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As news of another war sped through the fiber optic wires all over the world, decision-making presidents were entertained by Olympic Games in distant Beijing.  What would the Olympian gods have done peering down upon the benighted mortals unable to envision the beauty and peace of democracy? Perhaps Zeus would have thrown a lightening bolt upon those who carry the guilt of Ares. Lacking wisdom to avoid war, they succumb to the delightful roar of its battle, the spilling of red human blood and the acquisition of power.

What would leaders with wisdom do in this situation? In a perfect world Russia would get off of foreign territory and mind its own. Georgia would pack away its arms, head to the tables and negotiate with its South Ossetian people. The South Ossetians would take this opportunity to embrace their ancient language and culture; allowing it to flourish in a peaceful, democratic and genuine manner. Genuine, un-manipulated Ossetian separatism would demand that Russia and Georgia give up both, North and South Ossetia and allowing them to reunite as a nation-state. 

Unfortunately, wisdom is lacking and many decision-makers do not fit the mold of the proverbial “reasonable man”. Rather, they are infected with the geopolitical virus obsessing about the perception of their power. Men are compelled to choose sides, parties, colors and often the perceived “lesser of two evils”. This is what has happened here. States chose to realize their independence and sovereignty. They chose to behave like grown-ups making their own decisions about whom to align, play and sleep with. By becoming self-aware, Ukraine, Moldova, Azerbaijan, together with Georgia, have entered adult statehood. Unfortunately, this self-awareness is perceived as unacceptable to Russia. It would rather rule over than cooperate with nations. 

What is happening in Georgia is not unique. It can and may happen in other former Soviet States. For many years, since their independence, Georgia, Ukraine, Moldova and Azerbaijan have been struggling with Russian-backed separatism. Their populations are ready for freedom which is supposed to be guaranteed by sovereign independence.

Sovereignty. The word has become a cynical joke to international lawyers and laymen with a critical eye. Its violation has been witnessed in so many wars including Former Yugoslavia, Afghanistan and Iraq. However, a pivotal difference here is that the violation of Georgia’s sovereignty occurred in complete absence of consent or support from any international institution except, perhaps, the institution of silence. This violation of sovereignty can be likened to rape in which silence is perceived by Russia as acquiescence; by Georgia as a lack of allied care or support requiring the ultimate form of defense.

For years, little of substance has been said about the Black Sea Region’s frozen conflicts. Nevertheless, the war in Georgia should not come as a surprise to anyone who has been paying even the slightest attention to developments there. The Russian Federation has become proficient at playing the game of strategic separatism on the territory of weak states.  It should be no surprise that Russia is not listening to anyone in its drive to control these weak, but independent states. It should be no surprise that it will be satisfied only when they do what it wants.  What is going to be a surprise is how this situation is going to end. Could there however, be a surprise in how this ends?

The consequences of this war are not limited to Georgia and Russia. It should not be perceived as an isolated matter in which credible UN approved peace keepers are promoting peace and stability. Rather, it is a geopolitical labor pain in the birth of the new Eurasian heartland. At stake lies the freedom and prosperity of millions of people, energy security, and democratic freedom in the Black Sea Region, the Trans-Atlantic Alliance, European freedom, and American reputation. It would be shameful if the West were to remain ambivalent. 

The war between Georgia and Russia is a direct challenge to (what some have already stopped calling) “the West”. Now more than ever, the European Union, the United States and the Trans-Atlantic community as embodied in NATO, are in a position to operate jointly and severally toward rebuilding their reputations. They must reestablish themselves as reliable, democratic states which honor the rule of law they so adamantly promote. While others focus on cataloguing the destabilizing damage, I choose to focus on the opportunities here. 

First and foremost it is an opportunity for all the orchestrated separatism in the Black Sea region to cease. By invading Georgia, the neutrality of the Commonwealth of Independent States Peacekeeping missions (100 percent Russian manned) on other territories of the Former Soviet States has been discredited. It is no secret that the Russian peacekeepers do not satisfy UN standards. Those who did not see the conflict of interest in the past may now recognize that Russia is in fact, and in deed, a participant in these conflicts, not an unbiased mediator.

It is an opportunity for the advancement of international law. International law is the bases of any new world order based on international cooperation. The juridical infrastructure to handle situations such as these has been in place for many years. The International Law Commission’s Articles on State Responsibility provide guidance. The Russians have argued that they were obliged to invade Georgia. They have also asserted their constitutional obligation to protect Russian citizens, wherever they may be in this world. This notwithstanding, there is nothing in the current situation that would fall under Article 22 (Articles on State Responsibility) and be interpreted as circumstances precluding wrongfulness regarding the invasion of Georgia. Provisions of internal law (even the constitution) cannot be used to justify internationally wrongful acts. Furthermore, the premeditation of Russia’s violations of international law is depicted in the facts that it has been handing out Russian passports to foreign citizens living in areas of its strategic interest (including Sevastopol - Ukraine and Transdniestria - Moldova). Already in 2003, then Georgian President Shevardnadze identified this activity as a reason to refusing the extension of CIS peacekeeping mandate, regarding it as "a violation of the ethics of interstate relations".

It is an opportunity for reputation saving.  In recent years, the reputations of all of the players involved have been severely tarnished. 

This is an opportunity for UN Security Council to show that the controversial veto right does not veto effective and honest cooperation. The EU’s willingness to send peace keepers on the condition of UN approval is a good test.

Russia can have the most to gain by backing off, withdrawing its troops and demonstrating to the international community that it is a responsible state respectful of international institutions and human rights. It could demonstrate that it can be a dependable partner. It could dispel the perceptions that its intentions with energy and gas are imperialist and not open to international investment or fair competition. It could make itself attractive, by gaining respect through honorable behavior, not obedience through fear. It could agree to United Nations, EU or even NATO peacekeepers and demonstrate its political maturity countering its criminalized reputation.

The US has lost much of its moral high ground because of what are widely perceived as unjust wars being pursued in the name of democracy and the war on international terrorism. By imposing sanctions America can show nations in transition that it truly does value their support, their struggle for peace and democracy. This is an opportunity for America to show that it genuinely supports democracy, particularly the sovereignty of its key allies. By supporting the peace process and the deployment of an international peacekeeping mission, America would demonstrate that it is still willing and able to assist Europe with its security concerns. It is an opportunity to repair the Trans-Atlantic link by using international law and good EU relations to create a framework plan for a coordinated response to similar assaults in the future.

The EU can show the world that, despite recent rough weather with the United States, it has learned from its past mistakes and is willing to cooperate towards peace with its oldest and most faithful democratic ally. The EU can become more unified and realize that energy security and energy diversification are faces of one coin.  By coordinating a peacekeeping mission, the EU can stand united for security and defense and show that the European Neighborhood Program is not just another sham. The neighbors concerned form the only alternate energy corridor from an otherwise severe dependency problem on monopolized energy. After suffering internal blows to its own constitution and being treated like an energy junky it too can show that it is not too weak or afraid to support the democratic and security interests of its European neighbors. 

The Newly Independent States in the Black Sea Region can use this opportunity to show that in the face of adversity their governments are capable of standing united. They can put aside all the ceaseless internal “colored-revolution bickering” and realize that their responsibility - first and foremost - is to their young states and to their people. Internationally they can support one another in the maintenance of their sovereignty and in their reach for democracy. It is an opportunity for strengthening national unity and regional solidarity. 

NATO has the opportunity to show that it is everything it claims to be. It can show that it is a united transatlantic organization based on the foundations of peace and international stability. NATO can adjust Russia’s perception of it as a threat and demonstrate it as an institution that cooperates for international peace and stability. It can show that its promises to its partners are not empty by acting as a unified political security organization whose transformation has delivered a new NATO willing and able to cooperate with its members and partners in all security sectors. This war highlights how fragile states are when all of their energy eggs are in one basket. It is an opportunity for securing diversified energy supply and competition. NATO could consider its role in energy security to protect the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline line upon which the security of states and individuals depend. 

This war is an opportunity to evolve away from Realpolitik. It offers a unique opportunity for peace. It is an opportunity for the internationalization of a new style of international relations based on international cooperation, not aggression and fear. The Black Sea Region used to be called Pontos Azeinos (the dark or somber sea). It has also been called Pontus Euxinus (the welcoming sea). What it will become depends upon the perception of opportunities and the wisdom of our leaders.

The gods are watching.

