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HOW CHINA'S AID THREATENS
NORTH MACEDONIA'S NATIONAL SECURITY
SUMMARY
→ The analysis focuses on the activities and assistance that China provided to North Macedonia during the pandemic, specifically in the period
2020-2021 and how the assistance can be misused to further impose the
Chinese agenda and spread its influence in less powerful countries.
→ The analysis answers the questions: Can China's aid influence North
Macedonia's security objectives? How can North Macedonia prevent its
dependence on Chinese aid?
→ The study draws from the analysis of China’s aid to other countries,
such as Italy, Paraguay and Honduras and aims to bring practical solutions
to North Macedonia’s case.
→ The data used in the analysis are based on official statements,
research projects and media reports.
→ The study reaches the conclusion that China abuses the aid it provides to countries around the world, and this is supported by the example of Paraguay and Honduras which were conditioned to sever diplomatic
relations with Taiwan in order to receive vaccines. The same case is with
Italy which supported the "Belt and Road" project and in return received
assistance from China.
→ Historically, China prevented UNPREDEP – UN’s Preventative
Deployment Mission from continuing to operate in North Macedonia as
the country had established diplomatic relations with Taiwan, thus endangering North Macedonia's national security.
→ Nothing is stopping China from (ab)using the help it provides as a
leverage to further impose its influence in North Macedonia, but this can
be prevented through the process of democratization, minimizing corruption and cooperation between state and non-state actors.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
→ Conducting a detailed analysis is necessary to get acquainted with the
threat and all its features, i.e. the potential abuse of the assistance offered by
China. Down the line, this analysis can be used to develop a defense strategy
against this type of abuse.
→ In order to strengthen the national security, the competent institutions
in the country should bolster the economy, healthcare and all other sectors
that are dependent on Chinese aid. This will reduce the level of dependence
on Chinese assistance.
→ Improving the central government functioning is another way of fortifying North Macedonia’s national security. This includes improving the work of
all ministries to reduce the degree of dependence on Chinese aid.
→ Giving a voice to both state and non-state actors, gives an opportunity
for non-government organizations to state their opinion and also develop
unique strategies and detailed analyses. This will also help state actors, considering that they tackle different threats every day, and in most cases, multiple threats at once.

INTRODUCTION
The Covid-19 pandemic has been one of the biggest challenges North
Macedonia has faced since its independence. Starting from the global
situation and the general events that occurred during the last couple of years,
it immediately becomes clear why this is so.
North Macedonia has gone through and is still in the process of handling
an economic meltdown, a collapse of the healthcare system and a political crisis. At the peak of the pandemic, the healthcare system lacked enough ventilators and medical staff and the country was ranked with the highest mortality rate in Europe.¹ The economy was also severely destabilized and in 2020,
it shrank by 4,9% compared to the previous year.² Lastly, North Macedonia
experienced a political crisis that mainly stemmed from the slow reaction of
the Government during the COVID-19 crisis, which in turn created a lack of
trust in the political leaders.
More than two years later, a number of unanswered questions related to
COVID-19 still persist, such as where the virus came from, which vaccines are
the safest, what their potential side effects are and so on. Opening this “Pan4

dora box” of questions launches the debate on whether such Chinese activities had any implications on North Macedonia’s national security and, if so,
how the country can protect itself.
In all this turmoil, China tried to present itself as a country that dealt with
the pandemic flawlessly or, at the very least, far better than any other country. However, it remains unclear whether it really handled everything so well
or whether its positive track record was amplified using propaganda and disinformation. China provided medical aid to many countries as well as organizations such as the World Health Organization in the form of medical supplies
and procurement. For the purposes of this analysis, the main focus will be on
the assistance that China provided to North Macedonia during the pandemic
and the related conditionality.

GLOBAL ACTIVITIES - CLEARING THE TERRAIN FOR
PENETRATION OF THE CHINESE NARRATIVE
One of the most complex security aspects is that all levels of security human, national, regional and international - are interconnected and interdependent. What is happening on the other side of the world can have positive
or negative implications on North Macedonia’s security. Hence, Chinese activities around the world can have consequences within North Macedonia and,
by analyzing the consequences of the Chinese actions in other countries, the
institutions can react more appropriately when the same Chinese tactics are
used on North Macedonia’s territory.
Vaccine Politics
In order to illustrate how China’s assistance can harm its beneficiaries, in
this case North Macedonia, examples drawn from Latin America will be used.
Paraguay and Honduras are a classic example of manipulation and conditioning, especially in times of pandemic, in the name of promotion and enforcement of the Chinese agenda. Namely, Paraguay and Honduras are two out
of the 13 countries that have recognized Taiwan as a sovereign country³ and
also maintain diplomatic relations with Taiwan. China, knowing that Western
pharmaceutical companies have prioritized shipments to wealthy nations
that placed orders early, leaving Latin America to rely predominantly on Chinese vaccines,⁴ abused this and demanded that these two countries cut off
ties with Taiwan in exchange for vaccines. Paraguay and Honduras were, at
this point, backed into a corner. On the one hand, the West had other priorities and on the other hand, China’s aid came at a price they could not pay.
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In the end Paraguay got, with the help of Taiwan, 200.000 doses of the Indian vaccine – COVAXIN,⁵ and Honduras was left with the 424,800 vaccines from the COVAX
mechanism assigned to be received between March and May 2021⁶ and an American
donation of 1,5 million vaccines via COVAX dose-sharing mechanism in June of 2021.⁷
Both countries were told to abandon any diplomatic relations with Taiwan if they
wished to receive Chinese vaccines.⁸ This is not a new tactic used by the Chinese
state. On the contrary, it is a tool that China has used against North Macedonia in
the past.
On February 21, 1992, the UN Security Council, in Resolution 743,⁹ established
the UN Protection Mission (UNPROFOR) for a period of 12 months. The main intention was to maintain the United Nations presence on the borders of Macedonia with
Albania and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. In that period, at the end of 1992,
Macedonia was in a very delicate political, economic, social and security situation. It
had almost no army or other institutions to provide a stable and efficient defense
system, there were internal interethnic conflicts, an economic crisis, problems with
the state’s non-recognition, language and identity, insecurity stemming from the
war in Bosnia and the conflict between Serbia and Kosovo.10 Later, on 31 March 1995,
the Security Council replaced the UNPROFOR mission with three interconnected
missions, including UNPREDEP in Macedonia.
The UNPREDEP mission lasted from March 31, 1995 to February 1999. It was supposed to be completed in August 1998, but it was extended for another six months
due to the conflicts in Kosovo. The mission was supposed to be extended again, however, during the vote to extend the mission, China exercised its veto power, ending
the mission.¹¹ Although not publicly stated by Chinese representatives, the newly
established diplomatic relations between North Macedonia and Taiwan were the
reason for this.¹²
Hence, China’s agenda, besides spreading its influence, is to ensure that other
countries do not recognize and have relations with Taiwan, and it does anything in its
power to stop this from happening. When Macedonia established relations with Taiwan, China used its veto on the most important international mission for Macedonia.
In turn this endangered the country and due to the destabilization and interethnic
problems, in 2001 there was an interethnic armed conflict in Macedonia that ended
with the Ohrid Agreement. Taking into account these two developments – China’s
blackmail to Paraguay and Honduras and its veto on the UNPREDEP mission, it can
be inferred that China is more than ready to provide assistance in the form of vaccines in order to impose its agenda.
China's aid Savior in Difficult Times
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At the beginning of the pandemic, European countries did not take the situation
and its potential deterioration seriously, which made the virus a bigger threat than
expected. Due to this, there was criticism aimed at the European Union for its failure
to deal with the virus compared to China.¹³ At the very beginning of the pandemic,
European countries acted individually, there was no cohesion and cooperation in the
decision-making, whilst they were too dependent on each other to effectively act
alone¹⁴. This was one of the key weaknesses in Europe during the pandemic that
China used to buttress its influence¹⁵, via donations and expert assistance, as was
the case in Italy. When Rome activated the civil protection mechanism, none of the
member states extended a hand and initially only China decided to help. On March
13, medical equipment arrived in Italy as well as experts giving advice on how to deal
with the situation more efficiently.¹⁶ This was a nice gesture, but with hidden intentions.
Italy was the first G7 country to join the Belt and Road initiative¹⁷ and, in this
respect, the assistance resembled to a return of service and compensation. While at
first glance it may have looked like doing a service to a friendly country, the hidden
intention was to undermine the capabilities and the unity of the EU. In this way, the
relations between China and Italy were strengthened, while the relations in the EU
were weakened.
The same could be observed in North Macedonia at a local level and state level. The
citizens’ mistrust was directed at the central government and its untimely definition
and adoption of measures. This mistrust was further exacerbated by the spread of
misinformation, as was the case with the Wuhan hospital, which was presented as
being built in two days, even though it was under construction for a long time and
only the number of workers was increased so as to complete it in two days.¹⁸ This is
a classic example of how China uses the media to underscore its own ability to deal
with the virus. China mobilized its disinformation and propaganda efforts on a number of issues and narratives, including how it dealt with the virus and its origin, in
order to present itself as a responsible power and country that excelled in protecting
its citizens.

CHINESE ACTIVITIES IN NORTH MACEDONIA DURING THE PANDEMIC
Undoubtedly, North Macedonia, like most countries in the world, dealt
poorly with the pandemic, which poses a serious threat given how it has affected the
national security of the country. Namely, Covid-19 caused serious economic, political
and health crises, which de facto led to a security crisis. Dealing with all this at the
same time was difficult, but despite the fact that almost three years have passed
since the outbreak of the virus in North Macedonia, the country is still dealing with
all these consequences and their repercussions.
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Some countries helped North Macedonia through various donations,
which included equipment for health workers as well as health institutions, vaccines etc. For example, Serbia donated vaccines on multiple occasions, Slovenia
donated protective equipment worth 110,000 euros in 2021,¹⁹ there were 30,000
vaccines from Turkey 20 in 2021 and 250,000 Pfizer vaccines from Italy in 2022.²¹
Many countries can be listed here, but the most recognizable and memorable on
the list is China.
Examples of Chinese solidarity with North Macedonia are the donation
of 5,000 COVID-19 tests and a thousand masks in April 2020,²² a donation of
medical equipment for the North Macedonian Army worth 250,000 euros in July
2020,²³ 37,447 euros for medical equipment from the Embassy of the People's
Republic of China and 94,830 euros for the fight against COVID-19 from the Chinese Red Cross in June 2021.²⁴
Another issue arose from these donations. The lines between donations
and purchases were really blurred, leaving the public “in the dark” as to what supply is ultimately a gift and what are citizens buying for themselves from Chinese
companies. For example, the majority of the North Macedonian public thought
that China was donating 500,000 vaccines,²⁵ when in reality this was a purchase.
In the light of the aforementioned, we can conclude that throughout the
pandemic, North Macedonia’s healthcare system was completely dependent on
donations and solidarity from the PRC as well as from other countries. However,
what seems like aid at first glance can be used against North Macedonia and
endanger its security. With unstable healthcare that relies on foreign aid, the
whole health system will collapse as soon as that aid disappears.
Furthermore, the donation to the North Macedonian Army highlights the
systemic problem in the state's attitude towards the military. As one of the main
tools for the protection of the state, its integrity and sovereignty, the army must
not be funded and supported by external actors. This shows that:
First, the state does not invest in its own defense and is subject to foreign
influence, second, the donations prove that not only are we aware of this problem, but the countries in the world are too, and third, Chinese aid is present in the
security sphere, making North Macedonia insecure.
China's pandemic donation activities are few in number but they carry a
lot of weight and can be subversive. In order to develop a plan that can strengthen
the health, economic, political situation, and thus the security of the country, it is
necessary to consider how in fact this assistance can be abused, i.e. used against
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North Macedonia. The best way to do this is by looking at similar or identical activities that China is implementing in other countries, and whether the aid is later
used against them.

HOW TO PROTECT OURSELVES
Based on this research, it can be deduced that China is a country that, at first
glance, stands in solidarity, but its involvement has a price. It is this price that
some countries are paying dearly that could potentially endanger them, especially
given that the threat is oftentimes neglected. Therefore, it is necessary to take
appropriate measures at European level as well as national level that would help
reduce North Macedonia's dependence on China.
→ Strengthening the cooperation - If European countries are united, make decisions and take coordinated action together, there is little room for China to act.
Almost all regions where there is some Chinese activity are developing countries
and countries that cannot cater to all their needs and in some respects are or
become highly dependent on China and its assistance. Because of this, solidarity
between all European countries, but also non-state actors, is crucial and will certainly improve North Macedonia’s security. This can be done through workshops,
panel discussions, exchange programs, diplomacy and so on.
→ Improving the functioning of the central government - with proper functioning
of the country's political system, especially flawless functioning of the Ministries
of Internal and Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Defense, the Ministry of Health and
the Ministry of Economy, fewer opportunities for North Macedonia to depend on
Chinese donations and loans would be provided. In that way, China would have
nothing to condition the country and its international politics with and North
Macedonia would not depend on China as an international actor. This improvement must start by minimizing the level of corruption in the central government,
creating detailed strategies and bettering the communication between different
levels of governance.
→ Strengthening the economy - the economy is connected to all spheres of
social life. Considering that China's assistance is either financial or comes in the
form of masks, vaccines, etc., by strengthening the economy, North Macedonia
will not need to depend on anyone's help. In such a case, the state would be fully
capable and ready to deal with the threat on its own, thus eliminating dependence on external actors, such as China. During the pandemic, North Macedonia
fell into a deep economic crisis and many people lost their jobs and businesses.
In such cases, the government needs to help local companies with grants so they
can keep on working and have no pressure for letting workers go. Furthermore,
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the country can use financial aid to stimulate the opening of new companies
for manufacturing critical medical and other supplies. Then, there would be no
dependence on other countries’ donations and at the same time, new work positions would be created.
→ Conducting detailed analysis – in order for the country to handle a certain
threat, it must first know the threat well. That includes researching and analyzing
the problem at hand. In this case, the threat is China and the help that it provides,
or rather, the abuse of the assistance that it offers in the name of “solidarity”.
Through research, the authorities will recognize the threat faster, determine the
level of its seriousness and how to counter it without endangering the economy
or any other aspect of life. The research and analysis can be conducted by both
state and non-state actors and so North Macedonia will have a more educated
and well-rounded approach.
→ Giving a voice to both state and non-state actors – countries handle different
threats and situations every day and, in most cases, more than one at a time, so it
is impossible for them to tackle everything and have a 100% success rate. In such
situations, the country’s institutions should be able to rely on the help of nonstate actors such as non-governmental organizations and research institutions
that will focus exclusively on a certain research topic.
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CONCLUSION
The Covid-19 pandemic started in 2019 and unfortunately is a topic that is still
present in the daily lives. It was frequently debated what was the most serious
threat that emerged from it, starting from the disease itself and the mortality rate,
the collapse of the health system, the political crisis, the economic instability, the
untimely adoption of measures to deal with all this and so on. But arguably, China’s
abuse of the entire situation in order to push forward its own agenda was among
the more serious threats from this period.
At a time when solidarity was most needed, it was made possible, but what kind
of solidarity is conditioned or based on the “eye for an eye” principle? China's aid
has undoubtedly served many countries around the world, but at what price?
It is a fact that China abuses and conditions the aid it offers which can come in
various forms: masks, medical equipment, ventilators, financial aid and so on. In a
situation where several crises occur at the same time, a country may feel it has no
choice but to accept that help.
This analysis proves that no matter how small or large the country is, it can do
something and take certain measures in order to reduce the degree of dependence
on China. Certainly, there is no absolute security in security, i.e. in this case complete independence from foreign aid. However, the percentage of dependence can
undoubtedly be reduced. This will be most easily achieved through reinforcing the
central government, institutional responsibility, flawless institutional operation,
reducing the level of corruption and timely adoption of measures and solutions to
deal with crises. This includes strengthening of all sectors, with greater emphasis
on economic, political and especially health sectors that were the first ones to be
hit by the pandemic. In terms of measures that can be taken at European level, the
ideal solution would be to strengthen the cooperation between the countries and
increase the level of solidarity, which will reduce the dependence on Chinese aid
and the cases when China will have the opportunity to apply conditionality.
In cases where Chinese aid is the only option on the table, it is necessary to
make an analysis that will provide an answer to first, whether its aid is absolutely
needed and second, how it can be abused. The final decision should be based on
these answers.
Taking into account the current degree of globalization and interconnectedness, it is impossible – and not wise for a country to completely isolate itself from
the others, but by accurately calculating the risks and benefits, it can protect itself
from potential blackmail, not reject something that "must not be rejected" and not
become a potential target.
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