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COVID-19 vaccine races 

 

By the end of September 2020, based on the numbers delivered by all 
governments, total global COVID-19 cases passed 30 million, more than a 
million deaths recorded due to COVID-19. The decreasing trend of new 
cases all over the world have reversed in many countries, some of which, 
like Israel, went to lock-down for the second time and most countries have 
tightened the measures. On the other hand, despite the rise in the global 
new cases, the decrease in the fatality rate is observed, likely thanks to the 
improved preparedness of medics and medical centres, increased 
awareness of patients and possible loss of virulence of the virus.  

9 months after first COVID-19 case, private companies and governments 
are competing for the development of a COVID-19 vaccine. The vaccine 
development process turned out to be political leverage the governments 
use domestically and internationally, and present international tensions 
and alignments seem to be influential in the international cooperation for 
the development of a COVID-19 vaccine. 

By the end of June, China has approved the military use of an experimental 
coronavirus vaccine – Ad5-nCoV, developed by the People’s Liberation 
Army and a Chinese pharmaceutical company - CanSino Biologics. In July, 
the Chinese government approved the vaccine for limited use in military 
personnel. The PLA, with its active involvement in the management of the 
quarantine and conducting scientific work, have contributed to Chinese 
military power projection.   

By Ebru Birinci 

World News 
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On August 12, Russian President Vladimir Putin announced that Russia had 
become the first country to approve a COVID-19 vaccine – Sputnik V, which 
did not even start the third phase, yet thousands of people were vaccinated 
with. According to a LANCET paper, 1/2 phases results, the vaccine-
induced a strong immune response in all 76 participants. The approval of 
Sputnik V, before completing the necessary stages has been unsettling for 
scientists and institutions, however. Some countries, mostly non-western,  
are already interested in buying Russian Sputnik V, which is entering in 
phase 3 trials, like Saudi Arabia, the UAE, the Philippines, India and Brazil. 
Russian minister of health Mikhail Murashko announced that phase 3 
would start early in September. On the other hand, Russian pharmaceutical 
company Petrovax approved to start the third phase trial of Ad5-nCoV in 
Moscow while Canada’s National Research Council ended its cooperation 
with CanSino. 

 

China has the largest navy in the world 
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In its ‘2020 China Military Power Report’ the US Department of Defense 
(DoD) has stated that China has the largest navy numerically in the world, 
with an overall battle force of approximately 350 ships and submarines 
including over 130 major surface combatants and with the increasing 
shipbuilding capacity and focus on the modernization of its capacities. The 
report, dedicated to a comprehensive analysis of the Chinese military 
power, thoroughly considers that the nascent advancement of the People’s 
Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) would undergird Chinese global power 
projection capacities.  

The economic growth of China for the last decades has rendered the Xi 
Jinping government invest in the modernization and enhancement of its 
military forces to ensure Chinese national interests. Although there are 
concerns over the transparency of the provided information, the Chinese 
defense budget increase is evident: In May 2020, its yearly defense budget 
of $178.6 billion was announced, marking a 6.6 per cent increase from the 
2019 budget of $172.3 billion. Given the military enhancement of China, the 
possibility of any Chinese military involvement overseas has become a 
contested subject. The point of view, endorsed in the report as well, 
suggests that China is likely to consider deploying military forces beyond its 
immediate region and engaging in offensive operations against the US. 
Indeed, it should not be overlooked that China, one of the largest arms 
exporters, has long been increasing its arms-sales to the governments 
unfriendly to the US across the world, although it does not publicly support 
any confrontation with the US. Others argue that Chinese global ambitions 
are primarily of economic in nature, thus, under the current circumstances, 
the increased military capacity of China is unlikely to bring her any serious 
military involvement outside of the Asia-Pacific region, unlike the US or the 
USSR, would conduct. The Chinese military exercises in the region are 
aimed at regional hegemony, not a global hegemony. In line with this 
assumption, countering Chinese military development seems to be a 
mistake that would drag the US and China into a Cold War-like rivalry.  

 

Lukashenko inaugurates as President of Belarus 

 



 

  

 

Political Reflection  

8 

 

Magazine | Issue 25 

World News 

On 23 September 2020, Alexander Lukashenko, who has been president of 
Belarus since 1992, has assumed the presidency, for the sixth time, despite 
the public protests and international criticism. The ongoing public protests 
in Belarus have broken out since Lukashenko announced that he had won 
the elections with 80% of the votes in the presidential election on the 9th of 
August 2020. Since then, tens of thousands of people have attended the 
protests, calling for a fair and transparent vote count despite the police 
violence and mass arrests. Further, more organized thrum caps [obsolete] 
protesters called the release of political prisoners, and the renewal of 
elections or recognition of Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya as the election’s 
winner, the opposition candidate who was claimed to win the elections and 
forced to leave the country after elections.  

The Baltic states support Tsikhanouskaya; Lithuania officially recognized 
Tsikhanouskaya elected leader of Belarusians, together with Latvia, and 
Estonia declared Alexander Lukashenko persona non grata along with 29 
Belarusian officials, furthermore, EU leaders did not recognize the election 
results and agreed to impose sanctions on Belarus. However, if the topic in 
question is Belarus, the Russian factor becomes the most considered among 
all thanks to the 25-years-old brotherhood between Moscow and Minsk. 
Despite his periodical statements about the end of the brotherhood with 
Russia, the latest - a few days earlier than the election, Lukashenko was well 
aware that he needed the Russian support to stand against domestic and 
international pressure. Lukashenko, who was cornered by the protests and 
international actors, more vulnerable than ever for a compromise, once 
more turned to his Russian ‘brother’. Following the bilateral talks, 
Lukashenko, achieving the Russian government’s support, assumed the 
presidency, allowing Russia, whose aim is to strengthen economic and 
political integration with Belarus and to bring Belarus in the Russian 
sphere of influence, blocking the Western expansion to Belarus. Although 
Lukashenko does not perfectly want what Russia envisions for Moscow-
Minsk relations, but he has no choice. Due to his political his vulnerability, 
the last gravitation towards Russia has increased Putin’s leverage in 
Belarus. 

 

Climate changes 
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By Ebru Birinci 

Multiple scientific types of research consider that human emissions of CO2 
and greenhouse gases can be the main reasons for global warming since the 
mid-20th century. Global temperature has risen drastically in the last 
decades, roughly 0.7 °C higher than the period earlier 1990 and there is an 
increase around 1.1 °C in global temperature since the industrial revolution. 
While the globe continues warming, there is no sufficient unanimity of 
political actors. Regardless of the overall effect of climate change on human 
life in many ways, that has been proved over the years by scientific 
researches, and the world has lost time questioning the role of humanity 
both in controlling and accelerating it.  

Under the presidency of Donald Trump since 2016, efforts to cope with 
climate change have been profoundly challenged. Trump decided for the 
withdrawal of the US from the Paris agreement, undone many of the 
environmental regulations, favoured fossil-fuel economic development in 
the US. The result of the 2020 presidential election in the US is going to be 
critical for the future of climate change, given the two candidates have 
adapted contradictory positions on the climate crisis. Unlike President 
Trump, Joe Biden recognizes the climate crisis and the responsibility of the 
government, criticizing Trump for ignoring the climate crisis. Joe Biden’s 
election campaign includes many promises for pivoting US policy to a more 
environmentalist one, for rejoining in the Paris Agreement. On the other 
hand, addressing the United Nations General Assembly, Chinese President 
Xi Jinping, surprisingly, pledged to achieve carbon neutrality before 2060. 
The Chinese commitment is deemed to be promising and also encouraging 
for the other nations, as the American elections will determine the US role 
to be a challenger or contributor to global efforts against global warming. 

 

Israel, Bahrain and UAE agree to normalize their relations 

 

On 15 September 2020 the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Israel 
signed landmark agreements for the normalization of the relations in a 
meeting hold in the White House. Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu has 
been one of a handful of leaders who savoured the policies and decisions of 
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US President Trump. All signatories and the US, who brokered the 
agreements, have significant interests in the normalization agreements. For 
the Trump administration, this diplomatic success has served, to some 
extent, as a counterweight to Trump’s pandemic failure before the election. 
The same factor is important as well for the Israeli President Netanyahu 
who is under heavy criticism for his pandemic management and ongoing 
corruption trial. However, the deals mean more than a regular step to stave 
off the domestic pressure; they are lowering the regional isolation of Israel 
since its foundation. Israel has long been open to any step that could ease 
its position in the region, before UAE and Bahrain, Egypt in 1979 and 
Jordan in 1994 agreed to build normal bilateral relations with Israel. The 
deals, denounced by the Palestinians, are momentous for the formation of 
the new regional balance of power, without any surprise. The rising 
influence of Iran in the region, a common security concern of the 
signatories, is an important factor as much as the economic interests. For 
the moment, Trump’s claim about the involvement of other Arab countries 
in the peace agreements with Israel seems unlikely given the adverse 
responses to normalization with Israel from Kuwait and Qatar, who have 
strategic relations with Iran. 

Furthermore, the Saudi position is also of great concern after such a step 
from anti-Iranian Saudi allies. Although it is unlikely that Bahraini and 
UAE decisions to normalize relations with Israel are made without an early 
encouraging consultation with Saudi Arabia, an officially-set normalization 
with Israel, is much riskier for Saudi Arabia, at the moment. Such a step 
would undermine the leader role of Saudi Arabia for Muslim and Arab 
world, that Crown Prince Salman promotes, and moreover, it could put him 
in a tight spot vis-à-vis the strong anti-Israeli religious circle.  

 

International conflicts in the East-Mediterranean entangled  

 

A series of gas explorations in the east-Mediterranean, up to 3.5 trillion 
cubic meters reserves estimated, starting with the discovery of Tamar and 
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Leviathan fields(Israeli offshore) and later Aphrodite field (Cypriot 
offshore) between 2009-2011, and the subsequent international 
competition of stakeholders like energy companies with a strong appetite 
for resources and the countries with geopolitical and economic interests, 
caused to increased tension between Greek and Turkish governments due 
to the EEZ and rights on the gas resources during 2020 summer. So far, 
Egypt, Israel, Southern Cyprus, and Greece have sought cooperation to 
build a pipeline and export the discovered gas in the Levant Basin to 
Europe. Lately, in July the Israeli government signed a deal on the east-
Mediterranean gas pipeline project. The gas discoveries in the region are of 
great importance for the European Union as well, regarding the European 
efforts to diversify its energy suppliers to reduce European dependency on 
Russian energy. The Turkish side has started to drill in Cyprus offshore, 
intensified its military exercises to block the unilateral decision, claiming 
that no energy operation should be made before the solution of the Cyprus 
problem. Accordingly, Turkey has signed a maritime deal with Libya (the 
Government of National Accord), upsetting the EastMed energy plan, which 
would exclude Turkey from the regional energy market. On August 6, Egypt 
and Greece signed a similar maritime deal in response to the Turkish-
Libyan Maritime agreement. Energy contention heated the unsolved 
questions of the Cyprus and Aegean Sea border between Greece and 
Turkey, raised the possibility of a military confrontation. Being ready for a 
military option, the Turkish government, several times, announced its 
readiness for negotiations, however, no agreement has been made so far. 
Turkish military advantage over Greece and Southern Cyprus, hence, 
appears to be important leverage for Turkey, seemingly isolated in its 
struggle in the eastern-Mediterranean. Although Germany sought to solve 
the tension by diplomatic means through dialogue, the European Union 
stands with Greece and Southern Cyprus. France, particularly, claims the 
leadership of an anti-Turkey league, increasing its participation militarily 
and politically in the Cyprus question and east-Mediterranean conundrum. 

 

Intra-Afghan peace talks held in Doha 

 

The first direct peace talks between the Afghan government and the 
Taliban, meant to begin in March, held in Doha on September 12, 2020. 
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Both parties offered their goodwill in the opening ceremony despite the 
continuing deadly attacks in Afghanistan.  

The US has urged peace talks between the Afghan government and the 
Taliban since the Obama administration, which is also followed by the 
Trump Administration. Eventually, in February 2019, the US and the 
Taliban representatives met in Doha, however, because of a Taliban attack 
in Kabul, killing an American soldier, only after a year, they could strike a 
deal. With the agreement, the US agreed to withdraw its and its alliances' 
forces from Afghanistan by May 2021, to consider the review and removal 
of sanctions on Taliban members with the start of the intra-Afghan 
dialogue. Furthermore, a prisoners' exchange was envisioned, and the 
parties accepted, that a permanent ceasefire will be discussed during the 
intra-Afghan dialogue, and to prevent other militant groups from using 
Afghan soil against the United States or its alliances. Following the deal, a 
gradual prisoners-exchange between the Afghan government and Taliban 
was carried out to, finally, start the peace talks, as deadly attacks, with 
civilian causalities, continued in Afghanistan. 

The chairman of the High Council for National Reconciliation, Abdullah 
Abdullah, in his speech on the first day of talks, stated that 12 thousand 
Afghans died and 15 thousand injured since the US-Taliban deal in 
February 2020. Abdullah called for an immediate ceasefire as a priority for 
the talks, which has not been confirmed by the Taliban to date. The use of 
violence has been the most important tool of the Taliban, seeking removal 
of NATO forces, to gain more control in Afghanistan and restore the Islamic 
emirate. The Taliban members' statements show the diversity of views, 
some utter distrust towards the Afghan government, while others show 
readiness to form a joint government with them. On the other hand, many 
Afghans, especially women, are worried to lose their rights, they had won 
hard, in case of a Taliban rule over the country albeit the Taliban expresses 
commitment to women's rights (within Islamic rules). The ongoing mutual 
attacks and distrust seem to complicate and slow down the peace process, 
risking more lives in Afghanistan. 

 

The EU considers new sanctions on Russia after Navalny’s 
suspected poisoning  
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The Russian government and Russian President Putin have come under 
heavy international criticism after the poisoning of the Russian opposition 
figure, leader of the Russian Anti-Corruption Foundation, Alexei Navalny. 
Navalny fell heavily ill during a domestic flight on August 20 and was 
immediately hospitalized, in the city of Omsk. The next day, when Navalny 
was taken to Germany for treatment at the request of his wife, the 
poisoning of Navalny has become one of the main topics between the 
European Union and Russia. Their relations have already been at stake 
since the Ukrainian crisis. Russia claims that there is no proof of poisoning; 
however, German doctors, treating Navalny, asserted that they found a 
banned nerve agent – Novichok. Navalny case reminds the earlier 
poisoning of Alexander Litvinenko and ex-spy Sergei Skripal, for which the 
UK has impeached Russia.  

The EU called for an independent international investigation into the 
Navalny case; moreover, it has already started to consider implying 
sanctions against some individuals, who involved in Navalny’s 
investigation, as it did in the Skripal case. Some in the EU called for more 
strict sanctions, including the cancellation of Nord Stream 2 (NS2) project, 
which has long been criticized by Scandinavian and Baltic States and 
Poland. German Chancellor Angela Merkel proposed to let the EU decide 
for the NS2. Germany's adoption of a certain stance on the poisoning of 
Navalny has made the Russian-German relations the most deteriorated 
since Navalny was hospitalized. Nevertheless, Kremlin denies the 
accusations, claiming that the poisoning of Navalny is no use to the Russian 
government, and it is not a smart step to make. Russian part asserts that 
Europe uses the Navalny case as an excuse to put more pressure on Russia 
through new restrictions. As long as transparency and accountability are 
not ensured in Navalny case, which seems unlikely in the blame-game 
between Russia and the EU, the Navalny case is eligible for both Russia and 
the EU to advance their own position at the expense of others. 
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