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Introduction

An old Moldovan proverb says: “Keep me Lord off my friends, and I’ll protect myself from my enemies…” The latest evolutions in the separatist Moldova’s region -Transnistria, confirmed once again this wisdom. 

Until recently, the political, economical and cultural issues regarding Transnistria presented a challenge and problem mainly for Moldovan authorities and for Chisinau’s mission of the Organization for Security and Economic Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). However, today, an intriguing study-case for think-tanks involves the Transnistria issue and has extended into a subject of interest and concern for organizations and institutions such as: the European Union, Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE), the European Union’s various structures and institutions, international forums, conferences and seminars, the international mass-media. This topic of interest is so complex and important that it is often discussed in bi- and multi-lateral debates and negotiations. The Joint Statement signed in December 2002 by President George W. Bush and President Vladimir Voronin on U.S.-Moldovan Relations underscored the “determination to bring the Transnistrian separatist conflict to a peaceful resolution”. Importantly, for the first time Moldova was mentioned in a separate article of the Istanbul Communiqué at the most robust rounds of NATO and EU enlargement (May, 2004): “We remain committed to partnership with the Republic of Moldova and encourage it to make use of Partnership instruments to take forward its aspirations of promoting stability in the region as Partner of this Alliance.”
 It was followed by other important acts and documents of the EU – Republic of Moldova cooperation, such as Action Plan (2005) in the framework of the European Neighborhood Policy (ENP) and establishment of EU Border Assistance Mission (EUBAM) – one of the best and the most efficient reform in the field of border management.
 This type of international approach to almost two decades “frozen” conflict is a good thing and may inspire some hope.
The so-called “frozen” conflicts in the Newly Independent States (NIS) - echoes of the dissolution of the USSR, has emerged as a central issue in the political debates and struggle for consolidation of independence and statehood of the countries directly involved:  Moldova (Transnistria), Georgia (Abkhazia and South Ossetia), Armenia and Azerbaijan (Nagorno-Karabakh).  The unsettled, uncertain situations that still persist in the conflict areas are a serious challenge for human rights, democratic institutions, and civil society - all key elements of the broad definition of security introduced in the OSCE’s ongoing Helsinki process.  The existing status quo of “no peace, no war” permits the consolidation of the separatist regimes, encouraging their transformation into effectively independent state-like structures, de-facto states.  At the same time this stalemate undermines sovereignty and territorial integrity of the legitimate states; obstructs their political, social and economic development; and maintains a source of tension in their societies, as well as in the respective regions.

The separatist regimes, particularly in the case of Transnistria, are beyond any national and international control and benefit from criminal activities: money laundering; contraband; and illicit trafficking of drugs, alcohol, tobacco, and weapons.  Firearms, rocket launchers, and mortars manufactured in Transnistria were found in other conflict zones, falling into the hands of criminal and terrorist groups. The negative impact of this threat to the international community and global security might be compared with that of terrorism, and therefore it is imperative to have a clear understanding of the sources, political economy and mechanisms for resolution of these conflicts.

In this situation the importance of international institutions, such as the United Nations, European Parliament and other EU bodies, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), and the Office of the High Commissioner on National Minorities, in conflict negotiations and post-conflict reconciliation is unquestionable.  But these mechanisms do not work automatically.  It is also obvious that sometimes international bodies confer a certain degree of legitimacy to the separatists, accepting them as partners in the process of negotiations.  Are there workable solutions that avoid the legitimization of separatism with all the attendant negative consequences under the umbrella of the international institutions?

The importance and new value of the proposed manuscript derive from its purposes that consist of the identification of a) the political, economic and historical roots of these conflicts, b) effective mechanisms for their resolution and c) the role and limitations of external factors, such as the EU,  OSCE, the UN and, especially, Russian-American cooperation, in promotion of peaceful solutions.  The Russian-American Summit statements about the necessity to “join efforts” to urge the resolution of conflicts in the framework of independent, territorially integral states (in case of Transnistria, the Moldovan state) introduced a note of optimism, but it did not eliminate the existing concerns and yet produced no visible results. 

The significance and originality of the manuscript reside in the combined historical and theoretical approach and practical orientation of the research, based on the author’s experience as a member of the consultant team of Mikhail Gorbachev, the President of the Soviet Union (1987-1991), as Adviser and Deputy Chief of Cabinet to Mircea Snegur, First President of the Republic of Moldova (1992-1994), and as a member of the Moldovan government with service as Minister of Privatization (1994-1997), Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, and Ambassador of Moldova to the U.S. (1998-2002).

The manuscript is focused on the roles of the foreign (Russian) military presence in the conflict areas, international organizations, mediator states, special (American) negotiators for these conflicts, national/international mechanisms for negotiations, and peacekeeping forces. Six years ago, on September 25, 2001, the United States Helsinki Commission held a hearing on the subject “Moldova: Are the Russian Troops Really Leaving?”  (The author of this project, the then Ambassador of Moldova to the USA, was among the initiators and participants in this event.)  The hearing reconfirmed American interest in the destruction or removal of Russian materiel and troops by the deadline specified by in the OSCE Declaration. At the same time concern was expressed that “the status of Trans-Dnestria within the sovereign nation of Moldova is still very unclear.” The following evolutions did not add too much clarification on status and prospects for conflict resolution in spite of efforts made by Moldovan government, particularly, the Law on Transnistria settlement adopted by Moldovan Parliament in July 2005, and those of International organizations. Addressing these issues today is not only important for the independence and territorial integrity of involved states, but also for security and stability in Europe, for the credibility of the OSCE as a whole as represented by the 55 heads of state that signed the Istanbul Declaration.  The practical implications of the manuscript are clear, therefore.


One of the most important aims of the proposed manuscript is to raise the level of public understanding in Moldova, Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Armenia, as well as in the USA, about the role of outside support (e.g., the U.S. Government, international organizations, and scholarly institutions such as the US Institute of Peace and the Woodrow Wilson International Center) in effective promotion of crisis resolution.  Political and financial support provided to these countries by the Congress and the U.S. administration first of all through the Freedom Support Act, Millennium Challenge Corporation, should not be viewed as a simple charitable act or as inefficiently used (wasted) money of taxpayers. As the 9/11 terrorist attacks against United States harshly demonstrated, the cost of peace and security is very high, and should be paid to eliminate/reduce the sources of terrorism and promote authentic democratic values and reforms in the Newly Independent States (NIS), preventing the growth of authoritarianism and the reestablishment of the old rule under pressure of unsolved problems of separatism and economic and social hardships.  The U.S. and the international community’s assistance in management of crisis situations and post-conflict reconciliation in such sensitive areas as Transnistria, Abkhazia South Ossetia and Nagorno-Karabakh is a sine qua non condition for successful conflict resolution.  This is an important practical aspect of the author’s investigation, and it is consistent with his previous experience and with the USIP approach to develop policy-relevant assessments of the mechanisms and the “costs and benefits” of international conflict management.


 The main thesis of the manuscript is: successful and durable resolutions of the conflicts in the ex-Soviet area can be assured only within the process of consolidation of independence, territorial integrity and sovereignty of the respective countries on the basis of democratic principles, respect for human and national minority rights, freedom of expression, private property, the rule of law; and the reforming and strengthening of national statehood.

Support from outside (international community, including governmental and non-governmental organizations and assistance programs in various fields) is of critical importance to success, especially in the elaboration of a conflict resolution strategy and the initial stage of its implementation.  But in long perspective the peace building, reconciliation process will be efficient and durable only if it is self-sustainable.  The question is how to ensure such sustainability, how to reintegrate the separatist regions into internationally recognized states without sacrificing their national identity, without prejudicing performance and prospects for democratic development and European integration.


Comparative analysis is used as a method to investigate the origins and development of these conflicts and the role of political elites as factors facilitating solutions or, vice versa, impeding this process.  Comparison of the divers concepts, strategies and practical approaches to peacemaking in Transnistria, Abkhazia South Ossetia and Nagorno-Karabakh permit identification of their advantages and disadvantages in each case, assessment of the viability and effectiveness of existing mechanisms for negotiation of the status of these territories in the framework of their respective states, and evaluation of the risks of autonomization and federalization as possible outcomes.  The parallel analyses of the development of three major conflicts in the post-Soviet area are based on the assumptions that there are some similarities between them even if these conflicts are not similar from their political and economic roots, ethno genesis, historical and cultural background, and prospects for solutions. The manuscript is analyzing also the differences between these conflicts that are no less important than their similarities. 

Evidence of limiting factors and policy options drawn from hearings in the Congress and Helsinki Commission of the United States; seminars, round tables, conferences at the USIP, Woodrow Wilson Institutive for International Scholars, National Endowment for Democracy and other scholarly institutions; interviews with American, Moldovan and international decision-makers and experts in conflict resolution; and archives investigation has been used to elaborate the conclusions and recommendations of the study.

Part One: Conflicts in the Post-Soviet Space: Genesis and Evolution
One of the issues most pursued by communist propaganda – the concept of the Soviet people as a new historical, political, and super-ethnic community – emerged around the Stalinist principles of a common territory, language, economic life, culture, and national psychology. According to this concept, the “nationality question” in the form in which it has been inherited from the past ceased to exist. It was “solved once and for all time.” The last USSR Constitution, adopted in 1977, proclaimed the set-up of a new historical community – the Soviet people – as a result of “convergence (sblizhenie) of all classes and social strata, juridical and practical equality of all nations (ethnicities), and their fraternal collaboration.”
 It was considered to be axiomatic that in such a super-ethnic community there is no place for inter-ethnic conflicts.

Ten years later, on the January 1987 Central Committee Plenum Mikhail Gorbachev, the General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), harshly criticized in his speech “the rosy assessment of Soviet reality,” referring to the demonstrations of December 1986 in Alma-Ata.
 This was some a revelation for me and for my young colleagues who were selected in the mid-1980s from “Soviet provinces,” like Moldova, to assist Gorbachev’s team in promotion of the new policies of glasnost and perestroika, the “new political thinking” within the country and abroad.  For the first time, the reality was disclosed, unadorned and undistorted by propaganda. This was new even for me, a graduate of the Moscow Lomonosov State University, the most liberal and the only less-politicized institution of higher education. The University’s President at the time when I was a student at the economic department in the beginning of 1970s (Rector P.Petrovsky) was not a member of the Communist Party or, rather, was allowed by the Soviet leaderships not to be a member of the CPSU. It was important not only for my generation, and me personally, but for the indoctrinated by communism dogmas and stereotypes Soviet society to read the history as it was, and to understand the real causes of hided ethno-political conflicts. 

In this chapter, I would like to focus on some important aspects of the conflict genesis in the former USSR.  I will draw on my personal experience as an insider of the Mikhail Gorbachev team, called upon to generate ideas and recommend solutions at the time when there were no guarantees that even the best ideas were to be accepted and transferred into reasonable outcomes.

1. Recovery of National Identity and Forgotten Conflicts

In the beginning of 2002, the New York Times published an article, “History Course ignites a Volatile Tug of War in Moldova” by Michael Wines.  The piece described the largest anti-governmental protests since Moldova, one of the smallest former Soviet Republics, became independent in 1991.  These protests, Mr. Wines observed, were provoked by the decision of Moldovan communist authorities to introduce a new history course as an effort to recast Moldova’s past in a rosy pro-Soviet light, ignoring its Romanian roots, and to introduce mandatory Russian-language training starting in grade two
. After the Communist party victory in the 2001 parliamentary elections, their first secretary, Vladimir Voronin, a newly elected president, initiated the elaboration of a new concept of the history of Moldova as a counterargument to its democratic opponents and a way to re-define Moldovan national identity. This attempt was inspired by the procommunist historians earlier published books, in which they deplored the break-up of the Soviet Union and practically ignored the proclamation of Moldova’s independence
. 
The Republic of Moldova faced at that time a veritable political crisis. The achievements of the pervious decade of independence and democratic development, including my and my colleagues’ efforts to maintain the course of reform and democracy, encountered strong opposition from the new communist authorities, who came to power in the parliamentary elections of 2001.  Their unlearned lessons of history and worst mistakes were their refusal to respect other points of view and a total lack of transparency of the new government.  Censorship, manipulation or disregard of public and democratic institutions, and the persecution of opponents have become a daily occurrence.  Under outrageous pretexts, the communists, aiming to reestablish a dictatorship and a command economy, initiated a purge of all persons who contributed to the implementation of democratic values and economic reforms, especially privatization.

These were unfortunate and disturbing political developments, recasting Moldova according to the Belarussian “model” of democratic revision with its key ingredient of intimidating and eliminating any opposition to the communist parties in power.  A year after the Parliamentary elections, on February 24, 2002, 80-100 thousand of young people, mostly students, participated in demonstrations in the central square of Chisinau, the capital of Moldova, under the motto, “Down with Communism in Moldova!” According to some political analysts, these were the largest protests after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the most significant anti-communist manifestation in Europe in the last decade.

With growing concern, the European Parliament in Brussels was monitoring the persistent conflicts over the crucial principles of democracy between the new Moldovan government and the main opposition party, the Christian Democratic Popular Party. All 43 Council of Europe member states, except Russia (against) and Turkey (abstained), voted for a special resolution on the human rights situation in Moldova. Taking into account the seriousness of these events, the Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly (CEPA) held an extraordinary debate on Moldova on April 24, 2002.  The last time CEPA organized such a debate was in 1996, when Russia was accused of human rights violations in Chechnya.

At the same time, the International Federation of Journalists (IFJ), numbering 500,000 members in 106 countries, as well as two other major journalist organizations – the International Press Institute (IPI) and the South East European Media Organization (SEEMO) – have announced their support for the 500 employees of the state-run company Teleradio Moldova who protested against communist censorship at the national television and radio.

By attacking the most precious values of the nation – its language, traditions and history, democratic achievements, human rights, and freedom of expression – the communists in Moldova offered the strongest reason for the democratic-oriented forces to unify in the struggle against unpopular and anti-national governance.  As President Vladimir Voronin himself admitted, the [Communist] government lacks a serious and objective vision about the future of the country. I would add here also the lack of an objective and unprejudiced view on the history of Moldovan national revival that began during Gorbachev’s time of glasnost’. It is important to refer to history because there reside the roots of ethno-political conflicts and wars. The dark side of this period is linked with the violent confrontations that escalated after the collapse of communist regimes in Eastern Europe in 1989 and of the Soviet Union itself in 1991, although ethnic rebellion has in no sense been ubiquitous.
 The so-called “frozen and forgotten” conflicts in the Newly Independent States (NIS) are echoes of history and of dissolution of the USSR, or, in the words of Dr. Charles King from Georgetown University, of “the war of the Soviet succession.” 
 

These conflicts emerged as the central issue in the political debates and struggle for consolidation of independence and statehood of the countries involved:  Moldova (Transnistria), Georgia (Abkhazia and South Ossetia), Armenia and Azerbaijan (Nagorno-Karabakh).  The unsettled, uncertain conditions that persist in the conflict areas are a serious challenge for human rights, democratic institutions, and civil society, all the key elements of the broad definition of security introduced by the OSCE’s ongoing Helsinki process.  The existing status quo of “no peace, no war” permits the consolidation of the separatist regimes, encouraging their transformation into effectively independent state-like structures.  At the same time, this stalemate undermines sovereignty and territorial integrity of the legitimate states, obstructs their political, social, and economic development, and maintains a source of tension in their societies, as well as in the respective regions.  It is important to make the right conclusions from these lessons of modern history and to refrain from rewriting the past, as Moldova’s unrestructured communist party is trying to do in an attempt to justify its restoration of authoritarianism and its blocking of democratic reform. 

Violence begets violence in these tumultuous areas. This is a vicious cycle, and politicians who are inclined to find solutions with the argument of power are fated to repeat history. I would like to refer just to one particular case, a case to which I was the witness:  that of the former Romanian conducator, Nicolae Ceausescu. In my opinion, it is as relevant as cognitive.

The first official visit of Nicolae Ceausescu to Moscow took place on October 23, 1988, after twenty-three years of “brotherly relations” between Ceausescu’s Romania and the Soviet Union. For me, it was like being “baptized” in my new duty,
 although neither my colleagues, nor I were enthused by such an “honor.” Moreover, our department was the one that was against such a visit. We tried at least to reduce to a minimum the “honors” of this event in order not to discredit Gorbachev and not to give Ceausescu a wrong impression of his importance. I would like to mention several details of the closed-doors meeting at Novo-Ogar’ovo, because, as Americans say, “the devil is in details.” I will refer in particular, to the tone of the unofficial discussions that extended late into the night after a long and exhausting day of negotiations, and after a tour of the famous “Diamond Treasury” in the Kremlin (which impressed Elena Ceausescu very much). The discussions were less tense during the opulent dinner with extraordinary wines, traditional “Stolichnaya” vodka, caviar, champagne, and with desert cognac and coffee. All of this occurred despite the famous anti-alcohol campaign.

“I am not a big fan of Stalin,” Ceausescu began, “but he is the one who defeated fascist Germany, rebuilt the Soviet Union into a world power, and thereby created a counterweight to the power of the United States. I am sure the Soviet Union and the Communist Party would only gain, if its General Secretary would work more on the internal problems, leaving aside external issues and those concerning history, like the defamation of Stalin.” The allusion was as clear as possible. A long, awkward silence followed. I was expecting Gorbachev to explode, which would have happened considering the sensitivity of the issue, if his wife, Raisa, had not intervened. As a result, Gorbachev’s reply was calm, but cutting and unpleasant for Ceausescu, who did not even consider hiding his sympathy for the tyrant Stalin. 

“Does the General Secretary of the Communist Party of Romania know that 95 percent of my time is dedicated to the internal problems that have accumulated over decades and that have no solution yet? The state of the economy is disastrous, agriculture is in continuous decline, and our natural resources are used recklessly. Only due to our exports and the relationship of prices on the world market are we able to confront the crisis… But the most painful problem is the past, which lays a trap at our every step. The consciousness of the people is dominated by this inheritance. By using administrative methods, dictatorship, as some suggest, this mentality cannot be changed.”

In this context, Gorbachev referred to the archives regarding the cult of Stalin, mentioning the personal experience of his grandfather, Pantelei Gopkalo, “Being responsible for collecting the agricultural products in the region, he was arrested, charged with ‘counter- revolutionary rightist Trotskyite opportunism’ and tortured. Even after his release, he truly believed that Stalin did not know about all these crimes, and he was absolutely sure that Comrade Stalin would establish order. Millions and millions of innocent people with the same fate believed this.” The USSR was at the first stage of its evolution, “romantic and naive”, according to Gorbachev, and “only a small part of the horrifying materials from the archives about the Stalinist era had been revealed. It is difficult to predict the reaction of the society.” The key sentence, emphasized by Gorbachev at the very end, became prophetic, “All dictators, regardless of circumstances and deeds, end in the same way: against the wall of history.”
 After this comment, I do not recall Ceausescu mentioning the subject again.

As Leon Aron, a resident scholar at American Enterprise Institute (AEI) mentioned “the most devastating revelations of glasnost’ came from the recovery of the country’s true history: the mass murder, the horrific blunders, the lies”.

The recovery of national history under Gorbachev was the first step of the movements for national revival, the gateway to the recovery of national identity and dignity of the peoples of the Soviet Union. This was the first step on the thorny and painful road of transition from the communist type of authoritarianism to an unknown and mysterious world of democracy, from a familiar central planning administrative system to a misunderstood at that time market economy with high, unfounded expectations of rapid enrichment for everyone without much effort and sacrifices.  It was a process without real analogs in Western historical experience, as Gail W. Lapidus stressed a process with an “unprecedented combination of state breakdown, decolonization, nation-building, and the formation of a new supra-national community…a process of unprecedented challenges and dilemmas, as well as opportunities, for all concerned”.

Western Kremlinologists and political analysts were not the only ones taken by surprise by this tumultuous, chaotic transition.  The peoples and the leaders of the Soviet Union, of its republics and satellites, as well as President Mikhail Gorbachev and his advisors were also caught off guard. Even after five years of perestroika, the Soviet leadership lacked any realistic strategy on how to deal with the “problem of nationalities.”  This was mirrored by the CPSU platform on Soviet nationality relations, adopted by the September 1989 Central Committee Plenum:  the platform was unrealistic and was dominated by the statist approach and tendency for centralization. 

As Galina Starovoitova, one of the most prominent leaders of human rights movement in the Soviet Union and a former presidential advisor, whom I had the privilege to know personally, emphasized, “The mentality of the Soviet leadership was dominated by a Byzantine tradition which gave priority to the state over community or individual.”
 Starovoitova urged the process of decolonialization of the “Soviet empire” and recommended to redraw the arbitrary borders of the Soviet Republics in a civilized manner following the example of the German reunification. Galina Starovoitova considered it absolutely necessary to elaborate and adopt a Treaty on a community of sovereign republics, not a new Union Treaty, as Mikhail Gorbachev insisted. In her opinion, the new Treaty should have been based on: a) the equal status and direct access of all peoples to the Center instead of the formal hierarchical ethnic divisions into union republics, autonomous republics, and national districts; b) the delegation of authority from the bottom up by providing the right for each subject of the union to determine its own level of sovereignty and which functions to delegate to the Center; c) allowing of new political entities and new ethnic state formations to emerge for nationalities demanding their own statehood, and d) strengthening sovereignty of the Russian Federation by overcoming the imperial mentality of Russians and by adopting a new federal treaty for its republics.
 I have had a few opportunities to meet and to exchange views with Ms. Starovoitova.  At that time, I was skeptical of her criticism of Gorbachev’s nationalities policy. Later on, after my visits to Armenia and Moldova in 1987-1988, where I was sent to “observe the situation, to investigate the spirits of emerging national revival movements, and to assess the capacity of local party leadership to face and manage the potential conflicts,” I realized that many of Ms. Starovoitova’s provisions were much closer to reality than some of Mikhail Gorbachev’s approaches. It is not the task of this manuscript to analyze the achievements and errors of perestroika and glasnost’ promoted by President Mikhail Gorbachev, who I consider the most important reformer of the Soviet times and one of greatest personalities of XXth Century
. I intend to focus just on few but important details of this policy that played in my opinion an important role in evolutions of so called “frozen and forgotten” conflicts in the post-Soviet space. 
At the same time I do not agree with opinions of some distinguished scholars that “the transformation of the Soviet system initiated by Gorbachev was the central conditioning factor in all of these conflicts…”
. The genesis of these conflicts lies in the historical, cultural and a language fields, in the methodically implemented by the Communist leaders postulates of the Soviet nationality politics of alienation and discrimination. Gorbachev’s perestroika and glasnost’ for the first time in the Soviet history created conditions for the recognition of already existing conflicts and their evolution into confrontations and  in some cases – violent clashes and wars
.
2. Historical Memory: Myths and Reality
The past is often identified with a standard by which the failures of contemporary governance to reform the society are compared. The history in the USSR was always used by its leadership to consolidate the highly politicized and idolized myths of the Soviet people as a new super-ethnic community.  Let us consider some of the most widespread myths of history that were used by the Soviet historiography and propaganda to hide the roots of ethno-political conflicts.

a) The principles of territorial integrity of the state and the right of the peoples for self-determination and the formation of independent states. 

This right was proclaimed in the very first document adopted at the Second All-Russia Congress of Soviets (October 25, 1917).  It was then institutionalized by the Declaration of Rights of the Peoples of Russia (November 2, 1917), without ever being implemented in practice. The irony of history resides in the fact that the USSR, a pseudo-federative union of various ethno-political formations, liquidated political sovereignty of the peoples, while at the same time establishing the necessary conditions for the consolidation and development of nations and ethnoses. According to the Soviet Constitution of 1936, the state structure consisted at that time of 11 union republics and 20 autonomous republics. Three years later, as the result of the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, Western Belarus and Western Ukraine, as well as Bessarabia were annexed by Stalin’s regime. One year later, the same was the fate of the three Baltic States. Thus, by the time of its demise in 1991, the USSR included 53 national-state entities: 15 union and 20 autonomous republics, 8 autonomous regions (oblasts), and 10 autonomous districts (okrugs). The history of nation-building in the USSR, as it was mentioned by the Russian researcher Valery Tishkov in one of the most serious and comprehensive analysis of ethnicity, nationalism, and conflict, “has imprinted on the memories of its people numerous traumas and conflict-generating issues which were to manifest themselves during the years of perestroika and afterwards. It becomes an academic and political truism to explain ethnic conflicts and tensions as a backlash of the previous Communist ‘divide and rule’ policy towards nationalities.”

In this context, ethno-political conflicts in the USSR emerged in relation to the essence of communist ideology and system, as “ethnic time-bombs” laid by Stalin’s nationality concept and policy that redrew boundaries of the Union and autonomous republics, regions and districts without consideration to the ethnic composition, historical and cultural factors. In spite of harsh criticism from those in Russia and the NIS who are nostalgic for hardliner Soviet politicians, it was not Mikhail Gorbachev who “destroyed” the USSR with perestroika and glasnost. Nor did the first timid steps toward democratization lead to the Soviet Union and the socialist block's demise and to the eruption of bloody conflicts in the region. Quite the opposite is true. The attempts of the CPSU to erase historical memory and to liquidate the national identity of non-titular peoples and nationalities through imposed Russification, enforced assimilation, voluntarily deportations, and cruel repressions of dissidents were designed to preserve the existing status-quo and to save the last empire under a slightly modified image. This policy only inhibited the movement for democratization and national rebirth. Mikhail Gorbachev’s neglect of the role of ideology created a vacuum that was gradually filled by nationalism. While his policy of openness was conducive to the reduction in the use of repression, this tool was never excluded from the regime’s arsenal in late 1980s and early 1990s:  for example, the bloody military interventions in Tbilisi (April 1989), Baku (January 1990), Vilnius (January 1991), and, finally, the August 1991 coup against Gorbachev.  These events had the effect of a boomerang, eliminating all legitimacy of the Soviet state, unleashing the “dogs of ethno-political wars,” and accelerating the unraveling of the Union.

Peace and stability in the post-Soviet conflicting regions were directly dependent on reconciling two contradictory principles: the right of the people for self-determination and the right of states to preserve their territorial integrity. The failure to balance these principles usually resulted in the “freezing” of conflicts. Dr.Kan Sam Gu, a researcher at the Moscow Institute of the World Economy and International Relations, illustrated this dilemma for Russian policy on the example of Nagorno-Karabakh and Abkhazia: 1) if Russia chooses to respect the territorial integrity of the countries to which these two conflicted areas officially belong, then the Russian Federation will lose the traditional pro-Russian orientation of these regions; 2) if Russia chooses to support the principle of self-determination of these secessionist territories, then it will jeopardize independence and sovereignty of Georgia and Azerbaijan, seriously damaging the bilateral relations with these countries and challenging the post-Cold War international order and security.
 Despite the fact that this is a serious dilemma for the Russian foreign policy, the latter approach is incorrect, because it does not take into consideration the interests of legitimate, internationally recognized sovereign states.

b) The “decisive role of masses” in the history vs. the “less important role” of the leadership. 
This well-known Marxist dogma served as an “excuse” for not intervening in the conflicts where intervention was the only means to prevent the escalation of confrontation – and vice versa, as an “argument” to justify the violence in order to “protect the interests of masses.” According to the analysis of the Stanford University scholar David Laitin, sustained ethnic [and, I would add, political] violence against the state “appeared in any significant form only in the period of Gorbachev’s chairmanship of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and increased after the collapse of the Soviet authority in Eastern Europe in 1989 and in the Soviet Union itself in 1991.”

In October 1989, I found myself in Moldova, where events of national renaissance, especially in culture and language, had already taken place in the spirit of transparency and openness. However, the leadership of the local party was responding to demands and peaceful demonstrations with “nyet”, “nyet,” and again “nyet,” as they considered such grievances to be the work of “nationalist extremists” and blamed Gorbachev for permitting such freedom of expression and democratic disorder.

At both my official and unofficial meetings during these trips I realized that the “new political thought” was accepted by simple people and by intellectuals but almost entirely boycotted by the elite and the leadership apparatus who defended their intellectual bankers with the same “wooden language” used during the Brezhnev’s times. This was not just passive opposition to Gorbachev. Moldovan intellectuals and students had created the Popular Front, which united all pro-democratic forces on the basis (and in support) of Gorbachev’s perestroika and glasnost (I believe for the first time and, so far, for the last time in the national renaissance movement). On the other side, the Interfront was created, which united reactionary, anti-Gorbachev forces under the old slogans of “solidarity and proletarian internationalism.” To counter the demonstrations of democratic supporters, representatives of “workers collectives” organized their own demonstrations. Neither side would accept any type of dialogue or compromise
.

Towards the end of the trip, I had a meeting with the first secretary of the local party, Simion Grossu. I informed him about what I had seen and shared my impressions and conclusions.  After this I listened for one and a half hours about the “wonderful achievements” of the socialist Moldova in “mechanizing agriculture – the highway of progress” and about plans to build two wine and champagne plants, which “you will see next time right from the window of the Central Committee in Chisinau.” I listened about the nuclear power plant that would be built on the Nistru River near Grigoriopol, dozens of kilometers away from the capital, if “Gosplan from Moscow will provide the money”. Not a single word was uttered about the real situation, about the protests, about the real problems that society faced, or about the politics of transparency and openness and how “the communists and the people” of Moldova would promote it in practice. I remembered then the words that were spoken to me a year earlier, “I don’t like this Grossu of yours.  When I am talking to him, he agrees with everything and seems to be supporting Gorbachev’s policy line, but in reality he is either not doing anything or doing everything backwards.”

The phrase belongs to Gorbachev. He said it to me at a 1989 lunch in Bucharest for the leaders of the Warsaw Pact states. He was right. 

A chance of finding common ground, of preventing the dissolution of Moldova, and, thereby, the formation of a separatist creature, Transnistria, still existed. In my reports after these trips, which as far as I know reached the office of General Secretary without any editing (something that happened seldom
), I named the person who in my opinion was capable of calming the situation and preventing an escalation of the confrontation:  Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev. He could still bring the opposing camps to a civilized dialogue. Several days later, I found out that Gorbachev had decided to visit Moldova. The necessary materials as well as a detailed program were prepared. Three cargo planes with automobiles and security equipment arrived at the Chisinau airport.  Moldovan youths in national costumes waited for the General Secretary with the traditional bread and salt, and Chisinau was literally turned upside down. Unfortunately, something happened, as it always did. At the last moment, Gorbachev canceled his trip on the advice of Marshal Sergey Akhromeyev, a deputy representing Moldova (the Balti district) in the Supreme Soviet of the USSR. “There is nothing to do there, Mikhail Sergeyevich. They [Moldovans] are nationalists waiting for the borders to open up and to unite with Romania,” – this was the argument, as I found out later from another of Gorbachev’s counselors. Later on, the russophone leadership of Transnistria used the same argument to justify their boycott and separation from Moldova’s parliament, government, and other institutions of the independent and sovereign country. This was the first step into a conflict that from the very beginning was of a political and not of an ethnic character, thus different from the conflicts in the Caucasus region.

The role of leadership is critical in issues of ethno-political conflicts and is central to the debate on the conflicts’ causes. The Russian experts in conflictology are emphasizing a few main factors conducive to local, regional, intra- and inter-state conflicts: 1) the struggle for power between and within various political (local and central) forces and clans; 2) local push for greater autonomy and to independence from central authorities; 3) unsettled territorial and border disputes between various state and ethnic formations. The weakening of Moscow’s control during Gorbachev’s time and the inefficiency of efforts by the international organizations afterwards served as catalysts of the already existing and emerging conflicts. By the mid-1990s, scholars identified more than 40 ethnic and territorial conflicts within the Caucasus alone. 

c) The myth of the “proletarian internationalism” of the Center vs. “nationalism” on the periphery.

Western political analysts often utilize the assumptions of nationalism theory to analyze causes of Soviet conflicts during the 1980s and the NIS conflicts during the 1990s. Yet, even the best analysts often do not realize how inadequate to Western perception were the interpretations of “nationalism” by the Soviet social science and by communist propaganda. “Nationalism” was treated as an anti-thesis of “proletarian internationalism,” while nationalists were fashioned as the “dark forces and internal conspirators” in service of the “imperialist countries,” like the United States. Persons suspected by the KGB as nationalists were expelled from the universities and cultural institutions, prohibited to hold any leadership positions in public organizations, and were generally treated as “enemies of the state.” This rejection of the elementary right for an independent opinion and for any possibility to express it openly contributed in the late 1980s to major social tensions, protests, and confrontations with the security and internal department forces and served as a catalyst to the emerging local conflicts. 

In May 1987, I visited Armenia with a mission to assess the latest developments in this republic and in the region as a whole. During my numerous meetings with state and party functionaries, local and central authorities, and with ordinary people, I saw the growing tensions over the situation in Nagorno-Karabakh. Many questions and suggestions were related to the change of boundaries and to the transfer of this “historically Armenian land, populated by an Armenian majority”
 from Azeri to Armenian jurisdiction that would create, in the opinion of my collocutors, “the necessary conditions for economic, social and cultural revival of this backward region.” It was the apogee of perestroika’s times and people there sincerely believed in statements of the Soviet leadership and in the power of Gorbachev’s Central Committee to provide a peaceful solution. Even officials told me that Armenia is ready to proceed to an exchange of contested territories with Azerbaijan, for example exchanging a part of the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast’ for a part of Zangezur. Many years later, I heard similar ideas in my discussions with Paul Goble, a prominent political analyst and a Senior Advisor to the Voice of America, who considered such exchange the most reasonable strategy in the pre-war times.  In the opinion of the Armenian officials with whom I interacted, such an exchange would correct the “historical injustice” and eliminate the major obstacles to the national renaissance of the Karabakh Armenians, at the same time clearing the Armenian - Azeri relations. As I understood from these conversations, at that time nobody in Armenia intended to use force or to start the war of “reunification.” 

In the late 1980s, the Soviet regime and its leadership in Moscow and on the territories were incapable of comprehending the real trends, of starting a dialogue with the opposition, and of proposing reasonable approaches and solutions to the nationality crises. The official propaganda continued to project intolerance and rejection of any change, thus bypassing possible solutions to the emerging conflicts within the USSR. The party leaders in the Center and on the periphery lacked the courage to address the problems in the real terms, to accept any changes of borders, and to correct any injustices committed in the past. They preferred to act in traditional and restrictive Soviet manner by espousing the old myth of “internationalism.” Fearing change, they were paralyzed by the events.

Nagorno-Karabakh become the first ethnic problem to emerge in the South Caucasus in late 1987, evolving later on in the first and most cruel interstate conflict in the post-Soviet area. Svante Cornell identified this dispute as a conflict where ethnicity and history are pitted against geography and economy.
 The first reaction to my colleagues’ and my reports on the growing tensions in this region and to our prediction of eventual mass clashes on ethnic issues was that the events in Armenia and NKAO represent no more than “ national extremism” aimed to undermine Gorbachev’s reform, mere “hooliganism of anti-perestroika forces.” I understood very soon that even Mikhail Gorbachev ignored the complexity of NK problems and proved to be ill equipped to deal with this issue according to its importance. The momentum was lost and the consequences of this neglect were disastrous. As Michael Croissant observed, “Seemingly ignorant of the complexity of the Nagorno-Karabakh problem and the grievances between Armenia and Azerbaijan, the General Secretary committed his regime to a policy of reacting to developments rather than heading them off through the search for a suitable solution”.
  Mikhail Gorbachev and his senior advisers underestimated the explosiveness of the “national question” in spite of the fact that their policy ignited it.
3. Historical, Cultural, and Language “Generators” of Conflicts
Along with the recovery of national history, the defense of languages and cultures became another critical issue of a new discourse of the struggle for national revival. Gorbachev’s statement at the January 1989 Plenum of the Central Committee – “We cannot permit even the smallest people to disappear, the language of even the smallest people to be lost; we cannot permit nihilism with regard to the culture, traditions, and history of peoples, be they big or small”
 – served as an important impetus to the national renaissance in the Soviet republics and to the start of democratization process. At the same time, many researches consider the language and cultural issues as the key factors leading to the violent ethno-political conflicts in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  

The dispute over languages was not just an academic exercise but also a cornerstone issue in the search for a new political identity of nations and peoples of the Soviet republics. It became the most potent base of mass mobilization in the movement for liberation from totalitarianism, a base for the rise and development of civil society. The ethnic dimension of this movement provided a source and mechanism of identity formation for the emerging new and old nations within the Newly Independent States, based primarily on cultural and linguistic belonging. Language, as mentioned by the British professor Jeff Richards and his German colleagues Herder and Fichte, is often singled out “as the essential criterion of nationhood and basis for nationalism. Only through a vernacular language and its literature can one grasp the ‘personality’ or ‘soul’ of a nation; and only through the communication of messages in an agreed code can a sense of nationality develop.”
 I would like to further elaborate on this subject because of its importance for understanding:  first,- the evolution of public discourse in the context of democratic development of the post-Soviet states, Moldova in particular; and second,- the role of language and cultural problems in igniting secessionist conflicts in the post-Soviet space, focusing on that in Transnistria; 

a) Evolution of the public discourse in context of democratic development in the NIS (on Moldova’s experience).

The issue of national language and, in a broader aspect, of national culture has had a great political importance in the process of the civic-nation and state-institute building.  In the opinion of a Canadian researcher Taras Kuzio, questions of language and culture are central to the post-Soviet “imperial transition.”
 During the Soviet era, the political discourse within the autocratic party-state regime had developed in Russian. Russian language was almost exclusively used in the public meetings as an “inter-nations communication tool.” It was also the official language in the social sphere, the common administrative and judicial language. The Russian language was the official state language in all former-Soviet republics.

In the case of Moldova, the native language – a de facto Romanian language, identified as “Moldovan” by the Constitution – was used predominantly in the countryside schools and at home. The only form of its political use was in press: the official Soviet propaganda, although predominantly in Russian, also utilized a special kind of “wooden language,” directly translated from the Soviet Russian. In practice, all non-Russian nationalities found themselves to be cultural and linguistic minorities of the Russian-speaking USSR. Under these circumstances, neighboring ethnic groups within the Soviet republics adapted not so much to each other, but to the Russian-speaking majority of the USSR and to the ethnically Russian minority in each republic. This was, for example, the case of the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Region within Azerbaijan where the Armenian titular nationality and the Azeri minority did not interacted in either Armenian or Azeri languages, but in Russian.

Democratic changes began in the late 1980s with waves of “national revival” throughout the Soviet Union promoted by cultural-linguistic and socio-political movements and popular fronts that adopted such names as “Awakening”, “Rebirth”, “Revival”, “Limba Noastra (Our Language),” etc. In Moldova, the first meetings were mostly cultural gatherings, where crowds of Moldovans sang and recited poems in native [Romanian] language. Yet, this was also a nationalistic movement.  As such, it generated a lot of extremist elements with mass anti-Communist demonstrations, where among the most popular slogans were such as, “Chemodan, Vokzal, Rossia (Suitcase, Train Station, Russia)” – demanding clearly for the Russian population to leave Moldova. The society at that time began to split into two opposing sides: on the one side, there was the Moldovan majority who demanded immediate secession from the Soviet Union and some of whom advocated an almost immediate union with Romania; on the other side, there was the Russian-speaking minority, or “the Russophones,” devoted to the Soviet regime and set against the dissolution of the USSR. This profound division was formally expressed by the names of the two main organizations: the Popular Front (nationalistic and with a clear pro-Romanian orientation) and the Interfront (Soviet and pro-Russian in its orientation). The very names referred to the battleground that later on facilitated the division of Moldova into two parts, resulting in the so-called Pridnestrovskaia Moldavskaya Sovetskaya Sotzialisticeskaya Respublica, a prototype for the subsequent separation of Transnistria even before the collapse of the Soviet Union. 


The confrontations emerged on the historical background and consequences of decades of political, cultural, linguistic and ethnic imperialism of the Center against Periphery, discrimination of titular nation (Moldovans) and alienation from their authentic culture, traditions and language. A non-titular nation – Rusophones - suddenly became a minority in a new independent Republic of Moldova, but with the same imperial conscience inherited from the Soviet statehood. According to Igor Munteanu, “the greatest obstacle in the way of the integration of the nontitulars into the changing political system of Moldova was not so much the new official language as their reluctance to accept the existence of the new Moldovan state, with its national symbols that had so long been denigrated under communism”
. This was a paradoxical reaction of Russophones to the adopted by Moldovan parliament Law on citizenship that granted the right of citizenship to everyone who lived in Moldova on the day of the declaration of sovereignty – 23 June 1990
.
b) Myths, symbols and the alphabet.

In Moldova, this was the time when the very nature of public discourse was transformed. Speeches and propaganda from both sides were very aggressive, flatly rejecting the opponent’s ideology and resisting any attempts for a compromise. 

Political organizations of the non-titular russophone population largely used the Soviet rhetoric and the Soviet symbols of “friendship among all Soviet peoples,” the “proletarian internationalism,” and even the Soviet flag, the hammer and sickle emblem, and the red star symbols that, for a short time, became official symbols of Transnistria’s “statehood.” This signaled a demonstration of loyalty to Communism and mobilized some public forces and regions into strongholds of the old regime. Interestingly, these forces interpreted “internationalism” in a rather chauvinistic way. The most common idea utilized by the Interfront propaganda – and this is accepted by the current communist party in Chisinau – was that, “Russia has brought Moldovans culture and education,” that “Russia has fed and washed up Moldovans for years,” etc.

The Popular Front, on the other side, portrayed Russians as “occupants.” For the first time, the Front brought up the issues once completely absent from political speeches, i.e. such taboo matters as mass deportations of Moldovan peasants to Siberia in 1940 and 1949 or the organized mass starvation of 1949. Reports and documents were published that were immediately denied by the opposite side. Among the extremist claims of that period were requests to remove the monument to the Russian poet Pushkin from the central park of Chisinau, because someone had found uncivil remarks about Moldovans in his writings. The Interfront spokespeople retaliated by pronouncing the classic of the Romanian (and Moldovan) literature, Mihai Eminescu, a “fascist”, etc. 

Defense of national culture and language was the most important and critical issue in the struggle for Moldova’s revival and against enforced russification. This is hard to imagine, but during the Soviet times in Chisinau there were only a few schools and kindergartens that taught in Moldovan. Moldovan was reportedly among the “foreign language” courses offered at a local polytechnic institute. The forced shift to Cyrillic scripts after Moldova’s incorporation into the Soviet Union in 1940 and again after the “liberation” in 1944 had cut the Moldovans off from their cultural roots and literary classics in Romania, shaping an ever broadening agenda of language reform during perestroika and glasnost.
 The decision of the newly independent Moldovan government to switch from Cyrillic to the Latin alphabet used in Romania, in addition to the adoption of the same official flag colors as Romania’s became the major excuse for the secessionist movement and its main motive:  the opposition to the so-called “Romanization” of Moldova. This caused a violent confrontation in Transnistria, which led to the armed conflict in March-June, 1992.

Fortunately, the people of Moldova had enough wisdom to reject these extremist tendencies and slogans. It must be noted, that even the Russians of Transnistria, surveyed several years after the open warfare of separatist forces with the Moldovan police in 1992, expressed openness to assimilation with the Moldovan society. For example, when asked whether they supported Moldovan as a required subject in Transnistrian schools, 73.7% of ethnically Russian respondents were in agreement with this idea. 78.7% of the Russians in Moldova thought that Moldovan should be one of the languages of education in state schools.  Such results might lead one to conclude that “cultural separation, the source of prejudice and stereotyping, is not a primary reason for higher levels of violence.”

During this “romantic” period of changes – in late 1980s and early 1990s – many new myths and symbols appeared in Moldova and in other former Soviet republics. For example, one of the most common notions in the language of Moldovan nationalists of the period was “mankurt.” This word described someone who has forgotten or deliberately given up his national identity. The word derived from a well-known novel by a prominent Kirghiz writer Chingiz Aitmatov, The Day Lasts Longer Than a Hundred Years. The story was inspired by an ancient epic about Kazakh youths who were kidnapped by a belligerent nomad tribe. The kidnappers would cover boys’ heads with a piece of camel stomach, which would dry on the sun and squeeze the crane of the victims driving them insane from pain, until they forgot even their names, their language, their history. A man like this was called “mankurt.” From these “mankurts”— a powerful symbol of the deliberate distraction of national memory and a metaphor for de-nationalization – the kidnappers would make fearless warriors, ready to fight and kill their own people, their parents, and their relatives.  The word “mankurt” was widely used to characterize those Moldovans, mostly from the party-state structures, who “collaborated” with the Soviet regime and rejected the idea of Romanian roots in Moldovan history, culture, and people. The struggle to recapture historical truth was a struggle to restore self-understanding and self-esteem, bringing historical rectification to the center of the process of national renaissance. 

Another word prominent in the public discourse was “mafia” (successfully replaced today by the word “corruption”). This word was new at that time and acquired a very broad meaning. Interestingly, the definition of “mafia” was less that of organized crime, but more about a coalition (often imaginary) of some occult political forces to stop the national movement. The slogan “Down with mafia!” was the most common and the most ambiguous in this period. 

In addition, Moldovan national revival brought to the public attention the issue of environmental problems. Nationalist ecologists launched the slogan of “ecological disaster” in Moldova caused by the Soviet regime. The degree of pollution of the waters and soils was often exaggerated. Everyone talked about “pesticides” and “herbicides” without even knowing what these were. It was a common to hear a mayor of a village or a president of a kolkhoz complaining about a polluted pound on his land as part of the “global ecological disaster.” 

The Interfront had its own symbols. Every successful step in promoting national language was criticized as an action “igniting inter-ethnic hatred.” The words “Romania” and “Romanian language” were demonized by the Interfront leaders, who constantly linked them to the memories of the “fascist Romanian occupation.” 

c) The evolution of public discourse in Moldova: tolerance for political past and new market phraseology 

After the first, “romantic” period of the national revival and after the proclamation of independence of the country, the political discourse had to face completely different problems. The “black Tuesday” (August 14, 1998) – the crash of the Ruble – has hit both Moldovans and “Russophones”. Surviving the economic difficulties of transition took over the quest for national identity or language issues. Even the two big political forces that used to shape the first Moldovan Parliament—Popular Christian Democratic Front and Interfront- rapidly lost their predominance. New parties emerged, bringing new linguistic habits. The leaders of the biggest Agrarian Democratic Party, that won the parliamentarian elections of 1994 with a majority of vote (54 from 101 seats), have set the tone for a “pragmatic,” economically-oriented discourse. They claimed to speak on behalf of the Moldovan peasants.  Therefore, their language was often rustic, very different from the enflamed and metaphorical speeches of the leaders of the first Parliament, mostly writers or university professors. The agrarians, many of them kolkhoz presidents or agronomists, inspired a Moldova-centered and often anti-Romanian political language. Their discourse abounded in criticisms towards the “democrats” who in their opinion had neglected the people’s needs, destroyed the collective property, and cut off the historical ties with Russia and the former Soviet republics.

When the new Moldovan Constitution was adopted by this second Parliament in 1994, it proclaimed the official language to be “Moldovan” and not Romanian. The lexicon and the rhetoric in this period became in some respects similar to that of the Soviet era:  endless speeches against “the enemies of Moldovan statehood,” accusation of political opponents in “diverting the people’s attention from the real problems,” and the Soviet-like manner of finding a scapegoat for every failure in the economic and social field, etc. The nationalist lexicon became more defensive; the parties of nationalistic orientation defined themselves as “right-wing” parties and embraced a national-Christian or general-democratic rhetoric. At the same time, the intelligentsia that was distanced from political power launched accusations of “betrayal of national ideals” and “agro-communist revenge.” In this period, the ex-communist elite regained control over the main responsibilities in the state, only now as the leaders of democratically elected bodies. Apart from some vain attempts by the Popular Front to impose a “lustration” law, banning former communist executives and KGB agents from public offices, the issue of one’s political past was never really brought up in Moldova at that time. The situation was very similar to the other ex-Soviet republics, where a strong opposition to the regime has never really existed, or existed at a far lower level than that in Central Europe. One could not speak about some “hidden elite,” waiting to assume the leading role. In practice, all new leaders had been colleagues, at different levels of the hierarchy, in the same Communist party or its youth organization - Komsomol. The only difference was in their political evolution after the independence.

Despite the environment of political stagnation resulting from the one-party rule (the Agrarian party holding primacy), democracy continued to develop in Moldova. The freedom of expression was never really challenged in the decade of 1990s. The fury of personal attacks, so characteristic of the first period of national revival, diminished. Special laws were adopted against public calumny; lawsuits were filed for such cases. Moreover, the public began to look for analysis rather for political labels in newspapers and news. The changes in economic life had a big impact on the public discourse. During all this time, the foreign technical assistance to Moldova, mainly from the United States, had been constantly provided. A privatization campaign was launched in Moldova earlier than in other NIS. The national land privatization program transferred the land to the peasants, its new owners. Such words as “titles of ownership” meant more than their juridical meaning: they changed the whole philosophy of Moldovan peasants. And it is important to note that, for them, “the Americans brought the land back.” 

As an economics professor, I witnessed the sudden impact that the acknowledgement of the principles of market economy had on the society. Such words as “manager,” “management,” “investment,” “capital,” and “dividend,” once banned as expressions of global imperialism, rapidly became familiar, common words.  The spread of the new market-related terminology was a good sign of change, not only in economic relations, but also in the mentality of Moldovans.

These slow but steady processes within the society, along with a more clear definition by the political parties of their message, become more evident after the third parliamentary elections in 1998. The Agrarian Democratic Party (ADP), that held the majority of seats in the previous legislature, did not even pass the electoral threshold. Local analysts considered then that Agrarians were weakened not only by their conceptual failures, but also by their outdated political language. New times brought new political goals and a new rhetoric. The ideals of democracy and democratic reforms, heavily criticized earlier, emerged with a renewed force. The majority of the political leaders declared at this time their intent to seek Moldova’s integration into the European structures and processes.  All political actors claimed to defend “general human values” and “the human rights,” even though the understanding of these values was different for each political force.

In these conditions of emerging democracy and political pluralism, the communist party under the new name – the Party of Communists of Moldova (PCM) – became the biggest faction of the parliament. At that period, the PCM did not openly reject the goals of reform and European integration, understanding perfectly how deep was the impact of these ideas on the people’s hopes for the future. Their rhetoric was cautious: they were “against the reforms for the sake of reforms,” emphasizing their concern over the social costs of transition. In the economic field, in many aspects their conception was similar to that of the social democrats.  However, the PCM refused to accept the title of social-democrats, since that could equate to the loss of 40% of their voters, mainly aged, retired people nostalgic for the communist era of stability and “cheap bread, sausages, and vodka.” 

It is important to note here that the public discourse in Moldova, as in other former Soviet republics, was and is still far from being fully democratic or civil. Partly, this is because the former nomenclature remains close to power, unwilling to give up its old Soviet habits. Partly, it is because of the generally low level of political culture in the post-Soviet republics. It is regrettable that the press, even though it is more professional at the present, still remains partisan. Financial dependence of media perpetuates the situation. This may change over time and with substantial international assistance, American in particular, to the civil society and the independent mass media. Meanwhile, public discourse in Moldova, as well as in other former Soviet countries, is still developing.  At this stage, the media is merely a useful tool for the politicians who aim to shape the public opinion, sometimes in a wrong way.  Nevertheless, the current process of development may still proceed in the right direction.  The public discourse may still become a tool of society’s control over the politicians, an expression of the political maturity of the society, and the means for finding solutions to pertinent problems, including those of conflicts in separatist regions.

d) The public discourse in Transnistria: frozen in the pre-Gorbachev communist ideology. 

Soon after its secession from Moldova, Transnistria became something of a “communist museum” under the open-skies, where all Soviet-era monuments and names were carefully preserved.  This eastern part of Moldova remind a “Soviet empire in miniature” with the same names of the streets and boulevards, the same feasts and traditions and conserved memories from the communist time. As Moldovan researchers Stela Suhan and Natalia Cojocaru emphasized “students in the school continue to learn the history and geography of the USSR – a state that does not exist anymore on the world’s maps…”
 The creation and maintenance of Transnistria’s separate identity was due in big part to the staunch persistence of the communist ideology and to the resolve of Transnistrian leaders, the “red directors” who came to this region from Russia, to oppose any democratic change and reform. Preservation of the hammer and sickle emblem, of the Soviet Moldova red-green-red flag, and of the old-style communist rhetoric became the “business card” of Transnistria. Even the legislature bears the traditional name of the Supreme Soviet.

Moldovan and Transnistrian officials used history, culture, and language to justify their actions. This ultimately led to the 1992 war on the Nistru River.  In order to understand the roots and the course of this conflict, it is necessary to mention some of the major trends in this separatist region and in Moldova as a whole.

First, Moldova underwent a series of enforced changes to its ethnic structure in the past two hundred years.  This includes the active assimilation of Bessarabia annexed by Russia in 1812
 and Stalin’s regime deportations following the 1944 “liberation.” About 500,000 Moldovans were deported to Siberia in the period of 1944-59, while about 300,000 Russians were brought to Moldova. Charles King, A Georgetown university professor and author of one of the best monography on the Moldovan national identity, mentioned that “within the local party, Russians and Ukrainians dominated; at the all-union level the Moldovans were the least represented nationality in the entire Soviet union. The few moldovans who found prominent positions in the local and central organs were invariably from Transnistria”
. 
During almost 50 years of Soviet rule, the percentage of ethnic Russians in Moldova increased from 6.7% in 1941 to 13% in 1989, and up to 25% in Transnistria.  As a result of the enforced policy of immigration and Stalinists purges of “bourgeois elements” the Moldovans were reduced to a minority in urban areas (they made up only about 43 percent of the population of Moldova’s capital – Chisinau by 1989). Together with Ukrainians, other Slavs, and Turkic (gagauz) ethnicities they constituted the Russophone minority of Moldova, but formed the majority in Transnistria. Stuart Kaufman referred to the Dnestrian Russophones as a “coalition of ethnic interests,”
 and the ethnic aspect of the Transnistrian conflict in essence “is a conflict between Moldovans and a regionally concentrated Russophone population that has a “Soviet’ identity,” according to Steven D. Roper.

Second, as a consequence of the persistent russification policy, the Russian language became dominant in the Moldovan society, and especially in the urban areas. By 1989, only 10% of kindergartens in Chisinau conducted classes primarily in Moldovan (Romanian) and the language was absent in the elementary and secondary schools of Tiraspol. 
  Thus, the native language of the titular population of Moldova became a marginalized language spoken mostly in rural areas and at home. It is logical that the new language legislation was at the center of the process of Moldova’s emancipation from the Soviet legacy. The Constitutional amendments of August 30, 1989, introduced “Moldovan” as the state language, written in the Latin alphabet.  Russian lost its status of the de-facto official language, newly defined as the language of “interethnic communication.” This move was not accepted by the Russophones of Transnistria, as the Supreme Soviet of the so-called Pridnestrovskaya Moldavskaya Respublika (PMR) abolished the 1989 language law, reinstating the use of the Cyrillic alphabet for Moldovan language, keeping it heavily underrepresented in the schools, public administration, judicial institutions, and health care organizations.

Third, the under-representation of ethnic Moldovans in the state and party institutions, and in the most desirable and prestigious professions, and a de-facto discrimination of the native (titular) majority were conducive to the formation of ethnic socio-economic cleavages. For example, in 1960-1970s less than one third of the members in the Central Committee of the Moldovan Communist Party were of Moldovan origin, while two thirds were Slavs. Ethnic composition of the population at the time was exactly the opposite: 65% of the population was Moldovans.
 At the same time nontitulars (ethnic Russians, Ukrainians, and Jews) constituted an absolute majority of engineering personnel in industry, especially in electronics and other high techs 
 . The situation was even graver in Transnistria, where Moldovan was proclaimed one of the three official languages along with Russian and Ukrainian, was not allowed to play any significant role in political and economic life. Public discourse was and still is dominated by the Soviet type of Russian language abundant with communist rhetoric and Marxist phraseology. 

The Nistru River, it may be argued, is not just a scenic divide within one country: it is instead a watershed, the physical manifestation of a psychological division between Moldovans on one side and Transdniestrians of whatever ethnic background on the other.
 This geographic separation has been reinforced by major differences in history, culture, and language. It is an unjustified simplification to consider the conflict in Transnistria a showdown between ethnic Moldovans and the Russian-speaking population. The essence of this separation was political and not ethnic or cultural.  This constitutes the most important difference of the Transnistria conflict from other conflicts in the former Soviet Union.
4. Political, Economic, Territorial and Environmental Roots of Conflicts
One of the main factors of the dissolution of the URSS and the following conflicts was the economic inconsistency of the Soviet system of management. The Soviet Union, as a marketless formation based on socialist property, a centrally planned economy, and a communist party-state regime, proved to be tremendously inefficient and uncompetitive with the capitalist economies. The internal stability could be preserved only by a strong central state with massive resources at its disposal, operating a redistributive economy and with the help of an extensive coercive apparatus. The incoherence and inner contradictions of Gorbachev’s economic reforms had multiplied devastating consequences for republics and local officials. As mentioned by Philip Goldman, Gail Lapidus, and Victor Zaslavsky, “Ever greater responsibilities were devolved upon them while at the same time they were increasingly deprived of the resources needed to deal with [these responsibilities]”.
 

a) “Perestroika ne perekroika”: political leadership rivalry and contending visions of the Soviet future

By the end of 1980s and beginning of 1990s the collapse of the Soviet Union became a question of time, especially in the light of Eastern and Central European countries’ experience of failed socialism. Two contending scenarios arose about the future of the USSR: first,- the “modern” (“European”) scenario envisaged the Soviet Union as a confederation of sovereign national republics with a substantial political and economic autonomy and a center with a limited, even symbolic, functions in foreign affairs, defense, and security policies; and second,- the “conservative” (“American”) scenario foretell a recreation of a powerful quasi-federal Soviet state with the priority to protect individual, rather than group (national) rights, and with a limited sovereignty for the national republics. 

The Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev proposed a third, “centrist” scenario:  re-federalization of the USSR based on the new Treaty, a constitutional arrangement of power sharing between the federal Center (Moscow) and new subjects of federation, which included 15 union republics and 20 autonomous republics. Gorbachev supported ambitious leaders within ethnic autonomies in Russia and in other republics, for example, in Abkhazia and South Ossetia in Georgia. Gorbachev’s formula would devolve significant responsibilities and resources to the subjects of the future federation, the main goal being to prevent the dissolution of the USSR and to avert dangers of ethnic conflicts, or, as Gorbachev put it, “to avoid ‘Lebanonization’ of the country.”  Participation of autonomous republics as equals in a New Union Treaty could weaken the exclusive rights of the union republics’ leaders to define a new structure for the country. For Gorbachev, set on maintaining the Center’s leading role via the formula of “15+1” (15 Republics plus Center), it was important to destroy the monolithic position of the republics and restrain his most powerful opponent, Boris Yeltin.
 In this period (August 1990 – May 1991), characterized by Mikhail Gorbachev as a “war of sovereignties, a war of laws, a war for authority owing to the lack of a clarification of power” between the Union and the nationalist Russian leadership, 16 autonomous republics within Russia adopted their own declarations of sovereignty and the Russian Federation itself suddenly faced serious challenges of disintegration.

In April 1990, the USSR Congress of People’s Deputies voted on the Law on the Division of Powers between the USSR and the Subjects of the Federation.  This Law altered the constitutional distinctions between union and autonomous republics, equalizing them as the “subjects of the federation,” and introduced a new institutional mechanism guaranteeing, in Gorbachev’s opinion, “the integrity of the Soviet Union.” As James Hughes and Gwendolyn Sasse write, “Once this law was passed, a secessionist union republic exercising its constitutional right to ‘sovereignty’ and secession (though there was no clearly defined legal means of so doing) could be faced by similar secessionist demands from an autonomous republic (if it contained one).”
  The adoption of this Law introduced new notions to the political discourse of the time: “delimiting powers” and “power-sharing”, “sovereignty” and “secession.” The Law, however, never became a real politique, since the new Union Treaty never become a base for a re-federalized state, although it was supported at the referendum called for the “preservation of the Soviet Union” (March 17, 1991) by 76,4% of population.
 The effect of this legislative activity was quite opposite from expected by its proponents: it did not prevent the “secessionism” of the union republics and at the same time it did not guarantee against the emergence of secessionist movements and separatists republics – de-facto states—within the boundaries of the Newly Independent States (NIS). 

b) Economic hardships:  the “catalyst” of the USSR dissolution and of emerging secessionism 
To some extent, ethno-political conflicts in the Soviet Union were the product of economic backwardness and poverty and the Soviet leadership tried to manage them by providing some “additional aid” to the region in conflict. For example, one of the results of my and my colleagues’ reports on the developments in Nagorno-Karabakh (submitted after our assessment missions in Armenia and Azerbaijan in 1987) was the decree adopted by the USSR Council of Ministers designed to “accelerate the socio-economic development of the Nagorno-Karabakh region.” A year later, in March 1988, in an attempt to seek “a just solution” to this dispute Mikhail Gorbachev brought the issue before both the USSR Supreme Soviet and the CPSU Central Committee. Resultant resolutions promised to boost the investment in housing, industry, and social services, including the provision of Armenian television and books to the population of Nagorno-Karabakh autonomy.
 Yet, economic assistance, as well as economic blockades, should not have been the solution for such conflict. The economic factor and hardships accelerated the dissolution of the Soviet Union and challenged the national economies of the Newly Independent States. Success or failure of economic reforms had an immediate impact (positive, as in the case of Baltic States, or negative, as in the case of Moldova in early 1990s) on interstate and inter-ethnic relations. Even later on, these close links of the economies of the NIS to the Russian economy represented one of the major obstacles to their real independence.  Thus, the ruble collapse of 1998 seriously affected the interconnected economies of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This was especially the case in Moldova. The resultant 80% loss of the Moldovan national currency value and contraction of the economy to 35-40% of the pre-independence level led to a politically unstable situation, as well as social and economic crises.  Clearly, this further reduced Moldova’s gravitational pull for Transnistrians. At the same time, Transnistrian separatism slowed down partly because of bad economic performance in this region as well.

Importantly, in late 1980s, the political debates and struggle of the union republics with Moscow for a higher degree of autonomy and independence within the Soviet Union were focused more on economic and environmental issues than on political and cultural problems. According to Valery Tishkov, among the issues raised in speeches at the first Congress of the People’s Deputies in 1988-1989 were ”the questions of environmental conditions, economic sustainability, and local economic control that outranked issues of political sovereignty, democratization, and human rights.”
  Gradual weakening of Central control over the economic structures created a legitimacy crisis for the state, “a crisis of governance nationally, and fueled social [and, I would add, ethno-political] conflicts of various sorts.”
 Trying to accommodate the growing pressure from the union republics for a greater level of economic and political autonomy, Central Soviet authorities proposed the concept of khozraschet (self-management and self-financing system based on the state property) as the core of new, more flexible federal arrangements. But this formula did not work because of the extreme over-centralization of the Soviet economic system, controversial issues over dependency (“who is feeding and clothing whom?”), and environmental problems.

The premises for turbulent transition of the ex-Soviet republics from centrally planned command economic system to the market-based economy were created in late 1980s under Gorbachev’s leadership. Gorbachev introduced the ideas of economic reforms as a necessity if the “Soviet Union were to continue as a superpower against the USA,” ideas of competition and democratization, even notions of “perestroika” and “glasnost’,” in a highly-revealing speech made on December 10, 1984, just prior to his becoming the General Secretary. There was no lack of new economic initiatives during Gorbachev’s time. Among some of the most prominent of these initiatives were:  the Law on Individual Labor and Activity (1986), the Law on Cooperatives (1988), and the establishment of the Commission on Economic Reforms (1989), headed by Deputy Prime Minister L.Abalkin. In the book “Perestroika: New Thinking for Our Country and the World” (1987), widely publicized in the West and less so in the USSR, Mikhail Gorbachev introduced the new model of an economically independent “socialist producer,” the new concept of price-determination based on the combination of market mechanisms and state regulation, and the ideas of gradually replacing the old-style planning by decree with planning by recommendation and forecasts. The most important impact of these new notions and reforms was the diminished interference of the Communist Party into the economy and the thinning role of such hitherto major economic players as Gosplan (State Planning Committee), Gossnab (State Committee for Material and Technical Supply), Minfin (Ministry of Finance), and other central economic ministries.  Up to the time of Gorbachev’s reforms, these central institutions acted as “virtual empires” using their power and recourses in their strictly departmental interests, regardless of local economic, social, or ecological needs, ethno-cultural and historic traditions. The aftermath of giant socialist projects that involved injurious exploitation of local mineral and energy resources, lacked of adequate compensation to the regions and communities, and grossly polluted rivers and environment triggered various movements and forms of national protest in the union and autonomous republics, whose leaders sought, above all, to establish their own control over their own economies. 

Gorbachev’s economic reforms, although it is hard to qualify them as “radical,” accelerated the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the awaking of national consciousness. These reforms provided strong incentives for the leaders of autonomous regions within union republics (even within the Russian Federation itself) to become independent from Moscow, but also from their own republican centers (Chisinau, Kiev, Baku, Tbilisi, etc). It is obvious that Gorbachev’s reforms were limited: as he himself mentioned, “We will carry out reforms within the framework of socialism, but not within the framework that puts chains on society and extinguishes initiative and incentive.”
 As the former Russian President Boris Yeltin emphasized in his interview for Newsweek in 1992, “He [Gorbachev] wanted to combine things that cannot be combined – to marry a hedgehog and a grass snake – communism and a market economy, public-property ownership and private-property ownership, the multiparty system and the Communist Party with its monopoly on power. But these things are incompatible”.
 It is important to mention that even the failures of Gorbachev’s economic reforms have a historical role:  they provided an opportunity for Gorbachev’s successor, Boris Yeltsin, to end the system at any cost. As Irving Michelman states, “[Yeltsin] ended Gorbachev’s dysfunctional, hybrid-economy by decisive action, with painful results over too long a time. Still he brought Russia across the line to a potential market-economy, compatible with democracy, but not an advertisement for capitalist-democracy in its present state.”

c) Territories and resources – a centerpiece of ethno-political disputes and conflicts

The basis of federal state formation under the Soviet rule was the Stalinist linkage of ethnicity, territory, and political administration. Ethnicity, as Victor Zaslavsky observed, was “institutionalized on the group level by the creation of a federation of ethno-territorial units, governed by indigenous political elites and organized into an elaborate administrative hierarchy.”
 The Soviet Union was a state of unprecedented diversity in all meanings of this word – historical, cultural, economical, geographical, and religious:  as the communist propaganda emphasized, the Union was to become a “cradle” for more than 100 nations. Yet, only 53 of these nationalities were endowed with their own territory and their own ethno-territorial status of “titular” nationalities. Over 20% of Soviet population (about 60 million) lived outside of their identified ethno-territorial units. The status of nationalities also varied widely. In descending order there were: 15 Soviet Socialist Republics (SSRs), accorded the highest status; 20 Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republics (ASSR); 8 Autonomous regions (oblasti), and 10 Autonomous districts (okruga). The formal rights to secede were given only to the Union Republics and de-facto never happened before Gorbachev’s perestroika. The hierarchy of ethno-territorial statuses was reflected in the hierarchy of conflicts within the USSR. 

The dissolution of the Soviet Union removed only one level of conflict: that of the Union Center, which, in the opinion of one Russian researcher, Airat R.Aklaev, “represented not only the decision-maker, but also both the producer and the distributor.” At the same time, it contributed to the escalation of already existing ethno-political conflicts (in the Caucasus and Transnistria, in particular) and to the “evident re-emergence of a dominant center seeking regional hegemony in Central Eurasia”. 
 This tendency of re-consolidation and centralization of power around the new/old Center (Moscow) is observed today very clearly not only in the policy of the Russian government towards the 83 subjects (regions) of Russian Federation, but also in its conceptual and practical approaches toward the Newly Independent States (NIS), the former Soviet Republics. For example the November 2003 Kozak Memorandum
 that proposed a settlement for the Transnistrian conflict is, in fact, a model of recovery of former Soviet republics, according to Alexander Rahrr, program director at the German Association of Foreign Policy. Alexander Rahrr was also quoted by the Russian electronic version of the newspaper Nezavisimaya Gazeta as saying that the political elite in Moscow is increasingly treating the collapse of the Soviet Union as a mistake. Moscow’s model of confederation for Moldova, in the case of success, could be extended over Georgia, and later over Armenia and Azerbaijan, other post-Soviet countries challenged by separatism. The transformation of former Soviet republics into confederations, Rahrr asserts, would transform the Commonwealth of independent States (CIS) into a quasi-confederation.
 

This comment is quite significant and it proves that even this level of conflict can re-emerge under certain circumstances. This example also confirms Taras Kuzio’s findings that, in the post-Soviet era, “inherited Soviet identities have not simply vanished, but are under a process of re-evaluation…The Soviet legacy is, therefore, profound for its successor states and determines the trajectory, speed and content of their state and nation building projects”.
 Researchers Rogers Brubaker and Valery Bunce consider that collapse of communist federations resides in ”subversive” nature of their institutionalization of territorial identities. James Hughes and Gwendolyn Sasse have identified four main ingredients within the rise of conflict: “1) the arbitrary drawing of boundaries and redistribution of territory and resources over time; 2) patterns of communist-era population settlement and ‘settler colonialism’ by the hegemonic population (Russian-speaking settlers, mainly Slavs); 3) problems arising from the territorial rehabilitation of displaced peoples and back-migration; 4) problems arising from institutionalized multinationality.”

Ideas of restoring the Soviet/Russian Empire are not novel for Russian nationalist ideology, as promoted, for example, by the leader of the Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR) Vladimir Zhirinovsky. Zhirinovsky argues that future territorial structure of the Russian state as an “East European Confederation” should comprise three levels:  first, the “ethnic Russia” that along with Russia proper should include large territories of Ukraine, Northern Kazakhstan, Northern Estonia and Northern Latvia; second, all former Union republics; and, third, a new confederation of Slavic states and Romania, Hungary, Finland, and even Mongolia, North Korea, and Afghanistan.
  Meanwhile, the National-Bolsheviks support the reestablishment of the Soviet form of Empire – the “Third Rome” – based on traditional imperial role of Russia. These nostalgic feelings are shared in one or another form by Alexander Solzhenitsyn, Alexander Prokhanov, Nicolai Lysenko and other representatives of the Russian nationalist movement.
  The national identity of majority of the Russian population has been historically based on an imperial idea and, as emphasized by Vladimir Balakhonov, “among Russians, the imperial instinct is tremendously strong, and we cannot as yet imagine any form of existence other than our current empire”; the national identity of Russians is “state-based rather than ethnic”.
 These ideas provided for a favorable environment in secessionist regions of the NIS, as well as among their Russian minorities. 

Unresolved territorial and border disputes, presence of a substantial Russian minority in the ex-Soviet republics (over 25 million) reluctant to conform to their new, minority status, Russian economic and political interests, and Russian military presence in post-Soviet space without the host nations’ consent (Georgia and Moldova, for example) and against the provisions of various international agreements (e.g., the 1999 OSCE Istanbul Summit decisions concerning withdrawal of Russian troops and ammunitions) all represent major potential sources of conflicts in former Soviet regions. This is also the key for understanding the long-lasting survival of the secessionist territories and their ability to become de-facto independent, although unrecognized, states. These territories’ successful adjustment to the current situation, in spite of efforts of legitimate governments and international community, is the most serious challenge for territorial integrity and independence of former Soviet republics.   At the same time, this challenges integrity of the Russian Federation itself. As the General Dmitry Volkogonov, the former military aide to Yeltsin, stated, “Russians have paid their price for their false position as ‘elder brother’ and for their imperial policy: they have lost their own rights and animosity from people who see Russians as promoting the interests of the empire by the use of bayonet”.

Tuomas Forsberg, the Director at the Finnish Institute of International Affairs, analyzed the competing accounts of why territorial disputes emerge and escalate into wars. Forsberg draws the following visions on the causes and nature of conflicts: first, a rational explanation of conflict in general as a continuous struggle over power (thus, the number of severe territorial disputes has been decreasing because of radically diminished strategic and economic value of territories due to technological development and changes in the modes of production); second, a socio-biological assumption about human beings that reside in the their genetic tendency “to mark territories as their own and defend them against intruders,” and third,  a variety of cultural, normative or other ideational factors.

In the case of the post-Soviet conflicts, I would add the institutionalized Soviet legacy and imperial mentality. The search for solutions of ethno-political and territorial disputes in these regions should be focused not only on de-politization of ethnicity and de-ethnification of politics – i.e., removal of ethnicity from politics – but in de-institutionalization of the legacies of Soviet system, in de-Sovietization (and de-Russification) of policy and mentality that is still dominating life in transitional societies. Thus, the prospects for the ex-Soviet states to stabilize their conflict potential are largely determined by their capacity for establishing a new institutional architecture. James Huges and Gwendolyn Sasse consider that there are two main variant for this: “either the establishment of a new ‘control’ regime, or the reassembly and re-institutialization of provisions for multi-ethnicity in ways which may or may not draw on the autonomy arrangements of the discarded old regime. Both variants may be effective at managing multi-ethnicity, but only the latter comes with an international seal of approval.”

d) Environmental challenges, economic development in a globalizing context and conflicts

Environment and resource disputes had been closely linked to the emerging ethno-political tensions and conflicts in the former USSR. Ecological deterioration – ‘ecocide’, such as Chernobyl catastrophe in Ukraine, Aral Sea ecological disaster in Kazakhstan, Yalpug lake project in Moldova, etc. – produced irreversible damage to social and cultural conditions of various regions and ethnicities and served as the main driving force of the emergent mass movements in Belarus, Ukraine, Armenia, Georgia, Azerbaijan, Moldova and other former Soviet republics. These issues served as a test for Gorbachev’s policy of glasnost’ (transparency) and a motive for consolidation of pro-independence popular fronts and parties.  These issues also dominated the agenda in disputes between the Center (Moscow) and Periphery (union and autonomous republics). In every Soviet republic, environmental concerns figured as the major issues of economic and political debate and served as the main generator of civil society mobilization against Soviet planning practices (e.g., building industrial, highly pollutant plants and nuclear power stations in a densely populated areas). 

Moscow was accused in promoting an imperial policy that was insensitive to social, economic, and ecological situations in the union republics; it was also accused in importing large numbers of Russian workers that broke the delicate demographic balance and led to the transformation of titular nationality into a national minority. Gradually, these sporadic and unorganized ecological manifestations evolved into broader environmentalist coalitions and social movements, and the subject of confrontation shifted from degradation and depletion of renewable resources to the struggles of access to and control over natural resources. The main request of such coalitions’ leaders concerned the transfer of the state (Union) property to the republics, and to private sector via privatization in order to assure more effective and productive use of resources and protection of the environment.  This argument was borrowed also by separatist leaders to justify their intentions to establish direct connections with the Center (Moscow) and, later on, to support their secessionist interests. It is understandable why these issues evolved into important inter-state, intra-regional and inter-ethnic causes of tension and violent conflicts. 

In addressing the challenges of the environmental change, a Scandinavian researcher Wenche Hauge discusses economic, environmental, political, and population variables, and such independent variables as deforestation, land degradation, freshwater per capita, population density, regime type, regime stability, GNP per capita, and income inequality. One of the most important findings of this analysis was that the GNP per capita has the strongest and most significant effect on small-scale conflict and civil wars in ethno-political clashes. The lower the GNP per capita, the greater is the propensity of both small-scale conflict and civil war. In line of regression, this index is followed by the soil degradation, high population density, deforestation, etc.  The author came to conclusion that  “development is the missing link within the academic literature on conflict,” and that “more attention needs to be given to the relationship between economic development and degradation of renewable resources in the process that leads to conflict”.
 Finally, economic development and related social indices are the most important criteria for the prospects of the reintegration of separatist regions.

Environmental, resource, and development issues are playing a growing role in the ethno-political disputes in the context of globalizing world. Now, as well as at the time of dissolution of the Soviet Union, it is perceived as the mechanism of direct access to resource distribution, foreign aid, and investments. But there are other aspects of globalization, emphasized by Anna Ohanyan: first, “Globalization provides yet another justification for ethnic conflicts because it provides a legitimate access point for ethnic groups to the international political and economic system;” and, second, by establishing “state primacy over transnational corporations and other global market influences” the national state may “insulate its domestic ethnic rivalry.”
  We saw how important this factor is when Michael Saacashvili, the newly elected President of Georgia, tried on the eve of parliamentarian elections (March 28, 2004) to re-establish state control over Adjaria, Georgia’s autonomous region, and over the flow of money and investments that entered Adjaria without any contribution to the national budget. This attempt to consolidate the territorial integrity of Georgia and to re-enforce the border control, which is perfectly compatible with Georgian and international legislation, failed to succeed because of vested foreign and local interests of Adjaria’s corrupted leadership that continues to benefit from direct Russian support, including military base on Ahalkalaky and “military consultancy.”
 

The globalization process, especially its regional integration aspect, can also play a stabilizing role in conflicts. For example, a lot of young entrepreneurs from Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Moldova, who are running successful businesses in Russia, are providing an important source of income for their families and are contributing to the maintenance of the effective economic cooperation in spite of official political and elitist rhetoric. It is estimated, for example, that about one third of working male population from the Caucasus is living and working in Russia.
  

There are other important variables to ethno-political conflicts where environmental and resource factors are the generating tensions: for example, the disputed habitats, particularly in the densely populated Transcaucasus region, and tumultuous historical and cultural complexities (e.g., the Azeri-Armenian conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh).  I did not elaborate in this chapter the role of international community and its most important organizations, such as UN or OSCE, meaningly. 
First, at that initial stage of conflicts in earlier 90s and even during their hot phases this involvement was, according to Claus Neukirch, a German researcher appointed Deputy Chief of the OSCE mission in Moldova (2005), “Too Little, Too Late” and “the preventive effect of the OSCE and the UN was quite limited”
, which can be explained (but not exonerated) by preoccupation of international community with crisis in the Persian Gulf and former Yugoslavia; by lack of necessary structures and concept of conflict prevention and by lack of interests, particularly in Moldova – at that time in The Economist words – “a country not so forgotten as never remembered”. The same was the situation in Central Asia where international community offered limited engagement and not commitment. In Marta Olcott opinion “from 1991 to 2001, international engagement in the Central Asian region was more talk than action”
. 
Second, the international community indifference and lack of political will played quite a negative role. “The inconsistent approach of the international community has contributed to the entrenchment of the status quo in these conflicts”, as Dov Lynch stressed it
. Moldova, as well as other ex-Soviet countries involved in conflicts, faced just one external force – Russia, which definitely imposed the existing status quo, endorsing the evolution of separatist regions into the de-facto states by all means.
Conclusions
First, in order to understand the current situation, evolution, and prospects for solution of the “frozen and forgotten” conflicts in the post Soviet space, it is important to focus on their genesis, to re-claim their past through the revival of national history and collective memory, and to search their historical roots in the pre-Soviet and post-Soviet legacy of imperial systems. The recovery of national history was the first step toward the national revival, toward the recovery of national identity and dignity on the thorny path of transition from totalitarianism to democracy, from command-administrative system to market economy, from imperial mentality to the freedom to choose. The revival of national histories seeks to legitimize the NIS by claiming the right to territory on the basis of first settlement and by rejecting the colonial treatment. It is also important to stress that in Russia, as well as in the NIS, there are still strong temptations to revise history and to re-integrate the empire within re-emerging Tsarist and Soviet imperial historical frameworks: re-establishment of economic, political and military mechanisms and support for local separatist movements and leaders that are the best promoters of such a reintegration.
Second, the main causes and historical roots of ethno-political conflicts lie in the administrative-territorial divisions of the former Soviet republics and autonomous regions, arbitrary drawn without regard to their natural boundaries, ethnic, cultural and historical traditions. Mikhail Gorbachev’s policies of perestroika and glasnost’ disclosed the information on the historical background, causes, and real situation of the ethno-political conflicts.  These policies opened the possibilities for reconciliation through liberalization and partial democratization of political life, although their primary goal was to revitalize the USSR under new federal treaty arrangements. The Soviet ethnic policy concept and practices soon became conflict-generating factors dominated by the myth of “internationalism” of the Center versus “nationalism” of the Periphery and by the apparent contradiction between the principles of territorial integrity versus the right of the peoples to self-determination. Attempts to replicate these approaches at the level of the secessionist regions inevitably undermined independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity of some NIS and hold the potential to “boomerang” into the Russian Federation itself.

Third, the disputes over the language, cultural and historical problems, and the evolution of a new public discourse reflected the struggle for a new political identity among nations and peoples of the Soviet Union and became the most potent basis for political mobilization of the nationalizing “periphery” against the colonial “Center”. At the same time the “revenge” of the Center was in the creation of pro-imperial movements as Interfronts that ignited the inter-ethnic hatreds by not accepting the revival of national language, culture, new national history, and, in general, by rejecting the right of union republics for independence and sovereignty, democratic changes and reforms. These issues were emphasized as the main justification of separatism and ultimately led to bloody confrontations, and to emergence of de-facto secessionist states of Transnistria, Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia, and South Ossetia. 

Fourth, the “catalysts” of dissolution of the Soviet Union and the impetus for the emerged secessionist territories ranged from political leadership rivalry on both Union and republican levels, to major economic hardships aggravated by tied economic interdependence of the ex-Soviet republics. Sovereignty was perceived as a Clash of Powers over the control of territory, resources, and access to global market opportunities and foreign investment, replicated on various levels of governance. Environmental, resource and development issues became the major factors of ethno-political conflicts in the context of globalization and regional integration. Present and past history of ethno-political conflicts are organically interrelated and have to be studied in their complexity to understand the roots of political and ethnic crises and to prevent dangerous and unpredictable alternatives to the current “frozen and forgotten” status of these conflicts.

Part Two: Political Economy of the Post-Soviet Regional Conflicts
Introduction: Geo-political, military and security dimensions of the Soviet-type separatism.      
The “frozen and forgotten” conflicts represent major security and stability challenges not only for the states of Moldova, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia, but also for the entire Black and Caspian Sea region. Such notions as Transnistria, Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Nagorno-Karabakh are becoming more and more familiar not only to political, diplomatic and scientific communities, but also to the general public, given the importance of finding peaceful solutions to these long-lasting conflicts. The changes that followed the presidential elections in Azerbaijan and Georgia, bringing a new generation of leaders to these countries – the “privatization generation” according to an Armenian journalist
 -- as well as the re-establishment of the Communist party rule in Moldova and the new configuration of the Russian government before the next (2008) presidential and parliamentarian elections showed that all these countries continue to be on the crossroads in their journey toward economic reform, democracy and nation-building. These countries share a common Soviet past with a varying blend of Russian, Turkic, and Persian cultural traditions and legacies. 

Interestingly, civil societies of these countries, as Bruno Coppieters of the Vrje University in Brussels, observed, broadly reject this “shared Persian, Russian and Soviet political history,” based on “the idea of emancipation from any form of oppression or foreign rule.”
  Another post-Soviet commonality exhibited by Moldova, Azerbaijan, Armenia and Georgia is the problem of separatist territories that evolved into de-facto states with all formal and informal attributions of statehood, while remaining internationally unrecognized. The definition and specifics of these de-facto states relies in the Soviet legacy. Dov Lynch elaborated the definition, environment and emergence of these states as a function of: a) peculiar nature of Soviet federalism based on Stalinist approach that linked the nation, ethnicity and territory; b) Soviet federalism with different levels of rationality and ethnically based administrative units, and c)the process of international recognition of the former Soviet states that stimulated the separatist movements
.

As of today it is obvious that no universal, generally applicable solution for the separatist conflicts in these countries exists. Even if a settlement for one conflict can be found and successfully implemented, it cannot be mechanically applied to others as a pattern. The conditions (e.g., politics, ethno-cultural composition and historical background) differ from case to case. The approaches to resolving the conflicts, therefore, must also be different. 

In this chapter, I address three broad questions.
First, why did these conflicts re-capture the attention of the international community and why are they routinely included in agendas of important international forums, in agenda of these countries president’s summits, and in that of meetings between President of the U.S., George W. Bush, and the President of Russia, Vladimir Putting?
Second, what was the evolution of these conflicts during the post-Soviet time and what is their current status and prospects for finding equitable, long-lasting solutions? 
Third, how to create a successful case of conflict resolution, which might serve as the precedent for other local conflicts undermining regional and global security in the war against the common scourge of international terrorism?  
In answering these questions, I focus on the political organization, political and military elites and economic interests and mechanisms of the separatist viability in the late 90s and earlier 2000s. – a period of intense search for a solution and at the same time – a period of disappointments and lost chances.
The four Newly Independent States (NIS) directly involved in ethno-political intra- and inter-state conflicts – Moldova, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan – did not become “strong states” after almost two decades of the post-Soviet transition. Their combined population is less than 20 million people and their combined GDP is $12 billion, which is 20 times less than the turnover of the Wall-Mart Corporation, for example. The population of the separatist or “rebel”, quasi-state formations is around one million people and their combined territory and economic potential are even less important. What is important, however, is that these contested areas are located within the sphere of great power interests and are playing an increasing role in regional politics and security.

Of the four states, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan are situated on the crossroads between Russia, the Middle East, Europe, and Central Asia. Given the recent developments in Afghanistan and Iraq, this position increases the area’s importance to the United States, Russia, Turkey, Iran and the international community at large. Historically, Moldova was a country on the confluence of Turkic, Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires. Following Romania’s acceptance into NATO and especially after its accession to the EU in 2007, Moldova’s new position is that of the European Union borderline.  Thus, the unsettled Transnistrian conflict poses a threat not only to the independence and territorial integrity of Moldova, but also to the region of the South-East Europe as a whole. As an Associated Press (AP) correspondent stressed, “An AP investigation involving interviews with a dozen officials and experts strengthened suspicions that Transnistria is a hotbed of unregulated weapons transactions” and a “repository of rocket-mounted dirty bombs.”

Another reason of the high “visibility” of the region’s “frozen conflicts” resides in their tragic consequences. More than 30 thousand people died in the fighting. Nearly 2 million people have been displaced by civil wars in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Moldova and Georgia, amounting to almost 10 percent of their population.
 Massive unemployment, closed borders, crippled economies, criminality, trafficking of drugs and people, other violations of human rights – all these disasters constitute the ticking bomb of the unresolved conflicts and make them the subject of interest for world leaders and the international community. In the light of the Global War against Terror, it is necessary to re-assess these post-Soviet conflicts, or, as Thomas de Waal phrased it, to “reinvent” these regions.
 

The most appropriate characteristic of the current status of these conflicts is the word “stagnation.”
 For all ex-USSR “frozen conflicts,” at least two key factors perpetuate the status quo: the vested interests of corrupt regional elites and the presence of foreign (mainly, Russian) military. With this in mind, let us consider five cases: Transnistria, Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia, South Ossetia and, briefly, Ajaria. 
1. Political Economy of the “Transnistrian Moldavian Republic”

The case of Transnistria exhibits some unique features that may help to identify several potential approaches and solutions to the frozen ex-Soviet conflicts in general. 

First, the conflict is not as loaded by ethnic cleavages as the other post-Soviet disputes. Thus, it is likely that a mutually acceptable political solution to Transnistria may be reached before other “frozen conflicts.” This can set an important precedent, but only if the sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity of the Republic of Moldova are preserved.

Second, out of four unrecognized de-facto states discussed here (Ajaria being the only non-separatist rebel region), Transnistria’s economic potential is the most developed. It can serve as the real base for the area’s self-sustainability and for its mutually beneficial re-integration into Moldova’s economy under an eventual new autonomous status. Both economies are complementary and had been closely integrated before the conflict. 

Third, the enlargements of NATO and the EU, as well as more than a decade-long involvement of the OSCE can together generate new incentives and mechanisms for reintegrating Moldova – and Transnistria as its inalienable part (in the form of an autonomous region) – into the Euro-Atlantic architecture. Such a development may be in the interest of Moldova’s largest partner, Russia, serving as a test (and a bridge) for Moscow’s closer cooperation with NATO and the EU, if the Kremlin confirms its commitment to various international agreements, including the 1999 OSCE Istanbul Summit Decisions.

a) Political organization

On September 2, 2007, the “Pridnestrovskaya Moldavskaya Respublika” (“PMR” or the “Transnistrian Moldavian Republic”) celebrated the seventeenth anniversary of its independence. According to the “PMR” leader, Igor Smirnov, “Transnistria had transformed itself from a few dispersed administrative-territorial units (rayons) of the Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR) into an integral democratic state in the form of a Republic with all the attributes and institutions of state power….”
.
Transnistria occupies the area of 4,000 square km along the Nistru River (representing 12 percent of Moldova’s territory) with a population of 655,000 people (17 percent of Moldova’s total population). It is divided into seven administrative regions, and its two largest cities are Tiraspol (the second largest city in Moldova after the capital Chisinau) and Bendery
 (or Tighina, Moldova’s fourth largest city and the “gateway” to Transnistria).  All together, Transnistria boasts four cities, eight towns, and 140 villages
.

In many ways, this small separatist region represents a relic from the Soviet past. Even the region’s first self-declared name – “Transdniestrian Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic within the USSR” – adopted during the “extraordinary congress of local soviets” in 1990 expressed the political essence of this state-like entity. One year later, the name was changed to the “Pridnestrovskaya Moldavskaya Respublika,” whose “constitution”— inspired by China’s socialist constitution – was approved by the so-called “national referendum” in December 1995. The symbols of “PMR”—its flag, the anthem, public holidays, etc. - remain the same as they were under the Soviet system, along with the Soviet style of leadership. Igor Smirnov, who came to Moldova in 1987 from Khabarovsk, Russia, and who was later appointed the Director of the Electromash factory, operates in the manner of a Soviet bureaucrat. He is no longer the “Chairman of the Temporal Supreme Soviet,” however, but is now the “PMR President.” In December 2001, Smirnov was reelected with an overwhelming majority of popular votes (85 percent compared with 65 percent during the first elections in December 1991). In order for Smirnov to be reelected for the third term, the “PMR constitution” was “modified” in August 2000.
 Five years later, in December 2006, on the proposal of Patriotic Party, led by Oleg Smirnov, a banker and youngest son of the “president”, the “unsinkable” Igor Smirnov (65) was reelected for the fourth time in raw and again as in the old Soviet times with an overwhelming majority (more than 80 percent of votes). He declared his main task for this presidential period the “international recognition of Pridnestrovie’s independence and diplomatic relations with other countries”
.
Andrei Safonov,
 a well-known political analyst from Tiraspol and one of a few opponents at the last “presidential elections”, insists that the “constitution” was simply replaced with a de-facto new document. All term limitations were abolished. The “Government” was renamed into the “Cabinet of Ministers,” headed by the “President” (modeled after the American prototype), empowered by the rights to create or liquidate ministries and departments and to appoint or dismiss ministers without any coordination with the “Parliament.” The bi-cameral “Verhovnyi Soviet (Supreme Soviet)” (composed of 67 members, from whom 32 formed House of Legislators and 35 the Upper House) was re-modified into a unicameral body, with 25 deputies who no longer worked on professional basis. The legislature, elected in the end of 2000, has been headed by the same “Speaker” or “Chairman of the Supreme Soviet” since 1991, Grigorii Marakutsa.  Mr. Marakutsa was a devoted follower of “President” Smirnov, as were the absolute majority of “PMR Parliamentary Deputies” and all other regime officials. During the entire existence of the “PMR,” the “Parliament” has not been called upon to accept any “Presidential Decrees” or initiatives. However, Marakutsa lost his office after the December 2005 elections in Verhovnyi Soviet that won representatives backed by powerful “Sheriff” company, the so-called new party  - Obnovlenie (Renovation) headed by a young and ambitious politician Yevghenii Shevchuck (40, former Sheriff member), leaving with 23 out of 43 mandates behind Smirnov’s pocket party Respublika (Republic), created in 2005. The Obnovlenie movement was established in 2000 by financial and industrial managers pretended to be liberally oriented. In June 2006 at its constituent congress it was transformed into a political party, pledging according to its leader Y.Shevchuk, for creation of a multiparty system in Transnistria, efficient reform of the economy and development of civil society institutions
. Shevchuck was elected new speaker and apparently is becoming a potential candidate for succession of the current “life president”. Interestingly, he started his election campaign for the TMR president as a real alternative to Smirnov, but after an “urgent call” from Moscow quit the race, explaining his decision by threat of “destabilization that many expected, especially in Moldova”
.
Since its declaration of independence, the “PMR” has successfully established and consolidated its own state-like structure. In addition to a “President” and a “Parliament,” there is a “Supreme Court” (headed by Olga Ivanova) and a “National Bank,” which since 1994 issues its own currency, the “Transdniestrian Ruble.” Smirnov’s son, Vladimir, heads the “PMR Customs Service”, the most lucrative post in the “government” The “State Security ministry” is managed by General Vladimir Antiufeev – also known as Shevtsov and Aleksandrov, originally from Tver oblast’ (Russia) – a former OMON (Otryad Militsii Osobogo Naznacheniya, the Black Berets) commander in Latvia, who is considered responsible for the deaths of protesters in Riga in January 1991, and is subject to an Interpol arrest warrant. Alexander Korolev, the “Interior Minister,” also commands the “PMR Police”. In addition, Korolev commands “PMR’s” Special Forces – the Dniester battalion – and the Border Guards that “next to the army, serve as an important pillar of power.”
 In December 2006 he was elected as “TMR vice-president”, being succeeded by Vadim Krasnoselsky as a new minister of interior
. 
The “Minister of Foreign Affairs”, Valery Litskay, is another longtime ally of Igor Smirnov and is the “Chief Negotiator” with Chisinau, the OSCE, and Russian and Ukrainian mediators. In this capacity, Litskay has become a significant obstacle to the success of negotiations, having the reputation of “frozen affairs minister”. Importantly, in the past several years, the role and influence of the “PMR Justice Ministry” (Victor Balala) has significantly increased. The explanation lies in the interest of the separatist authorities to legitimize their activities, provide legal support for Smirnov by “adjusting” the legislation to his “presidential” ambitions, and to protect the regime against opposition parties and movements. The “Justice Ministry” has its own special forces – the Scorpion detachment – that, in cooperation with the “Ministry of Information and Telecommunication,” help accomplish above goals. Boris Akulov, for example, the former “Minister of Information,” recently re-appointed as Tiraspol’s representative to Ukraine, is notorious for his hostility towards freedom of expression and for frequent imposition of censorship, including prevention of broadcasts of even Russian TV channels in Transnistria.
 

Recently, the Transnistrian “Supreme Soviet” revoked its earlier decisions on the creation of a “federation” or “confederation” with the rest of Moldova and adopted a new mass media law that provided much more restrictive procedures for media registration and, according to a group of independent experts, has been directed against the opposition newspapers, such as Novaya Gazeta, Dobryi Den’ and Glas Naroda.

This legislative initiative can be better understood after examining the main opposition political parties and movements of the “PMR” that in reality did never represent a real to Smirnov’s Klan opposition:  

· Narodovlastie (the People’s Rule movement), headed by Alexander Radcenco, a member of the Transnistrian Supreme Soviet, and his colleague Nicolai Buchatsky, a member of the Tiraspol City Soviet, is a left-wing movement that openly supported the Moldovan Communist Party during the February 2001 parliamentary election in Moldova. Despite the fact that Narodovlastie does not have strong public support (Radcenco received only 4.8 percent of votes in the last “presidential” elections), the movement was outlawed because, according to the “PMR” authorities, the party represented “hostile interests of a foreign state [Moldova].” 

· The social-political Movement of the Young Communists of Transnistria experienced the same fate as Narodovlastie. The Movement’s leaders (Oleg Horjan, Vladimir Sacara, Evghenii Balabas, Andrei Nichitchenco, and Roman Molchanov) are permanently under harassment of the “PMR” security services.   On October 22, 2002, four of its leaders were arrested and accused of “supporting terrorism and subversive activity against the Transnistrian state.” 

· Ideologically similar to these parties and to the communist party of Moldova is the social-political movement Vlast’ narodu! Za sotsialinuiu spravedlivost! (Power - to the people! For social justice!), headed by Alexander Iavorski. Like other leftist parties, this movement has little support among the electorate.

· Communist party leader Natalia Bondarenko, a former police officer, was also on the ballot for last “presidential elections”, embracing Marxism-Leninism ideology, but remains without any significant support from electorate
.
An unsuccessful attempt to unify these forces and to compete for “presidency” was undertaken by the former head of the Bendery City administration, Tom Zenovich,
 and by the former Chairman of the Bendery City Council, Fedor Dobrov. Initiated and organized by Zenovich and Dobrov, the Congress of Transnistrian Unity Movement (inspired by a similar Russian movement) supported Zenovich’s candidacy for “President” and elected Dobrov as the Unity leader in October 2001. Strongly backed by Moldova’s Communist Party and Moldovan authorities, the party intended to mobilize businessmen and directorate corps, labor unions and leftist forces by harshly criticizing the Smirnov regime from the left-wing (left-radical) positions. Only 7.2 percent of the electorate voted for Zenovich in Transnistria. After this “knockdown,” Zenovich and Dobrov practically disappeared from “PMR’s” political arena. Consequently, they remained without their jobs, being treated as traitors according to the laws in the time of war
. According to Andrei Safonov, Chisinau’s support for the movement was “the biggest political mistake.” Moreover, directorate corps, the party’s main target audience, with some exceptions, never presented a real political force. An overwhelming majority of Transnistria’s enterprises are state-owned and are under strong control of the local administration. Meanwhile, the Real Unity movement was created by Smirnov’s entourage and headed by the Director of Moldavkabel Factory (Bendery) Alexander Zyman, under the patronage of the powerful Director of the Moldova Steel Mills (Rybnitsa) Anatoly Belitchenko.

In addition, a new social movement, Za Evropu (Pro-Europe), was registered in 2003 in Tiraspol and is headed by “PMR’s” former internal security major Anatolii Panin.
 It is suspected that “PMR’s” special services created the party, pursuing the same goals as with the Real Unity: to oppose a rapprochement with Europe and to spread misinformation about public issues. A few years later another anti-Moldovan, anti-USA and anti-OSCE political party – People’s Democratic Party Proryv (Breakthrough) was created on the base of radical youth movement by Dmitry Soin, a security ministry major wanted in Moldova for murder
.
The separatist regime established a sophisticated network of expressing the so-called “people’s support,” which started with the establishment of the Obiedinennyi Sovet Trudovih Kollectivov (United Council of Work Collectives) in 1989. The Union‘s leader, Vladimir Yemelyanov, was “successfully” combining this public function with the official position of the “PMR Minister of Privatization.” Authorities have used the Union each time, when it was necessary to support Smirnov’s candidacy for “presidency,” to block withdrawal of the Russian ammunition from the region, or to counter opposition’s initiatives. 

Even moderate politicians and parties are targets of the regime’s persecution: for example, the Movement for Transnistria Development (MTD), created in mid-1990s by some well-known politicians, businessmen, directors of agricultural and industrial entities in support of a compromising solution of re-integration with Moldova. Its leader and one of the real opponents to Smirnov for the “PMR presidency” – Victor Konstantinov, a businessman and the chairman of Transnistria Trade House – was assassinated in May 1997, with his murderers never found.

During its seventeen years of “independence,” the separatist regime of Transnistria evolved into a real and efficient totalitarian, state-like system, with a powerful administration, repressive structures, and the symbols and ideology dominated by the Smirnov entourage. Although the international community did not de-jure recognize the regime, Russia and Ukraine have always supported and continue to support the Transnistrian regime directly and indirectly. The presence of the Russian military forces in the “PMR” (without any legal status) represents the main pillar of this separatist regime. Also, Moldova’s authorities recognized the “PMR” regime by signing (under Russian mediation and pressure) over 50 documents with Transnistrian representatives. Among the most important of them are: 1) the Memorandum of 8 May 1987 (regarding the normalization of relations between the Republic of Moldova and Transnistria); 2) the Protocol Agreement on Settlement of Problems of Activity of Customs Authorities (02.07.1996)
; 3) Agreements between Parliament of the RM and the Supreme Soviet (03.14.2000); 4) agreements within Departments of Internal Affairs (01.26.2000); 5) the agreement on Standardization, Metrology and Certification (03.11.1996; offered the right to certify goods and services), and 6) the agreements between Penitentiary  systems (06.01.2001), etc. Some experts regard the fact that the representatives of the Russian Federation, the OSCE and the “PMR” signed the Agreement on June 15, 2001, without participation of Moldova’s officials as a “significant” move, since this document directly affected the political and economic competencies of Moldova.
 

By signing these documents, Chisinau “volens-nolens” accepted the existence of the two separate governments with their legislative, executive and judicial branches. The question is whether there was a real alternative for Moldova. If the answer is “yes,” then what was this option and why did Moldovan officials fail to seize an alternative route?

Part of the answer may be derived from Transnistria and its public. Dr. Oazu Nantoi, one of the most respected Moldovan political analysts, believes that Transnistria’s population can be structured into seven groups: 1) the “interested” or those with personal benefits from “PMR’s” independence; 2) the “shock detachments” or the so-called elite troops, Cossacks, and security services; 3) the “fanatics” comprised mostly of handicapped persons and pensioners dominated by nostalgia for the Soviet times; 4) the obedient “PMR citizens” (in Nantoi’s words, the “homo pridnestrovicus”); 5) the ”functionaries” represented by local bureaucracy; 6) the “amorphous mass” or those indifferent; and vii) the “conscious opposition.” It is questionable how exact are these definitions and what is the quota of each category, but the author’s conclusion seems to be quite descriptive of the situation: “Not more than one percent of the adult population in this region [the first two categories] controls financial fluxes, manipulates the public opinion, and intimidates the rest of the population, using the repressive instruments characteristic for totalitarian states.”
 Thus, the question is who are these political and military elites of Transnistria? Who are these staunch survivors, who managed for the past seventeen years to overturn all attempts of Moldova’s authorities and of the international community to resolve Transnistria’s crisis?

b) Political and military elites of the “PMR”

On the eve of 2003, Moldova’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs renewed a warning for the embassies in Chisinau against issuing visas to Transnistrian leaders who want to travel abroad. The request was accompanied by a list with a few dozen names of high-ranking officials from Tiraspol. Although the list was not published, these are well-known persons from “President” Smirnov’s entourage. 

Coincidentally, the Deputy of the Moldovan Parliament, Vlad Cubreacov (from the opposition Popular Christian Democrat Party), asked Moldova’s General-Prosecutor’s Office to file criminal charges “of state crime ranging from the usurpation of power to harming of the constitutional regime, integrity and sovereignty of Moldova” against 59 high ranking Transnistrian officials. Twenty-four of them, according to Cubreacov, hold Moldovan citizenship (and Moldovan passports), including the that time “Income Minister” Anatolii Blasko, the “Natural Resources Minister” Iuri Ceban, the “Agriculture Minister” Boris Briznitki, the “Education Minister” Elena Bomenko, the “Minister of Finance” Serghei Gradinari (once the Deputy of the Moldovan Parliament), and the head of Tiraspol’s local “Government” Anatolii Kaminski. Other “PMR” officials hold Russian or Ukrainian citizenship. 
It should be mentioned that majority senior “PMR officials” are citizens of Russia, who continue to maintain close working relations with Russian officials and institutions. “President” Smirnov, for example, holds a Russian passport (series 500, number 337530) that until recently allowed him to freely travel abroad. The Russian citizenship is also held by other important individuals, such as Y.Shevchuk, the “Speaker” of the “Supreme Soviet,” Alexander Korolev, the “Vice-President”, Mr. Balala, the “Minister of Justice”, Mr. Shevtsov/Antiufeev, the “Minister of State Security”, Stanislav Hazheyev, the “Defense Minister”, Valery Litskay, the “Foreign Minister”

The issue is not just the formality of “dual citizenship,” which now, after the vote of the Moldovan Parliament in 2002, is legally accepted in Moldova. According to Oleg Gudima, the Transnitria’s Deputy Minister of Security, 250,000 Transnistrians already hold foreign citizenship. Approximately 100,000 of them hold Russian citizenship, nearly the same number have Moldovan citizenship, and 20,000 hold Ukrainian citizenship. The problem is that the separatist leaders use the protection of Russian or other foreign citizenships to refuse compliance with Moldovan laws and Moldovan sovereignty, pledging to join their “historic motherland” as, for example, “subjects of the Russian Federation,” and challenging international community efforts to settle this conflict. As Dr. Charles King stated, “Russian citizenship and visa policy has encouraged the separatist regions to see themselves as effectively independent states.”
 This is an important external dimension to state building in Transnistria, providing real incentives for local elites to oppose any attempt to reintegrate with Moldova. 

The next step might become the “transplantation” of Moscow’s Transnistria “scenario” onto Abkhazia/South Ossetia. In those two secessionist provinces of Georgia, the Russian government resumed the “en mass” issue of Russian citizenship, leading to rapid decrease of Georgian citizenship in the two conflicted areas and to the regions’ evolution into informal Russian “protectorates.”  Georgia’s former President, Eduard Shevardnadze, called this process an “incipient annexation” of Georgian secessionist territories.
 

Overall, during the last decade, the Tiraspol administration evolved into a totalitarian, centralized and repressive political regime, maintaining a surprising unity of its political elite under the direction of the “life-time President” Igor Smirnov. The structure of this “super-presidential republic” is a pyramidal one, having on its base an “army” of public servants – the local bureaucracy, judges, militiamen, a large group of elderly people “fanatically” nostalgic for the past Soviet-era, and representatives of an indifferent “amorphous mass.” 

An important pillar of power in Transnistria is its criminal structures, which have coalesced with local government and their “colleagues” from Russia, Ukraine, Moldova and international clans. According to Dr. Mark Galeotti, a British professor and an expert on the problems of organized crime, the “PMR” maintains “an uneasy but peaceful relationship with five to seven international criminal gangs with varying holds on power.”
 If for legitimate states the link between corrupt governmental officials and criminal structures is a clear reflection of state weakness, for the separatist regimes, like Transnistria, these connections serve as the base of their existence and unity. The struggle for the sphere of influence in legal and underground economy – with the distinction between them often indeed symbolic – is atrocious and uncompromising. In September-October 1998, sixteen employees of Transnistria’s Sheriff Company, who were allegedly linked with criminal group competitors, were physically eliminated.
 During late 1990s, when V. Kurisico, a close friend of the Smirnov clan, served as the “PMR Minister of Internal Affairs,” forty contract assassinations were committed – all of which were advantageous to the Sheriff Company and remain unsolved today.
 

In September 2002, one of the “presidential” advisers, Victor Siniov, responsible for “PMR’s” foreign economic relations, died under suspicious circumstances. With official cause of death announced as a “heart attack,” Siniov’s relatives and friends argued that he never suffered from heart problems. Observers on the left bank of the Nistru River do not exclude the possibility of brutal “settling of accounts,” mentioning the strained relations of Siniov with the “Security Chief” V. Shevtsov/Antiufeev.

Tiraspol’s “Security Ministry” is deeply involved in internal power struggle and has close connections with the ex-USSR senior officers and their successors from the Russian Federal Security Service (FSB). Since 1995, the FSB envoy was offered the office No. 47 in the building of “PMR Ministry of State Security.” “Minister” Shevtsov/Antiufeev and his “Deputy” Gudima ran in Russia’s 1999 Duma elections as Russian citizens on the list of Zhirinovsky’s Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and respectively - of the Stalinist block for the USSR. This splice is significant and symptomatic, facilitating “successful cooperation” between legal Russian security services and their “colleagues” from the illegal separatist administration. 

Elite interests in Tiraspol and Chisinau, Kiev and Moscow have made conflict resolution a complicated task not only for Moldova, but also for the international community, represented by the OSCE mission. As Dr. Charles King observed, “The links between corrupt central governments and the separatist regions have further imperiled already weak state structures, while enriching those who claim to be looking after the states’ interests.”
 There is a strange compound of geopolitical and economic interests, involving two of Moldova’s Eastern strategic partners: Russia and Ukraine.  

Russia. “PMR” is openly supported by Zhirinovsky, D.Rogozin, V.Alksnis and other Duma hardliners (who regularly visit Tiraspol) and is silently backed by the Russian government that referred to Transnistria as the “bridge” to the Balkans and the South-East Europe and to about 100,000 Russian citizens who “need to be protected from forcible Romanization.”
 Transnistria’s Igor Smirnov is regarded in this context as Moscow’s “verified ally,” even if his actions are sometimes beyond control of his Russian “supervisors.”  Involuntarily, this position was confirmed in August 1998 by Boris Pastukhov, Russia’s then-Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, during the meeting with his Moldovan counterpart [the author of this manuscript]. He stressed: “we know everything about this son of a bitch [Igor Smirnov], but we have no time to deal with him.” This was, and still is, just a slightly covered excuse for not taking action against a Russian citizen Smirnov, who happened to become the leader of the separatist Transnistrian “Republic” almost two decades ago, serving faithfully and loyally to Russian officials and the unofficial supporters. 

Ukraine. Kiev’s divided political elite, under the smoke-screen of official statements in favor of  Moldova’s territorial integrity, appears to be more interested in expanding its own influence in this separatist region, thus maintaining Smirnov and his regime as a counterbalance to Russian interests (hoping to exclude and replace Russia), than in finding a successful and prompt solution to the conflict. Gennady Udovenko, a member of the Ukrainian Rada (parliament) and the former Minister of Foreign Affairs, who led the Ruh party delegation at the celebration of one of the “anniversary of Transnistria’s independence,” declared: “The Ruh party that brought Ukraine to independence is not indifferent to the fate of Transnistria and the 300,000 Ukrainian citizens who reside there…Transnistria formally is a part of Moldova, but this is not a communist region… There are 3 official languages here: Ukrainian, Moldovan and Russian. The economy is recovering and even Ukraine could learn from this experience… The existence of the Transnistria Moldovan Republic is a fact and nobody can ignore… Sooner or later, the international community will recognize Transnistria.”
 

During the December 2002 roundtable talks in Moscow, Yevheny Levitsky, the than Special Envoy for the Ukrainian President, proposed “a provisional official independence for the Transnistria region until the final settlement of the Chisinau-Tiraspol conflict.” According to Levitsky, the Moldovan authorities should not interfere with the internal affairs of Transnistria, but should share the attributes for foreign economic activity: customs stamp, certificates and licenses.
 Boris Tarasiuk, ex-Foreign Minister of Ukraine, recognized that the previous Ukrainian authorities (before V. Yuschenko was elected Ukraine’s President) “established a contraband chain” and de-facto covered the contraband through Transnistria
.
The “Ukrainian card” is actively played by the Smirnov’s regime. “PMR Foreign Minister,” V. Litskaya, harshly criticized Russian policy in the region at the international forum in Tiraspol in June 2002, emphasizing that, “the industrialization of the “PMR” started in the 1930s as a component of Ukraine; the intellectual potential of the Republic was created in Ukrainian colleges. If Russia leaves Transnistria, it would not be a catastrophe…”
 This policy has been actively supported by the Association of the Ukrainians of Transnistria, whose Chairman, Vladimir Bodnar, the former “Vice-Speaker” of “PMR Supreme Soviet” often visits Kiev with missions to “consolidate friendship”. Later on, being suspected sympathizing to Orange Revolution that brought V.Yuschenko to power, V. Bodnar was obstructed by Smirnov’s Klan and revoked from all his official functions despite of his penitence.
Another important component of state building in Transnistria is the military elite, which was established with active Russian assistance and on the basis of the Operative Group of the Russian Federation (OGRF).  The former 14th Soviet (since 1992, Russian) Army was the main supplier of weaponry and officers to the separatist armed forces. Basic documents – concepts, doctrines, and laws governing Transnistria’s armed forces – represent an abridged edition of the respective documents of the Russian Federation and the OGRF.
 In the beginning of 2003, military and paramilitary formations of the “PMR” (10,000 personnel with the capacity to extend it within few days to 25,000) include units and brigades from:

1)  The “Ministry of Defense” (the “Supreme commander” – Igor Smirnov; “Minister” – General Stanislav Hazheyev; presidential Advisor – General Stephan Kitsak, and 5,000 personnel) is comprised of infantry (four motorized brigades stationed in Tiraspol, Bendery, Rybnitsa and Dubossari, amounting to 2200 servicemen), artillery and air defense (two regiments in Tiraspol and the village of Parcani, with 400 personnel), armored vehicles (detached tank battalion in the village of Vladimirovka, with 120 personnel), communication technology (battalion in Tiraspol, with 200 personnel), aviation (a separate squadron in Tiraspol, with 150 personnel), special maintenance (battalion and two bases in Tiraspol, as well as a training center in the village of Afanasievka, with 450 personnel), the general staff (Tiraspol, with 200 personnel) and other units. 

The assets of the “Ministry of Defense” are formed by 18 battle tanks (T-64), 84 armored combat vehicles (24 BTR-60, 11 BTR- 80, 26 BTR-70, 12 BTR-D, 7 BRDM, 3 BMP, etc.), 110 fire support systems (18 units of 122 mm howitzers “Gvozdika,” 45 of 120mm mortars M-120, 40 of 82mm mortars, etc.), 49 air defense guns (10 of 100mm AZP-100 guns, 24 of23mm ZU 23-2 guns, 3 “Alazan,” etc.), tactical air defense systems (2 of the middle range air defense missile systems “Osa,” 40 short range air defense systems “Igla”),  30 antitank guided rocket systems, and aviation (6 helicopters MI-8T, 2 helicopters MI-2, I aircraft AN-26, 10 aircrafts IAK-52).

2)  The “Ministry of Internal Affairs” (the “Minister” – Vadim Krasnoselsky, 700 personnel) is comprised of: special force battalion “Dnestr” (based in Tiraspol; 400 personnel, equipped with 82mm mortars, antitank grenade launchers, and handguns) and two patrol detachments (in the villages of Pervommaisk and Parcani).

3)  The “Ministry of State Security (the “Minister” – General V.Sevtsov/Antiufeev; 1,500 personnel) is comprised of the special force battalion “Delta” (based in Tiraspol, with 150 personnel and weaponry, including armor personnel carrier (APC), grenade launchers, and handguns), the Cossack border guard separate regiment (based in Tiraspol, 300 personnel, 20 units of BTR-60, BTR-70) and the border guard troops (8 detachments, 29 separate squads and 30 control posts).

4)  The Black Sea Cossack Troops (the commander – “Ataman” V.Reabinschii; 3,000 personnel) are organized according to territorial principle (7 districts of Transnistria), representing a structural component of the Russian Union of Cossacks, and having the staff of the commandment (30 personnel) on permanent military duty.

5)  The corps of territorial defense, i.e. the popular militia and civil defense (the commander – Colonel M. Ovcharov, who served 20 years in the Soviet army; 300 standing personnel) is organized in 5 territorial battalions. The majority of the standing personnel are retired officers and their number can be increased in the case of “military threat” up to 2,000. The corps’ weaponry consists of 150 submachine guns.  

Among the other major factors that have contributed to the survival and consolidation of the Transnistrian separatist regime are: 1) the incompetent and irresponsible policy of the government officials of Chisinau that that until recently demonstrated consistency only in fundamental and unilateral concessions to the Tiraspol administration and even the last Moldovan administration  lack a coherent vision regarding the problems of separatism; and 2) phobias and fears of Transnistria’s population, skillfully implanted and manipulated by the authorities in Tiraspol, focused especially on the so-called “overnight unification with Romania;” and 3) the threat of enforced Romanization (an absolutely baseless fear after  the Communist party took the power in 2001).

c) The Russian military factor
Conflicts and their solutions in post-Soviet states affect the particularly sensitive areas of human rights and self-determination, national identity and inviolability of borders, spiritual renaissance and cultural heritage, democratic values and economic transformation. Conflict resolution for Transnistria, as well as for other “hot spots,” such as Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Nagorno-Karabakh and Chechnya, becomes a subject (and the headache) of scholarly research, the international forums and of debates within various institutions. Finding reasonable and applicable solutions is not only important for the independence and sovereignty of involved legitimate states, but also for the security and stability in these regions and the world in general, given the transcending effects of globalization. After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, it became obvious that the unresolved “local conflicts” generate instability and separatism and are linked, in many ways, with the threat of terrorism and the proliferation of the weapons of mass destruction.

In this context, the problem of particular interest is the Russian military presence in Transnistria and its role in negotiating with the separatist leaders. The question is: do Russian troops in the Republic of Moldova constitute a stabilizing factor or are they part of the threat? 
 

The 14th Soviet Army and its successor, the Operative Group of Russian Federation (OGRF), have been crucial factors in the consolidation of Transnistria’s independence and in the creation of the Transnistrian “army.” The structure of the Transnistrian army is an exact replica of the OGRF: the military personnel consists of officers and sub-officers from the same source and in the same proportion as the military personnel in the Russian forces. The Commander of the 14th Army in the early 1990s (1988-1992), General G. Yakovlev, later accepted the post of the “PMR” “Minister of Defense.” His successor, General Alexander Lebed (1992-1995), contributed directly to the violent escalation of the armed conflict in June 1992 and to the decisive military defeat for the Moldovan side, intervening on behalf of the Transnistrian separatists and securing the de facto independence of the “PMR.”

When the Republic of Moldova proclaimed its independence in August 1991, there were about 30,000 Soviet soldiers in 36 military garrisons on the Moldovan territory, as well as 45,951 tons of ammunitions – the largest storage of armaments in Europe – stockpiled in Transnistria. The agreement, which stipulated the evacuation of Russian troops and ammunitions within three years, was signed in October 1994 between the Russian Federation and the Republic of Moldova. The agreement was not implemented, however, since the Russian Duma had not ratified this document.  Instead, the Duma declared Transnistria “a zone of strategic Russian interests.” Since 1994, 22 bilateral agreements and protocols regarding Transnistria alone were signed; the majority of them were never executed.

Close relations between the “PMR” separatist leaders and Russian military forces in Transnistria, as well as in the North Caucasus, are the matter of public knowledge. For example, in accordance with the Decree of the Russian Federation (No. 1341, December 2, 1994), 35 “dual use” technical units and 160 tons of other equipment were transferred to the “PMR army.” Two years later, the Russian government approved the transfer of additional 150 technical units and 3,000 tons of other goods to the separatist authorities.
 

Russian military presence in Transnistria also allows for several other channels of currency inflow into the region. According to a World Bank Report, even conservative estimates indicate that the annual salaries transfer for the OGRF staff could exceed US$10 million, based on the fact that the OGRF employed about 6,500 people in mid-1990s.
 Although this figure was reduced since the 1990s, Russian military presence “continues to be a boon to the Transnistrians, providing civilian and military employment for local citizens and a sense of security for the unrecognized regime.”

These issues became the subject of long and complex debates in international organizations and institutions, including the United Nations, the OSCE, the United States Helsinki Commission,
 and the Woodrow Wilson Center for International Scholars.

Participants of the above debates generally agreed that the OSCE’s 1999 Istanbul Summit Decisions represented a fundamental shift in how the issue of Russia’s military presence in Moldova and Georgia was addressed. The following represents the most significant actions undertaken by the Summit: 1) it committed the Russian Government to a concrete deadline for withdrawal in place of the previous expression of “general good will”; 2) it enshrined the importance of the consent of Moldova and Georgia for the Russian military presence; 3) it moved the issue from bilateral debates into multilateral forums, including the OSCE; and, most importantly 4) it linked the issue of Russia’s withdrawal of its troops and ammunitions to the adapted Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) treaty, a program of high importance to Russia, the United States, and Western Europe.

Based upon such observations and facts, it is important to examine the present status of this issue and assess its influence on resolving the Transnistrian conflict.

By the end of January 2003, a new trainload with Russian military hardware – seven out of at least 140 necessary to evacuate about 40,000 tons of Russian ammunition – left Tiraspol. The trainload, like previous loads, carried out only military engineering equipment and spare parts, and did not include any ammunition. In spite of the withdrawal of shipments and troops, the structure of the OGRF has remained broadly similar to the structure of the 59th Infantry Motorized Division, based in the region during the Soviet times: infantry brigade, tank regiment, artillery regiment, air defense missile regiment, antitank artillery battalion, reconnaissance battalion, communication battalion, etc. Until recently, the provision of Russian troops registered only insignificant changes: 115 main battle tanks T-64 in 2000 (instead of 120 in 1994), 130 armored combat vehicles (instead of 160), 128 cannons (it was 128 in 1994). Military analysts explained the difference between the quantity of Russian military equipment and armaments in the years of 2000 and 1994 by analyzing facts regarding its transfers to the “armed forces of ‘PMR’.” Military potential on the left bank of the Nistru River remained practically the same throughout the decade, net superior to that of the legitimate Moldovan armed forces.

However, under pressure from the international community and in accordance with the 1999 Istanbul Summit Decisions and the CFE Treaty, Russian leaders took advantage of considerable financial assistance
 and officially declared their commitment to fulfill the 1999 obligations. Some changes occurred in 2001, when, according to Ambassador W. Hill, the OGRF overcame the “Transnistrian resistance” and destroyed or withdrew all of its heavy weaponry. Meanwhile, in November 2001 the Smirnov regime blocked the process of withdrawal again for almost another year.
 The Russian officials used this situation, along with the problems surrounding the “transit of trainloads through Ukraine,” as excuses for failing to complete troops and armaments withdrawal by the Istanbul target date of December 31, 2002. According to the than Speaker of the Russian Duma, G. Selezniov, the delay was not the result of Moscow’s “bad intentions,” since Russia “remains firmly committed” to the new deadline for withdrawal. The OSCE Ministerial Summit at Porto in December 2002 set a new deadline to December 31, 2003. Unfortunately this deadline also was not respected and the Russian delegation refused to sign final statements of the followed since then annual OSCE ministerial meetings. The withdrawal of military hardware and weapons was literally “frozen” again under false pretext that “Transnistrian authorities do not permit it”. In spite of all signed by Russia agreements and commitments by 2006 approximately 20,887 metric tons of ammunitions and ten train loads of Russian military equipment still remained in Transnistria
.
Along with above mentioned arguments, there are at least three reasons to reassess the role of Russian factor in resolving the Transnistrian conflict. 

First, the conflict over Transnistria has finally attracted sufficient attention and combined efforts of Washington, Moscow and Brussels. This fact is reflected in the joint statements of American and Russian Presidents during President Bush’s May 2002 Saint-Petersburg visit, in the joint pronouncements of the U.S. and Moldovan Presidents in December 2002, in the statement of the Dutch EU Presidency in 2002, as well as in the EU-Moldova Action Plan signed in February 2005 as part of the European Neighborhood Policy
. Thus, the Transnistrian issue is no longer “a personal affair” of the separatist leader or the concern (albeit a major one) of the Moldovan President alone. 
The concept of “synchronizing” the withdrawal of Russian troops and armaments with resolving the conflict should be revisited in spite of the Russian insistence to “bundle” these two issues and keep the existing status quo “frozen” as log as possible. Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov stated in one his press conference “positive impact” on of the Russian military presence. In his words “Russia wants to pull out its arms and ammunition from Transnistria as soon as only possible, but will be unable to do this as long as the Transnistrian conflict settlement process is at deadlock”
. Acceleration of troop withdrawal according to the OSCE schedule inevitably facilitates the settlement, depriving separatists from their “Russian card.”

Second, while the technical aspect of Russian withdrawal constitutes a problem, it is not an insurmountable obstacle, as some Russian, Ukrainian and Transnistrian officials tend to believe. The OGRF has already demonstrated that it is capable of prompt and timely withdrawal of ammunition and of destroying the “third category,” non-transportable fuses. According to some military experts, full Russian withdrawal would require only five to six months, especially if two modern cameras for weapons dismantling – provided by American and German companies on the OSCE mission request – are used.
 

From the technical standpoint, one of the most prominent and underestimated problems stems from transit restrictions imposed by the Ukrainian Government: the quantity of transit cars with ammunition is limited to 10 and simultaneous transit of two or more military transports is prohibited. However, President Victor Yuschenko initiatives: the Plan for “democratization of Transnistria” as an eventual solution to the conflict May 16, 2005;  Customs Protocol signed on December 30, 2005 (backed by the EU and USA and harshly criticized by Tiraspol and Moscow as “an economic blockade” of Transnistria); proposal to adopt a new multilateral document that will reconfirm territorial integrity of Moldova launched in his Munich speech (January, 2007)
, and other more recent steps confirmed Ukraine’s eagerness to play a more active role in resolving the Transnistrian conflict and inspired optimism. Overall, it must be noted that the Russian military has a comparable experience of withdrawal, both in quantity and quality, when the Soviet Army’s armaments and troops were removed from Central European countries. In 1970s and 1980s it took just thirty to forty days to withdraw.

Third, the new environment, which requires reevaluating the Russian military factor, is linked with at lest three new circumstances: a) direct EU engagement by providing an important border assistance mission (EUBAM) for Moldova and Ukraine along with the OSCE’s continuing efforts for conflict settlement and reintegration of Transnistria; b) Romania’s membership in  NATO and EU; and c) in the light of NATO’s Eastern enlargement, Moscow’s interest to maintain its military presence in the region by changing the status of the OGRF, for example, into that of a “peacekeeping force” under the OSCE umbrella.

An attempt to reconsider the conflict management policy represented the Federalization project, launched in July 2003 in Kiev that provoked a political turbulence and extremely negative reaction in Moldovan society, contains, particularly, a proposal of a new format of peacekeeping operation under the OSCE aegis. Ambassador W.Hill, the than head of the OSCE mission in Moldova emphasized it even before this project was officially announced: “I do not rule out the participation of an OSCE-member country in this operation [Russia] but it must be really international and ensured by a truly international contingent, which should be entirely different from the current one”.
 This was a significant statement because the continuing presence of Russian troops in Transnistria and their transformation into “peacekeeping forces” may cause rather than prevent destabilization. Historical background of debates on this subject supports such conclusion.

The 1992 Agreement On Principles of Conflict Settlement in the Transnistrian Region of the Republic of Moldova, signed in Moscow by the Russian and Moldovan Presidents, clearly stipulates that the 14th (OGRF) Army is to retain neutral status in the Transnistrian conflict and is not to be involved in any peacekeeping operation in the region. The Russian side, however, has never respected this principle, and the Republic of Moldova eventually accepted the presence of Russian armed forces as de facto peacekeepers, particularly by signing the Odessa Agreement in March 1998. According to some Moldovan and international experts, the Odessa Agreement was a serious political miscalculation of Moldovan leaders. The Agreement blocked the peace process by transforming the entire “peacekeeping” operation into “an operation of conflict preservation and protection of the separatist regime, facilitating its consolidation.”
 

As a political analyst, Vladimir Socor, emphasized, Moscow is seeking for an exclusive “peacekeeping” and “mediating” role in the post-Soviet areas. To that end, the Russian leadership prefers to obtain some sort of an “international peacekeeping mandate” for its troops, or a publicly recognized status of “temporary stationing.” According to another and the most likely option, however, it is in Russia’s interest to maintain its de facto military presence, without an international mandate and the official Moldovan consent, thus resulting in a Russian Kaliningrad-like enclave on the Nistru River.
  

d) Economic interests and mechanisms of the “PMR” 

In early 1990s, Transnistria accounted for about 40 percent of Moldova’s GDP. It produced more than 35 percent of its total industrial output, including 90 percent of electricity,
 all steel, rolled metal, and heavy industrial equipment, as well as a large part of the food processing industry, particularly in canning.
 This over-industrialization of Transnisria was the result of Soviet leadership’s “divida et impera” approach: to divide Moldova by concentrating on the industry of Transnistria – the territory, which was part of the USSR since 1918, much earlier than the rest of Moldova. Transnistria’s economic potential, which was managed by the so-called “red directors” appointed by Moscow from various regions of the Soviet Union, has been used by the separatist leaders as the main argument in favor of Transnistria’s claim to statehood.

In the first decade of Transnistria’s “independence” (1991-2002), the situation has changed because of the region’s self-isolation from the rest of Moldova and its failure to reform the economy.
 The most significant economic challenges include: i) low work efficiency; ii) low internal market capacity; iii) unresolved problems of ownership; iv) instability of the financial sector; v) agriculture and construction sector shortages; vi) unfavorable conditions for entrepreneurial activities; and vii) considerable external debt and obligations to the outside world.

“The Chairman” of the Economic Commission of the Supreme Soviet, V. Belitchenko, described the condition of “PMR’s” economy as “critical.”  Belitchenko asserted that there were not only “errors in economic policy, but also weakening in the public administration system.
” Stressing that “nobody knows what is supporting the economy of the region,” the authors of the Center for Strategic Studies and Reforms Report indicated that the economic recession continued during the whole period of Transnistria’s “independence.”
 Transnistria’s GDP decreased in 1999 by 30 percent in comparison with the previous year, in 2000 - by 29 percent, and in 2002 - by 13 percent. The industrial output decreased during the last decade by 2.5 times, the agricultural output shrunk 4 times. The financial situation at the beginning of 2000 was catastrophic, with negative balance of payment as its prominent feature.
 Thus, a question can be raised: how has Transnistria’s economy managed to avoid bankruptcy and continue to exist under the status quo? 

This so-called “paradox” can be explained by co-existence of two “parallel” economies. 

1)  Transnistria’s “official” economy avoided collapse because of: a) the de facto liberalization in a number of areas, including foreign trade; b) massive external subsidy, especially free gas deliveries from Russia (Transnistria’s unpaid debt for gas amounts more then $ 900 million); and c) partial reforms undertaken by reluctant authorities in the face of complete economic failure.

2)  The “unofficial” or “informal” sector of Transnistria accounts for at least 50 percent of 

“PMR’s” officially calculated GDP.  According to the World Bank Report, “‘PMR’s’ de facto separation [from Moldova] and the lack of structural reform have provided a large window of opportunity for various forms of shadow economic activities.”
  Although it is difficult to estimate the exact figures and to delimitate the frontier of the “dual economy,” its existence is central to understanding the powerful economic base of “PMR’s” survival and the prosperity of its leaders throughout the years. 

Three main mechanisms of money laundering and sources of corruption may be identified. 

First, there is transit (trafficking) of excise-duty goods through Moldova’s customs on Ukrainian and Romanian borders, under the “Republic of Moldova. Customs Tiraspol” official seals (until September 2001).
 According to Moldovan analyst, O. Nantoi, the volume of excise goods taken through customs in the Republic of Moldova and intended for Transnistria in the year of 1998 alone constituted more than 2.8 billion Moldovan Lei.  90 percent of these goods were contraband and represented fiscal evasion not only from Moldova’s budget, but also from Transnistria’s. 

60 percent of the 1.2 million tons of oil products – the annual volume imported through Transnistria and consumed by Moldova – constituted another channel of contraband, profitable for both banks of the Nistru River. Any attempts to block this illegal traffic are violently persecuted by criminal groups, closely spliced with governmental structures.

During the personal testimony of the Moldovan Ambassador to the U.S., the author of this manuscript, before the US Helsinki Commission, it was noted that some 173.5 billion cigarettes, 17 million liters of ethylic alcohol and 13 thousand tons of poultry were smuggled into the Transnistrian territory during 2001 through the Kuchiurgan custom point. Kuchiurgan is just one of twelve custom points on the Transnistria sector of the Moldovan-Ukrainian border. It is obvious that these products were not meant solely for local consumption; since the region’s adult population does not exceed 400.000 people. In fact, these products were illegally re-exported to countries in Eastern, Central and Western Europe.
 Moldova’s President V.Voronin addressed the problem in one of his televised speeches on November 6, 2002. He noted that contraband and smuggling of weapons, alcohol, oil, drugs, pharmaceuticals, tobacco and other goods through the Tiraspol-Odessa route are bringing approximately US$ 2 billion a year to the Smirnov regime.  Tiraspol’s “official” budget totals US$ 100 million
. 

Second, money laundering through Transnistria’s commercial banks (“PMR’s” banking system includes two state and 9 commercial banks) poses a real challenge.  Transnistria’s banks retain accounts in some commercial banks in Moldova, Russia and Ukraine, allowing “PMR’s” financial institutions to conduct transactions with the CIS, European, American and other banks. President Voronin in the above mentioned televised speech accused Moldova’s Petrol Bank in laundering $584 million of “dirty money” from three Transnistrian commercial banks in 2001 alone. Shortly after these revelations the name of the bank was changed into Euro Credit Bank. The head of the Petrol Bank, Felix Goldberg, resigned as he was offered a position of the Deputy Chairman in Transnistria’s Agroprombank, an institution closely linked with the “Sheriff” company. 

It is not easy to verify these figures and to present exact and clear evidence that money trails lead from/to Tiraspol to Chisinau, Moscow, Kiev and other capitals. According to the Moldovan Public Policy Institute, in 2000 alone, foreign financial flows into Transnistria’s commercial banks through Moldovan commercial banks amounted to US$ 20.7 million, while outflows equaled US$ 146 million. During the fourth quarter, constant transfers of funds from Transnistria totaled US$ 133.08 million, all of which were not of economic nature. These funds are known to come from the Russian Aerobank. It is also understood that they are transferred through the Transnistrian Agroprombank, via a commercial bank in Moldova and into the account of an Aerobank branch in Yugoslavia. On September 30, the General Department for Combating Economic Crime of the Russian Ministry of Internal Affairs revealed Aerobank’s suspect behavior and declared that the Department had searched all 15 branches of this bank. Thus, it may be concluded that the US$ 133.08 million were laundered from Russia to Yugoslavia via Transnistrian and Moldovan banks.

Third, production of armaments and trafficking of illegal weapons are the biggest source of illegal revenues for Tiraspol’s corrupt elites that obviously are not counted in Transnistrian GDP. This is highly sensitive issue and international experts, specialists of EU border Assistance Mission (EUBAM) found no evidence of organized arm smuggling, although they cannot assert with confidence that it is not taking place. As a border expert in an interview with International Crisis Group (ICG) mentioned that 95 percent of goods that entered and exit Transnistrian border are carried by trains and “you could smuggle anything in those trains”.
  There are also some air cargo routes from Tiraspol that are even more difficult to monitor. I would refer also to President V.Voronin recent statement that, I believe, is based on verified evidence: “Up to 24 Grad installations, 1,000 Vasiliok mortars, hundreds of thousands of Kalashnikov automatic pistols and other weaponry are annually manufactured in Moldova [Transnistria]”
.  Certainly, all these armament is not produced for “internal needs”. Knowing how close tied Transnistrian state enterprises were to Soviet (now Russian) military industrial complex and that these entities are still engaged in various contracts with Rosvooruzjenie, it is not at all excluded that Transnistria is continuously engaged in arms production and trade. My discussions with well informed and competent Moldovan and International experts and my research on these issues provided serious arguments to confirm these suppositions. After all there are some concluding facts that I want to refer.
During the military conflict of June 1992, Transnistrian enterprises of the ex-Soviet military-industrial complex produced only several, comparatively simple types of armaments. Since 1995, however, they manufactured 50 mobile launcher rocket systems BM-21, type Grad, and 250 to 300 systems type Duga; 200 to 230 units of 82 mm and 120 mm Mortars; 1000 antitank grenade launchers with gun-carriage SPG-9 and portable antitank grenade launcher RPG-7; 1100 to 1200 units of 9 mm submachine gun, 9 mm pistol PM and 5.45 mm pistol PSM; as well as antipersonnel and antitank mines, etc.

There are several main producers in serial of this weaponry within “PMR.”

· The Mechanical Factory Pribor (Bendery, June 28 Street) produced 47 mobile rocket launcher system BM-21 Grad with 20 disposable rocket tubes before the close of 1999. Twenty of these systems were transferred to the Transnistrian armed forces, while an intermediary Russian company working through Bulgaria covertly sold the rest to Georgia’s separatist region of Abkhazia. 

· The Steel works MMZ (Rybnitsa, I Industrial’naya Street) launched the production of 82 mm and 120 mm mortars (five to seven units per week, 200 to 260 annually – far exceeding the needs of Transnistria’s armed forces), antipersonnel and antitank mines (PMD type), antipersonnel 40 mm grenade launchers GP-25. The production was in place since 1997.

· The factories Elektromash (Tiraspol, 1 Sacrier Street), Electroagregat and Metalorucav (Tiraspol, 7 Lazo Street) produce submachine guns AK-7.62 mm, AK-5.45 mm, 9 mm pistol PM and 5.45 mm pistol PSM, as well as antitank grenade launchers SPG-7. 

· The Kirov casting factory (Tiraspol, 2 Sacrier Street) produces the original grenade launchers NPGM-40 for submachine guns AKS-74.

· Finally, the machine-building factory (Bendery, 5 Rascoalei Street) launched the production of grenade launchers, type RPG and Muha.

Without the help of the engineers, experts and inventors from the Russian Federation, the technological process for such weapons production would not have even begun. Among the skillful weapons production leaders are: Vladimir Casperevich, Nicolai Bazarov, Vladimir Kolomoitsev and Victor Golicov, all of whom were known as talented inventors, serving in the 14th Soviet Army. They created an experimental laboratory within the Transnistrian military-industrial complex (MIC) for design and production of new types of weapons, working in close cooperation with the Military Office of Russia’s Ministry of Defense. The separatist administration then facilitated the regime’s cooperation with Russian weapons production by creating the “Ministry of Defense Industry,” headed by the leaders of the MIC, Veaceslav Sapronov and Peotr Denisenko. 

According to the Moldovan, Russian and international press, the regime has collaborated with companies from Bulgaria, Israel, Iran, Hussein’s Iraq, and other various Arab countries that specialize in production and commercialization of weapons and military equipment under the umbrella of the powerful “Sheriff” holding company.
 Controlling a big chunk of “PMR’s” economic potential, “Sheriff” is the main instrument of contraband, illegal trafficking, including weaponry, and at the same time – their principal beneficiary. A decree by the “PMR President” Igori Smirnov exempt “Sheriff” (led by the “President’s son, Vladimir Smirnov) from all taxes and endowed the company with exclusive rights on import-export transactions in gas, oil, tobacco, and alcohol. “Sheriff” takes on the majority of Transnistrian banks, factories, gas stations, and telecompanies, including the mobile telephony.
 All in all, armaments, ammunitions, military equipment are “exported” from Transnistria by virtual or real companies (like the “Sheriff”) under the protection of the “PMR Security Ministry” and under the coverage of “legal” or forged Moldovan Customs documents. The main smuggling and transit routes at the beginning of new Century went through two Ukrainian ports of Odessa and Ilichiovsk, and through Romanian ports after the naval shipment was established in August 2001 along the route Reni (Ukraine) - Tulcea (Romania) and Reni - Galati (Romania).

Thus, it may be concluded that the underlying obstacle to the resolution of the Transnistrian conflict is not the impossibility of finding a solution within the bounds of national sovereignty, but the distinct economic interests of varying political elites.
 The Transnistrian “state” is run by “the President,” his sons, and the company, often referred to as, “The Father, the Sons and the Sheriff.” The machinery of the “state” is used to advance their interests with scarcely any show of legitimate process. Meetings with officials are simply expositions of an agreed party line. Questions about controversial matters are never answered. As mentioned by authors of an Independent Report for Department for International Development (UK), a parallel could be drawn with Moldova, of where the President’s son – Oleg Voronin – is one of the richest businessmen in Moldova and the Voronin family, despite its communist pretensions, is deeply embedded in the activities of the economic elite. Moreover, it is not clear just how genuine the Moldovan President’s attempts to challenge Transnistrian smuggling have been. President Voronin proposed that only new, Moldovan-issued Customs stamps are recognized, with Transnistrians thereby losing their right to act as collectors of Moldovan Customs dues. In agreement with this proposal, Moldovan officials were to be placed at checkpoints on the Ukraine-Transnistria borders.

The violability of the Transnistrian segment of the Moldovan-Ukrainian border (stretching for 452 km) has been assured for at least three reasons. 

Weakness and incapacity of the authorities in Chisinau until recently (2005) to prioritize the security of Moldova’s borders during negotiations with the Ukranian representatives may be the first contributing factor. It may be concluded that the Moldovan political elite “contributed to the consolidation of Transnistria’s anti-constitutional regime”
 by failing to unite around the issue of reestablishing Moldova’s territorial integrity. Instead, the leaders of Moldova’s main political parties engage in the blaming game to attract voters. For example, President Voronin repeatedly accused the Christian Democratic and Popular Party’s (CDPP) large-scale anticommunist meetings of last spring as “sponsored by Transnistrian leaders” and supported by Romania – a statement that plunged Moldovan-Romanian relations into deep political crisis. Nevertheless this did not impede communist party leader to coalesce with the CDPP and other opposition democratic parties after the parliamentarian elections of 2005 that led to the reelection of President V.Voronin to a new term.
Second, there were Ukraine’s reluctance to support Moldovan efforts to close their common frontier – also known as the abysmal “black hole” – and Kiev’s unwillingness to establish joint customs posts under the pretext that “no necessary legislation exists.” In reality, at the beginning of this decade Ukraine blocked these measures, as various Ukrainian (B. Tarasiuk and G.  Udovenko, former Ministers of Foreign Affairs) and Transnistrian representatives (Yuri Ganin, the Deputy “Minister of Industry”) admitted.
 In 2001, the Moldovan President accused Kiev of playing a “dual game,” thus provoking a heated exchange of diplomatic notes between the two Ministries of Foreign Affairs and causing an additional deep political crisis with Ukraine.
 Fortunately, these obstacles are behind, although the new Ukrainian Prime-Minister and President V.Youschenko rival, Victor Yanukovich, appointed in 2006, apparently is less inclined to cooperate with Moldovan authorities on these issues.
Third, Transnistria has become somewhat of “a free economic zone” for Russian capital and some (not always legal) transactions. Many powerful Russian companies – like Gazprom, Itera, Lukoil – are represented there, establishing control over various Transnistrian company branches and enterprises. Itera, for example, holds the majority of shares (75 percent) of Transnistrian Rybnitsa Steel works. All these companies also have a very strong position in the Moldovan economy. Therefore, it can be concluded that: i) economically, Moldova and Transnistria were, de-facto, re-integrated, by Russian capital; ii) it does not matter that this situation is not yet officially recognized;
and iii) the formal borders between the two banks of Nistru River still exist.

Since 2002 new trends appeared in Transnistriia’s economy. Specialists from Moldovan Center for Strategic Studies and Reforms (CISR) in their detailed and comprehensive analysis generalized them, emphasizing: a) strengthening of the legal and institutional basis of macroeconomic management; b) expansion of private sector through privatization that in the words of E.Shevchuck “played the role of a kind of oxygen pillow that made it possible for the economy to survive”
; c) access to external markets with a considerable increased of the pro-EU export (even faster that Moldova’s export to these countries); d) introduction of  the new tax system and reformation of the system of registration and regulation of economic activity etc
.  All of these contributed to the cumulative growth of GDP more than 60% (comparative to Moldova’s 40%)
. All these performances did not change the political economy of kleptocratic Transnistrian regime. For example, out of 142 enterprises listed for sale, more than 100 have already been purchased, but the estimated $150 million in government revenues received in return have scarcely impacted the TMR economy. “The region appears to support stores belonging to only two firms, “Green” and “Sheriff”, as noticed Russian magazine Komersant
. 
2. The “Nagorno Karabakh Republic”: “No winners and no Defeated?”
The “Nagorno Karabakh Republic” (“NKR”) proclaimed its independence from Azerbaijan on September 2, 1991 – coincidently on the same day as the “PMR” and 4 days after Azerbaijan declared its independence. The decision was taken almost unanimously during the joint session of the Nagorno-Karabakh oblast’ (region) and the Shaumean raion (district) “Soviets of the People Deputies” on the basis of the USSR Law (1990, April 3) that gave Soviet national autonomies the right to decide on their judicial status in the case of session of a Union Republic from the USSR.  Later on, the December 1991 referendum in Nagorno-Karabakh overwhelmingly (99,89%) supported the declaration of the region’s independence.  With a mountainous territory of 4,800 square kilometers – an area slightly bigger than that of Rhode Island, the smallest U.S. state – and the population of 120,000, “NRK” is a special case of ethno-political conflict, deadlocked and frozen.

a) What makes the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict different from other ex-Soviet conflicts?

First, the Karabakh dispute is the most complex and bloody inter- and intra-national conflict in the Transcaucasus region. 30,000 people died in the fighting and ethnic cleansing operations (pogroms), 844,000 Azeris (a tenth of Azerbaijan’s population) and 265,000 Armenians have become internally displaced persons (IDPs).
 This conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan was the first serious test for Gorbachev’s “new thinking” policy on nationalities. Facing the challenge of a number of potential ethno-political conflicts, the Soviet leader did not want to create a precedent by making concessions to any of the involved parties, although he tried to find solutions through dialogue and negotiations. This approach aimed to yield “no winners and no defeated.” Gorbachev followed advice of his Armenian senior advisor and my former boss, Georgy Shakhnazarov, a descendant of an Armenian Karabakh noble family, but in this case the formula proved to be inefficient. It was “something completely new for us,” Vyacheslav Mikhailov, the former Chef of Nationalities at the CPSU Central Committee, stated in an interview with Thomas de Waal, the author of one of the best books published on the Nagorno Karabakh conflict.

Second, the history of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict provides valuable lessons.. The war for the Soviet succession in this region, which ended by the fall of 1993 with a military victory of the Nagorno-Karabakh Armenians, created a precedent. In the opinion of Audrey Altstadt, a professor at the University of Massachusetts, the story of this war represents “the failure of conflict-resolution efforts in the face of commitment to battlefield success and the ending of war through military victory rather than mediation.”

Third, ethnic conflicts in the Caucasus in general, but the Armenian-Azeri dispute in particular, are aggravated by historical and cultural causes. Both the Azeri and the Armenians claim absolute historic right to Nagorno-Karabakh.  Politicians, historians and journalists from Azerbaijan currently regard this territory as their own historical patrimony, “temporarily occupied” by the Armenian troops guided by the concept of building the “Greater Armenia from sea to sea.”
 At the same time, their Armenian colleagues argue – just as vehemently – that this land, referred to in Armenian as “Artsah,” was historically populated by Armenians and that even the ancient cross stones (hachkars) found everywhere in Karabakh confirm its Armenian origins.
  Deep suspicion and lack of mutual trust are also based on the historical memories of the modern epoch’s first holocaust:  the 1915-1917 Turkish Genocide of Armenians that killed 1.5 million people.
 In both cases, national ideology and “nationalizing state” served as the basis for aggressive separatism, for claims to revise the borders and to correct the errors of history. It is also obvious that any type of nationalism – Azeri, Armenian, or Georgian – played a destructive role and is incompatible with peaceful resolution of the conflict.  

Fourth, the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh has attracted one of the most diverse set of mediators.  OSCE’s Minsk Group (MG), created especially for resolving this conflict, is co-chaired by the USA, Russia and France. As Azerbaijan’s late President, Heidar Aliyev, mentioned in his statement before the Parliament (February 2001), he has met the MG co-chairs 98 times, discussed the conflict with the US President or Secretary of State on 18 separate occasions, 18 times with the French President, 28 times with the Russian President and 78 times with various Turkish leaders.
  Nagorno-Karabakh representatives were never involved in these bi- and multilateral meetings. To date, none of the parties directly involved in the conflict has been satisfied with the results of negotiations and the only common conclusion was sharp criticism of the mediators. Even the first meeting between the Armenian President, Robert Kochiarian, and his new counterpart from Azerbaijan, President Ilham Aliyev, in Geneva (December 11, 2003) and the following meeting of Armenian and Azeri Foreign Ministers in Prague (16 April 2004) called to discuss a “new approach to resolving the conflict” did not unearth prospects for the solution. But just few days before his first meeting with Armenian counterpart, President Aliyev affirmed in an address to the Turkish Parliament, “Nagorno-Karabakh was, is, and will remain Azerbaijan’s territory. Azerbaijan will never agree to the loss of its lands and will liberate them at any price.”

b) The fall of the Soviet Union and the rise of the independent Karabakh.

In Nagorno-Karabakh, a lot of things happened for the first time. The ethno-nationalist and political conflict started in 1988 as an irredentist intra-state dispute between two Soviet republics: Azerbaijan and Armenia. The most outspoken Armenian poet, Silvia Kaputikian, made a strong statement in support of Karabakh’s Armenians at the February 15, 1988, Session of the Armenian Writers Union, which was followed a few days later by public rallies on the safest, “non-political” environmental issues: Lake Sevan, the nuclear power station, chemicals plant Nairit – all under a single slogan, “Karabakh is the historic territory of Armenia.”  This was the first large mass rally in the Soviet Union. In the meantime, the deputies of the Nagorno-Karabakh People’s Soviet voted overwhelmingly to transfer the region to the Armenian SSR. The request was rejected by the CPSU Central Committee under a motive that any revision of the existing national and territorial structure would contradict the interests of the working people in both republics. Only direct intervention of the Soviet President, Mikhail Gorbachev, and his promises to find a “just solution” calmed the spirits, but not for long. 

Azerbaijan never agreed with the request to change the status of the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous oblast’ (NKAO). The region was placed under the jurisdiction of Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republic (AzSSR) in July 1923. Various calculations went into this decision. In part, it reflected the Soviet tactic of “divida et impera” (“divide and rule”): by placing NKAO, populated by the Armenian majority, within the borders of Azerbaijan, Soviet Central leadership sought to establish its role as the main broker between the two republics.
 It also created a pro-Soviet element within Azerbaijan in order to keep that republic under control.
 Armenian Soviet leadership repeatedly appealed the decision before Moscow, but the status of the region remained unchanged. The anti-Armenian pogrom in the Azeri town of Sumgait shattered almost 70 years of peaceful co-existence. A rail blockade of Armenia and NKO followed, coordinated by the Azerbaijani Popular Front, cutting off the transportation artery that assured 85 percent of food and fuel supply to NKA and Armenia. The situation became critical after the devastating earthquake (December 7, 1988) in Spitack (Armenia) that killed tens of thousands of people and left about half a million homeless. 

This disaster, along with the continuing Azeri blockade of Armenia, enforced Moscow to establish a “special administrative status” for the NKAO under direct control of Gorbachev’s envoy, Arkady Volsky. This committee was abolished few months later, after the USSR Supreme Soviet reinstated the Azeri rule over the region (November 1989). This signified the end of Gorbachev’s perestroika and glasnost’ policy in Armenia and the beginning of a bloody and intractable conflict. Violence in Sumgait made the conflict inevitable, followed by another pogrom in Baku in January 1990 that resulted in 74 new victims, mostly Armenians. The Soviet Special Forces occupied Baku on January 19-20, after a cruel 5-hour battle that left more than one hundred twenty Azeri dead and more than one thousand wounded.
 Known as the “Black January,” this marked the end of public support for Gorbachev’s perestroika and glasnost’ in Azerbaijan. Azeri leaders, including the newly appointed First Republican Secretary of the Communist Party, A. Mutalibov, radically changed their claims and called for restoring Azeri control over Nagorno-Karabakh and the withdrawal of Soviet troops (the latter was assured a bit later, during the presidency of a pro-Turkey nationalist, Abulfaz Elchibey, the leader of the Azerbaijani Popular Front). Meanwhile, large groups of Armenians began creating independent militia - the prototype of the future Armenian National Army – focused on acquiring arms from the Soviet forces still located in the region.

Another detail is necessary for understanding the importance of the Karabakh problem for the then-Soviet leaders, and particularly for Mikhail Gorbachev. As Gorbachev’s advisor and my former colleague, Andrei Grachev, mentioned in his memoirs, the crisis in Nagorno-Karabakh unexpectedly provided a pretext and support for the State Council [it was the supreme executive unit that comprised leaders of the former Soviet republics], and thus for the Soviet Union. According to Grachev, “The impasse in Karabakh after four years of unresolved conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan confirmed the need if not for a repressive “center,” then at least for a peace-making supranational mediator, an arbitrator…Gorbachev could not disregard this additional opportunity to legitimize the Union, even as the result of a negative experience, since he knew that he had virtually no other hope of reconciling the parties.”
  The Karabakh crisis did not prevent the dissolution of the Soviet Union, as the USSR leaders and first of all President Gorbachev did not succeed to prevent its evolution into an incendiary maelstrom for the entire Caucasus.

The dissolution of the USSR, followed by the declaration of independence of Azerbaijan (August 30, 1991) and Armenia (September 23, 1991), marked a new phase in the evolution of the conflict. One of the former activists of the Karabakh Committee - Levon Ter-Petrosean – was elected as the President of an independent Armenia. Yerevan strongly supported, although did not officially recognize, the declaration of independence of the “Nagorno-Karabakh Republic” (January 6, 1992). 

Azerbaijan never recognized Nagorno-Karabakh’s independence and started massive military operations. By the end of 1992, the Azeri control was re-established on half of Karabakh’s territory, including 60 percent of its arable land, the only hydro-electric power station and its gold mines.
 In the end, however, the military factor had the boomerang effect. The Armenian forces launched their counter-offensive, benefiting from the support of the 366th Regiment of the former Soviet Ministry of Internal Affairs, and especially by its heavy weaponry, including ten tanks that were “temporarily borrowed.” For the Armenians of Karabakh, the regiment was “a godsend gift,” as Thomas de Waal discusses in his book.
 The military operations continued during the 1993 and the beginning of 1994, and resulted in the decisive victory of Armenia. A Russian-brokered ceasefire agreement was signed in the Kyrgyz capital Bishkek in May 1994. The real war with real armies resulted in the death of 25,000-30,000 from both sides, in the losses of about 15 percent of the Azeri territory and some 750,000 Azeri internal refugees. At the same time, an armed rebellion against the Elchibey government in Ganje, Azerbaijan’s second largest city, led to a coup d’etat that brought to power Heidar Aliyev, the former First Secretary of the Azeri Communist Party, a former member of the CPSU Politburo, and a KGB general. Thus commenced a new, “peaceful phase” – or, more exactly, the “no war, no peace” phase – of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. This situation is still in place today. 

c) Arcady Gukasean, the “President of NKR”: “The Nagorno-Karabakh Republic had already constructed itself as an independent state.” 

The Armenian President, Robert Kocharian, in an article on the Nagorno-Karabakh problem, wrote: “The settlement of the conflict cannot be successful without considering political, legal and historical realities of that unique to some extent problem. At its time, Karabakh voluntarily joined Russia but not for the purpose of finding itself in Azerbaijan. As the result of the Soviet collapse, two independent states were created on the territory of the former AzSSR: Azerbaijan and the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic (NKR). The juridical bases for NKR’s existence are impeccable. We are ready to consider the settlement of the conflict in the legal aspect. It is also clear the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic had already constructed itself as an independent state. This is our stance.”

Robert Kocharean, the head of the State Defense Committee, the former first “President” of the “NKR” (elected by the local parliament in December 1994) and the former Prime-Minister of Armenia, is considered by many Armenians a personality of heroic reputation.  He won the 1998 presidential elections against Karen Demirchean, the ex-First Secretary of the Communist Party, and won a two-round presidential contest in 2003, that, according to a Washington-based analyst Richard Giragosian, were “neither free nor fair.”
 President Kocharean replaced the former President Levon Ter -Petrosean, also one of the former leaders of the “Karabakh Movement,” who was forced to resign after his statement on Nagorno-Karabakh at a press conference (September 26, 1997), “I do not consider the maintenance of the status quo realistic” and his apparent acceptance of the “step-by-step” solution to the conflict.
  President Kocharean’s victory assured the prominent position of the “Karabakh Party” in Armenian politics – and especially on the issues related to resolving the conflict. This fact is the key to understanding the latest developments of the “NKR” as a de facto state and of the mediation process as a whole.

The ruling political elite in Armenia has always had close links with Nagorno-Karabakh and included such personalities as Vazgen Sargsian (the former Armenian Defense Minister and Prime-Minister, assassinated in the Parliament on October 27, 1999), Samvel Babyan (the former “NKR Defense Minister”), Serge Sargsian (the former Interior, Security, and Defense Minister), Leonard Petrosian (the former “NKR Prime Minister”, assassinated with Sargsian), Slava Avanesian (the former Secretary of “NKR’s” Security Council), etc. Although Armenia did not officially recognize the “NKR,” their relationship is well structured and developed on the basis of the Protocol on Consultation, signed in May 1998 by Armenian and “NKR” Foreign Ministers (V.Oskanean and N.Melkumanian), and the Agreement on Economic Cooperation, signed in September 2000 by Prime-Ministers of Armenia (Andranik Margarian) and the “NKR” (Anushavan Danielean). Azerbaijan denounced the latter document as “a grave violation of Azerbaijan’s legislation.”

The “NKR” considers itself a de facto independent state with all necessary formal trappings: the “President” (Arkady Ghukassian was elected as Kocharian’s successor in 1997 and re-elected with an overwhelming majority in 2002); the “People’s Assembly” (the “Parliament”) elected for the third time and consisted of 33 members from several parties (the pro-governmental Union of Democracy Artsakh won 13 seats; the loyal opposition Armenian Revolutionary Federation – Dashnak won 9 seats );
 the “Government”, the “Army” as the most powerful institution with some 20,000 persons in active service. The “Republic’s” legislation, its taxation system and economic policy are interlinked and synchronized with those of Armenia. Two thirds of Karabakh’s budget, according to some sources, came from Armenia. Even the currency is the same:  Armenian Dram. 

The “Republic” presides over considerable reserves of iron minerals, marble, granite, gypsum, and basalt, as well as over fields of copper, gold, coal and even some oil and rich water resources. “NKR’s” basic economic activities are agriculture and food processing industry. The Armenian Diaspora is considered to be the factor of strategic importance for rebuilding Karabakh’s economy. The Diaspora is comprised of four to five million people concentrated in the United States (around one million), Russia (close to one million), Georgia (450,000), France (350,000), the Middle East (400,000), and South America (100,000).
 The ten million dollars raised by the Diaspora were used to build the sixty-four kilometer highway that linked Nagorno-Karabakh with Armenia. In many Armenian towns of Karabakh, including its capital Stepanakert, the infrastructure was reconstructed in large part on the Diaspora’s money. The powerful Armenian lobby in the U.S. Congress promotes significant grants (over $100 million earmarked annually) for Armenia, making it the second highest per capita recipient of the U.S. aid (after Israel). For ten years, the Diaspora also pushed to secure the Section 907a of the Freedom Support Act that punished Azerbaijan for its blockade against Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh (Section 907a was lifted only in 2002).

In 1998, “President” Ghukasian declared, “For the citizens of the NKR, the main question of settlement – the status of Nagorno Karabakh – was solved de facto. The Nagorno-Karabakh Republic is an independent state and an independent political-military factor in the region.”
 The challenge now is, in the opinion of Razmik Panossian, “How a de facto independent entity can be made to appear to be de jure part of one state (Azerbaijan), while also being integrated into another state (Armenia).”
 

d) International dimension of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict

The Great Powers inevitably pay attention to Nagorno-Karabakh, and to the whole region of the Caucasus, due to their strategic location, resources and the unresolved conflicts. This once was the territory of dispute and competition among the Russian, Ottoman, and Persian Empires, with their successors retaining important interests in the region.  

Turkey, traditionally linked with Azerbaijan (the former Azeri President, A. Elchibey, famously stated that Turks and Azeris were “one nation, two states”), is primarily interested in Caspian oil and gas, trade and commerce. By supporting Azerbaijan and Georgia, Ankara is trying to counterbalance Russia’s expansionism into the Caucasus and Central Asia. Since the collapse of the USSR, Turkey for the first time in centuries does not share a common border with the region’s traditional heavyweight, Russia. Ankara is tempted to play the leading role among the former Soviet states and is pursuing this goal by initiating the Black Sea Economic Cooperation regional organization in 1992. Turkey, like Azerbaijan, closed its borders with Armenia and seriously considered the possibility of military intervention in Nagorno-Karabakh to stop successful Armenian offensive in 1993.

Iran, Russia’s long-time rival in claiming hegemony over the Caspian Sea and the Caucasus, had to deal with the three new coastal countries (Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan) that became interested in exploring the Sea’s rich oilfields. Iran has another strategic interest: to break out from the U.S.-imposed isolation. In this context, Tehran supported Armenia and Russia in their attempt to establish a “North-South” corridor to counterbalance the “East-West” corridor, backed by the U.S., Israel, Turkey, Georgia and Azerbaijan. Another serious motive for Iran’s pro-Armenia policy is to prevent any rapprochement between its large ethnic Azeri minority (15-20 million) and Azerbaijan. Armenia, on the other hand, considers Iran as an effective counterweight to Turkey’s influence. This explains Yerevan’s 1992 rejection of the “territorial swap” of Zangezur (an Armenian territory) for Nagorno-Karabakh with a corridor to Armenia.  For a short period in early 1992, Iran was accepted as a mediator of the conflict and was trying unsuccessfully to play the “Azeri cart.” 

Russia, since its conquest of the region in the early nineteenth century, remains one of the main actors in the Caucasus and is trying to keep its influence even with limited military and economic resources. Moscow’s geostrategic interests in the Caucasus – long viewed as “Russia’s underbelly” – are obvious: the war in Chechnya, alternative oil and gas pipelines, political and military control over the unstable Caucasus region. Russia is not only an external actor, but it is also a major internal player in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, as well as in the Caucasus region in general. Close military cooperation between Russia and Armenia had the major impact on the war between Armenia and Azerbaijan, leading to Armenia’s victory and the cease-fire agreement under Russia’s umbrella in May 1994. Growing military aspect of the relationship between Russia and Armenia was emphasized in the Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance signed in August 1997 that promised a generous “gift” of 1 billion in Russian arms to Armenia from 1994 to 1996.
 There is another important aspect that was mentioned by Andrei Grachev, the former advisor to Gorbachev, “The crisis in Karabakh had escalated from the exacerbation of a chronic but minor ethnic conflict to a maelstrom that was pulling in the entire Caucasus, including Georgia, as well as Turkey, Iran, and, ultimately, Russia. Only Russia had the means to prevent those involved directly in the conflicts - including itself - from sliding into ‘the devil’s alternative.’ But Russia proved unable to do so, either as a member of the [Soviet Union] or after it had acquired its own unlimited sovereignty.”
 

The United States and the European Union are relatively new actors in the Caucasus, with some new priorities in the region after the 9/11 terrorist attacks: region’s political stability and resistance to religious fundamentalism, and the almost decade-old multiple pipeline strategy aiming to bring Caspian energy to Western markets, bypassing Russia and Iran. Recent enlargements of NATO and the EU play an important role in prospects for restoring the region’s stability: both Georgia and Azerbaijan expressed interest in joining NATO, for example (Georgia became an aspirant to NATO at its Prague summit in November 2002, and Azerbaijan – in April 2003). The main elements of the United States and EU strategy toward Caucasus are: 1) involving of the Caucasus countries in the Global War Against Terror and in the Iraqi Freedom operations (to date, only Armenia declined to join these operations); 2) developing East-West export of Caspian oil and gas; 3) resolving the region’s deadlocked conflicts; 4) supporting the rule of law and improvement of governance and democracy records.
 Clearly, along with common goals, there are differences in practical approaches of the EU and the U.S. According to Vladimir Socor, the EU, which launched big infrastructure projects a decade ago – such as TRACECA (Transport Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Central Asia) and INOGATE (International Oil and Gas Transport to Europe) –  “remains the great absentee from economic, political and security affairs of this region” and the EU profile decreased continually since mid-1990s.
 

The most important international involvement, however, is the mediation of the crisis through the so-called Minsk Group (MG), created in 1992 under the auspices of the OSCE.  The MG consists of ten European states – Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, the Czech and Slovak Federal Republics, France, Germany, Italy, the Russian Federation, Sweden, Turkey – with the USA, Russia and France acting as co-chars. While it is the subject of a separate analysis, it is important to mention Washington’s active role in the MG-brokered peace process. The U.S. hosted the leaders of Azerbaijan and Armenia in Key West (Florida) in April 2001 and Special Negotiator for Nagorno-Karabakh and Eurasian Conflicts (Ambassadors, in order of their succession, J. Maresca, C. Dunkerley, R. Perina, and S. Mann) put a lot of effort in search of a solution. Washington’s approach is reflected in the comments by the former Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage, who noted during his trip to Armenia and Azerbaijan, “The solution to the question of Nagorno-Karabakh is not one that can be imposed top-down, from the outside, and shouldn’t be. The resolution to this question should be between the two parties, and the Minsk co-chars should be facilitators.”
 In this context, the former U.S. Ambassador Perina stated in an interview, “If the Presidents of the two countries heartily want it, resolution to the problem is possible. I have no doubts. The international community and the Minsk Group will render every assistance to the parties. After the September 11 terror attacks on the United States, settlement of the conflict became a priority for the world community.”

Strategic interests of the international community are strongly motivated by Caspian energy reserves that constitute about 3 percent of the world’s oil reserves (compared to the North Sea’s 2 percent and the Middle East’s 65 percent) and 4 percent of the world’s gas reserves (North Sea – 27 percent and the Middle East – 34 percent).
 At the same time, it is necessary to mention that this is a controversial issue. Some of the experts consider the talk about Caspian oil nothing but a “spectacular bluff.” Their conclusion is based on the facts that, for example, out of the pledged $42 billion, no more than 8 billion was invested in Azerbaijan in the past decade and that from 21 international contracts, signed in mid-1990s, only five remain in the works, and only one – the AIOC led by British Petroleum – is producing a considerable amount of crude oil.

 4. Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Ajaria: Conflicts of Georgia’s “Rose Revolution”
A few years ago, Moscow-based Nezavisimaia Gazeta described an apparently paradoxical situation of Armenia as the only country that benefits from Russian weapons, U.S. money and Iranian cooperation.
 Today, Georgia’s situation can be described as paradoxes’ puzzle, as some kind of the Soviet Union’s new glasnost’ and perestroika at the time of their edge. In the words of the famous Soviet dissident Andrei Sakharov, Georgia used to be a “little empire” with its great territorial and ethnic scratch, and heterogeneous character. 

During last five centuries, Georgia – as the Caucasus in general – has been a disputed area of the Great Powers: the Russian (Tsarist and Soviet), Ottoman and Persian empires, each having its own interest in the area’s ongoing territorial and ethno-political conflicts, often identified as “sovereignty conflicts.” In the last two centuries, Russia emerged as the dominant power in the Caucasus and the “Russian factor” is still the most important in understanding the conflicts’ paradigm and their prospects for solution. As Oliver Roy stated, “In the early 1990s Moscow had actively encouraged conflicts in the Caucasus, while presenting itself as an honest broker between combatants.”
 All conflicts in the Caucasus are connected to the presence of Russian troops as direct participants or as “peace-keepers,” “advisers,” “instructors,” selling Russian arms (usually to both parties to the conflicts) to local military and intelligence services and to the various economic and political actors. Georgia, in this context, appears as a special case.

Georgia’s November 2003 “rose revolution” brought new hopes and new concerns for resolving the country’s ethnic disputes. The “revolution” resulted from a very unique combination of factors in the ex-Soviet space: economic distress and centuries-old nationalistic orientation toward the West, including direct U.S. influence, even on the military; an aged authoritarian ruler with no obvious heir and a looming succession crisis; a divided ruling party and an impressive array of vigorously independent businesses, NGOs, and media outlets. Of all these, the non-state media may have played the central role.

a) “Abkhazia’s value consists in its indefinite status” 

At the time of Georgia’s independence almost two decades ago, Abkhazia (Apsny in the Abkhaz language) represented 12 percent of Georgia’s territory and 10 percent of its total population. Of Abkhazia’s 535,000 people, ethnic Abkhazians represented 93,000 or 18 percent, Georgians – 46 percent, Armenians – 15 percent, Russians – 14 percent, Greeks – 3 percent, and Ukrainians – 2 percent. 
 Like Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia held the second highest status in the USSR – that of the Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (ASSR) within the jurisdiction of the Georgian SSR.  While the ethnic Abkhaz represented a “concentrated minority” within the Autonomous Republic, they had a disproportionately majoritarian representation in the local legislative and executive administration, holding over 40 percent of seats in the local Supreme Soviet, 50 percent among Abkhazian Communist Party’s First Secretaries, and 67 percent of Republican Ministers.

Georgians and the Abkhaz share common history and cultural heritage at least from the tenth century, when members of the Georgian Bagration dynasty called themselves the “Kings of the Abkhaz and Georgians.” The two people shared a common Orthodox religion until a significant number of the Abkhaz was converted to Islam in the late Middle Ages.  Up to the end of nineteenth century, before the expulsion of some of 30,000 ethnic Abkhaz of Muslim religion to the Ottoman Empire, they constituted the majority of Abkhazia’s population.  The vacated land was populated (with a strong endorsement from the Tsarist authorities) by Slavic immigrants, as well as Armenians, Greeks and Georgians.  The latter already constituted a majority before the First World War. Abkhazia used to play an important role in the Russian and Soviet interests, first of all as a counterbalance to Georgian nationalism, regarded by Moscow as more dangerous than that of the Abkhaz origin.  Abkhazia was Sovietized before Georgia, when, in 1921, it was granted the status of a Union Republic. Later on, Abkhazia was associated with Georgia and its status was reduced to that of an Autonomous Republic (1931).  Although the number of the Abkhaz slightly increased (by 1,5 percent), they consider the Stalin period as the “Era of Georgian chauvinism” or the time of “Georgianization and Russification.” which affected this and other small nations, considered by Moscow since that time as the “Russian speaking population” that should be “protected” by Russia. 

Contemporary public consciousness of Georgians is dominated by the negative view that Russia annexed their country twice. First, in 1801, when the Tsar Alexander I deposed the Bagration dynasty, abolished the Kharti-Kakhetian kingdom and incorporated it into the Russian Empire. And for the second time, in 1921, when Bolsheviks overthrew the Democratic Georgian Republic, occupying the country. The “Abkhaz problem” is also seen by Georgians through this prism and even the birth of the Abkhaz national movement in the 1960s is considered to be the result of Russian intrigues.
 Tensions between Georgians and the Abkhaz became more frequent and even explosive after the Stalin era, with outbursts in 1957, 1964, 1967, and 1987. Open violence erupted in June 1989, when the Abkhaz leadership demanded to reinstate the region as “a Union Republic.” The demand was followed by ethnic clashes in Abkhazia’s town of Sukhumi that left a dozen dead and several hundred wounded.  

On August 25, 1990, the Supreme Soviet (the Parliament) of Abkhazia declared the region an independent Soviet Socialist Republic (this declaration was quickly overturned by the Supreme Soviet of Georgia). Only a few months later, Georgian nationalist party, “Round Table – Free Georgia,” of Zviad Gamsakhurdia won the general parliamentary elections in Georgia.  Almost at the same time, Vladislav Ardzinba, a Moscow historian, a member of the CPSU and of the USSR Supreme Soviet, and the Director of Abkhazia’s Galy Institute of Language, Literature and History, was elected the Chairman of Abkhazia’s Supreme Soviet. The policy route adopted by President Gamsakhurdia – “Georgia for Georgians!” (later modified into, “Georgia for Christian Georgians!”) – did not smooth inter-ethnic tensions. Instead, Georgian relations with minorities become more rigid than ever. Interestingly, Gamsakhurdia maintained good relations with the Abkhaz leadership and, after Georgia’s former communist leader and Gorbachev’s Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze ousted him in a coup d’etat (December 1991), he started his revenge “March on Tbilisi” from Abkhazia (September 1993). It must be also mentioned that it was Russia’s support that helped Shevardnadze to maintain his position against Gamsakhurdia, in return for Georgia’s membership in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). After Gamsakhurdia’s fall, tensions between Tbilisi and Sukhumi continued to escalate, especially with the reinstatement by Abkhazia of its 1925 constitution, perceived by Georgia as an act of secession.

The conflict over the political status of Abkhazia erupted into a secessionist war in the summer of 1992 when President Shevardnadze sent his Defense Minister Tengiz Kitovani to Abkhazia to free Alexander Kavsadze, a Deputy Prime-Minister, kidnapped by Gamsakhurdia’s followers. Later on President Shevardnadze claimed that Kitovani defied orders and marched to Sukhumi, and Abkhazians opened fire. The outcome of the Civil War was disastrous: at least 10,000 people were killed and 250,000 Georgians from Abkhazia became Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs). Georgia suffered a humiliating defeat.  Yet, this was neither the result of Abkhazia’s “military superiority,” nor of support from the Confederation of the Caucasian Peoples that chose Sukhumi as its capital. Although the Georgian army at the time was far from the model of modern and disciplined force, it is unimaginable that Abkhazia with its population of less than 100,000 people could achieve such a crushing victory without significant external support. There is no secret that military equipment, advisers and Russian troops decisively contributed to this outcome. There is a lot of evidence that even SU-25 and SU-27 fighter aircrafts, tanks and other Russian heavy weaponry were used against Georgians. At the same time, Moscow claimed neutrality and “successfully” brokered a series of cease-fires, the last one signed on May 14, 1994. Russian leaders were also busy with institutionalizing the new role of the CIS (de facto, Russian) peacekeepers in conjunction with the UN Observer Mission in Georgia (the UNOMIG).

Russia’s participation in the Abkhaz conflict yielded a number of benefits for Moscow. As Catherine Dale rightly points out, “First, by forcing Shevardnadze to his knees and then rescuing him, leaving him indebted, if angry, Russia secured a compliant Georgia with an obedient leader, likely to support CIS efforts. Second, Russia made strategic gains, securing the use of ports and airfields, and basic rights into the indefinite future to guard Russia’s vulnerable underbelly. Third, the hotbed of hostility and hatred Russia fostered could prove to be useful, if Russia chose to manipulate it again at any point to justify continuing Russian presence in the area… Fourth, on an international scale, Russia created a tense situation, in which Russia itself was best situated to monitor and intervene.”
 

Finally, Abkhazia achieved its de facto independence and Georgia maintained its de jure territorial integrity, forced to join the CIS and to accept continuous presence of Russian “peacekeepers” and Russian military bases on its territory. Meanwhile, the total population of Abkhazia declined, according to the Sukhumi officials to “over 300,000 people” (according to other sources, to under 150,000) from 535,600 in 1989, and Abkhazians become a majority (65 percent).
 In November 1994, Abkhazia’s “Parliament” adopted a Constitution that stated that the Republic of Abkhazia (Apsny) “shall be a sovereign democratic state based on law historically established by the right of a nation to free self-determination.”
 At the same time, Abkhazian legislators refuted the idea of “Abkhazia as an integral part of Georgia,” backed by the UN mediators. V. Ardzinba was elected “President,” and he made no secret of Abkhazia’s aspirations to integrate with Russia.

During the past decade, Abkhazia existed as an independent de facto state formation in spite of all efforts of Georgian authorities, as well as the UN and the CIS mediators, to find a solution for re-integrating the region. Abkhazia’s independence was practically acknowledged by the fact of negotiations between Georgian and the Abkhaz leaders. The main questions are: how did Abkhazia succeeded to retain its de facto independence, what are the sources of its economic viability, and what are the chances of its re-integration with Georgia?

Extremely favorable geographic location of Abkhazia along the shore of the Black Sea determines the political significance of this region.  Russia borders the Western Transcaucasus and has placed its military bases here, providing support for its strategic Caucasian partner, Armenia. This support is executed through the railway that crosses Abkhazia. During the Soviet times, Abkhazia used to be an important producer of citruses, tea and tobacco, and was known as the “Soviet Riviera” because of its unique subtropical climate, beaches and recreational facilities, visited by millions of Soviet tourists. Abkhazia’s quota in Georgia’s agricultural output was 12.5 percent, while its industrial production accounted to less than 6 percent. In general, however, Abkhazia did not meet its own requirements for basic food crops and livestock products, but was compensated through revenues from tourism.
 

However, today this economic potential has been practically paralyzed for years due to the dissolution of the Soviet economic system, the consequences of the conflict, and the sanctions imposed by the CIS upon Georgia’s request. The only exception is the Inguri dam (on Georgia’s side) and hydroelectric power plants (on the Abkhaz side of the river) that provides over one third of all electrical energy consumed in Georgia and is the only source of electricity in Abkhazia. It must be noted that even during the period of heaviest fighting, the Abkhaz and Georgian specialists maintained electricity generation to the benefit of both sides.
 It seems that the policy of sanctions (“the stick”) and the promise of economic advantages as result of reintegration (“the carrot”) did not work in Abkhazia.  Instead, the approach produced the opposite effect, generating a siege mentality, reducing public willingness to compromise, and contributing to the development of shadow economy. It is obvious that there are other, independent sources to support Abkhazia’s “statehood” and, as Svante Cornel stressed, “Economic problems or economic dependence on Tbilisi were not present, implying that no economic factors were there to impede the Abkhaz secessionist moves.”

Contraband, drug trafficking and corruption became the main sources of Abkhazia’s revenues. In Tbilisi’s wholesale markets, there are “boutiques” selling “Marllboro,” “Viceroy” and other “Western” cigarette brands made in Abkhazia. Significant quantities of lumber from North Caucasus are crossing Abkhaz territory and are sailed away to Turkey, bypassing Georgia’s Customs points and without any tax payments.  Large volumes of gasoline requested by the Russian military for its “own needs” is illegally traded for about 20 cents per litter. Other objects of contraband are nuts, scrap-metal, and stolen cars. Recently, selling Abkhazia’s recreational and health-resort buildings became another profitable enterprise for Sukhumi’s authorities.  According to Russian sources, the buildings are “privatized” by Russian ministries, like the Ministry of Defense, as well as by various Russian generals and oligarchs. Even ordinary Russian people are willingly buying homes in Abkhazia. These houses once belonged to Georgian refugees and, for a symbolic price of US$ 300-500, they are turned into “summer dachas” by Russian vacationers.
 According to Yuri Morozov, a Russian military observer of the UN Mission (2000-2001), criminal groups divided Abkhazia into zones of control. Thus, the Western Abkhaz gang is controlling the traffic of fuel and food products, and some drug trafficking; the Gagra band is producing drugs; the Gudauta group holds the main “authority” over drugs trafficking; the Chechen gang is controlling the railroad and highways. Sometimes even the Russian peacekeepers are involved in this net of criminality. These gangs created their network and are coalescing with local authorities, gradually becoming an important economic and political decision-making factor.

According to some Russian sources, 72 percent of the Abkhazian budget is spent on defense and it is hard to believe that subtropical farming, market gardening or tourist business revenues pay for such expenditures. Along with considerable humanitarian aid programs (over $10 million annually), as Revaz Gachechiladze argued, “there is an unofficial and very substantial flow of outside (non-humanitarian) aid, which makes it possible to maintain the military potential of Abkhazia.”
 

Moreover, during the Soviet times, Abkhazia was also famous for its Sukhumi Institute of Physics and Technology.  According to Western experts, in spring 1993, the Institute held between 1.4 and 4.4 pounds of highly enriched uranium and 240 other samples of radioactive material. The uranium vanished during the war – the “where” and “how” still undetermined. The same happened with a small but potent amount of radioactive cesium 137 that was stockpiled in the Medical Research Institute and could be used to make a “dirty bomb.” As Douglas Birch of The Baltimore Sun wrote, “nowhere in the wreckage of the USSR is material less secure than in Abkhazia and other rebel-controlled bits of post-Soviet states, where corruption is endemic, the rule of law is weak and smuggling is a mainstay of the economy.”
   Proliferation issue makes the prospects of Abkhazia’s highly criminalized separatist behavior a problem and a headache not only for Georgia, but also for the international community concerned with the region’s stability and security.  Thus, all negotiations must be evaluated in this context. Meanwhile, the Abkhazian side arrives to the negotiation table “with a firm conviction that the Abkhazian state status has been determined de facto and cannot be changed.”
 In fact, as two independent journalists put it, “Abkhazia’s value consists of its indefinite status.”

b) South Ossetia:  “I can see no problem here…the only issue there is that of its status,” – Mikheil Saakashvili, President of Georgia
 

South Ossetia is another small autonomous region in Georgia with the population of 100,000 people, of whom sixty-seven percent are ethnic Ossetians and thirty-three percent are Georgians. Another 100,000 Ossetians are dispersed throughout Georgia. Once an independent kingdom, North Ossetia was incorporated into the Russian Empire in 1774 and South Ossetia – in 1801. In 1922, Ossetia was divided into two parts once again: North Ossetia was put under the jurisdiction of the Russian Federation, while Georgia inherited South Ossetia.  

The conflict in South Ossetia, as that in Abkhazia, is related first of all to the issue of national autonomy. South Ossetia’s tendencies toward reuniting with North Ossetia were always prevalent and became especially strong during Gorbachev’s perestroika in 1989. In fact, South Ossetia emerged as the first challenge to Georgia’s sovereignty, with Ossetian nationalism escalating as a response to growing Georgian nationalism. August 1989 proclamation of Georgian language as the only official language of Georgia prompted the popular front of South Ossetia – Adamon Nykhas  (Talking to People) – to petition before the Central Soviet authorities for South Ossetia’s unification with North Ossetia and, thus, with Russia. 

On 20 September, 1990, local legislature unilaterally declared South Ossetia as an “Independent Soviet Democratic Republic”. Tbilisi’s reaction was prompt and decisive: abolishing South Ossetia’s autonomy and renaming it into “Shida Karti” or “Tskihinvali and Java.” Thus, Georgia’s Constitution no longer contained reference of South Ossetia. Such “parade of sovereignties” finally led to armed clashes, although on a smaller scale than in Abkhazia, with the Soviet military supportive of the Ossetian “self-defense forces.” As many as 2,000 people were killed and tens of thousands displaced. The then Russia’s President Boris Yeltin had brokered the cease-fire agreement (June 1992), thus ushering the conflict into its “frozen” stage. According to some commentators, the roots of the conflict reside in the nature of the process of “tearing apart” the body of the Soviet state: “Just like the Georgians, the South Ossetians were seeking to realize their right to self-determination and were fighting against the ‘imperial center’ of their own. This fight was not probably always civilized: criminal elements might have been involved in it.”

Although the roots and the logic of this conflict are practically the same as in the Abkhazian case, there are some important distinctive features. For example, Ossetians are the majority of the region’s population, who enjoyed the status and the privileges of a “titular nationality” since the Soviet times. The Georgian-Ossetian conflict has no religious component: both sides are Orthodox Christians. Mutual tolerance between Ossetians and Georgians is higher than in the case of Abkhazia and this is reflected in the relatively high percentage of intermarriage.

Within the region, the Ossetians were over-represented in Soviet and Communist Party leadership. For example, 80 percent of the Party’s local Committee First Secretaries were of Ossetian origin, although their quota in population was 65 percent. From the Georgian perspective – who largely consider themselves “the only natives” of Georgia – the Ossetians are “latecomers” to Georgia, where they migrated “only a few centuries ago” from the North Ossetia. As Bruno Coppieters observed, “The South Ossetian leadership has been struggling for various objectives during the conflict. This includes an upgrading of its regional status to the status of a republic, reunification with the Autonomous Republic of North Ossetia, which is situated in Russia, recognition as an independent member of the Russian federation and sovereign status.”
 

In September 1996, the legislature of South Ossetia instituted the presidential post. In November, L. Chibirov, the leader of South Ossetia, was elected president. Soon after, he made the statement that South Ossetians are not going to change their political course and that “all changes that will take place in the republic are designed to adjust its status to the present day realities both in the political and economic contexts”.

Economically, South Ossetia was one of the most disadvantaged regions in Georgia. Without any significant industry – apart from some mining activities in the northwest – or tourist attractions, South Ossetia remains a largely agricultural area. The region’s low economic viability prioritized eventual reunification with economically wealthier North Ossetia over independence. The development of the conflict, according to Svante Cornell, transformed South Ossetia into “a major smuggling conduit between Russia and the South Caucasus that benefits corrupt Russian, Ossetian, and Georgian customs or law enforcement officials, while it leaves the local population with little benefits.”
  The new South Ossetian leader,” President” Eduard Kokoyev (Kokoity), a Russian citizen and a resident of St-Petersburg, until recently have been promising to clear the republic of “international” criminals. Yet, like his Abkhazian and former-Ajarian counterparts, Kokoyev showed contempt for Georgian rulers and reiterated his loyalty to Moscow after the “rose revolution.” 

For Georgia’s new President, Mikheil Saakashvili, South Ossetia seems to be the next target for reintegration, after Adjaria’s “strongman” Aslan Abashidze was peacefully forced to leave the region.

c) The Ajarian problem

Ajaria – a small region on the Black Sea coast, bordering Turkey – is an area of about 160 square miles and 381,000 people. 83 percent of Ajaria’s population are ethnically Georgians and over half of the population is Muslim (including the Ajars). Perhaps, Ajaria is the most intriguing case of conflict in Georgia and in South Caucasus in general. Until the Russian-Turkish War of 1878, Ajaria was part of the Ottoman Empire, and was incorporated into the Russian Empire after the War. In 1918, Lord Balfour, the then-UK Foreign Secretary, noted, “The only thing that interests me in the Caucasus is the railway line, which delivers oil from Baku to Batumi [in Ajaria]. The natives can cut each other to pieces for all I care.”
  This was one of the world’s first pipelines to carry the Azeri oil from Baku to the Black Sea. In 1922, Ajaria became an Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic and was subordinated to Georgia in 1936. There are several factors that distinguish Ajaria from other Georgian regions in conflict.

First, the very fact of Ajaria’s autonomous status – based on religious differences with the titular population of Georgia – was unusual in the USSR. The Ajars identified as Georgians, sharing cultural similarities and speaking the same language, without, however, discarding historic and religious ties with Turkey. The existence of the Ajarian Representation Mission in Tbilisi was a “novelty in the history of relations between the central government and the Autonomous Republic,”
 its role focused on developing cooperation with Georgian authorities. Importantly, the Ajarian representative to Tbilisi was by his status the Vice-Chairman of the Ajarian Supreme Council. [– I hope the editing did not change the meaning here.- DT]

Second, strategically located on the Black Sea coast, with its Sea port Batumi possessing 200,000 barrels of oil processing capacity, Ajaria is one of the wealthiest regions in Georgia, avoiding the fate of two other rebel regions devastated by civil war and isolation. Ajars stayed relatively loyal to Tbilisi and never questioned Georgia’s territorial integrity. Moreover, Ajaria never supported the secessionist claims of other regions within Georgia. While the intentions of Georgia’s former President, Zviad Gamsakhurdia, to abolish Ajaria’s autonomous status provoked unrest in 1990s, it never erupted in full scale violence as in Abkhazia or South Ossetia.

Third, as noted above, Ajaria is an economically viable region with the first-class tourism industry inherited from the Soviet past. Ajaria is also quite rich in mineral resources and subtropical products. At the same time, for over a decade, Ajaria had been dominated by Aslant Abashidze and his clan. The clan established total control over customs, borders, communications, financial flows and the Batumi port revenues (an estimated $200 to $300 million), refusing to pay any taxes to central Government in Tbilisi. President Saakashvili stated that he “would not tolerate Abashidze and his Russian partners pocketing the proceeds from oil export through the Batumi port” and an estimate $25 to $50 million in customs revenues per year.
 According to the Georgian President, Abashidze was acting as a feudal lord in Ajaria, with political appointments determined through favoritism and nepotism. Abashidze’s son, Giorgi, for example, was “promoted” to the post of a Mayor of Batumi. Moreover, Ajaria’s Prime Minister and Prosecutor-General, as well as many other officials were related or otherwise close to Abashidze or his clan. In his business dealings, Abashidze succeeded to attract not only prominent Russians, such as Moscow’s Mayor Yurii Luzhkov, but Americans as well. Brothers of the former First Lady Hillary Clinton, Toni and Hugh Rodham, invested in the US$118 million project to export hazelnuts from Ajaria to the West. Toni even becomes the godfather of Abashidze’s grandson.

Fourth, the conflict between Ajaria and Georgia was mostly a dispute between charismatic leaders with diverging economic interests. Unlike Abkhazia and South Ossetia, Ajaria never had an intelligentsia-led movement for sovereignty and independence. By peacefully “dethroning” Abashidze, President Saakashvili created a precedent. For the first time, a rebel leader was urged to leave the region by peaceful means and despite strong support from Russian friends and “new” American relatives. Undoubtedly, Abashidze was put before a choice without alternatives: to share the fate of Shevardnadze, ousted by the “velvet coup d’etat,” or that of the former Romanian dictator, Nicolae Ceausescu, executed on the decision of the Revolutionary Military Tribunal. On May 6, 2004, after five months of confrontation, Aslan Abashidze fled to Moscow and, for the first time since Georgia’s independence, Tbilisi Central authorities took control of Ajaria, with new elections scheduled for June 20, 2004.

Fifth, President Saakashvili succeeded to peacefully replace Abashidze, in spite of the “Russian factor,” represented by a military base in Batumi. This was surprising not only for the Russians, but also for the Europeans. Walter Swimmer, the Council of Europe Secretary General, noted that both Tbilisi and Abashidze regime “lost their ability for dialog.” This statement provoked harsh criticism from President Saakashvili who initiated the procedure for changing the Council of Europe representative in Tbilisi.

However, President Saakashvili’s “rose revolution” succeeded in Ajaria by finding the key to resolving the conflict – the only successful case of conflict resolution in the area since the last decade. For the moment, as Sebastian Smith and Revaz Sakevarishvili report from Tbilisi, “plans are in place to auction off some of Abashidze’s more colorful assets. These are: some 200 dogs, most of them of the local big sheepdog breed, and a fleet of expensive foreign vehicles rumored to include American Humvees, an assortment of BMVs, and two London black taxis.”

Conclusions

The present analysis of three major conflict regions in the post-Soviet area are based on the assumption that there are some similarities between them, even if these conflicts are not similar in their political and economic roots, historical and cultural background, and prospects for solutions. 

Similarities reside in following: 

a) During the decade after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the separatist regions have proven to be viable semi-states, resistant to all legal authorities and to the attempts of the international community to develop and implement a peaceful solution.  The problem is not in the proposed “federalization models,” “common state projects,” “step-by-step” or “package” scenarios, which might be perfect from a theoretical point of view. The problem is to understand why these stalemates have continued for so long.  The solution is found in the fact that not only separatist leaders benefit from the cash flows generated by the status quo in these conflict regions.  For a complete explanation, it is necessary to follow the money trail:  in the case of Transnistria, for example, from its capital in Tiraspol to the capitals of Moldova, Ukraine and even Russia. 

b) In all regions we can observe the same generators of the conflicts: political, economic, ethnic and cultural disputes; foreign (first of all Russian) interests; personal rivalries of leaders; and their linkages with various mafia clans.  The role of the Russian military is another common important factor.  Russia’s armed forces continue to be directly (as in Transnistria, Abkhazia) or indirectly (in Nagorno-Karabakh) involved in post-Soviet conflicts, sometimes under such noble pretexts as “struggle against terrorist elements” and “peace-building and peacekeeping.” 

c) Conflicts and their solutions affect the very sensitive areas of human rights and self-determination, national identity and inviolability of borders, spiritual renaissance and cultural heritage, democratic values and economic transformation.  Conflict resolution for Transnistria, Abkhazia and Nagorno-Karabakh became the subject of international forums and institutions.  Finding reasonable and applicable solutions is not only important for the independence and sovereignty of the countries involved, but it is also a condition for establishing and maintaining security and stability in these regions and, in our age of globalization, in the regions beyond. In each of these conflict zones there are “frozen genes” of Kosovo. It is also clear that the prospects of the regions’ legitimate states to join the Euro-Atlantic architecture depend on resolving their frozen conflicts, as well as on promoting further intra-regional cooperation and continued economic and political reforms, as the EU Council Secretary General Javier Solana recently emphasized.  

In resolving ex-USSR’s “frozen conflicts,” differences among these conflicts are no less important than their similarities.

a) There is no universal, generally applicable solution.  Even if a settlement for one 

conflict can be found and successfully implemented, it cannot be applied to others as a “pattern.” The situation (e.g., regarding ethnic composition and cultural and historical traditions) differs from case to case.  The approaches, thus, must also be different. 

b)   The conflict over Transnistria appears to be the closest to peaceful resolution, given the combination of some favorable factors.  Both legitimate and separatist regimes are similar in their strong inclination toward an authoritarian style of rule. The populations on both sides of the Nistru River appear tolerant (or, rather, indifferent) to each other.  And even the lack of strong opposition in the Moldovan Parliament may prove beneficial for resolving the conflict.  The peace process may be facilitated by similarities of the Moldovan and Transnistrian Russian-speaking “homo sovieticus” elite with their shared pan-Eastern Slavic and Sovietophile orientation.
 

c) The prospects for solutions in Nagorno-Karabakh and Abkhazia are much less 

obvious.  The dynamics of negotiations are different, and the external factors and internal environments are different as well. The so-called “Chechen syndrome” in Russian-Georgian relations negatively influenced the prospects for resolving the dispute in Abkhazia. In the case of Nagorno-Karabakh, the conflict developed beyond a local dispute between Azerbaijan and Armenia, turning from regional into a geopolitical issue with no foreseeable positive outcome.  According to the experts, the authoritarian powers of two countries are much more interested in maintaining the conflict or the threat of its resumption – thus, exploiting the so-called “stand-by” regime – than in joining in search of a compromise. Today, the sides are even farther removed from one another in both of these conflicts than immediately after the end of military hostilities. Changes in Azerbaijan’s leadership may yet introduce some positive factors and may generate some new ideas and approaches. Even the fact that Armenian and the Azeri Foreign Ministers resumed regular meetings reflect an encouraging trend in bringing peace to Karabakh.

Part Three: NATO/EU Enlargement and “Frozen and Forgotten” Conflicts in the Soviet Successor States
The June 2004 summit of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in Istanbul was an event of the greatest importance for the new European democracies that emerged after collapse of the Soviet Union and dissolution of the communist countries in the Warsaw Pact. For the first time, the three former Soviet republics—Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia—and seven former communist countries attended the summit as full-fledged members of the Atlantic Alliance. NATO’s latest wave of enlargement has much more than quantitative salience—it is a new quality of the post–World War II political landscape situation that, along with the enlargement of the European Union (EU), will have a serious impact on the geopolitics of Eurasia, particularly in the former Soviet political space. The recent and most robust rounds of NATO and EU enlargement, as mentioned in the Istanbul summit communiqué, are “a major step toward a Europe whole and free” and, further, now cover a wide range of issues of common interest relating to security, defense, and crisis management.”
 The accession of new members to the Atlantic Alliance and the EU provide unique chances to resolve conflicts in new and neighboring countries of the Euro-Atlantic Partnership, specifically those located in the strategically important Black Sea–South Caucasus–Caspian Sea region. The latest round of NATO and EU enlargement offers the opportunity to turn the Black Sea-South Caucasus-Caspian area into a region of stability, peace, and cooperation. Such transformation will simultaneously involve and affect the United States, the European Union, and NATO in their new configuration, the new democracies still grappling with conflicts left over from the Soviet period, and Russia, which has already been engaged in separate security arrangements in this area. 

This chapter examines factors conducive to resolving these conflicts in light of NATO and EU enlargement; it uses the examples of Moldova’s Transnistria region and, to a lesser extent, Georgia’s secessionist conflicts as illustrative case studies. 

The Black Sea–South Caucasus–Caspian region represents a potential market for 400 million people from Europe, Central Asia, and the Middle East.  It has the second largest oil and natural gas reserve in the world and has a foreign trade capacity of more than $300 billion; Russia and its Caspian Sea neighbors are one of the world’s leading natural gas producers.
 The wider Black Sea region has the world’s largest reserves of minerals and metals, a skilled labor force and a sophisticated transportation infrastructure with numerous ports along the coasts of eight seas.  This swath of territory is a historical bridge between European and Asian civilizations, with a long history of transcontinental commerce dating back to the Silk Road; it also has a tremendous potential for tourism. 

—The Contributions of Subregional Organizations

The post-Soviet countries in the region are tackling various tasks to limit Russian influence and to consolidate their national sovereignty; not only are they trying find solutions for local conflicts by establishing a regional cooperation network, but they are also trying to solve the problems of their economic dependence from traditional sources of energy supplied by Russia. Within a new NATO/EU security network, various subregional organizations are coming to play a significant role in highlighting the economic benefits of conflict management and cooperation among their members. The Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC) may become potentially the most promising regional cooperation project, providing a unique base for commercial interests that are seeking access not only to the Black Sea rim, but also to the Caspian Sea, Central Asia, and the Middle East.

Yet subregional organizations and forums have overlapping memberships and ambitious (hence, somewhat conflicting and confusing) agendas: the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and the CIS Collective Security Treaty; BSEC and the Black Sea Forum; the Central Asian Union and the Central Asian Cooperation Organization; the Belarus–Russia Union and the Common Economic Space (CES), constituting Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine; the Central Asian Trio, the Caucasus Four, the Caspian Five, and the Shanghai Six; and the GUAM alliance, bringing together Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan, and Moldova to counter Russian overtures in the “Near Abroad” are among the more formal subregional groupings in the former Soviet political space. BSEC countries are united by three common goals:  to take advantage of potential cooperation existing in the region, to integrate the region into the world economy, and to transform the region into one of peace, stability, and prosperity. 

The new NATO/EU strategic partnership will deeply affect BSEC as a whole and each its member in part, and will provide new prospects for this organization as well as a possible solution for the “frozen and forgotten” conflicts that plague the region’s former Soviet political space. Established by the OSCE’s Istanbul Declaration in June 1992, the BSEC includes the former Soviet republics of Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova, Russia, and Ukraine, which are also variously represented in other subregional organizations (CIS, GUAM, CES); the former communist countries of southeastern Europe, including new NATO members Romania and Bulgaria and aspiring members that are also parties to the Southeast European Stability Pact; Greece, a member of the European Union and NATO; and Turkey, a NATO member and EU candidate, whose role in the creation and functioning of BSEC is particularly important. 

At the same time, BSEC is facing serious problems and challenges, especially after the Russian ruble collapse in 1998 and after the Turkish financial crisis of 2001, which significantly discouraged investment in the region; the direct foreign investment  that the region has attracted in recent years is quite insignificant, amounting to less than one percent of global flows.
 Among the organization’s members, serious barriers to and disincentives for strategic investments persist because of burdensome bureaucracies, corruption, frequently changing rules of the game, and, most important, the latent and not-so-latent conflicts that plague the region’s ex-Soviet portion. 

The economic recovery of Russia, Ukraine, Romania, Georgia, Moldova, and other countries of the region may offer some hope for the region’s economic future. In past seven years, few experts, if any, foresaw that Russia’s gross domestic product would grow by 500 percent: from $200 billion to $1 trillion in 2006
; that Russia would develop two or three times faster than the advanced industrial democracies of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development; and that direct foreign investment is expected to grow six-fold.
  Yet, this growth is attributable to sustained high world market prices for oil and gas rather than to durable, self-sustainable reforms. Russia’s dependence on the energy market is obvious:  energy exports accounts for 15 percent of GDP, 55 percent of exports, and half of government revenues.
 As George Soros observed at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Russia was “cursed” with abundant natural resources that prevented it from diversifying its economy and that allowed the government to “persecute” influential businessmen instead of pursuing needed reforms.

The Black Sea–South Caucasus–Caspian region represents a turbulent area facing challenges of transition to market economy and democracy. This uncertain and unpredictable situation is particularly characteristic of the countries of the former Soviet Union, reconstituted somewhat in the Commonwealth of Independent States and divided by various conflicts, competing interests, and emerging terrorist and other security threats. Even the region’s two biggest countries, Russia and Ukraine, are facing serious bilateral problems, as witnessed in their territorial dispute over the Tuzla Island, a five-mile strip of land in the key straight connecting the Azov and the Black Seas. 

The establishment of the GUAM organization by leaders of Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan and Moldova in 1996 (Uzbekistan joined in 1999 and left the organization during Operation Enduring Freedom) reflects the complex configuration of these countries’ interests.  The proclaimed goal of GUAM was defending security interests of the member countries under the provisions of the Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty that came into force in July 1992. Among the organization’s priorities are the withdrawal of Russian troops and munitions from the CFE Treaty’s so-called “flank” zones, Georgia and Moldova; reinforcement of border and customs control; contribution to the development of the EU-sponsored Transport Corridor Europe–Caucasus–Central Asia (TRACECA); and combating separatist conflicts in their countries, along with the ethnic extremism, organized crime, and illicit and illegal trade that the separatist areas typically foster. 

Russia has made it very clear that it disapproves of GUAM, considering it a pro-American organization, an “artificial structure that exists thanks to American money” and that “is designed to counter the so-called Russian neo-imperial ambitions,” in the words of a Russian deputy foreign minister.
 There is no lack of numerous meetings, declarations, and other important documents, particularly those signed at the Summits in Chisinau (April 22, 2005): “For the Sake of Democracy, Stability, and Development” and “Making Democracy from the Baltic Sea to Black Sea”; GUAM Charter - in Kiev (May 25, 2006) that institutionalized the Organization for Democracy and Economic Development –GUAM, or those signed recently in Baku (June 18-19, 2007)
. Yet GUAM has not become a real counterbalance to Russian influence in this area, nor has it resulted in a common economic space or an attractive area for foreign investment.  The organization is losing its momentum, despite the U.S. support and attempts by some of the region’s leaders to revitalize it; yet all of the alliance’s “founding fathers” have left the political stage. After the establishment in 2003 of the Common Economic Space under the Russian leadership and with Ukrainian participation, it is unlikely that GUAM will become a prosperous economic and political organization in the near future. 

On May 23–24, 2004, during the meeting with his counterparts from Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan in the Ukrainian Black Sea resort of Yalta, Russian President Vladimir Putin stressed, “Our aim is to create a new union which will be an engine of growth in Eurasia. We can achieve concrete results by 2005–2006.”
 The CES was modeled loosely after the European Common Market, the precursor to today’s European Union. For Ukraine, as critics often point out, being a member of CES with its “supranational regulatory body and unified tariffs policy” as envisaged in the agreement, might create serious obstacles to Kiev’s stated intentions to join the EU and the World Trade Organization (WTO). 

1. “Frozen and Forgotten” conflicts: Russian vs. EU/NATO Approach
Despite the regional network of support that these countries have erected to escape—or, at least, limit—the Soviet legacy, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Moldova continue to be in a zone of political turbulence, which is shaped largely by Russian economic and security interests. U.S. and European interests also play heavily in attempts to mitigate such turbulence for much the same reasons. For the first time during the last decade, the United States has adopted a more balanced stance toward the situation in the region by refining its “Russia-first” approach, inspiring hope for an equitable, long-lasting solution based on the principles of independence, sovereignty, and territorial integrity of the involved states. 

The U.S. approach to the separatist conflicts in these ex-Soviet states differs in some important aspects from the European approach, which may be crucial for their prospects for resolution. Until recently, the South Caucasus countries (Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia) were not included in the EU’s “Wider Europe” initiative, and their recent inclusion in the European initiative did not clarify the EU’s perspectives on how to settle the conflicts—a prime requirement for membership in the European project. Similarly, there are still no clear prospects for a closer, more “European” candidate—Moldova—to join the EU’s stabilization and association process adumbrated for southeast European countries.

—The Russian Connection to “Frozen and Forgotten” Conflicts

Russian interests and the Russian military presence in the conflict zones is an inalienable component of the so-called “stability balance,” or “controlled instability.” and one of the most important factors that keeps these conflicts still alive but “frozen.” It is a part of the new Russian strategy, whose main priority remains the solidity of the Commonwealth of Independent States, as President Vladimir Putin declared in his July 12, 2004 address to Russia’s ambassadors on foreign policy goals and reconfirmed in his statement at a Russian Security Council session on July 19. Putin stressed that “lack of an effective Russian policy in the Commonwealth of Independent States, or even a pause in it, will unavoidably bring nothing other than the rapid filling of this political space by other, more active states.”
 According to this strategy and, specifically, to Russia’s new military modernization doctrine adopted last fall, Moscow reserves the right to carry out pre-emptive military strikes and to use military force in the “Near Abroad” (former Soviet republics) if it deems it necessary; “protection of compatriots’ and national minorities’ rights within the CIS” can serve as a pretext for such actions
. As Russian defense minister Sergei Ivanov emphasized, “millions of our compatriots live there.” He also stressed that it is Russia’s duty to support these compatriots at different levels, including “supplying energy to them at prices below international levels.”
 

During the past decade, 100,000 citizens of Transnistria (whose total population is 555,000) became Russian citizen in accordance with the Russian parliament’s (the Duma) legal provisions. In the same period, and especially during 2002​–2003, Russian citizenship was offered to the majority of the population of Abkhazia and South Ossetia without any consent from the Georgian government. In 2004 the Duma adopted a new resolution to protect Russian citizens in these regions. Without any consent from the host countries, Moldova and Georgia, and against the OSCE’s 1999 Istanbul decisions, Russia continues to maintain its military presence there: 1,300 personnel in Tiraspol (the “capital” of Moldova’s Transnistria province) and Akhalkalaki in Georgia. 

Russia holds practically the monopoly of “peacekeeping” forces in these conflict zones, with one battalion in South Ossetia, three battalions in Abkhazia, and one in Transnistria. Russian officials say the battalions are the most important peacemaking factor in these regions. Andrei Kokoshin, chairman of the State Duma Committee for CIS Affairs and Ties with Compatriots, stated that “the role of our peacekeepers is underestimated generally. . . . Our peacekeepers are staying in Transnistria already for almost 12 years; in South Ossetia and in Abkhazia there is practically not a single person killed or wounded. Where can we see such a result of NATO’s peacekeepers?”

This manuscript cannot address the “effectiveness” of Russian “peacekeepers”; yet it is important to remember that the direct implication of Russian military forces and substantial deliveries of Russian military equipment played a decisive role in the separatists regimes’ victory in Moldova and Georgia during the local wars of Soviet succession fifteen years ago and contributed to the freezing of these conflicts. The general military prosecutor of the Russian Federation recently recognized that during 1992–1996, 150 units of military equipment and 3,000 tons of different military patrimony from Russian peacekeeping battalions were transferred to the separatist administration of Transnistria, and that the Russian government legalized this transfer post-factum, on July 17, 1996.
 

It is widely accepted that Russian military presence decisively contributed to the victory of Abkhazian secessionists in the war of 1992, when SU-25 and SU-27 fighter aircraft, tanks, and other Russian heavy weaponry were used against Georgians with Moscow’s subsequent “successful” brokerage of a ceasefire under quietly proclaimed neutrality. The latest events in South Ossetia, where Georgian police forces intercepted and seized a Russian convoy with military equipment, including 160 unguided missiles ostensibly destined for Russian peacekeepers, are disturbing. In 2002–2003, Russia already delivered a few tanks and armored vehicles to South Ossetian separatists in violation of the CFE Treaty.  

At his meeting with Russia’s diplomatic corps (July 12, 2004) President Putin, in an unusual display of post-Soviet deference toward Russia’s neighbors, emphasized that Russia should not assume that it has the right to dominate its relations with other ex-Soviet states, but that it should “make Russia’s relations with CIS members as attractive as possible.”
 Putin also mentioned that “the latest wave of EU and NATO enlargement has created a new geopolitical environment on the European continent” and that “we must not adapt to it but, rather, minimize potential risks and damage to Russia’s security and economic interests.”

How Russia and its close CIS allies understood “minimization of the risk” was clearly shown in a statement, signed at Moscow’s initiative by nine CIS presidents who participated at the commonwealth’s head of states meeting in Moscow (July 3, 2004). According to the statement, the OSCE does not respect such fundamental principles as “noninterference in internal affairs and respect for national sovereignty” and focuses “exclusively on the human rights and functioning of democratic institutions dimensions” instead of concentrating on “military-political, economic, and environmental elements” in the resolution of “frozen conflicts” in the CIS.
 Only the Georgian and Azerbaijani presidents declined to sign the communiqué.

—NATO’s Istanbul Summit and Aspiring States in the CIS

At a first glance, NATO’s Istanbul Summit did not meet the expectations of CIS members that aspire to accession in the Euro-Atlantic security organization. The alliance failed to designate any CIS states as potential candidates for future enlargement rounds, despite the fact that Georgia and Azerbaijan voiced their aspirations to become NATO members in 2002 and 2003, respectively; they submitted Individual Partnership Action Plans well before the summit in the hope for their official promulgation of accession in Istanbul. Although some political analysts consider that NATO almost bypassed the Black Sea–South Caucasus–Caspian region in Istanbul, there are some new aspects of the summit that significantly influenced the conflict-resolution prospects for Eurasia’s “frozen and forgotten” conflicts.

First, for the first time, NATO extended its strategic interest beyond its traditional area, underscoring the importance of the Black Sea region for Euro-Atlantic security and touting engagement with partners in the strategically important regions of the Caucasus and Central Asia, and in Ukraine, whose “determination to pursue full Euro-Atlantic integration” was welcomed.
 The Istanbul Summit confirmed the alliance’s support for the “independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity of all states in the Euro-Atlantic area,” reaffirming “that NATO’s door remains open to new members,” particularly Albania, Croatia and Macedonia.
 More important, however, was that for the first time, Moldova was mentioned in a separate article of the Istanbul Communiqué: “We remain committed to partnership with the Republic of Moldova and encourage it to make use of Partnership instruments to take forward its aspirations of promoting stability in the region as a Partner of this Alliance.”

The summit urged its Partnership for Peace members to fulfill their commitments to the “protection of human rights and the other fundamental freedoms and values they have adhered” to “achieve consistent and measurable progress in democratic reform,” especially regarding “the conduct of free and fair elections, the guaranteeing of media freedoms.”
 The inclusion of the democratic dimension at the top of the alliance’s priorities, along with the traditional political and military aspects of security, is of particular importance for the ex-Soviet countries with secessionist conflicts.

Yet one of the most important conclusions of NATO’s Istanbul Summit regarding the “frozen and forgotten” conflicts on the Eurasian political landscape concerned the provisions of the adapted Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty as a cornerstone of European security, specifically the “Istanbul Commitments” approved at the OSCE’s Istanbul Forum (1999). The commitments specified an unconditional withdrawal of all Russian troops from Moldova’s Transnistria region and liquidation of the “unaccounted-for treaty-limited equipment”—the stocks of Russian-supplied combat hardware and munitions—deployed to Abkhaz and Transnistrian secessionist forces; closing the Gudauta base in Georgia and setting a realistic date for the closure of Russian military bases in Batumi and Akhalkalaki, as well as the establishment of the verification provisions of the CFE Treaty and the Istanbul Commitments implementation; and the fulfillment of the treaty’s principle of host-country-consent.
 None of these provisions have been implemented, and this issue provoked sharp debates and criticisms in Istanbul regarding Russia’s reluctance to fulfill its obligations. 

Russian foreign minister Sergei Lavrov has countered that, unlike the CFE Treaty, the agreements on withdrawal were of a political rather than a legal nature. He also mentioned that the remaining Russian troops and weaponry could have been removed “a long time ago” had the “two countries”—Moldova and Transdniester—come to agreement. NATO secretary-general Jaap de Hoop Scheffer mentioned that NATO sees a “legal, not just political” link between the ratification of the adapted CFE Treaty and Russia’s “Istanbul commitments.”
 In fact, Russia is unilaterally trying to get out of its 1999 Istanbul Commitments: It vetoed the final document on Moldova at the December 2003 OSCE ministerial in Maastricht by refusing to fulfill its 1999 troop withdrawal obligations. The then U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell harshly criticized that position during his January 2004 visit to Moscow.
 

A new and, to some extent, unusual development was the statement of Moldovan president Vladimir Voronin at the Istanbul summit. He stressed that “complete and unconditional implementation of the Istanbul 1999 OSCE decisions regarding withdrawal of foreign [Russian] troops and ammunitions from Moldova is the most important condition for the improving the situation in the eastern part of our country.”
 It was the first unambiguous statement in period of his presidency on this crucial issue for Moldova’s peaceful reintegration. Along with the surprising three-hour visit to Chisinau of U.S. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld—the highest-ranking U.S. official to visit Moldova—this was a clear sign that finally something is happening that can lead to a thaw in the Transnistrian conflict. Secretary Rumsfeld stressed the commitment of the United States to a “reintegrated, sovereign Moldova” and said that “it remains the position of all those [NATO] countries that they require that Russians fulfill their obligations with respect to the removal of troops.”
 

In the course of its June 9–11, 2004 visit to Moldova and Transnistria, an official delegation of twenty-six OSCE ambassadors expressed its deep concern about stagnation of the process and reiterated the importance of Russia’s fulfilling the commitments it assumed in Istanbul five years ago.

—Realizing Opportunity Costs for “Frozen and Forgotten” Conflicts: The EU/NATO Connection

Although Russia has a decided interest in maintaining its influence in its “Near Abroad” by sustaining these separatist conflicts, it has many reasons for settling them—particularly in its western border regions. As mentioned earlier, energy exports play a decisive factor in Russia’s budget, amounting to 25 percent of GDP. Although it is trying to reform its domestic energy sector, it is also trying to rationalize and plan economic growth through expanded exports to European and Asian markets.

The EU provides a strong impetus for integrating the Soviet Bloc’s eastern European countries and former Soviet republics—signified by the union’s “Good Neighborhood” and “Wider Europe” initiatives. However, Putin’s approach to the western Soviet successor states appears contradictory, hinging on his preference for Russia to be a European or Eurasian power. Putin has been relatively quiescent on the Baltic states’ accession to NATO and EU membership, but his July 2004 address to Russia’s diplomatic corps emphasized that “our priority remains the Commonwealth of Independent States,” albeit with, interestingly enough, more “soft power” inducements than outright leverage.
  

Putin has also maintained interest in upholding Russia’s partnership and cooperation agreement with the EU, even though he has threatened to let the treaty lapse because of some major differences over concessions and qualifications. One of the concessions he called for was promoting greater EU reliance on Russian energy exports; he has signed the EU’s Energy Charter, which promotes rationalization of property rights in investment, contracts, and deliveries. 

The link with the EU’s demand for standardized, rationalized energy delivery contracts for its consumers and Russia’s deliveries to an enlarging European market center on the Black Sea countries of Romania, Bulgaria, and Moldova, and the salient energy product in this regard may be natural gas exports. Although this subregion of southeastern Europe will still play a significant role in the transit of oil from the Caspian and Russia’s own domestic production, planned and existing infrastructure for oil transit to European markets centers around Russia’s Druzhba pipeline and several alternative schemes linking Russian pipeline routes that bypass Turkey’s Bosporous and Dardanelles straits (such as the “Blue Stream” project, and reversals of the Adria and Odessa-Brody pipelines); Russia’s control of the throughput from the Main Export Pipeline determines its sustaining the secessionist conflicts in the southern Caucasus.

The link to settling the Transdniestria conflict, in this regard, would come in the form of incentives from the EU and NATO—the former from its push to rationalize Russia’s energy deliveries and border regimes with transit states, and the latter to serve new member Romania’s desire to settle a conflict with an adjacent state and to secure downstream and transshipment issues for Russian energy exports. 

Ukraine also has a stake in the settlement of the Transdniestria conflict, if only to bolster its stated intentions to join NATO and the EU. In terms of Russian energy shipments, it must join the other Black Sea countries in rationalizing its border regime with Moldova, particularly if the EU requires Ukraine to have a standardized border regime with neighboring countries that are willing western European consumers of Russian oil transshipped through the Southern Druzhba oil pipeline. However, the outcome of Ukraine’s anticipated parliamentarian elections will have much to signal in terms of Ukraine’s desire to join the European project or to remain in Russia’s Eurasianist orbit. Former president Leonid Kuchma has downplayed Ukraine’s European orientation, going so far as to champion Russia’s Common Economic Space accord with Belarus and Kazakhstan; many observers conclude that Ukraine’s membership in the CES precludes EU accession. Kuchma’s that time protégé, Prime Minister Viktor Yanukovich, also champions the CES and has relied on Russia’s support through Ukraine’s heavily ethnic Russian areas.

When speaking of the “frozen conflicts” in the former Soviet Union, Caspian energy resources and pipelines from the Caspian Sea represent powerful, strategic factors. According to some estimates, Caspian oil reserves along with Kazakhstan’s oil fields can make a significant difference – both in terms of pricing and diversification of global energy supplies – to the enlarging Euro-Atlantic world. In August 2002, the presidents of Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey, together with American officials and managers of some leading oil companies inaugurated the construction of the Baku (Azerbaijan) -Tbilisi (Georgia)- Ceyhan (Turkey) oil export pipeline (BTC). The Azeri oil extraction project, hailed as the “Contract of the Century,” if implemented, will have a major impact on the future of the countries involved, especially Azerbaijan and Georgia, and on the conflict resolution in the region. A comprehensive and detailed analysis of the vast and still not very well explored energy resources of the Caspian and Central Asian region is the subject of many manuscripts and articles. I would mention the research by Richard Sokolsky and Tanya Charlick-Paley. They consider (under optimistic assumptions) that the potential income for the U.S.-dominated multinational oil companies could reach as high as $5-$10 billion annually by 2010 with expectations that the major oil-producing fields in Azerbaijan will yield profits of $50 billion or more
. According to estimations only Kazakh sector of the Caspian Sea could attract a total investment of $52 billion in oil and gas by 2015
. 

Yet some experts consider Caspian oil nothing more than an exaggeration: their assumptions are based on the fact that on the pledged $42 billion of investments in Caspian energy development, little more than 8 billion was invested in Azerbaijan in the past decade, and that from 21 international contracts signed in the mid-1990s in the framework for concessions in “The Deal of the Century,” only five remain in the works, and only one—the Azerbaijan International Operating Company, led by British Petroleum—is producing a considerable amount of oil.
 

Nevertheless, these projects can make a critical difference to the enlarging Euro-Atlantic world, in terms of both pricing and diversification of energy supplies. The Azeri oil extraction project and the oil and natural gas transport pipelines—the Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan (BTC) oil pipeline, and the Baku–Tbilisi–Erzurum (BTE) natural gas and gas condensate pipeline, stretching from Azerbaijan through Georgia to terminals in Turkey—can contribute to Azerbaijan’s annual revenues by $700 million, with prospects for at least $25 billion in contracts in the near future. They will also have a crucial positive impact on the Georgian economy: Direct foreign investment attracted by the BTC oil pipeline and the BTE natural gas pipeline increased Georgia’s GDP growth from 6.5 percent in 2003 to 9 percent in 2004 and to 12 percent in 2005.
 Moreover, the BTC and the BTE pipelines are of major economic and political importance for the United States, Russia, and other countries, particularly in Western Europe. However, the strategic interests of these countries differ and, at times, contradict those of the Black Sea–South Caucasus–Caspian countries.

 Andrei Urnov, chief of the Working Group on the Caspian Sea in the Russian Foreign Ministry, has stated that Russia’s interests in the area “should be upheld and promoted in a more persistent way.” He insisted that “oil and gas routes should not be politicized,” emphasizing that “the capacity of Russian oil pipelines at the western borders of the country is used only by half,” and that already existing Russian pipelines “fully meet all requirements for the Caspian oil and gas transportation.” In other words, Russia’s interests stand in opposition those of the BTC and BTE countries.

The implementation of the Caspian transit project with a pipeline crossing Ukraine or Romania and with an eventual connection to Moldova can make a critical difference for Ukraine and Moldova, diversifying their sources of energy deliveries and by reducing their dependence on Russia. For example, Moldova owed more than $1.2 billion for natural gas deliveries to Russia’s largest energy firm, Gazprom, of which more than $961 million (80 percent) is the share of the separatist Transnistrian region
. 

The economic development and reforms in countries affected by ethno political conflicts can reduce the pressure of socio-economic hardships (unemployment, lack of training, single-resource dependency, ethnic/class disparities, and so forth) that served as fertile soil for crime, extremism and separatism.
3. The Conflict Resolution Benefits of a NATO/EU Partnership
—New Territorial-Administrative Concepts for Settling “Frozen and Forgotten Conflicts”: The Moldovan Experience

Until recently, some prominent international and American experts, including Ambassador Rudolf Perina, considered the Transnistrian conflict to be the closest to a peaceful solution because of a combination of favorable factors. The reintegration of the separatist region of Transnistria into Moldova through the federalization initiative proposed in July 2002 by Russia and Ukraine, under the aegis of the OSCE, was the most detailed proposal ever offered for settling this conflict, now more than a decade old. In February 2003, President Vladimir Voronin, leader of the Communist Party of Moldova, which won the last two parliamentary elections (2001, 2005), proposed a “Plan of Final Settlement of the Transnistria Problem” by adopting through a referendum a new constitution for the “federalized” Moldovan state. 

These initiatives, supported at that time by the United States and the European Union, were rejected by the Moldovan populace, the political opposition, and the majority of local and many international experts as a “plan that would lead to the establishment of a Russian protectorate over Moldova”. Obviously, there is no single, ideal federal form. It is an axiom that democracy and economic recovery of the territories that are subject to federation can be assured through federalization only if democratic values and economic reforms are supported from the very top—that is, at the “federal level.” This provision is the only way to avoid the phenomenon of authoritarian elitism in central and local governance.  Wim van Meurs, senior research fellow at the Center for Applied Policy Research of Munich University, believes that “a federalized arrangement that would leave Tiraspol’s regime and its economic appendages in place would be helpful neither for Moldova nor for the EU. A state has to be strong enough to afford a federal arrangement rather than too weak to avoid it.”

There has been no lack of various grand strategies and extravagant concepts proposed to help resolve these “frozen and forgotten” conflicts, particularly in Transnistria. On June 1, 2004, just before the NATO Istanbul Summit, Moldovan president Vladimir Voronin launched the idea of a Stability and Security Pact for the Republic of Moldova, some kind of “multilateral compromise” between Russia, the United States, Romania, Ukraine, and the European Union that would guarantee: territorial integrity of the Republic of Moldova; participation of the entire society in a free democratic process on the territory of Moldova; recognition of cultural, ethnic, and linguistic diversity as the basic value of the Moldovan multiethnic state; creation of a unique “defense space” for the Republic of Moldova on the basis of permanent and strategic neutrality; and complete and definite settlement of the Transnistrian problem on the federative principles of state organization. Nevertheless, opposition and civil society representatives, as well as independent analysts, harshly criticized the idea as an obviously populist initiative in a pre-election year designed to secure the Communist Party’s hold on power and “to institute an international protectorate for the Republic of Moldova.”

On June 9, 2004, Stanislav Belkovski, Director of the Russian Federation Institute for National Strategy, reiterated his “plan” for settlement of the Transnistrian conflict. His idea was that “recognition of the independence of Transnistria and Moldova joining Romania is the only solution for Moldova’s integration into Europe.”
 According to Liviu Bota, the Romanian ambassador to the OSCE and former representative of the UN secretary-general in Abkhazia, Belkovski’s idea (which he claims is supported by President Putin) is a “provocation that does not deserve attention.” 

Alexander Rahr, a program director at the German Association of Foreign Policy in Moscow, mentioned recently that the political elite in Russia is increasingly viewing the collapse of the Soviet Union as a mistake, and that the asymmetric federalization is, in fact, its vision of “a model of recovery of former Soviet republics.” The transformation of former Soviet republics into confederations, according to Rahr, would transform the Commonwealth of Independent States into a quasi-confederation under unquestionable Russian dominance.
 

— Is Federalization as A Solution to the Moldovan Conflict?
On November 25, 2003, on the eve of the OSCE’s Maastricht Conference, Russian president Vladimir Putin scheduled a surprise visit to Moldova to witness the signing of a “federalization document” as a solution for Moldova’s Transnitrian conflict. This document (known as the “Kozak memorandum” after its author, Dmitrii Kozak, a special envoy of the Russian president), was elaborated in secrecy, bypassing OSCE and Ukraine as mediators, and was initialed page by page by Moldovan president Vladimir Voronin and Transnistrian separatist leader Igor Smirnov. Moldova was apparently close to a solution to Transnistria’s conflict and to a region-wide precedent for settling the “frozen and forgotten” conflicts. 

But what kind of solution did this memorandum offer? This asymmetric federal arrangement, if accepted, would legalize and consolidate the Transnistrian regime, condone the stationing of Russian troops and munitions for possibly another couple of decades as “guarantors” of federalization, and give Tiraspol veto powers in federal policymaking because of the substantial overrepresentation of Transnistria and Gagauzia (another separatist region in Moldova) in Moldova’s central governing institutions. If implemented, Moscow’s “federalism model for Moldova” could be invoked as a precedent for similar federal solutions in Georgia (for Abkhazia and South Ossetia) or in Azerbaijan (for Nagorno-Karabakh). 

The “Kozak plan” was put on hold, although it is not clear for how long. The Moldovan president was informed by then–OSCE chairman-in-office Jaap de Hoop Scheffer, U.S. ambassador to Moldova Heather Hodges, and EU secretary-general Javier Solana about serious reservations that Washington and Brussels had concerning the Russian proposal. 

General Boris Sergeyev, the commander of the Russian military group in Transnistria, has stated that withdrawals of Russian ammunition could resume only if Moldovan authorities accepted at least one of the three demands by Tiraspol: Chisinau’s acceptance of the Kozak Memorandum, Moldovan financial compensation to Russia in exchange for ammunition withdrawn from Transnistria, and the elimination of Moldova’s economic blockade against Transnistria.
 The Russian commander reconfirmed the reluctant position of Russia to fulfill its commitment made at the Istanbul Summit by President Boris Yeltsin and also Russia’s intention to maintain its military presence in the region indefinitely. In this context, it is perfectly understandable why some Moldovan opposition political parties and experts have urged Russia’s exclusion from the Transnistria settlement negotiation mechanism, insisting that Russia is directly involved in the conflict and cannot serve as an impartial mediator as long as it maintains troops and military equipment in Moldova. 

Characterizing Russia’s politico-military involvement in conflicts on its periphery, Russian analyst Dmitri Trenin noted that “unilateral and forcible intervention by the Russian military, disguised as ‘peacemaking,’ was in fact an instrument of imperial restoration, or at least of a frank pursuit of the Russian national interest.”

So, the question that should be addressed is: Is it possible to make any peace arrangements in conflict areas and to avoid Russian involvement and mediation? Currently, attempts to marginalize or eliminate Russia from the conflict resolution process do not look very realistic. Russia is not, and never was, just an impartial, neutral observer. Russia is an inherent, although an impertinent, factor in these conflicts. Only the policy of Russian inclusion, with all its respective responsibilities, can lead to these conflicts’ solutions. 

—“Berlin Plus”: A NATO/EU–Russian Partnership in Transnistria

The changing environment after NATO and EU enlargement has opened a window of opportunity to build a new European security, political, and economic framework, with enforceable measures for Russian participation in joint peacekeeping operations, conflict management, and conflict resolution initiatives in the former Soviet political space, particularly in Moldova and Georgia. Earlier opportunities for such involvement came with the May 2002 U.S.- Russia and NATO-Russia summits that were reconfirmed at the NATO-Russia Council (NRC) meeting that was held in conjunction with the recent Istanbul summit. In the words of NATO secretary-general Jaap de Hoop Scheffer, the NATO-Russia relationship is strong enough to survive even the “frankest” discussions. He emphasized in Istanbul that “the 27 members of the NRC work together today as equal partners in areas, I think, that would have been unheard of just few years ago, including broad-based cooperation against terrorism and ambitious joint projects in theater missile defense and civil emergency planning. . . . We’re also working to enhance the interoperability of our forces to lay groundwork for future cooperation.”
 The Russian defense minister also mentioned these new tendencies during his visit to the United States.
 

Indeed, the EU/NATO enlargements provide powerful incentives for Russia to participate in bold, new institutional initiatives that tap into the increasingly sophisticated European security architecture, recognizing at the same time Russia’s Eurasian security interests in the Newly Independent States.  One such initiative is a proposed joint NATO/EU–Russia Peace Consolidation Task Force under the aegis of the OSCE and its deployment in the former Soviet Union’s conflict zones. This multinational task force could replace, for example, the existing trilateral Russian-Moldovan-Transnistrian peacekeeping contingent in Moldova and could play an effective role in maintaining stability and security in this region.  It would be deployed for a limited period and enforced by NATO/EU logistical, material, and financial support. It could also serve as a significant confidence-building test of Russia’s declared intentions to cooperate with the United States and its European allies in specific crisis situations. The task force would represent a novel institutional element to the Atlantic Alliance’s strategy for this region. 

The EU-NATO agreement, known as “Berlin Plus,” stipulates the main conditions of cooperation between these two organizations. Russia can be involved in the peacekeeping and peace consolidating missions along with NATO on the basis of the special charter that outlines their relationship. Developing a constructive strategy for the greater Black Sea region would be the first great challenge of a “Wider Europe” and would also transform this area into a priority for the EU, NATO, and the United States, as was mentioned in the Bratislava joint statement of the “Vilnius Ten” group of countries’ prime ministers. Political analyst Vladimir Socor argues that such a strategy should address traditional as well as new security threats; the protection of oil pipelines and transportation routes; the acceleration and broadening of security sector reforms; modernization of internal security forces; selective development of “niche” capabilities for the region’s countries to participate in coalition operations; and peacekeeping and conflict resolution.
 

Nevertheless, the EU’s European Defense and Security Policy is still underdeveloped, confirmed by the negative reaction of EU member states toward Javier Solana’s report regarding the more active involvement of the EU in the settlement of Eurasia’s frozen conflicts. In addition, it is important not to overestimate the “elasticity” and limits of an eventual NATO-Russia partnership in resolving conflicts in the former Soviet political space, as there are still areas of disagreement on principles between Western institutions and Russia, especially regarding the adapted CFE Treaty, as well as on the commitment of Russia to fulfill the 1999 OSCE Istanbul Commitments on the withdrawal of Russian military forces and munitions from Moldova and Georgia. A International Crisis Group report on Transnistria contends that, despite Russia’s comforting rhetoric regarding cooperation with the EU and the United States in conflict resolution and peacekeeping, “old habits appear to die hard. Russia remains reluctant to see the EU, U.S. or the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe play an active role in resolving the conflict because Moldova is still viewed by many in Moscow as a sphere of exclusively Russian geopolitical interest.”

—Prospects for Resolving Moldova’s Transnistria Conflict

On July 21, 2004 Moldova announced its withdrawal from the “Five Party Talks,” involving Russia, Ukraine, Moldova, Transnistria, and the OSCE, after Tiraspol closed down all Transnistrian schools teaching Moldovan with the Latin alphabet. This act occurred just one day after OSCE high commissioner on national minorities Rolf Ekeus visited Tiraspol and was assured by Transnistrian authorities that “the problems with these schools registration will be solved.” President Voronin labeled this conduct as “inadmissible ethnic and linguistic cleansing in the center of Europe” and characterized the situation as “capitulation of all mechanisms of conflict settlement in the face of unilateral acts by the Tiraspol administration.” On June 22, 2004 Transnistrian authorities illegally established two border-crossing posts near Varnitsa, a village that is under Moldova’s control. Each post has been staffed with three border guards, a tax service, customs service officers, and a special militia subdivision. This action happened exactly at the time when the OSCE chairman-in-office, Bulgarian minister of foreign affairs Solomon Passy, visited Moldova and met with the Transnistrian leader.

The developments in Moldova since the Communist Party’s victory in the 2001 and 2005 elections paint a bleak picture. Formally, Moldova is a parliamentary system with an effective legislature and a symbolic president. In reality, during the past six years Moldova has evolved into a “superpresidential” regime, with the Communist Party re-established in its traditional status as the so-called “people’s party.”  According to opposition leaders, the resurgent communist nomenklatura is introducing “slowly but confidentially” a totalitarian regime in Moldova.
 Since the Moldovan Communists came to rule through “democratic and fair” elections, the country has suffered a series of setbacks in terms of democratic development:

· The old Soviet territorial-administrative structure was re-established under the slogans of “bringing governance closer to the people” and reduce the bureaucracy, even though the results of this counter reform were just the opposite, with a significant increase of the administrative institutions and their cost.

· The Communist leadership launched a revision of land privatization and the re-establishment of collective cooperatives (Soviet-style kolkhozes) under the pretense of land consolidation and the elimination of inefficient private farms. 

· The investment climate has degraded during the past 6 years, in spite of the statements made by the ruling party and government leaders that Moldova intends to integrate into the European Union.

· Under Communist control, Moldova registered serious setbacks in democratic development, free mass-media activity, and election processes that became a subject of concern and increased attention of European security organizations.

· The separation of the three branches of government legitimized by the constitution is no longer respected. “Justice” is in hands of the ruling authorities.

· Excessive state intervention into entrepreneurial activities has become a normal practice.

All these negative developments seriously undermine the image of Moldova and weaken the prospects for not only European integration but also for the reintegration of the separatist region of Transnistria. According to a recently conducted survey, 58 percent of Moldova’s population thinks that the country is on the wrong track, the biggest failures relating to the current government’s ineffectiveness in fighting poverty and its inability to solve the Transnistria conflict. Nation-, democracy-, and state-building are facets of the same process of consolidating the independence, sovereignty, and territorial integrity of the country. The goal is to strengthen the Moldovan state, to create a viable, democratic, and autonomous Moldova that is capable of joining the European project by building pro-European constituencies on both banks of the Nistru River.
 

It is doubtful that the Transnistria’s separatist leaders will accept the proposal for an asymmetrical federalism, even in a “modernized Kozak Memorandum” version. Until recently they continued to insist on a federation with a contractual basis—a kind of Serbia-Montenegro state union formula—which can lead to a more or less civilized “divorce,” rather than re-integration. In January 2007 the Transnistrian Supreme Soviet passed resolutions revoking its own earlier decisions that had approved the creation of a “federation” or “confederation” with the rest of Moldova. As V.Socor noticed “the resolutions just passed are declarative, as were the earlier decisions to approve a settlement based on “federalism”
.
At time when Kozak “federalization plan” was acknowledged, the Committee to Defend Moldova’s Independence and Constitution was set up at an emergency meeting on November 24, 2003. Uniting democratic opposition movements and parties, its massive demonstrations culminated on November 30 with a mass rally protesting against the “federalization model” and demanding the withdrawal of Russian troops from Moldova. Russian President cancelled his visit to Moldova and the period of “cold war”, between Russia and Moldova followed for next few years with all classical attributes: economic sanctions against Moldovan export of agricultural products, wines to Russia, significantly increased price for Russian natural gas delivered to Moldova, political obstruction and aggressive anti-Moldovan campaign in Russian and Transnistrian mass-media and so on.

Thus, only the combined efforts of internal democratic opposition groups and the external influence of the OSCE, the EU, and the U.S. saved Moldova from becoming a failed model of federalization. In this context it is important to mention that on November 27, 2003 at the OSCE Permanent Council in Vienna, the United States for the first time openly criticized Russia’s breach of the troop-withdrawal obligation and rejected the Kozak Memorandum.
 

4. Prospects of “Frozen Conflicts: Challenges for the U.S. and Russia
One of the top issues on the UN agenda in 2007 is the status of Kosovo, Serbia’s province, administered by the United Nations with some 17,000 NATO troops preserving the peace between the Albanian majority (90 percent of population) and the Serbian minority. Kosovo was the subject of ethnic cleansing in 1998-99 by the then Serbian dominated Yugoslav Army of Slobodan Milosevic that killed at least 10,000 Albanians. The subsequent NATO intervention in June 1999 put an end to this genocide. The 61-page report presented on March 26 to the UN Secretary General by Martti Ahtisaari, its special envoy and former President of Finland, urges independence for this 2 million people province. The question of Kosovo’s independence is truly that of Hamlet from Shakespeare’s drama: “to be or not to be…” 

The issue is not just about the status of Kosovo. The problem is a new round of confrontation between the West, first of all the United States, and Russia, which has reemerged during the last seven years as one of the key players on The Grand Chessboard, as its President, Vladimir Putin acknowledged in his angry Munich speech (February 10, 2007).   Russia is opposing the settlement of Kosovo’s independence, threatening a veto in the UN Security Council. According to Russian officials, recognizing Kosovo’s independence would set a precedent of granting sovereignty to a region within a republic that will encourage separatist movements not only in the former Soviet states but in Europe itself. As President V.Putin mentioned recently “There is nothing to suggest that the case of Kosovo is any different to that of South Ossetia, Abkhazia or Trans-Dniester… [which] have been living essentially as independent states for 15 years now and have elected parliaments and presidents and adopted constitutions”
. 

In this context Russia is widely speculating thesis of its “responsibility” for behavior of Russian citizens living in Georgia’s rebel provinces of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, as well as in Moldova’s Transnistria.  Since these region became “independent” from the legal authorities Russia offered citizenship en mass for their population thus creating a problem of “protection” of its citizens in so-called “Near Abroad”.

The end of 2006 and the beginning of 2007 were marked by harsh disputes between the West and Russia, by the return to our vocabulary of an almost-forgotten expression - “cold war”. Mikhail Gorbachev, former President of the Soviet Union and my former boss for whom I worked during the tumultuous times of “perestroika” (from January 1987 till August 1991
), recently emphasized: “There is a real danger of a new division of the world; the possibility of a new cold war is being widely discussed…The unprecedented scale of international terrorism and the proliferation of ethnic and religious conflicts are disturbing signs of troubles to come”
. 

Regional conflicts and disputes on their possible solution – be it Kosovo in the Balkans or secessionist regions of ex-Soviet countries, such as Abkhazia and South Ossetia in Georgia, Nagorno-Karabakh in Azerbaijan, or Transnistria in my native Moldova - represent some kind of mini “cold wars” between the West, led by the United States, and Russia. That’s why it is so important to understand the political economy of the “frozen” conflicts, and to prevent their evolution into another cold war. 

I would like to elaborate on a few key issues related to the conflicts’ roots, and their challenges for the U.S. and Russia, as well as for international peace and stability.  In this respect I found necessary to address the following questions: is the confrontation between the US and Russia in these turbulent zones predetermined? What is the opportunity cost of clashes of their interests in these areas? Are there any possibilities to build bridges in search of a solution instead of engaging into a new round of confrontation? 

 I would mention a few most important fields that directly or indirectly set in opposition the West (European Union and USA) and Russia in these “frozen” conflicts in ex-Soviet countries and that are generating Cold War blows, threatening regional stability and international peace.

First, the most alarming threat, not just for these countries but for the international community, is proliferation of small arms and light weapons, and even of nuclear materials smuggled from/through these regions, which are not controlled by the legal authorities or by international organizations.

The New York Times and Associated Press published early this year a story on a Russian citizen named Oleg Khintsagov who smuggled through the Georgian breakaway province of South Ossetia three and a half ounces of enriched uranium, a sample of two kilos of radioactive material he claimed to have access to in the Russian city of Vladikavkaz. He tried to sell it in Tbilisi, where he was caught by a Georgian agent working on an operation with the CIA
. This smuggling incident cast doubt about Russia’s ability to control its nuclear stockpiles. 

Some time ago, the Washington Post reported: “at least 38 Alazan warheads were modified [in Transnistria] to carry radioactive material, effectively creating the world’s first surface-to-surface dirty bomb”
. Although “no one has produced proof of this”, as former U.S. Ambassador to Moldova Pamela H.Smith, currently an Associate at the Institute for the Study of Diplomacy at Georgetown University, observed, but “the possibility is high that conventional Transnistrian weapons have fallen into terrorist hands, so the United States is working actively to foreclose such channels”
.

Transnistria was identified by Daniel Twining, director of the U.S. German Marshall Fund, as “a leading exporter of kidnapped women to Europe, a lucrative transit territory for illicit drugs, and a key link in the arm-smuggling network that peddles the Soviet Union’s former military hardware on the international market. If Al Qaeda has not gone shopping there yet, it is only a matter of time”
.  On March 27 2007 Il Venerdi, an Italian newspaper, stressed that the former 14th Soviet Army deposits in Colbasna (Transnistria) have become a source of weapons for international criminal groups, including “Red Brigades”, “Grey Wolves” and “Hezbollah”
 .

According to some experts, particularly Ambassador William Hill, former Head of the OSCE Mission in Moldova, these concerns sometimes are overstated by mass-media and there is not so much recent evidence, especially since the EU Border Assistance Mission (EUBAM) was established in December 2005 to monitor the border between Moldova and Ukraine, including the segment controlled by Transnistrian separatists. At the same time there is a well documented fact that the Transnistrian enterprises – part of the ex-Soviet military-industrial complex - produced not only simple armaments, but also Mobile Launcher Rocket System BM-21 type “Grad” and systems type “Duga”; 82 mm and 120 mm mortars; antitank grenade launchers with gun-carriage RPG -9, submachine guns, antipersonnel and antitank mines; etc. In spite of the fact that small arms made in Transnistria were found in Chechnya separatists’ hands, Russia, ironically, continues to be the main support for Transnistria and other secessionists in the ex-Soviet states, mainly through the weaponry, ammunition and troops that remained from Soviet times. 

Second, political-military arguments, based on Russian geopolitical interests in the Black Sea-Caspian-South Caucasus region to counteract NATO/EU enlargement further to the East. Russia has explicitly acknowledged its opposition to the NATO/EU enlargement and warned against expansion of the EU into Russia’s “Near Abroad”, simultaneously intensifying the efforts “to find solutions” for conflicts frozen by Russia itself. 

Russia was infuriated by the U.S. plans to build a missile shield in Eastern Europe (to base 10 missile interceptors in Poland and radar in the Czech Republic to counteract the threats from Iran and North Korea), as well as by deployment of U.S. forces in Bulgaria and Romania. The Treaty on Conventional Armed Forces in Europe (CFE) was signed by 30 participatory states in November 1990 in Paris and updated in 1999, establishing limits on the number of tanks (40,000), artillery systems (40,000), armored personnel carriers (60,000), combat aircraft (13,600) and attack helicopters (4,000) authorized to be deployed on the European continent under transparent verification procedures. The adapted CFE Treaty is considered to be a cornerstone of security in Europe
. Its significance is even bigger: it marked the end of the Cold War, and as a result the mass withdrawal of Soviet (subsequently – Russian) troops and weapons from the Central Europe was accomplished by 1994. 

Nevertheless the Treaty was not ratified by its Western participants due to Russia’s unfulfilled commitments to withdraw its troops and munitions from the rebel regions of Georgia and Moldova. In case of Georgia the withdrawal is almost done with exception of the continuing presence of Russian forces at the Gudauta base. In Moldova the process was effectively stalled under the false Russian arguments that there are “many obstacles, opposing forces and unsolved technical problems”, and after all Tiraspol’s authorities of Transnistria “forbid us to do it”. Vsevolod Grigore, former Moldovan Ambassador to the UN in his speech at the Virginia State University International Conference (April 2007) stressed: “It was always a very convenient idea for the Russian leaders and diplomats to blame intractable culprits such as separatist authorities or all kind of unidentified “forces” for perpetuating Moldova’s humiliation and to maintain the status quo because it helps to exonerate and conceal the Kremlin’s lack of political will to solve the conflict”.

Russia called an “Extraordinary Conference of the State-Parties to the Treaty on conventional Forces in Europe” (Vienna, June 11-15, 2007) to urge its ratification under the threats of its withdrawal from the Treaty, announced by Russian President Vladimir Putin at a joint session of the Russian Duma (parliament) on April 26
 . De facto Russia tried to rewrite the Treaty, and de-couple its ratification from the Russian commitment (Istanbul, 1999) to withdraw its troops from Georgia and Moldova. V.Socor, a well known analyst of this region, mentioned that “the Conference ended without agreement to any of Russia’s demands, each of which challenged in one way or other the post-Soviet status-quo in Europe”
.  

It is noteworthy that for the first time Moldova became the centerpiece of international politics related to CFE Treaty ratification. Continuing Russian troops presence in Transnistria against the consent of Moldova and against Russia’s Istanbul 1999 Commitments remain the biggest obstacle for the ratification of the 1999-adapted CFE Treaty. Some experts are inclined to consider that Moscow and Washington “hold irreconcilable views on this issue”

To maintain the military presence in its “spheres of interest”, the Kremlin openly discusses recognition of the independence of Transnistria, South Ossetia and Abkhazia followed by their eventual subsequent annexation, after approval by “referenda” in these regions. In this context one should note the Russian reaction to the decision of the EU Council of Ministers to extend for another year the ban on entering and transiting the EU member states against 17 Transnistrian officials, including “president” I.Smirnov and his family members, “foreign minister” V.Litkai and “minister of security” V.Antiufeev/Shevtsov wanted by Interpol. A few days after the EU Council decision, S.Lavrov, Russian foreign minister, in his speech to the Duma for the first time termed Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Transnistria “republics” and their leaders “presidents”, a fact that provoked understandably harsh reactions in the capitals of Moldova and Georgia
. 

Russia is one step away from official recognition of these secessionist regions – de facto the Russian enclaves in Eastern Europe and South Caucasus. At the same time the unsolved (“frozen”) status of these conflicts is used by Russia as an “excuse” to maintain its military presence in form of “peacekeeping forces” in these areas as long as possible. As Pavel Felgenhauer, an expert on Russia mentioned “Any resolution of the so-called “frozen” ethnic/separatist conflicts within the CIS [Commonwealth of Independent States] that could lead to the withdrawal of Russian troops is viewed as unacceptable”
. Officially, according to Russian former Minister of Defense S.Ivanov who was advanced to the position of the First Deputy Prime Minister, the Russian military contingent (1,500 servicemen) in Transnistria is fulfilling two functions: peacekeeping and protection of stockpiled ammunition and weaponry (19,000 tones – 35 trains) 
. Transnistria’s leader and his Moscow patrons treat this territory as Russia’s political and military outpost and buffer to NATO in South Eastern Europe, as Abkhazia and South Ossetia are in the South Caucasus
. This is definitely compromising the role of Russia as an “impartial mediator” and “peacekeeper” in these conflicts. Russia is rather a part of the problem than a part of the solution.

The third, component of the “frozen” conflicts can be described as the political economy of crime, corruption, trafficking and violence, the major threat to the independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity of the countries involved that undermines their economic and democratic prospects, peace and stability. This situation can be attributed, in the words of Dr. Charles King, a professor at Georgetown University, “to the idiosyncrasies of the cases themselves: leadership, public commitment, external support, political culture”
. 

The viability of the Transnistrian regime, for example, is based not so much on the “official” economy, that avoided collapse because of massive external subsidies, primarily through free or low cost natural gas delivered from Russia
, as on the “unofficial” shadow economy, the size of which is at least 50 percent of the officially calculated GDP. The durability of Smirnov’s regime lies in his and his son’s  “common family business” with alcohol, cigarettes, groceries and most importantly – until recently - illegal trafficking of small arms, light weapons and related ammunition; drugs; and human beings. Transnistria, according to Ambassador Rudolf Perina, former U.S. Ambassador to Moldova, has become the biggest “duty-free zone” and black market in Europe.

General Banfi, the Head of the EU Border Assistance Mission, has noted that “smuggling across the border is being carried out by organized criminal groups using a sophisticated modus operandi.” As a result of a May 2007 cross-border operation of Moldovan and Ukrainian custom’s officers with the support of EUBAM, forty-six contraband cases was discovered, 21.5 kg of psychotropic substances were found, and 616 illegally kept weapons were seized. Among the most serious contraband cases were the smuggling of 40 tons of meat, 26,000 bottles of alcoholic drinks and 11 kg of marijuana. EUBAM conducted three such joint operations in 2006-2007
. There is considerable evidence that illegal money from these illegal activities link Tiraspol with Chisinau, Moscow, Kiev and other places and serve as important financial source of corrupted Transnistrian regime and its protégée in some high offices of these capitals. 

Fourth, energy factor: the Black Sea–South Caucasus–Caspian region represents a potential market of 400 million people from Europe, Central Asia, and the Middle East.  It has the second largest oil and natural gas reserve in the world and has a foreign trade potential of more than $300 billion; Russia and its Caspian Sea neighbors are among the world’s leading natural gas producers.
 The wider Black Sea region has the world’s largest reserves of minerals and metals, a skilled labor force and a sophisticated transportation infrastructure with numerous ports along the coasts of seas.  This swath of territory is a historical bridge between European and Asian civilizations, with a long history of transcontinental commerce dating back to the Silk Road; it also has a tremendous potential for tourism. 

The economic and strategic interests of international community are strongly motivated by the Caspian energy resources. 

At the latest summit of the GUAM Organization for Democracy and Economic Development (Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan and Moldova) that took place in Azerbaijan’s capital Baku (18-19 June, 2007) – the most representative forum in ten years of existence of this organization with the participation of the presidents of Romania, Poland and Lithuania – the agenda was dominated by issues of Caspian oil and natural gas transit to the EU as an alternative (to Russian) energy supply market for European countries, and those of solution of the frozen conflicts in these countries. Upon the completion of the Baku summit the European Union announced that for 2007-2010 it will provide 915 million Euro to support the development of the energy sectors, infrastructure, and transport systems of the GUAM countries
.  

However, the strategic interests of the United States, Russia and other countries, particularly in Western Europe differ and, at times, contradict each others and those of the Black Sea–South Caucasus–Caspian countries. Russia’s interests stand in opposition to those of the BTC and BTE countries. Moreover, Russia is using the overwhelming dependence of former Soviet Union countries on Russian supply of energy resources as an effective weapon to preserve these countries in its spheres of influence. Russia maintains the artificial division and instability of countries affected by conflicts openly subsidizing secessionist regimes with natural gas and other resources at prices one third to one quarter of those charged for Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine and other countries. At the same time Russia promoted a discriminatory economic policy by banning the import of famous Moldovan and Georgian wines, fresh fruits and vegetables, meat and other agricultural products as a “threat to Russia security”. Russia’s attempt to re-integrate the former Soviet republics into some kind of a new polished “Union” remind revenge after the collapse of the Soviet Union, and represent the major obstacle on their road toward independence and European integration. Russia is trying to use its co-nationals in secessionist statelets to reinforce its position in these strategically important areas. By pursuing an arrogant and aggressive policy Russia is eroding the confidence of its neighbors, even among the Russian population of these rebel regions.
Fifth, one of the most important lines of confrontation and major impediments to the resolution of these “frozen conflicts” lies in the dual approach taken by Russian policy and still tolerated by the West: on one hand, Russia is emphasizing the unacceptability of imposing a decision on the status of Kosovo from outside (the United Nations in this case) and of creating a dangerous new precedent for its “Near Abroad”, specifically for Abkhazia, South Ossetia in Georgia and Transnistria in Moldova; on the other hand, Russia is encouraging the so-called movement for independence in these territories, providing real political, military and financial support for the secessionists. 

In the Foreign Policy Review on the Transnistrian Settlement, published recently, the Russian Foreign Ministry emphasized: "a most-essential element of a lasting settlement is the establishment of the constitutional status of Moldova as a neutral state", though, according to its Constitution, the Republic of Moldova is a neutral state that permits no foreign armed forces to be deployed in its territory. “Attempts to impose solution conditions from the outside”, emphasized the Review, “undermine the fundamentals of international law and are fraught with destabilization of the entire system of international relations, and any escalation of conflicts usually leads to the use of force.
 It should be noted that Russia, by maintaining its troops and armament on this de jure Moldovan territory, has continued to violate the Constitution of Moldova as well as Russia’s own 1999 Commitments (Istanbul OSCE Summit) to withdraw its troops from Moldova and Georgia and also, the principles of the above mentioned adapted Treaty on Conventional Forces in Europe.

Sixth, the East (Russia) – West (USA and EU) confrontation on how to “defrost” the “frozen conflicts” is complicated by conflicting principles of international law, such as state sovereignty, territorial integrity, self determination and, human rights, which, to varying degrees, contradict and compromise one another. In the case of Kosovo, for example, the basics for its claim to independence is a people’s right to self-determination that is fiercely denied by Serbia’s authorities and their Russian supporters as a violation of the territorial integrity of an independent and sovereign state. The secessionist leaders in Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Transnistria and Nagorno-Karabakh are speculating on this confusion of international law emphasizing their right of self-determination and neglecting the principles of territorial integrity of legally recognized states, Georgia, Moldova, and Azerbaijan. In an interview for Tiraspol Times Igor Smirnov, Transnistria’s “president”, touching on the question of Kosovo independence, stressed: “Look to international law, and look to the history of this land. Pridnestrovie has much stronger legal and historical basis for recognized sovereignty than Kosovo”
. He considers that this precedent “is well applicable to Transnistria, and South Ossetia, and Abkhazia – republics that have much more historic and juridical grounds for independence and recognition than Kosovo”
.  The Kremlin’s reaction to such statements was quite eloquent: The Transnistrian leader received a very special Russian award – the Order of Honor of the 1st degree “for contributions to friendship among nations, for the development of democracy, for strengthening Transnistria’s position on the international level, and for the consolidation of ties with Russia”
.

The “Kosovo case” is not at all a precedent for other conflicts settlement and an attempt to link these conflicts all together means nothing else than to keep them “frozen” indefinitely. The uniqueness of Kosovo lies in the fact that it has been under effective UN trusteeship since 1999 and the UN Resolution 1244 defines the way of negotiating its final status. Daniel Fried, US Assistant Secretary of State, expressed clearly this position: “We believe it is simply wrong to link this. There are many separatist conflicts in the world. It is impractical to try to link them all together, and say that one solution for a unique case must apply everywhere in the world”
. 

The major problem is how to apply international law in each concrete situation, when unrecognized secessionist occupation regimes have acted for almost two decades as de facto regimes with strong financial, military and political support from outside (in ex-Soviet states, from Russia). In case of Transnistria one of the best analysis and recommendations how to solve this conundrum has been put forward by a mission of the Association of the Bar of the City of New York in its 2006 special report
.

Seventh, so-called frozen conflicts have gained momentum - they are in the focus of international forums and organizations. NATO-EU enlargement, the EU’s neighborhood policy (ENP) and bilateral Action Plans with prospects for EU visa facilitation and EU trade preferences, and the Millennium Challenge Corporation’s programs have opened new windows of opportunity for defrosting the regional “frozen conflicts”, by involving civil society and the mass-media in constructive dialog and a search for solutions. Now it is right time for the governments of the involved in these conflicts countries to conform to international requirements and promote appropriate democratic and economic reforms to meet European standards. By building a prosperous democracy, a successful market economy, based on loyal competition and open to foreign investors, these countries could create an attractive alternative for the populations of these conflict zones. 

Unfortunately, there have been serious setbacks registered in this respect, particularly in Moldova. The Freedom House Organization annual report “Nations in Transition” points out that Moldova, a relative champion of post-Soviet, democratic reforms in the 1990s, has lost ground since 2001, when the Party of Moldovan Communists (PCM) came to power: stagnation of reforms with further consolidation of authoritarian tendencies, intimidation of opposition, serious irregularities in elections, persecution of independent mass-media, ignoring recommendations of the Council of Europe and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE); steps back in promoting human rights, respect for the rule of law and independence of judiciary; etc
. All of these negative internal evolutions undermine efforts and diminish prospects for the solution of the so-called frozen conflicts. It should be noted that ruling secessionist regimes mirror the Russian model of governance, with domination by corrupted elites that have merged with illegal business, with authoritarian leaders appointed and supported as in old Soviet times by Moscow.

The most appropriate description of these conflicts is still the word “stagnant”. The puzzle and the irony of this situation consist in the fact that the existing status quo of “no peace, no war” is reinforcing the challenges to human rights, democratic institutions and civil society – all key elements of the broad definition of security integral to the OSCE’s ongoing Helsinki process. The resolution of “frozen conflicts” according to these principles and to Istanbul (1999) Summit agreements would lead to ratification of the adapted CFE Treaty and contribute to confidence building between West and Russia. 

    Conclusions and Recommendations

The resolution of “frozen and forgotten” conflicts in the ex-Soviet states requires, first of all, political will from all engaged parties. Even the most perfect model of federalization as an eventual solution for the reintegration of separatist regions has no chances to be implemented without serious engagement in the negotiation process. Otherwise, there will be only imitations of negotiations that will produce false solutions. At the same time, it is less harmful to maintain the existing status quo of these conflicts than to propose an option that will contradict the principles of independence, territorial integrity, and sovereignty of the internationally recognized Newly Independent States.

1. The existing mechanisms and negotiating forums that were established a decade ago to manage these Eurasian conflicts and that played a role in freezing the “hot spots” in the former Soviet political space are exhausted. Neither the OSCE, nor the UN, proposed new mechanisms and approaches. Even the new  EU “Wider Europe/New Neighborhood Initiative” only recently included the South Caucasus region and provided only some “long-term possibilities” for the EU’s neighbors to have “a stake” in the single market through their future access to the unfettered flow of goods (particularly energy), services, capital, and labor. The conditionality of the “Wider Europe” policy—“internal reforms and democratization for a stake in the EU market”—is too vague for countries aspiring to join the European project that need it the most: There are no specific timetables or benchmarks envisaged in the Wider Europe/New Neighborhood Initiative Action Plans for these countries. After all, a “Wider Europe” initiative without any clear EU membership perspectives instantly devalues the overture if it fails to provide a strong incentive for ex-Soviet countries to follow the roadmap of reform and democratization.

2. The existing format of negotiations—five-sided in the case of Moldova’s and Georgia’s conflicts—and the existing mechanism of guarantees are outdated and ineffective. Only with inclusion of the EU, the United States, and eventually, Romania (in Moldova’s situation) in the new negotiations format as full-fledged participants (and not just observers), along with existing mediators, a balanced and constructive approach will be established and the necessary guarantees for a durable and equitable solution could be provided. 

3. The internationalization of peacekeeping forces in the framework of a NATO/EU mission, with the participation of a Russian contingent as an equal partner with other countries’ peacekeeping forces, should replace the existing peacekeeping format in Transnistria: Russian–Transnistrian and Moldovan forces, with predominant Russian forces. Russia cannot be marginalized or eliminated from the process of negotiations and peacebuilding in the region. The full-fledged inclusion of Russia, with strict observance of its international commitments (including the Istanbul Commitments) can provide a solution for thawing the “frozen and forgotten” conflicts. Such external support is a necessary but not sufficient condition for conflict resolution in the Black Sea–Caucasus–Caspian region.

4.  The resolution of the conflicts in the ex-Soviet states may be possible only with the support of strong and vibrant civil societies and nongovernmental organizations. Fair, free, and democratic elections, respect for human rights and the rights of minorities, and all citizens’ active involvement in the struggle against illegal immigration, human trafficking, and organized crime are the sine qua non for reintegration of separatist regions into the internationally recognized Newly Independent States.

5. The long-lasting, viable resolution of conflicts can be assured not only by political means but also by economic mechanisms—by applying successful economic reforms and conducting fair and transparent privatization, and by creating an environment for fair competition and foreign investments. The promotion of reforms, governmental accountability, preventing the renationalization of privatized property, and the eradication of poverty and corruption should be strong preconditions of U.S. and other donors’ assistance to the Newly Independent States involved in conflicts. On the other side, the best way to protect the significant investment that the U.S. and international donors have already made in economic reforms and development of civil society and democracy in the Newly Independent States is to support private initiative and business and to prevent governmental attempts to revise the results of theses programs.
6. To create a sound international legal framework and mechanism of conflict resolution, it is necessary to revise the traditional approach to contemporary international law—that is, according some experts, a set of “sacred principles” such as state sovereignty, territorial integrity, self-determination, and human rights, which, to varying degrees, contradict and compromise one another. It is important to find a balanced approach to these universal principles and effective mechanisms and their practical implementation in each case.
Post scriptum

I am glad to mention that some positive changes have recently occurred: revision of the format of negotiations with the inclusion of U.S. and EU representatives as observers; establishment by the EU of a Border Assistance Mission (EUBAM) on the border between Moldova and Ukraine; 1.2 billion EU/World Bank program for Moldova, and prospects for significant Millennium Challenge Corporation funding from the United States. 

The perspectives for “defrosting” these conflicts and finding an equitable solution in the framework of the internationally recognized legitimate states could be consistently improved through the EU’s adoption of a new European Neighborhood Policy (ENP plus),  by passage of the UN resolution on frozen conflicts, proposed by GUAM countries (Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan and Moldova) and establishment of a  fundamental legal framework for conflict settlement in accordance with the norms and principles of international law. Encouraging steps already were taken. The US Congress is debating the Resolution calling on the Russian Federation to withdraw its military forces, armaments and ammunition stockpiled in Transnistria; the recent US proposal for an alternative peacekeeping force to be deployed in Transnistria – “genuinely multilateral with Russian participation”
; the Open Letter of 10 Moldovan non-governmental organizations “For a European Settlement of the Transnistrian Conflict”
 .

This is just the beginning of a still thorny path toward conflict resolution, but it is inspiring a “cautious optimism” on prospects for progress
, as David J.Kramer, U.S. Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for European and Eurasian Affairs, stressed recently. 

The confrontation between West and Russia on the settlement of conflicts in Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Nagorno-Karabakh and Transnistria is not at all predetermined. Many observers believe it is too much to expect that the Russians would actively cooperate in forcing out the Tiraspol kleptocrats, the great majority of whom are Russian citizens. Yet, Moscow might be willing to reconsider its position. A credible, short-term timetable for withdrawal of Russian troops and ammunitions would clearly signal the end of Russian support for Tiraspol and make the kleptocrats amenable to a departure deal.  It is possible that some kind of safe haven outside Moldova (presumably in Russia) might, for them, constitute an attractive offer. Some appropriate formula could be identified, of course, if Russia will only realize that it gains much more from cooperating with the U.S. and EU on this issue than by continuing to play the separatist card by maintaining its military presence and support of corrupted leaders of these rebel regions. The opportunity cost for Russia and for the West is a new round of confrontation, a costly engagement in a new Cold War that for sure Russian economy will not be capable to support. 

It should be noted also that a quick and unsustainable resolution, undertaken under political and economic pressure of Russia, beyond the existing format of negotiation, in case of Transnistria - “5 + 2” (OSCE, Russia, Ukraine, USA and EU plus Moldova and Transnistria) - “would be worse than postponing the resolution”, as Kalman Mizsei, the EU special envoy to Moldova observed recently
. The matter of concern become intensified in 2007 bilateral non-transparent Moldovan - Russian negotiations on Transnistria’s settlement, including the latest meeting of Presidents V.Putin and V.Voronin in Moscow (June 22)
. The opportunity cost of such a false resolution would be an illusory stability that permits the consolidation of the secessionist regime and encourages its transformation into effectively independent state-like structure, undermining the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the legitimate state and creating a bad precedent.

The informal meeting of the U.S. President George W. Bush and Russian President Vladimir Putin in Kennebunkport (USA) on July 1, 2007 is a good test for their abilities to build bridges in search of solutions to CFE and “frozen conflicts”, instead of engaging their countries and the World as a whole in a new round of confrontation.
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� NATO Istanbul Summit, Communiqué, 2004, article 32.


� Trilateral Approach for European and Euro-Atlantic Integration. Policy Paper developed by the Moldova-Ukraine-Romania Expert Group. Bucharest-Chisinau-Kyiv, 2007, p. 35.
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