The Regional Impact of Moldova's Elections 
 

On March 9, 2005, the Jamestown Foundation hosted a discussion on "The Moldovan Elections: Implications for Regional Security," co-sponsored by the Open Society Institute and the Moldova Foundation. The event included Jamestown Senior Fellow Vladimir Socor, Jonas Rolett, Senior Policy Analyst at the Open Society Policy Center, and Vlad Spanu, Executive Director of the Moldova Foundation. The following is a summary outlining the key points of Mr. Socor's presentation, in which he assessed the election's impact on Moldova's relations with Russia, the West, and its neighbors in the Black Sea region. 
Background: The March 6 parliamentary election in Moldova resulted in slight losses for the Communist Party which nevertheless retains its majority (46% of the votes cast, 56% of parliamentary seats); a solid performance by the Kremlin-favored, though heterogenous opposition Bloc Moldova Democrata (BMD, with 28.5% of the votes cast and 34% of parliamentary seats); and the usual showing of the Christian-Democrat People's Party (CDPP, 9% of the votes cast, 11% of parliamentary seats). 
Russian state television and political operatives interfered in the electoral campaign to punish the Communist President Vladimir Voronin for his Western reorientation. The electoral campaign also showed the absence of a potential for democratic revolution of a Rose or Orange type among the Moldovan people. 
Current Situation in Moldova: Socor began the discussion by noting that President Vladimir Voronin has demonstrated a 180 degree turnaround in his foreign policy, switching from a Russian to a Western orientation. Socor recounted that during a recent trip to Moldova, President Voronin had told him that the switch had been in the making for some time and was inspired by:
1) Exposure to the West. Voronin and his party had come to power with no knowledge of the Western world. Their entire education and career experience was Russo-centric, and they only knew how to operate within the Russian-Soviet cultural and bureaucratic environment. Direct contact with the West after 2001 made, unsurprisingly, a powerful impact on this leadership group.
2) The shocking experience of dealing with Russia. Voronin has concluded that the Kremlin intends to thwart the consolidation of Moldova's statehood ("statehood" is an irreducible value to this president). Dealing with Russian officials from Putin on down, Voronin felt cheated and offended at almost every step, and realized that the Kremlin wanted to "re-colonize" Moldova.
After the rejection of the Kozak Memorandum in November 2003, Voronin was pressured by Moscow, the U.S. State Department via the OSCE, and the EU to resume negotiations with Russia under the old pentagonal framework (Moldova, Russia, Ukraine under Leonid Kuchma, the OSCE, and Transnistria) toward the same goal of Russian-supervised "federalization." However, in July 2004 when Transnistria authorities cracked down on the last five remaining Latin-script Moldovan schools, Voronin withdrew from those negotiations, denounced the Tiraspol authorities as illegitimate, and is calling ever since for the withdrawal of Russian troops and a solution in Transnistria that would consolidate, not split, the Moldovan state.
Socor stated that many in the Communist parliamentary group, among party activists and second and third level officials, have difficulty understanding Voronin's change of course, and hence do not sympathize with it. Some are looking to abandon him with the help of Moscow; Socor cautioned that we might see this in the weeks ahead. However, the party majority has thus far followed Voronin largely by inertia because:
1) The sense of communist party discipline remains strong. Voronin combines the posts of head of state and leader of the party. 
2) Voronin holds the strings to the patronage purse. As long as he is perceived as the undisputed number one who can dispense or withhold favors, he retains power over the party. On the other hand, if he is no longer perceived as undisputed number one, then the mid-level officials and parliamentary deputies below him could (with Moscow's help) join with other pro-Moscow groups in a coalition to replace him. The result would be a reversal to a Russian orientation, this time under Moldovan "centrist" leaders. Voronin is potentially vulnerable to such a turn of events.
Socor emphasized that Moldova's troubles with communication have affected its representation in the West. The presidency and government do not have English-language spokesmen. Some Moldovan officials are timid and hesitant to engage with western diplomats or independent analysts. Moldova's Washington embassy actually avoids attending events such as this one, devoted to Moldova; it also avoided yesterday's Senate hearing in which Moldova figured prominently, and support was expressed for the country's goal to be democratically reunited and free from Russian troops.
Russia: Socor noted that since 1997 (Primakov Memorandum), not legally but de facto, Russia has played mediator and guarantor in the negotiations for a political settlement to the Transnistrian conflict. Until Viktor Yushchenko's election as Ukrainian president, Russia controlled directly or indirectly four out of the five votes in the "five-sided" negotiating format: Russia's own vote, the OSCE's, Ukraine's under Kuchma, and Tiraspol's. This mechanism isolates Moldova and excludes the West. 
Socor remarked that Voronin infuriated Moscow by not allowing Russian and Russian-led CIS election monitoring groups into the country during the recent elections. This could become a precedent for other CIS states to follow. For its part, Moscow used this as a pretext to threaten economic sanctions on Moldova. In fact, the threat was meant to penalize Moldova's Western reorientation as such. On the Kremlin's inspiration, in the final weeks of Moldova's electoral campaign, the Duma twice urged the Russian government to introduce economic sanctions against Moldova:
1) Prohibitive taxes on Moldovan wine (the country's chief export article) on the Russian market;
2) Raising the price of Russian natural gas deliveries to Moldova to "world prices" (in fact, Moldova already pays the same price, $80 per 1,000 cubic meters, as the Baltic states do);
3) Instituting a visa regime for Moldovan guest workers in Russia.
Socor said that the threat was a calculated bluff, a part of Moscow's message to Moldova's voters that Voronin had ruined relations with Russia and that only BMD's top leaders ("Troika") could repair relations and avoid economic sanctions, if they win the elections. The threat of sanctions is estimated to have gleaned at least an extra 5% of the vote in BMD's favor. Another 5% responded to Moscow's message by going over from the Communist Party to the Russian leftist-nationalist bloc Rodina (which failed to clear the threshold of parliamentary representation for political blocs). Thus, Moscow's campaign may have cost Voronin ultimately up to 10% of his country-wide support. 
The BMD's Troika and Moscow seek to destabilize Moldova by forcing new elections to be held, Socor stated. Under the Moldovan constitution, elections must be called within 45 days if parliament can not elect a president and approve a government. Holding new elections would probably convulse the country, open ample opportunities for Russian intrusion, see the formation of a large Troika-Rodina alliance with the anti-Voronin, pro-Moscow communists, and prevent Moldova from focusing on the vital tasks: withdrawal of Russian troops and implementation of the EU-Moldova Action Plan. That plan was signed in Brussels on February 22 -- timing almost certainly intended as a signal of confidence in the president.
The United States: U.S. policy has moved from the malign to the benign recently. From mid-2002 to late 2004, the State Department supported Russia's project for Moldova's "federalization" with Transnistria under mainly Russian political and military "guarantees," with Russian troops in place, and with Ukraine and the OSCE in minor roles as mediators and guarantors. In retrospect, Socor said, it is mind-boggling to think that the handful of State Department officials responsible for Moldova policy sought to legalize Igor Smirnov's criminal rule in Transnistria, give that same group of Moscow's self-declared agents a share of power in "federalized" Moldova, and entrust the supervision of Moldova's internal constitutional and political arrangements to a Russia that was destroying democracy and federalism in Russia itself, to a Ukraine that had become a byword for corruption, and to an OSCE eviscerated from within by Russia. 
Primakov's "five-sided" format with its system of "mediation" and "guarantees" is a format "too rotten to be cured," Socor stated. Any procedural tinkering with it -- such as the U.S. and EU joining the format as "observers," subject to Moscow's and Tiraspol's consent, as the State Department now proposes with scant chance of success -- would be pointless, a time-wasting distraction, Socor said. The State Department also says that it is talking to Moscow about nudging Tiraspol to return to the negotiations with Chisinau. This, too, would seem to imply acceptance of the poisoned legacy of the 1990s, treating Chisinau and Tiraspol as coequal sides. It would look strange for the U.S. and EU to enter the talks on marginal seats as "observers," thus in an inferior status to Moscow, Kyiv, Chisinau, and Tiraspol, continuing unjustifiably to exclude Romania, and pursuing the goals of political settlement and Russian troop withdrawal in this self-defeating sequence, instead of pressing for the withdrawal of Russian troops as first priority. 
NATO and the EU are now Moldova's neighbors. No one could have predicted such a development in the 1990s when Russia forced its "mediating" and "guaranteeing" system on Moldova. Western interests have exponentially increased in the region since then. The old Russia-OSCE framework is entirely incompatible with today's situation. Socor went on to caution against irritating Moscow unnecessarily by proclaiming the abolition of the "five-sided" system. Instead, it should simply be allowed to die naturally (though quickly rather than slowly) by having all meaningful discussions on Transnistria transferred from the old "five-sided" framework into bilateral channels -- Chisinau-Washington, Chisinau-Brussels, Chisinau-Bucharest, Chisinau-Kyiv -- where discussions should be pursued in coordinated fashion and then unified into a new format in a relatively short period of time.
Ukraine: Voronin had publicly refused to recognize Viktor Yanukovych as the winner of the first round of the Ukrainian presidential election, and yet recognized Yushchenko's election immediately and attended his inauguration -- the same steps that Georgian President Mikheil Saakashvili took. In the decisive phase of Moldova's electoral campaign, Yushchenko and Saakashvili demonstratively closed ranks with Voronin against Moscow's attempt to unseat him. Relations are now better than ever between Kyiv and Chisinau. Ukrainian authorities are well positioned to interdict Transnistria's unlawful trade via the Odessa region, as part of Ukraine's own efforts to crack down on organized crime in that border area. The EU expects Ukraine to do this with assistance from Brussels. 
Romania: Since the election of President Traian Basescu, relations between Bucharest and Chisinau have improved markedly. Basescu, unlike past Romanian leaders, has given up on historical and philological disputes, which irritate most Moldovans. Voronin is much happier to talk about "electricity instead of philology" with Romania. The optimal model for Bucharest-Chisinau relations is the Poland-Ukraine relationship. Romania can become a link and advocate for Moldova with the EU. Socor noted that it will be a difficult act to follow since Romania's credentials are not the same as Poland's, but the intention holds considerable promise. 
Georgia: The parallels between the two countries are obvious: they each have separatist conflicts and have foreign troops on their territories. Socor recommended that Georgia and Moldova should coordinate their actions in international organizations and in their bilateral relations with major Western actors in seeking solutions to those common problems. Chisinau and Tbilisi should resort to the arguments of national sovereignty and international law in calling for the removal of Russian troops from their territories. 
Internal Moldovan actors: A coalition government in Moldova, with the participation of Christian-Democrats and possibly Liberals alongside European-oriented Communists, would be best placed to seek international support for the withdrawal of Russian forces and democratic reunification with Transnistria. On the civil society side, Moldovan analysts have developed the "3-D" concept (de-militarization, democratization, de-criminalization) for post-Soviet conflict settlement, with special reference to Transnistria. Despite a lack of enthusiasm in Brussels, the "3-D" concept remains relevant and deserves the attention of governments and the international analytical community. 
European Union: The EU is about to appoint a special representative to Moldova for implementation of the EU-Moldova Action Plan and for Transnistria conflict settlement. Even though Moldova is becoming a direct neighbor of the EU, while Russia is 800 km distant from Moldova, the EU nevertheless places Moldova in the "common EU-Russia neighborhood." The first step the EU must take is to transfer Moldova out of the "common EU-Russian neighborhood." If the EU does not, then it will get itself into an OSCE-type situation, in which Russia wields de facto veto power politically, coupled with a military monopoly on the ground, which the EU (like the OSCE) does not seriously challenge. If the EU becomes a party to such a situation, its common foreign and security policy will fail the test. 
GUAM: Socor said it was unclear how a revived GUAM (Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan, Moldova) might define its mission politically, economically, or in terms of soft-security tasks. In past years, GUAM has considered various options and proposals without any tangible results. Voronin has shifted his position from GUAM critic to GUAM supporter as part of his Western reorientation. GUAM's summit is scheduled to be held in Chisinau in late April. Socor stated that this is a positive development, if only because it places Moldova firmly within a pro-Western group of countries. 
For further information on the event, please visit http://www.jamestown.org/news_details.php?news_id=97 for an audio transcript of Vladimir Socor's remarks. You may also follow Mr. Socor's analytical pieces on the region by subscribing to Jamestown's Eurasia Daily Monitor publication, available on the web at www.eurasiadaily.org.
