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Moldova was created from an elite manipulation by Hitler and Stalin at the dawn of World War II. Probably no surveys exist on how popular this was among the people, who, of course, were not consulted. 

However, a more recent development regarding the fate of Moldova is being decided, again largely by outside actors. The proposed "federalization" of Moldova -- authored by elites in Moscow and championed by the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) -- is not popular inside Moldova, with neither the political parties (both the opposition and some of the ruling Communists), civil society, or the population at large. Few have seriously raised the question of its popularity inside Moldova itself. 

This paper is the preliminary result of research for an upcoming special issue on Moldova for the Washington-based journal "Demokratizatsiya." In three recent trips to Moldova, I interviewed most of the main opposition party leaders and some leaders from the ruling Moldovan Communist Party (CPM). Curiously, their opinions have rarely been sought, especially in the Western forums that sympathize with the Moscow-OSCE plan. The OSCE is pressing for the plan to be adopted at its annual summit in Maastricht in early December, though a new initiative by Moscow may have preempted this move. 

Moldova has become a controversial issue recently since some Western officials, Moscow, and the OSCE have been advocating the so-called "Kyiv" document, which would "federalize" Moldova as a way of solving the ongoing issue of separatism in the eastern Transdniester region. 

This "federalization" arrangement would give power over Moldova (including attempts to join the European Union or NATO in the future) to a group of hard-liners running what Stanford University area specialist Steven Fish has called "gangster separatism." The hard-liners are openly supported by Moscow and its local military base since they broke away in 1991-92. The quasi-Stalinist statelet survives on women, narcotics, and weapons trafficking. 

Moscow has been pushing its plan through the OSCE since the late 1990s. Some hard-liners in Moscow openly admit their goal is the "Finlandization" of Moldova, as Moscow's proxies in Transdniester would have veto power over Chisinau and Russia would be a "guarantor" of the new federation. Putin has appointed a former intelligence chief, Russian First Deputy Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Trubnikov, as special envoy to concentrate on consummating the "federalization" of Moldova. 

Virtually the entire political class and civil society of Moldova have opposed the plan and openly wonder why elements in the West advocate a plan that would create a federation of two subjects, Moldova and Transdniester. 

I interviewed several opposition leaders: Dumitru Braghis (a former prime minister) and Serafim Urechean (Chisinau's mayor), who belong to the main opposition party, Our Moldova Alliance; Popular Party Christian Democratic Chairman Iurie Rosca; and Oazu Nantoi of the Social Democratic Party of Moldova. They all opposed this plan, expressed support for EU-led peacekeeping troops in Transdniester, and agreed with Fish's assertion that Transdniester "is not a problem of ethnic strife but of gangster separatism." 

The leader of the ruling Communists in the parliament, Victor Stepaniuc, said that while his party was not necessarily committed to Moscow's plan, "it is being pushed on us by both Moscow and Washington for geopolitical reasons." Moldovan President Vladimir Voronin had in the past few months been showing signals of opposing, or at least resisting, the "federalization" plan, but has received pressure from, among others, Moscow, and the Netherlands, which currently chairs the OSCE. Russian President Vladimir Putin has also exerted pressure through several channels. Letters, allegedly written by Putin to Voronin, have been published recently in the Moldovan press, urging the Moldovan president to adopt the Moscow-OSCE plan. Recently, Voronin seems to have acquiesced and, largely bypassing the OSCE, will sign an agreement with Moscow and Transdniester. Putin is scheduled to visit Chisinau on 25 November. 

Alternatives To Federalization 

While Moldova's opposition leaders are largely opposed to Moscow's plan, the different parties are not agreed on how to solve the problem. However, there are at least two alternative proposals. 

The most elaborate alternative plan was drafted jointly by the Social Democrats and the Christian Democrats and summarized in a one-page document titled "Moscow's 'Federalization' Plan for Moldova: A Bad Idea for Freedom." The document, distributed in Washington and to other Western decision makers, calls for the complete withdrawal of the Russian troops (which are stationed in violation of OSCE commitments made at the Istanbul summit in 1999). The document also calls for the suffocation of the "gangster regime" in Transdniester by pressuring Ukraine to close its border with the breakaway region and by offering conditional amnesty for its leaders. The plan also proposes to apply the so-called "three Ds" -- demilitarization, decriminalization, and democratization -- in order to ensure a sustainable solution to the crisis. The supporters of the plan have said that they would rather continue the stalemate than accept a poor settlement. Nantoi, the leader of the Social Democrats, quipped, "How will a federation between a failed democracy and a gangster regime solve the root problem?" Nantoi also said that, by the same logic, a "federal" solution should be recommended to North and South Korea, giving Pyongyang veto power over Seoul. 

The leaders of Our Moldova Alliance have said they have some ideas for an alternative plan, which would be centered on adding more subjects to the federal model, but, as of August, they have not put forth a concrete proposal. 

Grassroots Opposition 

The most active and visible parts of civil society in Moldova have come out against the Moscow-OSCE plan on "federalization." Several petitions against "federalization" have been signed by NGOs, women's groups, and the heads of media organizations. A petition signed by 15 NGOs in August and widely covered in the local (albeit not international) media reads in part: "We do not understand how can these esteemed [Western diplomats] possibly expect to reunify Moldova by imposing on it a power-sharing deal on all levels of government with Transdniester's leadership, this instrument of Russia's strategic interests in our part of Europe.... Nor can we agree with [their] assertion that 'the only alternative that opponents of federalism offer is to wait -- probably for years, possibly forever -- until circumstances permit a reunification on their terms.' Our terms are completely normal: democracy, state independence, and European orientation in deeds, not words. However, 'federalization' with Transdniester, and Russian 'guarantees,' would kill those aims." 

This was followed by a petition signed by over 20 "creative union" presidents (including the Writers Union and the Filmmakers Union) supporting the earlier petition. That document stated: "Equating the legal authorities of our state with secessionist leaders from [Transdniester], who have usurped power through force of arms in the east of the republic of Moldova, is not just counterproductive, but also in contrast with the interests of the citizens of our state." 

Such petitions seem to reflect the general beliefs of the population. Though surveys in Transdniester are not possible, polls conducted in the rest of Moldova show an overwhelming opposition to "federalization." In late 2002, an opinion poll conducted by the Civic Center for Analysis and Sociopolitical Studies (with funds from the Open Society Institute) found that 76 percent of the Moldovans surveyed were against "federalization" and 8 percent were in favor. Other opinion polls confirm this tendency. 

There is a perception in the West that there is no alternative to the Moscow-OSCE document. Some diplomats maintain that the Moldovans, and especially the critics of the "federalization" plan, have not proposed concrete alternatives. However, I found that several NGOs and parties in Moldova have quite elaborate plans to solve the Transdniester crisis, but were never invited to share them with the Western embassies and missions in Chisinau. One document, by a Christian Democrats-affiliated NGO, dating back many years, had proposed the very visa restrictions on the Transdniestrian leaders that are only now being imposed by the United States and EU. In many other aspects, those old alternative proposals -- including pressuring Ukraine for border controls and inviting Western peacekeepers -- were quite prescient.. In that sense, the critics of the Moscow-OSCE plan have been quite consistent on Transdniester: cut off the blood to that tumor. 

In sum, OSCE officials and western governments seemed to have been pushing Moscow's "federalization" plan without taking into consideration alternative points of view, and apparently have certain biases that may have clouded their judgment -- which may explain why they are so discredited as "mediators" among Moldova's civil society. At a Washington conference organized by the U.S. State Department in September to discuss how to implement the "federalization" of Moldova, only former U.S. Ambassador to Moldova Todd Stewart argued for the need to pay attention to public opinion. 

Conclusion 

My research so far concludes that the main Moldovan opposition parties, civil society actors, and even certain Communist leaders do not support the "federalization" project drafted in Moscow and pushed by the OSCE. The leaders of the second-largest party, Our Moldova Alliance, were on record as supporting "federalization," so it was surprising to me that they now oppose it. Their leader, Urechean, has said that a federation is not wrong in principle, but not between Moldova and a "self-imposed military regime parading as a subject of the federation -- that is not acceptable." The party's other leader, Braghis, explained the change of heart: "People like me that originally suggested federalization as a way to solve the Transdniester problem now see that this was done the wrong way." 

Perhaps sensing a looming veto of the "Kyiv document" at the OSCE Maastricht summit by some Central European countries, Moscow and both sides in the dispute have announced a hitherto secret agreement that will bypass the OSCE process altogether to federalize Moldova. The implications of this agreement are as of yet unclear, but massive protests will probably result in Chisinau to prevent its implementation. This "Kozak" plan also foresees a referendum, but under the present conditions in both Moldova (described by specialist Lucan Way as a case of "failed authoritarianism") and the "gangster regime" in Transdniester, this referendum could turn out to be nothing more than a farce. 
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