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A recent story broken by the prestigious Financial 
Times has created jitters in the military brass of 
many western democracies.  While it was commonly 

known that China was making significant advances in its 
space technology, with a strong military component, the fact 
that they would actually demonstrate a capacity so soon has 
surprised many military analysts.

Riding the Long March rocket, a space vehicle re-entered the 
atmosphere and glided to its designated target at hypersonic 
speeds. The fear, all too real, is that this will give China the 
capability to strike targets globally while deftly avoiding 
all ballistic missile early warning and their connected anti-
ballistic missile (ABM) systems, rendering arch-rivals in 
North America, Europe and Asia open to a devastating first 
strike.

Labelled as the ‘Fractional Orbital Bombardment System’ of 
FOBS, the missile has the capability to ride piggyback on an 
existing space workhorse like the Long March, orbit at will 
around the globe, and when ordered, re-enter the Earth’s 
atmosphere and silently gliding at very low altitude, like a 
highly manoeuvrable cruise missile, strike its unwary target. 

Chinese officials have tried to play down the results of the 
test calling it normal testing of a reusable vehicle, something 
all missile powers, including India, do as a matter of routine.

LEGACY OF THE COLD WAR

As a concept, there is nothing new in FOBS. The hit 2000 
movie ‘Space Cowboys’ featuring a galaxy of Hollywood 
stars, including Clint Eastwood, borrowed heavily from the 
idea. It featured a dying Soviet satellite threatening to fall 
back into Earth.

Nothing unusual as this happens all the time with space 
junk; the only difference, in this case, being that the no-

longer existent USSR had mounted nuclear weapons on this 
orbiting platform! Despite all the noise about keeping the 

space free from militarisation during the Cold War, both 
superpowers experimented with spaceborne weapons. 
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ARMS RACE IN THE 
OFFING?
A low-key technological demonstration conducted by China has caught 
global imagination as the next generation wonder weapon, threatening to 
unbalance the existing nuclear deterrence.
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HOW IT WORKS: INTERCONTINENTAL
BALLISTIC MISSILE

Missiles are self-guided munitions that travel through the air or outer space to their tar-
gets. A ballistic missile travels along a suborbital trajectory. An intercontinental ballistic 

missile can travel a substantial distance around the Earth to its target.

Major General Ajay Sah, SM, VSM 
(Retired) is the Chief Information Officer at 
Synergia Foundation.



In a 2005 article, the influential Air Force Magazine had 
claimed that the USSR actually placed an operational system 
into orbit. Comprising of a missile armed with a nuclear 
war-head mounted on an orbital vehicle, it was designed to 
be launched in space and blindside the extensive American 
Distant Early Warning (DEW) system and the Ballistic 
Missile Early Warning System (BMEWS), guarding the most 
threatened northern Arctic approach by traversing over the 
South Pole!

The USSR was trying to reduce the 30 minutes advance 
notice that DEW and BMEWS afforded to the U.S. to launch 
a massive retaliatory strike, thus ensuring a decapacitating 
first strike. This was a clear intention to render the deterrent 
of Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD) inconsequential. 

Unlike a conventional missile which is easily tracked as 
soon as it is launched and streaks up into the atmosphere 
with its fiery tail, an autonomous vehicle launched from 
space into a lower orbital plane with a relatively flatter 
trajectory would be lost in the ground clutter and remain 
almost invisible till the last moment. The aim was to reduce 
the warning time to under 10 mins.

After their Sputnik success, the Soviets were greatly 
motivated to work on such a project and came up with 
the SS-9 missile with a 1500 kg re-entry vehicle with a 2-3 
megaton tip.  It is claimed by the Americans that the system 
was deployed in 1968.

However, further progress was halted by the rising cost 
of such an ambitious project and the international scrutiny 
brought on by the signing of the 1963 UN resolution 1884 
(XVIII), “calling upon States to refrain from placing in orbit 
around the earth any objects carrying nuclear weapons or 
any other kinds of weapons of mass destruction or from 
installing such weapons on celestial bodies”.

The 1967 Outer Space Treaty was even more explicit, 
banning countries from placing in Earth’s orbit “any objects 
carrying nuclear weapons or any other kinds of weapons of 
mass destruction, install such weapons on celestial bodies, 
or station such weapons in outer space in any other manner”.

To get around the various articles of the Treaty, Kremlin 
called the system “Fractional Orbital Bombardment System” 
or FOBS. It was claimed that since the guided platform 
would never complete a complete orbit, it would not breach 
the Treaty. Reportedly, USSR operationalised some 18 FOBS 
silos under the 98th Missile Brigade.

Technology finally overtook FOBS. Both sides developed 
advanced undersea vessels powered by miniaturised 
reactors and capable of launching nuclear-tipped ICBMs 
while stealthily crouching in ocean depths, beyond the reach 
of most known surveillance devices.

THE CHINESE ANGLE

In the absence of any hard facts or verifiable observations, 
much of what is being circulated about Chinese FOBS is little 
more than speculations and hearsay.  Some analysts go so 

far as to say that it is part of the larger influence operations 
being orchestrated by the West to paint the Chinese as a 
true fire-breathing monster, hellbent on achieving global 
hegemony through military domination.

The Americans, on their part, are reviewing many 
defence-related treaties and legislations and need 
justifications to convince the American public. It may be 
recollected that the U.S. missile defence policy underwent 
an exhaustive review in June, and as recently as September, 
the Nuclear Posture was under review.

Notwithstanding the politics involved, there is no 
denying the Chinese efforts at gaining a technological edge 
over arch-rival U.S., especially in the military sphere. This is 
something the Chinese have been working towards for more 
than three decades, expending a huge amount of national 
treasure to amass technological know-how and expertise in 
all domains. 

That these comprehensive labours have now started to 
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bear fruit is something that has not escaped the notice of the 
United States, which is in no mood to surrender or share its 
primacy in military technology and hard power. 

The Reagan era ‘Star Wars’ space-based 
missile defence was triggered by the 
growing size of the Chinese nuclear arsenal 
that could ‘swarm’ American anti-ballistic 
missile defences. 

The Chinese probably took a cue from this technology, 
which had the potential to make their entire nuclear armoury 
obsolete. There are many Chinese nationalists, especially 
at the top echelons, who genuinely believe that the U.S. is 
working towards technology that can ultimately render 
their ballistic missile-based nuclear deterrent useless.

The flip flop pronouncements of American Presidents, 
from President George W Bush onwards, on securing 
America from missile attacks of all kinds further reinforce 
their fears. The worldwide web is full of analysis and debates 
as to what exactly transpired over the South China Seas 
where the Chinese experiment is supposed to have taken 
place. 

While some experts call it air-to-air missile shooting a 
way through for trailing hypersonic missiles, others term it 
as a terminal weapon designed to take on targets on land 
and sea. If an actual missile launch took place from an 
orbital platform that re-entered Earth’s atmosphere, then it 
is clear that the Chinese are far ahead of the U.S. and Russia 
in this field. 

Apparently, what the Chinese are developing is a 
hypersonic glide vehicle (HGV) that can be launched into 
orbit strapped to a conventional rocket. Once in orbit, it 
can be programmed to re-enter on command to destroy the 
designated target through its kinetic energy. The Chinese 
have reportedly gone a step further by fitting nuclear 
warheads/ nuclear-tipped missiles onto the HGV, making 
them strategic weapons of singular significance. 

The Chinese outrightly dismissed these claims.  Their 
embassy in the U.S. issued a statement denying that they 
were triggering any arms race. On the contrary, said the 
statement, “The U.S. has in recent years been fabricating 
excuses like ‘the China threat’ to justify its arms expansion 
and development of hypersonic weapons.” 

As regards India, it has no matching reply to this Chinese 
capacity once it matures into an operational weapons 
system. The Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) 
has been experimenting with the Reusable Launch Vehicle 
Technology Demonstrator (RLV-TD) since 2016. Whether 
this technology can be used for orbital weapons platforms 
is still not clear.

Therefore, India will have to beef up its ballistic missile 
early warning system and preferably take it up to space for 
a shorter response time. Retaliation from its own nuclear 

missile-based deterrent comprising of long-range aircraft, 
nuclear submarines and land-based mobile platforms would 
be the only option available to Indian Strategic Forces 
Command.

Assessment

What makes this system especially deadly is that it can 
mount a nuclear warhead as also powerful conventional 
ones.  Combining the flexibility provided by an orbital 
space vehicle with the accuracy and stealth of a hypersonic 
glider that is hard to detect, the system has the potential 
to change existing nuclear parity paradigms. It has already 
sent the western military-industrial complex into a 
huddle, and we shall not have to wait too long before the 
West unveils its counter.

Another matter of concern is that the Chinese 
technological capacity has now reached a stage when it 
can showcase cutting-edge weapons systems that have no 
match in the western camp.  The long-expected Chinese 
race to reach scientific parity with its western rivals 
appears to be near its finishing point.  This is bound to 
provoke a matching response by its rivals, leading to a 
renewed arms race. Countries like India struggling with 
an already burgeoning defence burden will be caught in 
the horns of a dilemma, unwilling to ignore it but unable 
to match it.

That the various UN Conventions are being bypassed is 
something that must worry the larger global community.  
Rather than remaining mute spectators, there must be 
a consensus for making space-bound activities totally 
transparent through prior notifications and ensuring a 
well-regulated Space Traffic Management system.

CHINA TRIALS ‘FRACTIONAL ORBITAL BOMBARDMENT
SYSTEM’

Trajectory of an intercontinental ballistic missile...

Defence system designed
to detect ICBMs

...Compared to the hypersonic glide vehicle

Launch
site

1,200km

Launch
site

Hypersonic glide vehicle
launched via rocket into orbit
avoiding US missile interceptors,
which are based in Alaska.

Travels at around Mach 5 along a low
trajectory with the ability to maneuver
in flight, making it harder to detect
than a ballistic missile.

Has potential to carry a
nuclear warhead.

Source: FT research SYNERGIA FOUNDATION
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Portending a highly immersive digital future, the term 
‘metaverse’ has become the new buzzword among 
tech aficionados. It is touted to be the next iteration 

in the history of the internet, as social media giant Facebook 
rebrands itself as ‘Meta’. With the ability to support real-
time experiences, the concept is compared to a 3D virtual 
environment, where users can work, play, transact and 
interact with each other. 

Although Facebook has helped to bring the idea into 
popular consciousness, it is not the only tech conglomerate 
to invest in the metaverse. Other companies like Microsoft, 
Nike, Tencent, Snap, Nvidia, Epic Games and Roblox have 
also been exploring opportunities in this field, perhaps 
with little less fanfare. For instance, Microsoft is currently 
developing mixed and extended reality (XR) applications 
with its Mesh platform, which will combine the real world 
with augmented and virtual realities. Similarly, companies 
like Roblox Corporation, Epic Games and MOBOX have 
incorporated metaverse-like elements within their gaming 
universe.   

It is no surprise, therefore, that the global metaverse 
market is projected to expand by leaps and bounds in 
the coming years. According to Emergen Research - a 
research and consulting firm, it may register a compound 
annual growth rate of 43.3% by 2028. If this really occurs, 
the quantum of economic activities in the virtual world 
will only increase, providing a veritable opportunity for 
decentralised digital assets like non-fungible tokens (NFTs) 
and cryptocurrencies to flourish.

EVOLVING DIMENSIONS

Coined in 1992, the term metaverse traces its roots to a 
dystopian science fiction novel called Snow Crash. Authored 
by Neal Stephenson, the book had envisioned it as a shared 
and connected universe, where people use digital avatars to 

explore an online world and interact with each other. Since 
then, a number of small metaverses have been developed, 
mostly by the video game industry.A case in point is 
‘EverQuest’, an online role-playing game launched in 1999, 
which allows players to navigate a 3D fantasy-themed world, 
embarking on quests and socialising with each other. 

Other games like Second Life by Linden Lab and World 
of Warcraft by Blizzard Entertainment have also involved 
the use of digital avatars. Today, however, the concept 
has expanded to encompass a superset of virtual and 
augmented realities, replete with their own infrastructure 
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A CRYPTO-POWERED 
METAVERSE?
As the concept of metaverse gains popularity, economic activities 
will expand beyond the real world, with critical implications for the 
cryptocurrency market.
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Source: Building the Metaverse Jon Radoff SYNERGIA FOUNDATION
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and applications. It is not just restricted to the gaming 
realm. As articulated by Matthew Ball – a venture capitalist, 
the metaverse will be “an experience that spans both the 
digital and physical worlds, private and public networks/
experiences, and open and closed platforms”. It will offer an 
“unprecedented interoperability” of data and digital assets, 
with a “fully functioning economy” that permits “individuals 
and businesses to create, own, invest, sell, and be rewarded 
for an incredibly wide range of work”. Naturally, this would 
entail new ways of earning money, monetising products and 
securing assets. In this context, blockchain technologies 
like NFTs and crypto are expected to form the backbone of 
modern-day metaverses.

LEVERAGING BLOCKCHAIN

Once the metaverse is fully developed and 
operationalised, there is little dispute that it will generate 
huge amounts of data. Every person who enters this parallel 
world will constitute one data file each, requiring significant 
processing capabilities. More importantly, such information 
will need to be stored in secure platforms, especially if 
they pertain to the financial transactions of individuals 
and companies. In this context, blockchain technologies 
that emphasise decentralised finance and governance 
are perceived to be the safest available option. Given that 
the power to approve and validate transactions on the 
metaverse will rest with every participant in the network, 
they are considered to be more reliable. All activities like the 
creation of virtual spaces by users, transfer of ownership in 
digital assets and conduct of financial transactions can be 
cryptographically recorded on this blockchain. It can also 
ensure an open and interoperable network, wherein virtual 
assets are exchanged and stored via a verifiable ledger. As a 
result, the use of cryptocurrencies and NFTs are expected to 
register a spike over the coming years.

The latter, in particular, allows creative works to be 
monetised in a virtual environment by providing blockchain-

based certificates of authentication for digital objects. In 
other words, it provides proof of ownership for goods in the 
metaverse, including art, land, clothes, food, in-game items 
or other products. Indeed, NFTs are already transforming 
the gaming industry by allowing people to own and profit 
from the items they earn in the game.

VIRTUAL TENDER FOR A VIRTUAL WORLD?

Cryptocurrencies represent a potential medium of 
exchange in the metaverse.

In an ecosystem that is entirely virtual, the 
opportunities for making crypto pay-ments 
are self-evident.

By leveraging blockchain technologies, they can facilitate 
a tender system that is secure, transparent and traceable.
In fact, existing metaverses already use cryptocurrency 
as a form of payment. For instance, ‘Decentraland’ - a 
virtual reality platform, has its own currency called MANA. 
Similarly, crypto-gaming pioneer Axie Infinity has a native 
token called the Axie Infinity Shard (AXS). Most of these 
cryptocurrencies are tied to the Ethereum blockchain in 
one way or the other. Against this backdrop, it is hardly 
surprising that the metaverse cryptocurrency market has 
rallied significantly in the wake of Facebook’s decision to 
remodel itself as ‘Meta’.

Speculations are rife that ‘Diem’ - a blockchain-based 
stablecoin project being pursued by Facebook, may eventually 
be used to power its metaverse. However, the company has 
not clarified whether its idea of a metaverse will relate to 
blockchain technology at all. According to sceptics, the tech 
conglomerate might seek to implement a centralised and 
hierarchical control over virtual spaces, which runs contrary 
to the core idea of blockchain metaverses. If this is indeed 
the case, then Facebook’s name change will be viewed 
as nothing more than a cosmetic exercise, which seeks to 
extend centralised models of governance to the evolving 
concept of the metaverse.

Assessment

Metaverses offer a critical opportunity for blockchain 
technologies like NFTs and crypto to move to the 
mainstream. Investors in these assets, however, will have 
to be careful as prices remain volatile. Only time will tell 
if the risks inherent in metaverse-inspired tokens are 
justified by the rewards earned.

Metaverses may prove to be the new battleground between 
companies that push for decentralised finance and those 
that advocate for more centralised forms of governance. 
In this regard, the position adopted by Facebook will be 
closely watched by relevant stakeholders. 

Given the increasing potential for digital currencies in a 
metaverse, it remains to be seen if governments extend 
Central Bank Digital Currencies (CBDCs) to economic 
transactions beyond the real world.

5A CRYPTO-POWERED METAVERSE?

Paul Twomey is a distinguished fellow at Centre for 
International Governance Innovation. He is a founding 
figure and former CEO of the Internet Corporation for 
Assigned Names and Numbers. He also co-founded Stash, 
a datacentric security and data management company.

“While blockchain tokens and cryptocurrencies will 
continue to proliferate, the effort to tie the remerging 

Metaverse to a token-only based economy will only 
slow down its adoption and ease of regulatory future. 
Since King Croesus in the 6th century BC, princes have 
recognised the importance of control of the currency. 
The Metaverse is not going to change this principle of 
statecraft. Both will need to adapt to each other, but I 
suspect the point of equilibrium will be closer to the 
prince than to the cryptocurrency entrepreneurs.

“

EXPERT



Pindar Wong  is the Chairman of VeriFi (Hong Kong) 
Ltd. He is an Internet pioneer, who co-founded the first 
licensed Internet Service Provider in Hong Kong in 1993. 
He has shared his exclusive insights on metaverses and 
decentralised finance with the Synergia Foundation.

With metaverses blurring the line between real and 
virtual economies, will non-fungible tokens (NFTs) and 
cryptocurrencies move to the mainstream?

Any technical adoption lifecycle takes time and I am of the 
view that with both NFTs and cryptocurrencies, we are at 
still at the beginning of the ‘early adopter’ stage. From my 
perspective, the metaverse is not a specific technology per se, 
rather a more purposeful integration of several technologies 
-- among them is the distributed ledger technology behind 
NFTs and cryptocurrencies, but also others like Artificial 
Intelligence (AI). What I think will drive these two 
technologies to become more mainstream is ‘inflation’ in 
the traditional fiat-based economic systems that we have.  
Consumers will try to protect their purchasing power and 
will have strong motivation to explore different digital asset 
classes. I think it is a challenge for traditional central banks 
to navigate the decentralized world that is quickly evolving.

Given that decentralised finance comes with its own risks 
and challenges, how can a blockchain-based metaverse 
be effectively regulated?

This is a fundamental and important question and I’m not 
sure that we yet know how to frame and parameterize the new 
challenges in decentralized finance, yet alone the metaverse. 
When a complex digital economic network has no point of 
centralized control - we may have to consider self-limiting, 
self-regulating stewardship models of governance, rather 
than traditional regulatory models where there are hard 
rules of law and enforcement. Whilst we may all prefer ‘law 
and order’, laws have borders -- so borderless governance, 
such as with Internet Governance, has proven to pose a 
regulatory challenge.  The metaverse, with decentralized 
finance, just adds to the complexity and policy confusion. 
Indeed, I often feel like we are compounding new problems 
at a faster rate than we are able to solve them. Something 
is going to give or we may need a policy paradigm shift - 
a completely different mindset and ways of thinking about 
what regulatory ‘success’ and ‘failure’ might look like. Let’s 
take the virtual currencies that might power these virtual 
economies, we currently see them as cryptocurrencies but 
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that is not a given. So the regulation of cryptocurrencies 
might be a useful way to draw parallels for the coming 
regulatory challenges in the metaverse. Somehow we have 
to challenge our thinking so that we can get ahead of the 
curve. Indeed the regulation of cryptocurrencies, with their 
censorship resistant networks like bitcoin, has been one of 
the main areas of policy focus for the Blockchain Governance 
Innovation Network (BGIN). BGIN has had several meetings 
around the world, including India. The last one, BLOCK 
#4, was focused on Africa given their encouraging digital 
demographics. Whilst it is an ongoing techno-regulatory 
discussion, my sense is that the notion of regulation itself 
might be the wrong mindset with which to reason about the 
new challenges when digital value can move globally and 
virtually by machines who transact with other machines. Not 
only do we have new economic actors, AI’s and algorithms, 
but new ways of interacting - all at the speed of light. So we 
may need to shift our thinking to when there’s ‘a wallet in 
every device’ and human-to-human transactions are in the 
minority. In short, how we evolve these complex adaptive 
networks is going to require our best and brightest thinkers 
and doers to manage consumer protection and policy 
expectations. I should say that I do worry that in a digital 
world, digital fools and their money are instantly parted. 
So the sooner we abandon linear thinking in an exponential 
world, the sooner we’ll be able to find meaningful answers to 
these kinds of questions.
Is Facebook attempting to coalesce its metaverse around 
the Diem stablecoin?
 
While Central Bank Digital Currencies might also play a 
role (CBDCs) in any meta-economy, I guess it makes sense 
for Facebook to try to have their virtual currency become 
the de-facto standard i.e. medium of virtual exchange, and 
perhaps the digital reserve currency in their metaverse, 
but I really don’t know. It makes sense but this is just a 
speculation. What I do know is that there’s competition in 
money, 14,899 cryptocurrencies and counting with emerging 
CBDCs (Central Bank Digital Currencies) and brings all 
sorts of interesting interaction and surprises. Currently 
we’re beginning to see the full spectrum of regulatory 
responses to cryptocurrencies, ranging from outright ban 
(India, to outright acceptance (El Salvador). This scene all 
looks very familiar to those of us around during the early 
days of the commercialisation of the Internet - i.e. from ‘the 
Internet should be banned’, to ‘we should keep the good 
bits of the Internet and not the bad’, to ‘anything goes’ etc.  
My concern, however, is that we’re past the ‘Peak Internet’ 
and that private metaverses, using global platforms like 
Facebook, will try to dominate further. That’s why I’ve 
encouraged others to consider developing open protocols 
and technical standards so that there is a level playing field in 
the metaverse, so that we don’t replicate the same mistakes 
of economic concentration and surveillance capitalism. 
Here, I think South Korea, with their Metaverse Alliance, has 
made some very early headway -- minimally they’ve gotten 
organised!

A PARADIGM SHIFT?
It is critical to develop open protocols and technical standards that 
ensure a level playing field in the metaverse.
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As the electronics and auto industries continue to reel 
from chip shortages, governments are scrambling to 
increase their domestic capacities in semiconductor 

manufacturing. The issue has acquired a ‘national security’ 
connotation, with chips forming an integral part of critical 
infrastructure like military hardware, spacecraft, computers, 
cell-phones and other electronic equipment.In addition to 
this, the disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic 
have served as a grim reminder about the near-singular 
dependence on Taiwan, which manufactures more than 
two-thirds of the advanced computing chips in the world. 

In a bid to diversify the supply chain and reduce chip imports, 
countries like the U.S., China, Japan, South Korea, India, 
and the EU have sought to incentivise the construction of 
foundries within their national territories. Consequently, 
they are offering lavish subsidies, tax breaks and other 
perks to semiconductors manufacturers. While this wave of 
industrial nationalism may secure domestic capacities, such 
a move threatens to trigger a ‘subsidy war’ that, in the long 
term, will hinder global competitiveness and increase the 
burden on taxpayers.

SHIFTING ECONOMIC MODELS

Even the wealthy West, for long a champion of ‘free 
market-led innovation’, has succumbed to the lure of 
creating safe in-house fab manufacturing, irrespective of the 
cost enhancements.

Faced with the spectre of a techno-
logically superior China, the U.S. and its 
European allies are putting a myriad of 
subsidies on offer to bolster domestic chip 
manufacturing.

Moreover, the experiences of successful chip manu-
facturers like Taiwan, South Korea and Singapore have 
served to highlight the benefit of government subsidies. For 
instance, in Taiwan, when a semiconductor company opens 
a factory, the government covers almost half of the land and 
construction costs. Even 25 per cent of the equipment costs 
are defrayed.

Such proactive policies and sustained public support 
have allowed companies like the Taiwan Semiconductor 
Manufacturing Company (TSMC) to emerge as an 
unparalleled leader in the global semiconductor industry, 
garnering more than 50 per cent of the global market. 

R E S E A R C H  T E A M
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A ‘SUBSIDY
WAR’? 
As governments compete to attract semiconductor fabs to their shores, 
will state subsidies in chip manufacturing emerge as the new arena for 
geostrategic rivalry?
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Similarly, South Korea and Singapore have also poured 
in hundreds of billions of dollars to beef up production 
capacity. 

HEATING UP THE COMPETITION

The existing chip makers are being flooded with 
lucrative offers that are hard to ignore.  For example, the 
EU is planning to ease restrictions on state aid which would 
allow governments to subsidise cutting-edge chip plants in 
Europe. It also aims to employ a part of its existing digital 
funds (around $175 billion) to finance investments and 
double its share in the chip market by 2030. In this regard, it 
is expected to legislate a European ‘Chips Act’ by the second 
quarter of 2022.

The U.S. is not far behind. The Senate has already 
passed bipartisan legislation to funnel $52.7 billion into chip 
manufacturing and research. Known as the U.S. Innovation 
and Competition Act (USICA), the bill includes tax credits 
for companies that set up shop locally, as well as federal 
financial support to match separate state-level incentives. 
If approved by the U.S. Congress, this funding could 
potentially facilitate the establishment of 7-10 new chip 
factories in the country.  

Meanwhile, China has already set up an investment fund 
to achieve self-reliance in the integrated circuit industry. It 
is estimated to have invested more than $39 billion to date. 
It has not only funded the construction of 52 fabrication 
facilities but also waived import duty on semiconductor 
machinery and raw materials. Even India, which has a 
limited chip-manufacturing infrastructure, has initiated 
new subsidy programmes to attract foundries to its shores. 

Most recently, Prime Minister Narendra Modi announced 
that the government is “preparing a package of incentives” 
to become a key manufacturer of semiconductors. 

In fact, it has already promised cash incentives of more 
than $1 billion to set up chip fabrication units. Given this 
reality, the semiconductor industry appears poised to 
undergo a substantive government-backed restructuring, 
where chip fabrication is no longer outsourced to countries 
in East and South-East Asia. However, there are concerns 
that such subsidies may translate to a bidding war between 
major powers, with adverse long-term consequences.

A RACE TO THE BOTTOM?

As governments compete to attract fabs, the tab will have 
to be picked up by the taxpayers. The subsidised amount 
could well have been used towards other social welfare 
schemes. In this context, experts like the EU Competition 
Commissioner Margrethe Vestager have tried to bring this 
to the notice of governments, warning them that a mad race 
for subsidies “leaves everyone poorer off”.

Moreover, there are fears that countries may be 
overinvesting in chip building capacity, leading to a glut 
in the market. If the supply begins to exceed demand, 
prices can plummet and wipe out huge swathes of the 
semiconductor industry, like the 1980s crash that had shut 
down chip factories across the world. 

Recognising this, officials from the U.S. and EU had 
convened in Pittsburgh for the inaugural meeting of the 
Trade and Technology Council in September 2021. As per 
reports, they had discussed the problem of addressing 
chip shortages without engaging in a subsidy race. In 
fact, the meeting in its concluding statement had advised 
“avoiding a subsidy race and the risk of crowding out private 
investments that would themselves contribute to our 
security and resilience.”

8A ‘SUBSIDY WAR’?

Sir David Omand, GCB,  is a Visiting Professor at the 
Department of War Studies in King’s College, London. 

“The demand for semiconductors will keep growing as 
the public insists on smart technology, not least in all 

their new vehicles. The trend to home-working during 
the pandemic has also recently fuelled demand for home 
devices, whilst Covid-19 itself has disrupted global supply 
chains, worsening the impact of the serious chip shortage 
on industry and the consumer. Building more chip plants 
is an obvious answer but these are very expensive and 
slow to construct. So calls for State subsidies to kick 
start supply expansion are understandable (such as the 
American CHIPS Act before Congress and the EU Chips 
Act proposal). This is fine, if it is really necessary as pump 
priming but over-dependence on State direction, driven 
by concerns for security to prevent greater dependence 
on China, will risk slowing the innovation that is best 
stimulated by commercial competition. In the long run, 
global market diversity of production makes supply chains 
more robust and increases resilience to the unexpected.

“

EXPERT

Source: Boston Consulting Group, Semiconductor Industry Association SYNERGIA FOUNDATION

CHIP PRODUCTION SHIFTS AWAY
FROM TRADITIONAL STRONGHOLDS

Global semiconductor manufacturing by location
(in percent)

U.S. Europe Japan South Korea
OthersChinaTaiwan

100

80

60

40

20

1990 2000 2010 2020 2030*
0



FREEBIES GALORE

For the semiconductor companies, however, the 
temptation to play governments off each other for the best 
financial incentives is too hard to resist. Building a fab is a 

risky proposition that requires sustained investments over 
a long period of time. In a highly cyclical industry such 
as semiconductors, if manufacturers overestimate the 
demand, they could wind up with a very expensive factory 
that produces silicon wafers, which few want to buy.

The manufacturers would like this operational risk to 
be adequately covered by a steady stream of government 
subsidies. The race for establishing fabs in the U.S. and EU is 
being led by well-established companies like Intel, Samsung, 
and TSMC. The fear of ‘national security consequences’ has 
enhanced their bargaining power, with globetrotting CEOs 
meeting political leaders in Germany, Italy, France, the 
Netherlands, and the U.S. 

Intel has already committed to Arizona, attracted by 
its generous tax abatement policies and existing chip 
ecosystem. TSMC and Samsung are also eyeing around 
$30 billion in U.S. subsidies. Both have made it amply clear 
that attractive tax breaks will be a determining factor in 
their choice of location. Against this backdrop, the ongoing 
subsidy race shows no signs of abating. The governments 
will have their work cut out in avoiding a race to the bottom!

Assessment

With industrial policy and national security overlapping, 
the U.S. and EU will not find it easy to coordinate on 
semiconductor subsidies. Often, the two sides compete 
with each other on various economic policies, as there 
are considerable differences in the way they perceive 
the China threat. Most recently, this was observed in the 
case of the EU-China investment pact, which exposed 
transatlantic differences on decoupling from Beijing.

Even within the EU, the subsidy debate has exposed a 
bitter divide between those who argue for more state 
intervention and those who want to adhere to a free-
market approach. This friction will persist as long the 
electronics and auto industries continue to be crippled by 
chip shortages.

While addressing supply chain vulnerabilities, it is critical 
to understand that an increase in domestic production 
capacity is not the only way to reduce risks. Stockpiling 
and maintaining a reasonable inventory of chips, which 
are imported from a diverse group of low-cost foreign 
suppliers is also a good strategy.

9A ‘SUBSIDY WAR’?

K.D Nayak is the former Director-General of the Defence 
Research and Development Organisation (DRDO). 

“The electronics industry has become all pervasive, 
with global connectivity afforded by the expansion 

of the internet. All countries are seeking to transition 
to a digital economy, where e-commerce services and 
digital currencies play a critical role. Accelerated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, this has increased the demand for 
electronic devices. Global cooperative manufacturing 
and electric vehicles have also stimulated this sector, 
necessitating an enhanced supply of semiconductors.

Secondly, the semiconductor industry has been 
characterised by monopolistic manufacturing trends. 
Presently, the TSMC in Taiwan alone has global load 
factors of more than 50 percent. Along with other 
manufacturers in the island, Taiwan may be accounting 
for about 60 percent of the global load. To counter this 
trend, China has actively established a presence in the 
semiconductor space over the last decade. 

However, the larger geopolitical situation is likely to 
quickly change, with China aggressively trying to occupy 
Taiwan by 2025. If this happens, then almost 75 percent 
of global semiconductor manufacturing will be under 
Chinese control. Such potential monopoly by China has 
gotten the other nations worried. Already, the country 
dominates the supply of lithium, which is a critical 
battery material for all electronic products and electric 
vehicles. This is why countries are pursuing the justifiable 
decentralization of semiconductor manufacturing. 

Now, since semiconductors are critical to the security of 
countries, all of them would like to achieve self-sufficiency 
in this sector. It is integral to their very survival. In this 
context, many of them are engaging in a subsidy race 
to attract semiconductor fabrication facilities to their 
shores. Very few have the required knowledge about these 
highly guarded technologies. 

As explained in the beginning, the demand for 
semiconductors will increase exponentially, with the 
progressive shift to a digital world. As a result, instead of 
a glut, prices may come down because of competitiveness. 
However, India has to have atleast critical manufacturing 
for its own security as well as economic growth. 
Currently, this is almost negligible, as far as state-of-
the-art technologies and commercial production is 
concerned. Hence, it is imperative that India dole out 
subsidies to incentivise leading technology companies to 
start semiconductor manufacturing within the country. 
This is essential for its survival, security and economic 
growth. 

“
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As the world continues to grapple with COVID-19, 
the need to enhance global preparedness against 
biological events has garnered renewed attention. 

Whether or not the origins of the pandemic can be traced 
to a bioengineering experiment in China, the fact remains 
that most countries engaged in pharmaceutical and 
medical research can potentially weaponise pathogens. 
Acknowledging this, experts have called for tougher 
enforcement powers under the Bioweapons Convention 
(BWC) at their recently concluded annual meeting in 
Geneva.

In particular, the importance of incorporating verification 
and inspection capabilities within the treaty instrument has 
been emphasised upon. However, as with any other aspect 
of the global security architecture, the BWC is susceptible 
to geopolitical pressures and industrial lobbies. To date, 
none of the initiatives to equip the treaty with a robust 
verification protocol has seen the light of day. It remains to 
be seen whether the current pandemic motivates nation-
states to finally set aside their political differences and take 
the bull by its horns.

A SORDID HISTORY

The devastating impact of biological weapons has been 
evident throughout the course of history. For instance, in 
the fourteenth century, when the black death plague had 
struck Asia and Europe, the Tartars had deployed it as an 
instrument of warfare. As explained by Dr Barry Fox, an 
expert in Infectious Diseases, they had catapulted corpses of 
infected people into cities under siege, thereby turning their 
misfortune into a new form of attack weapon. Although 
similar events were recorded over the following years, the 
first real attempt to ban the use of biological agents came 
after the horrific events of World War I.

In 1925, the Geneva Protocol was established, which 
prohibited the use of chemical and biological weapons in 
warfare. Today, it is often perceived as a forerunner to the 
current convention on bioweapons. Despite the enactment 
of this Protocol, the widespread use of biological weapons 
was reported over the following years. For example, Japan 
was infamous for poisoning wells in China with pathogens 
like the typhoid bacilli during the second World War. 

Similarly, the Soviet Union and the United States had 
accused each other of initiating a biological weapons 
programme at the peak of the Cold War period. Indeed, the 
latter was alleged to have developed six mass-produced, 
battle-ready biological weapons that could trigger anthrax, 
Q-fever, tularemia, brucellosis, Venezuelan equine encep-
halitis (VEE) and botulism in its victims. By 1968, however, 
countries like the United Kingdom began to advocate for a 
global ban on biological weapons. A year later, U.S. President 
Richard Nixon also signalled his support by terminating the 
country’s offensive biological warfare program. This set into 
motion a series of events, which ultimately culminated in 
the adoption of the Bioweapons Convention (BWC) in 1972.

POLITICAL DEADLOCK

When the BWC was finalised, more than 100 nations 
had signed it, pledging to ban the research, development, 
production, stockpiling and acquisition of biological 
weapons. However, the treaty had lacked verification 
provisions that would permit the international community 
to monitor compliances. This was done at the insistence of 
the Soviet Union, which was loath to allow international 
inspectors into its biodefense facilities in the middle of a 
raging Cold War. 

As it turned out, the absence of a verification 
mechanism proved to be the Achilles Heel 
for the BWC, with nation-states having no 
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incentive to scale down their bioweapons 
programme.

For instance, after the fall of the Soviet Union, Russian 
President Boris Yeltsin revealed that the superpower had 
weaponised and mass-produced a number of dangerous 
viruses, including anthrax and smallpox. Similarly, UN 
inspectors discovered a stockpile of bioweapons in Iraq in 
the wake of the 1991 Gulf War. While these events served 
to highlight the need for a verification protocol, member 
states failed to reach an agreement. Countries like China, 
Pakistan and Russia outrightly opposed all forms of on-site 
inspections. Meanwhile, the pharmaceutical/biotechnology 
industries in the U.S., Germany and Japan pushed back 
against any proposal that could potentially compromise 
their trade secrets or interfere with medical research. In a bid 
to break this deadlock, the Clinton administration proposed 
a dilution of the verification clause in January 1998.

Under the new proviso, routine inspections of facilities 
would be replaced by ‘voluntary’ visits, approved by the 
executive council of an international agency yet to be 
created. Moreover, nation-states had to issue declarations 
only in relation to those facilities that were deemed to 
be ‘especially suitable’ for bioweapons uses, like vaccine 
production centres. Even with this reduced scope, however, 
the verification mechanism did not gain international 
consensus. Eventually, the Clinton proposal was rejected 
in 2001, ironically by the subsequent U.S. administration. 
President George Bush pulled out of a UN ad hoc group 
tasked with drafting the verification protocol on the grounds 
that biological weapons development was inherently 
unverifiable.

According to his team, civilian facilities that researched 
and produced biological agents, such as vaccines, 
antibiotics, vitamins or biological pesticides, could easily be 
used to develop bioweapons, rendering the whole exercise 
of inspection and monitoring redundant. Although this 
was the overt excuse proffered, reports indicate that the 
government – especially the Commerce Department - had 
come under increasing pressure from pharmaceutical and 
biotechnology industries. Whatever the reason may be, the 
verification protocol did not materialise, even under the 
subsequent Obama and Trump administrations.

BOLSTERING THE TREATY

Currently, the BWC prohibits the development, 
stockpiling, transfer and use of biological weapons. With 
around 183 signatories, the treaty instrument requires 
all member-states to take measures that are necessary to 
prevent the development of biological weapons with dual-use 
capacities. This includes synthetic biology and gene editing 
tools. However, the onus of compliance is on state parties, 
with no formal verification protocol in place. Over the years, 
certain countries have adopted a number of confidence-
building measures (CBMs) to make up for this lack of 
transparency and monitoring mechanisms. For instance, 
they have chosen to voluntarily exchange information about 

outbreaks of infectious diseases, biological defence research 
and vaccine production facilities. 

While this is a step in the right direction, the overall 
participation of state parties is disappointingly low. In the 
absence of an institutional body to verify the voluntarily 
shared information, the efficacy of such a bottom-up 
approach remains highly doubtful. Of course, under Article 
VI of the BWC, member-states can request the UN Security 
Council to investigate alleged breaches of the BWC. However, 
this is subject to the vetoing powers of the Permanent Five, 
many of whom are the very countries accused of developing 
clandestine bioweapons facilities. 

With the recent onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
international community has been served a chilling reminder 
about the dangers of not having a verification mechanism. 
Although theories that the virus originated in a state-funded 
Chinese lab as part of a bioweapons programme are yet to 
be substantiated, the fact that this possibility is being even 
discussed is quite alarming.  If the verification protocol had 
been put in place, there might have been more transparency 
and accredited fact-checking around biological events. It 
would have also prevented a situation where nation-states 
accused each other of developing bioweapons without 
probative evidence. Going forward, therefore, it is critical to 
strengthen the BWC with greater transparency, verification 
and monitoring mechanisms.

Assessment

In drafting a verification protocol, nation-states will 
have to craft a mechanism that allows the monitoring 
of industrial facilities without compromising national 
security or commercial confidentiality of pharmaceutical 
industries. The 9th BWC Review Conference, scheduled 
for 2022, should be capitalised upon to push for these 
changes.

The verification protocol needs to be supplemented with 
biosurveillance measures at the national level, which 
includes environmental sampling, contact tracing and 
point of care diagnostic tests.

Source: Global Market Insights SYNERGIA FOUNDATION
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Faced with increasing accusations of crushing the 
rights and freedom of its citizens, the Communist 
Party of China (CPC) has attempted to rework the 

Chinese governance model to appear more democratic and 
inclusive.  This was necessitated by the internal and external 
furore it had to face as a consequence of its brutal measures 
to suppress mass protests in Hongkong as well as its growing 
belligerence that threatens to annex a democratic Taiwan by 
force of arms.

CREATING A FRESH NARRATIVE

There is little doubt that politically and ideologically, 
China remains aloof and steady in its principles of a single-
party state. However, in a connected world, the global 
outcry on its style of enforcing unquestioned obedience 
to the Party, cannot be ignored if internal stability and 
harmony must be sustained. ‘Consultative democracy’ first 
made its appearance in the Chinese political lexicon in 2014, 
and since then, it has become a buzzword frequently thrown 
around by the political hierarchy.

To deflect accusations of being a dictatorial regime, 
the CPC has, in turn, tried to adapt and present its 
governance model as transparent and inclusive. The use of 
new terminologies around democracy is another attempt 
to infuse democratic flavour in the governance model. 
President Xi Jinping’s remark that “China’s people’s 
democracy is a type of whole-process democracy” reiterates 
an effort to display the uniqueness of this democracy and 
present a new narrative.

While democracy, as commonly understood, does not 
exist in China, the CPC is making continuous attempts to 
infuse local dimensions to the term. Many new terms have 
evolved over time to describe China’s tryst with democracy. 
The idea of ‘socialist democracy’ as a combination of 
electoral democracy and consultative democracy was 

introduced in the State Council’s 2007 White Paper on 
China’s Political Party System.

While electoral democracy, as we commonly understand 
it, still does not figure in China’s political system, the idea 
of consultative democracy was introduced, which was later 
reformulated to the concept of ‘whole-process democracy’. 
While implications of these terms remain unclear, the new 
terminologies are apparently an effort to project China’s 
political system as ‘meritocratic, unchallengeable, and 
superior to Western democracy’ in front of its own people. 
Whether the democratic world is convinced or not remains 
doubtful.

UNRAVELLING CONSULTATIVE DEMOCRACY

Since the terms consultative and whole-process 
democracy are still loose and unclear, it is useful to trace 
what the Chinese government has to say about them. 
President Xi Jinping has defined ‘whole-process democracy’ 
as a process by which “all major legislative decisions are 
made after going through procedures and democratic 
deliberations to make sure the decision-making is sound 
and democratic”. According to a China Today editorial, 
“Consultative democracy guarantees widespread and 
effective participation in politics through consultations 
carried out by political parties, people’s congresses, 
government departments, CPPCC committees, peoples’ 
organisations, communities, and social organisations”. 

What is really being claimed is that the Chinese system 
encourages civic participation in governance within China, 
even if there is no electoral democracy, unlike in the West. 
This is implemented by the CPC through seminars on 
key issues including “major policies, important personnel 
arrangements and research by the eight non-communist 
parties presided over by major officials and leaders of the 
CPC Central Committee”. 

A SMOKESCREEN?

Protests in Hong Kong and Taiwan’s shift toward the 
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pan-green camp, along with the Xinjiang conflict, have 
raised serious international concern over human rights in 
China. The global sympathy for Hong Kong protestors and 
robust American support for Taiwan’s independence has 
clearly shaken Chinese confidence in its regional hegemony.

It must counter the growing influence of liberal 

democracy within its borders and along its periphery. 
Having blamed the ‘flawed concept of western democracy’ 
for the unending political unrest in Hong Kong, it has to 
present a superior Chinese model to its own people. Hong 
Kong has invited what Beijing would interpret as ‘foreign 
interference’ by welcoming the U.S. Hong Kong Human 
Rights and Democracy Act.

Taiwan too is riding on the wave of ‘safeguarding 
democracy from China’, a move which has rapidly increased 
the popularity of President Tsai Ing-wen. With the U.S. 
backing Taiwan’s autonomy, China is left rather alone in the 
geopolitical space. Analysts believe that these developments 
have urged Beijing to go beyond economic influence alone 
and move towards a ‘legitimate political system’ based on an 
alternate and pluralist form of democracy.

President Xi Jinping’s legacy might yet 
be an attempt to provide an ideological 
framework for China’s governance model, 
which could be appealing to international 
audiences as also to the citizens of Hong 
Kong and Taiwan.

There is no doubt that due to its size and demographic 
complexities, China needs a unique model of democracy 
to bind it together.  Furthermore, its rulers would be most 
reluctant to check the momentum of the Chinese juggernaut 
towards global supremacy by tinkering with the system at 
this juncture. Fidel Castro’s Cuban system could be taken 
as a working model of what China is propagating, wherein 
the ruling socialist party practices a form of ‘socialist 
democracy’.

Here too, there is a large variance between the practice 
of civic participation and democratic governance and what 
has been envisaged in the constitution. Once again, the one-
party regime in Cuba has not escaped criticisms about being 
‘non-democratic and authoritarian’. While it is difficult 
to draw comparisons across countries owing to regional 
particularities, it is interesting to note that these two models 
fall rather short of their stated objectives.

Assessment

Presently, ‘consultative democracy’ appears more of a 
theoretical exercise to divert internal and global attention.  
With the one-party system deeply enshrined, the effort is 
to project a more inclusive and pluralist approach which 
it could claim as its own indigenous form of democracy. 

The new democratic governance model, even if not truly 
implemented, is still a definite step towards encouraging a 
more pluralist society. Only time will tell as to how much 
of this is allowed to take shape. 

While there are no successful historical precedents to the 
Chinese system of ‘consultative democracy’, it remains to 
be seen how much of a voice an ordinary citizen will be 
given in it! 
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Lawrence J. Lau is the Ralph and Claire Landau Professor 
of Economics at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. 
He was also a member of the 11th and 12th National 
Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 
Conference

“A ‘meritocracy’ is unlikely to be achieved with a one-
person, one-vote, competitive “electoral democracy”. 

China has had a long history of meritocracy, of about 
two millennia. Even as late as during the Qing Dynasty, 
which ended in 1911, all officials were chosen through 
competitive examinations open to all.  I think India may 
have had a similar meritocratic tradition.

Second, in traditional China, the social ranking was 
‘Scholar (from which class the officials were chosen), 
Farmer, Labourer and Merchant’.  The merchant class was 
considered the lowest. There was significant distrust of 
the wealthy because they tended to focus only on their 
own self-interest and not the welfare of the public.  In the 
West, under competitive electoral democracy, money is 
king because it is needed to finance election campaigns.  
Thus, for example, the U.S. is really a ‘plutocracy’ rather 
than a ‘liberal democracy’, because of the overwhelming 
role played by money in politics there.

Third, I think the Western notion of ‘winner takes 
all’ in an election over-emphasises the importance of 
winning, leading to candidates sometimes wanting 
to win at all costs, through fraud or coercion. There is 
actually no good reason why a party that wins 50.1% of 
the votes should have its way in everything. The Chinese 
consultative democracy actually affords protection to 
the minorities because the winner does not take all. For 
example, in the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 
Conference National Committee, a consultative body, 
Chinese Communist Party members constitute less than 
half of the members.

Fourth, the longevity of a government/party enables long-
term planning and investment.  It is not an accident that 
the economies of Japan, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore 
and South Korea all achieved their periods of most rapid 
growth during one-party rule.  Politicians who look to 
four- or five-year election cycles cannot achieve that 
much during their terms.

However, I would not say that China’s political system is 
superior to Western democracy. It is simply more suitable 
for China, given its long history and traditions and its 
current conditions.  That is why the Chinese keep saying 
it is a system with ‘Chinese characteristics’. I personally 
think that India will find and develop a system that works 
for it.

“
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In what threatens to be a grave humanitarian crisis, 
thousands of migrants have converged at the EU-Belarus 
borders, amidst a freezing winter. Hailing mostly from 

the Middle East and Asia, these migrants have poured into 
countries like Poland, Latvia and Lithuania, hoping to seek 
asylum. Poland, in particular, has seen the greatest number of 
arrivals, forcing it to declare a state of emergency and fortify 
its borders. Caught between unwelcoming hosts, thousands 
of men, women, and children have been left stranded 
without food or shelter in plummeting temperatures. 
To add to the humanitarian tragedy, a political standoff 
with military undertones between Poland (and its NATO 
partners) and an isolated Belarus (and its mentor Russia) is 
quickly developing into an international crisis.

The EU has accused Minsk of engineering the crisis by luring 
migrants into its territory and promising easy entry into 
the bloc. Upon arrival, these asylum seekers are allegedly 
pushed across the border by Belarusian troops with the 
objective of destabilising the neighbouring countries. In 
fact, EU representatives have used terms such as ‘hybrid 
warfare’ and ‘weaponization of migrants’ to describe the 
current situation. Whether or not these claims are true, the 
fact remains that around 4000-odd refugees are amassed at 
the border, demanding urgent attention by the international 
community. Unfortunately, the raging political dispute 
between Brussels and Minsk has managed to overshadow 
the refugee crisis.

A POLITICAL CHESSBOARD

The political storm between the EU and Belarus has been 
brewing since August 2020.  At its epicentre lies President 
Alexander Lukashenko, who is considered to be politically 
close to President Putin. Having gained power in a widely 
discredited Presidential election, his relentless crackdown 
on any form of political opposition had raised hackles 
in Brussels. The EU refused to recognise the elections 

and imposed sanctions against several key figures in the 
Belarusian political leadership, including Mr. Lukashenko 
and his son and national security adviser, Viktor Lukashenko. 
This included travel bans as well as an assets freeze. To make 
matters worse, in May 2021, a Belarusian fighter jet forced 
down a Ryanair flight travelling from Athens to Vilnius. 

According to critics in the EU, Minsk had faked a 
bomb threat on the European passenger jet, with the sole 
objective of arresting a dissident Belarusian journalist 
and his girlfriend. Predictably, this triggered restrictive 
measures from Brussels, which barred the Belarusian 
airlines from flying over or landing in all 27 member states. 
Apart from sanctioning those who had been connected with 
the ‘forced and unlawful landing’ of the Ryanair plane, key 
sectors within the Belarusian economy were also targeted.
Backed into a corner by these latest rounds of sanctions, 
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How can the ongoing standoff between Belarus 
and the EU be deescalated? 

For the EU, dealing with Belarus is basically dealing with 
Putin, and they have not been good at that for 20 years. 

Does the political rhetoric on ‘weaponization 
of migrants’ threaten to overshadow the 
humanitarian crisis?

The weaponization of migration exploits the 
humanitarian question, so it exacerbates it rather than 
overshadowing it.

Giles Merritt  is the Founder and Chairman of the Friends 
of Europe think tank. He is also the author of ‘Slippery 
Slope: Europe’s Troubled Future’.
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Mr. Lukashenko had few tools to navigate his way out of the 
impasse. Although Russia remained steadfast in its support, 
he was desperate to neutralise the impact of the restrictions 
and bring the EU back to the negotiating table.

‘WEAPONIZATION’ OF MIGRANTS?

The flood of refugees has come as a blessing to the 
beleaguered President. Earlier, he had issued a not-so-
subtle warning that he would no longer police his borders 
with EU countries. Consequently, speculations are rife 
that the current migrant crisis has been orchestrated by 
the Lukashenko regime. The EU has minced no words 
in terming the sudden influx of refugees as a deliberate 
strategy employed by Belarus. In fact, the President of the 
European Commission - Ursula von der Leyen, has termed 
it as a ‘hybrid attack’, which seeks to destabilise the bloc. 
The Lukashenko government has been accused of using the 
migrants as leverage by luring them into its territory with 
travel packages and visas.

Fuelling these suspicions even further, media reports 
indicate the Belarusian authorities are seizing the phones 
of migrants and pushing them towards the border 
fence Ofcourse, the exploitation of refugees in political 
gamesmanship is not new. In 2019-20, President Recep 
Erdogan had been widely accused of pushing Syrian refugees 
into Greece, its arch enemy. Similarly, in 2016, the EU had 
accused Russia of facilitating migrant flows into Finland 
along the Arctic Route in retaliation for the imposition of 
economic sanctions. 

Often, such instrumentalization of refugees 
was a tactic employed by weaker powers 
to extract specific concessions from bigger 
jurisdictions like the EU.

For instance, in the context of the Libyan uprising, 
Colonel Muammar el-Qaddafi had threatened to open the 
country’s borders for thousands of North-African refugees 
transiting to Europe if Brussels continued to support 
anti-establishment protests. Under the most extreme 
conditions, refugees can even become the casus belli for 
war, as was experienced in 1971, when millions of refugees 
from erstwhile East Pakistan had surged into Eastern 
India, provoking Indian intervention. Undoubtedly, the use 
of such migrants as political pawns amounts to a morally 
reprehensible practice. However, in condemning the 
same, the EU has failed to recognise its own complicity in 
perpetuating the system.

SHIFT IN THE RHETORIC

President Lukashenko clearly understands psychological 
warfare; asylum seekers can only be ‘weaponised’ if they are 
perceived as a threat.   By framing the influx of migrants as 
a ‘national security’ issue, the EU has played right into his 
hands. Instead of strengthening the asylum infrastructure 
and processing procedures in member-states, it has bought 
into a dehumanising rhetoric that deprives migrants of their 
dignity. Only by acknowledging them as demographic assets 

and integrating them into mainstream society can Europe 
disarm its rivals of this potential ‘weapon’.

Moreover, the EU’s strategy of externalising refugees 
and cutting deals with transit jurisdictions has come back 
to haunt it. In handing financial pay-outs as an incentive 
for regulating migrant flows, it has increased the bargaining 
power of transit countries. For instance, in 2006 and again 
in 2008, Colonel Qaddafi had extracted additional financial 
aid and equipment from Brussels to enhance migration 
enforcement. Similarly, Turkey was able to negotiate better 
funding from Europe by using the threat of unpoliced 
borders in the 2016 refugee crisis. Going forward, the bloc 
must invest more in structural reforms that give migrants a 
reason to stay in their home countries. A long-term strategy 
that bolsters political institutions and developmental efforts 
in states of origin will go a long way in mitigating the kind of 
crises witnessed on the EU-Belarus borders.

Assessment

For now, the political crisis shows no signs of abating, with 
Belarus rejecting the EU’s allegations as unfounded and 
unsubstantiated. As the bloc contemplates another round 
of sanctions, Minsk has threatened to shut down the 
transit of natural gas via Belarus. Unless the international 
community intervenes to deescalate the conflict, the 
possibility of this escalating into an armed confrontation 
cannot be discounted.

Even as the EU and Belarus trade barbs with each other, 
the humanitarian costs of their political standoff should 
not be ignored. While the use of migrants as pawns is 
certainly condemnable, there is much soul-searching 
that Brussels needs to do with respect to its own asylum 
policies. More importantly, the language of politics needs 
to be humanised so that migrants are not perceived as 
weapons or threats in the first place.

Source: State Border Guard Service of Lithuania, media reports SYNERGIA FOUNDATION

DESTINATION EUROPE: THE INFLUX OF
ILLEGAL MIGRANTS COMING FROM BELARUS

According to Lithuanian authorities, a total of 4,112 illegal migrants, mostly 
Iraqis, have crossed the border from Belarus so far this year, compared to 80 
last year. It is estimated that the number could reach 10,000 by the end of 
this summer. Poland and latvia say they have also detained dozens of mi-

grants at their border with Belarus in 2021.
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POLAND
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LATVIA

The situation at the Latvian 
border is relatively calm. A 
total of 27 third-country 

nationals have been detained 
this year so far, mostly Iraqis.

3

More than 4,000 illegal 
migrants have crossed from 

Belarus to Lithuania this year. 
According to Vilnius, which has 
granted asylum to Belarusian 
opposition leader Svyatlana 

Tsikhanouskaya, Minsk is using 
migrants as an act of retalia-

tion for EU sanctions.

2

Poland has accused Belarus of 
sending mugrants over the 

border in retaliation for giving 
refuge to Belarusian athlete 

Krystsina Tsimanouskaya. Since 
August 4, Poland has detained 

133 migrants, mostly Iraqis.
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On November 18th, after stonewalling the summons 
for over a year, Meta’s head of public policy team 
- Shivnath Thukral, made a reluctant disposition 

before the Delhi government’s ‘Peace and Harmony 
Committee’. Set up after the 2020 Delhi riots, the 
government in power had constituted this committee to 
devise measures that would avoid the recurrence of such 
incidents in the future. A focal point was the role played by 
social media giant Facebook (now Meta) in fanning the riots.
Although local law and order are not within the jurisdiction 
of the Delhi government, it went ahead with the enquiry. 
It was encouraged by the Hon’ble Supreme Court of India, 
which observed as follows “Although law, order and police 
don’t fall under the legislative domain of Delhi Assembly, in 
the larger context, the concept of peace and harmony goes 
much beyond that”.

Last year, the committee had summoned Facebook officials 
to ascertain the social media giant’s role in spreading false, 
provocative and malicious content, which incite real-
world violence. They had also wanted to understand what 
Facebook could do to mitigate the spread of this type of 
information on its platform. Facebook had ignored the 
summons, claiming that it had already given its deposition 
before the Standing Parliamentary Committee. According 
to it, it was the prerogative of the Union of India to regulate 
social media per se.

THE KEY ISSUES

The commission was principally focussed on four 
aspects of Facebook’s role in influencing/ instigating riots 
- Facebook’s plan to control misinformation campaigns 
through its medium; measures taken by it to prevent 
aggravating posts, especially of a communal colour; the 
definition of hate speech in the Indian context; and lastly 
Facebook’s capacity for fact-finding when its fact-checking 
algorithm can support only eleven Indian languages. As 

expected, Facebook’s replies to these questions were, 
at best, evasive and vague. For example, on the issue of a 
specific definition for hate speech for India, it replied that 
the definition was already enumerated in the company’s 
terms and services.

However, Facebook acknowledged that it had a vital role 
in preventing the dissemination of hate speech through its 
medium. To this end, there exists a community guideline 
that everyone on the platform must follow. Artificial 
intelligence and human interventions are used to detect and 
take down posts that violate the said community guidelines. 
Facebook also ties up with third-party fact-checkers to flag 
any post that is wholly or partially untrue. These posts are 
then suppressed by algorithms and are not allowed to trend. 
They are also demonetised so that publishers of this type of 
content cannot make money through these posts/ videos. At 

SYNERGIA FOUNDATIONSource: Facebook

FACEBOOK REMOVES RECORD
NUMBER OF HATE SPEECH POSTS

Amount of hate speech content removed by Facebook

Q1 Q2

2.5m 2.5m
2.9m

3.4m
4.1m

4.4m

7.0m

5.7m

9.6m

Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1
202020192018

08AR.
NO.

FACEBOOK: RAISING
CAIN?
The deleterious influence of social media on societal harmony 
has been recently re-emphasised during the grilling of Facebook’s 
representative by the Peace and Harmony Committee in Delhi.
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the testimony, the committee pointed out two crucial facts. 
Firstly, a lot of misinformation on Facebook does damage 
long before the platform can react to it and take it down.

When it comes to fact-checking, Facebook does not 
have the capacity to undertake this exercise in most 
Indian languages that they offer to their users.

A Wall Street Journal investigation called ‘The Facebook 
Files’ has revealed that the platform is overwhelmed 
with flaws, leading to real-world harm. According to the 
investigation, the company is aware of these flaws and their 
consequences on the real world but always choose profits 
over the public good.

IMPACTING SOCIETAL HARMONY

Today, social media plays a critical role in communicating 
information. According to a poll conducted by Pew 
Research, 71 per cent of people in the U.S. get some form 
of news from social media platforms. This is a reality that 
is seen throughout the world. The most worrying problems 
are the spread of disinformation, misinformation, and the 
creation of echo chambers, which may lead to radicalisation 
and polarisation. Liberal democracies face a crisis in dealing 
with this avalanche of unrestricted misinformation/ fake 
information that is freely streamed into our homes with 
little or no censoring.

As per data available in the public domain, Facebook 
leads the pack amidst its social media rivals with 2.85 
billion monthly active users worldwide, followed closely by 
YouTube (2.3 billion). With over 340 million users, India is 
the topmost Facebook customer, far ahead of the U.S. (200 
million). Not only is Facebook the largest social media 
platform, it is also the principal platform for the fastest and 
most comprehensive spread of fake/inciting news and posts. 
A recent Princeton University study found that Facebook 
was the referrer site to untrustworthy news sources over 15 
per cent of the time, exposing over 1.5 billion users to fake 
news/ misinformation every quarter. The study found that 
trustworthy news was a minuscule 6 per cent of the time! 

A Facebook study employing an algorithm to test the 
impact of its contents on users (using a dummy user) 
on its Indian platform found that within a short span 
of three weeks, the algorithm was directing the dummy 
user to misinformation, hate speech, as well as polarising 
and violent content. The Facebook researcher, who was 
monitoring the test user’s news feed, lamented “I have seen 
more dead people in the past three weeks that I have seen 
in my entire life”. It is a common perception in India that 
the February 2020 riots in Delhi, which led to a death toll 
of 53, were largely triggered by a spate of misinformation 
that engulfed Facebook. The bulk of it was mainly directed 
against one particular community, and the contents became 
increasingly vitriolic as the riots grew in intensity.

Social media misinformation had a similar disruptive 
effect during the pandemic leading to a total trust deficit 
between the public and local health officials. Vaccine 

hesitancy and refusal to wear masks are a few consequences 
that continue to plague the fight against COVID-19, 
adding to the fatalities caused by the pandemic. Although 
misinformation and disinformation thrive in social media 
algorithms, there is a debate about censoring the content. 
Some people believe that social media has the moral 
responsibility to take down posts. Others argue that this 
gives social media platforms extreme amounts of power. We 
saw this divide when all social media platforms decided to 
ban former President Trump, after the Capitol Hill attack 
in January 2021. Many proponents of absolute free speech 
believe that social media is a virtual public square, and 
people should only be censored if they break the country’s 
laws. Others contend that banning people on social media 
can only push people further to the fringe.

Assessment

Time and again, social media platforms have proven 
themselves to be a catalyst for radicalisation and 
polarisation of the public. With their use having become 
an innate part of our daily lives, the poison they can spread 
can no longer be ignored.  Despite the fear of losing free 
speech, stricter regulation seems to be on the cards, even 
in most liberal democracies.

Social media platforms need to start investing more 
resources outside of the United States to combat these 
issues. 90 per cent of Facebook’s new monthly users are 
outside of the U.S. or Canada; however, only 13 per cent of 
hours were spent on monitoring misinformation outside 
Northern America.

Most countries, including India, are toying with various 
Acts and Regulations, enhancing the state’s control 
on social media. It is to be seen how this pans out and 
whether it will be a boon or a bane for free speech.

Source: Facebook; Time calculations based on India Census, 2011 SYNERGIA FOUNDATION

HATE GAP
About 75% of Indians speak at least one of five languages that are 

monitored by Facebook’s hate speech algorithms. But only 62% 
speak one of those languages as a first language.

Percentage of Indians
who can Speak:

25%
Other

3%
English

5%
Urdu

9%
Bengali

6%
Tamil

53%
Hindi



As the elites of the world convened at Glasgow for 
two long weeks, all eyes were on them.  The world 
hoped and prayed for a miracle that could delay, if 

not dissipate, the looming climate disaster. Nature had 
given its prognosis for all to see, and never was a collective 
human effort more required to stem the degradation of 
the planet’s ecosphere. The signatories of the 1994 UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCC) had 
two broad aims this time – Net-Zero Emission by the middle 
of this century and keeping alive the hope of restricting 
global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius. These objectives are 
excruciatingly difficult to achieve as they come at a high 
economic and social cost.

This makes a unified global approach with a total 
understanding between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ all 
the more necessary. Sadly, while a lot was spoken by world 
leaders, there was little that was achieved on the ground that 
could declare the conference a success.  On key issues such 
as committing to 1.5 degree Celsius, the Glasgow summit 
only managed to keep the goal alive. In some ways, it also 
pushed the decision-making forward, with countries now 
expected to come back with their 2030 emissions reduction 
target only by next year.

HITS & MISSES

COP26 did produce a series of commitments about 
reaching net-zero, supporting developing countries, 
crystallising the methane pledge and facilitating U.S.-China 
cooperation. But critics have argued that these merely skim 
the surface of the problem. For example, the $100 billion 
commitment made at COP16 to help developing countries 
control emissions have failed to materialise.

Even if the fresh promises made at COP26 are 
honoured, it still leaves a yawning gap in funds that 

are needed to meet the goal of 1.5 degree Celsius.

There were some critical areas covered in the summit, 
some of which resulted in actual timeframes for countries 
to work on. Other initiatives, however, failed to achieve 
consensus, leading to significant postponements. 
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With leaders unwilling or unable to make solid commitments, are 
we drifting towards an inevitable climate disaster of unimaginable 
consequences?
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Paul Walton is Director of Africa at Friends of Europe 
and a coordinating fellow for the Africa Europe Alliance.

“We recognise that the outcomes of Glasgow are mixed. 
Revised NCDs are still aiming for 2.7°C but with all 

latest announcements, including relevant pledges on 
deforestation, methane, shifting trillions to sustainable 
investments, as well as more recent pledges to be climate 
neutral by large emitters, our partner IEA estimates that 
we are on a path to bring down the global temperature to 
below 2°C by the end of the century.

Despite the 1.5 target being alive, climate justice remains 
central to the stakeholders we are working with through 
the Africa-Europe partnership. The Pact agreed on 
doubling finance for adaptation with no real figure 
showcased and no agreement on the global goal for 
adaptation, and the annual $100bn promise for climate 
finance from 2020 onwards was lacking $20bn. 

Looking ahead to COP27 in Africa it is clear that we need 
to address critical gaps exposed through Glasgow, whether 
it is stakeholder gaps when it comes to a more central 
role for youth-led civil society networks and the private 
sector or deep diving into complex, often contentious, 
partnership issues such as enhanced cooperation on 
sustainable energy which recognises the growing division 
on energy access and how to work at the nexus of climate 
and youth employability on the African continent.

“
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Coal – The discussions on coal were played out quite 
dramatically till the end, and modifications from China 
and India saw a change in terminology from ‘phase out’ 
to ‘phase down’of the fuel. This promise is still viewed as 
a breakthrough since, for the first time, the two biggest 
consumers have made some kind of commitment to coal 
in a UN climate document. Once again, the actual workings 
of this commitment will be reflected in the nationally 
determined contributions (NDCs) of each country. There 
was criticism of the watered-down version of the text for 
not doing enough to end the use of the ‘dirtiest fuel’.

Automotive – The automotive industry has been 
working on phasing out fossil fuel cars for a while, with most 
major automakers and key EU and U.S. markets already 
prepped for it. But a refusal by China, Germany, Toyota, and 
Volkswagen to sign up to the Glasgow side deal has thrown 
a spanner in the works. It remains to be seen how national 

policies impact car manufacturers in local markets. 
Financing – The plan to pledge money for ‘Net-Zero’ 

almost never took off in Glasgow, especially the much-
awaited $130 trillion commitments by Glasgow Financial 
Alliance for Net Zero (GFANZ). Developing countries had a 
clear focus and were pushing for a plan for a loss and damage 
funding facility. This has not taken effect, and timelines are 
now shifted to Egypt – which is hosting the next year’s COP 
summit –to deliver on this commitment. This naturally 
raised questions about the lack of commitment to net-zero.

Trees – Possibly the biggest thumbs up in Glasgow came 
from Brazil and Indonesia’s agreement to ‘halt and reverse 
forest loss and land degradation by 2030’. This was the 
largest side deal and a single most important contributor to 
Glasgow’s temperature focus. An amount of £14 billion in 
public and private funding is sufficient to make this pledge 
a reality. 

Methane – The Global Methane Pledge could lower 
global warming by 0.2oC, and that makes it a genuine 
game-changer. It keeps hopes for 1.5 degree Celsius alive 
and maintains the dialogue on climate change. The pledge 
is a commitment to reduce global methane emissions by 
30 per cent from the 2020 levels by 2030. This will have a 
significant impact as reducing methane has the potential 
to result in negative emissions and cool the planet. But this 
will require cooperation from the agriculture sector since it 

CLIMATE CRISIS
Net Zero Pledges

More than 137 countries have committed to net zero. India and
Nigeria were the latest nations to make the pledge at COP26, with

India expecting to reach the target by 2070.

Target date
Achieved
2030
2035
2040
2045
2050
2053
2060
2070
No target

Source: UK COP26, Energy & Climate Intelligence Unit SYNERGIA FOUNDATION
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Ulka Kelkar is the Director of Climate program at World 
Resources Institute, India.

The effectiveness of Glasgow will really play out in the 
NDCs which show how countries are able to keep up 
with the agreed targets. Coal, for example, promises to 
be the game changer and in developing countries like 
India, it will require a significant shift to renewable 
energy. How workable are the targets and timeframes 
for India?

At COP-26, India announced that it would reach net-zero 
emissions by 2070, and also achieve the following targets 
by 2030: a) Installing 500 GW of non-fossil fuel electricity 
capacity b) Sourcing 50% energy from renewables 
c) Cutting 1 billion tonnes of projected cumulative 
emissions d) Achieving carbon intensity reduction of 45% 
below 2005 levels. India’s 2070 net-zero target is backed 
by strong 2030 targets which will play a very significant 
role in reducing emissions from the electricity sector and 
also help reduce emissions with greater electrification in 
transport, industry, and buildings. India’s current non-
fossil electricity capacity is 156 GW - taking this to 500 
GW in just nine years will be a major undertaking. India 
will require major investments in energy storage and grid 
flexibility as well as strong policies to promote the uptake 
of renewable energy so that it can be used effectively to 
reduce fossil fuel power. Our analysis shows that strong 
climate policies and clean energy investments can also 
stimulate economic growth and create new jobs. Phasing 
down coal can reduce air pollution and prevent premature 
deaths due to respiratory and cardiac ailments. We will, 
however, need to plan the phase down of coal sector 
jobs so that it does not create undue hardship. Another 
challenge will be in the heavy industry sector, where we 
need new technologies to phase out non-energy use of 
fossi fuels. Decarbonization in heavy industry will require 
green hydrogen (i.e. hydrogen produced by electrolysis 
using renewable energy) to become more affordable and 
greater adoption of circular economy approaches.

EXPERT



is one of the biggest emitters of methane globally. It will, 
therefore, require tremendous technological changes to 
agriculture and husbandry methods. 

Steel made headlines as the U.S. and EU came to an 
agreement on a clean steel tariff deal about a month before 
COP26. This is the first-time carbon clearly featured in trade, 
and analysts hail it as a potential ‘blueprint for bilateral, 
WTO-delay avoiding clean trade deals.’

Nature-based solutions were a major focus as part of 
the COP26 Nature programme, which encourages nature-
friendly options as a ready solution to climate mitigation 
and adaptation. Nature-based projects can deliver multiple 
environmental outcomes such as ‘carbon sequestration, 
enhanced wildlife, clean water and air, as well as social 
wellbeing benefits from access to nature’.  In the UK, for 
example, the government has committed to stop the sale of 
petrol and diesel cars after 2030.

The UK Net-Zero Strategy prioritises natural resources, 

which has commitments towards nature-based solutions. 
Renewables have had a good run across the world, with the 
U.S. and Germany creating demand and China subsidising 
supply for solar. This unexpected alliance has made solar 
power hugely economical, and some say the cheapest, 
tilting the balance in favour of renewables globally. India has 
promised that half its electricity will be renewable by 2030. 
Meanwhile, China has pledged to end overseas coal finance, 
and the UK has promised to phase out coal power by 2025. 
Does this mean that the goal of net-zero is within our reach?

Assessment

It is at the NDC level that the real impact will be visible. 
For example, developing countries like India, whose 
primary source for energy is coal, can enable the meeting 
of timeframes if there is a significant shift to renewable 
energy. However, they will need help to achieve this.

COP26 has managed to keep the dialogue alive and 
maintain focus on the urgency of climate distress. Even 
if critics argue that the major goal of 1.5 degree Celsius 
was not achieved, it has kept alive the process of getting 
to that goal. The agreement to return in 2022 (not 2025) 
with new and strengthened NDCs (formal pledges for 
emissions reductions) is arguably the most important 
decision of the Glasgow Climate Pact, in sharp contrast 
to the long five-year timeframe of the Paris Agreement.

CLIMATE CRISIS
Why is 1.5C (2.7F) important?

This year, the IPCC released a report discussing the effects of
future global warming levels on the frequency and intensity of

natural events. At 1.5C ablove pre-industrial levels extreme heat
event will occur 4.1 times in a decade compared with 1850-1900.

Extreme heat

Heavy rainfall

Frequency per
decade Intensity

increases:

Frequency per
decade Intensity

increases:

Crop drought

Frequency per
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standard deviation (sd)

1x

1x

1x
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+4C

9.4x a
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+5.1C hotter

4.1x a
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sd drier

2.7x a
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+30.2% wetter

+2C

5.6x a
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+2.6C hotter
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1.7x a
decade

+14% wetter

+1.5C

4.1x a
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+1.9C hotter
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+1C
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sd drier

1.3x a
decade

+6.7% wetter

Source: IPCC SYNERGIA FOUNDATION

Preety M Bhandari is a Senior Advisor in the Global 
Climate Program and the Finance Center.

In the mixed bag of results from COP26, commitments 
to limit warming to 1.5 degree Celsius, and financing 
for poorer countries were big misses. Critics argue it 
has merely kept alive the climate goal with no visibility 
on how to get there. Does this signal a failed summit 
and what more needs to be done to achieve a common 
sustainable future?

The Glasgow climate pact has set in motion several 
elements to build upon for meeting the goals of the 
Paris Agreement. On ambition, a work program has been 
launched with annual Ministerial attention to ensure that 
we do not lose sight of the 1.5 degree goal in this decisive 
decade. Countries have also been requested to revisit 
their NDCs and submit enhanced ambition by COP27. On 
finance, a work program has been launched to arrive at the 
post 2025 goal, with promises of making good the gap on 
the annual $100 billion goal, and doubling the financing 
for adaptation by 2025 with unprecedented pledges to the 
Adaptation Fund and the LDC Fund. There were other 
wins too including the completion of the Paris Rule Book 
and an overwhelming response by the non-state actors 
with several pledges made.Significant progress has been 
made but not enough to robustly avert the climate crisis. 
It is in this context that COP27 is an important milestone. 
2022 will be an important year for implementation of 
what has been agreed at COP26, and COP27 will provide 
the opportunity to assess the progress, the gaps and 
possibilities for recalibration, feeding into the global stock 
take scheduled in 2023 of collective progress towards 
meeting the goals of the Paris Agreement. We must keep 
the pressure on the leaders and policy makers to enhance 
ambition and hold them to account for safeguarding our 
common future.

EXPERT
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For the larger part of November 2021, the international 
community has been preoccupied with the 26th United 
Nations Climate Change Conference (COP26). In this 
context, it would be an opportune time to revisit the 
historical legacy of this momentous annual summit. Since 
the 1970s, the deleterious impact of climate change has been 
discernible in different parts of the world. Weather patterns 
and food systems have been particularly affected, prompting 
scientists to investigate the source of this problem. In 1990, 
the first assessment report by the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) had successfully attributed 
these changes to a single source, namely global warming. 
Even prior to this, however, countries had recognized the 
importance of tackling climate change at the global level 
through international treaties and agreements. For instance, 
in 1985, the Vienna Convention had been adopted by nation-
states to better protect the depleting Ozone layer. This 
was followed up with the Montreal Protocol in 1987 that 
sought to reduce and eliminate gases which destroyed the 
Ozone layer. However, the most notable and comprehensive 
treaty system that sought to mitigate the effects of climate 
change was adopted in 1992. Known as the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), 
it had placed emphasis on all aspects of climate change 
response, including mitigation, finance, adaption, technology 
transfer, transparency and tracking mechanisms. Moreover, 
around 154 signatories had agreed to stabilize “greenhouse 
gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would 
prevent dangerous interference with the climate system”. 
With around 50 ratifications, the Convention eventually 
entered into force in 1994.

A year later, the first Conference of the Parties (COP1) to 
the UNFCCC was organised in Berlin. It was envisaged 
as a supreme decision-making body that would comprise 
representatives from all member-states. Tasked with 

reviewing the implementation of the Convention, it had 
the authority to adopt and take any decisions that were 
necessary to achieve the objectives of the UNFCCC. Since 
the first round of negotiations in 1995, the COP was held 
every year (with the exception of 2020), with the Presidency 
rotating between the five recognized UN regions – Asia, 
Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, Central and 
Eastern Europe as well as Western Europe and Others. 
Each of this meeting had sought to elaborate and build on 
the decisions of previous COPs. A particularly noteworthy 
summit was the one organised in 1997 (COP3), where the 
Kyoto Protocol was officially adopted. As can be recalled, it 
had sought to legally bind developed countries to specific 
emission reduction targets. Yet another important event 
was the 2015 COP summit (COP21), where the ‘Paris 
Agreement’ was officially concluded. Hailed as a particularly 
ground-breaking deal, it had sought to accelerate the actions 
needed for a sustainable low-carbon future. Its central 
purpose was to bolster the international response to climate 
change by ensuring that the global temperature rise did not 
go beyond 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels. 
Furthermore, it promised to pursue all efforts that would 
limit the temperature increase even further to 1.5 degrees 
Celsius. In fact, these principles continue to guide global 
climate action today. During the latest COP summit, nation-
states and global governance bodies have reaffirmed their 
commitments to the target of 1.5 degrees Celsius.
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CLIMATE CHANGE: THE LONG ROAD TO A
GLOBAL DEAL

1992
Earth Summit
Rio de Janeiro

2009
Copenhagen

1st UN environment treaty 
(non-binding): industrialised 
nation agree ti reduce green-
house gas (GHG) emissions to 
1990 levels

Annually
since
1995

COP** meetings: annual 
negotiations on an interna-
tional deal to curb climate 
change

1997
Kyoto

The Kyoto Protocol (legal-
ly-binding): rich nations agree 
to cut emissions to 5.2% 
below 1990 levels by 2021

2007
Bali

The Bali Action Plan: guidelines 
for reaching an accord to extend 
the Kyoto Protocol after 2012

Talks on a new climate treaty 
fail. But industrialised countries 
pledge to give poor nations 
$100 billions a year, from 2020, 
to help adapt to climate change

Source: UN, French govt SYNERGIA FOUNDATION

2015
COP21
Paris

Nov 30-Dec 11
Paris Climate Conference

Aim: a universal agreement to 
cut emissions sufficiently to 
prevent Earth’s temperature 
rising by more than 2C above 
pre-industrial levels

147 world leaders taking part

40,000 participants including 
25,000 official delegates (govern-
ments, UN, NGOs, civil society)

3,000 journalists
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Not long back, Ethiopia was a darling of the West. 
With a Nobel Laureate at the helm, it was being 
projected as an example for the rest of Africa. The 

rapid deterioration of this ancient nation, now so close to 
disintegration, has occurred with such lightning speed that 
it has left its friends and supporters transfixed, helpless to 
stem the collapse. There is an exodus of foreigners from the 
country, underscoring the absence of security and increasing 
political isolation of a once-popular regime.

As rebel forces inexorably advance to Addis Ababa and Prime 
Minister Abiy, in the spirit of the martyr, relocates himself 
amidst his frontline troops, the future of the country hangs in 
the balance. Obscured by the rapidly changing scenes in the 
unfolding military drama is the fate of millions of civilians 
caught in the crossfire without food and basic medical care. 
A famine of serious proportions hangs over this strife-torn 
country with millions of lives at risk.  BBC reports claim at 
least 400,000 people face famine-like conditions, 80 per 
cent of essential medication is un-available, and more than 
two million people have been forced out of their homes 

A COUNTRY TORN FROM WITHIN

With a population of 110 million, the second largest 
on the continent, the multi-ethnic nature of Ethiopia has 
always been a cause of simmering conflict. Ethnic fault lines 
among the Amharas, Qemant, the Oromos, the Gumuz, the 
Guil-Gedeo or the Eritreans have continuously held the 
nation hostage to conflict and strife. The current conflict 
was provoked by a disagreement between Prime Minister 
Abiy and the Tigrayan Peoples Liberation Front (TPLF), 
which dominated the country for more than two decades.

Mr Abiy, himself part of the Oromo ethnic group, 
came to power in 2018 on the back of a wave of protests 

by the Oromo group, which felt marginalised by the 
dominance of Tigrayans in the Ethiopian political and 
military establishment. Mr Abiy put together a series of 
reforms liberalising politics in which the TPLF was side-
lined. This situation got ignited into a war 12 months ago, 
when Tigrayan forces were accused of attacking Ethiopian 
army bases to steal weapons, and the federal government 
retaliated with force.

A DESTABILISING FACTOR

Trouble in Ethiopia has grave implications across at 
least six of its immediate neighbours. South Sudan and 
Somalia are already in a conflict situation, and Sudan has 
just had a military takeover after a very nascent civilian 
rule. Neighbouring Eritrea, which fought a bitter war with 
Addis Ababa for decades, is also fishing in the troubled 
waters and has been accused of sending its military into 
Tigray in support of the Federal government. Already, the 
government of Djibouti says the year-long war in Ethiopia 
has had a drastic impact on its economy.

10AR.
NO.

WEAPONISING 
STARVATION, YET AGAIN!
As political strife, military tensions and famine-like conditions unravel in 
Ethiopia, it is time for the international community to come together to 
avoid a humanitarian crisis. 
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Deep historic tensions add vol-
atility to recent Oromo-Amhara 
confrontations,
and raise the risk of spillover.

Afar/Somali border tensions 
reopened by electoral politics 
may prove challenging to re-
solve outside a broader reform 
process.

Longstanding tensions over 
Addis Ababa’s political status 
may return to the spotlight as 
the election cycle progresses.

Inter-ethnic tensions in SNNPR
may intensify as the electoral 
process channels competing 
secessionist demands.

The insurgency in west-
ern Oromia may gain 
pace amid perceived 
injustices against
the Oromo opposition.

An intensifying 
conflict is aggrava-
tion inter-ethnic 
tensions in Benis-
hangul-Gumuz and 
its neighbours.

Although conventional conflict in
Tigray has ended, an insurgency
will likely burn on, fuelled by deep
popular resentments.

Conflict hotspots, April 2020 - April 2021

DOMESTIC STABILITY IS CRUMBLING AS LONGSTANDING
POLITICAL TENSIONS INCREASINGLY SPILL OVER INTO VIOLENCE
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Over 90 per cent of Ethiopia’s goods pass through the 
port of Djibouti, but due to the conflict, trade had reduced 
to about 20 per cent of pre-war estimates, leading to a loss 
of $1.7bn. The military offensives in Tigray have led to an 
outflow of at least 5,000 Ethiopians across the border to 
neighbouring Sudan. This has led to a strained situation 
in Sudan with serious implications for the region as the 
humanitarian crisis widens. Ethiopian troops, generously 
supported by the Americans, have been at the vanguard 
of many regional peacekeeping operations. The country 
has troops in the joint African Union-UN mission fighting 
Islamist militants in Somalia, and these could be withdrawn 
as the situation at home deteriorates.

BIG POWER GAMES

From a U.S. perspective, Ethiopia has long been seen 
as a reliable ally. It had supported the fight against Islamist 
militants in Somalia and offered the U.S. use of its airspace 
during the Iraq war. The U.S. has backed the Ethiopian 
government financially, handing over $4.2bn in aid between 
2016 and 2020. The current situation has quite dramatically 
unravelled relations between the two countries. The U.S. 
envoy to the region, Jeffrey Feltman, has criticised the 
federal government for its policy failure resulting in mass 
starvation and compared it to the Syrian regime of Bashar 
al-Assad.

It has extended this censure to Eritrea’s military, its ruling 
party, accusing them of contributing to the war in Tigray and 
undermining the stability of the Ethiopian state, resulting in 
a humanitarian disaster. The Biden Administration has come 
out with several measures to chastise Prime Minister Abiy. It 
wants a legal investigation conducted to determine whether 
atrocities in Tigray amount to genocide and has impressed 
upon the IMF and the World Bank to withhold loans to 
Ethiopia. More seriously, it is contemplating the removal 
of Addis Ababa from the Africa Growth and Opportunities 
Act which would be a huge political and economic blow to 
the government as it would limit duty-free access to the U.S. 
market.

The beleaguered Abiy government is on the 
lookout for new allies to get financial and 
military aid.

Iran, Turkey and China, appear keen to fill the vacuum 
in military supplies and Saudi Arabia and the UAE have 
stepped up to offer financial succour through soft loans. 
That Russia and China have taken Addis Ababa under their 
wings was apparent when both blocked a resolution against 
the Ethiopian government in the UN Security Council.

MEDIATION MEASURES

The U.S. and EU pressure tactics are aimed at getting the 
Ethiopian government and TPLF to agree to a ceasefire and 
peace talks under the African Union’s (AU) auspices. The AU 
has appointed Nigeria’s ex-President Olusegun Obasanjo as 
its special envoy after PM Abiy, rebuffed the efforts of its 

previous envoys, including Liberia’s Nobel peace laureate 
Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, to broker a ceasefire.With its military 
fortunes on the upswing, the TPLF is likely to continue to 
exert military pressure to at least secure the future of Tigray.

A return to their earlier days of political glory when they 
enjoyed the fruits of power in Addis Ababa is no longer a 
possibility, considering the rising resentment against them 
both within the country and outside. Even after securing 
a military victory, a political takeover is unlikely as the 
requisite degree of political support is missing. Mr. Abiy’s 
political tenure in the first years of his rule, elicited great 
hopes for transformational change in Ethiopia.

He released many political prisoners, relaxed a repressive 
security law and even helped mediate conflicts abroad. He 
made peace with Eritrea and was awarded a Nobel Peace 
Prize in recognition of his leadership role in the region. 
But he now has the dubious distinction of being the only 
Nobel laureate who went to war! A negotiated peace under 
external supervision is the only way out, an arrangement in 
which he may no longer find any political space.

Assessment

Like Syria and Libya, Ethiopia is another arena that is 
witnessing transformational geopolitics, with traditional 
allies being replaced with fresh ones. While bringing 
the fighting to a halt remains the first priority, equally 
important is refilling the coffers of this war-torn country 
so that it can provide basic administration to its people. 
Hopefully, Russia, China, Turkey and the Arab countries 
might fill in the funding gap temporarily, but it alters 
regional equations significantly.  The international 
community must come together to ensure Ethiopia 
does not merely swing sides and commits to a peaceful 
resolution of the conflict.

The humanitarian crisis in Ethiopia is of grave concern as 
loss of lives and starvation rise incessantly in Tigray, which 
remains cut off from the rest of the world. ‘Weaponised 
starvation’ has been an extremely unfortunate outcome 
of this year-long battle between the government and the 
TPLF in Ethiopia.

As the PM takes to the battlefield, urgent requests for 
peaceful negotiation by the international community 
must be heard to save Ethiopia from imploding into 
warring factions with serious implications for the region. 
One way to get the two sides to sit down together would 
be for both the U.S. and China, as well as other countries 
such as Turkey, to act together. It would be difficult for 
PM Abiy to ignore both ends of the aid spectrum.

DOMESTIC STABILITY IS CRUMBLING AS LONGSTANDING
POLITICAL TENSIONS INCREASINGLY SPILL OVER INTO VIOLENCE
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Tigray accounts for much of the
recent spike in violence, but there

has also been a sharp rise in violent
conflict throughout the country
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