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Introduction

The two summits were a study in contrasts. In June 2010 Barack Obama invited Russian president Dmitry Medvedev to a favorite eatery, Ray’s Hell Burgers, in Arlington Virginia, for a “cheeseburger summit.” The two presidents rolled up their sleeves, dined on gourmet burgers, and exchanged jokes in a friendly atmosphere.1 The summit highlighted the two young post–Cold War leaders, both trained as lawyers, and the new high-tech U.S.-Russian relationship. Obama’s reset—his move to improve ties with Moscow—with its relaxed body language was on full display. After the two leaders announced a partnership for innovation, Medvedev flew on to Silicon Valley, where he met with young entrepreneurs, and proudly opened his first Twitter account.

Two years later it was a very different scene. In June 2012 Obama met Vladimir Putin on the sidelines of the G-20 summit in Los Cabos, Mexico, their first meeting since Putin reclaimed the Kremlin.2 In the words of Russia Today, a government-run TV network, the two leaders sat “poker-faced” as they eyed each other across the table, their body language signaling wariness.3 Obama said of the meeting, at which they sparred over missile defense and Syria, “We did have a candid, thoughtful and thorough conversation on a whole range of bilateral and international issues.” Putin was more sparing. The conversation, he said, was “very substantive and concrete.”4 The reset appeared to be on ice.

Then there was the summit that never was. Obama and Putin were scheduled to meet in Moscow in September 2013. But weeks before the meeting Edward Snowden, a disaffected 30 year-old contractor for the U.S. National Security Agency, landed in Moscow carrying a huge trove of classified information. The Russians took their time assessing the situation, but eventually granted him political asylum, despite repeated U.S. request for his extradition. The White House then lost no time in canceling the summit. Shortly thereafter, Putin said of his relationship with Obama, “We hear each other and understand the arguments. But we simply don’t agree. I don’t agree with his arguments and he doesn’t agree with mine.”5

These events highlight a basic fact of life since the Soviet Union disappeared on Christmas Day 1991. It has been a constant challenge for Washington to move forward on a constructive and productive agenda with Russia. Periods of dialogue, progress, and optimism have been followed by tense periods, standoffs, mutual criticism, and pessimism. Both Bill Clinton and George W. Bush began their administrations with high expectations about improving ties with Russia, only to acknowledge at the end of their terms that the relationship had seriously deteriorated. The Obama reset was over by the end of his first term. Moreover, Washington’s repeated cycles of high hopes followed by disappointments have been mirrored in Moscow. As a close advisor to Presidents Boris Yeltsin and Vladimir Putin put it, “Every Russian President has begun his term with high expectations for the relationship and every term ends in disappointment” because the United States has disregarded Russia’s interests.

In fact, U.S.-Russian relations since the Soviet collapse have gone through not one, but four resets. The first, albeit brief and partial, was during the last year of George H. W. Bush’s presidency when postcommunist Russia was reborn. The second was President Bill Clinton’s more ambitious attempt to refashion the entire relationship in the 1990s. The third reset was Vladimir Putin’s initiative when he was the first foreign leader to call George W. Bush after the 9/11 attacks and offer moral and material support for the antiterrorist campaign, with the expectation that Russia would become the United States’ full-fledged partner. The fourth reset was initiated by Obama, when he pledged to renew and improve relations with Russia after the 2008 Russia-Georgia War that had brought bilateral ties to a new low. Russia believes that the United States rebuffed its post-9/11overtures during the Bush administration and views the Obama reset as a necessary American course correction, not a joint project.

This book seeks to answer basic questions about the relationship between these two nations: Why has it been so difficult to develop a productive and more predictable post–Cold War U.S.-Russian partnership? What areas of this relationship have worked best? What have been most problematic? And why? Why are American and Russian priorities so often misaligned? What would it take to redesign this relationship and move it beyond what at best is a limited and selective partnership? These questions—and their answers—have far-reaching global implications.

Moscow’s importance for Washington inevitably changed after the Soviet collapse. The United States had viewed the USSR as its major global rival and threat to its national interests. Both countries’ missiles had targeted each other, creating a balance of terror and the possibility of nuclear Armageddon. All of that changed after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Its demise ushered in fifteen new independent states of which Russia was by far the largest and the obvious legatee of the USSR. Washington no longer saw Russia as either an ideological or a military rival. But this new reality was a bitter pill for the Russian leadership and the population. Many Russians equated respect with fear and found it hard to accept that the United States no longer regarded Russia as a rival. Since 1992, a central Russian objective has been to regain its status as a great power and be treated as an equal by the United States—a goal that was constantly frustrated. Russia has been indirectly important inasmuch as it is a player in theaters where the United States has vital interests. Even at its weakest in the 1990s, Russia—with its extensive stock of nuclear warheads and weapons of mass destruction (WMD) materials, its substantial albeit weakened military, and its remaining relationships with states that America considered unsavory—possessed the ability to thwart American interests. Every American administration since 1992 has recognized that a key interest in dealing with Russia has been to prevent it from acting as a spoiler in areas where the United States has vital interests—be they Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan, or the Greater Middle East.

It has been more than two decades since the Cold War ended, yet the legacy of that era still shapes the relationship well into the twenty-first century. Another legacy also weighs on bilateral ties—that of the 1990s, the first decade of the independent Russian Federation. Those years, to some degree, have shaped American perceptions that a weak Russia is amenable to acquiescing to a U.S. agenda. By contrast, they have created a visceral Russian determination not to be treated as the United States’ junior partner. Russia in the middle of the second decade of the twenty-first century is a very different country than the Russia of the 1990s. Since Vladimir Putin came to power in 2000, its GDP has grown seven-fold. It holds $500 billion of foreign reserves and earns $350 billion a year from oil and gas exports. It still faces challenges in terms of economic growth, innovation, demography and diversification of its economy, and many parts of the countryside are far behind the cities. But, in contrast to the 1990s, there is little of a concrete nature that Russia needs from the United States. Some Americans remember the 1990s as a time of hope, pluralism and freedom of speech in Russia. For most Russians, however, the 1990s were a time of weakness, poverty and uncertainty, of bezporiadok (disorder)—a time to which Russians are determined not to return.

U.S. approaches toward Russia have sometimes been internally contradictory. Parts of the policy community and the private sector have stressed the opportunities that a market-oriented Russia offers. But much of the American security establishment continues to view Russia with suspicion through a traditional Cold War lens. The same is true for Russia, where the emerging middle class is eager to do business with West—and invest its money there—while much of the foreign policy and security establishment continues to nurture grievances against a country it still largely views as an antagonist out to minimize its significance. The Cold War may be over but its legacy weighs heavily on perceptions and policies. Senator Sam Nunn, co-author of path-breaking legislation to reduce the dangers of the post-Soviet nuclear legacy summarized it succinctly: “The United States and Russia remain on automatic Cold War pilot.”6

Although Russia no longer looms as large in American foreign policy considerations as did the Soviet Union, when it was a Cold War adversary, the relationship with Russia still represents a significant priority for the United States. Russia’s geopolitical situation straddling Europe and Asia, its large nuclear arsenal, and its permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council give it enduring leverage. It can support or hinder the pursuit of key U.S. national security interests. Similarly, America can influence how successfully Russia can pursue its goal to restore its position as a global player. Russia and the United States share significant interests ranging from counterterrorism and counterproliferation of WMD to working together to stabilize Central Asia and contain the spread of radical Islam, and dealing with challenges from new frontiers, such as the Arctic. Despite these common interests, however, the two countries subscribe to very different views about their respective roles in the world.

Moreover, the relationship is constrained by the two countries’ divergent value systems, in particular their contrasting views of the purposes and means of acceptable state behavior at home and abroad. The ideological antagonism between international communism and capitalism has disappeared, but Russia today sees itself as a great power and the guardian of traditional principles of maintaining the international status quo, absolute sovereignty, and noninterference in the internal affairs of other countries. The United States, by contrast, supports the United Nations’ principles of the responsibility to protect, humanitarian intervention, and, if necessary, regime change in cases of violent interstate conflicts or civil wars that threaten populations. It also remains rhetorically committed to global democracy promotion, an increasingly neuralgic issue for Russia.

These contrasting worldviews were a source of conflict during the Balkan wars of the 1990s and they have continued to strain bilateral ties since the beginning of the upheavals in the Arab world in 2010. President Obama’s second inaugural speech committed his administration to pursuing these goals. “We will support democracy from Asia to Africa, from the Americas to the Middle East, because our interests and our conscience compel us to act on behalf of those who long for freedom.”7

Much has changed in the decades since the implosion of the USSR. Russia has become a market economy, albeit with its own specific characteristics—“capitalism Russian-style”—and the Russian people enjoy such liberties as the freedom to travel, to use the Internet, and to express their opinions—up to a point. Yet elections are managed, political opposition discouraged, and the rule of law remains elusive. The Russian political system remains a hybrid, and the evolution away from Soviet society will be the work of many more decades than some in the West originally envisaged. Nevertheless, the United States and Russia, with their nuclear arsenals, no longer face each other as antagonists. Expectations of and preparations for bilateral conflict that were central to the Cold War have disappeared. In their place has come what one former senior U.S. official describes as a “cranky” relationship, for which both sides bear responsibility. America and Russia no longer are antagonists but they remain antagonistic. Could it have been otherwise? How and why did it evolve like this?

During the time period covered by this book, successive U.S. and Russian administrations have faced six major sets of issues that they have jointly sought to manage. As a result, there has been a great deal of continuity in the substance of U.S.-Russian relations, irrespective of who occupies the White House or the Kremlin. The first basket of issues is the nuclear legacy, involving arms control and missile defense. The second, related basket is nonproliferation of WMD, particularly the question of Iran’s nuclear program—as well as that of North Korea. The third relates to Russia’s neighborhood and the respective roles of Russia and the United States in what, for want of a better word, is called the post-Soviet space and the territories around it. The fourth involves European security, including the conflicts in the Balkans and Euro-Atlantic security architecture, as well as NATO expansion and the role of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). The fifth, most recent set of issues, relates to Russian and U.S. policies toward the upheavals in the Arab world. The final constant has been Russia’s domestic situation, including the wars in Chechnya, instability in the north Caucasus, and the state of democracy and human rights.

This is indeed a long and challenging list of issues that both countries have had to confront. They continue to demand both sides’ attention more than two decades after the demise of the USSR. There have been some arms control agreements, but missile defense remains highly problematic. Cooperation on dealing with Iran’s nuclear program has improved, but the United States and Russia continue to disagree about the severity of the problem—and the way to resolve it. Russia’s neighborhood has diminished as an issue of contention since the 2008 Georgia war, but Washington and Moscow continue to subscribe to very different views of how the post-Soviet states should evolve and what their relationship with Russia should be. There has been little progress on the future of Euro-Atlantic security architecture, although further NATO enlargement appears to be on indefinite hold. Russia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo’s independence, the suspension of its participation in the Treaty on Conventional Forces in Europe, and the West’s reluctance to respond to Russian initiatives proposing a new European Security Treaty have highlighted a basic reality: the United States and its allies failed to devise a post–Cold War framework for including Russia in Euro-Atlantic structures, and thus Russia remains outside of the institutions that regulate European security, charting its own path. Cooperation in dealing with the upheavals in the Arab world remains elusive. And the Kremlin has increasingly rejected U.S. attempts to influence its domestic trajectory and support Russian civil society organizations devoted to improving the rule of law, human rights, and democratic practices.

This book examines both the U.S. and Russian perspectives on the relationship, informed by many discussions with former and current officials. Some of the challenges for U.S. Russia policy are intrinsic to the general problems of U.S. foreign policy, such as dealing with Congress and overcoming bureaucratic stove-piping within the executive branch. They also touch on broader determinants of U.S. foreign policy, such as definitions of the national interest and how to promote American values. Others are more specific to Russia and involve the tension between focusing on interests versus values and determining how much Russia’s internal developments should affect U.S. foreign policy decisions and how far American actions in Russia’s neighborhood should be calibrated to take into account Russian concerns. In order to tell the story, the book is chronological, except for the chapter on commercial and energy relations, since these are less affected by the policies of different administrations.

At the heart of this limited partnership is the difficult question of how far the United States should allow its policies to be shaped by an acknowledgment of Russia’s unique post-Soviet preoccupations and continuing conviction that the United States disregards its interests. Russia does not loom as large in American foreign policy priorities as America does in Russian priorities. Russia is instrumentally important to the United States because of its ability to make it difficult—or easier—for Washington to achieve its goals on a range of international problems. Its veto power on the United Nations Security Council provides it with a key lever to prevent the United States from taking actions where American and Russian interests diverge. This recognition of the reality that Russia is less important per se than indirectly is a continuing source of irritation to Russian officials. In this sense, the various American resets have represented attempts to engage Russia productively by persuading it to acknowledge and accept the asymmetries in the relationship and move forward on that basis. Putin’s 2001 attempted reset, by contrast, was a bid to establish a strategic partnership of equals, acting as if these asymmetries did not exist.

The book is based on work I have done over several decades both as a scholar and as a practitioner. In addition to my years at Georgetown University as professor and director of its Center for Eurasian, Russian and East European Studies, I have served in the State Department’s Office of Policy Planning in the Clinton and Bush administrations and as National Intelligence Officer for Russia and Eurasia at the National Intelligence Council. Teaching a course on U.S.-Russian relations at the Moscow State Institute of International Relations (MGIMO) gave me insights into the attitudes of the younger, educated generation toward ties with the United States. My understanding of the views of the Russian leadership has been enhanced by my participation in the Valdai International Discussion Club for the last decade. This has provided a unique opportunity to assess the perceptions of key policymakers and opinion-leaders. In these annual conferences, we have met every year with President Putin for several hours. We have also met with other senior officials and have listened to a variety of views on Russia’s domestic and foreign policy. The interpretation of the views of American and Russian officials is, of course, entirely my own.
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Prologue

George H. W. Bush and Russia Reborn

The Soviet Union ended not with a bang but with a speech. A sober Mikhail Gorbachev appeared on television to announce his resignation—and the end of the USSR—on December 25, 1991. “I hereby discontinue my activities at the post of President of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics,” he said. “There were mistakes made that could have been avoided,” he added. He ended his brief speech on an upbeat note: “I am positive that sooner or later, some day our common efforts will bear fruit and our nations will live in a prosperous, democratic society.” But he also expressed his worries about the future: “I am concerned about the fact that the people in this country are ceasing to become citizens of a great power and the consequences may be very difficult for us to deal with.”1 Events would prove him prophetic.

As his speech ended, the red hammer-and-sickle Soviet flag was lowered over the Kremlin and the new red, white, and blue Russian tricolor flag was raised. A stunned Soviet population struggled to understand how this could have happened and what life would be like the next day. The 1917 Bolshevik Revolution and the 1991 Soviet collapse bookended a tumultuous century that had seen the rise and fall of some of history’s most brutal dictators. Now that both the Cold War and the USSR had ended, and more and more countries were seeking to free themselves from authoritarian rule, how should the international system reconstitute itself to reap the unexpected dividends of the USSR’s demise? What did it mean that the United States and Russia no longer would face each other as antagonists whose large stockpiles of nuclear weapons targeted each other? What kind of political system would the new Russia have?

As the outside world began to grapple with the contours of a postcommunist world that Christmas day, President George H. W. Bush appeared on television to offer reassurance. Congratulating Gorbachev on having liberated the Soviet people, he officially recognized the Russian Federation as the legal successor to the USSR and described the end of the Soviet Union as “a victory for democracy and freedom, for the moral force of our values.” He reassured Americans that the Soviet nuclear weapons were safe and suggested that the events of the day “clearly serve our national interest.”2 “President Bush did not want to antagonize the Russians,” said his National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft. “He emphasized that no one had lost the Cold War, but everyone had won.”3

COPING WITH THE SOVIET COLLAPSE

Almost three years earlier after coming into office, the Bush administration had begun to consider alternative futures for Russia. Robert Gates, then deputy national security advisor, organized a small high-level group that met regularly in secret to discuss contingency planning for a range of alternative Soviet futures.4 Moreover, although there were divisions within the intelligence community over the significance of developments within the USSR, some analysts were willing to think the unthinkable—namely that the USSR might actually disappear.5 U.S. Embassy officials also had inklings of what might happen. One recalls flying to Moscow with Sapurmurad Niyazov, then the communist leader of the Turkmen Republic, at the same time when Gorbachev was trying to negotiate a new union treaty among the fifteen constituent republics of the Soviet Union. “I will never sign this treaty,” Niyazov vowed, “I want to control my own oil and gas reserves.”6 Nevertheless, Bush himself was determined not to undermine the embattled Gorbachev.7 In a speech later dubbed “Chicken Kiev” by critics, Bush warned the Ukrainians to beware of “suicidal nationalism” and said that “Americans will not support those who seek independence in order to replace a far-off tyranny with a local despotism.”8

U.S.-Russian relations can be understood only in the context of both countries striving to come to terms with the legacy of the Cold War and its aftermath. The United States considered the collapse of the USSR a victory for Western interests and democratic values. But that is not how it was seen by much of the Soviet population. It was difficult for them to accept that the USSR had expired because of its own internal weaknesses. Mikhail Gorbachev had come to power vowing to make the USSR a stronger, more effective global actor, not to preside over its demise. But the economic reforms he introduced were too little, too late, and he was hit hard by the falling price of oil, the USSR’s major export commodity, and a neo-Stalinist economic system that was unreformable because the Communist Party feared losing political control.

What ultimately doomed Gorbachev’s experiment at greater political openness and economic restructuring (glasnost’ and perestroika as they were known in Russia) was the failure to sustain economic growth and solvency along with the inability to deal with what the Bolsheviks had called the “nationalities question.” His attempt to create a federal state that would have devolved real power to the USSR’s constituent ethnically based national republics, and which was at the same time acceptable to his more hard-line opponents, failed. In August 1991, disgruntled military and security officials had launched a coup against him. Not only did they want to remove him from power. They also were determined to prevent the signing of a new Union Treaty that would have lessened Moscow’s control over its republics. Gorbachev was placed under house arrest in his vacation home in Crimea, while the disheveled putschists held a press conference announcing an emergency committee to save the USSR.

The coup caused considerable consternation in Washington. The administration of George H. W. Bush had developed a good working relationship with Gorbachev for several compelling reasons. He had allowed the Soviet-backed communist governments in Eastern Europe to collapse peacefully, he backed the U.S.-led UN coalition during the first Gulf War to liberate Kuwait from Iraqi occupation, and he supported new U.S.-Soviet arms control efforts. The specter of a group of communists in uniform vowing to put an end to Gorbachev’s domestic and foreign policy reforms threatened to revive the worst days of U.S.-Soviet antagonism.

The coup lasted just three days. During those days, the world had its first glimpse of Boris Yeltsin, the newly elected president of the Russian Republic. A provincial party secretary from Siberia, he had initially been a Gorbachev supporter. During the coup, he became the embodiment of resistance to the coup when he stood on top of a tank and read a proclamation defying the putschists. After the coup, Gorbachev was fatally weakened. The Baltic states declared their independence from the USSR, and Yeltsin increasingly challenged Gorbachev’s authority and appealed to other republic leaders to follow suit.

The Bush administration was divided over whether to continue supporting Gorbachev or to back Yeltsin. In September 1989, Yeltsin had made his first trip to the United States and made a negative impression on both General Scowcroft and his Russia advisor, Condoleezza Rice. When Yeltsin found out that he would not have an official meeting with President Bush, he initially refused to get out of his car. He only reluctantly agreed to enter the White House’s West Wing where Scowcroft sat after it was made clear that protocol did not warrant a meeting with the president. Notwithstanding, George H. W. Bush did a “drop by” with him in Scowcroft’s office.9 At that juncture, the White House viewed Yeltsin as an unpredictable, populist challenger who threatened to unravel much of what Gorbachev was trying to accomplish. By 1991, Bush and Secretary of State James Baker still supported Gorbachev, while Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney led the group that favored Yeltsin and viewed him as a genuine democrat.10

After the failure of the coup, Gorbachev was no longer able to assert his authority over the leaders of the individual republics—led by Boris Yeltsin—who wanted independence. He recognized the independence of the three Baltic states in September 1991 (the United States had never recognized their incorporation into the USSR, and from Washington’s perspective they were henceforth not counted as “post-Soviet” states). On December 8, 1991, Yeltsin met with the Ukrainian leader Leonid Kravchuk and Belarussian leader Stanislau Shushkevich in a hunting lodge in the Belovezhskaya Pushcha, a nature reserve outside the city of Brest on the Belarus-Polish border. After a long night of wrangling and libations, they proclaimed the creation of a new entity, the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), a paper entity with hazy legal standing that was intended to render the USSR obsolete. It was all over. Gorbachev had lost his country. His resignation came just two and a half weeks later.

By the time that Gorbachev announced his resignation, each of the twelve remaining republics of the USSR had become independent states, although some—particularly in Central Asia—had independence thrust on them rather than choosing it. The impact of the Soviet collapse on U.S. decision makers varied. “I felt a tremendous charge as I watched the final breakup of the Soviet Union,” Bush later wrote. “I was pleased to watch freedom and self-determination prevail as one republic after another gained its independence.”11 Robert Gates, by then director of the Central Intelligence Agency, had a different take. Explaining that “the Cold War itself had been waged in shades of grey,” it was unclear what the end of the Cold War meant for the United States. Moreover, a host of domestic problems now demanded the attention of the Bush administration. “And so,” said Gates, “the greatest of American triumphs—became a particularly joyless victory. We had won the Cold War, but there would be no parade.”12

The interpretation of how the Cold War ended is still hotly disputed in Russia. Many find it hard to accept that the world’s second-largest superpower could have imploded in this way. They suspect that outside agency—primarily the United States—deliberately caused the Soviet collapse. These views have been passed on to the post-Soviet generation, which came of age after the demise of the USSR.13 If the USSR was not responsible for its collapse, and was not defeated in a war, then it follows that Russia should rightly be restored to its former world role. Of course, all imperial powers have had difficulty coming to terms with the loss of empire. In the twentieth century alone, the tsarist, Ottoman, Austro-Hungarian, British, and French empires came to an end, necessitating major adjustments—albeit very different ones—on the part of the former imperial powers to their reduced international status and their definitions of national identity. There were also major adjustments for the new successor states that had gained statehood, some for the first time in history. The demise of the USSR was bound to present major challenges to the international system. There was no road map for how to deal with this unprecedented situation. In the face of uncertainty and in the absence of institutions to guide this transition, improvisation prevailed in both Moscow and Washington.

The Soviet Union was not defeated in a war; it perished from self-inflicted wounds. How, many asked, did this vast multinational state, a nuclear superpower, which despite its precarious economic situation still possessed enormous natural resource wealth, just disintegrate, literally petering out? Russia’s domestic and foreign policy adjustment to its reduced status has, therefore, been more complicated—albeit less violent—than that of the other twentieth-century former empires. Its continuing role as a nuclear superpower—despite its economic weakness—made that transition away from empire more complex. After all, unlike other fallen empires. it still had the military capability to destroy its former antagonist, the United States.

Very few people in the United States—or in Russia, for that matter—anticipated the collapse of the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe or of the USSR. Indeed, as late as 1988 West German chancellor Helmut Kohl believed that he would not live to see Germany reunified.14 Once the Soviet Union had imploded, Washington struggled to chart a course for dealing with the new Russia and defining American interests in the post-Soviet space.15

Moreover, most Western leaders were ambivalent about the disintegration of the USSR. They felt comfortable with a reformist Soviet leader who wanted to move beyond the Cold War. The USSR had cooperated with the Coalition partners during the Gulf War—against its erstwhile ally Saddam Hussein—largely as a result of the Bush administration’s artful diplomacy. But there were other reasons to fear a Soviet collapse. Eastern Europe may have overthrown communism peacefully but, as the Soviet Union headed toward dissolution, Yugoslavia had descended into a brutal civil war as its constituent republics declared their independence. The United States and its European allies feared a repetition of the Yugoslav debacle in the former Soviet Union on a far larger scale, involving widespread ethnic violence in a nuclear-armed country spanning twelve time zones. They preferred to deal with Mikhail Gorbachev, the reformist Soviet leader they knew and, by 1991, trusted, and they feared what would happen if the Soviet Union were to fall apart.

A MODEST RESET

In 1992 the White House had to reinvent the U.S.-Russian relationship, with little to guide it from the Cold War era. The Bush administration was careful to react cautiously to the Soviet collapse, eschewing any public triumphal rhetoric. Washington understood that it had to treat Russia with respect during this difficult transition. The administration followed the same policy as it had when the Berlin Wall fell in November 1989, seeking not to exacerbate Russian sensitivities at a time when there was great uncertainty about what would happen next. In place of the familiar Soviet antagonist came fifteen new states, mostly with new borders, and Russia itself was geographically smaller than it had been since the seventeenth century. All of these new states were grappling to understand the new reality and define how they should proceed. A huge and ailing society had thrown off seven decades of communism almost serendipitously, but it was unclear how this vast space would develop. There was no consensus in Washington about what U.S. goals toward a postcommunist Russia should be. One Bush official recalled that “dealing with a wounded rival was just as complex as dealing with a strutting one.”16

Nevertheless, perhaps because it was an election year and domestic issues took priority, the Bush administration did not embark on a major reevaluation of its relations with post-Soviet Russia. It focused on the most pressing issues—nuclear weapons and economic assistance—but eschewed bold initiatives. In the election year of 1992, there was scant appetite for new policies and considerable apprehension about what could go wrong in the post-Soviet space. Secretary of State James Baker, in an important gesture, insisted on opening embassies in all twelve post-Soviet states—over the objections of much of the State Department’s European bureau—to stress the United States’ commitment to their continued independence.

The new Russian government immediately came under siege from its opponents. Boris Yeltsin and his team of young market reformers were bitterly opposed by communists and other groups in the Congress of Peoples’ Deputies, who dismissed the new team as “boys in pink shorts.”17 Bush’s first summit with Yeltsin took place at Camp David on February 1, 1992. Given the previous skepticism on the part of some administration officials about Yeltsin this was a crucial meeting. Yeltsin’s advisor subsequently admitted that the Russian president had rehearsed for two or three days for what the realized was his “big exam.”18 He apparently passed with flying colors and managed to convince the skeptics that he was, indeed, capable of leading the new Russia. Bush’s colleagues soon concluded that the fate of Russian reform depended on one man—Boris Yeltsin. As one administration official said at the time, “The only alternative to Yeltsin is Stalin—and authoritarian regimes.”19

Throughout the 1990s there was one mantra in Washington: without Yeltsin the communists would return, and that would be a catastrophe. In the absence of established frameworks between the United States and the new Russia, there was a certain amount of improvisation as both sides contemplated how to institutionalize the relationship. An early example of this was the disposition of the USSR’s permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council. It was not clear who would inherit this seat that went back to the founding of the UN in 1945. The Russians with some consternation turned for advice to Richard Gardner, an American professor of international law, who explained to them why legally Russia should be designated the heir of the Soviet Union. His counsel was instrumental in ensuring that Russia indeed took over the USSR’s permanent seat. Nevertheless, because there was sufficient ambiguity about whether Russia indeed was the legal heir, the transfer was carried out inconspicuously over a weekend, when the name plate “USSR” over the Soviet seat on the Security Council was replaced with “Russia.”20 Thus, Russia then became the legatee to the USSR and inherited its embassies, its ministries—and its debts.

The U.S.-Russian agenda in 1992 was limited. President George H. W. Bush and his key advisors—General Scowcroft and Secretary Baker—were realists who generally viewed foreign policy through the prism of U.S. interests rather than values. Exporting democracy was not a priority for them in these early post–Cold War days. They also realized that it was important not to humiliate Russia in its weakened state.

SECURING THE NUCLEAR WEAPONS

Washington’s most urgent concern in 1992 was the fate of the Soviet nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons arsenal. The USSR had more than eleven thousand strategic nuclear weapons (capable of striking the continental United States) and at least fifteen thousand tactical or battlefield nuclear weapons.21 Who would inherit them? Who might steal them? Where would they end up? And how might they be used? There were two dimensions to this challenge—dealing with Russia’s own nuclear arsenal and denuclearizing the non-Russian post-Soviet states. In place of one nuclear country, there were now four nuclear states—Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, and Kazakhstan. Overnight Ukraine, which had existed as a state for only two brief periods in history, had become the world’s third largest nuclear power. Washington’s biggest nightmare was the possibility of a threefold nuclear hemorrhage: unemployed Soviet nuclear scientists selling their services to states or nonstate actors seeking to acquire their own nuclear arsenal; the theft of nuclear materials insufficiently secured in Soviet facilities that could also be sold to the highest bidder; and illicit technology transfer.

Administration officials worked hard to tackle these three dangers. The first challenge was to ensure that only Russia remained a nuclear state. In May 1992, James Baker—after three months of hectic diplomatic activity—and the foreign ministers of Russia, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and Belarus signed the Lisbon Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) protocols, which the United States and the USSR had originally signed in July 1991. These stipulated that the non-Russian states would become nonnuclear “in the shortest possible time” and accede to the nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty. Baker also proposed that the United States and Russia commit to drastically reducing the number of strategic nuclear weapons they both possessed.

After the Lisbon treaty, the second major achievement during the Bush administration was the Nunn-Lugar program, whose importance has not subsequently been fully recognized. It was a historic accomplishment and rare example of true bipartisan cooperation. Senator Richard Lugar had been committed to reducing the danger of nuclear war since his time as mayor of Indianapolis when, he observed, he realized that the city would have been a target in a Soviet nuclear strike on the United States.22

In November 1991, just before the Soviet collapse, Senators Lugar and Sam Nunn authored the Nunn-Lugar Act, establishing the Cooperative Threat Reduction Program funded by $1.27 billion from the Department of Defense. President Bush signed it into law on December 1991. This innovative program, in the words of Senator Nunn, was “designed to help the states of the former Soviet Union handle responsibly weapons of mass destruction.”23 Its main goals were to secure nuclear materials, providing assistance to the former Soviet states to safeguard and dismantle their stockpiles of nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons, as well as related materials and delivery systems. It also supported retraining unemployed scientists and their families living in formerly closed nuclear cities so that they could find gainful employment elsewhere, as opposed to selling their know-how to states seeking to acquire nuclear materials. This program played an important role in diminishing the post-Soviet threat from “loose nukes.”24

A major challenge, however, was to create a constituency within Russia that believed that securing its own nuclear weapons and facilities would be in its own self-interest. Frustrated by the slow pace of the American interagency process in advancing the agenda, White House officials not only reached out to the Russian government but also promoted cooperation between American and Russian nuclear laboratories.25 The Bush administration simultaneously began the process of denuclearizing Ukraine and Kazakhstan.

ECONOMIC ASSISTANCE: NO NEW MARSHALL PLAN

The administration of George H. W. Bush has been criticized by some inside and outside of the government for not doing enough to help postcommunist Russia as it struggled to get back on its feet. Yegor Gaidar described what it was like to wake up on January 1, 1992, in the new Russia: “Everything was in in a terrible, unbelievable mess, he said, “We had no money, no gold, and no grain to last through the next harvest—It was like traveling in a jet and you go into the cockpit and you discover that there’s no one at the controls.”26 Advocates for more robust assistance invoked the U.S. post World War Two experience. In 1947 Secretary of State George Marshall announced the Marshall Plan, a $13 billion program to aid the recovery of Western Europe states struggling to rebuild their shattered postwar economies after a particularly bitter postwar winter. The fear was that, without aid, communists would come to power in France, Italy, and possibly elsewhere. Marshall aid was crucial in ensuring the future prosperity—and political stability—of Western Europe. As the Soviet Union was disintegrating, Russia’s economic situation became increasingly precarious. Some Americans argued that the United States should follow the precedent of 1947 and offer a substantial aid package to help Russia move definitively away from communism.27

This debate became part of the election campaign. In 1992 Bush came under pressure from the candidate Bill Clinton’s campaign to put together a robust aid package for Russia, whose economy was reeling from the collapse and where there was concern about possible starvation during the harsh winter. Former president Richard Nixon, in an unusual alignment with Clinton, urged Bush to do more for Russia.28 In a March 1992 “secret” memo entitled “How to Lose the Cold War” he warned that the volume of U.S. assistance to Russia was “a pathetically inadequate response.”29 Brent Scowcroft believes that the United States should have given more assistance but attributes the modest level of support to severe U.S. budgetary constraints.30 Richard Armitage, who became the first coordinator for aid to the former Soviet Union, also argues that the United States should have been more generous in its assistance package. But the Congress was reluctant to allocate more than the $480 million initially promised.31 In Operation Provide Hope, the United States provided food aid and medicines for sixty-two cities. But it rejected the idea of a Marshall plan for Russia and limited its involvement in assistance programs.32

This caution about Russia also affected the Bush administration’s policies on democracy promotion. Armitage recalls asking German officials how long they believed Russia’s transition would take. Their answer: it will take East Germany at least forty years, so it will probably take Russia at least seventy years.33 Even if some American officials feared the return of communism, there was no commitment to reshaping Russian society. There was relief at the dogs that did not bark—no Yugoslav-type large-scale civil war or ethnic cleansing, no mass starvation, no economic collapse, no nuclear conflict between Ukraine and Russia—but Washington pursued a policy of restraint. In an election year, the White House’s attention was focused elsewhere.

Nevertheless, the Bush administration did take some substantive steps. In 1992 it convened an international conference on assistance to Russia, which announced a multilateral aid package of $24 billion, and it hosted three other donor conferences. However, much of what was promised never materialized. Anatoly Chubais, one of Yeltsin’s key advisors, argues that, had this $24 billion reached Russia, it would have had a significant impact on Russia and on improving U.S.-Russian relations: “This is a sad story. The United States missed a chance.”34 Congress did pass the Freedom Support Act to provide funds for democratizing efforts. And the United States created the North Atlantic Cooperation Council (a NATO-led forum that included all the postcommunist states) and introduced a proposal for a START-II nuclear arms reduction treaty. But there was scant public rhetoric about prospects for fundamental change in Russia, and expectations for how much could change were modest.

The cautious Russia policy of George H. W. Bush differed from that of both the subsequent Clinton and George W. Bush administrations. Their rhetorical commitment to improving U.S.-Russian relations and support of major policy initiatives raised expectations about the possibility of qualitative changes—expectations that would eventually not be met.


Chapter One

The Bill and Boris Show

Shortly before taking the oath of office in January 1993, Bill Clinton declared that what was happening in Russia was “the biggest and toughest thing out there. It’s not just the end of communism, the end of the cold war. That’s what’s over and done with. There’s also stuff starting–stuff that’s new. Figuring out what it is, how we work with it, how we keep it moving in the right direction: that’s what we’ve got to do.”1 Indeed, the challenge of supporting Russia’s postcommunist transition and defining its new international role consumed much of the Clinton administration’s foreign policy energy during its eight years in office. Along the way, the intense and often turbulent personal ties between the American and Russian presidents came to define U.S.-Russian ties.

The Clinton administration initially raised high expectations about re-creating the U.S.-Russian relationship in what became the second—and more ambitious—reset since the Soviet collapse. By the end of Clinton’s two terms, however, these expectations had not been met. They probably could never have been. It became clear that the relationship was, at best, a selective partnership, where cooperation and competition coexisted, albeit in fluctuating proportions. Whatever happened, Russia would not evolve as a Western-style democracy, and American influence on Russia’s internal evolution would be circumscribed.

The bilateral framework that was established in these years has in many ways defined how Washington and Moscow have dealt with each other ever since then, in both process and substance. Many of the issues over which Clinton and Yeltsin sparred remain problematic today. Indeed, there has been far more continuity in U.S.-Russian relations over the past two decades than either Democrats or Republicans might admit. That is because, as an official who served in the administrations of Bush 41 and 43 noted, “You can’t choose your inbox.”2

Nevertheless, the outcome of Clinton’s policies is still hotly debated. Did the Clinton administration play a major role in bringing democracy and the market to Russia? Or did it, as the Republicans (supported by some on the left) claimed in 2000, “fail the Russian people” and turn a blind eye as the system became increasingly corrupt? Should Washington have promoted less “shock” and more “therapy” for the economy, as Clinton’s chief Russia advisor and former deputy secretary of state Strobe Talbott himself at one point suggested? Was it right to enlarge NATO to include Russia’s former Warsaw Pact allies and the Baltic states? Should the United States have focused instead on designing a post–Cold War Euro-Atlantic security system that included Russia? Could that have even been done?

“THE RUSSIA HAND”

Bill Clinton seized the unique opportunity to reshape the landscape of U.S.-Russian relations when he entered the White House. It became one of the defining themes of his eight years in office, a relationship beset by constant challenges, yet one in which, despite all the controversy, there were notable achievements. As Strobe Talbott writes, the president quickly became “the U.S. government’s principal Russia hand” and remained so for the rest of his presidency.3 Clinton appointed a team of expert advisors on Russia led by his Rhodes Scholar roommate Talbott, whose knowledge of Russia and its culture was extensive—and to whom Clinton had served tea in their Oxford digs while Talbott was translating the memoirs of Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev.4 Talbott persuaded the secretary of state–designate, Warren Christopher, to create a special office that dealt with the post-Soviet states (minus the Baltics) in order to ensure that they received the attention they needed, and he became the first ambassador-at-large for the Newly Independent States (S/NIS).5 Previously, the Soviet Union had been part of the State Department’s European Bureau.

Moreover, the new administration came into office promoting a liberal-internationalist view of foreign policy, one that held that the more democracies there were, the safer the world would be. This required an active U.S. commitment to influencing Russia’s domestic transformation. The Clinton administration adopted a far more interventionist policy than did the preceding Bush administration because it believed that Russia’s domestic democratic evolution was a prerequisite for a more benign foreign policy. In a 1993 speech on Russia at the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Clinton set out the basic premise. He called for a “strategic alliance with Russian reform,” warning that “the danger is clear if Russia’s reforms turn sour—if it reverts to authoritarianism or disintegrates into chaos. The world cannot afford the strife of the former Yugoslavia replicated in a nation as big as Russia, spanning eleven time zones with an armed arsenal of nuclear weapons.”6

The defining idea behind the Clinton policy was that democracies do not go to war with each other. Hence it was imperative for the United States to do as much as it could to nurture the growth of Russian democracy. Moreover, economic and political liberties are inextricably linked, and a market society based on private property would ultimately produce a more democratic polity. The third premise was that the West should promote an American market-oriented economic model, as opposed to a European social democratic one (a view shared by economic liberals in Yeltsin’s government). That meant that Russia should move rapidly toward privatization of the economy, greatly reducing the government’s role. The Clinton administration believed that the return to power of the communists was the major danger threatening Russia’s successful transformation—hence the unquestioning support for Boris Yeltsin, irrespective of his idiosyncrasies.

One issue stood out ahead of all the others. The White House understood that the greatest security danger remained Russia’s large arsenal of nuclear weapons and weapons of mass destruction (WMD) materials not under the full control of the central authorities and vulnerable to theft and sale to rogue nations. Hence Washington had to focus on enhancing the Bush administration’s nuclear nonproliferation programs and the Nunn-Lugar initiatives. The Clinton administration was committed to supporting continuing sovereignty and independence of the post-Soviet states and encouraging Moscow to move toward a postimperial foreign policy. Finally, it recognized that it had to offer Russia incentives to accept its diminished international role. The United States led the West in offering Russia some of the trappings of a major power, including association with the G-7—the group of major industrialized nations—along with membership in what became the G-8, and later a partnership with NATO.

Yet Washington may well have overestimated how much influence the United States could have on Russia’s economic development. The Clinton economic team supported a prescription for Russia macroeconomic stabilization based on shock therapy, a policy favored by Yelstin’s chief economic advisor Yegor Gaidar and his small group of liberal reformers, who believed that a gradual road to capitalism was impossible in Russia’s unique circumstances of total state ownership.7 “We had no money, no gold, and no grain to last through the next harvest,” said Gaidar, “It was a time when you do everything you can do, and as rapidly as you can. There was no time for reflection.”8 Yet Russian-style capitalism turned out to be very different from what the American team envisaged.9 It became apparent as the decade wore on that Russia was developing a form of “Wild East” capitalism that was sui generis, opaque, and involved levels of corruption and patronage unanticipated by Washington. Some American critics have accused the Clinton administration of knowingly aiding and abetting the rise of a form of capitalism that left most Russians impoverished, while a few corrupt oligarchs became stunningly wealthy.10 However, these charges vastly overestimate the impact of outside agents in determining the unique way in which the Russian economy developed.

Underpinning the Clinton administration’s philosophy was a belief in the possibility of a large-scale transformation of Russian society. It was a belief that contradicted much of the Russian and Soviet historical record. For a millennium, Russia had been ruled by men, not laws. Individuals were always more important than institutions, and informal mechanisms were more important than official structures. Historians of Russia—be they Russian or Western—pointed to centuries of authoritarian rule by competing clans who paid obeisance to an all-powerful tsar or Soviet general secretary, even if at some periods the ruler’s powers were more virtual than real and groups around the ruler wielded considerable influence.11 The tsarist patrimonial state, where the aristocracy was dependent on the ruler’s goodwill to maintain its status and property, was replaced by a Soviet patrimonial state, where the Communist Party was in charge of patronage. In neither system were property rights or the rule of law much respected—or even recognized.

The Russia experts in the Clinton administration understood well these persistent factors in Russian history. But they thought that the Soviet collapse offered an opportunity to break with these traditions and to modernize Russia in a democratic way-- for the first time in its history. Given the cycles of the American political system, their time horizon was short—particularly when viewed through the prism of Russian history. They had, at best, eight years to help encourage the beginning of a radical transformation in Russia. Even if they recognized that this was a major challenge, without a bold vision and dogged persistence, they might have accomplished much less.

NEW VISTAS FROM WASHINGTON AND MOSCOW

The greatest successes of the Clinton reset, from an American point of view, were in foreign policy: denuclearizing Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan, securing Russia’s cooperation in the Balkans(albeit at considerable cost in Kosovo), neutralizing Russian opposition to NATO enlargement, and bringing Russia into the G-7 as a stakeholder. Iran remained a significant area of disagreement. But all of the successes were on issues where Washington had persuaded Moscow to take actions it initially resisted.

One of the Clinton administration’s first challenges was to tackle the stakeholder problem. The number of American stakeholders in the U.S.-Russian relationship has always been limited—unlike the situation with China—in part because the bilateral economic relationship was very modest. In the more than two decades since the collapse of communism, there have rarely been substantial groups on either side who have consistently pressed for improved relations. This contrasts sharply with the European relationship with Russia, where the number of stakeholders in Western Europe and Russia rapidly grew during the 1990s because of their burgeoning economic relations. Early in its tenure, the Clinton administration came up with an idea about how to build a group of stakeholders. In 1993 it established a binational commission cochaired by the U.S. vice president Al Gore and the Russian prime minister Viktor Chernomyrdin. The idea initially came from Russian foreign minister Andrei Kozyrev, who saw it as a way to create a more organized interagency process on the Russian side.12 This binational commission, which lasted until George W. Bush came into office and was subsequently reincarnated under Barack Obama, set up working groups that dealt with a range of issues—including space, energy, and economics—and was designed to create networks of officials that ensured a continuing dialogue and had a vested interest in the success of the relationship.

Another challenge for America and Russia in the 1990s was dealing with their different visions of the post-Soviet space. The United States consistently supported the independence and sovereignty of the countries in the area that, for the first decade, it referred to as the Newly Independent States. It refused to recognize the Commonwealth of Independent States because it viewed the organization as a Russian attempt to continue to exercise undue influence in its neighborhood. Immediately after the Soviet collapse, as already noted, it dispatched officials to open embassies in every new state, which no other Western country had the resources to do. Because a number of these countries had had independence thrust upon them, they were eager for advice on how to set up their own constitutions and solicited American assistance.13 The United States insisted that Russia had no right to a sphere of influence in the post-Soviet space. The Russian view, even during the early 1990s, was that these countries were part of what they dubbed the “near abroad,” as opposed to real foreign countries that constituted the “far abroad,” and that Russia had the right to a special relationship with them. In January 1993 Vladimir Lukin, the first post-Soviet ambassador to the United States, said that relations between Russia and the former Soviet states “should be treated as identical to those between New York and New Jersey.”14

But Washington also remained preoccupied by what would happen inside Russia, from nuclear weapons to a democratic transition, to the risk of violence or starvation. So Clinton focused on cultivating his relationship with Yeltsin. Personal ties between Russian and American leaders have always been disproportionately important, given the existential challenges that the two nuclear superpowers faced and because of the absence of strong institutional ties between the countries. But the Yeltsin-Clinton relationship acquired an intensity and significance all its own, in part because of the outsize personalities of the two men. Yet what comes through in the pages of their autobiographies is that Clinton left office with a more positive view of his Russian counterpart than vice versa—perhaps inevitably, given the disparity in the power and influence of the two countries. “Yeltsin had complicated feelings toward the United States,” says one senior Yeltsin-era official, “that were a product of the Soviet times.”15 Clinton said he felt “more confidence in Yeltsin” after their first official meeting in Vancouver in April 1993. “I liked him. He was a big bear of a man, full of contradictions—Compared with the realistic alternatives, Russia was lucky to have him at the helm.”16

Individuals inevitably interpret other peoples’ behavior and motivations through the prism of their own experiences. Clinton often dealt with Yeltsin—particularly in the most difficult moments—by interpreting Yeltsin’s actions through the prism of his own stepfather’s alcoholism, comparing his relationship with Yeltsin favorably to the one he had with his stepfather.17 While his willingness to humor Yeltsin no doubt succeeded in avoiding several major showdowns, he may also have underestimated other factors that lay behind Yeltsin’s often unpredictable behavior, including the competing domestic political pressures that the Russian president faced. Clinton’s concluding assessment of Yeltsin is generous: “For all his physical problems and occasional unpredictability, he had been a courageous and visionary leader. We trusted each other and had accomplished a lot together.”18

Yeltsin’s assessment of Clinton is less fulsome. “Bill Clinton is a notable figure in U.S. history,” he writes, admitting that when he first met him, “I was completely amazed by this young, eternally smiling man who was powerful, energetic, and handsome.”19 His chief bodyguard and drinking companion Alexander Korzhakov reports that Yeltsin saw Clinton as a younger brother.20 He viewed Clinton’s struggles with the Congress over his relationship with Monica Lewinsky and his impeachment through the prism of his own struggles with the Duma (the Russian parliament), which likewise tried to impeach him. Indeed, he claims that his intelligence services reported as early as 1996 that the Republicans planned to plant a beautiful young woman in the White House to seduce Clinton and then create a scandal that would depose him—a piece of information that Yeltsin says he decided not to share with Clinton. Nevertheless, as he became increasingly embattled domestically, Yeltsin became more estranged from the United States. By the end of his presidency, he felt betrayed by the Clinton administration because of its bombing campaign against Serbia during the Kosovo war, its enlargement of NATO, and its treatment of Russia—in Moscow’s eyes, as a defeated power rather than as an equal.21 Western observers today often attribute the Russian narrative about condescending and unequal treatment by the United States to Vladimir Putin. But the complaints originated in the Yeltsin era, and indeed with Yeltsin himself, and were widespread by the end of his tenure in office.

KEEPING YELTSIN IN POWER

In the 1990s, Washington believed that, for all his shortcomings, Yeltsin was the leader whom the United States had to support to prevent the return of a Soviet-style regime that could jeopardize U.S. interests and international stability. Almost as soon as he came to power and began to introduce sweeping market reforms, the new Russian president was challenged by a range of opponents, including communists and far-right nationalists. The first major crisis came in the fall of 1993. Yeltsin and the Soviet-era legislature were on a collision course over Yeltsin’s proposed economic reforms and the constitutional future of Russia. Yeltsin had promised more far-reaching privatization moves, and he had convened a Constitutional Conference to draft a post-Soviet constitution. His policies came under increasing attack from his own vice president—former Afghan War veteran Colonel Alexander Rutskoi—and the speaker of the Congress of People’s Deputies, Ruslan Khasbulatov. On September 21, Yeltsin threw down the gauntlet and issued a decree dissolving the legislature. In retaliation the Congress declared Yeltsin unfit to govern and appointed Rutskoi as president. Meanwhile, the rebels were arming themselves inside the parliament building. Unable to reach a compromise with the parliament, Yeltsin ordered the military to begin an assault on the rebellious deputies, including the shelling of the parliament building on October 3, 1993. This was the first—and only-- serious outbreak of violence in the capital since the Soviet collapse. At least 147 people died in the assault.

The United States backed Yeltsin in his struggle with the Congress of People’s Deputies. As the standoff continued in the streets of Moscow, Clinton told reporters that it was clear that Yeltsin had “bent over backwards” not to use force. Clinton called the Russian leader with a message of support once the rebels had surrendered.22 European leaders similarly supported Yeltsin. For many reform-minded Russians, the events of October 1993 represented a sobering watershed in the brief history of postcommunist Russia. “We had no alternative but to back Yeltsin,” said Thomas Pickering, then U.S. ambassador to Russia, “This was the unfinished business of the August 1991 coup and the parliament had exceeded its bounds in many radical revisions of the constitution against Yeltsin.”23 Liberal Russian critics did not see it that way. The shelling of the parliament, writes Lilia Shevtsova, “destroyed the taboo against the use of force by the government. Neither Gorbachev nor the instigators of the 1991 coup attempt had dared to bring about such a fierce confrontation for fear of its unpredictable and irremediable consequences.”24

Two months later, there came another shock—the first post-Soviet election of the Duma—when a virtually unknown far-right politician, Vladimir Zhirinovsky, and his woefully misnamed Liberal Democratic Party garnered 23 percent of the vote (to the Communists’ 12.4 percent). It was, said Secretary of State Warren Christopher, a “wake-up call,” highlighting the risks and reality of Yeltsin’s Russia. The economy had recovered somewhat since the Soviet collapse, but for the majority of Russian citizens, the economic and social situation was very difficult. Yeltsin’s group of young reformers led by Anatoly Chubais had introduced a voucher privatization scheme, in a bid to prevent a return to communism, whereby workers were given vouchers in the enterprises in which they worked and were encouraged to sell them for cash. This scheme had enabled a relatively few beneficiaries to embark on the road to riches but had not brought a higher living standard to the majority of the Russian people. The 1994 Russian military incursion into Chechnya—the north Caucasus republic that had declared its independence from Moscow—and the constant struggles between the Kremlin and the Duma intensified opposition to Yeltsin and his advisors. The shocks were not over. In the 1995 Duma elections, the communists doubled their support, garnering 22 percent of the vote and the LDP received 11 percent.

Yeltsin was now facing challenges on the left and the right. As his physical condition—a result of a variety of maladies, including alcoholism and heart problems—deteriorated in 1995, the Clinton administration faced the prospect that the 1996 presidential election might do what had seemed unthinkable—return the Communist Party under Gennady Zyuganov to power. Yeltsin’s poll numbers were in the single digits and the situation appeared perilous. In response, the United States led the move to secure a $10.2 billion loan from the IMF to the Russian Federation, to bolster the economy and support the Yeltsin government. As Clinton told Talbott, “I want this guy to win so bad it hurts.”25

Yeltsin had other ardent supporters, namely the winners from privatization—Russia’s new multimillionaires and natural resource billionaires, collectively known as the oligarchs. In February 1996, a group of the wealthiest oligarchs met on the sidelines of the World Economic Forum in the Alpine ski resort at Davos. They had just heard the communist leader Zyuganov tell those assembled in Davos that he was a “man of peace” who would not undertake wholesale renationalization of property were he to win. They saw with alarm how the Western media and entrepreneurs were fawning over him. They recognized that a return to power of the communists would not only turn the clock back but would also be disastrous for them—it could lead to expropriation, imprisonment, or worse—and they had to ensure that Yeltsin won. Otherwise they could lose everything.

Although several of them had previously clashed in their business dealings, they decided to band together for their own survival. Burying the hatchet, the two most powerful—Boris Berezovsky and Vladimir Gusinsky—devised a scheme for ensuring that Yeltsin won the election. The so-called Davos Pact—which eventually included the top oligarchs—involved raising money to finance Yeltsin’s election campaign. The oligarchs also agreed to extend the loans-for-shares scheme by which Russian business provided substantial amounts of money to the Kremlin in return for the acquisition at bargain-basement prices of key strategic economic assets in the energy and minerals fields. The Russian government still owned these assets, and once they were sold, they created a new class of billionaires.26 The Kremlin used the money for direct campaign expenses and for social spending, particularly paying pensions and wages that were in arrears. The Clinton administration was subsequently criticized for supporting a nontransparent, lucrative scheme that enhanced the economic and political power of the oligarchs and fostered the development of corruption in Russia. Yet administration officials were not party to these negotiations. Nevertheless, Talbott says, “We were enablers. We should have tried harder, working with Yeltsin and his key advisors to try find some way to get him re-elected without giving the oligarchs free rein over the economy.”27 The loans-for-shares project was designed in Russia and unique to Russia’s particular situation, where the state still controlled the commanding heights of Russia’s strategic assets and where the outside world had only a limited view into the inner workings of the opaque political system.

During the campaign, unbeknownst to most Washington officials, a team of American consultants connected with Dick Morris, a political consultant who was working in the White House on Clinton’s election campaign, was brought to Moscow to advise the Yeltsin team—primarily his daughter and chief advisor Tatiana Dyachenko—on how to win an election campaign.28 In 1996, after persistent rumors that he was being urged to cancel the elections, Yeltsin campaigned aggressively on the advice of his American consultants. He went from a single-digit popularity rating to winning the presidential election in the second round against Zyuganov. He did this partly by co-opting one of his rivals, General Alexander Lebed, and partly because, in the end, Russian citizens appear to have believed that Yeltsin represented the lesser of two evils. There is considerable debate about whether this was indeed a free and fair election, but the Clinton administration collectively heaved a sigh of relief when he was declared the victor—despite the fact that he had suffered a serious heart attack in between the two election rounds.

But the cost to the president had been high. Although they kept it quiet, the fact was that after 1996, Yeltsin never really recovered physically, and his rule became more erratic and controversial domestically. By 1997 the economy had recovered, but then in 1998 the full force of the Asian financial crisis had a devastatingly contagious effect on what had appeared to be Russia’s postelection “economic miracle.” The ruble collapsed in August 1998, causing great economic hardship for struggling Russians, many of whom lost all their savings. They remember the 1990s as a time of great hardship.

WASHINGTON’S RUSSIAN INTERLOCUTORS

The new Russian leadership faced a major foreign policy challenge—defining Russia’s postcommunist identity and interests and devising effective means of successfully pursuing them. But what precisely were those interests? The Yeltsin administration never succeeded in creating a consensus on national identity or national interests, and it vacillated between cooperation and confrontation with the West. Initially it looked as if cooperation would prevail. Clinton administration officials believed that Yeltsin made most foreign policy decisions himself. Tsarstvuiu (I reign supreme) was the verb he liked to use.29 Yeltsin’s first foreign minister, Andrei Kozyrev, was a forty-one-year-old ex-Soviet diplomat. He articulated his views early on: “Our choice is … to progress according to generally accepted rules. They were invented by the West, and I’m a Westernizer in this respect—the West is rich and we need to be friends with it—It’s the club of first-rate states Russia must rightfully belong to.”30 Kozyrev was pragmatic and understood that Russia’s interests lay in integrating itself into Euro-Atlantic institutions. His deputy, Yuri Mamedov, was “a solid interlocutor” for American officials.31 Yet Kozyrev soon came under attack from more traditional officials and pundits who accused him of not standing up for Russia’s interests against the West.

In 1993 Richard Nixon, who had negotiated with Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev, visited Russia and asked Kozyrev if he could explain what the new Russia’s interests were. Kozyrev replied that “one of the problems of the Soviet Union was that we were too focused on national interests. Now we think more about universal human values.” But he had a question for the former president: “If you have any ideas about how we might go about defining our national interests, I would be very grateful.” He did not quite receive the answer he expected. Nixon replied, “When I was Vice-President and then President, I wanted everyone to know that I was a ‘son of a bitch’ and I would fight for American interests with all my strength.”32

As the decade wore on, more and more Russians would accuse the Yeltsin administration of not acting enough like “sons of bitches” and acquiescing to an agenda set by the West, one that did not reflect Russia’s national interests. Above all, Russians in their weakened state sought respect from the United States. Many Russians defined the national interest in a negative way. They may not have known what they wanted, but they knew what they did not want, and that included being treated as the United States’ junior partner. “The United States treated Russia like a colony, not as an equal,” is the bitter assessment of an advisor to the Foreign Ministry.33 The list of complaints about American policies in the 1990s includes NATO expansion, having to cooperate with NATO in the Balkan wars, and Western criticism of the war in Chechnya. After the Soviet collapse, Russian officials were acutely conscious of the humiliation of being relegated to the role of economic supplicant. The Clinton administration argued that it tried to conduct its policy toward Russia with sufficient sensitivity to Russia’s difficulty in adjusting to its reduced international status. Others disagree. Former ambassador Jack Matlock argues that Washington was unwilling to put itself in Moscow’s shoes and craft policies that treated Russia with greater empathy.34 Alexander Voloshin, former head of Yeltsin’s presidential administration, agrees: “The United States is very egotistical and not ready to understand other countries’ interests.”35

Rising domestic criticism of Russia’s relationship with the United States eventually led Yeltsin to relieve the pro-Western Kozyrev of his duties at the end of 1995. Bowing to the more nationalistic mood, he appointed Evgeny Primakov as foreign minister. Primakov had a much firmer base in the Soviet/Russian foreign policy establishment than did his predecessor. He had been a journalist, head of the Academy of Science’s main international relations institute, IMEMO, and, most recently head of the SVR—the foreign intelligence service. An Arabist and expert on the Middle East, his personal relationship with Saddam Hussein and attempts to prevent the first Gulf War had not endeared him to the United States. Primakov represented the new foreign policy consensus within Russia. Well connected to intelligence and security circles, he deemphasized Russia’s desire to be integrated with the West. Instead, he articulated a new “Eurasian vocation” for his country. Russia, according to this vision, is both a European and an Asian country, and its national interest lies in charting a unique course between those two worlds. Primakov advocated a multipolar world, where Russia, India, and China should band together to counterbalance American hegemony. “Russia should base its foreign policy on the premise that there are no permanent enemies, but there are always national interests,” he wrote, adding that Russia must be viewed as a partner, not a client of the West.36

Primakov’s advocacy of a selective, pragmatic, and “equal” partnership with the West and the need to pay more attention to Russia’s “near abroad” reflected growing irritation with the West’s approach. Strobe Talbott describes Primakov’s strategy “to play a weak hand well” and believed that, just because he had a more hard-line reputation than his predecessor, he might be better able to negotiate agreements with the United States.37 After Primakov’s brief elevation to prime minister in 1998, the career diplomat Igor Ivanov took over as foreign minister.

Yeltsin was not the only leader who had to contend with domestic opposition. As soon as the Republicans won a majority in the U.S. Congress in 1994, the Clinton administration’s policies toward Russia came under increasing scrutiny, especially from those members of Congress who retained a lasting mistrust of Moscow from the Cold War days. For them, Russian actions in Bosnia, Iran, Chechnya, and Kosovo raised serious questions about the wisdom of the new Washington-Moscow rapprochement. Perhaps the most graphic example of congressional reticence toward normalizing relations with Russia was the persistence of the Jackson-Vanik amendment.

Originally passed in 1974 as an amendment to a U.S.-Soviet trade agreement that was never implemented, Jackson-Vanik tied the granting of most-favored-nation status (MFN) for the Soviet Union to its policies on Jewish emigration. Thus, at the time of the Soviet collapse, the United States did not have normal trading relations with Russia, and Congress had to pass annual waivers for MFN to be applied to Russia. Even though Gorbachev had liberalized Jewish emigration, and over a million Jews emigrated to Israel and the United States after 1992, the U.S. Congress refused to graduate Russia permanently from the Jackson-Vanik strictures. Ukraine and other post-Soviet countries eventually had the restrictions lifted, but the symbolic act of repealing the legislation to “reward” Russia proved too controversial. Russian leaders beginning with Yeltsin found it humiliating that Russia was still subject to annual congressional review as if both countries remained in a Cold War time warp. Jackson-Vanik would not be finally repealed until the end of 2012—twenty-one years after the Soviet collapse.

In a situation of considerable uncertainty about how to chart a new relationship with Russia, the Clinton administration began to put in place the building blocks for constructing institutions that would promote bilateral relations. This reset was designed to be all-encompassing and both to promote domestic change and to re-create the U.S.-Russian relationship. Because Yeltsin’s Russia was weak and only just beginning to define its new role, the United States was largely responsible for setting the agenda for the relationship and putting into place mechanisms for engagement. For many Russians, this asymmetry in power was a bitter pill to swallow.

CREATING THE BILATERAL POLICY FRAMEWORK

The Nuclear Legacy

The most important achievement of the Clinton administration’s Russia policy was to complete the work begun by George H. W. Bush in denuclearizing Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and Belarus. In an example of bipartisanship, George H. W. Bush’s national security advisor General Brent Scowcroft insisted that the Bush team cooperate as closely as possible with the incoming Clinton team to ensure continuity in the nonproliferation programs.38 Although much of the groundwork for this had been done before Clinton’s election, the agreements remained to be signed and ratified. Talbott created a Strategic Stability Group within the new Gore-Chernomyrdin Binational Commission, which he cochaired with Deputy Foreign Minister Yuri Mamedov. In many ways, their relationship mirrored that of Clinton and Yeltsin, albeit with less volatility—but their personal contacts and commitment largely drove the relationship and determined the success or failure of U.S.-Russian security negotiations.

The main problem for the Clinton administration lay not in Russia but in Ukraine. It had not escaped the Ukrainian leadership’s’ notice that, as long as Ukraine was in possession of nuclear warheads, it received a great deal of attention from the United States. These warheads were the major form of leverage Ukraine had as it struggled to become a functioning independent state. After a considerable amount of negotiating and arm twisting, President Clinton flew to Kyiv in January 1994, met Ukrainian president Leonid Kravchuk, and flew with him to Moscow. President Yeltsin met them the next day, and the three signed the Tripartite Accord, committing Ukraine to eliminate all the nuclear weapons located on its territory. The Ukrainian Rada then ratified the START I treaty. The transfer of these warheads to Russia would be completed in 1996. At that Moscow meeting, Yeltsin and Kravchuk appeared to be reluctant signatories for their respective countries—Ukraine because it had to give up its weapons and Russia because it had to deal with Ukraine as an independent state—but Clinton was anything but reluctant. He was wearing a button that read “carpe diem.”39

The Clinton administration also focused on strengthening the Nunn-Lugar Cooperative Threat Reduction Program that played such a crucial role in securing Russian nuclear materials. Congressional Republicans questioned why the United States was paying the Russians for doing what was in their interest to do anyway, suggesting that American financial support enabled them to spend more money on strengthening their own military. The answer was that this was decidedly in the U.S. interest.

Nevertheless, the program continued, and the Clinton administration focused on other nonproliferation issues. Highly enriched uranium (HEU) was a major concern. “We needed to give the Russians a commercial stake—something that did not smack of patronizing assistance,” recalled Daniel Poneman, who worked on nuclear issues in the White House.40 At the April 1993 Vancouver summit, the United States and Russia signed an agreement. The highly enriched uranium extracted from Russian nuclear weapons would be converted to low-enriched uranium for use in commercial power plants. National security director Rose Gottemoeller recalls that “1993–1994 was the Wild West in Russia. There were no rules or regulations. Times were desperate and the situation was very fluid.”41 Money was short, and there were many potential buyers of both nuclear material and know-how from unemployed Russian nuclear scientists. In response, officials focused on strengthening relations between American and Russians laboratories and nuclear scientists. This cooperation between professionals began to create a group of government and nongovernment stakeholders whose joint work would anchor the nuclear relationship for the next two decades.42

The administration was, however, unable to make much headway on further arms control, largely because domestic Russian politics and Russia’s increasing opposition to other American policies stymied further negotiations. In January 1996, the U.S. Senate ratified the START II treaty that President George H. W. Bush had submitted to the Senate just before he left office in January 1993. START II would have eliminated two-thirds of the Russian and American nuclear arsenals, and in 1997 Clinton and Yeltsin had agreed on deeper cuts. However, the Russian Duma never ratified START II, leaving it to subsequent administrations to tackle the enduring Cold War strategic nuclear arms legacy. As Secretary of Defense William Perry explained, START II “was a casualty of NATO expansion.”43 It was also a casualty of the domestic struggle between the Kremlin and the Duma.

Nothing, however, was more controversial than missile defense. Since the 1960s, the United States had focused on offense over defense in its nuclear posture. But Washington’s interest in defensive systems was growing. Ronald Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative—designed to intercept an incoming nuclear missile before it could strike—had caused great concern in Moscow because the Soviets did not have the technology to compete with such a system. The proposed National Missile Defense (NMD) system that the Clinton administration was discussing contravened the U.S.-Soviet 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, signed by Nixon and Brezhnev, which limited both sides to only two defensive systems around their main cities. The Russians were adamant that the ABM Treaty was a fundamental cornerstone of the U.S.-Russian nuclear relationship. The administration, seeking a cooperative approach to missile defense, began to focus on the construction of a regional theater missile defense (TMD) that could shoot down shorter-range missiles but not long-range Russian missiles. It hoped that this would be a more productive approach. The Clinton administration was interested in developing a TMD system that would have enabled Washington to keep the ABM Treaty in place.

However, Republican members of Congress were adamant about the necessity to construct the more robust missile defense system targeting long-range missiles. For the Kremlin, strategic arms control and the ABM Treaty were among the few areas where Russia and the United States remained equals and where Russia was still a superpower. Any move to alter that equilibrium exacerbated Moscow’s complaints that Washington was ignoring its interests and trying to weaken it. And the Kremlin began to express concerns that a missile defense system allegedly designed to counter rogue states could also threaten Russia’s own deterrent. Clinton administration officials differ in their interpretations of why it was impossible to reach agreement on missile defense. Ambassador Thomas Pickering regrets that U.S. officials never sat down with their Russian counterparts to engage in a broad-range discussion of how both sides viewed their respective security interests, making missile defense part of a larger discussion. Strobe Talbott’s executive assistant Eric Edelman, by contrast, argues that the Russians never had any interest in reaching such an accommodation.44

The Iranian Nuclear Program

Russia’s support for Iran’s nuclear program also became a source of friction between the Clinton and Yeltsin administrations. However, one can understand the full dimensions of the Iranian issue only by placing it in its broader postwar context. The legacy of Soviet-Iranian ties was mixed. During the Second World War, British and Soviet troops occupied Iran. In what became the first Cold War crisis, the Soviets resisted withdrawing from the northern part of Iran, which shared a border with the Soviet republic of Azerbaijan. They only withdrew under pressure from the United Nations. Thereafter, Moscow was critical of Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi’s regime and supportive of the Tudeh communist party, but nevertheless developed a profitable economic relationship with the country. It was always mindful of the geographic proximity of Iran—a country in which millions of ethnic Azeris lived—to the Azeri Soviet Socialist Republic and of the fact that both Persian and Azeri Muslims share the Shia faith.

The U.S. relationship with Iran was also complicated. In 1953, the United States and Britain collaborated with the Iranian opposition to remove Prime Minister Mohammed Mosaddeq, whom they believed to be pro-Soviet, and they helped restore to power the shah. The United States assisted Iran in developing limited nuclear power under the “atoms for peace” program. This was launched in 1953 by the administration of Dwight Eisenhower and envisaged the spread of civilian nuclear power around the globe. At that point, there was limited appreciation of the fact that atoms for peace could, under the right circumstances, become atoms for war, as became clear when India announced its first successful nuclear test in 1974. In 1975 German and French companies signed an agreement to help Iran construct a nuclear power plant at Bushehr in the south of Iran.

In 1979 the U.S.-backed shah was overthrown by fundamentalist Islamic clerics and their supporters. Branding the United States as the “Great Satan,” they invaded the U.S. Embassy, holding its diplomats hostage for 444 days. From that time on, the U.S.-Iranian relationship was one of hostility, and diplomatic relations were never restored. The French and German companies pulled out of their nuclear contracts, and the Soviet Union began negotiations to assume the contracts.

During the Iranian Revolution, some Soviet diplomats were kidnapped, but after 1979 the Soviet-Iranian relationship remained generally cooperative (Russia was just the “Little Satan”). Gradually, Soviet-Iranian relations began to improve, particularly after the Soviets withdrew from Afghanistan in 1989, with the focus largely on arms sales and energy ties. In 1989 the Iranian president visited Moscow and signed agreements totaling $1 billion, mostly for weapons. The USSR and Iran also signed a cooperation agreement on peaceful utilization of “nuclear materials and related equipment.”45

After the Soviet collapse, Iran was careful in its dealings with postcommunist Russia. Separatists in Chechnya were demanding independence, and the whole of Russia’s North Caucasus was restive. Despite its official goal of exporting radical Islam, Iran opted not to aid Muslim insurgents in Chechnya, thereby supporting Russia’s territorial integrity. Russia was well aware that Iran could cause problems in its own Muslim area and viewed its relationship with Tehran as a form of insurance against Iranian interference in its domestic affairs. Tehran also cooperated with Moscow to end the civil war in Tajikistan, whose population is largely Shia. In the 1990s Iran worked with Russia to support Afghan forces in the Northern Alliance that opposed the Taliban. Thus, there were pressing domestic and regional political concerns that argued for cooperative relations with Iran.46

Russia’s nuclear relationship with Iran increasingly became an issue of contention with the United States. During a period of economic crisis in August 1992, Russia signed an agreement with Iran to construct the nuclear power plant at Bushehr. Work began in 1994. However, by 1999 Iran threatened to withhold further nuclear contracts from Russia for failing to complete Bushehr on time.47

As Washington saw it, Iran is a country with considerable indigenous oil and gas resources—hence the belief from the outset that the mullahs’ desire for a nuclear power plant was a ruse to acquire and master nuclear technology that could eventually enable Iran to develop its own nuclear weapons. Moreover, the conduct of Russian advisors in Iran also raised red flags for the Clinton administration. Experts now agree that during the 1990s Russian entities—whether state-sponsored or no—were involved in a variety of ways in Iran’s nuclear development. Moreover, the Clinton administration had evidence that Russian universities were training Iranian missile scientists.48

The Iranian nuclear question involved the most sensitive issues of the relationship between the Russian government and nontransparent entities that represented the emergence of the new Russian system in which commercial interests were intimately connected to individuals from the former security services. Talbott describes the new Russian Ministry of Atomic Energy as “a rich, powerful remnant of the Soviet military-industrial complex,” one where, the United States feared, there would be few inhibitions against the sale of lucrative high technology to states or groups whose intentions were malevolent.49 The Clinton administration suspected that successive ministers of atomic energy ignored whatever directions the Kremlin sought to give them and continued to sell Iran a variety of items, including gas centrifuges that could be used to produce weapons-grade uranium.50 In 1995, Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin, in a confidential letter to Gore, committed Russia to limit its cooperation with Iran to completing the first reactor unit of the Bushehr plant, supplying fuel for it, and training Iranian specialists to operate the plant.51

The Iran problem highlighted a basic fact of life: Russia, however weak it was, could still thwart Western efforts to prevent Iran from acquiring a nuclear weapons capability that could threaten regional security. As U.S.-Russian negotiations over Iran dragged on, American officials and experts sought to understand the motivations behind Russia’s policies, and the relationship between the actions of the Russian government and those of nonstate entities that were engaged in developing Iran’s civilian nuclear program. The Iran issue raised fundamental questions about who was in control in Yeltsin’s Russia and whether the Kremlin was truly unaware of the activities of gray entities involved with Iran. Some questioned whether it was really possible to work with Russia on nonproliferation.

Moreover, Iran was also a U.S. domestic issue, a prime example of how Congress could potentially jettison the results of years of hard negotiating work with sometimes recalcitrant Russian officials. The Republican-dominated Congress sought to impose tough sanctions on Russia. It had become increasingly concerned that Russian entities were equipping Iran to build nuclear weapons that it might then use against Israel, whose right to exist it denied. Not only was Israel putting pressure on the United States to stop Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons, but Arab states in the region were equally concerned about Iranian ambitions.

Throughout the 1990s, Russian officials would reiterate the mantra that Iran had done nothing to violate agreements it had signed with the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and that it only desired to acquire a civilian nuclear power capability. Whenever Clinton administration officials, including the president himself, presented evidence to Russian officials that Russian nuclear missile technology was being transferred to Iran in defiance of agreements that Russia itself had made, the response ranged from evasion to denial. Occasionally, Yeltsin would promise that this would not happen again, but according to U.S. information it always did.52 The Kremlin’s response was that Russia had as much right to export its military technology as did the United States, which was also a major arms exporter. Moreover, as the prospect of NATO enlargement grew, so did the Russian complaints that the new Central European members’ arms markets, traditionally Russian clients, would be barred to them. Criticizing U.S. double standards, they would point to Russia’s political and economic ties to Iran and intimate that the United States was seeking to deny them their legitimate right to trade with Iran and sell it technology while America exported similar technologies to other countries.

But the biggest issue between the United States and Russia would be over Europe and the strategic order that would fill the void left by the end of the Cold War era when U.S. and Soviet troops had eyed each other over the Fulda Gap that divided East and West Germany.


Chapter Two

Rethinking Euro-Atlantic Security

Where does Russia belong? As the largest country on earth, two-thirds of which is geographically in Asia, Russia views itself as both a European and an Asian country. Yet culturally Russians are Europeans, and Asians do not regard Russians as Asian. Nevertheless, Russia’s self-concept as a uniquely Eurasian country has created a permanent ambivalence about its place in Europe. For two centuries Russians have argued about whether they should follow the West or create their own, unique civilization that is neither Western nor Eastern and follows its own rules. Russia is both a part of Europe and apart from Europe, and Russians have always been reluctant Europeans.1 Whereas Russian leaders have been attracted to Europe as an economic model and since Peter the Great have sought to emulate Western technological achievements, they have generally been antagonistic toward the West’s political system. The values associated with the European Enlightenment—individual rights, rule of law, due process, property rights—have been espoused only by small groups of the liberal intelligentsia, be it in tsarist, Soviet, or post-Soviet times. This ambivalence about Western values has had a major impact on Russia’s relations with European and Euro-Atlantic structures.

Russia’s place in Europe became one of the most neuralgic issues in Moscow’s ties with the West. After the demise of the USSR and the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact, the United States and its allies faced the question of how to construct a postcommunist security architecture in Europe. NATO—which now included a united Germany—emerged intact from the Cold War, while the Warsaw Pact collapsed, and countries to Germany’s east were rebuilding their military capabilities without membership in any alliance. There were voices in the United States, Western Europe, and Russia that questioned why NATO should continue to exist, given that the Soviet enemy was gone. Instead, they championed the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE), an organization created in 1975 that included all of Europe and North America, as an alternative that could create more cooperative and inclusive security structures.

After the Soviet collapse, a small group of Russian liberal reformers around Yeltsin—encouraged by their American and European interlocutors—believed that Russia’s major goal should be to “integrate with the West,” which, for them, meant joining Western economic and security institutions. The idea was to create a group of Russian stakeholders who would be interested in supporting a more rules-based, consensual international order. The Clinton administration offered Russia G-7 membership and a special relationship with NATO. It also began the process of negotiating Russia’s admission to the World Trade Organization. Europe accepted Russia into the Council of Europe—an organization dedicated to promoting human rights—despite qualms about the Chechen War. The European Union (EU) signed a partnership and cooperation agreement with Russia in 1994.

Throughout the 1990s, therefore, Russia had limited relations with the key European and Euro-Atlantic institutions, partly because full membership in these clubs was not on offer, but largely because Russians themselves, as one Clinton official put it, were “lousy joiners.” Their ambivalence about being full participants in institutions whose rules they would have to abide by without being in a position to determine them was, for many Russians, unacceptable. The key point was that “integration” meant accepting an agenda created by the West. For those who argue that the mistake was not to offer Russia full EU or NATO membership, there is little evidence that, at that stage, Russia would have been willing or able to begin the complicated membership process had either of these institutions offered it—or accept the rules that they represented. Russia remained a “candidate member” in Euro-Atlantic structures.

What did the West promise Gorbachev at the time of German unification? This question has riled relations for more than twenty years, reinvigorated as more archival material has become available. Some Western participants in the German unification process insist that the United States promised Gorbachev that NATO would not enlarge after Germany was unified and accuse the West of reneging on commitments it made to the USSR.2 Many Russian officials and experts, including Mikhail Gorbachev himself, subscribe to this view. “According to the Two-Plus-Four Agreements under which Germany was unified,” he has said, “the United States, Germany, Britain and France promised us that they would not expand NATO east of Germany.”3 Yet a careful reading of the agreements that were signed in 1990 when a united Germany joined NATO reveals that NATO enlargement was not explicitly addressed. Gorbachev and his advisors may have with hindsight believed that promises had been made by the Americans. But the historical record shows that no explicit commitments about NATO not enlarging were made—simply because this issue was not on the table.4 Secretary of State James Baker had told Gorbachev in February 1990 (before Germany was unified) that NATO’s jurisdiction would not shift eastward from its present position, but he was referring to NATO’s jurisdiction over the territory of the GDR, not to NATO’s possible enlargement.5 In other words, Baker was talking about not stationing NATO troops on the territory of the former East Germany after 1990, not about anything else.

Nevertheless, the ambiguity about what guarantees the West gave the USSR as the Cold War ended came to haunt the Clinton administration as it faced the question of how the post–Cold War world should be organized and into what Euro-Atlantic security structures former communist states should be integrated. Many Americans and Europeans view NATO enlargement as one of the Clinton administration’s great successes; others in the United States, Europe, and Russia view it as a major mistake that poisoned relations with Russia.6

To understand the lasting significance of this debate, it is important to return to the years immediately following the Soviet collapse and to understand how NATO members and aspirants viewed the question of where the ex-communist countries belonged. It was not self-evident at the time of the Soviet collapse that Central and Eastern Europe would accomplish the successful transition to democracy and free markets. The economic transition required major sacrifices from the people, and in the aftermath of communism’s collapse, nativist, nationalist parties formed alongside democratic, Western-leaning ones. The ghosts of its interwar authoritarian past continued to haunt the newly liberated Mittleleuropa. The breakup of Yugoslavia and its rapid descent into civil war and ethnic cleansing exemplified the worst of what could go wrong once the strictures of communism vanished. There were plenty of ethnic and border disputes in Central and Eastern Europe that had been suppressed under Soviet domination only to reemerge in the early 1990s.

American and Western European officials feared that the success of the largely peaceful collapse of communism could be threatened by unforeseen developments in Central and Eastern Europe. As German defense minister Volker Ruehe said in a 1993 speech, “Without democracy, stability and free market economy, this geographic part of Europe will remain vulnerable to the old problems of conflicting historical resentments, ambitions and territorial and ethnic disputes—We cannot save reform in Russia by placing reform in Central and East-Central Europe at risk.”7 European Community membership would have been the best guarantor of democratic stability and good governance in these countries; but the road to membership was long and involved massive economic restructuring for which Russia was hardly prepared and a complex process of accession to tens of thousands of pages of the acquis communautaire. Joining NATO was a much faster—and simpler—process.

Central European countries had advocated their “return to Europe” after the collapse of communism, and President Bush, in a landmark 1989 speech in Mainz, had championed a “Europe whole and free.”8 But what did these words really mean? The United States and its allies confronted two seemingly contradictory goals—the first was to integrate Central Europe into Western security structures, thereby enhancing Euro-Atlantic stability and security and ensuring that communism was not replaced by nativist nationalism. The second was to reassure Russia that it too had a role to play in this new Euro-Atlantic security architecture and that it should also have a stake in a stable Europe. American officials repeatedly tried to convince their Russian counterparts that it was much better for Russia to have prosperous, stable, democratic neighbors in NATO than to have them adrift and unstable.

The Russians responded skeptically to the Clinton administration’s reassurance that this was a “win-win” proposition. For Moscow, this was a zero-sum world, and the enlargement of NATO was ipso facto a threat to Russia, irrespective of the fact that NATO frequently reiterated that Russia was no longer its enemy. Added to this was the undeniable difference between rhetoric and reality. Officials would stress that the inclusion of Central European countries in NATO was in no way directed against Russia But it was clear that the subtext of NATO enlargement, at least for Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic, was the Article Five collective security guarantees that NATO membership would give them as an insurance against a possibly resurgent Russia.9 Indeed, in his private conversations with Clinton, Yeltsin said that although he himself understood that NATO did not plan to attack Russia from bases in Poland, “a lot of people who live in the western part of Russia and listen to [communist leader] Zyuganov do.”10

In January 1994, NATO had unveiled its Partnership for Peace (PfP) Program, which was offered to all former Warsaw Pact members and the CIS countries. Russia’s reaction to this offer of a partnership with NATO with no promise of membership was lukewarm, because each country could sign its own bilateral agreement with NATO—as Ukraine did in 1994—and Russia’s status would be no different from that of its former satellite states. Some officials from both the Bush and Clinton administrations believe that much more could have been done with the PfP program before rushing to enlarge NATO. When Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General John Shalikhashvili presented the PfP plan to Yeltsin, the Russian president asked whether PfP meant “Partnertsvo” or “chlenstvo.” In other words, did PfP mean that the participant states would move to “membership” or was it indeed a “partnership.” He was assured that it meant partnership for all participating states, with no implication of membership. Yet barely had PfP begun when the enlargement process began. “We reneged on our part of the deal,” says one official. PfP was a flexible program, and it could have been used to involve Russia more effectively.11

The story of the politics of the American decision to enlarge NATO is a complex one.12 Barely had the PfP program been introduced than the debate about NATO enlargement began. Clinton had been influenced by the arguments of key Central European leaders—especially Czech president Vaclav Havel and Polish president Lech Walesa—made at the time of the opening of the Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C. If the world wanted to avoid another European catastrophe, they said, it should integrate Central Europe into Western structures, insisting as a prerequisite that these countries renounce irredentist territorial claims on each other and promote ethnic reconciliation.

Brent Scowcroft believes that the Clinton administration was so focused on Europe that it failed to pay enough attention to Russia’s concerns about NATO enlargement. “The Clinton administration should have talked to Russia first, before it agreed to expand NATO.”13 But Clinton and his key advisors thought that it was possible both to enlarge NATO and to keep Russia inside the tent by offering it incentives such as G-7 membership and its own special treaty with NATO—the NATO-Russian Permanent Joint Council (PJC). According to Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, “We certainly worked hard at treating Russia with respect” in crafting a NATO-Russia relationship in which Moscow would have a stake.14 The Russian government eventually, but reluctantly, signed on. Part of the issue with NATO was devising a framework for NATO-Russia relations that gave Russia a unique and distinctive role.

The PJC gave Russia a voice—but not a veto—in NATO deliberations and envisaged future areas of cooperation, such as crisis management, preventative diplomacy, joint operations, peace-keeping, arms control, nonproliferation, and disaster response. Regular meetings from the ambassador level down were held. Yet Russians who served at NATO found out that this was not a career-enhancing experience. Indeed, the PJC achieved very modest results. Moreover, weeks after the PJC program was put in place, NATO announced, to Russia’s chagrin, that it would admit Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic as full members in 1999. Russian officials point out that they were not consulted over this decision. “Our conversations with Warren Christopher,” writes Primakov, “left no doubts that they decided not to pay any attention to us as far as NATO enlargement was concerned.”15 According to Anatoly Chubais, then Yeltsin’s chief of staff, “The United States had a unique chance to include Russia in European security structures, but it lost that chance by enlarging NATO.”16

Russia’s rhetoric and actions embodied its fundamentally contradictory attitude toward NATO: on the one hand, NATO was viewed as an adversary that threatened Russia’s security, and on the other, it was an organization with which Russia now enjoyed a unique relationship. This dualistic view of NATO represented a continuing ambiguity for those within the Russian political and security establishment, some of whom understood the advantages of cooperating with NATO but many of whom continued to view the alliance in Cold War terms.

THE BALKANS

The worst crisis in the U.S.-Russian relationship erupted at the end of the Clinton administration, the result of the violent disintegration of Yugoslavia. The Yugoslav breakdown had provided some opportunities for U.S.-Russian cooperation in Bosnia but also pitted the two countries against each other over Kosovo. After the constituent republics of Yugolslavia declared their independence, Serbian strongman Slobodan Milošević supported the Bosnian Serbs, who had unleashed an ethnic war against Bosnia’s Muslim population, including the massacre of eight thousand Muslim men and boys at Srebrenica in 1995. United Nations forces were unable to halt the ethnic cleansing by Serbs against Bosniak Muslims. The United States- led NATO intervention in 1995 eventually ended the conflict through the Dayton Accords at the end of 1995. In 1999 NATO once again intervened, this time to halt the bloodshed in Kosovo, a majority Muslim region that was part of Serbia but which wanted to secede from Belgrade. The wars in Bosnia and Kosovo highlighted Russia’s deep ambivalence about whether it wanted to be a partner to the West or whether it insisted on a role in the Balkan conflicts that would thwart NATO’s attempts to bring peace to the region.

Throughout the 1990s, Russian political and military figures would invoke Russia’s historic alliance with Serbia based on common Orthodox religious and cultural links. Yeltsin supported UN and NATO policies in the Balkans only with extreme reluctance, repeatedly pointing out to Clinton that this support for actions against Milošević came at great domestic cost to his administration and to him personally. Even more moderate, Western-leaning Russian officials were wary of taking on Milošević, for fear that this would embolden the anti-Yeltsin forces in Russia. Clinton himself was concerned that, if the United States leaned too heavily on Russia to combat the Serbs, support for Yeltsin’s reform efforts would be undermined.17 Since the military campaign against the Bosnian Serbs was launched at the same time as was the debate about NATO enlargement, and NATO conducted the bombing campaign against the Serbs, this issue became particularly divisive. Richard Holbrooke, architect of the Dayton Accords, wrote that “what (Russia) wanted most was to restore a sense, however symbolic, that they still mattered in the world. Behind our efforts to include Russia in the Bosnian negotiating process lay a fundamental belief—that it was essential to find the proper place for Russia in Europe’s security structure, something it had not been part of since 1914.”18

The contrast between Moscow’s actions in the Bosnian and Kosovo wars illustrates how far the domestic situation had changed in Russia by the end of Yeltsin’s tenure. In both cases, NATO worked hard to secure Russian support in prosecuting the war. In both cases, military action was directed against Serbian forces and in support of beleaguered Muslims. In both cases, NATO, and particularly the United States, set the agenda, and Russia had to respond to it. Yet cooperation over Bosnia worked much better, perhaps because at that point, despite Yeltsin’s erratic health, his colleagues—and particularly his foreign minister, Andrei Kozyrev—were willing to go along because they prized cooperation with the United States. Yet, after listening to why Russia should take military action against the Serbs, Kozyrev told Talbott that “it’s bad enough you people tell us what you’re going to do whether we like it or not. Don’t add insult to injury by telling us that it’s in our interests to obey your orders.”19 The United States included Russia in the Contact Group, founded in 1994, that met regularly to devise strategy for dealing with Milošević. As Holbrooke later recounted, “We felt that, despite occasional mischief-making, Moscow would be easier to deal with if we gave it a place as a co-equal with the E.U. and the United States.”20 Even before the Dayton negotiations, the United States and its allies had discussed with Russia an unprecedented plan—that, when the war was over, Russian troops would serve under an American commander in the Implementation Force (IFOR) in Bosnia, since the Russians refused to serve under a NATO commander. Despite initial Russian objections, IFOR, according to its participants, worked well, and Russian officers cooperated with their American colleagues. Bosnia, from the point of view of U.S.-Russian relations, was a hard-earned success, where Russia eventually became part of the solution instead of part of the problem.

In the second half of the 1990s, NATO began the enlargement process, Russia suffered an economic meltdown, Kozyrev was replaced by the more nationalistic Primakov, and Yeltsin’s government became increasingly unstable as he changed prime ministers every few months. The ailing Yeltsin was under mounting pressure to stand up to the Americans. In his memoirs, Yeltsin suggests that Clinton, to distract from his domestic political battles, approved bombing Belgrade in March 1999 as a means of stopping the bloodshed in Kosovo. Yelstin’s opponents were warning him that, if NATO could bomb Belgrade, “Today Yugoslavia, tomorrow Russia!” “Wasn’t it obvious,” Yeltsin asks, “that each missile directed against Yugoslavia was an indirect strike against Russia?”21

Igor Ivanov, who succeeded Primakov as foreign minister in 1998, insists that it would have been possible to find a political solution to the Kosovo situation. At issue was the right of the Muslim Kosovars, living in Orthodox Serbia, to declare their independence from Serbia and form their own state. “Yugoslavia was not a threat to regional stability,” Ivanov argues, “and the United States’ real motive was to impose its will through NATO bypassing the United Nations. This is when the United States laid the foundation of a unipolar world.” What Ivanov terms “Madeleine’s deal,” after U.S. secretary of state Madeleine Albright, had an adverse impact on Russia’s domestic situation.22

Disagreements over the war in Kosovo represented the lowest point in U.S.-Russian relations since the collapse of the USSR. In March 1999 Primakov was on his way to Washington. But when he heard that NATO had begun to bomb Serbia, he turned the plane around in midair and returned to Moscow. As the bombing campaign continued, the U.S. Embassy in Moscow was the site of the largest anti-American demonstrations since the end of the Cold War. Russian liberals warned that NATO’s actions would further diminish the prospects of reform and stoke the fires of nationalism and reaction. Even after Victor Chernomyrdin joined the Finnish president Ahtisaari in brokering a cease-fire, it was clear that the top Russian military brass was chafing under the constraints of its civilian bosses.

Finally, at the end of the war, Russia and the United States almost came to direct physical blows in 1999 when Russian troops rushed to the airport in Pristina, Kosovo’s capital, before NATO troops had entered Kosovo—directly contravening the terms of the cease-fire—in an attempt to establish control over the area.23 The supreme allied commander in Europe, General Wesley Clark, was in favor of directly confronting the Russian soldiers at the airport, but British general Michael Jackson, who was in charge of NATO forces on the ground, informed his American colleague that he was “not starting World War Three for you,” and the crisis was defused. The Russian soldiers who “dashed” to Pristina apparently disobeyed not only their political leaders but also their military superiors, but that is not how Yeltsin recounts it. Claiming that he decided to give the order for Russian troops to enter Kosovo before NATO troops did, he recalls, “This last gesture was a sign of our moral victory in the face of the enormous NATO military, all of Europe, and the whole world.”24

Russia’s actions during the Kosovo War revealed the depth of bitterness against and continuing desire to thwart NATO and the United States, and also Moscow’s indifference to the fate of those Muslim groups that had been ethnically cleansed by Serbia. The PJC had been of little use in crisis management, and Russia broke off relations with NATO after the bombing began. Above all, it appeared to be more important for Russia to oppose what NATO was doing than to help solve a major humanitarian crisis in Europe. Although the Clinton administration tried hard to work with Russia to resolve the Kosovo problem, Moscow was reluctant to take any ownership of the solution.

EXIT YELTSIN: CLINTON, PUTIN, AND THE NEGLECTED ISSUE OF TERRORISM

It would be the last time that Yeltsin and Clinton would meet officially, and it was also the most difficult—and the shortest—summit. The meeting took place in Istanbul at the November 1999 summit of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE had been renamed OSCE). By that time Yeltsin had chosen a new prime minister—his fifth in just over a year—a little-known official from St. Petersburg named Vladimir Putin. Putin had launched the second Chechen War in October 1999, in response the invasion of neighboring Dagestan by Chechen-led militants and to a series of apartment bombings in Russia. The Clinton administration was under increasing pressure to condemn Russian military actions.

Yeltsin addressed the Istanbul conference first. This was a very different Boris Yeltsin. He attacked the West for its “sermonizing” and adding that the American-led “aggression against Yugoslavia deprived Clinton of the right to lecture Russia on how it should deal with terrorists within its own borders.” In his memoirs, Yeltsin congratulates himself for giving such a tough speech that the OSCE did not condemn Russia for its actions in Chechnya, which it originally planned to do.25 Clinton, in response, threw away his prepared speech and declared that Russia’s use of brute force in Chechnya was unworthy of Yeltsin’s own legacy. He praised Yeltsin for all his achievements in helping Russia to embark on its road to democracy and emphasized that, if Russia wanted to continue on that path with Western help, it should reconsider its actions in this war.26 Some minutes into the speech, Yeltsin demonstratively threw off his earphones and almost staged a walk-out. When the two men met alone, Clinton put his feet up on the table. “Is your leg hurting you?” asked Yeltsin. Shortly thereafter, following a tirade from Yeltsin, Clinton left the room.27 Once they were the younger and older brothers. Now they appeared to be antagonists. The Bill and Boris show was over.

The Istanbul summit crystallized the tensions and opposing narratives between Russia and the West that had been building for some time. Russian and American views of what constituted a terrorist threat increasingly diverged in the 1990s. Chechnya was the most contested issue. After the August coup in 1991, the Chechen government had declared its secession from the USSR. For three years, Chechnya had enjoyed de facto independence from Moscow, but in December 1994 Russian troops had marched into Chechnya to bring it back into the fold. Clinton on several occasions said that Moscow’s move to reintegrate Chechnya was similar to President Lincoln’s actions to keep the United States together during the U.S. Civil War.28 Nevertheless, as the war dragged on and reports of atrocities on both sides filtered out, the United States became more critical, often referring to the Chechen rebels as separatists, as opposed to their Russian designation as terrorists. The first Chechen War ended with a truce in 1996, and Chechnya once again was de facto independent. However, violence continued to plague the region, and the launching of the second Chechen War in 1999 led to stronger U.S. condemnation of Russian actions. Russia reiterated that the West was guilty of pursuing double standards in its criticisms of Russia’s Chechnya policy, while it supported the Muslim Kosovar Albanians, who themselves used what Russia termed terrorist methods.

Then, a month after Istanbul, came a dramatic surprise. Yeltsin, in failing health, went on television to announce that was retiring immediately, three months early, on December 31, 1999. He named Vladimir Putin as his successor. He congratulated himself on facilitating the first peaceful and voluntary transition of power in Russia. Clinton’s first meeting with Putin had occurred some months earlier. “Putin presented a stark contrast to Yeltsin,” writes Clinton, adding, “I came away from the meeting believing Yeltsin had picked a successor who had the skills and capacity for hard work necessary to manage Russia’s turbulent political and economic life.”29

Putin concluded early on that Clinton was a lame duck and conveyed the impression of disinterest in injecting new vigor into the U.S.-Russian relationship. Issues that had been contentious for the past decade continued to fester—Chechnya, the Balkans, NATO, Iran—and now missile defense, to which the U.S. administration committed itself during its last year in office, largely under congressional pressure, and to which the Russians took great exception. When Putin and Clinton met in Moscow in June 2000, Putin asked Clinton whether Russia could join NATO. Clinton said he would support it.30

Yet there was one issue on which the United States and Russia, in retrospect, could have cooperated more—that of international terrorism associated with Islamic fundamentalism. When Clinton raised Chechnya, Putin responded that both the United States and Russia were threatened by international terrorism. But there was the rub. It was difficult for the United States to devise a productive means of dealing with Russia on terrorism while at the same time criticizing the war in Chechnya. Moreover, with all the distractions facing Clinton toward the end of his tenure—culminating in the move to impeach him—the administration failed to fully grasp and focus on the seriousness of the threat from Al Qaeda.

The fate of one of Al Qaeda’s top commanders highlights the quandary in which the United States found itself. In 1996 Ayman Al-Zawahiri, the Egyptian-born Al Qaeda second-in-command—who became the leader of Al Qaeda after U.S. Special Forces killed Osama Bin Laden in 2011—traveled to the North Caucasus with some of his supporters, planning to go to Chechnya to aid the rebels fighting Moscow. They were arrested by the Russian authorities and jailed in Makhachkala, the capital of neighboring Dagestan, before they ever made it to Chechnya. After a few months they were released, because the Russians did not have enough evidence to further detain them, and the U.S. authorities appeared not to be concerned about them. Zawahiri traveled to Afghanistan to work with Osama Bin Laden in plotting the 9/11 attacks.

By the time that Clinton left office, the U.S.-Russian relationship had deteriorated considerably from its promising beginnings. Yet that high point was largely an American construct. The White House and the policy-making community saw the immediate post-Soviet years as ones when a more dynamic, healthier Yeltsin and his group of committed reformers enthusiastically threw themselves into the project for which the United States wanted to support them—the building of a market economy and a democracy, accompanied by a foreign policy that sought to integrate Russia into the West. For most Russians, by contrast, the early 1990s are remembered as a period of chaos, when a few oligarchs began to enrich themselves while most Russians, facing unemployment and unpaid pensions, lived in poverty and confronted the breakdown of a predictable social order. They also believe that Moscow allowed Washington to dictate a foreign policy that disrespected it and further emasculated Russia’s role as a great power. What the United States viewed as greater pluralism, freedom of expression, and competitive elections, many Russians viewed as disorder and unpredictability and humiliation by the West.

During the two Clinton terms, the ability of the United States to influence the evolution of Russia’s political system was far more circumscribed than the administration may have appreciated at the outset. Much of the U.S.-Russian relationship was built on the personal ties between Clinton and Yeltsin, which became the key to moving the relationship forward. Yet they also highlighted the lack of institutional links between the two countries. Despite American government and NGO assistance, and a series of competitive elections, the foundations for transparent democratic institutions were barely laid. Nor did Yeltsin dismantle the Soviet KGB apparatus—it merely was restructured. The way in which the succession was decided also showed that Russia was, at best, a “managed democracy,” since Putin was handpicked by a small group of Yeltsin confidants behind closed doors—very much in traditional Russian and Soviet style. From a Russian point of view, what counted most was being treated as an equal by the United States. Thus, membership in institutions such as the G-8, the Contact Group, and (very reluctantly) the PJC was touted as a success for Russian diplomacy. American forays into the post-Soviet space, be they in terms of democracy assistance or energy development, were regarded with greater suspicion. During the Yelstin administration, Russia sometimes neglected its “near abroad,” but it resented American incursions into its backyard. And American criticism of Russia’s two Chechen wars and its human rights record was viewed as an infringement on Russian sovereignty and unacceptable interference in Russia’s internal affairs. By the time Putin appeared, it was clear that things would change.

Yet few in the West anticipated how much Russia would revise its trajectory after the former deputy mayor of St. Petersburg and sometime KGB lieutenant colonel and operative in Dresden ascended to the Kremlin.


Chapter Three

Bush and Putin in the Age of Terror

Al Qaeda’s attacks on America’s financial center—New York’s World Trade Center—and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, changed forever the way that Americans thought about both their personal safety and their country’s security. But what was a national tragedy of immense proportions in the United States was seen in Russia as an opportunity to mend relations with the United States. Indeed, the Kremlin took the initiative. After the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Putin offered Russia as a strategic partner in the war on terror. At that point he believed that Russia’s future prosperity and status would be enhanced by greater economic integration with the West and cooperation with the United States. But the partnership forged in the shadow of a catastrophic attack on the United States soon began to unravel as Russian recriminations about unfulfilled expectations grew and American officials pushed back. Moreover, with the passage of time, Moscow needed Washington less, because rising oil prices had put Russia on a much firmer economic foundation. The Bush-Putin honeymoon was shorter than the Clinton-Yeltsin honeymoon. After it was over, the U.S.-Russian relationship returned to a more familiar pattern of a selective partnership characterized by incremental improvements on some issues and continued disagreements over the most difficult issues—arms control, missile defense, Iran, and the post-Soviet space. Americans may question Russia’s interpretation of what happened after 9/11, but, in the perceptions of Putin and his colleagues, America’s disregard of Russian interests remains a key driver of Russian policy.

THE NEW MAN IN THE KREMLIN

Who is Vladimir Putin, and what is his vision for Russia in the twenty-first century? George W. Bush confronted this question soon after he entered the White House, and it remained with him throughout his presidency. The initially cautious and somewhat reticent new president gradually evolved into a more assertive and outspoken, sometimes confrontational, leader. His Western interlocutors increasingly looked for clues from his past to enlighten them about his real intentions.

Putin’s biography offers several explanations for the nature of his leadership and his ambivalence toward the United States. He had a hardscrabble childhood, growing up poor in a postwar Leningrad kommunalka (communal apartment) in a family that had lost a son during the siege of Leningrad. He was, like many Soviet citizens of his generation, a survivalist. Planning for worst-case scenarios and wariness about making irreversible commitments have influenced his worldview.1 A love of Japanese martial arts helped him to escape his unpromising origins and instilled in him the discipline he needed to embark on his chosen career in the KGB. Though he never rose to the top of the KGB, he was sent to Dresden—the one major city in the GDR that did not receive West German television broadcasts—as a midlevel officer. During that time, as he has subsequently explained, his major task was twofold: “working with people and with large amounts of information.”2

His five years in the GDR from 1985 to 1990 influenced his outlook in two major ways. He completely missed the perestroika period in the USSR, the intellectual questioning of the Soviet system and ferment of the Gorbachev years. He lived instead in one of the most orthodox Soviet bloc countries whose leadership rejected Gorbachev’s reformist policies. Moreover, he experienced the collapse of the GDR in 1989 and Moscow’s abandonment of its officials serving there in their hour of need. When an angry East German mob tried to burst into the headquarters of the Stasi—the East German secret police—Putin had to dissuade them from ransacking the place. He had been feeding KGB records into the building’s furnace and was worried that the crowd would “come for us too.” When he called the nearby Soviet military base for backup, he was rebuffed, recalling later “nobody lifted as finger to protect us.”3 This reinforced for Lieutenant Colonel Putin the importance of a having strong state that protected its people.4

In the autobiographical interview that was published at the beginning of his presidential tenure, he expressed regret that the GDR had not lasted longer and that the Soviets withdrew so precipitously from Germany. “I only regretted that the Soviet Union had lost its position in Europe, although intellectually I understood that a position based on walls and dividers cannot last. But I wanted something different to rise in its place. And nothing different was proposed. That’s what hurt.”5 His five years in Dresden had made him the “German in the Kremlin” who felt a special affinity for the country.6 Putin the KGB officer who lost his position because of the implosion of the once mighty Soviet state is an essential part of his political biography.

After a brief period of unemployment after the Soviet collapse, Putin joined his former law professor Anatoly Sobchak, the reformist mayor of St. Petersburg, soon rising to become deputy mayor. Putin may never have shared Sobchak’s politically liberal views, but he was instrumental in implementing an economically liberal program and engaging Western companies that wanted to do business with the city. Putin proved himself to be a highly capable manager. He was very loyal to his boss, defying the law to spirit Sobchak out of Russia for medical treatment in France when he was threatened with criminal indictment. However, Sobchak’s loss in a 1996 electoral campaign marred by dirty tricks had a profound influence on Putin, deepening his skepticism about the value of competitive elections. What use was an election if you could not guarantee the outcome—or if it could be stolen from you?7

American officials who met Putin during his tenure in Sobchak’s office in St. Petersburg describe a rather quiet, self-effacing man who handled foreign business ties, accompanied visiting Westerners (including Al Gore and Henry Kissinger) around the city, and was an effective operator.8 The American consul-general viewed Putin as a “law and order man. He was not corrupt, but he was a crime fighter.”9 Other officials describe him as “a good case officer who listened to you and made you feel important.”10 None of these officials who met him in the early 1990s imagined that he would rise to the pinnacle of Russian power. But Putin was able to use his years in St. Petersburg to cultivate a strong network of political and commercial ties that helped him come to power. After Sobchak’s electoral loss in 1996, Putin’s colleague and mentor Alexei Kudrin brought him to Moscow where he quickly rose through the ranks—beginning as deputy head of the Kremlin’s property department and moving through other positions to become head of the FSB in 1998 and then prime minister in August 1999.

There were few clues about Putin’s worldview before he became president. In his autobiographical book, First Person, when asked about Russia’s world role, he answered, “Russia is a country of European culture, not NATO culture.”11 In his millennial statement, “Russia at the Turn of the Century,” which was published as he took office, he argued that a strong state is part of Russia’s history and that liberal, democratic values did not have deep roots in Russia. Russia was and will remain a great power and needs a strong state to guide it through its difficult transition. “A strong state for Russia is not an anomaly—but, on the contrary, a source of guarantee and order.” He also supported Russia’s further integration into global markets.12 These writings reflect a cautious rejection of communist ideology and recognition that Russia should move toward a market economy. Putin saw as his primary mission the need to restore the viability of what he viewed as a disintegrating state after the disorder of the 1990s. He is a Gosudarstvennik, a statist, in the classic Russian tradition. That required the imposition of order and stability.13 In his first few years in the Kremlin, many of Putin’s key advisors were Yelstin holdovers—for instance, Presidential Chief of Staff Alexander Voloshin, Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov, and presidential national security advisors Sergei Ivanov and Sergei Prikhodko. It would take him some time to establish his own base of support and put his own cadres in power.

Putin had come into office determined to reverse the humiliating decade of the 1990s, guarantee Russia’s territorial integrity and restore Russia’s role as a great power—a velikaia derzhava—that could reclaim its rightful place in the world. This involved, among other things, reasserting influence in the post-Soviet space and reaffirming the importance in international decision making of the United Nations, particularly the Security Council. It also entailed preserving as much as possible of the Cold War–era bilateral arms control structures with the United States, because these guaranteed Russia’s status as a major power. Despite his time in the KGB and his regret over the USSR’s demise, Putin was a pragmatist, willing to engage with the United States on a transactional basis, recognizing the great asymmetry in American and Russian economic and military power. Moreover he realized that Russia’s future international influence would depend on its economic health and that its modernization would require Western investment and trade; hence his stated commitment to integrate Russia with the West—at least on an economic basis.

Three months after becoming president in 2000, Putin met World Bank president James Wolfensohn. Putin conveyed the impression that he was an economic modernizer who intended to rein in Russia’s sprawling oligarchic culture and bring Russia more fully into the global economy. Putin told Wolfensohn that he wanted to modernize his country, pursue economic reforms, and reduce corruption. In these early days, the outside world was generally relieved to deal with a new younger, sober Russian leader who, they believed, would bring much-needed stability to Russia after a decade of disorder.

Yet underlying Putin’s appreciation of the need to work with the West were more skeptical and deep-seated beliefs, a combination of prerevolutionary and Soviet views. This worldview has been described as “a Hobbesian understanding of the world as an essentially hostile and ‘anarchic’ place; the fear of encirclement by outside forces; and a strategic culture dominated by the geopolitical triad of zero-sum calculus, the balance of power and spheres of influence.”14 Russia’s 2000 official Foreign Policy Doctrine embodied this outlook. It committed Russia to seek to achieve a “multipolar system of international relations,” asserted that Russia was pursuing an independent, pragmatic foreign policy, called for the upgrading of the UN Security Council, insisted that the ABM Treaty must be retained, and recognized the need to create a “positive perception of Russia abroad.”15 The challenge for Putin’s Russia was to reconcile this wary view of the world with the practical need to cooperate with the West if Russia wanted to restore its international influence.

ENTER GEORGE BUSH: THE 2000 ELECTORAL CAMPAIGN

Although they came from very different backgrounds, Vladimir Putin and George Bush were both “accidental” presidents, inasmuch as neither of them had aspired to high political office in their earlier careers. Putin’s rise from political obscurity was a result of both good luck and hard work—he happened to show up in St. Petersburg when Sobchak was looking for someone to manage the mayor’s office’s economic contacts, but he also earned the respect and trust of those whom he met in St. Petersburg, who then brought him to Moscow after Sobchak’s defeat. His ascent to the presidency was engineered through the intervention of the Yeltsin “family” (both biological and political) after complex behind-the-scenes negotiations and a promise of immunity for the Yeltsin family, which Putin honored.16

Bush, by contrast, was born into politics. He came from a patrician political family, but he spent the first forty years of his life in a variety of pursuits that did not include seeking high political office; with one exception.17 He had run unsuccessfully for Congress in 1978 and had been an owner of the Texas Rangers baseball team. He eventually overcame his reluctance to run for office and became governor of Texas in 1994. Bush’s controversial and closely contested 2000 election victory raised questions about the legitimacy of his claim to the presidency. The Florida election debacle—in which thousands of ballots had to be recounted because they had not been properly tallied—certainly elicited derisive comments from Russian commentators, who questioned how the United States could criticize Russia’s democratic credentials when there were clearly major flaws in America’s own electoral system. Like Putin, who moved cautiously in his first year in office, George W. Bush was a largely unknown quantity as far as foreign policy was concerned. He had been governor of Texas but had little international experience and had hardly been out of the country.

Candidate Bush’s ideas about Russia were significantly formed by his chief advisor on Russia, Condoleezza Rice, who had served as his father’s Soviet expert on the NSC. Her views, in turn, had been influenced by her professor and PhD advisor at the University of Denver, Josef Korbel, the Czech émigré who first aroused her interest in things Soviet and also happened to be the father of Madeleine Albright, Clinton’s secretary of state.18 When Rice heard Korbel speak to her class on Stalin, she “fell in love” with the subject, and became intrigued by the “Byzantine nature of Soviet politics and by power: how it operates. How it’s used.”19 She wrote her PhD on the Czech military. When she was working for George H. W. Bush, he told Gorbachev “She tells me everything I need to know about the Soviet Union.” To which Gorbachev replied, “I certainly hope she knows a lot.”20

Indeed, the second major influence on Rice’s ideas about Russia was her time in the Bush administration when she dealt with German unification and the collapse of the Soviet Union. It was during this period that she won the trust of President Bush and National Security Advisor General Brent Scowcroft. She also had that run-in with Boris Yeltsin during his September 1989 visit to the White House. This reinforced her skeptical view of Yelstin, which led her to criticize the Clinton administration’s wholehearted support of Yeltsin.21

A decade later, George W. Bush relied on Rice to help form his views of foreign policy during the campaign. When Rice first interviewed with candidate Bush, he told her, “I don’t have any idea about foreign affairs.”22 The Bush campaign’s most articulate statement on Russia came in Rice’s 2000 Foreign Affairs article, “Promoting the National Interest.” Advocating “a disciplined and consistent foreign policy that separates the important from the trivial,” she stressed the universality of American values, cautioned against using the military unless it was absolutely necessary, and advocated a comprehensive relationship with Russia. Russia was a much freer country than during the Soviet times and had many of the attributes of a great power, she wrote, but its economic weakness and lack of a new national identity “threaten to overwhelm it.” The Clinton administration erred by supporting Yeltsin, whose “agenda became the American agenda.” It was time to move to a new agenda—away from the Cold War arms control regime and toward a recognition that “Russia is a great power, and that we will always have interests that conflict as well as coincide.”23

During his campaign, Bush echoed these views. In a speech at the Reagan Library in California he stressed that Russia was a great power and should be treated as such, but reiterated his commitment to deploying missile defense systems and eschewing Cold War arms control treaties. The United States should support democracy in Russia, he said, but it could not support “a corrupt and favored elite.” Moreover, although he pledged to cooperate with Russia on combating terrorism, he declared “that is impossible unless Russia operates with civilized self-restraint.”24

A few months later, Bush discussed the possibility of cutting off IMF funding for Russia because of its conduct in Chechnya, adding, “This guy, Putin—has come to power as a result of Chechnya—the real fundamental question for Russia—is what will Russia look like—will she be a market economy, or will she be one of those economies where a favored few elites are able to put money in their pockets?”25 During the first presidential debate, asked what he would do if Serbia strongman Slobodan Milošević refused to leave power, Bush replied that the Russians “have sway in that part of the world” and should persuade him to go. When asked a similar question in the vice-presidential debate, Dick Cheney was more explicit. Cooperation with Russia to oust Milošević, he said, was “an opportunity for the United States to test President Putin—to find out if he is committed to democracy (and) willing to support freedom and democracy in Eastern Europe.” During the second presidential debate, Bush repeated his criticisms that the IMF, during the Clinton administration, had dispensed too much money to Russia without enough oversight over what happened to it, adding, “the only people who are going to reform Russia are Russians. They are going to have to make the decisions themselves.”26

During the campaign, Condoleezza Rice argued that relations with Russia should be normalized after the Clinton administration’s overemphasis on personal ties between the leaders. Russia, she implied, would be downgraded in U.S. priorities. The Bush camp signaled that it considered nuclear arms control treaties to be relics of the Cold War era, which the United States no longer needed, even if Russia had not recognized this reality. The dismissive attitude toward arms control was a source of anxiety for Russia, because its nuclear arsenal was the basis of its remaining great-power status and arms control treaties were one on the few areas where Russia and the United States were still equals. On inaugural night, Rice sent a message to Putin meant to reassure him, promising “We will be great friends.”27

One Bush official who had decades of experience with the Soviet Union and Russia was Donald Rumsfeld, defense secretary for President Ford, who was to reprise the role in 2001. In the 1990s Rumsfeld had been a member of the RAND U.S.-Russia Business Forum, a group of high-level Russian and American business leaders that met twice a year. From his discussions with his Russian counterparts, he concluded that Russian leaders were considering two different ways to reclaim their status as a great power—either consorting with what the United States would term “rogue” regimes and pressuring neighbors or choosing economic integration with the West. In 2001, recognizing that it had been only a decade since the collapse of the USSR, Rumsfeld supported engagement with Russia: “I wanted Russia to join the circle of advanced, prosperous societies and would have been pleased to see the country grow in strength as a friend or even a partner of the West. Accordingly I thought the best path for the United States was to avoid hectoring Russia on imperfect democratic practices, but rather to encourage it along a path toward freer economic and political systems.”28

During the 2000 electoral campaign, congressional Republicans attacked candidate Al Gore for what they considered the Clinton administration’s flawed Russia policies. They published a polemical indictment of the Clinton administration’s policies toward Russia, from which candidate Bush drew many of his arguments. The title made clear what their view was: Russia’s Road to Corruption: How the Clinton Administration Exported Government Instead of Free Enterprise and Failed the Russian People.The report pictured Vice President Gore and Prime Minister Victor Chernomyrdin on its cover. The Report argued that the Clinton policy was flawed from the start, that it conducted Russia policy “in an elite and uniquely insular policy-making group without accountability to the normal checks and balances within the executive branch.” It had particularly harsh words for the Gore-Chernomyrdin Commission, and for the vice president who, it said, rejected CIA reports of how corrupt Chernomyrdin and his colleagues were. It blamed the United States for pursuing policies that led to Russia’s 1998 economic crash and for turning Russians against America, where they had been well disposed to the United States in the early 1990s. Nevertheless, despite the fact that the U.S.-Russian relationship was “in tatters,” a “bright Russian future” was still possible, provided there was “a clear articulation of American interests, values and policies.” The president should take charge of Russia policy himself and recognize that “a stable, secure, democratic and prosperous Russia is a vital American interest.”29

As Bush was about to take office, the U.S. National Intelligence Council, which coordinates the work of America’s intelligence agencies, highlighted the asymmetries between Russia and the United States in its 2000 report Global Trends, 2015. Moscow, it claimed, would in the next fifteen years be greatly challenged to adjust its expectations for world leadership to its dramatically reduced resources. “The stakes for both Europe and the United States will be high, although neither will have the ability to determine the outcome for Russia in 2015.”30

“LET’S GET DOWN TO BUSINESS”

The new U.S.-Russian relationship did not begin auspiciously. Barely had Secretary of State General Colin Powell moved into his office in the State Department than two related spy scandals threatened to derail bilateral ties. According to Powell, “The Russians ignored our gentleman’s agreement about spies. They kept expanding their activities.”31 The Russian ambassador to Washington, Yuri Ushakov, recalls that his first meeting with Colin Powell did not go well. He had gone to the State Department to congratulate the new secretary of state on his appointment only to be informed that Russian diplomats were going to be expelled for activities incompatible with their diplomatic status. After a few general pleasantries, Ushakov was ushered out.32 Powell then called Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov to break the news. “We have a small problem,” said Powell, “Let’s get one thing out of the way. We will expel 50 diplomats and we expect you to do that too.” Ivanov agreed, adding, “now let’s get down to business.”33 Both sides expelled fifty-three diplomats, the largest such expulsion since the Reagan administration expelled eighty Soviet spies in 1986. Powell and Ivanov met shortly thereafter in Egypt and, having disposed of the spy issue, proceded to have a productive meeting.34

Another spy scandal was much more damaging—and dangerous. Barely a month into the Bush presidency, FBI agent Robert Hanssen was arrested and charged with spying for the Soviet Union and then Russia, earning a reported $1.4 million for selling secrets over a twenty-two-year period. Hanssen had arguably compromised U.S. national security as much as had Aldrich Ames, the CIA agent who was arrested in 1994 for espionage activities that spanned the Cold War period and continued in post-Soviet Russia. Hanssen’s arrest was a reminder that, despite the collapse of the USSR, Russia continued to engage in aggressive espionage activities in the United States. The Russian press largely depicted Hanssen as a hero. According to one Russian commentary echoed in numerous other publications, “We should give Soviet Intelligence its due: to plant two such moles as Ames and Hanssen: that is excellent professional work.”35

The Bush administration undertook an interagency review of Russia policy when it came into office. It revisited the issue of where Russia belonged by reexamining its place in the State Department bureaucracy. Clinton had created the Office of the Newly Independent State (S/NIS), whose first head was Strobe Talbott. In 2001 Congress inserted itself in this debate. Jesse Helms, the conservative chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, was determined to downgrade Russia’s status by abolishing S/NIS. The Bush administration decided that Russia no longer deserved its own bureau, and despite vigorous resistance from officials who dealt with Russia, all of the post-Soviet states were folded into the Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, which now included fifty-four countries.36 This was, according to Talbott, “a strategic demotion of Russia itself.” Nevertheless, Elizabeth Jones, the new assistant secretary for European affairs, spent a disproportionate amount of time dealing with Russia because of its importance to the rest of NATO and the European Union.37 In another break with the Clinton administration, the Gore-Chernomyrdin Bilateral Commission was abolished, thus removing a network of contacts from what remained a bilateral relationship with few stakeholders.

During the first six months of the Bush presidency the United States appeared to have downgraded the U.S.-Russian relationship on various fronts from arms control to Russia’s war in Chechnya. In his first address to a joint session of Congress, Bush announced, “to protect our own people, our allies and friends, we must develop and we must deploy effective missile defenses. And as we transform our military, we can discard Cold War relics and reduce our own nuclear forces to reflect today’s needs.”38 In a rebuff to Moscow’s depiction of Chechen separatists as Islamic terrorists, a senior State Department official met at a local university with Ilyas Akhmadov, the Chechen foreign minister in exile who subsequently received political asylum in the United States, much to Russia’s irritation. Officials accused Russia of contributing to proliferation and questioned the value of the Clinton-era assistance programs, including the Nunn-Lugar program which they argued, was essentially subsidizing the Russian military.

Nevertheless, the administration continued to press on with the bilateral agenda in preparation for the first Bush-Putin summit in Slovenia, one of the Yugoslav successor states that had not experienced ethnic violence. The administration’s top priority was securing Russian assent to U.S. withdrawal from the ABM Treaty in order to enable the American missile defense program to proceed. For Putin, the meeting was a chance to move beyond the Clinton-Yeltsin relationship that symbolized Russia’s weakness and promote the U.S.-Russian relationship on the basis of greater equality.

THE FIRST PRESIDENTIAL ENCOUNTER

Bush and Putin met for the first time in an ornate sixteenth-century castle in Brdo, Slovenia, on July 16, 2001. “My goal at the summit had been to cut through the tension and forge a connection with Putin,” writes Bush. “I placed a high priority on personal diplomacy.”39 The summit came at the tail end of a trying first trip to Europe for an American president with limited experience in foreign policy whose attempts at forging good personal ties with leaders such as German chancellor Gerhard Schroder had proved to be difficult. The European commentariat was skeptical and even condescending toward Bush (the German magazine Der Spiegel pictured him on its cover as a gun-toting cowboy), and his first meeting with his European allies were strained.

By contrast, the Russian leader was far less judgmental of the new American president. Putin no doubt realized that after Bush’s less-than-enthusiastic European reception, it would be advisable to treat the new president with respect. To Bush, Putin seemed tense at the outset. He began reading from note cards about the Soviet-era debt. After a few minutes, Bush interrupted his presentation with a question: “Is it true your mother gave you a cross that you had blessed in Jerusalem?” This apparently broke the ice, Putin put down his note cards and told the story about how a fire had burned down his dacha but the cross had survived the blaze and had special religious meaning for him.40 The two presidents went on to discuss a wide range of subjects, including religion.41 Putin pointedly warned Bush about the dangers of Islamic fundamentalist-bred terrorism emanating from Russia’s southern rim, a danger that he believed the United States did not take seriously enough. He was—prophetically—particularly vehement about Pakistan and Prime Minister Pervez Musharraf’s regime’s support of the Taliban and Al Qaeda. Putin told Bush that the go-to person in Moscow should be Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov, and Ivanov became National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice’s main interlocutor. According to several Bush administration officials, Rice seemed to work well with Ivanov.42 There was, according to their advisors, good personal chemistry at the meeting. Indeed, the close personal relationship between the two presidents lasted well into the second Bush and Putin terms.43

Their joint press conference after the summit began in an unremarkable way. President Bush spoke about the importance of “building a constructive, respectful relationship with Russia.” Putin rejoined, “We are counting on a pragmatic relationship between Russia and the United States.” The two leaders discussed the importance of Russia’s joining the WTO and their differences over missile defense and NATO enlargement. Putin raised an issue that he would continue to mention throughout his presidency, namely that, as early as 1954, the USSR had sent a note to NATO countries announcing its intention to participate in NATO. He complained that the human rights of ethnic Russians living in the Baltic states were being violated. Bush described Putin as “an honest, straightforward man who loves his country. He loves his family. We share a lot of values. I view him as a remarkable leader.”

And then came the fateful phrase that was to haunt Bush for the rest of his presidency. In response to a question about whether he could trust Putin, Bush said “I looked the man in the eye. I found him very straightforward and trustworthy—I was able to get a sense of his soul.”44 Condoleezza Rice, listening nearby, visibly tightened at these words. “This is going to be a problem,” she murmured.45 “In the years ahead,” Bush later regretfully wrote, “Putin would give me reason to revise my opinion.”46

Rice laments that Bush had not rehearsed how to answer a question about trust: “We were never able to escape the perception that the President had naively trusted Putin and then been betrayed.”47 Colin Powell was less diplomatic. “I looked into his eyes and I saw KBG,” he quipped later.48 Putin’s comments on Bush were less fulsome, but nevertheless the first presidential encounter was deemed a success by both sides.49 Some Bush-era officials are less charitable: “Bush was played by Putin,” said one, echoing the sentiments of the more skeptical group.50

Shortly thereafter, Bush gave an assessment of Putin that revealed his understanding of where the Russian leader stood: “I found a man who realizes his future lies with the West, not the East, that we share common security concerns, particularly Islamic fundamentalism, that he understands missiles could affect him just as much as us.” Then Bush, with a clear diagnosis, went to the heart of the matter. “On the other hand, he doesn’t want to be diminished by America.”51

TERROR STRIKES—AND PUTIN PROPOSES AN ANTITERRORIST ALLIANCE

On September 9, 2001, Putin called Bush with an urgent message: Ahmed Shah Massoud, leader of the Afghan anti-Taliban Northern Alliance, which was supported by Moscow, had been assassinated in his compound by two Arab suicide bombers posing as journalists. Russian intelligence authorities concluded that Massoud’s assassination presaged the beginning of a broader terrorist campaign. Putin warned Bush about the wider implications of this act: “I told him I had a foreboding that something was about to happen, something long in preparation.”52 Indeed, the Russian leadership, with its long and bitter experiences in Afghanistan, understood the dynamics of the ongoing strife in Afghanistan better than did the United States. Putin was convinced that Islamic extremists in Afghanistan were supporting Chechen fighters. He had warned Bush in Slovenia about the dangers of terrorism emanating from the “arc of instability,” the unstable areas south of the Russian Federation.

Afghanistan was a difficult issue for Washington and Moscow. After all, the United States had been instrumental in helping defeat the Soviet Union in Afghanistan, thereby contributing to a train of events that eventually led to the demise of the USSR. The day the last Soviet troops withdraw from Afghanistan in February 1989, the CIA station chief in Islamabad sent a two-word cable home: “WE WON.”53 U.S. support of the anti-Soviet Mujaheddin between 1980 and 1988 helped to end the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. But American money and weapons—along with money and recruits from Middle Eastern countries—also helped to create what later became the Taliban and Al Qaeda, which were the offspring of the Mujaheddin. The United States, then, inadvertently became midwife to what evolved into the greatest threat to its own national security in the twenty-first century.

Much has been written about the failure of the Bush administration in its first nine months to understand the gravity of the danger from Al Qaeda, despite warnings from the U.S. Intelligence Community that Osama bin Laden was planning a terrorist attack and that planes might be used for such an attack.54 Veteran Russian official Evgeny Primakov believed that, more than a decade after the Soviets were defeated, the United States failed to grasp the seriousness of the threat that the successors to the Mujaheddin now posed to the United States. “The United States,” he added, had no well thought-out plan to fight terrorism.”55

On the morning of September 11, two days after Putin’s call to Bush, terrorists struck the United States, killing three thousand people and forever changing U.S. views of its own security and introducing an unprecedented sense of vulnerability in the American homeland. In the chaotic hours following the attack on the twin towers, Vladimir Putin was the first foreign leader to put in a call to Bush and express his sympathy and support. However, he could not reach Bush on Air Force One, so Rice took the call in the White House bunker. She warned Putin that the United States had gone to DEFCON 3, a high state of military alert. The next day, Putin called off a military exercise in the northern Pacific Ocean that might have distracted U.S. forces.

When the two presidents eventually spoke, Putin said, “Good will triumph over evil. I want you to know that in this struggle, we will stand together.”56 Indeed, the attack on the Twin Towers vindicated the warnings Putin had given the new U.S. president and placed Russia in a unique position to offer advice and assistance, given its intimate knowledge of Afghan politics, the Afghan terrain, the location of terrorist training camps, and its experience working with the Northern Alliance. At that moment Rice realized that the Cold War was really over.57 The message from the Kremlin was a clear “America we are with you,” even if the Russian media reactions varied from Schadenfreude that arrogant Americans had it coming to them to conspiracy theories that the attack had been engineered by the American “special services.” But, most Russians now understood the answer to an eternal question: “Against whom shall we ally?” (Protiv kogo druzhit’ budem?).58

The real question, however, was how Russia would support the United States as it retaliated. In order to strike back at the Taliban, which had harbored Al Qaeda for many years, the United States needed to secure supply routes to Afghanistan, and establishing military bases in Central Asia was the best way to accomplish this. But, since the Soviet collapse, Russia had resented the growing American presence in its backyard. U.S. interests in Central Asia were both energy- and security-related, and leaders such as Kazakhstan’s Nursultan Nazarbayev, Kyrgyzstan’s Askar Akayev, and Uzbekistan’s Islom Karimov had become quite adept at balancing Russia and the United States as they consolidated their power and sought investment and trade. The U.S. war in Afghanistan presented Central Asian leaders with a unique opportunity to secure an American military presence and the economic benefits that accompanied bases. However, there was the issue of overflight rights over Russia. Even though the Central Asian states were independent, Russia had the ability to block access to U.S. bases in its former republics.

The Russian leadership was deeply divided over whether to support the establishment of U.S. bases in Central Asia. Although later Primakov claimed that “Moscow took a very proactive stance supporting U.S. assistance in Central Asia,” this was not true at the beginning.59 Initially, Putin called Kyrgyz leader Askar Akayev, Kazakh leader Nazarbayev, and Uzbek leader Karimov to warn them against accepting U.S. bases, but they apparently pushed back. Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov, former KGB official and close Putin advisor, opposed the move. If the United States had bases in Central Asia, he later recalled, it would begin democracy promotion there, and that was not good for Russia.60 Putin sent his national security advisor Vladimir Rushailo to Central Asia to try and dissuade the Tajik leader Emomaly Rakhmon from accepting a U.S. base.61 However, it became clear that the Central Asian leaders would not fall in line. So Putin changed course.

On September 22, Putin convened a meeting of his advisors in his presidential dacha in Sochi on the Black Sea, and they thrashed out the issue of bases in Central Asia. He argued in favor of supporting the U.S. war effort and permitting the bases, because he wanted better relations with the United States.62 Despite vigorous objections from some of his colleagues, he prevailed. Then he called Bush to let him know that Russia would not object to the establishment of U.S. military presence in Central Asia “as long as it has the objective of fighting the war on terror and is temporary.”63 Two days later, he summoned the leaders of the major political parties in the Duma to meet him in Moscow. Only two of them—liberals Grigory Yavlinsky and Boris Nemtsov—fully supported his decision on the Central Asia bases.64 The rest objected but fell in line when it became apparent that Putin’s mind was made up. For many, it came down to weighing the “head,” which urged cooperation with the United States on pragmatic grounds, against the “stomach,” which argued emotionally against it. Putin announced his decision to support the U.S. war effort in Afghanistan during a televised address to the Russian people, where he pledged the “active cooperation” of Russian intelligence services in intelligence gathering and exchange with their U.S. counterparts.65 The Cold War did really appear to be over.

American officials then fanned out to Central Asia to negotiate basing rights with the leaders of Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan. U.S. defense secretary Donald Rumsfeld, arguing that these leaders “were not saints, but saints are in short supply in the world,” worked out a deal with Uzbek strongman Karimov that U.S. special operations forces could use the air field at Karshi-Khanabad (K-2), located 120 miles from the Afghan border. Karimov complained about Russian pressure to coordinate basing decisions with them.66 He also asked Undersecretary John Bolton, “If we give you a base, will you be here in ten years?”67 Given Uzbekistan’s human rights record, the U.S. base agreement offered Karimov a respite from the international criticism to which he had been subjected. The Kyrgyz base was established at the Manas airport. Russian commentators were quick to point to the economic benefits that the Kyrgyzstanis and Uzbeks gained from these bases, from fuel contracts to construction jobs. Some questioned how temporary these bases would be, suggesting that America had longer-term designs on Central Asia and that the Central Asian elites’ economic interest in the bases would grow.68

THE CRAWFORD SUMMIT

The honeymoon in U.S.-Russian relations that followed Putin reaching out to Bush lasted from September 2001 to May 2002. While American and Russian officials spoke about their newfound partnership, Russia was sharing intelligence about Afghanistan with the United States, which, according the U.S. officials, was important during Operation Enduring Freedom, which ousted the Taliban from power. Included were data that helped U.S. forces find their way around Kabul and logistical information on the topography and caves in Afghanistan.69 Rice, who had urged “normalizing” relations with Russia a mere year before, was enthusiastic: “Russia has been one of our best allies in terms of intelligence sharing, in terms of support for American operations that have taken place out of Central Asia—this has been an extremely important relationship to us, really one of our most, and it is confirmation that there is a new basis for cooperative security relationship with Russia.”70

Putin’s rhetoric and actions after 9/11 reinforced the impression that he had made a strategic commitment to working with the West. In a speech delivered in German to the Bundestag at the end of September, he reiterated that the Cold War was over, and Russia and the West should cooperate in fighting terror.71 Shortly afterward, Russia announced that it had closed its Signals Intelligence site in Lourdes, Cuba. It had also closed its naval base in Cam Ranh Bay, Vietnam. The Cuban listening post had been an irritant in U.S.-Russian relations; although it was shut down largely because it had become uneconomic. Its closing, nevertheless, was viewed as a positive symbolic gesture.

Rumsfeld recounts a meeting with Putin in the fall of 2001 during which the Russian president spoke nonstop for ninety minutes: “He was, as usual, somewhat of an enigma. Though he denied us tangible assistance for the Afghan effort, he was generous with his advice—which Afghans we could trust, the motives of regional players—right down to military tactics.”72 Former CIA director George Tenet is more guarded in his assessment of Russia’s contribution to fighting terrorism, noting that “their contribution was a disappointment—they were preoccupied with Chechnya and were not players in the global war against terrorism, certainly as we defined it.” Tenet believes that Cold War habits were too deeply ingrained for broad-based intelligence cooperation: “In the final analysis, it was still a game of spy versus spy.”73 Tenet highlights the fact that Russia defined terrorism through a much narrower lens that did the United States, namely Islamic fundamentalism in the North Caucasus that threatened Russia itself. Inasmuch as there were Chechens fighting with Al Qaeda in Afghanistan or Al Qaeda operatives fighting in the North Caucasus, Moscow would acknowledge the global nature of the terrorist threat. But, from an American point of view, Russia did not face the same challenge from Al Qaeda and its affiliates as did the United States. Limited intelligence sharing during the three-month war in Afghanistan was productive. Beyond that, Russia’s willingness to cooperate on counterterrorism was constrained. Moreover, the collaboration was selective and the provenance of some of its data was not transparent, raising issues about its reliability.74

But how, once the Taliban had been routed from Kabul, to sustain the momentum for a more productive relationship? Putin made his first official visit to the United States in November 2001. The two presidents met at the White House, Bush promised to “work with Congress to end the application of the Jackson-Vanik amendment to Russia.”75

The high point of the Putin trip was his visit to Bush’s ranch in Crawford, Texas. Initially, the Russians had balked at going to Texas, not understanding that it was a special honor to be asked to the president’s private residence.76 They insisted on an Oval Office meeting first. The Crawford visit was intended to emphasize the importance that Bush attached to a close personal relationship with his Russian counterpart. In a highly symbolic gesture, the former KGB agent attended Bush’s morning intelligence briefing. At their press conference at Crawford High School, Bush reiterated his praise for Putin: “a new style of leader, a reformer, a man who loves his country as much as I love mine.” Putin was complimentary if somewhat less enthusiastic, and had some words of caution on the Bush administration’s pledge to emancipate the women of Afghanistan: “What we should avoid in the implementation of such programs, and as an end result of their implementation, is that a lady would turn into a man.”77

The atmosphere that evening was relaxed when the eighteen Americans and twelve Russians sat around the campfire at Crawford. It was the first visit to an American ranch for all the Russian guests who expressed surprise that a U.S. president would choose such a modest home for his “dacha.”78 In his toast, Putin remarked on how fortunate everyone was to have President Bush in the White House. Later he asked Commerce Secretary Donald Evans, “How has America accomplished so much in two hundred years?” Evans responded, “It’s our freedoms. You have to create an environment for competition. The American people are good people. They wake up every morning trying to do the right thing.”79 Later on the Russians were treated to a spirited round of square dancing by top U.S. officials.

Bush announced that the United States was going to reduce its nuclear arsenal to between 1,700 and 2,200 warheads over the next decade, and $3.5 billion of the Soviet debt was to be forgiven. But the warmth around the campfire would not last. The camaraderie masked the fact that there was little agreement on the most difficult issues that would continue to irritate the relationship for the rest of the Bush presidency: missile defense and the U.S. withdrawal from the ABM Treaty.

GREAT EXPECTATIONS

Because Putin is still leading Russia more than a decade after 9/11 and he continues to harbor resentments over what he depicts as broken U.S. promises, the debate about what happened after 9/11 continues to influence the U.S.-Russian relationship. When countries form partnerships forged out of exigencies such as the 9/11 attacks, the shelf life for these alliances is usually short because they have a specific and limited focus—defeating a common enemy. After all, the wartime U.S.-Soviet alliance—which the Russians invoked as a model for the post 9/11 partnership—was formed with one sole aim, defeating Hitler. Once Germany was on the way to defeat, the alliance began to fray as the victors disagreed about what would happen after Germany surrendered, and the Cold War began. Similarly, in 2001, the common goal was to defeat the Taliban. There was no discussion about what might happen afterward or indeed how the bilateral relationship might develop. And yet there were unspoken expectations that affected the relationship after the rout of the Taliban from Kabul. With hindsight, it is clear that U.S. and Russian expectations were mismatched.

In the decade since the terrorist attacks, Putin has on numerous occasions complained to visiting Americans that the United States failed to live up to the commitments that were implicit in the post-9/11 bargain. There is a general consensus, as one Russian put it, that “Putin was interested in an equal partnership of unequals.”80 In return for supporting the United States, Putin hoped that Russia would be accepted as part of the international entourage that decides everything. John Beyrle, former ambassador to Russia, agrees: “Russia was looking for respect and acknowledgment that Russia’s voice mattered and that the United States would listen to Russia and act as if its opinions mattered.”81 Igor Ivanov emphasizes that Russia wanted a new partnership against new threats. “We wanted an anti-terrorist international coalition like the anti-Nazi coalition. This would be the basis for a new world order.”82

Why did Putin initiate this third U.S.-Russian reset? It is important to examine his goals in 2001, since many Russian officials’ subsequent public and private comments have focused on what they regard as broken U.S. promises. Yet these quid pro quos were never explicit, nor were they discussed when Putin launched his reset. Putin wanted to present Russia as an essential partner in what came to be known as the United States’ Global War on Terror, thereby upgrading Russia’s significance for Washington, and equating Russia’s own struggle against North Caucasus Islamist opponents with the American struggle against Al Qaeda. According to Alexander Voloshin, Putin believed that, if Bush understood Russia’s own terrorist problem, this would improve relations.83 Beyond that, Putin entertained hopes that supporting the United States would restore to Russia some of its erstwhile status.

Putin may have also expected that he could secure U.S. recognition of what he defined as Russia’s vital interests. These included appreciating the importance of bilateral arms control arrangements and recognizing that the post-Soviet space was Russia’s rightful sphere of influence. Putin expected that counterterrorist cooperation would bring Russia rewards that extended beyond Afghanistan, making up for ten years of the West’s relegating Russia to a second-rate status and imposing a U.S.-led agenda on Moscow. Putin was more than well aware of the decade-long and ultimately unsuccessful Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. Even though he must have appreciated how difficult it would be for the United States to win in Afghanistan, he somehow believed (and Bush initially promised him) that U.S. bases in Central Asia would be temporary and would close once military operations had ceased. He expected—correctly—that in supporting the U.S. war on terror, the United States would cease criticizing Russia’s conduct in Chechnya and would instead equate Chechen fighters with other Islamic terrorists. Events would subsequently underline that conclusion.

On the night of October 22, 2002, 850 spectators were sitting in Moscow’s Dubrovka Theater enjoying a performance of the musical Nord-Ost. Suddenly a group of Chechen terrorists seized the theater midway through the performance, taking the audience—many families with small children—hostage. They demanded an end to the second Chechen War and independence for Chechnya. For two and a half days, the terrified audience sat in the theater as fruitless negotiations with the terrorists dragged on. Eventually the Russian authorities pumped the anesthetic fentanyl into the theater, and the terrorists were incapacitated and killed. The siege was over. However, there were no preparations for dealing with the hostages who had also been knocked out by the fentanyl. Eventually 130 people died as a result of inhaling a substance about which no information had been given and for which the authorities had provided no antidote. Bush blamed the civilian deaths squarely on the Chechens.

What concrete expectations did the United States have from this partnership with Russia? Bush administration officials agree that they sought no quid pro quos. The main task was to secure Russian cooperation for Operation Enduring Freedom, which involved securing Russian assent to continued operations in Central Asia and sharing Russian intelligence on the Taliban. Russia supported the U.S. view that it was entirely appropriate to use military force to defeat terrorism—indeed, the U.S. concept was used to justify Russia’s own campaign in Chechnya.84

The Bush administration believed that, in routing the Taliban, America was “cleaning up Russia’s back yard,” enhancing Russia security by eliminating the terrorist cells emanating from Afghanistan that threatened Russia’s southern neighbors and its own North Caucasus. The assumption was that Russia would acknowledge that the U.S. campaign was in Moscow’s interest. The White House did not expect gratitude—a commodity that is usually in short supply in international politics—but it assumed that there would be recognition of the U.S. role in enhancing security in Russia’s neighborhood. Beyond that, Washington was willing to adopt a virtual vow of silence about Russia’s domestic situation, from the Chechen War to the limitations on media freedom and the selective assault on oligarchs who did not swear fealty to Putin. In short, the Bush administration’s initial post 9/11 relationship with Russia focused on Realpolitik. In return for Russia’s support, the United States was willing to facilitate Putin’s primary stated goal—economic modernization and integration into the global economy—by offering accelerated WTO membership negotiations, graduation from Jackson-Vanik, and other economic incentives. A high-level energy dialogue group was formed to promote joint energy projects and to explore closer economic cooperation. In return, U.S. officials expected that Russia would come to accept the premise that Cold War–era arms control negotiations were obsolete and would eventually modify its views on missile defense.

It took ten weeks to oust the Taliban from power. After that, the United States and Russia turned to the other pressing issues facing them. The inbox that Bush and Putin inherited from their predecessors necessitated negotiations on issues over which there had been continuing disagreements over the past decade, namely missile defense, NATO enlargement, and Russia’s relationship with Iran.

EXITING THE ABM TREATY

The Bush administration came into office determined to jettison Cold War–era arms control agreements. Candidate Bush and his advisors had argued throughout the electoral campaign that it was imperative for the United States to deploy a missile defense system to counter nuclear threats from rogue states (the “Axis of Evil” Bush described in his January 2002 State of the Union address) and nonstate actors that might seek to acquire and launch nuclear weapons. Whereas the Clinton administration had sought ways of reconciling missile defense with maintaining the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, the Bush administration had made it clear from the outset that the ABM Treaty was an unnecessary impediment to the United States deploying missile defense components to fend off a potential attack from Iran or North Korea.

Russian objections to missile defense stemmed from the Kremlin’s opposition to abandoning the thirty-year-old arms control regime that had been the cornerstone of U.S.-Soviet relations and which enabled Russia to interact as an equal with the United States in its otherwise greatly weakened state. Moreover, there was, from the beginning, a Russian suspicion about the intended target of the missile defense installations.85 Were they really aimed at Iran and North Korea? Or was the ultimate aim of missile defense deployments to target and challenge the viability of Russia’s own nuclear arsenal?

In December 2001, the Bush administration announced its withdrawal from the ABM Treaty. John Bolton, under secretary of state for arms control and international security, who had the missile defense portfolio, was exultant: “With President Bush’s announcement of the U.S. withdrawal from the ABM Treaty on December 13, a dangerous relic of the Cold War was officially put to rest.”86 Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov, by contrast, meeting with Secretary Rumsfeld—who had a few months earlier called Russia “an active proliferator” of weapons technology to Iran and North Korea—said “this unilateral decision of the United States was not a surprise for us. We still believe it was a mistake.”87

Putin’s reaction to the ABM withdrawal was muted. In his official response, he reiterated his view that the decision was mistaken but committed Russia to continued cooperation with the United States. In an interview on the day of the announcement, he conceded that the United States had the legal right to withdraw from the ABM Treaty and that he would not use this decision to stoke “anti-American hysteria.” He also admitted that Bush had been straightforward about his intentions from the beginning and had not deceived him.88 For his part, Bush talked about a “new strategic partnership” with Russia. In his 2002 State of the Union address, he spoke of new alignments: “In this moment of opportunity, a common danger is eroding old rivalries. America is working with Russia and China and India in ways we never have before to achieve peace and prosperity.”89

Despite the appearance of equanimity about the ABM withdrawal, the Russian side objected to this unilateral act. It was the first signal, coming a mere three months after 9/11, that the Bush administration would push ahead with its new strategic concept irrespective of Moscow’s views. Fearing that the White House would jettison the other pillar of arms control—the START treaty—Putin had told Bush at the Shanghai APEC conference in October 2001, “I need a treaty.” So Bush, rejecting the advice of the extreme arms control skeptics in his administration, agreed to a new treaty.90 “I believe we must have something that lasts beyond our presidencies. The strategic relationship with Russia is something that’s important for the next ten years,” he said, adding, “Putin is at huge risk, and he needs to fight off his troglodytes.”91

The next chapter in the Bush administration’s move toward downgrading arms control with Russia was the Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT) or Moscow Treaty, signed during Bush’s first visit to Moscow in May 2002. It was a vehicle for the United States to offer serious reductions in nuclear weapons while avoiding what it considered the excessive regulations of the previous SALT and START agreements. The treaty itself is minimalist (a “haiku,” according to some U.S. critics), three-page document committing both parties to reduce the aggregate number of deployed strategic nuclear warheads to between 1,700 and 2,200 by December 31, 2012.92 This number was three times lower than the limits for warheads established by START I. SORT represented the largest proposed reduction in strategic nuclear weapons ever codified in an international agreement, yet it did not obligate either side to destroy these weapons. They could be stored and redeployed, if necessary. SORT also lacked the verification mechanisms that START had embodied.93 According to Primakov, “Russia signed the treaty primarily to end the cycle of unilateral decision making by the United States in matters of security.”94

Yet the Moscow Treaty also represented the high point of the third reset. Bush and Putin announced that this was the dawn of a new strategic partnership, one that would involve broad-based cooperation on a range of global political and economic issues.95 At this point Putin’s broader goals of securing recognition by cooperating with the United States overrode Russian irritation about the downgrading of arms control. The Bush administration believed that the Russians would swallow their disappointment and accept the new agenda outlined in the Moscow summit documents. In reality, this new agenda—nonproliferation, missile defense, counterterrorism, Russia’s WTO accession—was the 1990s agenda refashioned to highlight Russia’s new post-9/11 orientation. After initially announcing that it would cut funding for the Nunn-Lugar program, the Bush administration reversed itself and requested extra funding. Moreover, despite the Bush administration’s excoriation of the Gore-Chernomyrdin commission, the United States and Russia established a bilateral Russian-American Consultative Group on Strategic Stability, comprising the two countries’ foreign and defense ministers, which had its first meeting in September 2002 and covered a range of issues form North Korea to Iraq, Afghanistan, and further arms control issues. Nevertheless, the issue of Euro-Atlantic security architecture continued to present major challenges.

NATO’S “BIG BANG”

Shortly after he entered the Kremlin, Putin, like Yeltsin before him, suggested the possibility of Russia’s joining NATO. In addition to raising the issue with Bill Clinton, he asked NATO secretary-general George Robertson and German chancellor Gerhard Schroeder when Russia could join. Robertson told him Russia would have to apply.96 In a July 2001 press conference, Putin said that one option for the alliance was “to include Russia in NATO. This also creates a single area of defense security.” Senior Russian officials believe that Putin was serious about exploring NATO membership—even if he was unsure about whether Russia would indeed join.

These ideas resonated with some incoming Bush administration officials. During the review of Russia policy at the beginning of the Bush administration, the State Department’s Office of Policy Planning sent a memo to Secretary Powell suggesting that NATO had always been a protean organization and that the NATO of the twenty-first century could find a place for Russia. It suggested issuing an invitation for Russia to join NATO—including a road map of how negotiations should proceed—as part of the discussions on further NATO enlargement, rather than continuing to enlarge NATO and exclude Russia. It concluded, “It is in our long-term interest to have Russia as a partner, not a spoiler.”97 Richard Haass, director of Policy Planning, was strongly supportive: “Having Russia inside NATO was a big idea. NATO had become a set of discretionary relations and having Russia close to NATO is not inconsistent with what NATO has become.” The memo never made it past Powell’s desk. In retrospect, says Haass, “We neglected the Aretha Franklin principle with Russia—we did not give them enough respect.”98

A few months later, former secretary of state James Baker wrote an article advocating that Russia be offered the prospect of NATO membership, reminding his audience that NATO is “a coalition of former adversaries—one sad lesson of the twentieth century is that refusing to form alliances with defeated adversaries is more dangerous than forming such alliances.”99 Having helped negotiate the end of the Cold War, Baker spoke with special authority. But there was as little interest in the Bush administration as there had been in the Clinton administration in seriously offering Russia the prospect of NATO membership. Russia’s size—and the fact that it shares a border with China—and anticipated demands for a unique role in NATO acted as a deterrent. Or perhaps it also reflected officials’ lack of imagination and reluctance to think creatively about what would admittedly have been a major challenge.

Because NATO membership was not in the cards, the administration looked for ways in which Russia and NATO could interact more productively. When the NATO-Russian Permanent Joint Council was established in 1997, the United States and its allies hoped that it would go some way toward lessening Russia’s antipathy toward the organization and provide a venue where common issues of European security could be discussed. But the results were rather meager. Russian officials retained their visceral distrust of NATO, which they viewed as a U.S.-dominated organization inimical to Russia’s geostrategic interests. After 9/11 the United States and its allies sought ways of upgrading the NATO-Russian relationship in the hopes that this might enhance cooperation. The result was the establishment of the NATO-Russia Council (NRC) at the NATO Rome summit in May 2002. Welcoming the new council, NATO secretary-general Lord Robertson said the PJC was “simply not enough now” and a “new qualitatively better relationship was needed.” Whereas the PJC had operated in a “19 + 1” format, with Russia meeting with NATO after NATO had taken its decisions on issues of mutual interest, the NATO-Russia Council was designed to operate on the basis of 20. That meant that Russia could make its views known before NATO had taken a collective decision and NATO would supposedly take them into account. However, the Russians continued to suspect that the NRC still operated on the basis of 19 + 1 on all major decisions. In reality, the NATO-Russian Council represented an upgrade of the PJC inasmuch as it was to operate by consensus but was to cover all of the same areas as had the PJC—counterterrorism, crisis management, nonproliferation, arms control, theater missile defense, search and rescue at sea, military-to-military cooperation, civil emergencies, and new threats. The rhetoric of the NATO leaders at the Rome summit—including that of President Putin—was enthusiastic, with much talk of new beginnings.100

At the same time that the Bush administration was seeking to upgrade the NATO-Russia relationship, it was also committed to something that would undermine the U.S-Russian relationship—the next stage of NATO enlargement. NATO had created the membership action plan (MAP) process, which established benchmarks for aspirant countries to achieve that would make them eligible for membership. The question was whether the three Baltic states—Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania—should be admitted. This would establish the precedent of admitting countries that had formerly been part of the USSR, a particularly sensitive issue for Moscow. Although there were skeptics within the executive branch who questioned how much Poland, the Czech Republic, and Hungary had contributed to NATO since they joined in 1999, the prevailing consensus was that it was prudent to enlarge NATO to include more countries in the second round. The U.S. Senate had strong bipartisan support for NATO enlargement to include all three Baltic states. The momentum could not be stopped. NATO enlargement, it was argued, was necessary to complete the post-1989 vision of a “Europe whole and free.” U.S. officials repeated that Russia could have no veto over NATO’s plans and stressed that “NATO enlargement threatens no-one.”101

There was disagreement among the NATO allies over who should join and also opposition from Russia. According to Primakov, “Russia remains staunchly opposed to NATO expansion, since it brings a military alliance right up to our borders for no real purpose.”102

In the run-up to NATO’s 2002 enlargement decision, the United States was the leading advocate of a robust enlargement. Germany and France were more cautious, concerned about what the Russian reaction might be. Britain, too, was cautious, favoring a smaller number of countries. The Nordic states and new Central European members were the most enthusiastic supporters of Baltic membership and the southern states focused on the need to strengthen the southern flank. There were three options—take some, take all of the seven aspirants, or take none, although the last was not a viable option.103 In the end, the alliance adopted the “Big Bang” plan, offering invitations to the three Baltic states—Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania—and to Central European states Bulgaria Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia to join in 2004. The communiqué welcomed “the significant achievements of the NATO-Russia Council and expressed NATO’s determination “to intensify and broaden our cooperation with Russia.”104 The official Russian reaction was restrained. However, this belied deeper Russian resentments that, once again, the United States had ignored Russia’s interests.

By the end of 2002, Russia had to live with three Bush administration initiatives which it had previously opposed—the U.S. unilateral withdrawal from the ABM Treaty; the SORT treaty, which deemphasized strategic arms control; and NATO enlargement to include the three Baltic states. Bush administration officials dealt with Russian objections by arguing that Russia’s concerns about NATO enlargement and future missile defense were groundless because neither was directed against Russia. American officials believed that, in private, men like Sergei Ivanov, Igor Ivanov, and even Putin himself understood this. Nevertheless, the Kremlin remained highly ambivalent about U.S. policy, and Russians began to question what Russia had indeed gained from supporting the U.S. war in Afghanistan.

Other bilateral problems remained. Washington continued to criticize Moscow’s ongoing nuclear assistance to Iran, particularly after Putin withdrew Russia from the previous Gore-Chernomyrdin agreement on Bushehr. In July 2002, Russia signed a deal to build five more civilian nuclear reactors in Iran over the next decade in addition to Bushehr, much to the displeasure of U.S. officials.105 For Russia, this would bring in billions of dollars in exports. Putin invited Kim Jong Il, North Korea’s reclusive leader, a major proliferator and part of Bush’s Axis of Evil, to visit Russia. Positive rhetoric and more intense bilateral engagement could only go so far in overcoming significant differences of interest born of the asymmetries in power between the two countries and Russia’s difficult domestic transformation.

PUTIN’S “VERTICAL OF POWER”

While candidate Bush had criticized Russia’s domestic situation and the war in Chechnya and committed himself to supporting human rights and democracy, after 9/11 he rarely mentioned Russia’s internal politics and repeatedly called Putin a reformer and a patriot. Nevertheless, administration officials were divided between those who focused more on interests and those more concerned with values. And Russia’s domestic evolution certainly gave people cause for concern. Within his first two years in office, Putin had exiled oligarchs Boris Berezovsky (who had helped bring him to power) and Vladimir Gusinsky and, by taking over their media empires, gave the state much greater control over the flow of information. The Kursk disaster, during which Putin failed to return from vacation and deal with the sinking of the submarine in which 118 sailors lost their lives, elicited strong media criticism. This apparently convinced him that it was time to limit freedom of expression.106 Putin began to recentralize political power by appointing seven super governors who were directly responsible to him. He was determined to restore order and statehood to Russia. The “vertical of power” was designed to give him unparalleled control at the top of the political pyramid.

Putin’s most dramatic move to take charge had already occurred in 2000 when he summoned Russia’s richest oligarchs to an ornate blue room in the Kremlin. “You had control over the political system,” he told them. “If you don’t like what I am doing, you only have yourselves to blame.” From now on, he warned them, if they wanted to keep their assets, most of which were acquired through the nontransparent schemes of the 1990s, they would have to eschew politics. “You stay out of politics and I will not revise the results of privatization.”107 Seeking to strengthen his legitimacy, Putin revived symbols from the Soviet era, including restoring the melody of the old Soviet national anthem, albeit with new lyrics, a move publicly opposed by Yeltsin. By early 2001, he had consolidated most of the levers of power in his hands and had neutralized the most influential Yeltsin holdovers. He brought to Moscow his own supporters from St. Petersburg, many of whom came from the security services. Known as the Siloviki (Securocrats), they began to dominate all branches of government and parts of the private sector and also to accumulate their own assets, some of which they took from the exiled oligarchs.108 In the name of rescuing Russia from the chaos and poverty of the 1990s, he began to rein in the regions, and he controlled the flow of information to the Russian people, appealing to traditional Russian values of derzhavnost’ (a sense of “great power,” where a strong ruler can project authority and influence abroad).

ON THE EVE OF THE IRAQ WAR

By 2002, it became clear that there were serious divergences among officials in the Bush administration about how Washington should deal with Moscow. At least three groups that cut across several government agencies espoused different views. The first group included the arms control skeptics, the ideological opponents of the ABM Treaty who were in the State Department, the Pentagon, and the Office of the Vice President. They believed that America should take advantage of Russia’s weakness (“a second-rate trouble-maker with useless nukes” in the words of one of them) and forge ahead with diluting the Cold War–era arms control treaties. They were largely indifferent to Russia’s domestic developments. The second group consisted of Department of State, National Security Council, and Department of Commerce career officials and political appointees, moderate pragmatists who were committed to improving relations with Russia. They believed in the importance of engaging Russia on a broad range of political and economic fronts and in treating Russia diplomatically, with respect. Rice, who shared many of these views, believed that it was time to engage Russia as if the Cold War was really over, but she was criticized by colleagues in other agencies who did not share her convictions.

A senior State Department moderate describes a dysfunctional interagency process on Russia where ideological divisions led to guerrilla warfare over whose competing memo went to the president, leading that particular official to question whether the United States actually had two governments in power in Washington. To some extent, the differences were between ideologues and pragmatists.

But there was a third group in the Bush administration, the neoconservatives who focused on Russia’s internal development and believed that President Bush needed to criticize Russia publicly on Chechnya and human rights. But the neoconservative voices did not assert themselves forcefully during the period when the exigencies of the Afghan War were uppermost.

As for Russia’s America policy, Putin’s decision-making processes remained a subject of intense speculation in both Russia and the United States. It was assumed that there were both ideologues and pragmatists in Moscow and that some officials in the Defense and Foreign Ministries were more skeptical about Putin’s turn to the West and his support for the United States than those in the Kremlin. However, it was less clear whom he consulted before making decisions. There may not have been a consensus in Russia on America policy, but apparently there was only one “decider,” as Bush was to term his own role. That decider—Vladimir Putin—was able to prevail over his critics, who continued to nurture their resentments about America’s treatment of Russia.

At the end of Bush’s second year in office, Putin still believed that he would get results from his reset. The U.S.-Russian relationship appeared to be strong, despite the fissures beneath the surface. Expectations for a qualitatively new, improved relationship had been raised by both sides. The main driver of this new partnership was the personal relationship between Putin and Bush, ties that were mirrored in frequent contacts between the foreign and defense ministers. The Russian side appeared to have bought in to Rice’s argument that the Cold War was over and that the U.S.-Russian relationship had entered a new phase. The Consultative Group on Strategic Stability and the U.S.-Russian Energy Dialogue were attempts to create a larger group of stakeholders to promote the relationship, going beyond antiterrorism cooperation to include discussions of the Arab-Israeli peace process, North Korea, missile defense, and further arms control issues.

Nevertheless, the third reset had its limits. Tensions remained over unresolved issues that increasingly came to dominate the Bush administration’s foreign policy. But soon it became clear that there was a greater obstacle to the new U.S.-Russian partnership, one that would begin to unravel this reset: Moscow did not share America’s dire views about one of the members of the “Axis of Evil”—Saddam Hussein’s Iraq—and it certainly did not share America’s views about what to do about him.


Chapter Four

The Iraq War

After 2002 the Putin reset all but disappeared. U.S.-Russian relations began to fray as two issues became particularly contentious: the use of military force to effect regime change and the legitimacy of undertaking military intervention without United Nations sanction. U.S.-Russian disagreements over these issues would lead to an increasingly polarized relationship. Moscow insisted on the principle of sovereignty and nonintervention in other countries’ internal affairs, while Washington justified the use of military force to unseat a regime that it viewed as a threat to world security. The core of these divergences involved the issue of regime change in the greater Middle East and, by implication, elsewhere.

These disagreements were evident in the Russian reaction to what became the leitmotif of George W. Bush’s presidency, namely the Freedom Agenda. Bush articulated these ideas in his second inaugural in January 2005, although his administration had pursued this agenda well before the speech.: “The best hope for peace in our world is the expansion of freedom in all the world—so it is the policy of the United States to seek and support the growth of democratic movements and institutions in every nation and culture, with the ultimate goal of ending tyranny in our world.”1 The Freedom Agenda was a new expression of the Clinton-era liberal internationalist view that democracies do not go to war with each other and that the United States had a duty to promote democracy around the world. Bush wrote about the “transformative power of freedom—in places like Eastern Europe,” adding “I viewed NATO expansion as a powerful tool to advance the freedom agenda.” He admitted that “Russia stands out as a disappointment in the freedom agenda.”2 Rice describes the Freedom Agenda as “a long-term strategic shift in the way we defined our interests” and “a redefinition of what constituted realism.”3 Moscow, however, did not view this doctrine as a new form of realism. Rather, the Freedom Agenda, by committing the United States to support democratic movements around the globe—especially in Russia’s backyard—was anathema to the Kremlin’s definition of its interests.

Russia presented itself to the world as a status quo power, whereas it viewed the United States as a revisionist power. The Cold War tables had completely been turned. Gone was the Soviet commitment to global regime change. Soviet foreign policy had been stripped of its international communist mission and deideologized under Gorbachev. Now, in contrast to America, Russia advocated noninterference in other countries’ internal affairs. It was Washington, not Moscow, that wanted to remake the world in its image. The Bush administration became increasingly irritated by Moscow’s ongoing relationship with three regimes that the U.S. president had singled out during his 2002 State of the Union address—Iran, Iraq, and North Korea. “States like these, and their terrorist allies,” he said, “constitute an axis of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world.”4 Putin and his advisors in turn were irked by what they viewed as a reckless American discussion about overthrowing regimes it found distasteful, thereby threatening regional security. Both the Clinton and Bush administrations puzzled as to why Russia was adamantly against U.S. proposals about how to deal with brutal dictatorial regimes that had aspirations to develop WMD and supported terrorist networks

The Kremlin’s view was different. Washington, in its view, was pressuring Russia to stop doing business with countries the U.S. characterized as “rogue states” but where Russia had some political influence and strong economic relations, from arms sales to oil deals, whereas the United States’ economic interest in these countries was minimal. Given Russia’s difficult economic situation, this was a direct threat to Moscow’s interests, especially since U.S. energy companies would supposedly gain a great deal from the overthrow of the Iranian or Iraqi regimes—although that was not the way it turned out. Moreover, Russian officials privately observed that both Russia and the United States supported “their” dictators—Saddam versus U.S. ally Hosni Mubarak of Egypt—and accused the United States of hypocrisy, a charge that grew as the Freedom Agenda spread. Finally, the Bush administration’s unilateral policies threatened to further devalue the one international organization in which Russia and the United States exercised equal weight—the United Nations Security Council.

PUTIN’S MANAGED DEMOCRACY

Despite the Bush administration’s post-9/11 decision to eschew criticism of internal developments in Russia, Putin’s domestic policies began to have an adverse impact on the bilateral relationship. The Russian president continued to consolidate the system of Putinism, known by some as “managed democracy.” In this system, elections were too important to be left to chance—a lesson Putin had learned after Mayor Anatoly Sobchak’s defeat in St. Petersburg—so uncertainty about electoral results had to be removed. During his first term, Putin set about ensuring that there would be no effective opposition to his rule. By February 2004, just before his own reelection, he dismissed his entire cabinet—including the Yesltin holdover, Prime Minister Mikhail Kasyanov—and appointed Mikhail Fradkov, a former foreign trade minister with an intelligence background, as the new prime minister. In this increasingly centralized and hybrid authoritarian system, any meaningful opposition was greatly weakened. Moreover, despite his rhetorical commitment to modernizing Russia, Putin’s economic reforms petered out after a couple of years.

The most dramatic example of Putin’s consolidation of power was his relationship with the Yeltsin-era oligarchs. In July 2000, as already noted, Putin had met with the richest magnates and told them that they could keep their assets as long as they stayed out of politics. Most of them complied, particularly after he exiled oligarchs Boris Berezovsky and Vladimir Gusinsky and had their media holdings taken over by Kremlin-connected companies. But Mikhail Khodorkovsky, Russia’s richest man and the CEO of the Yukos oil company, did not, going so far in 2003 as to publicly accuse Putin of tolerating corruption during a gathering of businessmen that was filmed.5 Putin, alluding to the assets that Khodorkovsky had acquired for a song in the 1990s, replied, “And the question is, how did you obtain them?” acidly adding, “I’m returning the hockey puck to you.”6

In October 2003, Khodorkovsky was arrested on embezzlement and tax evasion charges. He had not heeded Putin’s admonitions and had not eschewed politics, pouring money into influencing Duma votes, challenging Putin himself, and seeking to sell Yukos to a U.S. company—and he brushed off offers to emigrate. Khodorkovsky’s arrest was a stark warning to oligarchs who sought to use their wealth to influence the political system against Putin’s wishes. In the December 2003 Duma elections, the ruling United Russia party won the majority of seats, followed by the communists and LDP. Yabloko, the main liberal opposition party, failed to cross the 5 percent threshold. It was during the ensuing presidential election campaign that Putin declared that the collapse of the USSR was “a national tragedy on an enormous scale.” In March 2004 Putin won 71 percent of the votes in the presidential election.

In September 2004, thirty-two Chechen and Ingush terrorists seized an elementary school in Beslan, North Ossetia, and held children, their parents, and teachers hostage on the first day of school, demanding an end to the war in Chechnya, as had the Chechen hostage-takers two years earlier in the Dubrovka Theater. There were 1,100 hostages held during a three-day siege. In the end, Russian troops stormed the school, but not before 331 people had perished, 186 of them children.7 Immediately after the end of the siege, Putin blamed outside forces who “want to tear off a large piece of Russia” for instigating the hostage taking and excoriated Western news media for referring to North Caucasian “separatists” instead of “terrorists.”8

Beslan occurred during the first meeting of the Valdai International Discussion Club, a project of the state-run RIA Novosti news agency, which had invited a group of international Russia experts to meet with the president. Over the course of an intense three-hour meeting, two days after the hostage crisis had ended, Putin criticized the West’s double standards on the terrorism question. When asked why Russia had not sought a negotiated settlement with Chechen rebels, he responded, “Why don’t you negotiate with bin Laden?”9 In fact, the Bush administration expressed its solidarity with Russia during and after the siege. When President Bush visited the Russian Embassy to sign the condolence book, he blamed North Caucasus terrorists for the attacks.10 In remarks to the UN General Assembly, he pointed out that “the terrorist massacre of schoolchildren in Beslan” underscored the need for global action to combat terrorism.11

After the Beslan tragedy, Putin tightened his hold over the country by eliminating regional centers of power. He abolished the direct election of governors for Russia’s eighty-nine federal units and also abolished single-mandate party lists.12 Henceforth the Kremlin would nominate all the regional leaders. In the name of fighting terrorism, he also tightened the state’s control over the electronic media. Vladislav Surkov, deputy head of the Presidential Administration, known as Putin’s “gray cardinal,” although he was quite young for a gray cardinal, created Nashi, a pro-Putin youth movement, to fight opposition youth groups. Putin’s actions to consolidate power in the wake of Beslan initially elicited a limited response from Washington.

A Bush-Putin meeting in Bratislava in February 2005 highlighted how much the U.S.-Russian relationship had changed since the 2002 Moscow summit. National Security Advisor Stephen Hadley describes it as a “low point.”13 President Bush made a speech lauding his Freedom Agenda, but Putin parried back, saying that Russia’s democracy was no different from that of the United States. He likened the firing by CBS of news anchor Dan Rather for misrepresenting Bush’s National Guard record to the firing of Russian journalists whose political views did not meet with the Kremlin’s approval.14 The parrying continued.15 Later on that year, at a meeting in Santiago, Chile, Putin lectured Bush on Russia’s unique history, explaining that Russia needed to have “a style of government that was consistent with Russian history.”16

The U.S. Congress, however, was of a different mind. Throughout the Bush administration, Congress acted as a brake on pursuing any reset with Russia. Following Khodorkovsky’s arrest, Republican senator John McCain and Democratic representative Tom Lantos denounced Russia as a “despotic regime” and called for its expulsion from the G-8. Freedom House, a Washington-based NGO that promotes freedom and human rights around the globe, downgraded Russia to “not free” for the first time since 1989. Investigative journalists and critics of the regime began to disappear. For instance, Paul Khlebnikov, the American editor of the Russian edition of Forbes magazine, who was investigating organized crime, was assassinated and his case never solved. Yuri Shchekochikin, a pioneering investigative reporter, fell ill, eventually succumbing to what some claim was a rare poison.17 The Duma passed a law curtailing the activities of Western NGOs by imposing harsh registration procedures on new and existing organizations. Putin’s national security advisor Sergei Prikhodko summed up the Kremlin’s dim view of U.S. policies: “The U.S. kept lecturing us on democracy. Did we have to listen to them like a preaching messiah?”18

THE ROAD TO WAR

In the aftermath of the 1991 Gulf War, Moscow and Washington had continued to deal with their disagreement over Iraq within the framework of the United Nations Security Council. In 1997, when Iraq began to challenge the UN inspection system designed to prevent Saddam from acquiring or retaining WMD, the five permanent members of the Security Council began to disagree more openly over how to handle Saddam. Russia argued that Iraq had gone far to meet its disarmament obligations and, together with China and France, abstained over resolutions intended to impose a more robust inspections regime. After Saddam threw out weapons inspectors in 1998, the Clinton administration launched Operation Desert Fox, a bombing campaign designed to degrade Saddam’s weapons program. Yeltsin denounced the action and recalled his ambassador to Washington. Moscow’s motivations after 1998 were twofold: to constrain U.S. actions and preserve Russia’s authority by insisting that Iraq be dealt with within the Security Council framework, thereby retaining its influence in the greater Middle East. Russia was Iraq’s largest trade partner in 2003. Moreover, by 2003, Iraq’s debt to Russia—mostly for arms sales—was estimated to be in the vicinity of $8 billion, which reinforced Russia’s desire to prevent regime change if it wanted to recoup its money19

The Bush administration came into office determined to deal decisively with Saddam Hussein and complete the unfinished business of the 1991 Gulf War. After ousting Saddam from Kuwait in 1991, George H. W. Bush had made the decision to halt Operation Desert Storm’s advance ninety miles outside Baghdad, without destroying Saddam’s Republican Guard—a decision that his son and his principal advisors were intent on revising. Although UN Resolution 687 required Saddam to give up his extensive WMD program after 1991, he increasingly resisted the UN weapons inspection team and diverted nearly $2 billion from the UN oil-for-food humanitarian aid program to enrich himself and his supporters. UN sanctions and the imposition of a no-fly zone did not seem to have much of an impact on his aggressive policies. The Iraqi dictator was considered a major threat to regional and U.S. interests because of his pursuit of WMD programs and support for state-sponsored terrorism.20

Much has been written about how and why the Bush administration launched the Iraq War. There was no unanimity within the government. Some of his top officials had come into office determined to remove Saddam by force. Others favored trying diplomacy and more robust sanctions. The terrorist attacks of 9/11 added a new dimension to this debate: the Bush administration asserted that there were connections between Iraqi intelligence agents and Al Qaeda. In the minds of Bush and his advisors, Saddam’s support of terrorist groups was part of the growing post- 9/11 global terrorist threat, even though the evidence of direct contacts between Iraq and Al Qaeda was hotly disputed.21 Moreover, some U.S. officials were highly skeptical about the United Nations, regarding it as a corrupt, inefficient bureaucracy with an anti-American agenda that pandered to some of the world’s worst regimes.22 According to Rumsfeld, “By the end of 2002, the United Nations had reached a new low,” electing Libya to chair the Commission on Human Rights and Iraq to chair the UN Disarmament Commission.23 Nevertheless, Bush concluded that it was preferable to have the UN legitimize any military action that was taken. The absence of UN endorsement of the Kosovo campaign had angered the Russians, and the prospect of a Russian veto over action in Iraq influenced Bush’s thinking. On September 12 he addressed the UN General Assembly, urging it to act more decisively against Saddam’s Iraq. On November 8, the UN Security Council passed Resolution 1441, condemning Iraq’s weapons programs, demanding that Iraq readmit weapons inspectors, and threatening “serious consequences” if it failed to comply.

From November 8, 2002 to March 19, 2003, the Bush administration sought to secure support for an attack against Iraq both from Russia and from America’s key European allies. After all, in 1991 George H. W. Bush had managed to assemble a coalition of thirty-four countries to support Operation Desert Storm, including the Soviet Union. Could this kind of coalition—which in 1991 had UN backing—not be reassembled? Bush initially believed that German chancellor Gerhard Schroder would support him but, during the 2002 German election campaign, Schroeder used the issue to bolster his support and heavily criticized American talk of using force in Iraq. His justice minister, Herta Daeubler-Gmelin, went much further, claiming that Bush was seeking to divert attention from America’s domestic problems by focusing on a foreign enemy, adding, “Hitler also did that.” Needless to say, this infuriated Bush, and his relationship with Schroeder never recovered. After the November UN vote, Schroeder made it clear that Berlin would vote against military action were Iraq not to comply with Resolution 1441, and Germany took up a rotating seat on the Security Council in January 2003.

The other major holdout was France, a permanent member of the Security Council. French president Jacques Chirac also opposed military action, bluntly telling Bush, “We are both moral men. But in this case, we see morality differently.”24 On January 22, Schroeder and Chirac announced that they would oppose ousting Saddam by force. Defense Secretary Rumsfeld’s acid response characterized Germany and France as “old Europe,” as opposed to “new Europe”—the new Central European members of NATO—who, said Rumsfeld, understood what tyranny was and who supported the United States.25 “Cool down,” responded German foreign minister Joschka Fischer, “We are good friends and allies.”26 Thus the intra-alliance battle lines were drawn. Ten East European nations pledged their support for U.S. plans to oust Saddam. In the lead-up to the Iraq War, Washington focused much more effort on securing French and German support than on getting Russia’s endorsement.27

Was Russia with “old” or “new” Europe? Russia wanted to support the West, but which West? The Bush administration seemed to assume that, given the post 9/11 partnership with Russia, it could count on Moscow’s support as it had on Soviet backing in 1991, and it made little attempt to seek Russian assent. Strikingly, no high-level official went to Moscow to argue the case for war.28 In contrast, France and Germany assiduously courted Russia, realizing that its role on the Security Council would be key in determining whether there would be a UN-sanctioned war. On February 5, Powell, in a lengthy address to the Security Council, made the case for military action, detailing the biological, chemical, and nuclear weapons programs in Iraq. He repeated the allegation that Iraq had ties to Al Qaeda.29 Powell was clear: “The facts and Iraq’s behavior show that Saddam Hussein and his regime are concealing their efforts to produce more weapons of mass destruction.” He subsequently admitted that he had harbored doubts about the accuracy of the information he had been given.30

Immediately after the Powell speech, Putin flew to Berlin to consult with Schroeder and then to Paris, at Jacques Chirac’s invitation. Chirac literally rolled out the red carpet for Putin, personally going to the airport to meet him. Russian media deemed the Paris welcome even warmer than that in Berlin, and one progovernment newspaper announced that “Putin and Chirac have spoken out against America.”31 Whereas Putin had been contemplating following the Chinese position of quietly declining to support the United States, Germany and France spared no effort in winning him over to their position.32 Sensing that Putin might be wavering, Schroeder flew to Moscow at the end of February to persuade Putin not to support a second Security Council resolution authorizing force. At this point, Bush was calling Putin to make his case, promising incentives such as adding certain Chechen groups to the list of international terrorist organizations.

At the eleventh hour, Presidential Administration head Alexander Voloshin—one of the few remaining supporters of closer Russian ties with the West in the Kremlin—came to Washington hoping to broker a deal. He met with all the U.S. key officials. He concluded that Washington mistakenly believed that Russia’s only interest in Iraq was material. Hence, in addition to being offered government briefings on the U.S. evidence about Saddam Hussein’s WMD program, U.S. officials raised the issue of material compensation for Russia’s potential economic losses from the war. What the Bush administration failed to understand was that, given Russia’s own domestic problems with radical Islamic terrorism, there was great concern in Moscow that an invasion of Iraq would have adverse repercussions in Russia’s neighborhood, destabilizing its southern neighbors and the North Caucasus. Voloshin was unable to get his deal.33 Nor could his colleague Evgeny Primakov. On February 22, 2003, Putin dispatched Primakov (who had known Saddam since 1969) to Baghdad to implore Hussein to step back and comply with UN demands so as to avoid a war that he could not possibly win. But it was to no avail.34

On March 5, the Schroder-Chirac-Putin “coalition of the unwilling,” announced its opposition to another UN resolution authorizing force. “Chirac and Schroeder turned against us,” said a senior State Department official; “they recruited Putin and asked him to unite against us.”35 The day the war began, Putin denounced the military campaign as illegal and unnecessary, claiming that, in invading Iraq, the United States and its allies had replaced international law by the “law of the fist.”36 Russia had made common cause with old Europe.

Why was the Bush administration unable to persuade Russia to support Operation Iraqi Freedom? In his memoirs, Bush has a straightforward answer: “Vladimir Putin didn’t consider Saddam a threat. It seemed to me that part of the reason was Putin didn’t want to jeopardize Russia’s lucrative oil contracts.”37 Rice also believed that the Russian opposition was straightforward and had to do with economic interests.38 Putin told senior U.S. officials that he was concerned that oil prices would fall precipitously if there was a war.39

The real story is more complex and includes other important elements: Russia’s anger at the lack of consultation and Washington’s dismissive attitude toward the United Nations. Moscow had supported the first Gulf War after Primakov made three trips to Baghdad on Gorbachev’s behalf to try to persuade Saddam to withdraw from Kuwait. Prior to and during the Gulf War, the Bush administration consulted intensively with Gorbachev, Shevardnadze, and other officials. According to Richard Haass, who worked on the NSC under Bush 41 and was the Director of the State Department’s Office of Policy Planning under Bush 43, “Bush 41 understood the need to treat the Soviet Union with respect.” In his opinion, this contrasts to the less solicitous attitude of the Bush 43 administration toward dealing with Russia over Iraq.40

Some observers believed that the Russian unwillingness to hold Saddam to his UNSC obligations to disarm had more sinister motives. Bush administration officials suspected that, for some time, Russian firms had been delivering global positioning system jamming equipment, antitank missiles, and night-vision binoculars to the Iraqi armed forces, equipment that was subsequently used to fight coalition forces in Iraq.41 These allegations raised serious issues with which the Clinton administration had also grappled. In the 1990s various legal and semi-legal commercial and scientific entities, with or without the knowledge of government officials, had been involved in a variety of illegal activities with “rogue” states that involved the transfer of military know-how and hardware to countries like Iraq and Iran. Given the chaotic state of the Russian body politic in the 1990s, it was possible for individuals and entities to moonlight in such deals without the knowledge of the leadership itself. But the opacity of the system raised suspicions about who was in charge and whether top officials turned a blind eye to the activities of these entities. It was rumored that Vladimir Zhirinovsky, the flamboyant LDPR leader, and colleagues of his had been advising Iraqi security organs for some years. During the Iraq War, it appeared that Saddam’s advisors included former Soviet officials who could have been free-lancing. Putin denied these allegations and, indeed, just before the war, Putin prevailed on a delegation of Russian businessmen and politicians not to visit Baghdad, much to their displeasure.42

Putin faced a tough choice in the run-up the Iraq War. He theoretically had three options: support the United States, support France and Germany, or follow China and remain uninvolved. With both the United States and the combination of Germany and France wooing Russia, it was a period of maximum leverage. Given Russia’s own war in Chechnya and its general outlook on the world, the principle of using military force to deal with threats was not in question. But Putin faced domestic constraints, particularly concerns about how Russia’s assent to a U.S.-led war in Iraq might adversely impact on Russia’s own Muslim regions. Moreover, much of the Russian elite believed that Russia had not received anything for its support of the United States post 9/11. In January 2003, 52 percent of Russians were against a possible U.S.-British operation in Iraq and a mere 3 percent supported it.43 With the exception of a few liberals such as Yabloko’s Grigory Yavlinsky and oil billionaire Mikhail Khodorkovsky, both of whom urged him to support the United States, there were few voices in Moscow that favored military action. Putin did not want to have to accept U.S. unilateralism and the prospect of the overthrow of a long-term Russian client. America was once again about to expose the impotence of the United Nations and downplay Russia’s international role.

Putin’s advisors—particularly Evgeny Primakov—realized that the war in Iraq would be long and bloody. “I was constantly called a ‘friend of Saddam Hussein,’” Primakov writes, “especially after my three visits to Baghdad in 1991.”44 With the United States embroiled in a protracted war in Iraq, Primakov remarked that it was unfortunate that no one in the United States asked the opinion of someone with his knowledge of Iraq about what the outcome might be because he could have predicted how difficult the conflict would be. (It is highly unlikely that anyone in the Bush administration would indeed have solicited Primakov’s advice—he was not exactly a popular figure in Washington.)

Putin’s conduct in the run-up to the war indicated that he was cautious about breaking with the United States and that the assiduous courtship by Schroeder and Chirac was an important factor in cementing his decision to oppose the war. He hoped that, by joining France and Germany, Russia would gain concrete benefits, including closer ties with the EU, easier visa regimes, and assistance in modernizing the Russian economy. Perhaps if the Bush administration had courted Russia as vigorously as did the Germans and French, it could have secured the Kremlin’s assent in the campaign, but it is unlikely. Given Russia’s economic interests in Iraq, its role as Iraq’s primary great-power interlocutor, its focus on the UN as a vehicle for its great-power ambitions, and its visceral distaste of American-style regime change aimed at toppling authoritarian rulers and its skepticism about the outcome, there were few benefits to be gained from voting with the United States to authorize war.

Underlying this calculation was continuing resentment about U.S. disregard for Russia, which had begun under Yeltsin, but erupted in the wake of the Iraq War. “What sort of allies are we?” asked a frustrated Alexander Voloshin two months after Saddam’s fall; “Russia undertook lots of steps for the USA. We closed our radar stations in Cuba, offered intelligence and communications with the Northern Alliance to help bring victory in Afghanistan. What was the response? The USA tried to push Russia out of Afghanistan and oust members of the Karzai government who supported us. It has fought against Russia’s interests in the CIS, encouraging Radio Liberty to broadcast in Ukrainian. It is really aimed at weakening Russia’s position. Jackson-Vanik has not been rescinded twelve years after the collapse of the USSR. It’s a political signal that we are not good partners. We are glad-handing and there are no real, tangible steps being taken toward us.”45

If Putin had initially believed that joining the “Axis of Opposition” would lead to a more robust troika partnership, he was soon to realize that there was less to this coalition of the unwilling that met the eye. The attempt to benefit from a divided West and play the United States and Europe off against each other yielded limited results. Weeks after the war began, the three leaders met in St. Petersburg to urge that the United Nations be given a leading role in the governance of postwar Iraq. Putin stressed the importance of respecting international law and criticized the United States for failing to find any WMD in Iraq. Admitting that the world was better off without Saddam Hussein, he criticized the war: “We have always said the regime of Saddam Hussein does not correspond to democracy and human rights—but you cannot solve such problems with military means.”46 Powell countered the troika’s suggestions for postconflict Iraq, stressing that the U.S.-led coalition, and not the United Nations, would have the leading role there. The three leaders subsequently met at the UN General Assembly in September to discuss a new UN resolution on Iraq, as well as other issues, emphasizing that their partnership was based on more than opposition to the Iraq War.47 The following year they met in Sochi, but by then the focus on Iraq was gone, the discussion topics broader, and the three leaders had moved on to other issues.48 The Franco-German-Russian entente had evaporated; but that was partly because Putin, despite his opposition to the war, did not want to jeopardize entirely the U.S.-Russian partnership that he had championed in 2001.

Shortly after the war began, Putin called Bush and said, “This is going to be awfully difficult for you. I feel bad for you.” Bush later recalled, “It was a genuine call. It wasn’t a told-you-so. It was a friendship call. And I appreciated it—that’s the only one I got along those lines, by the way.”49 In fact the United States had given Russia advice on how to evacuate its Baghdad embassy after the war began.50 After the war was over, Bush was concerned to repair relations with Russia. Rice agreed, articulating her views in what she believed was a private quip that leaked to the press: “Punish France, forgive Russia and ignore Germany.” Rice went to Moscow weeks after the war was over to talk about mending bilateral relations and had a productive meeting with Putin: she noted that “our personal chemistry was good.” Putin asked that the United States take Russia’s economic interests into account as it rebuilt Iraq.51

U.S. officials would privately say that they had lower expectations of Russia than they did of France or Germany, which were, after all, NATO allies. While Putin harshly criticized U.S. actions, the U.S, side responded with restraint. Bush came to St. Petersburg in late May to attend the lavish celebrations for its three-hundredth anniversary at the height of the White nights season. As confirmation of Rice’s remarks, he did not meet with Chirac, who also attended the celebrations. Citing scheduling problems, Chirac diplomatically flew out as Bush arrived.52 Bush’s demeanor toward Schroeder was frosty. The quick collapse of Saddam’s regime and the speedy military victory bolstered Washington confidence about the decision to go to war and its consequences. Earlier, he had privately said, “I think Gerhard knows he made a mistake.”53

Bush positively beamed as he watched the fireworks and ballet in the dazzling summer palace outside St. Petersburg built by Peter the Great. Clapping Putin on the back, he spoke about “my good friend Vladimir,” inviting him to Camp David in the fall. “We will show the world that friends can disagree, move beyond disagreement, and work in a very constructive way to maintain peace.” The Duma finally ratified the 2002 SORT treaty, and the two leaders signed the instruments of ratification. Later on, at Camp David, Bush all but endorsed Putin’s reelection with words that surprised some of his advisors” “I respect President Putin’s vision for Russia: a country at peace within its borders, with its neighbors, a country in which democracy and freedom and rule of law survive.”54

By the fall of 2003, therefore, the U.S.-Russian relationship seemed to have returned to its prewar equilibrium. However, that equilibrium also exposed the limits of the post-9/11 partnership. Beyond the positive rhetoric, the relationship lacked substance. While Russians questioned whether the Putin administration had benefited concretely from its support for the war on terror, and complained about perceived slights, the U.S. side noted that Russia had not delivered on its promises about proliferation of WMD to outlaw states. U.S. officials were disinclined to believe that Russia should benefit economically or that it should be treated as a great power, given its weakened situation. As one Russian critic wrote, “The Russian-American partnership was turning into a façade created by the powerful and efficient diplomatic and political machines in both countries, convenient for both sides, but neither side would ever admit that they were largely pretending to be partners.”55

Events in Russia’s backyard were soon to test that partnership even further.


Chapter Five

The Color Revolutions

In 2003 and 2004, developments in Russia’s neighborhood revealed how divisive the Freedom Agenda had become. A new issue inflamed U.S.-Russian relations—Washington’s role in supporting “color revolutions” in Russia’s backyard. The post-Soviet space had evolved into a battleground between the two countries.

Russia has only partly reconciled itself to the loss of its former Soviet republics and continues to believe that it is entitled to special relations with these countries. The United States, by contrast, has insisted that these are independent states and that they have the right to choose their own geopolitical orientation. It has never acknowledged publicly that Russia has any unique or special rights in the post-Soviet space and has rejected the legitimacy of the concept of spheres of influence in the area. These different views are apparent in a most fundamental way—the lack of a consensus on what to call these countries.

More than twenty years after the Soviet collapse, there is still no agreement on how to describe this area collectively. Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus formed the Commonwealth of Independent States on December 8, 1991, and by 1993 the CIS included all the former Soviet republics minus the Baltic states. Whereas many Russians initially described the CIS as an instrument for civilized divorce, it has endured. Russians often refer to their neighbors as the “near abroad,” implying that they do not regard these nations as truly foreign countries, unlike the “far abroad.” They also use the phrase post-Soviet space, implying that what binds these countries is their common Soviet inheritance. The State Department, however, referred to these countries as Newly Independent States (NIS). More than two decades after the Soviet collapse, this became increasingly anachronistic. The preferred regional term in Washington is Eurasia, but, as Ukrainians will point out, they are Europeans, not Eurasians. The failure to come up with a new name for this region that is widely accepted symbolizes a far deeper problem, namely that Moscow sees Washington as a rival in its backyard, believing that the United States seeks to erode its influence there. Washington denies that the two countries are rivals in the area, but during the Bush administration this is in fact how many officials viewed the issue.

The mantra of both the Clinton and Bush administrations was that the Cold War was over and Russia should not view its relationship with the United States in zero-sum terms. Washington officials were fond of using phrases like “win-win situation” (a concept that translates poorly in the Russian language), but Moscow suspected that this was a cover for the reality of the United States competing with Russia for influence in the post-Soviet space, continuing to impose its global agenda on Russia, and treating it as a junior partner. Many Russian officials began to believe that the United States had no plans to leave Central Asia and was using the ongoing war in Afghanistan as an excuse to erode Russian influence in the region. These suspicions grew as regime change moved from the battlefields of Iraq to the streets of Tbilisi, Kyiv, and Bishkek.

Washington and Moscow also had to deal with what were called “frozen conflicts” in the region. These were all a result of the unraveling of the Soviet system that had created multinational union republics in which different ethnic groups were forced to coexist but nurtured resentments against each other—the Stalinist policy of divide and rule. As soon as the USSR collapsed, smaller ethnic groups in three new states sought independence from their new central governments. There were four unrecognized statelets, stemming from ethnic wars that had begun in the waning days of the USSR. The first was Nagorno-Karabakh, a region of Azerbaijan inhabited by a majority Armenian population, which declared its independence after a war with Azerbaijan, creating up to a million Azeri refugees. The second was Transnistria, a region that officially belonged to Moldova but where the Russophone population, supported by the Soviet-era Fourteenth Army, had declared independence and announced the creation of a state with its own currency and flag in 1992.

The other two frozen conflicts were the regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, formally part of Georgia, where the local population, supported by Russian troops, had declared its de facto independence from Tbilisi in the early 1990s. These unrecognized entities functioned quite successfully as mini-statelets.1 However, the possibility of a recurrence of violence was always present. Moreover, three of these conflicts were in the South Caucasus, as a result of which Armenia and Azerbaijan remained in a state of war with each other and Georgia’s territorial integrity was compromised. Although both the United States and Russia were involved in multinational negotiations to resolve these conflicts, Washington suspected that Moscow might not be interested in any definitive resolution because the process of negotiation reinforced Russia’s continuing role in the area.

THE POST-SOVIET SYNDROME

Despite the post-Soviet states’ attempts to create their own independent identities and competences, in reality there were continuing and strong connections between them. One of the most powerful legacies of seventy-four years of Soviet communism was the development of what might be called the “post-Soviet syndrome” in all of these countries, with the exception of the Baltic states, which rapidly joined the West. This syndrome exists on a continuum and is more pronounced in the Central Asian states, all of which soon became authoritarian states, and less so in some of the Western NIS, but all twelve countries share some features that differentiate them both from their Western and Eastern neighbors. Western-style democracy has barely begun to take root in any of them, unlike in Central Europe.

Post-Soviet political systems are run by a small group of political and/or family clans, where nominally competitive elections are, if fact, managed and the outcomes predetermined. Personal ties are much more important than institutions of governance, which are only partly developed. The rule of law is weak. There are few transparent succession mechanisms. The economy is controlled by a small elite with close ties to the political leadership, and together they control substantial assets. Corruption and nepotism are rife. Freedom of expression is curtailed. Electronic media are either state-controlled or run by magnates close to the political leadership. Commercial ties between Russian oligarchs and wealthy businessmen in the post-Soviet states reinforce the influence of Russia’s ways of doing business on its neighbors. The ties that bind are often stronger than those that divide Russia and most of its neighbors. Under Putin, Russia has increasingly used its soft power—in the form of linguistic, educational, and cultural ties and Russian-language television—to retain its influence in its neighborhood.

A decade after the Soviet collapse, the populations in some of these countries—especially those with aspirations to move closer to Europe—began to challenge this syndrome. Exasperated by the arbitrariness and corruption of the system, and using the new technology provided by the Internet and text messaging, they began to interact with regime critics in their own countries and with democracy and human rights activists abroad. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, a new phenomenon appeared in the post-Soviet space, one that set off alarms in Russia—popular uprisings that came to be known as the color revolutions, what has been called a “brief, and optimistic, moment in post-Soviet but also American history.”2

These revolutions shared common features. They occurred in response to elections—presidential or parliamentary—that were deemed fraudulent. The incumbent had limited public support, and the regime was either unwilling or unable to use a high level of force to suppress the revolt. Other features included a political opposition capable of organizing and uniting people; public and elite support for the opposition in key urban areas; and at least one major media outlet supporting the opposition, enabling it to air its point of view. Text messaging was used to circumvent the authorities’ eavesdropping and rally activists to street gatherings. International NGOs with foreign funding were on hand to train and support opposition activists. In short, color revolutions succeeded because the incumbents were unable to use coercive means to crush them, in part because sections of the police and armed forces were alienated by the arbitrariness and corruption in the system, and partly because the new communications technology was able to evade surveillance.

Precisely because the political system in the post-Soviet states resembled that of Russia, the Kremlin felt threatened by these revolutions. Post-Soviet Russia viewed politics in the post-Soviet states as an extension of its own domestic politics. After all, if Ukrainians could take to the streets and overthrow their government, so could Russians. The fact that Western NGOs were actively promoting civil society and encouraging people to demand greater transparency and accountability in their societies made it easy for the Kremlin to portray these movements as yet another example of American attempts to weaken Russia’s influence in its rightful sphere of influence.

Like its predecessor, the Bush administration was divided over how much its policy toward the post-Soviet states should take Russian concerns into account. The Office of Vice President Cheney advocated a tough policy toward Russia, generally supporting Russia’s neighbors and expressing suspicion about Moscow’s intentions. It viewed the post-Soviet space as a litmus test for the Freedom Agenda, particularly after it became clear that Iraq might not pass that test. Matthew Bryza, who covered the South Caucasus in the White House, articulated this view: “We needed to demand that Russia play by the same rules as everyone else—we should not treat them as special and give them a free pass.”3

Thomas Graham, a key Russia expert in the administration, advocated a more realist and interest-based policy toward Russia, recognizing the necessity of taking Russian interests into consideration when crafting U.S. policy in the post-Soviet space. Graham was associate director of the State’s Department’s Office of Policy Planning until 2002 and then moved to the National Security Council, where he served as director and then senior director for Russia until 2007. During his time in the White House, he often disagreed with officials from Cheney’s staff and later with the State Department’s assistant secretary for Europe and Eurasia Daniel Fried and his deputy assistant secretary for Russia and the Western NIS David Kramer, both of whom believed that U.S. policy toward Russia’s neighbors should not be influenced by Russian concerns. Graham believes that a key problem was that, while he was responsible for Russia on the NSC, there was no coordination with those on the NSC in charge of the other post-Soviet states. There was no discussion in the NSC about the impact of American actions in Georgia or Ukraine on U.S.-Russian relations. The Bush NSC, in his opinion, lacked a holistic and coherent policy toward the area.4

The divisions were not only between different branches of the executive but within them. In the Defense Department, the uniformed military, which regularly interacted with its Russian counterpart, tended to have a more sanguine view of cooperation with Russia than political appointees in the Office of the Secretary of Defense, although neither of these organizations is, of course, monolithic. Congress continued to look on Russia with suspicion, as was clear from the failure of either the Clinton or Bush administrations to persuade Congress to lift Jackson-Vanik restrictions.

Outside the government, a variety of NGOs and ethnic lobbies competed to influence administration policy and those who advocated tough policies toward Russia had considerable influence. Ukrainian-American groups advocating for large financial and political assistance to Kyiv also found a sympathetic ear in the OVP. The U.S.-Russia Business Council and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, on the other hand, promoted more proactive commercial ties with Russia and repeal of Jackson-Vanik for Russia.

American-backed NGOs were active in some of Russia’s neighboring states. George Soros’s Open Society organization poured billions of dollars into democracy-promotion efforts in the post-Soviet space. Soros, a Democrat, became increasingly critical of the Bush administration’s domestic and foreign policies; he said in 2003 “defeating George Bush is the central focus on my life.”5 But the Kremlin—perhaps because of the nature of the Russian system—failed to grasp the fact that he was an independent actor and conflated his organization’s activities with those of the U.S. government. The National Democratic Institute, International Republican Institute, and National Endowment for Democracy received government funds and were also active in organizing political parties and civil society groups in the post-Soviet space. While each of these NGOs pursued its own individual agenda, the Kremlin eyed all of them and their funding with suspicion—and began to restrict their activities in Russia. It also believed that the U.S. government coordinated its policies with those of the NGOs, misunderstanding how the U.S. system operated and attributing a far greater coherence to U.S. policy than was the reality. These suspicions came to a head when the first colored domino began to fall in the Caucasus—in Georgia.

THE ROSE REVOLUTION

The Russian-Georgian relationship historically has been more fraught than Russia’s ties with other parts of the tsarist empire and the USSR. Culturally, Russians feel that they have a special bond with Georgia. Russia’s literary giants—Lermontov, Pushkin, and Tolstoy—all spent time in Georgia, and Georgians have traditionally admired Russian culture. Russian-Georgian relations stretched back to the first half of the eighteenth century, when Russia conquered the Georgian kingdom as the southernmost Orthodox outpost of an empire, competing with the Turks and Persians for influence in the region. After a brief period of independence between 1918 and 1921, Georgia was reincorporated into what became the USSR. As commissar of nationalities in the early 1920s, the former Georgian seminarian Josef Stalin presided over a multinational empire with at least one hundred different ethnic groups. He divided up the Soviet territory into a patchwork of union republics and autonomous regions based on ethnicity to ensure that different groups would be pitted against each other and to guarantee that no single ethnic group would become strong enough to resist Moscow’s rule.

In 1936, when the three South Caucasus republics were given their new territorial boundaries, three regions within Georgia that were not ethnically Georgian were given special autonomous status: Abkhazia, Adjaria, and South Ossetia. Like many of these territorial arrangements in the USSR, they worked because were held together by coercion, but once the Soviet Union disappeared, so did the glue that bound them. Of course, some of the most prominent—and infamous—Soviet leaders were Georgian, beginning with Stalin, who ruled the USSR for a quarter of a century. His fellow Georgian Lavrenti Beria ran the NKVD (secret police) during its most notorious years. Later, Eduard Shevardnadze, who was Georgia’s minister of internal affairs before he became Soviet foreign minister, presided with Mikhail Gorbachev over the dismantling of the Soviet empire. Thus, the relationship between Tbilisi and Moscow during the Soviet times was both intimate and conflicted. Some Russians felt a special attraction for this beautiful, exotic, Mediterranean-like region where they would vacation. Others resented the strong nationalistic feelings that united the Georgians. When the USSR collapsed, Russia reacted especially negatively to Georgia’s determination to move out of its orbit. “We are upset because of Georgia’s unsanctioned political choice to orient their policy toward the West,” complained one senior Russian official.6 A former U.S. ambassador put it more bluntly: “Russia-Georgia was like a bad divorce.”7 Georgian president Eduard Shevardnadze was a polarizing figure for the Russian leadership. He was seen as a crucial figure in the collapse of the USSR. Many in the Russian political establishment regarded him as a traitor.

As the USSR was falling apart, Georgia descended into chaos under its new leader Zviad Gamsakhurdia. South Ossetia and Abkhazia declared their independence from Georgia, and armed conflict between Tbilisi and the two regions erupted. When it was over, 230,000 Georgians had been ethnically cleansed from Abkhazia, and Russian peace-keeping troops remained in both Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Shevardnadze returned to Tbilisi from Moscow in 1992 and was elected president in 1995. He ran the state Soviet-style, fusing the ruling party with the executive branch.

From the beginning, his relationship with Moscow was difficult. As Soviet foreign minister, he had played a decisive role in the events that led to the collapse of the GDR when Putin was a beleaguered KGB officer in Dresden. On the one hand, he owed his continuing ability to stay in power to Russia; on the other hand, during a period when the Yeltsin government itself was disorganized, elements of the Russian military not fully under Moscow’s control were assisting both Abkhaz and South Ossetian rebels, and there were several assassination attempts against Shevardnadze. Moscow became increasingly concerned that Georgia’s Pankisi Gorge was becoming a haven for Chechen fighters and that Tbilisi was unable—or unwilling—to deal with them. Primakov charged that Georgia was using Chechen fighters in its struggle against the separatist regions, but tensions eased when Georgian special forces began to cooperate with the Russian special services by turning some Chechen fighters over to the Russians.8 However, the respite was short-lived. Tbilisi’s resistance to close ties with Russia and the growing activity of Western NGOs in Georgia meant that the stage was set for confrontation.

Georgia struggled to develop as a viable state. Georgian refugees from the breakaway regions had to be resettled. South Ossetia and Abkhazia were known as “frozen conflicts,” but either of these territorial disputes could become unfrozen and armed hostility could erupt. Georgia’s government exhibited many of the features of the post-Soviet syndrome. A younger, largely Western-educated generation of aspiring Georgian politicians became increasingly alienated from the Shevardnadze government. In the run-up to parliamentary elections in November 2003, these opposition groups became more vocal as they organized demonstrations and demanded change.

Because of its strategic location and Washington’s close ties with Shevardnadze dating from the 1980s, Georgia was one of the world’s largest per capita recipients of American democracy assistance and economic development aid in the 1990s, totaling nearly $1 billion during Shevardnadze’s eleven years in office.9 Washington had invested a considerable amount, both politically and economically, in Georgia, and the Bush administration became increasingly concerned about the brewing discontent as parliamentary elections approached in the summer of 2003. In July, Bush asked James Baker, former secretary of state—and the man who had successfully argued Bush’s case in the disputed 2000 U.S. election—to go to Georgia and try and mediate between the opposing groups. Baker had a close relationship with Shevardnadze dating back to the George H. W. Bush era, when the two foreign ministers had negotiated the peaceful end of the Cold War. He brought his considerable powers of negotiation and persuasion to bear on the different parties, meeting with both Shevardnadze and the opposition, warning the latter not to hold massive street demonstrations.10 He believed that he had secured agreement on what came to be known as the “Baker Plan” that was designed to reduce the chances of electoral fraud and to assure greater representation to opposition parties. After Baker left, however, the Georgian parliament, which was dominated by progovernment forces, approved rules for the composition of the Central Electoral Commission that ran counter to the stipulations in the Baker Plan by stacking the Commission with pro-Shevardnadze appointees.

The parliamentary elections took place on November 2, 2003. The OSCE’s Office of Democratic Initiatives and Human Rights (ODIHR) and other international NGOs sent observers to the polling stations and to the vote counting locations. Kmara (Enough), the Georgian civil rights organization partly funded by Soros’s Open Society Institute, worked with other NGOs to conduct parallel vote counts based on exit polling. The Central Election Committee declared that Shevardnadze’s party had won a plurality of votes. The ODIHR declared that the elections fell short of internationally accepted democratic practices. Street demonstrations grew in size and intensity over the next three weeks. They were led by a trio of young, reformist politicians: Mikheil Saakashvili, Zurab Zhvania, and Nino Burjanadze.

Saakashvili, tall, charismatic, and eloquent in several languages, had studied at Columbia and George Washington Universities, held an American law degree, and had practiced law in the United States before returning to Georgia and joining Shevardnadze’s party. He was elected to parliament in 1995 and became minister of justice. Zhvania and Burjanadze, like Saakashvili, were Western oriented and had also been members of Shevardnadze’s party in the 1990s, but they had become disillusioned by the corruption and cronyism and had broken away to form their own parties. Shevardnadze and his supporters tried to ignore the mounting protests. On November 22 Shevardnadze arrived at the parliament intending to open the new session. As he tried to speak, Saakashvili and his supporters suddenly burst into the parliament carrying roses, disrupting the proceedings and shouting that Shevardnadze must go. Shevardnadze ordered the mobilization of the army to dispel the ten thousand protestors who had gathered in the central Rustaveli Square, but the troops refused to support him. Meanwhile, Rustavi-2, one of the two major television channels, switched sides and began to back the protestors, providing them with an outlet to broadcast their views. Alarmed at the turn of events, Russia dispatched foreign minister Igor Ivanov—himself half Georgian—to defuse the situation. He had close ties to Shevardnadze, who had been his boss in the USSR Foreign Ministry, and to opposition leader Zurab Zhvania.11 Ivanov persuaded Shevardnadze to accept a compromise that was supposed to keep him in office.

But Shevardnadze reneged and was forced to resign.12 After Shevardnadze left office, new presidential elections were arranged, and on January 4, 2004, Mikheil Saakashvili was elected president of Georgia with 94 percent of the popular vote. Thus, the first color revolution succeeded with a minimum of violence, sending a clear message to other post-Soviet states: young people were becoming increasingly disillusioned with corruption, falsified elections, and ways of doing business that were too reminiscent of the Soviet past. They could mobilize crowds, win the military over to their side, and force the incumbent and his cronies out of office.

Georgia became a major source of contention in the U.S.-Russian relationship for much of the Bush administration. For Washington, Saakashvili, Zhvania, and Burjanadze represented a promising, new generation of Georgians who sought integration with the West and were pro-American. Moreover, Georgia was an important country in counterterrorism operations after 9/11—both as a net contributor and as a weak link—because of its location in a strategic and dangerous part of the world. The South Caucasus provided U.S. access to Central Asia and Afghanistan and overflight rights over the area enabled America to project power into the main theater of the Global War on Terror. Moreover, around seven hundred Chechen fighters had been using Georgia’s Pankisi Gorge as a base from which to wage their war against Russia.13 The Bush administration had begun a program to train the Georgian armed forces to deal more effectively with Chechen fighters. Known as the Georgia Train and Equip Program (GTEP), it was the first partnership of its kind in counterterrorist operations. Rice describes the U.S. program designed to train Georgian military forces in counterterrorism as at attempt to show the Russians that Georgia could be an asset in the war on terrorism.

But Georgia was also strategically significant for Washington in terms of energy security. It was the critical transit country for transporting Caspian oil and gas to the world market, and the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) oil pipeline ran across its territory. This project, initially conceived under the Clinton administration and completed during the Bush years, transported Caspian oil to the Mediterranean without traversing Russian territory, thereby diversifying energy supplies, a key goal of U.S. policy.

Russia’s stakes in Georgia were very different. Moscow sought to block Tbilisi’s westward orientation. Despite Russia’s concern about Chechen fighters in the Pankisi Gorge, Evgeny Primakov made it clear that Moscow did not want U.S. troops in Georgia, even if they were training Georgia troops in counterterrorist tactics.14 Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov denigrated the Georgian effort and threatened to send Russian troops into the Pankisi Gorge to take care of the terrorists.15 Moreover, Russia opposed the BTC oil pipeline. Because the pipeline’s clear aim was to bypass Russia and transport oil to the Mediterranean, Moscow viewed it as part of the U.S. strategy to lessen Russia’s influence in its backyard and Europe.

Saakashvili has been described by a Clinton administration official who became his vocal advocate as “Flamboyant, brash—a swashbuckling figure in a region that had produced a disproportionate share of bigger-than-life personalities.”16 He saw himself as the heir of David the Builder, the legendary Georgian King whose statue stands in the center of Tbilisi and who defeated separatist forces to unite Georgia. Saakashvili sought to integrate Georgia into the West and professed his commitment to democracy. At his inauguration, the European Union flag was raised over the Georgian parliament building and Beethoven’s Ode to Joy, the EU anthem, was sung right after the Georgian national anthem, much to Russia’s consternation. When Colin Powell accompanied the newly inaugurated president into City Hall, it was festooned with Georgian and American flags. Powell himself was struck by the contrast between two groups of Georgian troops at the festivities—those that were Soviet-trained did the goose-step, those that were American-trained marched like Americans.17 Yet despite Saakashvili’s unabashedly pro-American stance, the Bush administration was cautious at the beginning. Richard Miles, the U.S. ambassador, was a seasoned career diplomat who had previously served in Moscow, among his many assignments, and he enjoyed good relations with Shevardnadze. He was wary of Saakashvili, whom he regarded as a nationalist who was needlessly provocative toward Russia and who constantly dealt with U.S. officials over Miles’s head.18

As soon as Saakashvili had been elected president, he went out of his way to court the United States, and he was enthusiastically embraced by much of the Bush administration as a prime example of the success of the Freedom Agenda. At a time when the United States was the focus of international condemnation for its invasion of Iraq, Georgia supported the United States, eventually sending troops to fight alongside Coalition forces in Iraq and Afghanistan. Saakashvili and his young cabinet members came to Washington early in 2004 and, during an intense few days, impressed their audiences with their talk of reform and democracy. Saakashvili’s agenda dovetailed perfectly with the Bush administration’s agenda, and he soon developed a network of enthusiastic supporters in the executive branch and on Capitol Hill.19

Despite Russia’s suspicions about Saakashvili, Putin’s initial reaction to the Rose Revolution was cautious. Saakashvili came into office vowing to improve relations with Russia. Putin may have initially hoped to work out a deal with the new Georgian president that would enable Russia to maintain its influence in Tbilisi. Although the first Saakashvili-Putin meeting appeared to go well, it soon transpired that Saakashvili was unwilling to show the Russian president the respect that he believed he deserved.20 The relationship soon soured, as it became evident that Saakashvili’s main goal was to reincorporate the separatist regions into Georgia and to bring Georgia into Euro-Atlantic structures. Shortly after becoming president, he achieved the first of his goals by reincorporating the separatist region Adjaria into Georgia. In this case, the reincorporation was effected with speed and no violence and with assistance from Igor Ivanov. But Russia made it clear that it would not broker such an arrangement for Abkhazia or South Ossetia. As Putin told the Valdai Club in September 2004, just as Georgia had wanted to leave the USSR, so Abkhazia and South Ossetia understandably wanted to leave Georgia.21

As Saakashvili became increasingly outspoken about Georgia’s aspirations to join the West, Russian reactions to the Rose Revolution became more pronounced. Conspiracy theories abounded, and these were echoed by Western critics of the Bush administration. The Rose Revolution, in this view, had little to do with democracy and freedom but was an example of American and European NGOs’ financing regime change that would turn Georgia against Russia and give the West access to Russia’s backyard. The United States was alleged to have spent millions of dollars to bring Saakashvili to power. George Soros and the CIA were cast as co-conspirators—albeit as unlikely a cast of co-conspirators as one could find.22 By the fall of 2004, it was clear to Moscow that the relationship it had enjoyed with Shevardnadze—however difficult—would not be replicated under Saakashvili, whom it viewed as increasingly anti-Russian. A progovernment Russian website posed the critical question: “Who’s Next?”23 As the Ukrainian presidential elections loomed closer, the answer appeared to be Kyiv.

THE ORANGE REVOLUTION

Ukraine became a major source of contention between Washington and Moscow during the Bush administration, second only to Georgia in terms of its ability to ignite tensions and to highlight how differently both capitals viewed the world. For the Kremlin, the stakes in Ukraine were higher than those in Georgia—Ukraine’s population was ten times larger than Georgia’s, 80 percent of Russia’s gas exports to Europe pass through Ukraine, the Black Sea Fleet is headquartered in Crimea, which is on Ukrainian territory, and roughly one-sixth of the country’s population is ethnically Russian. Ukraine emerged as a key Russian foreign policy priority from the moment that Presidents Yeltsin and Kravchuk signed the agreement dissolving the USSR. Although Yeltsin needed to destroy the Soviet Union in order to oust Gorbachev, he and his colleagues did not think through the longer-term implications of the breakup. The loss of Ukraine was a major blow to Russia. Moreover, many Russians simply do not regard Ukraine as a foreign country.

The roots of Russia’s tangled relations with Ukraine stretch back for centuries. Russian and Ukrainians have long clashed over their respective national identities. The Russian-Ukrainian argument harks back to the authorship of an 1187 epic narrative poem and continues through to 1654, when part of Ukraine united with Russia. From Moscow’s point of view, the Russian state was born in Kyiv and the Ukrainians are not a separate ethnic group, but “Little Russians,” descendants of the same ancient East Slavic tribes. Ukrainians have begged to differ.24 After the eighteenth-century partitions of Poland, the western half of Ukraine was incorporated into the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and its population spoke Ukrainian. The eastern part was absorbed into the Russian Empire and became Russophone. In 1918 the western part of Ukraine became the eastern half of the newly independent Polish state. But in 1939 it was occupied by the USSR as part of the Nazi-Soviet pact after the outbreak of war.

The current borders of Ukraine date back to 1945, when, as a result of the Tehran and Yalta conferences, Poland moved West and the USSR gained what had been the eastern part of Poland, which was incorporated into the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic.25 Before 1991, Ukraine had experienced two brief periods of independence, 1648–1654 and 1917–1921. During the Soviet era, Ukrainians were disproportionately prominent in the officer corps and were largely integrated into the Soviet elite. Given the cultural and historical divide between eastern Ukraine—which had long been Russified—and western Ukraine—which joined the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic only in 1945—Ukraine achieved independence without having resolved issues of identity, language, and its relations with Russia.

Beginning with the Clinton administration, Washington sought to bolster Ukrainian independence. Influenced by the activities of an effective Ukrainian-American diaspora, the government had poured money into Ukraine, making it the third largest recipient of U.S. aid after Israel and Egypt. Yet U.S. officials also became increasingly aware that Ukraine was developing an acute case of the post-Soviet syndrome, with groups of corrupt and criminally connected oligarchs tied to the political elite, operating in a nontransparent and largely nondemocratic political system. Under President Leonid Kuchma, the situation deteriorated. In 2000 the decapitated body of muckraking journalist Hihory Gongadze was found, and there was evidence that his murder had been ordered by those close to the president. Young people became increasingly critical of their government and restive about the lack of political competition. As Kuchma’s term in office was coming to an end, popular marches demanding “Ukraine without Kuchma” increased, and the competition to succeed him intensified. His chosen successor—even though Kuchma was not that enthusiastic—was Viktor Yanukovych, a former prime minister favored by Moscow who had served time in jail for robbery as a young man and was backed by the Donetsk clan of oligarchs, whose base was in Russophone eastern Ukraine. Arrayed against him were two opposition figures—Yulia Tymoshenko, a successful businesswoman (known by some as “the gas princess”), and Viktor Yushchenko, former Central Bank governor and former prime minister, who was popular in Washington and whose American wife had worked in the Reagan White House. Their base of support was in western and central Ukraine and they were westward leaning and more critical of Russia.26

Moscow was determined not to be taken by surprise, as it had been in Georgia, and it adopted a proactive strategy toward the Ukrainian elections. After Kuchma designated Yanukovych as his successor in July 2004, the Kremlin pursued a two-pronged policy: it dispatched its best public relations experts to Ukraine to campaign for Yanukovych and offered a series of political and economic concessions to convince the Ukrainian public of the importance of cooperation with Russia. The Russian “political technologists”—Gleb Pavlovsky, Sergei Markov, and Vyacheslav Nikonov—pursed an aggressive strategy that had worked in Russia, namely focusing all the media on certain limited subjects and depicting the opposition as unpatriotic and in the pay of the West.27 Markov acknowledged that he had been working for the Kremlin and the head of the Presidential Administration, Dmitry Medvedev.28 What Russia failed to realize was that transferring Russian electoral strategies in a “managed democracy” to a different political environment did not necessarily work.

In May 2004, Condoleezza Rice visited Putin in his presidential dacha outside Moscow and was introduced to Victor Yanukovych, whom Putin praised, making it clear that Washington should understand that this was Russia’s candidate for president.29 Putin made seven trips to Ukraine during the election campaign and endorsed Yanukovych. The Kremlin would leave no stone unturned to try and guarantee its preferred outcome—as it had successfully done for Putin’s own March 2004 reelection in Russia. But the Kremlin also hedged its bets, reaching out to the Yushchenko camp by holding a series of back-channel meetings with his advisor Oleh Rybachuk, seeking to ascertain what Yushchenko might do were he elected.30

Washington was also involved in the Ukrainian campaign, urging Kyiv to hold a clean election and supporting groups that favored greater transparency. European and American NGOs, in cooperation with Georgian, Serbian, and other civil society groups, trained Ukrainian groups in tactics such as election monitoring and parallel vote counting, as they had in Georgia. Although the United States expressed no explicit preference for a candidate, Yushchenko was popular in Washington from his days as chairman of the Central Bank. But Washington stressed procedures, not personalities. A string of prominent Americans—including George H. W. Bush, Madeleine Albright, Zbigniew Brzezinski, and Richard Holbrooke—all visited Kyiv in 2004 with the same message: the Ukrainian authorities must ensure that the election was free, fair, and transparent. It was a test case for political transformation in the post-Soviet space. The Soros foundation in Ukraine contributed $1.3 million to Ukrainian NGOs, and USAID contributed $1.4 million for election-related activities, including training the Central Elections Commission, as it had in Georgia.31 However, American public relations firms were also working for the Yanukovych campaign.

The battle lines were drawn as the election approached. On September 5 Yushchenko had dinner with officials from the security services. After dinner, he was suddenly stricken with a mysterious illness. While the Russian media attributed his illness it to “bad sushi,” his Austrian doctors—aided by American physicians, who were given blood samples to test—identified the source as dioxin, a lethal poison that could have killed him. Experts also identified its provenance: it was a pure form produced only in a few Soviet-era laboratories with highly restricted access, raising serious issues about who had ordered the poisoning.32 As the election approached, Yushchenko’s disfigured face became a symbol of the significant stakes and hostile tactics involved in the electoral campaign.

The first round of elections was inconclusive. The second round was planned for November 21. In the interim, Putin personally campaigned for Yanukovych, while Yushchenko supporters stepped up street demonstrations. On November 22, Putin congratulated Yanukovych on winning of the second round before the results were in, and on November 24 the Central Election Commission announced that he had indeed won. Since all of the exit polls and parallel vote counts by NGOs indicated that the victor was Yushchenko, not Yanukovych, the opposition was mobilized. In the days following November 24, thousands gathered in the snow-covered central Maidan Square, eventually reaching one million, and there, in subzero temperatures they camped out, demanding that the election be rerun. TV 5, owned by an ally of Yushchenko, broadcast their demands. Protestors blockaded the main government buildings, effectively shutting down the government for weeks.

The situation appeared to be stalemated. But at a key moment, Washington acted. Secretary of State Colin Powell announced that the United States could not stand by, saying that “we cannot accept the Ukraine election result as legitimate.”33 Europe was initially divided. “New Europe,” led by Poland’s president Alexander Kwasniewski and Lithuanian president Valdis Adamkus, was highly critical of the vote, whereas “old Europe” was more wary of challenging a Russian-backed outcome. Nevertheless, as the protests grew, Kwasniewski and Adamkus were joined by a reluctant EU high representative Javier Solana, as well as Russian Duma Speaker Boris Gryzlov, in talks with the contending parties.34 During the tense standoff, there were concerns in Washington that the Russian military might intervene on the side of the Yanukovych forces. Even though some in Moscow may have favored that outcome, Russia refrained from military intervention, and Yanukovych himself realized that many of the Ukrainian troops were more sympathetic to the Maidan crowd than they were to him. Powell also prevailed on Kuchma not to send his Interior Ministry troops to disperse the crowds.35

European mediation efforts led to an unexpected result: the Ukrainian Supreme Court declared the elections null and void. The second round was rerun on December 26. This time Yushchenko was declared the winner with 51.99 percent compared to Yanukovych’s 44.2 percent. On January 23, 2005, Victor Yushchenko was sworn in as president of Ukraine. Russia’s preelection strategy had failed, and a pro-Western candidate had won. Through careful Western mediation, a free and fair second round of elections had occurred. In January 2005, it appeared that Ukraine had rejected the post-Soviet syndrome and had embarked on a course toward greater transparency, freedom, and democracy—another victory for the Freedom Agenda.

Although the U.S. government and private organizations had put money into Ukraine seeking a more transparent election process, the U.S. government was caught off guard by the Orange Revolution. Few experts or officials believed that the entrenched elites could be brought down by a group of committed opposition protestors. The main message from U.S. officials—after Powell and his advisors made the crucial decision not to accept the election results—was the need for dialogue and compromise among the parties. The focus was not on who would be president, but how he would be elected. Nevertheless, there was a sense of amazement and satisfaction when Yushchenko was inaugurated and a belief that things might really change. In April 2005 he visited Washington. When he spoke to Congress, he received a standing ovation.

Moscow, needless to say, was equally caught off guard by the Orange Revolution. Because Putin had invested considerable capital in backing Yanukovych, it was a personal challenge to him. The Orange Revolution sent an alarming message about the possibility that, if regime change could come to Russia’s biggest neighbor, it could come to Russia.36 A consensus emerged in Russia that the West—and especially the United States—had engineered the entire revolution to ensure that its candidate came to power.37 For example, Sergei Markov told an international audience in May 2005, “The CIA paid every demonstrator on the Maidan $10 a day to protest.”38 It was much easier to believe in a Washington-engineered conspiracy than to admit that Russia had backed the losing side. Yet Stanislav Belkovsky, another well-connected Russian commentator, presented a more sophisticated view: admitting that Washington had been careful not to back one side over the other, he argued that the United States had shown its hand only once it became clear that Yanukovych had no legitimacy after the election: “In that sense, America’s tactics were much more skilled and competent than Russia’s, which counted on the completely baseless illusions of Viktor Yanukovych’s victory until the very last moment.”39

The most important lesson that the Kremlin took away from the Orange Revolution was the need to ensure that nothing similar would ever happen in Russia—hence the focus on creating pro-Kremlin youth groups and minimizing the impact of Western NGOs. But there was also a foreign policy lesson. Russian officials suspected that America was trying to pry Ukraine away from Russia’s faltering embrace. From Moscow’s point of view, the Orange Revolution highlighted the reality that Russia would increasingly have to compete with the United States for influence in its own neighborhood. It was, indeed, a zero-sum game for both countries. For all of Washington’s official rhetoric denying that it engaged in zero-sum thinking, Bush administration officials—especially in the Office of the Vice President—increasingly viewed Ukraine and the rest of the post-Soviet space as a litmus test for Bush’s Freedom Agenda and as an area of competition with Russia.

THEN IT WAS TULIPS

A month after Yushchenko was inaugurated as president, Kyrgyzstan became the next—and more unlikely—candidate for a color revolution. This time, however, the United States and Russia were not arrayed on different sides of the political spectrum, and thus the Tulip Revolution did not cause major disagreements between them.

Central Asia had developed unevenly since the collapse of the USSR. Located in a difficult but strategic neighborhood, with important natural resources, the region was of major interest to both Moscow and Washington. Whereas all five Central Asian states were authoritarian countries led by groups of clans, Kyrgyzstan was the most pluralistic, largely because governing the multiethnic country, with a significant Uzbek population, entailed negotiations between opposing clans in the north and south and in the volatile Fergana Valley.40 Kyrgyzstan had been ruled by Askar Akayev, a former physicist, since its independence, but the country had become increasingly authoritarian and corrupt, with his sons and daughter controlling the country’s most lucrative assets.41 His poor handling of a public protest in 2002 and rumors that he sought to have a pocket parliament elected in 2005—one that would change the constitution and allow him to run for president again—led to increasing doubts about whether he would voluntarily give up power at the end of his term. These fears increased when leading opposition figures, such as former ambassador to the United States Roza Otunbaeva, were barred from running, with her seat going to Akayev’s daughter Bermet.

After two rounds of what was seen as fraudulent parliamentary elections in February and March 2005, mass protests began in the capital Bishkek, in the southern city of Jalal-Abad, and in Osh in the Fergana Valley. Government buildings were occupied, police used force against the protestors, and there was widespread looting in Bishkek. Protests spread around the country. Unlike in Georgia or Ukraine, there was no obvious leader, and the opposition was divided along ethnic lines. Moreover, there was widespread violence and chaos in the capital. Eventually, Akayev and his family fled to Russia via Kazakhstan. New presidential elections were held, and former prime minister Kurmanbek Bakiyev won by a landslide. He remained president until 2010—when he was ousted in another mini-revolution. As in Ukraine and Georgia, one faction of a divided elite had taken over from another.42

The Bush administration’s interest in Kyrgyzstan stemmed primarily from its importance as a military base for operations in Afghanistan. The U.S. base at Manas airport outside Bishkek had been established in 2001 and was a vital part of the transport system in the ongoing war in Afghanistan. It was generally popular within the country because it offered employment opportunities. The United States paid $50 million per year for the use of the facility. Condoleezza Rice termed the base “a front line in the war on terrorism,” and the Bush administration was initially concerned about whether the Tulip Revolution would jeopardize its presence in Kyrgyzstan. But it soon became clear that the new leadership was as interested in lucrative base contracts as had been its predecessor.

Kyrgyzstan also appeared to validate the Freedom Agenda. Unlike in Georgia and Ukraine, however, there was no clearly pro-Western opposition leader and little anticipation that Bakiyev would implement a reform agenda. Thus, the military stakes in Kyrgyzstan were high, but the Tulip Revolution was not viewed as a contest between the Russian and Western way of doing business, as were the Rose and Orange revolutions.

Moscow’s interest in Kyrgyzstan was of a different order of magnitude from its stakes in Georgia or Ukraine. Russia had established a military base at Kant, in southern Kyrgyzstan, in 2003 and planned for this to be permanent. Since Bakiyev stressed the need for close relations with Russia, Akayev’s ouster was not viewed as an anti-Russian move, according to Russian officials. The government-owned RIA Novosti news agency argued that “the West’s hand” was not evident in Bishkek, as it had been in Tbilisi or Kyiv and that Rice and Lavrov could “find a common language” on events there.43 Thus, the Kyrgyz events did not become a major source of tension between Washington and Moscow. The same could not be said of events that same year in Uzbekistan.

NO COLOR REVOLUTION: ANDIJON AND THE LOSS OF KARSHI-KHANABAD

Since independence, Uzbek leader Islam Karimov had sought to maximize his independence and room for maneuver by balancing his relations with Washington and Moscow and keeping a distance from both. His main concern after 9/11 had revolved around how long the United States would retain its military base in Uzbekistan and was concerned about a premature U.S. withdrawal. He had irked Moscow by joining GUUAM (Georgia-Ukraine-Uzbekistan-Azerbaijan-Moldova), the one multilateral organization in the post-Soviet space that excluded Russia. However, he was irritated by the United States’ criticism of his human rights record. Constantly suspicious that radical Islamist groups would seek to bring down his government with their own version of regime change, he branded all critics as dangerous opponents.

The Bush administration’s involvement in Uzbekistan highlighted the dilemma of reconciling contradictory domestic and foreign policy priorities after 9/11 and the disagreements within the government over how to handle Tashkent. As Rumsfeld wrote, “By his own admission, President Islam Karimov was not an American-style democrat—there were few if any in the region—but he had shown no hostility toward U.S. interests.”44 Rumsfeld had personally negotiated the establishment of the U.S. military base in Karshi-Khanabad (K-2) in October 2001, and the Department of Defense regarded the base as an important element in the global war on terror. Moreover, Uzbekistan apparently participated in the Bush administration’s “Extraordinary Rendition Program” that housed suspected terrorists in undisclosed prisons.45 Uzbekistan had a poor human rights record, which affected the State Department’s attitude toward the relationship. Under the terms of the 1992 Congressional Freedom Support Act, the allocation of assistance to the post-Soviet states was contingent on their conforming to certain human rights standards. Uzbekistan received funding from this program, and the secretary of state had to certify annually that Uzbekistan was making progress toward democracy. In 2002 the State Department had sent a split memo to Powell evaluating Uzbekistan’s progress. The European Bureau certified Uzbekistan, but the Bureau of Democracy, Labor and Human Rights demurred. Powell chose to certify Uzbekistan, but Karimov nevertheless complained about this slight.46

Uzbekistan faced serious problems from Islamic extremists, including the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU). In 2000 the Clinton administration, after Uzbek lobbying, placed the IMU on the list of international terrorist organizations. However, there was more disagreement within the United States about whether other Islamist groups should be branded as terrorists, or whether Karimov wanted to label them terrorists because they opposed his regime. The status of Hizb ut-Tahrir (HT) was particularly controversial. An Islamist group based in London, HT claimed to favor the peaceful establishment of a Caliphate over the entire Islamic world, but the Uzbek government—and some Western experts—considered it to be a terrorist organization.47 Russia was concerned about Islamic extremism in Uzbekistan—and its potential spread to the North Caucasus—and supported Karimov’s repressive policies. Moscow had also become increasingly wary of the U.S. presence in the country and of U.S. democracy-promotion efforts which, it believed could stimulate the growth of fundamentalism. By early 2005, the Uzbek-U.S. relationship had been jolted by tensions over basing arrangements, fee structures, and continued criticism of the human rights situation. Russia, after the Tulip Revolution, was seeking to shore up its influence in the region.

The U.S.-Uzbek relationship was derailed by the Andijon crisis, which led to the closing of the U.S. K-2 base. In June 2004, Uzbek police had jailed twenty-three businessmen in Andijon, a city in Eastern Uzbekistan, who were charged with “extremism, fundamentalism and separatism.” The men all belonged to an Islamist organization called Akramiya—which supported charitable works and employment opportunities in the region. The accused denied the charges. In 2005 their trial began, and the verdict was due on May 12. In the lead-up to the verdict, a crowd gathered outside the courthouse. On the night of May 12–13, a group of armed men broke into the prison, freed the prisoners, and then proceeded to the regional administration building, where they took senior officials hostage and tried to seize the headquarters of the National Security Service. Thousands of demonstrators filled the main square, and Karimov flew in to assess the situation. Twenty-four hours later, many of the protestors were dead, killed by government troops. Estimates of how many died ranged from three hundred—the official Uzbek figure—to fifteen hundred, a figure given by a Security Services official who fled to the West.

Years after the Andijon uprising, there is no agreement on the facts, and interpretations of the events remain contested. The controversy over Andijon involves both how one views the businessmen and their followers and how one assesses the government response. In his memoirs, Rumsfeld asserts that the businessmen were part of an Islamic extremist group. Video footage taken by Akramiya suggests that the protestors were armed. Human Rights Watch and other NGOs, however, disagree, claiming that the businessmen were not fundamentalists but were peaceful Islamists and that government forces had used excessive, indiscriminate force against civilians.

Two weeks after Andijon, Senators John McCain and Lindsay Graham traveled to Tashkent, condemned the Karimov regime for shooting its people, and called on the U.S. government to withhold the next installment of its basing fees to the Uzbeks. The Uzbek government refused to agree to an international commission of inquiry into the massacre, as the United States and EU proposed. Russia and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization—an alliance of Russia, China, and the Central Asian States—backed Karimov on this issue. The EU imposed an arms embargo on Uzbekistan, and mutual recriminations between Tashkent and Western capitals escalated. In July 2005 the Uzbek government informed Washington that the United States was no longer welcome to use its K-2 base. In November, Russia and Uzbekistan signed a Treaty of Friendship. Both Washington and Moscow viewed the Andijon events and their aftermath as a reversal of fortune for U.S. interests in Central Asia and a net gain for the Kremlin.

Andijon revealed divisions within the Bush administration about how far to push the Freedom Agenda and how to prioritize competing interests in Central Asia.48 Should security interests trump concerns about internal developments? How important was the commitment to human rights, and should that take precedence over counterterrorism and security concerns, including support for U.S. troops in combat? To what extent should Russia’s interests influence U.S. policy? Rumsfeld, expressing the opinion of many in the Department of Defense, is unambiguous: “Human rights,” he argues “had become a sizable global industry.” Admitting that the Uzbek government did not help its case by refusing to provide information about what had really happened in Andijon, he advocated quiet diplomacy with Tashkent that avoided public berating. Emphasizing the paramount importance of maintaining a good relationship with Karimov because of the war in Afghanistan, he argued with Rice and her Deputy Nicholas Burns. They stated, “We made a clear choice, and that was to stand on the side of human rights.” The State Department publicly berated the Uzbeks for their conduct. Rumsfeld called Rice and asked her to “back off” from her criticism of Karimov. She demurred, explaining, “The President obviously wanted to keep the military base, but he didn’t tell me to tone it down, so I didn’t.”49 After the ejection from K-2, Rumsfeld wrote to National Security Advisor Steven Hadley: “We are getting run out of Central Asia by the Russians. They are doing a considerably better job at bullying those countries (than) the U.S. is doing to counter their bullying.”50

Russia’s stakes in Uzbekistan were of a different order of magnitude from those in Georgia, Ukraine, or Kyrgyzstan, and the Kremlin reaction to Andijon and to the U.S. ejection from K-2 was relatively muted. Russia’s involvement in Uzbekistan had been more circumscribed because of Karimov’s desire to limit his dependence on any single power, so Andijon and its aftermath were an unexpected boon. With the exception of independent human rights organization Memorial, the Russian media supported the theory that the people who had incited the violence were Islamic extremists. Only fringe media made an explicit connection between George Soros, the CIA, and Akramiya. The Russian government officially endorsed the actions that Karimov had taken against the protestors.

Putin met with Karimov in June and broached the idea of a Friendship Treaty. Uzbekistan subsequently left GUUAM and rejoined the Russian-led Collective Security Treaty Organization—only to leave it again in 2012. Thus, Russia was able to use Andijon and its aftermath to rebuff the Freedom Agenda and send a message to the other rulers in post-Soviet space: we will not interfere in your domestic affairs, unlike the United States; we will help you maintain order in your countries, and our aid is not contingent on your domestic behavior. Criticizing those in the West who “hide behind some demagogic rhetoric about freedom of expression,” Putin said over dinner in September 2005, “We are not against changes in the former Soviet Union. But we are afraid that those changes will be chaotic. Otherwise there will be banana republics where he who shouts loudest wins, and that would be very dangerous.”51

COLOR REVOLUTIONS IN PERSPECTIVE

In the initial aftermath of the color revolutions, the Bush administration felt that events in Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan had supported U.S. interests in the post-Soviet space. As Rumsfeld wrote, “So-called color revolutions brought reform-minded, pro-Western leaders to power in Ukraine, Georgia and Kyrgyzstan. These democratic changes demonstrated the practical and moral value of President Bush’s efforts to spread freedom.”52 In May 2005, Bush visited Moscow to commemorate the sixtieth anniversary of the end of World War II. He met with a cool reception, given the growing tensions between the United States and Russia. Then he traveled to Georgia, where thousands of enthusiastic fans came out to greet him in Tbilisi—in sharp contrast to his treatment in Moscow. A central street in Tbilisi was named after him. Here was proof that his Freedom Agenda had been vindicated. Shortly thereafter, he described his feelings: “It was a fantastic honor to stand side-by-side with a true lover of freedom, Saakashvili. It was an unbelievable experience to stand in Freedom Square to celebrate the peaceful revolution that took place 18 months ago.”53

Within a few years, it became clear that the color revolutions were not all that they appeared to be. “The Color Revolutions,” writes one American expert, “were not the paradigm-shifting events they seemed to be at first. Instead they turned out to be further chapters in the post-Communist evolution of Georgia, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan whose overall impact was, in general, significantly less than first thought and, indeed, hoped.”54 In the summer of 2005, however, U.S. enthusiasm was as strong as were Russian suspicions about American intentions in the post-Soviet space. The U.S.-Russian relationship had deteriorated from its high point in the summer of 2002. The United States remained frustrated by Russia’s continuing assistance to Iran’s nuclear program and by its support for antidemocratic forces in the post-Soviet space. But Russia was only one of several major foreign policy concerns, with Iraq, Iran, and Afghanistan preoccupying the administration a great deal more than Russia. The United States occupied a higher place in Putin’s priorities, which was a constant source of irritation in Moscow. Washington had the unique ability to confer legitimacy, prestige, and status on the Putin government. By the same token, it had the ability to block Russian political and economic ambitions and to challenge its influence in its neighborhood.

From Russia’s point of view, America’s refusal to recognize a Russian sphere of influence in the post-Soviet space, the continuing U.S. military presence at Manas, the refusal to take into account Russia’s interests in Iraq or Iran, and Russia’s continued inability to join the WTO or secure the lifting of Jackson-Vanik—all these contributed to growing frustration about unmet expectations. In September 2004, Putin had all but endorsed “my friend George” for a second term. A few years later, they were barely on speaking terms.
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Figure 1.

Mikhail Gorbachev calls George H. W. Bush on December 25, 1991, to say that he is resigning and the Soviet Union is no more. As for the future, he hopes the Russian people “will live in a prosperous, democratic society.”
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Figure 2.

George H. W. Bush and the new Russian leader, Boris Yeltsin, tour Camp David in February 1992. Yeltsin refers to his first U.S.-Russia summit as his “big exam.”




[image: Image]

Figure 3.

At Vancouver, April 1993, Yeltsin meets Bill Clinton, who judges that “Russia was lucky to have him at the helm.”
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Figure 4.

Clinton plays a saxophone just given to him by Yeltsin, who describes him as “powerful, energetic, and handsome.”
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Figure 5.

Boris Yeltsin dances his way to victory during his uphill 1996 Presidential campaign. Bill Clinton declares, “I want this guy to win so bad it hurts.” Shortly after, Yeltsin suffers a heart attack.
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Figure 6.

Coal miners stage a sit-in in Red Square during Russia’s August 1998 financial meltdown. The United States is blamed for offering Russia bad economic advice.
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Figure 7.

“I looked the man in the eye,” said George Bush of his first meeting with Russia’s new president Vladimir Putin in Slovenia in July 2001. “I found him very straightforward and trustworthy—I was able to get a sense of his soul.” Bush later wrote “In the years ahead, Putin would give me reason to revise my opinion.”
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Figure 8.

“The Axis of the Unwilling.” French president Jacques Chirac, Vladimir Putin, and German chancellor Gerhard Schroeder unite in early 2003 to oppose the United States’ invasion of Iraq.
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Figure 9.

Ukraine’s Orange Revolution is victorious in November 2004. Yulia Tymoshenko and Viktor Yushchenko, backed by the United States and the European Union, overturn the results of a flawed election that would have brought Moscow’s candidate Viktor Yanukovych to power.
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Figure 10.

George W. Bush and Georgian President Mikheil Saakashvili and their wives in Freedom Square in Tbilisi in May 2005. Bush described the Georgian President as “a true lover of freedom.”
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Figure 11.

German chancellor Angela Merkel argues in April 2008 with Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and George W. Bush against near-term NATO membership for Ukraine and Georgia. Rice later calls the exchanges “one of the most pointed and contentious debates with our allies that I’ve ever experienced.”
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Figure 12.

Russian tanks rolled across Georgia in August 2008 in response to Georgian shelling of the South Ossetian capital. The short war was a major setback for U.S-Russian relations.
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Figure 13.

“Lenin” and “Stalin,” taking a break from posing with tourists in Red Square, buy hamburgers at a McDonalds in Moscow. Whatever the ups-and- downs in U.S.-Russian political relations, the growing consumer market attracts U.S. business.
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Figure 14.

Igor Sechin, former Russian deputy prime minister and now CEO of Rosneft, the largest listed oil company in the world, signs newly installed oil pipeline.
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Figure 15.

In March 2009, Russian foreign minister Sergei Lavrov and U.S. secretary of state Hillary Clinton pressed the “reset” button to symbolize a new start in the U.S.-Russian relationship. But “reset” was mistranslated in Russian as “overload,” which some thought was prophetic.
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Figure 16.

“The Cheeseburger Summit.” Demonstrating the “reset” in 2010, President Barack Obama and Russian president Dmitry Medvedev enjoyed a meal at Ray’s Hell Burgers in suburban Virginia. Within a couple of years Medvedev had moved out of the Kremlin, Ray’s Hell Burgers had closed, and the reset was over.
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Figure 17.

Ten Russian “sleeper spies” are expelled from the United States in June 2010. The most glamorous, Anna Chapman, is featured on the left. When the spies returned to Russia, Putin sang patriotic songs with them. Chapman took up modeling, and she launched her own weekly television show.
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Figure 18.

“Crooks and Thieves—Give Back the Elections.” Tens of thousands of protestors challenged the results of the December 2011 parliamentary elections. Putin blamed the United States for financing the protestors, warning “they want to show us they can rock the boat.”




[image: Image]

Figure 19.

Putin rides his Harley-Davidson to victory in the run-up to the 2012 Presidential election.
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Figure 20.

A Russian nuclear ice-breaker cuts through the Arctic. The Arctic represents a potential new frontier for future U.S.-Russian cooperation.
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Figure 21.

Reset on ice? Obama and Putin meet at the 2013 G-8 summit in Northern Ireland amidst mounting disagreements over a range of issues. Shortly thereafter, Russia would grant NSA-leaker Edward Snowden political asylum, leading Obama to cancel his September summit with Putin.




Chapter Six

The Munich Speech

As far back as November 2003, Bush and British prime minister Tony Blair had had a conversation in which they talked about Vladimir Putin. The Russian president, they agreed, was turning out to be very different from what they had initially hoped for and it would be prudent to approach him with greater wariness.1 By the beginning of 2006, that had turned into a wholesale reappraisal of the U.S. relationship with Russia. The ejection from Uzbekistan and continuing Russian criticism of U.S. policies in Ukraine and Georgia reinforced the White House’s conviction that the areas of bilateral cooperation were narrowing. As Bush’s second national security advisor Stephen Hadley put it, “US-Russia relations were foundering in the near abroad.”2

Growing tensions in U.S.-Russian relations manifested themselves at a time when America’s international standing was on the decline. Far from a “mission accomplished” in Iraq, a civil war was raging with an increasingly violent insurgency, and Iran appeared to be a major benefactor of the U.S. invasion. In Afghanistan, the Taliban was back, conducting its own insurgency, supported by elements in Pakistan. Anti-American sentiment was on the rise and many of America’s traditional European allies continued to distance themselves from Washington, even if the “newer” Europeans remained supportive. Administration officials questioned where Russia fit into U.S. foreign policy. Afghanistan, Iraq, and Iran were at the top of U.S. priorities—and these were all areas where Russia was at odds with U.S. policy. Russia was no longer an antagonist, but it had not become an ally. Two main questions stood out: How much should the United States emphasize its Freedom Agenda in relations with Moscow? Should it focus on common interests, irrespective of what was happening inside the country?

A reassessment was also going on in Moscow. While Washington appeared to be floundering, Russia for the first time in fifteen years began to project the image of a rising power. There had been tangible improvements in the Russian people’s lives. Oil revenues were growing, and increased revenues meant that pensions were paid. Benefiting from rising oil prices, growing financial reserves and a prudent macroeconomic and fiscal policy, Russia was experiencing high growth rates, earning its sobriquet as a BRIC, a major emerging market, allied with China, India and Brazil. In recognition of Russia’s increasing international status, Germany had ceded its 2006 chairmanship of the G-8 to Russia, a country that had barely qualified for membership a decade before. Recognizing its growing clout as an energy producer, Moscow began to question where the United States fit into its own priorities. America still had one trump card—to acknowledge Russia’s status as a great power in a way that no other country could. Bilateral U.S.-Russian negotiations on key issues—Iran, Afghanistan, Iraq, missile defense, and NATO-Russia relations—continued. Since the United States’ response to his 2001 reset had disappointed him, Putin turned to Europe, China, and the other BRICs as alternative partners to the United States. The Moscow-Washington relationship had become more brittle. Channels of communication—particularly those that were out of public sight and had never been extensive at the best of times—had narrowed, and acrimonious public megaphone diplomacy was on the rise.

In this increasingly charged atmosphere, the National Security Council’s senior director for Russia, Thomas Graham, was one of the few remaining advocates in Bush’s second term of working more closely with Russia and focusing on pragmatic engagement. He argued that Washington had to deal with the semidemocratic Russia that existed, not with a hypothetical democratic Russia that was unlikely to emerge for some time, and that public criticism of Russia was counterproductive when the United States needed Russia’s cooperation on issues such as Iran and Afghanistan. He had tried through multiple channels to promote ties with Russia, including initiating a dialogue on the post-Soviet space with his counterpart Oleg Chernov from the Russian Security Council. He believed that Bush himself supported these efforts and wanted to promote better U.S.-Russian ties.3 Both Hadley and Rice were supportive of these moves. Graham left the National Security Council early in 2007 and was replaced as senior director for Russia by Mary Warlick, a career State Department officer. She continued to pursue engagement with Russia on a variety of issues.

However, proponents of a more pragmatic, interest-based policy toward Russia were gradually eclipsed by those promoting a “values-centered” policy that took an increasingly dim view of Putin’s Russia and its policies toward its neighbors. They were concentrated in the Office of the Vice President, which adopted a much more skeptical—even hostile—attitude toward Russia, as Vice President Cheney’s memoirs attest. They cautioned against the pursuit of engagement with Russia and urged closer U.S. ties to Ukraine and Georgia as a means of diminishing Russian influence in its neighborhood. Some viewed Yushchenko and Saakashvili as democratic leaders bravely fighting an imperial Russia, although Bush himself remained cautious about both Saakashvili and Yushchenko.4 Bush liked listening to his advisors’ opposing views and usually sided with those who favored more pragmatic engagement with Russia.5 The U.S. Congress also subscribed to the darker view of Russia, as did various lobbying groups that had the ear of the OVP and the Congress.6

Overall, Russia policy remained fragmented, with no integrated policy toward Eurasia as a whole. In February 2006 the State Department’s Office of Central Asian Affairs was moved from the European Bureau to the newly created Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs. The political message behind this reorganization was that Central Asia had more in common with countries in South Asia such as India or Bangladesh than with other post-Soviet states. This was at best aspirational, and a rather questionable—even bizarre—view of reality and it made policy even more uncoordinated. The interagency process on Russia/Eurasia was becoming dysfunctional. In addition to policy disagreements among different players, structural problems resulted because there were few mechanisms for those dealing with Russia to coordinate with those dealing with the post-Soviet space.7 This became evident when Cheney threw down the gauntlet.

“COMRADE WOLF”

Cheney’s advisors believed that public criticism of Russia was not only appropriate but necessary for consistency, given the administration’s focus on the Freedom Agenda as the centerpiece of its foreign policy. Since Putin’s measures restricting freedom of expression and electoral choice went against everything that Bush had articulated in his 2005 State of the Union speech, the administration felt that it could not ignore what was happening in Russia. Moreover, Russia’s cutoff of gas to Ukraine on New Year’s Day 2006—which for several days deprived parts of Europe of heat in subzero temperatures—reinforced the specter of an aggressive Russia.

Cheney’s increasingly negative view of Putin was confirmed by his experience in Poland in January 2006, when he led the U.S. delegation to Krakow to commemorate the sixtieth anniversary of the liberation of the Auschwitz-Birkenau death camp. Putin was scheduled to attend the meeting, but, in what was interpreted as a deliberate slight to the Polish president Aleksander Kwasniewski and Ukrainian president Viktor Yushchenko—whose election Kwasniewski had helped negotiate during the Orange Revolution—Putin kept delaying his departure from Moscow and failed to show up when it was his turn to speak. When he finally arrived, he interrupted the ongoing proceedings in an abrupt way and gave his speech. “Watching his behavior that day,” wrote Cheney afterward, “reminds me why Russia’s leaders are still so disliked by their neighbors and why we were right to expand NATO and offer membership to former Soviet client states like Poland and Romania.”8

A few months later, in May 2006, Cheney was a lead speaker at the Vilnius Conference in Lithuania, which brought together heads of state from the Baltic and Black Sea regions to discuss common interests, particularly how to promote democracy in the region. He lauded the Baltic and Central European states for their firm embrace of democracy. He praised Georgia and Ukraine for their advances toward democracy. Then he launched into the most controversial part of his speech—on Russia:

America and all of Europe also want to see Russia in the category of healthy, vibrant democracies. Yet in Russia today, opponents of reform are seeking to reverse the gains of the last decade.… No legitimate interest is served when oil and gas become tools of intimidation or blackmail, either by supply manipulation or by attempts to monopolize transportation. And no-one can justify actions that undermine the territorial integrity of a neighbor, or interfere with democratic movements.

Although he added, “None of us believes that Russia is fated to become an enemy,” he had, in no uncertain terms, announced that, as far as he was concerned, the post-2001 talk of partnership was a thing of the past.9 Moreover, he had delivered these criticisms in, of all places, Vilnius, the capital of Lithuania, whose membership in NATO and the EU was viewed with great displeasure in Moscow.

Cheney’s speech roused considerable controversy, not only because of its content and place of delivery but because it was bookended by two other high-level visits that once again raised the issue of double standards in U.S. policy toward Eurasia and the credibility of the Freedom Agenda.10 Shortly before the speech, Azeri president Ilham Aliyev visited Washington. He spoke at the Council on Foreign Relations and met with President Bush in the Oval Office. Bush described Azerbaijan as “a modern Muslim country that is able to provide for its citizens, that understands that democracy is the wave of the future.”11 Azerbaijan’s significance for the United States was considerable. It is a secular Muslim state, as well as an important country for U.S. energy and security interests, and it sits strategically between Russia and Iran—which has a substantial Azeri population. As a neighbor of Iran, it occupies a critical position. It was an active partner in the Caspian Guard program—part of the U.S. antiterrorist program—providing logistical support for U.S. operations in Afghanistan. It is a major oil producer and the starting point for the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline. Thus, one could manifestly justify close cooperation with Azerbaijan from the point of view of U.S. national security interests. However, Aliyev had succeeded his father Heydar in a dynastic transition, and the presidential election was deemed to have had major irregularities by both the OSCE and the U.S. Department of State.

After his Vilnius speech, Vice President Cheney took off for Kazakhstan, another key player for U.S. energy and security interests, whose leader, Nursultan Nazarbayev—party chief in the last days of the USSR—had also recently been reelected for the third time; he won with 91 percent of the vote, in an election whose democratic deficits had been criticized in the West. Kazakhstan’s large energy resources, its strategic location between China and Russia (it shares the world’s longest border—seven thousand kilometers—with Russia), and its cooperation in counter-terrorism operations also qualified it for special U.S. attention. When asked in the capital Astana about his view of Kazakhstan’s internal developments, the vice president replied, “I have previously expressed my admiration for what has transpired here in Kazakhstan over the past fifteen years, both in terms of economic development as well as political development.”12

The Bush administration sought to encourage these oil-rich, strategically located, secular Muslim states to continue their successful balancing of relations with Russia and the United States (and, in Kazakhstan’s case, China) and to maintain their cooperation with U.S. energy diversification projects and with the U.S. counterterrorism campaign. Russia appealed to these countries by supporting the political status quo, warning them that the United States and its NGOs were cooking up color revolutions. Thus, it was rational, from an American point of view, to downplay criticism of their political systems in the context of broader U.S.- interests. The problem with this approach, however, was that it fed into Russian charges of double standards and U.S. hypocrisy, and Moscow’s claims that it was no different from Washington in seeking a sphere of influence. The Kremlin pointed out that the White House invoked the Freedom Agenda only vis-à-vis Russia, and not when it was praising Azerbaijan or Kazakhstan. The bureaucratic dysfunction in Washington exacerbated this problem. Since those U.S. officials working on Cheney’s Vilnius speech did not coordinate with those working on the Kazakh trip, there was no integrated view of the impact of one part of the Cheney trip on the other.13

The White House also underestimated the impact that the Cheney’s speech would have in Russia.14 The Russian reaction was swift and scathing. Duma member Andrei Kokoshin declared that there were exceptionally high rates of corruption and shady business deals in Georgia and Ukraine, two states praised by Cheney.15 Some Russians likened this to Winston Churchill’s 1946 speech in Fulton, Missouri pronouncing the existence of an “iron curtain,” which is generally viewed as the first acknowledgment of the Cold War. But Foreign Minister Lavrov refused to characterize it as a new Cold War declaration. Still, he said that the Vilnius democracy meeting was part of a grouping whose agenda was, as he ominously put it, “directed against someone.”16 Many Russian commentators challenged the notion that either Georgia or Ukraine, let alone Azerbaijan or Kazakhstan, could be held up as a model for democracy or transparency.

For most Russians who paid attention to these issues, the United States was involved in old-fashioned geopolitical competition with Russia in the post-Soviet space and was using the Freedom Agenda rhetoric as part of its Realpolitik strategy. The Russian leadership did not for a moment believe that Bush and his colleagues really cared about democracy, and they held up the example of Iraq—now said by the White House to be on its way to democracy—as a particular example to criticize. Nevertheless, they were highly irritated by Cheney’s criticisms. As Putin told a gathering of Russian lawmakers a few days later, “As the saying goes, Comrade Wolf knows whom to eat, it eats without listening, and it clearly is not going to listen to anyone.”17

“SOVEREIGN DEMOCRACY”

The next Russian move was to make official what Putin had reiterated to Bush on several occasions—that Russia had its own unique history and its own definition of democracy that was different from Western concepts but equally valid. The spokesman was Vladislav Surkov, Putin’s enigmatic deputy chief of staff, the young “gray cardinal” who had once worked for the imprisoned oil tycoon Khodorkovsky. Surkov was tasked with managing the United Russia party and its youth wing, Nashi, which was his brainchild. Surkov’s reputation had suffered after the Orange Revolution, and he needed to burnish his credentials.18 Early in 2006, Surkov had surfaced the term “sovereign democracy” in a speech to United Russia members, but he articulated the concept explicitly in an article published later on that year. Sovereign democracy, is a “form of political life where the political powers, their authorities and decisions are decided and controlled by a diverse Russian nation for the purpose of reaching material welfare, freedom and fairness by all citizens, social groups and nationalities and by the people that formed it.”19 In other words, neither the United States nor another country had any business telling Russia what democracy was, and Russia’s political system met the needs and expectations of its population.

Sovereign Democracy was not only conceived as a rebuff to the Freedom Agenda and a counterideology to Western democracy promotion. It was the essence of what was emerging as a major element of Russia’s soft power project—to challenge the universality of the Euro-Atlantic historical experience and claim that Russia’s political system, derived from its unique history, was as legitimate as that of the United States or Europe. As the Russian phrase goes, “Nashe Ne Khuzhe” (Ours is no worse than yours). Or, as Surkov said at a news conference held before the G-8 summit, “They tell us about democracy while thinking about our hydrocarbons.”20 At the G-8, Putin added, “We would not like to have the kind of democracy they have in Iraq.” To which Bush replied, “Russia has democracy Russian-style, and I understand that it does not exactly resemble American democracy.”21 A year later, Bush was more explicit: “In terms of whether or not it’s possible to reprogram the kind of basic Russian DNA, which is a centralized authority, that’s hard to do.”22

Sovereign democracy became the mantra of the Russian political class. Yet Putin himself gave mixed signals about the term. He told the Valdai group in 2007, “I think that sovereign democracy is a debatable term. It creates some kind of confusion. Sovereignty is something that refers to the quality of our relations with the outside world, while democracy refers to our inner state, the inner substance of society.” In a revealing phrase, he made clear that sovereignty, not democracy, was the operative concept. “Frankly speaking,” he said, “there are not so many countries in the world today that have the good fortune to say they are sovereign. You can count them on your fingers. China, India, Russia and a few other countries. All other countries are to a large extent dependent on each other or on bloc leaders. This is not a very pleasing situation, but it is my deep conviction that this is the reality today.”23 In other words, only large countries not involved in entangling alliances are truly sovereign which, of course, excludes the United States.

Russia’s rising international status was on display when it hosted the 2006 G-8 summit—a coming-out party of sorts—in Putin’s hometown of St. Petersburg. Putin intended to showcase that Russia was “back” after more than a decade of weakness.24 Russia spared no effort to impress the other G-8 members, organizing the meeting in the baroque Konstantin palace and dazzling visitors with St. Petersburg’s summer beauty during White Nights, as it had the year before with the tricentennnial celebrations.25 Bush met privately with Putin and subsequently had a meeting with human rights activists, informing Putin beforehand about the meeting so as not to show disrespect to the Russian leader.26 Whereas some members of the U.S. Congress—notably Senator John McCain—had advocated expelling Russia from the G-8, the meeting focused on a variety of global challenges, from “hard” military and security issues such as North Korea and the situation in the Middle East and energy security, to “soft” questions of narcotics trafficking and education. The U.S.-Russian rhetoric was generally cordial. Participants agreed that Russia should be admitted to the WTO “as soon as possible.” Some Russians questioned what the point of this “elite” G-8 club was, but most Russians realized that the G-8 was proof that Russia was now respected as a global player that had returned to the world stage.

After the G-8 summit, the Russians put out feelers to the Bush administration for another Putin-Bush meeting. The White House proposed that Bush stop over in Moscow to refuel on his way to the November 2006 APEC summit in Hanoi. The meeting at Vnukovo airport was brief. The Russian side had an extensive agenda, but Bush was preoccupied with the situation in Iraq and was not focused on Putin’s topics of nonproliferation and the WTO. National Security Senior Director for Russia Tom Graham believes that, because the White House’s focus was elsewhere, the United States missed several opportunities to engage Moscow more productively.27 Former Russian ambassador to the United States Yuri Ushakov agrees. For their part, the Russian side complained that Bush was often disengaged in meetings and that, while Putin would have liked to have had longer sessions that delved into substance, the U.S. president insisted on keeping to a strict schedule and limiting discussions to more general topics.28

THE DOMESTIC POLITICS OF SUCCESSION

U.S.-Russian relations were, of course, also affected by domestic politics in both countries. As Putin’s second term neared its completion, bilateral ties were increasingly influenced by maneuvering over succession and the uncertainty about how the Kremlin would handle the second transfer of power in Russia’s postcommunist history. The Russian constitution stipulated that Putin must leave office, although he was not prevented from running for a subsequent term later on. In its thousand-year history, Russia has had a complex succession system. Under the tsars, sons and daughters usually inherited the throne from their fathers (or, occasionally, mothers) unless court intrigues and assassinations changed the succession line. In the Soviet era, five leaders died in office, one—Khrushchev—was removed by his colleagues in a palace coup and one—Gorbachev—quit because his country disappeared. The hope had been that a post-Soviet Russia would finally institutionalize a transparent succession process. Putin, although formally elected by the people, had been preselected by the Yeltsin “family” in a nontransparent process with a guaranteed victory in the polls.

In Putin’s second term, the Kremlin was sufficiently alarmed by the color revolutions that it focused on ensuring that no popular unrest could threaten its grip on the country. Against a background of a stronger “vertical of power” that manifested increasingly less tolerance for criticism, the process of succession was unfolding. Restrictions on media freedom and on the operation of foreign NGOs continued apace. Government critics were barred from appearing on state television and opposition figures were harassed.

In 2006 two assassinations captured international attention and provoked greater questioning of where Russia was heading. On October 7, 2006, pioneering and influential opposition journalist and human rights advocate Anna Politkovskaya, a trenchant critic of Russia’s policies in the North Caucasus, was gunned down as she entered her apartment building laden with groceries after a shopping trip. The assassin was clearly a professional killer. She had already endured serious harassment, including poisoning on a plane as she made her way to Beslan to cover the 2004 school seizure. She had been particularly critical of Ramzan Kadyrov’s brutal rule in Chechnya. Ramzan, who had just turned thirty, was the Kremlin’s strongman in Grozny, imposing order on the war-torn republic through the use of his own militias, and he had a particularly virulent hatred for Politkovskaya. While her many Russian and foreign admirers expressed outrage at her murder, Putin at first said nothing. Then, a few days later, he implied that one of his opponents had her killed to make him look bad, and then he let the world know what he thought of Politkovskaya: “She had minimal influence on political life in Russia. This murder does more to harm Russia and Chechnya than any of her publications.”29

A more spectacular assassination with international repercussions was that of Alexander Litvinenko, a former FSB officer who worked for the exiled Boris Berezovsky and had been granted political asylum in London. Litvinenko was investigating, among other things, Politkovskaya’s murder. On November 1, 2006, he met with a former KGB official Andrei Lugovoi and another Russian at London’s Millennium Hotel restaurant. Shortly thereafter he fell ill with a mysterious illness and deteriorated rapidly until he died three weeks later. His supporters released a haunting photograph of him on his deathbed. At the last moment, doctors in London diagnosed him with poisoning by polonium-210, a powerful radioactive substance produced almost exclusively in one Russian laboratory. It turned out that the plane on which his Russian interlocutors had flown had strong traces of polonium and that radioactivity was also detected in the London restaurant. Litvinenko’s murder was an act of nuclear terrorism by foreign agents on British soil. The British security services concluded that Litvinenko’s death was a “state-sponsored assassination orchestrated by Russian Security services.”30 The Russian intention had been to conceal the poison, so that no one would know what had killed him, but the assassins mishandled the polonium. Nevertheless, the murder sent a strong message to Russians inside and outside Russia who might be contemplating opposing the Putin regime. Russia refused to extradite the main suspect, Lugovoi, and secured him a seat in the Duma, where he enjoyed immunity from prosecution. On his deathbed, Litvinenko had accused Putin of ordering his murder, but the Kremlin’s response was that enemies of the regime—namely, those associated with Boris Berezovsky (for whom Litvinenko had worked)—had ordered the murder to make Putin look bad.31

Against this background of tighter government controls and harassment of opponents several presidential candidates emerged—Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov, Russian Railways chief Vladimir Yakunin, and Presidential Administration head Dmitry Medvedev. Of the three, the most likely initially appeared to be Sergei Ivanov, former KGB general (as opposed to Putin’s lieutenant-colonel), who had been stationed in Europe, spoke fluent English—which he claimed he had learned from listening to Beatles records--, and was well versed in security issues. Rice recalls that she made her prediction about his future in 2005 during the sixtieth-anniversary celebrations of the end of World War II, as he stood saluting the Russian troops in Red Square. “Putin will never let him become President,” I thought. “He will not want a strong successor and rival in the Kremlin when he finally moves on.”32

Since Putin had created a new political system after he ascended to the Kremlin, it was difficult to believe that he could leave power and that the system could continue as it was. The elite had important interests to protect, and Putin was their guarantor. Hence there was speculation that he would change the constitution and remain in the Kremlin. He repeatedly denied this, telling the Valdai Club in 2007, “I am very concerned that today in Russia so much depends on only one person. And I want to change this. I am not planning to disappear altogether. I am not planning to emigrate, to take up residence in another country. I love my country. I’m Russian—my goal is to ensure that power in Russia remains stable. And I have every reason to believe that it will.”33

By the fall of 2007, the guessing game grew more intense. In the December Duma elections, the ruling United Russia party officially secured 64.3 percent of the vote, although OSCE and Council of Europe election monitors declared the elections not fair and falling short of generally accepted democratic norms. Shortly thereafter, Putin surprised his fellow citizens and the outside world by announcing that Dmitry Medvedev would run for president, and he, Putin, would become the prime minister. Russia would now have a “tandem” government. It was an unexpected and clever move. Putin had not violated the constitution and yet was able to remain in power.

PUTIN’S BROADSIDE

While the succession was still being negotiated and a few months after the G-8 summit in February 2007, Putin removed the gloves, directly attacking the United States for what he described as its unilateral and reckless attitude toward the world. He did so by attending his first Munich Security Conference, a gathering of Euro-Atlantic defense ministers, officials and experts focusing on the world’s most pressing security issues. Putin’s speech was eagerly anticipated. It would be his reply to “Comrade Wolf,” Dick Cheney—but it was much more than that.

Putin began his speech by warning his audience that his remarks might be “unduly polemical.” The speech certainly brought all the Russian criticisms together. He began by lambasting the idea of unipolarity, in which “there is one master, one sovereign. And at the end of the day this is pernicious not only for all those within the system, but also for the sovereign itself because it destroys itself from within. And this certainly has nothing to do with democracy—we are constantly being taught about democracy. But for some reason those who teach us do not want to learn themselves.” Putin went on to name names: “Today we are witnessing an almost uncontained hyper use of force—military force—in international relations, force that is plunging the world into an abyss of permanent conflicts. One state and, of course, first and foremost the United States, has overstepped its national borders in every way.” The solution was to return to multilateral diplomacy under the guidance of the United Nations and to eschew the use of military force. Putin also stressed that, with the rise of the BRICs, the future undoubtedly lay with multipolarity, not with unipolarity.34

The U.S. delegation—which included Senators John McCain, Joseph Lieberman, and Lindsay Graham—was stunned by this public polemic, and the audience’s applause was restrained. Czech foreign minister Karel Schwarzenberg’s response was pointed: “We must thank President Putin—who has not only shown concern about the publicity for this conference, but has clearly and convincingly demonstrated why NATO had to enlarge.”35 Nevertheless, audience reaction reminded both Russia and the United States that some Europeans shared Putin’s criticisms of U.S. unipolarity.

Defense Secretary Robert Gates, seeking to defuse tensions, gave the official U.S. response the next day. After the Republican losses in the 2006 congressional elections Gates, the former director of Central Intelligence and a student of Russian history, had left his position as president of Texas A&M University to replace the outspoken Donald Rumsfeld. Gates was pragmatic, low-key, and disinclined to engage in public polemics. Acknowledging that he, like Mr. Putin, was a former spy, he announced that he had been to “re-education camp” during his four-year stint as president of Texas A&M. Emphasizing that “one Cold War was quite enough,” he said he would soon travel to Russia because, as he put it, “Russia is a partner in our endeavors.” He did, however, specifically question Russia’s support for Iran’s nuclear program.36 The White House reaction was also measured. Spokesman Tony Snow described Russia as “a valued ally.”37 Almost a year after Cheney’s confrontational Vilnius speech, the Bush administration, facing increasing problems in Iraq and Afghanistan, had clearly decided to downplay the reaction to the Munich speech and instead focus on issues where it needed Russian cooperation—Iran, Missile Defense, and Kosovo. Moreover, some analyzed the speech not only in foreign policy terms but also in its domestic aspects—Putin was in his last year as president and, given the great uncertainties about succession, raising the specter of an external enemy could be a useful tool as the elections approached.38

The Munich speech ushered in a new phase in Russia’s relations with the West, one in which an energy-rich Russia had served notice that it would no longer accept an agenda that had been scripted in Washington. Although Putin had expressed all of these sentiments before, this was the first time that he had integrated them into a structured broadside at a prestigious international gathering.39 Just to drive home that point, a few months later during the commemorations of the sixty-second anniversary of the end of World War II, Putin likened American foreign policy to that of the Third Reich.40 This new truculent assertiveness apparently earned him the distinction of being named Time Magazine’s Person of the Year in 2007. “A Tsar Is Born,” declared the lead article, “He stands, above all, for stability—stability before freedom, stability before choice, stability in a country that has hardly seen it for a hundred years.”41

One of Russia’s most astute foreign policy observers, Dmitri Trenin, provided the context for the Munich speech. Russia, he said, had left the West: “Until recently, Russia saw itself as a Pluto in the Western solar system, very far from the center but still fundamentally part of it. Now it has left that orbit entirely: Russia’s leaders have given up on becoming part of the West and have started creating their own Moscow-centered system” He concluded, “The West needs to calm down and take Russia for what it is: a major outside player that is neither an eternal foe nor an automatic friend.”42

Was the Bush administration prepared to deal with this more assertive Russia and reconsider the question of its legitimate interests? Iran soon reemerged as a key issue for Washington and Moscow as they moved in different orbits. It was part of the U.S. presidential inbox that constantly caused tensions with Moscow and could not easily be “reset.”

IRAN

Despite the administration’s long-held conviction that Tehran was intent on acquiring a nuclear weapons capability, Iran had cooperated with the United States in the early stages of the Afghan war, providing intelligence about the Taliban, which it regarded as a threat.43 By 2004, Iran’s clout in its neighborhood was on the rise. Teheran’s archenemy Saddam Hussein, was gone, as was the Taliban regime. Indeed, Iran was a major—and unanticipated—beneficiary from the U.S. policy of regime change, as it could now assert its influence with the majority Iraqi Shiite population in Bagdhad, which had been persecuted under Saddam.

In May 2004 a reformist group in the Iranian government communicated a proposal for normalizing relations with the United States via the Swiss government. This “grand bargain” would have involved Iran addressing a host of U.S. concerns—from proliferation to terrorism to the Arab-Israeli problem, in return for Washington recognizing what Tehran defined as Iran’s legitimate security interests and lifting economic sanctions.44 In the end, nothing came of this proposal after the election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2005. There was a debate within the U.S. administration about whether and how to engage Tehran—which, after all, had been defined as part of the “Axis of Evil”—and this led to differing prescriptions about how to deal with Russia on the issue. In 2007 the National Intelligence Council published a National Intelligence Estimate on Iran, whose declassified Key Judgments concluded that Iran had halted its nuclear weapons program in 2003 under former President Khatami, a judgment—challenged by some within the Bush administration—that appeared to vindicate Russian arguments about Iran’s peaceful nuclear programs.45

Russia’s goals vis-à-vis Iran were multiple and, like those of the United States, not always consistent. In 2000 Putin—claiming that the United States had violated its promises—had abrogated the 1995 Gore-Chernomyrdin secret agreement whereby Russia had promised to cease supplying conventional weapons to Iran. In early 2001, Iranian president Khatami visited Moscow to discuss military and technical cooperation.46 Moreover, shortly after President Bush denounced the “Axis of Evil,” Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov confirmed that Russia indeed intended to continue military and technical cooperation with Iran.47 Russian arms deliveries to Iran increased, as did the variety of weapons, leading some in the United States to call Russia “Iran’s nuclear godfather.”48 Russia also began discussions of the sale of S-300 surface-to-air missiles, which Israel viewed as a direct threat to its national security.49 A contract to deliver S-300s to Iran was signed in late 2007.50

As Putin admitted in his Munich speech, Russia had concerns about Iran’s longer-term nuclear ambitions. According to John Bolton, Alexander Rumyantsev, then minister of Atomic Energy, believed that Iran was developing a nuclear weapons capability, and he sought to slow down the completion of the Bushehr nuclear power plant. But this view was not widely shared in Moscow, and most Russian officials believed that they could handle the Iranians. They also figured that Iran was more of a problem for the United States than for Russia.51 Russia did not want Iran to acquire a nuclear weapons capability. However, it also wanted to limit the U.S. role and military presence in the region and retain its own influence. Russia had a considerable economic stake in Iran, valued in the billions of dollars, which it wanted to preserve, and it viewed U.S. attempts to impose sanctions as a direct assault on its commercial ties.

Russia also had domestic reasons for approaching Iran with caution. It wanted to contain the spread of imported Islamic fundamentalism to its Muslim population and believed that engaging Iran was an important element in its own efforts to combat domestic extremism. It also worried that any Western military conflict with Iran could further inflame the North Caucasus.

A key development in Russia’s relations with the Islamic world was its accession to the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) organization as an observer nation with a Muslim minority population, enabling it to argue that it could act as a mediator between Iran and the West. Moreover, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization in 2006 granted Iran observer status in an organization that brought Russia, China, and Central Asia together. Moscow argued consistently against isolating Tehran. However, as evidence surfaced in 2002 of Iran’s secret uranium enrichment facility at Natanz, it became increasingly difficult to brush aside questions about Iran’s long-term intentions. Despite professions of a “strategic partnership” between the two countries, Tehran and Moscow had their own tensions. They could not agree on the issue of Caspian Sea demarcation, which hindered the exploitation of energy resources.52 Iran was highly critical of Russian support of U.S. and UN policies designed to limit its nuclear activities. Nevertheless, Russia also recognized that the Iranian nuclear program was an issue where the West had to acknowledge its influence—hence its limited interest in resolving the situation. At least that was how it was seen in Washington.53 “Most Russians were not interested in helping us on Iran,” according to Bolton.54

For the period of the two Bush administrations, Russia consistently argued that there was no evidence that Iran had violated its commitments to the IAEA, that Iran was interested only in developing nuclear energy for peaceful purposes, and that Russian involvement in Iran’s nuclear energy program did not present any security threat. In 2005 Russia introduced additional safeguards at the Bushehr plant and announced that it had agreed on a spent-fuel take-back agreement with Iran.55 Nevertheless, evidence began to grow of Tehran’s less peaceful nuclear intentions after Iran withdrew from an earlier agreement with the IAEA and resumed enrichment activities at Natanz and also failed to implement its promises to send spent fuel to Russia.

Between 2005 and 2008, Moscow pursued a complex strategy of softening United Nations resolutions condemning Iran and eventually supporting them. In an October 2005 press conference, Lavrov insisted that the IAEA inspectors in Iran could take care of the issue, while Rice argued in favor of referring Iran to the United Nations Security Council.56 A few months later Russia proposed that Iran suspend its uranium enrichment activities at Natanz but still be permitted “limited research activities” in uranium enrichment. But the United States rejected any proposal that did not ban all domestic nuclear enrichment.57 Moreover, Russia opposed any new sanctions against Iran.58

Eventually, after a series of tough three-way negotiations involving the United States, the EU3 (represented by the United Kingdom, France, and Germany) and Russia, three Security Council resolutions were passed. Resolution 1737, passed in December 2006, called on Iran to suspend all of its uranium enrichment-related and reprocessing activities, and until it did so, sanctions were imposed to block the import or export of sensitive nuclear material and freeze the assets of persons or entities involved in sensitive nuclear activities. Resolution 1747, passed on March 24, 2007, criticized Iran for failing to comply with Resolution 1737 and put tighter sanctions on Iran. Resolution 1803, passed on March 3, 2008, further chiding Iran for failing to comply with the previous two resolutions, reaffirmed the sanctions unless Iran ceased its enrichment activities.59

Between these resolutions there was a brief period in which it appeared that Russia and the United States might cooperate more effectively on Iran. In September 2007 Rice broached with Lavrov the possibility of the United States, which had no presence on the ground in Iran, opening an interest section in Tehran, similar to that which exists in Havana. It would take care of the interests of U.S. citizens visiting Iran. Lavrov responded positively, and Putin agreed to raise the issues with the Ayatollah Khamenei at a Caspian summit in October. However, the Iranians never took up the issue, and according to Rice, “By the end of October 2007, the Russians’ attitude toward the Iranians had soured significantly.”60

Thus, toward the end of the Bush administration, Russia and the United States had reached a modus vivendi on Iran: Russia supported UN sanctions—albeit considerably weaker than those that Washington or Brussels favored—but Russia also continued with the construction of Bushehr and conveyed to Tehran that Russian protection against tougher Western sanctions was necessary and not to be taken for granted. Russia’s stance continued to perplex American officials. As John Bolton told the Russians, “Iran is more dangerous for Russia than it is for America.”61 Russia was indeed concerned about Tehran’s long-term ambitions but appeared to believe that Iran’s timetable for acquiring a nuclear weapons capability was considerably longer than the estimates of the United States—or Israel. And inextricably linked to the Iran nuclear question, of course, was the vexed issue of missile defense.

MISSILE DEFENSE

U.S.-Russian discussions on missile defense had been ongoing since the 2001 Crawford summit. Although the United States repeatedly assured the Russians that MD was directed against Iran, and not against them, Russian officials remained skeptical. Even though some were willing to admit that the initial system as conceived in Washington could not threaten Russia’s nuclear deterrent, they argued that there was no guarantee that the system would not eventually develop into a much larger network of U.S. missile defenses, which could compromise Russia’s second-strike capability. Part of the problem centered on whether to focus on intentions or capabilities. Missile defense, in the U.S. view, was a system that could protect countries from a possible nuclear attack from Iran or North Korea. The U.S. interest was not to counter Russia’s huge strategic and tactical nuclear arsenal. But, from Moscow’s vantage point, what mattered were capabilities. Once the U.S. deployed interceptors that were in striking distance of Russian territory, there was no long-term guarantee about how they might be used.

Washington’s decision to deploy parts of the system in two of Moscow’s erstwhile Warsaw Pact partners intensified Russian suspicions. In 2004 Bush approved sites in Poland and the Czech Republic for MD components. Stephen Rademaker, assistant secretary of state for International Security and Nonproliferation, flew to Russia and briefed his counterparts, explaining to them that it was much easier to shoot down Russian missiles from Alaska than it was from Poland. But they did not buy that argument. “The real problem is that we were creating a U.S. footprint in the former Warsaw Pact countries,” said Rademaker. Eric Edelman, undersecretary of defense for policy, agreed: “It was about geography, not physics.”62

The United States began formal negotiation in July 2007 to deploy radars in the Czech Republic and interceptors in Poland. Washington also announced agreements with new NATO allies Bulgaria and Romania to open military bases there. Bush administration officials privately expressed frustration about Russia’s position on missile defense, arguing that the Russian side knew perfectly well that missile defense was not directed against Russia and could in no way threaten its nuclear deterrent. But that missed the point. Not only was the system going to be deployed on Russia’s border, but the two designated European participants were countries with whom Russia had a long and sometimes turbulent relationship. The Czechs and Poles wanted the missile defense sites because they were a physical manifestation of U.S. support, with all that conveyed. As former Warsaw Pact members, their support of America’s project was particularly galling for Moscow. The political symbolism of missile defense deployments in Central Europe undoubtedly influenced the combative Putin narrative on display at Munich.

As the Bush administration moved to implement its program, the Kremlin announced its own undefined plans to counter U.S. missile defense deployments. Putin’s press spokesman Dimtry Peskov said, “We feel ourselves deceived. Potentially we will have to create alternatives to this but with low cost and higher efficiency.” General Vladimir Belous added, “The geography of the deployment doesn’t give any doubt the main targets are Russian and Chinese nuclear forces. The U.S. bases represent a real threat to our strategic nuclear forces.”63 Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov brushed aside talk of possible U.S.-Russian cooperation on missile defense: “We believe this system—strategic missile defense—is, to put it mildly, of a somewhat fanciful nature.”64 During Rice’s first visit to Moscow after Putin’s Munich speech, she tried to sound upbeat, announcing that the revived 2+2 mechanism, bringing together the Russian and American ministers of defense and foreign affairs would improve both consultation and cooperation on a range of security-related issues, including missile defense.65

The Russians resorted to a familiar tactic of trying to divide Europe and the United States on the issues of missile defense. Only this time it was more difficult, since Europe itself was split over the issue. Poland, the Czech Republic, and other “new” European states were largely in favor of the project, while Germany and other parts of “old” European were wary of antagonizing Russia and skeptical about the efficacy of the entire scheme. At a NATO-Russia Council meeting in April 2007, Lavrov lobbied hard against missile defense. Using vaguely threatening words in the closed-door meetings, he raised the specter of Russian countermeasures. These actions were counterproductive, bringing old and new Europe together and evoking a united European response that supported missile defense. Moreover, Lavrov’s attempts to lobby for a formal cooperation agreement between NATO and the Russian-dominated Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) were rebuffed.66

In December 2007 Putin launched another salvo against missile defense, announcing that Russia had suspended its participation in the Treaty on Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE), which, since 1990, had placed limits on the number of troops and military hardware that thirty countries could deploy in Europe. In so doing, an important measure of confidence building was forfeited, since CFE involved regular on-site inspections.67 Moscow had long resisted complying with CFE’s provisions, claiming that they unfairly penalized Russia, but Putin explicitly linked Russia’s withdrawal to U.S. missile defense deployments.68

To try and clear the air after the Munich speech, Bush invited Putin in July 2007 to an informal “lobster” summit at Walker’s Point, a small peninsula jutting out into the Atlantic Ocean, his family’s compound in Kennebunkport, Maine. Father George H. W. Bush played host, and the three presidents enjoyed speedboat riding, fishing, and other recreational activities to defuse tensions (Putin caught the only fish). Russians generally viewed the elder Bush favorably, since he was associated with ending the Cold War in a manner that was respectful of Russia and its leaders.

In Maine, Putin elaborated on a proposal he had made at the 2007 G-8 meeting in Heiligendamm, Germany: America should use Azerbaijan’s Gabala radar station where the United States and Russia could jointly monitor possible missile activity from Azerbaijan’s neighbor, Iran. Russia had leased the radar station until 2012, and it was unclear whether Baku would renew the lease (it did not). The Gabala proposal was a shrewd move: it offered a way for the United States and Russia to cooperate on missile defense. From the Russian point of view, it eliminated the need for deployments in the Czech Republic, although U.S. technical experts rejected that argument. Russia also argued that it made much more sense to deploy radars in Azerbaijan if the target was indeed Iran, as the United States insisted. Indeed, Iran wasted no time in criticizing the proposal. As an additional incentive, Putin proposed that the United States and Russia could cooperate on a joint early-warning system based at Armavir in southern Russia.69 Bush replied that that he found the proposal innovative and strategic but added that the Czech Republic and Poland needed to be part of the system. Sergei Ivanov, now first deputy prime minister, responded that, if the United States did not accept Putin’s compromise proposal, Moscow would conclude that missile defense was indeed aimed at Russia and would react accordingly.70

Rice believes that there was a miscommunication between Bush and Putin over whether Gabala was an alternative or an addition to the sites in Poland and the Czech Republic but concludes that “George W. Bush and Vladimir Putin did have good chemistry, and on this occasion it helped calm the waters—temporarily—of our increasingly choppy relationship.71 In remarks to reporters, Bush said that he believed that Putin always spoke the truth with him: “Do I trust him? Of course!”72

U.S.-Russian negotiations on Gabala and a possible joint radar site in Armavir continued intermittently over the next year but were inconclusive. Eric Edelman, who was part of a U.S. delegation that went to inspect the Gabala radar site, was unimpressed: the station was dilapidated, and it was clear that Russia was hoping to use U.S. technology to upgrade the facility. Moreover, Gabala had failed to detect several tests of Iranian missiles next door.73 The U.S. team concluded that the Russian offer could help monitor the threat of an Iranian missile attack but could not defend against it.74 Russian officials express resentment that Putin’s initiatives were not taken seriously enough. Former Russian ambassador to the United States Yuri Ushakov argues that Putin made a “bold proposal” at Kennebunkport, which was never taken up by the U.S. side.

Missile Defense was center stage at the last Bush-Putin formal summit at Putin’s presidential dacha in Sochi on the Black Sea in April 2008. Both sides affirmed that they were interested in a missile defense system “in which Russia and the United States and Europe will participate as equal partners.” To mollify the Russians, the U.S. side proposed that Russian military personnel be stationed as observers in the planned missile defense sites—an idea that, to say the least, lacked appeal in Poland and the Czech Republic. Nevertheless, in their joint press conference, Putin reiterated, “Our fundamental attitude to the American plans has not changed.” Bush administration officials privately expressed frustration that, after years of negotiations with Russia, and countless proposals designed to assuage Russian concerns and offer cooperative solutions, Washington and Moscow were no nearer to reaching a compromise than they had been in Crawford, Texas, more than six years earlier.75 In the spring of 2008, with oil prices at an all-time high and Russia’s currency reserves standing at $450 billion, there was little incentive for Moscow to reach a deal on missile defense, particularly since Washington would not back down on the question of basing elements of the system in the Czech Republic and Poland.

But missile defense was not the only contentious issue between Washington and Moscow. The territorial integrity of the new states that had emerged out of the upheavals in Eastern Europe and the collapse of the Soviet Union put new strains on the U.S-Russian relationship. In particular, the status of Kosovo and its ramifications for Russia’s neighborhood had moved to the front burner in the relationship.


Chapter Seven

From Kosovo to Georgia: Things Fall Apart

Disagreements over the Balkans were a constant undercurrent in the U.S.-Russian relationship almost from the moment that the USSR collapsed. Moscow’s claim to be the protector of the Orthodox Serbs against the Muslims and Catholics in Yugoslavia provided a powerful narrative for a Kremlin that was intent on holding on to as much of its traditional spheres of influence as possible. Yeltsin’s Russia had been a reluctant partner in the NATO-led Bosnia campaign and the subsequent postwar peace-keeping force. Yet the Contact Group, where the United States, Russia, and key European countries met to discuss how to deal with the conflict, had worked. Indeed, Russian troops had served under an American commander, contributing 1,200 of the 20,000 peace-keepers in the NATO-led Stabilization Force.1 The Kosovo campaign in 1999 had been much more contentious, and the Russian dash to Pristina had almost brought the two sides into direct conflict. Now that Putin was president and Russia had recovered from the doldrums of the late 1990s, the Kremlin’s stance became more uncompromising. It was intent on undermining any Western attempts to grant Kosovo independence.

Many Russians—including critics of the Kremlin—view Kosovo as the critical factor that decisively ended the both the Clinton and Putin resets. They consider the Kremlin’s role in 1999, particularly Viktor Chernomyrdin’s role in negotiating Serbia’s capitulation, as one of the darkest chapters in Yeltsin’s foreign policy. Even though Russian troops participated in the Kosovo Stabilization Force after the war was over, officers who served in the Balkans did not find this a career-enhancing move when they returned to Moscow, and in 2003 Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov withdrew Russian forces from KFOR.2 For the Kremlin, the fact that NATO was operating without a UN mandate (because Russia would have vetoed it) outside NATO’s traditional area of operation and in an area with which Russia believed it had special interests was particularly galling. From NATO’s point of view, Russia’s seeming indifference to the plight of Kosovars who were ethnically cleansed by the Serbs raised questions about the extent to which Russia and the West indeed shared values. But Kosovo also raised other grating issues for Russia: If the breakaway province could be granted independence, why not Chechnya and other separatist regions? If NATO was now active in Kosovo, who was to tell where it might next intervene without a UN mandate?

After the end of the war, Kosovo (which has a population of less than 2 million people) was administered by a UN Interim Administration Mission (UNMIK). The Kosovo Liberation Army, which had fought the war, was demobilized, and the rudiments of a system of administration were created. Yet in 2004 there was renewed ethnic violence between Serbs and Kosovars. By 2005, the Contact Group began to debate Kosovo’s future status. Most agreed that the current situation was untenable, and Finnish diplomat Martti Ahtisaari, who had negotiated the 1999 cease-fire with Viktor Chernomyrdin, was chosen for the unenviable task of developing a comprehensive proposal for Kosovo’s future status. Rice describes her arguments with Lavrov about Kosovo’s status as one of the most contentious U.S.-Russian problems that was “a harbinger of what was to come: an increasingly difficult relationship with the Kremlin—until the end of the Bush years.”3

Between 2006 and 2008, Moscow blocked UN decision making on Kosovo, claiming that Ahtisaari failed to take into account Serb objections or Russia’s concerns about the implications of Kosovo’s independence for other unrecognized states. Yet the Western negotiating side, which included veteran American ambassador Frank Wisner, came to the conclusion after months of hard negotiations that granting independence to Kosovo was the only possible solution to years of conflict. There was great concern that, if Kosovo were not granted independence, violence between Serbs and Kosovars would once again erupt. The Serb and Kosovar positions were too far apart and their mutual history too bloody for any compromise solution. But Bush administration officials did not unanimously support this position. The lack of a coordinated policy was once again evident—officials who worked on the Balkans did not communicate regularly with those who worked on Russia and thus did not fully take into account what Russia’s response might be.4 At the 2007 G-8 Summit, Putin had repeated previous assertions that universal principles should be applied to the right of self-determination “be it in the Balkans or the post-Soviet Caucasus—I see no difference between (Kosovo) and post-Soviet separatist states.”5 (He did not, however, mention Chechnya in this connection.)

After Russia refused to support the Ahtisaari Plan and with no mutually acceptable UN-backed solution in sight, Kosovo unilaterally declared its independence from Serbia in February 2008. The United States and twenty-two of the twenty-seven EU states, and many others around the world, recognized Kosovo’s independence. They explicitly said that the situation in Kosovo was sui generis and did not constitute a precedent. Nevertheless, Russia, Serbia, Spain, Slovakia, Greece, Cyprus, and Romania did not recognize Kosovo’s independence, largely because all of these countries faced their own separatist challenges. Russia deemed Kosovo’s declaration illegitimate under international law, and Lavrov forcefully warned that it would endanger international stability.6

Putin was more blunt: “This is a harmful and dangerous precedent—the Kosovo precedent is a terrible precedent—you can’t observe one set of rules for Kosovo and another for Abkhazia and South Ossetia.”7 Serbia then requested that the International Court of Justice issue an advisory opinion on the legality of Kosovo’s declaration of independence. It released its findings two years later in 2010—Kosovo’s declaration did not violate principles of international law. Right after Kosovo’s declaration, the Russian Duma and Council of Federation released a statement saying that, if Kosovo could declare its independence, so could Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Russia’s obstructionist position on Kosovo was, from the Bush administration’s point of view, part of a larger problem. Moscow appeared to be blocking most of what Washington sought to achieve in Europe. Of course, the Russian claim that Washington was rewarding a group that contained extremist elements—the Kosovo Liberation Army—was in part borne out when some KLA officials, including a prime minister, were indicted by the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia for War Crimes.

The United States and its European allies were frustrated that Russia objected to Western suggestions but never produced any alternative proposals to Kosovo’s independence other than its continued status as a province of Serbia. Perhaps there were no viable alternatives, and no middle ground between the U.S. and EU position and that of Russia was possible. Under Secretary of State Nicholas Burns declared, “I do not see any kind of crisis with Russia over this. I expect Russia to be supportive of stability in this region.” But there was concern about Russia’s warnings that what was legitimate for Kosovo was equally legitimate for Georgia’s separatist regions.8

The last Bush-Putin summit took place in Sochi in April 2008, after Dmitry Medvedev’s election as president. It was a far cry from the initial summit in Ljubljana when Bush had looked into Putin’s eyes. This time, the two leaders sought to salvage what was possible from the troubled U.S.-Russian relationship. Rice describes the Sochi summit as “a bit anticlimactic.” Bush and Putin covered the range of contentious and less contentious issues and signed their valedictory agreement, the U.S.-Russia Strategic Framework Declaration.

The basic elements of the Sochi declaration had been written earlier, for the Moscow summit in 2002, but they were resuscitated for the April 2008 meeting.9 Rice argues that, although this declaration was less momentous that the 1972 U.S.-Soviet agreement on Basic Principles, it was a framework document that focused on the cooperative side of the relationship.10 The declaration was divided into four sections: Promoting Security, Preventing the Spread of Weapons of Mass Destruction, Combating Global Terrorism, and Strategic Economic Cooperation. It laid out a detailed road map for cooperation on these issues, while acknowledging disagreements over missile defense and other questions. The document is a comprehensive road map for an improved relationship, and the Obama administration subsequently followed many of its prescriptions. Indeed, Bush and Putin agreed to begin negotiations on a treaty to replace the START treaty, which the Obama administration took up as soon as it came into office. The problem was that Sochi came too late to achieve anything in a situation of presidential transitions and growing tensions over Georgia.11

During their joint press conference, Putin praised Bush for his “honesty and openness” while reiterating that Russia’s attitudes toward missile defense had not changed. Bush described his “remarkable relationship with Putin” and reiterated that missile defense was not aimed at Russia. He praised Putin for sharing intelligence on terrorism and for his “leadership on Iran.” He promised to engage Congress to abolish Jackson-Vanik: “I think it’s time to get rid of Jackson-Vanik.”12

At Sochi, Bush also met with Medvedev, who would take office a month later. Rice writes that she “doubted he’d be powerful enough to challenge his political sponsor. The President-in-waiting didn’t seem particularly confident, and he was determined to avoid substantive issues.” But she believed that, inasmuch as he came from a different generation and not from a KGB background, he could, if left to his own devices, alter Russia’s path.13 Bush had the impression that Medvedev was an intelligent and forward looking, albeit rather reticent man.14 He took a liking to Medvedev but wrote, “The big question, of course, was whether he would actually run the country.”15

At Sochi, Bush declared that “the Cold War is over.” Nevertheless, its historical legacy remained inescapable.

NATO—AGAIN

The apparent rapport at Sochi between the Russian and American leaders masked a growing gulf between Washington and Moscow over how to balance Russia’s interests in the post-Soviet space with those of its neighbors. Bush visited Sochi right after the Bucharest NATO summit, where U.S.-Russian and U.S.-European tensions were on full display. The core question at Bucharest was whether NATO should offer a membership action plan (MAP) to Ukraine and Georgia. A MAP was not an offer of membership, but it was a road map that stipulated what a country had to do in order to be eligible for membership, and countries that had in the past been awarded MAPs had eventually joined NATO.

Russia’s relationship with NATO remained problematic. The creation of the NATO-Russia Council in 2002 had been intended to establish a forum where Russia could feel that NATO treated it more as an equal than had been the case in the PJC, but six years later the NRC’s accomplishments were modest. “The Council had made little progress,” writes Rice, “because the Kremlin never fully embraced it.”16 Victoria Nuland, U.S. ambassador to NATO, argues that practical cooperation on a number of issues worked well, but dialogue in the NRC was always difficult.17 At the same time that NATO sought to improve ties with Russia, the issue of further enlargement to the post-Soviet states was on the table. From Moscow’s point of view, enlargement to the Baltic states had been hard enough to swallow. The prospect of NATO offering membership to Ukraine and Georgia was absolutely unacceptable.

Ukraine and Georgia had both requested a MAP, but the administration had delayed action on MAPs for two reasons: divisions within the administration and divisions within the alliance. Decisions on NATO membership involved two basic questions: What does the applicant bring to the alliance, and what does the alliance bring to the aspirant? The Georgia question was complicated by Saakashvili’s declaration of a state of emergency in November 2007, after government forces had clashed violently with opposition protestors, and outside observers criticized the Georgian government for excessive use of force.

Both Rice and Gates had their doubts about the advisability of a MAP for Georgia at this juncture.18 National Security Advisor Hadley was in favor, as was NATO ambassador Nuland. In the months preceding the summit, three “deep dives”—where government analysts briefed the president and members of the cabinet—were held on the MAP question.19 The vice president’s office was particularly critical of those analysts who called into question whether either Ukraine or Georgia was ready for MAPs and what it would bring to the alliance.20 The president was indeed the “chief decider” on this issue, and he believed that granting MAPs to Ukraine and Georgia was part of the Freedom Agenda. He also hoped that the prospect of one day joining NATO would serve as an incentive for Ukraine and Georgia to push forward with democratic reforms. Rice describes how, at the NSC meeting that was to take up the issue, she herself was unsure how to proceed since she had assumed that the issue would be taken up after Bush left office. But both Yushchenko and Saakashvili were pleading their case in Washington. The president came down firmly on the side of granting both countries MAPs. Rice realized, “I have to deliver this. This is going to be really hard.”21

The next problem was securing allied consent. The White House had underestimated the European opposition to granting MAPs to Georgia and Ukraine. Putin had told Rice and Gates that bringing Georgia into NATO was a “red line,” and the message had also been conveyed to the Europeans. The vehement Russian reaction to the MAP issue had found a receptive ear in the capitals of many “old” European countries, especially in Berlin.22

In the latter part of the Bush administration, Russia had increasingly become an issue of transatlantic contention. Europe had a far larger stake in relations with Russia than did the United States. Russia is a major energy supplier to Europe, providing nations such as Finland and the Baltic states with 100 percent of their natural gas and significant amounts of their oil. It is also a leading trading partner for Europe, and hundreds of thousands of jobs in both old and new Europe were dependent on contracts with Russia. More than half a million Russian citizens live and work in Britain, France, Germany, and Spain. Russia is Europe’s large and sometimes awkward neighbor, but it is a neighbor with whom Europe has to live and with whom engagement is a necessity, not a choice.23

As the EU’s most powerful member, Germany was the key country in the debate over MAPs. Germany was Russia’s number one European interlocutor and advocate, largely in recognition of the peaceful way in which Germany had been unified.24 Angela Merkel, the East German pastor’s daughter, had initially taken a more critical view of Russia than had her predecessor Gerhard Schroeder. Nevertheless, as time wore on she realized that, given Germany’s extensive economic interests in Russia and the unique historical relationship between the two countries, she needed to emphasize continuity in German policy. Although Berlin had criticized some of Moscow’s actions both at home and abroad, many Germans—both inside and outside the government—believed that Russia under Putin was developing in the right direction and that it would eventually evolve into a more modern society. The fact that Germany and Russia shared a history of having to overcome a totalitarian legacy influenced Berlin to judge Moscow through a different lens from that of Washington. Berlin had a more realistic timetable for the pace of change in Russia than did many in Washington. A senior German official summed up the difference by describing America as suffering from “empathy deficit disorder” in its dealing with Russia.25

Bush liked and respected Merkel. However, they disagreed on the MAP question. Germany’s attitude toward the issue was a product both of the desire not to alienate Moscow and also of serious doubts about whether either Ukraine or Georgia was ready for a MAP. After the initial euphoria of the color revolutions, both countries had sunk back into internal squabbling and had squandered much of the initial political capital they had earned with their own populations and in Europe. In Ukraine, President Viktor Yushchenko and Prime Minister Yulia Timoshenko spent more time fighting with each other than introducing needed political and economic reforms.

In Georgia, Saakashvili appeared to have little tolerance for opposition. He evidently also did not understand the need to cultivate good relations with Merkel. Their first meeting has been described as “a disaster,” with Saakashvili dismissive of Merkel’s offer to help Georgia introduce the rule of law by providing German judges to train Georgian lawyers.26 Merkel also insisted that no country could join NATO if it had unresolved territorial issues.27 The more evident Merkel’s doubts about MAP became, the more intemperate Saakashvili’s language about her. At a German Marshall Fund Bucharest conference the day before the NATO summit, Saakashvili accused Germany of appeasing Russia, betraying Georgia, and acting as a “Trojan horse” for Moscow. This kind of rhetoric did not advance Georgia’s case for a MAP.28 Nor did it bolster Merkel’s confidence in Saakashvili.

Poland and other new NATO members saw the MAP issue as a crucial litmus test that would decide NATO’s future direction. Would NATO stand up to Russia and admit more former Soviet states? Or was the enlargement that had integrated Central Europe into the West largely over, implying a tacit recognition of a Russian sphere of influence? In the weeks leading up to the summit, there was intense consultation between Hadley and his German counterpart Christof Heusgen to try and find a compromise.29 So great were the divisions among NATO allies that the delegations left for Bucharest not knowing what the outcome would be.

The Bucharest summit was one of NATO’s most dramatic ever. On the first evening, separate dinners were held for heads of state and for foreign ministers where MAPs were the main subject. Rice describes “one of the most pointed and contentious debates with our allies that I’d ever experienced.” The German foreign minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier argued that the Ukrainian government was too weak to warrant a MAP and that Georgia’s frozen conflicts precluded granting Tbilisi a MAP. A Central European minister countered that West Germany was a frozen conflict during the Cold War (because of a divided Berlin and Germany’s limited sovereignty), and yet Germany had become a NATO member in 1954 without an army. Polish foreign minister Radek Sikorski accused Germany of being more worried about Moscow than about its allies. The dinner ended inconclusively, and Steinmeier was quite shaken by the criticism he had heard.30

The North Atlantic Council was to meet the next morning at nine o’clock. In a rare late-night session, President Bush and his advisors tried to hammer out compromise language that would satisfy both the proponents and opponents of MAP. Until the last moment, it was unclear what would happen. Then Merkel finally ended the deadlock by brokering an eleventh-hour compromise. The next morning the brightly clad Merkel and Rice stood up in front of “all the men in grey hair and suits.”31 The declaration read, “We agreed today that Georgia and Ukraine will become members of NATO.”32 There was no MAP. Still, this was the first time that NATO had explicitly said that a country would join NATO. But what did that sentence really mean?

Vladimir Putin arrived later that day for a NATO-Russia Council meeting. It was the first time that a Russian president had ever attended a NATO summit (Yeltsin had demurred in 1997 because of the prospect of the first wave of enlargement). Although MAPs had not been granted, the Russians were very unhappy with language saying that one day these countries would join NATO. In his speech, Putin recited his litany of complaints about the West’s treatment of Russia, and particularly the threat that NATO expansion to Ukraine and Georgia posed for Russian security.33 He reserved special criticism for Ukraine. “George,” he said to Bush, “You have to understand that Ukraine is not even a country. Part of its territory is in Eastern Europe and the greater part was given to us.”34 Nevertheless, he did sign a transit agreement permitting NATO supplies for Afghanistan to pass through Russian territory via the Northern Distribution Network.35

After the summit was over, the controversy over its implications for European security began. This was not the result that either Georgia or Ukraine had wanted. Saakashvili, putting on a brave face, claimed that the outcome was positive because Georgia was guaranteed to join NATO.36 But the real issue was whether the failure to grant a MAP to Georgia was an invitation to Saakashvili to try and resolve the territorial Abkhazia and South Ossetia issue by force as quickly as possible in order to qualify for a MAP. Or was it an invitation to Russia to ensure that Georgia would never join NATO by dismantling its territorial integrity? Four months later, the unintended consequences of one of NATO’s most contentious summit in its six decades of existence were on graphic display in the streets of Tskhinvali, the capital of the tiny breakaway enclave of South Ossetia.

THE GUNS AND TANKS OF AUGUST 2008

Relations between Saakashvili and Putin had quickly deteriorated after the Rose Revolution, as the Georgian president made clear his intention to reintegrate South Ossetia and Abkhazia, as well as his desire for Georgia to join NATO and the EU. When President Bush visited Tbilisi in May 2005 he proclaimed, “I am proud to stand beside a President who has shown such spirit, determination and leadership in the cause of freedom—Georgia is today both sovereign and free, a beacon of liberty for this region and the world.”37 What was not made public, however, is that on this occasion, as on subsequent ones, Bush explicitly warned Saakashvili not to let the Russians provoke him and not to use force to take back the regions, making it clear that the United States would not come to Georgia’s rescue if it did.38
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Map 2. Georgia and Russia’s North Caucasus.

Moscow was irritated at Bush’s praise for Saakashvili and at the contingent of Georgian troops fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan.39 In 2006, Georgia’s public expulsion of four Russian spies (ignoring the customary practice of settling such matters out of the public eye) led the Russians to boycott Georgian wine and mineral water, to rising anti-Georgian rhetoric in Russia, and to expulsions of migrant Georgian workers from Russia. The Russians understood Saakashvili’s mercurial temperament, as well as how to provoke him, circulating stories that he was mentally unbalanced. Meanwhile, Moscow increased the distribution of Russian passports to people living in Abkhazia and South Ossetia. The mutual rhetorical invective was matched by a steady military buildup on both sides.

As tensions between Russia and Georgia escalated, both sides began to hold a series of military exercises that extended to July 2008. The United States, through the Train and Equip Program, had one hundred military advisors in Georgia, both to train Georgians to fight terrorists and to ensure they were fit for combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. In mid-July 2008, a U.S.-led military exercise took place outside Tbilisi involving seventeen hundred troops from Georgia, the United States, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Ukraine. At the same time, Russian troops carried out a large-scale military exercise in the North Caucasus military district on the Georgian border.

Russian rhetoric linking Kosovo’s independence to South Ossetia’s and Abkhazia’s right to secede from Georgia became more strident in the lead-up to the war. Russia was also increasing the number of peace-keeping troops it had in South Ossetia. Saakashvili had significantly raised defense spending after he came to power and had purchased weapons from a number of countries. On April 20, a Russian MIG-29 fighter shot down an Israeli-built Georgian unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) that was conducting surveillance over Abkhazia, and Moscow threatened to “act through military means” if Tbilisi made a military move against Abkhazia.40 In the weeks preceding the outbreak of war, the Georgians were convinced that Abkhazia, rather than South Ossetia, was the most dangerous flash point.

During the weeks, leading up to the war, Russian officials began to demand that Georgia sign a no-use-of-force pledge as a prerequisite to deescalating the crisis.41 Secretary of State Rice and German foreign minister Steinmeier developed a plan that would involve both sides agreeing not to use force, and Rice went to Tbilisi on July 10 to obtain Saakashvili’s agreement. “He’s proud and can be impulsive,” she wrote, “and we all worried that he might allow Moscow to provoke him and use force.” He refused to sign on. Rice left him with the following blunt warning: “Mr. President, whatever you do, don’t let the Russians provoke you—No one will come to your aid and you will lose.”42

Bush administration officials repeatedly sent the same message to Saakashvili: we support Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic aspirations, but we do not support the use of force to restore Georgia’s territorial integrity. Yet there were some Americans—both inside and outside the administration—who admired Saakashvili and conveyed a different impression, encouraging Saakashvili to stand up to Russian pressures and emphasizing U.S. support for him. The real question is one of perception and misperception. What did Saakashvili hear when he listened to the different American representatives? Did he understand that the Bush administration would not support him in a war against Russia? Ronald Asmus, another strong Saakashvili supporter, argued that the Bush administration failed to pursue an effective prevention strategy: “What was unfortunately missing—was a clear and unequivocal message to Moscow that any moves against Georgia would have real consequences in Russia’s relations with the United States.”43

Mutual provocations had been going on for months. Then, on the night on August 7, 2008, a “massive Georgian artillery attack” was launched against the South Ossetian capital of Tskhinvali that killed Ossetes and Russian peace-keepers who were protecting them.44 The next day, Russian troops marched into Georgia through the 2.3 mile Roki tunnel connecting North and South Ossetia. The fighting quickly spread to other parts of the country. Over the next five days, a total of forty thousand Russians troops entered Georgia. At the same time, Georgia was subject to a massive, coordinated cyber attack that disabled all the major government sites and financial institutions and hindered the conduct of military operations. Despite the ramshackle conditions of some of their equipment (they lacked global positioning equipment) and primitive communications (officers used cell phones to communicate with their men), the Russians overwhelmed the much smaller Georgian army. At one point it looked as if they might take the capital Tbilisi and overthrow Saakashvili. On August 12, with 850 dead or wounded and more than 100,000 refugees, a cease-fire was declared.45 On August 16, Saakashvili appeared on television disoriented, chewing on his tie.46 On August 25, Russia recognized the independence of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. Two “frozen conflicts” were no longer frozen. The five-day war was over, and Georgia and the separatist enclaves had suffered many casualties, with homes and infrastructure destroyed. Moscow had given its answer to the United States’ and Europe’s offer of Euro-Atlantic integration to Russia’s neighbors.

Georgian officials explained their actions on the night of August 7–8 as a defensive move against a Russian invasion that was already underway. Russians describe this as Georgian aggression and genocide against South Ossetians. Rice described Russian attacks as “premeditated,” and a report by the independent institute U.S. Cyber Consequences Unit concluded that the cyber attacks were carried out by Russian civilians who had advance notice of Russian military intentions and were tipped off about the timing of their operations.47

In September 2009 the European Union issued a three-volume fifteen-hundred-page report, Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia. It apportioned blame for the conflict equally to both sides. It remains the most authoritative source on the conflict, although both the Georgians and Russians reject parts of its findings. However, both also argue that it vindicates their claim that the other side was the aggressor.48 The report stressed that the shelling of Tskhinvali on the night of August 7 was the “culminating point of a long period of increasing tensions, provocations, and incidents. Indeed, the conflict has deep roots in the history of the region.”49 It accused Russia of using disproportionate force in response to Georgia’s shelling of Tskhinvali.

During the short war, American and Russian troops came closer to facing each other on opposite sides of an armed conflict than at any time during the Cold War. American troops were in Georgia, training soldiers who were going to Iraq and Afghanistan. This sobering fact was fully appreciated only after the war was over, but the conflict revealed both the limits of the post-Soviet U.S.-Russian rapprochement and the constraints on the United States’ ability to project its power and influence into Russia’s neighborhood.

U.S.-Russian communications during the war illustrated how much the relationship had deteriorated. The war broke out on the eve of the Beijing Olympic Games, and President Bush first called President Medvedev, as protocol demanded, asking him to deescalate immediately. Medvedev responded that Saakashvili was like Saddam Hussein and had unleashed an unprovoked, barbarian attack. Bush then spoke by phone to a shaken Saakashvili and reassured him of U.S. support. At the opening ceremonies for the Beijing Olympics, Bush was seated in the same row as Putin. Despite the heightened tensions as a result of the war, they asked the person seated between them to change seats so that they could have a conversation.50 Putin called Saakashvili a war criminal. Bush told Putin: “I’ve been warning you Saakashvili is hot-blooded.” “I’m hot-blooded too,” Putin retorted. Bush stared back at him. “No Vladimir,” he said. “You’re cold-blooded.”51

When the war broke out, the U.S.-Russian military dialogue—which had survived the ups and downs of the relationship—proved invaluable. Hadley asked Admiral Mike Mullen, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, to contact his Russian counterpart, General Nikolai Makarov. During the war, the Mullen-Makarov channel was the only working, high-level U.S.-Russian channel of communication, since Lavrov refused to talk to Rice for the first few days. They had seven conversations, and in one of them Mullen asked for Russian assistance in not hindering the return of Georgian troops from Iraq—which Makarov gave.52

By this time France had taken over the presidency of the European Union, and President Nicolas Sarkozy was eager to assume the mantle of peacemaker. Given the strained relationship between Washington and Moscow, it was prudent to pass the responsibility for ending the conflict to the French, but some in Washington bristled at the idea that the United States was now on the sidelines in this conflict.

Sarkozy’s conversation with Putin when he went to negotiate the cease-fire was instructive. He had first met with Medvedev, who, it was clear, was not equipped to discuss the cease-fire, so Putin joined the talks. According to the French press, “Putin said: ‘I want to hang Saakashvili by the balls.’ ‘Hang him?’ a startled Sarkozy interjected. ‘Why not?’ Putin replied. ‘The Americans hanged Saddam Hussein.’ ‘But do you want to end up like Bush?’ asked Sarkozy. Putin paused and said: ‘Ah there you have a point.’”53

The day before the cease-fire came into effect Rice and Lavrov had a key conversation. Inter alia, Lavrov demanded that one of Russia’s conditions was that Saakashvili had to go. Rice retorted that the American and Russian foreign ministers do not have conversations about overthrowing a democratically elected president. Much to Lavrov’s dismay, she then proceeded to communicate his demands to U.S. allies who then discussed it at a UN Security Council meeting.54

The next day, at a White House principals’ meeting, members of both Hadley’s and Cheney’s staff raised the issue of a limited military response in support of Georgia. Hadley asked, “Are we prepared to go to war with Russia over Georgia?” He went round the table and all the principals agreed that the military option did not make sense. “I wanted to make people show their cards about a possible military response,” said Hadley. “As National Security Advisor I had to make sure that the full range of options was discussed.” In 2009, at a lunch with Russian ambassador Sergei Kislyak, the Russian asked, “Did you really discuss sending U.S. troops to Georgia?” He was shocked when Hadley replied in the affirmative.55

When the war was over, Rice went to Tbilisi and held a joint press conference with Saakashvili. She asked him to thank the Europeans and Americans for standing with him but not to say anything about Russia. Needless to say, he did not respect her wishes and described the Russians as barbarians. Still worse, he accused the Europeans of being appeasers, mentioning Munich in his tirade. Rice was furious and departed immediately. She saw Lavrov on the sidelines of the United Nations General Assembly in September 2008. The meeting was frosty. “It was,” said Rice, “a rather bitter end to what had been a hopeful start for U.S.-Russian relations at that first meeting in Slovenia.” In a valedictory speech at the German Marshall Fund, she criticized Russia for its aggression in Georgia and its domestic crackdown but exhorted her successor to continue the engagement with Russian civil society.56

The Georgia War also added to the tensions with some of America’s European allies. “New Europe” felt that Tbilisi had been abandoned by both old Europe and the United States. It believed that if Georgia had been granted a MAP at Bucharest, the Russians would not have invaded. French officials claimed that the United States was “out of the game.” According to Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner, “The Americans were nowhere—they were sending navy ships to the Black Sea, but so what? So we had to stop the Red Army ourselves.”57 As soon as the war began, the war of words between the United States and Russia heated up. U.S. media in the days and weeks following the war were almost uniformly hostile to Russia, and many outlets featured daily press conferences with Saakashvili. Anti-Russian sentiment was on the rise. After a few months, the narrative began to shift in the West, and a more critical view of Georgia’s role in the conflict emerged. But the Georgia war was caught up in the presidential campaign. Senator John McCain, a staunch supporter of Georgia, accused his opponent Senator Barack Obama of being “soft” on Russia. The Russian media from the beginning was uniformly hostile to both Georgia and the United States.58 Both Putin and Medvedev insinuated that Washington had planned and orchestrated the war.59

Medvedev told the Valdai gathering in 2008 that Georgia launched the war “after serious preparation and with the moral, material and military support of another country, a big country claiming the right to set the rules of the world order.”60 Deputy Chief of the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces Anatoly Nogovitsyn gave a detailed military briefing to the group designed to give irrefutable proof of Georgian aggression. State-controlled television in the fall of 2008 likened Saakashvili to Hitler, and students at the prestigious Moscow State Institute of International Relations (MGIMO) collected supplies for the “survivors of genocide.”61 Unlike in the United States, the official and unofficial Russian story has not really changed. Even more liberal Russians were critical of Georgia’s actions, and there has been no revisionist history of the war. And some of Putin’s European allies, such as former German chancellor Gerhard Schroeder, have endorsed the Russian view.62

After the war was over, the Bush administration took an unprecedented step in the post-Soviet era. It cut off all official U.S.-Russian contacts above the level of deputy assistant secretary. “The Russians needed to understand that they could not get away with something like invading Georgia,” says Hadley.63 This meant that it was practically impossible to accomplish anything as the new U.S. ambassador, John Beyrle took up his post. The West refused to recognize Abkhazia and South Ossetia, as did every post-Soviet state and China. The only other countries and entities to recognize the separatist enclaves were Nicaragua, Venezuela, and Hamas; they were followed later on by the tiny Pacific islands of Nauru, Vanuatu, and Tuvalu (in the latter three cases in return for financial incentives).

The cease-fire held, even though it turned out that the hastily negotiated agreement did not have a text on which all sides agreed. The Russian version of what had been agreed on was different from the French one. Moreover, Sarkozy inexplicably went into the negotiations without an actual map of the region, much to the consternation of the U.S. side.64 Talks between Georgia, Russia, and other parties continued in a desultory way after the war in Geneva. While no one in the West recognized the two entities, they also realized that Georgia’s territorial integrity had been irrevocably compromised.

No side emerged unscathed from the war. Georgia was judged to have recklessly initiated the conflict; Russia had used disproportionate force in response; the Europeans had largely been absent until Sarkozy was galvanized into action after the fact; and the United States, while it had verbally supported Georgia’s territorial integrity, had not been able to prevent its ally from launching an attack and had backed away after hostilities started. There were no winners in this war. Nevertheless, the Russians had drawn a red line, one that was clearly understood by the West. The states of the South Caucasus drew their own lessons from the war, which reminded them, in case it had slipped their mind, of where they were located and which country in the region possessed the preeminent force. Whatever Bush might say about his Freedom Agenda, it appeared that Euro-Atlantic integration would stop at the borders of the old Soviet Union.

The 2008 Russia-Georgia War of August 2008 destroyed what remained of the Putin-Bush reset and left ties between Washington and Moscow at their lowest level since the Soviet collapse. It also led to a rupture of official ties between Moscow and Tbilisi, ensuring that Georgia remained one of the most contentious issues between Washington and Moscow. We may not know the full story of the origins of the war for a long time, and both sides continue to offer starkly different narratives of how it began. But the conflict reverberated in the U.S.-European-Russian relationship long after the cease-fire. The war was a major shock for the Europeans, who had hoped that the Yugoslav conflict would be the last in their backyard. It also highlighted the transatlantic differences over how to deal with Russia and Georgia that had been on display at Bucharest.

In November 2008, with the U.S. election over, Bush went to one more summit, the Lima meeting of the Asia-Pacific Economic group. His valedictory comment on the U.S.-Russian relationship was sober: “We’ve had our agreements. We’ve had our disagreements. I’ve tried to work hard to make it a cordial relationship so when we need to work together we can, and when we disagree we are able to do it in a way that is respectful to our two nations.”65

The Bush administration’s Russia policy had descended from the optimistic partnership of the post-9/11 reset to the wreckage of the Georgia War. America’s attempts to project influence into Russia’s neighborhood had their limits, and the next U.S. administration would soon digest that lesson as it embarked on its own reset with Russia.


Chapter Eight

Economics and Energy: The Stakeholder Challenge

For the past two decades, each U.S. administration has fashioned its own distinctive political relationship with Russia. But the economic relationship has not been as dependent on which party or president is in office. Indeed, every U.S. administration since the Soviet collapse has promoted economic relations between the United States and Russia—and each has puzzled over why it has been such a challenge to enhance commerical and energy ties. The Russians have also consistently argued that there is considerable untapped potential in the economic relationship.

This chapter discusses the development of commercial ties since 1991, situating them within the broader evolution of the Russian economy and of Russia’s rise as an energy superpower. The Clinton, Bush, and Obama administrations all supported the promotion of commercial relations, irrespective of the political climate. Putin has also consistently sought to enlarge U.S.-Russian economic relations and attract U.S. investment. While Moscow has been preoccupied with restoring Russia’s role as a great power and ensuring that its interests are respected, the American and Russian private sectors have operated under different rules of the game unburdened by Cold War legacies.

Once Russia abandoned state-run socialism, there seemed to be great potential for deeper, more extensive and very different commercial ties between the United States and Russia. However, although some American firms and investors have done very well in the Russian market, as have Russians in the U.S. market, the bilateral economic relationship remains modest compared to the size of the markets in both countries and the potential for expanding commercial ties. The net result is that, so far, neither country has developed a sizable group of stakeholders who can credibly convey to their respective political leaderships that, if political relations deteriorate, there will be serious consequences for the economy. This chapter examines the trade, investment, and energy aspects of the bilateral relationship and seeks to answer the question of what promotes or limits economic ties and what the consequences have been.

In the years after Putin came to power, Russia experienced an economic resurgence, fueled by high oil prices and effective macroeconomic and fiscal policies. As the first decade of the twenty-first century wore on, the United States found itself dealing with two different Russias, the political and the economic. The political Russia pursued a more assertive foreign policy while it shaped its sovereign democracy at home. The economically rising Russia added a new, more complex dimension to the U.S.-Russian relationship. On one hand, members of the private sectors in both countries, including the new class of young Russian entrepreneurs, interacted with each other as they pursued global business opportunities, generally free of Cold War stereotypes. Russia’s energy endowment and the need for investment seemed to offer opportunities for collaboration. But Russia’s increasing global energy clout and the exercise of that clout sometimes exacerbated foreign policy conflicts with the U.S. government.

For two decades, Russian and American business elites have expressed the same sentiment: while the bilateral economic relationship has great potential, it has barely begun to fulfill its promise. In 2012, trade with Russia accounted for less than 1 percent of total U.S. trade. Compared to China, with whom the United States had a robust and growing economic relationship, Russia would seem to be an economic afterthought—at least in macro terms. U.S.-China trade in 2012 totaled $555 billion, U.S.-Russian trade was only $41 billion.1 That was partly a function of Russia’s economic realities. Whereas China exports a wide range of manufactured goods that U.S. consumers are eager to purchase and is a manufacturing base for global companies, there is little U.S. demand for Russia’s two major exports—energy and military hardware. The U.S. companies that have done best in Russia are those involved in the consumer market and investment goods, such as Ford, General Motors, and Proctor & Gamble, as well as financial investors. But the overall total remains modest and is a long way from achieving the much larger, multifaceted dimensions of Europe’s economic ties to Russia. Europe and Russia, of course, are neighbors and the complementarity between them—Russian energy exports in return for European manufactured imports—ensures a strong economic relationship.

Two factors have, from the U.S. point of view, acted as a barrier to closer economic ties. The first is the difficulty of doing business in Russia, with rules of the game that can change unpredictably and a weak rule of law to redress grievances, particularly on the issue of sanctity of contracts. In 2012 Russia was rated 79 out of 82 countries on its policy toward foreign investment and 120 out of 183 economies in terms of business regulation.2 Putin told the Valdai Club in 2012 that he is committed to a substantial improvement of these ratings.3 The second is Russia’s energy relations with its neighbors and with Europe, which have raised questions about its use of economic levers for political means.

The U.S. private sector sees Russia as an emerging market that shares characteristics with several other countries at a similar stage of economic development around the world where corruption, weak rule of law, and state dominance in various strategic sectors are the norm.4 But Russia also has a growing middle class with rising purchasing power, eager to buy Western goods. As the Russian economy grew, so did the opportunity to make significant amounts of money on the Russian stock market and in the consumer sector. Thus, U.S. companies have a longer-term, more comparative—and hence more upbeat—view of Russia and the commercial opportunities it offers than do many foreign policy experts whose interaction with the private sector is often limited. This accounts for the strikingly different views of Russia that one could read in American business as opposed to scholarly and policy publications.5

RUSSIA INC.

When American firms entered the Russian market, they encountered an opaque system of networks unique to post-Soviet Russia. Under Putin, the system became both more consolidated and more opaque than under Yeltsin, particularly on the key question about how decisions are made. Countless analysts—both inside and outside the government—have sought to penetrate the “black box” that is the Kremlin and its associated structures. The current system seems to some a twenty-first-century version of the traditional tsarist Russian patrimonial state. The traditional Russian state’s features were described by Harvard historian Edward Keenan in a 1986 article, “Moscovite Political Folkways,” five years before the collapse of the USSR.6 In this system, the rulers controlled state resources and secured the loyalty of their subjects by distributing assets to them.

One of the legacies of this traditional system that makes it challenging for any U.S. administration is that formal institutions in Moscow have never explained how Russia is ruled, and nontransparent informal mechanisms remain the key to understanding the system. These relationships are difficult for an outsider to identify and understand. They can also complicate operating in the Russian environment, as some business people have discovered. Some call the Putin system “Russia Inc.” arguing that Putin is the CEO of the Russian “Corporation.”7 In this system, political and economic elites are symbiotically connected. The informal structures of Russia Inc. operate as a conglomerate similar to those of a corporation. The Kremlin functions as the headquarters of the “corporation.”8 The top officials who manage the affairs of state also largely manage and control the state’s major economic assets—all the more so with the expansion of state control of the overall economy. In this system, it is sometimes difficult to differentiate between what is political and what is commercial, especially in in state-dominated companies that collect rents of various kinds, including energy revenues. As one Russian observer put it, “Russia is run by the people who own it.”9

In his first years in power, Putin dismantled much of the Yeltsin oligarch clan, either taming them or sending them into exile, where they became bitter Putin critics. Indeed, the man who played a crucial role in his selection was the oligarch Boris Berezovsky, who died in 2013 in exile in the United Kingdom. Putin inherited the system of oligarchic capitalism tied to political power, but he also changed the system. The turning point came with the October 2003 arrest of Mikhail Khodorkovsky. After that, a new group of oligarchs was created, many of whom come from the security services, and all of whom owe their wealth and status to Putin. Under Putin the state launched the systematic recapture of the commanding heights of the economy, most graphically illustrated by the imprisonment of Khodorkovsky and the takeover over his oil company Yukos—by state-owned Rosneft.

In the current hybrid Russian system—part petro-state, part heavy-industry, part high-tech economy—the political and commercial elites are focused on preserving their influence and their assets.10 Transparency International rates Russia 143 out of 180 countries in the world on its corruption perceptions index, below Eritrea and Sierra Leone.11 Despite Medvedev’s commitment to tackling corruption, very little was accomplished during his presidency, and corruption remains a key characteristic of modern Russia, a fact that Putin himself acknowledged in his January 2012 article.12 Crony capitalism is the hallmark of the system.13 It is this opaque and often unpredictable system, where the state controls the commanding heights of the economy, that creates significant deterrents for the U.S. private sector to enter the Russian market—although many nevertheless do.

Russia Inc. has influenced Russian economic relations with the United States in a variety of ways. For Western energy companies, negotiating deals has been difficult because the stakes are high and top Russian officials are involved. The British super major BP had a particularly challenging experience when its joint venture with the Russian company TNK ran afoul of battles between different groups of oligarchs and Rosneft chairman Igor Sechin.14 But American and European energy companies have also had to deal with unanticipated changes in the rules of the game, particularly when tax, environmental regulations, and other concerns have been used to oust them from projects whose agreements were already signed.

THE RUSSIAN ECONOMY, 2000–2013

A fundamental factor has been the improvement in the Russian economic situation since 2000. When Putin came to power, Russia was just beginning to recover from the crash of 1998. Between 1999 and 2008, Russia was one of the fastest-growing economies in the world. GDP grew by 7 percent per annum, the stock market increased twentyfold, and poverty rates fell from 30 percent of the population in 1998 to 14 percent in 2007. Real wages rose by 140 percent. In 2001 Goldman Sachs coined the term BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, and China) to describe what it viewed as the most dynamic emerging markets, predicting in 2003 that in less than forty years they could overtake the G-7 countries.15

Russia’s impressive economic growth was, to significant degree, a result of steadily rising oil prices and a doubling of oil output. In that sense, Putin was much luckier than either Gorbachev or Yeltsin, who had to contend with collapsing oil prices that devastated government revenues. But Russia’s growth was also a product of skillful economic policies. Finance Minister Alexei Kudrin, a colleague of Putin’s from his St. Petersburg days and the man responsible for bringing him to Moscow, was the architect of these conservative fiscal practices. Kudrin was determined to ensure that Russia would never again find itself in the situation of extreme vulnerability that had shaken the country in 1998. His policies involved paying back Russia’s $130 billion sovereign debt to the IMF by January 2005—three and a half years early—and building up reserves from rising oil prices to create stabilization funds on the Norwegian model. By 2008, Russia had $600 billion in currency reserves and had the third largest currency and gold reserves in the world.16

Putin also presided over economic reforms during his first term: rationalizing the chaotic taxation system; introducing a flat income tax rate of 13 percent; implementing judicial reforms that enabled businesses to operate in a more predictable environment; adopting a land code that legalized private ownership of agricultural land; and devising a simpler, more effective customs system. Reforms slowed down after Khodorkovsky’s arrest and stopped after 2005, partly because of popular opposition to pension reform that brought discontented senior citizens into the streets.

In 1997 Russia had established the St. Petersburg International Economic Forum, which began as a modest affair. By 2008 it had developed into Russia’s answer to Davos, a packed three-day conference in the Lenexpo Center overlooking the city, with lavish receptions in the city’s most prized venues and festive boat rides down the Neva River during White Nights. Top officials from the United States, Europe, Eurasia, and Asia were in attendance, with significant business representation from Europe and the United States. The June 2008 St. Petersburg Economic Forum was held during the height of Russia’s economic self-confidence before the crisis had hit Russia. Newly inaugurated President Medvedev proposed that Moscow should become a global financial center and touted Russia’s success and its attractiveness for foreign investors, suggesting that other countries should better manage their own economies.17 Russia seemed resilient. A few weeks after Medvedev’s speech, oil prices reached $147.27 a barrel. But then the full fury of the global financial crisis hit with the September 2008 collapse of the investment bank Lehman Brothers. The panicked world economy seemed to be on the edge of another Great Depression. Russia was not immune.

Indeed, Russia was very badly affected by the 2008 global financial crisis. Oil prices fell to $35 per barrel in six months, the stock market suffered a 75 percent fall in value over the same period, and its hard currency reserve fell from $600 billion to less than $400 billion. Growth rates fell from 7 percent to 2–3 percent in one year.18 Unemployment rose to 9 percent, threatening some of the social stability on which the Putin administration’s legitimacy was based. After all, the implicit bargain that Putin had established was that Russians would accept a much stronger and more assertive state in return for the government providing greater prosperity and predictability.

Before 2008, Russian leaders had not grasped how integrated the new, capitalist Russia had become with the global economy. The crisis changed that view. As Medvedev said in 2010, “The beginning of the crisis in our own country was a surprise because the extent to which it fell was more than I could have expected.”19 Putin acknowledged that Russia was affected by the crisis because it had become globally integrated, which is what Russia had fought for.20 Whereas in foreign policy Putin could blame the United States for trying to undermine Russia, it was more difficult to accuse one country of causing the financial crisis. Nevertheless, Putin blamed “parasitic” Western countries—and specifically the American subprime mortgage industry—for the financial crisis.21 “Everything that is happening in the economic and financial sphere has started in the United States.”22 He also suggested that the dollar should no longer be the main reserve currency, but that the ruble should become one. “The existing financial system has failed,” he told the 2009 World Economic Forum delegates in Davos, adding that it had “seriously affected” the Russian economy. “The crisis has made the problems we had more evident. They concern the excessive emphasis on raw materials in exports and the economy in general and a weak financial market.”23

When oil prices collapsed in 2008 as a result of the global financial crisis, Russia was confronted with the downside of its failure to diversify its economy and continued dependence on oil and gas. In the words of two economists, Russia was “addicted to resource rents.” “Addiction,” they wrote, “refers to a specific form of inefficient allocation of rents in the economy, as the backward production structure which Russia inherited from the Soviet Union demands a huge share of the rents at any time.” However, they also argued that it was quite rational for Russia to be dependent on oil and gas, given its resource endowments, and uneconomical to suggest that it should diversify its economy away from this energy focus.24

In contrast to 2008, the 2009 St. Petersburg Economic Forum was a much more modest affair—with no lavish parties—and the tone more realistic, reflecting the shocks of the previous year.25 By then, Russia had responded quickly and effectively to the financial crisis, and in the medium-term it weathered the crisis better than many other countries and was in a much better position to survive the storm than it had been a decade earlier in 1998.26 Since Putin and Kudrin came to power they had worked to ensure that Russia would never repeat the 1998 crash. The day after Lehman Brothers went bankrupt on September 15, 2008, Putin’s economic team gathered to work out an emergency plan to stave off the bankruptcy of their own businesses. Aleksei Kudrin, who was subsequently named “Finance Minister of the Year” by Euromoney magazine, proposed a plan to provide lines of credit from the Central Bank to keep the economy afloat.27 Russia used the large currency reserves in the sovereign wealth funds to pour money into the economy in order to mitigate the worst aspects of the crisis. Liquidity injection prevented a collapse of the banking system, and those banks that did fail were dealt with in an orderly fashion. There were no major nationalizations of private companies. Nor were there major bailouts of oligarchs.

There were, however, a few spectacular televised moments when Putin upbraided oligarchs for their conduct. The most graphic was in June 2009, when Putin decided to make an example of a man who had been one his favorite oligarchs, the aluminum magnate Oleg Deripaska. He summoned Deripaska to a beleaguered provincial town called Pikalyovo, where workers were striking over 41 million rubles of unpaid wages at three factories, one of which Deripaska owned. Calling the factory owners “cockroaches,” Putin threw his pen at Deripaska, telling him he had to sign a paper promising to pay back wages owed to his five hundred striking workers.28 Deripaska glumly signed the paper. The workers applauded. The Russian government spent about $11 billion in refinancing failing firms.29

The global financial crisis also provided Russia with the opportunity to play a more prominent role in the international economy via the multilateral mechanism of the G-20 which, for a time, to some of its participants, seemed destined to become the board of directors of the world economy. Russia viewed the rise of the G-20 as a vindication of its claim that new global economic structures were replacing the smaller clubs previously dominated by the West. The shift to the G-20 also seemed to underscore the growing importance of the BRICs. Moreover, the longer the world economy continued to face serious problems, the greater was the reinforcement of the Russian narrative about the negative effects of profligate U.S. policies on Russia’s domestic economic situation. Russia’s higher profile was on display when Medvedev appointed Alexander Voloshin, former head of the Presidential Administration under Yeltsin and Putin, to coordinate the plan to turn Moscow into a new global financial center with the intent of rivaling New York, Frankfurt, and London. Despite the plan, that ambition remains an aspirational goal.

U.S. BUSINESS IN RUSSIA

American investors had entered the Russian market even before the Soviet collapse. The prospect of the limitless pent-up demand of millions of citizens deprived of consumer goods for seven decades was very tempting. The natural resource sector initially seemed to be open for business and certainly in need of foreign investment and technology. Yet Russia soon became known as the “Wild East,” with rapid, nontransparent privatization, and mafia-like structures proliferating in a largely unregulated economy. Texas native Robert Strauss, who became the last U.S. ambassador to the USSR and the first to Russia, and subsequently the first chairman of the U.S.-Russia Business Council, said that Russia reminded him in some ways of the Texas of the 1920s in which he had grown up—poor but with great prospects. That is, there were attractive opportunities for young entrepreneurs who were up for the ride wanting to make a fortune—and willing to take the risks.

Some Americans who showed up in Russia participated in the first wave of privatizations, buying and selling privatization vouchers and participating in the stock market boom of the 1990s.30 Real estate was another profitable sector. But that also carried its dangers. Paul Tatum, part owner with a Chechen partner of Moscow’s first Western-style hotel, the Radisson Slavanskaya, was gunned down in a metro station in 1996 in a contract killing after disputes with his partner. Investors who believed they had signed contracts with Russian partners subsequently discovered after handing over their money that their investments were not protected, and their Russian partner had absconded with their money. Others established successful businesses only to have them taken away—sometimes at gunpoint—by Russian partners with no compensation. Nevertheless, the enormous opportunities offered by a market of 143 million people no longer shackled by socialism continued to attract the U.S. private sector.

In a pioneering study of the Soviet economic system published in 1957, Joseph Berliner outlined the key to success in the centrally planned economy: znakomstvo i svyazy—knowing the right people and having the right connections.31 This remains true for Americans operating in the Russian economy today. The most successful American entrepreneurs were those who worked systematically to understand the rules of the game, developed the right personal connections, and identified sectors that were open to foreign participation. Drew Guff of Siguler Guff is a prime example of an American entrepreneur who understood the rules and did well in Russia. In the early 1990s, Guff, a Russian-speaking Harvard graduate, worked for the investment bank Paine Webber, and his firm began a joint venture with an oil-trading firm partly owned by the Russian Orthodox Church. Their connections with then Patriarch Aleksei II extended to the highest levels of the Russian government, and in 1994 Guff agreed with Prime Minister Victor Chernomyrdin to launch the first private equity fund in Russia, a private-public partnership with the Russian government as an anchor investor. He launched Russian MTV in September 1998, a month after the collapse of the ruble. Subsequently, one of Guff and Siguler’s portfolio companies became involved in running the Internet cloud in Russia. They were able to launch this venture because Medvedev and his colleagues are “part of the IT generation” and accept the need for greater Western involvement in this sector.32

The reforms undertaken by Putin in his first term were welcomed by foreign businessmen, for whom the prospect of greater stability offset less appealing parts of the system. U.S. business generally credits Putin for improving the business climate for foreign investors. After Putin entered the Kremlin, there were some reforms in business law, and foreign investments were more protected. As one American investor said, “There was no rule of law in this country in the ‘90s. [Putin] has brought the rule of law to Russia—foreign businesses feel more comfortable in Russia now.”33 Under Putin, American business has successfully expanded its operations in the Russian market. For instance, the Boeing Company has a $10 billion business there. “Boeing has a simple vision in Russia,” explained Thomas Pickering, former under secretary of state and ambassador to Russia and subsequently senior vice president for international relations at Boeing, “We need titanium for our planes and Russia has it. It works because of our mutual dependence.”34 Boeing also employs highly trained engineers and software developers in Russia as part of its global supply chain. Russian engineers helped design the Boeing Dreamliner 787 plane.

Russia also seems poised to overtake Germany as the largest automobile market in Europe. The Ford Motor Company and General Motors have plants in several Russian cities. General Motors alone intends to invest $1 billion in Russia over five years. “I would put Russia in the same category as China,” the head of GM’s international operations said at a groundbreaking ceremony in St. Petersburg.35 Russians have enjoyed McDonald’s hamburgers and both Pepsi and Coca-Cola for more than two decades. Russia is Pepsi’s second largest market after the United States.

Investment also became a two-way street. As Russia’s economy recovered, Russian investment in the United States, which started out modestly in the 1990s, increased. The most visible investors included the steel magnate Alexei Mordashov, whose Severstal steel company purchased ailing steel mills in the industrial heart of the United States, enabling them to operate in difficult economic times. LUKOIL one of Russia’s largest private oil companies, purchased three thousand gas stations from Getty Oil and Mobil and began selling its branded gasoline to Americans. Billionaire Mikhail Prokhorov, who unsuccessfully ran for president of Russia in 2012, purchased the New York Nets. And Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg sold a 2 percent stake in his venture to Russian billionaires Yuri Milner and Alisher Usmanov in 2009. Given the Putin administration’s suspicion of social networks, this was a noteworthy Russian investment. Two years later, in December 2011, Facebook was used to mobilize more than thirty thousand demonstrators in Moscow to protest the results of the December Duma elections.

During the Medvedev presidency, with its rhetorical emphasis on modernization and innovation, the Kremlin was successful in attracting interest from Silicon Valley. Medvedev announced the creation of an “innovation village” at Skolkovo, outside Moscow, which was intended to be a Russian version of Silicon Valley. Viktor Vekselberg, a leading oligarch, was asked to organize the Russian side of the project for the innovation city. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology signed on to be a research partner. Major American corporations such as Microsoft and Cisco invested in the project. Anatoly Chubais, the author of Russia’s privatization policies of the 1990s, who in 2008 became head of RosNano, Russia’s high-tech state corporation, reached out to Russian émigrés and their children in major American research universities to join in the Skolkovo project.

However, there was a fundamental asymmetry in the approach. The American high-tech sector was created by private entrepreneurs making their own, autonomous investment decisions. Hewlett Packard, Apple, Google all began in garages. Many successful American innovators succeeded only after several failed ventures. Can one replicate that experience in Russia? The idea that one could “create” an innovation city from the top down, without the possibility of failure, defied the conventional understanding of innovation, which is a bottom-up concept. Moreover, three years into the project, it became clouded with charges of corruption.36

Moreover, the Russian market still has many restrictions. Around 2004, a debate began about what constituted “strategic sectors” of the Russian economy that required greater state control. Eventually the state reclaimed many strategic sectors and expanded them, deterring foreigners from investing in them. In 2008 Russia passed a law restricting foreign investment in forty-two strategic sectors, including space, aviation, nuclear energy, telecoms, media, and natural monopolies. Private foreign companies looking to purchase a 50 percent stake or greater in a company in one of these sectors would be required to receive government approval first.37 This legislation, plus a subsoil law restricting foreign investment in the energy sector, restricted the activities of U.S. companies. However, in fairness, one should remember that the Unites States had also introduced legislation in 1975 to oversee foreign investments in U.S. strategic sectors and created the interagency Committee on Foreign Investments in the United States (CFIUS) to vet proposed investments. Russians complained about this legislation, but in fact no proposed Russian investment was denied for national security reasons.

THE ENERGY SUPERPOWER

Nowhere can the Russian ambivalence about foreign investment be seen more clearly than in the energy sector. Russia vies with Saudi Arabia as the world’s largest producer of oil, and it has the world’s largest conventional gas reserves. Russia therefore offers a major complement to Middle Eastern oil and gas. Moreover, both Russia and the United States must deal with the common challenges of global climate change. Yet politics has inevitably intruded and energy became a contentious issue in U.S.-Russian relations for three reasons: the Putin administration’s reluctance to give foreign companies access to its resources; Russian gas cutoffs to Ukraine in 2006 and 2009, which affected the United States’ European allies in the depths of winter; and Moscow’s opposition to U.S.-backed oil and gas pipelines that bypass Russia and transport Caspian hydrocarbons—whose transit to Europe Russia sought to monopolize—westward. Behind these issues lies a larger issue: the substantial role of Russian natural gas in Europe and the political implications of this reality. Indeed, Russia’s international energy policy has two main objectives: influence and profit.

Russia’s dependence on oil to fuel its economic growth and the centrality of oil in Russian politics are relatively new phenomena, because the USSR’s reliance on oil was not as central for the Soviet leadership as is Russia’s today.38 Russia’s global importance as an energy provider is undisputed. In 2011 it accounted for 18.5 percent of the world’s gas production and 12.8 percent of the world’s oil production. It possesses 5 percent of proven global oil reserves, 21 percent of global conventional natural gas reserves, and 18 percent of known coal reserves.39 It is the world’s leading pipeline gas supplier and a top oil exporter. More than 90 percent of its energy exports go to Europe.40 Putin has repeatedly emphasized that Russia’s definition of energy security differs from that of the United States and Europe. While the West focuses on security of supply and diversification of suppliers, Russia emphasizes the need for what it calls “security of demand” via long-term gas contracts and also for control of transit routes and the purchase of Eurasian and European downstream gas assets.41 In this sense, gas, not oil, is the real issue between Russia and Europe and the real American concern.

Putin developed his keen interest in the role of the state in Russia’s energy sector after he returned from Dresden to St. Petersburg in 1990. His ideas about Russia’s natural resources and the role of the state were foreshadowed in the candidate’s thesis that he defended at the St. Petersburg Mining Institute and Technical University in 1997 and in a subsequent published article. After his boss, Mayor Anatoly Sobchak, lost his reelection in 1996, Putin, between jobs, apparently had time to study at the institute. The dissertation, “Strategic Planning for Rehabilitation of the Mineral Resources Base of the Region during the Formation of Market Relations (St. Petersburg and Leningrad Oblasts),” examined the role of strategic planning in the exploitation of raw material resources in the St. Petersburg region.42 In an article published in 1999 when Putin was already in Moscow, he called for the government to reassert control over the country’s natural resources. Russia’s oil and gas reserves were key to economic recovery, to the “entry of Russia into the world economy,” and to restoring Russia’s status as a great economic power. Given their strategic importance, these resources had to be under the aegis, if not the total control, of the state.43 This would guarantee Russia better chances for economic revival. By the time he became president, therefore, Putin clearly believed that energy resources were fundamental to Russia recovery and role in the world. As Russia’s most strategic asset, they should be under state control.

At one of the Valdai meetings, the author asked President Putin whether Russia was an energy superpower, to which he replied:

This whole idea of power, superpower, why should we keep using it now? If you’ve noticed, I have never referred to Russia as an energy superpower. But we do have greater possibilities than almost any other country in the world. This is an obvious fact. Everyone should understand that these are, above all, our national resources, and should not start looking at them as their own.

After reiterating that he did not like Cold War terminology, Putin went on to describe Russia’s extensive energy ties with the post-Soviet space, Europe, and Asia, exhibiting an impressive familiarity with the details of oil and gas deals. He implied that Russia did not need much from the West because, as an energy superpower, it could set its own agenda.44 In subsequent Valdai meetings, Putin returned to these themes. He admonished the EU for restricting the range of activities in which Gazprom could engage in Europe and reminded the group that Russia had other alternatives for its vast and desirable energy resources—namely, exporting them to Asia instead of Europe. At one, he expressed strong environmental views, criticizing those European countries such as Poland that wanted to develop shale gas and warning of the ecological perils of hydraulic fracking. He went so far as to draw a diagram of how fracking works on his dinner napkin, which he held up for his guests to see. The message was clear—Europe should continue to purchase natural gas from Gazprom and not embark on a perilous shale experiment.45

Indeed, Gazprom’s role has been an issue of contention in both U.S.-Russian and EU-Russian relations. The behemoth Gazprom was founded in 1989 as the successor to the Soviet Ministry of Gas Industry, and future prime minister Viktor Chernomyrdin became its CEO and president. In the 1990s it was partially privatized, but the state remained the majority shareholder. Until Putin came to power, Gazprom operated largely independently of state oversight, and under its CEO Rem Vyakhirev (Chernomyrdin remained president) large fortunes were made by its officials in a variety of opaque ways.46 When Putin came to power, he decided that the state needed to rein in Gazprom. Chernomyrdin was sent to Kyiv as Russian ambassador, Vyakhirev was fired, and they were replaced by Dmitry Medvedev as Gazprom chairman and Alexei Miller as CEO. Gazprom was designated as a “national champion” with very close ties to the Kremlin. It is 50.1 percent owned by the state, and the taxes it pays constitute about 15 percent of the total government budget. It produces 80 percent of Russia’s total natural gas output and has a monopoly over gas transportation within Russia and over all gas exports.47 Gazprom is also an important player in the media business. It took over the NTV channel, after Putin forced its previous owner Vladimir Gusinsky to flee the country, ensuring that it would be strictly proregime. Gazprom also owns Kommersant, one of the leading daily newspapers, which also used to reflect a more independent voice.

During one Valdai meeting, participants were taken to Gazprom headquarters to witness for themselves in living color the nature of the energy superpower. The control room at Gazprom’s gleaming Moscow headquarters contains a vast screen with a mazelike map of all of Gazprom’s interconnected pipeline routes stretching from the Pacific to the Atlantic and from the Arctic to the Caspian and Black Seas. The map highlights how much gas Gazprom delivers to Europe. Each pipeline route lights up to show how the gas flows and warning lights flash to indicate problems on any line. Those lights also reminded the participants that, with the flick of a switch, Gazprom can shut off the gas tap to any of its customers. In the nerve center of the world’s largest company, Gazprom’s top officials spared no details to emphasize how critical the company is to Europe’s and Eurasia’s gas supplies—and to the world’s energy future. “What’s good for Gazprom,” said deputy chairman Alexander Medvedev, “is good for the world.”48

RUSSIAN ENERGY AND THE BUSH ADMINISTRATION

In view of the central importance of energy throughout the world and especially in Russia, it is no surprise that energy has been at the center of U.S.-Russian relations. The U.S.-Russian energy relationship has three major components: the U.S. private sector’s involvement in Russian oil and gas development; the U.S. government’s attempts to cooperate with Russia on a variety of energy projects; and U.S. efforts to encourage the diversification of pipeline routes that transport Eurasian energy to Europe, reducing Russia’s pipeline monopoly. The latter goal has led to conflicts with Russia, while the former two have promoted a more cooperative relationship. The Russian energy sector remains attractive for U.S. business because of Russia’s vast resources. U.S. companies have the advanced technology that Russia needs and the experience of executing complex megaprojects. For their part, American companies need access to major new oil resources.

During the Bush administration, Russian gas supplies to Europe became an issue of contention, but it was by no means the first time this had happened. Indeed, Russia’s role as an energy provider to Europe has periodically caused major strains in relations between Washington and Moscow and between the United States and its European allies going back to the height of the Cold War. In the early 1960s during the Kennedy administration, the United States unsuccessfully tried to prevent the construction of the Druzhba (“Friendship”) oil pipeline from the USSR to Eastern Europe by forbidding its ally West Germany from selling the USSR the pipe for the pipeline. That effort failed.

The next U.S. attempt to restrict Soviet energy exports to its allies came after the first Soviet natural gas began to flow to Western Europe in 1970. Washington was concerned that the Kremlin would use Europe’s dependence on Soviet gas for political leverage. During the Reagan administration in the early 1980s, Washington tried to prevent its allies from selling the USSR equipment for the construction of gas pipelines from West Siberia, only to have Reagan’s great anti-Soviet ally British prime minister Margaret Thatcher personally travel to Scotland to show her solidarity with the British company exporting the equipment.49 With 20 percent unemployment in the region where the equipment was produced, she was determined not to give in to American demands. She also took the embargo personally: “We feel particularly wounded by a friend,” she remarked, referring to Reagan.50 In fact, the United States has never succeeded in limiting Europe’s dependence on Russian gas because, quite simply, the geography and economics of global energy supplies make Europe a natural and economic market for Russian energy, and gas is part of Europe’s own energy diversification strategy.

During the entire Cold War period, the USSR was a reliable energy supplier to Western Europe—although not always to its fraternal allies in Eastern Europe, with whom energy was at times used as a political lever.51 Before and after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the United States was often much more concerned about Europe’s dependence on Russian energy than was the majority of Moscow’s customers in Europe.

Russian energy policy became a particularly acrimonious issue in U.S.-Russian relations when Gazprom turned off the gas tap to Ukraine on a chilly New Year’s morning in 2006. The dramatic shutdown of gas supplies, which affected not only Ukraine but Europe—80 percent of Russia’s gas supplies to Europe passed through Ukraine at the time—was the culmination of a post–Orange Revolution conflict between Moscow and Kyiv. But Russian-Ukrainian gas relations were far more complicated than an “us-versus them” model. Much of the “Russian” gas exported to Ukraine was in fact Central Asian gas from Turkmenistan, which Gazprom purchased and whose sale to Ukraine was handled by an opaque middleman company, RosUkrEnergo (RUE), a joint Russian-Ukrainian project. Although the ownership and operation of RUE were carefully hidden, it was clear that both the Russian and Ukrainian owners profited from this trade, irrespective of the political configuration.52

As the rhetorical animosity between Putin and Yushchenko grew in 2005, Gazprom was engaged in a tough negotiation with Ukraine over the price it was to pay for Russian gas. Since the collapse of the USSR, Russia had continued to charge much less to its immediate neighbors than to Europe. With Yushchenko in power, the paradigm had changed. As Putin told the Valdai group, if Ukraine wanted to join the West and turn its back on Russia, there was no reason why Russia should continue to subsidize its energy. Ukraine was paying as little as $50 per 1,000 cubic meter for Russian gas, while Europe paid roughly three times more. As the December 31 deadline for renewing the gas contract approached, Ukraine refused to budge, leading to the January 1 cutoff. The question that was on everyone’s minds—given the symbiotic relationship between the Kremlin and Gazprom—did Gazprom or Putin shut off the gas? Was this a political or an economic move? It was, of course, both. In the autumn of 2005, Ukraine dragged out negotiations on completing a new gas contract. Moscow was furious about Ukraine’s Orange Revolution and seeking to influence the upcoming March Rada (parliamentary) elections. When it publicly announced the gas cutoff on a cold New Year’s morning without informing its customers in Western Europe, this created the impression of political bullying, whereas there was also commercial justification for what it did. As former foreign minister Igor Ivanov put it, “Our energy problems with Europe are purely economic. It has nothing to do with European security.”53

But the Kremlin miscalculated. Whereas Ukraine made sure that it had enough gas by siphoning off supplies destined for Europe—thereby imposing gas shortages on some European consumers—the Europeans blamed Russia, rather than Ukraine, for their shortages. The gas cutoff came the same day that Russia assumed the chairmanship of the G-8 and Germany the EU presidency. Angela Merkel rebuked Putin for not consulting Europe before the gas was cut off. Gas supplies resumed a couple of days later. The State Department initially reacted by calling on both sides to resume negotiations. By March, Dick Cheney in his Vilnius speech was accusing Russia of using energy as a form of political blackmail.

History repeated itself three years later, when Gazprom, after failing to reach agreement with Ukraine over gas prices, once again shut off the gas tap on January 1, 2009. But this time both Ukraine and Europe were better prepared, and the disruption, for the most part, was barely noticed.54 Even after the more pro-Russian Viktor Yanukovych came to power in 2010, the pricing issue and pipeline ownership structure in the Russian-Ukrainian gas relationship remained contentious, indicating that geopolitics was only part of the reason for these disputes.

Russian energy supplies also became an issue of transatlantic dispute, as they had twenty-five years previously. “New Europe” was much more dependent on Russian gas and more concerned about the political use of Russia energy than was “Old Europe,” whose experiences with Russian gas supplies and the politics around them had a more positive history. Gas, not oil, was the problem. The customer at the end of the gas pipeline can import gas from only one provider, in this case Gazprom. It cannot substitute another country’s gas in the event of a supply interruption. The main issue for Washington was whether consciousness of dependence of Russian energy would affect political decision making in European capitals—especially Berlin—and possibly prevent European governments from adopting firmer policies toward Russia, should the need arise. The debate—including some of the rhetoric emanating from the U.S. Congress—was reminiscent of that during the Cold War.

Of particular concern to the Bush administration was the Nord Stream pipeline designed to transport Russian gas to Germany under the Baltic Sea, thus bypassing Ukraine and Poland and enabling Russia to reduce supplies and transit fees to countries with whom it had difficult relations. Nord Stream was controversial because Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder negotiated the agreement with Putin shortly before he was defeated by Angela Merkel in 2005, only to assume the position of chairman of the Advisory Board of Nord Stream after he left office. There were also environmental concerns about building the world’s longest underwater pipeline. Poland’s defense minister Radoslav Sikorski described the planned pipeline as a new version of the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop pact—a German-Russian condominium that was against Poland’s interests—a somewhat hyperbolic expression of traditional Central European fears. Nevertheless, Nord Stream was also an example of greater diversification of gas supplies. Eventually, the objections to the project among Germany’s EU allies were overcome, and the pipeline began operating in 2011.

The Bush administration’s questions about Europe’s energy dependence on Russia downplayed the fact that the Russian-European energy relationship is one of interdependence. It is an asymmetrical interdependence, where Europe could be more vulnerable to Russian supply disruptions than Russia would be to loss of European revenues. Russia depends on its European customers for energy revenues and on the CIS transit states for their continued cooperation in the transport of Central Asian and Russian gas. Russia and Europe are dependent on each other and will remain so for the foreseeable future. Indeed, after the 2011 Fukushima nuclear power accident in Japan, Germany announced that it was immediately phasing out its own nuclear power program, and this could increase its reliance on Russian gas.55 The perception until 2008 for the Bush administration’s Russia skeptics was that a prosperous and assertive Russia enjoying high energy prices could credibly interrupt supplies to Europe for a time without suffering economically. Needless to say, German and other European officials did not appreciate lectures from U.S. officials about their dangerous dependence on Russia.56 And certainly European leaders asked why Washington was seeking to interfere in their dealings with their largest neighbor—one endowed with large resources and a large market for their goods.

American concerns about Russian gas exports to Europe became less pressing after Bush left office. The major energy story since 2008 in the United States has been the production of unconventional gas from shale rock formations. Shale gas has risen from 2 to 44 percent of U.S. production and the United States will begin to export liquefied natural gas later in the decade. International LNG capacity that had been built to export to the United States is now instead dispatching supplies to Europe, because the United States does not need them, thereby reducing Europe’s demand for Russian gas.57 Moreover, the United States is likely to become an LNG exporter to Europe, creating further competition for Gazprom. Gazprom was sufficiently concerned about the potential of the “shale gale” to reduce European purchases of its gas that, at the 2010 St. Petersburg Economic Forum, CEO Alexei Miller graphically warned about the environmental dangers of shale gas.58 In short, Europe was looking at a future where there were potentially several alternatives to Gazprom including shale gas resources in Poland and Ukraine.

THE CASPIAN DERBY: HAPPINESS IS MULTIPLE PIPELINES

Caspian energy also became a problematic issue in U.S.-Russian relations. Both the Clinton and Bush administrations sought to enhance global energy security by supporting new export routes for Caspian oil and gas destined for Europe that bypassed Russia, diminishing its role as the dominant export outlets for the region’s energy production. After the breakup of the Soviet Union, the Caspian Sea basin was colorfully described as the site of the “new Great Game.” But whereas Rudyard Kipling’s great game focused on the geopolitics of Russian-British rivalry in Afghanistan, the new game was more complex, geo-economic as well as geopolitical, a competition for lucrative resources as well as influence. There were now five Caspian littoral states—Russia, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, and Iran—where prior to 1991 there had been only two. And the stakes for the newly independent states were high, as it became apparent that the Capsian Sea was likely to hold abundant reserves of hydrocarbons, perhaps on a scale comparable to the North Sea. The challenge for U.S. policy was to help the new states to develop economically while establishing their autonomy. From the beginning, Russia claimed that the United States had no basis for being involved in the Caspian. The U.S. position was that as long as at least two littoral states were in agreement about projects, they did not need Russian approval. From the beginning, therefore, the United States and Russia had a fundamental disagreement on the legal status of the Caspian.59

Russia had a difficult time coming to terms with this new reality. A Russian energy minister in the 1990s, when asked about Caspian oil, pounded his fist on the table, saying “Eto nasha neft” (This is our oil).60 But beginning in the early 1990s, Washington consistently supported the construction of oil and gas pipelines to connect the Caspian directly to the Mediterranean by way of Turkey and Georgia, thus bypassing Russia—and incidentally Iran. The State Department appointed its first special envoy for Eurasian gas, Ambassador Richard Morningstar, in 1995. He served in this role in the Clinton and then again in the Obama administration until he was appointed as ambassador to Azerbaijan in 2012. Russia viewed U.S. attempts to construct alternative gas pipelines as part of Washington’s broader strategy of diminishing Moscow’s influence in its neighborhood. Indeed, when Morningstar first met Igor Ivanov in 1998, Ivanov said of him with a somewhat jocular edge, “We know who he is and we don’t like what he is doing.”61

Washington found ready allies in the international oil companies, and the two sides worked closely together throughout this period. Their most notable success was the construction of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) oil pipeline. Negotiations for the BTC project between the U.S. government, oil companies, Azerbaijan, and its neighbors were long and difficult. In the end, the pipeline route that was chosen was one of the longest pipelines in the world, traversing difficult mountainous terrain, and it was also very expensive. Russia objected to BTC, but the international players were determined. As Madeleine Albright said: “We don’t want to wake up in ten years from now and have all of us ask ourselves why in the world we made a mistake and didn’t build that pipeline,” she said.62 After years of tough negotiation and considerable U.S. encouragement, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey signed an agreement for a pipeline that would transport oil from Baku’s Sangachal terminal on the Caspian Sea via Georgia to Turkey and then on to Ceyhan on Turkey’s southern coast. The 1,099-mile long BTC pipeline took four years to build and cost $4 billion. Twenty-seven lending institutions were involved with fifteen hundred pages of formal documents.63 The pipeline delivered its first oil in 2006. BP had a 30 percent share in the project, and ConocoPhillips, Amerada Hess, Lukoil, and Unocal each had smaller shares. A parallel pipeline, the South Caucasus Pipeline, was subsequently built alongside the BTC line, carrying gas from Azerbaijan’s Shah Deniz field to Turkey.

The Russian reaction to the BTC project was, as expected, negative. It was, commentators said, a “political project,” a U.S.-backed enterprise that was uneconomical and carried security risks because it passed through territory in Georgia and Azerbaijan that was the site of ethnic disputes. Washington was seen as the major force behind the project.64 Nevertheless, once the pipeline was finished, the Russians did not interfere with its operation, then or later. During the 2008 Russia-Georgia War the pipeline was left undisturbed, even though parts of it were located in battle sites.

After BTC, the next episode in the evolving great gas game was competition over a southern route for Caspian gas to Europe. The United States and its European allies began to pursue various options during the Bush administration, the most ambitious of which was the Nabucco pipeline (named after the Verdi opera, which those who conceived the idea had watched together one evening in Vienna while discussing the project), which was to carry gas from Turkey to the Balkans and then to Southern Europe. The main question was what gas would be available to fill the pipeline.65 The initial idea was to source the gas from Turkmenistan, but, as time went on, the discovery of major gas resources in Azerbaijan made the latter a more attractive option (although over time other sources have been discussed as well, including from Iraqi Kurdistan).

Whereas Gerhard Schroeder was the main spokesman for Nordstream, his former foreign minister Joschka Fischer became the spokesman for Nabucco.66 Discussions continued for years, but there were questions about whether the project was commercially viable, and it was unclear whether it would be built. Determined not to see a repeat of BTC, Russia countered with its own proposed pipeline for a southern corridor, South Stream, which would be another way of bypassing Ukraine. Gazprom signed the Italian ENI, the German company Wintershall, and the French EDF on as its main partners. But this pipeline, too, ran into obstacles, and it was unclear when it would be built.67 Ironically, a major obstacle for both was Turkmenistan, which increasingly looked East. In 2009 a gas pipeline from Turkmenistan to China began operating, with commitments to construct more lines. Europeans remained wary of increasing their dependence on Russian gas via South Stream. As a senior EU official said, “We don’t want these energy projects going over Putin’s desk.”68 As for he Obama administration, Ambassador Morningstar explained, “We don’t see this as a zero-sum game, but they do.”69 In 2013 Azerbaijan chose to participate in the Trans-Adriatic pipeline transporting gas to Italy.

U.S. ENERGY COMPANIES IN RUSSIA

The private-sector experience in the Russian energy sector has been mixed. Many of the large U.S. oil companies began investing in Russian energy projects in the early 1990s and remained there, despite all the difficulties they encountered. There were two main challenges. The first was to persuade the Russians of the need for a major Western presence in their oil sector. The second was to find mutually acceptable legal vehicles to balance risk and reward for those willing to take the plunge. In the end, the first challenge was the more fundamantal one and explains why the total share of U.S. companies in Russian oil production is only about 5%. Exxon and Conoco were initially willing to take the risk. The Yeltsin government agreed to offer production sharing agreements (PSAs) to several companies. This allowed a company to recoup all of its costs before it had to share its profits with the state. Exxon was given a 30 percent share in a consortium for the development of resources on the island of Sakhalin, known as Sakhalin 1 (as opposed to Sakhalin 2, where Shell was later penalized by overzealous Russian environmental officials). Exxon had several partners in this venture, including Rosneft, which was largely state-owned. Conoco later on purchased 20 percent of the privately owned Lukoil, after Putin had given his assent to the project, but it later on sold its share and left Russia.

Once Putin came to power, and given his strong views on the importance of energy resources being under the aegis of the state, it became clear that no major energy deal with a foreign company could be signed without his blessing. The Khodorkovsky affair highlighted these new rules. Khodorkovsky had violated the pact that the oligarchs had made with Putin when he came into office by challenging him politically. He had bought enough votes in the Duma to defeat a Kremlin-sponsored bill to increase taxes on oil companies. It was rumored that he harbored ambitions to replace Putin and become the president of Russia or prime minister in a new parliamentary republic.70 Khodorkovsky also broke another rule. He began discussing with both ExxonMobil and Chevron about selling them a controlling interest in Yukos. Exxon’s CEO Lee Raymond met with Putin in September 2003 and had the impression that Putin would not object to the deal.71 As events a few weeks later demonstrated, this was a mistaken impression.

On October 25, 2003, while Khodorkovsky’s plane was refueling in Novosibirsk, armed FSB agents stormed the plane in the dark, led Khodorkovsky away in handcuffs and put him in jail, where he has remained ever since. After Khodorkovsky’s arrest, Rosneft acquired Yukos’s main assets in an opaque transaction in the provincial city of Tver.72 A little less than a year after Yukos was broken up, Putin called Donald Evans, a close friend of President Bush, who had been his Secretary of Commerce from 2001 to 2005, and offered him the position of chairman of Rosneft. Evans turned down the job, but the offer highlighted several aspects of the U.S.-Russian relationship. Clearly, Putin believed that the Yukos affair had had a minimal effect on the U.S.-Russian relationship. Indeed, the Yukos affair did not have a major impact on U.S.-Russian relations.73 While Khodorkovsky had his supporters—and an active public relations effort—in the United States, especially in the U.S. Congress, many in the U.S. private sector who had dealt with him regarded him as a tough businessman and did not jump to defend him after his arrest.

Putin did agree to several Western partnerships with a Russian oil companies. The first was the BP/TNK merger. The deal, signed in 2003 with Prime Minister Tony Blair and President Putin looking on, created TNK-BP in which both sides had a 50 percent stake. Subsequently, Putin said that this had been a mistake, and that fifty-fifty deals did not work. The new company brought significant profits to both sides but was from the beginning plagued by problems between the Russian and BP partners. The Russian side was led by oligarchs Mikhail Fridman, Viktor Vekselberg, and German Khan (the fourth partner, Len Blavatnik, had emigrated decades earlier to the United States). Eventually, after a series of clashes, TNK-BP’s American CEO Robert Dudley was force to flee the country in 2008 for an “undisclosed location.” Nevertheless, on January 14, 2011, Dudley, now BP CEO, appeared with Prime Minister Putin and Deputy Prime Minister Sechin in front of a blazing fire and Christmas tree to announce that BP and Rosneft had agreed to set up a joint venture to develop Russian Arctic shelf energy. The deal apparently had Putin’s blessing. However, the Russian partners in the TNK venture challenged the deal, arguing that BP was legally obligated to give them the right of first refusal for any project that developed energy resources in Russia.74

Rosneft then turned to other potential partners. On April 16, 2012, with Vladimir Putin and Igor Sechin looking on, Exxon Mobil CEO Rex Tillerson and Rosneft CEO Eduard Khudaynatov signed a $3.2 billion deal in Moscow for joint exploration of the Arctic.75 As part of the deal, Rosneft will acquire a 30 percent interest in onshore and offshore Exxon Mobil projects in the United States and Canada.76 Exxon will also help Rosneft develop tight oil in West Siberia. The day after the signing Igor Sechin, made his first trip to the United States to talk to shareholders.77 The project, declared Mr. Sechin, overcame the “over-politicization” and “historic stereotypes that hampered” the U.S.-Russian relationship. He described the deal as “a really big window of opportunity.”78 Did this landmark energy agreement herald a new phase in U.S.-Russian relations? Given the complexity of the project, and the challenges of the Arctic, it will take some years to answer that question.

A decade after its creation, the TNK-BP joint venture came to an end. BP sold its share to Rosneft, acquiring as part of the deal just under 20 per cent of the Russian oil giant. Soon after, the Russian partners and TNK sold out their interest to Rosneft as well.

ENERGY COOPERATION IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR

U.S.-government-sponsored energy cooperation began under Bush but grew more important during the Obama administration. At the May 2002 Moscow summit, Bush and Putin announced the creation of a U.S.-Russian energy dialogue, designed to open new areas for joint projects. The first U.S.-Russia Commercial Energy Summit, which brought together senior government officials and corporate executives from seventy U.S. and Russian companies, was held at Rice University in Houston in October 2002 with both Khodorkovsky and LUKOIL CEO Vagif Alekperov as keynote speakers. It discussed, inter alia, U.S, investment in the Russian energy sector as well as future U.S. imports of Russian oil.79 However, this U.S.-Russian energy dialogue achieved only modest results because of the difficulty of finding enough common projects, especially after the arrest of Khodorkovsky and the new emphasis on oil and gas as “strategic” sectors. Although the dialogue continued, U.S. companies found it challenging to agree to joint projects at a time when the Russian state was becoming a larger player in the energy sector. Commerce Secretary Evans was initially hopeful about the dialogue: “I felt as if we were making progress,” he says, adding “but then oil prices took off and it started getting tough to get them to do the simple things they had to do.”80

In 2009, the Obama administration formed an Energy Working Group under the rubric of the new Presidential Bilateral Commission, focusing not only on joint projects but also on issues such as energy efficiency, new technologies like clean coal and smart grids, climate change, and nuclear energy. “There has been a genuine convergence of interests,” said Deputy Energy Secretary Daniel Poneman, “but it’s a work in progress.”81

The Arctic

On August 2, 2007, the Kremlin dispatched a nuclear-powered icebreaker and two submarines to plant the Russian flag on the floor for the North Pole’s sea—an act made possible by the warming of the Arctic icecap, which has been melting for some time (summer ice cover, some experts said, could completely vanish in thirty years). Professor Artur Chilingarov, explorer and member of the Duma representing the ruling United Russia party, declared, after planting the Russian tricolor, “The Arctic is ours and we should manifest our presence.”82 A few days later, Russia ordered strategic bomber flights over the Arctic Ocean for the first time since the Cold War, prompting the Canadian foreign minster to retort “Look, this isn’t the 15th century. You can’t go around the world and plant flags and say ‘We’re claiming this territory.’” Would this be the next area for U.S.-Russian competition?

The potential stakes are high. According to the U.S. Geological Survey, the Arctic holds as much as one-quarter of the world’s remaining undiscovered oil and gas deposits, as well as diamonds, gold, platinum, tin, manganese, nickel, and lead. If Arctic melting proceeds at its current pace, major parts of the Arctic ocean will be ice-free in a couple of decades, greatly facilitating seabed mineral resource extraction and opening up the northern sea route as an alternative route between the Atlantic and the Pacific. For the United States, Russia, and the other Arctic littoral states (Canada, Norway, and Denmark), the Arctic involves core national security issues: territorial control, access to energy resources, and accessible transportation. China is also presenting itself as an Arctic power. Russia’s major Arctic policy objective so far has been to promote and protect its claims to continental shelf territories beyond the two-hundred-nautical mile economic exclusion zone provided by the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, in order to exploit the natural resources located there. The majority of the Arctic’s energy reserves, according to Moscow, lie within Russia’s zone. The region already provides the Russian economy with 12 to 15 percent of its GDP.83

In 2009 Russia published a document that spells out its policy toward the Arctic. It highlights Russia’s commitment to exploit the significant hydrocarbon reserves there and to develop the Northern Sea Route, a wholly integrated transportation system linking Europe and Asia. The document also discusses the necessity of maintaining a military presence there to ensure security in the region. Overall, the document is quite mild, and hard security issues receive relatively little attention. Russia’s Arctic strategy highlights both the Kremlin’s assertive attitude toward the region and also its willingness to cooperate with the other Arctic states in developing the area.84 Russia continues to claim that the Arctic seabed’s underwater ridges are an extension of Russia’s own continental shelf, and the other Arctic nations dispute these exclusive territorial claims. Nevertheless, the United States and its partners, including Russia, are working together within the Arctic Council, founded in 1996, to promote greater cooperation in the area. Indeed, the Arctic is one of the areas where the United States and Russia—together with the other littoral states—have quietly been making progress on both commercial and geostrategic issues, perhaps because potential bilateral conflicts are diffused by shared and crosscutting interests among all of the member states.

Climate Change

Vladimir Putin has on several occasions remarked that global warming is good for Russia since it will cause the temperature to rise by two or three degrees in Siberia. Indeed Russia is likely both to benefit from and to be adversely affected by the impact of climate change. President Medvedev’s remarks at the 2009 Copenhagen conference on climate change and his promise that Russia would cut emissions by 25 percent from 1990 levels through 2020 indicate that parts of the Russian leadership take climate change more seriously than previously. Is this an issue on which Russia and the United States might cooperate? After all, Russia is the third largest emitter of carbon dioxide after the United States and China, ahead of India.

Experts agree that there could be considerable variability in the impact of global warming on Russia—the largest country on earth with very varied climate and topography—but its long-term consequences could be quite serious.85 On one hand, a warming climate will open up new areas for agricultural cultivation in northern Russia and will reduce and shorten the heating season, thereby reducing energy demand. On the other hand, the melting of the permafrost in Siberia will place extra strains on Russia’s aging energy and transportation infrastructure. Given Russia’s reliance on fossil fuel exports to sustain its economic growth, and the adverse impact of climate change on its energy sector, there are significant incentives for Moscow to join with the United States, China, and India to reduce carbon emissions.

As was clear at the Copenhagen Conference, Russia does not see itself as a leader in combating climate change, nor has it played a major role on the issue until now. Nevertheless, Medvedev promised that Russia is willing to support further global negotiations. In November 2009 Putin gave tentative backing to a Danish initiative on emissions that would replace the Kyoto Protocol, as long as it took Russia’s interests into account, particularly its huge CO2-absorbing forests. Given Russia’s stated commitment to cooperation, the Obama administration reached out to Russia to work on questions of emission reduction and carbon trading, issues for which major Russian enterprises—such as Rosneft—have expressed support. While Medvedev was president, the White House and the Kremlin agreed on the importance of tackling climate change issues, despite persistent skepticism about the urgency of this issue in some parts of the Russian political establishment. It is unclear how the Kremlin will deal with these issues. Climate change is a top priority for Washington, but the same cannot be said for Moscow.

Civilian Nuclear Energy

One area where the United States and Russia are discussing cooperation and where Russia has a comparative advantage is that of civilian nuclear energy. This is an industry in which Russia has a great deal of expertise, and one in which the United States has increasingly less as the previous cohort of engineers who built the United States’ nuclear industry is retiring and is not being replaced by a younger generation. Washington and Moscow began talks on peaceful nuclear cooperation before the collapse of the USSR in 1991, when the subject of a 123 agreement was first discussed. (The section that regulates international cooperation in the U.S. Atomic Energy Act of 1954 is number 123, and the United States has 123 agreements with a variety of countries.) The discussions of the early 1990s foundered on the Iran issue. Washington made any commercial nuclear industry cooperation with Russia conditional on Moscow ceasing its nuclear cooperation with Iran. After the 1995 agreement for Russia to complete the Bushehr reactor, negotiations were suspended. In 2005, when the Bush administration recognized that the Bushehr reactor did not pose a proliferation threat, U.S.-Russian talks on civilian nuclear cooperation resumed. In May 2008, a U.S.-Russian agreement on Cooperation in the Field of Peaceful Use of Nuclear Energy was signed. However, it did not come into force because it required congressional review, and the Russia-Georgia War intervened. The Bush administration then withdrew the 123 agreement from congressional consideration.

The Obama administration resubmitted the agreement and it came into force in January 2011.86 Although it will take time before opportunities under the 123 agreement can be fully fleshed out, it appeared that the most promising areas for US-Russian cooperation include joint development of advanced fuel cycle or innovative nuclear power reactor technology.87 Deputy Secretary Daniel Poneman explained: “The 123 agreement is not a gift. It is in both countries’ security interests. Both sides are committed to making it work. We have found that peaceful nuclear cooperation is not necessarily affected by the ups and downs in the bilateral political relationship.”88

WTO AND THE END OF JACKSON-VANIK

Despite Russia’s rise as a market economy and its integration into global markets, it remained outside the major global trading organization, the World Trade Organization, until August 2012. It took Russia eighteen years of laborious negotiations to get into the WTO, the longest negotiation in the WTO’s history. The negotiations took so long because of domestic opposition within Russia on the part of those businesses and ministries that did not want to operate in the more competitive market that the WTO would bring.89 Indeed, until the moment that the Duma ratified the final protocol there was fierce debate within Russia about the wisdom of joining. On May 31, 2012, eighty-one business leaders sent an appeal to Putin and Medvedev requesting a postponement of Russia’s accession, claiming that it would hurt domestic manufacturers and lead to “massive” unemployment in manufacturing and agriculture.90 Putin acknowledged that WTO is “a sensitive issue,” adding that “I am very anxious about it too.”91

Another obstacle was overcoming the objections of Georgia, which was already in the WTO, and which wanted to ensure that Russia would not supply weapons to South Ossetia and Abkhazia. Russia insisted that the United States should put pressure on its partner Georgia to lift its objections to Russian membership. After a hard-fought compromise, Swiss private contractors agreed to monitor the disputed border crossing points.92

Both Democratic and Republican administrations had agreed that, despite the lack of transparency in significant sectors of the Russian economy, it was preferable to have Russia as a member of a rules-based organization than to have it outside these structures. With Russia in the WTO, U.S.-Russian trade could double—even though that would still constitute only about 2 percent of total U.S. trade.

However, a major obstacle remained. The United States was the only country in the WTO that had failed to grant Russia permanent normal trading status (PNTR). The Jackson-Vanik amendment tying PNTR to the USSR’s (and Russia’s) record on emigration remained on the books. It was a complete anomaly. Initially passed in 1974 to tie Jewish emigration to U.S.-Soviet trade, it made no sense in 2012 when anyone was free to emigrate from Russia, Putin had made several state visits to Israel, there were daily flights between Moscow and Tel Aviv, and Russians and Israelis enjoyed visa-free travel (unlike Russians and Americans). Yet the U.S. Congress remained stubbornly opposed to removing a piece of legislation that, it believed, continued to give it leverage over Russia. During the first Bush administration, Congress came close to lifting Jackson-Vanik, but the Khodorkovsky case and Russian restrictions on the import of American pork and chickens intervened and scuttled the negotiations. There was a limit to how much political capital the White House was willing to expend to get Jackson-Vanik repealed.

In 2012, with Russia’s WTO membership in sight, the administration began to lobby Congress to lift Jackson-Vanik. It was supported by groups representing U.S. business interests in Russia, such as the U.S.-Russia Business Council and the American Chamber of Commerce in Moscow. The main argument was that, once Russia was in the WTO, U.S. business would be at a disadvantage because the United States had not granted Russia PNTR. Russia would be more likely to take its business to countries that did not charge extra tariffs than to the United States, which did. That would cost the U.S. jobs that would go to Europe or Asia instead.93

This argument did not sway some members of Congress. House International Affairs Committee chair Ileana Ros-Lehtinen in July 2012 called the granting of PNTR a “gift” to Russia although in fact it would benefit U.S. exports and export-related jobs. But there was a new bipartisan twist—tying the granting of PNTR to legislation that would replace Jackson-Vanik. The House and Senate agreed that revoking of Jackson-Vanik had to be tied to the adoption of the Magnitsky Act (discussed in Chapter 10). The White House was reluctant to agree to this linkage. Nevertheless, it became clear that it would be impossible to revoke Jackson-Vanik without linkage between the two pieces of legislation. After a series of intense negotiations, the Magnitsky bill was passed in both Houses of Congress and Russia was granted PNTR.

It remains to be seen how Russia’s entry into the WTO will affect U.S.-Russian relations, but the spat over PNTR in 2012 highlighted the continuing constraints on the bilateral economic relationship—and the limits of the fourth reset.


Chapter Nine

Reset or Overload? The Obama Initiative

When Secretary of State Hillary Clinton held her first meeting with Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov in Geneva in March 2009, she handed her Russian counterpart a small gift box. With reporters eagerly looking on, Lavrov unwrapped the gift and found inside a red button emblazoned with the English word “reset” and the Russian word peregruzka. Lavrov took one look at the button and, with a surprised look on his face, exclaimed, “You got it wrong.”1 He had been given a button with the Russian word for “overload.” The Russian word for reset was perezagruzka, not peregruzka. Clinton brushed aside this embarrassing mistranslation with a joke, and they both bantered about the fact that the agenda was, indeed, overloaded.2 The Russian newspaper Kommersant’s headline the next day read “Sergei Lavrov and Hillary Clinton push the wrong button.”3

What did “reset” mean? This was both a literal and a philosophical question. Did it mean pressing the button and returning to the status quo ante? If so, which status quo? Reset encompasses all that came before; it is not a new slate. The metaphorical possibilities for interpreting reset were as extensive as were the policy implications. Several Russian commentators at the time argued that peregruzka—overload—was in fact a better translation of the nature and possibilities of the U.S.-Russian relationship than was perezagruzka.4 In the end, the Russian government never took ownership of the reset, insisting always that it was an American, not a Russian initiative. As Deputy Foreign Minister Sergei Ryabkov pointed out, “ ‘Reset’ as a term is not our style, not our language, not our word. We prefer to talk about continuing the positive trend of recent times.”5 By the time Medvedev left the Kremlin and Putin returned to the presidency, the original button seemed to have been more prescient than the correct translation. U.S.-Russian relations were indeed overburdened by a legacy of disagreements and mutual mistrust from both the Cold War and post–Cold War periods; yet, despite all that, the Obama administration in its first term did manage to press the button and improve both the atmospherics and the substance of the relationship.

Whereas the post-9/11 rapprochement was a Russian initiative, this fourth attempt at resetting post–Cold War U.S.-Russian relations originated in Washington. The Obama administration came into office when U.S.-Russian relations were in the doldrums, and it made improving ties with Moscow a foreign policy priority. From the Russian point of view, the Obama reset was an American course correction, an admission that the American side was responsible for the deterioration in bilateral ties. Reset involved the United States changing its policy toward Russia more than Russia changing its policy toward the United States, a fact that supporters and critics in both countries recognized. It was also facilitated by having new faces in the White House and in the Kremlin.

U.S. administration officials stressed that the reset had limited objectives, most of which were met, and that by 2012 it was no longer an appropriate term for U.S.-Russian relations.6 Putin himself, in his marathon four and a half hour press conference in December 2012, claimed that the war in Iraq had spoiled the relationship and reiterated that reset was a term invented by Washington and that there was nothing in the bilateral relationship that needed resetting.7 Like the Clinton and Bush administrations, the Obama White House was to find Russia a more challenging partner than it anticipated at the beginning of its second term.

THE 2008 PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGN AND OBAMA’S ELECTION

The post-Georgia deep freeze in U.S.-Russian relations coincided with the most intense phase of the U.S. presidential campaign. As in previous presidential campaigns, Russia policy intruded into debates. Yet it was a tangential issue. In 2000, the Republicans had accused the Democrats of overpersonalizing relations with Yeltsin’s Russia and failing the Russian people. In 2008, the Democrats charged the Bush administration with overpersonalizing relations with Putin’s Russia and pursuing irresponsible policies that had brought the two sides dangerously close to confrontation in the Caucasus. Politicians and commentators argued about how to advance the relationship without compromising American values and interests. Republican candidate John McCain, who had a reputation as a harsh critic of Russia, tried to brand his opponent Barack Obama as inexperienced and naïve about Russia. Obama was rhetorically cautious about Russia during the campaign Once elected, the new president had to manage expectations about the relationship and convince a sometimes skeptical Congress—especially when the Republicans regained control of the House in 2010—that U.S.-Russian relations had indeed entered a more productive phase. Nearly two decades after the Soviet collapse, could this new administration reverse a decade of “cranky” relations and deliver concrete results?

Whereas John McCain had decades of experience in the world of international security and defense issues, Barack Obama’s foreign policy experience was limited. Although he had chaired the Subcommittee on Europe in the U.S. Senate, he held only a few hearings, and his views on Russia were largely unknown. He had visited Russia once as a senator in August 2005 with Republican Richard Lugar, whom he had accompanied on a trip to Russia and Ukraine to discuss the implementation of the Nunn-Lugar Cooperative Threat Reduction programs to strengthen security at Russia’s nuclear installations. They visited Saratov and Perm, where SS-24 and SS-25 ICBMs were being dismantled. For reasons that remain obscure, the senators’ plane was held for several hours on the runway in Perm, Siberia, without explanation, and eventually released to allow them to fly to Moscow. Despite this unexpected detention, which Obama said was reminiscent of Cold War days, he came away convinced of the “seemingly irreversible process of economic, if not political, integration between East and West.”8

During the first televised presidential debate, Obama sounded tough on Russia. The entire relationship had to be evaluated in the aftermath of the Georgia War, he argued. Russia, he said, “cannot be a 21st century superpower, or power, and act like a 20th-century dictatorship.” He went on to say that the United States and Russia did have common interests, such as nonproliferation, and that the next president should not deal with Russia “based on staring into his eyes and seeing his soul” but based on the national security interests of the United States.9 During the second debate, he reiterated many of these points, adding the “resurgence of Russia” was a central issue with which the United States would have to deal in the coming years and pledging both “moral support” and concrete assistance to Poland, Estonia, and Latvia—and especially Georgia—against Russian pressure.10 Russian commentary on the debates reflected considerable skepticism about the differences between the two candidates’ policies on Russia.11

Meanwhile, Obama had assembled an advisory team that was thinking about how to improve relations with Russia and redesign ties to be more coherent, broad-based, and productive.12 Highly critical of Bush’s failure to engage Russia seriously on nuclear issues, the group advocated a number of initiatives on nuclear weapons, including approaching missile defense “firmly, pragmatically and diplomatically,” and enlisting Russian cooperation as the deployments went forward. Admitting that “the United States does not have enough leverage over Russia to influence internal change through coercive means,” it recommended dual-track diplomacy, engaging Russia on issues of vital interest to the United States—particularly in the nuclear sphere—while continuing democracy-assistance programs. On Russia’s relations with the former Soviet states, recommendations included promoting multiple pipeline routes through Eurasia and supporting democracy in Ukraine and Georgia. These ideas were part of a broader strategy of re-engaging America’s allies and reaching out to great powers such as Russia to tackle global issues.13

During the election campaign, there was also a flurry of activity from task forces in the major U.S. think tanks, Republican and Democratic, many eager to offer advice to the incoming president on how to improve ties with Moscow—and what to do about Russia. Many of them made suggestions similar to those in think-tank reports during the 2000 election, but this time the deterioration in ties in the wake of the Georgia War added a sense of urgency. But it was two heavyweights with great authority who set the tone—former Secretaries of State Henry Kissinger and George Shultz. They criticized the lack of high-level contacts since the August war, urged a go-slow policy on further NATO expansion, and concluded that “isolating Russia is not a sustainable long-range policy.”14

RESET AND THE TANDEM

The initial Russian reaction to Obama’s election was, to put it mildly, odd. On the day after Obama’s victory, President Medvedev gave his first annual address to the Russian Federal Assembly. He began by denouncing Georgian aggression, the presence of NATO naval vessels in the Black Sea, and U.S. missile defense plans. He ended by promising that Russia would deploy the Iskander missile system in Kaliningrad to neutralize the U.S. missile defense system, adding “we have no issue with the American people, we do not have inherent anti-Americanism.”15 He did not mention that the United States had just elected a new president. It was not an auspicious start to the relationship between the two new presidents. Ten days later Medvedev traveled to Washington to attend a G-20 summit on the global financial crisis. He took time off to address the Council on Foreign Relations in Washington, where Bill Clinton’s secretary of state Madeleine Albright interviewed him. On this occasion, Medvedev sounded more conciliatory, welcoming Obama’s election. A participant asked why he chose the day after the U.S. election to threaten to deploy new missiles. He had twice postponed his address to the parliament, he explained, and was hurried when he looked over the text. As for the date, “With all my respect to the United States, I absolutely forgot about the important political event that had taken place that day.”16

The Obama administration turned its attention to Russia soon after taking office, establishing Russia as a priority for the first term. From the beginning the White House faced a challenge: how to deal with the tandem, this unique Russian power-sharing agreement. In January 2009 Medvedev had been in power a little over half a year. Whereas Putin was part of the transitional generation spanning both the Soviet and post-Soviet eras, Medvedev belonged to the post-Soviet generation. He was born in 1965 and, like Obama, had reached maturity in the waning days of the Cold War. While Putin was serving as a KGB agent in Dresden, Medvedev had been a student at Leningrad State University during the height of the perestroika era in the midst of student ferment. Unlike Putin, he came from a family of university professors that was comfortably off, and he had not served in the security services. He had met Putin in Mayor Sobchak’s office in St. Petersburg in the early 1990s and had worked for him since then. He was a Putin man, albeit not a Silovik, but was intimately involved as a lawyer in Putin’s economic activities in St. Petersburg. He had moved to Moscow in 1999 to work in the Presidential Administration, subsequently becoming head of the Presidential Administration as well as chairman of the Board of Directors of Gazprom.

As soon as Medvedev came into office, he tried to establish his own distinct persona. He stressed his commitment to eliminating what he called “legal nihilism” in Russia and to modernizing the country. His rhetoric on domestic problems was forward-looking and remained so throughout his four years in office. Medvedev appeared to have the foreign policy—particularly the U.S.—portfolio, whereas Putin dealt with economic issues. Obama, like other Western leaders, decided from the beginning to take Medvedev at his word and act as if he was the de facto as well as the de jure leader of Russia, who wanted to make Russia a more modern society based on the rule of law. The Obama administration decided to place its bets on Medvedev and focus on that half of the tandem, hoping that eventually Medvedev would be able to assert himself and take control. The buzzword among officials was “empowering” Medvedev, overestimating the influence that the United States could have on Russian domestic politics. Yuri Ushakov, Putin’s foreign policy advisor, would criticize the Obama administration for not meeting more with Putin during his years as prime minister.17 Although it might indeed have been a more prudent policy to deal with both members of the tandem, U.S. officials emphasize that they made several attempts to arrange meetings between President Obama and Prime Minister Putin, but that their efforts to do so were rebuffed.18

Senior U.S. officials emphasize that, from their point of view, the personal relationship between Obama and Medvedev was the key to the success of the reset. The two men were from the same generation, they had similar styles, and their personalities were compatible. They eschewed pomp and circumstance and found a productive way to do business with each other. Obama invested a great deal of time and effort in negotiating with Medvedev, and his personal intervention was decisive on several key issues, such as concluding the New START treaty. Even though it became clear that no major decision could be taken without Putin’s assent, Medvedev was Obama’s key interlocutor.

Vice President Joseph Biden announced the new U.S. policy at the annual gathering of top defense and foreign policy officials, the Munich Security Conference in February 2009. It was from that same podium that, two years earlier, Putin had blasted the United States; but in 2009 the tone was different. First, Sergei Ivanov, now deputy prime minster, made a less confrontational speech.19 Next to take the podium was Biden, a Munich veteran. He laid out the Obama administration’s commitment to eschew unilateralism and engage with the world. Then he came to Russia: “The last few years have seen a dangerous drift in relations between Russia and the members of our Alliance. It is time—to paraphrase President Obama—it’s time to press the reset button and to revisit the many areas where we can and should be working together with Russia.”20 Ivanov declared the remarks “very positive” and the government-owned Rossisskaia Gazeta commented, “The Americans see an important partner in Russia. And they are ready to cooperate with us on many things, including contentious issues.”21 With a short phrase, the American vice president had changed the terms of the debate and offered to reengage Russia.

At the heart of the reset was prudent expectations management. In this sense, the Obama policy resembled that of George H. W. Bush more than that of either Clinton or George W. Bush. The Obama team recognized the perils of overpromising. From the outset, Obama, Biden, and other senior officials used moderate rhetoric and sought to create a set of achievable expectations. They committed themselves to listening to what they heard as Russian concerns and responded to Russian rhetorical provocations with restraint. Washington was more willing to engage with Russia on the basis of interest-based pragmatism than had been the case in the Clinton or Bush administrations. This was evident in two areas: the post-Soviet states and democracy promotion. After the debacle of the Georgia War, the Obama team was much more careful in what it said and did in Georgia and Ukraine, and remained largely silent on the issue of further NATO enlargement beyond general commitments to keep the process open.

Similarly, there was, for the first time in a few years, little public criticism of Russia’s domestic political system and no linkage was made between foreign policy engagement and Russia’s democratic deficits. The outlook was more transactional and pragmatic. The White House espoused a dual-track policy: government-to-government contacts should be reinforced by nongovernmental contacts, from NGOs to the private sector, thereby broadening the relationship.22 Dual-track engagement meant that progress on foreign policy issues should not be explicitly linked to domestic issues. The United States had pursued a dual-track policy toward the USSR—after all, that was the essence of détente—as had the first Bush administration, but during the second Bush term linkage between domestic and foreign policy issues had reappeared. As Obama’s officials were fond of saying, Russia should be part of the solution, not part of the problem, on issues of national security. The United States needed Russia’s cooperation in several key areas: nuclear nonproliferation, Afghanistan, and Iran. The alternative was Russian obstruction of vital American national security interests, as had sometimes been the case since the Soviet collapse. There were fewer internal differences over Russia policy than there had been during the Bush administration.

LONDON AND MOSCOW, 2009

The reset was inaugurated when Obama and Medvedev met in London on April 1, 2009, ahead of a G-20 summit. Their first official meeting as presidents took place against the background of the global financial crisis. The meeting covered a wide range of issues from missile defense, arms control, Iran, and Afghanistan to global financial regulation. Obama was pleasantly surprised when “out of the blue” Medvedev suggested expanding the Northern Distribution Network for transporting American equipment to Afghanistan. They also discussed the future of the Manas air base in Kyrgyzstan.23 Unlike the first Bush-Putin summit in Slovenia, this meeting produced no effusive rhetoric. Admitting that there were “real differences” between the two countries, Obama announced the beginning of “new progress” in U.S.-Russian relations and praised Medvedev for his contribution to that progress. The tone was cordial but restrained, in keeping with the intent of the reset.24 On his official website, Medvedev announced his optimism about the relationship, remarking that there was more that united than divided the two countries.25 In a speech at the London School of Economics, Medvedev declared that the Obama administration, unlike its predecessor, now listened to Russia’s views.26

Obama’s visit to Moscow three months later highlighted the potential and the limits of reset, given the complex and opaque politics of the tandem. His visit received very little play in the state-run electronic media. His most challenging meeting was a two-hour breakfast with Putin at the prime minister’s Novo-Ogarevo residence. This was the only Obama-Putin meeting held during Putin’s tenure as prime minister. A week before the meeting, Obama had said that Putin had “one foot in the old ways of doing business.” In a prescient Freudian slip, he referred to him as president, instead of prime minister, before quickly correcting himself.27

Obama began the meeting by asking, “How did we get into this mess—this low point that U.S.-Russian relations have been in for the past years?”28 Putin then delivered a ninety-minute monologue about everything that had gone wrong in the relationship, recounting the history of U.S.-Russian relations and the slights and broken promises from the George W. Bush administration. In Cold War speak, this was a “frank and businesslike meeting.” Emerging from the breakfast, Obama said, “Putin is smart, tough, shrewd—he is very unsentimental, very pragmatic. He thinks in terms of what’s good for Russia and will pursue Russia’s interests aggressively.”29 At the 2009 Valdai meeting shortly thereafter, Putin was restrained in his remarks about Obama, saying his decision-making power was limited by Congress (a problem that Russian leaders did not face with the Duma). It would be possible to do business with America only after the U.S. president was able to obtain congressional support for his agenda and secure passage of health care reform. Nevertheless, Putin expressed “moderate optimism” about the relationship, saying that Russia wanted to do “constructive and reliable work” with the United States.30

By contrast, the more cordial Obama-Medvedev meeting in the Kremlin produced several agreements that were to define the agenda for the next three years. This signaled the end to the post–Georgia War freeze in relations. The presidents agreed to begin work on a follow-up to the START treaty, committing themselves to significant reductions in both delivery vehicles and warheads. They agreed to pursue a broader nuclear security agenda, including the opening of a joint early-warning center to share data on missile launchings. (Clinton and Yeltsin had announced the same agreement in 1998—as had Clinton and Putin in 2000 and Bush and Putin in 2007—but the center had never been built.) They signed an agreement to permit the transit of up to forty-five hundred flights of U.S. troops and lethal military equipment over Russian territory to Afghanistan every year. And they announced the creation of the U.S.-Russian Bilateral Presidential Commission, coordinated by Secretary Clinton and Foreign Minister Lavrov, to broaden and deepen the relationship. Acknowledging their differences over issues such as Georgia and missile defense, they agreed to work together to improve ties. When asked by a reporter who he thought was really in charge of Russia, Obama diplomatically sidestepped the question: “My understanding is that President Medvedev is the President, Prime Minister Putin is the Prime Minister, and they allocate power in accordance with Russia’s form of government in the same way that we allocate power in the United States.”31 Sometime thereafter a senior State Department official privately summarized the administration’s understanding, “Medvedev was in an impossible situation. He wanted to establish his own power base. But if he had done this it would have threatened Putin.”32

While in Moscow, Obama sought to broaden the U.S.-Russian relationship by reaching out to the younger generation. He gave a speech at the New Economic School, an up-and-coming new university that emphasized economics and governance. Further defining the reset and its commitment to engage Russia in new, twenty-first-century issues, he exhorted the younger generation to become active in contributing to greater prosperity and better governance in their country.33 It was not broadcast on any state media. He also attended a parallel civil society summit. Medvedev, who was also invited, opted not to attend, and potential Russian participants were discouraged by the Kremlin from attending. Obama’s message to the civil society activists was clear: “Strong, vibrant nations include strong, vibrant civil societies.” Evoking his experience as a community organizer in Chicago, he encouraged responsible civil activism.34 More controversially, Obama had a private meeting with leading opposition figures. He wanted to make the point that a reset in government-to-government relations would not affect American support for democracy and human rights in Russia. His chief Russia advisor Michael McFaul, who had previously worked for the National Democratic Institute in Russia, sought to ensure that the reset in government-to-government relations was not viewed in Moscow or Washington as a return to pure Realpolitik. This was to prove to be a difficult balancing act—and a lasting challenge.

At the Moscow summit—Obama’s only visit to Russia during his first term—the administration announced the establishment of the Bilateral Presidential Commission, an improved version of Gore-Chernomyrdin. After several years of tense relations, the White House felt some urgency to make progress in advancing its agenda. The advent of Medvedev and his criticism of Russian corruption and lawlessness opened up space for greater discussion of political and economic issues. Thus, Obama concentrated on his personal relationship with Medvedev, although aware that the complex decision-making process in Moscow raised question marks about how far the relationship could advance. The new U.S. president found himself in the same conundrum as his predecessors. Personal ties between the two leaders remained indispensable in moving the relationship forward, in the absence of other mechanisms. But the tandem meant that this was in reality a triangular relationship, albeit with one side of the triangle often out of view.35

Medvedev’s views about the United States had sounded indistinguishable from those of Putin prior to Obama’s election. However, in 2009 his rhetoric changed, and his comments about the United States and about President Obama grew more positive.36 There were two reasons why Russia moderated its policies toward the United States in 2009–the change in American policy and the 2008 global financial crisis. Not only was Russia harder hit by the crisis than it had initially anticipated, but both the government and the business sector believed that Russia needed Western capital and know-how to help it deal with the crisis and its consequences.

DEALING WITH THE PRESIDENTIAL INBOX

New START

Nuclear nonproliferation and arms control—including a commitment to an ultimate “global zero”—were at the heart of Obama’s foreign policy priorities. Signing another arms control treaty was also a priority for Moscow, partly because a reduction in nuclear weapons would free up economic resources to spend on other priorities. Equally important was the fact that negotiating an arms control agreement with the United States boosted Russia’s international prestige and was one of the few areas in which the United States and Russia as the world’s two nuclear superpowers dealt with each other as equals. Whereas the Bush administration had denigrated START-type agreements as a Cold War relic, the Obama administration embraced them. When Obama came into office, the 2002 SORT agreement regulating strategic nuclear weapons was due to expire in December 2012 and the 1991 START treaty in December 2009. In 2008, the Bush administration was unable to agree with Russia on terms for replacing START I.

Even though Moscow and Washington had achieved a consensus on the terms of the agreement and both sides recognized that a deal was in their mutual interest, the eight rounds of negotiations were especially challenging. Rose Gottemoeller, an experienced arms control official who had negotiated the denuclearization of Ukraine and Kazakhstan in the early 1990s, led the U.S. side, while Anatoly Antonov, another veteran negotiator, led the Russian side. Gottemoeller recalls that “there were times when I thought we would not make it.”37 While she negotiated the overall framework, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Mike Mullen and his Russian counterpart General Nikolai Makarov negotiated the technical details.38 A major stumbling block was the Russian side’s insistence on linking a new START agreement to the U.S. missile defense program. As the negotiations entered the home stretch in December 2009, Putin gave a tough speech in Vladivostok warning that if there were no constraints on the U.S. missile defense program, Russia would not sign the START agreement: “The problem,” he said, “is that our American partners are building an anti-missile shield and we are not building one”39 (he failed to note that the Russians still have an ABM system around Moscow). In the end it took a tense ninety-minute phone call between Obama and Medvedev at the eleventh hour to hammer out the details and walk the Russian side back from linking START to missile defense.40 “New START is often called the low-hanging fruit,” explained a senior administration official, “but in reality we almost didn’t get it done.”41 American officials understood that there was a disagreement between Putin and Medvedev on New START; yet they also believed that Putin in the end played a role in convincing skeptics in his Ministry of Defense to support the treaty.

New START was signed in Prague by the two presidents in April 2010. It was the biggest nuclear arms pact in a generation and was the first—and arguably the single-most important—achievement of the reset. Russian officials almost uniformly praised it. Medvedev said that “this treaty reflects the balance of both countries’ interests,” adding that U.S.-Russian relations were now “on a higher level.”42

By the terms of the treaty, both sides agreed to limit themselves to no more than 1,550 deployed strategic warheads (down from the 2,200 previously allowed), no more than 700 deployed strategic delivery vehicles, and no more than 800 deployed and nondeployed launchers. The limits were to be implemented by February 2018. The treaty contained a set of verification measures including data exchange, notifications, and on-site inspections that would enable both sides to detect militarily significant violations in a timely manner.43 New START offered significant security benefits for the United States. It ensured that Russia would limit its strategic nuclear forces, giving the United States greater leeway to decide how to develop and deploy its own nuclear deterrent going forward. The verification measures also added greater transparency to the relationship.

In the United States, New START encountered a difficult group of skeptics—members of the U.S. Congress. The congressional ratification process, which took place during 2010—a year of mid-term elections—became contentious. Some administration officials commented that they were not sure what was more difficult—negotiating with the Russians or with the Republicans in the U.S. Congress. In the end, the Senate added its own resolutions exhorting the administration to increase military spending so that the ongoing development of U.S. missile defense systems and nuclear weapons modernization would continue after the treaty came into force.44

Russian officials viewed New START as a vindication of their arguments about the importance of bilateral arms control treaties that the Bush administration had belittled. Despite their failure to link New START to missile defense, they believed it reinforced their claim to great-power status. Moreover, New START was economically advantageous because it would enable Russia to reduce its strategic nuclear arsenal while still maintaining a significant nuclear posture. The first achievement of the Obama reset was presented as a success for Russian diplomacy. As Deputy Foreign Minister Antonov put it, “This treaty is the ‘gold standard’ in resolving problems of strategic stability.”45

Closely tied to these negotiations was the Obama administration’s commitment to strengthen nuclear security by reducing and safeguarding nuclear materials and ensuring that they did not fall into the hands of rogue states or non-state actors. The Global Threat Reduction Initiative had been established in 2004 and in April 2010 Washington hosted a Nuclear Security summit under its auspices. Attended by twenty-nine countries, it focused on the need to reduce the dangers of nuclear terrorism. Washington and Moscow agreed to dispose of a combined sixty-eight metric tons of weapons-grade plutonium under an agreement that would eliminate enough material to produce seventeen thousand nuclear weapons. Other countries agreed to work with the International Atomic Energy Agency to dispose of highly enriched uranium from civilian nuclear plants.46

New START entered into force after both the Senate and Duma ratified it in 2011. It represented the completion of unfinished business, a coda to Cold War–era negotiations and concerns. It was likely to be the last comprehensive U.S.-Russian arms control agreement of its kind. It was, in retrospect, the most straightforward and easiest of the U.S.-Russian arms control negotiations and the one in which both sides shared a common vision and common interests.

Nevertheless, the Obama team determined that New START should be only the first step in a much more ambitious process of global denuclearization. In his 2013 State of the Union speech, Obama committed the United States to more arms control: “We will engage Russia to seek further reductions in our nuclear arsenals.”47 There were several agenda items. The first was to try to negotiate further reductions in deployed strategic warhead and delivery vehicles. While the U.S. side was willing to contemplate this, Russia was much more reluctant, given that its remaining nuclear arsenal could offset its weakness in conventional forces. Moreover, because of Russia’s concerns about China’s longer-term intentions, it was prudent to maintain a nuclear force capable of deterring future Chinese actions. Nuclear weapons were one of Moscow’s few remaining great-power attributes, and it was unlikely to want to further reduce its nuclear weapons, particularly in the face of uncertainties about U.S. missile defense plans. Washington remained interested in negotiating reductions in tactical nuclear weapons, where the Russians have a numerical superiority, but which also, from Moscow’s point of view, can offset strategic weapons deficits. Meanwhile, the most contentious issue remained missile defense.48

Missile Defense

During Bush’s two terms as president, U.S. plans for missile defense—particularly the deployment of radars in the Czech Republic and ten interceptors in Poland—became one of the most difficult and corrosive problems in U.S.-Russian relations. The offer on the table—Putin’s proposals for joint radar sites in Azerbaijan and southern Russia if the United States eschewed deployments in Central Europe and Bush’s countersuggestion that Russian officials could be present at the sites in Poland and the Czech Republic—failed to resolve anything. Moscow continued to insist that missile defense was really aimed against Russia, not against Iran or North Korea, and that Washington’s goal was to neutralize Russia’s nuclear deterrent. After seeking to link missile defense to New START, Russia eventually accepted that the treaty would not limit missile defense, although it left open the possibility that, if missile defense deployments went ahead, Russia could withdraw from New START. Meanwhile, several of the United States’ “old” European allies remained skeptical about the need for or feasibility of missile defense deployments, partly because they were concerned about Russia’s negative reaction to the program.49

During his July 2009 summit in Moscow, Obama had promised Medvedev that the United States would review the missile defense plans that it had inherited from the Bush administration. The most pressing issues were the Polish and Czech deployments. Shortly after the Moscow summit, and alarmed about the implications of the U.S.-Russian reset for their own security, a group of distinguished former Central European leaders—including former Czech president Vaclav Havel, and former Polish presidents Alexander Kwasniewski and Lech Walesa—hit back. They wrote an open letter to the Obama administration expressing their concern that “Central and Eastern European countries are no longer at the heart of American foreign policy.” They lamented the fact that the Atlantic alliance had stood by as Russia invaded Georgia and violated the principles of the Helsinki Final Act. Russia, they argued, “is back as a revisionist power pursuing a 19th-century agenda with 21st-century tactics and methods.” They urged Obama not to abandon the missile defense installations without consulting Poland or the Czech Republic, warning that this would undermine U.S. credibility around the region.50

But six weeks later, the Obama administration did just that—modifying its program without consulting its Central European allies. Arguing that a new study indicated that the Iranian long-range missile program was progressing more slowly than previously thought and that medium-range missiles presented a greater danger, Obama announced that the United States had abandoned its plans to deploy radars in the Czech Republic and interceptors in Poland. He called the Polish and Czech leaders to inform them just before the public announcement was made. He said that the new U.S. program would involve a “phased, adaptive approach” and would amount to a “stronger, swifter and smarter” defense for Washington and its allies. This would involve a series of more flexible deployments in four phases up till 2020, beginning with deployments aboard ships, and moving on to land-based deployments.51

A Russian spokesman described the move as “obviously a positive sign for us.” Needless to say, both the Czech and Polish governments expressed disappointment that, after all of the political capital they had expended selling the idea of deployments to their own populations, Washington had apparently abandoned the idea in face of Russian pressure. Republicans joined the chorus of criticism.52 Although the White House vigorously denied this, it was hard not to conclude that the Central European deployments were subordinated to the U.S.-Russian reset. Nevertheless, many NATO countries welcomed the move, as did the NATO secretary-general. German Chancellor Merkel saw the decision as a chance for “intensified cooperation with Moscow on international issues.”53

The next move was to broaden the plan to include NATO and then pursue a cooperative Missile Defense program by negotiating with Russia through the NATO-Russia Council mechanism as well as through the bilateral U.S.-Russia negotiations. The U.S. side pressed hard to come to an agreement, despite recurrent Russian objections. According to Ivo Daalder, U.S. ambassador to NATO, “the second half of 2010 was the most hopeful period” and there was optimism that an agreement was feasible.54 In November 2010, Medvedev attended the Lisbon NATO summit for a NATO-Russian Council meeting, the third since its founding in 2002 and the first since the Russia-Georgia War. The council agreed to undertake a joint ballistic missile defense threat assessment and to resume theater missile defense cooperation.55

Although the Obama administration’s phased adaptive approach had somewhat assuaged Russian concerns about U.S. deployments in Central Europe, the new plan allowed for stationing more advanced interceptor missiles in Poland as early as 2018 should Iran’s missile capabilities continue to improve. Russia was most concerned with phases 3 and especially 4 of the new U.S. plans, which some officials saw as a potential threat to Russia’s own nuclear deterrent.56 There were inconclusive discussions about how to create a joint Russian-NATO system. Increasingly, Russian officials from Foreign Minister Lavrov to the confrontational NATO ambassador Dimity Rogozin took up the refrain of the past twenty years: missile defense was not really aimed at Iran or North Korea. The true target, they said, was Russia. The phased adaptive approach did not address the question of U.S. intentions, only its capabilities. And, they claimed, if the system continued to grow more robust, it could one day threaten Russia’s deterrent. Moscow demanded legally binding guarantees from Washington that the system would not threaten the Russian deterrent. However, the U.S. side explained that congressionally approved legally binding guarantees were impossible.

During the November 2011 Valdai Club meeting, Putin reiterated what had become Russia’s central message: “we believe,” he said, “that the establishment of a missile defense system represents a danger to Russia.” “Don’t threaten us,” he warned, adding that Russia would deploy its own system to counter the U.S. system if need be. Putin quoted Rogozin, who claimed that key Republican senators in the spring of 2011 had told him that missile defense was indeed aimed at Russia, adding, “The ball is in your court. Will you change?” In a curious coda, Putin remarked that the United States and the Soviet Union had successfully “shared” data on nuclear technology in the 1940s and that this could be a model for future cooperation. Needless to say, Americans were puzzled by the use of the word “share” for the espionage activities of Julius Rosenberg and his colleagues, who passed U.S. nuclear secrets to the USSR.57

In late November 2011, Medvedev announced that the yearlong negotiations on cooperative missile defense were over. Moscow had not been able to secure written guarantees that the system would not be used against Russia. He repeated the threat to deploy Iskander missiles in Kaliningrad that he had made the day after Obama’s election—he also warned that Russia might withdraw from the New START treaty and rescind its cooperation on Afghanistan. He held out the possibility for more negotiations if the United States were willing to take Russia’s “legitimate security interests” into account.58 Former U.S. chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Michael Mullen attributes these reactions to Russian officials’ fear that Missile Defense will ultimately threaten their strategic forces, which is their last guarantee for them to remain a major power.59

The U.S. side stressed its interest in continuing to negotiate a cooperative missile defense agreement, but it appeared that this part of the reset had failed. According to former national security advisor Stephen Hadley, “The outlines for a deal are there. The ways to cooperate have been clear for twenty years. Bush 41, Clinton, Bush 43, and Obama have all tried. But you can’t overcome the politics.”60 Putin confirmed this in his remarks after his meeting with Obama at the June 2012 G-20 summit in Mexico: “I think the problem of the missile shield will not be solved regardless of whether Obama is re-elected or not.”61 Deputy Foreign Minister Sergei Ryabkov sounded a sober note: “We hope that problems in the area of missile defense will not reach the scale when a rollback, a deep cooling, not to say an ice age, begins in our relations.”62

In a curious coda to the MD stalemate, President Obama was caught on an open microphone at the March 2012 Seoul nuclear summit a few weeks after Putin’s reelection confiding to outgoing President Medvedev his future plans for missile defense: “After my election I will have more flexibility.” Medvedev responded in English: “I understand. I will transmit this information to Vladimir.”63 Needless to say, this evoked caustic comments from Obama’s challenger in the 2012 election, Governor Mitt Romney.

In March 2013, Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel announced that the Obama administration had decided to abandon phase four of the missile defense program, which entailed deploying land-based interceptors in Poland and Romania. The reason given was that the danger of a possible missile launch from North Korea had grown, and thus more interceptors needed to be deployed in Alaska.64 The Russians had objected to phases three and four of the 2010 plan, but they greeted the news with restraint. Deputy Foreign Minister Ryabkov said he felt “no euphoria.”65

Afghanistan

In contrast to the missile defense impasse, the United States engaged Russia much more productively on two security priorities: Afghanistan and Iran. For the Obama administration, winning the war in Afghanistan and withdrawing as soon as was possible was both a campaign promise in 2008 and a top policy focus once in office. Russia could play a key role facilitating or hindering that goal. Although Putin had thrown Russia’s support behind the initial phase of the Bush administration’s Afghan campaign, the Kremlin’s attitude toward the war remained ambivalent the longer it went on. On the one hand, Russia feared the impact on its neighborhood’s stability if NATO withdrew before Afghanistan was able to govern itself and fend off Islamic extremism. On the other hand, the longer the United States retained its military presence in Central Asia, the more difficult it was for Moscow to consolidate its “sphere of privileged interests” there. Moreover, a U.S. failure in Afghanistan would provide some Schadenfreude for a country still suffering the fall-out from its own Afghan loss that had precipitated the collapse of the USSR. Thus, the desire to cooperate with NATO was tempered by the impulse to contain Western influence in Central Asia.66 Nevertheless, the Kremlin’s ambivalence began to recede as the situation on the ground deteriorated, increasing the prospect of renewed insurgency and Islamic extremism on its borders. The USSR had stayed in Afghanistan for ten years, and Donald Rumsfeld had predicted the United States would be there for no more than ten weeks. Now America had ended up fighting in Afghanistan longer than had the Soviet Union.

The Obama administration announced a troop surge shortly after it came into office, eventually sending an extra 50,000 troops to Afghanistan. However, it faced a daunting logistical challenge as it contemplated how to transport the troops and materiel to land-locked Afghanistan, which is flanked by hostile or wary neighbors. Until 2009 most of the equipment and fuel was transported from the port of Karachi in Pakistan through the Khyber Pass and inhospitable terrain into eastern Afghanistan. However, this was not far from an area of intense insurgent activity in Pakistan, and attacks on and theft of supplies increased as the war went on. In early 2009, NATO opened the Northern Distribution Network to provide alternative routes from Europe across Central Asia into Afghanistan from the north. These were commercially based logistical arrangements for road, rail, and air connecting Baltic and Caspian ports with Afghanistan via Russia, Central Asia, and the Caucasus. There was a rail route from the Latvian port of Riga through Russia and Kazakhstan carrying nonlethal material, and an air transit route for lethal material over Russian air space was established.

At the July 2009 Moscow summit, Obama and Medvedev signed an agreement for the transportation of lethal and nonlethal goods. America needed more reliable supply routes for Afghanistan. The implementation of the agreement was painfully slow, with fewer than twenty flights completed by the end of 2009, owing to politically motivated foot-dragging on the part of the Russian bureaucracy, reflecting the continuing ambivalence about the U.S. role in Afghanistan.67 However, as the situation in Pakistan deteriorated, Russian ambivalence appeared to diminish. By the end of 2012, more than 70,000 containers of supplies had crossed over Russian territory.68 As the timetable for U.S. withdrawal in 2014 was announced, it became clear that the NDN would also be used to transport supplies back to the United States and Europe.

U. S.-Russian cooperation on Afghanistan extended to joint efforts to counter the heroin trade. The Russian side complained that Afghan heroin production and drug use in Russia had greatly increased since the war began, and there were some successful joint operations that destroyed heroin production and interdicted drug flows. Likewise, although counterterrorist intelligence cooperation was sporadic, it continued. The Pentagon also signed a contract with Rosoboronexport to purchase 21 Mi-17 helicopters for use in Afghanistan.69 By the end of the first term of Obama administration, U.S.-Russian cooperation in Afghanistan was the most important reset achievement after New START. U.S.-Pakistani relations—fragile at the best of times—deteriorated severely after the 2011 killing of Osama Bin Laden by U.S. Navy SEALS on Pakistani soil. As Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Mike Mullen said in his valedictory testimony to the Senate armed Services Committee, parts of Pakistan’s intelligence services supported the Taliban and had aided and abetted insurgent attacks on U.S. targets.70 The less reliable an ally Pakistan became, the more important was Russia’s role in facilitating the Afghan campaign.

In an ironic reversal of Cold War stereotypes, Russia agreed to the establishment of a NATO transit hub to transport material out of Afghanistan in Ulyanovsk, which happened to be the birthplace of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. While communists in Ulyanovsk staged demonstrations with the Soviet-sounding slogan “NATO—Hands off Russia!” former ambassador to NATO and frequent U.S. critic Dmitry Rogozin countered that the transit hub would bring billions of rubles and employment opportunities to the city. Indeed, as the year 2014 approached, Russia became increasingly concerned about a possible U.S. withdrawal. At a Valdai Club meeting Putin had said that there should be “no artificial timetable” for a U.S. withdrawal and Russia and the United States should continue to cooperate there. In a speech in Ulyanovsk opening the transit hub in 2013, Putin reiterated that NATO was “a throwback to the past, to the times of the Cold War,” but added, “We need to help them.”71

Iran

When he came into office, Obama promised that he would try to engage Iran in a dialogue, instead of isolating it as had the Bush administration. He placed this in the broader context of a new U.S. outreach to the Islamic world. In June 2009 he gave what was meant to be a landmark speech at Cairo University in which he said, “I come to Cairo to seek a new beginning between the United States and the Muslim world.”72 Russian commentators responded favorably to these moves, stressing that it was important to talk to the Iranians. However, that same month, Iran held presidential elections and in the aftermath, protestors challenging the election results were violently crushed. Washington criticized Iranian government actions against the population. If there had been a hope for a dual-track Iranian diplomacy, it petered out quickly. The White House had to focus on the major problem in U.S.-Iranian relations—Iran’s nuclear program. As in the case of Afghanistan, Iran was an issue on which Russia could obstruct vital U.S. and European national security interests, or it could facilitate American goals. The reset policy aimed to secure Russian support for measures to limit Iran’s nuclear program and reduce its ambivalence about how to deal with Tehran.

During Medvedev’s term in the Kremlin, Russia took measures to increase cooperation with the United States in reining in Iran’s nuclear program. The decisive moment came in September 2009 when Obama’s national security advisor General James Jones showed Sergei Prikhodko, Medvedev’s national security advisor, satellite imagery of a secret underground uranium enrichment facility in Qom. The Russian shook his head, saying, “This is bad, really bad.”73 At the G-20 summit in Pittsburgh two days later, Obama discussed with Medvedev the facility at Qom—which Russian intelligence had apparently failed to pick up. This influenced Medvedev’s views on sanctions. In October 2009 he modified Russian policy, saying that “in some cases, sanctions are unavoidable,” even though he pronounced himself against sanctions in general.74

For the next few months, Washington engaged Moscow in a series of intense discussions to win the Kremlin over to a new round of sanctions. At the April 2010 Prague summit where New START was signed, Obama and Medvedev spent the bulk of their time discussing Iran and sanctions. In June 2010, Russia joined other P-5 countries in voting for UNSC Resolution 1929, the fourth major sanctions legislation that the UN had passed. It imposed a new, broad-based set of sanctions on Iran, including tougher financial controls and an expanded arms embargo.75 Equally important for the White House was Moscow’s cancellation of its $ 800 million contract to sell S-300 air defense systems to Tehran.76 These air defense systems were of particular concern to both Washington and Tel Aviv, and Iran accused Russia of capitulating to American and Israeli pressure. Medvedev may have agreed to the cancellation because he wanted to press on with the reset; but it is also likely that Russia itself was becoming more concerned about Iran’s nuclear program.

Yet Russia’s attitude toward Iran remained ambivalent. Officials continued to insist that Iran had the right to a peaceful nuclear program and reiterated that there was no proof that Iran was on the way to acquiring a nuclear weapons capability. Meanwhile, the Bushehr nuclear power plant was completed in 2010, after many delays, and became operational in 2011.77 Moreover, when the IAEA released a report in November 2011 claiming that Iran was working in a new facility in which it was designing an atomic bomb, Russia said the report contained no new evidence and said that further sanctions advocated by the United States and its European partners would be counterproductive.78 Media close to the government accused the United States of fabricating evidence about Iran’s program and warned of the dangers of an Israeli or American attack on Iran’s nuclear facilities.79 Putin, in his 2012 preelection article on foreign policy, said that a military attack would have “disastrous” consequences.80 As the situation with Iran became more contentious, with discussions about Iran closing the straits of Hormuz and possible Western retaliation, Moscow sought to maintain its relationship with Tehran. The Obama administration, like the Bush administration, found out that there were limits to how far Russia would distance itself from one of its few remaining partners in the Middle East.

The Obama team realized that, although the United States and Russia were able to agree on a number of key issues during the reset, disagreements on other issues remained. This became even more apparent as the 2012 Russian presidential election approached.


Chapter Ten

From Berlin to Damascus: Disagreements Old and New

THE FORMER SOVIET SPACE

The Obama administration came into office determined that U.S. relations with Russia’s neighbors not undermine the U.S.-Russian reset. Whereas the Bush administration had elevated Ukraine’s and Georgia’s integration into Euro-Atlantic structures into a policy priority, the Obama White House took a different tack. It approached the post-Soviet space by taking into account Russian concerns, while insisting that this was no longer a zero-sum game. Developments on the ground also ensured that the post-Soviet space ceased to be a major problem in U.S.-Russian relations, although fundamental differences of interest remained. Bureaucratic obstacles to a coordinated American policy also continued to complicate decisions, as they had during the Bush years. NSC senior director for Russia Michael McFaul had responsibility for all of the former Soviet space during the election campaign but, once in the White House, was given responsibility for Russia only, with the Western NIS and Caucasus going to the senior director for Europe and with Central Asia going to the South Asia senior director. In 2009 McFaul succeed in reincorporating Central Asia into his portfolio, but these bureaucratic divisions complicated the creation of a holistic policy toward Russia and its neighbors.

Events in Kyiv largely removed Ukraine as a U.S.-Russian issue. In the presidential election of February 2010, Viktor Yanukovych—rejected by the population during the Orange Revolution in 2004—defeated his opponent and Orange Revolution victor, former prime minister Yulia Tymoshenko. Despite years of American and European efforts to promote democracy and rule of law in Ukraine, the Orange Revolution was dead, a victim of the constant infighting between former president Yushchenko and Tymoshenko and of unabated corruption at the top that alienated much of the original Orange forces and led to widespread popular disillusionment. Said one Ukrainian observer, “People want democracy, but they also want a strong leader who will provide for them.”1 Ironically, Ukraine in 2010 was one of the more democratic countries in Eurasia because it was impossible to predict the outcome of the election. Western observers declared it by and large free and fair, leaving Washington and Brussels no choice but to accept the outcome and hope that Yanukovych would chose a path of Western integration. He did not.

Two months after his election, Yanukovych renewed the Russian lease on the Black Sea fleet, allowing the Russian navy to remain in the Crimea until 2042. He also declared that Ukraine would remain a neutral country and was not interested in NATO membership. He jailed Tymoshenko, initially on charges that the 2009 gas agreement that she signed with Russia forced Ukraine to pay too high a price for gas. Although he continued to insist that he favored a Deep Free Trade and an Association Agreement with the EU, the jailing of Tymoshenko created a major obstacle to closer ties with Brussels. U.S.-Ukrainian relations were adversely affected by the domestic crackdown on Yanukovych’s opponents. Indeed, U.S. officials complained of Washington’s “Ukraine fatigue” as Kyiv resisted calls for great transparency and rule of law. But with the NATO issue off the table, U.S. policy toward Ukraine no longer aroused Russia ire.

If Ukraine receded as a contentious U.S.-Russia issue, events in Kyrgyzstan provided an unanticipated venue for U.S.-Russian cooperation. When the Obama administration first took office, President Bakiyev began a bidding war with Russia and the United States for basing rights. After the 2005 loss of the K-2 base in Uzbekistan, the U.S. military base at Manas had become the main transit hub for U.S. troops going to Afghanistan, and fifteen thousand troops, planes, and five hundred tons of cargo a month passed through the base. Moscow had been pressuring Bakiyev to eject the Americans, and, in February 2009 he announced the base closure. On the same day, Russia, which already had its own Kant base near Bishkek, offered a $2 billion loan to Kyrgyzstan. Nevertheless, the United States began to renegotiate its agreement with Bakiyev, and in June 2009 Kyrgyzstan reversed its decision after Washington agreed to triple the rent for the base, now called the Manas Transit Center. Moscow was clearly angry at what it saw as Bakiyev’s betrayal.

A year later, the Kremlin had its revenge. Bakiyev was ousted in a popular uprising in April 2010, and some speculated that the Russians had a hand in his ouster.2 His son was accused of directly profiting from the fuel contracts at Manas. Bakiyev fled to Belarus, and an interim government took over. However, ethnic clashes between Kyrgyz and Uzbeks broke out in the south, and, amid the growing violence, Washington and Moscow worked together to try to stabilize the situation. The United States proposed a joint peace-keeping force with Russia, but Moscow demurred. Nevertheless, the Obama administration viewed cooperation in the Kyrgyz crisis as a success of the reset.3

The reset did little to remove Georgia as an issue of contention between Washington and Moscow. However, among the “dogs that did not bark” were another Russia-Georgia war, which some had feared would break out.4 Nevertheless, Russian officials continued to criticize the Obama administration for its support of Saakashvili. Both Putin and Medvedev excoriated the Georgian president in meetings with the Valdai Discussion Club, insinuating that he was mentally unstable. Russia also warned that any rearmament of Georgia would be viewed as a hostile act. This question—the extent to which the United States should resupply the Georgian army—became an issue both within the Obama administration and between Russia and the United States.

Georgia continued to send troops to fight in Iraq and Afghanistan. There were one thousand troops there in 2011, making Georgia the largest per capita troop contributor to the Afghan War. Pentagon officials argued that it was important both to maintain the military training program and to refurbish military equipment that Georgia had lost in the 2008 war. Other officials, focusing on the sensitivity of the issue for U.S.-Russian relations because of questions about how Georgia might use the equipment, were reluctant to support rearming Georgia. Moreover, Georgia and Russia accused each other of supporting separatist groups on each other’s territory. The Obama administration urged restraint on both sides, while it refused to recognize South Ossetia and Abkhazia.

In October 2012, President Mikheil Saakashvili’s party suffered an unexpected electoral defeat in parliamentary elections, leading to the appointment of opposition leader billionaire Bidzina Ivanishvili as prime minster. Ivanishvili, who had made his money in Moscow, pledged to improve relations with Russia, began to arrest and put on trial Saakashvili-connected officials, and accused the president of behaving “inadequately” during the 2008 war.5 The United States reached out to Ivanishvili and observed with both interest and concern attempts to mend Georgian-Russian relations and moves to de-legitimize Saakashvili and the Rose Revolution. The Georgian situation was essentially a stalemate. It symbolized the larger issue of how to reconcile Russian and U.S. interests in the post-Soviet space, part of the broader question of how to improve Euro-Atlantic security architecture two decades after Cold War’s end.

EURO-ATLANTIC SECURITY ARCHITECTURE

The United States and its allies were unable, despite the reset, to make any breakthrough on the larger issue confronting NATO, namely how to bridge the gap between Russian and Western perspectives on Euro-Atlantic security. The Russo-Georgia War had exposed the vulnerability of the states “in between,” those countries in the common neighborhood of the EU and Russia but outside both NATO and EU structures. Two months before the war, President Medvedev had made his maiden foreign speech in Berlin, in which he declared that the current system was broken and the OSCE was unable to engage effectively in rejuvenating it. He called for a new, legally binding treaty on European security that would be signed by all the parties in the region.6

Medvedev offered his draft European Security Treaty in November 2009. It contained the typical elements of an international treaty—legally binding articles dealing with rules and decision-making processes.7 At the same time, Lavrov offered the NRC a draft of a new treaty between NATO and Russia, which was quite similar to the Medvedev Treaty.8 The Western response ranged from lukewarm to hostile. From the U.S. point of view there was no need for another legally binding Euro-Atlantic super-treaty. The OSCE had already taken care of that. Several clauses in the proposed Medvedev treaty particularly worried NATO because they implied that NATO’s commitment to collective defense should be superseded by an all-European commitment to collective defense. But how was one to define a threat or an attack? The Russians claimed that Georgia had attacked them. As the proposal stood, NATO countries could conceivably be called on to defend Russia if it became engaged in military hostilities with a neighboring state. Moreover, the treaty would effectively limit NATO’s ability to invoke Article 5 for its own members.

The Medvedev treaty was a nonstarter. As Secretary Clinton said in Paris in 2010, the United States shared Russia’s goal of a more secure Europe, but “we believe that these goals are best pursued in the context of existing institutions such as the OSCE and the NATO-Russia Council rather than negotiating new treaties.”9 Nevertheless, the “old” European states had more at stake on this issue than did the United States. Washington viewed Moscow as less central to the resolution of global security problems than did Europe, for whom Russia was the key to guaranteeing stability in the region. Germany, France, and Italy viewed Russia as a primary security partner and were significantly more forward looking in engaging Russia on Euro-Atlantic security than were the United States or its Central European allies. As Theo Sommer, longtime editor of Die Zeit and respected German establishment figure put it:

No-one in Germany would still consider Putin a “flawless democrat.” But the demonstrations shaking Russia after the recent elections show that there is great potential for change, albeit slow, in the right direction. Propagating a new Cold war—on the grounds that Putin transformed his country from a threadbare economy and fragile democracy into an autocratic state hostile to the United States and Europe is not something Berlin will subscribe to.10

The United States and its allies responded by suggesting that the issue of Euro-Atlantic security be taken up in the OCSE, an organization with which Russia had increasingly become disenchanted because of its emphasis on human rights and electoral transparency. The OSCE in 2009 began discussing improving Euro-Atlantic security under the Greek presidency during a summit in Corfu, hence it became known as the Corfu Process, whose mission was to “review the state of play in European security and renovate our mechanisms to deal with traditional and new challenges.”11 The Russians continued to complain that the United States and its allies refused to respond seriously to their initiatives, and were dismissive of the Corfu Process.12

The NATO-Russia relationship experienced a modest improvement under the reset policy. Russia had broken off all contact with NATO after the Georgia War, but contacts resumed at the ministerial level at a NATO–Russia Council meeting in December in 2009.13 Shortly thereafter, NATO secretary general Anders Fogh Rasmussen went to Moscow, the first such visit since the Russo-Georgia War. He met with both members of the tandem as well as other top officials. He announced that Russia was one of his top priorities, and he was committed to improving NATO-Russia ties. The issues of Georgia’s territorial integrity and of possible further NATO enlargement also came up, and in his video blog, Rasmussen called his visit “a new beginning” despite some “disagreements and differences.” Medvedev described the NATO-Russian relationship as moving to a “new level.”14

A familiar pattern reemerged. NATO and Russia cooperated quite effectively on practical issues such as search and rescue, antipiracy, counternarcotics in Afghanistan, and counterterrorist exercises. But the differences between Russian and NATO views remained a fundamental obstacle to cooperation. After all, Russia’s 2010 military doctrine named NATO the number one external danger to Russia, whereas NATO’s new strategic concept talked about the desire for further cooperation and a “strong partnership” with Russia.15 From Washington’s point of view, the only way forward was to continue to engage Russia in the NRC format and try to overcome Moscow’s antipathy toward the organization. But there were limits to how long the Obama administration would wait. In November 2011, it announced that the United States would cease honoring its obligations under the Conventional Forces in Europe Treaty with regards to Russia. After three years of trying to induce Russia to recommit to the CFE regime, the United States realized that Putin’s 2007 decision to withdraw from the treaty was final. Reset had its limits.

SPIES AND LEAKS

The scene might have come from a new version of the 1950 Hollywood Cold War classic thriller The Third Man. An American and a Russian plane landed within minutes of each other at Vienna’s Schwechat airport. They taxied down the runway to an isolated part of the tarmac where they parked nose to tail. Ten Russian “sleeper” agents who had operated in the United States for the previous decade and four Russians who had been jailed in Russia for spying for the United States descended from their respective aircrafts and quickly switched planes. Within minutes, the planes had taken off again—one to Washington via London and the other to Moscow.

The Russian agents were long-term plants who had studied in the United States and had blended into American suburban life, most of them assuming false identities. One New Jersey couple had complained to their Moscow control officer that they needed a larger house with a swimming pool to keep up with their neighbors. Anna Chapman, the glamorous Mata Hari of the group, exchanged surreptitious emails with her colleague from a Starbucks in New York. Mikhail Semenko worked in a small travel agency in Arlington, Virginia, and became an aggressive networker who managed to get on the invitee lists of major Washington, D.C., think tanks.16 They joined Parent Teacher Associations at local schools. Their children lived the American dream. At least one of their children, a student at George Washington University, was being groomed as a next-generation spy.17 They used old espionage techniques such as invisible ink and shortwave radio broadcasts and high-tech ones such as steganography, which involved inserting hidden messages on websites that only the sender and intended recipient could understand. It was less clear what useful secrets they sent back to Moscow that were not readily available from the websites of think tanks and elsewhere on the Internet. Perhaps, it was speculated, the SVR’s intention was to plant them in the United States so that they could insinuate themselves into elite commercial and political circles that would give them access to people who might eventually rise to the top of the U.S. political system. The comic aspects of the spies’ surreptitious lives tended to obscure the consistent efforts and considerable expenditures that the SVR expended to implant the sleeper agents.

Spying was not exactly a new phenomenon in U.S.-Russian ties; after all, it had been a perennial feature of the relationship. Powell’s first act as secretary of state had been to expel fifty Russian intelligence agents. But, for Obama, the discovery of this spy ring came at an awkward time. Medvedev was due to visit the United States on June 24, 2010. On June 11, the FBI, which had been monitoring the agents for many years, informed the president that they wanted to move swiftly to arrest them. They feared that one or more of the spies suspected that they had been unmasked and would flee the United States before they could be apprehended. Obama was determined that the spy affair not derail the reset His idea was to engage Medvedev on his modernization plan by having him visit Silicon Valley and promoting the U.S.-Russian business relationship as a key to the enhancement of the reset. Given the imminence of President Medvedev’s visit, the FBI held off making the arrests until after the Russian leader had left.18 By then, the prisoner swap had already been arranged and Medvedev’s visit had gone off without a hitch.19 This was the largest U.S.-Russian spy swap in decades. National Security Advisor James Jones emphasizes that the spies “hadn’t done any real damage.”20 Soon after the Russians returned, Vladimir Putin, the former KGB agent, met and sang patriotic songs with them and bestowed awards on them for their service to their country.21

The Medvedev visit was deemed a great success. But the juxtaposition of the cheeseburger summit and sleeper spies highlighted the contradictions in the reset and the inevitability of what could at best be a selective partnership.

U.S.-Russian relations were further tested by the WikiLeaks affair. In late November 2010, Julian Assange, founder of the WikiLeaks site, released thousands of classified cables from the U.S. Embassy in Moscow and from other U.S. embassies where Russian issues were discussed. The cables ranged from descriptions of an extravagant wedding in Dagestan at which Chechen strongman Ramzan Kadyrov wielded a golden pistol and threw $100 bills around to an assessment of the tandem: “Medvedev plays Robin to Putin’s Batman.” There were also discussions of Russia’s slide toward autocracy and allegations of widespread and high-level corruption, including assessments from foreigners who told U.S. officials that Russia was a “virtual mafia state.”22 In an interview with CNN’s Larry King, Putin commented on the Batman-Robin quote: “Statements of this kind are, of course, aimed at insulting one of us, at snagging our self-confidence, pushing us toward certain steps that would destroy our productive cooperation in running the country.”23 Nevertheless, despite the inflammatory nature of material in some of the leaked cables, WikiLeaks appeared not to have had a major impact on U.S.-Russian relations.24

SUBSTANCE VERSUS PROCESS

One of the key American goals in the reset was to increase the number of stakeholders in the U.S.-Russian relationship, creating a broader-based network of people in both countries who would develop a long-term interest in improved ties. The U.S.-Russia bilateral presidential commission was a means to that end. By the beginning of the second Obama term it consisted of the following long list of working groups: agriculture, arms control and international security, military technical cooperation, cyber security, business development and economic relations, civil society, counternarcotics, counterterrorism, defense relations, education, culture, sports and media, emergency situations, energy, environment, health, innovation, intelligence, military cooperation, nuclear energy and nuclear security, policy steering, rule of law, science and technology, and space cooperation.25 The most controversial was the civil society group. Until 2011 it was cochaired by Michael McFaul, the president’s senior advisor on Russia, and Vladislav Surkov, deputy head of the Presidential Administration. Critics in the United States and Russia pointed out that Surkov was the author of “sovereign democracy,” the architect of managed elections, creator of the youth group Nashi that had harassed the British and Estonian ambassadors, and an opponent of autonomous civil society. Russians outside the government also complained about the closed selection process for those who were permitted to participate in its meetings. This highlighted a major asymmetry in a bilateral commission that involved a country with an independent civil society pursuing a dialogue with one in which the authorities discouraged civic activity that was not approved by the state. The Civil Society working group was disbanded at the end of 2012. Surkov, by then deputy prime minister, was fired in May 2013 ostensibly in connection with a corruption investigation into the Skolkovo innovation village project that had been partly launched during Medvedev’s 2010 visit to Silicon Valley.26

The other groups were less controversial and there was a flurry of activity for all of them.27 Groups dealing with energy and education, for instance, were able to make progress. Cultural groups were very active, and youth exchanges grew. A senior State Department official who had been involved in the Gore-Chernomyrdin Commission compared the Bilateral Presidential Commission favorably to its 1990s incarnation saying some groups work better than others, but that unexpected headway had been made even in the civil society groups. However, it would take a long time to measure how successful the bilateral commission had been in creating a larger group of stakeholders. Even if measurable outcomes were elusive, one could make the argument that the process itself was important. Given the limited number of venues for U.S.-Russian interaction and the continuing mutual suspicion on both sides, an ongoing endeavor that involved hundreds of people could one day become the nucleus of a broader platform for something more extensive.

THE END OF THE TANDEM: PUTIN RETURNS TO THE KREMLIN

On September 24, 2011, ending months of speculation, Dmitry Medvedev strode up to the podium at the Congress of the United Russia party to make a startling—but not totally unexpected— announcement: “I think it’s right that the party congress support the candidacy of the head of the government, Vladimir Putin, in the role of the country’s president.”28 To loud applause, Putin accepted, adding that he and Medvedev had years ago agreed that they would reverse roles.29 The tandem was to all intents and purposes over, and then fifty-nine-year-old Putin could theoretically stay in power for two more terms—until 2024.

But 2011 was not 2007, and in the four years since the tandem was first announced, the Medvedev presidency had opened up greater political space in Russian society. A younger, more affluent, urban Internet generation was no longer willing to accept the previous social compact involving exchanging material well-being for political quiesence. The blogosphere went into overdrive comparing Putin to Brezhnev in his dotage and announcing that Russians wanted a voice in their political system and real choices. A significant segment of the increasingly educated middle class felt insulted by what they termed the castling move (a chess move involving the king and a rook changing places). Following the December 4 Duma elections in which widespread fraud was reported by independent monitoring groups, a large crowd—estimates ran from 30,000 to 100,000—gathered peacefully in Bolotnaya Square in the bitter cold demanding that Putin go. They wore white ribbons. Putin’s response was to mock them, saying that the white ribbons reminded him of condoms.30 White or not, he was determined that this not evolve into another color revolution. The protests continued after the presidential election on March 4, 2012, when Putin was declared the winner and into 2013, albeit in dwindling numbers.

Before his 2012 reelection Putin published a series of articles outlining his vision for the future. In one of them he essentially declared mission accomplished, stressing how he had brought Russia back from the brink of chaos: “We restored basic state governance. We had to restore the authority and power of the state itself. [We] helped deliver Russia from the blind alley of a civil war.”31 He views himself as a leader who embodies the Russian tradition of derzhavnost’, the belief that Russia is destined to be a strong state and a great power.32 His message to protestors and to the outside world was that he had saved Russia from the abyss.

The mobilization of the urban elites and the rise of an active opposition had a direct impact on U.S.-Russian relations and made it more difficult to continue the reset. After Putin’s initial shock at the protests, he recouped and immediately began to tie the protests to nefarious foreign influences, particularly the United States—“they want to show us that they can rock the boat.” The demonization of America appealed to an important segment of Putin’s base—the provincial working class—although it evoked ridicule among the urban opposition. Because Secretary Clinton had criticized the vote fraud, she came in for special invective. Putin accused her of paying protestors to go into the streets, which she vigorously denied.33 When the new U.S. ambassador (and former NSC senior director) Michael McFaul—the first U.S. ambassador to Russia to engage in active tweeting—arrived in February 2012, he was initially subject to relentless criticism.34

Putin articulated his ideas about the United States more systematically in a lengthy article on foreign policy that he published during the election campaign. “Russia and the Changing World” was vintage Putin, resonating with his 2007 Munich speech. He accused the Americans of being “obsessed with the idea of ensuring their absolute invulnerability.” But according to Putin, “Absolute invulnerability for one means absolute vulnerability for all the others.” He repeated all his arguments against unilateralism, NATO enlargement, and disregard for the United Nations.35 Nevertheless, he held out the possibility for improved relations if Washington could rid itself of its Cold War stereotypes.

Putin had returned to the Kremlin, but with more uncertainty surrounding the future of the system he had created. Obama had based the reset on his relationship with Medvedev. Several senior U.S. officials admitted that the September 24 “castling” maneuver had come as a disappointment to the White House. What would the new Putin presidency bring for U.S.-Russian relations? The initial clues were not encouraging. The first Obama-Putin meeting since July 2009 had been scheduled to take place before the G-8 summit at Camp David. At the last moment, Putin apparently decided that he did not want his first foreign trip as president to be to the United States. He announced that he was not coming and dispatched Medvedev instead. The official reason was that Putin had to work on forming his new cabinet, but many believed it was a deliberate snub.

The Putin-Obama meeting on the sidelines of the G-20 summit in Los Cabos Mexico a few weeks later was difficult. The presidents could barely muster a smile for the assembled reporters. Michael McFaul tried to give it a positive spin: “I thought the chemistry was very businesslike and cordial.” Then he commented on Putin’s dour demeanor: “That’s the way he looks, that’s the way he acts.”36 The issue that prompted the frosty smiles and was to dominate U.S.-Russian relations after Obama’s reelection was the upheaval in the Arab world and specifically the civil war in Syria.

THE UNITED STATES, RUSSIA, AND THE ARAB SPRING

The ferment that began to engulf the Arab world early in 2011 in many ways represented the Freedom Agenda redux, albeit in a different setting—the Middle East as opposed to the Near Abroad. As the United States supported popular uprisings against autocratic Middle Eastern regimes—some of which it had resoltuely backed for decades—Russia, once again, became increasingly unsettled by Washington’s advocacy of regime change. The Arab uprisings highlighted the ideological and philosophical gap between the United States and Russia. The United States and its allies emphasized the primacy of two core principles, informed by the bitter lessons of the Balkan conflicts in the 1990s: the responsibility to protect and humanitarian intervention. Russia, by contrast, embraced a classical nineteenth-century worldview, stressing the primacy of absolute sovereignty and noninterference in the affairs of other states.

Moreover, evoking the example of an Iraq that remained plagued by violence and instability, Moscow was skeptical about how these uprisings would end. It feared the unintended consequences of regime change in the Middle East. Given Russia’s proximity to the Arab world and its own Muslim population that was becoming more religious and reproducing much faster than the Slavic population, the underlying fear of contagion from Islamist movements was understandable.37 The United States, by contrast, was far away, had a Muslim population that was by and large well-integrated into society, and realized that it would have to work with these movements when they came to power.

The revolts in the Arab world began in December 2010 with a Tunisian fruit seller immolating himself to protest against police harassment then spread in 2011 to Egypt, Libya, Syria, and other countries in the region. The cascading upheaval caught most of the world by surprise. The Obama administration hesitated before abandoning its longtime ally Hosni Mubarak in Egypt, but it eventually came down on the side of populations demanding the ouster of dictators and the introduction of greater democracy. The Arab spring introduced the specter of instability and Islamist rule in the region, but the West decided that it could no longer continue basing its policies on the predictability of unpopular authoritarian leaders.

Moscow’s reaction was entirely different. Russia had productive ties with the region’s rulers and feared that ousting these leaders would usher in instability and Islamist fundamentalism that could threaten Russia and its neighbors. Some officials saw the hand of the United States and its special services in the Egyptian revolution, apparently not persuaded by the fact that Mubarak had for decades been a close ally and the recipient of billions of dollars of U.S. aid. But the Arab spring also had implications for Russia’s domestic situation. As opponents of the tandem argued and countless Russian bloggers pointed out, what happened in Tahrir Square could also happen in Red Square.

The Obama administration’s first issue with Russia came after the Libyan uprising against Muammar Qaddafi began. NATO and some Arab nations agreed to impose a no-fly zone in Libya to assist the rebels, and Washington wanted this to go through UN channels to legitimize the action. Russia had a considerable economic stake in Libya. After forgiving Tripoli’s Soviet-era $4.5 billion debt in April 2008, Russian firms signed lucrative oil and construction deals, amounting to $10 billion, and arms sales remained an important part of the relationship. Moscow had traditionally been reluctant to engage in punitive actions in that part of the world for fear of jeopardizing its remaining post-Soviet political and economic influence. However, after listening to Vice President Biden’s arguments about the importance of supporting the rebels, Medvedev agreed that Russia would abstain from—rather than veto—United Nations Resolution 1973, which authorized the use of air power to impose a no-fly zone. There has been considerable speculation about whether the tandem disagreed on this policy. Some American officials believe that Medvedev did not fully comprehend what a no-fly zone meant. Others believe that Medvedev’s decision to abstain influenced Putin’s decision to return to the presidency. Putin described the UN resolution as a “mediaeval call for a crusade, when someone would call someone to go to a particular place and liberate something” and consistently criticized NATO’s actions.38 Indeed, a month after the resolution, Lavrov claimed that NATO had overstepped its mission in Libya.39 Qaddafi’s bloody death was heavily criticized by most Russian officials, and Vladimir Putin called the Libyan dictator’s end—he was shot as he emerged from hiding in a drainage pipe—“barbaric.” Russia’s halfhearted support of the Libyan campaign and its reluctance to recognize the new government left its position in Libya considerably diminished after the end of the war.40

Syria was a much more contentious issue than Libya. The long drawn-out uprising against Syria’s Bashar Al’Assad which began in March 2011 confronted Russia with the prospect that its last ally in the Arab world—and the major source of its influence in the region—might too be removed with the help of NATO. Russia’s one remaining foreign naval base (and only warm-water port) was in the Syrian town of Tartus, although it was by all accounts not that significant and in a state of disrepair.41 Syria is one of the top five foreign buyers of Russian defense equipment.42 Russian companies also have around $20 billion invested in Syria, primarily in natural gas extraction. Indeed, as the international community prepared to impose tough sanctions on Syria, Russia sent an aircraft carrier to Tartus and announced the sale of YAK-30 fighter jets to Syria.43 It continued to supply Syria with a variety of sophisticated military hardware as the conflict raged on.

Russia refused to cooperate on any action against its last remaining ally in the region. It vetoed a UNSC resolution that called for Assad to step aside, describing it as “unbalanced.”44 It consistently blocked UN action—supported by most Arab states and Turkey—that could have helped the opposition forces.45 Its banks helped Syria evade financial sanctions. When former UN secretary-general Kofi Annan resigned his position as special envoy for Syria, he blamed Russia for obstructing action to halt the carnage.46 His successor Lakhdar Brahimi also resigned for similar reasons. There was increasing pressure from both the West and regional powers such as Turkey to undertake a UN-sanctioned intervention in Syria to respond to the use of chemical weapons and halt the killing of tens of thousands of people.

As Putin told the Valdai group, the West should be careful about what it wished for. His warnings were consistent with the Russian position going back to the run-up to the Iraq War a decade earlier. The Arab uprisings (he, like all other Russian officials, did not use the word “spring”) could well lead to the rise of Islamist parties with radical agendas. Indeed, Russia feared the spread of radical Sunni Islamist governments that would destabilize the region and appeal to restive Muslims in the north Caucasus. The Assad regime, in its view, was a bulwark against the radical Islamist threat. While the United States and its European allies worked hard to craft a UN, resolution that was acceptable to Moscow, Russia called instead for dialogue between the government and protestors.

After Obama’s reelection in November 2012, U.S.-Russian tensions over Syria (as well as the Magnitsky bill and its aftermath) increased. For a few months Putin was unavailable to meet with any American official. Finally, having received the message that Russia was willing to reengage, National Security Advisor Thomas Donilon traveled to Moscow in April 2013 bearing a letter from Obama to Putin outlining an agenda and two planned presidential meetings for the year.47 Secretary of State John Kerry, who had been chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, by all accounts enjoyed a more cordial relationship with Lavrov than his two predecessors. He traveled to Moscow in May amid evidence that chemical weapons had been used in Syria.48 He and Lavrov announced that they would coconvene an international conference on Syria designed to bring all the warring factions to the table and reach a negotiated settlement.49 It was unclear whether these efforts would succeed or indeed whether Russian and American views of how best to handle the Syrian crisis could become more closely aligned. Russia continued to believe that the United Nations Security Council should not be in the business of regime change.50 Putin pointedly summarized his views on Syria during a marathon press conference: “Undoubtedly change is needed. We are worried about something else: what happens next.”51

THE RESET IN PERSPECTIVE

By the time of the November 2012 U.S. election, the fourth U.S.-Russian reset had already run its course. Bill Clinton had believed that, with a new Kremlin leader, it would be possible to create a qualitatively new U.S.-Russian relationship. George W. Bush initially believed the same of Vladimir Putin. Barack Obama’s reset had been based on the presumption that, with two younger, post-Cold War leaders, Russia and the United States might be able to reframe their relationship. All three U.S. presidents initially saw something in their Russian counterpart that gave them hope. By the time their first terms ended, however, the U.S.-Russian relationship was in trouble. In Clinton’s and Bush’s case, bilateral ties deteriorated further during their second terms. The Obama reset began to falter when Putin announced his decision to return to the Kremlin and was over by the summer of 2013.

When Obama first entered the White House, it was still possible to believe that the tandem might evolve in a direction that enabled Medvedev to become the de facto as well as the de jure president. The Obama administration had come into office believing that improving the U.S.-Russian relationship could help to “empower” Medvedev. The two presidents had worked on the most difficult issues in the bilateral relationship together; but the reality was that Putin had continued to run Russia throughout the Medvedev interlude. The assumption in the White House was that Medvedev could not have taken any major decisions without Putin’s assent. Thus, Putin had bought into the reset. The accents were different—Medvedev was, on the whole, more positive about relations with the United States than was Putin, and occasionally, as with the UN vote on Libya, the two men seemed to have disagreed—but there was consensus on support for better U.S.-Russian relations. Nevertheless, the September 24, 2011 announcement of the tandem job switch, the toughening of rhetoric during the Duma and presidential election campaigns, and Putin’s actions once he was back in the Kremlin raised questions about the durability of the reset. The concrete accomplishments—New START, cooperation on Afghanistan and Iran, and Russia’s WTO membership—would remain. But would there be a reset 2.0? How dependent would it be on personal dynamics?

The White House had assumed, that, because Medvedev could not have taken any major actions without Putin’s approval, there would be continuity in Russian policy once Putin returned to the Kremlin. Indeed, senior officials explicitly conveyed this hope to their Russian colleagues. Once it became clear that this was not to be the case, they struggled to understand the sources of discontinuity in the Kremlin’s America policy.

Putin’s policy toward the United States appeared to be increasingly tied up with domestic political developments in both countries. U.S.-Russian relations further deteriorated in late 2012 when both Houses of Congress adopted legislation designed to punish Russian officials and businesses involved in human rights abuses. The Justice for Sergei Magnitsky Act was adopted as a response to the death in a Russian prison of thirty-seven-year-old lawyer Sergei Magnitsky, who had uncovered large-scale embezzlement on the part of Russian law enforcement and tax collection officials. It was alleged that he had been denied medical care and tortured, and yet no one was brought to justice.52 Indeed, the authorities put him on trial posthumously.

In December 2012, despite the White House’s reservations about the impact that this legislation might have, President Obama signed into law the Sergei Magnitsky Accountability and Rule of Law Act. It specifies that individuals connected to Magnitsky’s death should be placed on a visa ban list and their assets in the United States should be frozen. It also leaves open the possibility for other individuals deemed guilty of “extrajudicial killings, torture, or other gross violations of human rights” to be added to the list.53

The Russians argued hard against the Magnitsky bill and threatened retaliation with their own lists. Russian ambassador to the United States Sergei Kislyak wrote of the Magnitsky Act that “unwillingness to show respect, to hear arguments, to work on building normal relations is of course frustrating. Our two countries deserve better.”54 When the bill came into law, Putin said, “This is very bad. This, of course, poisons our relations with the United States.”55

The subsequent Russian reaction to the Magnitsky bill surprised American officials. The Duma passed the Dima Yakovlev Law, named after a Russian child who had died in the custody of his adoptive American parents. This legislation banned all future adoptions by Americans of Russian children.56 Americans had adopted 60,000 Russian children prior to this ban. Moreover, the Kremlin announced that it had its own blacklist of U.S. officials guilty of violating human rights who could not enter Russia and began denying visas to them.57 In a highly unusual move, Russia also expelled a diplomat whom they accused of being a spy and showed his arrest on TV, including his supposed blond wig.58

In the aftermath of the demonstrations against him and the fact that Moscow and some other urban areas had apparently not reelected him (he won the presidential election because of his support among the provincial working class), Putin apparently decided to use anti-Americanism to appeal to his base and reassert political control. After his reelection, Russia encated a series of measures clamping down on civil society, the opposition, and their foreign supporters. Any Russian NGO that received foreign funding was required to register as a “foreign agent,” a term that carried sinister connotations from the Soviet era. This law was so broad in scope that it jeopardized funding for established NGOs such as the Moscow Helsinki Group and the internationally acclaimed human rights group Memorial.59 As a result, the National Democratic Institute and the International Republican Institute moved their operations to the Baltic states. Russia canceled its agreement on law enforcement and counternarcotics cooperation with the United States.60 It ordered the closure of the United States Agency for International Development (UDSAID),- which had operated for more than two decades and given Russia a total of $2.6 billion in assistance.61 It passed laws restricting Internet freedom in the name of “combating extermism,” recriminalized slander, and imposed high fines for participation in illegal protests. It passed a controversial law outlawing “homosexual propaganda.” And it broadened the defintion of treason to encompass providing asssistance to foreign organizations.62

Russia also announced that it was not interested in renewing the Nunn-Lugar Cooperative Threat Reduction legislation, a cornerstone of U.S.-Russian relations for the previous twenty years. Claiming that the agreement reflected an unequal relationship that dated back to the early 1990s, it subsequently agreed to begin talks on a follow-on agreement where Russia would have a different role. The Obama administration was committed to securing a new agreement whereby Russia and the United States would work together on nonproliferation issues in third countries.63

The 2013 Russian Foreign Policy Concept reflected Russia’s priorities. Arguing that the West was becoming weaker and was destabilizing the international system, it highlighted Russia’s unique role in a multipolar world. Stressing that its top foreign policy priority was the CIS and the creation of a Eurasian Economic Union of former Soviet states, it advocated building a “solid economic foundation” for Russian-American relations.64 In a speech to senior Defense Ministry staff, Putin accused the United States of undermining the strategic balance of forces through its missile defense programs and further NATO enlargement and argued for a new Russian military buildup.65

Rhetorical invective against the United States was on the rise. In addition to stifling civil society and closing down foreign democracy-building efforts that went back to the collapse of the Soviet Union, Putin was determined to show that Russia, as a fully sovereign state whose economy was performing better than many countries, no longer needed any American financial assistance.

The Obama administration responded to these developments in a low-key manner. During the presidential election campaign, Russia had played only a minor part. Republican candidate Mitt Romney’s campaign—in a surprising and anachronistic salvo—faulted Obama for treating the Kremlin with kid gloves when Russia was, according to Romney, the United States “number one geopolitical foe,” because it “fights every cause for the world’s worst actors.”66 During the year preceding the election, the Obama administration had become more vocal about the Russian government’s clampdown on opposition protests because critics from the right and left accused it of ignoring Putin’s repression of civil society. But it reacted to Russian rhetorical provocations after the U.S. election with restraint. The consensus was that the United States could have little impact on what the Putin administration did at home and Washington had important international business that it had to conduct with Russia.

After Obama’s reelection, the chief task was maintain the post-reset status quo, especially vis-à-vis Afghanistan and Iran, and to secure a more cooperative Russian stance on Syria. The United States would continue to seek a missile defense deal and further arms control agreements, but expectations were modest. As long as attitudes in Washington and Moscow toward each other ranged from ambivalent to antagonistic, avenues for a qualitative improvement in relations would be constrained.67


Chapter Eleven

The Limits of Partnership

Why has it been so difficult for the United States and Russia to create a productive post–Cold War partnership? With the demise of the USSR and the end of a bipolar world, it appeared that the major obstacles to an improved relationship had disappeared. Russia and the United States no longer faced each other across an ideological divide competing for power and influence in the global arena. There were compelling reasons for Washington to reach out to Moscow and redefine bilateral ties. Yet the initial hopes for a new partnership had all but disappeared by 1999, although they were temporarily revived after 9/11 and then again after Obama’s election—only to evaporate after the fourth reset had reached its limits. The two countries share important interests—including counterterrorism and counterproliferation—but the gap between both interests and values has constrained their ability to agree on how to cooperate on key global challenges.

A major reason for the chronic difficulties is that the way in which Russia was reborn after 1991 created inequalities between Washington and Moscow that Russia has found hard to accept and that Putin is determined to reverse. What the United States viewed as a triumph for freedom—the end of the Soviet system—many Russians have come to see as a humiliating defeat for a mighty superpower. They blame the United States for treating Russia as a defeated rival, not a potential partner. The concept of an “equal partnership of unequals” may appeal to Russians, but that is not the way that Washington approaches dealing with Moscow. Add to the implosion of the USSR other key factors: the traditional Russian wariness of the West, decades of isolation, lingering consciousness of relative economic backwardness, and the chaos and immiseration that accompanied the collapse of the Soviet Union—all of this set the stage for an accumulation of resentments on the Russian side and of incomprehension and frustration on the American side.

This book has argued that there has been far more continuity in Russia policy between Democratic and Republican administrations than many would publicly admit. Moreover, the U.S. Congress has, for more than two decades, has often been skeptical about deeper engagement with Russia and this has further complicated relations. Many of the key issues with which both countries have dealt have remained the same: missile defense, arms control and nonproliferation, Afghanistan and counterterrorism, Iran, Russia’s WTO accession and regulating U.S.-Russian relations in the post-Soviet space. In view of the differences between the American and Russian political systems and worldviews, the range of possible ways of dealing with these issues is limited. Moreover, because of the disparities in power and influence between Washington and Moscow, the United States has until recently played a disproportionate role in determining which issues would dominate the relationship. The U.S.-Russian relationship remains a structural anachronism given the focus on hard security issues. As the world’s two nuclear superpowers, Russia and the United States are caught in a time warp that is difficult to unravel.

History continues to shape the future of the relationship. U.S.-Russian relations are still influenced by the different ways in which the United States and Russia view the 1990s. Many Russians believe that the United States has been unable to understand the extent of the trauma and chaos of the Soviet collapse. With hindsight one can point to the undoubted progress that was made in the 1990s as Russia dealt with triple transitions from communism to a quasi-democracy, from state control over the economy to a quasi-market system, and from an imperial to a postimperial state—albeit with a lingering imperial mindset.1 The Clinton administration viewed the denuclearization of Russia’s neighbors, the beginnings of a market economy, competitive elections, greater freedom of expression, and securing Russia’s cooperation in the Balkans as part of its achievements. The United States was, however, unable to provide for Russia a meaningful role—or stake—in the new Euro-Atlantic security architecture. The problem is that many Russians look back at the 1990s as a time of chaos, poverty, weak leadership, ruthless and opaque oligarchic capitalism, and international humiliation by the United States. Since 2000, order has been restored, people’s standard of living has risen, life has become more predictable, and Russia is once again a major player on the world stage. Needless to say, this is a narrative that Putin has championed. A decade and a half after the end of the Yeltsin era, these very different perceptions continue to evoke strong emotions, particularly in Russia.

There is a recurring—and unresolved—debate in the United States about how best to handle Russia. It is a divide that cuts across partisan lines. Those favoring an approach based on realism and national interest attribute many of the problems in the U.S.-Russian relationship to what they see as a misplaced emphasis on trying to reengineer Russian society and bring democracy to Russia. They argue that the relationship is most productive when Washington concentrates on pragmatic foreign policy cooperation with Moscow, limits criticism of its domestic system, focuses on the resolution of common problems, and treats Russia with respect. Critics of Realpolitik on the right and left—including some members of U.S. Congress—argue that the United States should link its foreign policy cooperation to Russia’s domestic system and should penalize Moscow for what it sees as its growing authoritarianism.2

At the heart of these debates is the difficult question of how far the United States should factor into its policies considerations of Russia’s unique postimperial preoccupations and continuing suspicion of American intentions. The question that George Kennan raised in his 1947 “Mr. X” article—To what extent does Russia’s domestic system create a unique foreign policy that makes dealing with Moscow unlike dealing with any other power?—remains alive today.3 Advocates of greater engagement with Russia argue that, as the stronger power, the United States, following Germany’s example, can afford to tailor its policies to Russia’s special concerns and demonstrate more “empathy.”

Many of these arguments exaggerate the amount of influence the United States has over Russia’s internal evolution. The U.S. ability to shape what happens inside Russia is at best marginal. Even when Russia was at its weakest in the 1990s it developed along its own political and economic trajectory, tailoring the advice of U.S. NGOs and private-sector consultants to Russia’s unique situation—one that was very difficult for outsiders to fully comprehend. The Russia of the second decade of the twenty-first century is a far cry from that of the 1990s. Hence it is much more difficult for the United States to influence what happens inside Russia at a time when the Kremlin is determined to eradicate foreign involvement in its internal affairs—except for trade and foreign investment in certain sectors.

A persistent theme in U.S.-Russian relations has been the asymmetry in each side’s stakes in the bilateral relationship. Since the Soviet collapse, Russia has represented a second-order priority for the United States, although it has been important to seek Russian cooperation on the first-order priorities, such as nonproliferation, Afghanistan, Iran, and the upheavals in the Arab world. Russia is important instrumentally for the United States in terms of Washington’s broader foreign policy goals, but it is not an issue in U.S. domestic politics—except for a small group of members of Congress, émigrés and experts. By contrast, the United States—at least until recently—represented a top priority for Moscow and was seen as the key to Russia’s return to great-power status.

However, Moscow today views the United States as a declining power because of its challenging economic situation. Russia believes that its international choices have widened. This was very much on display when China’s new president Xi Jinping visited Moscow in March 2013. Russia was his first overseas destination after taking office. The trip was intended to highlight Russia’s “pivot to Asia” and the reality that China and Russia together offer the world a model that is different from America’s with its emphasis on absolute sovereignty.4 Putin stressed that both presidents would like to “shape a new, more just world order.”5

The United States has become increasingly important instrumentally—in a negative sense—in terms of Russian domestic politics. In his April 2013 five-hour call-in show, Putin argued that U.S-Russian relations had begun to deteriorate in 2003 after the Iraq war.6 Blaming the United States for Russia’s problems and accusing Washington of aiding and abetting the political opposition and threatening Russia’s territorial integrity by tacitly supporting Chechen separatists has become a major theme in Putin’s increasingly strident narrative. Putin’s rhetoric and actions since he returned to the Kremlin have reinforced the challenges of achieving a more full-fledged partnership.

LESSONS FROM FOUR RESETS

A consistent lesson from the past decade is that reset lies in the eye of the beholder and that Russia’s view of the four resets is different from the U.S. view. George H. W. Bush’s modest attempt to recalibrate relations after the Soviet collapse occurred during a time of maximum Russian weakness and raised questions about whether more should have been done to support the Yeltsin government economically. Clinton’s more full-fledged attempt to create a partnership with Yeltsin produced some successes from the U.S. point of view but is largely discredited among the current Russian ruling elite. Putin’s post-9/11 reset foundered because both sides had different expectations of what it would accomplish. Putin believed that by reaching out to Bush and facilitating the establishment of U.S. bases in Central Asia, the United States would view Russia as a partner, recognize its sphere of influence in the post-Soviet space, treat it as an equal, and give it the respect that had been lacking during the Yeltsin era. From Moscow’s perspective, Washington refused to treat Russia as an equal, did not accept the legitimacy of its struggle against terrorists in the North Caucasus, and subsequently pursued policies that were inimical to its interests, particularly in the former Soviet space. The bottom line is that Putin and his colleagues continue to believe that the United States never appreciated the importance of their post-9/11 attempts to create a strategic partnership.

The fourth reset was an Obama administration initiative and, from Washington’s point of view, accomplished much of what it set out to do—New START, Iran, and Afghanistan. But missile defense cooperation and joint solutions to the Syria crisis have proved more challenging. Part of the reason for this reset’s success was the reduction in American attention to the post-Soviet space and the explicit delinking of foreign policy from Russia’s domestic situation. The Russian side is generally more cautious about the Obama reset, viewing it as a U.S. course correction and an admission of previous American errors. Moscow believes, however, that there are limits to perezagruzska if the United States insists on implementing its missile defense program, refuses to consider a new European Security treaty, and supports regime change in the Arab world.7

The past two decades also highlight the disproportionate role of personal ties between the Russian and American leaders. Both Democrats and Republicans have, during election campaigns, accused the other side of “over-personalizing” relations with Russia while they were in office; but both have repeated their predecessor’s pattern when they themselves entered the White House. Quite simply, the institutional basis of the relationship remains thin and, in the absence of a broader group of stakeholders, ties between the two presidents remain very important, as was clear from 2009 to the end of 2011. The disadvantage of the personalization of relations was evident when the Kremlin changed hands and the Obama White House had to adjust to its new interlocutor.

The domestic politics of America’s Russia policy has also been a source of continuity. Officials from the Bush 41, Clinton, Bush 43, and Obama administrations agree that it has been an uphill struggle to interest Congress in improving ties with Russia. For more than two decades, it has generally been a challenge to find any congressional leader who has been willing to champion a more constructive U.S.- Russian agenda. It took two decades after the end of the USSR and the end of the ban on Jewish emigration to rescind the Jackson-Vanik amendment, and Congress has done little to encourage U.S.-Russian economic relations. Jackson-Vanik was rescinded only because Congress passed substitute legislation—the Justice for Sergei Magnitsky Act—which was hardly conducive to closer commercial ties. Russian officials understand that Congress has been an impediment to moving the relationship forward but have difficulty comprehending the complex relationship between the executive and legislative branches of the U.S. government, perhaps because there is no real separation of power in Russia. The Russian government has also been singularly ineffective in making its case to Congress.

How have politics and economics interacted with each other since the Soviet collapse? The general consensus among the American private sector is that, while the deterioration of U.S.-Russian political relations under Bush did not affect business that much, the improvement of ties under Obama has made a positive difference.8 Certainly congressional restrictions imposed largely for political reasons had not encouraged the commercial relationship, but neither had the absence of PNTR made much difference before Russia entered the WTO. The major impediments to a more substantial economic relationship appeared to be economic and legal, rather than political. The U.S. and Russia did not have the necessary economic complementarity to foster a robust economic relationship as long as Russia remained primarily a raw materials and arms exporter. Moreover, the absence of the rule of law was a constant challenge, even though Russia under Putin and Medvedev made significant strides in improving the application of commercial law. Were Russia to implement the ambitious modernization program promoted rhetorically by both Putin and Medvedev and diversify its economy, the opportunities for expanding U.S.-Russian economic ties would grow appreciably.

Conversely, if the economic relationship were to improve significantly, could that affect the political relationship? The German experience suggests that it could. Germany’s economic interdependence with Russia has affected its approach to political relations. With Russia as an important energy supplier and thousands of medium and small German businesses active in Russia, the imperative of engaging Russia and maintaining good political relations is constant. Angela Merkel discovered that soon after becoming chancellor. Bilateral trade totals 52 billion euros and is important for a trade-dependent economy.9 Nevertheless, the German-Russian relationship experienced strains in 2013, particularly after the Kremlin targeted German political foundations working with civil society in Moscow in their crackdown on NGOs.10 Of course, the United States is a large country for whom foreign trade is not nearly as important as it is for Germany. U.S.-Russian bilateral trade amounts to $41 billion. However, propinquity counts. Canada is the United States’ largest trading partner. But if there were a larger group of stakeholders on both sides, then the situation would change. Former ambassador to Russia John Beyrle claims that “we need more deals that create stakes on both sides.”11 China is the obvious counterexample to Russia. Despite the administration’s sometimes testy political relations with China and concerns about its human rights record, U.S. business advocates successfully for its interests because China is such an important economic partner. It ranks second after Canada. There is no legislation similar to the Magnitsky Act for China, despite documented cases of corruption and prison abuse. This fact is, of course, particularly galling to the Russians and reinforces their narrative about double standards.

Within the executive branch, Russia policy has sometimes been inconsistent and fragmented. The bureaucratic reorganizations during the Bush era—abolishing the State Department’s Office for the Newly Independent States, moving the post-Soviet states to the European Bureau, and then the Central Asian states to the Bureau of South Asia, and similarly dividing Eurasia up into different offices in the National Security Council and the Defense Department—meant that officials who dealt with Russia policy no longer had an overview of or responsibility for policy toward Russia’s neighbors, and there was little coordination between those focusing on Russia and those dealing with its neighborhood. The National Intelligence Council is the one remaining major government institution where Russia and Eurasia remain under one rubric, facilitating a more integrated view of the region. The intent of these government reorganizations was political—to deemphasize the concept of a post-Soviet space where Russia still plays a disproportionate role. The principle of denying that Russia should have a “sphere of privileged interests” in Eurasia was understandable, but reality suggests otherwise—at least for the foreseeable future, as Putin pursues his number one foreign policy priority, a Eurasian Economic Union. The ties that bind remain strong—a common language, trade connections, educational links, family ties, business ties, and a shared history and culture. Many of Russia’s neighbors understand that they need to achieve a fine balancing act between Moscow and other external powers, especially in challenging economic times when Moscow retains considerable economic clout in the region.

SELECTIVE PARTNERS

U.S.-Russian relations have also been affected by Moscow’s and Washington’s broader foreign policy preoccupations. Under Vladimir Putin, Russia has pursued four major foreign policy goals.12 The first—increasingly on display as upheavals in the Middle East spread— was to ensure that no major international decision can be taken without Russian participation. Russia is entitled to its seat at the table, Russia’s views should be respected and taken into account, and the United Nations Security Council should be the decisive venue for all important decisions. Moreover, American officials have observed that the Russians often focus on process rather than progress. Multinational negotiations on two frozen conflicts—Nagorno-Karabakh and Transnistria—have been going on for more than two decades, but Russia seems to be in no hurry to see these disputes resolved. As long as these disputes are unresolved, Russia has leverage. The preference for talks rather than action has also been apparent in Russia’s handling of the situation in in Syria. It remains to be seen what the joint U.S-Russian sponsored moves to resolve the Syrian crisis will accomplish.

The second goal has been to maintain the status quo in the Euro-Atlantic arena and ensure that there is no more eastern enlargement of either NATO or the European Union in the former Soviet states. The successful creation of a Eurasian Union that includes Ukraine would ensure the success of that strategy. Another goal has been to contain and push back Western democracy-promotion efforts in Russia and its neighbors and minimize the possibility of regime change or instability in Eurasia. Russia offers itself as a defender of the autocratic rulers in its neighborhood. The final set of goals—as was made clear in a series of Foreign Ministry documents—has been to promote Russia’s economic interests and, by implication, those of its political elite by enlisting Western investment and technology in Russia’s modernization project.13

America plays a key role—both negative and positive—in all of these Russian goals. By acting without Security Council sanction—as it did in Kosovo and Iraq because it knew Russian would veto the resolutions—it can exclude Russia from having a seat at the table. The United States must also continue to deal with the consequences of failing to include Russia in the enlarged Euro-Atlantic security system in the 1990s. Some Clinton and Bush-era officials believe that the United States should have taken up both Yeltsin’s and Putin’s enquiries about NATO membership.14 By denying Russia the prospect of eventual NATO membership while Central Europe and the Baltic States joined, America reinforced the Kremlin’s belief that it remains outside of Euro-Atlantic structures and hence has no responsibility to them.15

U.S. foreign policy goals have, since 9/11, focused on counterterrorism, ousting the Taliban in Afghanistan and stabilizing the situation there, ousting Saddam Hussein in Iraq, containing Iran’s nuclear program, global nonproliferation, and, since 2011, support for a stable transition away from autocracy in the Middle East. Russia has been a partner—albeit sometimes a reluctant one—in most of these endeavors. Washington realizes that Russia has the ability to thwart U.S. policies on these issues—hence, the attempts to secure Russian support for Iran sanctions, the Northern Distribution Network, and joint action on Libya and Syria. The U.S.-Russian agenda going forward is long and complex.

Thus, the U.S.-Russian relationship remains a selective partnership, where Moscow and Washington cooperate on some issues and disagree on others. Deep currents of mutual mistrust remain, although constructive partnership on issues of mutual interest has also worked. The Clinton, Bush, and Obama administrations all encountered the anti-Americanism that former Ambassador to Russia and Deputy Secretary of State William Burns describes as “part of Russia’s deep historical sensibility and suspicion of outsiders.”16 But they have also experienced more forward-looking Russian views and Putin’s pragmatism and willingness to make deals if he believes they are in Russia’s interest.

Part of the enduring Russian resentment against U.S. policies has been the U.S. government and NGO involvement in democracy-promotion efforts. This is an important element of American foreign policy, although, as we have seen, it has not always been consistently applied. Nevertheless, Russia (unlike China, for instance) signed agreements when it joined the OSCE, the Council of Europe, and other bodies committing it to observe basic Euro-Atlantic norms such as the rule of law, due process, human rights, and freedom of speech and assembly. It is, therefore, entirely legitimate for the United States to hold Russia accountable for implementing commitments it made when it joined these bodies.

After more than two decades of modern U.S.-Russian relations and four resets, there is a strong argument to be made that the United States should have moderate expectations, define its foreign policy priorities with Russia, and systematically and consistently try to advance its agenda on these issues without over-emphasizing Russia’s domestic trajectory. That was the theory behind the Obama administration’s two-track diplomacy, and it worked quite well until Russia entered its election season with unexpected opposition to Putin, who then blamed the United States for aiding and abetting the protestors. At a minimum, the United States will have to reassess its engagement with Russian civil society since the crackdown on foreign-supported NGOs.

The experience of the post-Soviet period suggests that the United States should be both modest and realistic about the degree to which its programs can influence the course of Russia’s internal development. American officials should have learned in the past two decades that Russia’s evolution away from the Soviet system will take several generations, or even the seventy years that the Germans originally predicted. The U.S. timetable may be dictated by four-year election cycles, but Russia’s evolution occurs at its own deliberate pace and not in a linear fashion, as developments over the past decades suggest. Paraphrasing George Kennan’s 1947 “Mr. X” article, the United States should pursue a long-term, consistent policy of engagement with Russia—but not expect any breakthroughs.

The same cautionary conclusions can be drawn for U.S. policy in the post-Soviet space. Given the challenges the United States faces in Iran and the greater Middle East and Asia, the former Soviet space will likely receive less attention going forward. After the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan, Central Asia is likely to decline as a priority. The Bush administration focused considerable attention on Russia’s neighbors, viewing its policies through a Russian prism—the more distanced from Russia the country was, the better. It wanted NATO membership for Ukraine more than Ukraine itself wanted it. The Obama administration, too, viewed its policies toward Russia’s neighbors partly through a Russian prism—but in a different way from its predecessor. It was alert to Russian concerns about American activities in its neighborhood and calibrated its policies toward Georgia accordingly. The question of how much the United States should be responsive to Russian concerns that it may or may not consider legitimate continues to divide officials and experts and is also a source of disagreement between Washington and some of its key NATO allies.

Of course, Russia generally supports all the Eurasian leaders, presenting itself as the bulwark against regime change and seeks to increase its influence in its “sphere of privileged interest.” Putin’s project for his third term is his Eurasian Union, an economic association of post-Soviet states. He called for “close integration based on new values and a new political and economic foundation” and described the new Union as a “powerful supranational association capable of becoming one of the poles of the modern world.”17 Irrespective of whether it succeeds or not, Russia still retains considerable influence in much of its neighborhood. The United States is far away and preoccupied elsewhere.

BEYOND RESETS

What does the future hold for the U.S.-Russian relationship? If there is to be another attempt to improve U.S.-Russian ties, it will involve new challenges. The April 15, 2013, bombings at the Boston Marathon highlighted the potential for and the obstacles to U.S.-Russian cooperation on an issue where they ostensibly share similar interests—counterterrorism. On that day—Patriots Day—bombs exploded at the marathon’ finishing line, killing three people and severly injuring dozens more. The FBI identified the two brothers who had planted the bombs as Chechen immigrants who had received political asylum in the United States. Reactions in Washington and Moscow were mixed. On one hand, the United States and Russia agreed to step up their cooperation on counterterrorism. On the other hand, the identification of the suspects as Chechens reopened an emotional Russian debate about double standards. All of the senior Russian officials interviewed for this book stressed that a major Russian grievance since the early 1990s has been that the United States has constantly criticized Russia for its actions in the two Chechen wars, refusing to recognize that Russia was dealing with a serious threat that began as a separatist movement and subsequently developed into a terrorist movement. Indeed, after the bombings, the pro-Kremlin Sergei Markov claimed that “the United States had supported Chechen terrorism and now these terrorists are blowing up Americans.”18 Kremlin spokesmen blamed the lack of counterterrorism cooperation between the two countries for leading to the bombings.19 If only Washington had ackowledged the terrorist threats from Chechens that Russia faced, ceased criticizing Moscow for violations of human rights in the North Caucasus, and worked together with Russia on these issues, so the argument goes, then America would have been less vulnerable to the same threats.

U.S. reactions also highlighted the complexities of counterterrorism cooperation. Officials admitted that the FSB had called attention to one of the brothers some years before and had asked the FBI for information about him. However, the Russian intelligence services themselves had apparently not been forthcoming about what they knew about him, particularly during his six-month sojourn in Dagestan in 2012, raising broader questions about how reciprocal this intelligence sharing was. While both sides declared that they were stepping up their counterterrorism cooperation in the lead-up to the 2014 winter Olympics in Sochi—which borders of the North Caucasus—the wariness about sharing information that had become clear in the months after 9/11 persisted more than a decade later. This was a product not only of Cold War legacies but of different definitions of what constitutes a terrorist threat.

Despite these challenges, U.S. officials continue to seek more effective ways to cooperate with Russia. In April 2013 a group of former U.S. ambassadors to Russia and Russian ambassadors to the United States met to propose new ways forward.20 Stressing that both countries must recognize that they are operating in a more diverse world with new challenges, they concluded “The world is no longer hostage to tense relations between Moscow and Washington, but the global community is still concerned to see these relations put on a stable foundation.”21 Former ambassador to Moscow John Beyrle has outlined five areas on which the U.S. administration should focus. It should continue carefully to support civil society and greater openness in Russia but in a way that does not play into Russian suspicions about the United States’ intentions. It should continue to seek a cooperative solution to missile defense by engaging Russia in such a way that it feels that it is part of the solution, not part of the problem. It should focus on creating more U.S. stakeholders by promoting more bilateral trade and investment. It should try to engage Congress more on Russia issues. And it should also make the most out of the openness that exists in Russia to promote more cultural and educational exchanges.22

If the United States were to focus its priorities in the way advocated by Beyrle, the ability to achieve them would largely hinge on whether the Russian side is interested in responding positively to this agenda. So far, the signals have been mixed. Criticism of America continues unabated, but Putin has also on several occasions said that the U.S.-Russian relationship needs to improve. The Kremlin continues to fight its political opponents—divided as they are—and this domestic agenda has influenced its foreign policy activities. Domestic politics will continue to drive foreign policy going forward. Under these circumstances, a prudent U.S. policy would be to focus on protecting those areas where both can cooperate—Afghanistan, nonproliferation, and counterterrorism—and eschew attempts to upgrade the relationship unless Russia indicates that it, too, is seriously interested in an upgrade. The agenda for U.S.-Russian relations remains long, and there are compelling reasons for why both sides have to work together.

At the time of the Boston bombings, both Washington and Moscow, recognizing the need to improve ties, were making plans to reinvigorate the flagging relationship. The focal point was a two-day summit, scheduled for Moscow in September. It would be Obama’s first visit to Moscow since 2009 and the first time that the he and Putin had held an extended bilateral meeting. The Kremlin appeared eager to hold a summit for it would serve a larger purpose, both showcasing Russia’s role as a major international player and reinforcing Putin’s importance as a global leader. The September 2013 summit was to focus on three main issues: The first was arms control and missile defense—in the context of President Obama’s June Berlin speech laying out new initiatives involving significant weapons reductions.23 The second was Syria and its bloody civil war, which had Russia and the United States arrayed on different sides. The third was bolstering U.S. trade and investment in Russia, a theme that Putin had addressed on multiple occasions. As the summit date neared, however, there was some unease at the White House and in the State Department because of what seemed to be a slow Russian response to U.S. proposals for concrete deliverables. Despite the Kremlin’s strong desire for the meeting, Moscow did not seem to be pushing the agenda forward.24 But that may have been the result of uncertain decision making in Moscow, and it was certainly expected that a high-profile summit was still in the making.

However, the relationship was always vulnerable to external surprises. And that is exactly what happened on June 23, when an Aeroflot flight from Hong Kong arrived at Moscow’s Sheremetyevo airport. On board was Edward Snowden, a disgruntled contractor for the U.S. National Security Agency, carrying several computers full of top-secret documents. He had begun releasing information to journalists about highly classified NSA programs and had aligned himself with Wikileaks, which had previously released a vast amount of confidential U.S. diplomatic cables. Snowden had surfaced first in Hong Kong, but after a few days the Chinese authorities, apparently deciding to pass the problem on to Russia, put him on the flight to Moscow. He was carrying with him a trove of files about U.S. surveillance programs of international communications and was threatening to release much more.

The volatile nature of the U.S-Russian relationship was once more on display. The White House revoked his U.S. passport and insisted that Snowden be extradited to the United States to face criminal charges for leaking classified information. The Russians demurred, citing the lack of an extradition treaty. Tense discussions continued for five weeks while Snowden remained in diplomatic limbo somehow unseen in the airport transit area. Russian officials eventually arranged a press conference for him, at which a group of strange bedfellows—Russian human rights activists and pro-Kremlin officials—praised him as a whistleblower for exposing what they described as nefarious American practices and highlighting Washington’s hypocrisy for criticizing Moscow over its human rights violations while the White House allegedly “spied” on its own citizens. Admitting that Snowden had first contacted Russian diplomats in Hong Kong, Putin said that Russia received “no information” from Snowden and implied that he would have preferred not to have this problem. As he said publicly, “I would like not to deal with such issues because it is like shearing a pig. There’s lots of squealing and little fleece.”25 But he had also referred to Snowden as a “new dissident” and likened him to Nobel Prize–winning Soviet dissident Andrei Sakharov.26 Eventually, however, the Russians announced that they would grant Snowden temporary political asylum, although Putin insisted that the leaker was to “stop his work aimed at harming our American partners” as long as he remained in Russia.27

Washington’s reaction was swift. The anticipated rapprochement was off. Announcing that “there is not enough recent progress in our bilateral political agenda with Russia to hold a U.S.-Russia Summit,” the White House admitted that “Russia’s disappointing decision to grant Edward Snowden temporary asylum” had been a factor in the cancellation.28 But there was little question that the cancellation was mainly about Russia’s handling of Snowden. Added the White House, “This move by the Russian government undermines a long history of cooperation with Russia, cooperation that’s been on the upswing since the Boston bombings.”29 The last time a leader had canceled a U.S-Russian summit had been more than half a century earlier, in 1960, when Nikita Khrushchev walked out on Dwight Eisenhower in Paris following the downing of an American U-2 spy plane over Soviet territory. Now it was not a spy plane but Edward Snowden who had crashed into U.S.-Russian relations, and once again a summit was off.

After the cancellation, President Obama called for a “pause” in U.S.-Russian relations to “reassess where it is that Russia is going, what our core interests are.” Then, in an uncharacteristically personal remark, he described Putin’s demeanor this way: “He’s got that kind of slouch, looking like the bored kid in the back of the classroom,” although he admitted that his meetings with Putin are “often very productive.”30 The Russians wasted no time in snapping back. Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, meeting with John Kerry in Washington, admonished the Americans: “We need to work as grown-ups,” he said, pointedly adding, “And we hope this will be reciprocal.31

Although Obama tried to downplay the importance of the switch from Medvedev to Putin, the body language between Obama and Putin had never been good, going back to their first meeting in Moscow when Putin was prime minister. It was certainly on evidence when they met again in Ireland for the G-8 summit in June 2013. The testy public remarks only reinforced the new reality. The reset had worked well while Medvedev was in the Kremlin because Obama had a good working relationship with him that enabled them to reach agreement on the most contentious of issues. Absent those personal ties, the reset lacked ballast since, as this book has made clear, little gets done in U.S.-Russian relations unless the two presidents themselves move the agenda forward.

The disintegration of the Obama reset highlighted the perennial dilemma of how to deal with Moscow’s mixed signals. On the one hand, the Kremlin certainly wanted the presidential meeting because of what the summit would have said about Russia’s (and Putin’s) place in the world. On the other hand, the Kremlin sent a clear signal by choosing to grant Snowden asylum in Russia. It could have found a way for Snowden to leave Russia for one of the Latin American countries that had offered him political asylum (although Washington had made clear the high costs for any Latin government that would do so). Instead, the Kremlin chose to keep him in Russia and showcase its role as the champion of an underdog fighting America’s antiterrorism programs—a rich irony, to say the least, given Russia’s own continuing crackdown on opposition forces, accusing them of fueling homegrown extremism. The short-term political gains to be reaped by supporting Snowden apparently ranked above the benefits of holding a summit with the U.S. president, raising questions about Kremlin decision making and Putin’s own priorities.

Obama’s call for a “pause” in U.S-Russian relations showed that the post-Soviet cycle of U.S.-Russian relations—great expectations followed by disappointment—had repeated itself for a fourth time. The disillusionment phase had accelerated after Putin’s return to the Kremlin. Nevertheless, continued engagement at lower levels was imperative, given the international challenges that both countries faced. While the United States will find it difficult to craft a more productive relationship with Russia, the next occupant of the White House will surely be compelled to continue his predecessors’ quest, taking into account changes resulting from mistakes of the past and the new landscapes of the future. The reset button may have been disconnected. But pushing a “pause button” is only a temporary expedient.

External factors will also affect the relationship. If the European financial crisis continues or worsens, that will have a negative impact on the Russia economy, since Europe is Russia’s most important economic partner. A deteriorating economic situation and falling oil prices could lead Russia to reevaluate its policies toward the United States in pursuit of improved economic ties. However, it is quite possible that Putin believes that the two countries can compartmentalize their relations and that the United States will be interested in closer economic ties irrespective of the political relationship.

Since the collapse of the USSR, countless Russians and foreign experts have developed future scenarios for Russia.32 There are usually three scenarios. The first is muddling along or muddling up or down—in other words, Russia continues to introduce modest changes, but its basic trajectory does not change, and it does not succeed in modernizing its economy and society. The second is the negative scenario where current trends such as demographic decline, deteriorating infrastructure, corruption, unrest in the North Caucasus, and a possible sustained fall in oil prices lead Russia on a path toward greater weakness and authoritarianism, or more chaos. In neither of these scenarios does Russia become a more productive partner for the United States.33 The third is the optimistic scenario. Russia really does begin to modernize, diversify its economy, move away from heavy dependence on oil and gas, introduce the rule of law, and tackle corruption. Eventually the political system becomes more competitive and democratic. Russia finally fully embraces the modern world.

Would it be easier for the United States to deal with a more modern and democratic Russia? That would depend on a variety of factors. A Russia with a more diversified, less energy-focused economy would be a more attractive economic partner for the United States. But a more modern, prosperous, and self-confident Russia would also have its own foreign policy interests, and one cannot assume that these would necessarily be any more compatible with those of the United States than they are today. Indeed, the United States and Russia would likely continue to be competitors. Russian polling data suggests that younger Russians are as nationalistic—if not more so—than older Russians, and that could influence a future Kremlin whose leader was not chosen in a “managed” election. Moreover, Russia would continue to focus on its immediate neighborhood. Indeed, a Russia that fully embraces the modern world could ultimately have a beneficial effect on the countries surrounding it. But it not necessarily be a more congenial partner for the United States.34

The 2008 financial crisis and its aftermath, the rapid rise of China, the persistent Euro-crisis, and the United States’ continuing economic difficulties—all these have already affected the relative influence of Russia and the United States in the world. Russia under Putin has become a stronger international player than it was in the 1990s, but it is not clear that it is a rising power to the same extent that the other BRICs are. Its economic performance still hinges on the price of oil, its working-age population is declining, its male youth mortality rates rival those of sub-Saharan Africa, and its infrastructure is deteriorating.35 While the West floundered economically, Russia managed its financial crisis reasonably well. But its growth rate is projected to fall in the next years. Nevertheless, Russia believes that the West is in decline and that the drivers of the world are changing to the advantage of the BRICs and the G-20 countries. China remains the great unknown—including its growing role in Russia’s sparsely populated Far East—and a possible scenario, which more Westward-oriented Russian advocate, could involve longer-term U.S.-Russian cooperation to contain China’s rise. But that still appears to be far off. Nevertheless, both sides understand that the changing global configuration will change the environment in which the bilateral relationship will operate in the future.

Former secretary of state Henry Kissinger, who has regularly met with President Putin, attributes some of the persistent problems in U.S.-Russian relations to the inability of American officials to appreciate Russia’s history or geography and to a tendency to assume that Russia’s definitions of its needs are similar to those of the United States. He views Putin as a strategic thinker and economic reformer whose vision for Russia is to turn it into a respected, modern power. He believes that Washington should seek a strategic partnership with Russia. However, this would not include discussions about Russia’s domestic system. “It is not our job to reorganize their society.”36

Former national security advisor Stephen Hadley has observed: “Rather than importing the past into the present Russia needs to get to the point where it imports the future into the present. Otherwise it will remain a prisoner of the past.”37 Indeed, America and Russia both have to deal with two legacies—those of the Cold War and of the 1990s when the asymmetries in power were most pronounced. In the second decade of the twenty-first century Russia is much stronger and that more recent legacy needs to be reassessed.

Three U.S. presidents have tried to find the golden key that would unlock the door to a qualitatively better U.S.-Russian relationship since the Soviet collapse. So far no one has found the key. But an internal reset is also vital. Both the United States and Russia need to re-examine the way they think about each other and develop approaches that reflect the realities of the twenty-first century world, a more complex world with new global centers of power. Until and unless Washington and Moscow can move beyond the Cold War and post–Cold War past, the most that any reset—irrespective of whether it originates in the Kremlin or the White House—can do is to manage more effectively what will remain a challenging relationship.

The most productive way for the United States to deal with Russia going forward is to recognize that this is a relationship with a large, still important country that has a hybrid political system and faces serious domestic challenges. Russia’s worldview is significantly at odds with that of America and will remain so for the foreseeable future. Washington should exercise restraint in publicly commenting on developments in Russia—either positively or negatively. It should focus on those concrete areas where the two countries can and must work together. If the United States can move away from the pattern of the past two decades, when cycles of great expectations about improving ties with Russia have been followed by periods of disappointments and frustration, then Washington and Moscow may be able to avoid the need for future resets in what is and will remain a limited partnership.
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Chronology of Major Events in U.S.-Russian Relations

1991

July 31: START I is signed by Presidents Gorbachev and Bush.

Aug. 18–21: Soviet hard-liners stage an abortive coup is against Gorbachev.

Dec. 8: Boris Yeltsin meets with Ukrainian and Belarus presidents in hunting lodge outside Brest to create the Commonwealth of Independent States.

Dec. 12: Bush signs in to law the Cooperative Threat Reduction (Nunn-Lugar) legislation.

Dec. 25: Gorbachev announces the dissolution of the USSR.

1992

Feb. 1: Russian president Yeltsin visits the U.S. and meets George H. W. Bush at Camp David.

May 23: Lisbon Protocol signed for the denuclearization of Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan.

Nov. 3: Bill Clinton elected president of United States.

1993

Jan. 2–3: George H. W. Bush and Boris Yeltsin sign START II treaty.

Mar. 28: Russian parliament tries unsuccessfully to impeach President Yeltsin.

Apr. 3–4: First Clinton-Yeltsin summit at Vancouver.

Sept. 21: Yeltsin calls for elections in December.

Oct. 4: Yeltsin orders shelling of his armed opponents in the parliament.

Dec. 12: Vladimir Zhirinovsky’s Liberal Democratic Party wins an unexpected 22.9 percent of the Russian vote.

1994

Jan. 15: Clinton, Yeltsin and Ukraine’s President Kravchuk sign the trilateral accord to remove nuclear weapons from Ukraine.

Sept. 27: Clinton and Yeltsin hold a summit in Washington.

Dec. 11: Russian military launches offensive in Chechnya, which has declared its secession from Russia.

1995

May 9–10: Clinton and Yeltsin begin NATO-Russia dialogue.

Aug. 28–30: Bosnian Serbs shell Sarajevo, initiating NATO airstrikes as a response.

Oct. 23: Clinton and Yeltsin meet in Hyde Park, and agree on Russia’s role in peace settlement in Bosnia.

Nov. 1–21: At Dayton, Ohio, talks to end the war result in Bosnian peace settlement.

1996

Jan. 9: Evgeny Primakov becomes the Russian foreign minister, replacing Andrei Kozyrev.

Jan.: “Davos Pact”. Key oligarchs agree to give substantial financial support for Yeltsin’s reelection campaign against communist Gennady Zyuganov.

April 19–21: Clinton, at St. Petersburg, attends nuclear safety conference and explains the NATO enlargement timetable to Yeltsin.

June–July: In first round presidential elections, Yeltsin wins with only a slight lead over Communist leader Zyuganov. In the second round Yeltsin defeats Zyuganov convincingly.

Nov. 5: Clinton wins reelection.

1997

Mar. 20–21: Yeltsin tries to convince Clinton not to admit former Soviet states into NATO at Helsinki.

May 27: Yeltsin signs the NATO-Russia Founding Act at a NATO Summit in Paris.

June 20–21: Yeltsin promises to investigate Russian weapons sales to Iran.

1998

Mar 23: Yeltsin replaces Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin with Sergei Kiriyenko.

May 16–17: Russia officially joins the G-8.

Aug. 14–17: Russian engulfed in financial crisis.

Sept. 10: Yeltsin appoints Evegeny Primakov prime minister. Igor Ivanov becomes foreign minister.

Oct. 13: Kosovo crisis escalates.

1999

Feb. 6–23: United States leads peace talks on Kosovo in Rambouillet, France.

Mar. 23–24: NATO begins airstrikes against Serbia. Primakov, en route to meeting Gore in Washington, turns his plane around midair and returns to Moscow.

Apr. 23–24: Poland, Hungary, and Czech Republic join NATO.

May 12: Prime Minister Primakov replaced by Sergei Stepashin.

June 3: Finnish president Ahtisaari and Chernomyrdin agree to plan for ending the Kosovo War.

June 11–12: Russia troops rush the Pristina airport in defiance of agreements signed by Moscow.

June 16: Russia and United States agree on Russian role in NATO peace-keeping force in Kosovo.

Aug. 2: Chechen rebel forces invade Dagestan.

Aug. 9: Vladimir Putin becomes prime minister of Russia.

Sept.: Apartment bombings in several Russia cities, including Moscow, attributed to Chechen terrorists.

Sept. 23: Russia begins a ground invasion of Chechnya.

Nov. 18: Clinton and Yeltsin meet at OSCE Istanbul summit for a tense last summit.

Dec. 31: Yeltsin resigns Russian presidency early.

2000

Feb. 6: Russian troops capture Grozny, retake control of Chechnya.

Mar. 26: Putin wins Russian presidential election.

July: Putin meets with oligarchs, telling them to eschew further political activities.

2001

Jan. 20: George W. Bush inaugurated as president.

June 16: First Bush-Putin Summit, in Ljubljana, Slovenia.

Sept. 11: Al Qaeda terrorist attacks on World Trade Center and Pentagon kill three thousand people. Putin is first to call Bush with condolences.

Nov. 14–15: At Crawford, Texas, Bush and Putin have their second summit.

Dec. 13: United States announces withdrawal from ABM Treaty.

2002

May 24: Treaty on Strategic Offensive Reduction (SORT) signed.

May 29: At the Rome NATO Summit, the NATO-Russia Council is founded.

Oct 23: Chechen militants storm Moscow’s Dubrovka Theater taking 850 people hostage; 130 die as a result of the gas pumped in to the theater by Russian security forces.

2003

Feb. 5: Secretary of State Colin Powell accuses Iraq of developing WMD in a speech to the UN Security Council.

Feb. 10: The Russian, French, and German leaders issue a joint statement opposing military intervention in Iraq.

Mar. 20: U.S.-led coalition invades Iraq.

Apr. 11–12: Putin, Chirac, and Schroeder meet in St. Petersburg to voice dissent against U.S. war in Iraq.

Sept. 26–27: Bush and Putin meet in Camp David.

Oct. 25: Mikhail Khodorkovsky arrested, charged with tax evasion and fraud.

Nov. 22: Georgian president Eduard Shevardnadze ousted in bloodless Rose Revolution by Mikheil Saakashvili.

2004

Jan. 4: Mikheil Saakashvili elected Georgian president.

Feb. 12: Putin calls Soviet collapse a “national tragedy.”

Mar. 9: Sergei Lavrov becomes Russian foreign minister.

Mar. 14: Putin reelected to second term.

Mar. 29: Seven countries, including the three Baltic states, join NATO—Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia.

Sept. 1: Beslan school hostage crisis. Militants in North Caucasus take children and teachers hostage. At least 380 die.

Sept. 13: Putin consolidates power, with regional governors to be appointed from center, not elected regionally.

Nov 2. George W. Bush reelected president.

Nov. 21: Ukrainian’s Orange Revolution begins after falsified election results.

Dec 26: A revote ordered by Ukraine’s Supreme Court elects Viktor Yushchenko as president.

2005

Jan. 20: George W. Bush inaugurated for second term. Announces his Freedom Agenda.

Jan. 23: Viktor Yushchenko inaugurated as Ukraine’s president.

Feb. 23–25: Third Bush-Putin summit, Bratislava. The two spar over democracy.

Feb.–Mar.: Kyrgyz president Askar Akayev ousted during Tulip Revolution and is replaced by Kurmanbek Bakiyev.

2006

Jan 1: Gazprom temporarily shuts off gas to Ukraine in dispute over price.

May 4: Vice President Dick Cheney gives controversial Vilnius speech attacking Russia.

Oct. 7: Outspoken journalist Anna Politkovskaya is assassinated.

Dec. 23: UNSC Resolution 1737 passed, sanctioning Iran.

2007

Feb.: United States begins negotiations to develop missile defense emplacements in Poland and Czech Republic. The Russian government opposes it strenuously.

Feb. 10: Putin gives confrontational speech attacking U.S. foreign policy at Forty-Third Munich Security conference.

Mar. 24: UN Security Council Resolution 1747 expands sanctions on Iran.

July 1–2: George H. W. and George W. Bush meet Putin for “Lobster Summit” in Kennebunkport, Maine.

2008

Feb. 18: United States recognizes Kosovo’s independence from Serbia.

Mar. 2: Dmitry Medvedev elected president of Russia.

Mar. 3: UN Security Council Resolution 1803 passed, toughening language on Iran’s nuclear program.

Apr. 4: Putin addresses NATO Conference at Bucharest, speaking out against membership action plans for Ukraine and Georgia and declares Ukraine “is not a real country.”

Apr. 6: Bush and Putin’s last summit in Sochi produces the Strategic Framework Declaration.

May 7: Medvedev sworn in as president of Russian Federation, and Putin becomes prime minister. They announce a new “tandem.”

Aug. 7: Russian-Georgian war over South Ossetia begins.

Aug. 11: Bush and Putin meet for last time at Beijing Olympics.

Aug. 20: Poland and United States sign an agreement to deploy missile defense interceptors in Central Europe.

Sept. 15: Lehman Brothers goes under, unleashing a global financial crisis and prompting Russia to develop an economic safeguarding plan.

Sept. 27: UN Security Council passes a resolution pressuring Iran to comply with international efforts to monitor its nuclear program.

Nov. 4: Barack Obama elected president.

Nov. 5: Medvedev announces plans to install Iskander missiles in Kaliningrad, partially in response to U.S. missile defense emplacements to be set in Poland or Czech Republic.

Nov. 22: Bush holds last meeting with Medvedev at the APEC Summit in Peru.

2009

Jan. 1: Russia shuts off gas to Ukraine again.

Jan. 20: Obama inaugurated as U.S. president.

Mar. 6: Lavrov and Clinton meet in Geneva, at which Clinton gives Lavrov a “reset” button in Russian, except it is misspelled to say “overload.”

Apr. 1: Medvedev and Obama meet in London.

July 7–8: U.S.-Russia Summit, takes places in Moscow. The Bilateral Presidential Commission is established.

Sept.: Obama announces that missile defense installations in Poland are to be scrapped.

Sept. 24–25: At the G-20 Pittsburg summit, Obama and Medvedev discuss Iran’s secret nuclear enrichment site at Qom.

Nov. 29: Medvedev submits a proposed European Security Treaty.

2010

Feb. 14: Viktor Yanukovych defeats Yulia Tymoshenko to become the president of Ukraine.

Apr. 8: Obama and Medvedev sign New START in Prague.

Apr. 10: A Polish aircraft crashes near Smolensk, killing President Lech Kaczynski and other leading Polish figures.

Apr. 15: Kurmanbek Bakiyev resigns his presidency of Kyrgyzstan in response to a popular uprising.

June 3: Ukrainian parliament states that it will belong to no military bloc.

June 9: UN Security Council Resolution 1929 passes, with Russian support, imposing further sanctions on Iran for its nuclear program.

June 24: Medvedev and Obama meet in the United States, visiting a famous D.C. burger joint. Medvedev tours Silicon Valley and opens his first Twitter account.

June 27: Anna Chapman and nine other Russians are arrested for espionage.

Oct. 30: Lavrov and Clinton meet in Hanoi at the East Asia summit.

Nov. 19–20: NATO-Russia Council meets for the first time since the August war with Georgia.

Nov. 28: U.S. diplomatic papers published online at WikiLeaks.

2011

Mar. 17: Russia abstains from UN Security Council Resolution 1973, refusing to use its veto to prevent military action in Libya and support for the ouster of Qaddafi.

May 2: Osama Bin Laden killed in Abbottabad, Pakistan.

July 4: NATO-Russia Council meets at Sochi.

Sept. 4: Bushehr nuclear plant in Iran goes online.

Sept. 6: First line of Nord Stream goes online.

Sept. 24: Putin and Medvedev announce “castling move” to switch places in 2012.

Sept. 26: Finance Minister Alexei Kudrin resigns.

Oct. 4: Russia and China block UN Security Council Resolution to intervene in Syria’s civil conflict.

Nov.: Medvedev announces that cooperative missile defense negotiations have broken down.

Nov. 23: United States withdraws from CFE Treaty cooperation.

Dec. 10: Thousands of Russian protesters reacting to what they consider fraudulent parliamentary elections rally in Bolotnaya Square.

2012

Feb. 5: Russia and China veto UN Security Resolution on Russian protests.

Mar. 4: Putin wins reelection as president of Russia.

Mar. 26–27: Seoul Nuclear Summit occurs, at which Obama promises Medvedev “increased flexibility” after U.S. presidential election.

Apr. 16: ExxonMobil and Rosneft signed an agreement to jointly explore Russia’s Arctic.

Apr. 20–21: NATO Summit meets in Chicago, but the NATO-Russia Council does not meet, because of the impasse over missile defense.

May 6: Large protests occur the day before President Putin’s inauguration.

May 7: Putin inaugurated for third presidential term.

May 18: Putin cancels trip to United States for G-8 summit, sends Medvedev instead.

June 18–19: Putin and Obama meet at the G-20 meeting in Mexico.

Sept. 18: Russia ejects United States Agency for International Development.

Oct. 8: Second line of Nord Stream goes online.

Nov. 6: President Obama is reelected to second term.

Dec. 14: Justice for Sergei Magnitsky Bill passed into law, imposing visa and financial sanctions on some Russian officials.

Dec. 21: Duma, in response, passes the Dima Yakovlev law, ending U.S. adoptions of Russian children.

2013

Jan. 20: Obama, in inaugural speech, highlights global democracy promotion as key goal.

Mar. 16: Obama administration abandons phase four of missile defense plans, citing new dangers from North Korea.

Apr. 14: National Security Advisor Thomas Donilon visits Moscow and delivers a letter from Obama to Putin with suggestions for resuming engagement on a range of issues. Two presidential summits are planned for 2013.

Apr. 15–19: Chechen brothers Tsarnaev detonate bombs at the Boston Marathon killing three and injuring dozens. Putin and Obama pledge to increase counterterrorist cooperation.

May 7: Secretary of State John Kerry visits Moscow and meets with Putin and Lavrov. Russia and the United States agree to convene a multilateral conference to explore ways of resolving the Syrian crisis.

Aug. 8: The White House cancels the planned Moscow Summit.

Sept. 5: At the G-20 meeting in St. Petersburg, Obama and Putin clash over intervention in Syria’s civil war.
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