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Needed: A Few Good Men for a Border Watch
by VLADIMIR SOCOR

Can the U.S. and the EU give at least one example of working together to stabilize the Black Sea region, that new Euro-Atlantic neighborhood ? If so, they should urgently organize a group of allied and partner countries for a non-military mission to monitor Georgia’s northern border. Western security interests and the international legal order are at stake in that country.

Georgia is faced with threats of Russian military action or “preemptive strikes” on the fabricated pretext that “Chechen and international terrorists” are using Georgian territory to stage operations across the border into Russia. Until Jan. 1, the OSCE’s unarmed Border Monitoring Operation (BMO) helped to disprove those accusations. Watching the Chechen, Ingush, and Dagestani sectors of the Georgia-Russia border from Georgian territory, this soft-security operation reassured Russia that the border was safe, and in effect also shielded Georgia against Russian threats of military action on Georgian territory. 

Numbering up to 150 unarmed military officers (including Russians) from some 30 countries, and equipped with modern optical and communications devices, the BMO patrolled the mountain passes by helicopter and on foot, in close cooperation with Georgian border guards. It was the OSCE’s one and only successful security operation -- until Moscow used its veto power to terminate the BMO on Dec. 31.

The BMO is now being phased out, its personnel and equipment in the process of being evacuated. Within the next few months, Georgia will be left to face Russia one-on-one on that border. Moscow is keen to eliminate the international presence in order to further escalate the pressure on Georgia, aiming to introduce Russian troops on Georgian territory under “anti-terrorism” pretenses. 

Contrary to some speculation, Russia's move to terminate the BMO has nothing to do with Kremlin frustrations over its recent defeat in Ukraine and a presumed quest for compensatory satisfaction on the Georgia front. Throughout 2004, Russia threatened to veto a prolongation of the BMO's mandate. Those who interpret Russia's move as an understandable reaction to the Orange Revolution and recommend demonstrating "goodwill" by giving in to Moscow on the Georgia border monitoring issue,  are missing that key point.  


Ironically, there is a positive side to this situation. The demise of the BMO – and, indeed, of the OSCE as a security organization -- can at last open the way for direct Western involvement: in this case, a border monitoring mission in Georgia under EU aegis. The U.S. can keep a low profile and contribute a portion of the funding for such a mission. Russian personnel should be invited to participate, as they did in the BMO. 
 


The time for action is short: a substitute operation must be in place before the ice and snow start melting in the high-altitude passes in April. At that point, Moscow can be expected to restart its campaign of accusations about "Chechen terrorists" crisscrossing the border. Given the EU's characteristically slow decision-making process, the U.S. and “a few good men” -- countries, that is -- could help jump-start a political initiative in Brussels for a EU-sponsored border monitoring operation in Georgia. 


At the moment, the U.S. and EU are still seeking a solution within the OSCE, hoping against hope to mollify Moscow into allowing a downsized BMO to carry on. Such a solution would be wrong on every count. A downsized BMO would lose effectiveness and credibility, thereby robbing Georgia and its Western friends of a crucial counterargument to Moscow's ongoing propaganda about “terrorist groups” using Georgian territory. Along with increased political and psychological pressure on Georgia, it could provide Moscow with pretexts to impose its presence on Georgian territory in place of a seriously weakened BMO. 


Moscow had pronounced the BMO “ineffective” before killing it. This week, Moscow rejected a proposal for reassessing the BMO’s effectiveness, and dismissed any reconsideration of the BMO issue as a “non-issue.” Further proposals along the same lines from the main Western players will only waste precious time -- now measured in weeks -- that should be spent organizing a viable replacement operation.

A small-scale program for training Georgian border guards under OSCE aegis, but without any international presence on the border, is another nonstarter proposal. It would achieve Moscow’s main goal which is to eliminate the international presence. A credible, effecttive international presence, unarmed but well-equipped and vigilant, is a sine-qua-non to security in the region, including Russia’s.


Moscow has already demonstrated that it can hold the OSCE hostage. It not only killed the BMO’s budget, but is blocking the budget of the entire OSCE in an effort to bend it politically to the Kremlin’s will. The security of Georgia cannot be entrusted to an organization whose security functions, and even its rent-paying ability depend on Russia's approval. Moldova's sorry fate in recent years has shown the consequences of entrusting a country's vital security interests to the OSCE. But even Moldova has now emancipated itself from the OSCE’s paperwork shackles. 

The only viable solution is a border-monitoring operation by an ad-hoc group of willing countries, including EU member and aspirant countries, and other countries friendly to Georgia and with a stake in Black Sea regional security. The “willing countries” option can easily be funded by the EU, considering that the BMO’s annual budget was $ 15 million. Georgia’s strategic value to the West and the stabilization of its democracy are worth infinitely more than that amount. 


At stake is not only Georgia's security and sovereignty. The larger issue is Russia's behavior toward neighboring countries generally. Giving in to Russia over a genuinely democratic, pro-Western, EU-aspirant country, and accepting a Russian veto over its neighbor's border security arrangements, would embolden Moscow into pressuring Georgia even more strongly, and other countries as well. 


If the EU is serious about validating its ambitions -- indeed its professed vocation -- as a “soft-security” provider, the place and time to begin is in Georgia, before the snows melt. Border-monitoring in Moldova’s Trans-Dniester region, in tandem with the European-oriented Ukraine, should be the next, long-overdue move on the EU’s agenda.
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