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Ukraine Isn’t the Only Target 

by VLADIMIR SOCOR 


The Kremlin-led assault on democracy in Ukraine, ongoing these past few months, is the latest and most visible move in a strategy that extends to the entire EU/NATO neighborhood, even targeting incipiently some countries in the Euro-Atlantic community. A new type of threat to international security has taken clear shape across the entire area from the Baltic states to Georgia. This new threat stems from Kremlin efforts to attack or distort electoral processes and constitutional setups, with a view to regaining influence and control through the use of local antidemocratic clients. 


While this threat must count as a new one in the typology of threats to national and international security, the strategy itself began emerging almost two years ago. The West has yet to conceptualize this problem and adopt a proactive approach -- instead of reacting late or being blindsided altogether by the Kremlin’s moves in one country or another of this vast area, where variations of the overall strategy can be seen operating according to local circumstances. 


In Lithuania last year, for example, elements of Russia’s intelligence services and organized crime (intertwined factors in Russia) infiltrated the electoral campaign of presidential candidate Rolandas Paksas and then his staff when he became president. Paksas, and after him several other Russian-connected politicians, led a populist challenge to Lithuania’s free-market economics, parliamentary democracy and staunch Euro-Atlantic orientation. The country experienced months of political turmoil before its democrats and institutions proved their strength this year by impeaching and removing that president from office. 


Moscow plays the “ethnic Russian card” against Estonia and Latvia in attempting to change these countries’ legal setups. It would like to turn them into binational states with parallel societies -- by deepening and legalizing the ethno-linguistic divide -- instead of promoting integration of local Russian communities into these Baltic countries and in Europe. 

Notwithstanding the fact that the European Union finds Latvia’s and Estonia’s legislation on citizenship, language, and education fully in compliance with the EU’s criteria, Moscow continually attacks these Baltic states in international forums -- as well as propagandizing to local Russians -- to pressure Latvia and Estonia into changing that legislation. It hopes that preserving and codifying those ethnically-based societal divisions would provide scope for manipulation of these countries’ internal politics.


A distinct variation on Moscow’s strategy can be observed in Belarus, as well as in the Russian satrapies of Transnistria in Moldova and Abkhazia and South Ossetia in Georgia. In these places, Russia is a status-quo power, defending the dictatorships; while in other countries of the region, Russia is an anti-status-quo power, seeking to roll back democratic gains. Although the dictator Alyaksandr Lukashenka of Belarus irritates President Vladimir Putin and the Russian government by milking Russia’s economy, the Kremlin is content to subsidize the loyal dictatorship, and rallies to its defense in international forums. 


The Kremlin’s solidarity with those dictatorships is on everyday display, in a common antidemocratic front. When Mr. Putin congratulated Ukraine’s presidential candidate Viktor Yanukovych a few days ago on his phony “victory,” Mr. Lukashenka followed suit immediately. So did Igor Smirnov of Transdniester.


It is a measure of Western incomprehension or obliviousness that, even after such moves, Smirnov’s Russian-armed dictatorship is still considered by U.S. diplomats and the European Union as eligible for legalization and official empowerment in a “federalized” Moldova.


Russian policy planners have developed “federal” projects of this sort as a means to set up Russian-protected “federal units” on the territories of target countries, absorb those units unofficially though effectively into Russia’s orbit, and arbitrate the relations between the “federalized” state’s center and its units, playing them off against each other. Without formally violating the target country’s territorial integrity, the country would be reduced to a satellite, and its democratic prospects killed. This is the recipe officially on the table for Moldova and being planned unofficially for Georgia by Kremlin advisers. 

A similar scenario is being held over Ukraine’s head now. Once it became clear that the democratic candidate Viktor Yushchenko had actually won the Nov. 21 presidential election runoff, Mr. Yanukovych and his Moscow handlers raised the specter of “federalizing” Ukraine by carving out some Russia-oriented enclaves in the east and south of the country. This sort of federalism is simply the redoubt from which Mr. Putin’s protégés would resist and even plot to roll back the democratization of these countries. 


Few have noticed that a drama eerily similar to Ukraine’s is now unfolding in Abkhazia. In a presidential election there in October, the Moscow-backed, KGB-veteran candidate for president, Raul Khajimba, has been defeated by the economist Sergei Bagapsh. Mr. Putin had made a big show of endorsing Mr. Khajimba, while Russian political operatives and media smothered Abkhazia with propaganda for their candidate. (While Ukraine’s Mr. Yushchenko is suspect in Moscow’s eyes for having an American wife, Mr. Bagapsh is suspect to the same vigilant eyes for having a Georgian wife.) 

After all this, and despite official fraud in the vote-counting, Mr. Bagapsh won narrowly. For the last six weeks, Bagapsh supporters defied all odds in swaying local bodies of authority to recognize their leader as president-elect. They have now scheduled his inauguration for Dec. 6. 


Infuriated, the Russian government on Dec. 1 announced an economic blockade on Abkhazia.  Having earlier conferred its citizenship on Abkhazia’s residents en masse, Moscow has until now used this fait accompli to claim rights of protection over them. Now, however, Moscow uses the citzenship argument in claiming a right to impose sanctions on “its” citizens. 

In sum, Russia reserves the right to deal with “its” citizens as it sees fit. Its message to Abkhazia is that Mr. Bagapsh’s election must be overturned as a condition for lifting the Russian sanctions. Moscow’s Abkhaz clients, including those with arms, are publicly vowing to stop the local populace from emulating the ongoing events in Ukraine. To be sure, Abkhazia is under Russian military control and can thus be kept on a tight leash.


Indeed, Russian military presence can be decisive to the success of antidemocratic strategies. Traditional, “old-type” military threats to security persist in the new Euro-Atlantic neighborhood. Additionally, the “new-type” threats associated with terrorism, illicit arms and drug trafficking, and mass-destruction weapons proliferation must be dealt with. 


Beyond these new-type threats, however, it is time to recognize and resist the newest type of threat. This newest threat is the organized attack on democracy, and it requires even better organized and coordinated Western and local counterstrategies.
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