linguistic barriers 
once limited engagement (Gopaldas & Alakija, 2024). 
In 2015, Morocco took its commitment a step fur-
ther by establishing construction partnerships with 
Rwanda and Tanzania to help develop new stadiums 
(Gopaldas & Alakija, 2024). Such initiatives extend 
beyond sports infrastructure. They represent an ex-
change of expertise, economic support, and political 
goodwill. The funds and technical benefits generated 
from these collaborations are often redirected toward 
improving Morocco’s own infrastructure, ensuring 
mutual benefit and long-term returns (Eastern 
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Economy, 2024). At the heart of these efforts is the 
Royal Moroccan Football Association (FRMF), 
known in French as the Fédération Royale Maro-
caine de Football. The FRMF has inked agreements 
with 44 national football associations, primarily in 
sub-Saharan Africa (Eastern Economy, 2024). These 
partnerships encompass a wide range of activities: 
from developing sports infrastructure and organizing 
friendly matches, to hosting training camps for refer-
ees and national teams. By investing time, money, 
and resources into these areas, Morocco is staking its 
claim as a regional hub for African football (Gopal-
das & Alakija, 2024). While the undertaking is un-
doubtedly complex, Morocco views it as a strategic 
challenge—one that, if managed effectively, can sig-
nificantly elevate its stature in the realm of sport di-
plomacy (Gopaldas & Alakija, 2024). 
Looking ahead, Morocco is preparing to host two 
landmark events: the 2025 AFCON and the 2030 
FIFA World Cup, the latter in collaboration with 
Spain and Portugal (The Guardian, 2024). These 
tournaments present logistical and infrastructural 
challenges of immense scale. The country must mod-
ernize and expand critical transportation networks—
including roads, ports, and airports—while also in-
vesting in the hospitality and tourism sectors (East-
ern Economy, 2024). Yet with these challenges come 
substantial opportunities. The tripartite cooperation 
with Spain and Portugal offers a chance to deepen 
political and economic ties with key European part-
ners, positioning Morocco not only as a gateway to 
Africa but also as a bridge between continents (The 
Guardian, 2024). 
As Morocco gears up for these events, particular at-
tention has turned to the costs and methods of sta-
dium construction. Talks have surfaced around po-
tential Chinese involvement—a reflection of Mo-
rocco’s broader geopolitical ambitions and efforts to 
modernize rapidly (Eastern Economy, 2024). This 
strategy aligns with the country’s desire to project a 
more influential image on the international stage, es-
pecially following the unexpected success of its men's 
national team at the Qatar 2022 World Cup, which 
dramatically boosted national pride and international 
attention (El Morchid, 2025). Yet, as Morocco draws 
inspiration from Qatar's precedent, similar concerns 
are beginning to surface. Chief among them is the 
treatment of workers involved in constructing the 
necessary infrastructure. Morocco is a known transit 

point for migrants from sub-Saharan Africa, and 
there is growing concern that some may end up in 
unregulated or unsafe working conditions (The 
Guardian, 2024). The fear of exploitative labor prac-
tices—particularly involving undocumented mi-
grants—has prompted criticism, especially with high-
profile international events on the horizon. These 
concerns echo the controversies surrounding labor 
rights that marred the 2022 World Cup in Qatar (PA 
Training, 2023). 
In parallel, Morocco must also navigate long-stand-
ing geopolitical tensions, most notably the unre-
solved issue of Western Sahara (Kas, 2022). 

Opportunities, challenges and ethical dilemmas 
The organization of both the 2025 Africa Cup of Na-
tions and the 2030 FIFA World Cup represents a tre-
mendous opportunity for Morocco—economically, 
diplomatically, and culturally. These global events are 
set to attract significant foreign investment, create 
jobs, and accelerate infrastructure development 
across key sectors, particularly in transportation and 
hospitality (Eastern Economy, 2024). For Morocco, 
this isn’t merely about sport—it’s about branding it-
self as a rising African power and a reliable interna-
tional partner (Gopaldas & Alakija, 2024). 

Moreover, sport has become a powerful soft power 
tool for the country. Through football, Morocco is 
able to forge cultural and diplomatic ties, while rein-
forcing its position as a regional leader (Gopaldas & 
Alakija, 2024). This dual purpose—leveraging sport 
for both national pride and international influence—
underscores the sophistication of Morocco’s strat-
egy. 

However, these benefits are accompanied by a host 
of complex challenges. Concerns over the use of mi-
grant labor, especially undocumented workers, con-
tinue to attract scrutiny. Reports of inadequate work-
ing conditions and the absence of clear labor protec-
tions have led some to draw parallels with the con-
troversies in Qatar (PA Training, 2023). These are 
not peripheral issues—they cut to the heart of ethical 
governance and international accountability. 

Simultaneously, the question of Western Sahara re-
mains unresolved and contentious. Critics have ac-
cused Morocco of engaging in “sportswashing”—us-
ing major sporting events to deflect attention from 
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internal political disputes and human rights concerns 
(Saunders, 2023; Kas, 2022). A vivid example came 
during the match between RS Berkane and USM Al-
ger, which was suspended after the Moroccan team 
appeared wearing shirts that included Western Sahara 
in the map of Morocco. This act violated FIFA’s 
guidelines on political neutrality in sport and reig-
nited diplomatic tensions (AP News, 2025). 

In essence, Morocco’s ambitious sports diplomacy 
campaign walks a fine line between opportunity and 
controversy. While it has succeeded in elevating the 
country’s profile, it has also exposed unresolved in-
ternal and external tensions.  

Balancing power and responsibility in sports di-
plomacy  
Morocco’s sports diplomacy is part of a larger, well-
orchestrated plan to expand its influence across Af-
rica and beyond. By hosting major international foot-
ball events, the country seeks to boost its visibility, 
attract investment, and assert itself as a central player 
in both regional and global affairs (Gopaldas & Ala-
kija, 2024). 

However, this strategy is not without its complica-
tions. While football offers unparalleled opportuni-
ties for unity and development, it also highlights 
pressing questions about labor practices, transpar-
ency, and the ethics of soft power. The true test for 
Morocco will be whether it can pursue its geopolitical 
ambitions responsibly—ensuring that sport becomes 
a genuine tool for cooperation, inclusion, and pro-
gress, rather than a glossy façade for unresolved do-
mestic issues (Kas, 2022; PA Training, 2023).  
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