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Russia's perspectives in the Black Sea region

As ever, I speak here as a ‘dissident v zakone’ (a ‘licensed dissident’). So my views have no necessary relationship to those of the British government, or might not prove what I have to say.

Only Russians can speak about Russia with authority. The best I can do is try to speak about Russia with perspective. What I will try to do is set changes in Russian thinking alongside changes in the Black Sea region (BSR). And that’s not very easy.

There has been no coherent scheme in the security of BSR since the breakup of the Ottoman Empire. The BSR is hugely important as it finds itself between zones of geopolitics and between different geopolitical dominances. 

And Russia is both a key external and internal security factor in this region because Russia is of course a part of it.

There are a number of factors that are discussed now, which are seen today as very problematic about Russia. I want to mention these factors because most of them are not new: 
1. When the dust settled in Russia after the Soviet Union broke up, and Cold War was officially ended, and after the initial period, which Russians rightly call the ‘period of romanticism’ (and I’d say a period of illusion), the Russian political and security establishment essentially replaced a Cold War view of the world not with the post-Cold War view of the world, but with a pre-Cold War view of the world. 

All of us in Europe would have understood that and have been very comfortable with before 1940: balances of power, dominance of great powers, security schemes built between great powers, an importance of establishing a recognising spheres or zones of influence, and privacy of all spheres of geopolitics. These views, which in the mid-1990s were called ‘centrist views’ became much more dominant. It was not President Putin in February 2007, it was President Boris Yeltsin in April 1994 speaking to senior officers of Russian Foreign Intelligence Services, who said: global ideological confrontation is being replaced by a struggle to establish spheres of influence in geopolitics. Again it was not President Putin who said that Russia is not going to dissolve into the European schemata of values. It was Boris Yeltsin’s press secretary in 1994, who also said Russia is a great power, and we are saying this loudly.
2. The conviction in Russia that future security must be built upon recognition of the former Soviet Union as a zone of Russian special influence is understandable. There has never been a state, a Russian state, that has occupied the borders that the Russian state has occupied since 1992. Many of these borders in Russia could rightly be regarded as arbitrary and artificial. It has to take some time for them to be expectable. It has taken more time for independence of neighbors to be accepted. Independence not in a sense of ‘nezavisimost’, which is juridically formal independence, but in a sense of ‘samostoyatelnost’, which is the ability of neighbors to stand independently of Russia and accomplish their agendas, and their right to do so without referring to Russia as an ultimate center of decision making, and as un ultimate arbiter.

Let me mention a few features of why it is very difficult to reach. First of all, historically, I don’t think there have been any periods when Russia was able to comfortably control the North Caucasus (which today juridically is a part of the Russian Federation) without having controlled the South Caucasus. So quite understandably from the Russian perspective, the problems in the North Caucasus and the problems in the South Caucasus are interrelated and they cannot be safe in one domain and unsafe in another. 

Secondly, to use Trotsky’s phrase: Ukraine, unlike Russia, has never been a country like any other. From the perspective of many Ukrainians, Russian interests in Ukraine is a reflection of imperial or neo-imperial mentality. But that is not a Russian point of view. The Russian point of view is that Saint Petersburg is the brain, Moscow the heart, and Kiev the mother of Russia. Kiev Rus is the origin of the Russian state and the Ukrainian state. And this is a very big problem. Even in the ideal assumptions when everyone understands perspective of all players, and understands that with all clarity, it will take a good generation before most Russians will stop thinking that Ukrainians are ‘svoi’ or ‘nashi’ (‘our people’) or are a part of the ‘yedinyi narod’ (‘the same people’). If Russia’s perspectives about Ukraine were imperial or neo-imperial (as about Georgia or some other places), the problems would be simpler than the problems we face, and the problems that Ukrainians see in a much acute form, as we might see it from the U.S. or from the UK. Brzhezinsky once said, and it is known to everybody: with Ukraine, Russia is an empire, without it – just an enormous state. This is not the view of Russian democrats and liberals, who in the early 1990s said: with Ukraine, Russia has a chance of becoming a normal, liberal European state, without Ukraine, Russia is doomed to be a Eurasian empire.
3. There is a deeply sitting perception in Russia that without access to the Black Sea, without presence in the Black Sea, without real influence in the Black Sea, and of course without the Baltic Sea, Russia is no longer a great power, it is just a very important internal player.

At the same time, NATO’s thinking has changed. NATO has adopted the post-Cold war view of itself and its security. We have done it in a usual way. We have done it with a lot of uncertainties, inconsistencies, exceptions, hypocrisies, and double standards. In a post-Cold War environment, if you turn up at NATO HQ looking for a job, and during an interview you say that one of the purposes of NATO enlargement is to contain Russia, you won’t get a job within the NATO. 

What swiftly became important to NATO in the 1990’s was the breakup of old multinational state, the emergence of the new states on a basis of weak, compromised institutions with dubious legitimacy, immature democracies, with very limited capacity, with ethnic problems, national problems, weak state authorities, states that are not trusted, where the gap between state and society is enormous. 
All of this is happening on our frontiers, and it would inevitably lead to conflicts – not just an organised crime, but the organised crime of the international dimension that we have never seen in Europe for an exceptionally long period of time. This is a new agenda of security challenges NATO must be transformed to deal with. People working inside NATO started dealing with all of this. My institution, in its earlier life, was also dealing with this; we were a part of a structure called the Directorate General of the Development and Doctrine of the British Army. We were looking at how all of this changes the realities in which we, as an Alliance, have to work now. And as we looked at all these challenges, we din’t see them in a zero-sum terms. These are common challenges affecting all of Europe. Therefore, NATO looked at European integration and NATO enlargement through that new framework of common security challenges, and not as at some kind of a new geopolitical instrument used by some people against other people.  

For most of Russia’s defense and security establishment this transformation was not taken seriously, and for many of them NATO remains what it always has been -- a military bloc. Its enlargement is seen in Russia as primarily a political threat, which will serve the purpose of isolating Russia from Europe, and diminishing its influence. Moreover, Russia sees traditional military threat as well. 
The fact that NATO does not intent to pose any of these threats. The fact that NATO does believe that it is advancing stability and common security interests. The fact that we believe in our own values but they are not accepted by the majority of Russians. Such our behavior has sharpened this difference, and led us to a principal threshold. It was well demonstrated during NATO’s intervention in the Kosovo conflict in 1999. It had a profound effect in Russia, and in Ukraine as well (Note: before that, pro NATO opinion in Ukraine was probably fifty-fifty; after that and since then, the proportion pro NATO and against NATO very dramatically changed). Initially, what we did in Kosovo was unavoidable, essential and the right thing to do. But after Kosovo, we could no longer say that NATO is just a defensive alliance. We are no longer a purely defensive alliance. We have used military power in pro-active ways, which might be legitimate and might not be. It had a profound effect. 

But in Russia, the effect had been very specific -- particularly within the military and security services. Because people looked at all of the ingredients going on in the former Yugoslavia, starting from the early 1990’s, and they saw an analogy with themselves -- the breakup of the Soviet Union. And what they began to fear is that under the flag of this term of ‘coercive diplomacy’ that NATO would start to perfect diplomatic and military techniques to intervene in another such a crisis, and specifically in the former Soviet Union. What were they looking at? The North Caucasus. I might be an only person, particularly in my institution, who believes that the Kosovo intervention was one of the major factors that persuaded the then acting President Putin (although he was a prime-minister at that time) and the Russian military establishment to relaunch the Chechen war, and complete it most definitely on Russia’s terms; as swiftly, as brutally, as thoroughly as possible in order to close this vulnerability which NATO could exploit. These are all factors. 

What has changed? One main thing: the reason we didn’t notice all of this is because at that time Russia was weak. But that was it. When Boris Yeltsin was in power, Russia was, in terms of international law and diplomatic courtesy, a state. In operational terms, for much of the time it was not a unified state. It was an arena upon which very powerful entities competed with one another for power and wealth; and did so at Russia’s expense. The dominant reality then was what Russians call ‘mnogogolosye’ (a multivoicedness, discordance). Whatever the policy was, it didn’t matter because there were entities that had their own interests, and they knew how to achieve them (not only in Russia, but also in neighboring states). The core seniors in the power in the former Soviet Union were the fuel and energy complex, the Armed Forces, the defense-industrial system, the security intelligence networks. That was all established on the all-Union basis, and the all-Union connections survived. In many respects they still play a role incidently. 

So the first thing changed when Vladimir Putin came to power, is he restored the state. He restored coherence. Even in December 1999, when he became just an active president there was a fresh energy crisis with Ukraine. Suddenly, the Ukrainians dealing with that issue found the difference: they realised that they were dealing with a state, and, in fact, with a power. 

President Putin also shifted the ground back in one (well understood when Stalin came to power) important respect. Both Gorbachev and Yeltsin put the priority on changing the international system as the way of facilitating internal changes. President Putin, like Stalin, reversed the formula: he revived the state power in order to secure international changes. This change of references was very swift and very disorientating for all the observers. 

Secondly, we have to talk not only about coherence, but about strength. That strength, today, is found overwhelmingly on Russia’s position as a provider of energy resources. Whereas the first set of changes depended very much on the leadership, the second set of changes, to some extent, simply depends on Russia’s good fortune. Because it could not have been anticipated, it could not have been carried out without a very sharp rising in energy prices we have seen over recent years. That was not the situation Putin inherited. It has not been forecasted back in 1999 or 2001. Quite the opposite.   

The third thing that has emerged in this context was a new degree of resentment. The Kosovo conflict caused some resentment. But a new source of resentment was colored revolutions in the former Soviet Union. Two most important of them took place inside BSR with the West’s perceived role in that. Russians who believed that ‘samostoyatelnoi Ukrainy nikogda ne budet’ (Ukraine will never be able to stand by itself) do not believe that the Orange revolution was a work of Ukrainians. They see in it a Western special operation from beginning to end. I am absolutely convinced in my own mind that this is the way President Putin views it. And after the developments, the partnerships that grew up after 911 events, I am absolutely convinced that President Putin viewed our perceived role there as a profound betrayal. So it served as a catalyst that put together other feelings about other perceived double standards in many different domains, and has produced a very deep resentment. 

So years before, when NATO’s Secretary General George Robertson turned up in Moscow, and President Putin said to him: I know that NATO enlargement is not aimed against Russia. He was telling the truth then. And, when he spoke in Munich in February 2007, and presented a very different view of these things, I believe he was telling the truth there as well. In fact, my own view is that in Munich in February 2007 President Putin was speaking from heart. And this expresses the sentiments of great many people in Russia.    

So we saw Russia has become unprecedentedly very self-confident in itself -- yes, in many respects very brutal and very defensive, and perhaps in many respects unfounded, but it’s there -- coupled with enormous resentment. That is not a good combination.

Let me put the changes I have mentioned in more formal terms. If you look at documents, speeches, all the rest of it, I think you are about to come to a conclusion that since the time President Putin was coming to power (from the time of this elevation as Secretary of the Russian Federation’s Security Council, Prime Minister, Acting President, President up to the present time)    there have been three (3) strategic reassessments inside Russian power inside and in the outside world:
· In April 1999 – it was based upon two things: our intervention in Kosovo, and the first round of NATO enlargement. A key conclusion, a key motif that came out afterwards was Russian pragmatism: we must operate, as Putin put it, coming out of strict promotion of Russian national interests. The second thing, which came out of this, was emphasis, put in Russia’s Foreign Policy Concept in 2000, that foreign policy must be consistent with the actual capacities and resources of the country. In general, the whole tone and policy of Russia became more aggressive, cold, and tough.    

· After the events of September 11, 2001 -- that was the briefest assessments of all, but produced the greatest disappointments. It produced the illusion of a new partnership. I remember the first Black Sea Forum here at Harvard after that, and General Baluyevskiy, the then Deputy Chief of Russian General Staff said: we are speaking about partnership in this context, we need to speak about Alliance. The perception in Russia was, thanks to 911, we have a ‘’huge sea change’’. And of course in Washington the sea change was seen in terms of the greatest apprehension. In Moscow, in Kremlin, it was seen as an opportunity. Why? Because suddenly the West needed Russia, needed Russian support, e.g. in sending forces to Afghanistan. In Russia’s point of view, the West now has to accept much of Russia’s own agenda on terrorism and the legitimacy of it, and the Western pressure on the North Caucasus has to be put off. It assumed that the West would now have to agree on the necessary format of such a global partnership, which would mean a long-lasting recognition of our special interests in the former Soviet Union. We didn’t see it because it was convenient for us not to see it. And, because we did so, let me stress this point, the colored revolutions were regarded by Russia as our betrayal.

· From 2003 till roughly the present time -- it is based upon a perception of new threats but also of new opportunities. The new threats are the ’colored revolutions’ and their potential internal residencies in Russia, the perceived determinations of the U.S. to define the UN, and do what it considers to be right, and in its interests (irrespective of what other peoples’ interests are). The war in Iraq, of course, in Russian eyes is a classic example of this. The new opportunities are very obvious. One, I already mentioned, is energy. The other is the fact that in some of these domains the principal Western powers (certainly the U.S. and leading NATO member-countries) have made profound strategic miscalculations. As a consequence, the U.S. has found itself on the fringes, at the limits, of its usable power. That’s an enormous opportunity, because it means the U.S. and many of its principal allies simply no longer have the ability to focus on affairs inside the BSR and inside the former Soviet Union as it did before. I assure you, entities like mine and others, focusing on Russia, Ukraine, Black Sea, Eurasia, since 2001 came under great oppression: what is your role, relevance etc.? This is happening in every single domain throughout NATO countries. I am not telling you a secret, but the Russians could see it very, very clearly. 


So three strategic reassessments in Russia. How many of those have we had in the West? Just one: 911. Do we need more? I don’t need to answer this question.  

What has also happened as a result of all this, is that all the sides started to protect even more firmly their own perceptions and values. Reviving a state in Russia has an intrinsic legitimacy in Russia. President Putin and his supporters have also tried to do something else, which is to synthesise pre-soviet, Soviet, and post-Soviet values, and distinguish them from the West. In my view, the result of that was a restoration of ideology called ‘sovereign democracy’. It has some international benefits, because it establishes informally some kind of international states that refuse to accept the premises of market oriented, liberal and democratic globalization. We have had great difficulty in the West because we believed that not only in Russia, but in China and many other parts of the world we see the emergence of states that are capitalist, prosperous, radically liberal, that have their own values and traditions, and don’t need ours. We don’t like hearing that but that is fundamentally how the things are.

Giving all of this, it is inevitable in the BSR that Russia’s military establishment would wish to reassess arms control regimes: the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF). Arms control treaties have validity and legitimacy to the extent they respond to circumstances and dangers that exist in the world in a particular time, in a particular configuration of forces. It’s been changing. Even if the West was not problematic for Russia (if you look at the spread of missile programs and technologies by Iran or China and so on), you would have to ask yourself if you are in the Russian military establishment, whether the INF Treaty is a useful instrument anymore. 

The issue of the Conventional Forces in Europe Treaty is even more disturbing. It has serious implications for the BSR. We and Russia have to find ways of pulling our forces out of various areas where their presence is disputable: Transnistria, Abkhazia and so on. This has to be done gradually on mutually acceptable terms. Therefore, to devise a new military capability in response to that new state of affairs, we need to answer what is the prospective of the rapid reaction as well as theater nuclear deterrence forces; and how do we perceive threats? Because what they believe is a threat, we might legitimately consider a non-existent threat as our perceptions are not done based on their military assessments.

One more important thing, in the words of Russian official energy strategy of 2003, energy is going to be used as a geopolitical instrument to reach certain geopolitical goals, particularly in dealing with countries as important as Ukraine, which is talking about joining NATO. The other points of vulnerability in neighboring countries and regions, not such as Abkhazia but Crimea, become  sources of great interests and levers that can be used if certain things happened, which would be seen unfavorable to Russian interests.

Regarding particularly the BSR, over the past 18 months, the ‘Putin paradigm’ (as I like to call it) has been unraveling in Russia. This restoration of the state is always rested upon a fusion between property and state power under conditions of the ‘money economy’. I do not wish to call it a market economy. Money economy is more accurate. When Boris Berezovskiy left Russia, he said: in 1990s, five more or less independent bankers controlled 50% of Russia’s GDP. In 2006, six Kremlin officials chaired companies that controlled one third of Russia’s GDP. When you have billionaires in the Kremlin, billionaires who know what they are doing in political and financial terms, people who control licencing authorities, who control instruments of surveillance, intelligence, and security, who control banks, who have insider information (I am sure many of you know the expression, which is alien to Western business culture: ‘finansovaya informatsionnaya bor’ba’ (financial informational struggle), you are not talking about subordinates, you are talking about phenomenally serious people. It takes a president, as strong, as respective, as skillful, and as harsh as Putin to keep all of these people in line. Because these people don’t just have collective interests, they have their own. And as it became clear, Putin realised that he faced not only rivalry, but what Victor Cherkessov, Head of The Federal Service for Combatting Illegal Trade and Counter-narcotics, last October called ‘mezhduusobitsa’ (internecine war). It is he who has drawn the comparison with the environment of the 1930s, where the war took place between different security and intelligence services inside Russia.            

After Dmitry Medevedev was elected as a president, we have been looking at a weak presidency and a constitutional mess. We don’t know what is going to happen, but one thing would be very right to assume, the real struggle for power in Russia is going to be carried on for a number of months. If that’s right, we have to ask some very hard questions:

· If the struggle for power is going to be the principal internal reality in Russia (and this is my first question), who is going to be thinking about Russian foreign policy in a careful, long-term strategic way? And who is going to be listening to them? It does not seem a great opportunity for people to be doing that. 

· If today Russians say that Russia is once again defining a self-isolating course for itself in international affairs, in this environment what’s going to be corrected to that? This refers to what President Purin said in 2006, Russia has earned its right to be self-interested. Basically, it means ‘we have our own interests, and others can take it or leave it’. So the real problem with Russia, certainly from the UK’s perspective, is that they don’t care what we think, and they don’t have a lot of respect for us either. (By the way, do you know what is the inhouse Kremlin term for the UK? It is Londonskiy Obkom, London District Committee).

· What is the potential of this rivalry for Russia’s neighbors? We could only see some of this during the latest Russia-Ukraine gas crisis in February and March 2008. What should be an issue about national interests and about economies? As both in Ukraine and Russia it is a projection of internal political struggle. On the part of Russia, it tends to intervene into and influence the internal political struggle in Ukraine regarding energy, and how the energy sector will ultimately be functioning. Are we going to see more of that? The question I am raising is this. Are we going back to the period of ‘mnogogolosie’ (multivoicedness) in Russian foreign policy? But now in conditions where Russia is not weak but strong, and where this discordance affects not only immediate neighbors but starts to affect a much wider region, and a much larger group of states as well. 

My last point is about Bucharest Summit of NATO. I’ve just come back from there, and I’d like to share with you some views on that. All of these concerns, and it was quite unpredictable, I think on the last day, in a day when NATO was at its best, when all the powers came down and people were speaking from the heart and openly to one another, and any notion of hierarchy amongst NATO allies and partners seemed to disappear. All of this forced the Alliance to reiterate its certain principles, and we were very shy of reiterating them. A basic principle is this. Relations between NATO and the countries of the former Soviet Union are the business of those countries, and the business of NATO, and not the business of Russia. This is one of the reasons why NATO said: Ukraine and Georgia will be members of NATO, and why in the press-conferences surrounding it, the point I’ve just made was more or less made clear by a number of allies, including Chancellor Merkel.

Secondly, if you look both at Bucharest and at Sochi, what you could see is a lot of attention now being paid to NATO-Russia cooperation, but it’s rather different from what it was before. And it’s clear. It’s been expanded at one level, and it’s about very important things: non-proliferation, missile defense, transit of armed forces to Afghanistan. They are all military security issues. They are all very important, but they are all very abstract and bloodless. What you don’t see being discussed with Russia anymore, is the future of NATO. The future of NATO is increasingly no longer becoming a subject of Russia and NATO discussion. I would also suggest that one of the outcomes of these two summits is that Russia is loosing its ability to influence the future of NATO, and Russia has put itself in that position. 

So whether or not a new Russian leadership (when it does come together) will take tough decisions regarding these developments is a real question, and something we cannot foresee today.                                                                                          
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