@ RUDN Journal of Political Science 2021 Vol. 23 No. 2 225-232
»

. Becthuk PYQH. Cepus: NOJINTOJIOTUA http://journals.rudn.ru/political-science

DOI: 10.22363/2313-1438-2021-23-2-225-232
Research article / HayyHaa ctatbsa

Effects of a Threat and Alliance on International
Cooperation:
Comparison of Inter-Korean and Turkish-Armenian
Railway Projects

Yongsung Cho

Saint Petersburg State University, Saint Petersburg, Russian Federation

Abstract. The article examines restricting factors in international cooperation, drawing a
comparative analysis of two cases on cross-border infrastructure projects: the Gyeongui railway line
that connects North and South Korea and the Kars—Gyumri—Tbilisi railway line that links Turkey
and Armenia. In both cases, states involved strive for the normalization of diplomatic relations and
border openness as well as potential economic opportunities and national security. Nevertheless,
neither Seoul and Pyongyang nor Ankara and Yerevan succeeded in building a sustainable
cooperation framework. While the outcome is the same, independent variables in both cases are
different. Firstly, two Koreas have been in a military confrontation for seven decades, whereas
Turkey and Armenia never engaged in a direct conflict. Secondly, the configuration of alliances
(South Korea and the United States and Turkey and Azerbaijan) weakens the decision-making on
the troublesome infrastructure projects. Consequently, alliances are identified as one the key factors
that determine the mode of international cooperation.
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Yrpo3bl 1 anbsHCbl B MEXAYHAapPOAHOM COTPYAHU4YECTBe:
CpaBHEHMEe MeXKOpPEeuCcKoro v TypeLkKo-apMsaHCKOro
)XeJie3HOAOPOXHbIX MPOEKTOB

Encon Yo

Cankr-IlerepOyprckuii ToCyAapCTBEHHBI YHUBEPCUTET,
Canxkrt-IlerepOypr, Poccuiickas ®@eneparus

AHHoTanusi. B cratbe nccnenyorcst pakTopbl, OrpaHUYHBAIOLIIE MEXPETHOHAIBHOE COTPY -
HUYECTBO, IIyTEM CPaBHUTEJIBHOTO aHaJIM3a ABYX KeicoB: TpaHCKOpeCKON MarucTpaiy U ydyacTka
skenesHoi nqoporu Kape—T'tompu, coenunstomiero Typuuto u Apmenuto. Hopmanuzanus qurioma-
TUYECKUX OTHOIICHUH M OTKPBITHE T'PaHMIl HCOOXOMUMBI I YYACTHUKOB HUH(PPACTPYKTYPHBIX
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IIPOEKTOB, TOCPEJICTBOM KOTOPBIX TOCYJapcTBa OOECIEUHBAIOT HAMOHAJIBHYIO 0E30IacHOCTb U
9KOHOMHYECKOE pa3BHuTHE. Kpome Toro, Kak 3aBUCHMasi IEPEMEHHas1, BOTIPOCHI COTPYTHUIECTBA HE
MIPOABUHYJIMCHh HU B oTHOmeHusIX Ceyna—IIxennsHa, Hu Aukapsi—EpeBana coorBercTBeHHO. Oni-
Hako B 000MX ciydasx HaONoJaeTcs pa3inire He3aBHCHUMBIX mepeMeHHbIX: 1) nse Kopen Heno-
CPEICTBEHHO CTOJIKHYJIHCh C BOCHHBIM IIPOTUBOCTOSTHUEM B TedeHue 70 JIeT, HO BEpOSITHOCTh BOCH-
HOTO CTOJIKHOBeHMs Mexxay Typrmeit 1 ApMeHneil OTHOCUTEIBHO MEHEE CYIIECTBEHHA, YeM Y A3zep-
Oalimpkana 1 ApmeHuy; 2) anbsHc Mexay aByms ctpaHamu (FOxno#t Kopen—CIIA u Typunn—
Aszep0aiiykaHa COOTBETCTBEHHO) MOXKET OCJIA0JIATh MIPUHATHE PEIISHUH 110 MPOEKTaM COTPYIHH-
yectBa. Clie0BaTeNbHO, AlIbSIHC ONpPEeNsieTcsl Kak (akTop, KOTOPBIH MOXET MOBIHSTH HA JMHA-
MHKY MEXIYHAapOJHOIO COTPYAHHUYECTBA. BhlieneHbl Be 3HaYUTENIbHbIE HE3aBUCHMBIE IIEPEMEH-
HBIE: aJIbSIHCHI M KOH(IMKTHL. ABTOP NMPUXOAUT K BBIBOJY, YTO B 00OMX CIIydasX UMEHHO aJIbsSHCHI,
koTopsle Ceyn—IIxenbsiH 1 AHKapa—EpeBaH 3aKit04aloT Mexxay coOoH, SIBISIOTCS IPUYMHOM cTar-
HalWU UX HHPPACTPYKTYpPHBIX IIPOEKTOB.

KiroueBbie cjioBa: COTPYTHUYECTBO, MATHCTPAJIh, aTbsHC, MEXKOpeickie oTHomeHns, Typ-
s, ApMeHus
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Introduction

International infrastructure projects often symbolize cooperation among states.
Once a new route is opened, the participants intensify their exchanges, creating
stable and comprehensive cooperation systems around the infrastructure. As a part
of this process, states tend to collaborate and coordinate their policies by bargaining
and negotiations. If participants expect to benefit from projects and a high level of
interconnectedness with their neighbors, they also choose to avoid conflicts or wars
by mediating ongoing or potential disputes. Given that the interdependence in
economic issues would affect other political issues such as security, a joint
infrastructure project could inspire hardened opponents to seek a rapprochement.

The process of establishing a new transportation corridor is best understood
through the prism of liberal institutionalism theories. As the European Union
originated from a consensus of interdependence on coal and steel, expected
mutual benefits from a shared transportation infrastructure could alleviate a
conflict among states to some extent. However, the transportation infrastructure
also could be regarded as an instrument for obtaining and increasing power, as
Mackinder identified the railway as a particularly important force of change
[Knutsen 2014:837]. A benefit from managing the infrastructure affects the
economy, the basis for survival, and strengthening national power [Viner 1948:10].
Moreover, if the interdependence is asymmetric, it could increase security concerns.
Nevertheless, efforts to deepen cooperation and willingness to accept the
interdependence among the main actors and their allies are also requisite for
resolving security conflicts. Yet, in a competitive framework, states often are
reluctant to exchange essential information for cooperation to obtain strategic
leverage, forcing themselves into a “prisoner’s dilemma.”

226 PETMOHAJIBHOE COTPYJHUYECTBO U UHTEIPALISL



Cho Y. RUDN Journal of Political Science, 2021, 23(2), 225-232

Such a “prisoner’s dilemma” is identified in both Northeastern Asia and South
Caucasus. Despite alleviating tensions by normalizing diplomacy and conceiving
joint projects, the so-called “high politic” military security, sovereignty, and
territorial issues have led the actors and their allies to admit the possibility of
cooperation. For example, North Korea has been maintaining its status in the
international arena by fueling disputes with South Korea since the ceasefire
agreement of 1953. Meanwhile, Armenia de facto established control over
Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast of Azerbaijan SSR after the ceasefire of
1994, but eventually lost the territories after the defeat in the Second Karabakh war
in 2020.

Consequently, the normalization and suspension of the joint projects depend on
the rapid changes in the security complex environment of Northeastern Asia and
South Caucasus. On the Korean peninsula, South Korean railway infrastructure has
been isolated like an “island,” being disconnected from the main logistic routes
since the division of Korea in 1948. Similarly, the Kars-Gyumri-Tbilisi railway
connecting Turkey and Armenia has been suspended since their frozen relations
due to the first Nagorno-Karabakh war [Davtyan 2017:93-94]. Even if the regional
conflict continues without any tangible results, Armenian and Turkish leaders
signed the Ziirich Protocol in 2009, which stipulates normalizing diplomatic
exchanges, opening borders, and restoring the cross-border infrastructure, including
the halted route.

The article compares factors leading to a stalemate in the development of the
two infrastructure projects. Northeast Asia and Southern Caucasus cases have
similar dependent variables: the deadlock of railway projects, and alliances based
on shared common security concerns. Therefore, the Turkish-Armenian case could
be compared with the inter-Korean case, as Ankara and Yerevan considered border
opening and infrastructure restoration as a way to normalize relations. The analysis
consists of two sections. Firstly, relations among regional counterparts will be
examined. Secondly, the focus shifts on relations between the key actors and their
allies. The final section presents conclusions.

Theoretical basis and methodology

Nation-states promote security through peaceful cooperation among other
states by establishing international institutions and seeking economic development.
However, the nature of international politics is to compete and dispute with other
countries to guarantee their security and strengthen influence over others. Despite
international institutions, states bolster military force based upon economic power
and ally with other countries against a potential threat.

First, the actors’ relations could be explained by Walt’s balance of threat theory.
The concept captures four main factors that contribute to the regional counterparts’
perceptions of others as a threat: aggregate power, geographical proximity,
offensive capabilities, and offensive intentions [Walt 1987]. According to Walt,
such a threat leads an actor to ally with other powers to resolve its security concerns.
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This theory plausibly explains main actors’ actions in both regions as location
(geographical proximity), South Korea and Azerbaijan’s economy (aggregate
power), offensive capabilities (North Korean nuclear weapon) and offensive
intentions (North Korean unification plan by war and engagement over Karabakh)
agree with Walt’s definition of threat. In the line with the theory, regional actors
formed alliances: South Korea and the United States, North Korea and China,
Turkey and Azerbaijan, and Russia and Armenia.

International institutions (e.g., the United Nations) also function as major actors
in the region. As Keohane argues, interests between countries could change within
international institutions, the international regime also could solve problems like
states and their alliance [Keohane 1984]. However, international relations are an
essentially anarchic system and have a hierarchical nature. The regional leaders and
great powers maintain the order and tend to pursue “an open order that is favorable
for them” [Baik 2003:18]. In such settings, alliance-building also plays a significant
role. Even the members of the “Permanent Five” in the UN Security Council reflect
the traditional ideological confrontation. Therefore, regardless of the regime a
threat and alliance would affect the cooperation among the countries in dispute.

Based on the theoretical framework outlined above, the analysis follows the
logic of the most different systems model and is based on cross-tabulation
[Przeworski 1970]. First, it is assumed that the properties of each case do not affect
the variance mode of the dependent variable. Then, from the population of
comparative cases, cases with similar existence patterns of dependent variables are
tracked according to the logic of the method of agreement, and then samples are
randomly selected from among them [Kim 1995]. The dependent variable in this
study is the same “stalemate in railroad cooperation,” and the independent variables
in the two cases were assumed to be different cases.

Analysis of the railway project cases:
Relations between regional counterparts

The area where the inter-Korean railroads were disconnected became a
demilitarized zone after the ceasefire agreement in 1953 and remained in its
abandoned for more than 70 years. Similarly, the Turkish-Armenian border is
closed by the Turkish government due to the war with Azerbaijan and the dispute
over the Armenian genocide issue. As a result, South Korea became isolated in
terms of ground transport routes like an island, and Armenia became a landlocked
country with no exits other than Georgia and Iran.

Therefore, actors in the two regions identified similar geopolitical
circumstances, and Seoul expected to have access to Trans-Siberian Railway, and
Yerevan, as a part of the Transport Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Asia (TRACECA),
expected to connect to the route to Thilisi. In the case of inter-Korean railroads, the
Gyeongui Line and the North Korean section of the Donghae Line (Gamho-Jejin
station) restoration was complete after the June 15th joint declaration in 2000, and
the trial operation of the train on the new rails ended in 2007. Yet the South Korean
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section of the Donghae line is still under construction. In 2014, the restoration of
the facility to the Turkish border was complete, and the final sign of the government
was coming up'.

Facility restoration projects have been completed in both regions, but no
infrastructure is operated yet. Both major actors in the regions have not resolved
diplomatic issues including security tension, yet there are differences: First, in the
case of two Koreas, behind the mood of reconciliation, such as the railway
connection, construction of the Kaesong Industrial Complex, and the Tour program
to Mt. Kumgang, there have been security conflicts such as military clashes and
nuclear tests; naval engagement in the region of the Northern Limit Line on the
Yellow sea (2001 ~ 2002); the sinking of the corvette ROKS Cheonan (2010); and
the shelling of Yeonpyeong Island (2011). Accordingly, in response to threats,
tighter control over the situation and suspicion on Pyongyang’s gestures of Seoul
was inevitable.

In the case of Turkey and Armenia, on the other hand, the environment is
relatively open compared to the two Koreas. Even though the border was closed,
Armenian citizens can obtain a Turkish visa in Tbilisi. Ankara and Yerevan agreed
on the normalization of diplomatic relations by correspondence between Turkish
Prime Minister Erdogan and Armenian President Kocharyan in 2005. In 2008,
Turkish President Giil watched the Turkish-Armenian football match held in Yerevan
with Armenian President Sargsyan [ Grigoryan, Khachatryan, Ter-Matevosyan 2018].
However, Ankara has adhered that resolving the Karabakh issue is the prerequisite
of diplomatic normalization. But Yerevan has not ratified the Zurich Protocol and
scraped it in March 2018, stating “hopes for new engagement™. Thus, unlike the
inter-Korean case, despite the failure of “football diplomacy,” the human and
material exchange is still valid between Turkey and Armenia. Thus, the degree of
direct security threat is relatively low.

Relations among regional actors and their external allies

Turkish-Armenian relations are strongly affected by Ankara’s relations with
Azerbaijan, who is hostile to Armenia. Azerbaijan provides resources and serves as
a transportation hub, crucial for Turkish economy. Turkish-Azerbaijani political
and economic ties are so stable that the leaders of the two countries compare them
to a “brotherhood”. That is why the rapprochement between Turkey and Armenia
triggered a dispute over gas supplies between Turkey and Azerbaijan in 2009. Thus,
it is implied that the interdependence between Turkey and Azerbaijan is so

! Railway section from Gyumri to Turkish border ready for operation. ARKA News Agency.
Retrieved September 8, 2020, from http://arka.am/en/news/politics/railway section from gyumri to
turkish_border ready for operation/

2 Abrahamyan, E. Armenia annuls Zurich protocols with Turkey, but hopes for new engagement.
Retrieved March 23, 2020, from http://www.neweasternpolitics.com/armenia-annuls-zurich-
protocols-with-turkey-but-hopes-for-new-engagement-by-eduard-abrahamyan/
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substantial that the foreign policy of both states are determined by reciprocity and
cultural similarity>.

Moreover, Azerbaijan has not joined the CSTO, and Turkey, a NATO member
state, prefer to resolve the Karabakh issue as individual states tied by the alliance,
whereas Russia and Armenia, the counterpart affiliated in the Karabakh problem,
solve problems in the way of the institutions such as CSTO and the OSCE Minsk
Group as well as bilateral alliances. To sum up, it suggests that Ankara-Baku
relations display an alliance in a classical realist context. Turkey would be
“entrapped” in a tangible or potential conflict of the region by Azerbaijan’s
intention.

Of course, inter-Korean relations, Pyongyang-Washington relations, and the
UN Security Council Factor are important for resolving Northeast Asian security
issues [Suh, Lee 2018]. However, the ROK-the U.S. alliance is a significant factor.
It affects not only inter-Korean relations but also resolution determined by the
international regime. The sanctions were adopted 11 times due to North Korea’s
nuclear missile test, starting with No. 1695 in 2006 and the latest No. 2397 in 2017.
Of these, sanctions No. 2270 in 2016, that included severe restrictions on banking
transactions, are evaluated as the strongest determination®.

In December 2019, the US State Department dismissed a resolution requesting
an exemption from sanctions on the Trans-Korean railway project by China and
Russia and road projects, stating it as “premature.” It would be relevant to UN
Security Council Resolution No. 2375 adopted in September 2017. According to
the resolution, all joint ventures with North Korea have been prohibited. However,
there is also an exception that if the SOC does not generate profits, it could be
promoted with the approval of the Security Council®. Afterward, Cheongwadae
mentioned the idea of activation of inter-Korean railroad projects and joint
prevention of Covid-19 epidemics with Pyongyang on April 28, 2020, yet the U.S.
State Department expressed concern on Seoul’s intention, stating that
denuclearization progress is a prerequisite of supporting inter-Korean cooperation®.

Hence, both infrastructure issues are determined by the interests of their allies.
Particularly, in the inter-Korean issue the determination of international
institutions — the Security Council resolutions — isa de facto reflection of
Washington’s intentions. Inter-Korean and Turkish-Armenian railroads are
identified as “a threat” to allies’ interests. From this point, attempts to normalize

3 Azerbaijan Criticizes Turkey Over Gas Prices, To Seek New Routes. Radio Free Europe Radio Liberty.
Retrieved September 10, 2020, from https://www.rferl.org/a/Azerbaijan Criticizes Turkey Over
Gas_Prices To Seek New Routes/1853890.html

*U.N. Security Council unanimously adopts harshest-ever sanctions on North Korea. Yonhap News
Agency. Retrieved September 10, 2020, from https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20160302010552315

3> China, Russia propose lifting sanctions on North Korea including Trans-Korean railway project
YTN. Retrieved September 15, 2020, from https://www.ytn.co.kr/ 1n/0104 201912171458012552
(In Korean).

% Gov’t to resume Construction of Cross-border railroads. The Chosun Ilbo. Retrieved September 15,
2020, from http://english.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2020/04/21/2020042102438.html
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relations through cooperation between hostile counterparts would be undermined
by their allies.

Table 1
Comparative analysis model: Summary of the case studies
SOUTH AND NORTH TURKEY
TYPE VARIABLES KOREA AND ARMENIA
Direct Indirect
Type of threat (de jure mutual (mutual recognition
Threat government disapproval) | of sovereignty)
perceptions N
Ind dent ggcernmental Restricted Free
ndependen ibi
varia%les interaction (almost prohibited)
Relations Realist Realist
External characteristics | Check and Balances Check and Balances
relations System’s
weight of Role institution <- alliance institution <- alliance
Dependent . . .
variables Slow progress in the infrastructure cooperation

Source: made by author.

Conclusion

As in the Table 1, in sum, the two Koreas view each other as direct threats and
partners. Both governments de jure still do not recognize each other, and thus non-
governmental exchanges are restricted or prohibited by the national laws. However,
neither Seoul nor Pyongyang completely abandon the cooperation rhetoric,
recognizing that a rapprochement will improve their national image and bring
approval ratings through economic benefits in a domestic political context. On the
other hand, Turkey recognized the sovereignty of Armenia, and exchanges between
the two countries are diverse and develop actively. However, official diplomatic
efforts had a limited impact, because political elites on both side use troublesome
legacies of the Armenian genocide and the conflict over Karabakh to gain popular
political support and boost their ratings rather. Such politics is more popular than
the issue of opening borders, including the Kars-Gyumri railway.

At the same time, the dynamics of conflict and cooperation between South and
North Korea as well as between Armenia and Turkey are inevitably affected by
their external alliances. In the case of Northeast Asia, South Korea’s alliance with
the United States plays a decisive role. North Korea’s negotiations with the United
States and the resolution of the UN Security Council on North Korea are also
significant. However, Seoul has withheld its final decision on cooperation with
Pyongyang, accounting for the Seoul-Washington alliance. The regimes such as the
OSCE Minsk Group also take part in solving problems in the South Caucasus
region, yet their input is relatively insignificant in comparison to bilateral and
multilateral regional alliances of the individual actors. The Turkish-Armenian
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dispute could be defined as an “indirect threat”, yet Turkey would be affiliated with
and involved in the Azerbaijan-Armenian clash because of its close ties with
Azerbaijan.

Considering these diverse independent variables, what factor caused the similar
outcome? As the analysis demonstrates, “external relations” (see Table 1)
determine dependent variables, as actors in both cases fundamentally pursue their
interests through the principle of checks and balances. Even in the face of tangible
or potential military clashes, the increased interdependence will bring economic
growth and lead to the decline of security threat. However, all parties involved as
well as their allies are reluctant to choose cooperation because such a choice will
undermine the predictable benefits of the existing status quo. Ironically, an alliance
built for guaranteeing national security would deter cooperation for peace among
nation-states. Parties and allies are not free from the nature of international politics,
where actors suspect even allies to survive.
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