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RX For a Drowning Organization

by Vladimir Socor 


The Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe limped into 2005 without a budget, and its one and only successful undertaking in the security sphere -- the Border Monitoring Operation in Georgia -- was amputated by Russia on Jan 1. As the OSCE agonizes after a year-end conference debacle in Sophia, can it survive these Kremlin-inflicted wounds? 

The short answer is that the consensus-based OSCE has outlived any usefulness in the military-political and security sphere, where Russia's veto dooms the organization to irrelevance or compliance. However, the OSCE can be effective as a democracy-promoting organization, in which capacity it can and does function independently of Russia -- as just seen in the organization's massive effort to ensure a correct presidential election in Ukraine.


Indeed, this is one reason why Moscow has been treating the inoffensive, indeed often compliant OSCE, so brutally. Moscow says it wants to boost (on paper of course) the OSCE's military-political and security functions, as long as the organization collaborates. Meanwhile, Russia is trying to emasculate the OSCE's democracy-building role by blocking the adoption of its budget, unless the organization adopts Moscow-proposed "reforms." 


In truth, the Kremlin does not want to destroy the OSCE, although it plays on the fear that it could do so. Its goal is to use the OSCE against Western involvement in peacekeeping and conflict-settlement in ex-Soviet countries, and generally as an offset to NATO. It also seeks to neutralize the OSCE as a human rights watchdog, particularly with regard to election-monitoring in post-Soviet countries.


As President Vladimir Putin's recent conduct has demonstrated, the Kremlin feels secure with compliant, corrupt authoritarian regimes in neighboring countries (Aleksander Lukashenka's dictatorship in Belarus, the Leonid Kuchma-Viktor Yanukovych succession arrangements it tried to impose on Ukraine) and uncomfortable with -- indeed, hostile to -- democratic neighbors such as the Baltic states, Georgia and, in prospect, Ukraine.

After two years of concessions and capitulations to Moscow, the OSCE handed itself an unprecedented defeat in Sofia last month, backing down on multiple fronts. Russia had already killed the main documents because they had only partly accommodated Russia's insistence on its "right" to keep the troops and bases in Moldova and Georgia, to resolve the conflicts there unilaterally, and to repudiate its CFE Treaty obligations. 


A cowed OSCE -- still hoping to "save" the conference -- no longer dared speak out on the year-round anti-democratic developments: the fraudulent referendum and elections in Belarus, military atrocities in Chechnya, rigged elections in Russia and overt restoration of autocracy in that country. Russia vetoed any expression of support by the great majority of OSCE countries for correct, internationally monitored elections in Ukraine. And, finally, Moscow threatened to put the OSCE literally out of business by blocking the 2005 budget and Western extrabudgetary funding.


The main immediate target is the OSCE's election-observation function, which is mainly exercised through the Warsaw-based Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights. ODIHR specializes in organizing and leading the monitoring of elections in post-Soviet countries. Moscow, with a few CIS countries in tow, wants the OSCE and the Russian-led group to, among other things, develop “common, uniform” OSCE-Russia guidelines for monitoring and evaluating elections, and increase the proportion of CIS countries' representatives in ODIHR election observation missions. It is also insisting that election observation be financed only through a Russian-approved budget (so as to keep the observation missions small and ineffective).


Had such "reforms" been already in place, OSCE/ODIHR could not have ascertained the Moscow-backed electoral fraud in Ukraine's presidential election, nor sent observers to a repeat runoff in Ukraine. Instead, it would have cooperated with the Russian-led CIS monitoring mission in accepting the fraudulent returns. 


The proposed budgetary "reform" would curb the extra-budgetary funding of OSCE activities by Western countries, strengthen Moscow's veto-wielding grip on the budget, and severely restrict the OSCE's ability to function without Russian approval. Statements by Russian officials during and after Sofia strongly suggested that Russia can either keep the OSCE in business, or push it toward demise -- "Throw it on the sidelines of history," in Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov's unreferenced paraphrase of Trotsky -- depending on the extent to which it cooperates with Russian policies. 


Such warnings are exploiting the OSCE's structural vulnerabilities, its fear of demise through irrelevance, and its disposition to give in to Russia year after year in the military-security domain as a price of remaining a player in that domain. The OSCE chooses to play a weak hand by hushing up these problems, instead of discussing them openly and exposing Russia's tactics. 

At the Sofia meeting, the U.S. "categorically disagreed" with Russian proposals to shift OSCE's focus away from democracy-building in post-Soviet countries. The EU spoke out collectively in a similar vein, ruling out any reduction of OSCE democracy-building activities. Whether this stance, taken in the media limelight, can hold in the untransparent give-and-take with Russia, now ongoing under budgetary and time pressures, remains to be seen. 


If mere survival is the overriding concern -- and Russian tactics are indeed designed to make it the overriding concern for the OSCE -- then we may see continuing concessions to Russia regarding the "frozen conflicts," CFE Treaty commitments' implementation, border monitoring and other security issues. The OSCE may once more be misused in playing Russia's ethnic card against Estonia and Latvia. Such an approach would only deepen the OSCE's crisis. 


Yet the Sophia debacle points to the OSCE's way out of crisis. Election-monitoring, the promotion of good governance, and democratic institution building in post-Soviet countries are compelling raisons d'etre for the organization. It is in the democracy sphere that the OSCE can bring its comparative advantages to bear. This, not Russian-prescribed "reforms" or collaboration with Moscow’s security agenda, can provide the OSCE with a new lease on life. 
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