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Summary

The multiple crises currently playing out in Ukraine, the Middle East, the Taiwan straits,
and even Guyana's Essequibo region, reflect a deterioration of the rules-based
infernational order that has served as the foundation for economic growth,
technological progress, and the limitation of interstate conflict since the end of the
Second World War. The current deterioration is a product of the expansion of PRC
economic and other power as the country pursues its interests, complimented by the
enabling effect of that pursuit on a range of illiberal states, with distinct agendas, but
united by a common interest in limiting the constraints of that order as they pursue
their own interests. Over the long run, the deterioration of the rules-based order
undermines democracy and economic progress and facilitates fransnational crime
and domestic conflict. It may also expand the frequency of inter-state conflict, even
in Latin America, in a system in which militarily “stronger” authoritarian regimes
increasingly lack constraint in taking what they want from their weaker neighbors.
Governments in the region may rediscover the relevance of their militaries in
defending the nation against external, as well as environmental, criminal, and
internal challenges.
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Contemporary Challenges: Global Threats and Tensions in 2024

2024 begun with Venezuelan threats to forcibly annex Guyana's Essequibo region,!
and attempts by Ecuadoran narco gangs to use ferrorism?2 to destabilize that
natfion’'s government. These developments came on top of 2023's news of PRC
espionage facilities3 and possible military training4 in Cuba, negotiation by anti-US
authoritarian regimes in Venezuela, 5 Nicaragua,b and Bolivia? of security
cooperation activities with Russia® and Iran,? and even permission by the leftist Lula
government in Brazil, to permit one of Iran’s biggest warships, the Makran, to put into
port in Rio de Janeiro.’10 These events in Latin America are part of a broader
deterioration of the rules-based global order, driven by a combination of escalating
challenges, poor government performance, China's growing capabilities and
asserfiveness, and its empowerment of a diverse array of increasingly emboldened
illiberal regimes across the world.
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The system of political and economic institutions established by the victorious allied
powers at the end of World War Il created the framework for transformational
commercial, informational, and political interdependence in the 80 years that
followed. The emergent “rules-based international order,”!' symbolized by the
agreements of the 1944 Bretton Woods conference,'2 was never universally
implemented, less accepted. The changes it brought were disruptive, particularly
for lesser developed societies. Its effect on conflict, development, and inequality
have been widely debated. Nonetheless, however imperfect, the order provided a
framework for coordination on legal, fechnical, and commercial issues that provided
the predictability and risk mitigation required to construct new global systems of
logistics, communication, and financial management that enabled contemporary
global interconnectivity and interdependence. As a compliment, vehicles for
political and security coordination, funded and enforced disproportionately by the
U.S. and the West, reduced the incidence of interstate warfare (although not internal
violence), particularly in the post-Cold War era.

The rules-based international order was also instrumental to the transformation of the
PRC into a modern power, allowing it to leverage international logistics, financial and
data and communications connectivity to become the world's premier hub for
industrial production, accumulating the wealth and technology it required to project
itself onto the World stage.

Ironically, as PRC wealth and power expanded, it has pursued its interests in ways
that increasing undermine the very system that enabled its rise, with increasingly
catastrophic global effects. While the PRC has sought to avoid explicitly anti-U.S.
alliances and provocations that might undermine its commercial interests, it has
pursued a self-interested “non-judgmental” international relations posture
enormously beneficial and attractive to illiberal states. The PRC has supported its
companies global pursuit of resources, markets, technology and commercial
opportunity, reaping the side benefit that such pursuits have also weakened
commitments to democracy, rule-of-law and close relations with the U.S. among PRC
business partners.

The PRC has become the principal bankroller of authoritarian regimes from Russia to
Iran to Venezuela, indirectly enabling their challenges to the liberal international
order. It has profited handsomely from buying Russian oil and foodstuffs at a
discount, selling it helicopters, drones and other military goods, and providing it
financial vehicles for escaping U.S. sanctions. The PRC has similarly served as a key
purchaser of oil from the sanctioned Iranian regime, behind the October 7, 2022
Hamas terrorist attacks that murdered over 1,200 Israelis, as well as behind the
infernational terrorist group Hezbollah, and the Houthis in Yemen, who continue to
use Iranian-supplied Chinese missiles and drones to attack US and Israeli targets and
commercial shipping in the region. The PRC was similarly key in bankrolling and
providing security and technical support to the authoritarian populist regimes of
Hugo Chavez and now Nicholas Maduro in Venezuela as they eliminated the
democratic opposition and projected both criminal and subversive networks into the
region.

The PRC is not consciously hijacking democracies, but rather, contributes to the
survival of illiberal regimes through the pursuit of its economic and strategic interests.
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Other contributors to the spread of illiberal regimes, and thus the deterioration of the
rules-based international order, include the reinforcing effects of criminality,
corruption, inequality, the stresses of Covid-19, and the polarizing and distorting
effects of social media, all contributing to frustrations among populations with the
performance of liberal democracies, coupled with openness to change that, all too
often, brings something far worse.

The proliferation of illiberal regimes is not just an academic matter. It is beginning to
erode the foundations of the rules-based international order that have underpinned
global prosperity and security, however imperfectly, for almost a century.

In the domain of law enforcement, the increasing number of regimes harboring
criminals and permitting or directly engaged in criminal activity, including Venezuela
and Nicaragua, in addition to simply weak or corrupted states, greatly complicates
the fight against organized crime, already challenged by expanding cocaine
production, fentanyl, ilegal mining, and human trafficking involving growing
international refugee problems. Within increasingly international criminal networks,
the struggle is further complicated by new forms of money laundering'3 involving
Chinese criminal organizations' and PRC-based financial institutions.

Even more worrisome than new challenges and obstacles in the struggle against
organized crime, the deterioration of the rules-based order threatens to unleash a
new era of interstate conflict, fundamentally changing global security dynamics and
the calculations of democracies and illiberal states alike.

Russia’s invasion of the Ukraine, appears poised for significant Russian successes in
2024,15 signaling to the world'é that the ability of divided democracies to successfully
unite against a determined illiberal aggressor is not enduring in the current world
order, and that a stronger state can decimate and seize the territory and resources
of a weaker state and get away with it.

In the Middle East, the lack of sustained international outcry!” against Hamas'
premeditated and celebrated murder of 1,200 Israelis highlights Israel’s lack of
alternatives to taking its security into its own hands. The ongoing attacks by the
Houthis against international shipping in the Red Sea without significant international
response,18 has forced multiple international cargo carriers to stop using the route,?
illustrating the erosion of international consensus and mechanisms to forcibly respond
to outlaw groups threatening key nodes of the global economy.

In the Indopacific, the PRC, through its “10-dash-line,”"20 has asserted claims to the
territorial waters of its neighbors, ignoring an international court ruling?! against those
claims in 2016, and has now deployed its Coast Guard and the Chinese "maritime
militia” to forcibly infervene against the commercial and military ships of others in
those contested waters, including using lasers?? to blind them, water cannons,23 and
even ramming them.24

In Latin America, the Maduro dictatorship has manufactured a crisis,?> over a claim
that it lost in an international tribunal 125 years ago, over 2/3 of the territory, of its
militarily far weaker neighbor Guyana and its oil, mining and timber wealth, without
incurring substantial condemnation2¢ in the region against Venezuelan aggression.
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For states in Latin America and throughout the globe, the lesson is increasingly clear:
The mechanisms of the international system to collectively call out and address
wrongdoing, are crumbling, accelerated by a PRC that bankrolls and protects
regimes that advance its interests, independent of their behavior, and a divided,
gun-shy United States that can no longer be counted on to consistently use its power
to stay in the fight against aggression.

With the deterioration of the international system to collectively respond to
aggression, the only factor restraining Xi Jinping from forcibly ending Taiwanese
autonomy?” may be his caution over unleashing a devastating global war or
economic Crisis.

The effects of the eroded international response against international aggression will
be broad and multifaceted. They may include further Russian grey zone operations
and military adventures against its European neighbors, “unilateral” actions by
governments in the Middle East, Africa and Asia against “terrorists” in the ferritory of
its neighbors, or Latin American authoritarion states such as Venezuela and
Nicaragua forcibly threatening or seizing territory from their weaker neighbors. The
effects will be enormously expensive and destabilizing all sides. All will be obliged to
acquire more arms, including nuclear weapons in some cases, to defend what the
international order can no longer be counted on to protect.

The new reality will strengthen the partnership of illiberal states disposed to unilaterally
impose their will, with a PRC happy to bankroll them and profit from their aggression.
It is still not oo late for the United States to act more decisively against aggression by
predatory illiberal regimes, while also working to secure greater partner contributions
effectively communicating the cost if that order collapses. The alternative is the
deterioration of the global system into what 17th Century political philosopher Thomas
Hobbes termed the “state of nature” in which life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and
short.” 28
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