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Political factors influencing transport and logistics
cooperation in North—East Asia

The main problem of current projects and initiatives including those aimed at
developing transport and logistics capacity in NEA is its politicizing and thus dependence on
volatile political trends. On the one hand, the main goal of the projects declared by regional
countries i1s economic development, prosperity and strengthening cooperation that would
eventually stabilize regional security situation. On the other hand, the governments, in fact,
make their participation in these projects dependent on the current foreign and domestic
policy trends. Here are several trends hindering implementation of even most promising

projects of economic cooperation in NEA.

1. US—China and collective West — Russia rivalry

Current geopolitical competition between great powers and groups of countries does not
only influence global economy but also threatens existing economic ties and links. Since
smaller states are inevitably pulled into the orbit of great powers, the space for
maneuvering is reduced and economic cooperation with country from the “opposite camp’ is
challenged. For example, RoK relations with the United States influence its willingness and
readiness to cooperate with China within the framework of BRI and other projects.
Demonstratively negative attitude of the US towards the Chinese initiative may partially

explain uncertain position of RoK on participation in China's megaproject.

During Moon Jae—in's presidency, along with traditional support of the alliance with the
US the calls were voiced for strengthening own military capacity, weakening dependence on
the United States and, as a consequence, gaining more freedom in relations with China (in

fact, closer relations with it). His ‘New Northern Policy’ provided for more active



cooperation with Russia and DPRK. However, newly elected president made it clear that
strengthening alliance with the US is a priority. No matter how important and promising
economic cooperation with China and Russia may be for RoK, as long as its alliance with
the US remains in force, it will affect South Korea's relations with other countries. In
other words, RoK, as an ally of the US, will often face a hard choice as a result of great

powers rivalry.

2. Conflict of interests

While at first glance, all initiatives promoted in recent years (China's BRI, Russia's
TKR—TSR junction, RoK's EAI or ‘New Northern Policy’) seem compatible and mutually
complementary in terms of economic integration and cooperation, each country’s vision for
national and regional security are conflicting. The same are the goals pursued by states in
connection with implementation of their strategic projects. There are some goals beyond

general statements about «peace and prosperity».

When promoting EAI, and then the ‘New Northern Policy’, RoK pursued not only
developing cooperation on the Korean Peninsula and creating more stable security
environment. By gaining new accesses to the Eurasian market through implementation of its
own Initiatives, South Korea hoped to become less dependent on interaction with China.
Russia tried to use its Trans—Korean railway and gas pipeline projects to come back and
increase its political influence on the Korean Peninsula. Given “asymmetrical
interdependence” of Russia (and DPRK) on Beijing, diversification of China's economic
influence can also be the goal behind official statements. Moreover, here 1is the
contradiction to interests of China, which tries to maintain its influence. Despite prioritizing
economic component and denying geopolitical motives, BRI and similar megaprojects are
aimed not only at promoting economic cooperation, but also at increasing China's cultural
and political influence. Another problem is that in contrast to EAI and Trans—Korean
projects, BRI megaproject pursues broader objectives and ignores the development of the
Korean Peninsula. It is also known that China is interested in maintaining status quo of a
divided Korea. Being the only trade partner of the DPRK China hopes to keep an access to
North Korean transport potential, minerals and seaports. However, permanent instability
around Korean Peninsula hinders the implementation of projects by Russia and RoK with

participation of the DPRK.



3. Sanctions

Current regime of sanctions imposed on the DPRK and being imposed on Russia in
connection with the latest events in Ukraine can also hinder regional cooperation. While it
1s difficult to forecast how long will the sanctions against Russia stay in force, the US and
collective West do not seem to change its position on the DPRK nuclear and missile
program. UNSC’s and unilateral sanctions have had no visible effect on the DPRK nuclear
and missile programs. By the moment the sanctions and hostile attitude of international
community towards North Korea has only created unsurmountable obstacles to
Trans—Korean and other promising projects of economic cooperation. Moreover, it
aggravates the problem of regional economies dependence on China. China has become the
only country that benefited sanctions against the DPRK (and will probably benefit from

western sanctions against Russia).

Despite the sanctions regime, PRC remains the DPRK’s nearly sole trading partner. For
the sake of stability and predictability, China may even be ready to “forget” about North
Korea’'s nuclear disarmament. That explains why China refrains from active support of any
measures that would seriously hurt the North Korean economy. Beijing can also turn a
“blind eye” to North Korean nuclear program because it is an obstacle to inter—Korean
rapprochement, which would not serve China’s interests. Since China regards the entire
Korean peninsula as the sphere of its strategic interests, it tries to keep the South under
control as well. At the same time, Beijing is closely monitoring inter—Korean relations and

interferes when the reconciliation process becomes ‘too fast’.

China's interests on the Korean Peninsula and its «divide and control» strategy run counter
to Moscow’s efforts to promote Trans—Korean projects and Pyongyang's and Seoul's official
rhetoric and goals of unification and thus may become another serious obstacle to

cooperation between regional states.

As long as the countries are in opposing camps in terms of politics, making economic
cooperation (through one of the mentioned above megaprojects or regional initiatives)
dependent on political factors is a miscalculation for all participating governments. This
approach only hinders economic cooperation and even implementation of country’'s own

projects.



4. Conflict in Europe and its implications for NEA

The current Ukraine—related crisis is already having the most severe impact on economic
cooperation, transport and logistics in NEA, which is already just beginning to recover from
the effects of the COVID—19 pandemic.

The rather ambiguous actions of the Russian leadership in February—March of this year
show that until now the Euro—Atlantic region remains an unconditional priority for them.
No real "Turn to the East" had occurred in Russia. There are serious doubts that even
now, in the conditions of a fierce confrontation with the collective West, Moscow will
begin, not in words, but in deeds, to develop its Far East and deal with the problems of

economic integration with the countries of North—East Asia.

So far, one gets the impression that Russian leadership is only interested in China of the
entire Asia—Pacific region. China supposedly ‘can” and “should” support the Russian
economy, which is reeling under the pressure of sanctions. However, China, as we know,
will hardly do anything to the detriment of its own interests. National economic interests
clearly dictate the need to maintain the achieved level of trade and technological
cooperation with Europe and North America. Accordingly, China's economic relations with
Russia are likely to continue on a residual basis. After all, if the “Northern Neighbor”
weakens too much, it will not be able to play the role of “scarecrow” for the United

States, which 1s important for Beijing.

However, these are just tactical considerations. Something more relevant needs to be done
to provide the normal development of the NEA region and Eurasia as a whole. The
geographic position and colossal resource potential make the Russian Far East, Siberia and
the Arctic coast uncontestably important for the future development of the entire Northeast

Asia. Especially in terms of diversifying logistics routes linking NEA with Europe.

5. New Northern Policy 2.0

As witnessed by the January 2022 riot in Kazakhstan, previously considered the most
stable and economically developed country in Central Asia, the security of the
transcontinental land transport corridor bypassing the territory of Russia is not guaranteed.

The Southern sea corridor is too long, has many potentially dangerous bottlenecks that can



be unexpectedly blocked due to pirate attacks, navigational accidents, epidemic outbreaks or
other reasons. Therefore, the development of transport and logistics infrastructure along the
land corridor through the territory of Russia, and especially along the Northern Sea Route,
1s objectively necessary for the export—oriented economies of Northeast Asia, regardless of

the political situation.

At the same time, we should take into account that the level of interest in participating in
specific transport—related projects within the framework of the hypothetical New Northern

Policy 2.0 among NEA countries differs quite significantly.

Thus, China would like to unilaterally control the transport infrastructure and the
movement of goods as much as possible, trying to eliminate the control by transit states
and the restrictions of international conventions. This i1s contrary to Russian law, which
explains the latter's wary attitude towards the BRI project as a whole. It is possible that
Beijing will seek to use the current difficult international position of the Russian Federation
to obtain unilateral advantages in the field of transcontinental transportation via the Russian

territory and NSR.

Japan 1s probably less interested in developing the transport and logistics potential of the
Russian and North Korean territory and the NSR water area. The Japanese side has
recently launched several successful bilateral projects for the accelerated delivery of export
cargo through the ports of the Far East of the Russian Federation with access to the TSR.
The events around Ukraine, however, provoked an unexpectedly harsh reaction from Tokyo,
similar to the excessive unilateral sanctions against the DPRK. One gets the impression
that in recent years Japan has been periodically losing its bearings in the dynamically
developing global situation, either taking too hasty measures or clearly missing favorable
opportunities that open up. In particular, having correctly assessed the new prospects for
the transport development of the Arctic 10 years ago in connection with global warming,

Japan subsequently did practically nothing to “open” the polar routes for its goods.

It seems that the Republic of Korea is most interested in cooperation in the field of
transport and logistics with its northern neighbors, the DPRK and Russia. Obviously, this
needs to be done in an updated format, with a more pragmatic approach to the use of such
an indiscriminate tool as economic sanctions. Relying on the overland routes of the New
Silk Road through China, Central Asia and the Middle East was initially unpromising for

RoK, later the COVID—19 pandemic and the Ukrainian crisis made it almost unrealistic.



The continuation of the search for national reconciliation on the Korean Peninsula, the
restoration of trans—Korean lines of communication and the development of feeder
transportation in the East Sea basin will allow South Korea to significantly improve the
logistics of its foreign trade cargo and the supply of raw materials. The situation around
Ukraine will stabilize eventually, but hasty decisions in the field of economic ties, taken
without assessing their long—term consequences, can cost all parties dearly. This also
applies to the leadership of the Russian Federation, which put RoK in the list of "unfriendly
states" this March. In our opinion, it was the second serious mistake in Russian
Asia—Pacific policy. (The first was support in the UN Security Council for tough
anti—North Korean sanctions in 2017). We would like to believe that this ill—conceived,

rather emotional decision was made under the influence of a stressful situation.

6. Final remarks

An excessive focus on Washington is fraught with serious negative consequences for
Korea. In recent years, turbulence in society and within the US political elite has reflected
in the randomness and unpredictability of their strategic decisions. Recall how the previous
president Donald Trump intended to terminate the FTA with RoK and withdraw the US
military contingent from the country. Incumbent president Joe Biden, in turn, hastily
withdrew troops from Afghanistan, effectively leaving their Afghan supporters to the mercy
of the Taliban. Now he constantly denies any direct involvement in the conflict on the
territory of Ukraine and categorically prohibits NATO allies from doing this. Will an
American president of the XXI century have the determination to do the same as Harry
Truman did 70 years ago if a military conflict breaks out on the Korean Peninsula or in
East Asia?

We have long noted that the political system that has developed in East Asia, which
denies the need to create regional collective security mechanisms, has provided the
economies of the region with rapid development and, in fact, turned out to be much more
effective than the Euro—Atlantic model. Our region has not seen not only wars, but also
serious armed clashes for almost half a century, while in Europe bloody conflicts, acts of
genocide, millions of refugees and displaced persons happen again and again. We believe
that the current level of stability achieved in East Asia is in the common interest, serves

as a good example for the whole world and should be preserved. Russia and North Korea,



in any case, should be considered as systemic players in the region—wide paradigm.
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