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Key U.S. and OSCE officials have backed a federalization plan for Moldova and Transdniester. Their arguments are both flawed and destabilizing. 
by Fredo Arias-King 

Little Moldova is the product of manipulation by Hitler and Stalin early in World War II. It is now, it seems, subject to another unlikely manipulation, this time by Moscow and some officials in Washington and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). 

This is a conclusion drawn from public statements and after many interviews with officials in U.S. State Department and the National Security Council, meetings with Russian and EU officials, as well as interviews with the chief of the OSCE’s mission in Moldova, and with senior figures both in Moldova’s opposition and government.

At stake is not just the resolution of a 12-year dispute, but the stability of Moldova, and the extension of Russian power into Eastern Europe.

THE FEDERALIZATION PLAN

Moldova’s long “frozen conflict” with the separatist region of Transdniester has in recent months once again become a source of simmering controversy. The reason: a Russian proposal to establish a federation between Moldova and Transdniester that has been publicly supported by U.S. and OSCE officials. 

In this federation, the hard-line separatists that control Transdniester would gain significant control over Moldova, including its foreign and security policy, and other aspects such as domestic reforms. This would also benefit Russia, which has troops in Transdniester, despite an agreement reached with the OSCE in Istanbul 1999 that it would withdraw all its troops by the end of 2002. (A subsequent agreement, in Porto, extended the deadline until the end of December 2003.) As the Wall Street Journal wrote in a controversial editorial in August: “Far from cutting Moldovans loose from this [Russian] yoke, the federalization plan gives the yoke official status.”

However, on 17 November, perhaps sensing a veto by some countries at an OSCE summit scheduled for early December, Moscow launched a surprise new trilateral initiative—along with Transdniester and the Communist government of Moldova but without the OSCE—called the Kozak Memorandum. This was tougher still than the Kiev plan, and directly called for Russia to maintain its military involvement in the region. 

At the last minute Moldova’s President Vladimir Voronin backed away from signing it. Moscow criticized him, and Russia’s foreign minister, Igor Ivanov, blamed “pressure from outside.” However, the general secretary of the Council of Europe, Walter Schwimmer, praised the move as “wise and responsible.” Perhaps Voronin was prompted by an instinct for self-preservation. Just days earlier Georgia's President Eduard Shevardnadze was forced out of office by large crowds, and in Chisinau too up to 50,000 people took to the streets on 30 November to demonstrate against federalization and to demand Voronin’s resignation.

Many more than those 50,000 people reject the Kiev Plan and the Kozak Memorandum. These proposals are opposed ten-to-one by ordinary people, according to one opinion poll, and by virtually the entire political class and Moldova’s civil society groups.

FALSE PREMISE (1): SIMPLY MEDIATING, NOT PROPAGATING

For many months, key U.S. and OSCE officials responsible for policy on Moldova have been advocating the Russian line. It is a line that does not bring stability to Moldova, but instead increases instability.

These officials base their arguments on three premises. Their first line of argument is that they are only acting as mediators.

The State Department, NSC, and OSCE officials that I had access to repeatedly asserted that they are neutral mediators and facilitators. This is also the public line adopted by the U.S. representative at the OSCE, Washington’s then-ambassador to Moldova, Pamela Hyde Smith, and the U.S. special negotiator for Eurasian conflicts in a letter to the Wall Street Journal in August. 

However, far from being neutral, State Department officials and the OSCE appear to have actively pushed Moscow’s Kiev Plan. In their letter to the Wall Street Journal, these senior U.S. officials contend that “the U.S. government believes that a federal model provides the best basis for a resolution.” Mark Taplin, director of the State Department’s office on Moldova, Belarus and Ukraine, in June maintained that “all options are open” for alternative proposals as long as they include some federal variant. In November, though, he stated that the Kiev document “is the only basis for negotiation that we will accept.” 

The head of the OSCE mission in Moldova, William Hill, may privately say that Transdniester is “beyond a mafia state”, but, speaking in an interview, he seems particularly fond of his good relations with both Moscow and the statelet’s leaders. He refused to explain or criticize belligerent statements being made at that time by Moscow policymakers on troop withdrawals from Transdniester, saying only that if his “contacts” at the defense and foreign affairs ministries “get their way,” then the troops would be withdrawn. However, one of those “contacts” he mentioned, the deputy foreign minister and Putin’s envoy to Moldova, Vyacheslav Trubnikov, had been stating since January 2001 that the troops would not be withdrawn. Trubnikov was later joined (in November 2003) by Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov himself. About Transdniester, Hill wrote in the Helsinki Monitor that “local Transdniestrian authorities demonstrated their willingness, albeit grudging at times, to observe general European norms and agreements.”

At the same time, Hill dismissed Moldova’s democratic opposition as “uninformed,” “nationalist,” and “right-wing.” They, he added, “are, regrettably, quite popular in the West.” When reminded that the chairman of the Social Democratic Party, Oazu Nantoi, also opposes “federalization,” Hill avoided the question and instead dismissed Nantoi as a “former high-ranking member of the Soviet nomenklatura.” Nantoi never even belonged to the Communist Party. Hill repeatedly enters into polemics with the democratic Moldovan press and with civil society organizations, in one instance--in an open letter published in the newspapers Timpul and Flux--accusing them of being “filled with nationalist prejudice, intolerance and hatred” when official documents where Hill had signed his name in Cyrillic characters were reproduced by the Moldovan press. 

While enthusiastic and elaborate in his explanations, Hill seemed to have trouble explaining how a federation “between a failed democracy and a gangster regime” (as one critic quipped) would solve the problems at the root of the conflict. He did state that “we would not allow Transdniester to enter the federation as is,” but would not elaborate on any mechanisms to ensure any chance of change in Transdniester, much less a transformation, before a settlement is reached.

In her two years in Chisinau, the former U.S. ambassador to Moldova, Pamela Hyde Smith, never invited the leaders of the main parliamentary opposition party, the Christian Democrats (PPCD), to the embassy to discuss their views on the Transdniester problem. She met with them elsewhere, in February 2003, only at the request of a visiting White House official. 

Before then, she had met only with present and former Communist leaders, men who originally did not oppose the “federalization” plan.

Ambassador Smith refused requests for an interview.

The lack of balance in attitudes towards opponents of federalization was evident at a conference organized in Washington in September by the State Department for the incoming U.S. ambassador, Heather Hodges. There, a government official openly called the PPCD chairman, Iurie Rosca, an “awful human being.” Other officials repeated the assertion that the PPCD are “extremists.” Moreover, the U.S. embassy in Chisinau told an inquiring U.S. government official that the PPCD “is associated with specific acts of violence.”

The isolated fact that the American and OSCE officials have chosen to openly castigate one of the main informal actors in this conflict is troubling enough.

However, their accusations also seem to be misplaced. The PPCD--the party in Moldova that is most openly pro-American, pro-EU, and pro-NATO-- does not appear extreme in its nationalism. Their use of Romanian symbols at their demonstrations seems more a defensive posture against Voronin’s attempts to re-communize and russify Moldova. In fact, their vice-president is of Russian descent, and other party leaders and activists include a Ukrainian, a Gagauz (a member of a Christian Turkic minority), and even a Roma, a much-discriminated group that rarely produces a national political figure.

The PPCD is certainly virulently anti-communist, and organizes rallies and demonstrations that have been credited with prompting Voronin to retract some illiberal policies. But their nationalism is more in line with the “healthy” and “state-building” variant described by scholars such as Rasma Karklins, and practiced by such figures as former Estonian Prime Minister Mart Laar, the Ukrainian opposition leader Viktor Yushchenko, and former Bulgarian Prime Minister Philip Dimitrov. It is perhaps thanks to the PPCD’s activism that Moldova is not more authoritarian than it is, and why, in the description of political scientist Lucan Way, author of The Rise of Competitive Authoritarianism, Moldova’s political system is an example of “failed authoritarianism” rather than the authoritarianism seen in, for example, Belarus.

As for the PPCD’s alleged “association with violence,” their political competitor Oazu Nantoi, leader of the opposition Social Democratic Party, is dismissive. “When you have demonstrations of tens of thousands organized [by the PPCD], a few chairs tend to get broken,” he says, but “they have never, to my mind, advocated any overt acts of violence. The violence comes from the Communist government that represses them.” 

Another repeated assertion by State Department officials--that critics of the Moscow-OSCE plan have not provided constructive alternatives--is blatantly false. Several NGOs and parties in Moldova have quite elaborate plans to solve the Transdniester crisis, one dating back eight years. 

In sum, the U.S. and OSCE officials seemed to have been pushing Moscow’s “federalization” plan without taking into consideration alternative points of view, and they appear to entertain biases that may have clouded their judgment--which may explain why they are so discredited as “mediators” among Moldova’s civil society.

FALSE PREMISE (2): RUSSIA IS AN HONEST BROKER

Virtually the entire premise for advocating Moscow’s Kiev Plan and assigning Russia and Ukraine as the “guarantors” of its implementation hinges on the second flawed belief—that Russia is acting in good faith as an “honest broker.” All officials at the U.S. State Department, the NSC, and the OSCE that I interviewed spoke on these terms about Moscow and its intentions.

However, the accepted view in academic circles is that Russia is attempting to reconstruct its sphere of influence in the former Soviet republics. The State Duma’s recent passing of a law that encourages the territorial expansion of the Russian Federation through “peaceful methods” appears to support their analysis. 

Officials in Moscow have occasionally revealed their intent in making Moldova a satellite state (one spoke approvingly of the prospect for a “second Kaliningrad”). In person, liberal Russian public figures acknowledge that the “federalization” plan for Moldova is a Kremlin ploy to subjugate another member of the “near abroad,” and express concern for Russian democracy if the Kremlin were successful in fracturing Moldova and Georgia. 

All the U.S. and OSCE officials I spoke with also insistently maintained as late as this summer that the Russian troops stationed in Transdniester would be withdrawn in time to meet the Istanbul and Porto OSCE criteria, by the end of 2003. It was this assumption that determined their haste in trying to reach agreement to the Kiev Plan. However, with days to go before the end of the year, Russian troops remain in Transdniester—in keeping with the Kozak Memorandum. 

FALSE PREMISE (3): FEDERATION IS GOOD

U.S. and OSCE officials that advocate Moscow’s plan on Moldova invoke Canada, Switzerland, Belgium and the United States itself as reasons why a federation could also work on Moldova. A State Department official would not elaborate on the merits of a federation for Moldova beyond stating that “Well, America is a federation too.”

This is a curious argument. Firstly, political scientists would argue that a two-subject federation is inherently unstable since, by mathematical logic, it could readily degenerate into a zero-sum game between both subjects. 

Secondly, all these examples of successful federations share three features: 1) there is a genuine ethno-cultural division that justifies greater autonomy; 2) there is a democratic and legitimate polity in all the component parts of the federation; and 3) they are free of interference from foreign states. 

The Transdniester problem meets none of these criteria, though an NSC official argued (wrongly) that the dispute is ethnically based. Transdniester has roughly the same ethnic composition as Moldova, Transdniester is not a democracy, and Russian troops are stationed in the region.

These problems are compounded by another: under both the Kiev and the Kozak proposals, Transdniester would be able to veto foreign-policy decisions made by the central government. 

GAMBLING WITH MOLDOVA

The Kozak Memorandum was a gamble that for now seems to have backfired on Moscow. At the OSCE Maastricht summit on 1-2 December, what could have been an official endorsement of the Kiev Plan turned into a criticism of the Kozak Memorandum. U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell even called for a multinational troop deployment for Transdniester--a key demand that has been made by Moldovan civil society and opposition parties. Other international officials, particularly from the Baltic states, reiterated their demand that Russia withdraw its troops before any settlement could be reached. 

The situation is now in flux. The OSCE is debating whether to revive the Kiev Plan, Voronin is toying with signing an amended version of the Kozak Memorandum, and a united front formed by Moldova’s opposition parties has called for the removal of Voronin and early parliamentary elections. Federalization has therefore become a major source of instability in Moldova, not a means of ensuring stability.

The fate of the federalization plan may now be in question. Another question remains: Why did senior OSCE and U.S. State Department officials support it?
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