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2003 Annual Survey on Moldova

An Almost Decisive Year 

Moldova continues to be torn between East and West, and in 2003, a planned resolution of the “frozen conflict” with Transdniester brought it closer than ever to the East. 
15 April 2004
by Fredo Arias-King 

By far the dominant issue in 2003 was a possible federation between Moldova and the breakaway region of Transdniester. Touted as a way to resolve the 10-year “frozen conflict,” the federalization plan appeared to be a complex geopolitical power play by Moscow, one with deep implications for Moldova’s domestic politics. This was, in effect, the continuation in a new form of the dominant issue in 2002, when the pro-Western opposition took to the streets for many months in protest at the government’s attempts to bolster the importance of Russian in the classroom and to pursue a pro-Moscow course. Politically, socially and economically, Moldova remains torn between West and East, a reality that is making Moldova’s post-communist transition particularly challenging. 

DOMESTIC POLITICS 

Moscow’s initial proposal to create a federation between Moldova and Transdniester, a sliver of land that separated from the rest of Moldova in 1991, envisaged that Russia would act as a "guarantor." It would allow Russia to keep troops in Transdniester, as it does now in violation of several commitments made to the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). 

Critics feared that the Kiev Plan, as it was known, would turn Moldova into a de facto Russian protectorate. It was, then, a surprise that the plan was actively advocated by several U.S. State Department officials and the OSCE’s mission chief in Chisinau, who during the year openly belittled Moldovan civil society and leaders of opposition parties who opposed the proposal. But while the OSCE bureaucracy supported Moscow’s initiative, several member states voiced reservations ahead of their annual summit in December. 

Perhaps sensing a veto by Estonia or the Czech Republic, two countries who had been particularly vocal in their opposition to the plan, Moscow in mid-November launched a new surprise trilateral initiative, together with the Communist government in Chisinau and the separatist regime in Tiraspol, but without the OSCE. The new proposal, called the Kozak Memorandum, would have given Russia even greater power than the Kiev Plan. Critically, like the Kiev Plan, the Kozak Memorandum would have allowed Russia to formalize its troop presence in the region. In 1999, Russia had promised to withdraw troops. It has withdrawn none, and the Russian defense and foreign ministers stated openly in 2003 that Russia would not withdraw its troops. (This became official policy in early 2004.) 

Russian President Vladimir Putin was scheduled to attend the signing of the plan, which had drawn immediate praise by both Moldovan President Vladimir Voronin and the Transdniestrian leader Igor Smirnov. 

But the plan also drew roughly 50,000 people out onto the streets of Chisinau on 30 November, the eve of the OSCE meeting in the Dutch city of Maastricht. The rally was largely a continuation of the civil disobedience campaign that the pro-Western Christian Democratic People's Party (PPCD) had launched in early January 2002 and sustained every day until late April 2002. This time, though, the demonstrations brought together a broader spectrum of Moldova’s political parties, uniting almost every opposition party. Even Chisinau Mayor Serafim Urechean, from the centrist Moldova Noastra alliance, chanted "down with the Communists!" alongside his erstwhile PPCD rivals in the city’s central square. 

Perhaps haunted by the specter of the recently deposed Georgian leader Eduard Shevardnadze, Voronin at the--almost literally--last minute decided not to sign the Kozak Memorandum, prompting an angry reaction from Moscow and the hasty cancellation of Putin's visit. 

When the OSCE met in Maastricht, only Russia spoke in favor of the "federalization" of Moldova. The Russian foreign minister blamed "outside intervention" for the collapse of this "opportunity." 

As in 2002, 2003 also began with the Communist government harassing the leader of the PPCD, the main opposition party in parliament. This time, Iurie Rosca was to be stripped of his immunity and face court charges. The opposition claimed the allegations were fabricated. Voronin backed off, however, when Rosca visited Washington in early February and won unexpectedly strong support. Shortly after that visit, the U.S. ambassador, who was openly unsympathetic to PPCD and other anti-"federalization" forces in Moldova, was rotated out. 

Local elections in March were criticized by several observers (including the OSCE) as deficient, with heavy-handed use of the government apparatus and state television to benefit the ruling Communist Party, whose vote tally was nonetheless a little lower than in the general elections in 2001. However, the most important prize of those elections, the post of Chisinau mayor, went to Urechean, whose party mainly comprises figures from the administrations of Mircea Snegur (president from 1990 to 1996) and Petru Lucinschi (president from 1996 to 2000). 

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 

European Union membership was one of the few unifying topics--at least in theory--among the different parties. The leaders of the three main, generally bitterly opposed political parties--the Communists, PPCD, and Moldova Noastra--put on a rare show of unity by traveling together to Brussels to issue a joint statement requesting the European Parliament add Moldova to the "Process of Stabilization and Association," seen as an ante-chamber to EU accession. But they were unsuccessful. 

The question of NATO membership, though, proved more divisive. PPCD continued to push aggressively for membership, while the governing Communist Party upheld the constitutional provision of "neutrality" in theory and a pro-Moscow orientation in fact. Moldova Noastra, as usual, was in the middle. 

Relations with the Council of Europe have been problematic for the Voronin government. In 2002, the Council of Europe, its Parliamentary Assembly, and its secretary general, Walter Schwimmer, had issued a number of resolutions condemning the Voronin government's attempt to limit freedoms, in particular its harassment of PPCD and independent associations. 

Moldova, however, took over the rotating chairmanship of the Council of Europe’s Council of Ministers for six months in mid-May. Overall, its presidency was uneventful. What it may have done is drawn some attention to Moldova and its problems--and perhaps served to soften the Communist government’s line. One prominent international critic of the Communist government and the “federalization” plan, Vladimir Socor, believes that the Council of Europe’s bureaucracy eventually came to consider Voronin a "good pupil," despite the Moldovan president’s repeated broken promises. Moldova’s presidency of the Council of Europe may even have played some role in Voronin’s rejection of the Kozak Memorandum. By the end of Moldova’s presidency, the chilly and even openly confrontational relations between Voronin and Schwimmer had become quietly workable. 

Relations with Romania worsened tangibly in 2003. The Moldovan president continued with the Communist line of giving Moldova a historically and linguistically distinct identity from Romania, even bringing out a Moldovan-Romanian Dictionary and the controversial Conception of State Nationality Policy, in which the Romanians were categorized as a small minority in the country. In August, when Romanian President Ion Iliescu visited Moldova, Voronin was asked by a reporter after their summit in which language they had communicated, he replied (in Russian), "President Iliescu is a polyglot, so he understands Moldovan." 

By the end of the year, relations between the neighbors had deteriorated further. Breaking with its previous policy of largely ignoring Moldova--a policy adopted, some say, in order not to derail Romania’s chances of joining NATO--Bucharest took a firm line on Transdniester at the OSCE summit in December. Romanian Foreign Minister Mircea Geoana stated that Romania is more qualified than Russia and Ukraine to participate in the "pentagonal" format envisioned by the Moscow-OSCE "federalization" plan. The pentarchy would also include Moldova, Transdniester, and the OSCE but not Romania or any Western power. A war of words ensued in which other high-ranking politicians in Bucharest denounced the Voronin regime as "not serious" and "no longer representative" of the Moldovan people. In Chisinau, the leader of the Communists in parliament, Victor Stepaniuc, stated--appearing in the caption with a bust of Lenin on his desk--that "the problem in Moldova is that we have too many Romanians." 

THE ECONOMY 

When the Voronin government came to power in 2001, Moldova’s economy had been growing for several years (from 1999) and the macroeconomic situation had stabilized. The Voronin government has largely avoided taking economic measures that might destabilize this. However, it has also failed to take the major reforms needed--and in areas such as inward investment, there have been noticeable reversals. 

Moldova's economic problems therefore continue to have largely political roots. And the problems are colossal. Although the economy is estimated to have grown by over 6 percent and inflation was relatively low (under 10 percent), Moldova is still very much a basket case. According to an EU report from 2001, about 90 percent of the population of Moldova lives on less than one dollar a day. The United Nations’ Human Development Index for 2003 placed Moldova 108th out of 175 countries, the lowest ranking for any European country. 

The scale of the economy’s problems were symbolized by a shortage of a staple in Moldovans’ diets--bread. Early frosts and a blistering summer resulted in the country’s worst grain harvest in 50 years, and a double-peak crisis--in July and November--sent the price of bread soaring by 50 percent, to a level that many elderly people could not afford to pay. One core problem, a lack of a properly functioning commodities exchange, persists, leaving the country vulnerable to further shortages. The vulnerability was made even greater by Russia’s December decision to reduce the volume of grain it delivers to Moldova to just one-fifth of the level it was before the failure of the Kozak Memorandum. 

Moldova has a heavy debt burden (88 percent of GDP) and, to service that debt, it needs to continue privatizing and to attract foreign investors. However, the World Bank says that the current government has shown a "reluctance" to reform and described its "deficient" business environment as an impediment. Those doubts have not been eased by government statements that the sale of state assets to foreign companies conducted under previous governments could be revised. 

The IMF believes that a lack of judicial independence and difficulties enforcing contracts are the root causes of the continuing malaise in the banking sector and for the country’s lack of economic development. Voronin has compounded these problems: Since he came to power, he has fired most of the country’s judges and replaced them with sympathizers of his political party, further undermining judicial independence. The Moldovan Supreme Court and other courts routinely struck down decrees and provisions during the Snegur and Lucinschi presidencies; in the Voronin era, the judiciary has been tamed. 

However, one of the major economic fears about the Voronin government has proven misplaced. When the Communists came to power on the wave of a protest vote and on the back of Leninist rhetoric, there was fear of a massive re-nationalization of the economy. That has not happened. Instead, the Voronin government has combined chauvinistic communism in rhetoric with, in practice, corruption and the monopolization of economic opportunities for the ruling elite. Voronin's son, for example, is reportedly one of the richest tycoons in Moldova, inevitably raising--unanswered--questions about corruption but certainly highlighting the economic power of the political elite. (For more on corruption, see the Social Issues section.) 

THE MEDIA 

Perhaps inevitably, the media too was affected by the clash between the opposition and the centralizing government--and the battlefields again included the use of Russian and ties to Romania. 

In February, hundreds of employees at TeleRadio Moldova, the state-controlled television and radio broadcaster, went on strike, complaining of ongoing censorship and efforts to increase the amount of Russian-language material broadcast. 

The degree of state control was highlighted in late March, when the TeleRadio claimed on the eve of an opposition rally that the gathering had been canceled. It had not been. When the demonstration was held, the station did not report on it. 

The issue had an added importance, because the Council of Europe recommendations that in 2002 ended many months of street demonstrations had called on the government to end censorship and to transform TeleRadio into a public-service broadcaster. 

In the summer, the government did pass a new law that was supposed to meet the Council of Europe’s requirement that there be greater political diversity on public television. However, critics argued that the law did not end the state’s domination. Indeed, over the course of the year, the government introduced in April a new, harsher press law that facilitated the prosecution of journalists for "anti-state" activities and opinions. According to the British NGO Article 19, an advocate of press freedom, the new law is "even more onerous than … the Belarusian [press] law" about registration. What’s more, the law’s watchdog is not independent. 

Legislative control led, in some instances, to active steps against the media. Flux, a newspaper critical of the government, was the object of a raid in which the authorities confiscated documents and harassed the paper’s staff. The result was a stalemate, but the confiscated material was never returned. 

SOCIAL ISSUES 

Moldova has long been one of Europe’s largest sources of migrant workers and illegal laborers, trafficked willingly or unwillingly. During 2003, the trafficking of women into sexual slavery made headlines in Montenegro and, to some extent, internationally after a young Moldovan woman escaped (in November 2002). Her evidence led to the trial of members of the judiciary over allegations that they had been part of a trafficking ring. Moldova’s unhappy distinction reflects deep poverty and desperation, particularly in rural areas. But it also highlights a lack of political will. According to Victoria Cusnir, the head of a Moldovan NGO that battles against trafficking in women, the unwillingness of government authorities to implement existing laws is a greater problem than the laws on the books. 

Trafficking highlights the impact that rent-seeking Moldovan officials can have on society. Officials’ impact on civil society is more direct, and in 2003 the government was again accused of trying to weaken civil society through harassment and the use of administrative methods. Another tool is the confusion that it sows by, for example, creating GoNGOs--“government non-governmental organizations”--that mimic NGOs but are in fact supported by (and supportive of) the government. The creation of a second Writers Union that has access to the levers of power, the splitting of the independent trade unions and also of the journalists union, are often cited as examples of a policy of a Soviet-like environment unfriendly to civil society. 

One of the key battlefields between the government and civil society remains russification in education. In 2002, the government’s attempts to make students study Russian as a second language and to revise history textbooks became touchstones in four months of street demonstrations. While the demonstrations may have ended, the issue continued to simmer throughout 2003, with the government continuing to push for Russian-language instruction. 

This formed part of a broader, ongoing battle between pro-Russian and pro-Western (and pro-Romanian) forces within the country. Pro-Romanian and pro-Western Moldovans claim, though, that time and demography are on their side. Despite attempts to russify the classroom and the bureaucracy, trendlines suggest a gradual "romanianization" of Moldovan society. In 1989, when the last census was taken, ethnic Russians comprised about 13 percent of the population, but 2003 data from the Ministry of Education suggest that just 5.3 percent of schoolchildren are ethnic Russians. A similar trend was seen with the largely russified Ukrainian population. The proportion of Romanian (or “Moldovan”) speakers rose from 64.5 percent in the population as a whole (1989 figures) to 81.1 percent in schools (2003 data). Some believed that the decline in the proportion of ethnic Russians is because the community is largely urban and therefore has lower birthrates, and because there has been a barely reported emigration to Russia, where living standards are higher. 

Whatever the case, it is not just ethnic Russians who are emigrating. A vast percentage of the population has emigrated--some estimates suggest 30 percent of the economically active population has left since independence, many to Romania--making Moldova one of the largest “source” countries of cheap labor in Europe. The reasons are not hard to discern: The government in 2003 again failed to make any significant advance in reducing poverty. Indeed, for various reasons, the government failed to adopt a World Bank poverty reduction program, adding to Moldova’s already tense relations with the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The result of this and other problems with the IMF was that Moldova lost $130 million in low-interest loans, according to Igor Munteanu, the head of the Institute for Development and Social Initiatives. 

The worsening social conditions played into Moldovans’ long-held belief that they live in a deeply corrupt state. At least, though, the trends do not appear to be worsening under the Communist government. The perception of corruption has remained more or less constant. According to the 2003 Transparency International Corruption Perception Index, corruption under the Communist government since 2001 has on average worsened slightly, though 2003 saw a slight improvement (from a score of 2.1 in 2002 to 2.4 in 2003). In 2002, only Azerbaijan was perceived as more corrupt than Moldova among the former communist countries; in 2003, six other post-communist states joined Azerbaijan below Moldova. 

CONCLUSION 

For small, poor Moldova, 2003 was yet another year of what the Western political scientist Lucan Way has called "failed authoritarianism": The government aspired to an authoritarian model, but the depth of the divisions in Moldovan society confounded its plans. These divisions ultimately brought about the collapse of the Russian plan to resolve the “frozen conflict” in Transdniester, which critics believed would have amounted to annexation by Russia. 

The tensions could rise further and make 2004 a turning point. Further instability, a sense of "failed statehood," continuing clashes between the aspirations of the government and of civil society, and a tighter government grip on the media and the judiciary could create new allies for civil society as they take to the streets. Eyes, though, will increasingly turn toward parliamentary elections due in February 2005. For the pro-Western opposition, 2004 could prove an electoral springboard, if they can maintain the degree of unity apparent in late 2003. 

The year 2003 suggested that international factors may be changing in the direction of the opposition. Romania’s newfound activism could provide some stepping stones out of the quagmire that is Moldova. In addition, the end of 2003 saw the shoots of what is likely to become a flowering trend in 2004--the active involvement of Central European and Baltic states, by then in the EU and NATO, in assisting Moldova to join these Western structures. This could signal a change in the EU's traditional apathy towards Moldova, a country which, despite its geographical proximity, has often been left as the diplomatic concern of the OSCE and Russia. 

However, the biggest outside hope for the pro-West forces in Moldova may, paradoxically, lie not in the West, but in the East. Many analysts and diplomats agree that the economic viability of the regime in Transdniester may hinge on Ukraine. The Ukrainian opposition, headed by Viktor Yushchenko and Yulia Tymoshenko, has made it clear that they would take a harder line than the present Ukrainian government about the Russian presence in Transdniester, perhaps further hampering the possibility of what some Moscow elites hope would become a "Second Kaliningrad." Closing the border with Transdniester could likely reduce smuggling, a major (or the major) source of revenue for the Tiraspol regime, while diplomatic pressure from Kiev could conceivably make it more difficult for Moscow to maintain its troops in the breakaway region. Much will depend, then, on the results of Ukraine’s presidential elections in October 2004. For the Voronin government, both domestically and internationally, the year looks likely to become harder and harder as it progresses. 
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