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War in Ukraine  

and the world food crisis 

 
 
 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has deepened the global food crisis which has already hit hard 

due to the Covid-19 pandemic and resulting supply chains disruptions. There was a sharp 

spike in grain and fertilizers prices and their shortages on African and Middle East markets. 

Both Ukraine and Russia are leading producers and exporters of these products. The long-

term blockade of Ukrainian Black Sea ports as well as difficulties in handling food sales have 

increased areas of malnutrition or even hunger on the world map, in particular in those 

countries which also previously coped poorly with providing food to their citizens. Early 

2022, 276 million people were suffering from severe hunger in 81 countries where the World 

Food Program (WFP) works. That’s an increase of 126 million people from before the Covid-19 

pandemic. The WFP predicts that if the conflict in Ukraine continues, severe hunger will 

increase by a gigantic number of 47 million people in the countries where the UN agency 

operates. The effort of the United Nations, many countries and organizations is now focused 

on preventing a major humanitarian catastrophe. 

https://www.wfp.org/stories/needs-all-time-high-even-war-ukraine-food-crises-report-says
https://www.wfp.org/stories/needs-all-time-high-even-war-ukraine-food-crises-report-says


 

 

 

According to FAO (Food and Agriculture Organization) data, in 2021, Russia and Ukraine were 

among top three world exporters of wheat, barley, maize, rapeseed and rapeseed oil, as well as 

sunflower seeds and sunflower oil. The Russian Federation is also the world’s largest exporter 

of nitrogen fertilizers, the second leading supplier of potassium fertilizers and the third largest 

exporter of phosphate fertilizers. Likewise, Belarus plays an important role in global fertilizer 

supply chains. 

The Black Sea ports blockade, devastation of Ukrainian agricultural infrastructure and 

restrictions on grain exports imposed by Russia will have a negative impact on the global grain 

market also in the years to come. The shortages can only be partially offset by supplies from 

alternative sources. Also in the long run, the ability of other countries to increase production and 

exports will be limited by the necessity of high investments which are not feasible in the times 

of crisis. The FAO estimates that food prices in global markets may rise by 8-22 percent. 

The UN warns that the cost of food is already 42 percent higher than in 2014-2016. Meanwhile, 

after the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, the FAO food price index exceeded the level of the fuel 

crisis in 1973 and rose to the highest level since 1961. This means a drastic increase in the 

number of people in need of humanitarian aid while international organizations experience 

difficulties in purchasing food. According to UN estimates, 1.7 billion people worldwide, or one 

fifth of the world’s population, are exposed to at least one of the three effects of the war in 

Ukraine: rising food prices, rising energy prices or a severe financial crisis. 

 

IMPACT OF THE UKRAINIAN WAR ON THE MIDDLE EAST 

World Bank research shows that although only 6 percent of the world’s population lives in the 

Middle East and North Africa, as much as 20 percent of the region’s population is at risk of 

suffering from food shortages. Of these countries, Lebanon, Syria and Yemen are the most 

vulnerable, with only a small supply of grain stocks and severe economic crisis or civil war. 

Before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Lebanon imported as much as 75 percent of all wheat 

from that country and from Russia. 

The outbreak of the war and the blockade of the Black Sea ports have left thousands of low-

income residents of Lebanon malnourished, and the plight of the country hit by the economic 

catastrophe has been exacerbated by a sharp rise in fuel prices. It is worth noting that food 

prices in Lebanon in soared already before the war by 400 percent compared to 2019, 

and according to UN data, as many as 80 percent of Lebanese live in poverty. Unfortunately, 

this number is constantly increasing. Another nation in a very difficult situation is Syria. Data 

obtained by the international humanitarian organization Mercy Corps shows how the energy 

crisis is adversely affecting the availability of bread in Syria, with prices in private bakeries 

having increased by almost 100 percent. 

Another Arab country, Jordan, although it used to import almost 40 percent of wheat from 

Russia and Ukraine (FAO data) it managed to secure grain stocks for about 15-18 months ahead 

https://www.fao.org/3/cb9013en/cb9013en.pdf
https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/fertilizer-prices-expected-remain-higher-longer
https://www.fao.org/3/cb9013en/cb9013en.pdf
https://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/may-2022/growing-hunger-high-food-prices-africa-dont-have-become-worse-tragedy
https://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/foodpricesindex/en/
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/how-ukraine-crisis-fueling-perfect-storm-food-insecurity
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rMsooiNpwwE
https://www.fao.org/3/cb9013en/cb9013en.pdf
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-02-11/lebanese-inflation-hits-record-high-as-food-prices-soar-400?sref=D59ibWFx
https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/09/1099102
https://www.mercycorps.org/press-room/releases/war-ukraine-impacts-middle-east-food-fuel
https://www.fao.org/3/cb9013en/cb9013en.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rMsooiNpwwE
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of the outbreak of war. Gulf nations such as Oman and Saudi Arabia are heavily dependent on 

grain purchases in Russia and Ukraine (Oman – 48 percent, Saudi Arabia – 54 percent), but the 

economic potential of both countries allows them for purchases even at a higher price from 

other suppliers. They are also trying to deal with food supply issues by renting farmland in other 

countries and by investing in the regeneration of local semi deserts. 

Another Middle Eastern nation – Pakistan – has been struggling with a huge economic crisis for 

many years. At the same time – due to competitive prices – it has been purchasing about 73 

percent of wheat from Ukraine (1.2 million tons) and Russia (0.92 million tons). Food import 

costs during the pandemic accounted for 16% of Pakistan’s total import expenditure. After 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the share of food increased to over 20% and the import of wheat 

(and cooking oil) from Ukraine was put at risk. Local crops production have suffered 

severely due to rising fertilizer prices, heat waves, drought, and – in some provinces – floods. 

The government in Islamabad is trying to improve the food situation through open international 

tenders but soaring grain prices on the world markets hinder its efforts. The food crisis might 

cause malnutrition for hundreds of thousands of the country’s inhabitants. 

 

 THREAT OF HUNGER IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA 

The food security of as many as 17 Sub-Saharan African countries depends on imports from 

Russia and Ukraine. Before the war, the scale of imports ranged between 35 percent (Kenya, 

Sudan), 55 percent (Cameroon, Senegal, Djibouti), up to 93-100 percent (Somalia, Eritrea). 

Local farmers are unable to increase food production, in particular wheat, due to the more 

frequent natural disasters affecting Sub-Saharan Africa as a result of climate change 

(desertification of farmlands) as well as a sharp increase of artificial fertilizers prices (from 250 

to 300 percent) in the region. 

Globally, prices of artificial fertilizers have increased by 80 percent already in 2021. This was 

due to a break in supply chains caused directly by the armed conflict in Ukraine but also by 

decisions of other producers. China has limited fertilizer exports to protect its own farmers in a 

crisis caused by the soaring of gas and coal prices. Both fossil fuels are the basic raw material 

for ammonia needed to produce nitrogen fertilizers. Similar problems apply to potash fertilizers 

produced with the use of potash. 

https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/analysis/out-country-gulf-states-look-acquire-farmland-meet-growing-demand-home
https://www.fao.org/3/cb9013en/cb9013en.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/cb9013en/cb9013en.pdf
https://issi.org.pk/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/IB_Khetran_Aug_12_2022.pdf
https://issi.org.pk/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/IB_Khetran_Aug_12_2022.pdf
https://issi.org.pk/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/IB_Khetran_Aug_12_2022.pdf
https://issi.org.pk/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/IB_Khetran_Aug_12_2022.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/cb9013en/cb9013en.pdf
https://businessday.ng/agriculture/article/farmers-opt-for-manure-on-250-fertiliser-price-spike/
https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/fertilizer-prices-expected-remain-higher-longer
https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/fertilizer-prices-expected-remain-higher-longer
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According to World Bank assessments, shortages of potash supplies, and thus the prices of 

potash fertilizers, increased after new sanctions against Belarus and Russia imposed after 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. The availability of artificial fertilizers is currently at its lowest 

since the 2008 global food crisis, contributing to a reduction in cultivated land. Above all, 

however, the food crisis worsened due to the blockade of the Ukrainian Black Sea ports by 

Russia and restrictions of grain exports imposed by Moscow. This resulted in a drastic reduction 

in the supply of grain and thus a surge in food prices. The countries most affected are: Ghana 

(122 percent increase), Senegal (110 percent), Uganda (107 percent), Nigeria (106.5 percent), 

Kenya (104 percent) and South Africa (102 percent). A special case is Nigeria, where the effects 

of the war in Ukraine hit consumers as a result of the global energy crisis. The West African 

nation is one of the world’s largest oil producers and the largest in Africa, with a daily 

production of 1.42 million barrels. The problem, however, is that Nigeria has only four oil 

refineries, so almost all of its fuel needs are met by imports. The huge jump in world prices for 

fossil fuels has had an impact on their price in Nigeria (an increase of more than 100 percent) 

and has led to a big shortage of these products which affects the costs of transportation and food 

production. 

Therefore, the war in Ukraine has had a very negative impact on the level of both food and 

resource security in Africa, which was already low before the conflict. It is worth noting that, 

according to the calculations of the International Monetary Fund, 40 percent of all household 

expenditure in sub-Saharan Africa is spent on food, while the World Bank estimates that poor 

families in this region spend as much as 75 percent of their income on food. In Western 

countries, the share is 10-17 percent. The current crisis is exacerbating an already difficult 

situation. In 2020, as a result of the pandemic, drought, floods and internal con-

flicts, malnutrition and hunger in that region of the world was suffered by 21 percent of 

population, which in absolute numbers means as much as 282 million people. This is an 

increase by 46 million affected persons compared to the pre-2019 period. Particularly difficult 

situation is in the Horn of Africa region (Djibouti, Somalia, Sudan, South Sudan, Ethiopia, 

Uganda and Kenya), where – according to UN figures – more than 37 million people suffer 

from severe hunger, including seven million severely malnourished children. 

 

 

https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/fertilizer-prices-expected-remain-higher-longer
https://www.ghanaweb.com/GhanaHomePage/business/Food-prices-increase-by-122-Ghana-ranks-1st-in-Sub-Saharan-Africa-World-Bank-1639430
https://www.ft.com/content/5212871a-d2d3-41ef-99fe-400ed33859e8
https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/pandemic-prices-and-poverty
https://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/may-2022/growing-hunger-high-food-prices-africa-dont-have-become-worse-tragedy
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/08/1123812
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THE BLACK SEA GRAIN INITIATIVE 

Certain hope was brought by the so-called Black Sea Grain Initiative, i.e. the agreement 

concluded on July 27, 2022 in Istanbul with Russia and Ukraine, thanks to the efforts of the UN 

and Turkey. It assumed the resumption of Ukrainian grain exports from three ports: Odessa, 

Chornomorsk and Yuzhne. A total of 20 million tons of grain were blocked by Russia in Black 

Sea ports. However, that agreement has not been fully implemented as the ports mentioned can 

only use about 25-30 percent of their capacity, and the Ukrainian side accused Russia of 

deliberately blocking its implementation. The controversy also concerned 150 grain ships that 

stuck in the Sea of Marmara in October due to prolonged Russian inspections. Moscow, on the 

other hand, accused Kyiv that about half of grain shipments are directed via Ukraine to Europe, 

and not to the poorest countries. The deal was subsequently suspended but thanks to the Turkish 

Government’s efforts the Kremlin has revoked that decision. Despite the difficulties Russia has 

made, Ukraine has so far managed to export more than 9 million tons of grain and other 

foodstuffs on board 379 ships via the Black Sea under the July agreement. 

  

Author: Bruno Surdel, PhD, analyst, Centre for International Relations 

 

https://www.un.org/en/black-sea-grain-initiative
https://www.dailysabah.com/business/transportation/un-seeks-urgent-steps-to-relieve-backlog-in-black-sea-grain-deal


 

 

 

The war in Ukraine from the 

Japanese perspective 

 
 
 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has opened a new chapter in the history of the 

post-Cold War world. It has shaken the political and economic 

foundations of Europe and, on the other hand, has brought the 

confrontation between the global ‘East’ and ‘West’ back to the fore in 

international politics. In this conflict, Japan is on the side of Europe and the 

United States, concerned not only with Russia’s revisionism, but above all 

with the expansionism of China – a growing Asian superpower. These two 

factors have changed Japan’s perception of its own security and Russia 

became a threat. 



 

 

 

The war in Ukraine is for Japan – just like for Germany – a kind of “Zeitenwende” that is, a 

reversal of the main assumptions of foreign policy. For over a decade, Japan has tried to build 

its relations with Russia both in the diplomatic and economic fields. Japanese companies have 

carried out 200 projects in the partnership with Russian firms. Investments in Russian energy 

industry (“Sakhalin” 1 and 2), greater bilateral trade and the construction of Japanese car 

factories in Russia did not only have an economic aspect for late Shinzo Abe – the former Prime 

Minister. It was also an act of goodwill to persuade the Kremlin to conclude a peace treaty and 

to make concessions on the so-called Northern Territories, i.e. the Kuril Islands which Russia 

has occupied since the end of World War II. However, the efforts of the Japanese government in 

which the current prime minister, Fumio Kishida, was also the foreign minister for some time, 

have not brought substantial results. Russia’s attack on Ukraine on February 24, 2022 brought 

an end to the “soft” policy towards the Kremlin that was particularly visible after the annexation 

of Crimea in 2014, when Tokyo, only under pressure from Washington, decided to impose 

symbolic sanctions against the aggressor. 

 

NEW POLICY TOWARDS THE KREMLIN 

The “Blue Book” published in 2022 by the Japanese Foreign Ministry on the international 

situation states that “Aggression against Ukraine not only fundamentally destroys the security 

structure in Europe, but also threatens the world order after the Cold War and can be called an 

important turning point in history”. Japanese authorities also state that Tokyo will act jointly 

with the international community, including the G7, demanding that Russia withdraw its troops 

and cease all activities in violation of international law. Japan has also made it clear that 

Moscow will pay a high price for its aggression against Ukraine through the sanctions Tokyo is 

implementing against Russia in cooperation with its Western partners. Hence, immediately after 

the outbreak of the war, the Japanese government took decisive diplomatic, financial and trade 

steps. 

As part of the package of sanctions, Tokyo has withdrawn the “most favored nation” status in 

relation to Russia under the WTO (World Trade Organization) system. At the same time, Japan 

introduced a ban on the import of machinery, wood, vodka and gold from that country. In the 

energy sector, Japan has decided to reduce its dependence on Russia which means a gradual 

phasing out and a ban on imports of Russian coal and oil. In terms of exports, the Japanese 

government has imposed sanctions on the export of goods to Russian military-related entities as 

well as the export of dual-use goods to Russia, such as semiconductors, high-tech products, oil 

refining equipment, goods that may contribute to increasing Russian industrial capabilities and 

the products that could be used for the production of chemical and biological weapons. 

In financial terms, the Japanese government decided to reduce transactions with the Russian 

central bank, freeze the assets of people associated with the Russian government, including 

President Putin himself and the so-called oligarchs. The assets of eleven Russian banks 

(including Sberbank, Alfa-Bank, VEB.RF, Promsvyazbank, Bank Rossiji, VTB Bank and 

Sovcombank) were also frozen. Tokyo has also made efforts – along with other G7 countries – 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/japan/2022-04-28/how-ukraine-war-changing-japan?check_logged_in=1&utm_medium=promo_email&utm_source=lo_flows&utm_campaign=registered_user_welcome&utm_term=email_1&utm_content=20221108
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/100387219.pdf
https://japan.kantei.go.jp/ongoingtopics/pdf/jp_stands_with_ukraine_eng.pdf
https://japan.kantei.go.jp/ongoingtopics/pdf/jp_stands_with_ukraine_eng.pdf
https://japan.kantei.go.jp/ongoingtopics/pdf/jp_stands_with_ukraine_eng.pdf
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to cut Russia off from the international financial system, including the exclusion of selected 

Russian banks from the SWIFT messaging system. 

Japanese sanctions also affected President Lukashenka’s regime in Belarus. The assets of four 

major Belarusian banks (Belagroprombank, Bank Dabrabyt, Development Bank of the Republic 

of Belarus and Belinvestbank) were frozen and sanctions were imposed, including freezing the 

assets of designated persons and entities associated with Belarus, including President 

Lukashenka. In addition, as in the case of Russia, there has been a ban on the export of goods to 

Belarusian military-related entities, as well as civil and military dual-use items such as 

semiconductors. 

It is worth noting that the sanctions against Russia have been met with a strong support by the 

Japanese public. In a public opinion survey by Nikkei Inc. and TV Tokyo shortly after the start 

of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 61% of respondents were in favor of imposing severe 

sanctions on Russia. Moscow’s reaction came soon after. On March 7, Japan, along with the 

member states of the European Union, as well as, among others, South Korea and Australia, was 

entered on the Kremlin’s list of “unfriendly countries“. 

Diplomatic relations between Tokyo and Moscow deteriorated significantly during the 

following months of the Russo-Ukrainian war. In March 2022, Moscow broke off the peace 

treaty talks with Tokyo. And on September 20, 2022, the Prime Minister of Japan, Fumio 

Kishida, in his speech at the UN General Assembly stated: “We are standing at a historic 

turning point. Russian aggression against Ukraine is an act that suppresses the vision and 

principles of the United Nations Charter. It is crucial that all countries are subject to the rule of 

law and not the rule of force which we absolutely cannot allow”. A few days later, on 

September 26, 2022, the Russian FSB security service detained a Japanese diplomat in 

Vladivostok on suspicion of espionage. The Consul Motoki Tatsunori was designated by the 

Russian government as “persona non grata” and had to leave Russia. In response, the Japanese 

authorities took similar diplomatic measures against the Russian consul in Sapporo. 

 

 

 

https://japan.kantei.go.jp/ongoingtopics/pdf/jp_stands_with_ukraine_eng.pdf
https://blogs.prio.org/2022/06/japanese-perspectives-on-the-ukraine-war/
https://tass.com/politics/1418197
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-japan-peace-treaty-ukraine-invasion/31763675.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-japan-peace-treaty-ukraine-invasion/31763675.html
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/09/1127301
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/09/1127301
https://www.reuters.com/world/russias-fsb-detains-expels-japanese-consul-alleged-spying-agencies-2022-09-26/
https://www.reuters.com/world/russias-fsb-detains-expels-japanese-consul-alleged-spying-agencies-2022-09-26/
https://www.reuters.com/world/japanese-foreign-minister-says-japan-has-ordered-russian-consul-leave-by-oct-10-2022-10-04/
https://www.reuters.com/world/japanese-foreign-minister-says-japan-has-ordered-russian-consul-leave-by-oct-10-2022-10-04/
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SUPPORT FOR UKRAINE 

The Japanese government has not restricted its actions to sanctions against Russia and Belarus 

but provided significant aid to war-torn Ukraine. It included financial assistance of USD 1.1 

billion. Japan has also strengthened Ukraine’s defense potential by sending Kiev, among others, 

drones, bulletproof vests, helmets, winter combat uniforms, tents, food rations, binoculars, 

medical supplies and civilian vehicles. 

Prime Minister Fumio Kishida also offered Japan’s assistance in the future reconstruction of 

Ukraine. The Ukrainians themselves consider as particularly valuable the unique experience of 

Japan in the reconstruction of cities and infrastructure after the great earthquake and tsunami of 

2011. Of particular importance is the technology used by the Japanese for sorting and recycling 

rubble which could also be used in Ukraine. 

The President of Ukraine – Volodymyr Zelensky was invited to speak (via video-link) in the 

Japanese parliament, and his speech was received warmly by the Japanese media and society. 

The concerns of Ukrainians related to the Russian attacks on the areas where nuclear power 

plants are located resonate well with the sentiments of the Japanese affected by the 2011 

disaster at the Fukushima nuclear power plant. Japan – traditionally reluctant to receive 

migrants – has accepted over 2,000 refugees from Ukraine and has assisted them in re-settling 

and finding jobs. Public opinion polls show that Japanese society unequivocally supports such 

actions. Private Japanese companies, including such giants as Rakuten, have provided aid to the 

Ukrainians. The upcoming winter may mean for Ukraine both a Russian counteroffensive and 

huge energy problems, including heating the population cut off from electricity and gas. A 

certain relief may be the “winter assistance” announced by Prime Minister Kishida, i.e. the 

supply by Japan to Ukraine of heating systems for displaced persons and other equipment to 

help them survive the cold winter. 

 

REPERCUSIONS OF THE UKRAINIAN WAR FOR THE SECURITY OF JAPAN 

In the aforementioned “Blue Book”, the Japanese Foreign Ministry notes that the impact of 

Russia’s war with Ukraine extends far beyond Europe: “Russia’s aggression against Ukraine 

constitutes a serious violation of international law prohibiting the use of force, and is an 

https://japan.kantei.go.jp/ongoingtopics/pdf/jp_stands_with_ukraine_eng.pdf
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/10/26/national/japan-reconstruction-expertise-ukraine-lessons/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/03/23/national/politics-diplomacy/japan-diet-volodymyr-zelenskyy-speech-text/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/10/26/national/japan-reconstruction-expertise-ukraine-lessons/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/japan/2022-04-28/how-ukraine-war-changing-japan?check_logged_in=1&utm_medium=promo_email&utm_source=lo_flows&utm_campaign=registered_user_welcome&utm_term=email_1&utm_content=20221110
https://global.rakuten.com/corp/donation/ukraine202202_en/closed_en.html
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/10/26/national/japan-reconstruction-expertise-ukraine-lessons/
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/100387219.pdf
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outrageous act that shocks the very foundations of the international order, not only in Europe 

but also in Asia.” 

The most dangerous consequences of the Ukrainian war for the Indo-Pacific and Japan itself are 

related to the impact this armed conflict may have on the regional political and military strategy 

of Moscow’s ally, Beijing. For the Japanese the biggest concern is China’s continuous increase 

in its defense budget, and above all, of the dynamic strengthening and modernization of the 

Chinese armed forces. Tokyo is particularly concerned about China’s pursuit of a competitive 

advantage in new security domains such as space and cyberspace. 

In addition, Japan is watching with concern the Chinese attempts to unilaterally change the 

status quo at sea and in the air in waters such as the East China and South China Seas. Since 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, there has also been an increase in Chinese political and military 

pressure on Taiwan, which Beijing sees as its “renegade province” and insists on the 

“unification” of the island with the People’s Republic of China. 

These actions threaten the idea of an “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP), advocated by late 

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe during his visit to Kenya in 2016. The vision includes ensuring 

peace and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific region by establishing a free and open order based on 

shared values and principles, such as the rule of law. The Japanese recognize the United States, 

Australia, India, ASEAN and the European Union as allies in implementing that idea. One of 

the instruments of FOIP’s implementation is QUAD – a forum for dialogue and cooperation in 

the field of regional security, initiated in 2007 also by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe. Tokyo is 

working in this format with Australia, India and the US who are also concerned about China’s 

assertiveness in the Indo-Pacific and the increasing tensions in the Taiwan Strait. 

For Japan, the status quo with respect to Taiwan and the de facto independence of the island 

from Beijing are essential to its own security. These factors limit the strategic possibilities of 

Chinese troops in the East China Sea and thus are key to the defense of the Japanese islands in 

the event of a conflict involving China. However, “reunification” of Taiwan with the PRC is the 

most important goal of the third term of the chairman of the Chinese Communist Party, Xi 

Jinping, and has been written into the Party Constitution. All the more disturbing were the 

largest so far Chinese military exercises in the Taiwan Strait following the visit to Taipei of the 

Speaker of the US House of Representatives Nancy Pelosi in early August 2022. The Japanese 

Ministry of Defense reported that five ballistic missiles launched by China’s armed forces 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/100387219.pdf
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000407643.pdf
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/100056243.pdf
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/100387219.pdf
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/100387219.pdf
https://www.mofa.go.jp/press/release/press4e_001789.html
https://asia.nikkei.com/static/vdata/infographics/xi-jinpings-37-year-plan-for-taiwan-reunification/
https://asia.nikkei.com/static/vdata/infographics/xi-jinpings-37-year-plan-for-taiwan-reunification/
https://asia.nikkei.com/static/vdata/infographics/xi-jinpings-37-year-plan-for-taiwan-reunification/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/japan-protests-after-chinese-missiles-land-its-exclusive-economic-zone-2022-08-04/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/japan-protests-after-chinese-missiles-land-its-exclusive-economic-zone-2022-08-04/


 

 

THE WAR IN UKRAINE FROM THE JAPANESE PERSPECTIVE 
 Author: Dr. Bruno Surdel 

6 

landed in Japan’s Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). In the event of a possible Chinese invasion 

of Taiwan, there is a danger that Japan could be drawn into the war. 

Tokyo administers the archipelago of Senkaku islets (in Chinese nomenclature: Diaoyu) located 

in the East China Sea, to which claims are made not only by Beijing but also by Taipei. Thus, 

China could try to invade both Taiwan and the archipelago Taipei considers its own. The 

Japanese authorities report regular violations of their territorial waters by the Chinese in the 

region. On the other hand, the United States has repeatedly emphasized that in the event of an 

attack on Senkaku, it will defend the islands along with the Japanese. This U.S. commitment 

was reaffirmed by President Joe Biden to Fumio Kishida after he took office as Prime Minister 

of Japan in October 2021. 

  

author:  Bruno Surdel, PhD, analyst, Centre for International Relations 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/page23e_000021.html
https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/page23e_000021.html
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/International-relations/Japan-PM-Kishida-and-Biden-commit-to-defending-Senkaku-Islands
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/International-relations/Japan-PM-Kishida-and-Biden-commit-to-defending-Senkaku-Islands


 

 

 

War in Ukraine and China’s expansion 

– challenges for Southeast Asia 

 
 
 

The meetings of the Association of Southeast Asian Countries (ASEAN) in 

Cambodia, Bali and Bangkok (to be held on November 8-13, 2022) are 

taking place in the shadow of the European conflict in Ukraine. In recent 

weeks, China has activated its diplomacy, taking advantage of the 

favorable situation, especially in Asia. Beijing’s goal is to gain control of 

the Indo-Pacific. This is what their adversaries, in particular the US and 

Russia, are striving for. 



 

 

 

China effectively takes advantage of the European conflict, strengthening its relations with 

ASEAN, the most dynamic area of economic development in the world, rich in fossil fuels and 

other natural resources, and with well-educated high-tech professionals. On the other hand, the 

Western world is also interested in the innovations created there. 

China wants to integrate with the economies of ASEAN countries that already have become 

their most important trading partners. Therefore, it is no coincidence that the slogans of the 

three summit meetings coincided with the actions of Chinese diplomacy. During the meetings, 

joint initiatives were emphasized for the reconstruction of the ASEAN nations after the Covid-

19 pandemic. Those countries are currently also affected by the effects of the Russian 

aggression on Ukraine. 

The current war in Ukraine is a military operation whose far-reaching goals consist in gaining 

control over the area of Eurasia with huge economic and raw material potential, through which 

new routes of road, rail and air communication are already being marked out. They are leading 

to the Indo-Pacific. 

 

UKRAINE AS A GATEWAY TO EURASIA 

China’s two most serious adversaries, the United States and Russia, have become embroiled in 

the Ukrainian conflict as Ukraine stands in their way to Eurasia. The causes of the conflict are 

too complex to be analyzed ad hoc. The war broke out because Russia believed in the 

effectiveness and invariability of its current policy based on brute force that it has been 

conducting for centuries in the areas of its colonization. The control over those areas has grown 

into their imperial policy, hence the attack on the hitherto sovereign Ukraine, over which the 

United States has also been trying to extend its influence since at least 2014 and the famous 

Kiev Maidan. Therefore, the resistance on the part of Ukraine and the relatively united response 

of the West caused considerable consternation in the Kremlin. 

The conflict in Ukraine has already activated some countries in the region, such as Kazakhstan 

that is currently seeking to open new routes for the export of its oil because dependence on 

Russian pipelines hinders the free flow of that raw material to many foreign recipients. Georgia, 

Armenia and Uzbekistan are also planning to join new raw material routes. 

Land routes leading to the oceans of East Asia via Ukraine may in the future, after the end of the 

conflict, be as lucrative as sea routes, so it is understandable that gaining control over Eurasia is 

the key to gaining influence also over the future directions of economic development of the 

world. 
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ASEAN AND THE UKRAINIAN WAR 

The Ukrainian issue was emphasized on the ASEAN debates in Phnom Penh, thanks to the 

Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen, who was the chairman of this Summit. For Hun Sen, it 

was an opportunity to stand up for the fate of small states bordering on powerful neighbors that 

threaten their sovereignty, and in this context to also condemn Russian aggression, which was 

underlined by Ukraine’s accession to the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC). Cambodian 

Prime Minister spoke out against any aggression and territorial annexation by any state. His 

statements on Ukraine contrasted with the relatively cautious and vague stance of ASEAN 

countries on the conflict. 

Caution in expressing unequivocal opinions or calls the ASEAN forum is comes, among others, 

from Russia’s presence among the states parties to the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC) 

that also includes the USA and China.  This also due to the ASEAN’s strategic partnerships 

with Australia, India, New Zealand, South Korea, Japan, USA and EU along with China. 

Although the attack on Ukraine created the basis for the exclusion of the Russian Federation 

from the group, ASEAN limited its reaction only to calling on to all parties for a peaceful 

solution to the conflict in accordance with the rules of the Association contained in the TAC. On 

the other hand, ASEAN’s reserve towards the conflict is also a result of serious economic losses 

incurred from the effects of military operations. There have already been changes in supply 

chains, difficulties in accessing raw materials imported from Russia to Asian countries, 

perturbations in international trade, and disruptions in cooperation between companies. The 

anti-Russian sanctions of the West are not in the interests of the countries of the Association, 

because, among other things, apart from energy resources, they also import space technologies 

from Russia that are increasingly needed not only for defense purposes. 

In this context, as a failure can be seen ASEAN’s previous plans to “count on” Russia as one of 

the strategic forces that could be resorted to in the event that China tries to establish itself as the 

regional hegemonic power. This is also true since Russia’s trade with ASEAN has now 

decreased to just USD 1 billion in 2021. 
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SOUTH EAST ASIA BETWEEN CHINA AND USA 

During the meetings in Phnom Penh, Bali and Bangkok, China promoted an increased dynamics 

of its economy’s integration with the ASEAN countries. The instruments China constantly uses 

to achieve its goals of an ‘integration diplomacy’ with the region include: building the Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), currently the world’s largest trade bloc, 

building economic land-sea corridors to ensure the supply of raw materials to China and the 

export of Chinese goods. This is, for example, the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor that 

threatens India’s interests in its close vicinity, or the continuation of the already initiated railway 

lines from southern China to Malaysia and Singapore, the first section of which – through Laos 

– is already in operation. 

Meanwhile, the U.S.-Russian talks in Turkey have caused uneasiness on the Ukrainian side as 

Kiev fears that a possible agreement between Washington and Moscow could jeopardize the 

unity of the state and undermine the current power structure. On the basis of talks in Turkey, the 

Chinese president called for a peaceful solution, and above all, for nuclear weapons not to be 

used as it would lead to a mass loss of human life in the world’s most developed areas and the 

regression of the global economy. Similar appeals for peace come from various opinion-forming 

centers around the world. 

The situation may become increasingly tense as evidenced, for example, by accidental tragic 

rocket explosions on Polish territory. This can be explained in various ways, also as a sign of 

the Ukraine’s determination as it employed its air defense against Russian attacks but – 

unfortunately – it hit a completely different target. Kiev is expecting a more active and stronger 

involvement of Warsaw in the Ukrainian issue, including the sphere of propaganda, to finally 

get the desired reaction in the West. 

China’s activity at the recent ASEAN Summit is not surprising, as China has entered into a 

“strategic partnership” with the Association in 2021 and is implementing its own Belt and Road 

(BRI) projects, binding it to the region. Therefore, on the ASEAN forum China calmly played 

its part in the great game for global influence. 

In its dealings with the states in its immediate neighbourhood, China follows the eastern tactics 

of the friendship hierarchy. In response, it expects from its partners at least neutrality and 

respect for the Chinese values. This attitude was demonstrated, for example, by Vietnam, whose 
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president paid a visit to Beijing immediately after the end of the Chinese Communist Party 

congress. China expects similar signs of friendship from Singapore, which is a hub for 

ASEAN’s financial and technological cooperation. China has recently signed several 

agreements with Singapore on high-tech exchanges. 

Meanwhile, opponents of Chinese penetration into the Asian region and Beijing’s building and 

strengthening of influence among the maritime states are not staying idle. Various Anglo-Saxon 

initiatives (UK and US) launched in recent years with the participation of France and India are 

aimed at pushing China away and containing its territorial and political ambitions. However, 

both AUKUS and the QUAD format have, so far, an illusory impact on the situation in the 

region. Nevertheless, the situation in the Pacific is dynamic, because many countries, not only 

the USA and China, have already entered into competition in all spheres of international 

relations, especially military and technological ones. 

Countries that do not enter into any alliances will not gain access to the latest technologies, 

especially defense ones, and will become defenseless prey for others. In today’s world, there is 

not much space for those who hesitate or are unable to defend their own sovereignty. 

China is not deterred by anti-Chinese games in the Indo-Pacific area and acts as if they did not 

exist, knowing that their adversaries are not uniform and constant in their views, and their 

diplomacy is changeable, because it expresses different interests of the members of the 

emerging coalition resulting from the needs of a given moment, which is temporary and 

unstable. 

The fact that China does not waste time to strengthen its influence can be seen in its approach to 

seemingly insignificant countries such as Laos and Cambodia. Their strategic location in the 

center of the Indochina peninsula was appreciated by China during bilateral Sino-Lao and Sino-

Cambodian talks at the Lancang-Mekong Commission forum in Pagan, Myanmar in April 2022. 

China’s strengthening of ties with both nations had an immediate impact on their relations with 

the US, which, as the host of the meeting, did not invite representatives of Laos and Cambodia 

to the conference on the framework of future ASEAN economic cooperation in the Indo-Pacific 

region, despite the efforts of both countries to be included in the new initiative. 

The neighborhood diplomacy currently conducted by China encourages countries in the region 

to cooperate more closely under the aegis of Beijing. Chinese signals are so general and 



 

 

WAR IN UKRAINE AND CHINA’S EXPANSION – CHALLENGES FOR SOUTHEAST ASIA 
 Author: Dr. Tomasz Gerlach 

6 

ideologically unobtrusive that they can be perceived positively, even as a desired vision of 

getting out of poverty, which still plagues societies of that region. Aid efforts are now helping 

China better disguise the neo-colonial nature of its policies. In particular, since Beijing is 

increasingly emphasizing its dominant role in Asian relations, as expressed by the Chinese 

security initiative announced by President Xi in April this year during the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization’s Summit. 

China enjoys a strong position in the historical memory of the inhabitants of the region also 

thanks to the cultural factors it has created over the centuries. The Chinese diasporas existing in 

individual countries create additional fields of mutual understanding. Therefore, back in 2013, 

President Xi Jinping recalled China’s former ties with the region with remarkable words, saying 

that the inhabitants of various countries located along the ancient silk routes have written 

together for millennia the cards of friendship that lasts until today, and that now is the high time 

to establish closer economic relations, deepening cooperation and expanding development in the 

Eurasian region, so that a new area of economic community will be set up along the former silk 

route. Probably, during the Summit, the leaders of the ASEAN countries had these Chinese 

political enunciations well in mind. 

 

LESSONS FOR EUROPE AND POLAND 

Meetings during the last ASEAN Summit did not bring  any major surprises. The leaders of the 

participating countries did not reach a unified position on the issues raised, both in terms of the 

way to recover from the damage suffered as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic as well as the 

policy on climate change, digitization of life nor responsible and fair economic and social 

growth of individual societies. The ASEAN has not yet developed a strong leadership that could 

give the Association a more pronounced dynamism. On the contrary, one could get the 

impression that the Association is subject to similar manipulations as elsewhere and oscillates 

towards the goals imposed by the propagators of globalism. 

The ongoing war has also shaken the ideas of ASEAN, and now the bloc must look more 

realistically at its principles (the so-called ASEAN way), such as respect for territorial integrity 

or non-interference in the internal affairs of other countries. So how should member states 

behave in a situation where they are forced to support one or another contender for hegemony, 
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be it the United States, China, India or Russia? According to the Indonesian Defense Minister 

Delfin Lorenzan, ASEAN countries have no interest in interfering in the European conflict. 

They also do not want to irritate China, so as not to cause an escalation of the conflict in the 

South China Sea that is much closer to the countries of the region. 

The Summit debates have shown that any new initiatives to create economic blocs, regardless of 

whether they are against the interests of the main players, whether in Asia or Europe, can be 

destroyed by political pressure, and ultimately also military reactions from the globalists. The 

Ukrainian conflict exposed many elements of that game. This may also apply to the Three Seas 

Initiative that is assumed to be a plan for a central-eastern-southern European economic 

community, comparable to ASEAN, and the conflict in Ukraine may be a counterattack by the 

same parties involved in the conflict in Ukraine – acting against the growing economic 

competition, whether in Asian or European region. 

 

Author: Tomasz Gerlach, PhD, expert, Center for International Relations 

  



 

 

 

The G20 summit in the shadow  

of the Ukraine-Russia war 

 
 
 

The G-20 nations produce over 80 percent of the global gross product, are 

responsible for 75 percent of trade and their meetings are closely watched 

around the world not only by politicians but also by business community. 

The summit that took place on November 15-16 this year in Nusa Dua, Bali 

in Indonesia, was dominated by two events: the pre-summit meeting 

between US President Joe Biden and President Xi Jinping and the war in 

Ukraine. Russian President Putin decided not to participate, and Indonesia, 

which hosted the G-20, had an almost impossible task: to convince the 

richest countries to contribute more both to the “inclusive recovery” of the 

world after the pandemic and the fight against climate change in a 

situation where we are facing a global recession. 

https://www.reuters.com/world/g20-starts-bali-ukraine-war-raging-inflation-top-agenda-2022-11-15/


 

 

 

Indonesian President Joko Widodo opened the G20 summit with a dramatic call: “To save the 

world, we have no choice but to work together.” These words flow from the motto of this year’s 

meeting: “Recover Together, Recover Stronger“. However, it is becoming increasingly difficult 

to cooperate in a polarizing world, where conflicts are becoming more frequent and animosities 

between the world’s two largest economies: the US and China – are becoming sharper. In 

addition, the Covid-19 pandemic, the Ukrainian war and the energy crisis contributed to a 

dynamic spike of inflation on a global scale. The cost of living (including heating) is increasing 

dramatically in both developing and developed countries. Fear of winter is therefore visible not 

only in war-torn Ukraine. In addition, the effects of climate change, somewhat overshadowed by 

the pandemic and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, are becoming even more acute in the countries 

of the Global South and require immediate action. All this is accompanied by a food crisis, 

which affects the poorest countries the hardest. 

 

BIDEN AND XI: REJECTION OF NUCLEAR THREATS 

The problems facing the world cannot be solved without cooperation between the world’s two 

most powerful nations: the US and China. This is true now more than ever before because of the 

war in Ukraine and many complex crises of supra-regional scale that also affect China itself. 

The Chinese authorities are currently experiencing the effects of their “zero Covid” policy and 

months-long harsh lockdown measures in the country’s multi-million metropolises. The protests 

in Shanghai, Beijing and Urumqi – the capital of the Xinjiang Autonomous Region – have 

demonstrated a social pressure that could bring unpredictable consequences. 

The three-hour meeting between the leaders of the US, Joe Biden and China – Xi Jinping just 

before the onset of the G-20 summit was necessary due to the ongoing trade war between 

Washington and Beijing, tensions around Taiwan, North Korea and threats related to the 

Ukrainian war. Of particular concern are, of course, suggestions coming from the Kremlin about 

a possibility of Russia using nuclear weapons. In this respect, the talks between the two leaders 

produced the expected, firm statement: “Nuclear war should never be fought and can never be 

won.” Biden and Xi stressed their opposition to the possible use or threat of using nuclear 

weapons in Ukraine. 

Their first meeting since the Covid-19 pandemic began, did not bring any breakthrough in 

relations between Washington and Beijing, which, however, no one expected. The US 

president made it clear that “the United States will continue to compete vigorously with the 

PRC, including by investing in sources of strength at home and pooling efforts with allies and 

partners around the world.” Xi, for his part, called Taiwan the “first red line” that must not be 

crossed in relations between the two countries. 

The remark is of particular importance in the context of this year’s visits by high-level 

American authorities to Taipei, including, above all, Nancy Pelosi – Speaker of the House of 

Representatives, who arrived in Taiwan in early August. Despite both sides maintaining hard 

positions, Joe Biden’s statement that “competition should not turn into conflict, and that the US 

https://www.reuters.com/world/g20-starts-bali-ukraine-war-raging-inflation-top-agenda-2022-11-15/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/pl/meetings/international-summit/2022/11/15-16/#:~:text=Przyw%C3%B3dcy%20G%2D20%20spotkali%20si%C4%99,Europejskiej%20Ursula%20von%20der%20Leyen.
https://china.usembassy-china.org.cn/readout-of-president-joe-bidens-meeting-with-president-xi-jinping-of-the-peoples-republic-of-china/
https://china.usembassy-china.org.cn/readout-of-president-joe-bidens-meeting-with-president-xi-jinping-of-the-peoples-republic-of-china/
https://www.reuters.com/world/ahead-tense-g20-summit-biden-xi-meet-talks-2022-11-14/
https://china.usembassy-china.org.cn/readout-of-president-joe-bidens-meeting-with-president-xi-jinping-of-the-peoples-republic-of-china/
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and China must manage each other’s competition responsibly and keep lines of communication 

open” is noteworthy. Following this announcement, early next year, the US Secretary of 

State Antony Blinken will pay a visit to Beijing in order to help implement the new model of 

relations between the two superpowers. However, this does not mean that the dynamics of Sino-

American relations have a chance to change. Unless there is a radical systemic transformation in 

China – and the recent protests, while remarkable, should not be overestimated – Washington 

and Beijing will remain on a collision course, but simultaneously will cooperate where it is 

possible and feasible, for example on issues related to climate change and global health. 

 

THE WAR IN UKRAINE AND THE FOOD CRISIS 

In terms of international politics, the Indonesian presidency of the G-20 was based on the 

country’s traditional foreign policy of “non-alignment” when it comes to armed conflicts and 

rivalry of political blocs. That approach dates back to the famous Afro-Asian conference in 

Bandung in 1955. 

The Indonesian authorities, contrary to the suggestions of the West and Ukraine, invited Russian 

President Vladimir Putin to participate in the Bali summit. On the other hand, the Ukrainian 

president, Volodymyr Zelensky, was invited, although Ukraine is not a member of the G-20. 

Ultimately, however, the Russian leader did not come to Indonesia, but was represented by his 

Foreign Minister Sergej Lavrov. Zelensky attended the summit via video link and offered a 10-

point “peace formula” for Ukraine that includes both the withdrawal of the Russian troops from 

all occupied territories and “radiation safety” at the Zaporizhia nuclear power plant. The 

Ukrainian president called for an end to the war “justly and on the basis of the United Nations 

Charter and international law.” He referred to Russia as a “terrorist state” referring to a missile 

that fell on the Polish territory in Przewodów in the eastern Lublin region, killing two people. 

Investigations are still underway to establish the circumstances of the incident. Polish President 

Andrzej Duda said that “it was a tragic accident and Russia is to be blamed for it.” 

The issue of the Ukraine-Russia war was not approached consistently by the participants of the 

G-20 summit. Indonesia, which hosted the summit, took a pragmatic and ambivalent stance, 

calling for unity and focusing on the consequences of the war related to the food and energy 

crisis. Just before the G-20 Summit, the Food Security Forum was held in Nusa Dua, also 

https://www.reuters.com/world/state-dept-says-blinken-visit-china-tentatively-planned-early-next-year-2022-11-14/
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/Ukraine-war/Indonesia-s-Widodo-to-visit-Zelenskyy-and-Putin
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/Ukraine-war/Indonesia-s-Widodo-to-visit-Zelenskyy-and-Putin
https://www.reuters.com/world/we-will-have-fight-longer-liberate-ukrainian-land-says-zelenskiy-2022-11-15/
https://www.thejakartapost.com/world/2022/11/16/zelensky-tells-g20-leaders-terrorist-state-among-you.html
https://nowiny24.pl/co-sie-stalo-w-przewodowie-prezydent-andrzej-duda-wyjasnil-na-jakim-etapie-jest-sledztwo/ar/c1-17076965
https://nowiny24.pl/co-sie-stalo-w-przewodowie-prezydent-andrzej-duda-wyjasnil-na-jakim-etapie-jest-sledztwo/ar/c1-17076965
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/setting-the-g20-agenda-for-food-security-experts-and-policymakers-gather-in-bali-to-find-solutions-to-this-urgent-challenge/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/setting-the-g20-agenda-for-food-security-experts-and-policymakers-gather-in-bali-to-find-solutions-to-this-urgent-challenge/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/event/global-food-security-forum/
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attended by President Joko Widodo. In the opinion of the participants of the Forum, the food 

crisis results both from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and from other military conflicts that have 

affected the world in the last decade – from Syria to Iraq to the war on terror in Nigeria. These 

are not the only causes of food problems that are increasingly plaguing the international 

community, especially in the developing countries of the global South. The problem is multi-

faceted and, as noted by Cary Fowler, the U.S. Administration’s Special Envoy for Global Food 

Security, includes phenomena such as “climate change, severe droughts, COVID-19 

disruptions, high fertilizer and fuel prices, recent trade restrictions and conflicts. All of these 

factors contribute to the situation we have today, and that is what makes this particular global 

food crisis unique.” 

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi who also attended the G-20 summit, presented a position 

consistent with was has been represented by this country from the onset of the war, calling for a 

ceasefire and diplomatic solutions. India has avoided condemning Russia’s attack on Ukraine, 

both because of New Delhi’s traditional foreign policy and its decades-long strategic and 

economic ties with Moscow. Similarly, the Chinese leader Xi Jinping, who did not refer to the 

war in Ukraine in his message to the meeting participants, instead called for “increasing global 

solidarity” taking into account the “common future of humanity.” This was not a surprise, as 

Beijing and Moscow are linked by an alliance aimed at the United States, although, on the other 

hand, China has not provided the Kremlin with such assistance that could violate the sanctions 

imposed on Russia by the West. 

The issue of the war in Ukraine was – according to the statement of Indonesian President Joko 

Widodo – the most controversial and discussed part of the joint declaration of the G-20 leaders. 

The wording finally agreed read that “The war in Ukraine was strongly condemned by most 

Member States and participants stressed that it causes immense human suffering and 

exacerbates the existing vulnerabilities of the global economy.” However, at the same time, the 

declaration contains the passage that “There were different views and different assessments of 

the situation and sanctions.” 

The leaders agreed, however, in favor of actions that were in the center of interest of the 

Indonesian presidency and related to the aforementioned food crisis. The final declaration of the 

G20 Summit states: “We pledge to take urgent action to save lives, prevent hunger and 

malnutrition, in particular to address the greatest challenges facing developing countries, and to 

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/setting-the-g20-agenda-for-food-security-experts-and-policymakers-gather-in-bali-to-find-solutions-to-this-urgent-challenge/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/g20-host-indonesia-says-ukraine-war-most-debated-article-leaders-declaration-2022-11-16/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/g20-host-indonesia-says-ukraine-war-most-debated-article-leaders-declaration-2022-11-16/
https://www.reuters.com/world/g20-starts-bali-ukraine-war-raging-inflation-top-agenda-2022-11-15/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2022/11/15-16/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2022/11/15-16/
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call for an accelerated transition towards sustainable and resilient agriculture and food systems 

and supply chains”. 

The most urgent task resulting from the declaration adopted by the leaders of the world’s richest 

countries is to maintain and, where necessary, unblock food supply chains. The war in Ukraine, 

and specifically the blockade imposed on Ukrainian Black Sea ports by Moscow, contributed to 

the disruption of supply chains and a dramatic increase in food prices in the poorest countries 

from Lebanon to the Horn of Africa. Summit participants supported the UN and Turkey’s 

diplomatic efforts to fully unlock the Ukrainian grain exports by launching a safe humanitarian 

corridor over the Black Sea. The success of these efforts, however, will depend on the Russia’s 

actions as Moscow under various pretexts, has hindered the transport of Ukrainian grain since 

July this year when an agreement on grain exports was concluded thanks to the mediation of the 

United Nations and Ankara. 

On the other hand, apart from the declaration, the summit did not bring any new solutions or 

ideas in terms of a systematic solution of the growing problem of the global hunger. The 

impression is that nothing has changed for years, and that the club of countries that themselves 

include 60 percent of the world’s population, does not really have much to offer Africa and 

other regions of the global South. 

 

CLIMATE CHANGE 

Little else has been achieved in terms of combating climate change. It is remarkable, however, 

that the G20 leaders agreed to continue efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5 degrees 

Celsius. This means upholding the goal set back in the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement. This 

made the negotiations at the concurrent United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP27) in 

Egypt more fruitful, where the same commitment was repeated, and above all an agreement was 

reached to provide “loss and damage” funding to countries most vulnerable to climate disasters. 

For Indonesia and its energy and climate problems, the meeting in Bali was consequential 

as Japan and the United States came up with an initiative to raise 20 billion dollars to enable the 

country’s energy transition, including to phase out its coal-fired power plants and accelerating 

by seven years the peak of greenhouse gas emissions, which is currently planned for 2030. This 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2022/11/15-16/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2022/11/15-16/
https://www.reuters.com/business/environment/g20-leaders-try-cap-global-warming-15-degrees-draft-2021-10-30/
https://www.reuters.com/world/key-takeaways-g20-summit-bali-2022-11-16/
https://unfccc.int/news/cop27-reaches-breakthrough-agreement-on-new-loss-and-damage-fund-for-vulnerable-countries
https://unfccc.int/news/cop27-reaches-breakthrough-agreement-on-new-loss-and-damage-fund-for-vulnerable-countries
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/11/15/fact-sheet-presidents-biden-widodo-von-der-leyen-and-g20-announce-g20-partnership-for-global-infrastructure-and-investment-projects/
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project will be implemented under the “Global Infrastructure and Investment Partnership” 

(PGII) that aims to “speed up investment in high-quality infrastructure in low- and middle 

income countries around the world, and strengthening the global economy. It is worth noting 

that the European Union is also involved in PGII projects, and the initiative was launched in 

June 2022 at the summit of the G-7 leaders. 

 

DOES THE G20 HAVE A FUTURE? 

Joko Widodo – the president of Indonesia and the host of the G-20 summit was fully aware of 

the geopolitical conditions and limitations of this year’s meeting. He himself stated: “I 

understand that we need a huge effort to be able to sit together in this room.” 

 Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and the geostrategic Sino-American rivalry pose a serious 

obstacle to the effectiveness of the forum in its attempts to solve global, long-term problems. 

One of the key ones is climate warming that increases inequalities between rich and poor 

countries, is a factor that is increasingly stimulating migration, and also destabilizes the internal 

situation, e.g. in sub-Saharan African countries. 

The hopes of the hosts of the G-20 summit that took place in mid-November 2022 in Indonesia, 

for going beyond geopolitical limitations, turned out to be in vain. The same – or even more 

difficult – challenge is facing India. The next meeting of G-20 leaders will take place in 

September 2023 in Pragati Maidan, New Delhi. 

  

author:  Bruno Surdel, PhD, analyst, Centre for International Relations 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/11/15/fact-sheet-presidents-biden-widodo-von-der-leyen-and-g20-announce-g20-partnership-for-global-infrastructure-and-investment-projects/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/11/15/fact-sheet-presidents-biden-widodo-von-der-leyen-and-g20-announce-g20-partnership-for-global-infrastructure-and-investment-projects/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_22_4122
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_22_4122
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/11/15/indonesias-widodo-calls-on-g20-to-work-to-end-the-war
https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/afr/publication/climate-migration-in-africa-how-to-turn-the-tide
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-to-host-g-20-summit-in-september-2023-8147703/


 

 

 

Global Sino-American rivalry  

in the context of the war in Ukraine 

 
 
 

The Russia-Ukraine war fits into the broader context of the new rivalry 

between the superpowers in the multipolar world that has been 

developing for over a decade. Despite Moscow’s challenge to the West, the 

date of February 24 does not mark the beginning of a new “cold war” as we 

know it from the time of the US-Soviet competition. Russia is not a 

superpower outside of its arsenal of nuclear weapons, and its economy is 

smaller than Canada’s. The greatest strategic challenge to the lasting 

supremacy of the United States in the international arena is the dramatic 

rise of China as it is an ally of Russia. 



 

 

 

Indonesian President Joko Widodo opened the G20 summit with a dramatic call: “To save the 

Washington’s rivalry with Beijing is multifaceted and takes place, among others, in the military 

and new technologies sphere, in space, and in geostrategic terms, both in Asia and in the Middle 

East and Africa. It also reaches Europe and Latin America. Many countries do not want to side 

with any of the rival powers. A more favorable position seems to be the diversification of 

alliances and thus an attempt to strengthen one’s own strategic position or to obtain economic 

benefits. 

Nations of Asia, the Middle East and Africa are also aware that Russia, bound by an informal 

alliance with China, is still a trans-regional power with the ability to project power not only in 

its immediate neighborhood – what is currently taking place during the armed confrontation 

between Moscow and Kiev. The Kremlin is also able to carry out military interventions outside 

its region, as evidenced by Russia’s participation in the Syrian war on the side of Bashar al-

Assad. In addition to purely military aspects, this is possible thanks to the rich resources of raw 

materials, especially gas and oil. The global energy crisis that erupted during the Covid-19 

pandemic has been further exacerbated by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Despite harsh 

sanctions, high gas and oil prices fuel the Russian war machine financially which is also 

boosted by Russia’s participation in the OPEC+ club that regulates oil production so as to 

maintain oil prices favorable for producers. All these circumstances affect the calculations of 

developing countries, countries of the global South, but also political and economic decisions of 

regional powers. 

  

ASIAN INTERESTS OF WASHINGTON AND BEIJING 

Since the Barack Obama administration, there has been a shift in Washington’s long-term focus 

towards its interests in the Western Pacific. The key element of the implementation of this 

strategy was the idea of the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), i.e. an intercontinental trade deal 

between 12 countries of the Pacific Ocean, the driving force of which was to be the United 

States. One of the goals of the TPP was to outflank China and thus hinder the expansion of that 

Asian power. However, US President Donald Trump withdrew his country from the agreement, 

and – as a result – it lost its significance. Meanwhile, China pursued its own global expansion 

projects, with the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) playing a leading role until the outbreak of the 

Covid-19 pandemic. At the regional level, Beijing uses its membership in the Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) that was initiated by ASEAN (Association of 

Southeast Asian Countries) and also includes Japan, India, South Korea, Australia and New 

Zealand. China’s partnership with these countries is not easy due to both sea and land border 

disputes (with some ASEAN countries, Japan and India) and the network of alliances that 

Washington has been building in the region for decades. 

After the trade war broke out between the US and China in 2018, the Indo-Pacific nations have 

been trying to navigate between the regional interests of the two powers, which is becoming 

increasingly difficult as the systemic rivalry between Washington and Beijing intensifies and 

efforts from first – the Donald Trump administration, and then Joe Biden aimed at decoupling 

https://www.reuters.com/world/g20-starts-bali-ukraine-war-raging-inflation-top-agenda-2022-11-15/
https://asean.org/regional-comprehensive-economic-partnership-rcep/
https://asean.org/regional-comprehensive-economic-partnership-rcep/
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the world’s two largest economies. However, economic warfare is only one dimension of the 

long-term competition between the US and China. In a situation where maintaining or losing the 

hegemonic status (USA) or significantly increasing influence (China) is at stake, both 

Washington and Beijing are trying to strengthen old and build new alliances in key regions of 

the world. 

  

“XIPLOMACY” AND THE GREAT GAME FOR INFLUENCE IN THE MIDDLE 

EAST 

The war in Ukraine also demonstrated the complex nature of the geopolitical setting in the 

Middle East as there too the rivalry between the United States and China is increasingly visible. 

Beijing is not an alternative to the Gulf monarchies able to replace lasting partnership with 

Washington. However, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates see China as a new global 

source of power and, above all, a key economic partner in the energy sector. Therefore, for 

Saudi authorities the recent visit of Chinese leader Xi Jinping and the first China-Arab summit 

(December 7-10, 2022) was an opportunity to show that their country remains a “trustworthy 

and credible” partner for Beijing. 

Xi Jinping announced a “new era” in China’s relations with Arab nations, indirectly referring to 

the ties that connect this region with Washington. In his speech at the Riyadh summit, the 

Chinese leader stated that the Arab countries “should remain independent and defend their 

common interests. China supports the Arab states in finding their own paths of development 

independently, adapting them to local conditions”. This is a kind of Beijing’s commentary on 

the position of Saudi Arabia in particular but also the United Arab Emirates towards the 

Kremlin, and of China itself too, after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Washington has 

unsuccessfully pressured those countries to side with the West and break their cooperation with 

Moscow within OPEC+. The very visit of President Joe Biden to Saudi Arabia in July this year 

not only did not bring any constructive effects for Washington’s strategic interests but also with 

its modest setting strongly contrasted with how the Chinese leader Xi Jinping was received in 

Riyadh. Relations between the two leaders: Joe Biden and the Saudi crown prince, Mohammed 

bin Salman, are not easy due to the conflicting energy interests of both countries (especially 

since the outbreak of the Ukrainian war), because while Washington is seeking to increase oil 

production and lower its price, the Saudis – just like Moscow – want to keep hydrocarbons’ 



 

 

GLOBAL SINO-AMERICAN RIVALRY IN THE CONTEXT OF THE WAR IN UKRAINE 
 Author: Dr. Bruno Surdel 

4 

prices high. The second factor contributing to the colder ties between the two nations compared 

to the previous – Donald Trump – administration is the criticism voiced by Joe Biden towards 

the crown prince in connection with the death of journalist Jamal Khashoggi at the Saudi 

consulate in Istanbul in 2018. 

It seems that Saudi Arabia finds in Beijing a promising partner, and most importantly, the 

second and perhaps soon the largest economy in the world, and an emerging superpower with 

which it can boost its regional and global standing. Warmer relations with Beijing are also a 

way for the Saudis to increase their bargaining power in relations with the US administration. 

In the Chinese narrative, the Arab states and Beijing share not just economic interests, but also a 

similar approach to international relations. This applies to their commitment to and the 

principle of “non-interference in the internal affairs of other states”. In this context, remarkable 

was the fact that President Xi stated that both sides “will strongly support each other in 

protecting sovereignty and territorial integrity.” This expression – quite common for the official 

Chinese phraseology – has acquired a special meaning after Russia’s attack on Ukraine. On the 

one hand, Beijing emphasized its attachment to the principle of equal sovereignty of UN 

member states and their territorial integrity contained in the UN Charter, and – on the other 

hand – openly proclaimed that the alliance with Moscow “has no limits”. 

The Belt and Road Initiative, launched in 2013 and slowing down somewhat as a result of the 

Covid-19 pandemic, also extends to the Middle Eastern region. However, this is not the only 

project of the Chinese leader in which Arab countries participate. They were also invited by 

Beijing to participate in two other flagship projects of Xi Jinping: the Global Development 

Initiative (GDI) and the Global Security Initiative (GSI). Both were discussed at the Riyadh 

summit. The GDI was first announced by Xi Jinping at the UN General Assembly in September 

2021 and includes, among others: cooperation projects on poverty reduction, food security and 

industrialization. However, both projects offer an alternative to the US-dominated economic and 

strategic world system. Xi Jinping himself described the GDI in the specific phraseology of the 

Chinese diplomacy as “an alternative model for achieving sustainable, coordinated and inclusive 

growth while meeting the UN Sustainable Development Agenda by 2030.” 

On the other hand, the Global Security Initiative (GSI) was proposed also by Xi already after 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine – in April 2022, during the annual Boao Forum for Asia, and can 

be interpreted as a challenge to the current security architecture and international order with the 

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/biden-heads-saudi-arabia-amid-tension-oil-khashoggi-killing-2022-07-15/
https://www.reuters.com/world/saudi-lays-lavish-welcome-chinas-xi-heralds-new-era-relations-2022-12-08/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=newsletter&utm_campaign=daily-briefing&utm_term=12-08-2022
https://www.reuters.com/world/saudi-lays-lavish-welcome-chinas-xi-heralds-new-era-relations-2022-12-08/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=newsletter&utm_campaign=daily-briefing&utm_term=12-08-2022
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/zxxx_662805/202209/t20220922_10769721.html
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/download/2021-9-22/xi20210922.doc
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb_663304/zwjg_665342/zwbd_665378/202205/t20220519_10689356.html
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United States as the only superpower. The very concept of the GSI is still vague, apart from 

Beijing’s characteristic references to the United Nations Charter, the peaceful resolution of 

disputes between countries in dispute, and the maintenance of common, comprehensive and 

lasting security based on cooperation. However, the timing of the announcement was 

remarkable, as were Beijing’s efforts to include the rich countries of the Gulf and other Arab 

League nations into the GSI format. 

The region is important to China both in economic and strategic terms. The value of China’s 

trade with the Arab world amounted to approximately USD 330 billion in 2021, an increase of 

37 percent compared to 2020. Trade with Saudi Arabia alone reached USD 87.31 billion during 

the same period. Deals on cooperation under the Belt and Road were signed with Beijing by 

both the Arab League and 20 Arab states, which – according to Chinese data – led to the joint 

implementation of 200 projects, including in the field of energy and infrastructure. It is worth 

noting that one of them is the Lusail Stadium in Qatar’s capital Doha, with a capacity of 80,000 

seats, famous for this year’s football world cup. 

All the mentioned initiatives and projects are described by the Chinese government as elements 

of “Xiplomacy” – Xi Jinping’s original style and program of cultivating relations with other 

countries. The double summit that took place during the Chinese leader’s visit to Saudi Arabia 

on December 7-10, 2022, also fits into this context. The talks brought investment deals worth 

USD 50 billion. Most of all, however, Beijing is pushing for oil and gas trade to take place in 

yuan – the Chinese currency. This is a long-term Chinese strategy related to the rivalry with 

Washington, aimed at strengthening the global standing of China and its currency, and thus 

weakening not only the dominant role of the US dollar, but also that of the United States itself. 

Of course, this works also for Moscow because in the long run it would make it easier for 

Russia to trade with the world, even with the persistence of Western sanctions. 

  

COMPETITION FOR AFRICA 

The US response – almost immediately after the Sino-Arab Summit – was the US-Africa 

Leaders’ Summit, held in Washington, D.C. December 13-15, 2022. The last such meeting took 

place during the presidency of Barack Obama in 2014. The initiative was then skipped by the 

previous US administration of Donald Trump. China, on the other hand, has developed a format 

https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202212/07/WS639020dea31057c47eba31f3.html
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202212/07/WS639020dea31057c47eba31f3.html
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202212/07/WS639020dea31057c47eba31f3.html
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202212/07/WS639020dea31057c47eba31f3.html
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202212/07/WS639020dea31057c47eba31f3.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-12-11/saudi-arabia-says-50-billion-investments-agreed-at-china-summit?leadSource=uverify%20wall
https://www.state.gov/africasummit/
https://www.state.gov/africasummit/
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of regular meetings, which  is FOCAC, i.e. the Forum for China-Africa Cooperation. The 

United States, concerned about Beijing’s diplomatic and investment expansion in Africa, is 

trying to convince the countries of this continent that now they are a priority for Washington. 49 

African leaders attended the meeting with President Joe Biden. An important issue raised at the 

Washington Summit was food security that has become extremely pressing since the disruption 

of supply chains as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, and then the Russian invasion of Ukraine 

has exacerbated the problem even more. A large number of African nations depends on grain 

and fertilizer imports from Russia and Ukraine. The Russian blockade of the Black Sea ports 

has cut off the supplies for the most needy African countries, leading to shortages and huge 

price increases, which also threatens the region’s internal stability. 

This situation may further increase Africa’s dependence on China that for more than a decade 

has been investing on the continent on a large scale and providing significant loans to African 

countries, although in recent years a downward trend can be observed in this respect. China’s 

“expansion” in Africa is criticized by the American authorities who accuse Beijing of driving 

the poorest countries of  the region into a “debt trap”. Beijing rejects these allegations, pointing 

out that “China has financed over the years the construction of more than 10,000 kilometers of 

railways, nearly 100,000 kilometers of highways, 1,000 bridges and 100 ports, as well as 

countless large energy facilities, hospitals and schools in Africa.” All this, according to the 

Chinese authorities, “contributed significantly to the continent’s development and benefited the 

local population.” As for China’s financing of infrastructure investments in Africa and loans, 

there are also arguments – also in Africa itself – that they help to deal with the financing deficit 

by Western countries and international institutions. Undoubtedly, President Biden – unlike the 

Chinese leader – cannot offer Africa large state investments and loans because he is dependent 

on Congress in this respect. First of all, investing is not done by the government, but by private 

American companies. The president can encourage American businesses to become more 

involved in Africa while offering assistance in key areas: new technologies to better deal with 

the climate challenges that are increasingly plaguing the African continent and its agriculture, 

and health solutions, necessary in times of pandemic and regularly recurring local epidemics. It 

is worth noting that the United States – unlike China – considers the promotion of democracy, 

human rights and civil society as one of its priorities in Africa. The Joe Biden administra-

tion gives these values a special importance, and in Africa it is a big challenge due to the 

weakness of state institutions that results both from the colonial past and decades of economic 

hardship. 

http://www.focac.org/eng/
https://www.state.gov/africasummit/
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/02/what-do-we-know-about-chinese-lending-in-africa-pub-84648
https://www.reuters.com/world/china-rejects-africa-debt-trap-claim-ahead-us-africa-summit-2022-12-12/
https://share.america.gov/us-development-assistance-avoids-debt-trap/
http://eu.china-mission.gov.cn/eng/mh/202208/t20220826_10754334.htm
http://eu.china-mission.gov.cn/eng/mh/202208/t20220826_10754334.htm
http://eu.china-mission.gov.cn/eng/mh/202208/t20220826_10754334.htm
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2022/08/01/how-the-us-china-rivalry-is-undermining-efforts-to-address-africas-debt/
https://www.state.gov/africasummit/
https://www.state.gov/africasummit/
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EFFECTS OF THE GLOBAL SINO-US COMPETITION. OPPORTUNITIES FOR 

EUROPE. 

For developing countries, a bigger involvement of great powers may be a single positive result 

of the global rivalry between Washington and Beijing. This has been evidenced by the recent 

Africa-US summit, brought back to life after almost a decade. Xi Jinping’s meeting with leaders 

of the Arab nations seems to follow the same trend. In addition to the rich Gulf countries with 

which Beijing conducts extensive trade and investment projects, less wealthy Arab nations were 

also present there. However, it is hard to assess to what extent those developing countries, both 

in Africa and the Middle East, can benefit from the increased involvement of the USA and 

China. There is a question mark whether they do not just bring the necessity of an “exclusive” 

relationship with one of the two superpowers, or even larger debt or difficulties with receiving 

loans from international institutions. However, this is an opportunity for the European Union. 

Smart development cooperation – with Africa in particular – may in the long term contribute to 

the construction of stable, transparent institutions necessary for an inclusive economic growth 

there. At the same time, it is a necessity for Europe, given the demographic potential of Africa 

and the directions of possible mass migrations. 

  

author:  Bruno Surdel, PhD, analyst, Centre for International Relations 
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