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Abstract: Since 2014 and Russia’s anne-
xation of Crimea and the start of hostilities 
in Donbas, the West has shown unprece-
dented solidarity in imposing sanctions on 
Russia. Yet Asia-Pacific’s response to the 
Ukraine crisis has been different. While 
Japan and New Zealand imposed sym-
bolic sanctions, South Korea refrained 
from introducing any measures at all. The 
main objective of this paper is to explo-
re the response of the Asia-Pacific region 
to the Ukraine crisis and the underlying 
motivations behind these stances. From 
a perspective of sanctions coordination 
and alliance behaviour theory, this paper 
examines the interaction between domes-
tic and international factors when states 
decide whether or not to join international 
sanctions coalitions. 
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Resumen: Desde 2014, con la anexión de 
Crimea por parte de Rusia y el inicio de las 
hostilidades en el Donbás, Occidente ha dem-
ostrado una solidaridad sin precedentes en la 
imposición de sanciones a Rusia. No obstante, 
la respuesta de la región de Asia-Pacífico a la 
crisis de Ucrania ha sido diferente. Mientras 
que Japón y Nueva Zelanda aplicaron san-
ciones simbólicas, Corea del Sur se abstuvo de 
introducir medida alguna. El objetivo principal 
de este artículo es explorar la respuesta de la 
región de Asia-Pacífico a la crisis ucraniana 
y las motivaciones subyacentes tras este posi-
cionamiento. Partiendo de la perspectiva de la 
teoría del comportamiento de las alianzas y 
coordinación de sanciones, este artículo exam-
ina la interacción entre los factores domésticos 
y los internacionales a la hora de determinar 
la decisión de los estados de (no) unirse a las 
coaliciones de sanciones internacionales.

Palabras clave: sanciones, Rusia, crisis de 
Ucrania, Asia-Pacífico
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Following Russia’s annexation of Crimea and its incursion in eastern Ukraine 
in March 2014, the West condemned Russia’s actions and imposed targeted 
sanctions. After the United Nations (UN) failed to impose multilateral sanc-
tions, the US and EU introduced a range of closely-coordinated autonomous 
measures instead. As part of diplomatic measures, Russia was excluded from 
the G8, while the negotiations on visa liberalization were cancelled. The US 
and EU imposed individual sanctions – visa bans and asset freezes – on those 
who were deemed responsible for undermining Ukraine’s sovereignty and ter-
ritorial integrity. Following the downing of the Malaysian Airline Flight 17 
(MH17) in July 2014, the West triggered hard-hitting economic sanctions, 
targeting the Russian energy, defence and financial sectors. The sectoral mea-
sures aimed to deny Russian banks, energy, and defense firms access to new se-
curities, arms and dual-use goods, and advanced technology. The duration of 
the sanctions was linked to the fulfilment of the Minsk Agreement ii1. As the 
main architects of the sanctions regime, the US and EU sought to persuade 
other states to cooperate and join the Western sanctions coalition. Showing 
their commitment to the international norms, Albania, Australia, Canada, 
Georgia, Iceland, Japan, Lichtenstein, Moldova, Montenegro, New Zealand, 
Norway, Switzerland, and Ukraine joined. Collectively, it became “a global 
chorus of voices that are speaking in opposition to what Russia is doing to its 
Ukraine policy” (The American Presidency Project, 2014). 

Since 2014, the international community has shown an unprecedented 
unanimity in the imposition and prolongation of the sanctions vis-à-vis Rus-
sia. Despite the diverging national interests and ranging economic depen-
dencies on Russia, the aligned countries managed to converge their different 
voices into a united policy. Behind the scenes, however, the formulation of a 
sanctions policy in each country was far from a rubber-stamp formality and 
was subjected to a complex decision-making process. Tensions between auton-
omy and dependence – that is the tug-of-war between international pushing 
and domestic pulling factors – has shaped the countries’ policy preferences. 

For Asia-Pacific, the Ukraine crisis became a wake-up call and a reminder 
of the constantly shifting balance of power dynamics. Despite its geographi-
cal distance, the Russian-Ukrainian conflict threatened to upset the fragile 

1. Editor’s note: Minsk II was a political summit held in February 2015 where the leaders of Ukraine, 
Russia, France, and Germany agreed on a new package of measures meant to stop fighting in the 
Donbas.
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status quo in the region. It was feared that Russia’s aggressive behaviour would 
embolden China’s increasing assertiveness, while the US’ indecisive response 
towards Russia raised the question of Washington’s commitment to defend 
its Asian allies (Rolland, 2015). Seeking to maintain a delicate balancing act 
between great powers, the majority of the Asia-Pacific countries abstained 
from taking any sides. Following its traditional non-alignment policy, India 
abstained from joining Western sanctions. Similarly, the ASEAN countries 
did not follow suit. Affected by the tragedy of MH17, Australia is the only 
regional power that imposed a robust sanctions regime. Even China adopted a 
cautious position, abstaining from the UN vote on the condemnation of Rus-
sia’s annexation of Crimea, but supporting Ukraine’s territorial sovereignty. 

The positions of Japan, South Korea and New Zealand are particularly puz-
zling. Although geographically the 
countries are placed in Asia-Pacific, 
politically they have been consid-
ered part of the West. Historically, 
all three have been responsive to 
the West’s pressures and remained 
receptive to their calls for action. 
Due to their strategic security part-
nerships with the US and shared 
values with the West, Tokyo, Seoul and Wellington usually embarked on a 
bandwagoning strategy and followed its lead on foreign policy issues (Bu-
chanan, 2010; Martin, 1992a; Snyder, 2018). However, when it came to Rus-
sian sanctions, the countries were reluctant to follow the US’ and EU’s suit. 
Despite the supposed low costs of sanctions due to their weak economic ties 
with Russia, Tokyo and Wellington only partially bandwagoned on the West’s 
sanctions, while Seoul abstained from introducing any restrictive measures 
altogether. Such behaviour contradicts the standard argument in international 
relations theory which claims that in a conflict situation small and middle 
powers form alliances with larger states and bandwagon on their decisions 
(Walt, 1987) and opposes the standard assumption in sanctions theory which 
states that countries with weak economic relations towards a target are more 
inclined to adopt punitive measures as the costs of sanctions would be low for 
them (Biersteker and van Bergeijk, 2015). 

Looking beyond the effectiveness of sanctions, this article focuses on the 
motivational structures of Japan, South Korea and New Zealand to (not) align 
with Western sanctions. It aims to examine why some states decide to coop-
erate, while others choose to defer. In particular, it seeks to shed light on a 

For Asia-Pacific, the Ukraine crisis beca-
me a wake-up call and a reminder of the 
constantly shifting balance of power dy-
namics. Despite its geographical distance, 
the Russian-Ukrainian conflict threatened 
to upset the fragile status quo in the re-
gion. 
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complex process of decision-making behind the decision to impose sanctions 
and on the interplay of domestic and external factors that shape the countries’ 
foreign policy preferences. By understanding the motivations for their (non)
alignment, this article seeks to provide an empirical perspective on the inter-
national relations debate regarding the mechanisms of cooperation and the 
effectiveness of sanctions. 

Alliance theory and sanctions cooperation

This article focuses on the two strands of literature – the study of inter-
national cooperation and the study of international sanctions. Why states 
cooperate with each other and how they choose to form alliances has been 
the most important subject of research in international politics. The classic 
realism is pessimistic about international cooperation, as it posits that states 
are placed in the self-help anarchic international system. The fundamental 
goal of states is to ensure their survival, by seeking relative gains (Grieco, 
1988; Mearsheimer, 1994). In such a zero-sum game, cooperation for mutual 
gains is “harder to achieve, more difficult to maintain” (Grieco, 1988: 302). 
Structural realism suggests that a state’s behaviour is determined by struc-
tural power. In other words, the behaviour of international actors is defined 
by the distribution of aggregate capabilities in the international system. In-
ternational politics is best explained through international system dynamics 
rather than through domestic politics. The balance-of-power theory, which is 
at the core of structural realism, contends that power imbalances force states 
to balance against an external enemy (Waltz, 1979). Geographical proximity 
to the threat, offensive capabilities and perceived intentions will increase the 
chances of states’ balancing behaviour. Weak, isolated states, however, have 
little option but to bandwagon (Walt, 1987). Neoliberal institutionalism of-
fers a different perspective on international cooperation. Drawing on struc-
tural realism, neoliberal institutionalism places an important focus on inter-
national institutions (Axelrod, 1985; Keohane, 1989). An actor’s behaviour is 
regulated by the structure of international institutions, whereby the rules of 
institutions constitute the resource of power (Keohane, 1984). Asymmetrical 
information and high transactional costs are the main impediments for inter-
national cooperation. Therefore, institutions are considered the most effective 
way of solving the problem of free-riding and facilitate “mutually beneficial 
cooperation” (Axelrod and Keohane, 1985). 
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Moving beyond the bipolar Cold War dynamics, the new theoretical and 
empirical literature sought to re-examine patterns of international cooperation 
in light of multipolarity. Firstly, instead of solely focusing on external power 
relationships, domestic factors were factored in in the analysis of alliance forma-
tion. Alignment behaviour is examined in conjunction with domestic process-
es, ideology and individual perceptions of statesmen (Barnett and Levy, 1991; 
Kaufman, 1992). Secondly, the balancing/bandwagoning dichotomy was wid-
ened to account for alternative behaviour patterns, including those derived from 
the collective action theory – chain-ganging (unconditional support of allies) 
and buck-passing (passing the costs for opposing an aggressor to others) (Chris-
tensen and Snyder, 1990; Posen, 1984; Schweller, 1994). Finally, the concepts 
of small and middle powers were introduced to refine the classic alliance the-
ory. Historically focused on great powers, the dominant literature traditionally 
overlooked lesser powers for their assumed inability to influence international 
politics (cf. Mearsheimer, 1994). Viewed through the lenses of secondary play-
ers, the middle power theory offered a more nuanced picture of international 
politics, assigning greater weight to multilateralism, institution-building and 
consensus-seeking (Cooper et al., 1993; Beeson, 2011). In a similar vein, alli-
ance shelter theory, developed to explain the motivations of small states, claimed 
that both international and domestic factors are equally important for small 
states when they seek political and economic shelter (Bailes et al., 2016: 13). 

Several empirical studies on the nexus of alliance theory and sanctions align-
ment were conducted. In her pivotal study, Martin was the first one to com-
bine sanctions theory and alliance behaviour theory, examining multilateral 
sanctions cooperation. Studying under which conditions states join economic 
sanctions, Martin established two crucial factors – the imposition of sanc-
tions by international organisations and the willingness to incur costs by the 
primary sender states (Martin, 1992a). Applying a game-theoretic approach, 
Martin distinguished three different paths that can lead to cooperation: coin-
cidence (states share common values and make their decisions independently 
from each other), coercion (the primary state persuades others to follow suit 
and uses issue linkage to induce changes), and co-adjustment (states make 
their decisions contingent on the preferences and actions of others) (ibid.: 
31). Analysing the imposition of sanctions during the Falkland Islands con-
flict, Martin established that the UK’s success in gaining cooperation from 
other states was linked to the institutional settings of the European Economic 
Community (EEC). Her findings revealed that the common interests were not 
sufficient enough to secure cooperation and the EEC played an important role 
in reducing transaction costs and making issue-linkage credible (ibid.: 145). 
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Looking at sanctions as a two-level game, several scholars studied how the 
interplay of domestic factors and international bargaining influences the ef-
fectiveness of sanctions. Kaempfer and Lowenberg (1992) focused on the 
sender’s domestic actors and their influence over the state’s decision to impose 
economic coercion. They argued that interest groups can exert influence as 
to whether sanctions are introduced based on their economic reasons, while 
Simon (1996) added the political motives to the set of their reasoning. Ana-
lyzing the domestic politics in the target state, Morgan and Schwebach (1995) 
established that imposing high costs (relative to the issues at stake) on the 
politically powerful segments of society constitutes a part of the sanctions’ 
success (Morgan and Schwebach, 1995: 261). Shifting the focus on the sender 
states, Drury (2000) examined the US presidents’ decisions to impose sanc-

tions. While the international fac-
tors and the election cycle influenced 
the presidents’ decision to sanction 
communist states, domestic poli-
tics played little role while targeting 
Latin American states (ibid.: 35). 
Focusing on Japan’s sanctions policy 

towards North Korea, Hughes examined the interaction between international 
systemic pressures and domestic processes in determining Tokyo’s motivations. 
Hughes concluded that the formation of strong domestic coalitions shifted Ja-
pan’s response vis-à-vis Pyongyang from a policy of engagement to a policy of 
containment, defying the pressures from international system (Hughes, 2006: 
479). Examining small states behaviour, Thorhallsson and Gunnarsson (2017) 
studied Iceland’s alignment with the US’ and EU’s sanctions against Russia. 
Under the pressure from domestic lobby affected by Russian countersanctions, 
Iceland withdrew from the EU declarations on sanctions, but continued to align 
with Western sanctions. By keeping a low profile, Reykjavik sought to navigate 
between international and domestic pressures (ibid.: 314).

Methodology and case studies

The originality of this article is threefold. First, in contrast to the majority of 
the studies on sanctions, it shifts the focus from the effectiveness to sanctions 
coordination and sanctions alignment. Instead of analysing a ready-made sanc-
tions policy, this article examines the formation of the countries’ sanctions poli-
cies and the interplay of domestic and external factors in shaping the sanctions 

Looking at sanctions as a two-level game, 
several scholars studied how the interplay 
of domestic factors and international bar-
gaining influences the effectiveness of sanc-
tions. 
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design. Second, this article provides a comparative perspective and evaluates dif-
ferent decision-making mechanisms, resulting in various degrees of cooperation. 
Aiming to increase leverage, it compares the responses from multiple countries 
towards the Ukraine crisis. Finally, in contrast to the existing studies which pri-
marily focus on positive cases of alignment (e.g. Hellquist, 2016; Thorhallsson 
and Gunnarsson, 2017), this article includes a negative case where alignment 
did not occur. In order to understand what hinders the imposition of sanctions, 
the inclusion of non-cooperative cases will enrich the understanding of interna-
tional cooperation on economic sanctions. 

To examine the motivations of Japan, South Korea and New Zealand (not) 
to align with Western sanctions on Russia over the Ukraine crisis, this article 
relies on three data sources – qualitative interviews in the selected cases, gov-
ernment documents, and media reports. Between January 2018 and August 
2019, 20 semi-structured interviews were conducted with academics, policy-
makers and business representatives in Japan, South Korea and New Zealand. 
Employing cross-case comparative analysis, qualitative methods such as case-
study method and causal process-tracing were used. 

Co-adjustment game: the case of Japan 

The Ukraine crisis became one of the main challenges for the Shinzo Abe 
administration. On the one hand, Japan, as a G7 member, was expected to fol-
low the international community in condemnation of Russia’s wrongdoings in 
Ukraine. Highly valuing its G7 membership, Japan felt growing peer-pressure to 
join the Western sanctions coalition and was concerned about its outlying dov-
ish position. On the other hand, with the Abe administration coming to power, 
Japan launched a policy of rapprochement and perceived Russia as a strategic 
partner in the region – both geopolitically and economically. Placed between a 
rock and a hard place, Japan opted for a co-adjustment policy, aimed at mod-
erating its response to Russia. After the peer-pressure from other G7 members 
subsided, Tokyo embarked on a buck-passing strategy. 

Sanctions measures

In comparison with the US and EU sanctions, Japan’s measures were sym-
bolic, diverging in scope and timing. Each batch of sanctions was introduced 
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with a delay, indirectly pointing to the international pressure put on Tokyo2. 
Following the annexation of Crimea, Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs con-
demned Russia’s aggression and its “attempt to change the status quo by force” 
(MOFA-Japan, 2014a). As part of its diplomatic measures, Japan suspended 
talks on easing visa restrictions, and froze agreements on new investments and 
an outer space cooperation. Russia’s further involvement in the destabilization 
in eastern Ukraine forced Tokyo to introduce restrictive measures, banning 
entry for 23 Russian high officials. The visa bans, however, were not followed 
by asset freezes as it is commonly practiced. The blacklist was never disclosed 
and there are only speculations as to who have been targeted, considering a 
number of high-level Russian officials who visited Tokyo, including Sergey 
Naryshkin, Valery Gerasimov, Viktor Ozerov, and Igor Sechin – all of whom 
are on the US’ or EU’s sanctions lists. By non-disclosing the visa ban list, Ja-
pan spared Russian high officials and military involved in the annexation of 
Crimea and the destabilization in Donbas from public naming and shaming 
– the core objective of these measures.

The downing of MH17 in July 2014 triggered shockwaves through the 
international community. Both US and EU stepped up their measures sanc-
tions regimes, by imposing impactful sectoral sanctions against Russia’s en-
ergy, defence, and financial sectors. In contrast to the US and the EU, the 
downing of MH17 was not a game changer for Japan’s sanctions policy. 
Initially, Japan limited its response to symbolic measures – Tokyo suspended 
the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development’s financing of Rus-
sia’s new projects and expanded visa bans for Russia-backed separatists in 
eastern Ukraine and self-proclaimed officials in Crimea. Pressured by the 
Obama administration, only in September 2014 did Japan follow the US’ 
and EU’s suit and added sectoral sanctions, including export restrictions 
on arms and dual-use goods, and prohibitions for new securities for five 
Russian banks – Sberbank, Vnesheconombank, Gazprombank, VTB, and 
Rosselkhozbank. Nevertheless, none of the Russian defence companies were 
targeted, while the energy sector was exempted altogether (MOFA-Japan, 
2014b).

2. Implementation of 1) diplomatic sanctions: US and EU – on March 2014, Japan – on 18 March 
2014; 2) restrictive measures: US and EU – on 16 and 17 March 2014 respectively, Japan – on 
29 April 2014; 3) economic sanctions: US and EU – on 16 and 30 July 2014 respectively, Japan 
– on 24 September 2014.
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The timeline and the framing of Japan’s sanctions provide important evi-
dence of Tokyo’s co-adjustment game. The institutional affiliation with the 
G7 shaped Japan’s initial response to Russia, by allowing to co-adjust its mea-
sures in line with the others’. The G7 membership rendered crucial informa-
tion about the actions of the others and allowed the Japanese government to 
calibrate the scope and strength of its measures. In particular, by delaying its 
sectoral sanctions, Tokyo could alleviate its concerns about the disproportion-
ate sanctions costs and moderate its measures accordingly. Displaying risk-
averse behaviour, Japan linked each round of sanctions to the G7 statements. 
Placing the emphasis on the G7, Japan distanced itself from the punitive 
measures and shifted the responsibility to the international level. In response, 
Russia signaled back that the message was well-understood: Russia’s list of 
targeted Japanese individuals was also not released, while Japan was excluded 
from Russia’s counter-sanctions introduced in August 2014 (Kitade, 2016: 3).

Gradually, as the peer-pressure from the G7 subsided, the Japanese gov-
ernment stopped playing an assurance game. Since December 2014, Japan 
abstained from updating its measures or introducing new sanctions. As other 
G7 members showed lackluster commitment to the enforcement of sanctions, 
Japan embarked on a buck-passing strategy. The poor commitment from oth-
er G7 members such as Italy and France weakened the assurance mechanism 
for Japan and increased the leeway for its non-alignment. Japan was no longer 
concerned about its outlying behaviour and instead of bandwagoning on the 
West’s condemnation of Russia, it refrained from any direct criticism. Follow-
ing Russia’s purported attempt to murder a former Russian spy, Sergei Skripal, 
and his daughter, Yulia, in the UK in March 2018, Japan opted to not support 
the British government in condemning the incident, claiming that there was a 
lack of evidence of Russian involvement (Brown, 2018). On other occasions, 
Tokyo did not provide direct support for airstrikes on the Russia-backed re-
gime of Bashar Assad in Syria, and it also remained silent amid the Nether-
lands’ and Australia’s calls to hold Russia legally responsible for shooting down 
MH17 (Japan Times, 2018). 

Explanation

Japan’s symbolic sanctions reveal the country’s strategic interests and re-
flect the geopolitical dynamics in Asia-Pacific. The geographical distance 
from the Ukraine crisis and low economic dependence on Russia only super-
ficially explain Japan’s lukewarm response. The rapprochement with Russia 
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was perceived as the resolve to Japan’s geopolitical concerns – the territorial 
dispute with Russia, China’s rising economic power, and the North Korean 
crisis.

Firstly, Japan’s soft response to Russia was triggered by the Abe adminis-
tration’s desire to re-open the dialogue in the hope of solving the territorial 
dispute over the Kuril Islands (the Northern Territories in Japanese) which has 
lasted over 70 years. In 1945, the Soviet Union occupied a group of islands off 
the coast of Hokkaido and since then Japan has been trying to reclaim them. 
After the failed negotiations in 2001, it was Shinzo Abe’s personal devotion 
to re-start the dialogue and achieve the resolution within his term. Launched 
in 2013, the negotiations came to a halt after the annexation of Crimea. The 
Ukraine crisis came at a bad time for the Abe administration, as it jeopardized 

to derail the nascent rapproche-
ment between Tokyo and Moscow. 
From Tokyo’s point of view, any 
irritations for Moscow had to be 
avoided and strong sanctions could 
ruin this unique historical opportu-
nity of settling the territorial issue 
(Shagina, 2018: 4). By imposing 
symbolic sanctions, the Abe admin-

istration signaled to the Kremlin its unwillingness and reluctance to follow its 
Western allies. After the Ukraine crisis, Japan sought to rekindle its strategic 
partnership with Russia by re-launching the “2+2” programme between for-
eign and defence ministries and by initiating an eight-point economic coop-
eration plan. Through Tokyo’s lens, Russia was not seen as a threat and despite 
its wrongdoings in Ukraine was perceived as having no revisionist intentions 
in the region3. 

Secondly, China’s growing economic rise and its assertive behaviour in the 
region influenced Japan’s decision to design weak Russian sanctions. Japan’s 
reluctance to impose harsh measures was driven by the desire to avoid Russia’s 
international alienation and to prevent the emergence of a strong Sino-Russian 
axis. Accelerated by the geopolitical rift with the West, Russia’s relations with 
China quickly intensified, altering the status quo in the region. China became 
Russia’s main alternative to the Western capital, investments, and advanced 

3. Interview with an expert on Japan-Russia relations, Temple University, February 2018.

Japan’s symbolic sanctions reveal the 
country’s strategic interests and reflect the 
geopolitical dynamics in Asia-Pacific. The 
geographical distance from the Ukraine 
crisis and low economic dependence on 
Russia only superficially explain Japan’s 
lukewarm response. 
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technology. Moscow’s reinforced pivot to Beijing made Tokyo concerned that 
it would be “sandwiched between the ‘bear’ to the north and the ‘dragon’ to 
the south” (Taniguchi and Bob, 2016). By imposing weaker sanctions, Japan’s 
strategic goal was to signal to Russia that it could be an alternative regional 
partner to China. Showing its commitment to economic cooperation, Japan 
tried to at least “neutralize” Russia vis-à-vis China and to balance its geopo-
litical position in the region.4 On the other hand, by imposing autonomous 
sanctions on Russia, Japan was sending a clear message of deterrence to China. 
Japan feared that Russia’s annexation of Crimea could embolden China to act 
more assertively in the disputed Senkaku (Diaoyu) Islands in the South China 
Sea. From Japan’s point of view, NATO’s unsatisfactory response to Russia’s 
military aggression in Ukraine could serve as a historical precedent for an in-
creasingly assertive China to change the status quo by force. Drawing strategic 
parallels, the Abe administration linked the stability in Eastern and Central 
Europe to the stability in Asia-Pacific: if the security norms get weakened in 
Eastern Europe, it indirectly puts at risk the security norms in the Asia-Pacific 
region (Bacon and Burton, 2017: 45).

Finally, the North Korean nuclear and missile threat – the second security 
threat after China – adds to Japan’s cautious response to Russia’s wrongdo-
ings in Ukraine. With Russia’s involvement, Japan hoped to cater to Mos-
cow’s long-standing interests to become a valuable dialogue partner and an 
honest broker in the peace talks (Ohara, 2017; Wishnik, 2019: 4)5. After the 
relations between Beijing and Pyongyang deteriorated and China backed the 
US-initiated sanctions at the UN Security Council, North Korea gradually 
turned to Russia (Toloraya, 2014; Lukin, 2019). Being aware of Moscow’s 
limitations to achieve the resolve, Japan’s rationale was to satisfy Russia’s de-
sire to demonstrate its global relevance and to affirm its great-power status, 
by allowing it to exercise its diplomatic acumen. In March 2018, Taro Kono 
and Sergey Lavrov, Japan’s and Russia’s Foreign Ministers, conducted a series 
of “2+2” meetings to discuss the denuclearization of North Korea (Nikkei 
Asian Review, 2018). 

4. Interview with an expert on Japan-Russia relations, University of Hokkaido, January 
2018.

5. Interviews with experts on Japan-Russia relations, Kyushu University and the National Institute 
for Defense Studies, January and April 2018.
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Limited bandwagoning: the case of New 
Zealand 

The New Zealand case illustrates episodes of limited bandwagoning and 
coercion. Despite the external pressure from the US and the UK, Wellington 
only partially aligned with Western sanctions against Russia. New Zealand’s 
commitment to multilateralism and market-oriented economy explains the 
state’s muted response. The coercion proved to be more effective after the EU 
linked the support for sanctions to bilateral trade negotiations. Although the 
issue linkage employed by Brussels did not lead to the imposition of sectoral 
sanctions by Wellington, it created favourable conditions for maintaining the 
status quo between New Zealand and Russia. 

Sanctions measures

Despite being part of the Western alliance, Wellington defied external 
pressures from Washington and London. New Zealand was the latest among 
Western states to join the condemnation of Russia’s breach of Ukraine’s sov-
ereignty and territorial integrity. After coordination with other countries, 
New Zealand limited its response to travel bans, leaving asset freezes out 
of the brackets. The list is believed to target roughly 20-30 Ukrainian and 
Russian state officials; however, similar to the Japanese case, it remains un-
disclosed to the public (Small, 2014). Murray McCully, the then Foreign 
Affairs Minister, admitted that the sanctions were largely symbolic: “these 
travel sanctions are a modest and careful step designed to recognise the sig-
nificance of the situation but leave room for further diplomatic work to take 
place” (Young, 2014). Later, Wellington considered joining Western sectoral 
sanctions but abstained from them in the end. The government, however, 
asked businesses not to exploit the loopholes in the sanctions regimes and to 
limit trade with Russia (Trevett, 2014). Despite the country’s official non-
alignment with sectoral measures, New Zealand’s banking institutions de 
facto sided with Western financial sanctions. As the majority of New Zealand 
banks represented subsidiaries of Australian banks, the former had to com-
ply with Canberra’s financial measures. As a result, all correspondent banks 
of sanctioned Sberbank, VEB, and VTB were closed, forcing the Russian 
banks to use intermediaries and conduct the transactions in local currencies 
(Kiselova and Kovaleva, 2014).
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Wellington’s diverging behaviour was even more perplexing after the Skri-
pal nerve agent attack. In a striking contrast to the 26-nation coalition, New 
Zealand refused to show solidarity and expel Russian diplomats in a symbolic 
gesture. Wellington’s decision was made in defiance of the direct request from 
the UK government, its long-standing ally. Explaining the state’s position, 
Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern claimed that there are “no undeclared Russian 
intelligence operatives” (Buchanan, 2018). As a small power, New Zealand 
was anticipated to opt for a conflict-averse approach and bandwagon with its 
close allies in times of international disputes (ibid., 2010: 256). As a member 
of the Commonwealth, of the Five Eyes intelligence sharing network6 and an 
extra-regional NATO and EU associate, it was expected from Wellington to 
toe the line of its allies, making Wellington’s disobedience to satisfy the UK’s 
demands rather surprising (ibid., 
2018).

Explanation

The reasons for New Zealand’s 
limited bandwagoning and the 
employment of symbolic sanctions are enshrined in the realm of domestic 
politics. Since the post-Cold War period, New Zealand has gradually started 
to recognise the collision of its shared identity with that of the West and the 
“limits to the cost it was prepared to pay for being part of the Western alli-
ance” (Capie and McGhie, 2005: 237). As a small state, Wellington has been 
relying on the international institutions and diversified economic partners to 
offset its vulnerabilities stemming from its small power status. From Welling-
ton’s point of view, its commitment to multilateralism and market-oriented 
economy operated as a security shield from great-power rivalry (Buchanan, 
2010: 265).

Without the UN multilateral sanctions, New Zealand showed only luke-
warm support of unilateral measures against Russia and was not keen on autho-
rization of sanctions outside of international institutions (Patnam, 2018: 99). 
Having joined the UN Security Council in 2015, New Zealand positioned itself 

6. Editor’s note: The Five Eyes (FVEY) is an intelligence alliance comprising Australia, Canada, 
New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States.

New Zealand’s trade-dependent and ex-
port-oriented economy adds to its dovish 
position on Russia. Wellington had to per-
form a delicate balancing act between its 
commitments to international norms and 
its dependence on trade. 
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more critically towards Russia, particularly towards its actions in Syria. Cam-
paigning on the pledge to address the security challenges in Syria, New Zealand 
condemned “Russia’s destructive role in the Syrian conflict” and pushed for a 
draft resolution to end all the attacks that may result in civilian casualties (New 
Zealand Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2016). After Russia vetoed the resolution, 
Gerard van Bohemen , New Zealand’s representative at the UN, criticised Rus-
sia’s actions (Stuff, 2016). Although Moscow initially excluded Wellington from 
its agricultural ban, in early 2017 this criticism triggered the introduction of 
a temporary ban on New Zealand’s beef and beef products due to the detect-
ed feed addictive ractopamine in some samples (Hutching, 2017). In a classic 
move, Russia used the pretext of unsatisfactory sanitary standards to introduce 
non-tariff barriers in order to send a political signal to Wellington. 

New Zealand’s trade-dependent and export-oriented economy adds to its 
dovish position on Russia. Wellington had to perform a delicate balancing 
act between its commitments to international norms and its dependence 
on trade. As a small state, New Zealand had to compensate for its domestic 
vulnerabilities in terms of smallness of its market size and dependence on ex-
ports. New Zealand often adopted a pragmatic approach, by favouring com-
mercial interests over security concerns and human rights issues (Buchanan, 
2010: 273). In the past, the country continued to trade with the Soviet 
Union due to the strong agricultural lobby which was against trade disrup-
tions over political issues (Dibb, 1985: 73). Prior to the Ukraine crisis, New 
Zealand and Russia-led Customs Union (currently the Eurasian Economic 
Union, EAEU) had been negotiating a free trade agreement (FTA) for four 
years. The agreement was supposed to boost the bilateral relationship due 
to the compatibility of their economies: Russia represents the world’s sec-
ond largest importer of dairy products, while New Zealand belongs to the 
world’s largest exporter of dairy products. Although the economic benefits 
of the deal seemed to be modest for New Zealand, a strong lobby of the agri-
cultural industry saw new market opportunities. Conversely, for Russia, the 
agreement offered more than just economic benefits. Signing the FTA with 
New Zealand promised to give the Russia-spearheaded EAEU prestige and 
credibility as an important international organization7. Designed as a “pilot 
project”, the FTA agreement with New Zealand was planned to be used as 
a template for other Asia-Pacific countries (Headley, 2019: 216-217). How-

7. Interview with expert on New Zealand-Russia relations, University of Otago, August 2019. 
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ever, in the aftermath of the Ukraine crisis, the New Zealand government 
was forced to suspend the talks and postpone the finalisation of the FTA. 
Since 2014, their bilateral relations have been effectively frozen. 

In 2016, a reset of cooperation between New Zealand and Russia ap-
peared in sight. Moscow expressed “an interest in restoring full-fledged co-
operation”, while Wellington saw the potential in concluding the FTA in its 
refreshed trade strategy (Kostyuk, 2016; NZ Herald, 2017). In 2016, New 
Zealand’s divergent position on Russia drew international attention, when 
it was revealed that New Zealand First party included the reopening of ne-
gotiations with Russia as part of its coalition agreement’s priorities (Nippert, 
2017). Winston Peters, a party leader of the populist New Zealand First, 
has been known for his pro-Russian views. In the past, he strongly criti-
cized Russian sanctions as being 
detrimental to the state’s economy, 
as well as openly questioning Rus-
sia’s involvement in the shooting 
down of MH17 and in the med-
dling in the US elections in 2016 
(NZP, 2016; Trevett, 2018). New 
Zealand’s intention to increase 
trade with Russia was perceived as 
breaking ranks with the international community and sparked an outright 
criticism from the European Union. The EU ambassador Bernard Savage 
warned that the reactivation of the deal with Russia would complicate the 
negotiations over the FTA deal with Brussels (Nippert, 2017). The econom-
ic pragmatism eventually prevailed – in contrast to a modest trade turnover 
between Russia and New Zealand, the overall trade between the EU and 
New Zealand amounted to NZ$20 billion in 2016 (Headley, 2019: 218). 
The EU’s issue linkage proved to be effective, as Prime Minister Jacinda Ar-
dern assured that a trade deal with the EU – not the one with Russia – was 
the state’s top priority and guaranteed that the deal with Russia will not be 
finalised as long as the sanctions are in place. 

Hedging game: the case of South Korea

The reasons of South Korea’s non-alignment lie in the changing geopoliti-
cal dynamics in the region. Seoul’s positioning on the Ukraine crisis is a sec-

The economic pragmatism eventually pre-
vailed – in contrast to a modest trade tur-
nover between Russia and New Zealand, 
the overall trade between the EU and 
New Zealand amounted to NZ$20 billion 
in 2016. The EU’s issue linkage proved to 
be effective. 
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ond-order effect stemming from the intensifying great power rivalry between 
the US – China and the US – Russia. Abstaining from taking any sides, South 
Korea opted for a hedging strategy. 

Sanctions measures 

Despite its strategic security alliance with the US, South Korea did not 
align with the West on Russian sanctions. Seoul’s reaction to Russia’s wrong-
doings in Ukraine was largely limited to the condemnation of Moscow’s an-
nexation of Crimea. In the media, the Ukraine crisis was scarcely covered, 
since it was geographically distant and thus had no immediate urgency for the 
Korean peninsula (Lankov, 2014). As the US and EU expanded their sanc-
tions’ package after the downing of MH17, the Korean government did not 
join. Following the West’s suit to boycott Russian events, then the South Ko-
rean president Park Geun-hye did not participate in the opening of Winter 
Olympics in Sochi in 2014 and declined the invitation to attend the May 9th 
parade in 2015 (Toloraya, 2014; Golunov, 2016). Unlike Japan, South Korea 
withstood pressure from the US to align and abstained from imposing any 
restrictive measures on Russia (Wong and Taylor, 2014). In contrast to Tokyo, 
Washington took a seemingly lighter approach with Seoul (Hess, 2016). The 
sense of immediate pressure on South Korea was absent, as the US recog-
nized the priority of a more imminent threat on Seoul’s agenda – the North 
Korean missile and nuclear crisis. As a non-G7 member state, South Korea’s 
non-alignment was kept as a low-profile case and was not subjected to much 
external pressure to join Western measures. 

Explanation

The geopolitical environment has been a long-standing factor for defining 
South Korea’s foreign policy, with domestic factors playing rather a second-
ary role. To understand why Seoul decided to abstain from the imposition 
of Russian sanctions, it is important to comprehend the positions of great 
powers on North Korea and what role Russia was designed to play in South 
Korea’s foreign policy. In the past, South Korea usually acted in lockstep with 
the US, its security ally. However, the unpredictability of Trump’s administra-
tion, China’s increasingly assertive behavior and North Korea’s new missile 
tests have changed the fundamentals of regional dynamics (Pardo, 2018a). 
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Employing middle power diplomacy, South Korea sought Russia’s engage-
ment to diminish its vulnerability to external threats. In 2013, President Park 
launched the Eurasian Initiative to foster economic collaboration and to con-
tribute to trust- and peace-building in Northeast Asia. The objectives of the 
initiative were threefold: to launch multilateral economic cooperation on the 
peninsula in non-conventional security areas such as transport, energy and 
trade networks; to pursue the process of inter-Korean unification; and to off-
set the problem of “dual reliance” on the US and China (Taehwan, 2015). For 
all three objectives, Moscow was crucial in Seoul’s initiative of peace and pros-
perity in Northeast Asia (Wishnick, 2019: 10). Energy cooperation was par-
ticularly important and the Russo-Korean gas pipeline involving North Korea 
was the key project for the realization of the Eurasian Initiative. The main as-
sumption was that by establishing a 
habit of mutual cooperation in less 
politicised areas, it will be easier to 
compromise on highly sensitive se-
curity issues (Lee et al., 2014: 56). 
The initiative also aimed to resolve 
the dependence problem on the US 
and China. While politically the 
alliance with the US has historically been the backbone of Seoul’s security, 
economically China has become the country’s largest trading partner. With 
the US-China relations deteriorating, balancing between the two great powers 
became more complicated for South Korea. Posed with a strategic dilemma, 
Seoul opted for an additional partner in the region – Russia. 

Similar to the previous cases, the Ukraine crisis came at a bad time for 
South Korea.8 It threatened to undermine the full-scale launch of Park’s re-
newed Nordpolitik, jeopardizing the efforts of normalization of inter-Korean 
relations. Russia’s annexation of Crimea upset the balance of power dynamics 
and triggered far-reaching implications for the region. On the one hand, it 
raised the importance of nuclear weapons for North Korea, demonstrating 
to Pyongyang that international security guarantees are unreliable (Toloraya, 
2014). On the other hand, the deterioration of relations with the West pushed 
Russia to accelerate its pivot to Asia. Moscow forged a strategic partnership 
with China, while intensifying its ties with North Korea. Particularly after 

8. Interview with expert on security studies, the Sejong Institute, May 2019. 

To understand why Seoul decided to abs-
tain from the imposition of Russian sanc-
tions, it is important to comprehend the 
positions of great powers on North Korea 
and what role Russia was designed to 
play in South Korea’s foreign policy. 
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Western sanctions on Russia, Moscow showed solidarity vis-à-vis its sanc-
tioned partner: the overwhelming majority of North Korea’s debt was writ-
ten off, ambitious infrastructure investment deals were signed, while Moscow 
showed lapses in compliance with the UN sanctions. The increasing North 
Korea–Russia economic cooperation looked particularly conducive to South 
Korea’s framework of the Eurasian initiative (Taehwan, 2015). In this situa-
tion, Seoul back-pedaled the introduction of any sanctions, as it feared that 
Russia could potentially derail its Nordpolitik in retaliation (The Asan Forum, 
2014).

In the post-Crimea period, the new administration of President Moon Jae-
in (2017-) continued its non-alignment sanctions policy and the policy of 
rapprochement with Russia.9 Unveiled at Russia’s Eastern Economic Forum 
in 2017, Moon’s New Northern policy focused on multilateral economic co-
operation on the Korean peninsula, by delinking the issue of denuclearization 
and inducing changes within the Kim Jong-Un regime (Snyder, 2018). As part 
of the New Northern Policy, the Nine-Bridges initiative was launched to pur-
sue joint projects with Russia in such areas as energy, Arctic shipping routes, 
shipbuilding, and transportation. From Seoul’s point of view, the policy aimed 
to strengthen economic relations between regional partners to promote peace 
and prosperity in the region (Pardo, 2018b). So far, South Korea’s rapproche-
ment to Russia has failed to achieved any progress on the normalization of 
inter-Korean relations, while Seoul’s deployment of the US Terminal High 
Altitude Area Defense system only deepened Moscow’s mistrust (Golunov, 
2016). 

Conclusions

Despite their strong ties with the West, Japan, New Zealand and South 
Korea were reticent to impose strong sanctions over Russia’s wrongdoings in 
Ukraine. Surprisingly, the Western allies in Asia opted for a measured align-
ment, showing different degrees of cooperation. While Japan and New Zealand 
bandwagoned only in a limited scope, South Korea managed to abstain from 
any measures altogether. The motivational structures in each case revealed that 

9. Interview with expert on the South Korean affairs, the Sino-NK research, May 2019.
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a combination of domestic factors and international pressures influenced the 
countries’ sanctions policy. Despite its aggression in Ukraine, Russia was not 
viewed as a threat in the region and was treated as a security partner against 
an assertive China. This geopolitical dynamic was projected on the domestic 
level, where Russia was perceived as part of the regional security structure. In 
this situation, the imposition of Russian sanctions was considered detrimental 
to the countries’ domestic strategies of engaging – not isolating – Moscow. In 
each case, the shifting geopolitical dynamics influenced the countries’ mod-
erate response to Russia, while the internal processes proved to be powerful 
enough to push back against external pressures. Personal commitments of in-
dividual politicians shaped the countries’ foreign policy responses. Overall, 
the findings of this article strongly concur with the earlier statements on the 
necessity to analyse alliance behav-
iour from a three-level perspective 
– “the system, domestic politics 
and the perceptions of individual 
statesmen” (Kaufman, 1992: 439). 

The three cases demonstrated 
that the classic realist argument in 
international relations that small 
and middle powers bandwagon on 
the decisions of greater powers is not always true. In the situation of intensi-
fied great power confrontation, Japan, South Korea and New Zealand opted 
for a muted response, navigating between the desire for autonomy and the 
need for alliance. The cases illustrated that the precise nature of relation-
ships between small/middle and great powers is not predetermined and is 
subject to domestic factors. In line with the recent literature on middle 
powers behaviour, this article showed that Japan and South Korea had the 
potential to exercise their independent agency and gain the room for ma-
neuver. In line with the expectations of small powers’ alliance behaviour, 
the New Zealand case provided further evidence to the established literature 
that small states prefer a strategy of nonalignment over any alternative in a 
situation of a great power confrontation and opt to bandwagon if a coercion 
mechanism is applied.

Drawing conclusions from each case, several implications for the studies 
of international cooperation and international sanctions can be made. First, 
international institutions proved to be crucial for facilitating international 
cooperation and contributing to sanctions unity. In line with neoliberal in-
ternational relations theories, this article provides further evidence for the 

Despite their strong ties with the West, Ja-
pan, New Zealand and South Korea were 
reticent to impose strong sanctions over 
Russia’s wrongdoings in Ukraine. Surpri-
singly, the Western allies in Asia opted for 
a measured alignment, showing different 
degrees of cooperation. 
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important role of institutions in creating positive contagion, preventing free-
riding in the collective-action problems and increasing the degree of band-
wagoning (Axelrod, 1985; Keohane, 1984; Martin, 1992a). It opposes the 
realist paradigm that claims that the role of institutions is marginalized due to 
the rationalist nature of states (Grieco, 1990). As the cross-case comparison 
between Japan and South Korea illustrated, the institutional embeddedness 
in the G7 proved to be vital for Japan’s decision to join Western sanctions. 
It provided the necessary assurances and symmetrical information about the 
preferences of others. The institutional frameworks mitigated the fear of isola-
tion, reduced the transaction costs for joining Western sanctions and elevated 
peer-pressure on the would-be defector Tokyo. Secondly, the case of New Zea-
land demonstrated that the issue linkage was important for the primary states 
to ensure the successful cooperation of third parties. The linkage functioned 
as a powerful lever and a conditionality mechanism to gain cooperation of 
uncooperative states. Finally, the analysed cases underlined the importance 
of sanctions coordination. Only by working in unison, can the sanctioning 
countries send a powerful message of deterrence. Without a well-coordinated 
sanctions response third parties often engage in free-riding or buck-passing, 
undermining the effectiveness of sanctions. 
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