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Introduction

S. Frederick Starr and Svante E. Cornell

Even before Vladimir Putin’s designation as president-elect of the Russian Fed-
eration it was clear that he had very different views of his country and its fu-
ture than his predecessor and patron, Boris Yeltsin. His KGB background and
his ruthless early military actions in Chechnya suggested to some, but certainly
not all, Russian and western commentators that he viewed the preservation and
advancement of the Russian state itself, and not merely of the citizens of Rus-

sia, as the purpose and end of policy.

Rising world oil and gas prices and the swelling inflow of funds to the treasury
resulting from those increases enabled him to do just enough for the people to
convince a majority of the Russian public that the two ends were compatible

and that whatever promoted the state promoted society as well.

Only gradually did Putin’s single-minded focus on restoring what he defined as
the geographical integrity and honor of the Russian state become evident. And
it took yet more time for the world at large to understand how far he was will-
ing to go in pursuit of that end. The inability or reluctance of western and other
policymakers, intelligence services, and independent foreign affairs experts to
grasp this dedication on Putin’s part ranks as an analytic failure of the first
rank. Meanwhile, Putin seized the initiative in his military attack on Georgia in
2008, in his multi-dimensional but non-military assault on Kyrgyzstan in 2010,
and then in his invasion of Ukraine and seizure of Crimea and other territories

in 2014.

Each of these initiatives, and many others that lacked a clear military compo-

nent, constituted a direct assault on an international system built upon territo-
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rial integrity and accepted notions of sovereignty. For a variety of reasons,
some arising from good will and others from blunt business interests, the West
chose to deal with each of these events individually. Those who insisted on
“connecting the dots” were accused of suffering from a hangover from the Cold
War and a yearning for a return to the bi-polar politics of yore. In any case, the
many Russians and foreign analysts who hypothesized that all these diverse
initiatives on Putin’s part arose from a single strategy failed to make their case

in a convincing manner.

Nonetheless, events between the invasion of Georgia and the armed seizure of
Ukrainian territory in 2014 forced policy makers and international affairs spe-
cialists worldwide to acknowledge the possibility that the Russian Republic un-
der Vladimir Putin has reorganized its entire foreign and domestic policy in
order to pursue a single objective, namely, the establishment of a new kind of
union comprised of former Soviet republics and headed by Russia itself. Even
some of those in Europe and America who in 2008 had failed or refused to see
that Russia’s invasion of Georgia was not merely a response to that small coun-
try’s seeming to thumb its nose at the Kremlin, but an important building block
in Putin’s much larger geopolitical edifice. In the end, Putin himself dispelled
all doubts on this matter when he attempted first to prop up what he took to be
a pro-Moscow government in Kiev, then seized Crimea, and finally invaded
Ukraine, first with a motley but well equipped band of irregulars, and then with

regular Russian army forces.

Most discussions of Russia’s new course have focused on Putin’s stated inten-
tion to redress the consequences of the collapse of the U.S.S.R. in 1991, an event
which he called, in an address to the Russian Parliament in 2005, “the major ge-
opolitical disaster of the century.” Some have taken note of his oft-stated dream
of a new union of republics that could be built on the same territory as the
U.S.S.R,, beginning with economic ties and then deepening the “integration” to

include politics, security, and culture.

The sources of the disconnect to date between the West’s perception of Putin’s
increasingly aggressive military actions and its disinclination or inability to
link them directly to any larger strategic goal are not hard to find. To take Putin

seriously challenges the assumption that a new Europe could be built mainly on
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soft power. In America it meant laying aside the optimistic notion that post-
Soviet Russia would be a partner rather than adversary. The disconnect can also
be traced in part to a paradoxical aspect of Putin’s own approach. He may no
longer be a Marxist but in some ways he remains a determinist. He expands
grandly on how the “integration” process on former Soviet territories is driven
by History itself; he asserts that it is advanced by deep economic and social
forces similar to those that built the European Union, and that it is hence inevi-
table. But at the end of the day, he shows himself to be a doubter. Hence his
constant readiness to seize on the slightest sign of indecision or weakness in
any of his target countries as an opportunity for Moscow. He seems to be say-
ing that History needs help, and Putin repeatedly casts himself into the role of
History’s helper, an opportunist par excellence, who is prepared to move swiftly

when opportunity calls. The West is not prepared for such adroitness.

This same paradox can be seen in the actions, but not the thoughts, of both
Marx and Lenin. Marx had predicted an eventual proletarian revolution at some
point in the future; Young Lenin, following Marx, assumed the revolution
could only occur in a developed bourgeois society. But both showed themselves
ready to cast aside all philosophizing about inevitable changes in the distant fu-
ture the moment they saw an opportunity in the present. This opportunism led
Marx to embrace the revolutions of 1848, just as it led Lenin to seize on the pos-
sibility of fomenting revolution in still-feudal and certifiably un-bourgeois Rus-
sia. Similarly, Putin needs to paint his grand vision as inevitable but in the end
he knows its realization depends on him alone and on his tactical focus and

speed.

Many have pointed out the similarities between Putin’s “new Russian order”
and the old Soviet Union, while others have underscored the differences be-
tween the Soviet past and Putin’s picture of the future. Either way, the very
boldness of his dream fully warrants our careful attention. After all, it is ex-
tremely rare in history for empires of any sort, once they have collapsed, to be
reconstituted under any conceivable terms. No European empire managed to do
this, nor did the Holy Roman Empire, Persian Empire, or Alexandrian Empire.
In modern times the sole exceptions were the reconstitution of former tsarist

territories under Soviet Rule after 1920, and the re-assembling of most of the
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territories ruled by Qing China under Mao Zedong in 1949. Both, it should be
noted, were achieved only thanks to the very large and well-led armies which

both Lenin and Mao had at their disposal.

In other words, history is probably not on Mr. Putin’s side, and even Putin ap-
pears to suspect this. Only two means of avoiding failure present themselves.
Either Mr. Putin must be prepared to use massive military force to build and
then maintain his new union of Eurasian states, or he must come up with some
entirely new approach to tactics. The fact that Putin showed no hesitation in
expanding a brutal war against his own citizens in Chechnya proved early on
that he is not one to shy away from military action. The vast expansion of Rus-
sia’s military budget under Putin and his personal attention to the military
sphere, provides further evidence on this point, as did his invasions of Georgia
and Ukraine, as well as his attempted militarization of Kyrgyzstan’s sector of

the Ferghana Valley in 2010.

The second possibility—a fresh approach to the tactics of union-building—does
not preclude a heavy reliance on military force. Indeed, the record to date sug-
gests that it requires it. But Putin’s important insight on tactics sees the mili-
tary as but one of more than a dozen distinct spheres in which pressures and
incentives can and must be brought to bear to achieve the desired end. These
tactical tools are as diverse as energy, transport routes, training, credit and fi-
nance, support of kindred groups abroad, information and propaganda, mone-
tary policy, research, immigration policy, labor law, investments, and open-

ended payments that are little more than bribes.

Obviously, any state that embraces so many spheres of activity as tactical
weapons to be centrally deployed in pursuit of a single and all-embracing na-
tional objective is by definition totalitarian. True, it cannot be said that Putin’s
state imposes itself on every sphere of private life, as did twentieth century to-
talitarian systems. But his readiness to corral any and all spheres of activities
and place them in the service of a single state program that he himself defined
is, in a literal sense, totalitarian. This is true even if such a regime enjoys popu-
lar support, as has certainly been true in the case of Putin’s Russia down to late

2014, or if it allows a degree of freedom to travel or launch private enterprises.
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But it is one thing to claim to mobilize these diverse instruments in pursuit of a
great national vision and quite another thing to actually make them work effec-
tively. What is most striking and most innovative about Mr. Putin’s program is
not its unabashed expansionist intent: after all, military rulers have pointed
their swords at neighbors since Old Testament days. Rather, it is the serious-
ness with which he has attempted to coordinate activity in a broad range of
seemingly separate spheres so as to provide maximal tactical support for the

realization of his national dream.

While Putin uses every opportunity to proclaim his intent of reestablishing
Russia as a great power, he is impressively quiet about the complex and careful-

ly integrated tactics he seeks to employ to achieve it.

Western policymakers have been astonishingly slow to accept that Mr. Putin
meant what he said about making Russia once more a great power. Tied as they
are to reading official pronouncements on their computer screens and to ana-
lysts who spend their days parsing similar announcements on their computer
screens, these same western officials have barely noticed the complex and care-

fully integrated tactics by which Mr. Putin proposes to achieve this goal.

Their oversight, while regrettable, is at least understandable. No official hand-
book from Moscow sets forth these tactics. Deriving as they do from the kind
of analyses the Soviet KGB carried out in the 1970s and 1980s, they are, of
course, strictly secret. Yet they can be studied on the basis of the actual record

of their use. This is a major objective of the present study.

What cannot be so easily deduced is the formal and institutional process by
which the main opportunities of Russian strategy are identified, and the process
of decision-making that sets them in motion. Closely related to this are the or-
ganizations and organizational processes that define, organize, coordinate, and
set in motion the various tactical steps in each concrete situation. Here, too, the
reason is obvious: these are matters of the utmost secrecy. Indeed, the entire
mechanism by which strategy is translated into tactics in Putin’s Russia is pro-

tected by the same shield of secrecy that surrounded high tactics in the U.S.S.R.
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The one thing that can be asserted beyond doubt is that the process is highly
centralized in Putin’s own office and that he has been involved in every stage of
that process. Putin, a product of the late Soviet KGB, simply assumes that this
all a natural and key element of his personal leadership. To compromise tactical

secrecy would be to compromise the entire enterprise.

This may appear to be an exaggeration. After all, Putin holds frequent press
conferences and responds to more questions from the press, or from people pur-
porting to be the press, than do leaders of many democratic states, including
America. He even invites (and pays the way) for journalists and reliable foreign
experts from abroad to attend and participate in his annual Valdai meetings, at
which he offers candid responses to questions on issues of the day. Yet the in-
ner processes regarding both strategy and tactics remain strictly off limits to
outside observers, both foreign and domestic, and definitely beyond the pale of

open discussion.

The reason for this is clear. Post-Soviet Russia inherited from the U.S.S.R. a
vast bureaucracy, the culture and mentality of which continues to be informed
by its experience in the Soviet era. With regard to both priorities and practical
policies for their implementation, this bureaucracy—or web of poorly coordi-
nated separate bureaucracies, civil and military—was accustomed to taking its
cues from the Communist Party and the State Planning Commission (Gos-
plan). Had a more democratic regime been established after 1991, elective bodies
might have come to play a more active role in both processes. Instead, and in-
creasingly during Putin’s decade and a half as president, prime minister, and
again, president, all these matters are concentrated solely in his own office. In
this respect, Putin’s Russia represents a far more personal form of rule than ex-

isted in the late Soviet era down to the rise of Gorbachev.

Two conclusions derive from these developments. First, without a single, uni-
fied, and coordinated strategy and detailed tactics that are defined and set in
motion by a supreme leader, the entire structure of Russian rule would be set
adrift. This may not have been the case during the years before 2000, when Bo-
ris Yeltsin at least spoke of administrative decentralization and self-
government at both the regional and national levels. But it is certainly true to-

day. Without Putin’s grand strategy, the country could immediately fall prey to
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centrifugal social and economic forces, the existence of which is evident even

today. Or so Putin fears.

Putin has had first-hand knowledge of these unpredictable (“stikhiinii,” or wild)
forces that exist in today’s Russia. He encountered them at first hand while
serving under Mayor Sobchak in St. Petersburg, where activists in the newly
elected city council brought to naught practically every initiative launched by
Putin and his boss. He then watched helplessly as Mayor Sobchak failed at his
bid for reelection. Then Putin learned much more about them as he read reports
sent to him from field officers during his two-year tenure as head of the Federal
Security Service (FSB), successor to the KGB. He concluded that without a
“strong hand,” Russia could be enveloped by chaos or democracy, which he con-
siders as synonymous. At the very least, without centrally defined goals and
centrally elaborated tactics to achieve them the entire apparatus of government

could IOSC its way and ﬂounder.

Second, and related to the above, Mr. Putin has staked his all on the grand
strategy that is the subject of this book, and on the complex web of tactical
moves that he has devised to implement the strategy. No part of Russia’s gov-
ernment is unaffected by Putin’s dream and by the many demands that have
been placed upon it in the process of implementation. Like a bicyclist, Putin
must now either move forward with his program or fall. Mr. Putin shows by

his actions that he realizes this full well.

What is unfortunate is that the leaders of Europe and America continue to act
as if Russia’s elected president can somehow extricate himself from the web he
has created for himself and return to what in their view would be a “construc-
tive” relationship. To repeat endlessly that Mr. Putin’s actions in Georgia,
Ukraine, or elsewhere will have “consequences” is simply beside the point. The

only consequences Mr. Putin fears, and has reason to fear, is failure.

This book is divided into three sections. The first sets forth the basic character
of the Eurasian Union project and the new Russian strategy. Stephen Blank dis-
cusses the ideological origins of the project, while Richard Weitz examines the
structure of the Customs Union and Eurasian Union. Pavel Baev delves into its

relationship with the security sphere, and Richard Pomfret examines the eco-
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nomic ramifications of the Union. Finally, a chapter by the editors details the

tactics and instruments used by the Kremlin in achieving its aims.

The second section of the book examines the responses of the individual states
of the former Soviet Union to Putin’s grand strategy. These chapters address
the same questions: the expected economic impact of Eurasian Union member-
ship on these countries in comparison to non-membership or integration with
alternative structures; the evolution of government policy toward the Eurasian
Union; attitudes in society; and the pressure and levers that Moscow has em-

ployed or COU.].d employ tOW&I‘d these countries.

The eleven countries that are surveyed can roughly be organized, based on their
diverging strategies toward Russia’s efforts at re-integration, into two groups,
the second of which in turns divides into two distinct categories. A first group,
including Belarus and Kazakhstan, and increasingly clearly also Armenia, Kyr-
gyzstan, and Tajikistan, could be labeled “reluctant followers.” While seeking
to maintain as much autonomy as possible, these states have all, for varying
reasons, concluded that their only option is to join the Eurasian Union, even at
the price of compromising their sovereignty. The remaining six countries all
oppose membership in the Eurasian Union; but in different ways. One group,
including Ukraine, Moldova, and Georgia—the “European integrators”’—seek
deeper ties with the European Union, thus choosing the alternative mechanism
of signing Association Agreements and implementing Deep and Comprehen-
sive Free Trade Agreements with the EU. Another group, made up of Azerbai-
jan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan—the “rejectionists”—simply stay away
from any form of integration, seeking instead to become increasingly self-

reliant.

The section begins with a chapter by John Daly covering the experience of the
two states already members of the Eurasian Union, Belarus and Kazakhstan,
which details the beginnings of buyer’s remorse in these countries. Armen Gri-
goryan then provides a critical analysis of Armenia, which suddenly switched
tacks in September 2013 to embrace Eurasian Union membership. Next in line
are the two small Central Asian states of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, covered
by Johan Engvall, both of which have committed in principle to joining the

Eurasian Union, but seek to delay the process and obtain concessions.
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James Sherr then studies the fate of Ukraine, arguably the lynchpin of the en-
tire project, concluding it has decisively closed the door to Putin’s grand ambi-
tions. Mamuka T'sereteli examines Georgia and Moldova, which have stayed on
their course of European Integration. Svante Cornell then delves into Azerbai-
jan’s strategy of eschewing integration with either bloc, and Frederick Starr an-

alyzes the similar strategies of Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan.

The third section examines the policies of three major powers to Putin’s grand
project. Slavomir Hordk studies China’s delicate balance, seeking to develop its
influence in Central Asia while maintaining an alliance of sorts with Russia.
Svante Cornell studies the EU’s approach and the development of the Eastern
Partnership, concluding Europe is punching below its weight, but that its attrac-
tion was a key motivating factor for the acceleration of Putin’s project. Finally,
Frederick Starr discusses American policies, which have been found wanting in

their slow and inadequate response to Putin’s project.



The Intellectual Origins of the Eurasian Union Project

Stephen Blank

The Eurasian Economic Union and its component Customs Union comprise
Vladimir Putin’s “flagship” policies.” But these organizations are merely the
latest iteration of an increasingly crystallized Russian policy aspiration dating
back to the collapse of the Soviet Union. As Jeffrey Mankoff recently observed,
“In one form or another, re-integrating the states of the former Soviet Union
has been on Russia’s agenda almost since the moment the Soviet Union col-

”2 Arguably, Russia has never reconciled itself to losing an empire. The

lapsed.
reintegration program that is proceeding under Putin in fact began under Boris
Yeltsin’s leadership, notwithstanding the fact that the Commonwealth of Inde-
pendent States (CIS) was first thought of as “divorce court” for former Soviet

Republics.

Furthermore, these organizations are not the only elements of Putin’s reintegra-
tion plan. The overall project has always had a military dimension, namely the
Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) that grew out of the 1992
Tashkent Collective Security Treaty (CST).3 And the leitmotif of all these
plans has not just been economic or military integration, but equally crucially,
the privileging of Russian sovereignty over that of CIS countries, a hallmark of
neo-imperial and sphere of influence policies. Russian leaders do not refrain

from admitting this openly. In August 2008, immediately after the war in

! Iwona Wisniewska, Eurasian Integration: Russia’s Attempt at the Economic Unification of the
Post-Soviet Area, OSW Studies: Centre for Eastern Studies, Warsaw, 2013.

2 Jeffrey Mankoff, Eurasian Integration: the Next Stage, Central Asia Policy Brief, Elliott
School of International Affairs, George Washington University, 2013, p. 1.

3 Carmen Amelia and Gayoso Descalzi, Russian Hegemony in the CIS Region: an Examination
of Russian Influence and of Variation in Consent and Dissent By CIS States to Regional Hierar-
chy, Doctoral Thesis submitted to the Department of International Relations, London
School of Economics, 2013, pp. 52-85, 124-160.
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Georgia, President Dmitry Medvedev famously told an interviewer that Russia
has privileged interests in countries that he would not define, demonstrating
that Russia not only wants to revise borders or intervene abroad, but also de-

mands a sphere of influence throughout Eurasia.4

These statements reinforced what had become an official consensus by 1995,
when Yeltsin’s government announced that reintegration was the fundamental
strategic goal of the government and all of its departments, who would be guid-
ed by the precept of not damaging Russian interests. This document also clearly
implied the subordination of neighboring states to Russia on economic and mil-
itary issues. Moreover, it quite suggestively indicated that an integration pro-

cess was needed to counteract centrifugal tendencies in Russia itself.s

Thus, both Yeltsin’s and Putin’s regimes have confirmed by words and deeds
their belief that without a neo-imperial bloc around Russia and under its leader-
ship, the continuity of the Russian state is itself at risk. As several writers have
observed, empire is the Russian state’s default option and it cannot, according to
its masters, be governed or survive otherwise.® For example, Alexei Malashenko
observed that Russia’s response to the Chechen threat in 1999-2000 only made
sense if Russia continues to regard itself as an empire.” Subsequently, Russian

political scientist Egor Kholmogorov has observed that,

‘Empire’ is the main category of any strategic political analysis in the Russian
language. Whenever we start to ponder a full-scale, long-term construction of
the Russian state, we begin to think of empire and in terms of empire. Russians

are inherently imperialists.?

4+ Interview given by Dmitry Medvedev to Television Channels Channel One, Russia,
NTV, August 31, 2008, http://www.kremlin.ru/eng/speeches/2008/08/31/1850_type
82916_206003.shtml.

5 Moscow, Rossiyskaya Gazeta, in Russian, September 23, 1995, FBIS SOV, September 23,
1995.

¢ Alexander Etkind, Internal Colonization: Russia’s Imperial Experience, London: Polity Press,
2011

” Maura Reynolds, “Moscow Has Chechnya Back - Now What?,” Los Angeles Times, June
19, 2000.

8 Quoted in Boris Rumer, “Central Asia: At the End of the Transition,” Boris Rumer, ed.,
Central Asia At the End of Transition, Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe & Co. Inc., 2005, p. 47.
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And if Russia is an empire of this sort, or still hankers for that empire, then it
becomes clear why the membership of former Soviet republics—or even of Rus-
sia’s erstwhile satellites in Eastern Europe—in NATO or the EU becomes a
threat to Russian sovereignty. Indeed, by the time Putin had become Prime
Minister in 1999, Russia insisted on this policy and on foreign organizations like
the EU recognizing it. Russia’s 1999 official submission to the EU of its strategy

for relations with it, made by Prime Minister Vladimir Putin, is one example:

As a world power situated on two continents, Russia should retain its freedom to
determine and implement its foreign and domestic policies, its status and ad-
vantages of a Euro-Asian state and largest country of the CIS. The ‘development
of partnership with the EU should contribute to consolidating Russia’s role as
the leading power in shaping a new system of interstate political and economic
relations in the CIS area,” and thus, Russia would ‘oppose any attempts to ham-
per economic integration in the CIS [that may be made by the EU], including
through ‘special relations’ with individual CIS member states to the detriment

of Russia’s interests.”®

This document reflected the elite consensus linking together the preservation of
an increasingly undemocratic, even autocratic polity with the creation of a great
continental bloc subordinated to Russia and simultaneously disdainful of the
other CIS members’ sovereignty. For as Deputy Foreign Minister Ivan Ivanov

stated in 1999,

Our country is not in need of affiliation with the EU. This would entail loss of
its unique Euro-Asian specifics, the role of the center of attraction of the re-
integration of the CIS, independence in foreign economic and defense policies,
and complete restructuring (once more) of all Russian statehood based on the re-
quirements of the European Union. Finally great powers (and it is too soon to
abandon calling ourselves such) do not dissolve in international unions - they

create them around themselves.™

9 Strategiia Razvittia Otnoshenii Rossiiskoi Federatsii s Evropeiskim Soiuzom na Srednesrochnuiu
Perspektivu (2000-2010), Diplomaticheskii Vestnik, November 1999,

www.ln.mis.ru/website/dip_vest.nsf items 1.1.,1.6, and 1.8.2000, cited in Hannes Adomeit
and Heidi Reisinger, Russia’s Role in Post-Soviet Territory: Decline of Military Power and Po-
litical Influence, Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies, Forsvarstudier No. 4, 2002, p. s.

10 Quoted in Michael Emerson, “From an Awkward Partnership to a Greater Europe: A
European Perspective,” Dana Allin and Michael H. Emerson, eds., Readings in European
Security, 11, Brussels and London: Center for European Policy Studies and International
Institute for Security Studies, 2005, p. 19.
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Thus, in this logic, Russia must be an independent sovereign actor, unbounded
by any other political association and exercising unfettered power in its own
domain. Moreover, it is essential for the concept of Russia as a unique, autocrat-
ic, great power not only that Russia assert its great power status but that others
recognize it as such and thus grant it a superior status, first of all vis-a-vis the

neighboring CIS countries.

This notion obviously directly descends from the Tsarist and Soviet heritage.

As Stalin wrote in 1920 about the Soviet borderlands,

Only two alternatives confront the border regions: Either they join forces with
Russia and then the toiling masses of the border regions will be emancipated
from imperialist oppression; or they join forces with the Entente, and then the

yoke of imperialism is inevitable."

The concurrent and deep-rooted demand for recognition of Russia as a great
autocratic and neo-imperial power with a right to an exclusive sphere of influ-
ence in the former Soviet Union coincided with Yeltsin’s turn towards autocra-
cy and the end of reforms in 1992-93. Indeed, in the minds of many of this elite,
if Russia is not a great power (i.e. a neo-imperial empire) it will not only not be
a great power, it will be nothing more than a newly minted version of medieval
apanage princedoms. Moreover, as many analysts claim, democracy is contra-
indicated to the preservation of the large state, if not the state as such because it
will lead to Islamist rule in the south and other similar breakdowns of power at

the center.”

1 1.V. Stalin, “The Policy of the Soviet Government on the National Question in Russia,”
Pravda, October 10, 1920, Joseph Stalin, Marxism and the National Question: Selected Writings
and Speeches, New York: International Publishers, 1942, p. 77.

12 Richard Hellie, “The Structure of Russian Imperial History,” History and Theory, XLIV,
No. 4, December 2005, pp. 88-112; Peter Baker and Susan Glasser, Kremlin Rising: Vladimir
Putin’s Russia and the End of Revolution, New York: Scribner’s, 2005, p. 417; Steven Rose-
fielde, Russia in the 21st Century: the Prodigal Superpower, Cambridge: Cambridge Universi-
ty Press, 2004; Marshall T. Poe, The Russian Moment in World History, Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2003; Stefan Hedlund, Russian Path Dependence, London:
Routledge, 2005; Emil Pain, “Will Russia Transform Into a Nationalist Empire,” Russia in
Global Affairs, 111, No. 2, April-June 2005, pp. 71-80; Stephen Kotkin, “It’s Gogol Again,”
Paper Presented as part of the project The Energy Dimension in Russian Global Strategy,
James A. Baker III Institute for Public Policy, Rice University, Houston, These are only a
few of the authors who now see the vitality of the Tsarist metaphor as a means of ex-
plaining Putin’s Russia; Center for Strategic and International Studies, Praeger, 2004, pas-
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Today the invasion of Ukraine and annexation of Crimea confirm that the
Putin regime openly believes that its system can only survive if Russia is an
empire, a situation that ab initio puts the sovereignty and integrity of other CIS
members at risk. Putin has made this clear from his speech to the Duma in
March 2014 to his recent remarks saying that Kazakhstan was never a state be-
fore 1991. Over the last generation, these ideas have been expounded by a series
of “geopoliticians” and Eurasianists, Aleksandr Dugin being the most promi-
nent among them.* Although there are different streams within this current,
the central motif is that Russia must be a great power (Velikaya Derzhava) and
that means an empire, reuniting the lands of the former USSR under its con-
trol. In practical terms—and this has been the case since the war with Georgia if
not before—it means that the sovereignty and integrity of those other states are,
in Russian eyes, merely expedients, not something enshrined in international

treaties and laws even if Russia has signed those accords.”

This has been a consistent policy for years. As James Sherr has written,

while Russia formally respects the sovereignty of its erstwhile republics, it also
reserves the right to define the content of that sovereignty and their territorial
integrity. Essentially Putin’s Russia has revived the Tsarist and Soviet view that
sovereignty is a contingent factor depending on power, culture, and historical

norms, not an absolute and unconditional principle of world politics.’

Putin has now used force twice to back that view up. Similarly, Susan Stewart
of the Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik recently wrote that Russia’s coercive

diplomacy to force its neighbors into its Eurasian Economic Union and Cus-
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4 On Eurasianism see Marlene Laruelle, Russian Eurasianism: An Ideology of Empire, Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012, and on Russian views of Self-determination,
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Issue,” Acque et Terre, No. 6, 2007, pp. 9-14 (Italian), 9o-95 (English).
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toms Union undermines any pretense that this integration project is based on
anything other than Russia making other countries “an offer that they cannot
refuse.” Furthermore, its coercive behavior shows its own nervousness about
the viability of these formats and the necessity to coerce other states into ac-

cepting it.”7 She also notes that,

Russia is more than willing to tolerate instability and economic weakness in the
neighboring countries, assuming they are accompanied by an increase in Russian

influence. In fact, Russia consciously contributes to the rising instability and de-

terioration of the economic situation in some, if not all, of these countries.™

Other scholars have found the same pattern in Central Asia and the Caucasus.
In regard to Central Asia, Alexey Malashenko has not only confirmed this
point, he has also observed that the issue of protecting Russians abroad is mere-
ly an instrument or tactic not a principled policy. Listing the goals of Russian

policy in Central Asia, Malashenko writes that,

This list does not mention stability, since that is not one of Russia’s unwavering
strategic demands for the region. Although the Kremlin has repeatedly stressed
its commitment to stability, Russia nevertheless finds shaky situations more in
its interests, as the inherent potential for local or regional conflict creates a high-
ly convenient excuse for persuading the governments of the region to seek help

from Russia in order to survive.” (Italics in original)

As Malashenko notes, this list omits an interest in the six million Russians left
behind in Central Asia. In fact, by ignoring this group and leaving them to their
own fate, Moscow makes clear that Russia gains a card that it can play whenev-
er it is so motivated and indeed, has never used this issue in public polemics
with its Central Asian neighbors.?> However, it has played this card in private
against Kazakhstan.” Russian spokesmen have invoked this outlook since 2006
if not earlier. Thus in 2006 the official Russian Foreign Ministry spokesman,

Mikhail Kamynin, stated that

17 Susan Stewart, “The EU, Russia and Less Common Neighborhood,” SWP Comments,
Stiftung Wissenschaft Und Politik, January, 2014, pp.2-3.
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19 Alexey Malashenko, The Fight for Influence: Russia in Central Asia, Washington, D.C.:
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2013, p. 3
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2 Conversations with American experts on Central Asia, Washington D.C., 2010.
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We respect the principle of territorial integrity. But at the moment this integrity
is, in relation to Georgia, more a possible state of affairs than an existing politi-
cal reality, and it can only be created as a result of complex talks in which the in-
itial South Ossetian position, as we understand it, is based on a principle that is
no less respected in the international community - the right to self-

determination.??

It should therefore be clear to readers that a straight line, in terms of both ideol-
ogy and policy, runs from this posture to Putin’s most recent calls for creating a
new state called “Novorossiia” (New Russia) out of captured Ukrainian territo-
ries, that will sooner or later be incorporated into Russia as is now happening

with Abkhazia and South Ossetia in the Caucasus.?

These ideas accompanied and predated the current policy. But they show that
its roots are not in economics but in geopolitics and that Putin’s program is
fundamentally geopolitical in its thrust, not economic. Indeed, the stimulus for
an economic union beginning with customs seems to have been largely political.
While Putin and others may have discerned economic advantages that could
accrue to Russia from a union in order to emerge out of the global financial cri-
sis that began in 2008, other stimuli were clearly political. These included
NATO’s rejection of a European Security Treaty offered by Russia, the EU’s
Eastern Partnership aiming at attracting former Soviet states while excluding
Russia, and the first signs that China was economically eclipsing Russia in Cen-

tral Asia.

As Hannes Adomeit has suggested, it is probably no coincidence that Putin’s

call for the economic union, the centerpiece of Moscow’s integration program,

2 Semen Novoprudsky, “Diplomacy of Disintegration,” www.gazeta.ru (in Russian),
June 2, 2006, Open Source Center, Foreign Broadcast Information Service, Central Eurasia,
(Henceforth FBIS SOV), June 2, 2006.

3 Joshua Kucera, “Russia, Abkhazia Discuss Forming ‘Unified Defense Space

»” Eurasia

Insight, August 28, 2014, www.eurasianet.org; Karoun Demirchan and Arnie Gowan,
“Putin Talks about ‘Statehood’ for Eastern Ukraine,” Washington Post, August 31, 2014.

2 Wisniewska, Eurasian Integration, pp. 26-27, Stephen Blank and Younkyoo Kim, “Same
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Asia,” Journal of Contemporary China, vol. 22, no. 82, 2013, pp. 63-80; Julie Wilhemsen and
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Post-Soviet Space,” CIES Neighborhood Paper, no. 4, 2012, p. 3.
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came less than a week after a 2011 summit of the EU and the members of the
Eastern Partnership countries (minus Belarus) in Warsaw. As he notes, this
economic union seamlessly fits into the Kremlin efforts to counterbalance the
attractiveness and influence of the EU in the former Soviet Union and Central
and Eastern Europe.” Given the importance to Moscow’s dreams of being a
pole in the multipolar world order that it ceaselessly proclaims, the formation of
such a continental bloc is essential to the survival of the Putin system and the
sharpest conflicts with the EU occur in those borderlands closest to Russia or
most strategically important to it, particularly Ukraine.?® Beyond these consid-
erations, the union lets Moscow present an image of itself as a Eurasian great
power that enhances its own self-esteem and supposedly its standing in the eyes

of foreign audiences.

Likewise, in Central Asia if not East Asia, the anti-Chinese thrust of the pro-
gram is unmistakable. There are close connections between Russian policy in
Asia, EurAsEC, and the Customs Union. These connections assume two di-
mensions: first, the effort to reduce or inhibit Chinese economic penetration of
Central Asia; and second, Russia evidently believes that it cannot effectively

function as an Asian power without “command” of this great bloc behind it.?7

In practice, this means challenging China’s effort to dominate Central Asia
economically. As Mankoff and others have noted, the Customs Union has al-
ready diverted Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan’s trade away from China to Russian
goods that would otherwise not be competitive.?® But beyond that, Mankoff
stresses the overwhelming geopolitical drive behind these economic programs, a

drive possessing significant relevance to Moscow’s “Ostpolitik.”

Indeed, from Moscow’s perspective, the entire process of Eurasian integration
has political undertones. Russia’s leaders seek to maintain influence across at
least a significant swathe of the former Soviet Union, while limiting opportuni-
ties for other powers to overtake Russia as the principal actor in the region.

This dynamic is visible in Central Asia, where Chinese economic power has

% Ibid., p. 3.

2 Ibid., pp. 5-6; Rika Dragneva and Kataryna Wolczuk, “Russia, the Eurasian Customs
Union and the EU: Cooperation, Stagnation, or Rivalry,” Chatham House Briefing Paper,
2012, pp. 10-13.

77 Wisniewska, p. 27; Descalzi, p. 147.

% Wisniewska, p. 15; Mankoff, p. 2.
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rapidly displaced Russia as the major trading partner and source of investment.
The trade-diverting impact of the Customs Union then has an underlying geo-
political logic; by raising barriers to trade with the outside world, the Customs
Union limits the economically driven re-orientation of the Central Asian states

into Beijing’s orbit.?

However, this drive for great power status and perquisites at the expense of the
sovereignty of smaller states simultaneously undercuts Russia’s ability to play a
leadership role anywhere in Asia. Russia’s integration project does not and can-
not meet the economic and security interests of the other projected members.
Instead, those are to be subordinated to Moscow’s overriding vision. This pos-
ture prevents Russia from being a driver for regional economic development

unlike what China has done in East Asia.3®

The Military Dimension
The CST and ensuing CSTO were officially intended as collective security

measures to retain as much as possible of the integrated Soviet military system.
But the CST clearly failed to provide security, and disintegration continued
throughout the 1990s. The chaos of this period allowed the emerging Russian
army and then the government to act unilaterally to claim a sphere of influence
regarding CIS peacemaking. Yeltsin advocated such a sphere in his 1993 speech
to the UN Security Council. Although the UN failed to accept this, nobody
acted to prevent this from coming into being.® But the failure of the original
CST to ensure security led to the formation of the CSTO during Putin’s first

presidency.’?

However, the force has never deployed and appears increasingly to be a paper
command and control organization rather than a truly functioning military alli-
ance. Moreover, Moscow has apparently come to see the CSTO as not just a
force to defend against territorial invasion but also a force to uphold order in

member countries, a kind of regional gendarme as well as a counter to foreign

29 Ibid., p. 6.

5 Ibid.

3t John Mackinlay and Peter Cross, Eds., Regional Peacekeepers: The Paradox of Russian
Peacekeeping, New York: United Nations University Press, 2003.
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organizations like NATO.» For example, after protracted bargaining in 2006,
Uzbekistan granted Russia the right to use its airfield at Navoi as a base, but
only under special conditions. Russia will only be able to gain access to Navoi
in case of emergencies, or what some reports called “force majeure,” contingen-
cies. In return, Russia will provide Uzbekistan with modern navigation systems
and air defense weapons. In other words, Uzbekistan wanted a guarantee of its
regime’s security and Russian support in case of a crisis. But it would not allow
peacetime Russian military presence there.3* Since then Uzbekistan, discerning
a threat from efforts to develop a real interventionary force in the CSTO,

walked out of the CSTO, essentially leaving it an empty shell.

The CSTO has not participated in any conflict situations in and around Cen-
tral Asia since its inception. Neither is it likely to be able to do much as Russian
military relations in Central Asia have largely followed a bilateral trajectory.
Moscow has therefore been able to build up a seemingly sizable infrastructure
in Central Asia.? Yet it still cannot prevent Uzbekistan from threatening all of
its neighbors, or clashes like recent episodes of Tajik and Kyrgyz border guards
shooting at each other—despite having sizable forces in both countries.’® In-
deed, in these clashes the two sides probably used Russian weapons, sold to
them at discounted prices in order to prevent them from buying or otherwise
acquiring U.S. weapons as the U.S. and NATO leave Afghanistan.’” Thus Rus-

sia is not a security provider but rather an insecurity provider in Central Asia.

Although these weapons and sizable Russian contingents have gone to those
countries under CSTO auspices to guard against terrorist and other threats em-
anating from Afghanistan, the reality is rather different. As Kiril Nourzhanov

has observed, though great power rivalries and potential insurgencies are cer-

3 Ibid., pp. 136-137.
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22, 2006.
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tainly real threats in Central Asia, they hardly comprise the only challenges to

Central Asian security.’®

Border problems, mainly between Uzbekistan and all of its neighbors, have
long impeded and today continue to retard the development of both regional
security and prosperity.? Indeed, it is hardly inconceivable that given the an-
tagonism between Uzbekistan and its neighbors, especially Kyrgyzstan and Ta-
jikistan, hostile relations could escalate into the use of force.4° Meanwhile, eve-
ry writer on Central Asian security has noted that not a single regional security
organization works as intended or has even acted to do so. Under the circum-
stances, the CSTO’s role remains something of a mirage or a camouflage for
Russia’s real intentions and, equally importantly but less well understood, its
relatively meager and diminishing real capabilities to deal with security threats

in Central Asia.

In the Caucasus, the situation is, if anything, worse. Putin in 2012 admitted that
Russia planned the 2008 war with Georgia from 2006 and deliberately involved
the use of separatists, indicating that Russia cannot accept any of the post-
Soviet states’ independence, sovereignty, and territorial integrity, and that as a
result, Eurasian or European security cannot be taken for granted.# Beyond this
fact, Russia has undertaken an enormous and ongoing buildup of its military
forces in the Caucasus to ensure its hegemony and to maintain a threat to

Georgia and to the West whom it assumes is itching to intervene there.4

Russian threats to Caucasian and by extension European security do not end
with Russia’s creeping annexation of Abkhazia and South Ossetia and its con-
tinuing pressure on Georgia. Moscow has secured its base at Gyumri in Arme-
nia until 2044 and now deployed its dual-capable Iskander-M missiles to its

forces in the Caucasus, threatening missile attacks, potentially even nuclear
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ones, against any threatening force.# Ruslan Pukhov, Director of the Moscow
Center for the Analysis of Strategies and Technologies, also observes that this
military buildup signifies that Moscow has acted to remain “in the lead” mili-
tarily in the Caucasus and invoked U.S. and Israeli military assistance to Azer-

baijan as an alleged justification for this posture.4

But beyond its extensive and ongoing military buildup in the Caucasus and the
sale of weapons to Armenia at concessionary prices, Moscow revealed in 2013
that it has also sold $4 billion of high-quality weapons to Azerbaijan in the past
few years. Moreover, Russian elements aligned with organized crime are using
Montenegro, a notorious playground for Russian organized crime, to run weap-
ons covertly to Nagorno-Karabakh. Since 2010, the arms tracking community
has recorded 39 suspicious flights leaving Podgorica airport in Ilyushin-76 air-
craft for Armenia’s Erebuni military airport in Stepanakert with arms intended
for Nagorno-Karabakh, where there has been a wave of border incidents since
2010.4 The use of these Russian planes and the link to the long-standing large-
scale arms trafficking between Russia and Armenia immediately raises suspi-
cions of Russian involvement, if not orchestration, of this program. Thus Rus-
sia is both openly and clandestinely arming both sides in this conflict that has
become steadily more dangerous with increasing numbers of incidents between
both forces. Russia does so to keep both sides dependent to a greater or lesser
degree upon it and its “mediation” efforts there since 2011, which also revealed
its unremitting focus on undermining local sovereignty. Beyond that, Moscow
exploits the conflict to keep its forces in Armenia permanently. Thus again,

Moscow provides insecurity rather than security.

Armenian political scientist Arman Melikyan claims that in earlier tripartite
negotiations with Armenia and Russia in 2011 on Nagorno-Karabakh that Russia
ostensibly “brokered,” Moscow was to arrange for the surrender of liberated
territories, thereby ensuring its military presence in return and establishing a

network of military bases in Azerbaijan to prevent any further cooperation be-

# “Iskander- M Systems Being Deployed in Southern Russia-Defense Ministry,” Interfax-
AVN, December 17, 2013.

44 Paul Goble, “From Tripwire to Something More? Moscow Increases Military Readi-
ness in the South,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, January 16, 2013.

4 Joshua Kucera, “The Art of the Arms Deal,” Eurasia Insight, September 27, 2012,
www.eurasianet.org; www.statebusiness.tumblr.com.
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tween Azerbaijan and NATO. While Armenian authorities reportedly accepted
this plan, Baku rejected it and saved Armenia—which clearly wants to incorpo-
rate Nagorno-Karabakh—from relinquishing the territory to it in return for a

further compromising of both its own sovereignty and Azerbaijan’s security.4°

But Russian machinations against the integrity and sovereignty of the South
Caucasian states do not end here. In 2008 Vafa Quluzada observed that Presi-
dent Medvedev’s visit to Azerbaijan was preceded by deliberate Russian in-
citement of the Lezgin and Avar ethnic minorities there to induce Azerbaijan to
accept Russia’s gas proposals.#” These are apparently systematic Russian policies
as Putin’s admission suggests. It has intermittently encouraged the separatist
movement among the Armenian minority in Javakheti in Georgia and has now
annexed Crimea and invaded Eastern Ukraine, thus committing what are by
any standard acts of war against Ukraine.4® At the same time Russia denies that
it has claims on Azerbaijani territories, but Russian media have advocated gov-
ernment action to protect these Azerbaijani minorities as Russian citizens to
punish Azerbaijan for flirting with NATO.4? Similarly, as the chapter on Azer-
baijan in this volume details, Russia used similar instruments of pressure
against Azerbaijan ahead of Putin’s visit in August 2013. At that time, Moscow
also organized a club of Azeri billionaires in Russia and toyed with using that
organization to provide a counterweight to the Aliyev government in Azerbai-
jan, thus reminding Baku that it possesses and can deploy such an instrument to

obtain what it wants.5°
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Thus in both word and deed, Moscow has shown that war in Eurasia is neither
inconceivable nor impossible. Neither should it be forgotten that Russian law
permits the president to dispatch troops abroad to defend the “honor and digni-
ty” of other Russians (a group who can be fabricated out of thin air, by means
of Russia’s preexisting “passportization” policy) without any parliamentary de-

bate or accountability.>

The invasion of Ukraine shows quite conclusively that Russia does not believe
that the sovereignty and territorial integrity of any of its neighbors is anything
more than a contingency whose continuation is dependent upon Russia’s per-
ception of expediency. It also shows that the treaties it has signed with them are
merely “a scrap of paper.” Furthermore, Putin’s calls for using ethnic Russian-
ness, defined by speaking Russian as a criterion of nationhood, and the ensuing
ethnicization of the Russian state not only resurrects the policies of Hitler and
Stalin in the 1930s, but also places a landmine under the sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity of every state in the former Soviet sphere, to include former War-
saw Pact members as well. This is a recipe for war, showing that here too, Rus-
sia provides insecurity, not security. These developments, and Russia’s brutal
and coercive diplomacy against Moldova, Armenia, and Ukraine to keep them
out of Association Agreements with the EU, are a bizarre way to foster collec-
tive security. But it only looks bizarre if we think we are discussing a genuine
integration project rather than a camouflaged imperial grab. As Susan Stewart
of the Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik makes plain, Russia’s coercive diplo-
macy undermines any pretense that this integration project is based on any-
thing other than Russia making other countries “an offer that they cannot re-
fuse.” Furthermore, its coercive behavior shows its own nervousness about the
viability of these formats and the necessity to coerce other states into accepting

it. Perhaps worse yet, she notes that:

Russia is more than willing to tolerate instability and economic weakness in the

neighboring countries, assuming they are accompanied by an increase in Russian
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influence. In fact, Russia consciously contributes to the rising instability and de-

terioration of the economic situation in some, if not all, of these countries.5*

The smaller intended targets of this integration project, Kyrgyzstan and Tajiki-
stan, are visibly trying to bargain their way in and get more concessions.?* But
while this may be an offer they cannot refuse, it also is an intrinsically com-
promised effort to impose security on shifting sands. It already is clear that it
provides little economic benefit and has yet to provide for anyone’s security.
Rather it is an instrument for the destabilization of governments. It still is the
case that what the Czarist Minister of Interior Petr Valuev described as “the
lure of something erotic in the borderlands” still drives Russian policy. For now
this may be an integration project, but most likely this, like previous incarna-
tions of the Russian empire, will promote war, insecurity, instability, and the

very centrifugal fOI‘CCS it was meant to blOCk.
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The Customs Union and Eurasian Union: A Primer

Richard Weitz

Since becoming Russia’s paramount political leader in the late 1990s, Vladimir
Putin has consistently sought to place Moscow at the head of a multinational
bloc of tightly bound former Soviet republics within an integrated legal and in-
stitutional framework. Ideological and pragmatic considerations have motivated
Putin’s integration drive. Some of these integration projects have proved more
successful than others, but the general trend has seen narrowed but deeper inte-
gration over time. Russia appears to have benefited more than its partners from
these projects, but determining precise costs and benefits is difficult since we
are in the realm of counterfactuals, not knowing what developments might
have occurred had countries pursued different policies. Now the Ukraine crisis
could force Moscow to yet again modify its tactics, if not its overall strategy, in

pursuit of Eurasian integration under Russian leadership.

Precursors

The Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), consisting of all the former
Soviet Union (FSU) republics except for the Baltic countries, initially repre-
sented the most important Eurasian regional integration institution after the
USSR’s disintegration in 1991. The CIS initially played a useful role in facilitat-
ing a “civilized divorce” among its members. Putin himself praised the organi-
zation for “clearly help[ing] us to get through the period of putting in place
partnership relations between the newly formed young states without any great

losses and played a positive part in containing regional conflicts in the post-



30 Richard Weitz

Soviet area.”” After its first few years, however, the CIS has ceased exerting a
significant impact on its members’ most important polices. Despite its lofty
ambitions and the numerous economic, political, and security agreements its
member governments signed, the CIS historically experienced difficulties se-
curing implementation of many of them. While seeking to establish a common
economic space for cooperation, including a free trade area and a FSU-wide cus-
toms union, the CIS never achieved sufficient supranational powers to compel
compliance by the newly independent states. Perennial plans to reform its inef-
fective decision-making structures—most recently a collection of proposals
adopted at the August 2005 summit—have failed to achieve much progress. By
the 2000s, other FSU multilateral institutions began encroaching on the Com-

monwealth’s authority.

Beginning with Putin’s first presidential term, the Russian government has
concentrated on pursuing deeper cooperation among those FSU countries most
closely aligned with Moscow. For example, as discussed in detail in Pavel
Baev’s contribution to this volume, Russia in May 2002 joined with Armenia,
Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan in agreeing to transform the
CST into a Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO).? Since then, the
CSTO developed a comprehensive legal foundation and established several
standing bodies: a Foreign Ministers Council, a Defense Ministers Council, the
Committee of Security Council Secretaries, a secretariat in Moscow, a CSTO
staff group, and the CSTO Collective Security Council, which consists of the
members’ heads of state. The CSTO Permanent Council coordinates CSTO
activities between sessions of the Collective Security Council. A CSTO Par-
liamentary Assembly Council also exists. In terms of military capabilities, the
CSTO was designed to mobilize large multinational coalitions in wartime un-
der joint command, but the recent focus of the CSTO has been on developing a
Collective Rapid Deployment Force (CRDF), a high-readiness formation that

engages in regular exercises, especially in Central Asia.

! Vladimir Putin, “Annual Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation,”
May 10, 2006, http://www.kremlin.ru/eng/speeches/2006/05/10/1823_type70029 type82912
_105566.shtml.

2 V. Nikolaenko, “Collective Security Treaty: Ten Years Later,” International Affairs
(Moscow), vol. 48, no. 3 (2002), p. 186.
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Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, and Tajikistan established a Eurasian
Economic Community (EurAsEC; or EEC) in October 2000 after the CIS
proved unable to achieve adequate economic integration or an effective customs
union. Uzbekistan joined in 2006, while Armenia, Moldova, and Ukraine had
observer status. The EurAsEC tried to align the economic and trade policies of
the core countries that formed a unified Soviet economic system by reducing
custom tariffs, taxes, duties, and other barriers to economic exchanges among
them. According to the organization’s website, the EurAsEC aims eventually to
create a free trade zone, establish a common system of external tariffs, coordi-
nate members’ relations with the World Trade Organization (WTO) and other
international economic organizations, promote uniform transportation net-
works and a common energy market, harmonize national education and legal
systems, and advance members’ social, economic, cultural, and scientific devel-
opment. Its Interstate Council regulates trade and customs policies and coordi-
nates national legislation. It also issues assignments and questions to the Inte-
gration Committee and the Court of Justice of the Community. The Interstate
Council appoints a Secretary General as the organization’s chief administrator.
That person heads the Integration Committee’s Secretariat, which drafts and
analyzes resolutions and other communications issued by the Interstate Coun-
cil. The Secretariat has departments for Economic Policy; Trade Policy; Budget,
Taxation Policy and Currency; Finance Relations; Energy Policy and Ecology;
Transport Policy and Market Infrastructure; Customs and Border Issues; De-
velopment in the Socio-Humanitarian Sphere; Legal; Logistics and Analytical;
and Administration. The EurAsEC itself includes three specific Subsidiary
Bodies: the Council on Border Issues of the EurAsEC Member States; the Fi-
nancial and Economic Policy Council of EurAsEC Member States; and the
Council of Ministers of Justice of EurAsEC Member States. The Integration
Committee can convene meetings of various councils and commissions as
needed, including an Education Council, a Council of Heads of Tax Services, a
Healthcare Council, a Social Policy Council, a Culture Council, a Migration
Policy Council, a Commission on Customs Tariff and Non-Tariff Regulation,
and a Commission for Protection of the Internal Markets of EurAsEC Member
States. The EurAsEC Commission of Permanent Representatives consists of
members appointed by each EurAsEC government. The Commission acts as a

go-between for the Community and each member and assists in the coordina-
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tion of the other committees and subsidiary bodies. It also manages the Eur-
AsEC’s relations with countries having observer status within the Community
as well as with other non-member countries and international organizations.
The Interparliamentary Assembly (IPA) aims to coordinate members’ national
legislation and create a common legal foundation for integration. The IPA is
composed of representatives delegated from the parliaments of each member.
Russia has 42 representatives in the IPA, Belarus and Kazakhstan each have 16
delegates; and Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan each have 8 parliamentarians. The
IPA Bureau, consisting of two representatives from each member state, adopts
resolutions by consensus and holds at least two meetings each year.3 But the
EurAsEC has proven to be a less effective institution than the CSTO. In par-
ticular, the EurAsEC’s economic integration efforts have lost steam and failed

to create effective multinational regulatory bodies.

The Eurasian Customs Union

At the October 2007 session of the EurAsEC Intergovernmental Council in Du-
shanbe, Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Russia agreed to establish a trilateral Customs
Union (CU) that would coordinate their economic, currency and migration
rules on the basis of WTO principles.# The other three EurAsEC members—
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan—were excluded from the initial organ-
ization due to their low levels of economic development, though the first two
countries have since expressed interest in joining. The members have since
abolished many trade tariffs and customs controls between them while estab-
lishing some common tariffs against imports from non-member countries. The
first phase of the CU began on January 1, 2010, with the introduction of a uni-
form external tariff based primarily on the tariff rates then prevailing in Russia.
The members also abolished most internal duties and customs controls between
their countries, creating free movement of goods. Furthermore, they agreed to
allow their citizens freedom to travel among these countries carrying only an

internal passport. On May 19, 2011, the CU parties signed a treaty that integrat-

3 EurAsEC, “EurAsEC Today,” http://www.evrazes.com/i/other/EurAsEC-today_eng.
pdf.

4 “Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan sign agreement moving closer to customs union,” Associat-
ed Press, October 6, 2007, http://www.iht.com/articles/ap/2007/10/06/asia/ AS-GEN-

Tajikistan-Ex-Soviet-WT.mc_id=rssap_news.
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ed the WTO commitments of each party into the CU, which became especially
important after Russia joined the WTO in 2013. While the Customs Union acts
in many areas beyond the WTO, the latter’s rules override any CU obligations
when they conflict. The Court of the Eurasian Economic Community can re-
solve trade disputes among CU members. Since Russia’s WTO accession, the

EurAsEC Court’s jurisdiction has expanded to include advising on whether a

CU act violates WTO rules.s

On November 22, 2011, outgoing Russian President Dmitry Medvedev, Kazakh-
stani President Nursultan Nazarbayev, and Belarus President Alexander
Lukashenko formally signed an agreement to integrate their economies into a
Common Economic Space (CES). When the CES took effect on January 1, 2012,
it had a combined population of 170 million people. They further created a Eur-
asian Economic Commission (EEC) as an executive body to manage the inte-
gration process. For example, it will have a special court for settling disputes.®
The Commission consists of nine members, three from each country, one of
whom serves as the chairman. The Commission decides its own budget, moni-
tors implementation of legislation, and can refer violations to the Court. The
2011 Treaty also replaced the Customs Union Commission with a Supreme Eur-
asian Economic Council, which is a “regulating body” to support the function-
ing and development of the CU and CES. The Council ensures implementation
of international treaties, issues non-binding instruments as recommendations,
and has almost 200 areas of competence, ranging from customs, tariffs, non-
tariff regulations, macroeconomic policy, energy, migration, and other policy
areas. Whereas the Customs Union is predominantly intergovernmental, the
Eurasian Economic Union is governed by supranational institutions. The
Council engages with public bodies and agencies through Sectorial Advisory
Committees in key areas such as on trade, technical regulation, taxation policy,
etc.). It also works directly with business leaders and enterprises. A major task

this year is to codify all relevant international agreements and legal documents

5 Office of the United States Trade Representative, “Report on Russia’s Implementation
of the WTO Agreement,” http://www.ustr.gov/sites/default/files/Russia-WTO-
Implementation-Reportoe20FINAL-12-20-13.pdf.

¢ Nino Evgenidze, “Threats of the Eurasian Customs Union on the way to European In-
tegration: Georgian Perspective,” Open Society Georgia Foundation, 2013,

http://www.osgf.ge/ files/2013/publikaciebiov202013/Evrokavshiri_Eng.pdf.
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before the Eurasian Union enters into force, which is scheduled for January 1,

2015.

The Eurasian Union

Although it has been several years since then Prime Minister Vladimir Putin
first called for creating a “Eurasian Union” during his campaign to return to the
presidency, there remains much uncertainty surrounding the Eurasian Union,
even as its members are finalizing the treaty to launch the project next year. For
example, the degree of functional integration and the geographical extent of the
new union remain a work in progress. With respect to the former issue, Bela-
rus, Kazakhstan, and Russia still differ on how much non-economic integration
they want to see in a Eurasian Union. For example, in November 2013, Putin
supported creating a Eurasian Union parliament, which has not been endorsed
by the other members.” If Putin genuinely envisions a European Union-type
alignment as a model, that would imply the need to create a single currency and
an independent bureaucracy to administer and enforce the agreed rules and
common economic policies. But Nazarbayev has insisted that the Eurasian Un-
ion would remain focused on economic cooperation while respecting members’
sovereignty.® Belarus and Kazakhstan have a history of challenging Russian
preferences when their vital interests are at stake. Lukashenko vigorously
fought with Medvedev and other Russian leaders to gain critical economic con-
cessions to Belarus, whereas Nazarbayev has pursued a multi-vector policy in
which Kazakhstan has developed close ties with China, Europe, and the United
States. Kazakhstan’s regional integration efforts also aim to strengthen the au-

tonomy of Central Asian states from the great powers.

Whether the new Eurasian Union will have a military dimension depends on
the relationship it develops with the CSTO. All the current and planned mem-
bers of the Customs Union also belong to the CSTO, but some future ones may
not. Even if all members belonged to both organizations, the two bodies may

remain distinct, as the EurAsEc and CSTO have been despite their overlapping

7 “Creation of Eurasian Union parliament deemed possible,” ITAR-TASS, November 20,
2013, http://en.itar—tass.com/russia/708233.

8 “Ukraine crisis not to impact Eurasian integration processes — Kazakh President,” Voice
of Russia, March 25, 2014, http://voiceofrussia.com/news/2014_03_25/Ukraine-crisis-not-
to-impact-Eurasian-integration-processes-Kazakh-President-3396/ 2013.
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membership. Yet, the experience of the European Union is that an integrated
political-economic bloc often is driven to pursue a military dimension even
when another body, NATO in the case of the EU, exists to fulfil that function.
Security considerations at least partly drive Putin’s integration plans, including
a desire to promote an integrated military-industrial complex among the former
Soviet republics and perhaps the wish to unite the eastern Slav Orthodox
Christian and the moderate Muslims of Eurasia against [slamist extremism as

well as the European and Chinese civilizations.?

In addition to the questions surrounding the new body’s power and functions,
the Eurasian Union’s future membership remains an open question. In Septem-
ber 2013, the government of Armenia walked away from years of negotiations
on an Association Agreement with the European Union, opting instead to seek
to enter the Customs Union. Besides whatever Russian pressure it experienced
regarding this decision, Armenia has developed close ties with Russia in many
sectors, including energy security, economics, and trade. Armenia’s member-
ship roadmap into the Customs Union and the Single Economic Space was
signed on December 24, 2013. In March 2014, Putin said that Russia, Kazakhstan,
and Belarus should begin preparing a treaty for Armenia’s entry into the Eura-
sian Union.” Nevertheless, Kazakhstan and Belarus have had reservations, not
least regarding Armenia’s unresolved conflict with Azerbaijan, and the implica-

tions of membership for Armenian-occupied territories in Azerbaijan.

The Kyrgyz Republic has shown more hesitation in joining the new arrange-
ments. Like their Armenian counterparts, the Kyrgyz would like more Russian
economic assistance. They would also like to see Moscow relax restrictions on
Kyrgyz labor migration to Russia, an important source of remittances. Fur-
thermore, ties with Russia can help balance China’s growing economic presence
in Kyrgyzstan. But Kyrgyzstan’s economic development may be too low to al-
low it to join the Customs Union and the Single Economic Space anytime soon.

The Kyrgyz authorities consider the integration roadmap offered to them unre-

9 Ariel Cohen, “Russia’s Eurasian Union Could Endanger the Neighborhood and US In-
terests,” Valdai Club, June 25, 2013,
http://valdaiclub.com/russia_and_the_world/s9580.html.

1© “Putin: Armenia fit to join Eurasian Economic Union,” Public Radio of Armenia,
March s, 2014, http://www.armradio.am/en/2014/03/05/putin-armenia-fit-to-join-
eurasian-economic-union/.
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alistically rapid and demand large subsidies, various rule waivers, and other
concessions from the existing members before joining.” Since wages in Kyrgyz-
stan are lower than in Kazakhstan and Russia, harmonizing the prices of goods
with those states may trigger new economic and political instabilities in crisis-
prone Kyrgyzstan. Nonetheless, in mid-April, Prime Minister Joomart Otor-
baev said that joining was the “right step” and would provide important eco-

nomic and social benefits.™

Assessment

Moscow’s various integration proposals result from both ideological and prag-
matic considerations. Although Russian proponents of Eurasian integration de-
ny that they are trying to recreate the Soviet Union, Putin famously described
the collapse of the USSR as the “greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the 20th
century” in a nationwide television speech in April 2005.3 Former Secretary of
State Hillary Clinton described the Eurasian Union as Putin’s plan to “re-
Sovietize the region.”# A belief in “Eurasianism” may also be encouraging
some Russian leaders to seek to establish a Eurasian civilization under Mos-
cow’s leadership independent of European or Asian civilizations.” Putin has in
recent years frequently criticized what he sees as Western moral decadence
manifested in such areas as tolerance for homosexuality. A 19t century spheres-
of-influence view may also be shaping Moscow’s response. After the 2008 war
with Georgia, then President Medvedev explicitly said that Moscow wanted a
“sphere of privileged influence” in the former Soviet space. Russians see having

control over the former Soviet republics as an imperative given these countries’

geographic proximity to Russia. Moscow clearly wants to keep these states from

" Victoria Panfilova, “The Customs Union is bursting but not expanding,” Vestnik
Kavkaza, October 27, 2013, http://vestnikkavkaza.net/analysis/politics/46840.html.

12 “Kyrgyz PM Says Joining Customs Union Is ‘Right Step’,” RFE/RL's Kyrgyz Service,
April 17, 2014, http://www.rferl.org/content/kyrgyz-pm-says-joining-customs-union-is-
right-step/25352983.html.

1 “Putin Deplores Collapse of USSR,” BBC News, April 25, 2005, http://news.
bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/4480745.stm.

14 “Clinton Calls Eurasian Integration An Effort To ‘Re-Sovietize’,” Radio Free Europe-
Radio Liberty, December 7, 2012, http://www.rferl.org/content/clinton-calls-eurasian-
integration-effort-to-resovietize/24791921.html

15 Dmitry Shlapentokh, “Russia’s Foreign Policy and Eurasianism,” EurasiaNet, Septem-
ber 1, 2005, http://www.eurasianet.org/departments/insight/articles/eavo8o205a.shtml.
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aligning with the West, but perhaps Russian leaders also see Eurasian integra-

tion as helping dilute China’s growing presence in the region.

Regardless of ideology, Russian policy makers have good reason to want to
promote deeper integration within the former Soviet space. Due to their dec-
ades-long membership in the former Soviet economic system, the former Soviet
republics share deep interdependencies between their national economies. Sovi-
et planners would design plants and transportation networks that transcended
administrative boundaries, with factories in one republic supplying key inputs
to another, and with highly mobile labor resources in which workers were real-
located geographically to optimize production. Many Russian enterprises still
receive critical supplies, have important markets, and otherwise have critical
ties with the other former Soviet republics. The Russian government has only
partly succeeded in reducing these interdependencies for the most critical pro-
duction processes, such as those related to national defense. In this regard, their
geographic proximity and shared borders have also meant that Russian national
security policies often treat the other republics as their first line of defense, or at
least as buffer states, against threats to Russia’s south—as well as possible for-

ward operating bases for Russian power projection.

Seeing the world in starkly competitive terms, Russian policy makers want to
augment their own power resources (land, natural resources, people, industry,
etc.) with those of other states to enhance their global influence and status.
From Moscow’s perspective, the former Soviet republics are the easiest ones to
assimilate given their close location, already extensive economic and social ties
with the Russian Federation, and weak links with competing powers (the West,
China, Iran, etc.). Closer to home, Russian integration proposals seemed espe-
cially aimed at reining in those former Soviet states that have thus far remained
outside Moscow’s control, such as Ukraine, which in March 2007 began negoti-
ating an enhanced Association Agreement with the EU, to replace the Partner-
ship and Cooperation Agreement established in 1998. Russian officials have
pursued traditional “sticks and carrots” policies to rein in these countries. For
example, they offered Ukraine economic assistance and other benefits if it
joined the Customs Union, while warning that Russia would raise trade barriers
and take other protective measures against Ukraine if it established a free trade

agreement with the EU. In summer 2013, Russia placed sanctions on selected
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Ukrainian goods when Ukraine was close to signing an EU Association
Agreement, but immediately rewarded the Ukrainian government in Novem-
ber 2013 with $15 billion in credits and a 30 percent reduction in the cost of Rus-
sian natural gas when Ukraine suspended signing the agreement. The Eurasian
Union would expand the economic influence Russia gains from the Customs
Union but also augments with “soft power” resources such as deeper cultural

and other ties as well as perhaps more diplomatic coordination among members.

With a smaller number of members than the CIS, all of whose governments are
favorably disposed toward Moscow’s leadership, the CSTO, EurAsEc, Customs
Union, and Eurasian Union are more effective instruments for advancing Rus-
sia’s regional priorities than the CIS. The legislative and legal framework for
the recent integration is more substantial than previously. Whereas the CIS has
generated hundreds of vague, fragmented agreements that often remain unim-
plemented, the Customs Code, the Codified Agreement on the Customs Union,
and the SEC have more detailed legal parameters and more authoritative bodies
to resolve conflicts that arise in implementation. Even so, Moscow still domi-
nates decision making within these organizations. Within the EurAsEC, Russia
enjoys a 40 percent share in the voting and financial rights, whereas Kazakh-
stan, Belarus, and Uzbekistan only have 15 percent each, while Kyrgyzstan and
Tajikistan control merely 7.5 percent each.®® Moscow’s dominance of the CSTO
results from Russia’s having the most capable combat units and the presence of
Russian officers in key command and staff posts. Russia dominates the deci-
sion-making process within the Customs Union due to its having a majority of
votes. Some provisions of the Customs Union clearly benefit Russia. For exam-
ple, all revenues derived from the export of Russian crude oil to member states
must be returned to Moscow, including value-added profits on products that
Belarus and Kazakhstan refine and sell themselves. A February 2013 World
Bank Poverty Reduction and Economic Management Economic Premise found
that the Customs Union “creates an opportunity for Russia to expand its ex-

ports and its presence in Central Asia at the expense of exports from other

16 Sergei Blagov, “Moscow Signs Series of Agreements within Eurasian Economic Com-
munity Framework,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, February s, 2008,
http://www.jamestown.org/edm/article.php?article_id=2372777.
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countries, such as the European Union and China.”7 Thanks to their intercon-
nections and overlapping membership, Russia can leverage these linkages to

advance its cross-cutting regional economic and security interests in Eurasia.

17 “What Promises does the Eurasian Customs Union Hold for the Future,” Poverty Reduc-

tion and Economic Management Paper, World Bank, February 2013,
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTPREMNET/Resources/EP108.pdf.



The CSTO: Military Dimensions of the Russian
Reintegration Effort

Pavel Baev

Time has shown that while economic matters engender most of the declarative
commitments to closer cooperation between post-Soviet regimes, it is security
matters that constitute the most sensitive part of the socializing networks that
link them together. Russia consistently seeks to exploit the concerns of the qua-
si-democratic and more or less “enlightened” authoritarian regimes in the post-
Soviet space, which worry about domestic challenges to their grasp on power
(and the external support for such challenges), in order to establish itself as a
leading provider of security. Indeed, Moscow has an undeniable advantage re-
garding the amount of deployable “hard power,” and has on many occasions
demonstrated determination and skill in using military force as an ultimate in-
strument of politics. It is therefore remarkable how little success Russia has
achieved in building reliable structures that could legitimize and substantiate its

role as a major security provider in the post-Soviet space.

The main multilateral institution embodying this role and addressing the inse-
curities inherent to the ruling regimes from Belarus to Tajikistan is the Collec-
tive Security Treaty Organization (CSTO). This chapter examines the evolu-
tion of this not-quite-alliance and its regional engagements, focusing on its rel-
evance for the ambitious but far-fetched Eurasian project that President Vladi-

mir Putin aspires to advance.

Struggling to Make Sense

The rapid collapse of the colossal Soviet military machine produced the need to
establish an institution that would organize an orderly division of its assets.
Consequently, in May 1992, six newly born states—Armenia, Kazakhstan, Kyr-

gyzstan, Russia, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan—signed the Collective Security
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Treaty (known also as the Tashkent Treaty), while three others—Azerbaijan,
Belarus, and Georgia—joined the following year.! Five years later, when the
task of sorting out the possessions and withdrawals had been completed, Azer-
baijan, Georgia, and Uzbekistan discontinued their participation. In May 2002,
the six remaining member-states decided to upgrade the framework of the trea-
ty, creating a full-blown organization called the Collective Security Treaty Or-
ganization; Uzbekistan joined the CSTO quasi-alliance in mid-2006, but first

suspended and subsequently terminated its membership in 2012-2013.

On paper, the commitment of member-states to ensuring collective security has
always looked solid; in reality, however, Russia has never seriously invested in
building the structures required to underpin such a commitment. Nevertheless,
the heads of states maintain the ritual of an annual summit, and the Secretary
General, Nikolai Bordyuzha, actively tours the capitals and issues affirmative
statements.> Numerous propositions on creating a joint grouping of mili-
tary/peacekeeping forces have been approved, but not even the most recent de-
cision (in 2009) on establishing “collective rapid reaction forces” is close to be-
ing implemented in any meaningful way. The joint staff is an empty bureau-
cratic shell, and the planning of annual joint exercises, in which randomly se-
lected units demonstrate basic skills, is conducted mostly in the Russian Gen-
eral Staff.4 The scope of these exercises is exemplified by the Nerushimoe
Bratstvo (Indestructible Brotherhood) exercise in October 2013, in which a mo-

bile group was transported in a Mi-8 helicopter in order to intercept a suspect

! Useful analysis of that unique dismemberment of a tightly united military organization
(Ukraine played a major role while preferring to stay clear of the Tashkent Treaty) can be
found in Roy Allison, “Military Forces in the Soviet Successor States,” Adelphi Paper 280,
London: IISS, October 1993.

2 Farkhad Tolipov, “Uzbekistan without the CSTO,” Central Asia-Caucasus Analyst, Feb-
ruary 20, 2013, http://www.cacianalyst.org/publications/analytical-articles/item/12652.

3 More than half of the 26 summits have taken place in Moscow, as will the one scheduled
for autumn 2014; the official website contains only the protocols of the meetings after
2008, http://www.odkb-csto.org/session/. Nikolay Bordyuzha holds the position since
March 2003; before that, he had been Russian ambassador to Denmark, while for three
months in early 1999 he served as the Secretary of the Russian Security Council.

4 The chief of the Joint Staff General Aleksandr Studenikin confirmed that without in-
creased funding and personnel expansion the staff could not become a functional unit; see
Vladimir Muhin, “CSTO goes slow with changes,” Nezavisimaya gazeta, July 1, 2013 (in
Russian).
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car, after which a few dozen special police troops were deployed to a small vil-

lage where “extremists” had incited a rebellion.’

Much political effort has been expended towards securing international recogni-
tion of the CSTO as a regional security organization—and, in particular, to-
wards getting acknowledged by NATO as an equal and legitimate partner.
However, even interaction with the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO) has been limited due to Chinese reservations, and NATO has consist-
ently refused to enter into any contacts with the quasi-alliance. The fact of the
matter is that Russia clearly places emphasis on cultivating bi-lateral military-
security ties with such key allies as Belarus or Armenia, while finding it useless
to push them into building any cooperation between them. Thus, the CSTO is
merely maintained as an umbrella structure that keeps up the appearance of a

collective security system, which has never actually come into existence.

Stumbling over Regional Distortions

The CSTO pretends to be a traditional regional organization, despite encom-
passing three dissimilar regional security complexes—the East European, the
Caucasian, and the Central Asia—and is positioned to play a useful role in nei-
ther one. In the turbulent post-Soviet period, these regions have been rich in
violent conflicts, but not once has the CSTO been able to make any meaningful
contributions. In the Western “theater,” the robust bilateral military alliance
between Russia and Belarus does not require any extra appendices. For instance,
the symbolic CSTO Vzaimodeistvie-2013 (Interaction) counter-insurgency drills
look quite redundant when compared to the large-scale and bilateral Zapad-2013.6
The only useful purpose of such networking is to help Belarus emerge from the
isolation it has experienced in the last decade, although President Alexander
Lukashenko remains resolutely reluctant to send his troops anywhere outside

the immediate neighborhood.

5 Details of that unimpressive endeavor, in which one soldier died but many medals were
awarded, can be found on the CSTO website, http://www.odkb-csto.org/training/de
tail.php?ELEMENT _ID=2825&SECTION_ID=188.

¢ The Belarusian hosts were represented by an airborne battalion (650 troops), Russia de-
ployed an airborne company (220 troops), and they were also joined by 130 paratroopers
from Kazakhstan, so from Armenia, two colonels from Kyrgyzstan, and a general from
Tajikistan; see Aleksandr Sladkov, “CSTO shows force,” Nezavisimoe voennoe obozrenie,
October 4, 2013 (in Russian).
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The exposure of the CSTO to the conflicts in the Caucasus is even more awk-
ward, as Armenia is seeking to present this quasi-alliance as its solid security
guarantor, while Kazakhstan, which has important energy interests in Azerbai-
jan and Georgia, draws a line of strict neutrality in the Armenian-Azerbaijani
conflict. It is bilateral arrangements that legitimize Russia’s military presence
in Armenia, but Moscow also cultivates friendly relations on the highest level
with Azerbaijan, and certainly would not want to be drawn into the smoldering
conflict on the Armenian side. Moreover, at a time when Russia wanted an ex-
plicit expression of support from the CSTO, the organization only issued a
carefully worded disapproval of Georgia’s behavior in August 2008 and firmly
refused to recognize the independence or de facto secession of Abkhazia and

South Ossetia.?

While Armenia and Belarus constitute special cases in their respective regions,
it is in Central Asia where the CSTO is better positioned to provide security
and to act as a conduit of Russian efforts in conflict management.? Turkmeni-
stan’s strenuously upheld neutrality is not necessarily an impediment to per-
forming such a role, but Uzbekistan’s consistently ambivalent attitude towards
the CSTO and the termination of its participation in the works of this quasi-
alliance most certainly are.® President Islam Karimov has as much reason as
any ailing regional leader to worry about the “extremist” revolutionary chal-
lenges to his grasp on power, but deep-rooted suspicions of Russia’s intentions
in the region and jealous disagreements with Kazakhstan’s leadership in the
regulation of multiple inter-state disputes prevail and shape his preference for

keeping full freedom of maneuver.

7 The words of Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov about Russia not “pressurizing” the
CSTO member-states on the issue of recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia were a
clear indication that much pressure was put on them albeit to no avail; see “Russia will
not press CSTO to recognize Abkhazia, S. Ossetia,” RIA Novosti, February 1, 2009,
http://en.ria.ru/russia/20090201/119911635.html. One sharp evaluation of that failure is
Alexander Golts, “CSTO is dead,” Moscow times, August 31, 2010.

8 One sound analysis of this role is Stina Torjesen, “Russia as a military great power: The
uses of the CSTO and the SCO in Central Asia,” pp. 181-192, in Elana Wilson Rowe and
Stina Torjesen, The Multilateral Dimension in Russian Foreign Policy, London and NY:
Routledge, 2009.

9 A concise presentation of this position is Farkhod Tolipov, “Uzbekistan without the
CSTO,” Central Asia-Caucasus Analyst, February 20, 2013.
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Uzbekistan’s objections were the key political obstacle within the CSTO that
hindered any useful contributions to managing the violent conflict in the Osh
region of Kyrgyzstan in May-June 2010, after the violent coup in Bishkek in
April in which Russia allegedly had a hand.” Moscow tried to justify its inabil-
ity to act on the urgent request from the new Kyrgyz authorities by blaming the
lack of provisions for intervening in internal conflicts in the CSTO basic doc-
uments, subsequently initiating discussions on amending the documents.” In
fact, however, the Russian leadership had no intention of deploying combat
forces into a conflict zone (as it did in Tajikistan in 1992 with the CIS man-
date), and that transparent denial to deliver on the commitment to enforce
“peace” in crisis situations made a strong impression on the pro-forma allies.
Even Belarus was critical of Russia’s passivity, and the Central Asian rulers
found it opportune to raise their demands for arms supplies and financial aid.?
Russia has since invested efforts and resources in upgrading its power projec-

tion capabilities, but few of these investments have been channeled via the

CSTO.

Adjusting to the Eurasian Project

Moscow’s determined advancement of the ambitious Eurasian project has since
the start of Vladimir Putin’s third presidency in 2012 added momentum to, and
new tasks for, the transformation of the CSTO. While the main dimension in
the enhanced cooperation between Russia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan is economic
(not quite) integration, the list of candidates for inclusion in the Customs Un-
ion (and the planned Eurasian Union) are Armenia, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajiki-
stan, meaning that the composition of the emerging institution is symmetric to
the CSTO. Serious disagreements between the three parties of the Customs

Union are typically resolved based on the lowest common denominator, which

1© See Simon Tisdall, “Kyrgyzstan: A Russian revolution?,” The Guardian, April 8, 2010,
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/apr/08/kyrgyzstan-vladimir-putin-
barack-obama; Stephen Blank, “Moscow’s Fingerprints in Kyrgyzstan’s Storm,” Central
Asia-Caucasus Analyst, April 14, 2010, http://cacianalyst.org/publications/analytical-
articles/item/12033.

" On the low content of these discussions, see Alexander Golts, “Attempted revival of
CSTO,” Ezhednevny zhurnal, August 24, 2010, http://ej.ru/?a=note&id=10345.

12 On the content of this hard bargaining, see Vladimir Muhin, “Russian military carrot is
not that tempting for allies,” Nezavisimaya gazeta, February s, 2014 (in Russian).
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in principle should make it easier for the prospective members to join, but the
mutually agreed exclusion of security matters leaves the CSTO without any

useful guidelines, so reform of this institution is ineffectual.B

The area where the CSTO is supposed to prove its relevance is Central Asia,
but the shootouts between the Tajik and Kyrgyz border guards in January and
August 2014 served as a reminder that no mechanism for monitoring and regu-
lating inter-state tensions in this region is under construction.” It is Uzbekistan
that sits in the middle of the interplay of ethnic rivalries and resource disputes,
and Karimov is keen to demonstrate that the CSTO has no capacity to manage
these conflicts and that Russia is only pursuing its own parochial agenda, mak-
ing it impossible to trust as an impartial peace-maker. Kazakhstan may be more
inclined to engage Russia as a major security provider, but President Nursultan
Nazarbayev cherishes his reputation as a statesman of international statute, and
so prefers to minimize contacts with the outcast Belarusian President Alexan-
der Lukashenko and certainly refrains from associating himself with Russian

interventions in Georgia and Ukraine.

One important focus of CSTO activities has been to join in efforts to counter
the security challenges (including drug trafficking) emanating from Afghani-
stan, thus gaining acknowledgement from NATO as a valuable partner. It has
proven to be far more effectual, nevertheless, for the U.S. and its coalition part-
ners to negotiate directly with Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and other states about the
arrangements supporting the Northern Distribution Network. Russia has never
been successful in using the CSTO to counter Western “encroachments” in
Central Asia—this will, however, become redundant during 2014 as the NATO
withdrawal from Afghanistan will largely be completed. It can also be noted
that Uzbekistan and Tajikistan have never shown any enthusiasm in partaking
in region-constructing enterprises informed by the proposition that the solution

to the protracted disaster in Afghanistan could only be regional and involve all

13 On the uneven progress in building the Eurasian Union, see Alexander Gabuev, “Ex-
pandable union,” Kommersant-Vlast, June 3, 2013; on the lack of common purpose in the
CSTO reform, see Vladimir Muhin, “Collective defense of amorphous nature,” Nezavisi-
maya gazeta, July 12, 2013 (both in Russian).

14 Arslan Sabyrbekov, “Shootout at the Kyrgyz-Tajik Border,” Central Asia-Caucasus Ana-
lyst, August 5, 2014, http://cacianalyst.org/publications/field-reports/item/13019. On the
inability of the CSTO to moderate these tensions, see Igor Rotar, “Wars between allies,”
Rosbalt, January 29, 2014, http://www.rosbalt.ru/exussr/2014/01/29/1226923.html.
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concerned neighbors; they both prefer to stay clear of the troubles to the south
of their borders, notwithstanding the plight of the Tajiks and the Uzbeks living

there.’

A major issue for the CSTO in performing any meaningful security role in
Central Asia is the ambivalent character of its relations with China, which re-
mains wary of making any firm commitments to providing security in the re-
gion, although it has every reason to assume that its interest would not be pro-
tected by any other “provider.” Moscow is trying to have it both ways: on the
one hand, building ties with China in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO); and on the other, keeping it away by strengthening the CSTO.* Beijing
is effectively dominating the workings of the SCO but prefers to keep its secu-
rity agenda limited, instead cultivating a bilateral military partnership with
Russia, while monitoring the difficulties for the under-funded Russian bilateral
and multilateral military connections in Central Asia.” The Ukraine crisis pro-
pelled Russia to strengthen ties with China, and the anti-terrorist exercises
Peaceful Mission-2014 held in the Chinese province of Inner Mongolia in August
2014 under the aegis of SCO were intended to show the expanded scope of mili-
tary cooperation.”® China also called a meeting of the chiefs of general staffs of
the member-states, but was cautious to avoid any geopolitical projections in

these joint activities emphasizing instead the cultural program.®

Deepening dependency upon Chinese carefully calculated support does not
square with Russia’s ambitions to become a major player in the complicated
Asia-Pacific security intrigues, and they are also not entirely compatible with

the Eurasian ambitions. China is certainly aware of the maturing potential of

15 Updated arguments on the pros and cons of regional solutions can be found in Kristian
Berg Harpviken, “Heart or Periphery? Afghanistan’s Complex Neighbourhood Rela-
tions,” forthcoming in War and State building in Afghanistan, edited by Scott Gates and
Kaushik Roy, Bloomsbury Academic (2014).

16 One useful analysis of this dualism is in Younkyoo Kim and Stephen Blank, “Same
bed, different dreams: China’s ‘peaceful rise’ and Sino-Russian rivalry in Central Asia,”
Journal of Contemporary China, 2013, vol. 22, no. 83, pp. 773-790.

17 On the problems in funding these connections, see Vladimir Muhin, “Very expensive
collective defense,” Nezavisimaya gazeta, October 23, 2013 (in Russian).

18 On the Chinese emphasis on counter-terrorist agenda for these exercises, see “Deter-
rence of three evil forces,” Nezavisimaya gazeta (in Russian), August 26, 2014.

19 See “Russian troops in the Peaceful Missions singing in Chinese,” RIA-Novosti (in Rus-
sian), August 26, 2014.
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conflict in Central Asia, but it has no confidence in Russia’s attempts at ad-
vancing its interests by regulating these conflicts—and no illusions about the
usefulness of the CSTO. One particular consequence of the Ukraine crisis is
the reinvigoration of NATO as the member-states rediscover the common pur-
pose in deterring the threat of Russian interventionism, and this new trans-
Atlantic determination has indirectly proven that the CSTO cannot qualify as a

security alliance.?

Conclusions

The rationale for Putin’s Eurasian project have always been dubious despite his
strongly reiterated commitment to executing this grand design, and it is impos-
sible—at the moment of this writing on the 61t anniversary of Joseph Stalin’s
inglorious death—to assess the damage inflicted to Russia’s capacity for leader-
ship among the post-Soviet states by the military intervention in the Crimea.
Whatever the motivations and particular circumstances for this “intervention
of choice,” the experiment with projecting military power for advancing multi-
ple and poorly compatible political goals—some of which amounted to orches-
trating a secession—has been unsuccessful and seriously counter-productive.
The discourse on protecting “compatriots” is unacceptable for Kazakhstan, and
the deployment of armed forces in support of Crimean irredentism is unac-
ceptable for China as a matter of principle, even if it may share Putin’s firm

stance against revolutions.

The economic disaster and a possible sovereign default in Ukraine are certain to
affect the economic interactions inside the Customs Union, but it is the struc-
tures of security cooperation that are most severely tested as Russia’s allies opt
to distance themselves from this “nothing-to-win” crisis. Moscow is hardly in-
terested in bringing these tacit disapprovals together and so would have to rely
more on bi-lateral ties at the expense of proceeding with reforming the CSTO.
This emphasis will be particularly evident in attempts to modernize the Rus-

sian bases from Gyumri in Armenia to Kant in Kyrgyzstan, and resources for

2° Putin stated at the meeting of Russian Security Council: “Russia is fortunately not a
member of any alliance.” See the official translation at http://eng.kremlin.ru/news/22714;
a sharp comment on this strategic “loneliness” is Fedor Lukyanov, “Thank God, we are
alone,” Gazeta.ru (in Russian), July 23, 2014, http://www.gazeta.ru/comments/ col-
umn/lukyanov/6141565.shtml.
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such upgrades will be limited; furthermore, Russia will hardly be able to get full

control over the Ayni air base in Tajikistan.

Russia’s strategic expectations for strengthening its influence in Central Asia
are centered on the sharp increase of direct security threats spilling over from
Afghanistan after the inevitable (in Russian assessments) collapse of the pre-
sent regime in the immediate aftermath of the withdrawal of U.S. troops. Ta-
jikistan, Uzbekistan, and even Turkmenistan (which has had perfectly normal
relations with every Afghan ruler and warlord in the last 30 years) indeed have
plenty of reasons to worry about these threats, but they have few reasons to be-
lieve that Russia would be ready to take