
 

 

With the threat of war, deluge and pestilence on the horizon, can 2022 still be a happy new year? 

Dennis Sammut 

 

In this second in a series of two articles looking at the state of the world as 2021 comes to an end 

Dennis Sammut discusses what’s in store for 2022, and why despite all the challenges ahead, 2022 

may yet be a happy new year. 

 

If 2021 was the year when the full extent of future challenges facing humankind have come to be fully 

realised, what is 2022 likely to bring? With the prospect of  a state of permanent global health crisis; a 

rapid deterioration in climate conditions with consequences that are too gruesome to contemplate; a 

chaotic international system which is unable to deal with dozens of regional and local disputes that 

threaten peace and security for millions; and with the risk of war involving nuclear armed countries – 

can we seriously be wishing each other a happy new year in these festive days? 

In most cases the answer is yes, because the fact that we are aware of the problems means that we 

can do something about them and throughout history humankind has shown that it has resilience to 

face and overcome adversity. But on the other hand this is not time for complacency. 

Countries, communities and citizens to adapt and adjust to the new realities and not simply try to 

hanker back for past certainties that are likely gone for ever. The quality of life that a big chunk of 

world humanity has become used can no longer be taken forgranted. Nor can personal and human 

rights, won most of the time through great struggles and efforts. Increasingly these gains will need to 

be defended. 

On climate change, more and more countries have, even if belatedly woken up to the imminent threat 

and are trying to do something about it. This entails massive changes in the way economic activity is 

conducted. Groups like the European Union are taking the matter seriously, as are a number of GCC 

countries, among others. Their job is also to persuade those who for one reason or another remain 

reluctant, to also join the process. But this now is a race against time. For Island nations, such as the 

Maldives and the Pacific island states, time is running out. 

Diplomacy must work harder 

On climate, as well as on managing present and future pandemics, and to ensure world peace, there 

is a need for a better international system, and respect for a rules based international order. It’s a long 

call. In 2022 diplomacy must work harder.  

The biggest risk in 2022 is that the faultline between the so-called liberal democracies, and the 

authoritarian countries led by Russia and China will become entrenched in a new divide. The process 

of containing whilst engaging Russia and China will dominate the foreign policy of western countries 

in 2022. Ukraine and Taiwan will present very stark challenges. The US, EU and their friends throughout 

the world cannot afford to give more ground to Russia and China, so containment is necessary. 

Similarly, they cannot allow these countries to establish hegemony over their neighbours. Yet the 

process of engaging diplomatically with these two key international actors must equally become more 

intense and sophisticated.  

In many ways the scene is set. In 2022 it will play out, particularly around three core areas: in the 

management of local and regional conflicts; in the process of developing the next generation of arms 



 

 

control agreements that are fit for purpose; and in the strengthening of a rules based international 

system. 

Managing regional and local conflicts 

The international community squandered the opportunity presented by the end of the cold war thirty 

years ago. A proof of this is the plethora of regional and local conflicts that have been allowed to 

emerge and fester. The approach has often been to kick the can down the road, and postpone dealing 

with issues as they arose. Dozens of conflicts, at different active levels, now spawn the globe, and no 

continent appears to be spared, with new ones continuing to emerge. With US retrenchment 

continuing in 2022 it is possible that the vacuum created may result in still more conflicts emerging. 

This trend can and should be reversed through a combination of conflict prevention measures, support 

for fragile states, increased role for regional organisations, and a step change in dealing with current 

conflicts and conflict resolution processes.  

Strengthening Arms control regimes 

Another failure of the last three decades has been the decline in the international arms control 

frameworks that had helped ease tensions during the cold war, and some go so far as to argue that 

they even were instrumental in bringing the cold war to an end. Most of them are now in tatters, and 

the process of drawing up and endorsing a new set of arms control agreements that are fit for purpose 

has to start anew. It is now no longer enoughfor this to happen between Russia and the US. China must 

be brought also into the framework, and on many issues, other countries such as India, Pakistan, Israel 

and others, need also to be involved, sooner or later. There are some signs this process may start in 

2022. If so that would be an important step forward. 

 

Strengthening the rules based international system 

Arms control regimes are only a small part of a rules based international system, a lot of which is 

already in place. Whilst the international community has by and large been happy to adopt rules 

through agreements, conventions, treaties and other forms, it has few tools at its disposal when these 

rules are broken by those that have signed up to them. The UN, through the Security Council, has the 

right to sanction countries, and even to authorise military operations against them. But this is done 

rarely, and requires the agreement of the five permanent members, which is often hard to come by. 

On the other hand the UN has in recent years been happy to delegate responsibility to regional 

formations such as the OSCE and the African Union. But these entities often appear toothless. There 

are no major new initiatives on the horizon, so not much is expected in 2022. But the increasing 

realisation of the importance of strengthening the rules based international system means that we are 

likely to see increased sensitivity when rules are broken, and in some cases, where consensus can be 

achieved, even some bold action. But this will be the exception, rather than the rule. Most of the time 

international organisations will plod along and hope for the best.  

These issues will become even more relevant when it comes to states that operate on the margins of 

the international system, such as Iran and North Korea. Here, sanctions have been tried, and so has 

diplomacy. But in 2022 diplomacy must have another go, and success is still possible. 

Three tools that need to be sharpened 

Stronger alliances, new formations, better us of multilateralism 



 

 

As national grapple with the challenges ahead we are seeing a pattern emerging, and which is likely to 

be sustained in 2022. This is the strengthening of alliances, and even the development of new 

formations. 

NATO, probably the leading military alliance in today’s world, is going through a period of revival. 

Having survived the onslaught on it by the trump administration, the alliance is now basking in the new 

transatlantic solidarity. It still hesitates when it comes to “out of area” missions, and there is a debate 

ongoing between the efficacy of expanding the NATO remit beyond the transatlantic space, to creating 

smaller organisations in the image of NATO in other parts of the world. 

In the Middle East, following the AlUla process, the GCC is going through a period of revival, with the 

possibility of expanding the military co-operation within the group increasingly under discussion. 

But the architecture of alliances and formations is changing fast, and the trend will continue in 2022. 

In 2021 we saw the launch of AUKUS – a deep alliance involving US, UK and Australia. Many will watch 

how that will play out, as a possible model for the future. One to watch is the QUOD, which brings the 

US together with India, Japan and Australia. In a joint statement in March 2021 the Quad members 

spoke of "a shared vision for a Free and Open Indo-Pacific," and a "rules-based maritime order in the 

East and South China Seas," which the Quad members say is needed to counter Chinese maritime 

claims. 

In Europe things are also changing. In the last days of 2021 the EU published its plans for a “Strategic 

Compass”, an attempt to give the EU strategic autonomy, in other words some hard power teeth to 

deal with international crisis. This is a topic close to the heart of the French, who will use their 

presidency of the EU in the first six months of 2022 to push this through. In parallel one should also 

watch the evolving relationship between the EU and NATO on defence and security issues. But even 

within the EU and NATO sub formations are taking shape: the Franco-German special relationship is 

already legendary. Recently, without too much fanfare, the Qurinale Treaty was signed between 

France and Italy, with an ambition to become another key pillar of European security. 

Whilst in Europe these processes will continue, it is in the Middle East where some surprises may 

emerge. The prospect of a military alliance between Israel and some Arab states – unthinkable even a 

few years ago –  is now something openly talked about, even if so far in somewhat abstract terms. 

So across the world, the perceived threats are leading to a search for new  or -re-energised formations 

– a trend that will continue and even accelerate in 2022. 

The need for leadership. 

All this requires leadership. Regardless of the model of governance, leadership matters, and we have 

an evolving situation right across the world, even in authoritarian countries.  

China, for example, appears to be moving from a collective leadership through the organs of the 

Communist Party, to a more solo leadership model, with power vested in President Xi. In contrast, in 

Russia, president Putin appears to be slowly moving towards a more collegiate leadership at the top, 

an attempt perhaps to ease an eventual transition of power. 

The western world lost one of its great leaders in 2021 with the bowing out of Angela Merkel who had 

come to symbolise Europe, as much as Germany. Her successor in Germany, Olaf Scholz, will take time 

to grow in the job, and in the meantime the contender for the throne of Europe is Emanuel Macron, 

who however, is considered too arrogant by most Europeans, who are neither assured nor inspired by 



 

 

his leadership. But for decades the EU has fine tuned the art of collegiate leadership so this may not 

matter very much. 

Whilst long term prospects for the leadership of the US remain uncertain, Joe Biden, and the 

mainstream Washington elite that he represents, will remain firmly in control in 2022. The strategic 

shift towards the Indo-Pacific region will remain the main focus, and Washington will continue to 

expect its allies to pull up their socks and do their job in their own back yards. The prospect that the 

US will however be sucked back into some regional quagmire in response to events cannot however 

be excluded, and 2022 promises to have many opportunities in store for that to happen. 

Leadership patters are also evolving in smaller countries. In Central Asia, a new generation of leaders 

are busy trying to leave their mark; in the GCC, the generational change of a few years ago remains 

ongoing; in Latin America, a 32 year old has just become president of Chile. 

Are these the leaders the world needs at the moment to face the great challenges ahead? Only time 

will tell. Faced with moments of truth some leaders rise to the occasion: Take Winston Churchill and 

Joseph Stalin in WWII. Others simply flinch in the face of adversity, for example president Ghani in 

Afghanistan in 2021.  

Wise leadership is however needed not only at the level of head of state or government. In every sector 

of society there is a need for wise people with foresight and determination to come forward and 

assume responsibility. In every sector and at every level there is a job to be done, and it is not an easy 

one. 

Solidarity between countries, within communities and among common people 

As the world enters 2022 there is one word that should be on everyone’s lips: solidarity. The 

challenges of 2022 are simply too vast to be tackled by any one country or group of countries, or by 

one sector of society working in isolation. A spirit of solidarity is necessary to make countries work 

together; to build strong communities with countries, and for people across the globe to feel part of 

a common humanity. If that is achieved, that perhaps will make 2022 a very happy new year indeed. 
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