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GREEN PAPER

Georgia in perspective
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Since the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989 we have become accustomed to the view that there 
is only one superpower – the United States of America – and that it enjoys an unchallengeable 
superiority in global military outreach. The size of America’s armed forces, and of the economy 
that sustains them, are indeed impressive. However, as 9/11, and the duration and complexity 
of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars have shown, even overwhelming superiority is neither 
omnipotence nor omniscience.

The Russian attack on Georgia in August 2008 was a further warning concerning the current 
limits to American power. Primarily, the Russian assault was a “war of demonstration.” It was 
intended to prove three things to Washington and its allies. First, that the Russian army is back 
in business after its precipitous decline in the 1990s. Secondly, that Western snubs, such as 
the recognition of Kosovo over Russian objections, would have their consequences. Thirdly, that 
the further eastern encroachment of NATO into the Russian sphere of influence, into Ukraine 
for instance, would be resisted. 

But how convincing a demonstration was it? Using overwhelming military force to occupy 
two minor territories with whom one has a common border, ‘peacekeeping’ forces already in 
position, and in which there are supportive separatist populations, does not on the face of it 
look like too much of an achievement. 

What was significant was the inability of the United States to respond effectively to the crisis. (The 
possibility of any effective European Union reaction probably did not weigh too heavily on the minds 
of Kremlin planners.) In the longer-term scheme of things, however, the Russians may have done 
little more than exploit a narrow window of opportunity, one that will not stay open forever. While 
not diminishing the importance of Russian actions in Georgia, this paper will attempt to set them 
in broader perspective. It may be that, far from representing the start of a genuine resurgence in 
Russian world power, Georgia represents rather the high water mark of Kremlin influence.  

G E O R G I A N  B A C K - S T O R Y

The background facts surrounding the August 2008 war between Georgia and Russia may be 
briefly re-told. In the late 1980s, in common with the other Soviet Republics, Georgia sought 
independence from the USSR. However, two regions neighbouring Russia, South Ossetia and 
Abkhazia, sought separate independence, citing historical, ethnic and other differences from 
the Georgians. In November 1989, the South Ossetian Supreme Soviet voted for union with the 
Russian autonomous region of North Ossetia. The Georgian government immediately repudiated 
the ruling and abolished South Ossetian autonomy. Following Georgian independence in 1991, 
South Ossetia declared separate independence, and fighting broke out between Georgian forces 
and Ossetian separatists. Georgia agreed a ceasefire in 1992, which left most of South Ossetia 
outside of Georgian control.

Language is a significant area of contention in South Ossetia. Both Russian and Ossetian were 
official languages in Soviet times, but upon independence the Georgian government insisted on 
Georgian as the sole language of government. Russian is the official language of the separatist 
regime in Tskhinvali, but despite Russian claims that their intervention was in support of Russian 
citizens, this is true in the sense only that Moscow had, as a matter of policy, been issuing 
passports to Ossetian residents. Ethnically, the Ossetians are not Russian, but the descendents 
of a Persian-speaking Central Asia people, who migrated under Mongol pressure from their 
homeland in the Don region in the Middle Ages, and who came to settle on both sides of the 
Caucasian mountains. A potential next step for Moscow now would therefore be the creation of 
a federated Ossetian state, unifying both North and South Ossetia, which will then conveniently 
opt for unification with Russia.
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In Abkhazia, the Supreme Soviet, in 1991, voted in favour of the maintenance of the Soviet 
Union, and, in 1992 (i.e., after Georgian independence) declared Abkhazia separate from Georgia 
– effectively a declaration of independence, although some sentiment in Abkhazia continued to 
favour union with Russia. As in Ossetia, Georgia responded militarily to the threat of Abkhazian 
separatism and a year-long war ensued that also ended, despite early Georgian successes, 
with Georgian expulsion from most of the region. Russian forces were undoubtedly involved in 
Abkhazian resistance. The establishment, in 1994, of a Russian-led ‘peacekeeping’ force, further 
reinforced the de facto independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. In this period, Russia’s 
main interest in maintaining forces in the region was to prevent the transit of opposition 
forces to Chechnya and also for operations in the Pankisi Gorge region, which the Russians 
claimed was also used as a base for Chechen operations. 

In 2003, however, Georgia was plunged into the political crisis subsequently christened the ‘Rose 
Revolution’ and the election in January 2004 of a ‘pro-Western’ government committed to a 
more forceful assertion of Georgian independence from Moscow. One consequence of this was 
the extinguishing of a third breakaway region, Adjaria, which borders Turkey and which was 
traditionally a major garrison area for the USSR. Pro-Moscow separatists had seized control 
over the region in May 1991, but the separatist regime collapsed in 2004 following pro-Tbilisi 
mass demonstrations. Russia had openly used its patronage of the Adjarian separatists as a 
vehicle for more broadly based action against Georgia, including the sponsorship of a Georgian 
opposition party, the Democratic Revival, led by Adjarian leader Aslan Abashidze, which 
favoured a pro-Russian position in preference to the more independent stance taken by the 
then Georgian leadership under Eduard Shevardnadze.

Against a background of rising American interest in the country and the completion of the pipeline 
facilitating the export of Azerbaijani oil to Europe, Russia increasingly came to view its remaining 
stakeholdings in South Ossetia and Abkhazia as levers both against Georgia and the West in 
general. 

Relations between Russia and Georgia declined markedly in 2007 and early 2008, particularly as 
Georgia edged towards possible NATO membership. In August 2007 Tbilisi accused the Russian 
air force of dropping bombs inside Georgian territory and in November 2007 declared a state 
of emergency amid claims that Moscow was planning a coup. Following Kosovan independence, 
Russia lifted its trade blockade on Abkhazia, and both South Ossetia and Abkhazia made 
renewed calls for recognition, citing the ‘Kosovo example.’  Relations deteriorated further in 
April/May 2008 when a Russian jet shot down an unmanned Georgian reconnaissance drone 
over Abkhazia and the Russians deployed additional troops in Abkhazia – actions that the 
Georgians described as bringing the two countries “close to war”.

On the night of Thursday, 7 August 2008, following several weeks of clashes between Georgian 
and Ossetian separatist forces, Georgian forces advanced on the South Ossetian capital, 
Tskhinvali, which is close to the Georgian border. Georgian forces failed to secure the city, and 
on 8 August the Russians, in a clearly pre-planned countermove, acted massively and decisively 
against the Georgians, forcing them out of South Ossetian territory entirely. By 10 August the 
Russians had consolidated their position in South Ossetia and were moving into Georgia proper, 
occupying the city of Gori (which incidentally was the birthplace of Stalin) on the vital Tbilisi 
highway. Russia also launched air strikes against Georgian military and commercial assets. 
Russia additionally struck from bases in Abkhazia, while Abkhazian forces availed themselves 
of the opportunity to occupy the Kodori Gorge, the region in the east of Abkhazia where Tbilisi 
had maintained a shadow regional administration.

Faced with complete military collapse and the possibility of wholesale Russian occupation, and 
perceiving no possibility of foreign intervention or re-supply, Georgia sued for peace, under 
terms dictated largely by the Russians but agreed nominally under the brokerage of France, 
currently holding the Presidency of the European Union. 
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T H E  W I N D O W  O F  O P P O R T U N I T Y

Russia’s immediate war aims in Georgia were to administer a sharp warning to Georgia, and 
more so to Ukraine, that they were unwise to flirt with NATO membership. Because the US 
was impotent to assist them in a crisis, a pro-Western alignment, so the Russians are saying, 
increases rather than reduces those countries’ vulnerabilities. The secondary gains included 
retribution for Western policy in Kosovo, and the crippling of the BP oil pipeline crossing Georgia, 
thereby increasing European dependence on Russian controlled supply routes. All these goals 
were facilitated by the continued US commitment in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Annually, the United States spends a staggering $580 billion on its defence industry. The Russian 
spend is a mere $45.5 billion – less than that of France or the United Kingdom and roughly 
on a par with Germany. Georgia spent only $1.2 billion in 2007. (Bulgaria’s arms budget, by 
comparison, is a mere $730 million.) In terms of economic size, the disparity is equally stark. 
The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of Russia is barely a tenth that of the United States at $1.3 
trillion (making Russia the 11th largest economy in the world, slightly behind Brazil). 

Overall, the United States, even without its NATO allies, enjoys a numerical superiority in most 
conventional forces except tank strength, where Russia has historically placed a disproportionate 
emphasis. (See Figure 1.) Russia is particularly weak in significant blue water naval assets. This 
places a limit on any Russian aspiration to be a truly global power, but this does not, as Georgia 
shows, necessarily mean it cannot be a continental one. America’s mighty carrier groups would 
be of only limited effectiveness is a war in the Caucuses. The other key imbalance is in available 
land forces. Although overall the United States has a numerical advantage, save in armour 
(which can in turn be neutralized by tank-busting air power), they remain heavily committed 
to the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan. America currently has just over 180,000 troops in Iraq 
and a further 48,250 in Afghanistan. With the necessary rotation of forces – with troops either 
being prepared for deployment or rested and re-equipped after their tour of duty, the actual 
American commitment can be counted as doubled or even tripled. Furthermore, these forces 
are a long way from home and cannot be instantly recalled if there is an emergency elsewhere. 
(Russian lines of communication into Georgia are, of course, much shorter.) Worse, the United 
States must keep further assets on standby against the possibility of conflict with Iran or a 
catastrophic breakdown of the security situation in Pakistan. 

Figure 1: Comparative military strengths of selected nations
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In attacking Georgia, the Russians were therefore exploiting the window of opportunity offered 
by the current imbalance in ground force projection between themselves and the USA. However, 
there are some indications the US policy is Iraq is finally, after many errors and false starts, 
beginning to bear fruit. The suppression of the Shia Medhi Army and the growing stability of 
the Iraqi armed forces means that it is at least possible that significant US force reductions can 
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be accomplished. The situation in Afghanistan remains more confused, but US deployments 
in that country are at a much lower level. The Russians probably calculated that now was the 
best time to strike, before stabilization of the Iraq situation facilitated a freeing up of American 
ground forces.

K O S O V O  A N D  T H E  E U R O P E A N  U N I O N

Russia, having more or less pleaded with the West not to act unilaterally over Kosovo, felt itself 
deeply humiliated when Kosovo was allowed to declare itself independent in February 2008. 
That the West acted in a cavalier fashion over Kosovo cannot easily be denied. Having intervened 
violently in the affairs of a sovereign state, the West then granted independence to its conquest 
without the benefit of UN agreement or even general consensus. Russian objections were 
simply ignored. Unlike the states that emerged from the collapse of Yugoslavia and the USSR, 
Kosovo was a province of Serbia, not a separate republic. Although the distinction between a 
republic and an autonomous region was always an arbitrary one, Kosovan independence sets 
a potentially dangerous precedent for other potential breakaway states, such as Republika 
Srpska in Bosnia, as well as South Ossetia, Abkhazia, Chechnya, Nagorno-Karabakh and other 
would-be nations that emerged from the wreckage of the USSR.

Beyond noting that two wrongs do not make a right, it is hard therefore to disagree with the 
comments of a Serbian blogger who wrote: “Kosovo tries to secede from Serbia – Serbia tries 
to stop it – NATO rolls in with blazing tomahawks and planes to stop it. South Ossetia tries to 
secede from Georgia – Georgia tries to stop it  – Russia rolls in with tanks to stop it. What is 
the problem here other than double standards?” President Dmitri Medvedev made this linkage 
explicitly when he recognized South Ossetian and Abkhazian independence on 28 August: 
“Ignoring Russia’s warnings, Western countries rushed to recognize Kosovo’s illegal declaration 
of independence from Serbia. We argued consistently that it would be impossible after that to 
tell the Abkhazians and Ossetians (and dozens of other groups around the world) that what was 
good for the Kosovo Albanians was not good for them. In international relations, you cannot 
have one rule for some and another rule for others.” In saying this, of course, Mr Medvedev 
must be careful that he is not hoist by his own petard. Nationalists in Chechnya, Tatarstan, 
Siberia, and dozens of other groups in Russia may equally take the view that what is sauce for 
the goose is sauce for the gander.

The Western drive for Kosovan independence was led by two factors. For the US, the motives 
were primarily financial; the US wished to free itself from the military and economic expense of 
continuing to bankroll Kosovo as a sort of international protectorate. For the European Union, 
the motives were more complex. The EU has a long and inglorious record of meddling in the 
affairs of the Balkans, going back to the disastrous EU ‘Carrington Plan’ for holding Yugoslavia 
together despite the fact that the country had already fractured and the only people seeking 
its resurrection were the likes of Milosovic and Karadizc. It took the Americans, and the Dayton 
Accords, to bring a lasting settlement, however imperfect, to the region. But, in order to prevent 
the total dismemberment of Bosnia, Dayton was expressly built around the principle that the 
borders of the former Yugoslav republics were sacrosanct. The Western powers unilaterally 
threw that principle out of the window in Kosovo, a war carried out without UN sanction. They 
did so on the basis of claims that a genocide was occurring in Kosovo, but that allegation, like 
the Saddam Hussein’s “weapons of mass destruction” a few years later proved to be false, or 
at best exaggerated.

The United States set the imperative for Kosovan independence, but left its actual implementation 
largely to the Europeans, who were not reluctant to take the lead. The British and the French 
(whose foreign minister, Bernard Kouchner, was also the UN Administrator for Kosovo) were 
the most enthusiastic proponents of an independent Kosovo, effectively choreographing the 
process of Pristina’s declaration of independence. Russia, under Boris Yeltsin, felt neither willing 
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nor able to make a substantive issue out of Kosovo. Domestically, however, it contributed to 
the rise to power in the Kremlin of a new generation of leaders seething with indignation at 
Russia’s loss of status. Principal amongst these, of course, was Vladimir Putin. The West reaped 
the consequences of Kosovo in August 2008.

With effective protectorate control over Bosnia and its ‘Stability Pact’ with the region in 
general, the European Union has seemingly come to regard the Balkans as a sort of adventure 
playground for an assortment of diplomatic and military experiments. In addition to using 
the region as a testing ground for its military and foreign policy ambitions, Brussels has 
also intervened in the electoral processes in Croatia and Montenegro through direct political 
campaigning in favour of the ‘benefits’ of electorates choosing one course of action over 
another. In Montenegro, the EU trained and funded opposition candidates hostile to the 
country’s referendum on independence, and set an unprecedented and entirely arbitrary 55% 
threshold for Montenegrin independence to be acceptable. Montenegro voted for independence 
by 55.3%, but this setback has not diminished EU enthusiasm for involving itself in Balkan 
affairs, however. Indeed, now that the United Nations has indicated that it wishes to throw in 
the towel, the European Union has proven all too eager to rush into the Kosovan imbroglio, 
with its intention, through a new EU-led security force, EULEX, of assuming responsibility for 
the rule of law and security throughout Kosovo.

What could, and perhaps should, happen after Georgia is that the United States, as well as 
more pragmatic governments within the EU (such as Britain and Central European countries 
such as Poland or the Czech Republic) will attempt to rein in the European Union’s foreign 
affairs pretensions. However, there is, realistically, no chance at all of this occurring. Despite 
the fact that the EU Constitution/Lisbon Treaty now has no democratic legitimacy, it is far more 
likely that EU leaders will use Georgia as a justification for pressing ahead with the creation 
of a integrated EU defence and foreign policy in order that ‘Europe’ be better equipped to 
independently defend itself against the Russian threat.

U K R A I N E  A N D  C R I M E A

One of the main intended audiences for Moscow’s Georgian demonstration is the Ukrainian 
government in Kiev. Ukraine’s modern history has been dominated by its struggle for national 
identity and self-determination in the face of Russian/Soviet pressures. Ukraine is strategically 
the most important nation of the former USSR with the exception of Russia itself. Influencing 
the direction of Ukrainian foreign policy has thus been a significant post-Cold War concern for 
both the West and for Moscow. 

Much of the period of Ukrainian independence since 1991 has been characterized by periodic 
posturing on both sides underlain by Moscow’s attempts to circumscribe Ukrainian independence. 
Ukraine has repeatedly challenged Russian geo-military ambitions, for example through the 
denial of Ukrainian airspace for Russian reinforcements to Kosovo, support for Moldova in its 
dispute with Moscow over the breakaway region of Transnistra, and joint exercises with NATO. 
Russia in turn has threatened Ukraine with potentially crippling energy and other economic 
sanctions, and has sought to interfere in Ukrainian elections.

The first potential flashpoint in a Russo-Ukrainian conflict stems from the sharp geographical 
distinction between the nationalist Ukrainian west, and the more Russophile east and south, 
including Crimea. The majority of Ukraine’s 8.5 million Russians – who comprise around 17% 
of the total population – live in eastern districts. In Ukraine’s controversial December 2004 
general election, electorates in south and east Ukraine voted solidly for the ‘pro-Moscow’ Victor 
Yanukovich, raising temporary fears of secession when the more ‘pro-Western’ Yushchenko 
won the election.
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It is interesting that the ‘Orange Revolution’ that saw the rise to power of Mr Yushchenko is 
viewed by Russia and the West in almost mirror images. For the West, Russia’s interference in 
Ukrainian political life, including an attempt to poison Yushchenko (leaving him visibly scarred) 
clearly revealed the work of the Russian FSB, successor to the KGB. For the Russians, in contrast, 
the mass ‘Orange’ demonstrations were patently the work of the CIA and Western interests.

The second region of potential Russian leverage is the southern Ukrainian peninsula of Crimea. 
Geographically, Crimea is virtually an island, being joined to Ukraine proper by the Perekop 
Isthmus, which is only 7 km wide. To its east, the peninsula is separated from mainland Russia 
by the Strait of Kerch, which is barely 3 km wide at its narrowest point. With a Russian majority 
population, Crimea was part of the Russian Federated Soviet Socialist Republic until 1954, when 
jurisdiction was transferred to Ukraine. This move, uncontroversial while the USSR existed, 
meant that, with the collapse of the Soviet system, Crimea became a part of Ukraine despite 
its Russian majority.

The new Ukrainian republic was thus faced, from the outset of independence in 1991, with a 
Russian challenge to its possession of Crimea, as well as a dispute over the disposition of the 
former USSR Black Sea Fleet and its ports that was not officially resolved until 1997. In February 
1991, the Ukrainian parliament granted Crimea autonomous status and this, combined with 
the narrow Crimean ‘yes’ vote in the 1 December 1991 Ukraine-wide referendum in support of 
Ukrainian independence, somewhat diffused the situation. In May 1992, the Russian Supreme 
Soviet attempted to annul the 1954 transfer of Crimea to Ukraine, but as the Soviet Union 
was by then a spent force this resolution had no practical effect. In July 1993 the Russian 
parliament passed a resolution declaring Sevastopol a Russian city, again without practical 
result. Crimea proclaimed self-government in May 1992, but the resolution stopped short of an 
outright declaration of independence, and was later rescinded in favour of continued autonomy 
within Ukraine. 

Although Ukrainian is the sole official language throughout Ukraine, the constitution of the 
Autonomous Crimean Republic recognizes Russian as the language of the majority and 
guarantees its use in all spheres of public life. 

Reports that Moscow is, as in South Ossetia, issuing Russian passports to Crimean residents, 
raises the possibility that, given the right excuse – spontaneous or engineered – Russia might 
seek to intervene in Crimea, and so secure both a beach-head against Ukraine proper and gain 
outright control of the Black Sea ports. 

Neutering Ukraine would be a considerably greater task than bringing Georgia to heel, 
especially now that Kiev and its allies are alert to Russian intentions.  Moscow may well 
calculate that browbeating the current Ukrainian leadership into submission is easier than 
wholesale confrontation, not least now that it has the option of reminding Kiev pointedly of the 
fate inflicted on Georgia. Indeed, this was probably one of the main intentions of the Georgian 
demonstration. In fact, recent history has demonstrated that Ukraine is already susceptible to 
Russian pressure. In March 2008, Kiev signalled a major policy shift by essentially withdrawing 
its bid for NATO membership. The U-turn, which came in the aftermath of Russian threats to 
target Ukraine with nuclear weapons if it joined NATO, almost certainly involved crude behind-
the-scenes economic and possibly other threats by the FSB. Yushchenko, above all others, 
understands the personal risks of offending Russian interests. 

A  N U C L E A R  R I S K ?

One international security concern over the emergence of un-recognized microstates such as 
South Ossetia and Abkhazia is the extent to which they have become conduits for a variety of 
criminal activities, including money laundering, drugs trafficking and people smuggling, and 
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organized crime. South Ossetia, with its Russian protectors turning a firmly blind eye, has long 
been a nest of organized crime. In a sophisticated counterfeiting operation, for example, South 
Ossetia was the source of at least $20 million in fake $100 bills that cropped up throughout 
Eastern Europe and in the United States itself. Even more serious was an incident in which a 
Russian/Ossetian smuggler calling himself Oleg Khintsagov claimed to have up to 3 kilogrammes 
of weapons grade uranium for sale. A ‘sting’ operation by Georgian forces, probably with CIA 
involvement, captured Khintsagov and his associates and recovered the uranium, which, 
alarmingly, proved to be the genuine article. The Russians denied that the uranium was of 
Russian origin. In the current climate, as long as criminal factions do not directly threaten 
Russia, such activities are likely to be tolerated, or even tacitly encouraged, as a species of low 
intensity warfare against the West.

T H E  B A L T I C S  A N D  B E Y O N D

The political independence of the Baltic states has generally only been assured during periods of 
Russian weakness. The uneven relationship between the small Baltic nations and their eastern 
neighbour continues to be central to Baltic politics, while for Russia the issue has always been 
seen as a strategic one – protecting access to the Baltic sea and defending the approaches 
to St Petersburg. With the Baltic states now members both of NATO and the European Union, 
they are more closely integrated into the Western mainstream than at any other time in their 
recent history. This limits Russian options. The equivalent of a Georgian intervention in the 
Baltics would bring Russia directly into military combat with NATO – a high risk strategy at 
best. However, the presence of significant Russian minorities, particularly in Estonia and Latvia, 
provides ample scope for ‘nuisance’ attacks aimed undermining Baltic independence. 

In Estonia, the prominent position, in the capital Tallinn, of a statue of a Soviet soldier 
‘liberating’ Estonia had long been a point of contention. In May 2007, the Estonian government 
moved the statue to a less conspicuous position. This prompted demonstrations and riots by 
the Russian minority, threats of economic sanctions by Russia, and the stoning of the Estonian 
embassy in Moscow. 

Potentially much more significantly, Estonia’s banking, commercial and governmental internet 
system then came under sustained cyber-attack, which severely disrupted the country’s e-
commerce and communications infrastructure. Hackers used automated robot systems to 
hijack computers around the world to bombard Estonian sites with bogus information in what 
is termed a Distributed Denial of Access (DDoA) attack. Instructions on how to carry out a 
DDoA were allegedly posted on hundreds of Russian and other websites. The beauty of this 
form of attack, from the perpetrator’s point of view, is that it is often impossible to identify the 
culprits. In January 2008 a 20-year-old ethnic Russian Estonian became the first person to be 
convicted as a result of the May 2007 attacks.

As a modern, highly ‘wired’ economy, the cyber-attacks had a major economic effect. Estonia 
blamed Russia directly for the attacks. Tallinn also called for NATO and the EU to urgently 
establish ways to respond to what it termed ‘cyber-terrorism.’ Although no-one was killed in 
the cyber-attack on Estonia it may well be a harbinger of future conflicts. It does not take too 
large a jump of the imagination to see how future attacks aimed at hospital computers or air 
traffic control systems could have a human as well as an economic cost. It may well be that 
cyberspace becomes a crucial theatre of war in future conflicts. We may expect to see further 
attacks of this nature both by Russian malcontents and, perhaps, by other disaffected groups, 
such as the Serbs.

Further afield, Russian influence in Europe diminishes markedly. One assumed reason for the 
Georgian expedition was to discourage Poland and the Czech Republic from pressing ahead 
with agreements for the United States to position anti-missile defence systems on their soil. 
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Russia even went so far as to threaten Poland with nuclear attack if it agreed to host the missile 
defence system. This bullying backfired, however. Poland signed the agreement anyway, amid a 
general hardening of Warsaw’s position (and that of other Central and Eastern European states). 
In fact, Poland’s shouldering of the same threat of nuclear annihilation faced by Western Europe 
throughout the Cold War could even been seen as its coming of age as a full member of the 
Western democracies.

Russia could, and probably will, attempt to stir up trouble in Serbia/Kosovo and maybe Bosnia 
and Macedonia, but its impact is likely to be limited. Pressure on Bulgaria is also likely to be 
problematic. Like the Baltics, Bulgaria is a member of the EU and NATO and extricating it 
from the Western economic and alliance structure – even if that were actively desired by a 
pro-Moscow government in Sofia – would be extremely difficult. The nearest parallel would 
be the French withdrawal, under very different circumstances, from the military structures 
of NATO in the 1960s. Russia could, of course, exploit general anti-American sentiment, as 
well as Bulgarian resentment at EU criticism of its record on corruption reform. While it must 
indeed be hard for Sofia to stomach criticism from a body whose books have not been audited 
for thirteen years, whether this would ever be sufficient for Bulgaria to ‘turn east’ has to be 
doubtful, particularly if the core thesis of this paper (that the Russian geopolitical advantage is 
both over-stated and temporary) is accepted. This would leave Russia only with the option of 
the sort of cyber-attacks it staged against Estonia – but this would alienate the very groups it 
would hope to co-opt. 

T H E  E A S T E R N  F R O N T

China’s expansion has produced a voracious appetite for energy and other primary resources. 
On the face of it, therefore, an economic alliance between energy-hungry China and its gas-
rich neighbour would appear a mutually beneficial one. Russia and China also share a common 
interest in containing Islamist (and American) influence in Central Asia. However, closer 
inspection of possible Sino-Russian relations reveals a more complex picture, in which Moscow 
and Beijing look more like rivals than partners. Geopolitically, both countries have an acute 
awareness of their common far eastern border, the scene of tensions and actual clashes during 
the Sino-Soviet Cold War. For Russia, the problems of defending, reinforcing, or economically 
developing the vast territories beyond the mountains surrounding Lake Baikal are immense. 
For China, the reverse is the case – the region is perilously close to the economically vital 
Chinese eastern seaboard and, moreover, has been the only land route by which China has 
been successfully attacked in modern times – by the Japanese in the 1930s, and by the Soviets, 
who in their turn displaced the Japanese in the dying days of World War II.

Since the end of the Cold War and the economic rise of China the balance of power in this region 
has drifted inexorably in Beijing’s favour. China enjoys a massive demographic advantage, and 
has actively encouraged the settlement of Chinese communities on the Russian side of the 
border, building up a potential client or host population, This has been backed up by economic 
investment, leading to Russian fears of effective Chinese colonization of the region. Largely 
unreported in the West, in July 2008 China and Russia signed a regional agreement that 
reflects this imbalance. In addition to protocols on economic co-operation and development, 
Russia undertook to return to China the Yinlong Dao and Heixiazi Dao riverine islands, which 
Russia had held since 1945 and over which China and Russia had fought in 1968. As real 
estate, the islands are insignificant. But it is virtually without precedent for the Russians to 
voluntarily surrender any territory – particularly over which blood has been spilled – and their 
willingness to do so on this occasion clearly demonstrates Moscow’s growing vulnerability to 
Chinese pressure. It may also be significant that Moscow received only lukewarm support from 
the Shanghai Co-operation Organization, the security and development group linking Russia, 
China and the Central Asian states. China, of course, does not want secessionists in Tibet, 
Xinjiang or Inner Mongolia drawing any inferences from the South Ossetian precedent. 
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Both Moscow and Beijing may calculate that a Sino-Russian alliance offers, in the short term, 
the only realistic counterweight to American global hegemony. However, such an alliance would 
only endure until one partner – probably China – feels strong enough to exert itself unilaterally. 
Once again, time is not on Russia’s side in this equation.

R U S S I A  I N  P E R S P E C T I V E

The Soviet Union spent between 11-13% of its GDP on armaments and accordingly, in terms 
of quantity (although not always in quality), the Soviet Union significantly outmatched NATO 
in conventional land and air forces, especially in the crucial European theatre. Russia does not 
enjoy an equivalent preponderance and is unlikely to significantly close the gap given current 
levels of expenditure. In naval forces, Russia is immeasurably weaker both than the old USSR 
and the contemporary USA. 

In Soviet times, Russia, as the core Soviet republic, benefited from not one but two rings of buffer 
states – the Soviet Republics themselves and the Central and Eastern European ‘satellite’ states, 
which were integrated into one military bloc through the Warsaw Pact. Narrow points of contact in 
Norway and Turkey aside, this left Russia/USSR vulnerable to land attack from only one direction 
– China. Although the Soviet Union projected itself as being the victim of foreign encirclement, 
its objective basis for so doing was far less that that of modern Russia, now that NATO is lapping 
at its border, the Americans are in Central Asia, and China is stirring in the far east.

Throughout the Cold War, NATO’s military doctrine was wholly a defensive one. Similarly, as 
open societies with free presses, the Western democracies seemed permanently to be on the 
ideological defensive, constantly called upon to defend their capitalist economic system and their 
international actions. Unlike the USA in Vietnam, the USSR faced little domestic opposition to, 
for example, its interventions in Hungary, Czechoslovakia and Afghanistan, and any dissidents 
who caused trouble could be sent to the gulag. This was never an option seriously open to the 
West, and even Putin’s Russia has a long way to go before it truly resembles the closed Soviet 
society – although it may be argued that it is headed firmly in that direction.

Similarly, the ‘attractiveness’ of Communism as a doctrine meant that the USSR could rely on 
a coterie of fellow travellers, including ‘academics’, terrorists and insurgents, frightened and 
muddle-headed ‘peace’ activists, as well as radical regimes, to support it in virtually every 
continent. Chauvinistic Russian nationalism, in contrast, has no serious appeal outside of Russia 
itself and among Russian communities in regions such as the Baltics or Central Asia. The only 
partial exceptions are groups to whom a generalized anti-American and/or pan-Slavic appeal 
can be made, such as elements in the Serb population and possibly among a section of the 
Bulgarian public. Of course, Russia could address this deficiency through hard cash, a renewal 
of ‘MiG diplomacy’ and a revival of the old COMECON tactic of offering preferential export and 
import arrangements. But in a straight bidding war, Russia would be easily outspent by the US, 
and, potentially, by China. Furthermore, Kremlin leaders know full well that such a strategy 
would lead the country down the same economic sink hole that crippled the Soviets.

In short, Russia is not the Soviet Union and does not enjoy many of the advantages possessed 
by its predecessor. The question must therefore be asked how, if Russia really is intent on a 
second Cold War, she believes she would fare any better than the USSR?

R U S S I A ’ S  A C E  

The one area where modern Russia enjoys a strategic superiority in comparison with the old 
Soviet Union is in raw capitalistic economic power. Russia is now a major investment market, 
and, more importantly, a vital supplier of energy resources. 
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However, an immediate caveat is that Russia’s potential economic leverage, as well as the 
mainstay of her current buoyancy, is heavily dependent on just one product – natural gas. As 
many countries in the developing world know to their cost, having all one’s eggs in one basket 
through an overdependence on a single primary industry has been a classic recipe for long term 
instability. It skews investment and infrastructural decision making, can actively be a disincentive 
to diversification, and is prone to external vagaries in price and customer preference.

Nevertheless, the statistics for the Russia gas industry are spectacular. Russia annually produces 
over 640 billion cubic metres of gas, making it easily the world’s biggest producer. Russia also 
holds by far the largest world reserves of gas (47.8 trillion cubic metres, roughly twice that of 
the second largest reserve holder, which is Iran) and is the world’s largest exporter.

In other sectors, most importantly oil production, the figures are more ambivalent. Russia is 
the second largest oil supplier after Saudi Arabia, but, unlike the Saudis, who at 262 billion 
barrels have the largest reserves of oil, Russia has only a modest 69 billion barrels of known 
reserves. Moreover, Russia is not a significant supplier of either natural gas or petroleum to the 
United States, which limits its leverage on Washington.

For Europe, the supply problem is much greater. There is currently simply no obvious large 
supplier, or combination of suppliers, to make up the deficit should Russia shut off supply. 
Moscow’s Georgian intervention serves, among other aims, the partial re-creation of the buffer 
state system that protected the old USSR. Belarus and Armenia are already largely in the Russia 
orbit. If Georgia and, critically, Ukraine can be secured then Russia will not only have established 
a cordon sanitaire against NATO (and EU) encroachment but prevents any independent land 
supply to Europe of resources from Azerbaijan or Central Asia. With the closure of the oil route 
across Georgia, this second goal has already been achieved. However – provided the political 
will exists – there is already a technological alternative to natural gas, albeit one that would 
require at least a decade to implement. If it is serious about limiting the Russian monopoly on 
energy supplies, the two word advice to industrialized Europe is ‘go nuclear.’ 

Although in the short term Russia undoubtedly holds a trump card over Europe, Moscow must also 
be careful not to kill the goose that lays the golden egg. It is true that at present Europe needs 
Russian gas more than Russia needs to sell it, but that balance is unlikely to be permanently the 
case. For both America and Europe the dangers of over-reliance on potentially unstable areas 
of supply (the Middle East in the case of America, and Russia in the case of Europe) are all too 
evident and we will see a concerted effort by both, over the coming years, to open up new regions 
of supply. This process is facilitated by the very price rises that have so benefited Russia. It is 
a myth that the world’s supply of oil is ‘running out’: economics and technology are what drive 
the oil industry, not any exhaustion of supplies. Just as the 1973 Middle Eastern war made the 
exploitation of previously suspected but financially unviable North Sea reserves a reality, so the 
massive offshore reserves of the ‘New Gulf’ off the West African coast will become more relevant. 
It was almost certainly to this possibility that Senator Obama was alluding, in his acceptance 
speech as Democratic Party Presidential nominee, to making America independent of Middle East 
oil within a decade. US interest is already reflected not only in the considerable American and 
European investment in the region, but in the creation of AFRICOM, a new US military command 
structure covering Africa. China is also in Africa in considerable economic force. Russia is not.

Another intriguing possibility is the Arctic Sea where a combination of global warming (opening 
up previously ice-bound seaways) and the general hike on oil prices may open up Arctic 
reserves. We may see – literally – a new Cold War between US/Canada and northern European 
NATO members such as Denmark and Norway on the one hand, and Russia on the other, 
particularly where territorial demarcation and claims are unclear or overlap. The placing, by 
a Russian submarine, of a Russian flag on the seabed directly under the pole caused some 
raised eyebrows, but naval superiority will in any final analysis make the Arctic a new sphere 
of Western influence, much to Moscow’s chagrin.
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L E S S O N S  L E A R N T ?

Those who will have now to take heed of Russia’s Georgian intervention fall into three 
categories. The first are those Western governments who blithely assumed that the period of 
Russian impotence following the end of the Cold War was a permanent state of affairs. It is 
clear that Russian views can no longer be treated with impunity. Serious questions must also be 
asked about whether Georgia resulted from a failure of intelligence, or whether (perhaps more 
probably) political leaders chose to ignore the warnings of growing Kremlin exasperation and 
resulting belligerence. It is also clear that NATO’s transformation into an instrument of Western 
political will is a grave error unless it is matched by a continued robustness in the Alliance’s 
military clout. As a supplementary point, it would be wise in the future not to make (or allow 
one’s allies to make) decisions that cannot be supported, in extremis, by armed force. The 
outraged American and European protestations both over the initial Russian intervention and 
the calculatedly provocative step of recognizing South Ossetia and Abkhazia simply played into 
Russian hands. It merely highlighted the divergence between the volume of Western rhetoric 
and its impotence on the ground.

A similar lesson needs to be digested by governments in the Russian fringe – primarily Ukraine, 
Georgia itself, and the ‘five stans’ of Central Asia. Regardless of the provocation – and there 
is no doubt that this was co-ordinated and intentional – Georgia’s attempt to resolve the 
South Ossetian question militarily had predictably disastrous results for Tbilisi. Georgia’s efforts 
to regain control of South Ossetia, apparently carried out against American advice and with 
insufficient resources and neither an escalation path nor an exit strategy, were ill-thought out 
and poorly executed. The lesson here, in the words of one BBC commentator, is “don’t punch 
a bear on the nose unless you are certain it is tied down.” This is a message that is likely to be 
more emphatically urged upon regional governments by Washington in the future.

A salutary reminder for East European and Central Asian leaders – at least those capable of 
reading history – is that the United States also has the disquieting habit of leaving its allies in 
the lurch (ask any South Vietnamese or anti-Communist Cambodian). The harsh fact is that 
Washington currently needs Russian backing over a settlement in Iran more than it needs 
eastwards NATO expansion. If the price for such a deal is jettisoning Kiev or Tbilisi, then that 
is what will happen. Russia, incidentally, is in a no-lose situation over Iran, since a nuclear 
equipped Tehran is unlikely to be something that Moscow would view favourably. The skill in 
Kremlin diplomacy, therefore, will be to vest from the Americans the maximum concessions 
over an outcome that Russia would in any event welcome. We may speculate as to whether an 
inexperienced White House under a newly elected President Obama would be capable of taking 
on the wily Russian bear. Of course, such speculation may itself influence the outcome of the 
US Presidential election, possibly in a direction not so much to Russia’s liking.

The third group who have lessons to learn from Georgia comprises, ironically, the leaders in 
the Kremlin themselves. Moscow – and, for that matter, Beijing – may yet have to realize that 
throwing one’s weight around as an integrated world economy is a very different proposition 
to when one is an autarkic Communist state. Russia’s currently relatively buoyant economy 
is as vulnerable to worldwide economic sentiment as anyone else’s. Indeed, there was some 
evidence even before the Georgian war that Russia was beginning to feel the effects of the 
global credit squeeze, and that this process has accelerated dramatically since August 2008. 
In the wake of the Georgian intervention, Russia has already suffered significant capital flight 
and an upgrading of its investment risk status. In the week beginning 8 August 2008, Russia’s 
foreign currency reserves fell by $16.4 billion – a near record – and the difficulties of securing 
long-term credit are beginning to bite. Similarly, the Moscow Stock Exchange fell by over 4% 
on the day after the Kremlin recognized the breakaway republics. It may be that pressure from 
the “oligarch’s club” – the Russian Union of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs – may have more 
impact on President Medvedev’s thinking than bombast from Washington or Brussels.
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