 

March 4-6, 2005

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL EUROPE

The Moldovan Front: Next Test for Post-Soviet Democratization
by VLADIMIR SOCOR 

“Together, we can complete democratization’s third wave in Eastern Europe,” Georgian President Mikheil Saakashvili said in Moldova this week ahead of Sunday’s parliamentary elections there. His host, President Vladimir Voronin, had just returned from visiting with President Viktor Yushchenko in Kiev. The three countries’ shared interests -- in a nutshell, a desire to Europeanize and to form security partnerships with the West -- constitute the basis of this emerging triangle in the Black Sea region.


But the Georgian and Ukrainian presidents’ decision to hold these meetings also reflects their concern over Moscow’s all-out campaign to punish Mr. Voronin for his surprising Western reorientation and replace him with Russia’s favorites in the coming elections. The Moldovan president and his team, communists in name only, are resisting what they call “Russian re-colonization.” They’re at odds with a large section of the Communist Party who are Soviet nostalgics. But the primary threat comes from former nomenklatura cadres who’ve restyled themselves as “centrists” and have grown wealthy in the shadow economy. This group takes inspiration from former Ukrainian President Leonid Kuchma’s “double-vector” policy: tilting toward Moscow while winking toward the West. Not surprisingly, Moscow campaigns for them overtly and covertly in Moldova. 


When the Georgian president called for Moldova’s democratization, and the Ukrainian president announced plans to work closely with Mr. Voronin, they knew that Moldova will be unlikely to see a repeat of those countries’ recent Rose and Orange Revolutions. Moldova’s Christian-Democrat People’s Party forms the main pro-Western opposition. But its leader Iurie Rosca on Thursday laid to rest any suggestions that he would lead a Ukrainian-style Orange Revolution -- though the party adopted the color as its own -- by renouncing a previously declared intention to hold non-stop demonstrations in downtown Chisinau. The party’s support is traditionally confined to some 10 percent of the electorate. However, it thrives on rallies and demonstrations and was planning to hold them irrespective of the election’s outcome -- all the more if the authorities rig the returns. Mr. Rosca, one of the country’s most charismatic leaders, says that Russian intelligence services were planning to hijack those demonstrations. 

Mr. Saakashvili held a special meeting with Mr. Rosca in Chisinau, and accepted a Freedom Champion award from the Moldovan Christian-Democrats. These had participated in last year’s demonstrations on Kiev’s Independence Square, where Mr. Rosca befriended Mr. Yushchenko and his team.

The Communists are likely to place first in Moldova’s election on Sunday, and Mr. Voronin hopes that his allies hold the upper hand in the party. The Christian Democrats are likely to finish third, behind the so-called centrists. In such a constellation, it seems that Moldova’s democratization and Europeanization will continue to follow an evolutionary rather than revolutionary path. 

The agreements signed by Messrs. Saakashvili and Voronin reflect this expectation. Their joint “Declaration on Supremacy of Democratic Values” -- a follow-up to the Yushchenko-Saakashvili “Carpathian Declaration” in January in Ukraine -- commits Moldova alongside Georgia to “building representative democracy, strengthening civil society and its institutions, and resisting attempts of corrupt clans to return to power with support from yesterday’s masters.” Alluding to Moscow’s recent threats to introduce economic sanctions against Moldova because of Mr. Voronin’s pro-Western policies, the declaration asserts that “no outside force should be allowed try to change the country’s political course through economic blackmail and illegal operations.” In his news conference in Chisinau, Mr. Saakashvili recalled that Russian policy had only recently “broken its neck in Tbilisi, broken its neck in Kiev. How many necks does it have to break?”

The other joint declaration, “On the ‘Black Holes’ in Europe,” envisages joint political efforts to resolve separatist conflicts in Moldova’s Transnistria and Georgia’s Abkhazia and South Ossetia regions, and ridding both countries of Russian troops. It reminds the international community that the secessionist enclaves, “openly supported from the outside, have become crime zones, posing region-wide threats to stability,” with the “presence and direct involvement of Russian military forces in Georgia and in Moldova as the main catalyst. Therefore, the speedy removal of the Russian forces represents the common interest of our countries and that of the entire region. This is not only our local problem, but a problem for the entire Europe.”

In Kiev, Mr. Yushchenko -- meeting on Tuesday with Mr. Voronin and also with Georgia’s Prime Minister Zurab Noghaideli -- led discussions on joint steps to ensure direct delivery of Caspian oil and oil products, via Georgia, to Ukraine and Moldova; on efforts by Ukraine, Moldova, and the European Union to curb the rampant contraband that keeps Transnistria’s leaders economically and politically in business; and on reshaping the GUAM group of countries (Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan, Moldova) into a regional organization to promote energy transit, security and democratization. This new alignment was born out of last year’s democratic uprising in Ukraine: Messrs. Saakashvili and Voronin were the only presidents of former Soviet countries who instantly denounced then prime minister Viktor Yanukovych’s “win” as fraudulent, and again the only ones immediately to recognize Mr. Yushchenko’s election as valid. 

So the long-forgotten and isolated Moldova is now being invited to join prestigious company and board a high-speed train to democracy. Its future is at stake in Sunday’s elections. The campaign has seen many irregularities but far from justifying the invalidation of the returns, as Moscow’s local favorites would want. Moldova has insisted that the maximum possible number of Western observers should monitor the election. And it broke precedent by refusing to invite the notorious Russia-led CIS observer missions, which had last year blessed Belarusian dictator Alexander Lukashenko’s referendum and “elections” and Mr. Yanukovych’s phony “victory.”

Two region-wide processes can be observed unfolding there: One is the advance of democracy and the other Russia’s attempts to slow or stop that advance. Moldova is the new testing ground in NATO’s and the EU’s immediate neighborhood.
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