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The Test of the Dual Enlargement

Russia and NATO:
Toward a Common Security Culture?*
Vladimir Baranovsky – Deputy Director, Institute of World Economy 
and International Relations (IMEMO), Moscow
The significance of the question mark in the title of this paper goes beyond stylistics. It is a substantive characteristic of the problem. To address this problem, it is not sufficient to analyse the current state of affairs between Russia and NATO and developing trends therein. The task consists in making this assessment against the background of “common culture”, whatever this notion might mean. 

Official rapprochement

Relations between Russia and NATO are excellent – this is the message one could get from the official rhetoric developed by the two sides. Moreover, this rhetoric is by no means deprived of real substance. Indeed, there are at least three reasons for such an assessment:

· the interaction between Russia and NATO has shifted towards cooperativeness;

· the examples of this more efficient interaction are becoming more numerous;

· it affects many areas, takes diverse forms and appears at various levels in both sides.
The experience of the Russia-NATO Council (RNC) is broadly considered to be a real success story. In Russia, its establishment in May 2002 was presented as a significant change in comparison with the previous practice
. By replacing the “19+1” formula by “twenty”, Russia seemed to get a comfortable political and psychological argument for considering itself an equal participant of a team rather than an isolated recipient of signals and an object of pressure generated by the opponents.

There are other arguments for assessing RNC activities in a positive way. The Council is believed to focus upon concrete issues rather than to promote general discussions that are doomed to remain inconclusive. At the same time, its agenda is sufficiently broad and does not circumvent important problems, even when participants have diverging approaches to them. The twenty working groups that have been created in the framework of the RNC are considered to operate consistently. Last but not least, this body has a weighty political status – in particular, by providing a framework for regular meetings of defence and foreign affairs ministers, chiefs of general staffs and other top officials
.

After the dramatic events of September 11th, Russia and NATO have engaged in joint anti-terrorist activities. In December 2004, they adopted a comprehensive plan of common actions to this effect. Actually, a powerful impulse for cooperation pushed both sides to promote interactions that had been unconceivable in the past. One such new area is cooperation between intelligence structures (on which, however, open information is for obvious reasons very limited)
. Another area is cooperative actions between the armed forces for resolving concrete tasks – like, for instance, the proposed participation of the Russian Navy in NATO patrolling efforts in the Mediterranean
.

Cooperative interaction of Russia and NATO has become possible in areas that until recently generated tensions between both sides. Thus, on the eve of the enlargement of both NATO and the EU to the Baltic states in 2004, various aspects of the future status of the Kaliningrad region after its “double encirclement” were a matter of serious nervousness for Moscow. Nowadays, the problem seems to be turned the other way round: in April 2005, Russia and NATO agreed on joint military exercise in the Kaliningrad region
.

Interestingly, Russia’s “rapprochement” with NATO sometimes seems to take place on the periphery of their functional would-be sphere of cooperation. In September 2005, Russia’s Ministry for Emergency Situations (dealing with natural disasters and man-made catastrophes) announced the establishment of its permanent representation to NATO (and to the EU). This is envisaged as a step in promoting Russia’s initiative to create a Euro-emergency service
. Thus, NATO is considered to be a natural organizational framework for addressing such type of issues on a pan-European scale.
However, the trend towards promoting cooperation between Russia and NATO is visible above all within a more traditional sphere. For instance, the session of the Russia-NATO Council that was held in Brussels on 9 June 2005 at the level of defence ministers had the following agenda
:

· cooperation in reforming the defence sector;

· operational compatibility of forces;

· theatre missile defence;

· anti-terrorist activities;

· current international security issues (including Afghanistan, Iran, Sudan, the Balkans).

Two items of this agenda are of special significance: theatre missile defence and operational compatibility. In practical terms, implementing each of them would be conceivable only on the basis of an alliance-type relationship. Furthermore, it is only possible within an effective and developed alliance-type pattern – since participants have to share sensitive information, to proceed with serious adjustments in their defence organization and armaments, and to delegate considerable authority to joint command structures. It is important to note that within NATO itself, such developments have always been far from unproblematic. Therefore, promoting such types of relations between those who used to be the most uncompromising adversaries until relatively recent times seems even more difficult. This might seem premature politically – and, in any case, one could hardly expect that practical results can be achieved in the short- or even medium-term perspective.

Not surprisingly, when the idea of cooperation in the field of theatre missile defence appeared, it was commented by many observers with a lot of restraint. To a certain extent, the latter persists. However, at the same time, a certain development does take place in this sensitive area: the parties have engaged in elaborating conceptual aspects, conducted two joint computer command exercises
, discussed eventual joint use of technologies and arms
. 

At the same time, the very fact of setting ambitious goals may serve as a signal for outsiders and a symbolic commitment for Russia and NATO. They intend to move very far towards each other – that is the political message that they seem to formulate in connection with their joint agenda. 

Any agenda matters only in so far as it brings about concrete decisions. In Brussels, the participants adopted a document entitled “Political-Military Guidance towards Enhanced Interoperability between Forces of Russia and NATO Nations”. It envisages concrete measures that would be applied to technical equipment, artillery systems, communication means, rear logistics
.

Promoting compatibility is officially reported to be an area where Russia and NATO have achieved the most significant progress
. In particular, about 50 joint events were planned in this area for 2005
. They include 13 joint exercises, 7 actions for promoting compatibility of operational headquarters, 10 trainings of communication and information systems, 10 meetings on military education
.
In some other reports, however, the initial goal is defined in a relatively modest way – to check how similar systems are managed by Russia and NATO, and to assess whether interaction is possible if required. According to Russian defence minister Sergei Ivanov, it is important “to know in advance what could be compatible in case of a political decision – for instance, the decision on conducting a peacekeeping operation”
.

Thus, the aim of efforts to promote operational compatibility is defined in the context of eventual peace support operations
 conducted by Russia and NATO jointly or in cooperation with each other. When both sides had such experience in the Balkans, patterns of compatibility were a matter of improvisation rather than a persistent element of joint efforts. Nowadays, the logic of effectiveness requires that this problem is addressed consistently and in a more systematic way – if only because peace support (peacekeeping) is expected to be performed jointly (or in cooperation) on a regular basis rather than sporadically. Otherwise the requirement of operational compatibility would be excessive. Interestingly, Russia took the lead in 2004 in promoting the idea of joint peace support operations – in particular, by suggesting to create special brigades for this purpose. Moreover, in February 2005, Russia announced that it had formed its first special peacekeeping brigade
. NATO General Secretary Jaap de Hoop Scheffer was reported to support this initiative as “a brilliant example”
. Such optimistic assessments could also refer to the fact that Russia, alongside promoting the compatibility with NATO forces, was invited to take part in peace support operation in Sudan. Moscow was reported to express readiness to send there 50 liaison officers and a group of four heavy helicopters Mi-8MT with 120 personnel
. This and other similar cases would make interoperability with NATO forces a practical issue (though on a very limited scale).

Possible joint peacekeeping efforts and other interactions involving Russian and NATO military units require common legal and organizational framework. In April 2005, Russia joined the agreement between NATO member states and countries participating in the Partnership for Peace programme on the status of their forces on each other’s territory
. Although the reaction to this event within the Russian political class and mass media was low-profile, a NATO official representative had sufficient reasons to call it “a historic step”
. Indeed, two considerations seem important in this regard:

· On the one hand, the agreement provides for a legal basis for transit and exercises involving foreign armed forces – something that comes to a formula “NATO troops on a Russian soil” and represents the highest sacrilege in the eyes of anti-Western fundamentalists;

· On the other hand, by signing a standard agreement that had been concluded between NATO member states and dozens of their partners, Moscow showed that it was able to abandon what had looked as its painful obsession with obtaining a “special status”.

By and large, the assessment of various practical aspects of interaction between Russia and NATO may fluctuate within a certain spectrum – between enthusiastic praise and cautious scepticism
. But the fact of on-going cooperation is hardly deniable. Moreover, there are sufficient reasons to expect an ascending trend in its development.

But if we try to find out whether there is a correlation of this trend with “common security culture” – the answer will be far less unambiguous. Some logic in establishing such a correlation may appear obvious. Indeed, cooperation makes participants closer to each other and for this reason perhaps promotes a common culture. Also, a certain (minimal?) degree of commonality is necessary for cooperation, because the latter is unconceivable between those who are totally incompatible in terms of “cultural chemistry”. A number of similar arguments could be easily added to this list. However, developing an alternative line of thinking might look an even more consistent exercise. Common culture does not necessarily require cooperation – the former may well exist without the latter. Countries with cultural similarities may be separated from each other by distances of thousands kilometres, which would make their security agendas absolutely different. The security challenges that culturally close countries face may be asymmetrical for other reasons as well. The policy priorities of these countries can then be diverging or, eventually, even competing.

On the other hand, if security challenges are the same or similar, they may operate as a strong factor of rapprochement – even when considerable differences in cultural background are in place. Furthermore, converging policy considerations may outweigh not only “neutral” cultural differences but also those that generate mutual antagonism or antipathy.

All these propositions are not hypotheses. They may be supported by so many references to real facts of life, both in history of international relations and in the contemporary world, that developing any theory on this basis would come to pure banalities. The most fundamental of them would state as follows: “cooperation” neither means “common security culture” nor necessarily leads to it. On the other hand, elements of such a common culture may appear outside the context of cooperation.

In fact, obsession with methodological purity may lead to a deadlock. Is there a [the?] security culture of NATO – or are there various types of it, with diverging trends becoming increasingly pronounced in the recent past? Here the question is not only the traditional theme of the gap in political culture between Europe and the US, fostered by the post-Cold war realities; it is also about the new divide that seems to appear between “old Europe” and “new Europe”. All the participants to this politico-intellectual interplay being members of NATO, the very notion of the latter’s strategic culture may appear doubtful.

On Russia’s side, similar doubts may arise if one tries to identify the predominant parameters of the country’s strategic culture. Even if we assume that the latter is only "produced" at the level of official policy, it would hardly look homogeneous—since statements, documents, actions would very often look contradictory (and sometimes mutually exclusive). But when drawing the very notion of "strategic culture" from a broader background (that would also include, for instance, debates in professional literature and media, society's historical memory, thought and behavioural patterns and so on)—we'll get by far less coherent picture.
This by no means makes the analysis of the very phenomenon of common security culture in the Russia-NATO relationship inappropriate. But it is important to keep in mind that we try to make a comparison according to one single parameter – whereas its applicability to each side is accompanied by reservations. The result will inevitably bring about a certain simplification.

In the very general sense, elements of common security culture might be identified in three security-related areas: (i) in threat assessments, (ii) in ways and means of coping with risks and challenges, (iii) in organizational patterns of the interaction between the two sides. However, the differentiation between these three “sectors” is certainly relative. They overlap, and the border line between them may be evasive. Rather than trying to monitor them systematically, one could focus upon the emerging elements of “common culture”, whenever this happens, or the continuation of old patterns. After all, what seems important here is to detect certain trends, to catch the dynamics of practical developments, rather than trying to build a perfectly persuasive theory. The observable dynamics here are contradictory and allow for different interpretations. There are issues on which Russia and NATO move closer to each other; on some others, they maintain different (although not necessarily mutually exclusive) thinking patterns; in some areas, their incompatibilities persist.

Signs of growing commonality

Russia-NATO practical cooperation has developed against the background of a changing discourse of each side with respect to the other. Thus, Russia’s official policy seems to have resolutely overcome its negativism with respect to NATO and engaged in promoting an attitude towards NATO as an important cooperative partner. However, the Alliance-related considerations are not necessarily the main driving force of this change. In a sense, NATO has benefited by the overall orientation of Russia’s current political leadership towards forging constructive relationships with Western countries.

It is true that elements of residual negativism are still discernible; sometimes they even seem to become more salient (at least temporarily). It is true as well that there could be a gap between the official rhetoric and the real strategic thinking. There is also no absolute guarantee against the re-establishment of the hostile patterns of the Cold war era. Sometimes, the old confrontational spirit re-appears both rhetorically and in substance, including in official documents. This was, for instance, the case in the White Paper-type document produced by the Ministry of Defence in October 2003. It contained a serious warning addressed to NATO: Russia “counts on removal of direct and indirect elements of anti-Russian character both from military planning and political declarations of Alliance member states. But if NATO continues as a military block with the existing military doctrine, this will require a fundamental transformation in Russian military planning and principles of armed forces building, including the change of Russian nuclear strategy”
. Perhaps, the resemblance of these straightforward formulas with nuclear blackmail was unintentional, or it was assumed that nobody would take them seriously. However, they do give indications that a certain way of thinking persists.

At the same time, it is true that such open disregard of political correctness becomes an exception rather than a rule (which is in itself is a positive sign). The relevance of old clichés seems to be gradually decreasing.

Non-official attitudes towards NATO are more ambivalent. This ambivalence is not only related to the existence of backward-looking political forces with traditional hostile mentality, blaming NATO for preparing military intervention in Russia and criticizing Russia’s government for its pro-NATO course
. The attitudes towards NATO within the political class, the foreign policy community and the public opinion at large are formulated within quite a broad spectrum. Scepticism, cautiousness and reservations are expressed in parallel with positive assessments, and quite often outweigh them.

By and large, the image of NATO as a security threat to Russia has eroded. But perceiving it as a political challenge is still quite common. Overcoming the negative image of NATO will require patience, time and efforts. Hostility is not just a leftover of bipolarity. In Russian perceptions, the bombing of Yugoslavia inflicted more damage to the reputation of the Alliance than all the anti-NATO allegations and accusations thoroughly cultivated throughout all Soviet times.

However, the “Kosovo syndrome” – in terms of provoking and fuelling strong feelings against NATO – has turned out more short-sighted than one could have anticipated. It is important to stress that, just a few years afterwards, the presence of NATO in Russian media, analyses, political contexts is associated not only with grievances of the past, but also with common security considerations. Moreover, the operation against the Taliban in Afghanistan has brought to the Russian discourse a new theme – that of NATO protecting the Russian southern flank against serious security threats (i.e., performing a security function to the benefit of and instead of Russia). This theme is by no means a predominant one in Russian thinking about NATO, but its appearance is telling indeed.

Moreover, Russia's new discourse allows to generate even stronger foundations for Moscow's eventual pro-NATO strategy. The latter could be justified by an argument that Russia represents a crucial factor in the Alliance’s search for a new agenda. Under the new circumstances, building a new pattern of interaction with Russia, according to this approach, will be the only way for NATO to define its own identity, when all its traditional missions have become irrelevant. While looking for a new mission, NATO has to put it into the context of the emerging international system, with the sustainability of the latter depending on the ability of the North to interact with its turbulent peripheries. Russia, possessing a vast territory, huge resources and geo-strategic centrality with respect to China, South Asia and the world of Islam, may become the focal point of the new global configuration in the making – and the key to the vitality of a new NATO.

It is true that the plausibility of this vision could hardly be tested in the immediate future. In addition, it gives the initiative to NATO and expects the latter to be active in “charming” Russia and involving it into cooperative interaction whereas Moscow will only wait and see whether NATO’s offers are sufficiently attractive.

There is, however, a similar argument that focuses upon Russia’s interest to maintain and promote the sustainability of NATO. Europe with NATO, according to this logic, is more stable, more balanced and more predictable than without it, and for this reason, it is in Russia’s best interest to ensure the continuation of NATO. In fact, this is the argument that is traditionally used by NATO when addressing Moscow and attempting to alleviate its concerns. Although the campaign in Kosovo, as it was mentioned earlier, has significantly eroded Russia’s readiness to accept the thesis on NATO’s positive role in stabilizing Russia’s vicinities, some reasoning along this line may appear appropriate under certain circumstances.

The most radical approach to Russia’s relations with NATO brings about the re-emergence of the debate on its membership in NATO. It is not the first time in the post-Cold war era that this issue has been raised publicly. Such discussions have their routine aspects: most arguments, both “pros” and “cons”, are basically the same as they used to be in the past. However, the current debate has three specific features:

· First, it takes place in the context of a significant shift in Moscow’s official position that has renounced blaming NATO for all kind of ill-intentioned intrigues against Russia. Considering the option of joining such a benevolent NATO becomes politically and analytically logical – or, at least, less incoherent as compared with the past, more in tune with what is presented as the predominant trend in the international arena. Noteworthy, some prominent critics of NATO enlargement have nowadays engaged in promoting the idea of Russia’s membership in the Alliance.

· Secondly, this debate has been encouraged by the establishment of the new Russia‑NATO framework. When the “twenty scheme” was established, the most critical arguments against it were generated within the residual anti-NATO mentality; there has also been, however, a wave of criticism with an opposite vector, when the RNC pattern is blamed for being only an imperfect and deficient substitute to Russia’s eventual full-fledged participation in the Alliance. Other observers, on the contrary, regard it as the first real step towards joining NATO; some enthusiasts go even further, proclaiming the created pattern means a de facto membership.

· Thirdly, the issue of Russia’s participation in NATO is raised not only by the traditional “pro-Westerners” but also by some of their opponents. Obviously, however, the structure of their arguments is different. In the first case, NATO is presented as a value in itself (in terms of security, democracy, stability, geopolitics, efficiency and so on); Russia, by the very fact of joining the Alliance, will benefit in all senses – by becoming more secure, more democratic, more stable, etc. In the second case, Russia’s eventual participation is presented as a means of changing the character of NATO; the latter remains as “bad” as it has always been, but since it does not seem to be on the verge of disappearing, there is a chance of making it “better” under Russia’s benign influence from within.

The analytical strength and the political attractiveness of the latter argument are certainly dubious. But the idea of changing the character of the Alliance by making Russia a full-fledged member has its active supporters. They would argue that Russia’s participation is essential for turning the Alliance into a new security framework for the huge area of Northern Eurasia. This structure would become the cornerstone of the emerging international system – thus modifying the global political landscape in a radical way (and making all Russia’s previous concerns about NATO irrelevant).

On NATO’s side, the evolution of the attitude towards Russia shows some contradictory elements too. The recent domestic developments inside Russia are becoming an object of increasingly negative assessments. But in terms of security parameters per se, the image of the “threat from the East” has practically disappeared. It is not clear whether the relics of this image might re-emerge in case of Russia’s domestic turbulences, assertiveness in external affairs or unmotivated military build-up. By and large, however, the West seems to be inclined to maintain a pragmatic relationship with Russia – i.e. to refrain from over-reacting to its imperfections, to avoid antagonizing it, and, most importantly, to promote its reliability as a supplier of vital energy resources.

The main political problem in Russia-NATO relations has long arisen from the enlargement of the latter and Moscow’s reaction to it. The Kremlin’s alarming reaction stems from two mutually reinforcing interpretations: (i) the “encirclement of Russia”, (ii) the “disengagement of Russia”.

In the first case, the focus is made upon the image of Russia within a hostile environment – where it has no friends or allies and where anti-Russian policy patterns prevail. Such a negative environment is promoted by the very fact of including Russia’s neighbours into NATO, especially by extending this process onto Moscow’s former allies and clients, and even more so by adding to this list former republics of the Soviet Union.

In the second case, while the right of each adjacent country to decide on its participation or non-participation in concrete multilateral structures is officially recognized, serious concern is expressed with respect to Russia’s non-involvement in them. This allegedly antagonizes Russia from Europe, puts it in a position of an international pariah, pushes its alliance-building thoughts away from the West. At stake are Russia’s self-identification patterns that might acquire an alternative orientation (for instance, not as a part of Europe, but as a centre of Eurasia; or not as a junior participant in G8 but as one of the eventual leaders of the non-Western world).

How to react to NATO’s enlargement has been Russia’s conceptual and practical problem since President Yeltsin’s times. Yevgeniy Primakov, when he was foreign minister and then the head of government, set the tradition of a pragmatic policy line: maintaining overall negative attitude towards the enlargement of NATO, on the one hand, and refraining from self-exciting excesses, dramatic lamentation and unnecessary over-reaction, on the other hand. Putin’s administration has actually endorsed this track. Furthermore, Primakov was inclined to draw a “red line” and urge NATO not to cross the borders of the former USSR (by accepting the Baltic states into the Alliance). This course, however, has turned out totally irrelevant, and Putin’s administration seems to apply a “de-dramatizing” approach towards the Baltic states.

Whether Moscow might feel tempted to draw other “red lines” (for instance, over borders of Ukraine or post-Lukashenko Belarus) remains an open question. The previous experience did not set inspiring examples in this regard. In principle, Russia’s sensitivity towards the eventual “natoization” of its immediate environment may turn out higher than with respect to previous waves of the Alliance’s enlargement. However, for the time being, the enlargement issue has ceased to have a freezing effect on relations between NATO and Russia.

The fact that both sides no longer regard each other as potential enemies is certainly crucial. But this in itself is by no means sufficient for common security culture. The latter is generated by a number of other developments as well – perhaps even in a more substantial way.

· Russia and NATO seem to proceed from the assumption that traditional security-related thinking patterns have to be a matter of serious re-evaluation. This concerns, for instance, their understanding of the role of military force. In Russia and in NATO, the process of reassessment has its own specific characteristics – but its guiding lines appear similar and pointing in the same direction.

· In particular, both sides are in the process of overcoming the scenario of global confrontation as a point of reference for military-related thinking and building. There are other threats and risks that become more urgent and may require the use of military force.

· In a more general sense, the vision of the prevailing type of future conflicts tends to change – both in Russia and in NATO: it pays more attention to local and regional contingencies that might require energetic involvement concentrated in space and time. Consequently, the understanding of the would-be characteristics of the armed forces also tend to be convergent rather than divergent.

· Both in Russia and in NATO, compact and mobile forces are considered to be the main tool that would be required by the pattern of future hostilities. How this understanding is translated into practice is a different issue – here Russia is lagging behind its Western partners. But conceptual rapprochement within this segment of security thinking seems obvious.

· On both sides, “romanticism” of the first post-Cold war years is disappearing. The thesis on the “gradual marginalisation of the use of force in international relations” belongs to history. Instead, analysts and politicians focus upon the modalities of the use of force. In a bizarre way, one could find in Russia the same mutually exclusive approaches that are discussed in this regard within NATO. Official Moscow is closer to the European part of NATO when stressing that the UN Security Council mandate is necessary for any decision to use force. But there are also active proponents of carrying out forceful actions, preventive or retaliatory, only on the basis of security considerations and without paying too much attention to the international law – which brings them closer to the US neo-conservative mentality.

· At the same time, the importance of nuclear weapons in ensuring security is considered to have diminished in comparison with the recent past. Both in Russia and in NATO, this factor has lost its centrality in security culture. Perhaps this was the reason for Moscow to react in a relatively painless way to the modification of certain parameters in the field of strategic defence and offence – those that had been regarded, in the recent past, as the cornerstone of the country’s security.

· Non-proliferation of nuclear weapons is another area where commonality in security culture certainly prevails over differences. Differences are mainly about tactics – for instance, on eventual strikes against the nuclear infrastructure in North Korea or Iran. Here again, Russia sometimes appears closer to Europe than to the US. But Moscow certainly tends to become closer to Western countries in terms of sensitivity on nuclear proliferation issues. For instance, in 2005, its official position accepted two new theses: that nuclear testing in Iran would constitute a threat to Russia’s national security, and that Iran should refrain from developing a full cycle of nuclear processing and make its nuclear programme more transparent
.

Similar or identical values, concerns, approaches, practices with respect to central security issues (such as the use of force or nuclear doctrine) are of key importance for common security culture. If the latter, however, appears only in the core zone of security, this could mean that such common culture is of a relatively superficial character. Common security culture as a more long-standing phenomenon needs to materialize also within areas of lower visibility or requiring routine activities.

In this regard, NATO’s programme of promoting the social adaptation and re-qualification of Russia’s retired military officers seems to deserve special attention. In Russia, this program is highly appreciated by media and in various comments across the country
. It is probably the only NATO-related theme where criticism with regard to the Alliance’s policy towards Russia is practically non-existent. Interestingly, for NATO this is also a unique example of such a kind of interaction with external partners – unique both in financial terms and as far as the scale of assistance is concerned
. However, what seems important here is not so much the financial and organizational support, but first of all the involvement in activities that have not been developed in the past. In fact, they emerge under the direct influence of NATO and represent an impressive example of a benign trans-border expansion of security culture.

Persisting differences and uncertainties

The emergence of common elements in security culture of Russia and NATO is undoubtedly a remarkable innovation – especially if one takes into account several decades of post-World War II developments. However, against the background of mutual hostility, suspicions and antagonism that lasted almost half a century, it would not come as a surprise that both sides do not always upgrade their relationship to an “entente cordiale” pattern. Differences in their approaches are numerous – which certainly creates obstacles to the development of common security culture. 

Some politicians and analysts in Russia express doubts about whether developing the partnership with NATO is indeed a sound strategy at a time when NATO itself does not know what it is going to look like in the years to come. Interestingly, it is a new theme that practically did not exist in the past. In the “NATO‑Russia equation”, the first part (NATO) used to be rather clear (in a positive or in a negative sense, depending on who made the judgment), whereas all uncertainties were attributed to the second part (Russia). Nowadays, it is the first part that has become a matter of concern since NATO’s prospects tend to be increasingly vague. In fact, Russia has to decide whether it wants to become a privileged partner of such an alliance (or, in any case, of an alliance with an unclear future).

Russian uncertainties about the future of NATO have both an existential and practical character. In a very broad sense, they resound the motives that have become particularly widespread in the West after September 11, 2001. This logic asserts that NATO is no longer needed to perform its traditional missions (common defence), and that it has proved itself completely irrelevant in the context of new risks and challenges (such as terrorism). In the war against the Taliban in Afghanistan, NATO’s role was close to zero, and similar contingencies in the future might barely change this situation. Most importantly, the United States seems to be reluctant, in case of hostilities, to rely upon the mechanism of the Alliance with its heavy, slow, inefficient chains of command and confusing practice of sharing responsibilities.

Such assessments have a direct relevance to Russia’s thinking about its would-be relations with NATO. If the latter tends to become increasingly marginal, there is no sense in investing too much political capital in forging new relations with it – this is the argument that is used by “NATO-sceptics” in Russia. One can easily see here an amazing parallelism with the mindset of “NATO-sceptics” in the United States.

A similar parallel could be drawn with new members of the Alliance, as well as with future candidates for membership. Indeed, there may be reasons for a certain frustration: they were struggling to join what was seen as the incarnation of multilateral efficiency and political centrality, whereas in practice this seems to be something different and not responding to their expectations. For Russia, finding out that NATO’s relevance is diminishing may have a comparable political and psychological effect: putting so much energy in promoting the rapprochement with this structure (or, alternatively, confronting it) appears disappointingly worthless.

Furthermore, suspiciously-minded observers (and not only those who are dedicated “anti-Westerners”) could easily develop an even more advanced argument against Russia’s relations with NATO. They would claim that NATO is “offered” as a partner to, and even imposed on, Moscow precisely because it becomes meaningless (like in the case of food or medicines with expired date of use offered by unfair traders to inexperienced customers).

Many Russians feel sympathy to the “NATO-in-crisis” logic. This does not necessarily make negligence or indifference the most rational strategy for Russia. But the approach towards NATO as a partner competes with two other options that are allegedly available to Russia. One alternative suggests to focus upon developing a “privileged relationship” with the US. Another one insists on the advantages of bilateral relationships with NATO member states over any multilateral pattern.

The evolving partnership with the United States, whatever its limits and prospects might be, is presented as allowing to achieve concrete results easier and faster than when trying to do it with NATO. In this respect, Moscow might prefer the uni-dimensional “solidity” of Washington to the multilateral NATO-related symbolism of Brussels. Indeed, the former operates as a sustainable counterpart, even when being tough and simplistically rigid, whereas the latter appears as an ephemeral actor with restricted (if not indistinctive) bureaucratic and political abilities in terms of representing NATO as such.
For similar reasons, bilateral track in dealing with major European countries may also look more attractive than approaching them via NATO. For instance, considering possibilities for technologic cooperation in some sensitive areas has turned out more practical in a bilateral format rather than on the Russia‑NATO level.

This is even more so with respect to some new areas of eventual cooperation – for instance, in the context of the fight against terrorism. Whether NATO could become an appropriate partner is not very clear, insofar as its own functions and possibilities in this regard are still to be clarified. Thus, it is recognized that joint efforts of special services are needed to combat terrorism, and there are certainly some important novelties in this area. The latter, however, remains extremely closed and carefully protected at the national level; even within NATO, the sharing of intelligence information is by no means a routine practice, and when this happens, participants usually use bilateral format rather than the multilateral one.

Therefore, Russia may experience doubts on the necessity to develop cooperative approaches, on this particular issue, at the level of NATO rather than with individual member-states. The Russian defence minister was even more categorical: cooperation in this field could develop exclusively in the bilateral framework
.

Russia’s uncertainties with respect to NATO are commensurate with uncertainties regarding the United States. Some unexpected arguments may emerge out of this double uncertainty. In particular, this concerns the thesis stipulating that NATO represents one of the few structures, if not the only one, that promote elements of multilateralism in Washington’s international course. The latter, under the current administration, is inclined to operate unilaterally in the international arena. Against this background, NATO creates some constraints to the US “free hands” pattern of behaviour, however insignificant or questionable these constraints might be. In this sense, Moscow should certainly appreciate the role of NATO as a framework that involves the United States and by this very fact promotes its readiness to take into account, even if only symbolically, the approaches of its allies. “More NATO means less US unilateralism” – this formula could make Russia more enthusiastic about the Alliance.

But such a vision is by no means a predominant one in Moscow. “NATO under the US control” is a more popular way of thinking. And this touches upon a more general problem – Russia’s positioning with respect to the issue of trans-Atlantic relations and US‑European security links. For Russia’s political and intellectual community, this is certainly a confusing subject.

· There is an old tradition of playing upon American-European contradictions inherited from the Soviet times. Although in the past this line has never been particularly impressive in terms of bringing practical results and allowing to enhance Moscow’s international status, similar motives are still discernible nowadays, though on a smaller scale and without excessive assertiveness.

· There is also an alternative approach that tends to disregard the issue of US-European relations as meaningless from the point of view of Russia’s interest; thus, if the latter consists in becoming a full-fledged participant of the emerging Euro-Atlantic community, achieving this goal is neither promoted nor undermined by political turbulences across the Atlantic Ocean.

· This last proposition is contested by a logic identifying Russia’s interests with the overall consolidation of the Euro-Atlantic space, including relations between Europe and the US. Russia cannot contribute to overcoming the trans-Atlantic divide, but the latter undermines Russia’s Euro-Atlantic prospects.

It seems, however, noteworthy, that in all current discussions on the Russia‑Europe‑US triangle, NATO is not a very prominent factor (as it used to be in the past); indeed, it either does not fit directly into this debate or makes its parameters even less clear. For Moscow, there may be two alternative readings of what NATO represents in this broader constellation: a factor that turns the European policies more US-centric or an instrument of making the US policy more European-responsive. Or a means of forging a broader Euro-Atlantic framework – which might meet better Russia’s expectations of involvement, if promoting the latter becomes indeed a part of the Alliance’s practical policy.

In the debate on “new Europe” versus “old Europe”, Russia’s political instincts and rationales turned out to be closer to the latter. Traditional well-established partners, like France or Germany, look solid, possess the multi-decade practice of forging enhanced relations with Moscow, seem more inclined to consider them as an asset rather than as a burden, are less responsive to attempts to manipulate them from across the Ocean. The “newcomers” to Western institutions are suspected of bringing into NATO their inherited arrogance towards the Eastern Big Brother, as well as the zeal of neophytes trying to be plus royalistes que le roi.

Another theme appearing within reflections on the future of Russia’s relations with NATO is focused upon its eventual reform. According to Konstantin Kosachev, the chairman of international affairs committee within Russia’s State Duma, “in our relations with the existing Alliance, we have already achieved the highest possible level […] and cannot go beyond cooperative programmes and cautious attempts to determine the limits of compatibility”. Since this prospect is not sufficiently ambitious, NATO has to engage in fundamental reconstruction. Its character is not specified in a very detailed way – but Moscow’s relations with a renewed Alliance will fundamentally change as well. As a result, Russia’s military base in Sebastopol would not contradict Ukraine’s participation in NATO, Russia’s troops in Moldova and Georgia would operate under a NATO mandate as a stability-providing factor, and “the Russian theme in the context of NATO” would gain centrality over the East-West juxtaposition inherited from the past
.

In short, prospects of Russia’s cooperative interaction with NATO, within this line of thinking, will depend on NATO rather than on Russia. The latter is politically ready for cooperation, whereas the former seems to have only questionable ability to be engaged. Moscow is not sure whether Brussels/NATO is to be given preference over Washington, Paris or Berlin, and if so, then in what areas and to what extent. If and when NATO appears as a real actor, Russia should be ready to interact with it constructively; otherwise, it does not make much sense to invest politically in what appears outdated and marginal. In a still more sceptical assessment of NATO, the latter is compared to an “honorary pensioner” that is to be treated with all due respect for all its previous merits but could hardly be expected to play any serious role in the future.
Apart from “existential uncertainties”, Russia and NATO may have a feeling that they incarnate different traditions when addressing specific issues of common interest. For instance, Russia tends to insist on signing formal documents rather than achieving unwritten “mutual understanding”. “We in Alliance seem to have a different culture – Isabelle Francois, the Director of the NATO information office in Moscow, notes – we are more interested in politically binding documents”. According to this logic, political attitude is much more important than formal commitments that may eventually fail
. It is worth mentioning that this argument contradicts the rule of law approach which is usually considered to belong to the Western tradition rather than to the Russian one. 

Culturally-related phenomena of this type may help to understand certain practical problems – such as differences between Russia and NATO over the linkage between the CFE adapted treaty ratification, on the one hand, and the withdrawal of Russian bases from Georgia and Moldova, on the other hand. Indeed, Moscow refuses to consider the connection between the two as legally binding, whereas Western countries point to the politically binding commitment that was reached in Istanbul in 1999 on this issue. As a result, “newcomers” to NATO that are not participants to the CFE Treaty cannot join it – which, according to Moscow, is extremely counterproductive in terms of European security. It is worth mentioning that the commitment of Slovenia and the three Baltic states to join the CFE Treaty was formulated in the joint statement of the Russia-NATO council in September 2004.

But the RNC framework has failed to address another issue that Moscow has tried to promote at that level : that of the status of the Russian-speaking populations in NATO countries. The logic behind this attempt was clearly to exercise additional pressure via the RNC against the Baltic states that are blamed for discrimination against Russian-speaking minorities. NATO, however, pointed to the fact that it does not interfere in domestic affairs of member states and suggested to address contentious issues on a bilateral basis
.

In some cases, political endorsement of Russia-NATO cooperative endeavours is not substantiated at the level of practical interaction. This may be the case of joint theatre missile defence project. Some discussions on this issue, as was mentioned earlier, have taken place in the RNC framework. There are, however, serious doubts about whether and when these discussions can be translated into actions. NATO is planning to have its own theatre missile defence by 2010, and it remains unclear whether a Russian component could be inscribed into it
.

Differences between Russia and NATO appear also in their understanding of broader issues, such as the character and the structure of the existing or desirable world order. However, the dichotomy “unipolarity versus multipolarity” transcends the pattern of the Russia-NATO relationship. Indeed, the status of the US as “the only remaining superpower” is recognized as a fact of life. But this does not necessarily provoke excessive enthusiasm – not only outside NATO (including Russia), but also within it. Meanwhile, sympathy towards multipolarity brings Russia closer to at least one NATO member state – France, while separating it from many others (first of all those representing “new Europe”).

Russia seems to be rather ambivalent on another idea with global connotations – that of sharing with NATO the burden of conflict settlement and peace enforcement. Indeed, Russia’s inclination to think globally is more than doubtful for the time being. Russia agreed to participate in some peace support operations. This, however, looks as an exception rather than as a manifestation of an engagement strategy on the part of Russia. Indeed, the mood of disengagement seems to be predominant in the country. Contrary to the allegations on Moscow’s imperial assertiveness, Russia does not seem to feel like intervening anywhere beyond its immediate environment. Even if global ambitions are not abandoned for ever, they are certainly not on today’s practical agenda of Moscow.

Interventionism is not a popular strategy in the West neither. There, however, the logic of “responsibility to protect” has certain chances to be translated into practical policy
. In Russia, these chances are considerably lower. Public support of this logic seems very limited, whereas both the Kremlin and the political class at large would hardly even consider such possibility with respect to areas where Russia’s direct interests are not engaged.

Not surprisingly, Russia reacted without much enthusiasm towards certain direct signals emanating from NATO. When, in September 2005, NATO was reported to suggest that Moscow takes more active part in peacekeeping activities, Sergei Ivanov stated that “not all what is taking place in the world threatens Russia’s security interests”. That is why Russia’s priority will be focused upon activities in the post-Soviet space
. Interestingly, this evasive statement was made in the context of discussion on joint peacekeeping operations that had been suggested earlier by Russia itself
.

On the other hand, even if Moscow does not express any discernable interest towards the idea of joint worldwide governance (with Russia and NATO operating together as partners), some thinking or behaviour patterns do point in this direction. In April 2005, Russian foreign minister Sergei Lavrov suggested that the RNC could get involved in the Middle East conflict settlement alongside Russia, the US, the EU and the United Nations – in case the parties to the conflict would urge international presence after the withdrawal of Israel from Gaza
. This suggestion has not had any consequences – but it is noteworthy that the initiative of joint action was taken by Russia.

The latter case is telling in another regard – as a sign of incoherence in foreign policy. Indeed, two top officials contradict each other when commenting on Russia’s peacekeeping prospects. This “pluralism” is hardly conducive to mutual understanding with NATO, let alone common security culture.
By and large, in cases when Russia and NATO do not compete with each other, they may find themselves in different segments of strategic culture without however experiencing mutual grievances. But they may be in juxtaposition to each other when their sensitivities overlap—i.e., when they both feel involved without approving the character of the other side’s involvement. As far as Moscow is concerned, its reluctance to get engaged in remote areas is balanced by active and even assertive involvement in adjacent regions where Russia believes that its interests are at stake. This is first of all the case of the CIS space. Moscow assesses it as being of special importance to Russia, whereas any external influences are regarded with concern and suspicion. NATO, on the contrary, seems to be increasingly interested in post-Soviet affairs.

The recent developments in Ukraine have been a matter of special interest both in NATO and in Russia. The latter has serious grievances with respect to the role of outsiders in the context of the “Orange revolution”. In a dramatic reading, Russia’s CIS neighbours are regarded as the last line of defence against the global anti-Russian conspiracy (in which NATO is suspected to take active part). In a less dramatic interpretation, the chain of events in Georgia, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan, even if provoked by domestic factors, is perceived as convincing evidence of the existence of a struggle for influence within the post-Soviet space, with NATO being one of the participants.
An earlier illustration of this interpretation of events was given by the so-called “Kozak’s plan” with respect to the Trans-Dniester separatist region of Moldova. Russia believes that everything was prepared and agreed upon with Moldovan authorities and that the West at the very last moment interfered and deprived Russia of its foreign policy triumph.

The CIS area does not have a monopoly on promoting Russia’s reluctance to develop a cooperative interaction with NATO because it is regarded as an undesirable competitive actor. Another example is represented by the Black Sea region. When NATO announced its intention to expand patrolling anti-terrorist naval activities from the Mediterranean onto the Black Sea, Russia’s reaction was openly negative. According to Russian defence minister Sergei Ivanov, there already exists an appropriate pattern for promoting security in the region – which is the “BlackSeaFor” programme, involving the countries that have access to the Black Sea (including Russia)
. Against this background, Russia considers eventual NATO involvement unnecessary. In unofficial comments, NATO was blamed for its intention to “anchor” in the Black Sea, with plans to extend its presence onto the Crimea peninsula (Ukraine) and the port of Batumi (Georgia)
.

The Russia-NATO rapprochement could be slowed down due to financial considerations. When discussing the issue of interoperability, the Russian Defence Ministry was reported to foresee that “with time”, the production of “a part of military technologies” in the country will “take into account” the standards of NATO. Modernization of the existing technologies is also possible – but only in so far as this would not require considerable expenses. For instance, systems of fixing helicopters on deck were mentioned in this regard – but not “real armaments”, as an observer noted
. Their re-orientation towards NATO standards is not in the agenda.

Another example of the financial constraints as an obstacle to further cooperation between Russia and NATO appeared in the context of developments in Iraq. The idea of joining NATO in efforts to build new post-Saddam military and security forces was met by Russia positively –  providing that it will be paid for it
.

Last but not least, “dissimilarities” in security culture concern certain basic approaches applied to the organization of the security sector. For instance, Russia officially recognizes the necessity of civil control over the military; but this commitment does not go beyond almost automatical statements and formal endorsement in official documents. Russia’s deficiencies in terms of democracy do not make the situation better. Worse, the predominant trends in the today’s Russian domestic developments do not look conducive towards transparency and accountability in the military sphere.

There are, however, some positive signs. They are not numerous, and they appear rather sporadically – but they may touch upon certain segments of security sector and bring new elements therein. For instance, the Security Council under Igor Ivanov tries to overcome the tradition of preparing policy decisions and policy documents within narrow bureaucratic channels. Several discussions were initiated recently with the involvement of leading experts (including so-called civilian strategists, specialists from non-governmental structures etc.). In so far as such elements appear and affect the functioning of policy-making machinery, this could be also attested as promoting common security culture.

*
*
*

By and large, notwithstanding the officially inspired optimism, there are grounds for refraining from excessively enthusiastic assessments of the current state and future prospects of Russia-NATO relations. In this regard, a comment in a Russian newspaper (targeting first of all the military) seems depressingly eloquent: “What is emerging represents in fact the old model of NATO-Russia interaction. Its substance is known. In each particular case, what happens is the struggle for influence – if not direct, then covered by diplomatic dressing. And the result is always the following: more Alliance means less Russia” 
. However, the conclusion of this comment deserves attention as well: “In any case, Russia has made its choice. It consists in avoiding by any means isolation, participating in all possible meetings, making them useful in practical terms. In fact, NATO has also opted for such a line”
.

In a sense, a formula for describing this pattern half-ironically and half-paradoxically, would run as follows: “Relations are not so good, but they will become even better”. Problems emerge not so much due to inappropriate actions by one or another side – but because of the objective specificity of the situation that a Russian expert defines as a “persisting deterrence-cooperation dichotomy”
. Moving towards common security culture may be the most appropriate way of overcoming this dichotomy – although certainly not the easiest way. It is worth maintaining this way open—even when political barometers point to 'falling'.
* This text is based on the author's presentation at the Seminar 'Russian Security Policy: Evolving Trends and Prospects' organized by the Fondation pour la Recherche Stratégique in Paris on 17 June 2005.
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