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FOREWORD


This anthology is an outgrowth of a conference titled “The Russian Armed Forces at the 
Dawn of the Millennium,” held at the Collins Center of the Army War College’s Center for 
Strategic Leadership from 7 through 9 February 2000. The genesis for the conference was the 
realization by several members of the staff of the Collins Center and Army War College 
faculty that the U.S.-led NATO operation in Kosovo resulted in a significant shift of Russian 
views on the United States and NATO. The conference also complemented our general 
objective of examining the changing environment in which the United States—including its 
armed forces—finds itself. The conference brought together over 50 individuals from 
academia and the policy and intelligence communities to examine the current state of the 
Russian military. Focusing primarily on the socio-political dimension of the military but not 
ignoring the military-technical dimension, the presentations delivered during the conference 
looked at Russia’s domestic environment, the state of the military, perceived threats, and 
Russia’s capacity to generate responses to those threats. 

Although the chapters in this anthology are organized into four sections, the conference 
itself was conducted in seven panels. The first two panels examined how the Russian military 
fits into the changing domestic political environment and the impact of Russia’s depressed 
economic state on the military, with a key question being the ability of the economy to support 
future military developments. The topic then shifted to the Russian military’s response to its 
current environment, with the third panel focusing on the Russian approach to the revolution 
in military affairs, the fourth on regional security and threat perceptions issues, and the fifth 
on nontraditional threats to Russian security, including the dangerous state of the 
environment. The sixth panel addressed the halting Russian efforts at military reform, while 
the seventh looked at changing Russian military doctrine and strategy. The final morning of 
the conference was dedicated to a lively discussion of the issues raised during the previous 
two days. 

The conference was conducted during the period between the appointment of Vladimir 
Putin as Acting President at the end of 1999 and his election as president in his own right in 
the spring of 2000. During the same period, the Russian military was conducting its 
campaign in Chechnya. These developments made for a dynamic intellectual and polemical 
environment as the conference speakers and attendees addressed a wide range of current 
issues affecting the Russian military. There have been a number of dramatic developments 
affecting the Russian military in the subsequent period, perhaps most obviously the tragic 
loss of the Russian nuclear submarine Kursk and its entire crew. However, none of these 
developments contradict the basic conclusions generated by the presentations and 
discussions of the workshop. 

I would like to commend all the authors for their contributions to a better understanding of 
the issues, as well as the attendees for their valuable additions to the discussions throughout 
the conference. Their efforts shed considerable light on the challenges faced by the Russian 
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leadership as it seeks to determine the form and function of the Russian military in the years 
ahead. 

DOUGLAS B. CAMPBELL

Di rec tor, Center for Strate gic Leader ship

U.S. Army War College
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IN MEMORIAM


Professor Alexander Kennaway 

14 August 1923 - 1 May 2000 

Alexander (“Sasha”) Kennaway was born in Vienna into a Russian émigré family, gaining 
the advantage of speaking literary quality Russian as well as the language of his adopted 
country. His family later moved to Britain, and Sasha graduated in Mechanical Engineering 
at Cambridge in 1942. He joined the Royal Navy as Engineer Officer and served in the Arctic, 
Mediterranean (where his ship was torpedoed & sunk), and in the Far East. After leaving the 
Royal Navy in 1947, he served as a Lieutenant Commander in the Royal Naval Reserve, 
studying Soviet naval technology. 

For over two decades, Sasha worked in industry in a wide variety of chemical and 
mechanical engineering posts, which included work on the development of artificial limbs. 
From 1973, he was a visiting professor at the Imperial College of Science, London, and he also 
lectured at Japanese and Chilean Universities. 

From 1993, he was a consultant at the Conflict Studies Research Centre, Camberley, 
writing and lecturing on the Russian military-industrial complex. He also visited many 
factories and research institutes in the former Soviet Union as an adviser on conversion or 
commercialization of defence industries. 

The dynamism and insights that Sasha brought to our workshop in February 2000 were 
but a sample of the depth of his knowledge and the liveliness of his conversation. He was 
married to Jean for 27 years, and he leaves friends all over the world who value the privilege of 
having known him. 
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Part One: Domestic-Political Environment 

Introduction 

Marybeth P. Ulrich 

The chapters in this section address the domestic civil-military, social, environmental, 
and economic contexts that affect the specific issues raised in subsequent panels. Each 
author addresses the intersection of these issues and military policy. Marybeth P. Ulrich 
looks at the fragile state of Russian democracy through the lens of the two Chechen wars, 
concluding that Russia is clearly not acting as a democratic state in the conduct of its national 
security policy. As evidence of Russia’s gradual democratic decline, Ulrich examines the 
undemocratic nature of the Russian national security policymaking process, the connection 
between strategic ends and undemocratic means in the conduct of the wars, and the general 
undermining of democratic institutions in the pursuit of the alleged national interest. She 
argues that the “democratic deficits” within the national security process have begun to spill 
over into other policy arenas and threaten Russia’s potential for consolidating its democracy. 
Ulrich analyzes both Chechen wars of the post-Soviet era, concluding that the conduct of the 
second Chechen campaign was less restrained by democratic forces within Russia than the 
first. Particularly troubling has been the complicit role of the Russian news media in the 
second conflict coupled with the government’s crackdown on access to information about the 
war. Ulrich documents the deviations from the expected behavior of democratic states in the 
first war that continued unchanged into the second. Lack of accountability for war crimes, 
atrocities against Russian civilians in the war zone, and a pattern of fabricating official 
versions of the war characterized both wars. The ineffectiveness of levers within Russian civil 
society to keep the government in compliance with the democratic principles of its own 
constitution was also a common feature of Russia’s conduct in Chechnya in the past decade. 
Ulrich’s focus on the conduct of national security policy in general, and the prosecution of an 
internal conflict specifically, illustrate that cumulative democratic backsliding, justified in 
the name of national security, can gradually weaken the fragile democratic structures of 
transitioning states to the point of collapse. 

Mikhail Tsypkin surveys the Russian military’s political influence in the general power 
structure of the Russian government and more specifically within the realm of defense 
policymaking. He paints a picture of a national security decisionmaking process that is 
chaotic and lacking clear procedures for the military’s proper interface with civilian 
policymakers throughout the post-communist era. Tsypkin outlines how Yeltsin preferred 
personal control of the military over creation of accountable military and political institutions 
capable of executing and participating in the formulation of sound national security policy. 
His portrayal of the rise and fall of two larger-than-life personalities, Alexander Lebed and 
Lev Rokhlin, highlights the difficulty of harnessing the forces of intrigue and power which 
hold sway behind the scenes of Russian politics. Indeed Tsypkin’s chapter notably cedes little 
relevance to the functioning of Russian civil society or a Russian polity in general in the 
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policymaking process. The absence of these significant influences in the conduct of the 
government is a theme that permeates each author’s characterization of the domestic 
political environment. 

As the feeble struggle for military reform plods on and defense ministers, chiefs of general 
staff, and competing defense policy bodies feud for influence in the policymaking process, 
Russia limps from crisis to crisis. Tsypkin effectively analyzes two recent critical national 
security policy decisions, the daring move to seize control of the Pristina airport in June 1999 
and the selection of a strategy for the second Chechen War, as indicative of the military’s 
undue influence in security policy. Tsypkin warns that this influence is unlikely to wane in 
the future since it is fueled by an anti-Western mood that permeates all aspects of Russian 
society and government. Furthermore, he argues that weak and fragmented Russian 
political institutions, the lack of competent and visionary civilian political leaders in national 
security affairs, and the tendency of Russian presidents to make decisions based on a 
calculation of short-term self-interest, contribute to the present dominance of the Russian 
military in security policy. 

Dr. Odelia Funke argues that environmental issues are an ignored dimension of national 
security interests and that Russia has treated both its environment and its population as 
expendable, renewable resources. This has resulted in a situation in which Russia faces 
immense environmental and health challenges, with profound implications for both the 
military and society as a whole. Pointing out that if a country’s “citizenry is not healthy, the 
state cannot be secure,” she underscores the impact of decades of environmental damage in 
the Soviet Union and the Russian Federation. She cites increasing mortality, declining birth 
rates, increased incidence of occupational and communicable diseases, and a declining 
population that has since been noted with concern by President Putin himself; she also 
underscores the pervasive and serious risks to the physical health and mental development of 
Russian children. Her chapter points out that there were sound environmental laws under 
the Soviet regime, but that these laws were virtually ignored. She also raises questions about 
both the commitment and the ability of the Russian government to control ongoing pollution, 
let alone tackle the expensive process of remedying past abuses. Finally, she notes the 
potential for cooperation between the West and Russia in the environmental arena. 

Dr. Ted Karasik argues that health and demographic problems pose significant 
challenges not only to Russia’s current military capabilities but also to its ability to respond to 
the demands and opportunities of contemporary and future revolutions in military affairs. 
He cites a wide variety of factors that contribute to the current health and demographic 
problems, including communicable diseases, environmental neglect, various types of 
substance abuse, including alcohol, tobacco, and drug use. Other factors include substandard 
public health systems—within the military and the rest of society—and a relatively low 
regard for the welfare of citizens who comprise the “human capital” of society and the armed 
forces. 

Karasik also cites the current trend of declining population that could result, in the worst 
case, in the Russian population being halved by mid-century. Other problems include a 
military leadership that has not fully recognized the need for comprehensive military reform, 
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to include the elimination of disruptive practices such as the hazing of junior soldiers. All 
these factors, Karasik argues, will limit Russia’s ability to respond to the types of conflicts it is 
most likely to face in the near future—counterinsurgency and urban operations. He cites the 
need for the Russian leadership to address health and demographic problems on a broad scale 
in the society at large and within the military establishment. 

Dr. Steven Rosefielde’s chapter reviews the economic challenges facing the new Russian 
leadership. He argues that the new generation of Russian leaders is unlikely to adopt real 
economic reform and the surrendering of real power that such a course of action would entail, 
in large part due to culturally embedded forces that frustrated reform under the Yeltsin 
regime. Rather, those in power will adopt a different path that is determined by elite 
priorities and the existing economic system. Looking at the economic capabilities necessary 
to support a military establishment, Rosefielde argues that Russia’s capital and labor assets 
have deteriorated less than many assumed. 

Consequently, Russia could rearm relatively quickly. However, Rosefielde argues that 
the E-revolution in microelectronics and communications have barely touched Russia, 
“leaving the nation far behind in a technological time warp.” He argues that there are two 
options for Vladimir Putin, who is unlikely to opt for real reform, to choose from: (1) to remain 
with Yeltsin’s “klepto-command” economy and continue to fall further behind the West and 
even less capable nations; or (2) to return to Mikhail Gorbachev’s concept of a command 
economy by disciplining the kleptocracy, exercising central controls, and using the power of 
state contracting, largely for arms, to rehabilitate the economy. Rosefielde sees Putin as more 
likely to adopt the latter course, largely because he does not harbor the hostility against the 
old system that characterized Yeltsin and because such a course is feasible. Rosefielde sees 
such a choice as protecting inefficient and obsolescent industries, further limiting the ability 
of the Russian economy to compete on the world markets. Among Rosefielde’s projections is 
one scenario in which Russia’s per capita gross domestic product in 2025 is roughly eight 
percent that of the United States and only 11 percent that of the People’s Republic of China. 
He concludes with the judgment that although Russia has the capability, motive, and perhaps 
the will to rearm, it probably lacks the ability either to restore a command economy or 
transition to competitive free enterprise. The result, according to Rosefielde, is that Russia is 
likely to be a source of significant instability. 
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Russia’s Failed Democratic National Security State 
and the Wars in Chechnya 

Marybeth P. Ulrich 

In tro duc tion 

An examination of post-communist Russia’s pursuit of national security through the lens 
of its behavior in the wars in Chechnya shows a clearly underdeveloped understanding of the 
link between strategic ends and democratic means in the formulation and execution of 
national security policy. Russian behavior across the two Chechen wars reveals a pattern of 
willing deviations from the course of shoring up the nascent democratic institutions that are 
critical for the eventual consolidation of democracy in Russia. 

All democracies must balance the mandate to provide for the national security of their 
people with their charter to protect and foster the liberty of their citizens. Indeed, these 
sometime competing imperatives are at the core of a democratic government’s reason for 
being. To sacrifice liberty in the pursuit of national security is to have failed in the most 
fundamental mission of democratic government. Citizens of democracies accept the 
limitations on their freedom that the rule of law imposes in exchange for the protection of 
their individual rights and liberties. 

Any decision or act that degrades the rule of law or that undermines the democratic 
institutions established to preserve individual rights and liberties should be taken with the 
utmost caution and reluctance. The primary national interest of a democratic state is to 
protect the democratic values upon which it was founded. Only when the survival of the state 
itself is threatened may such deviations be justified, and even then the leaders of a democratic 
state who adopt such measures must be vigilant for the first opportunity to correct the 
undemocratic course that is weakening the fabric of their democracy. 

The national security institutions of democratic states are charged with achieving their 
critical function in a manner that does not threaten the democratic character of the state. 
National security professionals entrusted with achieving the national interests of democratic 
states must balance the need to achieve specific strategic objectives with the concurrent 
imperative that the means employed do not undercut the democratic values at the core of the 
state.1  This democratic military professionalism pervades the national security apparatus of 
democratic states and is exhibited in the manner of preparing national security plans, 
observing the limits of participation in policy decisions, and actual conduct in wartime.2 

This chapter argues that Russia has not been acting as a democratic state in the conduct of 
its national security policy. The first Chechen War (1994-1996) and the second Chechen War 
(1999-today) paint a telling portrait of the state of democracy in Russia at two critical 
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crossroads in the post-communist era. Each war serves as a sort of microcosm of the overall 
democratic transition underway at the time of the conflict. The decisionmaking process, 
leadership tendencies of individual political leaders, and conduct of the conflicts indicate a 
general state of political-military affairs immune to the expectations of democratic polities 
and political systems. The result has been an ad hoc stream of policy decisions that are flawed 
by both the undemocratic nature of their formulation processes and their subsequent general 
authoritarian quality. 

The Russian state and society embarked on the second Chechen campaign in a different 
place from the first, and will finish in a weakened position in terms of the democratic health of 
national security structures. Democratic values and the fostering of democratic institutions 
have come to mean less, while the pursuit of a strong state and the assertion of power in the 
world or at least within Russia’s own sphere of influence have come to mean more—perhaps 
at the cost of furthering the consolidation of democracy in Russia. 

The Undem o cratic Nature of the Russian National Secu rity 
Policymaking Process 

The Russian national security policymaking environment during the first Chechen War 
was characterized by very limited participation by the emerging democratic institutions and 
elements of democratic civil society. Indeed, a secret war was carried out in late October and 
early November 1994 against the rebel forces in Grozny. On 26 November 1994, Russian 
regular army forces joined Russian mercenaries hired by the FSK (the successor to the KGB 
and later renamed the FSB) in an attempted coup against General Dzhokhar Dudayev’s 
government.3  This effort to secretly ally with internal opposition forces to crush Dudayev’s 
independence movement failed miserably, forcing a move to the open use of force against the 
Chechen rebels.4 

In early August 1994, the Russian Security Council, the Presidential Commission on 
Security, and the cabinet under Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin assembled to discuss 
the Chechen policy. In the end, however, the decision to intervene specifically and the power 
to make broad Chechen policy were taken over by the Security Council as part of a general 
plan to boost the influence of Boris Yeltsin’s “security clique.”5  Some analysts hold the view 
that the decisionmaking circle may have been even more limited. Though the Russian press 
reported that the decision to disarm the Chechen formations by force was made at a 
November 24, 1994, Russian Federation Security Council meeting, there are other reports 
suggesting that such a meeting never took place and that whatever meeting did take place did 
not include those opposed to the use of force in Chechnya.6 

As Anatol Lieven points out, in 1994 nothing had yet replaced the top communist 
institutions such as the Politburo and Central Committee in terms of alternative central 
decisionmaking functions.7  The Security Council was a tool of the President in that it was 
merely an advisory body comprised of members appointed by presidential decree who were 
not accountable to anyone but the President. Its operations were not transparent and its 

6




decisions were not subject to democratic oversight.8  In any case, Yeltsin ran the Security 
Council in a pseudo-democratic style reminiscent of the Soviet Politburo. All members were 
requested to vote in favor of a resolution to go to war in Chechnya without debating the issue. 
When Yeltsin signed the final decree to restore “the constitution and law and order on the 
territory of the Chechen republic,” the decision was kept secret from the nation.9 

Meanwhile, the post-communist decisionmaking structures were frequently ignored or 
circumvented, and efforts were made to limit participation of bodies potentially capable of 
checking power in the policymaking process. Both the Duma and the Federation Council 
(upper house of Parliament) resolved that the government should solve the matter peacefully. 
But both parliamentary bodies proved to be powerless because Yeltsin did not issue a state of 
emergency at the start of the war, an action which would have required the approval of the 
Federation Council before Defense Ministry forces were deployed in the conflict.10 

A brief look at the state of key national security institutions in the first Chechen War will 
highlight a few of the “democratic deficits” within the Russian national security process that 
marked this era. Democratization had not yet made great inroads into the conduct of the 
Russian national security process. Yeltsin’s Chechen policy was promulgated via a 
presidential decree issued on 9 December 1994. The decree cited Article 13 of the 
Constitution, which prohibited the creation of armed formations aimed at undermining the 
integrity of the Russian Federation. Although the military action was justified on 
constitutional grounds, the Constitutional Court was bypassed in the policymaking process.11 

In addition, at the time of the first Chechen War, the Defense Ministry was in effect a 
pyramid of purely military staffs and administrations whose inner workings were hidden 
from the public and beyond the control of the political leadership.12  Civilian control of the 
security apparatus was not dependent on the performance of democratic institutions of 
government, but on Yeltsin’s personal control and manipulation of information networks that 
were directly subordinate to him.13  One analyst went so far as to define civilian control in 
Russia at the time as “a monitoring system involving the timely delivery of critical reports to 
the President, a system of guaranteeing that military personnel do not become insubordinate 
and stage a putsch or some other such outrage.”14 

However, this method of civilian control did not result in the uniform obedience of Yeltsin’s 
commanders. Many commanders simply refused to send their units to the front, while others 
spoke out openly against the war without retribution. One particularly egregious 
transgression was the failure of President Yeltsin to halt the bombing of Grozny when he 
ordered the shelling to cease on 27 December 1994. Yeltsin’s impotence as commander in 
chief fueled speculation that a group known as “the party of war” was dictating policy in the 
Chechen operation according to the preferences of the chiefs of the power ministries.15  This 
influential group of Yeltsin’s inner circle included the ministers from the security forces, 
former KGB officers with confidant status, and hard-line politicians. Other members of the 
party of war included such figures as First Deputy Prime Minister Oleg Soskovets, who had 
close links to the military and stood to benefit financially from war.16  Each member was 
guided by his own interests and the shared view that a war in Chechnya might be the death 
knell for a liberal agenda in Russia.17 
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The Russian Duma’s parliamentary role in the national security decisionmaking process 
in the first Chechen war was weak and generally ineffective. In the 1994-96 era 
parliamentary control in Russia was at the stage of development where it was possible to 
lodge complaints and conduct inquiries, but the body being investigated was not compelled to 
respond in a substantive way. The Duma’s primary leverage within the national security 
process, budgetary control, was largely unrealized. A key reason for the Duma’s inability to 
exert real oversight over the military was that it lacked crucial information, such as budget 
line items, essential to even knowing what activities the military was conducting. In 
addition, the defense committees and the Duma as a whole were generally timid toward the 
military. For instance, the issue of military reform—even after stunning defeat in the first 
war—was largely avoided. Many observers regarded the Duma as irrelevant to the political 
process as a whole. In a country that was largely being run by presidential decree, many 
alleged that the Parliament was little more than a national debating club. 

In general, Yeltsin’s circle of liberal reformers had faded from prominence by the time of 
the first Chechen War. Those few who remained were marginalized or ignored, like human 
rights adviser Sergei Kovalyev. Management of the first Chechen War indicated that those at 
the top of the political power structure had a view of democracy that was limited to soliciting 
the input of the polity only at election time. Even democrats held the view that once they came 
to power they could decide what was best for the country, with little or no further consultation 
with those who elected them. The decision to launch the first Chechen War revealed a return 
to Soviet era practices evidenced by the complete indifference to public opinion and 
democratic structures.18 

Similarly, the decision to go to war for a second time in Chechnya was not the result of a 
comprehensive consultation of the relevant actors in a democratic national security process. 
Much of the decisionmaking process is still shrouded in secrecy, but early reports indicate 
that the decision’s final shape reflected the preferences of then Prime Minister Putin and the 
security establishment. In a February 2000 interview, former Prime Minister Sergei 
Stepashin stated that political leaders in the Yeltsin government had started to develop a 
strategy for dealing with the unstable territory back in March 1999. The strategy settled 
upon before Putin was appointed Prime Minister was limited to the modest goals of sealing 
Chechnya’s frontiers and establishing a buffer around the republic.19  However, once Putin 
came to power he was persuaded by the arguments of key leaders in the security 
establishment who rejected a limited approach. Although his predecessors in office lobbied 
him to stick to the original plan, the generals seeking revenge for defeat in the first Chechen 
War carried the day.20 

Stepashin also called into question the link between the Moscow apartment blasts and the 
decision to go to war. In a January 2000 interview with Nezavisimaia Gazeta he asserted that 
Russian authorities had actually planned an invasion for August-September 1999—months 
before either the apartment bombings or the invasion of Dagestan. Stepashin said that he 
personally visited the Caucasus region when he was Prime Minister to oversee the 
preparations of troops for the operation. Furthermore, he accused Putin of capitalizing on the 
apartment bombings to whip up public support for the military action that the Kremlin had 
already planned and to justify its expansion to include the storming of Grozny.21 
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Like the first Chechen war, the Duma had no role in the authorization of the use of force in 
Chechnya, nor was there any debate or participation among other formal and informal actors 
in Russian society. There is little evidence that democratic institutions or specifically 
designated actors in the national security process participated in a deliberative and inclusive 
national security policymaking process before the employment of the military instrument of 
power and a significant amount of Russia’s scarce resources. 

What is at Stake and How Have the Wars Been Justified? 

Democracies that engage in war normally have to make some effort to gain and sustain 
public support for the action. This involves a process of education and justification to convince 
the public that the war aims are worth the cost to society in terms of national treasure, lives, 
and the sacrifice of liberty necessary to obtain the war’s objectives. An important difference 
between the two Chechen wars has been how they were rationalized to the Russian people. In 
the first Chechen War the focus was on whether or not Chechens should have the right to 
independence. The picture was certainly muddied by the Chechens’ preference for armed 
rebellion over peaceful negotiations and the undemocratic practices of the Dudayev regime in 
Grozny.22  But many Russians differed with the government on the decision to mount a 
full-scale military invasion to prevent independence, preferring that a political settlement be 
pursued to resolve the crisis. Indeed, after defeat in the first Chechen War most Russians 
were willing to allow Chechnya to go.23  In March 1997 the popular Moscow mayor, Yuri 
Luzhkov, declared that it was time to grant Chechnya independence.24 

However, the Russian government successfully framed the second Chechen War in terms 
of a state—Russia—fulfilling its obligation to protect its citizens from terrorists.25  As Prime 
Minister, acting President, and President, Putin consistently conveyed the government 
message that the war was in line with the widely shared goal of combating international 
terrorism, while insisting that the fight was purely an internal matter.26  Prime Minister 
Putin explained to the American people in a November 1999 op-ed piece published in the New 
York Times that “no government can stand idly by when terrorism strikes. It is the solemn 
duty of all governments to protect their citizens from danger.” He went on to link the 
“Chechen terrorists” to the same religious fanaticism that threatened US interests and to the 
archenemy of America, Osama bin Laden himself.27 

The framing of the second Chechen War in these terms has been a crucial component of 
maintaining the support of the Russian people. The government’s orchestrated information 
campaign is focused on convincing the public that the key components of its story are true. 
However, the ongoing speculation that the Kremlin itself may have been responsible for the 
August 1999 apartment bombings speaks to the lack of legitimacy that both the Yeltsin 
government and its successor have with the Russian people. Russian scholar Stephen Cohen 
remarked in a NewsHour roundtable airing in the midst of the second Chechen War that 
“many very sensible people, people who are absolutely normal, have been led to ask the 
question whether it was the Kremlin itself that set off those bombs inside Moscow. I mean 
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what kind of government would be suspected of such a thing?” He added, “And that’s the 
political context in which this terrible war is unfolding.”28 

The Infor ma tion War 

Lack of information and misinformation characterized the Russian government’s release 
of news in the first post-communist Russo-Chechen War. For instance, it was often 
impossible for families to find out information about servicemen who had been killed or 
injured.29  However, for the most part the role of the press as a lever of democratic 
accountability was largely hailed as a success story in the first war. The unflappable grit of 
the press in its coverage of the war ensured that the earlier Chechen campaign would go down 
in history as the first publicly reported and press-covered military operation in Russian 
history. Television coverage enabled people to see the negative impact of government policy 
for the first time and to draw their own conclusions about the wisdom of leaders who 
promulgated such an ill-founded policy.30 

Indeed, the Russian press directed the greatest criticism ever at the government over the 
conduct of military operations. Media coverage splashed uncensored scenes of gore and 
suffering, which helped to shape public opinion against the war.31  This occurred despite the 
fact, according to the Russian human rights commissioner Sergei Kovalyev, that the Russian 
government made its best effort to generate lies through its propaganda machine in order to 
control the news from Chechnya.32  But the accurate accounts reported in many newspapers 
and in news broadcasts “shredded the official fabrications,”33 and by the midpoint of the war 
reporters agreed that the military was becoming more receptive to the press’s role and had 
lifted the policy of harassment that characterized the relationship of the press and the 
military at the onset of the conflict.34 

In the second Chechen war, however, the combination of a media disillusioned with the 
Chechen cause for independence and the Russian government’s stepped-up effort to win the 
“information war” led to striking differences in press coverage from that of the first Chechen 
war. First, the once dovish Russian news media that had prided itself on turning public 
opinion against the first Chechen war with its objective and gutsy reporting—often 
contradicting official reports—began the second Chechen War in the government camp. As 
one Russian journalist noted, “Never since the appearance of free speech in Russia have the 
authorities enjoyed such friendly support from the media as during the course of the current 
Chechen war.”35 

After the first war, Chechnya dissolved into a chaotic land of kidnappings and banditry, 
lacking any semblance of control by a functioning central government. This led to 
self-censorship within the press and the tendency of many journalists and news agencies to 
serve as willing accomplices to the government’s “patriotic war.” Much of the media’s 
support, of course, also reflected the views of the “oligarchs” who own them. The media’s 
pro-government bias was also a measure of the popularity of the war among the Russian 
people.36 
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Meanwhile, in the course of its strategic planning for the second Chechen War Russian 
military planners and government leaders made a conscious decision to correct one of its 
greatest perceived deficiencies of the first war—the inability to win the war for public opinion. 
Evidently, Russian information troops were acute students of NATO’s air war in Kosovo and 
attempted to replicate the methods employed in Operation Allied Force to manage the flow of 
information to the press. 

The creation of a new government press center overseen by the Ministry of the Press was 
the greatest manifestation of this new thinking. To keep military information officers “on 
message,” a common glossary of terms was disseminated to include such instructions as 
referring to Chechen fighters as “terrorists” and refugees as “resettlers.”37  At the daily 
briefings the progress of the Army was favorably spun and the latest casualty accounts 
detailed the always-low Russian Army losses and always-high Chechen terrorist losses, and 
recounted the negligible effect of the war on civilians.38 

The prosecutors of the war were concerned that some journalists might be eager to report 
objective news from both sides of the conflict. These strategists decided that the best way to 
prevent independent news coverage from turning the public against the war was to prevent 
domestic and foreign media access to the conflict zone and to bully and otherwise intercept 
and censor objective reporting to the greatest extent possible. Many journalists were 
detained or subjected to tight Federal Security Service (FSB) surveillance to ensure that they 
did not wander away from the close supervision of Russian military handlers. 

The much publicized arrest and detention of Andrei Babitsky, a correspondent for the 
US-funded Radio Liberty who had broadcast hard-hitting investigative reports from behind 
rebel lines, drew the attention of the international press to Russia’s war on objective 
journalism. Russian forces arrested Babitsky in mid-January 2000 and detained him for 
several weeks in the notorious Chernokozovo detention center in Chechnya for allegedly 
aiding the separatist rebels.39  Babitsky was still under investigation in June 2000 for 
allegedly forging documents and is not permitted to leave Moscow.40 

As Fred Weir reported in the Christian Science Monitor, “Journalists are apparently the 
enemy.”41  At Russian military checkpoints soldiers confiscated videotapes and film while 
scrutinizing reporters’ written notes. Since the war began, journalists have been 
interrogated, arrested, and even ordered to undergo psychiatric tests—a dusted off tactic 
from the Soviet era.42  In contrast to the first Chechen War, because of both the requirement 
imposed by the government to limit reporting to the area controlled by Russian military units 
and the fear of being subjected to kidnappings in Chechen territory, there was virtually no 
reporting from Chechen-held territory.43  Human Rights Watch criticized Russian 
authorities for harassing journalists and for imposing “arbitrary and obstructive regulations” 
rooted in a desire to achieve a virtual ban on coverage of the war.44 

Consequently, reports contrary to official government reports went uncorroborated by TV 
images or newspaper photos and the government carried on with its strategy of denying any 
reporting hostile to its preferred account of the war. For instance, when Amnesty 
International (AI) demanded an official government accounting for the perceived 
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indiscriminate use of force against civilians in several incidents where AI had gathered the 
specific testimony of eyewitnesses, one of Russia’s ambassadors simply issued a denial: “I 
would like to draw your attention to the fact that your letter to a large extent consists of 
episodes and events which are concocted [by] Chechen war propagandists, have not taken 
place, or at least remain not independently confirmed.”45  The letter simply did not address 
the specific incidents raised by Amnesty International. 

However, by early January 2000 some cracks began to appear in the united front of the 
docile domestic press corps. Some outlets began to react negatively to the government’s 
overplaying of its “information war” hand and inability to admit even the slightest of setbacks 
in the field. The official account of the war had been so grossly misleading that the 
government’s reports finally began to lose credibility with the Russian media and the public. 
For instance, as foreign news agencies in Grozny reported that 115 Russian soldiers were 
lying dead amid the wreckage of their armored vehicles as the result of a Chechen ambush, 
Russian defense officials denied that any battle had occurred at all.46 

The Military News Agency, founded and staffed by former military information officers at 
the time of the first Chechen war in an effort to bring down the wall between the news media 
and the Defense Ministry, has been at the forefront of the domestic effort for accurate 
reporting in the war.47 

The most closely guarded information is that related to casualties. As of June 2000, the 
official death toll in the North Caucasus region stood at 2,400 killed and 7,000 wounded since 
the fighting began in Dagestan in August 1999.48  Other credible estimates place the real total 
much higher. The estimate of the respected watchdog group on human rights in the Russian 
army, the Committee of Soldiers’ Mothers, is usually two to three times the official number, 
based on troop visits and information obtained from relatives.49  A certain amount of 
underreporting in the official accounting system based on counting techniques also leads to 
lower counts. Only soldiers who die on the battlefield are considered killed in action. Soldiers 
who are wounded but later die in a hospital, or those whose bodies are never recovered, are not 
counted as killed in action. 50  Bodies too badly damaged to be identified are not included, nor 
are records kept on the number of troops missing in action.51 

Another casualty counting technique employed from the era of the Soviet war in 
Afghanistan is to spread the reporting of casualties from a single casualty-intensive event 
over several weeks or months. The public discrediting of some such official figures has raised 
the ire of government media manipulators. On 23 January 2000 Russia’s main commercial 
television station, NTV, reported that it had been ejected from the military journalists’ pool 
covering the war because it aired an interview of a Russian officer who described an attack on 
a Russian column with large losses.52  Accounts of Russian troops themselves, Chechen 
accounts substantiated by video footage in some cases, and the investigations of independent 
reporters consistently painted a picture at odds with the official accounting. They confirmed 
that Russian troops suffered heavy losses in the war.53 

Many fear that the “information war” waged in the second Chechen War to control the flow 
of information from the war zone was the beginning of a more comprehensive campaign to 
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control the media in all aspects of national policy. Prime Minister Putin created the new 
Russian Press Ministry on the eve of the second Chechen conflict and appointed Mikhail 
Lesin, a political ally openly determined to increase the central government’s control over the 
media, as ministry head.54 

The war in Chechnya proved to be a vehicle conducive to exerting broad control over the 
press. Sergei Grigoryants, president of the Glasnost human rights fund, argued that “the war 
in Chechnya came in very handy for this purpose. Citing strategic considerations and 
Russia’s national interests, the Putin administration set new rules for the media to cover the 
military campaign in Chechnya, and it will start applying these rules in everyday life too.”55 

Many analysts fear that Putin’s heavy-handedness in Chechnya, the appointment of 
former KGB allies as “presidential representatives” to oversee elected governors in the 
regions,56 and efforts to exert greater control over the independent media are all part of a plan 
to restore an authoritarian power center in the Kremlin.57  The arrest of independent media 
baron and leading oligarch critic Vladimir Gusinsky clarified the comprehensiveness of the 
anti-independent media crackdown and led many to note that Putin is distinguishing himself 
from Yeltsin with his employment of pre-glasnost strong-arm tactics.58 

A particular Soviet-era practice evident in the second Chechen War and beyond has been 
the “repetition of obvious lies that the public is told to accept and pretend to believe. Public 
acquiescence is then cited abroad as substantiation of the original lie.”59  Even the tactic of 
attempting to commit critics to a mental hospital has been revisited with the government’s 
harassment of Moskovsky Komsomolets reporter Aleksandr Khinstein in the midst of the 
second Chechen War.60 

Con duct of the War 

In each conflict, both the Russians and Chechens have violated international norms and 
treaties governing the conduct of war. Regardless of Chechnya’s disputed legal status in this 
period, human rights groups such as Human Rights Watch/Helsinki consider the Chechens to 
be obligated to uphold those human rights instruments to which Russia is a party. These 
include, among others, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the 
International Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment, and the Helsinki Final Act.61 

Moreover, both sides were obligated to uphold Common Article 3 of the 1949 Geneva 
Protocols. This agreement, governing internal armed conflict, states: “Persons taking no part 
in the hostilities, including members of armed forces who have laid down their arms and those 
placed hors de combat by sickness, wounds, detention, or any other cause, shall in all 
circumstances be treated humanely, without any adverse distinction founded on race, color, 
religion or faith, sex, birth or wealth, or any similar criteria.”62  Additionally the Organization 
on Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) Code of Conduct, which obligates combatants 
to ensure that the use of force by their armed forces “must be commensurate with the needs 
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for enforcement” and to “take due care to avoid injury to civilians or their property,”63 applies 
to both parties. 

Widespread and egregious human rights violations occurred in both conflicts on both 
sides, but this chapter’s scope will focus primarily on the conduct of the Russian combatants 
and government leaders that has been incompatible with democratic norms. Human Rights 
Watch/Helsinki cited Russia in the first Chechen War for violating the accords listed above 
through the indiscriminate shelling and targeting of civilians, torture, and the use of civilians 
as human shields.64  Other misconduct documented by human rights organizations included 
the systematic detention and mistreatment of males fleeing villages and using civilians as 
barter in exchange for servicemen.65  Estimates of the number of civilians killed, many of 
them ethnic Russians, ranged from 50,000 to 100,000, or five to ten percent of the 1994 
pre-war Chechen population. 66  The inability or unwillingness of both sides to account for the 
missing or to exhume mass graves contributed to the lack of precision of the various death 
tolls.67 

Of particular concern to many human rights organizations and democratic activists 
within Russia and abroad was the parallel systematic failure to hold accountable those 
responsible for the unlawful acts. Neither the Russian military nor Russian politicians 
acknowledged the need to investigate or punish individuals who took part in indiscriminate 
and disproportionate attacks against civilians during the hostilities.68 

Indeed, the belief that there was no threat of being held criminally responsible for their 
actions created a permissive environment that only encouraged the continuation of the 
misconduct. This lack of accountability permeated every dimension of the conflict from the 
political decision to use force to its actual implementation—all of which were policy decisions 
that should have involved the input of civilians accountable to the public. While a small circle 
of civilians within the government was responsible for the decision to use force in the first 
Chechen War, the choice to implement “scorched earth” tactics was undertaken by the 
Military High Command alone without the consultation or prior approval of the country’s 
parliament, the executive political leadership, or the other institutions of the civilian 
government.69  Such a pattern of behavior unchecked by democratic institutions and civil 
society led to the spiraling cycle of human rights abuses in the first Chechen War, and it 
seems to have continued unabated into the second. 

Grave breaches of international humanitarian law have also characterized the second 
Chechen War. Amnesty International issued a report in December 1999 alleging that 
Russian forces carried out indiscriminate attacks or direct attacks on civilians. The report 
also expressed the human rights’ organization’s concern over the manner in which Chechens 
have been targeted by authorities in Moscow for harassment, detention, and deportation: 
“The government has been involved in a campaign to punish an entire ethnic 
group…’Fighting crime and terrorism’ is no justification for violating human rights.”70 

In early December 1999, the Russian military issued a now notorious ultimatum to the 
citizens of Grozny, warning that all who were still there five days later would “be destroyed.” 
Due to a swift and outraged international response, several safe corridors were opened, but 

14 



few dared to use them.71  The air bombardments against Grozny did not let up prior to the 
Russian takeover, and there were some reports that unguided incendiary weapons were used 
against civilians huddled in basements hoping to ride out the attacks.72 

Another short-lived order was issued in mid-January 2000 to round up all Chechen males 
between the ages of 10 and 60 to send to holding camps reputed to be venues for widespread 
torture and other abuses.73  This policy was another indication of the Russian government’s 
view that the entire Chechen population was the target of its military campaign. Again, 
international condemnation convinced the Russians to back off from the policy, but the fact 
that it was promulgated certainly gives rise to significant concern about the ease with which 
individual rights are sacrificed for expediency in wartime. 

A British report from the war zone in early March 2000 detailed a 4 February Russian 
attack on the refugee-swollen village of Katyr-Yurt. Russian forces subsequently attacked 
convoys of fleeing refugees flying white flags killing 363 people who were purportedly told 
that their escape route was a “safe corridor.”74  In addition, Russian television networks 
broadcast film supplied by a German television station of mass graves filled with Chechen 
fighters who had been tortured, mutilated, and killed execution style after their capture.75 

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees estimates that children made up 30 to 40 
percent of the estimated 240,000 refugees who had fled Chechnya into other parts of Russia or 
the North Caucasus at the height of the conflict.76  It was widely reported that the refugees 
were poorly provided for and were often subjected to extortion en route by Russian soldiers in 
addition to frequently coming under fire. As a doctor in the Chechen town of Shali remarked, 
“Last time one [Chechen] fighter was killed for every 170 civilians. This time the fighters are 
better trained, he added, so more civilians will die for each dead guerrilla.”77 

The US State Department’s annual Country Report on Human Rights Practices in Russia 
highlighted the violation of human rights in its December 1999 report. Among the numerous 
human rights violations attributed to the Russian government were the use of indiscriminate 
force in Chechnya against civilians, the existence of military detention centers in the war 
zone that held civilians in life-threatening conditions, and the raping of civilians by 
government forces.78 

The Council of Europe alleged that serious human rights violations and war crimes had 
taken place in Chechnya, embarrassing Putin with the revocation of Russia’s voting rights in 
the body on 7 April 2000. The motion stating that “Russia has violated some of its most 
important obligations under both the European Convention on Human Rights and 
international law” passed by a clear two-thirds majority and called for complete suspension of 
Russia’s membership if evidence of “substantial, accelerating and demonstrable progress” 
was not made immediately.79  On 26 June 2000, the Council of Europe’s Parliamentary 
Assembly (PACE) reported that only 12 people have been prosecuted for alleged human rights 
abuses by Russian forces in Chechnya. PACE President Lord Russell Johnston called the 
number small compared to data on abuses documented by international human rights groups 
and even official Russian numbers.80 
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The Effec tive ness of Levers Within Civil Soci ety to Uphold Democ
racy 

The ability of organized groups in civil society to exert countervailing pressure against the 
government in the conduct of the second Chechen War has clearly declined from the limited 
leverage that existed in the first. The government set aside the democratic process in the 
pursuit of a self-proclaimed national priority, “to clear the terrorists from Chechnya.” All who 
supported the effort and stuck with the program were considered patriots. All who wavered 
were perceived to be guilty of treasonous acts. Grigory Yavlinsky, who supported the war’s 
aims 100 percent but suggested that consideration of political negotiations be inserted into 
the plan, was attacked by fellow “liberal” Anatoly Chubais as a traitor.81 

One constant actor across the two cases that seems to have held its own into the second 
Chechen War is the Committee of Soldiers’ Mothers. This activist group formed in 1988 as an 
advocate for soldiers’ rights came into its own in the first Chechen War and is credited as one 
of the key actors responsible for shaping public opinion against the Russian government’s 
conduct in that war.82  The organization has remained active in the second Chechen War, 
serving one of the few voices seeking to hold the government accountable for its practices and 
tactics that negatively impact Russian soldiers—especially conscripts—and their families. 

Memorial is another homegrown and respected human rights organization, which has 
collected detailed evidence of war crimes by Russian forces in order to balance the official 
story being told by the Russian media. Its field workers have been painstakingly 
interviewing Chechen refugees arriving in neighboring Ingushetia as well as Russian 
soldiers, who were shocked by the carnage they were ordered to inflict in Chechnya.83 

Memorial attributes many of the worst offenses to paid mercenaries known as “kontraktniki” 
and special police units acting with impunity in the war zone. 

One particular voice in the government who refused to be muted during the first the war 
was that of the Russian Chief Commissioner on Human Rights. Sergei Kovalyev tirelessly 
and bravely pointed out the human rights abuses of his own government in the first Chechen 
War with some real effect domestically. Although the Russian government largely ignored 
Kovalyev’s vigorous protesting of Russian military conduct, he effectively used his position to 
shape public opinion. 

Oleg Mironov currently fills the human rights post, and he has broadly approved the 
government’s large-scale military campaign in the rebel region of Chechnya.84  He has rarely 
spoken out on human rights issues and even pronounced the highly repressive Belarussian 
regime as being free from human rights violations following a recent trip there.85  In response 
to human rights accusations from the international community, Putin appointed Vladimir 
Kalamanov as special representative to safeguard human rights in Chechnya in February 
2000. Human rights advocates widely regard the appointment as cosmetic, criticizing 
Kalamanov for doing little more than accusing Western politicians of bias, rather than 
investigating humans rights abuses.86 
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Russian leaders believe that restricting the press directly and indirectly is justified for the 
contributions such actions can make to restore confidence in the state. Indeed, this is the logic 
behind Putin’s effort to build up the state media. Putin declared, “The state should have its 
own media outlets to be able to bring the official position of the government through to the 
public.”87  He added that the government was counting on the “talented support to be given by 
the media to all the positive steps taken by Moscow.”88  Such an “accentuation on the positive” 
may be morale-boosting to Putin’s administration, but obviously ignores the vast democratic 
backsliding currently taking place in Russia. 

Con clu sion 

From the perspective of Russian military and political leaders, the achievement of their 
respective missions depends on maintaining public support for the war even at the cost of 
sacrificing democratic principles. The ends are all-important—military victory and the 
political success of Putin. The undemocratic means are tolerated as the requisite cost. 
Military leaders argue the importance of restoring honor to the armed forces and boosting the 
image (and budget) of the Russian military as essential institutional aims that are dependent 
on success in the war. Indeed, Defense Minister Igor Sergeyev remarked at the inaugural 
ceremonies for the Russian Information Center that “the actions of Russian soldiers and 
officers should be covered to reflect the present-day momentum so as to make them feel 
needed by society and to boost their morale.”89 

For the political leadership, maintenance of public support for the war is itself a critical 
political objective, which, as noted earlier, is considered by many to be the very reason for 
initiating the conflict. The cumulative sacrifices of democratic principles, compromising of 
various rights of free press and free speech, along with seriously limiting access to critical 
information about the war are perhaps the most troubling developments surrounding the 
politics and conduct of the second Chechen war. 

The power structure, with the willing though manipulated support of the people, is short 
sightedly pursuing the goal of reconfiguring post-communist Russia. The aim of Putin’s 
Russia is to be a strong centralized state that stands up for its national interests in the face of 
Western opposition, cracks down against terrorism, crime, and corruption, and regains its 
“sense of pride and self-worth after a decade of economic dislocation and political drift.”90 

This resurgent nationalism is a path inconsistent with the goal of creating a tolerant 
society capable of peacefully resolving the differences of its diverse peoples through vibrant 
democratic institutions instead of violent means. As Fred Weir observed, since the demise of 
the Soviet Union, Russia has failed to offer its ethnic minority citizens an integrating 
principle to motivate them to stay in the Russian Federation fold. He quotes a Russian major 
as saying, “If we don’t take strong measures now, all this instability will spread.”91  Yet the 
methods employed to save the integrity of the union are simultaneously tearing the fragile 
fabric of Russia’s tenuous democracy by breeding intolerance and promoting cynicism 
concerning the value of “democratic” institutions. 
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If the crucible of war is a valid measure of the strength of democracy in a state, then Russia 
has miserably failed this test twice in the post-communist era. The thoughts of a Moscow 
editorialist captured this notion quite eloquently with the thought that October 1999 may be 
remembered, like so many other infamous Octobers in Russian history, as the tragic month 
when so many democratic institutions finally slipped away: 

We have become inured to the idea that Russia commits horrors in Chechnya; that the media in 
Rus sia serve not the public but the agendas of this or that intrigue or cabal; that the Russian 
pres i dency is vested with enormous powers for a single man; that the Kremlin will, from time to 
time, “backslide” on demo cratic princi ples or values; that the nation is ruled by a corrupt 
nomenklatura. None of this bothers us as much as it might, or should. We are simply used to 
these ideas. But there are degrees of war horrors, of intrigue, of corrup tion and of backslid
ing—and in all of these areas, Russia is rapidly sinking.  Not since the Soviet era have the me dia 
been so cripplingly polit i cized—not even in 1996, when the media were unified against the Com
mu nists.  The sheer ugly corrup tion, Kremlin intrigue, and Chechnya have all long been threats 
to national secu rity, but never have all three looked so out of control.  And when the elections 
com mis sion chief recently announced he feared for his life, it was barely even news. Stunned 
and sullen, we again watch civil ians being killed with a casual air in Chechnya; we watch the 
gov ern ment lie and the media follow; evenings we watch the worst sort of media smear cam
paigns, pitting clans against clans while ordi nary people watch in confu sion; and we wonder:  Is 
there anyone out there who believes that we will soon have free and fair elections? 92 

The editors of the Moscow Times captured an important truth—democratic institutions 
that are not nurtured and protected from blows inflicted by those serving their self-interest 
will crumble and be replaced by alternative governmental forms to democracy. Democratic 
theory teaches us that democracy cannot be restored until all the various conditions that led 
to its demise are repaired. This requires strong leadership focused exclusively on this end. 
The post-communist Russian political environment has thus far proven incapable of fostering 
or advancing such a leader or set of leaders. The undemocratic practices that have 
characterized the promulgation of both Chechen wars justify their actions in the name of 
national security. But the tactics and processes followed are gradually resulting in the 
perpetuation of a state where democratic principles and rights are increasingly less secure. 
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The Russian Military, Politics and Security Policy in 
the 1990s. 

Mikhail Tsypkin1 

The ten years of post-authoritarian political development in Russia (counting from the 
first free elections to the USSR Congress of People’s Deputies in the spring of 1989) have seen 
an acrimonious debate about the role of the military in politics. The decade started with a 
growing chorus of warnings about an imminent military intervention in politics, and is 
ending without a reliable mechanism for constitutional control of the military. It began with 
the attempts to make civilian influence a major factor in defense policy, and ends with the 
military sometimes seeming to drive Russian security policy. 

Just about everything that can aggravate civil-military relations has happened in Russia: 

Civil-military crisis is most likely under two sets of condi tions. First, mili tary 
and civil ian orga ni za tions may fall out if either side concludes that the other, be 
it due to misman age ment, denial of resources, or some other reason, is doing an 
un ac cept ably poor job of safeguard ing national secu rity. A bungled war, a gross 
dis crep ancy between defense budgets and secu rity needs, heavy-handed civil
ian inter fer ence in inter nal mili tary decisionmaking, or creation of an anti-army
mi li tia may spark this recog ni tion. In a second pattern, mili tary radi cal iza tion 
fol lows govern men tal failure within the normal core of civil ian juris dic tion. Mil-
i tary leaders here come to perceive, usually after years of grief, that the poli ti
cians and civil service are so corrupt, inept, or disor derly that the very survival 
of the state they are sworn to defend is in jeopardy.2 

Indeed, the Russian military is impoverished, suffered a humiliating defeat in the 
Chechen war of 1994-96 and is not yet victorious in the second war in Chechnya, and has to 
compete for resources with the better paid troops of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, (to name 
just the largest of the several militarized organizations in today’s Russia). The failure of the 
Russian government in its civilian duties, along with its corruption and ineptitude, are 
unfortunately not in doubt. Civil-military relations in Russia are obviously dysfunctional, 
and Western political science tends to see military intervention in politics as a likely result of 
this dysfunction. 

The military’s political influence can be exerted in three domains: the issue of sovereign 
power, defense policy proper, and societal choice (economic, technological, and socio-cultural 
issues “loosely related to military security”).3  I will investigate the first two domains, that of 
sovereign power and defense policy. The military influence in the domain of societal choice 
has been minimal in the last decade. Under Vladimir Putin some tentative steps have been 
made to reassert this influence, but since the picture is not yet clear, I will leave the issue of 
societal choice out of this analysis. 
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Another and very important subject largely left out of this paper is the role of the Russian 
parliament, especially its lower house, the State Duma, in establishing constitutional civilian 
control over the military. The issue of the Duma and civil-military relations is worthy of a 
special study, because Russia’s legislators have passed a number of laws pertaining to the 
military.4  At the same time, the Duma’s real influence on military affairs has been minimal. 
This is true to the spirit of Yeltsin’s Constitution of December 1993, which minimized the role 
of the Duma in general and in military affairs in particular. Even in budgetary matters, 
where the Duma has been given considerable authority on paper, its real power is minimal. 
This is because the government has routinely ignored the budgets (including the military 
ones) passed by the Duma, and the Duma lacks an investigative arm capable of unearthing 
the truth about how the government spends the money allocated by the Duma. 

I will argue that the military has not been interested in seizing political power in Russia. 
Despite its important role in the domestic balance of power, the military has suffered from 
declining political influence during most of Yeltsin’s term in office. The military has been 
much more successful in preserving, and even strengthening, its immunity from civilian 
ideas on defense policy and has recently come to exert a growing influence on Russian security 
policy as a whole. 

The Background 

Since the days of Mikhail Gorbachev’s perestroika, the main issue in civil-military 
relations in the USSR, and then in post-communist Russia, has been how to build modern 
“civilized” armed forces appropriate for a democratic state and society, and commensurate 
with its real security requirements and available resources. A keen observer of civil-military 
relations in Russia has noted that, unlike Americans, Russians have traditionally not feared 
their military as a potential threat to democracy; rather, the military is seen as the bulwark 
against external threats.5  This does not exclude fears of a military coup, which were rife 
during the period 1989-1991. Most of the speculation on the possibility of a military coup in 
the waning days of the USSR focused on a move by reactionary nationalist-communist 
political forces with participation of some of the top generals. This was exactly what 
happened on August 19, 1991, when the military as a whole refused to play the role that the 
anti-Gorbachev political cabal hoped it would play. In fact, the military refused to play any 
political role, which doomed the coup’s chances to succeed even in the shortest term. 

The post-communist and post-imperial transitions have been slow to move the military 
closer to the ideals of the proponents of military reform. Boris Yeltsin’s early approach to 
military issues suggested that he was primarily interested in securing the armed forces’ 
support (or, at least, neutrality) in his struggle for power, first, against Mikhail Gorbachev, 
and then, against the Supreme Soviet of the Russian Federation. Reforming the military was 
going to be clearly secondary for Russia’s first president. Before the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, Yeltsin had courted the top ranks of the military, even abandoning for some time his 
call for the creation of a “Russian military,” something which had caused concern among 
many officers.6 
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A Committee of Defense and Security functioned in the government of the Russian 
Federation as an embryonic Ministry of Defense, beginning in July 1990 and lasting until 
March 1992, when the Russian Ministry of Defense was created.7  It was staffed primarily by 
recently retired or discharged middle-rank military officers dedicated to the idea of drastic 
military reform. Yeltsin would not fill the job of the committee chairman with any of these 
reformers, and left it open until he found a high-ranking active duty officer, Colonel General 
Konstantin Kobets, to fill the position. As the then Deputy Chairman of the Committee, 
Colonel (ret.) Vitaliy Shlykov, commented in 1998, “We realized that Yeltsin needed at least 
one general on his side, and that’s why Kobets was appointed, and [we realized] that there 
would be no reform in the Armed Forces.”8 

The reformers on the Committee of Defense and Security were planning to build a new 
military for Russia.9  This military was supposed to respond to a democratic system of civilian 
control, and be much smaller and less expensive than its Soviet predecessor.10  Yeltsin, 
however, ended up inheriting the largest chunk of the armed forces of the USSR. In the first 
months after the defeat of the August 1991 coup, Yeltsin had an opportunity to appoint a 
civilian as the first minister of defense of Russia, but obviously preferred ensuring the loyalty 
of the military high command by appointing a military officer. Thus, Yeltsin’s political ally 
Colonel General Pavel Grachev became the Minister of Defense, and, as a gesture towards 
those clamoring for more civilian control, Dr. Andrei Kokoshin was appointed as one of 
Grachev’s first deputies, in charge of the defense industrial issues. 

In the Soviet era, civilian control of the military was ensured by a mixture of a robust 
system of subjective civilian control (that is, control implemented by denial of professional 
autonomy of the military through “civilianizing” them) and a considerable measure of 
objective civilian control (control by maximizing military professionalism and autonomy) 
thanks to the inevitable professionalism of a superpower officer corps.11  In post-communist 
Russia, both facets of civilian control have deteriorated. Throughout his term as president, 
Boris Yeltsin has continued to court the military high command, although with sharply 
diminishing returns. Yeltsin, through Grachev, would simply buy the loyalty of top officers 
through generous promotions and by tolerating corruption. At the same time, the rapidly 
progressing impoverishment of the middle rank and junior officers has widened and 
deepened the chasm between Yeltsin’s generals and the rest of the officer corps. Thus, loyalty 
of the Russian high command does not guarantee the loyalty of the officer corps as a whole. 
Elimination of the institution of political officers and weakening of the political police (FSB) 
have made civilian control over the officer corps even more tenuous. 

The professionalism of the Russian officer corps has also been jeopardized. Lack of 
funding has dramatically reduced the opportunities for training and exercises. There is little 
future in being an officer. The impoverishment has forced many officers into second jobs and 
into starting their own small businesses. As a result, they frequently neglect their military 
duties with the connivance of their commanding officers, who know that their subordinates’ 
families simply cannot survive on what the government pays them (see Table 1), not to 
mention that even these meager payments have been frequently delayed. 
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Rank 
Monthly Salary (in 

Rubles) 
Poverty Line for Family of 

Three Per month 

Lieutenant 1,354 
2,600 to 4,600 with 
regional variations 

Lt. Colonel 2,135 Same as above 

Table 1. Salaries of Russian Officers12 

In discussing civil-military relations in Russia it is important to note that the term 
“military” is, to a certain degree, misleading insofar as it projects an image of a monolithic 
organization. Although command of the Russian military continues to be centralized, it is a 
highly complex organization with its own diversified subcultures, interest groups, and 
internal bureaucratic politics of high intensity, especially in view of the very limited financial 
resources available. It is a simplification to view the military always as a single agent in 
dealing with the world of politics at large, but for the sake of convenience and brevity I will 
refer to “the military” unless the circumstances require me to be more specific about 
personalities and interest groups within the military. 

The Mili tary and Polit i cal Power 

Attempts to involve the military in politics have been going on practically since the 
establishment of the independent Russian Federation. The most important episode was the 
October 1993 constitutional crisis. Both sides in the conflict, the Supreme Soviet and the 
president, appealed to the military. Initially, on September 21, 1993, the Ministry of Defense 
spokesman proclaimed that the military was neutral in the political standoff.13  This posture 
quickly changed to that of outward support for Yeltsin once the Supreme Soviet appointed its 
own minister of defense and the Supreme Soviet’s supporters from a pro-communist 
organization of ex-officers attacked a military installation in Moscow. Still, when the 
Supreme Soviet’s supporters took up arms in Moscow and threatened the existence of 
Yeltsin’s government, the military (that is, the top brass) acted quite reluctantly and only 
after a considerable hesitation and pressure from Yeltsin.14  It was apparent to some in the 
Kremlin that the military would be more willing to intervene on Yeltsin’s side if the public 
were to demonstrate its support for such an action, and thousands of Muscovites duly took to 
the streets to defend Yeltsin in response to the call of the Deputy Prime Minister Yegor 
Gaidar. 

All the noise and smoke from the tank guns shelling the building of the Supreme Soviet on 
October 4, 1993, concealed the equally if not more crucial role played by the troops of the MVD 
(Ministry of Internal Affairs) the previous day. While the military high command was 
temporizing (General Grachev demanded a written order from Yeltsin to use the military 
against the rebels), it was the MVD troops who prevented a potential disaster by saving the 
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national television center from falling into the hands of the Supreme Soviet.15  Still, once the 
military was committed to battle, the outcome of the political struggle was no longer in any 
doubt. 

The military’s decisive role in the crisis did not translate into greater political influence 
and fatter budgets—quite the contrary. And to add insult to the fiscal injury, Yeltsin 
authorized a sharp increase in the number of MVD troops, financed and paid better than the 
military and rivaling the ground forces in numbers.16  Why? It’s possible that once the 
military had cast its lot with Yeltsin and helped him dramatically weaken the opposition, 
Yeltsin felt less need for them and less to fear from them—thus, he reduced its funding. It is 
also possible that the military’s reluctance to defend Yeltsin made him view the MVD troops 
as more essential for his political survival. Perhaps Yeltsin wanted to preclude the military 
from becoming a political force and therefore cut its budget and used the growth of MVD 
troops as a useful counterweight to the military.17  In any event, it appears that, as a result of 
the change of the Russian political and economic systems, the state has lost much of its control 
over the nation’s resources, and the military has lost much of the political clout required to 
obtain the lion’s share of whatever budgetary resources are available. 

The lesson of the 1993 crisis, that the military is not a reliable or willing participant in 
domestic politics and that the civilians are not grateful partners, apparently was learned by 
both Yeltsin and the military. According to the then Minister of Internal Affairs General 
Anatoly Kulikov, in March 1996 Yeltsin told his security chiefs that he was planning to 
dissolve the Duma, but Minister of Defense General Grachev was not among them. Yeltsin 
told the gathering that Grachev’s cooperation had been already obtained. However, once 
Kulikov contacted him, General Grachev stated that he was completely unaware of Yeltsin’s 
plan.18  The plan was then dropped by the president. 

Boris Yeltsin did his utmost to ensure his personal control over the military, or at least to 
deny the military’s loyalty to others, by creating a network of competing bodies with vaguely 
defined responsibilities. One such body has been the Security Council of the Russian 
Federation, which served as a collective smoke screen for Yeltsin’s decisions. The Defense 
Council headed by Dr. Yuriy Baturin was created in 1996 to counterbalance the influence of 
then Secretary of the Security Council General (Retired) Aleksandr Lebed and his protégé, 
Minister of Defense General Igor Rodionov. With both Lebed and Rodionov out of the way, 
Yeltsin removed Baturin and promoted the First Deputy Minister of Defense, Dr. Andrei 
Kokoshin, to the positions of Secretary of the Defense Council and the State Military 
Inspector. Within several months, Dr. Kokoshin became the Secretary of the Security 
Council, and soon the Defense Council and the Military Inspectorate were abolished, with 
their staffs joining the Security Council. With this shuffle, the Security Council was 
becoming more than a simple appendage to the President’s staff. Eventually, Dr. Kokoshin 
was fired, and the Security Council entered an era of irrelevance.19 

The military has made no attempt as an institution to impose its will on the Russian polity 
by unconstitutional means. The civil-military conflict was at its peak during the tenure of 
General Igor Rodionov as the Defense Minister. As I will discuss later, Rodionov behaved as 
an advocate of the officer corps, not as a cabinet member, and he did threaten the 
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government—but with the disintegration of the armed forces, not with a military coup! 
(Without a civilian ministry of defense, civil-military relations tend to become aggravated 
because every bureaucratic conflict between the Ministry and other government agencies, 
such as the Ministry of Finance, the military’s most frequent scapegoat, becomes a 
civil-military confrontation.)20 

Nevertheless, the military card has been played indirectly in Russian politics since 1993. 
The military has tried to enter civilian politics through constitutional means for the most 
part, without an endorsement or backing by the armed forces. Prominent military 
commanders have run for office, and political movements for retired and active duty military 
have been created. In a couple of interesting cases, the military backed an organized effort at 
political representation. In 1995, Minister of Defense General Grachev organized an attempt 
to elect 123 officers (23 of them generals) to the Duma, and the command of the military 
garrison in Volgograd ran a campaign to elect an officer as mayor and 24 other officers as city 
council members. Neither attempt was a resounding success.21 

For the most part, upon entering the political scene, prominent military personalities 
rapidly lose their charismatic qualities and, at best, become run of the mill politicians. In 
addition, “mass” movements do not actually go far beyond their organizing conferences. Such 
were the cases of the last Soviet commander in Afghanistan, Colonel General Boris Gromov, 
and the ex-Deputy Chief of the General Staff and Director of the Federal Border Service 
General Andrei Nikolaev. Such was also the fate of the Russian Military Brotherhood, the All 
Army Officers’ Assembly, and many other groups. 

Gen eral Aleksandr Lebed 

I will briefly discuss the cases of two officers that seemed for some time to defy this 
pattern—first, because they achieved meaningful political successes, and second because 
their actions and popularity suggested the possibility of an unconstitutional power grab by at 
least some elements in the military. These cases are the political career of Lieutenant 
General Aleksandr Lebed and the story of Lieutenant. General Lev Rokhlin, founder and first 
leader of the Movement in Support of the Army, Military Science, and Defense Industry 
(DPA). 

General Lebed, in the imagination of quite a few journalists and scholars, was the best 
candidate to become a “Russian Pinochet.” His chances of becoming Russia’s leader were 
deemed so high in the West that the Rand Corporation published a book-length study of the 
man.22  Lebed became a political figure while commanding the Fourteenth Army based in 
Moldova, where he decisively ended the war between the government of Moldova and the 
separatists of the Transdniestrian Republic. In his numerous interviews with the mass 
media, Lebed successfully cultivated an image of an independent-minded, plain-spoken 
soldier of the former empire. His relentless criticism of the powers that be in Moscow, 
including General Grachev, culminated in statements (while still on active duty) against the 
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war in Chechnya (1994-1996). This behavior eventually got him “retired” from military 
service, but not until he had become a popular and closely watched political figure. 

Upon his retirement, Lebed settled in Moscow, successfully ran for the Duma from the city 
of Tula, where he had been a division commander several years earlier, and established a 
“mass” organization of veterans as an embryo of a future political party. Then Lebed deviated 
from the pattern of mediocre political achievement of other military figures by mounting a 
credible presidential bid in 1996. He appealed to a large segment of the nationalist electorate, 
and he brought it to the Yeltsin camp in the second round of voting. It has been suspected 
(although never proven) that Lebed’s campaign during the first round of presidential 
elections received funding from the same political sources that supported Boris Yeltsin (i.e., 
the “oligarchs”), and that the deal between the first and second rounds, making Lebed (in 
June 1996) the Secretary of the Security Council in exchange for his endorsement of Yeltsin, 
had been cut well in advance. 

The events of the next several months clearly demonstrated Lebed’s weaknesses as a 
politician. Some of these were rooted in his personality, such as his boorishness and alleged 
disloyalty to his aides, but others were obviously the result of his being a recently retired 
military officer. He did not read at all well the map of the corridors of power in the Kremlin, 
for example his attempt to sideline Yeltsin before acquiring any significant political allies.23 

After doing his second (the first being delivering his voters) signal service to Yeltsin by 
hammering out the peace agreement with Chechnya, Lebed was dismissed by the ailing and 
seemingly powerless President Yeltsin in October 1996. At the time rumors abounded that 
Lebed was preparing a military coup.24  Lebed may have given grounds for such rumors when, 
in September 1996, he talked about a possible military “mutiny” because of pay arrears.25 

In fact, it appears that he did not make any serious attempt to mobilize the military’s 
support. And this is despite the fact that in September 1996 Lebed was reliably rated in an 
opinion survey to be by far the most trusted political figure in Russia – with 34 percent of the 
public expressing confidence in him and with the communist leader Gennady Zyuganov and 
President Yeltsin distant second and third with 15 and 12 percent respectively.26  It was also 
despite the fact that General Rodionov was appointed as Minister of Defense in July 1996 on 
Lebed’s recommendation. What prevented Lebed, who had made no secret of his ambition to 
lead Russia, from translating his popularity and powerful connections at the very top of the 
Ministry of Defense into political power? 

First, the Russian military, as suggested earlier, is a complex organization with its own 
sharp internal rivalries and strong parochial loyalties. This factor quickly drove a wedge 
between Lebed and Rodionov, when the latter proposed reducing the size of the Airborne 
Troops (VDV), which had been treated preferentially by General Grachev, the former 
Commander in Chief of the VDV. Lebed, a life-long VDV officer, ferociously and publicly 
criticized Rodionov’s proposal as a “criminal document.”27  Also, Lebed was not necessarily 
popular with all the top brass—he had just ordered a purge of a number of some, but by no 
means all, generals connected with Grachev. Those remaining on active duty probably had no 
desire to see Lebed’s further political elevation. 
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Second, Yeltsin and his entourage successfully limited Lebed’s influence over the military. 
Soon after he had become the Secretary of the Security Council, a draft bill was prepared in 
the Duma by the Chairman of its Defense Committee General Lev Rokhlin regarding the 
establishment of a Military Council within the Security Council. This bill would have given 
Lebed vast authority not only over the military, but also over various security forces.28 

Yeltsin rejected the draft bill and established a very different Defense Council, a body 
separate from the Security Council. Lebed became just one of the Defense Council’s members. 
Its work was to be supervised by the Defense Council Secretary Dr. Yuriy Baturin, a civilian 
and Yeltsin loyalist. On top of this, Baturin was to chair the commission in charge of all 
promotions of senior officers, much to Lebed’s chagrin, who in turn boycotted the meetings of 
the Defense Council.29 

Third, the military was well counter-balanced by the MVD with its growing Internal 
Troops. In the undisciplined Russian government, Lebed quickly developed a bitter conflict 
with the powerful Minister of Internal Affairs Colonel General Anatoly Kulikov. Initially, the 
quarrel was over Lebed’s policy of negotiating peace in Chechnya. Subsequently, the conflict 
escalated to the point of Kulikov’s accusing Lebed of high treason and Lebed’s private security 
detail seizing an MVD undercover team trailing him. 

Fourth, the Russian officer corps was not inclined towards the idea of the military taking 
power. In their responses to a Russian survey of the officer corps conducted in 1994-95, when 
asked to view the likelihood of three scenarios, 23 percent of the officers surveyed expected the 
military to stay completely out of politics, 41 percent believed that the military might become 
involved in solving “domestic conflicts” from time to time, and only 16 percent believed that 
the military would take power.30  While the methodology of Russian surveys has been 
frequently criticized, a survey of 600 field grade Russian officers, prepared by American 
scholars and carried out in 1995, suggested that the Russian officers “are for the most part 
democratic, not authoritarian.”31 

Aleksandr Lebed continues to be a noteworthy political figure, but he owes his current 
prominence much more to the political games of the oligarchs, who generously underwrote his 
campaign for governor of the Krasnoyarsk Region, than to his influence among the officer 
corps. His political movement, Chest’ i Rodina (Honor and Motherland), remains just a clique 
of Lebed’s supporters, not a mass organization. 

Lev Rokhlin And the Movement in Support of the Army 

Lieutenant General Lev Rokhlin gained prominence as one of the few commanders who 
performed well in the early stages of the First Chechen War. In 1995, he became a Duma 
deputy as “number three” on the list of the “centrist” NDR (Russia Is Our Home) party 
associated with then Prime Minister Victor Chernomyrdin. He was thereupon selected as 
chairman of the Duma Defense Committee. He justified his decision to enter politics as 
something that would benefit the military. Indeed, he ran for the Duma as one of the officers 
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DATE ACTION 

December 
1995 Elected to Duma as NDR deputy 

July 1996 
Proposes Igor Rodionov as Minister of Defense; advocates creation of 

Military Council under Lebed; accuses Pavel Grachev and five top 
generals of corruption. Izvestiya accuses Rokhlin or corruption. 

August 1996 Says the situation in the military is “explosive” because of pay arrears. 

December 
1996 Supports reappointment of Rodionov as a civilian, after his retirement. 

April 1997 Reveals Russia’s clandestine shipments of weapons to Armenia. 

May 1997 Criticizes Rodionov’s removal, but praises Sergeyev. 

June 1997 

Sends personal appeal to Yeltsin, accusing him of failing the military 
and starting the war in Chechnya. MOD says the appeal is meant to 

push the military toward havoc. Sergeyev says “Rokhlin violated 
Russian laws aimed at preventing “political agitation” in the armed 

forces and compared the appeal to Bolshevik agitation in the Russian 
army in 1917.”

34 Rokhlin calls for a mass movement to help the military 
and defense industrythe Movement In Support of the Army (DPA) 

July 1997 

The CPRF faction will not help NDR to remove Rokhlin as Chairman of 
the Defense Committee. Rodionov supports the idea of DPA. Rokhlin 

and Rodionov attack Sergeyev’s plan for military reform. CPRF 
supports Rokhlin, who tours Russia, addresses leaders of defense 

industry, but complains that he was prevented from addressing generals 
of the Leningrad Military District. Also slams the growth of MVD 

forces, while the military is being reduced. Lebed says Rokhlin kept 
Honor and Motherland out of future DPA. 

August 1997 Says DPA would call for Yeltsin’s resignation. CPRF: its activists are 
helping DPA establish regional branches. 

September 
1997 

Promises to bring together all opposition forces under DPA umbrella to 
unseat Yeltsin; is expelled from NDR. DPA founding congress brings 
2,000 supporters from 68 regions. Rokhlin threatens street protests, 

fears assassination. Government concerned that he is advocating 
violent unconstitutional action. 

Table 2. Timeline of Lev Rokhlin’s Political Activities35 
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designated to do so by Minister of Defense Grachev in his attempt to create a large military 
faction in the Duma.32 

Very quickly Rokhlin made a name for himself as a political figure by voicing loud 
accusations of corruption against senior military officers (see Table 2). Then his accusations 
escalated to include President Yeltsin, whom Rokhlin blamed for the miserable condition of 
the military, especially payment arrears, and whose resignation he demanded. Rokhlin’s 
confrontation with the government became particularly sharp after Igor Rodionov (whose 
candidacy Rokhlin originally promoted)33 had been replaced as minister of defense by 
General Igor Sergeyev, who finally began the military reform by implementing personnel 
cuts. The cuts, combined with non-payment of salaries, created an atmosphere of acute 
misery among the officer corps. 

This timeline demonstrates that Rokhlin’s sharp radicalization coincided with the 
removal of “his” defense minister and the beginning of real reductions of the armed forces. 
DPA developed a considerable regional presence, something no other purported mass 
movement for the military achieved, but it would have been impossible without the help from 
the communists. There has never been any evidence that DPA organized protests among 
servicemen, but the government was definitely worried. The Volgograd garrison, where 
Roklhin had served as the commander of the Eighth Guards Corps, had been under 
particularly close observation, and DPA activities there provoked considerable fear of the 
authorities.34 

In retrospect, the authorities’ nervousness over the possibility of some kind of a military 
uprising under the leadership of the Movement in Support of the Army seems to be 
unjustified. Whatever the private sympathies of military officers, most of them were fearful 
of an open affiliation with DPA, especially at the time of cuts in the officer corps, when 
political disloyalty to the regime could easily be punished by forced retirement. The threat 
was particularly potent for middle rank officers, colonels and lieutenant colonels, who hold 
the day-to-day command of the armed forces in their hands: these officers could already 
anticipate retirement and full pensions within a few more years of service, and were not likely 
to risk it. 

Rokhlin may have hoped that mass discharges of officers would produce protests, but they 
did not. For the most part, an officer discharged from active duty would travel to his chosen 
place of residence and only there discover whether the government’s promise of his 
discharge/retirement package (primarily housing) would really be forthcoming. By that time, 
the officer would be far away from his garrison, and thus his fate would not serve as a catalyst 
to discontent.35 

Rokhlin designed the Movement in Support of the Army as a potentially broad political 
movement, embracing not only the officer corps but all the sectors of the former Soviet 
military-industrial complex. Thus, if successful, DPA would have involved a number of 
officers in a radical anti-government movement. This would have damaged the chain of 
command and reliability of the military as a political instrument, but would not have resulted 
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in a military coup because Rokhlin lacked allies at the very top of the chain of command, 
especially after Rodionov’s replacement with Sergeyev. 

By the time of Rokhlin’s death, the DPA was past its zenith. Rokhlin turned out to be a 
talented organizer, but a somewhat naive politician. He failed to take into consideration the 
internal balance of power in the CPRF between its relatively moderate leader Gennady 
Zyuganov and true extremists such as Viktor Ilyukhin. He formed a close relationship with 
Ilyukhin, thus strengthening the extremist’s hand in dealing with Zyuganov in the party and 
in the Duma. The consequences followed soon: Rokhlin was removed as chairman of the 
Defense Committee of the Duma, thus losing his bully pulpit as the spokesman for the 
disgruntled officers. His removal could be taken only with the support of the communist 
faction. The CPRF also began to distance its regional organizers from the DPA, which 
undercut the latter’s all-Russian presence. 

The selection of Rokhlin’s successor as the DPA leader underscored the degree to which it 
became a radical political movement in which many retired officers participate rather than a 
movement of active duty officers with a radical political agenda. There were three candidates 
to replace Rokhlin. One was the retired Colonel General Vladislav Achalov, a prominent 
Airborne Troops officer with the impeccable radical left credentials of plotting against 
Gorbachev in 1991 and then being the defense minister of the rebellious Supreme Soviet in 
1993. Another candidate was the retired Colonel General Al’bert Makashov, who had similar 
credentials. The third was Viktor Ilyukhin himself, a former prosecutor and communist 
firebrand. Unlike Achalov and Makashov, whose role in the Duma has not been important 
(Makashov acquired notoriety for his anti-semitic pronouncements), Ilyukhin is an effective 
politician. He chairs the Committee on Security of the Duma, and he conceived, together with 
Rokhlin, the idea of impeaching President Yeltsin, and spearheaded this plan’s eventual 
implementation that nearly succeeded in May 1999. Ilyukhin has no military credentials, but 
he was elected chairman of the DPA and has kept this position until now. 

The military has not been immune to the struggle for political power. The prevalent 
pattern has not been an attempt by the military establishment to seize power for itself, or for a 
civilian “front” for the military’s interests. Rather, politically ambitious officers have used 
their military careers as a launching pad for their political futures. To be a success, such an 
enterprise requires an alliance with an established political force. General Lebed’s weakness 
was that he simply did not have such a force behind him—and his charisma, popularity, and 
military connections did not help him. General Rokhlin attempted to establish such a 
political force, but his first successes in this enterprise turned out to be his last. 

Opposition politicians and ambitious military officers continue to measure each other up 
in search for an alliance that may bring them to power. For instance, Chief of General Staff 
General Anatoly Kvashnin once entered into all but open conflict with Minister of Defense 
Marshal Sergeyev over the course of military reform; he also distinguished himself by 
obtaining Yeltsin’s permission to send Russian paratroopers to seize the Pristina airfield in 
Kosovo without asking Sergeyev’s permission, after which the hyper-nationalist-communist 
opposition began to flatter him as a hero and possible “savior” of Russia.36  While an alliance 
between the military and Russian hyper-nationalists has definitely been a threatening 
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prospect since the late 1980s, the probability of such an alliance becoming a potent political 
force is not very high. The main reason for this is a failure of a large-scale organized 
hyper-nationalist movement to materialize.37 

Mil i tary and Secu rity Policy 

While the ability and inclination of the military to gain control of political power in Russia 
has not grown in the post-Communist era, the military has somewhat strengthened its role in 
the formulation of security policy during the Yeltsin era compared to the period of 
Gorbachev’s perestroika. Gorbachev attempted, with limited success, to make the Soviet 
military doctrine fit his “new thinking” security policy. This meant the introduction of such 
changes as reasonable sufficiency, defensive strategy, and inadmissibility of any use of 
nuclear weapons, all to be authored by experts from outside the military. This was quite a 
break with the established (especially since the fall of Khrushchev) Soviet pattern of the 
military’s unchallenged primacy in formulating the “military-technical” aspect of military 
doctrine.The high command initially resisted these changes and greeted with fury 
publications by civilian academic experts critical of Soviet military doctrine and strategy, as 
well as the media revelations about the conditions of the conscripts (for example, the practice 
of dedovshchina, or brutal hazing) in the Soviet armed forces. 

Eventually, the military (or, to be precise, the upper crust of the officer corps) complied 
with the General Secretary of the Communist Party’s demands to reduce conventional forces, 
compromise on nuclear and conventional arms control (INF and CFE treaties), and change 
military doctrine and strategy. At the same time, deep fissures emerged within the officer 
corps. A minority of senior officers agreed with the thrust of civilian-initiated reforms of the 
military, and a number of junior officers also supported such efforts and vocally proposed 
reform ideas of their own. The majority, especially among the senior-ranking officers, 
followed the ideas of civilians on military reform only reluctantly. 

Yeltsin’s failure to appoint a civilian minister of defense was indicative of his reluctance to 
encroach on the high command’s prerogative in formulating defense policy. It was also 
symbolic of the failure of objective expertise to replace vested interests among the new 
Russian elite in military and defense industrial issues. The civilian national security experts 
who rose to prominence as critics of the Soviet military establishment during the Gorbachev 
era had little knowledge of the extremely complex Soviet military-industrial heritage that 
Russia had inherited. Academics in the Soviet era studied the military and defense industrial 
issues of Western nations, and even then their conclusions were viewed by the military with 
suspicion and they were kept out of the defense policy kitchen.38 

Yeltsin’s government at times found it quite difficult to assert civilian control even over 
such basic issues as the defense budget. This became quite obvious during General 
Rodionov’s term as Minister of Defense (1996-1997). In the course of his one-year term 
Rodionov became the first civilian Minister of Defense, since after several months in office he 
reached the mandatory retirement age of 60. Rather than use his power to extend Rodionov 
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on active duty, Yeltsin allowed him to continue as a civilian. Even in mufti, however, 
Rodionov resisted the attempts of the civilian authorities to control the direction of defense 
policy. Rodionov, and those in the military who supported him, simply insisted that the 
government provide the Ministry of Defense with all the resources that it requested in order 
to carry out military reform; otherwise, no military reform would be carried out at all. 
Rodionov’s resistance took the form of a very obvious civil-military conflict, because the 
opposite view was held by a powerful civilian official, Secretary of the Defense Council Yuriy 
Baturin. (The Defense Council membership consisted of President Yeltsin, and Dr. Baturin, 
the Minister of Defense, the Chief of General Staff, and several top civilian officials.) 

The “civilian” view was that the military had to learn to live with the resources available 
and stop dreaming about the Soviet days of glory. As one prominent civilian analyst wrote in 
the Russian Navy’s professional journal in the spring of 1997, “the gap between the MOD 
requests for minimal funding of the existing structure of the armed forces and the existing 
resources for defense financing have reached in the 1992-1996 period the size of five annual 
defense budgets!” He added provocatively, “What kind of armed forces can be supported by a 
nation with a GDP equaling that of Brazil or Mexico?”39 

Rodionov incessantly and loudly complained about poor financing, refused to proceed with 
military reform, embarrassed the Russian government by saying that the command and 
control of strategic nuclear forces was dangerously degraded, and behaved as an ambassador 
of the officer corps to the civilian government rather than as a member of that government. 
After a year of this, President Yeltsin fired Rodionov. 

While the term “national security policy” has become popular, Russia finds it difficult to 
establish a national security policy capable of coordinating its diplomatic and military 
instruments. For instance, while Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev focused in the early 1990s 
on Russia’s relations with the West, the military’s top priority was extracting its assets from, 
and preserving its bases, in the post-Soviet nations. 

Yet, the question remains, what impact does the military have on the overall security 
policy? How much influence do civilians have on the military policy? Let’s look at two recent 
cases. 

The Mili tary and Russian Policy in the Kosovo Crisis 

The most revealing recent case of the military in security policy formulation is the Russian 
decision to seize control of the Pristina airport in Kosovo from NATO forces at the end of the 
Kosovo campaign in June 1999. The plan was hatched in secrecy in the Operations 
Directorate of the General Staff. The Minister of Foreign Affairs was not informed, so the 
military claimed, in the name of operational security. Prime Minister Sergei Stepashin was 
also left in the dark. Even the highest ranking Russian officer, Minister of Defense Marshal 
Igor Sergeyev was informed only after the Chief of General Staff General Anatoly Kvashnin, 
using his right of direct access to the President, had already convinced Yeltsin to sign off on 
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the operation. The Minister of Foreign Affairs denied to his Western counterparts the rumors 
of the Russian advance on Pristina. The denial was probably sincere, because had the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs been consulted, they would have explained to the Russian 
generals, who were ignorant of the nuances of international politics and law, that their 
much-cherished plan was fatally flawed. Only 200 Russian paratroopers dispatched by road 
from Bosnia seized the Pristina airport—too few to establish a serious presence in Kosovo. 
Moreover, they could not be supplied by the Russian peacekeeping congingent in Kosovo. The 
General Staff, of course, was aware of these problems; the seizure of the airport was supposed 
to be only the first step of the operation, to be followed by an airlift of 2,500 Russian 
paratroopers and supplies.40 

The General Staff planners failed to appreciate several factors: 

● Rus sia needed permis sion from three former Warsaw Pactnations (Bulgaria, Roma
nia, and Hungary) for the overflight of their terri to ries. 

● Such permis sion in the post-Warsaw Pact world needed to be secured in advance 
through diplo matic channels. 

● There was no chance that the three East Euro pean nations in question, one of them 
al ready a NATO member, and two aspir ing to admis sion to NATO, would grant such 
an overflight permit. 

The result was the very thinly veiled anger of NATO, and an embarrassing demonstration 
of the Russian policymaking chaos and military weakness. It appears from some reports that 
those who planned the Pristina operation in the General Staff had a goal that, had it been 
achieved, would have seriously affected Russian security policy: the goal was to establish a 
Russian sector in the industrial northern and north-western parts of Kosovo with significant 
Serbian population and in the immediate proximity of the Serbian border, which would have 
enabled the Russian forces to cooperate with the Yugoslav military.41  Needless to say, an 
acquisition of a pariah state as a strategic partner in an area of confrontation with NATO 
would have cast Russia in a confrontational role with the West for a long time to come. 

The roots of the Pristina plan lie in a quasi-monarchic Russian policymaking pattern, 
bureaucratic and personality conflicts within the top echelons of the military, and the 
mindset of the elites and the public. Despite the proliferation of different bodies which are 
supposed to advise the president of Russia—such as the Security Council and the now 
disbanded Defense Council—on matters of national security, Yeltsin made these decisions by 
himself on the basis of reports by this or that courtier currently in the president’s favor. 
General Kvashnin happened to be in the right place at the right time to offer his plan to 
Yeltsin. 

The Pristina operation gave Kvashnin a chance to score in a bureaucratic turf war against 
Minister of Defense Sergeyev. The latter had been promoting a plan to establish the Joint 
Command of Strategic Nuclear Forces, which would remove the control of these forces from 
the General Staff and make their commander a powerful competitor to the Chief of General 
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Staff. The apparent goals of this reorganization were to centralize both operational and 
administrative control of strategic nuclear forces and to further strengthen the preeminent 
role of the Strategic Rocket Forces, which Igor Sergeyev had previously commanded. 
Sergeyev apparently obtained approval of this plan from President Yeltsin, bypassing the 
Chief of General Staff, who has ever since battled the plan and conducted a rumor campaign 
against Sergeyev.42 

While a strategic failure, the Pristina operation was a domestic public relations success, 
and Kvashnin could count on some political benefits from it. Kvashnin’s name has become 
associated with Russia “showing it” to NATO, while it fell to Marshal Sergeyev to negotiate 
with the United States the real conditions of Russian participation in the Kosovo 
peacekeeping operation, which were far less grandiose than the expectations of many in the 
high command.43  This could not enhance the popularity of Sergeyev, whose program of 
military reform resulted in the involuntary discharge of many officers. This lessened 
popularity pleased Kvashnin and his supporters. Indeed, the rumors of Sergeyev’s imminent 
dismissal and his replacement by Kvashnin as a more decisive figure intensified to such a 
degree that by the beginning of the Chechen campaign in September-October 1999, the 
official military daily had to speak up in defense of the minister.44 

If we go beyond personalities, the Sergeyev-Kvashnin conflict represents a clash between 
those in favor of radical military reform and those opposed to it. The latter continue to adhere 
to a somewhat attenuated form of Soviet military doctrine; these opponents of reform think 
that the West is a real threat to Russia and that it must be deterred by a combination of 
strategic nuclear forces and sizable conventional forces. The former believe that the threat 
from the West or from China is unlikely to arise in the immediate and mid-term future as long 
as Russia maintains its nuclear arsenal. They believe that this allows for a breathing space, 
during which money could be saved by reducing the conventional forces to the minimum 
necessary for prevailing in local conflicts. 

Finally, one may argue that the Pristina operation would never even have been conceived 
if not for the anti-NATO hysteria in the Duma, the mass media, and the public. After all, the 
real motivation behind the operation was to strengthen politically a certain faction of the high 
command. Indeed, subsequent events have suggested that Kvashnin at least partially 
achieved his goal, since planning for a Joint Strategic Command appear to be shelved for now. 
Thus, Russian security policy at the end of the Kosovo crisis was strongly influenced by the 
military, or, to be more precise, by a conflict within the Russian military. It appears that the 
Kosovo experience is having a serious impact on the conduct of the present war in Chechnya. 

The Second War in Chechnya 

The Russian military campaign against Chechnya followed an incursion by the Chechen 
warlords into the neighboring Dagestan and a series of still unresolved terrorist bomb 
explosions in Moscow and other cities which the Russian government quickly attributed to 
terrorists operating from Chechnya. In the beginning of the campaign, Prime Minister 
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Vladimir Putin explained its strategy: “To prevent involvement in the conflict of large masses 
of people, which is the goal of the tactics of the bandits.” Further, Putin proclaimed the 
Khasavyurt peace agreement with Chechnya of 1996 dead, and proposed a “temporary 
quarantine” along the whole administrative boundary with Chechnya and elimination of all 
Chechen guerrilla groups in Dagestan. If the government of Chechnya refuses to turn over to 
Russia the “bandits,” they will be destroyed as soon as they “cross the administrative 
boundary with Chechnya.” Then, economic sanctions should be introduced against 
Chechnya.45 

This plan of action appears reasonably well thought-out and could safeguard Russia’s 
interests insofar as it appeared to avoid massive bloodshed among both the Russian troops 
and the Chechen civilians. There is not a hint of a possibility of occupying the whole of 
Chechnya. One may argue, of course, that the speech was an elaborate deception, meant to 
reassure a Russian public mindful of the losses of the first war in Chechnya, and to lull 
Chechen leaders into a false sense of security with regard to an imminent invasion. Still, the 
plan described by Putin to the Duma rather closely corresponded to the so-called “phase one” 
of the campaign, that is, occupation of the easily defensible part of Chechnya north of the 
Terek River.46  According to a usually very well informed Russian analyst, after completing 
“phase one” the government did not have a plan for a further advance, and Prime Minister 
Putin and Minister of Defense Sergeyev initially preferred to stop there and start building the 
“quarantine.”47  Indeed, the military even started building fortifications along the proposed 
line of the “sanitary cordon.”48  Then on October 20, 1999 a meeting was held between Yeltsin 
and the chiefs of the “power agencies”—the Ministry of Defense, FSB (Federal Security 
Service), etc. At this meeting the decision was made to proceed with the “second phase” of the 
campaign.49 

The “second phase” violated each point of Putin’s original plan. Chechnya was to be 
occupied, and all armed formations (not just the “terrorists”) were to be destroyed. This would 
lead to the victimization and alienation of its population as a whole, which is likely to lead to 
more terrorism and a long guerrilla war. In addition, Russia’s reputation in the West has 
suffered, with possible negative consequences for the Russian economy and state. This 
security policy resembles the Russian response to Kosovo, which was very much shaped by 
the military; again, political considerations were ignored, direct appeals were made to 
Yeltsin, and the desire to demonstrate the power of Russian arms to a receptive public has 
reigned supreme. What could motivate the military in this case? 

It has been reported that the “second phase” strategy has been pushed by the generals in 
charge of the troops in the North Caucasus.50  There is obviously a desire on the part of the 
military to settle scores with the Chechens for the defeats of 1994-96. In addition, a speedy 
military victory would be highly beneficial for the careers of the generals involved; Major 
General Vladimir Shamanov, commander of the Zapad group of forces in Chechnya, publicly 
threatened a “civil war” if the politicians stopped the military from achieving complete victory 
in Chechnya.51 

A victory is especially important for General Kvashnin. He commanded the North 
Caucasus Military District during the disastrous first war against Chechnya, something his 
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critics never fail to mention.52  Kvashnin not only covets Sergeyev’s job, he has to worry about 
his own. Russian observers mention ambitions of another general, Viktor Chechevatov, who 
has been recently moved from the command of the Far Eastern Military District to Moscow, to 
assume the position of the Commander of the General Staff Academy. General Chechevatov 
is an enterprising figure who ran for president of Russia in 1996, only to concede early in the 
game in favor of Yeltsin. During the Kosovo war, he publicly offered to lead a group of Russian 
volunteers to fight on Serbia’s side. Another possible candidate is Army General (ret.) Andrei 
Nikolaev, who has become chairman of the Defense Committee in the new Duma.53 A 
protracted “quarantine” was certainly less likely to impress the future new president of 
Russia when it comes to awarding promotions to military brass. Many officers also complain 
that in 1994-96 the politicians did not let the military “finish” the job, hoping that “this time” 
the politicians will not interfere.54 

Just as in the case of Kosovo, public support of the war against Chechnya must have 
encouraged the military command, which initially was very cautious about casualties among 
the conscripts, to proceed with an all-out war against Chechnya. The same estimation of the 
public mood probably was responsible for Putin’s embrace of the new and bolder military 
strategy, because a quick victory made him a serious contender for the Russian presidency. 
Yeltsin may have hoped that a victory by the spring (as envisaged by the initial plan) would 
have strengthened him against his political enemies and allowed him and his family an exit 
from the political scene on favorable conditions. Thus the broad public and the elites 
encouraged the military to shape the security policy in the North Caucasus. 

The counterproductive shape the Chechnya campaign took, that of total war, is by itself 
the result of the failure of the civilians to guide and implement a military reform. The 
Russian generals feel satisfied that they are conducting a war according to all the precepts of 
military science as they have been taught in the Soviet and now Russian military 
academies—as if it were a war against NATO.55  The Russian military establishment has, by 
and large, cocooned itself in its steadfast refusal to recognize the reality that Russia is no 
longer a superpower and that its concerns should be with relatively small-scale insurgencies 
(the whole population of Chechnya is well under one million people, smaller than the number 
of men under arms in Russia). 

While the threat of war was already hanging over Russia’s southern rim in the spring of 
1999, the Russian military conducted its first major exercise in years. Named “West 99,” the 
exercise’s mission was to repel a NATO attack on Belarus, and its scenario included sorties of 
strategic bombers close to America’s shores! In the meanwhile, little if anything had been 
done to prepare the Russian military for a limited counterinsurgency campaign that could 
have bottled up the Chechen warlords, such as construction of garrisons. Once the war began, 
the fear that the Russian forces in Chechnya simply would not survive winter in the field 
reportedly influenced General Kvashnin to speed up the offensive.56 

During the Kosovo campaign, the eagerness with which the Russian top brass embraced 
the fanciful idea that NATO might very well attack Russia over her actions in the North 
Caucasus is quite suggestive of their collective flight from reality. Having NATO as an enemy 
is obviously more flattering to their self-image and professional standing, not to mention 
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potentially more fattening for the defense budget, than deflating their force posture and 
mindset to deal with the real opponent. This strategic daydreaming has been codified in the 
national security concept, which was approved in January 2000, and in the draft military 
doctrine approved in October 1999. Both point in less than thinly veiled terms to the United 
States and NATO as the main threats to “world peace.”57  The threats from Russia’s southern 
rim are recognized as well, but with NATO supposedly at the gate, the profound reforms that 
the Russian military needs will be delayed. 

Con clu sions 

The Russian military has no tradition of aspiring to power. The officer corps would rather 
pursue political influence needed for advancing its corporate interests and individual careers 
by extending crucial support to a receptive political faction likely to win in a power struggle. 
Throughout most of the Soviet period, save for a few crucial episodes, the military was 
prevented from playing this role, but it also received highly preferential treatment from the 
regime. 58  The Yeltsin years did not add to the military’s appetite for political power or its 
ability to seize it. Tradition may be one reason. Another possible reason is the enormous and 
unappealing complexity of running Russia, especially its economy. The Russian military is a 
large and complex organization, usually split by personal and service conflicts in its top 
echelons. With the demise of communism, the security services have lost much of their 
intimidating power, but they can still spy on the military. The buildup of MVD Internal 
Troops has created a significant counterbalance to the military’s coercive power. 

Those individual military officers who aspired to political power discovered that their 
military careers had not prepared them for the Byzantine world of politics in Moscow. They 
made obvious mistakes, failed to gain allies, and were easily used and discarded by civilian 
politicians. The military as an institution did not give them support. Still, every armed 
conflict in the late 1980s and 1990s has produced its candidate for Napoleon. Afghanistan 
produced Colonel General Boris Gromov; the conflict in Moldova, Lieutenant General 
Aleksandr Lebed; and the first war against Chechnya, Lieutenant General Lev Rokhlin. As is 
clear, defeat can produce charismatic military personalities as surely as victory. So far, the 
generals fighting in Chechnya have provided an approving chorus to Vladimir Putin’s 
political career, but a downturn in his fortunes may still present us with another spectacle of a 
general eyeing the Kremlin. 

The military started the decade very much disoriented by the impact of Gorbachev’s “new 
thinking,” which was highly skeptical about the utility of military power in the modern world. 
The “new thinking” died an untimely death probably as early as 1993,59 and the military 
began to reassert its monopoly on defense policy and its influence on security policy as a 
whole. By 1997, the military was disintegrating because of budget shortfalls. At that 
moment, the inspiration for drastic and necessary force reductions came both from the 
military (but from its most “unmilitary” service—the Strategic Rocket Forces, which is run 
not by “real soldiers” but by highly skilled technical specialists like Marshal Sergeyev 
himself) and from the civilian Andrei Kokoshin, first in his job as the Secretary of the Defense 
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Council and Chief Military Inspector, and then as the Secretary of the Security Council. 
Military reform is by no means over, but the armed forces are at least no longer 
disintegrating. It remains to be seen, now that the catastrophe seems to have been avoided, 
whether the military will try to isolate themselves again from “civilian” ideas. 

The military’s renewed influence on Russian security policy has been amply demonstrated 
by Russian conduct at the endgame in Kosovo and during the current war in Chechnya. Why, 
after years of criticism of the excessive military influence upon Soviet security policy, is the 
military in the driver’s seat again? One reason is the anti-Western sentiment now pervasive 
in Russian society. If the West is so threatening and treacherous, the military is a logical 
choice to handle security policy. Moreover, military action, be it in Kosovo or in Chechnya, is 
for the time being one of the very few emergency valves available to Russians battered again 
by the twists and turns of their turbulent history. But the most important reason is the 
weakness and fragmentation of the political institutions, primarily that of the presidency, 
which has come to operate as a court system where decisions are based not on rational policy 
analysis but on the whims and perceived short-term self-interests of the quasi-monarch. 
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Environmental Issues and Russian Security 

Odelia Funke 

In tro duc tion 

How should we frame national security policies for the 21st century? Traditional 
approaches to national security have assumed that other states are the principal source of 
danger to national welfare and security, and that therefore national defense and security are 
best served by being prepared for some form of aggression involving other states. As we 
grasped the importance of economics for international politics, we incorporated economic 
considerations as a key component into our security analysis. But there are several reasons 
why our previous approaches were insufficient to capture political reality. The threat of 
terrorism by non-state groups is one illustration that a focus on state institutions and power 
relations is not adequate. Environmental issues, at the global, regional, and even state level, 
constitute another dimension that is important to security interests. 

Nearly three decades ago, Lynton Caldwell called for a realignment of our understanding 
of security. He pressed for a reevaluation of the priority we give to environmental matters, 
based on a recognition that humans are part of a biosphere, and that its integrity is critical to 
human life and well-being.1  Giving priority to military expenditures and technological 
developments without evaluating environmental consequences is not only an incomplete 
strategy, it has led states to pursue avenues that are not sustainable over time and that are in 
fact self-destructive. A more holistic approach to security—urged by the United Nation’s 
Brundtland Commission,2 continued at the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and 
Development in Rio, and supported by an expanding group of policy analysts, historians, 
political scientists, natural scientists, and practitioners over the past 25 years—requires that 
we incorporate environmental matters into our analyses. NATO too has embraced the 
concept.3  We should consider the impact of elements such as the wealth and integrity of the 
resource base, the health of the environment, population growth and migration, as well as 
trade patterns and trends. Societies must learn to live within their ecological resources, or 
suffer terrible consequences that will spill past their borders to the global commons. 
Environmental consequences have to be part of the equation for calculating political and 
economic health and stability. 

Environmental, as well as political and economic realities, have a profound influence on 
the military and its relationship to civilian authorities. These realities provide a context that 
will support or undermine the military and its policies. The interconnected nature of 
environmental and socio-political issues, and their intimate relation to technical and 
strategic military concerns, are nowhere more evident than in the former Soviet Union. This 
chapter will address security challenges Russia faces in light of environmental security 
concepts. First the chapter reviews the environmental security perspective and the close 
relation between the environment and a nation’s health and wealth. Then the discussion 
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turns to the environmental conditions in Russia, with a brief consideration of international 
environmental security issues, including a discussion of Caspian Sea oil production. 

An Envi ron men tal Secu rity Perspec tive 

First, it is appropriate to note that while the environmental security perspective has 
gained broad support, it is not universally accepted.4  Some of the principal concerns have to 
do with the implications for delineating security issues, and who will control the definitions of 
and policy responsibility for environmental problems. Some are concerned that the military 
will be diverted from its most important function—national defense—if it is embroiled in 
environmental matters. This diversion could take the form of limitations on military choices 
and actions relating to research, development, and acquisition because of environmental 
consequences, or the draining of military resources to address environmental problems at 
home or abroad. The diversion of resources can be direct, such as using military personnel 
and equipment to address environmental problems, or indirect, such as funneling budget 
allocations the military needs to nonmilitary concerns couched in strategic terms. Other 
critics fear that the primary analytical issues pertinent to security will be confused or diluted 
by a focus on environmental issues. They argue that those few environmental problems that 
truly rise to the level of national security threats can be handled within the traditional 
national security analysis framework. A parallel set of fears is raised by those who are 
concerned that the military will co-opt environmental issues and distort priorities. They note 
that defense activities are the source of much environmental degradation; they fear a 
militarization of the environmental agenda and are suspicious of any genuine “greening” of 
the defense sector. Some suspect that environmental matters will be put on the defense 
agenda only as a way to guarantee continued access to funding that might—and should—be 
reallocated for expressly environmental security objectives. Rather than relying primarily on 
the defense establishment for important environmental analyses and programs, there should 
be a shift in the national budget to provide funds to other entities to address important 
environmental issues. From this perspective, strategic considerations should take 
environmental resources and consequences into account, but we should not rely on the 
defense establishment to handle this analysis or promote this kind of agenda. Adopting the 
language and perspective of national security, these skeptics believe, encourages co-option of 
an important agenda. 

While the debate is undoubtedly not over, environmental security analysis has gained 
legitimacy. One can find authoritative evidence over the past decade, from the White House 
to the State Department to the Pentagon, that the U.S. government has begun to adopt this 
broader perspective.5  If it is clear that our security policies must take environmental costs 
and consequences into account that still leaves open the question of what role the military 
should play in the analysis or solutions.6  It seems obvious that a successful integration of 
environmental issues into the security establishment requires the participation and support 
of the military. The military uses the environment directly to carry out its mission of testing 
weapons and conducting training exercises. In the United States, we have made increasingly 
greater demands on the military to be good stewards of the vast national lands entrusted to 
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their care. In fact, we sometimes rely on the military to safeguard endangered species as 
animals flee to large installations to escape the encroachment of civilian developments. But 
there is a larger set of activities the military can legitimately address because of their 
expertise and their worldwide operations. Hence, advocates inside and outside of the defense 
establishment believe the military should have an important role in environmental security 
matters.7  On the other hand, environmental security in the U.S. has not been the domain of 
any one establishment. It is a topic widely discussed in academe, in the public interest sector, 
and across government agencies. For example, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
has signed agreements with other agencies (Defense, Energy, and State Departments) to 
address issues affecting environmental security. The EPA has articulated its acceptance of 
the environmental security perspective, with a corresponding intention to contribute to 
security by managing the hazardous conditions that are a legacy of the Cold War; give 
attention to global environmental issues; anticipate emerging issues at the national, regional 
and global level; and enforce environmental treaties.8 

If the national security problem necessarily entails an interconnected complex of 
elements, with environmental impacts and carrying capacity being a major factor, what does 
that mean for security analysis? A realistic assessment of national security requires a holistic 
look, including environmental integrity, because a healthy environment is critical for the 
economy, for the health and welfare of the people, and for overall stability of the society. 
Indeed, the military strength of a nation relies on environmental qualities in several ways. 
The wealth of a nation, which supports its ability to exert influence and to sustain a powerful 
military, is built on its natural resource base. Nations have fought to control natural 
resources, both to enhance overall wealth and to secure specific strategic materials under 
domestic control. In the 20th century alone control of natural resources was the cause of a 
dozen or more wars in addition to a broad range of conflicts that threatened regional peace.9 

An environmental security approach broadens and deepens our analysis of state interests, 
highlighting the complex interrelationship among the social, economic, ecological, and 
political elements operating at the domestic and international levels. Political stability and 
societal well-being are closely connected to environmental protection. Because pollution 
itself can spread beyond borders, and because some consequences of environmental 
degradation can cause major disruptions nationally and regionally, it is a matter of national 
interest to minimize ecological damage not only domestically, but also internationally. 

The environmental security concept is particularly useful for thinking about Russian 
security goals and US policy toward Russia. From the Russian perspective, giving adequate 
weight to environmental considerations would mean allocating more attention and resources 
to environmental crises. It might also leaven suspicion and secrecy, and convince the 
Russians to seek the Western assistance they desperately need for addressing chemical and 
radiological contamination associated with military as well as industrial activities—even if 
this entails providing information from previously classified sources. Foreign assistance in 
the form of expertise, loans, or outright grants is likely to be quite limited in the absence of 
information from Russia intended to assure donor governments about the nature of the need 
and to provide ongoing assurance that the money is being used for the targeted purposes. 
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Scandals involving large amounts of diverted US funding to Russia in the early 1990s will 
make donor governments especially cautious. 

Based on an environmental security perspective, other nations will be more likely to 
actively support Russian recovery and environmental restabilization. There are strategic 
reasons for the West to help Russia control its chemical and nuclear materials, including 
wastes. But even where economic or traditional strategic objectives are not obviously at 
stake, other governments see a clear interest in the cleanup and security of dangerous 
materials and the proper management of toxic materials. Western European neighbors 
quickly realized, for example, that spending money on pollution controls in Russia makes 
better economic sense than spending the same amount at home. The benefits of reducing the 
horrendous pollution problems in Russia in some cases provides relatively greater 
environmental benefits in Western Europe, while at the same time bringing significant 
benefits to the Russian people and helping to insure social and political stability in that 
country and, by extension, across Europe. Perhaps less obvious is that from an 
environmental security perspective the health of the Russian citizenry is a security concern of 
the United States and Western Europe. If a health crisis develops in Russia (some believe it 
has already begun), it will dramatically affect economic and political as well as social 
stability. With domestic instability, economic markets would likely collapse totally, and 
pollution problems would spread even wider. Of immediate concern would be who controls 
nuclear materials and weapons. But chaos would undoubtedly bring other troubles as well; 
turmoil often spills across borders. Further, providing assistance for severe environmental 
problems fits articulated Western values of promoting human health and natural resource 
protection. Finally, adopting a more comprehensive approach encourages us to confront the 
implications of trans-border problems and issues that cannot be solved individually. In a 
frequently-cited article over a decade ago, Jessica Tuchman Mathews wrote about the shift in 
our most fundamental concepts, noting that traditional lines separating nations, and 
separating foreign from domestic affairs, are increasingly irrelevant to solving our problems. 
She pressed for policymakers to recognize that our borders are porous and that security rests 
“more and more on international—rather than strictly national—conditions.” Security in the 
military sense, she continued, “remains important, but it is now only a part of the essential 
equation.”10 

A Clean Envi ron ment: Impli ca tions for Wealth and Health 

The importance of environmental integrity for the security of a nation can hardly be 
exaggerated. Reference has already been made to the importance of the natural resource base 
to shape wealth. An abundance of resources can provide the basic materials needed for 
existence—fertile lands to grow foods, metals and minerals to build what is needed for civilian 
and military use, abundant water for consumption and energy, etc. It is axiomatic that 
nations will seek to control fundamental resources and avoid dependence on other nations if 
possible, not only for resources to feed the people, but also for resources that feed 
sophisticated technologies, and most particularly those strategic resources required for 
military research, development, and acquisition. The ability to provide for the people is an 
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ingredient of domestic stability, and resources undergird that capability. Natural resources 
reduce the need for imports and are a source of both wealth and influence through trade with 
other nations. Resources attract investment from foreign and domestic sources, and can 
attract tourism, another source of domestic wealth. 

But wealth from natural resources can only be realized if these resources are well 
managed. This involves the efficiency with which the resources are tapped or extracted, as 
well as how they are consumed, processed, and turned into products. We have become more 
cognizant of the need to conserve precious resources. World oil and gas reserves, though very 
large, are being consumed at a fast rate. Even “renewable” resources, such as clean water or 
fish, are not inexhaustible. Russia has had an abundance of water resources for drinking 
water, irrigation, transportation, and power generation. Yet Russia has allowed a shocking 
deterioration of this vast wealth, leading to the disappearance of huge areas of once 
magnificent water bodies, contamination of much of the surface water, and threats to 
underground water sources. The United States is fast consuming deep aquifers of fresh water 
to irrigate crops on desert plains; use rates now dramatically exceed the slow recharge rate. 
Contaminated air and water have serious deleterious effects in both the long and short term. 

Environmental degradation tends to create a downward spiral. The fate of the Aral Sea in 
Central Asia provides an infamous example. The sea has been reduced in size by about 
two-thirds, due to unsustainable cotton farming in the surrounding area, farming that 
depleted the water sources feeding the sea and overused chemicals and pesticides. Not only 
surrounding lands, but lands hundreds of miles away, are contaminated with salts, metals, 
and chemicals, which were carried by winds from the exposed seabed. As the land became 
drier and more depleted, the erosion and dispersion increased—7.9 million hectares of arable 
land were degraded. These contaminants cause human illness as well as destruction of water 
resources and wider land deterioration. Occurrences of typhoid fever there, for example, are 
up to 29 times the regional average. Alarming rates of anemia in women and children have 
been found in one area, as well as several-fold increases in viral hepatitis.11  Destruction of 
fishing on the sea has caused additional collateral damage. Experts believe that the Aral Sea 
is dead, its condition being so deteriorated that the process is no longer reversible. 

If the citizenry is not healthy, the state cannot be secure. The health of the citizens should 
be a fundamental goal of any state, so as to maintain the contentment as well as the capability 
of the people. People are the source that keeps the institutions functioning, the most vital 
asset. The future of the workforce, including the pool of people available for military service, 
depends upon a continuing source of competent and physically capable individuals. A 
widespread problem with neurotoxic chemicals, for example, could cause mental disabilities 
and loss of intelligence and cognitive reasoning abilities that would in turn jeopardize the 
intellectual reservoir upon which the nation depends to operate sophisticated industrial and 
military systems. 

Children are a particularly important asset, as they represent the future strength of the 
nation. At the fetal and early developmental stages, their body systems are especially 
vulnerable to toxins. Contamination can pass from the mother to child in utero 
(contaminants can even leach out of mothers’ bones during pregnancy) or through breast 
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milk. Neurotoxins are very dangerous for the fetus and small child, as their systems cannot 
successfully eliminate toxins. Proportionally, a toxin such as lead will do far more damage to 
a fetus or child, not only because of body mass, but because their neural structures are 
growing rapidly and are vulnerable.12 

Some key indicators of national health are life expectancy rates, the prevalence of various 
diseases, and the general health of children, including live birth rates. If these indicators or 
other general health statistics show high rates of illness or death, surely this constitutes a 
challenge to the nation’s security. Often health factors derive from environmental factors, 
particularly the availability of clean drinking water, though contaminated air, soil, or food 
can also cause severe problems. Environmental contamination can involve a complicated set 
of cascading problems—for instance, contaminated water can lead to illness and death; it also 
contaminates fish living in it, or other animals that drink from it, which creates problems up 
the food chain. Water and sediments from contaminated water can affect crops and cattle, 
and can be carried long distances to contaminate other places and life forms. Aside from the 
drain on workforce power, widespread health problems pose a formidable cost to the nation in 
the form of medicine, care facilities, rehabilitation, and so forth. The costs of identifying and 
cleaning up these sources can be overwhelming—even when cleanup methods are available. 

State of the Envi ron ment in Russia 

Russia covers a vast area, with a rich store of natural resources. These resources have 
been severely compromised through the practices of the past half-century or more. The 
regime practiced no restraint or any stewardship, seemingly confident that the rich resource 
base was inexhaustible—a tragically delusional attitude. Further, it appears that Russia has 
similarly treated its people as an expendable, renewable resource. The government showed 
virtually no concern for human life or welfare. Now they are reaping the results of this 
dissociation from ecological and natural systems. In particular, Russia might be scraping the 
bottom of its human resource cache. Some of the serious ecological and health problems may 
not be reversible, or at least not for many decades or even centuries. The possibility of 
depleting the stock of healthy, intelligent youth has direct relevance for the future of their 
armed forces, particularly when seen in the context of the multiple crises facing the military. 

Information about Russian environmental conditions can be somewhat confusing, for 
several reasons. Many facilities fail to provide required emissions data, and data that are 
provided are not deemed reliable. Reported monitoring data might vary over time, or in 
different studies, or might not be representative. Some official health statistics 
underestimate or ignore significant indicators of poor health. And while the press and other 
sources contain important environmental descriptions and issues, the data relate to specific 
areas or sources, so it is best not to rely too heavily on any single set of data. It is difficult to 
generalize across all of Russia. 

According to stories and studies coming out of the former Soviet Union since its breakup, it 
is clear that environmental conditions have severely deteriorated. Russia is suffering the 
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consequences of a half-century of neglect and incredible mismanagement, followed by a 
decade of inability to deal with many of the serious cleanup problems and ongoing insults to 
ecological systems, even though they were recognized. There are serious threats to water, air 
and soil across the country, with industrial areas and cities hardest hit. As one Moscow 
newspaper said, “Russian cities are very polluted and it is hazardous to live in them; everyone 
knows that.”13  And cities contain most of the population: 70 percent of the approximately 147 
million (1998) Russian population lives in cities. The three largest cities, Moscow, St. 
Petersburg, and Nizhniy Novgorod, account for almost 15 million of them.14  In many areas, 
the environment is polluted, with dangerous levels of chemicals, including pesticides, 
disease-carrying water, and polluted air. People are being exposed to a variety of pollutants 
with dire health consequences. Most commercial enterprises are not in compliance with 
Russian environmental standards; many facilities fail to provide required emissions data, 
and the emissions data that are provided are not deemed reliable.15 

There is a direct relationship between the large-scale release of toxins into the 
environment and negative impacts on human health, both premature deaths and the onset of 
a variety of illnesses. In the polluted industrial regions, morbidity rates for children under six 
years old exceed that of children in less polluted areas by a factor of seven-to-five.16 

Environmental problems across Russia pose a major risk to workers, who suffer occupational 
illnesses, and also threaten the general public due to widespread contamination of air, water, 
and soil. The deteriorating health of citizens is a direct and obvious cost of environmental 
mismanagement.  Disease threats that have increased in recent years (many associated with 
contaminated water supplies) include tuberculosis, cholera, typhoid, hepatitis A and E, 
dysentery, and asthma. The rate of environmentally related birth defects has risen, as has 
infectious disease.17  Diseases resulting from compromised immune systems are increasing 
because of chemical exposures and a deteriorating public health system. Contaminated food 
and water cause diarrhea and other illnesses. Contamination is passed from mother to child 
through mothers’ breast milk. 

The disastrous state of environmental/medical affairs in Russia (and the former Soviet 
republics) was documented in the early 1990s by Murray Feshbach and Alfred Friendly, who 
tied environmental problems directly to health consequences.18  Other studies, cited in a 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) report, have confirmed this linkage, finding that 
health-related problems will continue to grow. For example, studies have found 
environmental factors that contributed to an increase in developmental problems as well as 
acute and chronic respiratory and gastrointestinal illnesses in children in several cities; high 
rates of asthma, endocrine system problems, and chronic digestive diseases; 25 percent of 
kindergarten children in one city with lead levels above that which causes impaired 
intelligence; and an increase of waterborne diseases (e.g., cholera, dysentery) and 
environmentally related birth defects. According to a Russian government report, air 
pollution contributes to 17 percent of childhood and 10 percent of adult illnesses. The Russian 
Security Council reported premature mortality and loss of labor potential of about 82,000 
people in 1991 due to environmental causes. Losses from non-lethal environmentally related 
illnesses are far higher.19 
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A relationship between increased air and water pollution and increases in human 
mortality and morbidity has been demonstrated. Soviet researchers concluded that acute air 
and water pollution are related to occurrences of cancer and blood and liver diseases, among 
other serious illnesses. Russia has the dubious distinction of being a modernized, “advanced” 
nation, but with decreasing life expectancy rates. In Moscow, between 1970 and 1990, 
residents had lost 10 years of life expectancy.20 

Some of the problems have been widely broadcast in the West. As the USSR disintegrated, 
horrendous stories emerged from far and wide. The fate of the once magnificent Aral Sea in 
Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, cited above, is the most infamous of the catastrophes that beset 
the former Soviet states.21  But Lake Baikal, in Siberia, is another symbol of massive 
environmental deterioration, though there is still hope of reversing the process there. Baikal 
is the deepest lake in the world, and the eighth largest lake. It contained 20 percent of the 
world’s supply of fresh water, and 80 percent of the USSR’s.22  Decisions to build a plant for 
aircraft tires, over the protest of many, have resulted in large-scale pollution of this once 
pristine water body. A pulp and paper plant continues to create serious pollution problems in 
that basin. By the late 1980s, much of the surface water in the former Soviet Union was 
classified as polluted. About one-third of the polluted wastewater in the USSR went totally 
untreated. In Russia itself, about a third was treated to some extent, though not completely; 
in other parts of the former USSR, treatment was at an even lower rate. The great majority of 
major rivers have dangerous levels of pollution, including sewage. Water samples from 200 of 
them showed 79 percent with bacterial and viral agents at dangerous levels. In 1988, the Ob 
River in Siberia contained pollutant levels at 4,000 times the established health limit.23 

Water pollution is the most pressing issue. All major Russian waterways are poisoned to 
some extent; some are dying. Clean water, a precious resource that sustains ecosystems, 
supports agriculture, and provides drinking water and fresh fish, is endangered in Russia. In 
some areas, surface water is the primary source of drinking water, and these waters are 
polluted; current rates of usage are unsustainable.24  Drinking water supplies all over Russia 
have been severely compromised. Intestinal illnesses associated with contaminated drinking 
water are frequently reported in urban areas.25  Experts estimate that less than one-half of 
Russia’s population has access to safe drinking water; 69 percent of their wastewater 
treatment systems have insufficient capacity. The Russian government stated that nearly all 
water courses in the Volga watershed, which covers two-thirds of European Russia, do not 
meet their standards. Municipalities are the primary source of pollution, with industry and 
agriculture following.26  Water bodies surrounding Russia are likewise very polluted.27  The 
fishing industry has been badly injured because of polluted waters, including a decline in the 
lucrative caviar trade.28  In Siberia, according to one source, there are huge pollution levels 
annually, and 40 million tons of pollution discharged to water bodies, including organics and 
metal at levels 30 percent higher than the permissible level. The average life span in Siberia 
is 16-18 years less than across Russia; tuberculosis and child mortality rates are significantly 
higher than in the rest of the country.29 

Poor air quality is another very serious problem. It is estimated that 30 to 80 percent of the 
residents living in cities with annual concentrations four times higher than the maximum 
allowable concentrations (MACs) have respiratory diseases. Average annual sulfur dioxide 
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concentrations at two to four times the MAC are associated with a 12 to 23 percent great 
incidence of respiratory diseases.30  Over 200 Russian cities often exceeded prescribed health 
maximums for annual concentrations for at least one pollutant in 1996. Eight cities exceeded 
standards for three or more pollutants, and excesses were by a factor of 10 or more.31 

Pollution from motor vehicles is becoming more of a problem in cities. Air quality also is 
degraded. 

Increased pesticide and fertilizer use has resulted in degraded soils as well as impaired 
human health in Russian. Food quality is said to be generally poor. Man-made chemicals 
have been widely misused and over-used, depleting the fertility of the soil and loading it with 
dangerous levels of chemicals that persist over time. Farmlands have been badly damaged, 
and crop yields have declined, making Russia more dependent on imports and further 
draining scarce Russian capital while increasing national dependencies. By the mid-1980s 
crop yields per acre were far below those in the United States. Nearly half of the arable land 
was seriously threatened by erosion. And what the fields were producing was not healthy. A 
late 1990 study claimed that only four of 432 farms studied produced healthy crops—or 
farmers.32  Cattle also suffer from contaminated lands and water. Further, the Soviet regime 
pushed farmers into marginal and fragile lands; excessive levels of nitrates are in up to 10 
percent of the food.33  Mortality and morbidity rates also correlate to high pesticide use areas. 
Children are especially susceptible. Russia has found that infant mortality rates are up to 
twice as high as the norm where pesticide use is high.34  As the Soviet era was drawing to a 
close, Feshbach and Friendly noted that 25 million acres of cropland were overloaded with 
DDT, which was still being used in the USSR long after other nations banned it; that 40 
percent of baby food was significantly contaminated; and that by the end of the 1980s, 
pesticide poisoning deaths of Soviet farmers jumped 18 to 20-fold compared to the period 
1976-85. The Soviet Health Ministry had data linking pesticide use to a wide variety of 
pathologies, including anemia, tuberculosis, viral hepatitis, and acute upper respiratory tract 
infections. Overuse of nitrates for fertilizer also has deleterious effects, particularly on 
infants. It interferes with the oxygen supply to the brain and can even cause death.35 

In some regions, children have dangerously high blood lead (Pb) levels, which affect 
cognitive capabilities. Despite unequivocal human health data showing neurotoxic effects 
from lead exposures, and the serious danger particularly to fetuses and small children, 
Russia has still not banned leaded gasoline. In 1995, 5.7 thousand tons of lead were released 
to the atmosphere in Russia. Of this, road transport accounted for almost 71 percent, the 
metallurgical industry for about 12 percent, aviation and space for about 7 percent, and the 
energy and fuel sector for about 7 percent. While total emissions from stationary sources 
decreased 55 percent between 1992 and 1997, the estimates above show that little of the 1995 
releases were from stationary sources.36  At the same time, Russia is increasing the number of 
vehicles on the roads (by 250 percent between 1991 and 1997). In heavily congested areas, 
ambient lead levels frequently reach four times the U.S. air quality standard.37  Mercury 
contamination, present in some industrial areas, is another source of neurotoxic disorders 
particularly dangerous for children. A study in St. Petersburg found children with mercury 
levels 1.5-2 times higher than is typical for children in large Western cities.38 
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Resources have been wasted, adding copious amounts of potentially valuable resources to 
the environment as pollution. Energy is wasted through poor management and inefficient, 
aged delivery systems. For example, oil leaks and spills have been fairly common. In Siberia, 
oil pollution has done irreversible damage. One area has about 120 spills per year. One 
newspaper cited a layer of oil eight centimeters thick that flowed for a week in one river. 
Every year there are some 11,000 accidents along Russia’s main oil pipelines, which in total 
are about 100,000 kilometers long. In 1977, there were 22,000 breaks in long-distance oil 
pipelines and 33,000 breaks in on-site pipelines. Initial processing entails up to two percent 
loss; in western Siberia by 1997, this had amounted to 100 million tons lost. Western Siberia 
is estimated to have 2,000 km2 of contaminated land near oil and gas extraction sites. It is not 
surprising that water bodies are also highly contaminated. The Ob River exceeds limits for oil 
contamination by a factor of 500. Lake Samotlor (280 kilometers by 100 kilometers) in Siberia 
was killed by the late 1980s from oil contamination.39  Foundries release valuable metals as 
pollutants; metals dangerous to human health and the environment are found at very high 
levels in surrounding soils. 

We have heard continuing descriptions of the contamination from nuclear development 
and wastes. The catastrophic failure of the nuclear power plant at Chernobyl, Ukraine, was a 
dramatic illustration of the potential for environmental destruction with dire human 
consequences, not only domestically but also internationally. Russia still has 47 of the older 
commercial reactors in use that are thought to be dangerous. 

Russia’s three military sites for plutonium production—Mayak (Chelyabinsk-65), 
Tomsk-7, and Krasnoyarsk-26—are said to be highly contaminated, with wastes seeping into 
and threatening water supplies; they have contaminated waterways, which have carried 
pollutants to the Arctic Ocean, and in some places pollute agricultural products around the 
rivers and ocean.40  The Mayak facility began in the 1940s as the center for collecting and 
processing all nuclear waste generated in Russia, for military or civilian purposes. Two rivers 
(Techa and Islet) from this area are said to be the most radiologically contaminated sites in 
the world. And some sediments in this area are said to yield an hourly dose that is twice the 
lethal level. From the late 1940s, in this region where 3.6 million people currently live, over 
146 million curies of radiation were released over time; by comparison, 50-80 million curies 
were released at Chernobyl. Human health effects in the area are serious, covering a range of 
problems. Farm animals continue to graze on the river banks and drink the contaminated 
water.41  Though nuclear waste storage is reported as full or at 95-99 percent capacity, and the 
Mayak facility cannot adequately and safely process existing wastes, Russia’s Atomic Energy 
Ministry pressured the Duma last summer to change the law and allow the import of spent 
nuclear fuel from within the Federation for processing—as a money-making venture.42  While 
the government is planning to import wastes, the Russian press has reported about the 
overfilled storage facilities, the totally inadequate funding allocated (despite a decree going 
back to 1992, it has been financed at 4.3 percent of the required amount), and the short time 
frame for adopting emergency measures in order to avoid disaster.43 

At Tomsk, processed nuclear waste has been pumped underground for long-term storage. 
Weapons-grade plutonium is produced at Krasnoyarsk reactors and contaminated cooling 
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waters are released directly into the river. Reprocessed wastes have been pumped 
underground. Krasnoyarsk is one of the 10 most polluted Russian cities.44 

Until a few years ago, Russia disposed of radioactive wastes in the Arctic Sea, the Sea of 
Japan,45 and the Northern Pacific Ocean.46  Nuclear cores disposed of in surrounding waters 
have contaminated seas to the north and east of Russia. Under the 1992 Start II Treaty, 
Russia agreed to dismantle part of its nuclear submarine fleet. Decommissioning of nuclear 
submarines at naval facilities on the Kola Peninsula in the north and at Vladivostok in the 
Far East has evoked international concern. Norway and Japan have been particularly 
worried about long-term destruction of fishing waters. According to the Defense Intelligence 
Agency, the Russian navy is storing thousands of spent nuclear fuel assemblies in inadequate 
facilities on the Kola Peninsula. Over 30 leaking containers have been stored in the open 
there for over 30 years.47  The EPA noted that fuels are being stored in vessels not designed for 
this purpose off Murmansk, the largest population center north of the Arctic Circle. Fears of 
mishap are growing in that area. In Vladivostok, there is currently a 10-year backlog in the 
shipping and processing of spent nuclear fuel rod assemblies—of which there are 700—and 
other nuclear wastes. There is a considerable backlog of liquid wastes and leaky storage 
facilities, making a serious release quite possible. Far East naval bases are storing 
submarine reactor cores in vaults.48  While these environmental threats from production and 
storage are sobering, they do not take into account the very heavy price for nuclear testing, 
much of which occurred in Kazakhstan.49 

The Soviet Union produced chemical weapons from 1924 to 1987. These weapons were 
stored at many sites throughout the USSR. Not all of these storage sites and bases are known, 
and abandoned sites continue to be found in former Soviet territories. Toxic chemicals 
produced during World War II were part of over 4.5 million chemical munitions. There are no 
official data available about the fate of these chemicals. Of the postwar chemicals 
manufactured, Moscow supplied 40,000 metric tons of toxic chemicals for destruction 
between 1990 and 1992. But they had earlier dismantled and destroyed chemical production 
facilities and chemicals, showing careless disregard for human and environmental 
consequences. Methods of disposal included incineration, open explosion, burial, and 
dumping of untreated materials in domestic and international waters. For example, they 
used open burning to destroy approximately 2,000 metric tons of mustard gas at a site that is 
now polluted with dioxins. At other facilities where chemicals were produced and/or 
destroyed, concentrations of arsenic in the soil in the mid-1990s still exceeded maximum 
permissible standards by a factor of 8,500 at one site and 10,000 at another. Once again, the 
Volga River basin was a large-scale production area, and wastes were discharged directly to 
the River.50  Russia dumped chemical munitions in the surrounding waters as well, though 
some conclude that these pollutants will do only localized harm.51  But the production itself 
claimed many lives and caused chronic illnesses, involving both workers and local residents. 
And the toll among workers is continuing; according to one source, worker illnesses continue 
to grow even many years after production has stopped. Children in one area studied in 
1994-1995 had a complex of pathologies, including aging and intellectual degeneration. 
Gastro-intestinal and nervous system disorders have also been found. Current plans to 
dispose of the chemical weapons stockpiles, under the Chemical Weapons Convention, do not 
address public health and environmental aspects of weapons production. One commentator 
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asserts that elimination cannot occur in ten years; it will take at least 15-20 years, 
particularly since not all of the sites have yet been discovered.52 

Many military facilities are contaminated with spilled and leaked petroleum products as 
well. Of other hazardous wastes, Russia is said to have collected and stored 1,407 million tons 
of toxic industrial and consumption wastes in various places (including dumps, target ranges, 
warehouses, etc.) by 1996. In 1996, an additional 84 million tons were generated and 10 
million tons were recycled.53  While we all recognize the potential danger of radioactive 
wastes, it is worth noting that many toxic chemicals do not biodegrade, or have a half-life. 
Safe recycling or disposal of these chemicals should be a very high priority. 

The threat of catastrophic failure in a variety of environmental arenas poses a genuine 
security threat to Russia, for example: depletion of once-abundant water supplies; 
contamination of major waterways and bodies, including fish poisoning; contamination of 
arable land; increasing mortality and morbidity, higher infant mortality rates, and lower life 
expectancy rates; and contamination of international water bodies. These will constitute 
challenges to economic viability and political stability in the coming years. Economic impacts 
are near-term in the increased need for imports to substitute for reduced productivity of the 
land and reduced fish stocks, and parallel reduction in income from exports that rely on fresh 
water and arable land. Some Russian experts estimate overall economic losses from 
environmental degradation at 10 to 12 percent of GDP.54  Deteriorated health of the people, 
already serious, could soon become a crippling element. 

Sta tus of Envi ron men tal Programs/Ac tion in Russia 

Russian environmental standards are in theory sound. The problem does not appear to be 
lack of recognition of the issues, nor has there been an unwillingness to set standards in this 
complicated and controversial arena. Russia has long had strict rules on the books, some that 
were developed many decades ago. The USSR Constitution guaranteed protection of the 
environment and efficient use of natural resources, declaring environmental protection to be 
one of the basic functions of the state. The Soviet Republics developed a set of rules in the 
1950s and 1960s. The Law on Air Protection, for example, was enacted in 1960, and the Water 
Code in 1972. The standards set were very stringent compared to those in many other 
nations.55 

The new Russian Federation was established in 1991. The 1991 Law on Environment and 
Protection specifies government responsibilities and also citizens’ rights to have information 
and to seek redress for environmental damages. The 1993 Constitution recognizes the 
importance of the environment and natural resources. Another important aspect of the new 
regime is decentralization. Regions now carry out much of the policy. They have the 
authority and responsibility, and therefore they are the key to bringing about environmental 
improvements. The framework of laws, codes, etc. sets minimal standards; regional 
governments may set stricter standards.56  But regions mirror many of the same difficulties 
as the central government, which critically impairs environmental protection. 
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The scheme of national laws and institutions is extensive, but it does not equate to a 
comprehensive or effective framework. Unfortunately, it appears that the Soviet, and 
Russian, governments have never taken the rules seriously. According to the OECD report on 
environmental performance, at least some inspection, licensing, and monitoring 
requirements are being enforced. But data for compliance are incomplete; even if these data 
are correct, big compliance gaps are evident.57  The rhetoric has always far exceeded the 
willingness, or ability, to implement the standards. Those in power do not seem to take the 
long-term sustainability of resources, or the health of citizens, fully into account. Surely 
precious resources were not treated as security reserves in this nation that sacrificed so much 
to security and defense interests. Cheap energy and the development of heavy industries 
were given priority in the Soviet era. Environment crises were a rallying point at the breakup 
of the empire, which demonstrated that the people were aware of and alarmed by the 
crumbling environmental conditions. But the level of concern has not been sufficient to 
sustain national commitment for the formidable tasks—and costs—of cleanup and 
realignment of industries toward environmental protection. Pressing issues include the 
protection of natural resources, including surface and drinking water, but also timber and 
fisheries. Still looming is the cleanup of polluting facilities, and of the widespread industrial 
pollution and pesticides that have contaminated the environment. Chemical and nuclear 
stockpiles, from military and energy sources, beg for the implementation of safe handling 
processes and facilities. And these awaiting problems from past practices are not all; there are 
emerging new issues such as pollution from an increasingly consumer-oriented society, 
increased auto emissions, and products from biotechnology. 

One clear indication of the priority of environmental protection is the status and funding 
of the national institutions that set and enforce policies. The question is whether 
environmental issues have a strong voice at the highest levels of state policy-making, and 
whether they have the resources to carry out the policies.58  What was a Ministry for 
Environmental Protection and Natural Resources under the new Constitution was 
downgraded in 1996 to the State Committee on Environmental Protection and the Ministry of 
Natural Resources, a clear sign of the reduced importance of this issue at the national level. 
Neither the central nor the regional governments have successfully implemented the legal 
environmental framework. A couple of the regions, those less economically crippled, have 
made some progress. 

Activists and analysts offer various reasons for the relative impotence of the 
environmental protection infrastructure in Russia.59 

Economic Crisis.  Among not only government officials but also the general public, 
protection of the environment ranks surprisingly low on their list of concerns, particularly 
given the evidence of concern with health consequences already emerging. (One 1994 public 
opinion survey cited in a Russian study found that “80 percent of respondents associated a 
decline in their health with pollution, and 68 percent believed pollution affected their 
children’s health.”60) Environmental issues rank consistently below pressing economic 
needs. Managers and government alike are looking for short-term measures rather than 
longer-term environmental investments to bring about fundamental changes. With the 
current economic crisis, the government does not have the will, capability, or funding to 
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articulate good policy and enforce it. The existing framework is largely ignored, without legal 
or administrative consequences. Polls show that people are concerned about their health and 
know some of the relationships between health and the environment, but they do not seem to 
be willing to make the required tradeoffs. Government funding for environmental programs 
is very low, less than 0.5 percent of their federal budget. 

There is no money for cleanup. The military is a prime example. They have left 
environmental hazards, including munitions, willy-nilly across the landscape. Even though 
there has been a decline in production the past decade, there has not been a proportional 
decline in emissions. Reasons given for this are that industries are cutting corners (including 
turning off pollution controls) to save money and safeguard business. Companies hard hit in 
the economic crisis cannot or do not comply; there is also widespread misreporting or simple 
ignoring of requirements.61  Whether through need or greed, most facilities can effectively 
ignore standards, as the government does not police them. The environmental agencies do not 
have the funding to do effective national implementation and enforcement. Local committees 
are said to be underfunded and overworked. Further, the system has a significant 
disincentive in having the environmental agencies depend financially on the fees which are 
paid for development activities. This reduces the willingness of these agencies to disapprove 
or stop activities which fund their work, particularly given the woeful inadequacy of national 
funding, in a time of economic crisis, investors are more wary of committing their funds. 
Upgraded industries (cleaner technologies) are among the casualties, and there has been a 
huge drop in the rate of new equipment acquisition since 1991. 

Institutional Failure: Capacity. There are other aspects that go beyond economic 
capability and incentive. The Russian bureaucracy is not implementing the environmental 
protection system established by legislation. Politically, environmental institutions do not 
have enough clout to bring about significant changes. There is little effective pressure for 
strong environmental protection. While environmental issues have become more public, and 
the press now airs some of the issues, there is a continuing lack of institutional capacity to 
carry out the requirements of the legislative directives. Some note poor management skills 
for environmental protection, and poor processes for oversight. Others note that while the 
laws are protective, they might be unrealistically strict and unenforceable in the current 
situation; still others argue that environmental agencies do not have adequate guidance for 
implementing the laws. It is difficult to implement a system if the infrastructure is not in 
place; for example, there are insufficient landfills to accept the wastes being generated. 
Infrastructure refers not just to environmental institution, but also to elements such as a 
legal framework to define and defend property rights and clear contracting practices. 
Investors need these societal mechanisms to safeguard their assets, guarantee continuity, 
and provide for settlement of disputes if necessary. 

Institutional Failure: Corruption. Widespread corruption and bribes which hamper 
implementation are another kind of basic organizational problem. A related complaint is that 
environmental officials have ties to industries they regulate, and so do not enforce 
compliance. Another systemic failure is that black markets for goods (e.g., 
chlorofluorocarbons for refrigerants, or CFCs) are rife, which means an evasion of the entire 
government system. The black marketing carries compound damages. It often results in 
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polluting activities that the government does not have a chance to regulate, which can result 
in resource depletion and also dispersion of contaminated goods. Black markets also 
comparatively disadvantage anyone willing to abide by environmental requirements; they 
feed a general context of lawlessness regarding environmental requirements. And black 
markets exacerbate the financial poverty of the government by avoiding taxation. 

The most serious criminal assessment, however, points to institutional crisis. Many 
sources have described widespread, powerful criminal networks, with international 
operatives. These mobsters, often with ties to the military, exercise broad controls in both the 
economic and political realms; the consequences are widespread and crippling. Economist 
Steven Rosefielde characterizes the pervasive nature of mobster control in Russia as a 
“kleptocracy.”62 

Western-style Consumerism. Western influences toward increased consumption patterns 
have further burdened the system by adding significantly to some kinds of pollution. There 
are more cars, and the auto is a significant source of pollution, especially since Russia has still 
not banned leaded gasoline. 

Ineffective Independent Organizations. The government is generally not responsive to 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Despite the strength of the green movement as a 
catalyst for change in the Soviet regime, its influence is now quite small. There is no tradition 
of public philanthropy in Russia to support these organizations, and once the regime was 
toppled and economic pressures rose, attentions turned elsewhere. 

Stifling Environmental Activism. The government has not been content just to ignore 
dissenting voices that call for more strident action environmentally. It has further retreated 
from environmental protection by adopting intimidation techniques. It has jailed several 
prominent environmental advocates on charges of treason, for disclosing information about 
radioactive contamination resulting from government actions, especially in water bodies off 
the north and east coasts. As noted in the Russian press, the government is not going after 
those causing pollution, or the Mafia, or those importing hazardous and radioactive wastes 
illegally, but it is targeting environmentalists. Strong industrial and military groups have 
succeeded in having laws, even retroactive laws, passed by the Duma to promote secrecy. 
This harkens back to the Soviet approach of declaring opponents and troublemakers to be 
“enemies of the people,” a tactic used against at least one prominent opponent of Lake 
Baikal’s environmental degradation in the 1960s, for example (enemies could be silenced or 
executed). More recent arrests have not resulted in execution or internal exile, and the 
Russian courts have shown an encouraging willingness to control the more repressive 
government elements, but there is an obvious element of intimidation in efforts to eliminate 
activism on at least some key issues.63 

Power of the Military Elite. In addition to the economic crisis which places economic 
recovery at the forefront, there is a separate politico-cultural element that exerts influence: 
the military. The first war in Chechnya might have damaged that status severely, but the 
recent more successful campaign seems to indicate that the military is still in favor. There is a 
strong push toward secrecy and quieting any discussion that might discredit the policies or 
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the campaign.The military will undoubtedly see themselves as being at odds with 
environmental activists in at least two ways: they will be competing for budgetary funds to 
promote their agendas, and some of the most expensive and difficult environmental problems 
were in fact caused by the defense establishment, which was primarily led by Russians during 
the Soviet era. Those who fear Western involvement, and therefore fear sharing information 
on the location and technical characteristics of Russian strategic facilities, advocate 
increased secrecy. 

The prognosis for substantial improvement in the near term is not good. Russians are 
coping with an economic crisis which consumes their concerns. They do not appear to be 
convinced that environmental issues are key to resolving the problems creating a national 
crisis. They have had some success in eliciting assistance from other nations to safeguard and 
process weapons materials, and to identify and address some other serious problems. But 
these activities are far from adequate, given the scope of the environmental challenges. They 
are not doing the difficult and grinding job of policing standards, installing pollution 
prevention equipment, and adopting improved techniques. And they cannot stop production 
of critical materials by outmoded, polluting facilities without the capital to replace those 
operations. In keeping with a long (pre-Soviet) legacy of squandering their human capital, 
they do not appear to fully appreciate the tremendous scope of the human toll that is likely to 
be expended. 

Further deterioration of the natural resource base and of the health of the people, together 
with an ongoing crisis facing low-efficiency industries, poses a threat to Russian national 
security. It could lead to a more severe bunker mentality, with a dangerous escalation of force 
structure to protect a crumbling infrastructure, secure elite power, or divert citizens’ 
attention from bankrupt national policies. On the other hand, it could also lead to a 
willingness to risk further assistance from other nations, most likely the richer West, to shore 
up infrastructure and provide breathing room for addressing endemic, crippling problems. 
After many years of undervaluing human resource capital, Russia has reached a critical 
point. Failure to reverse the tide could lead to a catastrophic collapse of its human resource 
reserves. The extent to which the military recognizes the seriousness of the issue is not clear. 
But there are purportedly indications that the Russian military does take environmental 
issues seriously, particularly given the economic constraints.64  And while many note the 
diminishment of environmental activism, others note small but measurable progress in the 
gathering of information and in influencing public authorities.65 

Transborder Issues and Pollu tion 

Many of the environmental problems that plague Russia are of international interest, 
because of transboundary pollution. A nuclear disaster would quickly affect neighboring 
countries. Heavily polluted rivers and dumping into the seas provide a less catastrophic, but 
very real scenario for international concern. Russia borders on 14 other countries (close to 
20,000 kilometers of shared border) and 13 seas. Sixty-two large and medium-sized 
transboundary rivers flow from Russia, and 40 flow into Russia. Over 7,100 kilometers of 
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rivers border with other nations.66 The Volga River basin is responsible for 37 percent of 
Russia’s polluted wastewater. It empties into the Caspian Sea, which each year receives 28 
cubic kilometers of liquid waste, including 11 cubic kilometers or untreated wastewater.67 

Aside from direct pollution consequences, other nations would be vitally affected by further 
drastic deterioration and failures in Russian agriculture, clean water resources, or public 
health. Member states of the former Soviet Union, except the Baltic states and Ukraine, 
cooperate within the Interstate Ecological Council created by a 1992 agreement on 
environmental protection. Eleven members generally meet annually to discuss and 
coordinate issues, and create working groups to address common problems. There has been 
support for the idea of an interstate center for environmental monitoring, but commitment 
has floundered due to lack of funding.68  The Baltic states have a strong strategic interest in 
having Russia’s major pollution problems resolved, especially those in northwest Russia. 
Domestically these states are dealing with the legacy of environmental destruction 
associated with Soviet occupation. They also fear the consequences of catastrophic 
environmental failure in Russia. 

The former Norwegian minister of foreign affairs identified a clear connection between his 
government’s overriding goal of human health and the need to clean up radioactive and 
chemical contamination in Russia. Norway wants these new security challenges to be an 
important element in the further development of relations between NATO and Russia.69 

Pollution from a nickel smelter on the Kola Peninsula has led to a bilateral agreement with 
Norway. Some believe that Norway is dramatizing the threat of nuclear contamination from 
Russian sources “to attract US and EU resources and expertise to assist with the massive 
cleanup and containment tasks in the Kola Peninsula region.”  But Norway has to temper its 
alarms so as not to undercut their fishing industry; and the threat is therefore described as a 
potential disaster which demands attention.70  Some Russians argue that the contamination 
has been exaggerated, that the government is not guilty of hiding anything or of violating 
agreements, and that problems are relatively minor.71  Norway does have genuine concerns, 
particularly after Chernobyl, which are substantiated in the significant funding they have 
provided to help clean up nuclear problems.72  In 1995, Norway launched a Plan of Action for 
Nuclear Safety Issues, based largely on Russia’s priorities, to garner international support 
for cleanup.73  Japan has similar concerns, and has funded construction of a facility to process 
low level radioactive wastes in the Russian Far East.74 

Central Asian states formerly part of the Soviet Union—Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan—still rely on Russia for their stability. Russian 
troops still help guard their borders, and alliance with Russia helps stabilize their domestic 
structures. These countries are to a greater or lesser degree seeking some level of autonomy 
within a continued alliance.75  Further destabilization of the Russian economy or political 
infrastructure, brought on by a major environmental disaster, would destabilize those 
regimes as well. Signs of such a possibility might push them to seek stronger alliances 
elsewhere. Moves towards greater independence, especially involving closer ties with the 
West or China, are likely to heighten security fears in Moscow, and increase regional tensions 
dangerously. Emerging Russian regionalism brought on by political decentralization is a 
factor here, according to the OECD study. Russian regional governments have developed 
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cooperative relations with border states, and play a significant role in environmental 
cooperation in their areas.76 

Of course these environmental security issues cannot be disentangled from other factors 
in international relations. The availability of government or private sector-backed financial 
investment from the international community typically hinges on political and economic 
considerations more than environmental consequences. But even if the toxic effect of a 
facility’s pollution is not directly of concern to investors, the inefficiencies of wasted materials, 
the dysfunctions introduced because of increased occupational illness, the possibilities of 
dealing with local or transborder opposition, and the uncertainties of operating in violation of 
national standards are all pertinent concerns for investors, whether they be private investors 
or other governments. 

Both Russia and NATO should be interested in increasing technical assistance, 
particularly when it can be accomplished by sharing already-developed research and tools. 
Under the CCMS (Committee on Challenges of Modern Society), NATO has conducted 
significant research pertaining to environmental protection that could benefit Russia. 
Assisting Russia is in keeping with CCMS’s stated belief that cooperation on the environment 
is a tool for both environmental improvement and peace. A 1999 CCMS study counsels a 
comprehensive effort “to integrate environmental concerns into all other policy areas and 
relevant institutions and contexts in order to at least manage, if not prevent, the security 
impacts of environmental stress.”77  But how far can NATO go in helping Russia address its 
environmental problems? NATO is at root a military alliance. Some (similar to domestic 
critics of the “greening” of the military) judge that the structures of NATO are not well suited 
for, or capable of, addressing nontraditional (‘soft’) security tasks, including environmental 
challenges. Military institutions must be restructured and reoriented to address these newer 
concerns. U.S. defense leaders do seem to intend such a shift in NATO, from defense of 
territory to defense of common interests, defined to include elements beyond NATO territory. 
Even at that, collective security organizations, built on the nation-state, may be ill fitted to 
resolve environmental challenges, many of which are transnational in character.78  CCMS 
reasons that because there is a close relationship between environmental problems and 
security risks, a reality insufficiently appreciated in the past, cooperative ventures to address 
environmental problems should be used as a tool to prevent conflicts and to reduce security 
risks.79 How flexible NATO can become, without totally diluting the organizational 
framework and perhaps undermining its strength, has yet to be seen. 

The Arctic Military Environmental Co-operation (AMEC) agreement, signed in 1996 by 
Russia, Norway, and the United States, is meant to foster sustainable military use of the 
Arctic region. The EPA led an initial project, the construction of a prototype storage facility 
for spent and damaged fuel assemblies from nuclear powered vessels. A Department of State 
effort, the Northern European Initiative, in cooperation with Norway, Finland, and Sweden, 
is seeking to better integrate Russia into the western international community. Under this 
umbrella, the United States proposed helping Russia develop a safe-cask technology for 
storing spent nuclear fuel now under civilian control. The European Union together with 
Norway, Sweden, and Finland started the effort in 1998. Fuels now sitting in the two ships off 
Murmansk will be safely stored when the project is completed.80 Russia participates with 
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seven other countries in the Arctic Council; the Council has an Arctic Environmental 
Protection Strategy, and members have exchanged information for surveys, assessments, 
and scientific analysis.81 

Russian openness about environmental threats might be an important factor in the 
coming years, as discussed earlier in the paper. Openness will, for the West, have legitimate 
substantive as well as symbolic significance. However, some powerful factions in Russian will 
undoubtedly oppose openness, both out of parochial interests relating to the internal power 
balance, but also out of fear that the West will try to use information gained in the name of 
environmental assistance for strategic purposes, to the longer-term detriment of Russian 
global power and influence. To complicate the equation further, Western nations are more 
likely to recognize their own interests in, and marshal domestic support for, addressing 
problems related to nuclear waste or chemical weapons destruction than in those related to 
nonmilitary problems. In knowing this, as surely they must, Russian leaders are faced with 
the same need to maintain a delicate balance as Norway: how to stimulate enough fear to 
receive assistance without creating unacceptable fear about purchasing Russian exports or 
investing in Russian enterprises. But they face another difficult dilemma—whether to seek 
funding for these domestically sensitive matters, since nuclear and weapons issues are more 
likely to garner Western support, rather than seeking assistance for other pressing pollution 
problems that do not raise security hackles internally. Openness is likely to be an essential 
element to encourage investors to risk money in underwriting new, cleaner technologies and 
expensive cleanup operations. But some kinds of cooperative ventures will draw heavy 
criticism in Russia, and could fuel a debate that would be used by neo-nationalists, 
communists, and conspiracy theorists to feed irrational fear for political purposes. The 
alternative, a retreat into secrecy and suppression of dissent, will repel Western help, making 
environmental crisis more likely and fuel chances for a more extremist government, or 
perhaps political collapse. 

A policy of openness and international cooperation has more promise, and should be 
encouraged. It is not unprecedented in recent Russian/Soviet policy. The former Soviet 
Union, and now Russia, has supported international environmental goals and agreements. 
In fact, the Soviet government was quicker than the U.S. government in several cases to 
promote international cooperative actions and endorse environmental treaties.82 Because it 
was in their self-interest to do so is not suspicious; nations typically act within a range of 
perceived self-interest. The United States and Russia have cooperated in addressing the 
climate change issue. Russia is more enthusiastic about the carbon reductions in the Kyoto 
Protocol than is the United States. Significant opposition exists in the United States because 
of the huge estimated domestic costs for meeting the reduction goals. The Russians would be 
able to sell excess reduction credits because their severe economic downturn has resulted in 
reduced emissions there. Russia signed over 30 bilateral agreements and ratified over 25 
regional multilateral, agreements on environmental protection in the 1990s. In addition to 
those already mentioned, the United States and Russia have joined in numerous 
environmental projects, such as air and water quality control at Lake Baikal, sustainable 
forestry, biodiversity conservation, management of nature reserves, and environmental 
education. Nordic countries and the European Union have worked with Russia not only on 
nuclear cleanup, but on a wide range of environmental issues, including hazardous waste 
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management, energy conservation, and waste water treatment.83  Russia has cooperated 
with OECD countries, and signed an agreement with OECD in 1994, on implementing 
environmental policies compatible with market-based economies.84  As noted earlier, Russia 
signed the Start II Treaty in 1992. It is expected that Russia will sign the London Dumping 
Convention of 1972 once the low level radioactive waste facilities are fully operational.85  It 
would support long-term international stability and natural resource maintenance, and 
therefore serve both U.S. and Russian national security interests, to encourage continued 
cooperation toward the accomplishment of global environmental goals. 

Ex am ple Situ a tion: Caspian Sea Oil 

Issues and options for development of Caspian Sea oil illustrate some of the complex ways 
in which environmental security is intertwined with economic and traditional military 
concerns and objectives for Russia and its potential allies.86  What is at stake? From a 
geopolitical perspective, Russia has a strong interest in maintaining its hegemonic influence 
in its own back yard and minimizing Western influence. 

Developing the production of Caspian Sea oil could further strengthen alliances with 
former Soviet states. Of course, mishandling the negotiations could further alienate Russia’s 
neighbors. From an economic and strategic standpoint, Russia will want to maximize its 
ability to control these valuable oil resources and advance the interests of its own oil 
companies. For these same reasons, Russia has to favor using and expanding its existing 
infrastructure for transporting oil. Russia should support development that will preserve 
and protect other resources—for example, their fisheries, particularly sturgeon. Safe 
extraction and transport processes should therefore be a priority, though neither an 
underwater pipeline nor shipping across the Black Sea is without environmental risk. 

Turkey has raised strong objections to further clogging traffic at the Bosporus, which has 
suffered a number of major environmental disasters with the expansion of ship traffic. 
Turkey has responded by issuing more stringent rules for transport through the Straits. 
Russia has an interest in minimizing Turkish involvement and avoiding confrontation at the 
Bosporus. The fact that Turkey is a strong Western ally would surely confirm concerns about 
enhancing their role. 

The former Soviet states involved in the oil negotiations have similarly complicated and 
perhaps not entirely compatible issues to juggle. They want to keep on friendly relations with 
Russia, but have an interest in a developing balance of power in the region to give them more 
autonomy—but without antagonizing Russia. Ethnic and religious minority disputes must 
be a factor in policymaking in any of these states, because of the tensions that exist within 
their artificially created borders. Tensions have already broken out into violence in several 
places as one group or another won ascendancy domestically and then struggled to establish 
stable regimes. Corruption has been another barrier to establishing international 
independence and trust.87  These states cannot underwrite the large capital investments 
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themselves, so they seek reliable financial backing externally without jeopardizing their 
independence. They then want to maximize extraction and transport efficiency in the future. 

The West is also a player because Western nations and companies will be the source of 
finance capital. Multinational companies competing among themselves and with regional 
companies, will not necessarily promote the national goals of any Western nation. But they 
have many interests in common with Western governments. A pipeline through Iran is 
attractive to companies, for example, but not to the U.S. government.88  The U.S. government 
has encouraged exploration and investment because this venture would provide access to 
critical resources and act as a wedge to balance Russian power in the region while furthering 
our ties with the former Soviet states. This goal must be tempered by a recognition of Russia’s 
undeniable regional and financial interests in the Caspian. By promoting the financial 
interests of Western companies, the United States would gain a vested interest in these 
important strategic resources. The Caspian oil reserves are very large, but not nearly as 
extensive as those in the Persian Gulf. It is not likely they can ever provide more than a 
marginal alternative—but in any case, this source has its own political and strategic 
complications. The United States will also be watching out for Turkish interests, especially 
as they might compete with Iranian interests and help promote Azerbaijan independence.89 

Finally, the United States will seek to influence choices so as to avoid routes through areas 
with strong rebel or terrorist components. This would simultaneously present strategic and 
environmental threats, leaving the oil and the pipeline route hostage to various unruly forces 
and the vagaries of unsettled domestic struggles. 

Long oil routes are essential to market the oil from the geographically isolated area. 
Competing oil routes of course represent a control issue. The routes that entail graver danger 
of oil spills, fires, pilfering, or terrorist attacks pose environmental as well as political and 
economic risks. Terrorist attack anywhere along the routes would create spillover effects far 
beyond the site. Concerns about ruptured pipelines across the vast expanses under the Black 
Sea or between the Black Sea and the Mediterranean are both environmental and financial 
considerations. Weighing the various interests involves geopolitical and strategic 
calculations but also ecological factors. The point is not that environmental factors should be 
foremost in strategic assessments or decisions. The fact is that ecological factors are a part of 
each nation’s strategic concerns, with long-term, even permanent, implications for future 
generations. These issues, including environmental consequences, are part of any rational 
analysis of issues and options.90 

Con clu sions 

The perspective promoted by the terminology of environmental security is not a call to 
abandon national needs, nor to assess issues and choices separately from traditional strategic 
and economic approaches. Rather, it offers a warning to take a more holistic and longer-term 
perspective, and to consider an added set of elements. It has the benefit of focusing attention 
on issues of mutual concern that require collaboration, rather than concentrating on what 
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separates states. It provides, minimally, a different window on the same complex reality for 
national security analysis.91 

Significant issues and problems continue to limit progress on critical environmental 
threats. How will these non-traditional threats shape Russian threat perceptions and their 
response in shaping a future force structure? Considering the dire environmental conditions, 
the widespread reports of toxins that can damage immune and nervous systems, the falling 
birth rates, the falling life expectancy rates, the rising mortality and birth defects rates, and 
increased rates of disease among the population—it is reasonable to fear not only 
catastrophic strains on key natural resources but also on Russia’s human resource base. 
Given the myriad problems facing the military (serious economic, ethnic, and morale 
challenges, for example), if they also face a diminishing pool of healthy young men, it could 
threaten the viability of their military force structure. If Russia perceives its largest internal 
threat to be the collapse of important ecological resources and continued deterioration of 
public health from imprudent and nonsustainable practices, it might be interested in 
expanding cooperative arrangements for cleanup and the adoption of less polluting 
technologies. 

Internationally, both the United States and Russia have embraced some cooperative 
action to preserve global environmental resources. Russia broke with its practice of secrecy 
and suspicion to seek help from the West to manage some of its highly toxic materials. These 
cooperative arrangements with former enemies must be particularly difficult as they also 
constitute a blow to Russia’s national pride. Western nations, including the United States, 
have recognized their self-interest, and made offers to assist in addressing chemical 
demilitarization and containment of nuclear materials, and to provide financial and technical 
aid for many pressing environmental problems. Consequently, Russia has reaped large 
benefits from Western assistance across a broad set of environmental issues. 

Substantial progress for Russia is far from assured, however. Even if there was massive 
and effectively targeted assistance, the sheer size and scope of the problems are daunting. 
In the current climate, investors are not confident about whom to trust and how to secure 
agreements. The domestic economic and political situation is in turmoil, and investments 
cannot be reasonably assured, so government and private sector investors are cautious about 
risking the very large investments that significant environmental progress will require. At 
multiple levels serious inadequacies discourage investors, including concerns about the 
stability of the political system, the lack of a reliable banking system and clear property 
entitlements, and pervasive control by mobsters, who appear to be connected throughout the 
political, military, and economic power structures. It is difficult to have sufficient trust in 
individuals or current institutions to embark upon multi-year funding for important 
undertakings. And those controlling the funding for complex projects are said to lack the 
competence to provide adequate oversight. Another aspect of this situation is that Western 
governments often require projects in Russia to have extensive assessments or planning 
conducted by Western companies, which depletes most of the money. Because Russia’s 
post-Soviet government is decentralized, it might not be feasible to deal with the central 
government to assess and manage projects. As noted earlier, at least some of the regional 
governments have been addressing environmental problems. But governments, whether 
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New Structures, Old Thinking

Michael Orr

This paper examines force restructuring in the Russian armed forces, especially in the
ground forces over the last decade.  a
useful indication of the reality and status of military reform generally.  y
make a distinction between “military reform” and “reform of the armed forces.”  Military
reform is a fundamental reassessment of a state’s defense policy and requirements, affecting
government, society, and the economy as a whole; reform of the armed forces is the
reorganization of the armed forces to meet these changed requirements.  s
sometimes use the politicians’ lack of interest in military reform to justify their slowness in
reform of the armed forces, but a study of restructuring demonstrates that there is a great
deal which could have been accomplished by the generals without waiting for the politicians
to move and which would have increased the efficiency of the armed forces significantly.

Restructuring of the Russian armed forces is driven by two major forces: internal or
technical and external or geopolitical.  e
Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA), which pre-dates the establishment of the Russian
Federation.  e
mobile forces, in which greater firepower and improved C3I capabilities would compensate for 
reductions in size.  n
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Figure 1. Ground Force Structures: Two Models
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of the General Staff Academy, had developed the only effective critique of the existing system
and the best-founded proposals for change.  a
failure, but an honorable one.  t
he would not get political or financial support to introduce them and retreated into his

bunker.  e
bloated ground and airborne forces but was met with an uproar, Yeltsin vacillated, and
restructuring did not happen.

After less than a year Rodionov was made a scapegoat for Yeltsin’s inability to face the
consequences, especially the financial consequences, of military reform.  ,
General Igor Sergeyev, has introduced the first major steps to restructure the Russian armed
forces.  e
two men can be summed up by a quotation from each of them.  y
reform was the “process of bringing the entire defense activity of the state into conformity
with the new political, economic, and social changes in policy”.  y
reform as the implementation of proposals approved by the president.”  v
thought that the pace of reform should be influenced by the need to protect the welfare of
personnel who might be made redundant or relocated, Sergeyev has been more willing to
make cuts and changes, whatever the cost to individual servicemen.  o
change the balance of power within the armed forces by promoting the interests of his own
service, the Strategic Rocket Forces.

This last tendency is most clearly demonstrated in the restructuring of the armed services
since 1997.  r
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MAP 1

MAP 2
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De ploy ment for the War in Dagestan and Chechnya (See Fig ure 4)

This was an even stiffer test of the armed forces reforms, and I will touch on only some of
the most relevant points here.  t
improvement on the chaos of the first Chechen war.  h
provided the basis of a force of 57,000 Ministry of Defense troops and up to 40,000 men from
the Interior and other ministries have proved to be a much more coherent force than in
1994-95. The permanent readiness units received sub-unit reinforcements to improve their
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Figure 4. Mobilization for Chechnya 1999
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Creating the Russian Kosovo Force Contingen





















































































































































































































































































































































































































































status (only a portion of the force immediately ready to launch) in order to meet the
requirements set by policymakers and planners.  t
launch (launch on warning or launch under attack) instead of delayed launch, or upon
generated (launch-ready) day to day alert, are more prone to the “reciprocal fear of surprise
attack” that might cause a mistaken decision for nuclear preemption.

In Charts 2 and 3, the number of weapons surviving a first strike and arriving to retaliate
is compared for Soviet or Russian and U.S. Cold War, START I, START II, and START III
forces.   
four force structures.  :
whether forces are alerted (launch-ready status), or generated (day-to-day alert status), and
whether they are launched on warning or ride out the attack.  e
maximum U.S. and Russian or Soviet retaliations: forces are on generated alert
(launch-ready), and launch on warning is operational policy.
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