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INTRODUCTION

NATO’s enlargement to the western Black Sea and the planned enlargement of the European Union are turning the South Caucasus into a direct neighbor to the institutionalized West. Concurrently, U.S.-led anti-terrorism coalitions projecting power into Central Asia, Afghanistan and Iraq have drawn the South Caucasus de facto into the perimeter of Euro-Atlantic strategic security interests. The EU’s energy security interests should sooner rather than later lead to an active role in this region by the EU as well. Thus, while remaining a permanent neighbor of Russia, the South Caucasus has in effect become a Euro-Atlantic borderland.  

This American-spearheaded development is so recent that its full implications have not yet sunk in, particularly in Western Europe. Thus the U.S. continues to bear a disproportionately large share of overall Euro-Atlantic burdens in the South Caucasus. NATO is still groping for a regional strategy, while the EU is only beginning to reconsider its splendid isolation from this region.  

In this region, Georgia and Azerbaijan made public already in 2000 their goal of joining NATO, each in its own right. Georgia became officially an aspirant to NATO membership at the alliance’s Prague summit in November 2002; Azerbaijan, in April 2003. Both countries have been working closely with the U.S., Turkey and other allies on the long-haul task of reforming their security sectors. As active members of the anti-terrorist coalition, Georgia and Azerbaijan have provided transit passage and small troop units for NATO- and U.S.-led operations in the Balkans, Afghanistan and Iraq. In those respects, as well as politically and diplomatically, Tbilisi and Baku behave as de facto allies of NATO and the U.S. 

Successful completion of their Individual Partnership Action Plans (IPAPs) cycles, leading to Membership Action Plans (MAPs), should in due course bring Georgia and Azerbaijan into NATO as members. Their progress toward that goal would almost certainly provide an attractive example to Armenia. 

For its part, NATO should map out a two-stage strategy regarding the South Caucasus: from anchoring to integration. This strategy can capitalize most effectively on the wide overlap in membership between NATO and the EU. The first stage, to be ushered in by the alliance’s 2004 Istanbul summit, must aim for anchoring the region to the Euro-Atlantic system in security terms and economically, and on that basis to advance the consolidation of Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia as functional nation-states. Successful anchoring can lead to the stage of integration, beginning with that of Georgia and Azerbaijan into NATO, and encouraging Armenia to exercise a Euro-Atlantic option as well. 

EURO-ATLANTIC INTERESTS

The Western world has long regarded the Black Sea as a boundary separating Europe from Asia, and viewed the South Caucasus---however close geographically---as belonging to a foreign world. Today’s strategic imperatives have consigned that perception to history. From a backwater of international politics, the South Caucasus has in recent years surged to the geopolitical centerstage as a result of three processes: first, the recession of Russian power after 1990, which gave the region’s states a historic chance to pursue a Western orientation; second, the discovery since the mid-1990s of the real potential of Caspian oil and gas, which hold the key to Europe’s energy balance in the future; and, third, the operational requirements of anti-terrorism coalitions post-9/11. 

The South Caucasus forms the hub of an evolving geostrategic and geo-economic system that stretches from NATO Europe to Central Asia and Afghanistan. It provides unique transit corridors for Caspian energy supplies and Central Asian commodities to the Euro-Atlantic community, as well as direct access for allied forces to bases and operational theaters in the Greater Middle East and Central Asia. Thus the Black Sea and Caspian basins, with the South Caucasus uniting them, comprise a functional aggregate, now linked directly to the enlarged Euro-Atlantic alliance.

Although located on the Euro-Atlantic world’s outer edge, this region has already begun functioning as a rear area or staging ground in terms of projecting Western power and values along with security into Central Asia and the Greater Middle East. This function is likely to increase in significance as part of U.S. and NATO strategic initiatives. For all of the above reasons, security threats to South Caucasus countries and the undermining of their sovereignty run counter to major Euro-Atlantic interests. 

Georgia and Azerbaijan perform all those key functions in terms of strategic access. Thus, by dint of geography and their political choice, Georgia and Azerbaijan have assumed major Euro-Atlantic responsibilities as members of the anti-terrorist coalition and NATO aspirants. Both countries have thereby accepted serious risks to their security. They can only function as a tandem or not at all: as Euro-Atlantic partners and NATO aspirants, and indeed as viable nation-states Georgia and Azerbaijan stand or fall together. 

American policy continues to bear the brunt of overall Western interests in the South Caucasus in terms of security assistance, state-consolidation efforts, and promotion of energy projects. Although Europe has a more direct stake in this neighboring region’s security and  energy-sector development, European efforts are meager by comparison to those of the U.S. Such disproportion was never justifiable, and must be rectified by European allies through NATO at this time when U.S. resources are overextended globally. 

Current U.S. and allied policies in this region focus on the new-type security threats associated with international terrorism, mass-destruction-weapons proliferation, arms and drugs trafficking. Thanks largely to U.S.-led efforts and active cooperation by the region’s governments, threats of this type are being dealt with effectively. They are mostly latent or under control, and must be addressed proactively and with fully adequate resources.

That focus, however, does not address the traditional-type threats, including 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 unwanted, entrenched  foreign troops, 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. 

The alliance should refocus its attention toward those persisting threats of traditional types, and reorder accordingly its security priorities for this vitally important region. Euro-Atlantic strategic interests can not reliably be sustained---nor can Euro-Atlantic integration be built---on rumps of countries that are open to those threats and pressures. The alliance needs to initiate genuine peace-support and political settlement of the conflicts, as well as take the lead in urging the withdrawal of unwanted foreign forces; in sum, to uphold international law, which has never really operated in this region since 1991. Allied interests here have risen exponentially since that time, however. 

Euro-Atlantic interests in this region require stable, reform-capable states, safe from external military pressures or externally-inspired secessions, secure in their function as energy transit routes, and able at any time to join U.S.-led coalitions-of-the-willing or NATO operations. Those interests can only be sustained if the regional partner-states are free from unwanted foreign troops and bases, in control of their own borders, under protection of international law, and anchored to Euro-Atlantic structures that ensure their freedom to choose and to maintain a Western orientation. 

While still years away from qualifying for NATO membership, Georgia and Azerbaijan need effective security arrangements now. Before they can come into NATO, the alliance must come to Georgia and Azerbaijan with appropriate security arrangements. Politically, such arrangements can include security assurances similar to those embodied in NATO’s Article Four (i.e., short of Article-Five-type security guarantees), and might be included in a summit statement that would be viewed in the region as a “Washington-Treaty-Two.” These two countries have already graduated from the situation of pure consumers of security to that of net consumers and incipient providers of security, as active members of the anti-terrorist coalition and irreplaceable geostrategic assets to the Euro-Atlantic community. 

ANTI-TERROR COALITION-BUILDING

Anti-terrorism, anti-rogue-state strategies have created a new set of Euro-Atlantic interests in the South Caucasus, gateway to actual and potential hotbeds of crisis in the Greater Middle East. Key to those strategies in all of their phases---from contingency planning to conduct of operations to post-conflict stabilization---is access to the South Caucasus on a permanently assured basis. This requirement in turn necessitates durable coalition-building in the region. By the same token it presents the region’s countries with a historic opportunity to seek inclusion in the Euro-Atlantic security system. 

NATO's November 2002 Prague summit made twin decisions on enlargement to the western Black Sea and on retooling for expeditionary operations farther afield. At present, NATO allies in various combinations operate in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Kyrgyzstan. Meanwhile, the U.S. has begun repositioning some of its own forces from Western Europe toward the southeast, closer to the possible operational theaters. Thus, the South Caucasus has become NATO's direct neighbor as well as connecting link to the Greater Middle East for allied forces.

Georgia and Azerbaijan joined the anti-terrorism coalition instantly on 9/11. They supported the Enduring Freedom operation in Afghanistan and Iraqi Freedom operation by providing air and land passage rights, political backing, and peace-support troops. 

Tbilisi and Baku regard their participation in the anti-terrorism coalition as synonymous with their national interests. They had experienced terrorist attacks and threats well before 9/11 (externally inspired coup- and assassination attempts against their presidents, ethnic cleansing operations). For both Georgia and Azerbaijan, participation in the anti-terrorism coalition is also a means to maintain close relations with the U.S., advance the modernization of their security sectors, and earn their credentials as NATO aspirant countries. 

Moreover, Georgia and Azerbaijan are on the alert to prevent a spillover of the Russian-Chechen war into their territories and to interdict the passage of foreign gunmen, their suspected accomplices, and radical Islamist missionaries. With U.S. assistance, Georgia cleaned up the Pankisi Valley in 2002-2003 and holds it under control since then. For its part, Azerbaijan gave Iran’s mullahs no chance to export their brand of Islam to Azerbaijan's Shia majority. Successful development of Azerbaijan as a Muslim secular state is also a shared interest of the Euro-Atlantic community. This goal stands a good chance of fulfillment in an Azerbaijani society generally characterized by religious tolerance and receptive to Western models. 

Armenia, on the other hand, declined to join the operations Enduring Freedom and Iraqi Freedom, and even withheld overflight rights during the Iraq campaign. Its close relations with Russia and Iran constrained Armenia's decisions. For its part, Turkey moved from active participation in Afghanistan to a reluctant and limited cooperation over Iraq. Such experiences underscore the importance of ensuring that Georgia and Azerbaijan remain free at all times to exercise their own option of participating in coalition efforts. Tbilisi and Baku need to feel confident that they can take such decisions without exposing themselves to pressures from Russia or Iran, if these oppose a particular allied operation or campaign. Thus, the alliance needs to institutionalize security arrangements with Georgia and Azerbaijan now, as a bridging solution toward their possible membership in the alliance in the future. 

These two countries (along with their Black Sea neighbors Romania, Bulgaria and Ukraine) have provided crucial overflight support and transit passage for U.S.-led, NATO-backed anti-terrorist operations. These contributions responded ad-hoc to specific, largely unanticipated contingencies. The lesson is that the U.S. and NATO must establish a long-term presence in this region, in anticipation of a full range of contingencies. Thus, the transformation goals of the U.S. European Command now require a long-term presence around the Black Sea and in the South Caucasus. The goals include establishing support infrastructures, assisting in the development of allied and friendly forces for self-defense and coalition operations, and securing peacetime and contingency access for U.S. forces throughout this region. For NATO collectively, such a presence would be a natural corolary to the alliance’s recent decisions to prepare for possible operations in the Greater Middle East and beyond. In this respect, South Caucasus countries are indispensable to anti-terrorist coalition-building on a long-term basis.

THE EUROPEAN UNION: SPLENDID ISOLATION  FOR HOW MUCH LONGER ?

The European Union is now reconsidering its 2003 decision which left the South Caucasus countries out of the Wider Europe/New Neighbors initiatives. For now, the EU remains the great absentee from the economic, political and security affairs of this region. The EU’s profile in this region has actually decreased continually since the mid-1990s. 

A decade ago, the EU launched the great projects, TRACECA (Transport Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Central Asia, a set of programs for overland commodity transport and communications along the historic Silk Road) and INOGATE (International Oil and Gas Transport to Europe). The high hopes that had, in Europe as well as in the South Caucasus, accompanied these projects, have come to nought thus far. Both projects are starved of funds and of political attention in the EU. Their sole institutional expression in the South Caucasus thus far, a TRACECA Secretariat in Baku, is barely alive.

Although the EU is the main prospective consumer of Caspian oil and gas, Brussels has for years seemed content to discuss those issues as part of the EU-Russia energy dialogue. Instead of seeking direct access to Caspian energy, the EU seems comfortable with Russian-mediated access to that energy. European officials tend often to look away from the long-term risks inherent in this approach, although it defeats the EU’s own declared goals of energy-supply diversification. While European companies are actively involved in developing Caspian oil and gas deposits, the EU as such is not a factor in promoting Caspian energy development and, above all, pipeline routes to Europe. It is the U.S. who in practice upholds those European interests through its active diplomacy on energy and pipeline issues in the Caspian basin. 

The EU appointed for the first time in 2002 a special representative for the South Caucasus. Instead of sending a positive signal, this move did the opposite. The appointee is a veteran Finnish diplomat, associated with the Finlandization era. His permanent office is not located in the region; not even in Brussels, but in Helsinki, whence he travels periodically to the South Caucasus. His mandate does not cover energy and pipeline issues; and it reduces him to simply looking at regional security issues or frozen conflicts, without authority to take initiatives. Although this envoy’s mandate was initially a short-term one, the EU has renewed it, instead of designating a more forward-looking envoy with a rewritten mandate that would reflect EU interests.

Its strategic interests in terms of energy and anti-terrorism notwithstanding, the EU is absent also from the regional security picture in the South Caucasus. The Union has no approach to conflict resolution and no initiatives regarding post-conflict reconstruction. The EU’s decade-old TACIS (Technical Assistance to CIS countries) program has outlived its usefulness. It must be replaced by programs on a higher quality level that would focus on building institutional capacity and administrative competence in the South Caucasus countries. The EU needs to develop a transit strategy for Caspian energy, particularly targeting the eastern shore which holds the great bulk of Caspian oil and gas, for transit to Europe via the South Caucasus. If this route is not available to Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan, their soaring exports of oil and gas will only reach Europe via Russia, and this in turn will strengthen Russian energy leverage on the EU. The Union also needs in its own interest to pull its weight regarding peace-consolidation and conflict-settlement. This region’s place in the EU’s Wider Europe/New Neighbors initiatives, currently being reworked, should adequately reflect the EU’s strategic energy and security interests. It is expecially important to coordinate EU policies in the South Caucasus (as in the Balkans) with the U.S. and NATO. 

RUSSIAN POLICY

The South Caucasus forms an arena of two competing integration visions. One, which is only nascent, envisages the region’s anchoring and eventual integration into Euro-Atlantic security and economic systems. This would ensure the sovereignty and modernization of the region's countries that choose this model. It is closely linked with internal evolution toward better institutional performance, constitutional government and rule of law.

The other model, capitalizing on an early start, is Russia's. It seeks to regain predominance over the South Caucasus through military presence, manipulation of ethnic conflicts, control over energy supplies, takeover of insolvent industries through debt-for-assets swaps, support for Moscow-oriented local political forces, and expansion of government-connected shadow business from Russia interpenetrating with local counterparts. Thriving on the insecurity and weakness of nation-states in the region, this integration model aims to draw them into a Russian-led political, military and economic bloc, in which Moscow would exercise droits de regard over these states’ policies. 

In contrast to European integration models, the Russian one relies almost entirely on direct bilateral links of a vertical type between Moscow and the individual member countries. Moreover, the most important and effective bilateral links operate entirely outside nominally multilateral frameworks such as CIS, its Collective Security Treaty/Collective Security Organization, the stillborn Eurasian Economic Community within the CIS, or the recently formed United Economic Space. None of the three South Caucasus countries belongs to the aforementioned, Russian-led economic groupings, but this fact has no bearing whatsoever on Russia’s policy of taking over Armenia’s industry wholesale, and recently a large part of Georgia’s energy sector. In this region, only Armenia is a member of the CIS CST/CSO, but its membership is in essence a political gesture, whereas Armenia’s close military and security ties to Russia are purely bilateral.

The Russian integration model aims to isolate the South Caucasus from the West. If successful, it would require the U.S., NATO and EU to deal primarily with Moscow---rather than with the South Caucasus states themselves---on key issues of Caspian energy transit to the West and strategic access to operational theaters in Eurasia. In that case, Moscow would obtain major bargaining cards vis-a-vis Washington and European allies.

Russia applies a policy paradigm of controlled instability in the South Caucasus through "peacekeeping" and mediation in ethnic conflicts and through military footholds in the region. This policy is based on perpetuating the conflicts within predictable and usable parameters, frustrating their settlement without allowing their escalation. The primary goal is political leverage over Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia, through Russian arbitration among the parties to those conflicts and through preservation of local protectorates in areas of Russian troop deployment. This paradigm can be seen not only in Georgia, toward which Moscow pursues an adversarial policy, but also applies to Russia’s ally Armenia in a slightly different form: it ensures that country’s dependence on Russia by freezing Armenian territorial gains inside Azerbaijan.   

President Vladimir Putin has turned Georgia into the primary target of Russian pressure in this region. Whether he can be persuaded by Georgia’s new president, Mikheil Saakashvili, to change this policy is too early to tell. Russian has conferred its citizenship on most Abkhaz and South Ossetian residents, controls the Georgian side of the Georgia-Russia border in these secessionist regions, maintains direct trade relations and transportation links with Abkhazia and South Ossetia without reference to Georgia, and encourages unilateral transfers of Georgian state properties to Russian state and private entities. Moscow has reneged on its 1999 commitments to close three military bases in Georgia; instead, it seeks to keep them for an indefinite period. In many ways, then, Kremlin policy toward Georgia seems no longer restrained by international law. 

Ultimately, promotion of controlled instability seeks to perpetuate state weakness and so to forestall any full development of partnerships between South Caucasus countries and the West. This  is one means of containing what Russia regards as  U.S.-led Western "penetration" of the region.  

From a Western perspective, regional stabilization requires settlement of conflicts on terms that would ensure the independence, security and consolidation of states, democratic decentralization, and full opportunities for regional economic development, always with an emphasis on giving Russia a stake in the stability thus obtained. Moscow, however, dismisses the notion that it could itself benefit from stability and Western-promoted development in the South Caucasus. This in turn reflects the traditional assumption that Russia's interests require weak and vulnerable countries, permeable to Russian influence, on its borders. 

For these reasons, Euro-Atlantic anchoring of the South Caucasus will entail major elements of competition with Russia. It is a competition that the U.S., NATO, the EU, and Western-oriented political forces in the region have ample means to win. 

THE  C I S: NOT A FACTOR IN THIS REGION

The CIS Collective Security Treaty and Collective Security Treaty Organization (CST/CSTO) provides a multilateral-looking, largely symbolic framework within which Russia develops relations with each member country separately. The CST, signed at Moscow’s initiative in 1992, was abandoned in 1998 by Azerbaijan, Georgia and Uzbekistan, using the treaty’s opt-out clause. The CSTO, a personal initiative of Russian President Vladimir Putin, originally announced at the 2001 CIS summit in Yerevan, is intended to operationalize the largely declarative Treaty. Yet the CST/CSTO serves primarily the political function of casting Russia as a bloc leader on the international stage.

Armenia is the sole member country of the CIS CST/CSTO in the South Caucasus. At the same time, however, the Russia-Armenia alliance treaty and other major military programs and activities are bilateral matters, not governed by the collective Treaty or Organization, and not administered through those collective structures.  

In theory, the CST/CSTO includes three "regional groups of forces”: the Western group of Russia and Belarus, the South Caucasus group of Russia and Armenia, and the Central Asian group of Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. This means that, in case of a general or theater war, Russia would take command of the forces of allied countries in the respective theaters. Member countries including Armenia rarely take part in collective exercises other than air defense. Of the three regional groupings, only that in Central Asia features an element designated as collective rapid-deployment force, configured for anti-terrorism operations. Russia has recently proposed to create this type of units with Belarus and Armenia in each of these theaters as well. 

The CIS nominally sponsors the Russian “peacekeeping” operation in Abkhazia. It is the CIS as a political organization of twelve member countries (not the six-country CST/CSTO) that formally takes decisions related to authorizing or terminating this operation and determining its mandate and composition. Moscow insists on conducting this purely Russian operation under a CIS label, and punctiliously refers to the Russian troops involved in it as “CIS peacekeepers.” Initiated in 1994 following the Russian-led military campaign against Georgia in Abkhazia, this “peacekeeping” operation enables Russia to play arbiter in a conflict that it has itself orchestrated and in which it continues openly to underwrite the Abkhaz side. 

Georgia accepted this Russian operation under duress and on the condition that the CIS reexamine it  at six-month intervals, its prolongation being subject each time to Georgian consent. In practice, Georgia has had no choice since 1994 but to accept the prolongation every six months, often under protest; and by 2002 it renounced the six-month proviso altogether. Tbilisi’s attempts over the years to internationalize this operation, or at least to revise the Russian operation’s mandate---for example, by authorizing the “peacekeeping” troops to assist in the Georgian refugees’ return to their homes in Abkhazia---came to nought. The CIS as such never took a position on the issues of internationalizing the Russian operation or revising its mandate. It was only Russia who thrashed out those issues directly with Georgia, then secured in the CIS a pro-forma approval to prolong the Russian operation. 

The UN over the years acknowledged this “CIS peacekeeping operation” in official UN documents at Russia’s request. The UN Mission in Georgia (UNOMIG)  deploys a small number of unarmed observers in Abkhazia (usually 150, in a 1:0 ratio to the Russian troops, and dependent on those troops for safety). On those occasions whern Georgia warned that it might not consent to the six-month prolongation of the Russian operation unless it were internationalized, the UN came to Russia’s assistance by threatening to withdraw UNOMIG from Abkhazia (citing the safety issue inter alia) if Georgia exercised its right to request the Russian troops to leave. Otherwise, the UN has not satisfied Russia’s claim to a special role as peacekeeper in the CIS, nor mandated the CIS as such to conduct peacekeeping in Georgia or anywhere. 

THE CHALLENGE OF UNRESOLVED CONFLICTS

The South Caucasus is currently the most conflict-plagued region on any new border of the enlarging West. A coherent Western approach to peace-support and conflict resolution in this region is still lacking, however. Given the region’s high strategic value, it is high time to move this issue to the front burner of diplomacy and security policy.

NATO, the U.S. and the European Union can and should initiate a long-overdue transformation of conflict-management in the South Caucasus. The goal must be political solutions that promote the consolidation of the region’s states and advance Euro-Atlantic interests in partnership with these states. Peacekeeping operations and conflict-settlement negotiations should be reconfigured and geared to those goals. 

Thirteen years after the USSR’s dissolution, conflict-management in this strategic region continues to be heavily dominated by Moscow. The latter has a vested interest in keeping the conflicts smoldering, so as to thwart the Western integration of Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia.  The U.N. and OSCE, left largely to their own devices, have merely conserved these unresolved conflicts. Euro-Atlantic strategic and economic interests, however, necessitate hands-on Western involvement in peace-support operations and conflict-resolution in this region.

Almost two years ago, the U.S. and NATO seemed on the verge such involvement for the first time. The joint communiques in May 2002 of the U.S.-Russia and NATO-Russia summits stipulated that “the United States and Russia will advance a peaceful political resolution to the conflicts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia;” and that “the United States and Russia will cooperate to resolve regional conflicts, including...Karabakh and the Transnistria issue.” Furthermore, under the aegis of the 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.” Washington and NATO had evidently initiated and pushed through the innovative language in those documents. Their apparent 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 experienced internal tensions, and the situation in Afghanistan began claiming its share of allied resources, with the Iraq crisis now demanding its share as well.



 

Although Russia has fallen short of obtaining international recognition of a special role as “peacekeeper” in the “CIS space,” Moscow continues to hold that role de facto, along with the dominant position as mediator in conflict-settlement negotiations. The ceasefires in Karabakh, Abkhazia and South Ossetia have held over the years (nearly a decade on average) mainly because the parties themselves know that they would have far more to lose than to gain from any new hostilities. Russia’s policy consists of freezing not the conflicts as such, but rather the negotiations toward political settlements.

NATO and the EU may be multiplying their peace-support commitments elsewhere, but seem to stop shy of any such role in formerly Soviet-ruled areas. Russia's privileged role in these areas is a potential ingredient to sphere-of-influence rebuilding; an ingredient that persists by Western default. It is crucial to avoid the perception (let alone the fact) of a Russia-West division of peacekeeping and conflict-management spheres taking hold. This can lead to the slippery slope of a division into political influence spheres, and even to an informal partition of countries’ territories.

Some analysts nevertheless suggest that the U.S., NATO and the EU should defer to Moscow on this issue, lest Russia's cooperation in anti-terrorism and anti-WMD-proliferation efforts be jeopardized. This argument seems 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 those efforts; and to look away from Moscow’s outright obstruction of coalition efforts in a number of cases. Moreover, it tends to confirm the Kremlin in its view that strategic partnership with the West should entail acceptance of Russian primacy in the “CIS space.“ 

 

Another argument for noninvolvement focuses on overextension of NATO member countries’ resources in ongoing peace-support operations, at a time when NATO is facing a shortfall in deployable forces (along with a large surplus of nondeployable European forces, however). NATO's stated  priorities currently include Afghanistan at the top, followed by Iraq, then followed by remaining commitments in the Balkans, and hypothetically by operations in the Greater Middle East as the need may arise; not to mention UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s call for NATO peacekeeping in Africa, which NATO's leader Jaap de Hoop Scheffer has announced he would seriously consider. 

Where this leaves the South Caucasus in terms of conflict-management priorities is far from clear. In any case, NATO-led peace-support and stabilization in this region would entail far lower risks and far smaller resources compared to the risks and the resource commitments in Iraq, Afghanistan, or previously in the Balkans. Moreover, turning the South Caucasus into a NATO priority need not compete with the priorities assigned to Afghanistan, Iraq, or the emergent Greater Middle East initiative. The fact is that a secure and stable South Caucasus, anchored to NATO, is necessary in order to sustain those operations and initiatives. This in turn requires a proactive, coordinated Euro-Atlantic approach to peace-support missions and conflict-resolution in this region. 

Russian “peacekeeping” must and can be internationalized with full-fledged Euro-Atlantic participation. Small numbers of lightly armed troops would be adequate for monitoring the ceasefires. The emphasis should shift to civilian components of peacekeeping missions: on the Bosnia and Macedonia models, such missions should include police units and police trainers, internationally appointed judges, administrative-capacity-building personnel, and customs training teams. The introduction of law and order can marginalize the criminalized leaderships of the breakaway areas and create conditions for a democratic opening there, facilitating conflict resolution. Political settlements should be attainable in short order due to U.S. and allied political credibility in the region, and their potential together with the EU for post-conflict reconstruction. 

Anchoring the South Caucasus to the Euro-Atlantic system through conflict management and post-conflict rehabilitation would result in a strategic payoff of global import. The effort would be well within the present means of the U.S., NATO and the EU, if they work in synergy reflecting their common strategic interests in this region. 
                       

UNWANTED FOREIGN FORCES

NATO’s June 2004 summit will review compliance with the adapted Treaty on Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) and Istanbul Commitments regarding the South Caucasus and Moldova. Those twin agreements of 1999 require Russia to: reduce certain categories of heavy weaponry (designated cumulatively as treaty-limited equipment) in this flank region to the levels set in the adapted CFE treaty; close two bases in Georgia by 2001, agree with Georgia on a timeline for closure of the other two bases, and withdraw all Russian forces from Moldova by 2002. The CFE Treaty and the Istanbul Commitments form twin parts of a single package (a linkage that Russia accepted in 1999 and afterward, but no longer does). 

NATO has all along taken the position that ratification of the CFE Treaty is contingent on Russian compliance with the treaty’s flank-region limits and with the Istanbul Commitments. Furthermore, NATO and the U.S. have assured Russia that the three Baltic states would accede to the CFE Treaty---thus accepting constraints on allied defensive deployments in the Baltics---once the Treaty is ratified, which in turn depends on Russian compliance with the flank limits and the Istanbul Commitments. 

This remains NATO’s collective position to date; but certain European governments now seem prepared to accept only a partial and unverified Russian compliance with the Istanbul Commitments and the CFE Treaty on the southern flank, at the expense of regional security; and thus to rush the Treaty’s ratification, which would then place the Baltic states under its constraints. For its part, Russia wants NATO to call for treaty ratification and inclusion of the Baltics, despite Russian breaches of the Treaty and the Commitments. 

As of now, the noncompliance is threefold: Russian heavy weaponry in excess of CFE Treaty limits, stonewalling on verification, and noncompliance with base closure and troop withdrawal obligations.

In breach of its Istanbul Commitments, Russia has held on to three bases in Georgia, avoiding since 2002 any serious negotiations about closure. At present, it seeks a seven-year extension for two of the bases---Batumi and Akhalkalaki---and a bilateral treaty with Georgia that would legalize those bases for the duration. The other base, Gudauta, was due to have been closed in 2001; but Russia retains the base and garrison, has reclassified it as “peacekeeping” and seeks Georgian and international acceptance of such an arrangement. In Moldova, meanwhile, Russia maintains the troops that were required to have withdrawn by 2002; it has transferred part of those troops to Transnistria’s army--a Russian force in all but name; and seeks to keep another part of the Russian troops in place indefinitely as “peacekeepers.” 

The numerical size of Russian garrisons in Batumi, Akhalkalaki, Gudauta, and Transnistria is unclear and unverified. Russian bases in Georgia, Armenia, and Moldova are not accessible to inspection, even though the CFE Treaty provides for on-site inspection by OSCE teams to count the treaty-limited equipment and verify treaty implementation. Recently, Russia has multiplied the pretexts for prolonging its military presence in these countries: it cites “stability,” jobs for local residents, secessionist authorities’ objections to troop withdrawal, and Russia’s inability to cover the costs of  relocating the troops.

In violation of the CFE Treaty, residual amounts of the Russian treaty-limited equipment (TLE)---which should have been destroyed or repatriated to Russia---remain in Transnistria, Abkhazia and South Ossetia at the disposal of the illegal authorities there. That equipment includes tanks, armored vehicles, and artillery systems. Meanwhile, Russian-supplied combat hardware including TLE is massively concentrated with Armenian forces inside Azerbaijani territory. The precise numbers are unclear because the arsenals in that territory, as well as in Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and in Transnistria, are out of bounds to verification. The OSCE---nominally the CFE Treaty’s sponsoring body---is powerless to correct or even to call the violations. It merely acknowledges the existence of  “unaccounted-for TLE holdings.” 

Meanwhile, the CFE Treaty’s 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, thus impeding treaty ratification. At the moment, a few West European chancelleries---apparently more anxious to help Russia off that hook than to help rid the countries of those troops---are asking Georgia and Moldova to declare their consent to Russia’s troop presence at Gudauta and in Trasnistria as “peacekepeers;” this would enable Russia neatly to circumvent the Istanbul Commitments on troop withdrawal, as well as to cite host-country consent in urging the CFE Treaty’s ratification

If the Treaty’s ratification goes forward under such circumstances and is applied to the Baltic states, NATO would then forfeit its last significant lever for inducing Russia to withdraw the troops from Georgia and Moldova. There is no convincing reason for an allied decision to ratify the CFE Treaty at this time; and every reason to maintain a firm linkage between this issue and the fulfillment of Russia’s Istanbul Commitments. That linkage has recently been subjected to erosion, and needs therefore to be reinforced at NATO’s summit. 

The Euro-Atlantic community and of course the countries directly affected should call for the withdrawal of those Russian forces on the basis of international law; raise the issue in international organizations; place it prominently on the agendas of NATO-Russia, U.S.-Russia, and EU-Russia relations; and not rush the CFE Treaty’s ratification before ensuring its observance in the southern flank region, compliance with the Istanbul Commitments on Russian troop withdrawal, reliable verification, and real observance of the principle of host-country free consent. 
FROM ANCHORING TO INTEGRATION: GEORGIA AND AZERBAJAN
NATO's summit in Istanbul can outline a security concept for the South Caucasus, to be operationalized through action plans tailored to each of the region’s countries. In Georgia and Azerbaijan, allied interests and national expectations and requirements are of a different order than those in Armenia. 

Georgia and Azerbaijan are active members of the U.S.-led anti-terrorism coalition and aspirants to NATO membership. Armenia is neither, having chosen a different alliance system; nevertheless, opportunities for Armenia to choose otherwise in the future need to be opened at this time. 

As part of a regional security concept, applied on a country-by-country basis, the alliance can address: peace-support and conflict-resolution efforts, traditional  and new types of threats to security, acceleration and broadening of security sector reforms in the three countries. 

For their part, Georgia and Azerbaijan are ripe for a significant acceleration in the development of niche capabilities enabling participation in coalition operations. Certain military units can be earmarked for developing interoperability with NATO forces. U.S.-led train-and-equip programs must continue seamlessly in Georgia and be initiated in Azerbaijan, focusing in both countries on internal security troops, border troops, and coastal-guard capabilities for better protection of their maritime borders and economic zones in the Black Sea and Caspian Sea, respectively. The two countries must be assisted to preserve air sovereignty through establishment of air situation data exchanges with NATO, as well as to accelerate the upgrading of civilian and military airports to NATO-compatible standards. Such goals should find expression in formalized arrangements with Georgia and Azerbaijan, to be announced or at least mandated at the alliance’s summit.

NATO’s summit provides the right forum and timing for allied political recognition of Georgia's and Azerbaijan’s aspirations to eventual membership. Such recognition can at this time take the form of offering Georgia and Azerbaijan a clear prospect of membership through Individual Partnership Action Plans (IPAPs) leading to Membership Action Plans (MAPs). With their benchmarks, standards and timetables for progress, such plans hold built-in incentives to the aspiring countries, as well as amounting to nondeclaratory political recognition by the alliance of their membership goals.

That goal reflects Georgia’s and Azerbaijan’s overall Western orientation, resting on a broadly-based political and societal consensus. In both countries, the Euro-Atlantic choice is a national choice. Internal challenges to that orientation stem basically from state weakness and local conflicts. Twin aspects of the Soviet legacy, those challenges can be remedied through security assistance and conflict-settlement under Euro-Atlantic aegis, paving the way for institution-building and closer economic links with Europe. Moreover, as post-communist European experience shows, the prospect of NATO membership is a major stimulus to reforming the state and improving institutional performance. 

In sum, anchoring the South Caucasus to the Euro-Atlantic system must begin by projecting security to this region. The costs and the draw on resources would only be a fraction of U.S. and NATO efforts elsewhere; the social and political environment in this region is friendly and receptive; and the strategic payoff to the alliance would be of historic proportions. Until now, the U.S. has led far-out in this effort. At present, U.S. global overextension means that European allies must increase their contributions to projecting stability and security in the South Caucasus. NATO’s new members such as the Baltic states and Romania, familiar with this region and sharing their recent experience as NATO aspirants, are enthusiastic about contributing to this effort alongside older allies.

DOOR OPEN ALSO TO ARMENIA

This process can gradually be opened to Armenia on similar terms and in similar stages; but should in no way be delayed for Georgia and Azerbaijan if Armenia marks time, or if Russia objects to Armenia’s inclusion.

The U.S. and other allies must hold out an attractive security option for Armenia as well. This would require taking the lead in promoting a resolution of the Karabakh conflict on the basis of tradeoffs, e.g. land-for-peace (return of Azeri lands, determination of  Upper Karabakh's status, and security guarantees), or land swaps, or a combination of those two approaches, accompanied by the opening of borders for trade between Armenia, Turkey and Azerbaijan. The effort will be arduous, and even its possible success might not necessarily persuade or enable Armenia to abandon Russia's security and economic orbit anytime soon.  

Thus, progress on NATO-Azerbaijan and U.S.-Azerbaijan security ties should not depend on progress of such ties with Armenia. It should also be borne in mind that the security of Azerbaijan is indivisible from that of Georgia, owing to their common Western orientation, the geography of Caspian energy transit, and that of U.S. and NATO strategic access eastward. Azerbaijan and Georgia form a tandem both functionally and for security purposes. Thus, delaying NATO Action Plans for one or both of them in deference to any third party is not an option. On the contrary, bringing such plans to earliest feasible fruition will provide an attractive example to Armenia, and ultimately increase U.S. and NATO options for addressing the problems of the South Caucasus in a comprehensive regional framework. 

For now, however, Armenia relies entirely on Russia for security and defense (including preservation of territorial gains in the Karabakh conflict), and has ceded its energy infrastructure and manufacturing industry wholesale to Russia for debt relief. The Armenian government has long neglected to develop relations with NATO or to cooperate with the U.S. in the sphere of security. It was only last year that Armenia began showing a serious interest in NATO's Partnership for Peace program and hosted for the first time a joint exercise (Cooperative Partner-2003).

For their part, the U.S. and EU encourage the opening of borders, trade and travel between Turkey and Armenia. The hope is that such steps can facilitate a political settlement of the Karabakh conflict and help initiate a historic reconciliation of Armenia with Turkey and Azerbaijan.

While highly desirable in themselves, those goals should not be allowed to delay the fulfillment of Azerbaijan’s and Georgia’s NATO aspirations. Some have counterargued that bringing Georgia and Azerbaijan in while leaving Armenia out would "reinforce the dividing lines" in the South Caucasus, with Western interests on one side and Russian interests on the other side of the divide. It seems, however, more likely that U.S. and/or NATO security arrangements with Georgia and Azerbaijan would help erase, not reinforce, any dividing lines. Such arrangements would in any case focus on external security, infrastructure development, and training for coalition missions, not on local ethnic conflicts (those require political handling). If demonstrably successful with respect to Georgia and Azerbaijan, such security arrangements can appeal to Armenia and induce it to rebalance its policies. 

Georgia wisely separates the Abkhazia problem from its NATO aspirations and security cooperation with the U.S. For its part, Azerbaijan must not link its NATO aspirations with the Karabakh conflict’s resolution; and might conclude that it is in its own interest encourage, not discourage, Armenian participation in NATO or U.S.-led joint exercises and trainings for the three countries of the South Caucasus. 

