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President’s Take

Rarely has the agenda of the monthly European Union (EU) foreign ministers’ meet-
ings been as packed as the one on 24 April. As EU High Representative Josep Bor-

policymakers have to grapple with. It included discussions of Sudan’s crisis, the
Ukraine war and its geopolitical fallout, and arecalibrated EU policy toward China -
none of these items a small task. As of this writing, foreign ministers are continuing
their conversations about these issues at an informal meeting in Sweden, and they
will remain seized of the matters going forward.

The fighting in Sudan was rightly among the top issues of the day on 24 April. Crisis
work agreement in which the Sudanese army agreed to hand over power to civil-
ians, real obstacles remained for the transition. Tensions brewing between the ar-
my, led by General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, and the paramilitary Rapid Support
Forces (RSF), under the command of Mohamed “Hemedti” Hamdan Dagalo, were
all too evident as the deadline for the handover loomed. Yet few anticipated the
bombardment wracking the capital Khartoum, millions of civilians are caught in the
crossfire, with supplies of basic necessities running out fast. Both sides appear to
view the confrontation as existential. With no end to the fighting in sight, it could
escalate into a devastating civil war that destabilises the Horn of Africa and Red
Sea region, both areas of strategic importance to the EU and many others.

While EU and European leaders have limited leverage in Sudan, they should do
what they can to deter outside actors from getting sucked into the fighting, support
mediation efforts under way and stand ready with humanitarian aid. In particular,
with most EU nationals evacuated, it is important that European attention to the cri-
sis not fade. Critical is to press all actors inside Sudan, in the country’s immediate
neighbourhood and farther afield to refrain from backing either side. Any dynamic
that draws in other players — whether former rebels or other Sudanese armed groups
or regional powers — would make a conflict that already looks intractable even hard-
er to halt. For now, Europe should continue to support Saudi and U.S. efforts to
Saudi Arabia, on 11 May committing to protect civilians.) If those talks get traction,
the EU should prepare to quickly provide large-scale assistance to meet what look
set to be vast needs. European leaders should also encourage Washington and Ri-
yadh to widen the mediation format beyond representatives of the two warring par-
ties as early as possible, bringing in Sudanese civilians and diplomats from neigh-
bouring and other regional countries and bodies. Broader participation will be cru-
cial for achieving a lasting settlement that goes beyond a humanitarian ceasefire.

Backing Ukraine in defending itself from Russia’s invasion remains Europe’s top
security priority. The latest EU agreement on a three-track initiative to get Kyiv artil-
lery and ammunition, including through new procedures for joint EU arms procure-
ment, illustrates Brussels’ readiness to take unprecedented steps to make sure
Ukraine has what it needs. Since Russia’s all-out invasion in February 2022, Euro-


https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/foreign-affairs-council-press-remarks-high-representative-josep-borrell-after-meeting-4_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/fac/2023/04/24/
https://www.crisisgroup.org/global/watch-list-2023
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/sudan/stopping-sudans-descent-full-blown-civil-war
https://www.state.gov/jeddah-declaration-of-commitment-to-protect-the-civilians-of-sudan/
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pean capitals have shown sensible caution in avoiding steps that run too high arisk
of direct conflict between NATO and Moscow, notably by drawing a line at deploy-

livery of advanced Western fighter jets and long-range missiles, they should assess
carefully the added value for Ukraine of such weaponry, particularly given the long
lead times for training in its use and maintenance.

Hopes in Western capitals partly hinge on a Ukrainian counter-offensive. Ukrainians
from the start have bucked expectations on the battlefield as Russian forces have
struggled to break through Ukrainian defences along fronts in the east and south.
With a new counter-offensive, Kyiv is surely hoping to repeat the dramatic advanc-
es of the late summer and autumn of 2022. But the Ukrainians will have their work
cut out for them, with Russians dug in and the element of surprise that was deci-
sive before hard to replicate. Even if Ukraine’s counter-offensive regains territory
and puts Moscow under military pressure, it seems unlikely for now to change the
Kremlin’s calculations about the war. Moscow has given no indication that it seeks
any sort of bargain to end the war, let alone on terms acceptable to Kyiv. Indeed,
the Kremlin gives every sign of settling in for a long struggle — and perhaps even
sees benefits in doing so, as a means of keeping society on a war footing. Putin’s
goals appear to remain a pliant government in Kyiv and a West that accepts Rus-
sia’s self-defined sphere of influence. Kyiv, for its part, is understandably showing
no willingness to compromise either at this stage, given that doing so would involve
accepting loss of its own territory and sovereignty.

As unlikely as any settlement seems right now, the EU and its member states should
nevertheless prepare for amoment when calculations in Russia might change. Even
as they continue to support Ukraine, they should signal to Moscow that a path to-
ward a negotiated ceasefire or settlement remains possible. As Crisis Group has
argued before, that means avoiding any measures and rhetoric that suggest the
West seeks regime change in the Kremlin and making clear that some EU sanctions
would be lifted in the event of a political settlement acceptable to Ukraine.

For now, and notwithstanding some differences in views and policies in Europe,
there is no sign of significant cracks in the West’s unity in backing Ukraine. Wheth-
er fissures will appear over the next year, as supplies run lower in Western coun-
tries and U.S. elections approach, remains unclear. For the most part, the U.S. po-
litical establishment is firmly behind the Biden White House’s Ukraine policy and its
commitments to the transatlantic partnership and European security, though a
small but vocal caucus in the Republican party, including former President Donald
Trump, have been consistently critical. Dwindling U.S. support for Ukraine appears
unlikely any time soon. But given the centrality of U.S. aid, any change would pose
difficult questions for Europe. While most European policymakers realise how much

pare, exposing again Europe’s vulnerability to U.S. domestic politics.


https://www.crisisgroup.org/global/watch-list-2023
https://www.crisisgroup.org/global/watch-list-2023
https://www.economist.com/europe/2023/03/30/europe-is-unprepared-for-what-might-come-next-in-america
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Then there is Europe’s response to the Ukraine war’s geopolitical knock-on effects.
Part of that sensibly entails increased bilateral engagement with countries in its
immediate neighbourhood, Asia, Africa and Latin America — steps | have advocated
for in meetings with European interlocutors. That the EU is taking such outreach se-
riously and has even adopted a concrete action plan to strengthen EU partnerships
around the world through greater political and economic engagement, including
through the use of its Global Gateway initiative, is good news. Yet some of the
rhetoric from Western leaders still displays a lack of sensitivity to the concerns of
capitals elsewhere.

standing. Inevitably, many capitals around the world prefer to define their national
policies on their own terms rather than as part of a West-Russia — or for that matter
West-China - contest. Few sympathise with Moscow or have any illusions about its
aggression in Ukraine. Yet they do not see picking sides as serving their or their
societies’ interests. Few buy the notion, which still runs through much of European
thinking, that the West occupies the moral high ground, given its own track record
over the past few decades. More concretely, in dealings with Europe, they want to
focus on their own priorities. This Watch List contains a few concrete ideas for spe-
cific regions: efforts to work with Latin American countries on reducing organised
crime and the associated violence, for example, or the importance of not closing
the door on poor countries that have developed close ties to Moscow, such as Mali
and Burkina Faso. Broadly speaking, framing policy solely through the prism of
confrontation with Moscow or Beijing will backfire. Countries across the world will
chafe at feeling forced to choose.

greater attention to the cumulative economic effects of the war, sanctions on Rus-
sia and the COVID-19 pandemic that are foremost in the minds of many leaders
elsewhere. The fuel and food price hikes of 2022 have subsided somewhat. Still,
inflation remains high and many poor countries’ debt burdens look increasing un-
the economic toll risks aggravating instability, fuelling discontent and sharpening
political crises. Pakistan, in this Watch List, is one example, but many other coun-
tries could be in similar boats. Wealthy countries, including in Europe, have been
slow to cough up various forms of financial relief they pledged in 2022. It is true
that a much smaller fraction of debt is owed to Western countries than was the
case some years ago. Any comprehensive efforts need to involve other capitals,
notably Beijing, and the private sector. Still, the forthcoming G7 summit, which the
EU and several member states will attend, is an opportunity for the world’s richest
economies to use their leverage in international financial institutions and hefty aid
budgets to ease poorer countries’ economic woes and bolster aid to those facing
conflict risks. A Crisis Group paper, to be published next week, will lay out more in
detail what the G7 can do in this regard.

Also high on the agenda of EU foreign ministers is China. A flurry of European visits
to Beijing underscored the variation among EU leaders with respect to China policy
and the need to resolve internal differences. Some leaders, most prominently


https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/03/08/russia-ukraine-war-west-global-south-diplomacy-un-putin-g20/
https://www.crisisgroup.org/global/responding-global-economic-vulnerability
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/world-economic-outlook-update-april-2023-rocky-recovery#:~:text=The%20baseline%20forecast%20is%20for,to%201.3%20percent%20in%202023
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French President Emmanuel Macron, suggest that Europe should avoid getting too
enmeshed in China-U.S. tensions. (An option paper prepared by the European
tions Europe not to get drawn into a zero-sum contest between Washington and
Beijing.) Others push for a more aggressive European line, seeing China as a dan-
gerous competitor and ally to Moscow, and eager to stay on side with Washington.
With European heads of state set to tackle the topic during their June summit, the
days and weeks ahead are an opportunity to rethink and recalibrate.

As is often the case in the EU, the common position will probably fall somewhere in
the middle. The EU seems likely to maintain its three-pronged approach that simul-
taneously treats China as a negotiating partner, economic competitor and strategic
rival, albeit arguably with greatest emphasis on the last of these. Most EU and
member state officials seem to broadly agree with the agenda laid out by European
Beijing trip, which points more forcefully than in the past to the many irritants that
create friction in the EU’s relationship with Beijing (from the closer China-Russia
partnership and what European capitals view as destabilising policies in Asia to
human rights violations in the Xinjiang region and disinformation and economic
coercion against EU member states). That agenda also stresses the need to reduce
Europe’s economic dependence on China, while acknowledging the importance of
engagement on issues of mutual interest.

Treading the right line in Europe’s multifaceted relations with Beijing — one that is
realistic about the importance of trade and global problem-solving with China while
clear-eyed about the challenge a more assertive Beijing poses — is one of European
policymakers’ biggest tests. It is made all the harder by Washington’s increasingly
tough policies, accelerated by competition among leaders of both major U.S. par-
ties to outdo one another in assertiveness toward Beijing.

Changes are in the offing. As von der Leyen forecast, it is nearly certain that Europe
will reduce its reliance on critical Chinese industries in order to limit China’s eco-
nomic leverage over the bloc and its members. While this move makes strategic
sense, Europe should remain wary of entirely outsourcing its China policy to Wash-
ington. Although the transatlantic relationship remains crucial for regional security —
as the conflict in Ukraine has demonstrated - it can withstand some back-and-forth
on key matters of regional interest. Given the one-way ratchet toward hardline poli-
cies inside the U.S., Brussels may play a useful role moderating the U.S. position.
For example, after Europe resisted a U.S. push to pursue economic decoupling
from China and put forward its own more moderate concept of “de-risking”, U.S.
National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan shifted to the same rhetoric. Whether
Europe and the U.S. mean the same thing by that term is unclear, but the adoption
of the EU’s measured tone is itself a positive step.

Given the strategic rivalry between Washington and Beijing, it is also an open ques-
tion how much influence Brussels will be able to wield with either on security-
related issues; still, it should do what it can. For example, European leaders can
and should urge both sides to resume senior and working-level dialogue and com-


https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-05-11/eu-proposes-limits-on-its-approach-to-us-china-rivalry
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_23_2063
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mit to communications through defence hotlines, notwithstanding the turbulence in
their relations. Whether or not both sides are at fault, Europe should push equally to
make clear it is being even-handed.

On Taiwan, too, the EU is not the central player it is on the Ukraine war, but clearly
any confrontation over the island would be as catastrophic for Europe as it would
for the rest of the world, with the economic fallout dwarfing that of the Ukraine war.
Broadly speaking, the U.S. in its defence of Taiwan has to find the right balance be-
tween deterrence and reassurance. Building up Taiwan’s defences and making
clear to China the broader costs of an attempt to take the island by force, notably
the sanctions that such a step would trigger, is part of that. But those measures
must sit alongside efforts to reassure Beijing that the status quo - ie, commitment
to a one China policy that does not recognise Taiwanese independence - is solid
and its opportunity to reunify is not slipping away. Thus far, the reassurance side
has sometimes looked a bit neglected. Europe should focus on both aspects. It
cannot undercut deterrence; indeed, its commitment to sanctions can help. At the
same time, European capitals should affirm — and, whenever possible, encourage
the U.S. to affirm — their own one China policies and encourage all parties to main-
tain the status quo.

The EU should also keep its expectations realistic about Beijing’s readiness to in-
fluence Russia and potential mediating role in Ukraine. Beijing has tried to transmit
an image of constructive neutrality despite its “no limits friendship” with Moscow
and emphasise its readiness to mediate. There is no reason to dismiss China’s of-
fers out of hand. Indeed, European leaders could even signal to Beijing that if Rus-
sia backs away from its maximalist goals to seek a sustainable peace — which for
now Moscow has given no indication of doing - it is supportive of negotiations. But
European leaders should be clear-eyed about Beijing’s fundamental interests. Bei-
jing values Moscow as a strategic ally in resisting U.S. pressure and seems unlikely
to do anything that risks undercutting the Kremlin or to use any capital to nudge
President Vladimir Putin toward a settlement. China’s messaging on Ukraine is
more about portraying itself as an honest broker to the rest of the world than mak-
ing a serious attempt to reach peace.

Despite the many high-profile issues on the European agenda, the EU and its
member states will need to keep an eye on other conflicts and crises that may be
looming, or risk getting much worse, but are not necessarily making headlines. This
Watch List Update draws attention to some of these: the crisis in Pakistan, record
levels of violence in Burkina Faso and Mali, the brewing standoff over Iran’s nuclear
program, Latin America’s wave of violent crime and the risk of fresh tensions be-
tween Kosovo and Serbia. European capitals cannot solve all these crises alone,
but they do still have an important role to play in finding ways to end or reduce vio-
lence or avert the type of worst-case scenario now playing out in Sudan.

Comfort Ero, Crisis Group President & CEO
May 2023



Maintaining Relations with
Transitional Regimes in Bamako
and Ouagadougou

transitional governments have struggled to turn back jihadist insurgencies. Although
Bamako and Ouagadougou have made significant efforts, particularly in terms of
recruiting and equipping their respective armies, which are now in a more offensive
posture, the situation continues to be precarious. Jihadist violence persists across
northern and central Mali, and it has spread across much of Burkina Faso. Despite
triumphalist rhetoric from Bamako and Ouagadougou, it is unclear whether either
has made strategic gains against the jihadists over the past few months. State pres-
ence is still close to non-existent in rural areas like Ménaka in north-eastern Mali or
northern Soum province in Burkina Faso. The two governments have, at best, lim-
ited control of their territory outside urban areas, where jihadists remain reluctant to
venture. But even those areas are not necessarily secure; many have fallen under
protracted jihadist blockades, particularly in Burkina Faso.

Amid this insecurity, as well as political instability and shifting strategic alliances,
increasing violence against civilians by all sides, and uncertainty about transitions
back to civilian rule, there are major obstacles to cooperation between the Euro-
pean Union and its member states, on one hand, and the two African neighbours,
on the other. Still, the EU and its member states may be able to play a constructive
role if they prioritise maintaining engagement with the two countries. To this end, they
will need to resist the temptation to view relationships with Bamako and Ouaga-
dougou exclusively through the prism of relations with Russia. They will also need to
appreciate that isolating either regime risks entrenching hardliners to the detriment
of both local civilians and European interests.

Concretely, the EU and its member states should:

O Maintain dialogue about the transition back to civilian rule with the authorities in
both Mali and Burkina Faso, while minimising public disputes, notably on choices
of diplomatic and security partnerships, as these present a significant risk of
backlash and are unlikely to change the authorities’ behaviour.

O Recognise that opportunities to partner on security with either Mali or Burkina
Faso are scant at present, focusing instead on keeping military-military channels
open (Mali) and civilian protection initiatives going (Burkina Faso), as well as on
pressing the governments to explore hon-military solutions to insecurity, includ-
ing through dialogue with disaffected communities and groups.

Q In both countries, help preserve political space through financial and technical
support to vulnerable civil society activists and organisations — including women’s
and youth groups — with a particular focus on developing programming that can
help these activists operate safely and securely, as well as on taking appropriate
precautions to avoid creating added risks for the beneficiaries.


https://twitter.com/ICG_Sahel/status/1623638371124801538/photo/1
https://twitter.com/ICG_Sahel/status/1623693151272673280/photo/1
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O Inboth countries, explore ways to support the transition back to civilian rule,
including (in Mali) through the operationalisation of the Autorité Indépendante de
Gestion des Elections, the independent electoral management body.

Q In Burkina Faso, continue to help humanitarian actors and relevant ministries
provide humanitarian assistance to populations in need, notably internally dis-
placed people, and promote dialogue in an effort to heal intercommunal rifts.

Striking Parallels

As Mali and Burkina Faso continue to fight jihadists moving south through the
Sahel, the parallels between the two neighbours are striking, although imperfect.
Partly due to the resulting insecurity, both have experienced two military coup
d’états in the past three years. The current regimes in Bamako and Ouagadougou
have, to different degrees, sought to win public support through self-aggrandising
and sovereigntist rhetoric. Both have expelled the troops that France (the former
colonial power in the region) sent to assist in the anti-jihadist battle. The Malian
authorities have invited in the Russian paramilitary Wagner Group as a new security
partner, and the Burkinabé government could eventually do the same, as it appears
to be drawing closer to Moscow.

The parallels also relate to the growing vulnerability of civilians in the two countries.
In both Mali and Burkina Faso, military operations against jihadists have led to in-
creased violence against civilians by both state forces and their allies, as well as by
jihadist groups. There have been frequent allegations by national and international
human rights organisations of abuses including arrests, executions and torture
of civilians by national armed forces, jihadists, the Wagner Group in Mali and
pro-government self-defence groups (known as Dan Na Ambassagou in Mali and
Volontaires pour la défense de la patrie, or VDPs, in Burkina Faso). Meanwhile, it is
unclear whether the authorities in either country intend to give power back to civil-
ians along the timeline each agreed to with the Economic Community of West Afri-
can States (ECOWAS), an important regional bloc, in 2022. The Malian government’s
announcement that it will hold a constitutional referendum on 18 June is a positive
development, but it is not enough to dispel doubt about the authorities’ ability to
organise the presidential election scheduled for February 2024.

A Polarising Regime in Bamako

In Mali, the colonels who organised the country’s 2020 and 2021 coups seem to
have more or less unified the security establishment behind them and remain
broadly popular, even as they gear up for what appears to be a wave of repression
of their critics. As dissonant voices from Malian politics and civil society begin to
make themselves heard, the regime can look to a legion of activists ready to harass
perceived detractors. One example is the backlash to civil society representative
denounced human rights abuses committed by Malian and Russian forces in the
country, stating (contrary to Bamako’s official line) that the security situation in the


https://www.jeuneafrique.com/1399624/politique/exclusif-burkina-faso-le-voyage-secret-du-premier-ministre-a-moscou/
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/S_PV_9251.pdf
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country had not improved since Wagner’s arrival in late 2021. On 5 February, not
long after she spoke, the Malian government declared Guillaume Ngefa-Atondoko
Andali, head of the human rights division of the UN peacekeeping mission (M-

woman, a few days after they had made perceived criticisms of the transition.

Bamako’s authoritarian drift has contributed to concerns that the current authorities
may seek to remain in power. These fears are growing due to the government's de-
sire to tighten control of civic space, its attempts to sideline the old political class
and the proliferation of initiatives aimed at consolidating the transitional president’s
political base.

As for Mali’s foreign policy, the authorities chose Russia as their main military part-
ner in 2021, turning their backs on France. In the wake of the Russian invasion of
Ukraine in February 2022, Mali has also fallen out with its other Western partners.
Moreover, the Wagner Group as well as the government and local militias are in-
junction with their intensive operations against jihadists in the country’s centre. The
state has denied the charges, while refusing to let MINUSMA, on which the regime
has imposed a number of restrictions, investigate alleged abuses. Nevertheless,
these operations have bolstered the regime’s popularity in Bamako, and the regime
appears to see its new partnership with Russia as helping stabilise its power. Rus-
sian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov visited Bamako in February, and the transition-
al authorities more than ever seem to view Russia as a key partner and their princi-
pal global ally.

At the same time, Bamako’s relations with traditional partners in its neighbourhood
are rocky. Mali is suspended from ECOWAS, and its relations with key allies, such
transitional regimes in Ouagadougou and Conakry. It has even clashed with neigh-
bours and long-time partners, notably detaining 49 soldiers from Céte d’lvoire for
around six months, accusing them of being mercenaries intent on destabilising the
regime.

Internally, implementation of the 2015 peace agreement between the government
and separatist non-state armed groups in Mali’s north appears to have stalled.
Tensions between the signatory armed groups and the government are at a high,

ment recently flying military planes over Kidal, the armed groups’ headquarters. The
overflight was widely viewed as a provocation, and some suspect that Bamako’s
colonels, several of whom fought in the 2012 rebellion, are eager for a rematch

against the groups. In February, a member of the transitional legislature said war

Meanwhile, security in the north continues to deteriorate. The state has little pres-
ence in the region, where jihadists affiliated with the rival Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal
Muslimin (JNIM) and Islamic State Sahel Province (IS Sahel) coalitions regularly


https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2023/02/05/la-junte-malienne-expulse-le-directeur-de-la-division-des-droits-de-l-homme-de-la-mission-de-l-onu_6160650_3212.html
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20230314-mali-le-chroniqueur-ras-bath-sera-jug%C3%A9-pour-avoir-d%C3%A9nonc%C3%A9-l-assassinat-de-soumeylou-boubeye-ma%C3%AFga
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20220906-mali-l-arm%c3%a9e-et-ses-suppl%c3%a9tifs-accus%c3%a9s-de-viols-et-de-pillages-%c3%a0-nia-ouro
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-11/July-September2022-NotetrimestrielleMali.pdf
https://www.africanews.com/2023/02/09/burkina-guinea-mali-a-new-axis-on-the-continent/
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20230303-mali-les-groupes-signataires-rejettent-les-accusations-du-ministre-wagu%C3%A9
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20230303-mali-les-groupes-signataires-rejettent-les-accusations-du-ministre-wagu%C3%A9
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20230405-u?_ope=eyJndWlkIjoiYWY1YzM4NWJkMmYwYmM3NzNhY2FmMWEzM2M3YTE0YjAifQ%3D%3D
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20230405-u?_ope=eyJndWlkIjoiYWY1YzM4NWJkMmYwYmM3NzNhY2FmMWEzM2M3YTE0YjAifQ%3D%3D
https://www.pressafrik.com/Au-Mali-les-propos-belliqueux-d-un-membre-du-Conseil-national-de-transition-font-polemique_a253216.html
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clash with each other as well as the signatory armed groups. It is difficult to tell who
has the upper hand in this fighting, although IS Sahel seems to have made signifi-
cant gains, particularly in the Ménaka region.

A Fragile Regime in Ouagadougou

In Burkina Faso, President Ibrahim Traoré remains vulnerable to some of the same
dynamics that brought down his predecessors, including divisions within the armed
forces, and has attracted increasing concern from national and international ob-
servers regarding his authoritarian management of the transition. Ouagadougou has

putes with them or (at least yet) embraced Russia to the same degree as Bamako.

As concerns governance, the transitional authorities have taken an authoritarian
approach. Having made the reconquest of territory their overwhelming priority, they
consider the state and the population to be in a posture of total war, permitting
them to subordinate respect for civil rights to the imperative of recapturing territory
wide-ranging legal latitude to do whatever he deems necessary to curb insecurity,
including requisitioning people and goods and restricting basic freedoms. The au-
thorities have arrested several civil society activists and expelled two French jour-
nalists reporting on human rights abuses. Meanwhile, it is unclear whether the au-
thorities are willing or able to respect the July 2024 deadline for a presidential elec-
tion, agreed on with ECOWAS, given persistent insecurity.

The Ouagadougou regime is less stable than its counterpart in Bamako. One expla-
nation may be that the regime in Bamako is composed of actors more or less rep-
resentative of the Malian armed forces. By contrast, President Traoré is much
younger and, as a captain, lower in rank than Bamako’s colonels. He enjoys only
shaky support from within the strongly divided Burkinabé military. Traoré’s two
tary is now suffering its highest death toll since the beginning of the conflict, with at
least five massive assaults on state forces between February and April in the Nord,
Centre-Nord, Sahel and Est regions. Traoré thus remains vulnerable to internal mili-
tary rivalries threatening the stability of his regime.

On the international front, the Burkinabé transitional authorities have (like their Mali-
Paris recall its ambassador and in February 2023 asking the French Operation Sa-
bre to leave the country. While they have drawn closer to non-Western partners
such as TUrkiye and Russia, they have not as of this writing contracted with the
Wagner Group, and it remains unclear if they plan to do so. Several Burkinabé offi-
cials, including the defence minister on 3 May, have suggested that Moscow’s help
rity situation does not improve soon, Ouagadougou may look to external military
support and find it with a private military company, perhaps Wagner.


https://www.reuters.com/article/burkina-securite-idFRKBN2T70XR
https://www.reuters.com/article/burkina-securite-idFRKBN2T70XR
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20230420-burkina-faso-les-d%C3%A9tails-de-la-mobilisation-g%C3%A9n%C3%A9rale-connus-suite-%C3%A0-la-signature-d-un-d%C3%A9cret
https://www.hrw.org/fr/news/2023/04/04/le-burkina-faso-expulse-deux-journalistes-francaises
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/11/17/burkina-faso-death-toll-security-post-attack-jumps-to-53
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/11/17/burkina-faso-death-toll-security-post-attack-jumps-to-53
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/11/17/burkina-faso-death-toll-security-post-attack-jumps-to-53
https://www.africanews.com/2022/10/05/burkina-faso-37-dead-in-september-attack-on-gaskinde-army/
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20230103-paris-confirme-la-requ%C3%AAte-des-autorit%C3%A9s-burkinab%C3%A8-demandant-le-d%C3%A9part-de-l-ambassadeur-de-france
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20230103-paris-confirme-la-requ%C3%AAte-des-autorit%C3%A9s-burkinab%C3%A8-demandant-le-d%C3%A9part-de-l-ambassadeur-de-france
https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2023/02/21/operation-sabre-au-burkina-faso-d-une-arrivee-discrete-a-une-fin-amere_6162704_3212.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2023/02/21/operation-sabre-au-burkina-faso-d-une-arrivee-discrete-a-une-fin-amere_6162704_3212.html
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20230125-ouagadougou-met-en-avant-les-forces-burkinab%C3%A8-pour-assurer-la-d%C3%A9fense-du-pays
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Looking at the internal security situation, jihadist violence is at unprecedented in-
tensity. It is widespread, afflicting all of Burkina Faso’s regions except the capital.
True, President Traoré inherited a difficult security situation, but he seems to have
found no way to improve it since taking power. While the government has ramped
be felt and the security situation has continued to deteriorate. Meanwhile, the gov-
ernment’s total war policy seems to have given rise to a degree of military licence
and contributed to a spike in violence against civilians, with troops often targeting
(Yatenga province, Nord region) on 20 April, where a statement by residents accused
the armed forces of killing at least 147 civilians (including women and children,
mainly from the country’s majority Mossi ethnic group), is indicative of the escala-
tion of violence against civilians.

The new authorities have made the VDP paramilitaries the main pillar of their re-
move is a response to the Burkinabé military’s limited capacity to confront jihadist
groups, the decision to lean heavily on the VDPs has been a factor in placing civil-
ians at the centre of violence and exacerbated communal tensions. Jihadists have
raided villages they accuse of supplying VDPs, while the authorities tend to suspect
that those who do not suffer insurgent attacks or vocally support the VDPs are
accomplices of the jihadists, reportedly making them personally or sometimes their
villages military targets.

What the EU and Its Member States Can Do

Notwithstanding these challenges, the EU and member states will gain more by
staying engaged with Mali and Burkina Faso than by pulling further back from them.
Isolating the regimes in power could lead them to even more hardline positions,
which could prove harmful for the two populations and will not serve European
interests. At the same time, European actors must take a clear-eyed view of the
region’s dramatically changing political dynamics — both its increasing tendency
toward authoritarian governance, and even mass abuse, and a tense socio-political
climate around questions of sovereignty and Western partnerships. For these rea-
sons, the EU’s ability to influence the situations and regimes in Mali and Burkina
Faso faces significant constraints. It should seek to work within these as follows:

Mali: In the security realm, only narrow military cooperation with Bamako remains
possible. While the effectiveness of the European Union Training Mission (EUTM)
in Mali is limited, especially after it suspended the majority of its training activities
given Wagner’s growing presence, it still helps maintain a channel for dialogue be-
tween Malian and European military officers. As the EU remains strongly committed
to security in the Sahel, and particularly given Mali’s central role therein, keeping
this channel open should remain useful. That said, in light of the strategic choices
made by the transitional authorities, the conditions are not in place to enhance
European security assistance to Mali.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YQVpcYm43L8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YQVpcYm43L8
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2023/05/burkina-faso-la-responsabilite-des-forces-speciales-de-larmee-pointee-dans-le-massacre-de-karma/
https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2022/10/26/le-burkina-faso-va-recruter-50-000-volontaires-pour-renforcer-la-lutte-de-l-armee-contre-le-djihadisme_6147315_3212.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2022/10/26/le-burkina-faso-va-recruter-50-000-volontaires-pour-renforcer-la-lutte-de-l-armee-contre-le-djihadisme_6147315_3212.html
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Instead, the EU should continue to engage in other sectors by supporting govern-
ance reforms, economic development, civil society and work to facilitate an effec-
tive transition back to civilian rule. This dialogue should be mostly conducted at the
level of the EU delegation in Bamako, which has useful experience working with the
current authorities. The EU should seek to combine short-term actions in support of
the transition with a longer-term commitment to the country’s economic develop-
ment. It should consider investing in the operationalisation of the Autorité Indépen-
dante de Gestion des Elections, the independent electoral management body.
To help maintain space for political expression, the EU should also offer discreet
women’s and youth groups, including those working outside the capital. This sup-
port should focus on helping civil society operate more safely and securely; it should
be offered in a way that does not itself increase the risks to beneficiaries.

Above all, the EU should avoid framing its engagement with Mali through the lens
of competition with Russia. Bamako’s privileged partnership with Paris seems at
this moment to be a thing of the past. But it remains possible to maintain and nur-
ture relations with other Western actors, such as Brussels. As Crisis Group laid out
non-military solutions to insecurity. They might start by prioritising political dia-
logue, including potentially with the jihadists, so that the state can be deployed in
rural areas, before undertaking broader governance reforms.

Burkina Faso: Concerning the security sector, while the EU’s options will again
be limited, it should explore cooperation with the ministries in charge of the VDPs,
focusing on the development of coordination and monitoring mechanisms to better
protect civilians (rather than on the delivery of equipment). Crisis Group will further
examine the VDP question in a later report.

In the diplomatic realm, the EU should maintain engagement mostly through its
Ouagadougou-based delegation, which has so far proven a more effective channel
than higher-level engagement. It should focus on privately convincing the authori-
ties of the need to develop non-military solutions to insecurity, such as promoting
social cohesion through community dialogue, and (as in Mali) encourage the transi-
tion back to civilian rule through support for the electoral process and other assis-
tance. At the same time, it should avoid pubilic criticism of the government’s strate-
gic choices, including with respect to external security partners, as it is unlikely to
sway the authorities’ thinking on these issues and risks provoking a backlash.

Finally, as the regime is increasingly isolated amid partial disengagement by its tra-
ditional partners, the EU should maintain its activities focused on supporting civil-
ians, who are paying the highest price for the government’s strategy of total war.
Specifically, the EU should prioritise humanitarian assistance, taking into account
against civilians is only escalating. The EU can also play an important role in pro-
moting social cohesion, notably through the support of local organisations that
work on non-violent conflict resolution and the promotion of community dialogue
(especially between herders and farmers). Lastly, as in Mali, the EU should stand


https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20230314-mali-le-chroniqueur-ras-bath-sera-jug%C3%A9-pour-avoir-d%C3%A9nonc%C3%A9-l-assassinat-de-soumeylou-boubeye-ma%C3%AFga
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/sahel/mali/b185-mali-eviter-le-piege-de-lisolement
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/sahel/mali/b185-mali-eviter-le-piege-de-lisolement
https://reliefweb.int/report/burkina-faso/burkina-faso-almost-2-million-people-displaced-amid-worst-food-crisis-decade
https://reliefweb.int/report/burkina-faso/burkina-faso-almost-2-million-people-displaced-amid-worst-food-crisis-decade
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ready to offer discreet technical and financial support to civil society activists and
organisations, subject to appropriate precautions, and with a focus on assistance
that can help them operate more safely and securely.



Striking the Right Balance with Iran

Relations between Europe and Iran are more fraught than at any time in years.
Three main factors explain the friction: the impasse in negotiations over restoring
the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), the 2015 nuclear deal, as Tehran
continues to expand its nuclear activity; Iran’s deepening military cooperation with
Russia in the wake of its all-out invasion of Ukraine; and the regime’s brutal crack-
down on the anti-government protests taking place across the country since mid-
September 2022. In parallel, the persistent tensions between Iran and its allies, on
one side, and the U.S. and Israel, on the other, are trending in a worrying direction
that could see tit-for-tat exchanges, notably in the Levant, escalate into a broader
conflagration.

Amid all this turmoil, the European Union and its member states lack a clear overall
direction in their Iran policy. For years, they have broadly pursued de-escalation be-
tween Iran and its various adversaries, notably by helping broker the nuclear
agreement and striving to salvage it since the U.S. unilaterally withdrew from it, un-
der President Donald Trump, in 2018. They have sought to address other serious
concerns as well, for instance maintaining sanctions on Iran for its horrid human
rights record, but they have largely tried to keep these policies separate from the
tasks of saving the JCPOA and calming Middle East tensions. In the last eight months,
the regime’s relentless assaults on protesters and supply of weapons to Russia
have led the EU to shift tack somewhat. Nonetheless, it should try to reinvigorate its
efforts to contribute to reducing frictions in the region — particularly at a time when
relations between Tehran and its Gulf Arab rivals are improving — even as it keeps
working to contain Iran on other fronts. Bad as the present situation is, a nuclear
crisis leading to an armed escalation in the Middle East would be much worse.

The EU and its members states should:

O Support the emerging rapprochement between Iran and Gulf Arab states as a
path to greater regional stability. European initiatives that help advance technical
dialogue on, for example, joint health and environment projects can foster con-
fidence and potentially pave the way to talks on regional security cooperation.

O Continue to urge Tehran to stop deepening its military cooperation with Mos-
cow, while reviewing the efficacy of restrictive measures on the transfer of drone
and missile technology to Iran.

o Complement punitive measures aimed at regime officials and organisations
involved in human rights violations with proactive measures — specified below —
that help ordinary Iranians, while keeping diplomatic channels open despite the
multiplicity of friction points with the regime.

O Work to avoid the prospect of a peaking nuclear crisis by quietly conveying red
lines to Tehran that keep the situation below a threshold that might trigger either
European snapback of UN sanctions that could prompt an Iranian withdrawal
from the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) or U.S. and/or Israeli military action while
formulating viable diplomatic alternatives, such as a more limited arrangement
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capping Iran’s most proliferation-sensitive activities, if efforts to revive the 2015
nuclear agreement remain stalled.

Turmoil and a Timely Détente

Since September 2022, the Iranian regime’s actions at home and abroad have sig-
nificantly hardened European attitudes toward the Islamic Republic. Attention in Eu-
rope has shifted away from the nuclear issue, which had previously been the focus
of European policymaking, toward Tehran’s supply of arms to Moscow and its seri-
al violations of Iranians’ human rights amid nationwide anti-government protests.

One reason for Europe’s tougher stance toward Iran is the deadlock in the nuclear
talks. As the JCPOA'’s custodian, the EU has been deeply involved in efforts to
keep the pact alive ever since the Trump administration put it in mortal peril by pull-
ing the U.S. out of it. Europe was enthusiastic about President Joe Biden’s plan to
rejoin the JCPOA. The subsequent negotiations have come close to conclusion on
more than one occasion, but they have been stagnant since September 2022, when
Tehran rejected a proposal largely agreeable to the U.S., as well as the deal’s re-
maining parties, namely Russia, China and the so-called E3 (France, Germany and
the UK). In the meantime, Iran has stepped up its nuclear activities, which present a
growing non-proliferation risk, with the estimated breakout time (the period for ac-
cumulating one weapon’s worth of enriched uranium) below two weeks and inter-
national monitoring of facilities limited. In March, the International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA) and Iran’s atomic energy organisation agreed to work on improving
IAEA access in light of increasing safeguards concerns, but progress has been
slight. The IAEA Board of Governors will meet next in early June, at which time
Western governments could decide to call once again for a vote censuring Iran for
non-compliance, ratcheting up tensions. Another flashpoint looms in October,
when UN restrictions on Iran’s ballistic missile program will expire. While the U.S.
and the three European JCPOA signatories have reportedly discussed alternatives
to the 2015 agreement should the diplomatic stalemate continue, there is no con-
sensus among them on what those might be, much less concurrence from Russia
and China - or Iran itself.

Tehran has additionally infuriated European capitals by reportedly shipping conven-
tional weapons, including armed drones, to Russia for use in its war in Ukraine.
While Iran denies sending (and Russia denies receiving) these weapons, Western
governments believe that such transfers have occurred, that they violate UN re-
strictions, that Moscow has used the Iranian drones to hit civilian targets and that
Tehran may get Russian armaments, notably advanced aircraft and missile defence
systems, in return. European capitals have collaborated with Washington in efforts
to curb the transfer of drones and warned Tehran not to give Moscow ballistic mis-
siles, which so far it has not done.

The third reason for Europe’s harder line is the human rights crisis in Iran. For the
last eight months, the country has seen an explosion of deep-seated domestic dis-
content, to which the regime has responded with a combination of severe repres-
sion and superficial tactical concessions. While the protests that began in Septem-
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ber 2022 have diminished in scale and scope, the underlying social and political
grievances, especially among women and youth, remain largely unaddressed. The
economic hardship resulting from high inflation and unemployment could also fuel
further unrest. Thus far, the leadership appears unwilling to take any of the struc-
tural measures that would help defuse the popular anger driving the protest move-
ment, while remaining all too ready to rely on coercion to clear the streets.

The regime’s harsh treatment of peaceful protesters, many of whom are women,
has done great damage to European-Iranian relations. It has also mobilised Iranians
in the European diaspora in an unprecedented fashion, increasing the pressure on
elected officials to adopt a tougher line against the leadership in Tehran. For several
EU member states, the concerns are all the greater because some of their own citi-
zens are detained in the Islamic Republic’s jails, with one Swedish-Iranian national
recently executed and a German-Iranian citizen also facing the death penalty. The
EU has responded to the human rights violations with seven rounds of sanctions
since October 2022, the latest going through on 24 April. Member states have also
used public messaging and international forums to hold the Iranian government to
account.

There is a bright spot in this bleak tableau. Normalisation efforts between Iran and
Saudi Arabia, kicked off by a Chinese-mediated agreement in March, could help
lower tensions in the Gulf, which have mounted in recent years as Iran and its local
allies face off against Western-aligned governments. Warmer Iranian-Saudi rela-
tions, alongside Tehran’s détente with other Gulf Arab capitals, could contribute to
de-escalating the Yemen war and limiting threats to international shipping. They
could also create space for regional security dialogue as well as better economic
and technical cooperation on issues of mutual interest, such as public health and
the environment.

Still, much about the regional picture is troubling. While the Iranian-Saudi rap-
prochement is a positive development, it is too soon to judge whether the two
countries will be able to resolve all their disagreements, much less commence
working together at the bilateral or sub-regional level. At the same time, Iran and
Israel remain at daggers drawn in several theatres, notably over the advances in
Iran’s nuclear program and what Israel views as Tehran’s support for, and coordi-
nation with, various groups in Lebanon, Syria and the Israeli-occupied Palestinian
territories, notably Hamas and Hizbollah, that Israel sees as a threat. In the short to
medium term, perhaps the best that can be anticipated between Iran and Israel is
a highly unstable equilibrium punctuated by airstrikes, cyber operations and occa-
sional covert action — more or less the status quo of recent years. At worst, how-
ever, nuclear and/or local triggers could lead to sudden and significant escalation.

What the EU and Its Member States Can Do

To a certain extent, the reorientation in Europe’s approach — away from the nuclear
issue toward others — is overdue, but not if the resulting policy consists only of at-
tempts to penalise Iran, a course Europe rightly criticised when the U.S. attempted
it under Trump. Europe should also look for off-ramps and areas of potential en-
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gagement. To this end, Brussels and member state capitals should make the most
of their existing lines of communication with the Iranian government, including their
diplomatic missions in the country, while concurrently pursuing strategic concerns
through both coercive and constructive means.

The forward movement along the Saudi-Iranian diplomatic track offers an oppor-
tunity to re-engage Iran as part of a sub-regional effort to develop cooperation in
areas of common interest, such as health and environmental projects. European
initiatives that help advance technical dialogues between Iran and Gulf Arab states
can foster confidence among long-time rivals and perhaps eventually mature into
discussions about regional security cooperation.

The EU and its member states should send a consistent, coordinated message to
Iran that it needs to stop deepening its military cooperation with Russia. In parallel,
and in coordination with the U.S., they should pursue policies, including restrictive
export control measures, that can limit access to components used in drone devel-
opment and assist Ukraine in defending itself from these weapons more effectively.
Though Tehran is unlikely to reverse course, especially as tensions with Washing-
ton remain elevated and the regime calculates that its strategic interests are best
served by closer ties to Moscow, European actors retain influence, especially when
speaking in concert, and an interest in avoiding a further deterioration in relations.

Regarding human rights violations, the EU and member states have raised the
stakes for the regime with the seven sanctions packages, but they can do more to
help Iranian citizens directly. Initiatives that support internet access, offer visas for
at-risk Iranian activists and journalists, and provide financing for non-governmental
or multilateral projects in fields such as women’s rights, health and environmental
protection are all worthy of consideration if European actors want to make a posi-
tive difference on the ground.

Finally, Europe should persevere in trying to persuade Iran to halt its escalation on
the nuclear front. Raising uranium enrichment levels, which are already perilously
close to weapons-grade, or curbing international monitoring could precipitate an E3
move to restore pre-JCPOA UN sanctions, which could in turn prompt Iran to with-
draw from the NPT. Avoiding this high-stakes standoff should be the minimum
short-term objective. If Tehran does not allow UN inspectors greater visibility into
its nuclear sites, as it agreed to do in March, Western governments may consider
pressing for a censure resolution at the June IAEA Board of Governors meeting and
referring Iran’s non-compliance to the Security Council, again escalating the stakes.
But the strategic predicament runs deeper: eight years after the nuclear deal was
reached, half a decade after the U.S. withdrew from it and two years into unsuc-
cessful efforts to revive it, the JCPOA appears unsalvageable. Yet no one has laid
out a compelling alternative. The EU and E3 in particular should engage with the
U.S. and other JCPOA signatories to develop credible fallbacks to the 2015 agree-
ment if, as seems to be the case, efforts to restore it are unlikely to succeed. If nu-
clear diplomacy is in a “deep slumber”, as the EU’s senior diplomat puts it, Iran’s
nuclear activity is anything but at rest.



Kosovo-Serbia: Finding a Way Forward

After helping calm months of escalating tensions between Kosovo and Serbia, the
EU is now struggling to make progress in defusing the two neighbours’ longstand-
ing disputes. The sharpest point of friction is the level of self-rule in four northern
Kosovo municipalities, which are home to a Serb majority, and their connection to
Serbia. Residents of this region began protesting Pristina’s control two years ago,
with demonstrations becoming increasingly violent. In November 2022, northern
Serb representatives withdrew from Kosovo government institutions. The protests
paused in late December 2022, as the EU became involved in peacemaking efforts.
On 27 February 2023, Kosovo’s Prime Minister Albin Kurti and Serbia’s President
Aleksandar Vuti¢ agreed to the outlines of a deal, thanks to EU mediation spear-
headed by High Representative Josep Borrell and Special Representative for the
Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue Miroslav Laj¢ak. The deal is memorialised in the vaguely

Since the end of February, however, the parties have moved at a snail’s pace in
carrying out the 27 February agreement, as well as a subsequent annex, and talks
on next steps have bogged down. Ultimately, Pristina and Belgrade must find a
way forward not just on northern Kosovo but also on broader normalisation issues
such as Kosovo’s political status. But for now the key is to make at least some
progress toward implementation of the 27 February deal and prior commitments,
however halting, and to keep talks going. A collapse in discussions would almost
certainly lead to new crises.

To energise mediation efforts and keep security from deteriorating further,
the EU should:

Q Sustain talks, including through high-level EU participation, while bringing rep-
resentatives from the Serb municipalities to the table so that they have a voice
in determining how they will be governed.

O Press the parties to flesh out and develop a timeline for meeting the commitments
the parties have already accepted in the 27 February deal and prior agreements.
If the parties have trouble settling on next steps and how to sequence them,
Brussels may need to nudge them along by putting its own timeline on the table,
in coordination with EU member states and partners such as the U.S.

Q Work closely with the parties (including northern Kosovo Serb representatives)
as well as other influential actors, such as the U.S., to reach agreement on a
suitable model for northern Serb autonomy that allows for the northern munici-
palities to receive certain services from Serbia while also linking the region to
national Kosovar governance.

O Recognising the important role that NATO’s KFOR peacekeeping mission plays
in deterring conflict, look for ways to demonstrate political backing for the mis-
sion — such as directing EU representatives in Kosovo, including in its EULEX
rule of law mission, the European Commission’s liaison office and member state
embassies, to make their support clear.


https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/belgrade-pristina-dialogue-eu-proposal-agreement-path-normalisation-between-kosovo-and-serbia_en?s=51

Watch List 2023 Spring Update
International Crisis Group, May 2022 Page 19

Crisis in the North

The long-running dispute between Kosovo and Serbia was a major driver of conflict
in the Balkans in the 1990s, and led to the separation of Kosovo (with its ethnic
Albanian majority) from Serbia at the end of that decade. While most EU member
states worked with the U.S. to bring about Kosovo’s declaration of independence
in 2008, Belgrade and Pristina have never normalised relations with each other.
Two major issues have continued to plague relations between the two neighbours.
One is Serbia’s persistent refusal to join over 100 other countries (including all but
five EU member states) in recognising Kosovo’s independence. The other is the
question of how to integrate Kosovo’s minority Serb population into its government
architecture, particularly in the four northernmost municipalities where Serbs form
the majority.

The political status of Kosovo's northern Serbs will be the toughest challenge in
negotiations and poses the greatest risk of violence at present. Although Serbia
formally continues to claim sovereign right to all of Kosovo, it has in practice given
up trying to exercise its writ in most of Kosovo’s territory. This is not true in the
north, however, where Belgrade and Pristina both hold elements of state power,
and where local authorities, who retain close ties to Serbia, enjoy substantial self-
rule, all in an uneasy equilibrium.

Serbia wants the north’s autonomy expanded, and made official, but Kosovo is
dragging its feet. In 2013, and again in 2015, Pristina agreed to form an “Associa-
tion/Community” of Serb municipalities in the north. The awkward hybrid term re-
flects an unresolved dispute between the parties about what they agreed to create
and is emblematic of the extent to which the two sides are at loggerheads. Serbia
wants the entity to enjoy executive powers and constitute a separate level of gov-
ernment, between central and local authorities. Kosovars — government and oppo-
sition alike — fear that such an arrangement would open the door to either the north-
ern municipalities’ secession or internal fracturing and dysfunction reminiscent of
a coordinating body for the municipalities that compose it. As a result, despite the
2013 and 2015 deals, and related provisions in the February 2023 agreement, noth-
ing has yet been done to make the foreseen entity real.

The issue is a growing irritant in part because, since 2011, Pristina has been slowly
bringing Serb-majority areas of Kosovo under its full jurisdiction. Previously, those
territories had two parallel municipal authorities, one set reporting to Pristina and
the other to Belgrade, with the latter in effect serving as the city administrations.
But then the EU began pressuring Serbia to make the reluctant northerners inte-
grate into the Kosovo administrative system. In 2013, Belgrade formally dissolved
its Kosovo municipal authorities and pushed the Kosovo Serbs to turn out for elec-
tions organised by Pristina. In exchange, both Pristina and the EU turned a blind
eye to, and indeed somewhat facilitated, the almost complete subordination of the
Kosovo Serb political leadership to Belgrade’s ruling Serbian Progressive Party.


https://www.crisisgroup.org/europe-central-asia/balkans/bosnia-and-herzegovina/b95-bosnia-and-herzegovinas-hot-summer
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The result was a jumble of criss-crossing jurisdictions and loyalties. On one hand,
by 2015, municipal governments, police and the judiciary were all officially answer-
ing to Pristina. On the other hand, their ethnic Serbian leaders were still beholden to
Belgrade. Important Serbian institutions remained in place, including a large univer-
sity and medical centre in North Mitrovica, one of the majority-Serb municipalities,
and the Serbian social security and pension schemes continued to operate in the
region. Northerners clung to elements of Serbian identity even as they grudgingly
accommodated to the Kosovo system, retaining Serbian personal documents and
driving cars with Serbian licence plates.

Soon after coming to power in Pristina in March 2021, Prime Minister Kurti’s govern-
ment took more assertive steps toward integrating the north with the rest of Koso-
vo, resulting in a backlash that set the scene for escalating protests. The new lead-
ership cracked down on smuggling schemes in which several northern leaders are
implicated. It also prohibited the use of Serbian licence plates. Arrests of several
prominent Serbs fed fears among the local population that it was being unfairly tar-
geted and that worse would follow. In response, northern Serbs revolted, blocking
roads, setting fire to government offices and shooting at police. Protesters included
both women and men, with women more likely to be on the barricades during the
day and men at night.

Each round of protests brought escalation. Pristina sought to protect its troops by
deploying militarised special police units and setting up fortified bases. The pro-
testers increasingly took up more arms of their own. By late July 2022, their ranks

draw from Kosovo. On 31 July, the leadership of KFOR, the NATO peacekeeping
force in place in Kosovo since 1999, and trusted by both sides, stepped in by push-
ing Belgrade to withdraw its troops (most if not all are now back across the border)
and warning Pristina to ratchet down its response.

By the end of 2022, what limited trust had been built between northerners and Pristi-
na was gone, along with a decade’s worth of progress in integrating the north. In
November 2022, after the government fired the northern district police commander
for refusing to enforce rules against driving with Serbian licence plates, all northern
Serb officials — mayors, assembly members, police, judges and other civil servants,
the vast majority of whom were men - resigned from their posts. As of this writing,
the police officers continue to be ineligible to reapply for their old jobs and the
elected officials are also unable to return to work, which, in a context in which men
are the main breadwinners, has implications for their families’ living standards and
puts additional pressure on other members of their families to find work.

Serbs then boycotted the early elections held on 23 April 2023 to replace those
who had quit. With only the tiny non-Serb minority in the four northern municipali-
ties voting, the elections brought in a slate of new local officials comprising exclu-
sively ethnic Albanians. Serbia revived its vestigial municipal governments. Mean-
while, the former ethnic Serb police have continued to patrol, albeit out of uniform,
taking care not to cross paths with the Albanian officers who took their jobs.


https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/990610_SCR1244%281999%29.pdf
https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/990610_SCR1244%281999%29.pdf
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New Deal or New Limbo?

Concerned about escalating tensions, the EU brought the parties together for talks
in 2011. Starting out as technical discussions, the talks were raised in level several
times and are now under the leadership of High Representative Borrell and Special
Representative Laj¢ak. In late February, the parties reached a deal, which was an-

Democratic Republic. That treaty paved the way for third parties to open relations
with both states, though neither formally recognised the other, and allowed both to
join the UN. The Kosovo-Serbia accord copies extensively, at times verbatim, from
the German treaty and similarly aims to permit the five EU member states that do
not recognise Kosovo’s independence to change their positions, without demand-
ing the same of Serbia.

While short on specifics, the deal includes some notable commitments. Kosovo
agreed to establish “an appropriate level of self-management” for its Serb commu-
nity and to “formalise” the status of the Serbian Orthodox Church. Both steps are
seen as a way of refreshing past promises to grant the northern municipalities a
measure of autonomy. For its part, Serbia agreed to recognise Kosovo’s passports,
diplomas, licence plates and customs stamps (on paper, the agreement provides
for mutual recognition, but as a practical matter Kosovo already accepts Serbian
documents). Belgrade also pledged not to object if Pristina were to seek member-
ship in “any international organisation”, a commitment that was understood to pave
the way for Kosovo to join the Council of Europe and eventually other bodies in-
cluding the UN. Both sides affirmed that past agreements remain in effect.

The EU-brokered talks stopped the downward spiral, but following the February
agreement’s signature progress has slowed. Brussels has for the most part been
unable to nudge Belgrade and Pristina to start putting the February agreement into
effect. There is no sense of when either side might follow through with its commit-
ments. Neither wants to move first, for fear of both domestic political backlash and
the chance that the other side will go back on its word. Serbia, at least, is acting as
though the agreement is not yet binding; it voted against Kosovo’s application to
join the Council of Europe on 24 April. It is not honouring other parts of the agree-
ment, either. For its part, Kosovo’s main obligation is to establish the Associa-
tion/Community, which it has not taken steps to do. As noted, that obligation dates
back to 2013 and is repeated in the February 2023 agreement. The parties signed

erating on finding burial sites, on 2 May, with operational details to be settled later.


https://www.cvce.eu/content/publication/1999/1/1/3b9b9f0d-6910-4ca9-8b12-accfcb91d28e/publishable_en.pdf
https://www.cvce.eu/content/publication/1999/1/1/3b9b9f0d-6910-4ca9-8b12-accfcb91d28e/publishable_en.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/belgrade-pristina-dialogue-implementation-annex-agreement-path-normalisation-relations-between_en
https://petrit.medium.com/annex-to-the-agreement-on-the-path-to-normalization-between-kosovo-and-serbia-33398d4e28c5
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/belgrade-pristina-dialogue-establishment-joint-monitoring-committee-line-ohrid-commitments_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/belgrade-pristina-dialogue-press-remarks-high-representative-josep-borrell-after-high-level-0_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/declaration-president-aleksandar-vučić-and-prime-minister-albin-kurti-missing-persons_en
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The state of play is worrying. Continued talks and a steady trickle of progress is
necessary for keeping things quiet in the north. If the dialogue breaks down, the
parties will face strong temptations to confront each other again in the northern
municipalities.

What the EU Can Do

The challenge for EU mediators is first and foremost to keep the dialogue going -
including through high-level participation that makes clear the priority that Brussels
places on it — and to ensure that it is sufficiently participatory. Certainly, Belgrade
and Pristina must both continue to be at the table. Given the past two years’
events, it is difficult to fathom that northern Kosovo Serbs could accept a return to
reintegration unless pushed to do so by Belgrade. But without some level of north-
ern buy-in, even that might not be enough. While the northerners depend on Ser-
bia’s good-will in many ways, elements among them might reject a deal between
Belgrade and Pristina that they see as offering too little autonomy. The risk of this
will be greater if northern Serb representatives are not at the table helping shape
whatever deal is struck. The EU should accordingly press Pristina and Belgrade to
include Kosovar Serb representatives in the dialogue.

As for the tasks that will face the mediators, the primary one will be to turn the
lengthening list of concluded but unfulfilled, and in some cases ambiguous, agree-
ments between the parties from both February and before into a sequence of short-
, medium- and long-term practical steps for building a sustainable bilateral Serbia-
Kosovo relationship. A measure-for-measure approach will likely be the most con-
structive. For example, the short-term goal could be for Kosovo to take a credible
step, such as acknowledging a willingness to amend its legislation if needed,
toward Kosovo Serb self-rule. In return, Serbia could begin accepting all Kosovo
documents. The next stage could see Serbs ending their boycott and returning to
Kosovo institutions in return for Pristina’s flexibility on taking back those who re-
signed and holding new municipal elections in the north. The ethnically Albanian
special police should be withdrawn from Serb-majority areas and their bases dis-
mantled in that process. That would clear the way for a final stage in which Kosovo
would enact the Association/Community and Serbia fully normalise its relations,
including endorsing other states’ opening to Kosovo.

Membership in international organisations for Kosovo should also be on the table
within this framework. Some - like the Council of Europe — are within reach; not-
withstanding Serbia’s no vote, the Council of Europe’s Committee of Ministers ap-
proved Kosovo’s application on 24 April, forwarding it to the Parliamentary Assem-
bly. (States do not have a veto in the Committee of Ministers.) Others like the UN
and NATO will take longer, though intermediate steps like observer status (granted
by the General Assembly) and the alliance’s Partnership for Peace are possible in
the medium term.

Given the lack of trust between the parties, securing their agreement on a timetable
for these actions may prove difficult or impossible. The EU may have to nudge
them, by making its own best guess about a reasonable set of first steps and then



Watch List 2023 Spring Update
International Crisis Group, May 2022 Page 23

coordinating diplomatic pressure by its member states and allies. The growing de-
mands by Washington and EU capitals that Pristina follow through on its commit-
ments on the Association/Community are an example that could be expanded into
a strategy aimed at Kosovo and Serbia equally.

Once a rough timetable is in place, the EU’s negotiator, Laj¢ak, should help the
parties stick to it. Working with the U.S., which has made the issue a priority, he
should help the parties work out a measure of self-rule for the Serbs throughout
Kosovo that allows them to retain some Serbian government services they currently
enjoy (schooling, health care, social security and pensions) while integrating them
into the Kosovo state administration. This arrangement would represent a formali-
sation of some of the privileges they enjoy now and a rollback of some of the Kurti
administration’s more provocative attempts to enforce its authority over them.

It will be important for both mediators and the parties to approach the question of
autonomy with something of an open mind. The original concept of an association
or community of municipalities may or may not be the best framework for self-rule,
and the EU should not hesitate to explore alternatives with the parties. Ten years
have passed without progress toward creating the Association/Community, which
suggests the concept may need updating. Brussels should push back against Ko-
sovo’s fear that any step toward autonomy would invite the problems Bosnia faces,
by stressing the unusual nature of Bosnia’s framework (adopted to end a shattering
war) and pointing to examples where a degree of autonomy has helped communi-
ties coexist peacefully in Europe and elsewhere in the world.

Making this process work may also require legal changes in Kosovo to give effect
to whatever is agreed about Serb self-rule, as well as fresh local elections in the four
northern municipalities, so that mayors and municipal assembly members who have
stepped down can return to work. Pristina needs to offer a system by which police
officers and other non-elected public servants can get their positions back, and thus
begin to rebuild public trust in institutions that has eroded over the past year. If Ko-
sovar lawmakers need to take legislative action to this effect, they should do so.

Even as negotiations continue, the situation in northern Kosovo will likely remain
fraught. KFOR’s peacekeeping presence will therefore be a crucial backstop. The
mission enjoys unique respect in Serb areas due to its formal neutrality with respect
to Kosovo’s independence, and among Kosovars because it represents NATO, the
alliance that rescued them from Serbian oppression. More than a traditional peace-
keeping mission, KFOR plays an important diplomatic role, warning both sides qui-
etly when it believes their actions risk bloodshed. Its presence has helped deter
local actors from going too far and usually helps keep protests from getting out of
hand. The EU delegation, the EULEX rule of law mission, with its heavily armed
police unit in Mitrovica, and all member states should continue to publicly support
KFOR’s leading role in ensuring a safe environment. Giving the mission the credit it
deserves will bolster both local confidence in KFOR and the peacekeepers’ own
capacity to continue performing their vital tasks.



Latin America Wrestles with
a New Crime Wave

Across Latin America, organised crime and a concomitant rise in violence have
threatened the residents’ safety and left governments grappling for effective re-
sponses. Although overall homicide rates have plateaued in recent years (albeit at
the highest levels in the world), and even fallen in notoriously violent countries such
as Colombia and El Salvador, the picture is still grim. Around a third of all murders
around the world occur in Latin America each year, with many or most of them at-

also triggered and aggravated existing humanitarian emergencies such as mass
displacement.

Geography is a major reason why Latin America emerged as a hotspot of global
crime. Home to three of the largest cocaine-producing countries in the world -
Colombia, Peru and Bolivia — as well as the main exit points for cocaine exports to
Europe and the U.S., the region has played a key role in illicit drug markets for more
than four decades. While Central America, Colombia and Mexico have long been
plagued by violence, changes to the routes and networks underpinning the drug
trade have brought flareups of violence in countries such as Ecuador and Costa
Rica — which traditionally were considered secure and peaceful compared to some
of their neighbours.

Many factors have contributed to real and perceived rises in public insecurity. Un-
precedented rates of drug production and profitable new narcotic trafficking routes
in countries such as Paraguay and Argentina play a role. Widespread economic
hardship in Latin America, which became particularly acute during the pandemic,
lured more individuals into organised crime. Meanwhile, the prevalence of corrup-
tion in the region has allowed an array of illicit markets to take root. These markets
are not limited to drug trafficking: crime rings are engaging in human smuggling,
fuel theft, illegal logging and mining, and extortion. Some outfits are attempting to
deepen their influence over legal businesses and consolidate their control of com-
munities as a means of acquiring new recruits and sympathisers and expanding
their geographical base.

Latin America’s new criminal landscape has repercussions beyond its borders. EU
member states are struggling with a surge in cocaine trafficking to European shores
tra-regional cooperation in responding to drug trafficking and organised crime is
largely dormant. Meanwhile, U.S. security cooperation continues to play an im-
portant role across Latin America, but its significance appears to be diminishing, as


https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2022-11/Gender-related-killings-of-women-and-girls-improving-data-to-improve-responses-to-femicide-feminicide-en.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2022-11/Gender-related-killings-of-women-and-girls-improving-data-to-improve-responses-to-femicide-feminicide-en.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/cocaine/Global_cocaine_report_2023.pdf
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/row/R47331.pdf
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/row/IF10578.pdf
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/row/IF10371.pdf
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R43813
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To help address these challenges, the EU and its member states should:

Q Help partner governments take aim at bribery and corruption through a combi-
nation of strong policies and effective enforcement — backed up by intelligence-
based policing and supported by stronger cross-border information exchange.

Q Inorderto increase human security, support efforts to: reduce impunity through
investment in prosecutorial capacity; protect victims and witnesses by backing
the establishment of secure reporting channels and safehouses; and create
alternatives to crime through social and employment programming.

O Reinforce EU technical assistance and capacity-building programs for combat-
ing crime — including the Europe Latin America Programme of Assistance against
Transnational Organised Crime (EL PAcCTO) and the Cooperation Programme
between Latin America, the Caribbean and the European Union on drug policies
(COPOLAD).

Q Use the forthcoming July summit between the EU and the Community of Latin
American and Caribbean States (CELAC) to establish a working agenda on or-
ganised crime with the region’s leaders, with a focus on challenging topics like
intra-regional cooperation; negotiations with criminal gangs; and ways to guide
counter-narcotics efforts away from the poorest and most vulnerable, where
they too often focus.

New Trends and Old Crimes

Weak democratic institutions, high levels of corruption and extreme inequality have
made Latin America fertile ground for organised crime. Major insecurity and insta-
bility linked to organised crime first took root in the 1980s. While elements of tradi-
tional organised criminal activity endure — notably, the use of selective violence and
complicity with political forces and legitimate businesses — the landscape of illegal
profit-making today bears little resemblance to its original incarnation.

In particular, state crackdowns, often carried out with strong support from the U.S.,
have broken up the traditional hierarchical organisations that operated under a cen-
tral command and participated in multiple illicit markets, for instance producing and
trading drugs as well as carrying out killings and kidnappings. Archetypal drug car-
tels — such as Medellin or Cali in Colombia, or the Gulf or Guadalajara in Mexico —
have given way to enterprising, smaller criminal groups intent on seeking out new
illicit opportunities rather than relying on stable markets. Colombia now hosts an
array of purely criminal groups alongside other armed outfits that combine ostensi-
bly revolutionary goals with the extraction of illicit revenue. An estimated 24,000
combatants are enrolled in both armed groups and organised crime, in urban and
rural areas. The number of criminal groups in Mexico doubled between 2010 and

Smaller criminal enterprises are not always assured of survival, of course. In Guer-
rero and Michoacan in Mexico, or Cauca and Narifio in Colombia, illegal groups
regularly engage in turf wars. Criminal bosses tend to have short careers: death,


https://www.crisisgroup.org/content/crime-pieces-effects-mexicos-%E2%80%9Cwar-drugs%E2%80%9D-explained
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arrest and extradition are common denouements. But broader criminal economies
have become more resilient, in part because these groups’ revenue streams -
which help buy them political protection and judicial impunity — have become less
vulnerable to sudden fluctuations.

A large part of criminal groups’ power can now be traced to the increasing influence
they wield over the communities in which they operate. In Colombia, groups such
as the Gulf Clan — now the most important criminal organisation in the country -
offer benefits such as new school buildings and even give out toys to win over sup-
porters in the territories they expand into. These groups do not rely on perks alone
groups require that residents remain in their homes and refrain from going to work
or school - has become widespread. More than 100,000 people were victims of con-
finement in 2022, many of them members of Indigenous and Afro-Colombian com-
munities along the Pacific coast. Criminal and other armed groups are particularly
keen to take over these communities from rivals because they tend to be clustered
near export points to international markets or crucial territories for illicit businesses.

In some cases, local criminal groups rent territories to entrepreneurs seeking to
produce or transport drugs, which are then dispatched to global markets. This
franchising and partnership model has enabled illicit drug markets to grow and
diversify. Although the production and transportation of plant-based drugs remains
an important criminal activity in Mexico, the country has also become a major play-
er in the production and trafficking of methamphetamine and synthetic opiates to
the U.S. Fentanyl seizures in Mexico have increased by more than 1,000 per cent
since 2018. Huge profits from the synthetic drug trade fund turf wars between the
Jalisco and Sinaloa Cartels, driving much of the lethal violence in the country. In
Colombia, the Gulf Clan reportedly charges taxes on third-party drug traffickers
by its extradited former leader Dairo Antonio Usuga, aka Otoniel. At the same time,
the Clan runs migrant smuggling routes through the Darién Gap between Colombia
and Panama. It also operates extortion rackets and enjoys numerous connections
to legitimate private businesses across the north of the country.

Elsewhere in Latin America, new crime hubs have emerged in areas that offer stra-
tegic benefits to drug traffickers and enable novel connections to be forged among
transnational outfits, local gangs and corrupt officials in courts, prisons and police
forces. Extraordinary upsurges in violence have plagued the port cities of Guayaquil
and Paraguay. Criminal groups in Ecuador have intimidated local communities by
engaging in violent tactics such as hanging bodies from a pedestrian bridge, bomb-
ing shops and residential areas, and beheading rival group members. The country
now has one of the fastest-rising homicide rates in the region, with 2022 its deadli-
est year since statistics were first recorded. The expansion of Brazil’s First Capital
Command (Primeiro Comando da Capital) — the country’s largest criminal force and
one of the most powerful in Latin America — accounts for much of the recent spike
in lethal violence in eastern Paraguay, just across the Brazilian border.


https://reliefweb.int/report/colombia/informe-tendencias-e-impacto-humanitario-en-colombia-2022-fecha-de-corte-enero-noviembre-de-2022-fecha-de-publicacion-19-de-diciembre-de-2022
https://www.justice.gov/usao-edny/pr/former-leader-violent-clan-del-golfo-drug-trafficking-organization-pleads-guilty
https://apnews.com/article/costa-rica-homicides-drug-trafficking-4a8f6ecfe7d23fc83708033dc20e05df
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The spread and diversification of criminal groups across Latin America has brought
with it a surge of extortion and environmental crime. These illicit activities are less
profitable than drug trafficking, but they have become increasingly attractive be-
cause they generate relatively stable incomes at lower risk and provide the oppor-

culated to be worth up to $1.1 billion annually. In Colombia, meanwhile, reported
cases of extortion have risen 40 per cent in the first three months of 2023 com-
pared with the same period the previous year, according to military sources.

Home to approximately half of the world’s tropical forests, Latin America - in par-
cases, this illicit trade intersects with other criminal economies, such as drug traf-
ficking: hollowed-out tree trunks, for example, are used to conceal shipments of
cocaine. Traffickers have also used cattle ranching to launder money, which has
the additional effect of contributing to deforestation in Brazil, Colombia and Bolivia.
Journalists and environmental defenders - including Indigenous leaders — are
prominent among the victims of criminal groups operating in the jungle.

Gender-based violence has also increased in some areas, exacerbated by the gen-
whose location in northern Mexico has made it a coveted site for gangs operating
trafficking routes, experiences the fourth highest murder rate of the country’s 32
states. Rates of disappearance of women in Zacetacas state rose by 50 per cent in
2022, with most of the victims between ten and nineteen years old. Other types of
gender-based violence have also become more widespread as criminal operations
have expanded.

These shifts in the structures and workings of organised crime have coincided with
changes in the relations between organised crime groups and the political system.
Rather than seeking to appropriate state institutions or confronting security forces
in defence of their rackets, criminal groups have quietly woven networks of in-
fluence with local authorities and communities, combining violent intimidation with
sophisticated techniques of co-option, including financing electoral campaigns for
their preferred local candidate or preventing certain candidates from campaigning
in certain areas. In so doing, they make it more likely that the authorities will turn a
blind eye or even collude with these groups’ activities.

The Quest for an Effective Approach

When policies aimed at curbing organised crime in Latin America have had positive
effects, the impact tends to dissipate quickly. Latin American governments desper-
ate to placate fearful citizens have gravitated to “iron fist” (mano dura) approaches,
which combine coercive law enforcement, deployment of military forces in domes-
tic policing, mass detentions and increasingly severe punishments. Over the medi-
um and long term, however, these approaches have not eradicated organised crime
but rather caused it to shift to new configurations that allow it to avoid or weather
state crackdowns, sometimes through complicity with public officials. For example,


https://gfintegrity.org/report/extortion-in-the-northern-triangle-of-central-america-following-the-money/#:~:text=Extortion%20in%20the%20Northern%20Triangle%20of%20Central%20America%3A%20Following%20the%20Money,-By%20Julia%20Yansura&text=Proceeds%20from%20extortion%20in%20Guatemala,Global%20Financial%20Integrity%20(GFI).
https://gfintegrity.org/report/extortion-in-the-northern-triangle-of-central-america-following-the-money/#:~:text=Extortion%20in%20the%20Northern%20Triangle%20of%20Central%20America%3A%20Following%20the%20Money,-By%20Julia%20Yansura&text=Proceeds%20from%20extortion%20in%20Guatemala,Global%20Financial%20Integrity%20(GFI).
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/01/04/magazine/amazon-tipping-point.html
https://www.crisisgroup.org/latin-america-caribbean/mexico/i-dont-want-disappear-how-mexicos-criminal-violence-reshapes-womens-lives
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tough law enforcement policies in northern Central America turned prisons into
hubs where gangs organised, consolidated their identity and expanded extortion
rackets. The mano dura approach has also spurred rises in extrajudicial killings,
often by para-police forces.

A radically different approach — namely, engaging in dialogue with criminal groups
in order to demobilise them — also has a disappointing track record over the long
term. Most criminal demobilisation initiatives have been undermined by high rates
of recidivism among former rank-and-file members. Consider what happened after
Colombia’s paramilitaries laid down their weapons between 2003 and 2006: of an

between 2003 and 2012.

Against the backdrop of these experiences, Latin American governments have
adopted a range of strategies for addressing criminal violence. President Nayib
Bukele in El Salvador has attracted both regional renown and international criticism
for bringing murder rates in his country down to historic lows over the past year
through use of a “state of exception” that has seen the arrest and imprisonment of
now has the largest per capita jail population in the world, with some 2 per cent
of its adult population behind bars. Human rights advocates have raised legitimate
concerns about Bukele’s mass incarceration policies, arguing that they have been
carried out with excessive force, led to the erosion of suspects’ legal rights and
chipped away at the country’s democratic institutions. Crisis Group and others
gible effects on public safety, however, have brought Bukele extraordinary populari-
ty. Despite a constitutional prohibition on his running for another term, he is likely to
be re-elected in 2024.

Politicians elsewhere in the region are seeking to replicate the El Salvador security
model. The front runners in the Guatemalan presidential election in June — Carlos
Pineda, Sandra Torres and Zury Rios —have explicitly drawn inspiration from Buke-

battle extortion.

By contrast, Colombian President Gustavo Petro has taken a very different route to

rural areas, by seeking talks and conditions for ceasefires with armed groups and
criminal groups, notably the National Liberation Army (ELN), dissidents of the for-
mer Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) and the Gulf Clan. There are,
of course, many complications in engaging in dialogue with so many distinct armed
organisations. Colombian law prohibits holding political dialogue with organised
criminal groups, meaning the purpose of any talks must be to seek the demobilisa-
tion and prosecution of members through the regular justice system. Washington,
meanwhile, remains sceptical about conversations with criminal groups, particularly
when a number of these groups’ leaders face charges in the U.S.


https://www.jstor.org/stable/48597289
https://www.dw.com/es/el-salvador-suma-50000-detenidos-en-guerra-contra-pandillas/a-62830757
https://www.crisisgroup.org/latin-america-caribbean/central-america/el-salvador/96-remedy-el-salvadors-prison-fever
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/honduras-extends-expands-state-emergency-second-time-2023-02-21/
https://www.crisisgroup.org/latin-america-caribbean/andes/colombia/98-protecting-colombias-most-vulnerable-road-total-peace
https://www.crisisgroup.org/latin-america-caribbean/andes/colombia/98-protecting-colombias-most-vulnerable-road-total-peace
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Still, the policy remains Petro’s hallmark initiative. Negotiations are set to continue
with the ELN in Cuba in May, and talks may soon begin with a dissident (ie, splinter)
group of the now demobilised FARC. But the government has quashed a precari-
mining strike, including burning trucks, blocking roads and attempting to attack an
aqueduct in Taraza, Antioquia.

Part of Petro’s approach is motivated by an understanding that the causes of the
resilience and sway of armed groups derive from the lack of other economic oppor-
tunities for rural residents, as well as the failings of the global drug prohibition re-
gime. In his government’s opinion, the counter-narcotic strategies applied by Latin
American governments since the 1980s and backed by Washington have created
huge economic incentives for illicit activity while punishing the weakest and most
vulnerable participants in the drug supply chain, creating the conditions for illegal
armed groups to gather recruits and resources. With his total peace effort, Petro is
seeking to break this cycle.

Charting a Way Forward

The EU and its member states should support regional efforts to reduce the impact
organised crime has on human security in the region, as well as the challenges it
poses for respect for the rule of law and peaceful, democratic politics. They should
also try to act as a counterweight to heavy-handed approaches, which can too eas-
ily gain political support when communities live in fear. By way of an alternative, the
EU and member states should champion initiatives that combine building the
capacity for humane and effective law enforcement with economic and social pro-
grams, including ones that aim to provide licit livelihoods for impoverished commu-
nities. In particular:

First, the EU and member states should give support to robust anti-bribery and anti-
corruption policies — including the establishment of stronger financial controls and
independent audit agencies to oversee public finances — and seek to strengthen
intelligence-led policing to help ensure these policies are being enforced. Law
enforcement efforts can also be bolstered by systematic information exchange be-
tween European and Latin American governments. The EU should also back prison
reform initiatives that aim both to curb criminal groups’ use of jails as operation
centres and provide inmates with more training and education opportunities ahead
of their release.

Secondly, European and other donors should focus on helping regional govern-
ments reduce impunity rates and enhance the security and safety of victims. To this
end, they should support efforts to improve prosecution services’ investigative
capacities; establish new channels for victims and witnesses to share information
about crimes; and create safe houses for vulnerable individuals who have reported
violent crimes, including women. They should also focus on community-based initi-
atives that seek to reduce violence, such as employment and social programs for
youth in vulnerable situations to counter crime and the violence it generates.


https://elpais.com/america-colombia/2023-03-13/petro-afirma-que-el-clan-del-golfo-ha-roto-el-cese-al-fuego.html
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Thirdly, the EU and member states should explore additional support and promo-
tion of existing regional cooperation efforts to combat drug trafficking. These

serve as a stepping stone toward larger-scale regional partnership programs. In
parallel, European donors could increase investment in technical assistance initia-

operation, including the embryonic Ameripol agency; and update programming in
response to the region’s changing criminal landscape.

Fourthly, the EU-CELAC summit to be held in July, after an eight-year hiatus, repre-
sents an opportunity to establish a working agenda on organised crime with the re-
gion’s leaders. Topics for the agenda might include how the EU can help promote
greater intra-regional security cooperation; questions surrounding negotiations with
criminal groups — including the narrow conditions under which these might be appro-
priate; and how to reframe international counter-narcotics efforts so the focus moves
away from low-ranking individuals in trafficking schemes (who often include highly
vulnerable subsistence farmers) and instead targets higher-value segments of the
supply chains, including by seeking to interrupt financial flows more effectively.


https://www.infobae.com/america/america-latina/2022/12/29/militares-de-ecuador-y-colombia-elaboran-un-plan-conjunto-para-combatir-el-crimen-en-la-frontera-compartida/
https://www.euronews.com/2023/01/20/brazil-environment-exclusive
https://www.elpaccto.eu/en/about-el-paccto/what-is-el-paccto/
https://www.emcdda.europa.eu/activities/copolad_en
https://www.emcdda.europa.eu/activities/copolad_en

Pakistan: At the Tipping Point?

Pakistan confronts three spiralling and interconnected crises as general elections
scheduled for October draw closer. Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif’s coalition gov-
ernment is locked in a dispute with former Prime Minister Imran Khan’s Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) over how to conduct the polls, differing even over the timeta-
ble for the vote. The rhetoric has become so heated that violence is possible before
and during the ballot. On 9 May, authorities arrested Khan on corruption charges,
prompting his supporters to take to the streets and making prospects for dialogue
even slimmer. Equally worrying is Khan’s clash with the country’s powerful military,
which could have alarming implications for political stability. Meanwhile, the econ-
omy is in dire straits, with a current accounts imbalance raising the risk that the
country will default on its debt and inflation lowering living standards — all when mil-
lions of citizens have yet to recover from 2022’s devastating floods. Pakistan will
need to undertake major reforms to get on the path to economic stability, but in the
short term it simply needs external support to avoid collapse, most urgently to shore
up social safety nets for the most vulnerable. Thirdly, Islamist militancy is resurging,
particularly in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, a province bordering Taliban-controlled Afghani-
stan, exacerbating tensions between Islamabad and Kabul. Militant attacks since
the Taliban takeover of Kabul in 2021 have claimed the lives of hundreds of Paki-
stanis, mainly police. It is vital that outside powers step in to offer assistance on all
three fronts.

The EU and its member states can help Pakistan by:

O Providing funds to Pakistan’s election commission, particularly to reduce the
gender gap in voter registration, in the interest of transparent, credible contests.
The EU should also maintain its plans to send an election expert mission to
Pakistan for the polls, in order to convey its commitment to a stable, democratic
Pakistan, for which a peaceful transfer of power is an essential prerequisite.

Q Urging the Sharif government to make economic reforms paving the way for an
International Monetary Fund (IMF) bailout and reminding Islamabad that future
access to tariff concessions under the EU’s new Generalised Scheme of Prefer-
ences (GSP+) depends on respect for democratic norms and international con-
ventions. At the same time, European officials should maintain close contact
with Khan, which will allow for dialogue about the risks of political confrontation.

a Continuing to assist with building infrastructure more capable of withstanding
climate-induced and other environmental challenges, while providing more
humanitarian aid to the poorest in areas hardest hit by the 2022 floods, such as
Sindh province, and particularly for women and girls.

O Pressing the Afghan Taliban’s security forces to fulfil pledges to prevent mili-
tants from using Afghan havens to carry out attacks, including in Pakistan; and
supporting collaboration between Pakistan and Afghanistan in countering com-
mon threats, particularly from the Islamic State’s local affiliate. The EU or mem-
ber states could also offer technical assistance on border management to the
Afghan de facto authorities. Those EU member states that can should give simi-
lar assistance, along with counter-insurgency training, to Khyber Pakhtunkhwa’s
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police force to help contain militancy. The EU should also redouble humanitarian
and development assistance to Khyber Pakhtunkhwa’s merged tribal districts,
among the poorest regions in the country and the most prone to militant ex-
pansion.

Political Crisis in an Election Year

Political tensions have been mounting in Pakistan since Khan’s ouster in a par-
liamentary no-trust vote in April 2022. Accusing the West of engineering the ex-
premier’s removal, supporters have held rallies to demand snap elections, some of
which have erupted into violence. In another effort at forcing early polls, Khan dis-
solved the PTI-led parliaments in Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa provinces in
mid-January. But Sharif’s coalition government has not budged: it refuses to hold a
vote ahead of the scheduled October date, and it insists that all elections, provincial
and national, be held in tandem. The country’s senior-most judges have become
embroiled in the standoff.

The tussle between Khan and Sharif is now focused on elections in Punjab, Paki-
stan’s most populous and politically powerful province. The controversy began in
2022, when Sharif’s son Hamza won a no-trust vote against Punjab’s PTl-led gov-
ernment with the backing of PTI dissidents. He was, however, de-seated and re-
placed by Khan’s allies, the Pakistan Muslim League-Quaid-e-Azam (PML-Q) after
the Supreme Court ruled out the party defectors’ votes in verdicts that some of its
judges said amounted to rewriting the constitution. On 11 January, Punjab’s chief
minister won a vote of confidence but, under pressure from Khan, dissolved the
legislature three days later; on 18 January, the PTl-led legislature in Khyber Pakh-
tunkhwa disbanded as well. Provincial assembly elections were due in 90 days, but
governors in both provinces, who represent the federal government, refused to set
dates citing constitutional and security constraints. The Supreme Court got involved
after Chief Justice Ata Bandial took suo moto (original jurisdiction) notice of the issue.
A split verdict in March ruled that elections in both provinces must be held within
90 days. On 4 April, after the election commission delayed Punjab polls until Octo-
ber, a three-member bench (instead of the nine judges who first heard the suo moto
case), overruled the commission’s decision, fixing 14 May as the date instead.

The election commission had announced the delay after the Sharif government re-
fused to provide funds and security personnel required for polling stations. The
government insists that all elections, provincial and national, be held on the same
date in October, within two months of the National Assembly completing its five-
year term. The government and its allies caution that early elections in Punjab and
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa would violate the constitution, as both provinces would already
have new governments in place during the general elections. The national charter
requires that caretaker governments oversee polls, so as to reduce the likelihood of
political interference with the vote.

The chief justice’s interventions have widened rifts between the government and
judiciary and also within the top jurists’ ranks. The government calls the 4 April ver-
dict a minority judgment since Bandial removed or disregarded the opinions of dis-
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senting judges, leaving only a bench of three. Many dissenting judges back this ar-
gument: under current rules, the chief justice has the authority to assemble bench-
es in suo moto cases, but the jurists and many legal observers think Bandial
abused it in this instance. Bandial and likeminded colleagues also threw out an
order by the two senior-most judges calling for all suo moto cases to be put on
hold pending legal decisions to reduce the chief justice’s powers. Meanwhile, par-
liament, at Sharif’s behest, refused to fund the Punjab polls. It also enacted a bill to
deprive the chief justice of sole authority over suo moto cases, including the power
to appoint benches to hear them. In a pre-emptive strike, the court has curbed en-
forcement of that law, which came into force on 20 April. The institutional clashes
could extend to the military, which continues to decline the court’s demands for
security personnel for the Punjab vote, citing rising militant threats. The court has
stuck by the 14 May date unless politicians can agree on an alternative.

In these circumstances, the election commission may not be able to oversee trans-
parent, credible and peaceful elections. The potential for violence is high, with few
signs that political contenders are willing to compromise. The government’s clamp-
down on the former prime minister and his supporters has further poisoned the
atmosphere. The Sharif government has lodged dozens of charges against Khan,
many of them serious, such as terrorism, and on 9 May, the controversial National
Accountability Bureau arrested him on corruption charges. The arrest came a day
after the military had debunked Khan’s allegations, which he made to a PTl rally,
that a major general now serving in the formidable Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI)
directorate had orchestrated plans to murder him on two occasions, including in
Punjab in November 2022. Khan'’s enraged followers began protesting across the
country, attacking law enforcement personnel and destroying property. They soon
turned their ire on the military, targeting the homes of high-ranking officers, such as
the Lahore corps commander, and attempting to besiege army headquarters in
Rawalpindi. Such incidents raise the risk of deadly confrontation between soldiers
and PTI activists.

Khan’s arrest has also undermined the chances of political compromise as Pakistan
inches toward elections. The ex-premier is even less likely now to accept the gov-
ernment’s preference for general elections in October; Sharif, for his part, will be
even more adamant in rejecting Khan’s demands as his supporters attack security
personnel and institutions. Khan says the government refuses to hold polls because
it fears defeat. His mix of ultra-nationalist and Islamist rhetoric appears to resonate
with many voters, as do his swipes at the government for IMF-prescribed austerity
measures leading to economic hardship. Khan could win at the polls, but should he
fail to obtain an absolute majority, he would likely hold the election commission -
and, indeed, the entire establishment, including the military — responsible, accusing
it of pro-Sharif bias. A bitterly contested electoral process could spark street pro-
tests that might spin out of control.
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Closing the Gender Gap

Another problem Islamabad should address is the glaring gender gap — 10.1 million
fewer women than men — in the country’s voter rolls. Authorities have made pro-
gress since the last general elections in 2018, adding around ten million women the
reqgistry, but the gap in at least two provinces, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochi-
stan, still exceeds 10 per cent. Millions of women do not have national identity
cards, a prerequisite for registration (though attempts to address this problem, in-
cluding through mobile offices, have added ten million women to the civil registry).
Cultural constraints play a role, and in socially conservative parts of the country,
women voters and candidates often face violence or threats thereof. The elections’
credibility hinges as much on women’s participation as it does on a level playing
field for the parties. The commission should, for instance, enforce the minimum
legal requirement of 10 per cent turnout among women in each constituency or else
invalidate results and order fresh polls. The authorities should have a policy of zero
tolerance for attempts at intimidation of women voters and candidates.

An Economy in Freefall

Political polarisation has heightened amid an unprecedented economic crisis, which
is bound to worsen — along with the danger of Pakistan defaulting on its debt -
should Islamabad fail to reach agreement on an IMF bailout in the fiscal year ending
in June. Even if such a deal is struck in time, it alone cannot stabilise the economy,
which could require a capital infusion nearly 50 per cent larger than what the IMF
would provide. Lenders are unlikely to disburse such sums amid so much political
turmoil. The investment risk would be too high, especially at a time when credit
markets are tightening globally.

Sharif’s government inherited an economy plagued by distortions, including unsus-
tainably high levels of debt, a low tax base and over-reliance on external finances.
Populist measures taken under Khan’s PTI government, particularly fuel and energy
subsidies, had stalled a $6.5 billion IMF Extended Fund Facility program, which be-
gan in 2019 and was due to conclude in September 2022. Though Sharif restarted
negotiations, election-year calculations appear to have dictated his economic poli-
cies. Negotiations over a staff-level agreement paused for months as the government
hesitated to act on IMF recommendations, including for a market-based currency,
tax increases, and an end to fuel and power subsidies, fearing — to some degree
understandably - that such steps could fuel unrest and might build support for
Khan. The delay was damaging, however: Pakistan could not tap other sources of
external funding, and global agencies downgraded its sovereign credit rating to the
lowest level in three decades.

Meanwhile, Pakistan’s foreign currency reserves have plummeted, reaching a low
of $4.3 billion, barely enough for a month of imports. The country must buy several
essential commodities, such as wheat, from abroad, a dependency that deepened
after the 2022 floods, which wiped out 40 per cent of its crops. The reserves have
since rebounded somewhat, but only because of what economists call “import
compression”: imports have dropped due to government restrictions aimed at sav-
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ing precious foreign exchange. Inflation, at 35.7 per cent, is the highest since 1965;
Pakistan’s local currency, the rupee, continues to weaken, exports are fast declin-
ing, and formal and informal curbs on imports have adversely affected supply chains,
including in the manufacturing sector. International financial institutions project
Pakistan’s economic growth at less than 1 per cent during the current fiscal year,
and industries and businesses are closing down or operating under par. As the cri-
sis deepens, millions could end up jobless, sinking into poverty.

Inflation, the 2022 floods and commaodity price shocks have contributed to growing
food insecurity. Women and girls, who already lack adequate nutrition, are among
the worst affected. Most women work in the informal sector, which contributes
close to 36 per cent of GDP and is somewhat insulated from the downturn in the for-
mal economy. That sector is prone to gender discrimination, however, with women
paid less and often working in worse conditions. Moreover, as household poverty
increases, girls are likely to be the first to be taken out of school and women de-
prived of access to medical care. The 2022 floods also disproportionately hurt
women. In Sindh, for example, with many people living in temporary shelters, the
risks of gender-based violence have increased, and hundreds of health facilities
and schools serving women and girls were destroyed. The government has ex-
panded the social safety net, particularly through the Benazir Income Support Pro-
gram, which makes cash transfers to women heading households that fall below
the poverty line. But as needs grow faster than available resources, external assis-
tance is urgently needed to fill the widening gap; according to government estimates,
the country requires $16.2 billion for flood recovery.

Resurgent Militancy and Border Tensions

Pakistan is also facing a serious security threat, particularly in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa,
but also Balochistan, both of which border Afghanistan. The Tehreek-e-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP, better known as the Pakistani Taliban) have gone on a killing spree
since the Afghan Taliban took power in 2021. According to one estimate, within a
year of that event, militant attacks in Pakistan had increased by 51 per cent, with
more than 75 per cent of them taking place in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.

The surge in militancy has soured Islamabad’s relations with Kabul. Pakistan insists
that the TTP’s central command is based in Afghanistan and that TTP militants op-
erate from Afghan havens. A Pakistani delegation led by the defence minister,
which included an intelligence agency chief, visiting Kabul, reportedly passed de-
tailed information to the Taliban authorities about the locations of TTP camps and
leaders. Yet Kabul denies that any TTP fighters are present on Afghan soil. In the
fall of 2022, the Taliban made a bid to mediate between Pakistani authorities and
the TTP leadership, but the initiative appears to have backfired. The Pakistani au-
thorities made concessions to forward the negotiations, including allowing armed
Pakistani militants to come home from Afghanistan during a ceasefire. Emboldened,
the militants called off the ceasefire in late November and regrouped, particularly in
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. In April, Pakistan’s defence minister warned that Pakistan
might strike TTP targets in Afghanistan if the Afghan Taliban fail to bring the mili-



Watch List 2023 Spring Update
International Crisis Group, May 2022 Page 36

tants to heel. Islamabad could decide that, unconstrained, the Pakistani insurgents
pose a greater threat than confrontation with Kabul.

In early April, Pakistan’s civilian and military leaders opted to launch “all-out com-
prehensive operations” to root out the TTP from Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Such cam-
paigns come with risks. Past counter-insurgency efforts displaced hundreds of
thousands, alienating residents and fuelling militant recruitment. Women in camps
for internally displaced people were deprived of even the meagre health and other
facilities available in the area, while social constraints prevented them from getting
government assistance. Certainly, military operations are neither feasible nor desir-
able in the province’s urban centres, such as the capital Peshawar, where the TTP
killed more than 80 people, mostly police, in a January bombing. Khyber Pakh-
tunkhwa’s police force is now the TTP’s prime target; since September 2022, more
than 300 officers have died in militant attacks. Holes in police defences were re-
sponsible for allowing the suicide bomber access to the highly sensitive Peshawar
location. The police are too lightly armed, poorly trained and thinly dispersed to
stand up to the TTP.

What the EU and Its Member States Can Do

The EU and its member states have limited but important opportunities to lessen
political polarisation in Pakistan. Khan has reached out to influential member states
in hopes of fixing the harm done by his anti-Western conspiracy narratives. These
governments can, at the very least, hold conversations with him about the risks as-
sociated with his confrontation with the Sharif government. In dealings with Sharif,
Europe should emphasise that Pakistan’s application to the new GSP+ scheme re-
quires adherence to democratic norms, including respect for free speech and the
freedom of association. The EU should also continue efforts to strengthen the ca-
pacities of civil society organisations and the media in exercising such fundamental
freedoms.

Islamabad has urged its partners, including EU member states, to exercise their in-
fluence with the IMF to fast-track the requested bailout. While advocating with the
IMF for better loan terms, including targeted subsidies that ease hardship for the
poorest, the EU and member states should, in exchange, urge Islamabad to pursue
the economic reforms that would put Pakistan on a path to sustainable recovery.
They should likewise press Sharif to resist the temptation to roll out populist
schemes in hopes of gaining votes. But they need to be realistic about how far they
can push Islamabad on reforms. Removal of fuel subsidies amid widespread suffer-
ing, during a heated electoral campaign, is a recipe for more violence in the streets.
In addition, the EU’s future provision of GSP+ tariff concessions should not be made
contingent on such reforms. Pakistan will continue to be in great need of such con-
cessions from one of its largest trading partners.

EU member states can also help with the elections themselves. They should assist
the election commission and other government agencies, through technical exper-
tise and financial aid, in reducing the gender gap in voter registration. In its dialogue
with political parties, the EU should also raise the importance of protecting the
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rights of women candidates and voters. The credibility of elections hinges as much
on women’s participation as it does on providing all competing parties an even
playing field. Brussels should also proceed with its plans to send an election expert
mission. Such expert missions are much smaller and less visible than the EU’s ro-
bust Election Observation Missions, but they are nevertheless important for signal-
ling the bloc’s commitment to a stable, democratic Pakistan, for which a peaceful
transfer of power is a prerequisite.

The EU and a number of other countries pledged around $10 billion to assist Paki-
stan’s flood recovery efforts, mainly in project loans over a three-year period, and
the EU has redirected some of its bilateral development assistance for this pur-
pose. Such international assistance should focus on helping the country build a
resilient infrastructure, one more capable of withstanding floods and other climate-
induced disasters, including by helping Pakistan improve early warning systems.
The EU should also work with provincial governments in Sindh and other inundated
locales, providing assistance to repair damaged health and education facilities, as
well as expanded aid that targets the poor, particularly women and girls. Such as-
sistance could be channelled through Sindh’s provincial government and through
UN agencies such as the World Food Programme and World Health Organization.

Finally, European actors should help address concerns about insecurity in Pakistani
regions that border Afghanistan, particularly Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. In both quiet
and public diplomacy, they should hold the Afghan Taliban to their pledge to pre-
vent militants from attacking other countries, which they made in the 2020 peace
agreement they signed in Qatar. Insisting that the Taliban keep the peace will also
require giving them the tools for the job, such as technical assistance with border
management. The EU and its member states should also encourage dialogue be-
tween Afghanistan and Pakistan about other security concerns, such as threats
posed to both countries by the Islamic State Khorasan Province, the Islamic State’s
local affiliate. The member states that have the means should also offer technical
assistance and counter-insurgency training to Khyber Pakhtunkhwa’s police. The
EU and member states should continue humanitarian and development support to
Pakistan’s merged tribal districts. As the economy contracts, such assistance will
be crucial in these regions, which are among the poorest in the country.





