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Yeltsin’s Legacy, 1999

NATO’S “FIRST WAVE” AS FRONTAL ATTACK

There were a number of turning points in Russia’s relationship with the West generally and with NATO particularly after the dissolution of the Warsaw Treaty Organization in 1989. These have been studied in considerable detail both in Russia and in the West, though far too few attempts have been made to place the key moments into a comprehensive analysis of their consequences for Russia.1

One particularly significant moment came with begrudging Russian acceptance of NATO expansion eastward in the form of the Founding Act between the Russian Federation and the North Atlantic Alliance, signed in May 1997, and the formal admission two years later of Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic during ceremonies marking the fiftieth anniversary of the founding of NATO. The Founding Act provided that a Permanent Joint Council (PJC) meet regularly as a forum for Russia-NATO discourse, and carried with it an ambiguous—and by no means binding—commitment from NATO not to move nuclear weaponry into its newly acquired territories.2 Membership in the G-7, making it a G-8 even though Russia was not to be a partner in the original group’s economic deliberations for another five years, was one of the prizes Moscow won in return for its signature. Immediate membership in the Paris Club of lender nations and, sometime in the near future, admission to the World Trade Organization (WTO), also were promised.

At the time of the Founding Act President Yeltsin proclaimed proudly that the PJC would provide the Russian Federation with real input into NATO decision making, at best with a veto, at least with a vehicle for bringing Russia’s concerns directly to NATO for its consideration. Some officials and analysts countered the communist and nationalist outcry that Russia had “capitulated” to NATO by expressing the hope that the PJC would provide their country with a voice in European affairs. They were all doomed to disappointment. Even before the document was signed formally, U.S. President Bill Clinton rejected whatever faint hopes Russian authorities might have had for a veto.3 The hope that consideration of Russia’s interests might sway NATO policy was erased nearly as quickly by the Alliance’s actual policies, especially in connection with it’s newly adopted strategic concept and the crisis in Kosovo.

Another point of departure was the final stage in the “first wave” itself, in May 1999. It came at a very bad time for all sides. Russia was in a state of political disarray and an economic spiral downward. NATO’s first air strikes against Yugoslavia, on 24 March 1999, had themselves come at a bizarre moment diplomatically: Prime Minister Yevgenii Primakov was actually airborne, flying to Washington to negotiate terms of a loan from the IMF. On hearing of NATO’s decision in Yugoslavia, he ordered the plane to turn around and head back to Moscow.

It was at that point that Russia called a halt in its dealings with NATO. Except for its ongoing participation in peacekeeping operations in Bosnia, all further meetings and negotiations were “frozen.” Most Western politicians and journalists seemed not to take Russia’s action seriously until later in the spring, after Moscow consistently rejected further discussion and vocal (if not large) sectors of the public in all NATO countries began to look critically at NATO policy in Yugoslavia. Widespread outrage against NATO shook the apparent complacency in Washington and other NATO capital cities, although it had little impact on the actual conduct of policy. In Russia, Yeltsin’s collapsing popularity and the harsh anti-NATO, anti-Washington tone taken on by all parties and blocs competing for seats in December’s Duma election caused governments in many NATO member states to look more carefully towards Moscow. Existing tensions had been exacerbated on 24 April when NATO gave formal approval to its new strategic concept, affirming its intention to act “out of zone” and, implicitly, on a unilateral basis. The Russian reaction was furious and immediate. NATO was accused by officials and the media in Moscow of becoming a self-styled “world policeman” and Russians were warned that the Mediterranean and GUUAM (an association linking Georgia, Ukraine, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan and Moldova) states were falling within the Alliance’s self-proclaimed sphere of influence.4

By that time, the frustration of Russians with their loss of place in the world was by no means restricted to the foreign policy elite and feature writers. A few days after NATO’s strategic interests were headlined, surveys revealed that up to 51 percent of Russians now felt threatened by NATO expansion, and only 24 percent were optimistic about the Founding Act.5

International debate rang with rhetoric reminiscent of the Cold War. In Russia, the bombing of Yugoslavia was a catalyst for a marked change in Russian popular attitudes towards the West, and NATO’s strategic concept continued to come under fire from Russian commentators well into the summer. Thus, opposition to Slobodan Milosevic within Yugoslavia was perceived in Russia as support for both separatism and a “pro-West” stance in Yugoslav politics.6 Russians were angry that the West did not want to give them a zone of responsibility in Kosovo and overjoyed with the sudden and symbolic Russian takeover of the Pristina airport.7 Nevertheless, military contacts were resumed on 31 August and Col. Gen. Viktor Zavarzin returned to NATO HQ in Brussels. But his participation was limited exclusively to interaction on the peacekeeping operations in Kosovo.

In the meantime, Russia delighted whenever divisions appeared within NATO, or between the United States, the United Nations and European countries.8 On the other hand, Russia’s own war in Chechnya had compounded the growing unease everywhere, as NATO members, the EU, and the IMF threatened economic retaliation against Moscow. In response, the Russian government, media and public charged the West with hypocrisy in light of NATO action in Yugoslavia and Iraq. Hardliners on both sides of the new East-West divide tended to treat the crisis in Chechnya as part of a renewed Cold War competition for control of the Caucasus.

In June, for example, a New York Times editorial noticed that “Anti-American sentiment [has] sharply increased” in Russia, as had a fear that NATO had become a “threat to Russia itself.” The editorial writer went on to portray President Boris Yeltsin and his newly appointed prime minister, Sergei Stepashin, as valiant warriors against the resurgence of Communist and nationalist forces in their country. The dismissal of Primakov on 12 May 1999 was made to look wise, and hopes were raised that Yeltsin, President Clinton and Strobe Talbott, the White House’s top adviser on Russia, would cooperate on a “joint peace plan.”9

As events were soon to demonstrate, these words were wishful thinking. Talbott, for one, was looked upon with considerable suspicion in Russia because of his unrelenting advocacy of NATO enlargement and the accession of the Baltic States to the Alliance.10 Even after he was fired as prime minister, Primakov was regularly touted as a likely replacement for Yeltsin when the presidential office was vacated in June 2000. The New York Times editorial notwithstanding, Primakov was still respected in the West. He was assumed to be pragmatic, even in the face of his open sponsorship of a uniquely “Russian way” in both domestic and international affairs and his consistent opposition to NATO expansion.11 Stepashin was less well-known abroad, and much was made of the fact that he had been minister of the interior. In fact, the new appointment merely represented a tradition of prime ministers with security and law enforcement career profiles. Primakov had himself been the head of the Foreign Intelligence Service. Stepashin’s appointment was quickly approved by the State Duma, itself recently humiliated by a failed attempt to force Yeltsin out of office on five counts of impeachment.

A new cabinet included few fresh faces in the power positions. Igor Sergeev (Defense), Igor Ivanov (Foreign Affairs), Sergei Shoigu (Emergencies), and Pavel Krasheninnikov (Justice), all stayed on. Vladimir Rushailo replaced Stepashin as interior minister. The new government had little opportunity to set its own course in foreign affairs. Stepashin’s first major speeches to the Federation Council and the Duma, 17 and 19 May, emphasized the desperate need for change in the economic sphere, including its “decriminalization.” With the exception of a remark to the effect that NATO strikes against Yugoslavia were, in reality, “strikes against Russia,”12 he stuck closely to economic themes. Even though their government participated in the joint peace plan for Kosovo worked out in Helsinki, with former prime minister Viktor Chernomyrdin heading the Russian delegation, the ongoing bombing of Yugoslavia persuaded even moderate Russians that the United States was bent on world domination.13 It was commonly believed in Moscow that NATO was Washington’s shield bearer in this endeavour, charged with replacing the UN as the main agent for conflict resolution in world affairs. They were concerned as well that Russia would be left out of a settlement altogether.14 As early as June broad segments of the Western media for the first time began to echo points of view already heard in Russia for years. On 10 June, a few days before NATO proclaimed victory and stopped its bombing raids, for example, former USSR President Mikhail Gorbachev’s allegation that NATO had become an offensive alliance driven by an agenda set in Washington at the expense of the United Nations was quoted widely. He warned American readers that NATO members were beginning to question the dominance of Washington in the Alliance.15 For years, Gorbachev had been accusing NATO leaders of deceiving Russia about NATO’s intentions when the two Germanies were reunited in 1990, and had revived these charges in a recent book.16

A G-8 summit in late June served as a forum for Yeltsin to get the Russian perspective off his chest. He insisted that the UN and its Security Council must be enhanced in the realm of international peace and security, and was less than subtle in his plea that no country should take on for itself “the role of global judge and policeman” (ITAR-TASS, 20 June). Yeltsin’s call for a global monitoring system became for awhile the rallying cry of Russia’s ministry of foreign affairs, usually accompanied by warnings that events in Yugoslavia were omens of what could go wrong if their admonitions were not heeded. The Yugoslavia questioned overwhelmed the media in Russia, leading to a flurry of internal contingency planning and public musing on foreign policy.17 Special attention was paid to what was perceived as a completely new, general offensive strategy adopted by NATO, transforming it into a bloc with global ambitions.18

Aleksandr Lebed, perennial presidential candidate and governor of Krasnoyarsk, had grabbed headlines by taking up this refrain. He told an interviewer on 10 June that Russia should send peacekeeping troops to Kosovo only if they served under the UN flag. Under NATO, whose troops would have “no motivation for which they would be willing to die,” the peacekeepers would be open to attack by the more highly motivated Serbs. Lebed went on to ridicule Chernomyrdin’s role as Moscow’s special envoy whose task it was to mediate between Belgrade and NATO.19 Months later, Lebed went too far, accusing the Kremlin of complicity in terrorist acts blamed on Chechens for the purpose of shaping the State Duma elections. This type of charge cost the once popular military figure any real chance of resurrecting his presidential ambitions.20

Whereas Lebed’s credibility quickly dissipated at home, he could still draw the attention of the foreign press and appeal to some of Russia’s radical nationalists. Strange bedfellows though they may have been in June, Lebed and Gorbachev were aware of an emerging resentment in NATO against the informal control of the decision-making process by the big five: the United States, Britain, France, Germany, and Italy, sometimes referred to in the North American media as NATO’s “kitchen cabinet.” Ironically, these countries represented the remnant of the Contact Group, a six-power committee in charge of Balkan peacemaking before one member, Russia, disassociated itself as a result of the air strikes on Yugoslavia. From Moscow’s perspective, the new “kitchen cabinet” harked back to the Cold War era when, after 1955, the foreign ministers of the United States, Britain, France, and West Germany met privately before every high-level NATO meeting to set priorities for the Alliance. This widely held opinion about collusion contradicted the enthusiastic reports Stepashin brought back to Russia after a late June sojourn in the United States. “Most of our differences can be resolved,” he said, claiming that his meetings with Clinton and Gore had been very productive.21

In fact, the notion that Western countries had badly miscalculated by ignoring Russia’s interests in Yugoslavia and elsewhere became commonplace. When NATO military action in Kosovo produced a victory, of sorts, Western rethinking of the affront to Russia began in earnest.22 But Stepashin was not to be a beneficiary of that rethinking process. On 9 August, Yeltsin again sacked a prime minister and cabinet, replacing him with Putin, a KGB agent before he was appointed head of the Federal Security Service in July 1998. From March to August 1999, Putin had combined his position as FSB director with work as secretary of the Security Council.

Putin Named Prime Minister

In an unprecedented step, Yeltsin also named Putin as his probable successor as president.23 At that time, Putin was thought to be a friend of both Moscow’s Mayor, Luzhkov, and Primakov, so the appointment was seen as a boost in the fortunes of the Fatherland-All Russia Party, founded and supported by Luzhkov with Primakov recently chosen as leader. Putin was thus Russia’s fourth prime minister in seventeen months, reflecting ongoing instability in the country’s political arena. The power ministers again held on to their posts, and the FSB position went to Nikolai Patrushev, also a former KGB official and a longtime associate of the new prime minister.

In his initial speech to the Duma, on 16 August, Putin promised to grant priority to the economic course set by his predecessor and said that foreign policy would be unchanged. “Foreign policy is the president’s prerogative and cannot be influenced by cabinet replacements,” he said prophetically. The “revival and consolidation” of Russia’s defense capacity would also be a priority, he added, with special reference to the defense industry and military prestige.24 The new government’s position on world affairs was expressed unequivocally in September, when Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov addressed the UN General Assembly. A multipolar world and reliance on the United Nations to “regulate international relations” were his key recommendations, implicitly rejecting the apparent ascendancy of the United States and NATO.

At that time, the Russian position on NATO and Yugoslavia seemed to be gaining further public, if not official, credibility in the West. As late as September, NATO found itself defending its “victory” against charges that the bombing campaign against Serbian forces had failed. General Wesley Clark, supreme allied commander of Europe, for example, went on a public relations offensive, claiming that the European and North American media had fallen for propaganda out of Belgrade. Speaking at a press conference in Brussels, he insisted that in more than 3,000 missions (and 23,000 bombs) NATO forces had inflicted severe damage on Yugoslavia’s military capabilities.25 Perhaps he should have waited a few weeks, so that he could reflect on the bill for $100 billion in damages claimed against NATO by Yugoslav foreign minister, Zivadin Jovanovic, at the United Nations. Russia supported the Yugoslav claim. Jovanovic was speaking about civilian damages: housing, bridges, and refugee-related costs. The claim went nowhere, but a political point was made.

A report to the U.S. Congress, in October, revealed NATO errors in timing and targets, and gave Russian commentators a chance to point out flaws inherent in Western assertions of military superiority, though they were well aware of the potential for disaster of their own as Russia’s armed forces were drawn back into Chechnya. The U.S. report was delivered to the Senate Armed Services Committee by Defense Secretary William Cohen and General Henry H. Shelton. Cohen and Shelton played down the lapses, claiming decisive victory and praising the precision of NATO’s U.S.-led air raids. There was as well recognition of the fact that Serbian ethnic cleansing of Albanian civilians began in earnest after, not before, NATO air strikes got underway. The purpose here was not to excuse the action of Serbian nationalist forces, rather it was to suggest that NATO policy had unexpected consequences. European military forces came in for criticism too, and Cohen repeated the earlier complaint that NATO had lost the propaganda war.26 The Russian press also gleefully reported stories from Britain, on the eve of Jiang Zemin’s visit to London, that NATO’s bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade had not been a mistake.27 Peering out from behind the Kremlin walls, it seemed to Russian analysts that NATO was consumed by internal sniping: in November, for example, France’s Ministry of Defense noted that a number of the bombing missions in Yugoslavia had been conducted by American forces outside the framework of NATO and its procedures. In some cases, indeed, the United States had conducted raids which French president Jacques Chirac would not have approved. Russian observers pounced on all signs of dissension and misgiving in NATO, and relayed them to their reading public.28

Rising Tension between Moscow and Washington

At the diplomatic level tensions had increased between Moscow and Washington over the summer of 1999. By the time that the seventy-eight-day bombing campaign ended, it was far too late for fences to be mended easily. Russian peacekeeping forces remained in Kosovo, but their line of command remained contentious. Whereas Russia interpreted the Helsinki agreement to mean that its troops would be under their own, autonomous command, the United States expected Russian troops to follow the orders of a NATO commander in the field. NATO was startled, and made cautious by Moscow’s successful transfer of troops to the airport at Pristina in June, to which the United States retaliated by requesting that Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria refuse airspace access to Russia. Russia tested the waters shortly afterwards by conducting military exercises near Iceland.

A diplomatic tug-of-war ensued. On 3 July, an American assistant army attaché, Lt. Col. Peter Hoffman, was declared persona non grata by the Kremlin, presumably in response to an American decision to expel an official in the Russian mission to the United States and charge him with spying. It was in the first week of July as well that NATO forces blocked air corridors necessary to transport Russian peacekeeping forces to Kosovo, delaying their arrival. This dispute was related to the Russian military’s desire to command a sector of its own, in connection with which Moscow accused the United States of “provocation” (Interfax, 3 July 1999).

Elsewhere, the Russian high command had a special interest in the future of the Baltic region, especially after the three Baltic republics applied for admission to NATO and were accepted as legitimate candidates. Since late in 1997 the danger of the Baltic Sea becoming a NATO sea had been such that the Russian foreign and defense ministries spoke then of a “red line” across which the Alliance must not step.29 On the map, that red line was drawn around the external borders of the former USSR. The willingness of the Baltic States to “prostitute” themselves, in the Russian mind’s eye, by offering support to NATO in Yugoslavia was especially galling. In mid-1999 there was even talk of the ongoing navy reform resulting in a larger Russian presence on the Baltic.30 Unrealistic as this ambition may have been in light of Russia’s inability to finance the existing fleet, proponents of a larger Baltic fleet couched their arguments in terms of NATO activities there.

It was the renewed conflict in Chechnya that most exacerbated the rift in Russia–U.S. relations. In this connection, the Russian media was far less polite than Ivanov had been in New York in September. Furious over criticisms levelled at Yeltsin’s leadership by Al Gore in October, and affronted by the widespread condemnation of Moscow’s use of force in Chechnya, Russian writers accused the U.S. of attempting to “humiliate” their country. The roots of Western “Russophobia are deeper and more poisonous than the fear of a revival of Russian military strength,” one author commented in the Kremlin’s own newspaper.31 The United States is seeking to create a pax americana at Russia’s expense,” the author continued, “and therefore conveniently forgets all the negative aspects of NATO’s military ventures in the Balkans.” Needless to say, one of the consistent Russian worries was that NATO might offer support to the Chechen rebels, as they had to Albanians. When Chechen President Aslan Maskhadov actually asked for help from NATO in October, Russian columnists growled that “Russia is not Yugoslavia” and reacted angrily to complaints lodged by the European parliament against Russian actions in Chechnya.32 Some consolation was offered by U.S. Ambassador James Collins, who was quoted to the effect that Washington strongly supported Russia’s fight against terrorism. In answer to a direct question, Collins went on to say that Chechnya was clearly part of the Russian Federation and must be subject to Russian law. He hoped only that the human and civil rights of citizens of Chechnya be respected.33

After President Clinton failed, during an early November meeting in Oslo, to persuade Putin to soften Moscow’s military tactics in Chechnya, the chances of a mutual strategic agenda dimmed noticeably. Putin even prepared an explanatory message for the New York Times, which was printed on 14 November under the heading “Why We Must Act.” He understood Clinton’s concerns and urged Washington in its turn to understand Russia’s position. The Russian president asked what the American government’s reaction would be if there were rebellions by militiamen in Montana or Idaho, or bloody incursions like those that took place in Dagestan: what if “Suddenly, an explosion. Dwellings in Watergate or in the center of Manhattan are turned into piles of rubble. Hundreds are killed, thousands maimed, many are left crippled. Chaos and panic engulfs the city, and then the entire country”? Terrorism has no borders, he continued, and no state is safe from it. Americans must comprehend the realities of the conflict in southern Russia and recognize them as part of the widening ambitions of international terrorism and the influence of the “secret leader of the terrorists” Osama bin Laden, who was funding terrorism in Chechnya, and whom the Americans also loathe. Chechen rebels were called “criminals” and “mobsters.” The Putin essay also was published in Russia, with an admonition that it should be read by everyone.34 The same issue of the Russian-language paper carried a piece titled “Double Standard. Bin Laden Prepares War Against the USA,” and another describing how an Islamic jihad was proclaimed openly against Russia, in the center of London.35 These Russian warnings were to have special resonance two years later, on 11 September 2001, but they were ignored in 1999 as feeble attempts to justify Moscow’s campaign in Chechnya.

In a simultaneous feature item highlighting the importance of Yeltsin’s upcoming participation in the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) at Istanbul, the growing divide between Russia and the United States was illustrated by the remark that “if Russia remains in the ‘family of civilized nations,’ as the Americans understand it …, then there will be nothing good in store for us.”36 The most profound consequence of this mutual name-calling was an increase of anti-Americanism among the Russian public.37

As the dates for the OSCE summit neared, Russian political groups pressured the government not to make concessions either in its opposition to NATO action in Yugoslavia or in its own behavior in Chechnya. Leading the way was the Anti-NATO Commission of the State Duma, which issued a formal statement calling for a “firm stand” against any interference in Russia’s internal affairs by “NATO countries and their allies.”38 Russian analysts of all political stripes tended to treat the meeting as a test of
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II

The Two-Headed Eagle Faces East and West


Conclusion: Where We Were in May 2002

When Yeltsin handpicked Putin to succeed him, it was assumed by most observers and presumably by Yeltsin that the younger man would follow the leads set by his patrons. It was clear also that Putin was much preferred by the Yeltsin team over either Yevgenii Primakov or Yurii Luzhkov, the two most prominent candidates for the presidency at that time.

At the outset, it appeared that the cynics were right. Putin granted Yeltsin and his immediate family immunity from legal charges and kept all the major power holders in office. Yet within a very short time, it appeared that Putin had an agenda of his own and “saving Russia,” both from itself and from terrorism and separatism, was part of it. In the former case, saving Russia came to mean strengthening the state apparatus, challenging the “oligarchs” for control, combatting organized crime, and getting the economy in order. Recentralization was one means to those ends, as was accommodation with international economic agencies: the G-7 (G-8), the IMF, World Bank, the EBRD, and so on. Saving Russia also meant, on the one hand, pursuing the war in Chechnya at all costs and, on the other, coming to terms with, but not falling subservient to, the most important international political and security agencies, above all the EU and NATO. In the tradition of Gorbachev, Putin and his power ministers were among the leading advocates of the preservation of the UN Security Council, on which Russia has a privileged position, as the sole initial source of authority in the resolution of regional conflicts in the international arena. Redefining and upgrading Moscow’s bilateral relationships with the major Western industrial powers and Japan were crucial to his chances of success in all of these potentially contradictory ambitions.

Putin also had to eliminate all vestiges of what the opposition in Russia still called “Yeltsinism,” that is, reactive, erratic and ambiguous policy-making with no apparent goal in sight. He was helped here by the results of elections to the Duma in late 1999, and the subsequent slide of opposition parries into near irrelevance. Putin’s consistent popularity, even in the wake of such tragedies as the Kursk affair, was his greatest asset in quickly defusing real and potential opponents. In two-and-a-half years, the influence of the CPRF, though it retained many seats in the Duma, diminished rapidly. Yabloko almost disappeared as an organized mouthpiece of the “liberal” perspective in Russia; and the nationalists had many of their goals co-opted by Putin. Power wielded by provincial governors in the Federation Council was partially legislated away, the Federation Council was weakened, and Putin’s representatives in seven large districts provided the presidential office with a direct oversight on Russia’s federalism. The media remained alone as an oppositional voice, although it too was semi-muzzled by the government. Interestingly, as the state strengthened itself, Putin and his policies grew in popularity and his foreign policy was more and more trusted by the media and general public.

This is not to say that nothing had been accomplished during the Yeltsin years. Russia had successfully and reasonably smoothly acquired status as the only nuclear power on former Soviet territory. Relations with NATO had been institutionalized in 1997 and, in spite of a year of frozen activity and an upsurge of Russian popular hostility because of events in Yugoslavia, their joint agencies had not disappeared. In the long run, NATO expanded twice without major upheaval in Moscow.

It was with Europe that the greatest heights of cooperation were reached. After hitting an all-time low in its general relations with Europe and PACE, in 1999–2000, by mid-2002 a combination of Putin’s personal diplomacy and rising world oil prices had brought Russia to an enthusiastic rapprochement with the major countries of Western Europe, and particularly with the EU. Only the problem of Kaliningrad lingered on as a source of friction, and that situation was on its way to resolution. Pipeline diplomacy helped glue Russia and the EU to a format of mutual dependency. The most spectacular accomplishment, however, was the formation in May of 2002 of what amounts to an alliance with NATO. Cynics have pointed out the myriad weak spots in these new arrangements with Europe, from the Russian perspective; but few would deny their potential for integrating Russia into the concert of European states. It can be said fairly that Putin had carried on and improved upon M. S. Gorbachev’s “Common European Home” campaign of the late 1980s. Only time will tell if there is to be a permanence to this development.

Within the Russian neighborhood, the CIS still existed after a decade of predictions of its demise, and this was an accomplishment of sorts. There were twenty-two CIS summits during the decade of the nineties and they had declined in frequency in the last few years of the 1990s. The Commonwealth tended to split according to the degree to which member countries remained reliant on Moscow. The continued existence of GUUAM aside, during the first year-and-a-half of Putin’s leadership a trend towards reestablishing Russia’s predominance in the CIS and Eurasia accelerated greatly. The most striking and positive change came with the striking improvement in the Russia–Ukraine relationship. The CIS, in fact, celebrated its tenth anniversary on an upswing.

The marked improvement in Russia’s economic performance was a major reason for Moscow’s improved standing within the CIS and Eurasian framework. Even the events of 11 September 2001 introduced quite new ingredients to Russia–Eurasia relations, including an American military presence in Georgia and Central Asia, but after initial disruptions, did not radically alter the mix.

Russia also had come to terms with the Caspian Sea littoral states (with the sometime exception of Iran), was a leading force with China in the greatly upgraded Shanghai Cooperation Organization (ShCO), and had become a player in APEC. In fact, the institutionalization of the ShCO, the CIS Collective Security Treaty Organization, and the Eurasian Economic Community were more important to Moscow than the fate of the larger CIS itself. Visits by Putin to China and India already scheduled for December of 2002 were expected to help strengthen Russia’s integrative process to the East.

After the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington, Russia for a while was an important participant in the U.S.-led anti-terrorist coalition. Although Moscow’s place in that undertaking began to fade after several months and the U.S. presence in Central and Southeast Asia grew exponentially, it remained obvious that the West needed Russian cooperation if the war against terrorism was to be won. That being said, Moscow’s relationship with Washington survived many bumps to reach a degree of cooperation that had not been seen since 1992–1993. The fact is, the Russian and American presidents had worked out an unusual relationship well before the terrorist assault on the United States. Putin adopted a vastly different approach than Yeltsin would have done to such matters as the abrogation of the ABM Treaty, American troop deployment to both Georgia and Central Asia, and even to the further expansion of NATO: he shrugged them off. Russian analysts were split in their interpretation of what these muted responses meant: were they a pragmatic, matured approach to international affairs; or a fearful, indecisive inability to protect Russia’s national interests? The great majority leaned towards the former assessment of what Putin was all about in the global arena.

By the end of our period of study, Russia’s level of understanding with both NATO and the EU had surpassed all previous heights; so too had partnership and economic agreements with China and India. Even with the Kuril Islands issue left unresolved, relations with Japan had been normalized. Moscow played a role in the slow-moving reconciliation of the two Koreas and expanded already-extensive dealings with Vietnam. Long-standing associations with Iran and Iraq had been given real substance in the form of substantial trade, development and diplomatic arrangements.

Obviously, some of these bold and controversial accommodations, above all those with Baghdad and Teheran, had the potential of seriously setting back Putin’s accomplishments in other areas of foreign policy. Indeed, as our story ends, two specters loomed with the capacity of completely undoing Putin’s previous achievements in international relations: an American-led war on Iraq; and a Russian war against Georgia. The rhetoric of preemptive strike on both sides of the Atlantic began to sound remarkably alike in the summer of 2002, that is, post-May; as did the rhetoric of opposition to each other’s stated grounds for war. Fortunately, the likelihood of Russia going to war against Georgia diminished quickly.

There was a lot of business left unfinished by the end of May 2002. NATO was poised for its second wave of expansion and Russia’s foreign and defense ministries were still proclaiming that Russia would “rethink” its military strategy if the Baltic States became members. This time, however, few people even in Russia took such threats seriously and Putin, who may well have approved them privately, ignored them in his discourse with Washington. With the ABM Treaty about to expire officially on 13 June, the long-term implications of the still unratified arms reduction treaty signed by Putin and Bush in Moscow on 24 May 2002 remained to be seen. The war in Chechnya was no closer to resolution in May 2002 than it had been in January 2000.

Residual friction-causing phenomena between Russia and the United States, such as the Jackson–Vanik amendment and the NMD, and with Western Europe, such as the status of Kaliningrad and PACE’s irritating jabs, did not alter Putin’s commitment to integration with the West. Russia had recently been designated a full member of the G-8 and confirmed as a country with a market economy by both the United States and the EU, so the long-promised membership in the WTO seemed closer to reality in mid-2002. The Eurasianism touted by Primakov and others was still important, but always secondary to the Kremlin’s longing for acceptance in Western Europe and North America.

As Vladimir Putin’s first half-term as President of the Russian Federation wound down, the multipolarism pushed by Moscow in the 1990s may have faded as an overarching policy, but Russia’s presence in both Eurasian and European integrative associations had surpassed expectations. To a certain extent, in fact, the competing visions put forward in the nineties by Eurasianists and Atlanticists had been fused, answering for now the perennial Russian question. Moscow’s two-headed eagle was committed to looking westward for signs of welcome, yet still kept all its options to the East wide open. To a very large extent, the ball was left in the West’s court.


Appendix: Changing “Dividing Lines” in Europe and Eurasia as of May 2002

EUROPE

NATO

• 16 + 3 (1997): Poland, Czech Republic, Hungary

• “Second Wave” decision(s) scheduled for November 2002

• Five to seven new members, including Baltic States

European Union

•15 + 12 (no schedule): including ten former USSR Republics and Warsaw Pact countries

• Northern Dimension initiative (1997)

• Rapid Reaction Force of 60,000 debated

RUSSIAN FEDERATION

Commonwealth of Independent States

• 1992–2002 fluctuating membership of eleven to twelve former Soviet republics, dominated by Russia

Collective Security Pact (1994, 1999)

Russia, Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan (Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan and Georgia did not renew in 1999).

• Common security force established (11 October 2001, Bishkek)

• Collective Security Treaty Organization (15 May 2002)

Russia–Belarus Union (December 1999)
Customs Union

Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan (1995), Kyrgyzstan (1996), Tajikistan (1999).

Eurasian Economic Community (Astana, 10 October 2000)

• All ratified May 2001; membership as above, new members pending (e.g., Moldova)

Shanghai Five

• Russia, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, China (1996)

• Shanghai Forum after Uzbekistan associated with it in July 2000

• Shanghai Cooperation Organization (ShCO) (June 2001)

• Military cooperation upgrade (May 2002). Charter pending, making ShCO open to new members (e.g., India)

BY-PRODUCTS

• GUAM (1997): Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan, Moldova; joined by Uzbekistan in 1998

• (GUUAM) [Uzbekistan withdrew “temporarily” in 2002]

• Moscow–Beijing–New Delhi Axis: an idea voiced by Primakov (December 1998), Kasyanov (November 2000), and Igor Ivanov (September 2002)

EUROPE, EURASIA, AND CENTRAL ASIA ARE ALSO DIVIDED BY MEMBERSHIPS IN THE FOLLOWING:

• World Trade Organization (WTO)

• Regional economic integrative organizations (APEC, ASEAN, Caspian Group, OPEC, and so on)

• Permanent and nonpermanent membership of the UNSC
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