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In case you never noticed South Ossetia, the armed separatist enclave in Georgia, take notice now. And put it on the list next to fellow-secessionist Abkhazia and Transdniester, both of which sent hundreds of armed “volunteers” last week to South Ossetia via Russian territory. Their controllers in Russia’s security services deployed these gunmen against Georgia --- not to resist any Georgian attack, but to resist the implementation of social programs (including the restoration of bus service and the delivery of pensions) initiated by Georgian President Mikheil Saakashvili, and to repel Georgian efforts to curb smuggling. The separatists managed to prevent deliveries of agricultural supplies, medical care and other aid for South Ossetia’s impoverished population. 

The dispatch of those armed volunteers was not a covert operation. On July 8, South Ossetia’s leadership publicly appealed to Abkhazia (another armed separatist enclave in Georgia), to Transdniester (ditto, in Moldova), to Russian Cossacks and other rogue elements to send volunteers urgently. These arrived by the hundreds on July 11-12, some of them with weapons, crossing several regions of Russia. Their prompt arrival suggested advance planning. Russian news agencies and television reported on their arrival, demonstrative public assembly and drills in South Ossetia. 

Those drills culminated in a joint combat exercise, the scenario of which was described as “coordinating tactical actions of South Ossetian troops with those of volunteers from the [Russian North] Caucasus, Abkhazia and Transdniester” against Georgian troops. Tanks, armored personnel carriers and artillery, handed over earlier by Russian forces to South Ossetia, were used in the exercise. This event, too, was televised on Russian channels. 
The South Ossetian military commander is a Russian army colonel, and the chief of South Ossetia’s KGB (officially still so named) is a one-star general of Russia’s FSB (ex-KGB). This week, Russian forces began replacing the secessionists’ old armored vehicles with newer ones, under the excuse of reequipping South Ossetia’s “peacekeeping” battalion.

After July 19, the armed volunteers disappeared from public view. Georgia is known to have brought the matter to Washington’s attention, and Washington asked Moscow to cut it out. That this appears to have happened, at least for now, confirms that Moscow controlled the operation. 
Admittedly, the military value of those gunmen is a modest one. The operation is significant mainly for its political message, which is why it was publicized: “Pour encourager des autres” --- specifically, those Soviet-nostalgic and neoimperial groups who are fond of adventures of this type. Similar “volunteer” operations (including Kuban and Don Cossacks) successfully assisted the Russian military interventions against Georgia and Moldova in 1992-93, and the signal now implies that such operations are repeatable. By the same token, the message is a warning to Georgia, as well as an encouragement to South Ossetian, Abkhaz and Transdniester armed separatism. 
Those three Moscow-protected statelets are now citing a pact they signed back in 1994 regarding mutual assistance, including military assistance if necessary. Obviously, such mutual assistance is only feasible via Russia’s territory. The recent operation in South Ossetia came with ample advance notice. On June 2 and again on June 9, Transdniester’s leaders announced that they stood ready to provide South Ossetia and Abkhazia with military assistance against Georgia. This they announced in the wake of visits to Moscow, where Russia’s State Television Channel One and other media promptly publicized Transdniester’s warnings. 

A few days afterward, two high-level OSCE delegations visited Transdniester: one delegation headed by the organization’s Chairman-in-Office, Bulgarian Foreign Affairs Minister Solomon Passy, the other delegation consisting of some 26 ambassadors accredited to the OSCE in Vienna. The delegations had nothing to say about their hosts’ threats to use force from the occupied territory of an OSCE member country, in suppport of separatism in  another OSCE member country, via the territory of Russia---yet another OSCE member country---which had appointed and armed both secessionist leaderships in the first place. 

Indeed, and in spite of all this, the OSCE, along with a handful of U.S. diplomats, are staking their Moldova policy on legalizing Transdniester’s leadership and granting it a share of power in Moldova’s central government by agreement with Russia. Proponents of this “federalization” project have been sorely embarrassed in recent  weeks. First came Trans-Dniester’s threats, followed by action, to send armed volunteers to South Ossetia. Then, on July 8, a verdict by the Strasbourg-based European Court of Human Rights defined Transdniester as a territory seized by the Russian military, and Transdniester’s authorities as a foreign-installed group that captured power by force. 

To top it off, on July 15, Transdniester’s authorities announced their decision to liquidate the last remaining six Moldovan schools that teach the Latin script (although there has long been a de facto ban on the use of Latin script in public life, now it is official). The move against the schools is designed to intensify the denationalization of the native majority. The OSCE’s High Commissioner on National Minorities, Rolf Ekeus, described this move as “linguistic cleansing” (albeit one by a minority against a majority). But others in the OSCE and on mid-level floors of the U.S. State Department continue to treat Transdniester’s leaders as legitimate “federalization” partners. 

It must be said that the OSCE’s failure to speak out against the “volunteers’” expedition in South Ossetia is part of a general failure of the international security and democracy-building institutions and of Western governments to speak up. Sending gunmen across borders to support separatists against legitimate states is an act that qualifies as transnational terrorism. This particular operation turned out not to be lethal. The next one (if allowed to happen) may become lethal indeed. When the West looks away, it sends the wrong signal to Moscow and the separatist forces.

There are lessons to be learned from these events. First, the West has an obligation to condemn such adventures, all the more in this day and age of combating transnational terrorism and illicit arms trafficking. 
Second, it is necessary to internationalize and civilianize the peacekeeping operations in Abkhazia, South Ossetia and Transdniester. The existing Russian “peacekeeping” is a prop to the separatist leaderships, contributes to the militarization of these enclaves, and exacerbates smuggling and other illegal activities, in which  elements of the Russian military are involved. 

Third, it is high time to move beyond the existing monitoring and negotiating frameworks. Both in South Ossetia and in Transdniester, these frameworks are relics of a bygone era. They ensure multiple Russian representation, isolate Georgia and Moldova, and exclude any direct Western role, except via a helpless OSCE. The West needs to take a hands-on approach, because Western interests in these countries have grown exponentially since Russia constructed these formats in the past decade. 

Finally, if Washington and Brussels mean what they say about promoting democracy, then they must acknowledge that a viable solution of these separatist conflicts is not possible with the existing secessionist leaderships. These thrive on a combination of Soviet-type police rule, mafia-type organized crime, anti-Western indoctrination, and  military muscle that blackmails the legitimate governments. Demilitarization, decriminalization and democratization must be the basis to any political solution of these conflicts. And this requires a Western strategy, as opposed to either passivity or quick fixes with the minidictators. 
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