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Baltic-Black Sea Region-building and Russia’s Interests

Background of the region

The Baltic-Black Sea Region (BBSR) is a typical example of political construction of the region, a region-building project. The recent history gives some patterns of implementation of region-building concept: Baltic Sea Region (BSR), Barents Euro-Arctic (BEAR) or earlier the Nordic Region (Northern countries). The attempts to stimulate intraregional cooperation to prepare countries for integration into Euro-Atlantic institutions were as well undertaken in Central and Eastern Europe. Here the Visegrad Group deserves to be mentioned. At the same time, some features distinguish BBSR from its “predecessors”. First, the main difference is that BBSR is a clearly state-oriented project, aimed not at making the borders more permeable and penetrable, but rather at consolidating them through the eastern perimeter. Second, while the BSR or BEAR region-building were mostly initiated by the very countries of the region, intending to emancipate their role in European politics, overcome newly emerged peripheral geopolitical status after the break-up of the USSR, among the driving forces of the region-building in BBSR the role of external actors is essential, first and foremost the EU and USA. Their interests rest far beyond the region. The external actors skilfully exploit both the desire of “New Europe” (regional semi-periphery) to seek for a new niche in European politics to overcome geographical remoteness and benefit from “democracy export” in terms of image, political and financial dividends, and the interest of political elites in the countries of regional periphery (Ukraine, Georgia, etc.) to use the region-building project for resolving the topical problems – ensuring territorial integrity, attracting foreign investment, domestic political competition through decreasing influence of Russia in the region. Thus, while the BSR project was predominantly sub-regional, aimed at involving inter alia the regions of Russia’s North-West, the BBSR is not targeting that, and event tends to restrict participation of Russia in the region-building. 

Alongside with political identity (either original intraregional or adopted Euro-Atlantic), the region-building makes it necessary to develop economic, humanitarian and even ideological identity. Political identity finds its expression in formation of a number of institutional structures, including security sphere. Economic identity may emerge as a result of implementation of numerous common projects in transport, energy transit, trade and investment. De facto one may argue about necessity to create an alternative economic vector of economic relationship – North-South, which should complement the historically dominating vector East-West. 
Institutional landscape

BBSR is in search of the most relevant institutional architecture. Nowadays a number of announced initiative evidence a competition of different approaches: under aegis of the EU, with participation or under leadership of Russia, intraregional initiatives, which are implemented under political (and financial) sponsorship of the USA.

The EU pursues its policies mostly through “soft security” mechanisms, like European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), Black Sea Synergy (with a leading role of Bulgaria and Romania), Northern Dimension (which recently transformed into joint Russian-European program) and “Eastern Partnership”, recently proposed by Poland and Sweden. Having in mind unclear perspective of prospective EU enlargement, the EU is making emphasis on harmonization of legislation and establishing the Free Trade Zone, improving governance, as well as cooperation in internal security targeting at gradual introduction of visa free regime. The EU stands for enhancing already existing cooperation formats without establishing new ones, basing on the principle of differentiation of partners according to their success in implementation of bilateral cooperation/partnership agreements. Besides, the EU pretends to play more active role in resolving the “frozen” conflicts on the post-Soviet space, though currently it continues to be in the wake of American policy on the issue. The Polish-Swedish initiative of “Eastern Partnership” presented in May and approved by the European Council in June 2008 additionally articulates the need to strengthen both bilateral contacts between the countries of BBSR and the EU, and intraregional integration. Though the initiative does not outline the future prospects of EU enlargement as well as implicitly enhance Polish claims for regional leadership, it was positively met in the countries of the region.

Alongside with the CIS, which finally has become a useful, but ineffective tool of political consultation of the post-Soviet countries, Common State of Russia and Belarus and Eurasian Economic Community, which binds only Belarus, Russia offered the format of the Common Economic Space for the largest and the most integrated economies of the former USSR – Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan. But after the Orange Revolution in Ukraine development of the project was factually suspended, because it seems to be insufficiently attractive for Ukrainian political (as well as business) elite and not compatible with the priority target of obtaining membership in the EU. The format of “Caucasian Quartet” (Russia, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan) as well de facto ceased to exist. Conclusively, currently Russia is unable to offer an attractive regional integration model, which would include maximally wide range of BSSR countries, at least from amongst the members of CIS.

In this situation the greater attention should be paid to revitalization of activities in framework of pan-regional, factually Russian-European bodies like Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS), Northern Dimension initiative and Organization of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC). The task of intensification of Russia’s participation in these organizations has been formulated by the leadership of the state. On the recent BSEC summit in Istanbul Russia was represented on the highest political level. The priority goals of BSEC include implementation of the concrete infrastructural projects – road and electric grid rings around the Black Sea. The effectiveness of BSEC is limited by unclear sources of resources and varying priorities of the member countries, which incorporates the countries lying far beyond the Black Sea area (for instance, currently the organization is chaired by Albania). Russia is cautious about transformation of the organization into EU’s policies instrument. The evidence of that is non-signing of the ministerial declaration according to the results of meeting in February 2008 (Kiev). However, it may happen that BSEC role could grow up as a ground of interest accommodation of the leading regional actors as a kind of “compensatory offer” to Russia for decreasing its influence in the region. More positively the cooperation is developing in northern part of BSSR – in framework of CBSS and Northern Dimension (ND). Russia is eager to contribute more financially into joint projects of ND, which is currently considered as a common initiative of Russia, EU, Norway and Iceland. At the same time, the agenda of ND is of applied (though actual) character where environmental and social issues are prevailing.

The greatest anxiety in Russia is caused by some intraregional cooperation formats, where the USA plays a role of a meaningful driving force. Among them can be enumerated GUAM (Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan, Moldova), “Community of Democratic Choice” as well as prospective NATO enlargement eastwards, having in mind Ukraine and Georgia (but not excluding Azerbaijan). GUAM, which got an additional title of the Organization for Democracy and Economic Development, is the oldest alternative integrationist grouping on the post-Soviet space, which emerged in the period of maximal weakening of Russia’s influence in world politics. But the claims of some states for regional leadership and the attempts to allot GU(U)AM the functions of a military and political block on anti-Russian basis not to a full extent corresponded to the interests of some members, resulting in cancelling Uzbekistan’s membership and certain disappointment on behalf of Moldova and Azerbaijan, which consider GUAM as an instrument of resolving the problem of “frozen conflicts” (the cementing factor, uniting all the member states) and economic development, rather than confrontation with Russia. Reanimation of the organization coincided with growing activism of the USA on the post-Soviet space. The cooperation of GUAM – USA was enhanced by the Framework Program (2002), which is devoted to trade and transit promotion, facilitating border and custom control, fighting terrorism, organized trans-border crime and drug trafficking. The EU as well tends to play more active role beyond the soft security agenda, in particular, in resolving the “frozen conflicts”, as well as to use the grouping for pursuing alternative carbons transit routes. Financial support of GUAM from Brussels is increasing.  GUAM is getting to obtain a new function in context of materializing perspective of Euro-Atlantic integration for some countries of the region. This is remarkable that a number of recent summits were visited by leaders of Poland and Lithuania which try to play a role of mentors of further NATO enlargement, enjoying a political support from USA.

The changed domestic political situation after the “colour revolutions” in Georgia and Ukraine and growing global competition for energy resources predefined foreign policy concentration of the regional states on strengthening “democratic values” and providing for an “energy security”. This trend coincided with escalating competition between Russia and USA (and some other actors) on the post-Soviet space, revitalization of deterrence line in American foreign policy in relation to gradually recovering from economic decline and political fragmentation Russia. With account of the limited political and economic resources of GUAM, conditioning its low readiness to participate in large-scale geopolitical projects, it was natural to expect the attempts to expand a geographical status of the region from Baltic-Black Sea to Caspian.  By initiative of Georgia and Ukraine with support of the USA the new organization was established – “Community of Democratic Choice”, which included both some countries of CIS and of “New Europe”. Having in mind that Russia was offered a status of an observer only, one may conclude that this is the first institutional structure, encircling entire “political BBSR” and excluding Russia. 
To sum up, currently an institutional landscape of the region can be described in the following way. Russia’s integration initiatives have not found a positive response in the region, also they were not effective and comprehensive (included only CIS area). The only military and political Russia’s ally in the region – Belarus will find itself under increasing pressure of “homogenization” of political and economic space by Euro-Atlantic model. Such organizations with Russia’s participation as CBSS and BSEC play a role of discussion forums rather than agenda-setting institutions. The EU develops a number of regional initiatives in framework of ENP, aimed at dissemination of its norms and standards in political and economic spheres in the region of transit periphery. The very countries of BBSR (mostly present or potential transit countries for energy resources) are interested in political emancipation and practical economic dividends. The interests of transit countries vary from those ones of suppliers (first and foremost, Russia) and consumers (mostly, countries of “old Europe”). Own resources of the region are limited, though they tend to increase. That is why the development of intraregional initiatives is doomed to circumspect the role of outstanding player – USA. The interests of the later are far from sponsoring prospective Russian-European partnership. 
Economic substance of BBSR

Development of economic identity is an indivisible prerequisite for sustainability of a region-building project. Nowadays the economic identity is expressed marginally. The role of intraregional trade is relatively low though having some space for growth. The economic specialization of the countries is often similar, contributing to competition which is often cannot be smoothed by political solidarity. 

The EU enlargement worsened the trade regime in the region, because mutual free trade agreements between Ukraine and some new members of the EU were cancelled. It led to drop down in regional foreign trade turnover. However, one may identify a tendency of intensification in intraregional economic and investment cooperation, which is backed by structural crisis of the Baltic economies, well functioning financial sector there, relatively high (especially in comparison with EU economy) economic growth in the post-Soviet states. Ukraine and Belarus are the important directions of Baltic and Polish investments. Ukraine’s accession to WTO and opening prospects of FTA give an additional impetus for development of intraregional economic cooperation.

The transport infrastructure is a cohesive factor for business contacts and density of humanitarian links. Its development has obtained a political meaning in interstate relations in the region. During the 1990-ies the transport system created in Soviet time kept on degrading due to economic decline, split of the traditional economic and people-to-people contacts, emergence of numerous borders. The contacts among the BBSR countries were “mediated” either by Russia or European countries. Nowadays the intraregional transport hubs gradually appear. For instance, among the Baltic capitals Riga can pretend to play such a role. Still air traffic was the most actively developing, while railways play insufficient role in intraregional passenger traffic.

Though in framework of the Trans-European Transport Networks (TEN) substantial investment was done into modernizing roads, in general the transport system of the region is tuned to work by East-West, rather than North-South vector. But a number of pilot projects aimed at connecting Baltic and Black seas have been launched – for instance, the containership train “Viking” from Klaipeda (Lithuania) to Iljichevsk (Ukraine).

The cooperation in energy transit is the top priority for regional economic cooperation. It has been announced about establishing the “Caspian-Baltic-Black Sea Energy Transit Space”, the decision made to start up an avers regime for the oil pipeline Odessa-Brody already in 2008 and continue the construction works on the branch to Gdansk. Alongside with Poland, the perspective consumer of this pipeline could become Lithuania, which is suffering from closing oil transit through “Druzhba” pipeline after Mazheikiai Oil Refinery was purchased by Polish PKN “Orlen” company, and even Belarus. At the same time, the political statements are not underpinned by real oil supply. Simultaneously, the policy of preventing Russian capital from penetration into strategic sectors (including energy transit) is getting more consistent. 
Despite the competing interests of BBSR countries and differing approaches to energy cooperation with Russia, they undertake some steps to fasten a basis of coordination and cooperation in transit. The key role is played by Ukraine, which launched economically void but politically attractive initiative of establishing a Dispatching Centre to monitor the parameters of Russian natural gas in the transit system of Ukraine. This is remarkable, that it is planned to include representatives of GUAM, Poland and the Baltic States. The project would be useful for engagement into cooperation, expert networking, strengthening political solidarity in the sphere of energy transit and confirming a leadership role of Ukraine. 

However, the intention to capitalize energy transit function is objectively limited by scarcity of own resources and insufficient financial capacity. Besides, the economic feasibility of new infrastructural projects are not clear. It this situation their implementation is possible under financial and political support of out-of-area actors, first of all the USA and EU.

Cultural and ideological identity

 Currently this element of regional identity is under construction which is strongly affected by the process of national identity-building in the countries of BBSR. In general, the following common features can be distinguished. 

First, the myth of ancient historic background of the BBSR is developed, where the imperial role of Poland and Lithuania in medieval period is used for confirming their claims for regional leadership. Simultaneously, the historic role of Russia is presented mostly as a negative and regressive factor.

Second, the “europeanness” of BBSR is emphasized (with a broad hint that Russia is not a European state). This is remarkable, that it is the elements of Soviet/Russian identity and mentality by different means tie all these states. The declarative negation of this identity could play against the region-building project.   

Third, almost in all regional countries the nation-building process is going on anti-Russian basis, interpreting the previous periods of common history as an occupation. This is inherent not only to the Baltic States, but also for Ukraine and Georgia. 

Forth, the regional countries (maybe except Belarus) persistently try to get out of cultural and linguistic control of Russian language by means of decreasing its role in education, media and official sphere. Such policy is aimed at restricting the political influence of Russia and the region, and simultaneously reinforcement of indoctrination instruments available for regional political elites. Controversially, such policy can hinder the Baltic-Black Sea identity-building, because this is Russian language which serves as a regional lingua franco, enhancing humanitarian and economic contacts. 

Scenarios for BBSR region-building project

Having an overview the main trends of the region-building project in BBSR in institutional, economic, cultural/identity spheres, one may try to draw the most relevant scenarios of its evolution. The scenario of Russia’s domination in the region is unlikely to materialize in the foreseen future. The scenario where the region-building project would serve to development of self-sufficient region with domination of intra-regional actors is backed neither by economic resources nor by common identity. That’s why the two vectors seem to be possible. They will expectedly develop in parallel. The result of their competition to a greater extent will depend on factors of external environment.

First, this is a scenario of the region a “Cooperation Interface” between Russia and the European Union. It provides for a balanced presence of Russia’s and Europe’s interests in political and economic spheres, gradual normalization of Russia’s relationships with all the regional countries, formation of the inter-crossing institutional structure with participation of Russia, Europe and the USA, revitalization of sub-regional and trans-border cooperation with active participation of Russia’s border regions, modernization and development of transport and transit infrastructure on mutually beneficial and equal basis, confidence building, non-using anti-Russian rhetoric for domestic and foreign policy purposes, equal speed development of cooperation between the BBSR countries and Russia with EU in legislation, migration, economy, as well as on political level.   

Second, there is a scenario of a “New Europe Transit States Union”, stipulating a formation of a political axis the Baltic States – Poland – Ukraine – Georgia with prospective joining Moldova, Belarus and some other countries under active political and financial sponsorship of USA. This scenario implies strategy of opposing Russia in foreign policy, employing anti-Russian rhetoric for domestic mobilization and national identity-building, squeezing Russia off the strategic spheres of economy, emerging common approach and limited blackmailing of Russia in energy transit, development of alternative (not always economically justified) transit routes for raising political weight in relations with “Old Europe”, expansion of Euro-Atlantic institutions, revitalization of anti-Russian lobby in the EU and NATO at the expense of BBSR countries.  

Implementation of this scenario would contribute to gradual re-orientation of oil/gas transit from Russia to Europe outwards BBSR, preserving negative stability in bilateral relations of Russia with the most of regional states, perspective introduction of visa-regime with all countries of the region, decreasing trade turnover and investment cooperation between Russia and BBSR, gradual weakening of cultural and humanitarian contacts. As a result, the role of the region in context of Russian-European relations would tend to drop down.

In extreme variant this scenario assumes upraise of the “region-barrier”, a belt of pro-American states for geopolitical purposes of the USA in Eurasia, using the region as a source of permanent low intensity conflict, preventing Russian-European rapprochement, ensuring regional stability by means of underpinning Russian threat for mobilizing a common interest. The historic phantoms like fear of a cordon sanitaire objectively contribute to exaggerated perception of this scenario reality in Russia.   

Guidelines for Russia
· Russia is interested in preserving and developing the region as an interface of cooperation with the European Union;

· Russia should refuse from pursuing a reactive policy in the region, based mostly on negation of initiatives proposed by other actors and not offering its own attractive and supplemented by resources projects;

· Attempts to play on the field of the Baltic-Black Sea region-building is resource-consuming and not promising, because Russia would have to follow the rules in which elaboration it did not take part. Moreover, it would even more contribute to cementing the region;

· Instead of creating alternative structures, Russia should invest its efforts into building a net of initiatives by specific interests common for different countries of the region. The most successful of these initiatives could be institutionalized in the future. Russia is interested in raising role of those organizations where it is represented, first of all BSEC and CBSS;

· Russia needs a realistic engagement strategy stipulating implementation of joint economic projects and maintenance of direct high-level political dialogue as well as inter-agency and expert cooperation;

· Russia is interested in stimulation of trans-border and sub-regional contacts of Russia’s region in their relations with BBSR countries. It would contribute to development of economic cooperation, sustainable contacts between regional elites, raising density of humanitarian contacts. Having in mind the well-known financial weakness of regional and municipal authorities in the most of border regions, the federal centre could consider an opportunity of financial assistance;

· Russia possesses an effective cultural and educational leverage of preserving its influence in the region. Its furthering requires creation of a system for students and teachers mobility, ensuring access of youth in the region to humanitarian education in Russia and well Russian language and culture promotion. 
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