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THE FROZEN CONFLICTS: A CHALLENGE TO EURO-ATLANTIC INTERESTS
By Vladimir Socor 
The Black Sea-South Caucasus region is a new Euro-Atlantic borderland plagued by Soviet-legacy conflicts. These fester within Moldova (Trans-Dniester), Georgia (Abkhazia and South Ossetia), and between Armenia and Azerbaijan. Three of these conflicts were orchestrated, and are being conserved, by Moscow's policies and the involvement of Russian military forces on the ground. In the fourth case, Russia indirectly supports one side militarily.

The “frozen” conflicts drain economic resources and political energies from these weak countries and impoverished societies; generate rampant corruption and organized crime, prevent the consolidation of nation-states, and foster instability and insecurity region-wide. Thus, the conflicts undermine Euro-Atlantic strategic, economic and democratic interests in this region, and jeopardize the prospects of integrating its countries. 
Meanwhile, this region is evolving into a functional aggregate on the new border of an enlarging West. Azerbaijan and Georgia in tandem provide a unique transit corridor for Caspian energy to Europe, as well as an irreplaceable access corridor for American-led and NATO forces to bases and operation theaters in Central Asia and the Greater Middle East. Ukraine is in many ways an extension of those corridors. Meanwhile, Moldova forms a 450 kilometer long sector of NATO’s new border, soon to be the EU’s border as well. 

The political and security order in these new Euro-Atlantic borderlands is now at stake. The outcome will in large measure depend on settling the “frozen” conflicts on terms consistent with Western values and interests in this region. 

Those interests require consolidated, reform-capable states that are safe from Russian or proxy military pressures, free to pursue a Western orientation, secure in their function as energy transit routes, and able at any time to join U.S.-led coalitions or NATO operations--including those of which Moscow may disapprove.  
Such interests can only be sustained if the partner-states are externally and internally secure, territorially whole, free from foreign troops and bases, in control of their own borders, under protection of international law, and anchored to Euro-Atlantic structures. For building effective strategic partnerships it is necessary to enable these states to exercise full latitude of national decision-making on foreign and security policies, without risking countermeasures by Moscow or its armed local proteges.
By the same token, strategic partnership will not be viable over the long term with rumps of countries that are open to Russian-orchestrated pressures through exploitation of frozen conflicts.  Therein lies a major incentive for Russia to conserve these conflicts.
RUSSIAN POLICY PARADIGM.
Moscow's policy paradigm with respect to these conflicts can be defined as controlled instability. It foments, then manages the conflicts; casts Russia in the dual role of party to and arbiter of the conflicts; frustrates their resolution (unless it be on terms ensuring Russia's dominance over the whole of the affected country); perpetuates a Russian military presence; capitalizes on the geopolitical and socioeconomic consequences of mass ethnic cleansing (of Azeris from Karabakh and of Georgians from Abkhazia); fosters state weakness and chaotic conditions in the target countries; distracts these from the agenda of systemic reforms; and discourages Western interest in developing organic ties with Moldova, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan.

The overarching goal of Russian policy has evolved from the simple one of thwarting these countries' independence in the early and mid-1990s, to the more ambitious present goal of thwarting their integration into European and Euro-Atlantic institutions. This indicates essential continuity in  the conflict-management policy of three successive Russian regimes from 1990 to the present.

The strategy paradigm of controlled instability has its counterpart at the sociopolitical level in the export of the Russian model of governance to breakaway enclaves. These have become miniature reproductions of the Russian phenomenon whereby authoritarian leaderships, security services, shadow business and organized crime, all intertwined, control policy and politics, the administration and the economy. While Moldova, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan have evolved degrees of political and institutional pluralism and the offshoots of civil society, and continue moving in that direction, the Russian-controlled breakaway statelets are highly authoritarian and militarized, and their populations confined to a Moscow-centered informational environment. 
Such divergent political paths have widened the chasm in Moldova and Georgia between the legitimate states and the respective secessionist areas (a similar difference exists between Armenia and Karabakh, despite their de facto fusion). Russia has a stake in perpetuating the rogue mini-regimes and, thus, the conflicts. This explains Moscow's steadfast support to the incumbent Trans-Dniester, Abkhaz and South Ossetian leaderships for well over a decade. Any sustainable political settlement will require the replacement of those rogue regimes. 
DEEPER FREEZE SINCE 9/11.
The freeze on these conflicts seems to have deepened since 9/11. Even during the preceding decade, the goal of settling these conflicts had not figured anywhere near the top of the U.S.-Russia or EU-Russia bilateral agendas. After 9/11 and especially after Iraq, that goal received only sporadic attention in Washington; it has been relegated to the back burner by NATO; and has yet to concentrate the EU's collective vision. Even as Euro-Atlantic interests grew vital in this region (strategic-military access eastward, energy transit westward, security on NATO's and EU's new southeastern border), the main Euro-Atlantic actors apparently stopped shy of  conflict-settlement efforts on Western terms, rather than risk a falling-out with Russia at this time.

Meanwhile, the oversold Russia-West rapprochement has turned into its opposite with respect to political values. Furthermore, Moscow's notion of U.S.-Russia strategic partnership evidences a sense of entitlement to Russian predominance in this region, and a readiness to pursue that goal while American and NATO attention and resources are concentrated elsewhere.

Thus, President Vladimir Putin has authorized measures to absorb Abkhazia and South Ossetia de  facto into Russia through conferral of Russian citizenship and visa privileges on local residents, establishment of direct transportation and communications links between Russia and these breakaway enclaves, takeovers of Georgian state property by Russian entities, and control of what is legally the Georgian side of the Georgia-Russia border in the respective sectors by Russian and proxy troops. Assured of Moscow's support, the Abkhaz leaders refuse to discuss—literally they refuse to take official delivery of—the outline of a political settlement, prepared by senior German diplomat Dieter Boden and supported by the U.S. and other Western countries. From 2001 to date, Russia has blocked discussion of the Boden document in the negotiations regarding Abkhazia.

In Moldova last year, Putin's top aide Dmitry Kozak negotiated with the Communist President Vladimir Voronin, behind the West's back, a “federal” settlement that would have ensured complete Russian political control of Moldova, moreover keeping Russian troops in place indefinitely. It was only hours before Putin’s scheduled landing in Chisinau on November 25 to witness the official signing that Voronin pulled back, thanks to U.S. and EU (Javier Solana) demarches, and amid mass mobilization by the opposition and civil society. Kozak’s proposal however did not differ in essence, but rather in degree and details, from the Russia-OSCE joint proposals officially on the table with U.S. blessing from 2002 to date. These proposals would legalize Trans-Dniester’s foreign authorities, grant them a share of power in Moldova’s central government, place the resulting “federation” under external, mainly Russian “guarantees,” and enshrine the negotiating and “guaranteeing” formats that maximize Russia’s role while minimizing the West’s. Such a settlement would create a Russian protectorate along this 450-kilometer sector of the Euro-Atlantic border. 
CONFLICT-RESOLUTION MUST BECOME A EURO-ATLANTIC PRIORITY.
The U.S., NATO and the EU can and should initiate a transformation of  conflict-management and –resolution on their perimeter in the Black Sea-South Caucasus region. 
Thirteen years after the end of the USSR, peacekeeping in this region remains in practice Moscow's monopoly; three of the four negotiating mechanisms are stacked heavily in favor of Russia and its local proxies; and the West has faintly hoped for a deal (however elusive) with the rogue-statelet authorities, rather than promoting democratization in the breakaway areas. Although Moscow has failed to obtain international recognition of a special role as “peacekeeper” in the “CIS space,” it plays its own version of such a role in the Black Sea-South Caucasus region; U.S.-led coalition forces and NATO act elsewhere, and the EU has stopped shy of undertaking any peacekeeping responsibilities in this region thus far.
Russian “peacekeeping” troops contribute very little to buttressing the ceasefires in Trans-Dniester, Abkhazia and South Ossetia; but they contribute a great deal to the breakaway authorities' sense of impunity and consequent political intransigence toward the legitimate governments and international organizations. Thus, Moscow obtains major geopolitical mileage from small “peacekeeping” deployments: one battalion in South Ossetia, three battalions in Abkhazia, and two battalions in Trans-Dniester (out of more than 2,000 Russian troops there). Meanwhile the Karabakh ceasefire has been self-sustaining without any Russian troops.
The existing political mechanisms for settlement-negotiation have only served to postpone a resolution indefinitely. These formats are putting the freeze not so much on hostilities as on  political settlements. Dominated and often manipulated by Moscow, these formats should be recognized for what they are: relics of the final Soviet and first post-Soviet years, incompatible with Euro-Atlantic interests in this region, and an affront to the international order as such. 
Almost two years ago, the U.S. and NATO seemed on the verge of active involvement in  peacekeeping operations and conflict-resolution efforts in this region. The joint communiques in May 2002 of the U.S.-Russia and NATO-Russia summits opened the door to such involvement. Those documents stipulated that “the United States and Russia will cooperate to resolve regional conflicts, including...Karabakh and the Transnistria issue;” and that “the United States and Russia will advance a peaceful political resolution to the conflicts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia.” Furthermore, under the aegis of a newly created NATO-Russia Council (NRC), “NATO and Russia...will promote interoperability between national peacekeeping contingents, and development of a generic concept for joint NATO-Russia peacekeeping operations.” The innovative language in those documents clearly bore Washington's and the alliance's drafting imprint. Those intentions were soon shelved, however, as misgivings arose over some other aspects of NRC's mandate, the U.S. shifted its focus to Iraq, NATO headed for an internal crisis, and the situation in Afghanistan claimed its share of allied resources.

Last year, the EU considered undertaking a peace-consolidation operation in Moldova. The planners rightly saw the opportunity for a successful first test of EU's peacekeeping capacity in its neighborhood, in an exceptionally easy physical terrain and social environment, at EU's own initiative rather than on NATO's coattails, though using certain NATO assets under the Berlin-Plus agreement which ensured U.S. blessing of such an operation. Nevertheless, the EU's initiative ground to a halt in esoteric internal debates. EU planners themselves (perhaps constrained by those debates) had seriously weakened their initiative by proposing a “post-settlement” operation: one that would await a political settlement of the conflict within the existing, Russian-dominated mechanism. Through such sequencing, the EU would have ended up legitimizing and implementing a non-European settlement, shaped essentially by Russia, its Trans-Dniester proxies and the Moldovan Communists, under an OSCE flag of convenience. 
Two demurrals stand out in Western debates regarding an active Euro-Atlantic involvement in peacekeeping and conflict-resolution in this region. One such demurral assumes that the U.S., NATO and the EU should defer to Moscow on this issue, lest they jeopardize Russia's cooperation in anti-terrorism or anti-WMD proliferation efforts. This assumption would seem to underestimate Russia's own declared interest in cooperating with the West in such efforts; to overestimate the practical value of Russia's contributions; to ignore the cases of outright obstruction; and inadvertently to confirm the Kremlin’s view that strategic partnership with the West should entail acceptance of Russian primacy in the “CIS space.”
The other demurral focuses on perceived overextension of NATO resources in other theaters. Allied peacekeeping priorities listed during 2003-2004 include Afghanistan, Iraq, and hypothetically the Greater Middle East as the need might arise, on top of NATO’s remaining commitments in the Balkans (where the EU is gradually taking over), and even a polite nod to UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s suggestion for NATO peacekeeping in Africa. Where all that leaves the Black Sea-South Caucasus region is far from clear.
That hierarchy of conflict-management priorities is questionable if it overlooks the pressing needs on Euro-Atlantic perimeter in the Black Sea-South Caucasus region. The current shortfall in deployable forces in NATO and EU countries (against a vast backdrop of static forces) is only a momentary condition, if the allies attain the force modernization goals on schedule. In any case, Western-led peace-support and conflict-resolution in the Black Sea-South Caucasus region would entail incomparably smaller resources and risks than those involved in Afghanistan, Iraq, or the Balkans.
INTERNATIONALIZE, CIVILIANIZE, DEMOCRATIZE.
If the Euro-Atlantic community is to uphold its interests in this region, it can not continue to abstain from assuming direct responsibilities for peace-support and conflict-resolution. Peacekeeping operations and settlement negotiations must be internationalized; the peacekeeping, moreover, must be civilianized; and the negotiations must aim for a democratic opening in the conflict-torn areas as a prerequisite to any sustainable settlement. 
Peacekeeping operations of a military nature are basically unnecessary in this region. The ceasefires in Trans-Dniester, Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Karabakh have held over the years (a decade on average) mainly because the parties themselves--the legitimate governments especially--know that they have far more to lose than to gain from hostilities. 
Small numbers of lightly armed international observers would clearly be adequate for monitoring the ceasefires. The emphasis should shift to civilian components of peace-support  missions. NATO and the EU have created successful a model for such missions in Bosnia and Macedonia. This involves police units and trainers, internationally appointed judges, administrative capacity-building components, and customs training teams. Post-conflict rehabilitation in the South Caucasus and Moldova would require a small fraction of the resources claimed by Iraq, Afghanistan, or even the Balkans. 
It should go without saying that the secessionist armed forces must be partly demobilized and partly merged into the legitimate states’ forces. NATO and the EU should be on the alert against the existing Russia-OSCE-Moldovan Communist proposal to legalize Trans-Dniester’s army (largely a Russian force misrepresented as local) in its entirety, as part of the “federalization” project which envisages two parallel armies. 
Democratization is an indispensable dimension to any viable political settlement of these conflicts; it also is the most neglected dimension. A democratic opening in these areas is long overdue and should become a top priority in the Euro-Atlantic strategy for the Black Sea-South Caucasus region. In secessionist areas, a democratic opening must proceed a step or two ahead of the negotiations toward conflict-settlement. Inaction merely allows the local rulers to continue manipulating their isolated, disinformed populations. These populations need independent media and alternative political choices. 

With only a modest commitment of resources, democracy-promoting organizations (governmental and non-governmental ones) can support local civil-society groups and encourage free media in the breakaway regions. This can lead to the emergence of political pluralism there. 
Decriminalization of secessionist areas would be a major accompaniment of democratization processes. These can marginalize the mafia-type political leaderships whose vested interests in the shadow economy frustrate efforts to settle the conflicts. Only the replacement of criminalized leaderships can open the way to post-conflict reconstruction aid. This in turn would underpin viable political settlements. It would also provide an added incentive for the long-suffering populations of these enclaves to distance themselves from their abusive rulers. 

Thus, decriminalization and democratization should be promoted as parallel processes. The introduction of law and order would create proper conditions for democratization. Disbandment of the rogue statelets’ security services is a sine-qua-non of the decriminalization-democratization agenda.
NATO and the EU have ample means for working in synergy to shape political settlements consistent with Euro-Atlantic interests and democratic development of countries in their strategic neighborhood of the West. 

NATO-led peace-support operations (ideally in synergy as in the Balkans with the EU) in Moldova, Georgia, and Azerbaijan-Armenia would be low-risk, low-cost affairs in unthreatening environments. Such operations would also probably be of limited duration, opening the way to political settlements in short order due to U.S. and allied political credibility in the region and their potential for post-conflict reconstruction
Upholding Euro-Atlantic interests through conflict-settlement in the Black Sea-Caucasus region is clearly feasible at low risks and comparatively minor costs. Adding the democratic dimension would increase the appeal and effectiveness of such efforts. Politically, economically and militarily, this task lies wholly within the present means of NATO and the EU, provided they work in synergy reflecting their common interests in this region.

CFE TREATY, ISTANBUL COMMITMENTS: POOR IMPLEMENTATION GENERATING THREATS TO SECURITY.

NATO’s summit should make clear that the adapted CFE Treaty will not be ratified until Russia honors the treaty’s spirit and the letter of the 1999 Istanbul Commitments. Twin parts of the package approved at the OSCE’s 1999 Istanbul summit, the adapted Treaty and the Commitments required Russia to: liquidate or remove heavy weaponry (treaty-limited equipment--TLE) from the South Caucasus and Moldova; close two bases (out of four) in Georgia in 2001; negotiate with Georgia the timeframe for closing the other two bases, and completely remove Russian forces from Moldova by 2002. 

Nevertheless, Russia holds onto three bases in Georgia (Gudauta, Batumi, Akhalkalaki), and has avoided any serious negotiations on the matter in the last two years. Instead, it advances demands that imply a long-term hold on those bases. It also retains in Moldova the troops that were supposed to withdraw, and has transferred some of those troops into Trans-Dniester’s army. Residual amounts of Russia’s heavy weaponry (designated as “unaccounted-for TLE”) have been handed over to the illegal forces of Trans-Dniester, Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Armenian forces concentrate their Russian-supplied, unaccounted-for TLE mainly inside Azerbaijani territory beyond Karabakh. Throughout the region, Russia’s forces and the forces of unrecognized statelets are out of bounds to verification. The OSCE, powerless to ensure compliance with the troop withdrawal commitments and weapons ceilings, tends instead to condone the breaches. 
Moscow by now rejects the linkage between ratification of the CFE Treaty and fulfillment of the Istanbul Commitments. It disputes the notion that its base-closure and troop-withdrawal pledges constitute “commitments.” It merely acknowledges “intentions,” and attaches extraneous preconditions to fulfilling such intentions. Moreover, it seeks an open-ended military presence in Georgia and Moldova on such excuses as “peacekeeping,” “guaranteeing stability,” job-creation for local residents, secessionist authorities’ objections to troop withdrawal, and lack of accommodation in Russia for the troops if withdrawn. Russia has put forward these positions implicitly since 2000, and in explicit and systematic form since 2003,  causing the OSCE’s 2002 Porto and 2003 Maastricht conferences to fail ignominiously. 
The U.S., NATO, and their partners in the region have all along insisted that the CFE Treaty’s ratification must be contingent on Russia’s compliance with the Istanbul Commitments to withdraw the forces from Moldova and Georgia. At the same time, NATO and the U.S. have assured Moscow that Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania (the territories of which are not covered by the adapted CFE Treaty) would accede to that Treaty, once they join NATO and once the Treaty is ratified. Therein lies a major incentive for Russia to fulfill its Istanbul Commitments on the southern flank in return for limitations on allied forces in the Baltics. Moscow would like to use the adapted CFE Treaty as a tool to constrain allied defensive deployments in the Baltic states and otherwise gain a voice in allied decisions on force levels on that flank.
Russia seeks the Treaty’s ratification and inclusion of the Baltic states in it, despite the ongoing breaches of the same treaty’s stipulations on the southern flank (verification loopholes, lack of host-country-consent) and despite the noncompliance with the Istanbul Commitments. Moscow wants NATO to: give up the linkage between ratification of the CFE Treaty and fulfillment of the Istanbul Commitments; accept Russian promises to fulfill some of those outstanding Commitments in several years’ time, in lieu of actual fulfillment; and to recognize certain Russian units in Trans-Dniester and Abkhazia as “peacekeepers,” no longer requiring their withdrawal. On that basis, Moscow wants NATO collectively or at least some member governments to initiate ratification of the CFE Treaty and to the acession of the Baltic states to it. Several governments, guided by short-term political considerations, e.g. showing “successes” in their relations with Russia post-Iraq, have signaled an inclination to go along with such a scenario.
On the merits of this issue, the CFE Treaty’s ratification is clearly premature at this stage. Nor must the linkage between Treaty ratification and the Commitments’s fulfillment be weakened any further. If the Treaty’s ratification is de-linked and goes forward under existing circumstances, NATO would forfeit this significant lever for inducing Russia to withdraw its forces from Georgia and Moldova. Moves afoot by certain West European governments to “initiate ratification procedures” would break that linkage, sacrifice allied strategic interests on the southern flank, and unnecessarily complicate defense and security issues on the Baltic flank.
THREATS NEW AND OLD: ADDRESSING THE HARD SECURITY THREATS.
Security priorities, declared by the U.S. and NATO in this region, focus on the “new types”  of threats associated with international terrorism, mass-destruction-weapons proliferation, arms and drugs trafficking and related phenomena. Some of these threats are potential, others actual; on the whole they are being dealt with effectively in this region thanks primarily to American-led efforts and cooperation by the governments concerned. While those new-type threats are mostly latent or under control in this region, there is no room for complacency; they must be addressed continually, proactively and with fully adequate resources.

That focus, however, does not address the traditional types of “hard threats,” including conventional military ones, to countries in the region. These threats are not potential or latent; they are actual, clear and present, and in some cases existential. They stem from troops entrenched in other countries, seizures of territory, border changes de facto, ethnic cleansing, “peacekeeping” that cements the outcome of military interventions, and creation of proxy statelets with troops that have long since been graduated from guerrilla to conventional troops. Most of these threats are traceable to Russia directly or indirectly.

In Georgia, Russian forces hold three bases, some other military installations including two in Tbilisi, and deploy “peacekeeping” troops in Abkhazia and South Ossetia (aggregate strength some 7,000 troops, not including Abkhaz troops). In Moldova’s Trans-Dniester region, Russia maintains a Group of Forces (at least 2,000 troops, although Moscow claims fewer) and Trans-Dniester’s forces which are Russian in all but name (official strength 8,000, created through transfers of personnel and weaponry from the Russian army). In both countries, Russian forces are stronger than Georgian or Moldovan forces. Within Azerbaijan, Armenian forces hold six Azeri districts beyond the Armenian-populated Upper Karabakh. Russia directly underwrote the ethnic cleansing of Georgians from Abkhazia, and indirectly that of Azeris from those districts.
Major components of those forces were slated to be scrapped or withdrawn in accordance with the 1999-adapted CFE Treaty and Istanbul Commitments, the package approved at the OSCE’s 1999 Istanbul summit. Both parts of that package are, however, largely unimplemented to date. Not without Western tolerance and sometimes acquiescence, troop withdrawal deadlines have been breached or abandoned; conditions introduced and accepted where the withdrawal was to be unconditional; excuses found for keeping some Russian troops in place where the withdrawal was to have been complete; verification loopholes, tacitly accepted; the unaccounted-for treaty-limited weaponry, spotted but disregarded; and the rogue statelets’ illegal forces, condoned. 
Through all this, the principle of host-country consent (no country may station its forces on another country’s territory without the latter’s freely-given consent) is being flouted in this region. The CFE Treaty is unratified, and clearly unratifiable under these circumstances. The Istanbul Commitments are not considered legal documents, but only “politically binding.” Whatever this means, they have been treated as nonbinding and indeed with disdain by Moscow. 
Both sets of documents are in tatters by now. They need not be discarded, but are far from sufficient an argument for removal of unwanted bases and troops. Using just that argument displays weakness and invites Moscow to harden its position, as seen at Porto, Maastricht and since. 
In this situation, the proper recourse (without prejudicing the Istanbul Commitments’s validity) would be to invoke national sovereignty and international law. It is on that basis that the countries directly affected and the Euro-Atlantic should call for the withdrawal of unwanted foreign forces; raise the issue in international organizations; and place it prominently on the agendas of NATO-Russia, U.S.-Russia, and EU-Russia relations, not just at summit time (which has only been done occasionally and feebly thus far) but on a regular basis until this legitimate goal is achieved. 

These problems can be solved without undue exertions by the Euro-Atlantic community. The numbers of Russian troops—while dangerous to the unwilling host countries and the region--are small by international standards; and Moscow’s political and financial arguments for keeping the troops in place are easily laid to rest -- or addressed on the merits. In any case, the available international instruments have barely been used thus far by the countries directly affected and their Western partners.
