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Europe’s fundamental security principles and the values of liberal democracy 

come increasingly under the pressure of Russia’s subversive or aggressive behaviour. 

Crimea’s annexation and the ongoing war in Eastern Ukraine are questioning the 

viability of the European integration project and the Euro-Atlantic peace and security 

architecture (especially in the Black sea area, Baltic States and Poland). Moreover, 

Russia’s support for anti-immigrant, populist and extremist parties in Europe has 

proved its efficiency in fragmenting the European Union. The pro-Brexit vote will 

deepen the division within the EU, which is about to lose London’s strong critical 

voice towards Moscow. Furthermore, Russia is attempting to restore its role as a 

leading world power. The ongoing war in Syria was skilfully used to reach this 

objective. Western states have directed their funds and intellectual efforts mainly to 

support the diplomatic and journalistic expertise on Arab and Asian political and 

security developments.  At the same time, the EU former communist members have 

focused their efforts on the process connected to EU accession negotiations and 

NATO membership.          

 As a consequence, most of the EU or NATO states lack the adequate expertise 

and knowledge for addressing Russia’s aggressive behaviour and subversive actions. 

Nowadays the majority of EU states don’t have the relevant expertise and 

comprehensive knowledge to prepare the groundwork for a new agenda in their 

relations with Russia.   

This collection of studies aims to explore the most important  political and security 

developments  in Russia after Crimea’s anneation. At the same time the our effeorts are focused 

on  proposing  policy recommendations for authorities, media outlets and civil society from both 

EU countries  and Russia.  
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Russian Domestic Politics: Perspectives for Stagnation after Crimea’s Annexation 

By Ileana Racheru 

 

Abstract 

 

This study aims to realize a comprehensive analysis of Russia’s political regime after 

Crimea’s annexation. The study considers that a political regime is a set of political 

structures, practices and mentalities that create and maintain the governing body of a state. 

The annexation of Crimea marked important changes in the political regime led by Vladimir 

Putin. Initially Russia’s political elite main objective was to preserve the regime in a state of 

stagnation and stability. However when the euphoric effect of Crimea’s annexation began to 

dissipate and the socio-economic problems have worsened   the strategy and the efforts were 

channeled to prevent and suppress any attempts to provoke the system. At the same time the 

strategists had the task to legitimize the Putin’s regime through both parliamentary and 

presidential elections. The author of this study considers that 4 strategies were followed in 

this respect: 

1) The creation of a boring and non-competitive electoral environment for the 2016 

parliamentary elections. 

2) The division of pro-Western political opposition and the identification of a 

presidential candidate who falsely emulates the profile and claims of protest movement. 

3) The establishment of a social contract that does not respond to the real interests of 

Russians. This social contract provides a false protection against invented foreign enemies in 

exchange for a low involvement in politics. 

4) The perpetuation of the previously used methods aimed to reinforce an 

authoritarian regime: media control; suppression of the opposition, civil society and critical 

voices. 

 

 

Keywords: Russian Federation, domestic policy, presidential elections, political regime 

 

 

The Legitimation of the Authoritarian Rule  

 

The Parliamentary Elections 

The first legislative elections after the annexation of the Crimea were held in 

September 2016. The elections delivered the same composition of Duma (450 

deputies) as the previous 2011 poll. The elections were organized using a mixed 



electoral system (225 deputies were elected on party lists and 225 in single-member 

constituencies).The parties that have passed the electoral threshold were United 

Russia (343 seats), The Communist Party of the Russian Federation (77 seats), The 

Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (73 seats), A Just Russia (39 deputies)1. The poll 

was rather a referendum held to reconfirm the Putin’s rule and to strengthen the 

position of the pro-presidential United Russia Party (after the 2011 elections UR had 

238 representatives). The other three parties that are represented in the lower 

chamber of the Russian parliament form the so-called systemic opposition2 that 

serves to mimic political pluralism. The non-systemic opposition3 was represented in 

the electoral competition by two parties and several independent candidates. The 

two parties were Iabloko and PARNAS. In the uninominal constituencies 18 

members of the Open Russia Movement (supported by Mikhail Khodorkovsky) 

submitted individual candidatures. They failed to get the minimum 5% to pass the 

electoral threshold or the 3% needed to get a state budget funding (Iabloko - 1.99%; 

PARNAS - 0.73%)4. Neither individual candidate has succeeded in joining the Duma.  

The Putin regime has used several strategies to increase the United Russia 

party score and to prevent the access of non-systemic opposition to the Duma. The 

first strategy was to secure the lowest turnout in Russia’s post-Soviet history. The 

elections were organized in September and systemic candidates did not bring new 

programs or promises to the public. The second strategy consisted in marginalizing 

the non-systemic opposition. The opposition candidates were not promoted by the 

largest media outlets which are controlled by the regime. The 2 parties that 

participated in the electoral contest (Iabloko and PARNAS) were not allowed to 

organize electoral events or meetings with voters in several cities. Leaders and 

members of PARNAS have been subjected to physical attacks during the election 

campaign. Most of the opposition's candidates were unknown to the public with the 

exception of the "veterans" who held political positions in 1990. Another strategy was 

to create a legal framework that provided safe advantages for United Russia Party. In 

this respect, the mixed electoral system (225 deputies were elected on party lists- 

proportional system and 22 in single-member constituencies- majority system) was 

reintroduced in 2014 although Russian Federation had given up this type of ballot 

                                                             
1 Выборы в Госдуму — 2016. Summary, Ria Novosti, 

https://ria.ru/infografika/20160918/1476912507.html#/, accessed at 26.04.2017. 
2 Cameron Ross (ed.), Systemic and Non-Systemic Opposition in the Russian Federation: Civil Society 

Awakens?, Routledge, 2015. 

3 Ibidem. 

4 Выборы в Госдуму — 2016. Summary, Ria Novosti, 

https://ria.ru/infografika/20160918/1476912507.html#/, accessed at 26.04.2017. 



after the 2003 elections. At the same time the legislation was amended in order to 

impose more restrictive provisions for the organization of electoral events5. 

 

Presidential elections 

The preparations for the presidential elections in 2018 show that the Putin 

regime is trying to control the opposition through practices such as division or 

marginalization. As a result of massive protests in March and June 2017 the Kremlin 

had to resort to the division of the opposition and its false representation in the 

electoral race. It successfully handled Ksenia Sobchak's6 candidacy for the 

presidential election in 2018. Sobchak participated in the protests in 2011 and 2012 

and was a member of the Opposition Coordination Committee, together with the 

most important and well-known figures of the opposition (Alexei Navalny, Boris 

Nemtsov, Garry Kasparov, Ilya Yashin). Ksenia Sobchak is a journalist, actress and 

well-known to Russian public both through can-can TV shows and interviews, 

commentaries and critical positions on the Putin regime. The candidacy of Ksenia 

Sobchak aims to capture public attention through media shows and distract it from 

the real problems of the society. At the same time, it is meant to give the impression 

that the pro-Western opposition and the protest movement are represented in the 

electoral campaign. The stake is, however, the legitimation of a new presidential term 

of Vladimir Putin by introducing in the electoral campaign a new profile of 

competitors that are different from the "eternal candidates" - Gennady Zyuganov and 

Vladimir Zhirinovsky, which emulates the profile of another generation and 

                                                             
5 Russian Federation, State Duma Elections 18 September 2016, 

http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/russia/290861?download=true, accesed at 12.05.2017. 

6 Xenia Sobciak is program host at TV Rain. TV Rain is considered as an opposition media channel and 

is transmitted only on-line after being abusively removed from the cable operators' program grid as a 

result of a documentary about the USSR and World War II that did not correspond to the Putin regime 

official promoted history version. Sobciak has promoted herself in recent years as a critic of the Putin 

regime. She is a journalist, civic activist, actress, and politician. V. Putin began his political career 

under the coordination of Anatoly Sobciak, father of X. Sobciak and former mayor of St. Petersburg 

during 1991-1996. In the mayoralty of S. Petersburg, V. Putin was involved in coordinating the 

institution's external relations. According to investigations managed by a local council commission in 

St. Petersburg, Putin was involved in import-export activities that harmed the Russian state by $ 11 

million. Based on this investigation, the local council of St. Petersburg adopted a resolution 

recommending the mayor to dismiss Putin and file a complaint with the prosecutor's office. Anatoly 

Sobciak ignored the resolution and V. Putin remained in office. The commission that conducted the 

investigation was led by Marina Salie, a former Duma deputy in the 1990s, a civic activist and member 

of the PARNAS opposition party. There were many pressures on her after she provided the press with 

information about the corruption activities in which Putin was involved. 



intellectual, social components of the Russian society. Sources close to the Kremlin 

said that Putin's staff was looking for a female counter-candidate and that "the ideal 

option would be Ksenia Sobchak, who is a representative figure for the young, 

contemporary woman who wants to enter politics: intelligent, bright, interesting, per 

total corresponds to the character of the Russian woman"7. At the same time, the 

Putin regime has resorted to discretionary practices of justice and marginalization of 

Alexei Navalny through the controlled media. Over the past year, Navalny was 

imprisoned three times. His candidacy for the presidential election will not be 

registered by the Central Electoral Commission after a tribunal reconfirmed in May 

2017  a ban on electoral rights until 20288. Navalny was the only candidate who could 

have turned into an inconvenient competitor for Vladimir Putin given his ability to 

mobilize the masses (proven in the protests of 2017) and the fact that the Anti-

Corruption Foundation has a staff that can take action of electoral campaign on a vast 

area of Russian territory. 

 

Reforms or Façade? 

In a social and political environment characterized by economic problems and 

rampant corruption Russian political elites could not implement a rigid authoritarian 

regime:  

 

Although the Russian system is a fully formed and stable authoritarian system it is not rigid – it can 

and will have to balance skillfully in order to adapt to changing circumstances. The system must be flexible 

enough in order to survive, so it must be able to adapt. However, these small adaptive movements should not be 

treated as a foretaste of big systemic changes.9 

 

The most obvious steps taken to improve the image of the system after 2014 

were the attempts to reform institutions (e.g. Duma), the launch of an anti- 

corruption fight and the replacement of some members of Putin's staff. The Reform 

of the Duma was launched in October 2016 by its new president Vyacheslav Volodin. 

It had a double purpose: to improve and vitalize the image of the legislative 

institution and to offer a democratic façade for the political decision-making process 

in Russia. With the exception of the events related to the annexation of the Crimea, 

                                                             
7 Ну ради бога Как Ксения Собчак выдвигалась в президенты и кто участвует в ее кампании, 

Meduza, October 18, 2017, https://meduza.io/feature/2017/10/18/nu-radi-boga, accessed at 09.11.2017.  

8 Россия-2028: какой стране быть через десять лет, Fontanka, October 20, 2017, 

http://www.fontanka.ru/2017/10/20/046/, accessed at 09.11.2017. 

9 Maria Domanska, presentation during the „Russian Domestic Politics Perspectives for Stagnation or 

Change during Putin’s Last Presidential Term”ESGA  conference, Bucharest, March 7, 2017.  



the public perception about the Duma's activity was negative. The lower house of 

Russia’s parliament was seen as a place of lazy and inefficient politicians who waste 

public money. The Duma was also perceived as an instrument designed to reconfirm 

the decisions taken by Putin’s inner circle. The reforms initiated by Volodin were 

incomplete and the results were limited to the regulation of the deputies’ activity 

program (especially physical presence to debates) and the suppression of some 

privileges. In point of fact the reforms had populist characteristics which do not 

reach the real problems of Russia’s legislature - the conversion of the Duma into a 

real space for debates, the establishment of a direct relationship between the MPs 

and the constituency which is supposed that they represent. 

According to Transparency International Index on Corruption Perceptions in 

201610, Russia ranks 131 out of 176 analyzed states. The fight against corruption 

comprised actions with a wide media impact meant to improve the image of 

president Putin or were limited to struggles between competitors within the system. 

The most striking case was the arrest of the Minister of Economic Development, 

Alexei Ulyukayev, who was either the victim of influential people in the system or an 

attempt to purge officials with more liberal views. However the anti-corruption 

measures were not aimed at persons such as Dmitry Medvedev even if the 

revelations about his immense fortune sparked massive protests in 2017.  

The Putin regime could not afford the social and political costs of real reforms 

especially in the context of economic crisis (caused by the fall of oil prices and the 

sanctions imposed by the West) and major electoral events (the Duma elections of 

2016 and presidential competition of 2018). The mentality of the elites around Putin 

is another factor that makes impossible a process of structural reforms:  

 

The regime is not ready for changes: the fear of possible consequences of the changes is much stronger 

than fear of possible consequences of the durable stagnation. 11 

 

As a consequence the reform attempts were aimed at replacing senior staff members 

with young bureaucrats who have been loyal to the system or with backgrounds in 

security services. Since May 2014, 6 people12 who have been long-standing members 

                                                             
10 Russia, Transparency International, https://www.transparency.org/country/RUS, accessed at 

11.11.2017. 

11 Andrei Kolesnikov, presentation during the „Russian Domestic Politics Perspectives for Stagnation 

or Change during Putin’s Last Presidential Term” ESGA conference, Bucharest, March 7, 2017. 

12 The six are: Vladimir Kozyn, former head of the Administration of the Presidential Administration; 

Vladimir Yakunin, Chief of the Russian Railways; Viktor Ivanov, head of the Federal Anti-Drug 



of Vladimir Putin’s governing apparatus have been replaced. These reform processes 

seems to be a gradual given that several other people have been in the ruling circle 

around the Kremlin from the very beginning of the Putin’s regime have kept their 

positions13.  

 

Consolidation of authoritarianism 

 

After 2014 the Kremlin has continued its efforts to strengthen the authoritarian 

regime. The legislation has been amended to prevent the rise of political opposition. 

The regime has also used intimidations, violent attacks or physical eliminations of 

opponents.  

The 2017 Freedom House's rating describes Russia as a non-free state (with a 

rating of 6.5 / 7)14. After Crimea’s annexation, the efforts to strengthen the 

authoritarian rule have continued. Mass media institutions critical to the regime were 

taken under the control of oligarchs close to the Kremlin (the most important 

example being RBK Group acquired by Gregory Berezkin). In 2014 Duma adopted a 

law which stipulates that foreign investment in Russian media should not exceed 

20%. The repressive actions of the Putin regime have also targeted media outlets that 

have been relocated from Russia (the hacker attacks on intersectionproject.eu or 

Meduza are examples in this regard). 

 The work of NGOs is severely restricted by the so-called Law on Foreign 

Agents (NGOs that receive funding from foreign financers) adopted in 2012. 

According to a list published by the Ministry of Justice in August 2017, 88 

organizations were registered as "foreign agents". The actions of the regime have not 

targeted  organizations whose closure risks to challenge the fury of the protesters 

(The  Anti- Corruption Foundation established and led by Alexei Navalny) and the 

NGO’s who are subject to sensitive or personal agreements of Russia’s bilateral 

relations with Western states (Carnegie Moscow Center, Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, 

Konrad Adenauer Stiftung). The organizations that serve the propaganda purposes 

of the regime are also not targeted, although they have links with Western NGOs and 

organize joint events. The list of "foreign agents" includes well-known organizations 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
Control Service; Evgeny Murov, Chief of the Federal Guard; Andrei Belianynov, Head of Federal 

Customs Service; Sergey Ivanonv, head of the Presidential Administration. 

13 The most important names are: Dmitri Medvedev, Prime Minister; Igor Secin, Rosneft head,  Dmitri 

Kozak, vice-premier, Sergehi Chemezov, Rosnec head; Nikolai Patrușev, the president of the National 

Defence Council. 

14 Russia, Freedom House, report, 2017, https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2017/russia, 

accessed at 11.11.2017. 



such as Golos, Levada Center and Memorial. The legislation has also restrictive 

provisions for the so-called "unwanted organizations"(NGOs based in Western 

countries that have activities in Russia). Between 2015 and 2017 The Open Society 

Foundations, The Republican Institute, The Open Russia Movement (founded by 

Mikhail Khodorkovsky) were banned. 

Political opposition, civic activists or critical journalists are the target of 

violence. Boris Nemtsov a prominent opposition leader was shot in the 

street.Repressive actions were also directed against religious or sexual minority 

groups that were harassed or targets of violent and aggressive acts.  

 

Russia’s New Tsar and the Social Contract 

 

Putin’s regime experienced an evolution from the authoritarian modernization (failed) attempts to the 

model of the Russian neo-imperialism and bureaucratic militarized state capitalism15 

  

In order to get popular support the Putin regime has established a social 

contract in which the population has consented to surrender its freedoms to the 

president in exchange for protection against false foreign enemies. The social contact 

set up by the Putin regime meant the assumption of non-involvement in political life 

in exchange for the regaining of national pride. After the Putin regime failed in 

Russia's reform process assumed in the early 2000s it resorted to the propaganda 

machine which promoted of the myth of the “Russian fortress” besieged by Western 

states. At the same time, the preference and nostalgia of the Russians for a strong 

empire was exploited. According to the polls 82% of respondents said they were 

satisfied with Putin's work, and 57% think that Russia is heading in the right 

direction. Popular support for Putin is in fact a form of support for a sanctified image 

of Russia combined with the perception of the president as a Czar or General 

Secretary16. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                             
15 Andrei Kolesnikov, public presentation during the debate „Russian Domestic Politics Perspectives 

for Stagnation or Change during Putin’s Last Presidential Term”, ESGA conference, Bucharest, March 

7, 2017. 
16 Ibidem. 



Perspectives (instead of Conclusions) 

The analysis on how the Russian political regime evolved after Crimea’s 

allowed the identification of several factors that both favor and disadvantage  Putin’s 

regime:  

 

Factors that benefit the Putin regime 

 

• The paternal mentality of Russians combined with the perceptions about 

Russia's messianic and powerful role in the international arena. 

• The fact that Russians have a long and historical experience of living in 

difficult economic conditions. 

• The success of the Putin regime in suppressing the opposition and creating a 

very effective propaganda machine. 

 

Factors that disadvantage Putin’s regime 

 

• To legitimize a new presidential term for Vladimir Putin the regime must 

adopt a different strategy than one used for the Duma elections. A low voter turnout 

would be in flagrant contradiction with Putin's image as a popular leader and 

defender of Russia. The candidacy of Xenia Sobciak at the election is not enough to 

trigger the participation of the liberal electorate. 

• To legitimate a new term for Putin his staff must create a framework for 

debate and credible dialogue with the younger generation who has participated 

extensively to the protests organized by Alexei Alexei Navalny . 

• The erosion of the social and political system imposes the urgency of reform 

measures during Vladimir Putin's fourth term. The reform attempts could lead to 

conflicts between the "system" (highly bureaucratic civilian institutions, secret 

services, the force and defense institutions and big businesses) and the younger 

generation. The lack of reforms could create conflicts between the generation born 

after 1991 and the one who lived the negative experience of Boris Yeltsin’s Russia. 

• The need for a clear plan on Putin's succession or how he will stay in power 

after 2024 (in honorary capacities or for another term). 

 

 

 

 

 



Assessing Media’s Transformation in the Russia Federation during Putin’s 

terms. Policy Options for the East-European Countries 

 

By Mihaela-Adriana Pădureanu 

 

Abstract 

 

A free and independent journalism is considered essential for the well-being of 

democratic societies and attacks against it are seen as the first symptoms of a non-democratic 

regime, these are the two main ideas that guided this paper. At the international level we can 

find a number of institutions and organizations that support and monitor the evolution of 

media in various countries. The Russian Federation is considered almost unanimously by 

these organizations as one of the worst countries for journalists. The main reason is the great 

number of brutal attacks and murders that have been taking place against journalists since 

the dissolution of the Soviet Union. The challenges that the traditional journalism has faced in 

the last decades are now fast-approaching the newer forms of reporting that have managed to 

find more freedom on the Internet.  

In the following paper I will present the evolution of Russia’s media landscape 

especially in the last decade. My goal is to stress the main changes that took place in how 

society, through its main institution, the Federal Assembly approaches the role and the place 

of media for the Russian Federation and to analyze how these changes have also affected the 

society.  

 

Key words: media freedom, Russia, challenges, surveillance 

 

Introduction 

This policy paper is focusing on the state of the media in the Russian 

Federation and seeks to provide a number of policy options for the decision makers 

of the Eastern European countries and especially for Romanian policy makers. I 

consider that the countries of the Eastern Europe that represent the Eastern border of 

NATO and European Union should have a rather common approach towards their 

most important Eastern neighbour, the Russian Federation. The paper will describe 

and analyse the current situation of the media in the Russian Federation, underlining 

the limits and restrictions on different broadcasters. This paper does not aim and it 

cannot be an exhaustive presentation on the literature about the media freedom in 



Russia, however I selected the pieces that I consider the most relevant for the goal of 

this paper.  

Freedom of expression had had an important effect on the opening of Soviet 

Union in the early ʼ90s. The journalists Vitali Korotich, editor of Ogonyok and Yegor 

Yakovlev, editor of Moscow News helped built the foundations of political liberties 

and reforms that begun in the Soviet Union after the election of M. Gorbachev as the 

General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union17. However, the 

current media landscape in Russia is very different from what it looked like during 

the Glasnost time and the hopes and goals of that time seem to have faded under the 

dawn of a new form of authoritarian regime. The road and the actions that were 

taken at the beginning of the ʼ90s, the first years of freedom in Russia since the 1917’s 

Revolution are now very far from the actual state of affairs. 

Russia’s difficult path to liberalization has been critically scrutinized by wary 

observers who questioned the actions of president Putin in Chechnya. Probably the 

most well-known critic of Russia’s approach to the war in Chechnya was Anna 

Politkovskaya, who warned in her books that the methods used in Chechnya and the 

attacks on human rights could soon be spread at the federal level and affect all of 

Russia18. For those who were paying attention, Russia’s brief affair with democracy 

was beginning to fade after the election of V. Putin in 2000.  After that “several large 

Kremlin - sponsored foundations, platforms and media projects were launched”19 

which served as a strong base for ideological projects in Putin’s Russia20. This was an 

indicator that the political leadership had long-term plans for staying in power and 

was very carefully planning their next steps. In the same time, it seemed that the rule 

of law could be suspended not only at the domestic level, but also at the international 

one. The increasingly authoritarian tendencies of the Russian Federation have been 

                                                             
17Ivanko, Alexander (1999), „Glasnost: How it All Started in Russia A Non-Historical Essay by a Rank-

and-File Participant in the Fight for Freedom of Expression” in Freedom and Responsibility    

Yearbook 1998/1999, Vienna, OSCE Office of the Representative on Freedom of the Media,  pp. 131-2, 

http://www.osce.org/fom/13577?download=true (10.08.2017).  

18Crowfoot, John “Post-scriptum” in A dirty war (Un război murdar), Politkovskaya Anna, Bucuresti, 

Meteor Press, 2012, p. 289 (Romanian Translation).  In an article for The New Yorker, Varvara 

Pakhomenko calls Chechnya “Russia’s avant-garde”, see: Yaffa,  Joshua  “Putin’s Dragon”, The New 

Yorker, February 8&15 Issue http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/02/08/putins-dragon 

(24.08.2017).  

19Lutsevych, Orysia (2016), „Agents of the Russian World  Proxy Groups in the Contested 

Neighbourhood”,  Research  Paper, Chatham House, p. 11,  

https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/publications/research/2016-04-14-agents-

russian-world-lutsevych.pdf (24.08.2017). 

20The title of one of Anna Politkovskaya’s  books.    

https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/publications/research/2016-04-14-agents-russian-world-lutsevych.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/publications/research/2016-04-14-agents-russian-world-lutsevych.pdf


perceived more easily by the Western world after the 2008 Georgian-Russian war 

and were even clearer after the illegal annexation of Crimea.  

The paper will focus mainly on the last term of President Putin, but will also 

mention actions that took place during his second term as President or while he was 

Russia’s prime-minister. 

 

The problem: Continuous restrictions on freedom of expression 

As is usually the case in young and unstable democratic regimes, the media 

was among the first if not the first domain that has been targeted by the new political 

establishment. The national and international nongovernmental organizations that 

were working in the area of free media stressed in their annual reports the 

increasingly dangerous attacks on reporters and journalists. Many well-known critics 

of the Russia domestic policies have been murdered or brutally attacked due to their 

articles, investigations and reporting: Dimitry Kholodov, Vladislav Listyev, Oleg 

Sedinko, Anna Politkovskaya, Anastasia Baburova, Natalya Estemirova. Other tragic 

deaths of critics of the current establishment include: human rights lawyer Stanislav 

Markelov and opposition politician Boris Nemtsov. A total number of 58 journalists 

were killed in Russia after 199221 which makes Russia one of the most dangerous 

countries in the world for journalists. There is even a Remembrance Day of Journalists 

Killed in the Line of Duty marked on December 15, each year in Russia.  

According to the article 29 of the Constitution of the Russian Federation, the 

freedom of speech and thought is guaranteed in full accordance with the 

international treaties and conventions to which Russia is part, especially the 

European Convention on Human Rights22. In 2006, the Duma has adopted legislation 

that targeted the freedom of speech by expanding the definition of extremism in 

order to include “public slander directed toward figures fulfilling the state duties of 

                                                             
21„Journalists killed in Russia since 1992”, Committee to Protect Jurnalists  

https://cpj.org/europe/russia/ (10.08.2017). At the time of the writing, the most recent victim was the 

Nikolay Andruschenko, founder of Novy Peterburg. See:, „Novyi Petersburg founder dies after two 

brutal assaults”, Mapping Media Freedom, 09.03.2017 https://mappingmediafreedom.org/#/3907 

(30.08.2017).  

22For a comprehensive analysis of the effects of the adoption of the European Convention on Human 

Rights on Russia’s domestic legal system see: Beschastna, Tatyana. “Freedom of Expression in Russia 

as it Relates to Criticism of the Government”, Emory International Law Review 27(2), pp. 1105-1145 

http://law.emory.edu/eilr/content/volume-27/issue-2/comments/freedom-expression-russia.html 

(07.08.2017).  

https://mappingmediafreedom.org/#/3907
http://law.emory.edu/eilr/content/volume-27/issue-2/comments/freedom-expression-russia.html


the Russian Federation”23. In 2006 a new law on NGOs24 was adopted changing the 

amendments of the following laws: “On Public Associations”, “On Noncommercial 

Organizations” and “On Closed Administrative Territorial Formations”25. The main 

argument for this change was that through foreign funding, these organizations, as 

Putin put it “become an instrument in the hands of foreign states that use them to 

achieve their own political objectives”.26 Thus, not the activity of the organization is 

problematic, but the possibility to be involved in activities that could affect the 

political domain and, we can add, produce effects in that area.  

The internal reforms which aimed to limit the freedom of expression and the 

criticism of political elite have continued with the July 2012 so-called “foreign agents’ 

law”27. The law, actually more a set of changes and amendments to a number of laws 

such as “On Public Associations”, “On Noncommercial Organizations”, “On 

Combating Money Laundering and the Financing of Terrorism”28 was seen as a step 

further in building a more restrictive environment for the organizations or 

individuals that had a different version or interpretation of the facts in the public 

sphere. The aim of the law is to identify the non-commercial organizations which 

have “political activity” and receive funds from outside of Russia and to register 

them as “foreign agents”. Probably, the most confusing part from the legal proposal 

was the definition of the term “political activity”. The 2012 definition of political 

                                                             
23„Attacks on the Press 2006: Russia”, Committee to Protect Jurnalists  05.02.2007 
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24Or what in Russia are called “social associations” or “non-commercial organizations” see: Kirill, 

Lavinski (2013), “Non-governmental organizations in Russia: legal aspects”, Вопросы российского и 
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(31.07.2017). 

25Machalek Katherin, „Factsheet: Russia’s NGO Laws”, Freedom House, p. 1 
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(24.08.2017).  

28Machalek, op. cit., p. 2. 
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activity – “actions aimed at influencing the government or public opinion”29 was also 

rather unclear and it could have been used for practically all the tasks of an NGO. 

The definition has been indeed changed at the beginning of 2016 this time using - as 

Tanya Lokshina, director of Russia program at Human Rights Watch observed - the 

activities of the organizations monitored since 2012 in order to expand the definition 

and labelling almost every activity as political activity: “legal or policy analysis, 

monitor the work of government institutions, do public opinion surveys, engage in 

research, petition government officials”30.  This actually means that nothing has 

changed in the definition of the term “political activity” and that every organization 

that received funds from foreign donors cold become a target for the prosecutors. 

Mentioning and discussing this law is relevant for this paper because of the 

limitations it imposes, although in a rather indirect manner, on the freedom of 

speech. A free press and the possibility to work in media according to one’s own 

ethic, without fear of pressures or self-censorship are mandatory for the functioning 

of a democratic society31.  

 In 2016 two very important organizations have been put on the “foreign 

agents list”: the Levada Center and Memorial International Society32. However, in 

March 2017 a part of those affected by this law decided to fill a complain to the 

European Court of Human Rights, which then started to investigate the requests of 

48 NGOs considered as “foreign agents” by the Russian Ministry of Justice33. Their 
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main argument was that the 2012 changes violate the human rights of the Russian 

citizens.  

In June 2017, the case against the coordinator of the human and civil rights 

organization Women of the Don, Valentina Cherevatenko, receiver of Anna 

Politkovskaya award for supporting victims of armed conflicts, and the first person 

to be charged with: “malicious evasion” of the requirements of the Russia’s “foreign 

agents”34 was dropped35. The expression “foreign agent” has a negative meaning for 

the Russian citizens, as a survey by the Levada Center shows: for 57% of those 

questioned the expression had a rather negative meaning and 45% said it the phrase 

was equivalent to: “spy, recruiter, foreign intelligence, double agent, infiltrator, 

recruited”36. This only strengthens the idea that the decision to use the term foreign 

agent has been a cynical political decision in order to capitalize on the fear and 

stereotypes from the Cold War era.  

Following the restrictions on freedom of assembly, the freedom of speech 

became the next target for the Russian legislator. Thus, 2012 was also the year in 

which the Law on Information, Information Technologies and Information Protection 

was changed allowing for increased internet censorship and in the same time 

threatening the freedom of expression37. The changes concede the government 

agencies to ask Internet companies to forbid materials considered illegal38. As is the 

case with other laws, there are unclear or grey areas that can be used arbitrary to 

block access to information. However, in 2013 Russia has signed and started to 

enforce the Convention for the Protection of Individuals with regard to Automatic 
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(15.08.2017).  

36Levada Center, Press Release, „Foreign Agent” 20.03.2017 
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37„Civic Freedom Monitor: Russia”, International Center for Not-for-Profit Law (ICNL) 

http://www.icnl.org/research/monitor/russia.html (24.08.2017).  
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Processing of Personal Data39 which can be seen as a meaningful step in ensuring the 

safeguard of the rights of the individuals who use the internet.   

Then, in October 2014, was adopted the Federal Law No. 305-FZ, amending 

the existing Russian Mass Media Law, originally called Law No. 2124-I On Mass 

Media, from 27 December 1991. According to this law, the phrase mass medium 

refers to: „all print publications, network publications (i.e.,a website registered as a 

mass medium in accordance with the Law), TV channels, radio channels, TV 

programs, radio programs, video programs, news film programs and other forms of 

periodical distribution of mass information bearing permanent names.”40 The new 

amendments were introduced to the article 19 and redefine who cannot be the 

founder, owner or manager of a mass media organization and which legal entities 

cannot perform broadcasting, as it follows:  

 

“Mass media founders, mass media editorial offices and broadcasting organizations: a foreign 

state, an international organization, as well as an organization being under their control; a foreign 

legal entity; a Russian legal entity with foreign participation; a foreign citizen; a stateless person; a 

Russian citizen having citizenship of another state” cannot: “be a founder (participant) of a mass 

medium; an editorial office of a mass medium; an organization (legal entity) performing 

broadcasting”41.  

 

Also:  

 

“Possession, management or control in relation to shares of an entity being a participant 

(member, shareholder) of a mass medium founder, mass medium editorial office, broadcasting 

organization a foreign state, an international organization, as well as an organization being under 

their control; a foreign legal entity, a Russian legal entity with a share of foreign participation in its 

charter capital of more than 20% a foreign citizen; a stateless person; a Russian citizen having 

citizenship of another state” cannot: “exercise: possession, management or control directly or 

indirectly (including through persons being under its control or by means of possession in total of 

more than 20% of participatory shares (shares) of any entity) in relation to more than 20% of 

participatory shares (shares) in the charter capital of an entity being a participant (member, 
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shareholder) of a founder of a mass medium, an editorial office of a mass medium, a broadcasting 

organization”42. 

 

However, the law does recognize that international law can have other 

provisions that can interfere with the domestic law. Roskomnadzor43 had not been 

able to clarify vague terms such as: “indirect economic control” and “foreign 

control”44. As a first effect of this law, Pearson and Dow Jones sold their stakes in the 

newspaper Vedomosti45 and the Russian edition of the well-known magazine Forbes, 

owned until then by media conglomerate Axel Springer (from Germany) was sold to 

Alexey Fedotov, a businessman46. 

Starting from 2014, a greater number of initiatives have aimed at limiting the 

access to information available on the internet47. In May 2014, the internet became the 

target of the so-called “Bloggers Law”48 which made the owners of any website with 

more than 3,000 visitors daily responsible for the accuracy of all information 

published, while search engines and social networks must “store computer records 

on Russian soil of everything posted for the previous six months, with fines for 

violators that can reach up to $142,000”49. A few months later, in July 2014, the 

Federal Law on Advertising was changed in order to ban advertising form paid TV 
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channels50. In 2016 the law on Combating Terrorism was amended putting 

restrictions on “communications providers (CPs) and organizers of dissemination of 

information via the Internet (ODIs) (like social networks, messengers and mail 

services)”51. They will be required, starting with July 1st, 2018 to store for up to six 

months the content of the users’ messages52.  

On January 1, 2017 a new law, Federal Law No. 208-FZ on Amendments to the 

Federal Law on Information, Information Technology and Information Protection 

and the Russian Federation Code on Administrative Offenses (from June 23, 2016) 

entered into force and introduced the term “news aggregator” which can be 

considered another brick that helps build the wall that can control the media. “News 

aggregator” is defined as: 

 

  “A website, website page or computer program having the following features: (i) they are 

used to process and disseminate news information in Russian (and in languages of peoples of Russia) 

via the Internet, (ii) they may contain advertising targeted at Russian consumers, (iii) they are visited 

by more than one million Internet users per day”53. 

 

The provisions of the new law make news aggregators responsible for the 

validity of the content distributed. The initiatives to restrict even the choices that the 

Internet users have continued also this year as in June politicians from United Russia, 

Just Russia, and the Communist Party have proposed a law that would ban the tools 

that provide access to information banned in Russia like virtual private network 

(VPN) and the use of “web anonymizers” that allow the use of website prohibited in 

Russia54. This Federal Law is scheduled to enter into force November 1st and will 

allow Roskomnadzor to block the sites that will not comply with the provisions to 

provide Interior Ministry and the Federal Security Service information about them55.  
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In a survey about the role of internet, 47% of the respondents said that they 

use it primarily for finding information and 34% for communicating with others56. 

Although the majority of Russians consider that there are many dangers on the 

internet (63% said so in September 2012 and 54% in September 2014) only 15% would 

consider limiting access to internet as positive57. 

After these two initiatives, as the conflict in Ukraine was escalading and the 

sanctions against Russia were coming into force, in May 2015 a new law, the so-

called undesirable organizations law has been adopted58. These new amendments – 

again it is not considered a new law, but a set of amendments, given the impression 

that people live in a perpetual present, that nothing changes, when actually there are 

a lot of changes – are even more drastic than the preceding ones. The amendments 

allow the General Attorney and the Foreign Ministry to identify and put on a public 

list – different from the one of the foreign agents – those organizations that “threat to 

constitutional order, defense capacity, or the security of the state”59. Then, the 

organizations are obliged to close and they cannot coordinate public events or 

distribute materials to the media60.  

However, after all the attacks on the civil liberties, the main political 

personality in the country, the President V. Putin continues to enjoy skyrocket 

approval rates. According to a poll by Gallup in 2016, 81% of the Russians approved 
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President V. Putin despite of the widespread corruption and a failing economy61. In 

the same Gallup survey, we can see that the approval rate for Putin has increased 

from 54% in 2013, to 83% in 2014 after the illegal annexation of Crimea. Also, when it 

comes to institutions, the institution of the President is the most trusted institution in 

Russia: 74% of the respondents of a survey by the Levada Center said that they trust 

in it, while 27% said they trust in press, radio, television62. This means that 

nationalism and the fear of an external enemy remain powerful tools used by the 

political elites to ensure the support and cohesion of the citizens. In order to secure 

that support, instrumentalizing the media has been essential in presenting the 

conflict in Ukraine. The Russians and their neighbours used mainly local or Russian 

media to inform about Ukraine and Crimea and when there were conflicting reports, 

they had the tendency to consider the Russian/local sources sincerer63. From those 

who use Russian media to inform themselves, 76% consider the information reliable 

and from those who use Western media only 5% consider the information reliable, 

even more interesting is that there is almost no difference between groups when it 

comes to age or education: 74% of those age between 15-29 trust the state media and 

75% of those over 60 have the same opinion; 78% of those with elementary education 

trust the media and 75% of those with higher education trust the same source64.  At 

the end of 2014, 59% of the Russians still considered that the Russian media was 

objective in its reports and over half of them thought that Ukraine, USA and Western 

countries are running an informational war against Russia65. This allows us to say 

that the domain of the media and its regulation are utterly important for the Russian 

politicians.  

In the same time, the overall trust in the media is rather far from what we find 

in stable democracies. According to a report by the Levada Center, Russia Public 

Opinion 2013-2015, the lack of trust in press, radio and television continuous to be 
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rather high in Russia with 50% of the respondents saying that they do not quite trust 

the media66. For example, in the EU 59% of people trust radio and 50% of them trust 

TV67. TV is also the most trusted source of information for the Russia public, 59% said 

in July 2016 that they trust television and 79% said in August 2009 that they trust 

television68. Radio has lost a great number of supporters from 23% who said in 

August 2009 that they trust this source of information to 9% in July 201669. In the 

same time, the trust in internet has increased from 7% in August 2009 to 20% in July 

2016 as well as the trust in social networks, from 4% in August 2009 to 12% in July 

201670. The data we mentioned can be considered as an indicator that the traditional 

media channels (television and radio) are still the most important sources of 

information and opinions for the Russia public than the new social media networks.  

Besides the trust in media, other important information from this Report is the 

way in which the state and censorship are perceived by the Russian society. More 

than half of the respondents are not worried about the potential increase of state role 

and control over the media and also more than half would not be interested or would 

support laws that would limit the access to the internet71. As for censorship, there is a 

visible trend of supporting the complete ban or the limitation of distribution of books 

and movies with debatable content72. This shows us that there is a great tolerance to 

state interference in regulating the media and a rather apathetic attitude towards 

increased censorship. Even more, is expected a greater role on the part of the 

authorities regarding the information available to the public.  

Another two surveys by the same Levada Center support this observation. 

The first survey is related to the assassination of Boris Nemtsov who published three 

important reports about corruption in Russia: “Luzhkov. Results”, “Putin. 

Corruption” and “Putin. Results. 10 years”. The survey found that the negative 

feelings towards this event have decreased in March 2015 and 8% of the respondents 
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said that they felt anger or indignation, 26% said they felt sympathy or grief and 37% 

said none in particular, two years later in March 2017, 5% said they felt anger or 

indignation, 18% said they felt sympathy or grief and 50% said none in particular73. 

More than half of the respondents said that they do not believe that the persons who 

ordered the murder will be caught74. In another two important assassinations, the 

respondents consider that those who ordered the murders will not be found: in the 

case Anna Politkovskaya (59% answered probably not and definitely not) and 

Alexander Litvinenko (59% answered probably not and definitely not)75.  

 

The media landscape 

In the last years many media has gone through important transformations that 

have affected the content of their work, or have changed them completely: RBC, 

Forbes, Russian Media Group, TV2, Russkaya Planeta, Ren TV, Grani.ru, Lenta.ru, 

Dozhd TV, RIA Novosti, Gazeta.ru, Kommersant76.  

We find a diverse number of sources of information in the Russian media 

landscape. In 2017 there are 80134 officially registered media in Russia working in 

161 languages77. Even so, the international ratings are very problematic for media 

freedom: Reporters without borders ranked Russia on number 148 from 180 in the 

2017 World Press Freedom Index78 while Freedom House considers that the press in 

Russia as not free79. 

Probably the most important entity operating in the media landscape is the 

All-Russia State Television and Radio Broadcasting Company (VGTRK) established 

in 1990 and is a state-owned since 199380. It runs he following: Rossiya Segodnya 
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(news agency, owned by the Russian government whose head, Dmitry Kiselyov was 

named by President Putin81), two federal channels: “Russia 1” and “Russia Culture”; 

one information channel “Russia 24”; international channel “RTR-Planeta”, over 80 

regional TV and radio companies; five radio stations “Radio of Russia”, “Mayak”, 

“Culture”, “Vesti FM”; and the state internet channel “Russia”82. According to the 

website of the VGTRK, the TV channel Russia 1 has an audience of 98.5% of the 

Russia’s population and more than 50 million viewers in the CIS and Baltic which 

makes it the most important TV channel in the ex-Soviet space, Radio Russia is the 

leading radio in the country83. Therefore, due to their large audiences, the 

responsibility of these channels is very high and their commitment to objectivity 

should be an important goal. That is why the broadcasting of the documentary 

Warsaw Pact: Declassified Pages by the Russia 1 channel in May 2015 brought so much 

displeasure. The documentary claimed that the 1968 invasion of Czechoslovakia was 

necessary in order to block a coup supported by NATO and the West84. Official from 

both Czech Republic and Slovakia have protested against the documentary’s false 

claims. However, it is interesting to underline that the same narrative – Western-

backed coup, protection of a certain group in society – has been used in presenting 

the conflict in Ukraine.  

The written press includes: Izvestia85 (owned by Yury Kovalchuk), 

Kommersant, The Moscow Times, Vedomosti (owned by Demyan Kudryavtsev86), 

Komsomolskaya Pravda, Novaya Gazeta, Rossiyskaya Gazeta, Moskovsky 

Komsomolets. The most important radio stations are and websites: Radio Svoboda, 

Ekho Moskvy,: gazeta.ru, medusa.io. The most well-known TV channels are: Dozhd 
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TV (Rain TV), Russia-1, Channel One Russia. An important news agency is ‘RBC’ 

owned by Grigory Berezkin87. 

A diverse media landscape can ensure a country’s resilience in today’s 

difficult political landscape with more dangerous threats to democracy - including 

here terrorism and the state’s increase surveillance of its citizens. The fast-changing 

features of today’s reporting are increasingly being used against those who do not 

agree with the powerful status-quo, therefore ensuring different groups access to the 

public will only strengthen the democratic regime. However, in today’s Russia the 

decreasing number of those who support democracy seems more isolated from 

access to media channels and the broader public.  

 

Policy options and recommendations  

The parts that can be involved to support the media independence in Russia 

are either from the domestic sector or from external/European level. The East 

European countries should try to advance a common position that should then be 

presented to the European level. One way of doing this could be by forming a Group 

of Contact, which could meet bi-annually, interact with different experts from the 

member countries and discuss the situation of media in Russia. Afterwards, the 

Group could make proposals to the European institutions about a broader, common 

approach towards this subject.  

For Romania, according to its National Strategy for Defense, Russia’s action in 

the Black Sea area and the worsening relation between NATO and Russia are 

affecting the security at the regional level and it may affect its citizens88. From the 

point of view of our paper, the most important threat from those listed in the 

document related to our topic is the “hostile informative actions”89. In this 

tumultuous region, Romania’s role is to continue to support the process of 

Europeanization in its vicinity90.  

 Increase the contacts between relevant policy makers; 
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 Provide alternative channels of information in order to counteract the 

false narratives;  

 Increase the contacts at the societal level, between relevant NGOs, mass 

media representatives. 

For Eastern Europe, a common position towards the EU’s policies toward the 

Russia Federation could help increase the resources provided to this topic.  

 Increase partnership with different media projects/platforms in Russia; 

 Support independent and pluralist media channels through joint 

projects, funds, seminars, workshops, and round tables. For example, Meduza 

platform can be considered a successful project which managed in the last years to 

back an alternative voice in the Russian (or English) online journalism.  

 Baltic countries’ expertise should be used at regional and European 

level to address public in CIS countries and offer an alternative news channel(s); 

Although under a lot of internal (Brexit, elections in Germany, refugees, 

Poland’s justice reform, Greece’s financial situation) and external pressure EU should 

find the resources to address the situation of freedom of expression in Russia. The EU 

Global Strategy highlights Russia’s position as a strategic challenge and affirms that 

any future relation between the two should be best on respect for the international 

law and the acts on which the European security is based91. 

EU’s decision from March 2015 to establish the East StratCom Task Force92 has 

been a welcome outcome, but its effectiveness is still not very high93. For example, 

NATO’s Strategic Communications Centre of Excellence (NATO StratCom COE) is 

more active and has developed more efficient tools in order to improve 

communication94. Increased cooperation between the two bodies will benefit both 

partners, NATO and EU, as well as their audiences.  
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EU Digital Commissioner Mariya Gabriel has announced plans to establish a 

group of experts on fake news95 despite the fact that consensus seems difficult to 

obtain at the Parliament level on how to deal with the issue of fake news96. EU is 

interested in combating the misuse of information especially at the domestic level, 

but is also important to continue to support an objective media in the Eastern 

neighbourhood. As mentioned earlier in the case of the documentary about the 

invasion of Czechoslovakia the Russia propaganda can use almost any subject in the 

recent history of Eastern states and retell it in its own terms without any 

consideration for the historical truth. On the short and medium time this can 

destabilize the political situation, encouraging extremist parties and extremist 

rhetoric.  

The EU should continue to follow the actions recommended in the EU strategic 

communication to counteract propaganda against it by third parties, especially increasing 

the funds for ensuring the pluralism and media freedom in the Eastern 

Neighbourhood and identifying the funds for the anti-EU propaganda97. East 

StratCom Task Force should try to improve its relevance and its reach. The experts 

and researchers from the CIS countries should be involved more in documenting and 

presenting the most important stories from this space to the EU public.  
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The Role of the Modernization of Economic Rhetoric in the Russian 

Federation. 

Policy Options for the East-European Countries 

By Leonela Leneș 

 

Abstract 

This policy paper examines the impact of the major economic measures adopted by 

Vladimir Putin during his mandates with focus on his most recent two terms. While briefly 

presenting the type of macroeconomic plans the Russian Federation has promoted since 2000, 

attention is also given to the main energy megaprojects advanced by the Russian president in 

each term, and their importance in Russian economy modernization. Russia’s profound 

degree of dependence on hydrocarbons revenues and the type of economic discourse used in 

order to achieve both its foreign and internal policy agenda is highlighted.  

 In the attempt to explain the Russian leadership economic narrative, the concept of 

economic rhetoric is used and the need for a clear separation between an argument that is 

“logic” and one that is “factual” is assessed. The analysis concludes that attention to the 

discursive aspects of the Russian economics is required, more particularly to its rhetorical 

forms in order to prevent the alteration of our understanding of the Russian economic reality, 

especially in the upcoming election context. 

 

Keywords: The Russian Federation, economy, oil price, sanctions, economic rhetoric, 

discourse analysis 

 

Introduction 

 In the attempt to adapt to the international evolutions while keeping the 

Russian interests highlighted within the global agenda, since Putin’s first term in 

Kremlin launched in 2000, the Russian official economic narrative has constantly 

shifted. Nevertheless, three vectors of interest for the present paper have remained 

the same for almost 18 years in the official discourse. These are the ambition of re-

launching Russia’s economy, the consequence of policy to regain its influence over 

the geographic but mostly economic space of Ex-USSR countries and the presidency 

of Vladimir Putin.             

 Almost 18 years later, with the Russian presidential term extended with 2 

additional years (adopted in 2012), President Putin is heading towards his next 

mandate to be fulfilled until 2024. Vladimir Putin is the main figure which has 

determined the Russian Foreign Policy since 2000. Moreover, the key instrument of 



both foreign and economic policy, the Russian energy industry was under direct 

supervision of V. Putin. Even during his mandate as a prime minister (2008-2012, 

term in which V. Medvedev replaced Putin), the Russian leader sought control over 

energy issues abroad. Such was the case with the Bushehr nuclear plant and the 

presence of the Russian nuclear industry behemoth, Rosatom, in Iran98.  

 The Russian economic ambitions were doubled by megaprojects aimed to 

consolidate Russia’s role as a global player on the energy market. Deepening 

Europe’s dependence on the Russian hydrocarbons by redrawing energy 

infrastructure, engaging Asia in energy dialogue, conquering Arctic and the LNG 

market, while being one of the mail global players in the nuclear energy, served at 

least in theory to both achieving its strategic goals and fulfilling the internal agenda – 

the modernization of the Russian economy.       

 Each of Putin’s mandates represented starting points for a renewed, updated 

vision of Russia’s future economy. Unfortunately, the unsustainable reliance merely 

on hydrocarbons and also the predominance of mainly strategic interest in 

promoting energy projects against a foresightful economic vision of such types of 

long-term projects combined with the latest developments such as the global 

financial crisis, drop of oil prices, annexation of Crimea and Western sanctions 

against Russia led to the modernization of the Russian economy merely in military 

understanding. A profound disparity between pursuing its strategic goals using 

economic rhetoric in its external discourse and internal real economy achievements 

can be observed.  

 

Five terms - five visions on Russian economy 

- The golden age and the “Russian Gas Streams towards Europe” 

 In his first term, Putin set the plan to reconstruct the impoverished condition 

of the country while managing to reach a “grand-bargain” with the Russian 

oligarchs, aligning them to Putin’s government. Russia was just emerging from the 

disastrous market reforms of the 1990s and the 1998 financial crisis. 

  ”In his first interview inside Kremlin, the Russian president said that he is very comfortable 

in Kremlin and that all the objects in his office except his computer are inherited from the previous 
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president, Boris Eltsin. At the same time Putin declared that his main scope is to study the presented 

projects of economic development and Russia’s reconstruction.”99  

  A short time after Putin’s inauguration, the feasibility study and then in 2002 

a schedule of project implementation of Nord Stream (I) was approved.100  Unused 

manufacturing capacity and rising prices for oil, Russia’s main export, helped usher 

in an era of unprecedented prosperity that Putin is still remembered for, with real 

disposable income doubling between 1999 and 2006.101 His first mandate was also 

based on the economic and cultural ties with Europe and Russia, known as 

pragmatic strategy. This kind of approach served as an instrument for the internal 

renewal process of Russia.         

 In spite of that, the new president did not integrate the economic vision; while 

he slashed taxes to benefit businesses, he also renationalized key sectors, starting 

with the breakup of Mikhail Khodorkovsky’s Yukos oil company in 2003.  

 The second mandate (2004-2008), which completed the golden age known as 

the “fat years,” represented the continuation of the Russian economic growth with 

GDP102 measured in purchasing power increased by 72%. While oil generated wealth 

contributed to such economic growth, the diversification of the economy or 

modernization of the old industry was not achieved.     

 On the edge of economic growth, Putin launched the South Stream gas project 

in 2007, with the intention of constructing an offshore pipeline underneath the Black 

Sea, from Russia to Bulgaria, and to ship gas further into Southern and Central 

Europe. Nord Stream and South Stream were conceived essentially as means of ‘dis-

intermediating’ the transit states – Ukraine in the first place, but also Poland and the 

Baltics. Although promoted also as an economically feasible project, this was in fact 

the first project that aimed to structurally design the European gas map.  

 Both technically and financially-wise, South Stream was a hugely difficult 

venture. The initial prohibiting cost of €24 billion, according to Gazprom’s own 

estimate, was later revised downwards to €15.5. South Stream seemed in fact to serve 

a different set of economic objectives: 1. to discourage Nabucco’s progress; 2. to serve 

as a lever of coercion against Ukraine in potential future gas spats, such as those of 

2006 and 2009. Indeed, in 2007 the main public argument for the construction of 

                                                             
99 Putin’s first interview in Kremlin. September 5, 2016, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EjU8Fg3NFmo 

100 “The Nord Stream Story”, https://www.nord-stream.com/download/document/72/?language=en  

101 “15 years of Vladimir Putin: 15 ways he has changed Russia and the world”Alec Luhn, 6 May, 2015,        

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/may/06/vladimir-putin-15-ways-he-changed-russia-world 

102 Gross Domestic Product 



South Stream was the need to bypass the “unreliable” Ukraine. At present, Ukraine’s 

sidestepping has been in part already accomplished, with the completion of Nord 

Stream’s first leg. However, doing the same on Ukraine’s southern flank has been 

since then both economically unrealistic and politically unnecessary.103 

 “We don’t oppose Romania joining the South Stream project. But I am going to make Romania 

an offer which is hard to refuse,” Vladimir Putin said to a Romanian journalist in an ironically 

Godfather’s style. “Please transmit this to President Basescu. We are ready to sell all the gas that 

covers Ukraine’s needs for one year directly to Romgaz and then you can sell it to Ukraine. Isn’t that a 

great offer? I hope you have written it down.” 104  

 

Romania was among the last ones to cave in, but it did eventually in the 

summer of 2010, when the Bulgarian Prime Minister, Boyko Borisov, expressed 

public doubts about South Stream’s viability. Romania jumped in and accepted 

Gazprom’s offer to become the project partner on the Western shores of the Black 

Sea. On June 16, 2010 the Romanian energy minister Adriean Videanu discussed in 

Moscow with Gazprom’s CEO, Alexei Miller, the sequence of steps needed to bring 

Romania into the South Stream undertaking. Eventually, after a series of politico-

diplomatic moves, though, Sofia did sign on November 13, 2010 an agreement with 

Gazprom regarding the creation of South Stream Bulgaria, a fifty-fifty joint venture.

 Romania’s inconsequence and acceptance to enter the project wasn’t seen 

positively neither by Bulgaria nor Ukraine, and served mainly the Russian interest to 

engage CEE countries in a project with no economical stake against Nabucco. Later, 

in 2014 Vladimir Putin declared that South Stream was over and the 63 billion cubic 

meters per year of gas would be shipped to Turkey instead of Bulgaria, which 

according to the Russian leader had blocked the project.  

 

- The future-ex-president - towards the global importance of the Arctic within 

the LNG market 

 The boom of commodities and high oil prices enabled the preparation of the 

launching (in his capacity as a prime minister this time105) of the Russian version of the 
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Sillycon Valley - the Skolkovo project.  Despite the Russian aggression against 

Georgia in August 2008, the US-Russia relations were at the level of “restart” and, in 

less than 9 years of Putin’s political dominance, the future of the Russian economy 

was moving towards new horizons with the Skolkovo Institute of Science and 

Technology (Skoltech) being set up as a bridge over the “alienation gap” between the 

Russian and Western science. Special legal, administrative, tax and custom regulation 

along with easing migratory policies in regards to Skolkovo were provided. At the 

same time, overcoming the consequences of the world economic crisis and solving 

the problem of the demographic collapse in Russia were proclaimed by Putin as his 

two main achievements of his second premiership and first “future ex-

presidentship.”          

 But then there may be more to it than meets the eye and V. Putin avoided to 

proclaim. The global financial crisis brought the economic growth crashing to a halt. 

Little progress had been made in diversifying the economy or modernizing Russia’s 

industries. Even before oil prices dropped and western sanctions over the Ukraine 

crisis came into effect, economists were predicting long-term stagnation. As former 

finance minister Alexei Kudrin reminded Putin during the president’s annual call-in 

show in April, the 7% annual GDP growth at the end of his first presidential term fell 

to just 0.6% in 2014, and the country’s economy is expected to enter recession this 

year. Not a great result for a man whose initials – VVP – stand for GDP in Russian.106

 Still, in the attempt to respond to the ongoing international transformation 

caused by the new LNG global capabilities, Kremlin’s leader headed north. Shaping 

the Arctic’s future with its economical, geopolitical and security interests was a 

desideration inherited from USSR and a new megaproject of Putin’s rhetoric size. In 

set with his ambition declared in his first interview in Kremlin stating that Russia has 

to become a competitive global leader, his country had to articulate its capabilities in 

relation to the Arctic’s future with its tremendous economic interests, which 

encompasses the issues of Arctic resources extraction, regional development, and the 

Northern Sea Route. One motive for the Russian government involvement in offshore 

hydrocarbon exploitation in the Barents region is to meet the demand for the global 

economic and social development. But two major factors were hindered by the global 

financial crisis: investments and technologies. Shtokman, located in the stormy 

Barents Sea and one of the world’s largest gas fields, was expected to require $15 

billion of investment in its first phase alone.       
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 The issue of technology supply illustrates a delicate balance for both the 

Russian government and regional authorities. On the one hand, there is a wish to 

make sure that economic benefits fall to Russia at both national and regional level. 

On the other hand, Russia currently lacks offshore know-how and is dependent on 

partnerships with non-Russian companies. However, the tightened Russian 

regulations on foreign investment in this sector and uncertainties about allocation of 

tax benefits from the government create an uncertain situation for foreign investors, 

carrying the risk that they will withdraw, which Statoil did in 2012. The companies 

urged the Russian government to adopt tax breaks for the Shtokman project. In 2011, 

Jan Helge Skogen, the president of Statoil in Russia, did not see the Shtokman project as 

currently commercially viable. In summary, the Government of Russia cannot take for 

granted that all essential actors share its definition of offshore exploitation in the 

Barents region as being mainly an issue of national economic and security interest. 

Major competing framings relate to commercial viability as the main issue of concern and to 

the need for regional economic development. Legislation has been used to secure the 

government’s position, but strong government control can also create conflicts in 

relation to the interests of other actors. Moreover, government control of actors is 

limited beyond the borders of the Russian Federation, in particular in relation to 

markets. One of the most critical issues is to balance Russia’s national economic interests 

with the economic interests of Gazprom and possible foreign investors, without which actual 

production is unlikely to commence. 107  

 The ambitious Shtokman gas production scheme in the Barent Sea, promoted 

by the Russian president in May 2012 as having "global significance" and state-

owned Gazprom, has been sunk by soaring costs, falling European demand and 

cheap shale gas in America. 

 

- Rosatom State Corporation’s role in the European Union’s Clean Energy 

ambitions 

 The unsurprising comeback of Putin in Kremlin in 2012 represented a new 

wave, the 4th one of Putin's vision over the Russian economy. On his first day as 

president, on 7th May, 2012, Putin issued 14 presidential decrees, which are 

sometimes called the "May Decrees" by the media, including a lengthy one stating 
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wide-ranging goals for the Russian economy. More precisely, the May decrees are 

stating  that life expectancy would increase from age 70 in 2012 to age 74 by 2018 

(though the average Russian male still only lives to 65), the cost of housing per 

square meter would decrease by 20 percent, 25 million high-productivity jobs would 

have been created by 2020, more than doubling the estimated number in 2012, Russia 

would move from 120th to 20th place in the World Banks’s “Doing Business” 

rankings by 2018, 108  real wages would have been increased between 1.4–1.5 times by 

2018, investments would have been increased by at least 25 percent of the gross 

domestic product by 2015 and to 27 percent by 2018.      

 The decrees were the centre piece of the Kremlin's strategy to visibly improve 

the standard of living across the country in an effort to garner support for the ruling 

United Russia party ahead of the elections. 

 "Can we do this? Of course, we can," Putin said two years ago at a conference of the People's 

Front for Russia, the latest pro-Kremlin movement, according to the Kremlin's website. "We need to 

get rid of all the things that … are ineffective and costly and do not produce due results for both 

individual citizens and the state as a whole."109 

 “May decrees” were published in the hope to implement the second edition of 

the “fat years.” But the waste of resources for the sake of illusory goals, based on 

false priorities, hasn’t brought the expected result. In the popular mind “May 

decrees” if anything are associated, except with unfulfilled promises to raise salaries 

in education and medicine to the level of the national average. In reality it is a 

detailed plan, which is subject to the operation of all state agencies. It is something 

like a five-year plan (or rather, six-year, according to another presidential term of 

Vladimir Putin – from 2012 to 2018), which painted economic, social and even 

demographic indicators which are to be achieved.     

 In the nuclear energy field, things changed dramatically in the last 10 years. 

The industry changed its business model profoundly and this had a huge impact on 

Russia’s plans to “power the world” using Russian nuclear technology (as of 2007 

strategy plans). One of the key elements of the Rosatom’s 2007 strategy was export 

orientation. In 2012 Russia Federation was a player in almost every global trader for 

building more nuclear plants than any other company. Backed by President Vladimir 
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Putin, state-run atomic energy company Rosatom was redoubling its efforts to sell to 

developing countries such as China, India, and Vietnam.  

 ”“We want to make profits out of nuclear energy. We want to power the world,” Rosatom 

chief Sergei Kiriyenko, told the IAEA forum.”110  

 In reality, more nuclear reactors were built within Russia than abroad. In 2010-

2012 it was already clear the electricity consumption will not increase at the expected 

level and internal investments are not profitable at all. Fukushima accident in 2011 

blocked all the Rosatoms global expansion plans. Sanctions had little impact on this 

industry as they had only a limited effect as Rosatom was not blacklisted, only the 

scientific cooperation was limited.  

 Even if the projects in Hungary and Turkey will be carried out, the costs are 

huge and the projects are merely politically- and not economically-wise. 

 

Source: Bulgaria Analytica111 
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 As shown in the picture above, the main issue of Rosatom’s expansion is 

financing new power plants. At a cost of at least $5 billion per reactor, many analysts 

questioned whether one company will be able to handle so many projects. Also, 

experts highlighted that Russian eager to support the Soviet-legacy nuclear industry 

is more concerned with politics than economic logic. Economic difficulties are also 

confirmed by the changes at the level of Rosatom management that occurred last 

year (2016). A complete administrative reform is being implemented and the state-

owned corporation already publicly announced that it will be almost impossible to 

find new customers after 2020-2025. Moreover, not only the business model of 

Rosatom seems to be renewed towards smaller power plants, the interest for 

renewable energy is the new trend in the official rhetoric’s in Moscow… . 

 

Challenges for the Russian decision makers  

  Is Russia’s economy able to handle a highly technological future? In this light 

of unsuccessful politics to achieve strategic goals at unrealistic economic costs, one 

year before elections, in 2017, Russia is facing a new struggle in order to produce a 

new type of discourse and set of measures aiming to impress its internal and external 

audience while boosting the sanctioned and privet of capital and technology 

economy.           

 By analyzing the 5-start points of Putin’s mandates both as president and 

prime-minister, there can be observed a lot of diametrically opposed changes to the 

economic discourse for Russia.         

 The beginning of the century and its economic boom replaced in 2004 by 

modernization, economy of science, innovation and human capital followed in 2008 

by geopolitical ambitions, while “restarting” relations with the United States and 

trying to implement western business models, transformed in 2012 in the comeback 

to the past and “the spiritual” Russia, traditions and the cultural background, 

demographic stability and life expectancy objectives are finally replaced in 2017 by 

the accelerated militarization. These ambitions launched by Putin’s speech in the 

summer of 2017 within the Valdai Forum “focused on discussing the most pressing 

global political as well as economic matters,112 is bringing back modernization but 
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this time in a new light. The future of the Russian economy is an innovative one in 

Putin’s vision. “Another very important factor is the scientific and technologic one;” 

its importance will be enhanced. “This fact will represent a breakthrough and will 

have a huge influence over politics and security. The scientific and technological 

factor is gaining a universal political meaning, becoming decisive in the field of 

military security and international politics.”       

 Putin leaves aside the economic issues Russia is facing and goes even further 

engaging his public into the ethical and political debate over the artificial intelligence 

issue: “everything is taking place very fast, and the transformation is irreversible.”113  

 “The scientific and technological progress, robotic automation and digitalization are already 

leading to profound economic, social, cultural changes, and changes in values as well. We are now 

presented with previously inconceivable prospects and opportunities. But at the same time we will 

have to find answers to plenty of questions as well. What place will people occupy in the “humans–

machines–nature” triangle? What actions will be taken by states that fail to provide conditions for 

normal life due to changes in climate and environment? How will employment be maintained in the 

era of automation? How will the Hippocratic path be interpreted once doctors possess capabilities 

akin to all-powerful wizards? And will human intelligence finally lose the ability to control artificial 

intelligence? Will artificial intelligence becomes a separate entity, independent from us?”114 

 Any economist would observe a new type of rhetoric the Russian president is 

promoting and the fluctuation of the macroeconomic management and planning in 

these gargantuan programs of each of his mandates. For the projects of the country, 

as those described by V. Putin before each round of elections, first of all what is 

needed is a time frame of 5 to 10 years is instead of changing the priorities every 4 or 

6 years. What is the drive of this type of conducting the Russian economy? 

 

- Oil, GDP and Uncertainty  

 One simple macroeconomic tool could explain quite accurately what is the 

main economic drive of this type of behavior. 2/3-ds of the growth of the Russian 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) comes from an external factor that the Russian policy 

makers cannot actually interfere with. This is the price of crude oil. The income from 

oil and gas export is the driver for private consumption, investment, government 
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expenditure, etc. Its impact on the macro-picture of the economy is tremendous in 

Russia. The picture above shows the evolution of Brent Crude Oil and its link with 

the Russian GDP (in US Dollars).  

 

 

Source: GoldSeek115 

 

  In the attempt to maintain the exchange rate fixed as it was before the global 

financial crisis between 2008 - 2009, the Russian Central Bank lost around 300 bn US 

Dollars while defending the rate exchange. This policy was obviously not 

sustainable.  This is why in 2014 the government decided not to intervene in 

maintaining the inflation rate and from a macroeconomist standpoint this was a 

relative success in preventing a collapse of the whole economy. This also explains 

why the oil price in ruble correlation with GDP is a much more stable trend than in 

dollars: 
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 Nevertheless the Russian GDP is directly linked to the international price of 

crude oil. Russia is in the “risk group” (with high factors of correlation) together with 

Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Algeria and Kazakhstan117. In the presence of this high level of 

dependency, economic prediction is the main challenge that Russian decision makers 

have to face. Predicting GDP becomes extremely difficult.     

 For the Russian economy, the sanctions are generally assessed to have helped 

exacerbate the macroeconomic challenges it was already facing, notably the rapid 

and pronounced fall in oil prices that started in the last months of 2014. […] 

Furthermore, the combined effect of these sanctions and of the fall in oil prices 
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caused significant downward pressure on the value of the Ruble and increased 

capital flight. At the same time, the sanctions on access to financing forced the 

Russian state to use part of its foreign exchange reserves to shore up the sanctioned 

entities. These developments forced the hand of the Central Bank of Russia, which 

abruptly ceased to defend the value of the Ruble and hike interest rates in December 

2014. Russia’s ban on Western food imports had a compounding effect on this 

challenging picture, as it led to higher food prices and hence to further inflation. This 

was in addition to the effect of the fall in the value of the Ruble, which had already 

raised the price of imported goods and services in Rubles.118 

 But sanctions have made their own significant impact. According to the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF), trade restrictions were responsible for a 1.5% 

decline in Russia's gross domestic product (GDP) in 2015; with the effects 

intensifying the longer they're in place. The Economic Expert Group, a Russian fiscal 

policy consultancy, estimates that between 2014 and 2017, international sanctions 

and the plunge in oil prices will cost Russia a whopping $600 billion. A large 

percentage of this includes capital flight, though we've seen its rate slow since 

sanctions were first announced. Renaissance Capital believes $45 billion will leave 

the country this year, an improvement from the $64 billion lost in 2015 and $125 

billion in 2014.119          

 Having variables as influent as the uncertainty of oil prices and the impact of 

western sanction on Russian economy combined with the 4th technological revolution 

requires a sophisticated toolbox for designing policies by Russian strategists. 

 

But there is more. 

 

- Tangibles and Intangibles in the Russian economy  

 Besides the macroeconomic indicators such as the GDP (Gross Domestic 

Product), CPI (Consumer Price Index), FDI (Foreign Direct Investment), inflation 

rate, unemployment figures and their links with the subsoil wealth – oil, gas and 
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minerals (as defined by the World Bank120), the intangible wealth such as public 

administration, the rule of law, institutions, Research&Development and innovation 

are not taken into consideration in a sustainable and systematic way. For a modern 

economy this type of intangible wealth is much more valuable than having oil, gas 

and minerals. The input of intangible capital and wealth has become vital for the 

future competitiveness of their economies.       

 In the World’s Bank study “Where is the wealth of nations? Measuring Capital 

for 21st Century,” researchers come to the conclusion that 78% of the world’s wealth 

has been generated by intangible capital. Their results vary between developing and 

developed countries. Whereas in developing nations intangible capital is accounts for 

only 59% of the wealth, in OECD (high-income) countries the intangible capital share 

is 80%.121 The main challenge for the Russian decision makers will consist in 

increasing the level of intangibles in order to really modernize Russian economy and 

the whole society.  

 

- Economic Rhetoric of Russian Policy Makers 

 Starting with the global financial crisis both Russia and European Union 

entered an era of a gradual rejection. Russian leadership was promoting a rhetoric 

according to which the West is giving moral lessons to Russia. This led to 

demonization of both EU and the USA and allowed V. Putin to become the protector 

of Russian values based on nationalism, orthodoxy, etc.. The problems of the western 

society and western vulnerabilities became the narrative of the public discussion in 

Russia.           

 This type of rhetoric built on suspicions, controversy and a constant adversity 

with the West can lead to further isolation of Russia and can have a huge negative 

impact in the long-term. Moreover, as previously presented, the Kremlin leadership 

developed mechanisms to use rhetoric to distract his internal audience from the real 

economic problems and to persuade his external partners in strategic matters. In 

explaining this kind of approach, economic rhetoric concept can be used122. 

 Discussions during the Valdai Economic Forum about the ethics of Artificial 

Intelligence while economy is hardly recovering from its deepest recession within the 
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past 20 years (2016) and while inflation rate and oil prices are still highly volatile is a 

way of creating a parallel economic narrative.       

 "The art of probing what men believe they ought to believe, rather than proving what 

is true according to abstract methods"123 is in this way efficiently used by V. Putin in 

adding the economic dimension and creating the illusion of Russia’s macroeconomic 

plans alignment to the international economic agenda priorities.  

 “Let me repeat: it is only natural that each state has its own political, economic and other 

interests. The question is the means by which they are protected and promoted”124 

 In May 2016, Putin instructed three expert groups to develop alternative 

economic reform programs - a liberal group led by former Finance Minister Alexei 

Kudrin, a group of technocrats led by Economy Minister Maxim Oreshkin and a 

more state-run Stolypin Club headed by Putin's business ombudsman Boris Titov. 

Each group presented thousands of pages of expert reports125. An insurance that 

Kremlin is analyzing options for economic recovery is needed to gain voters’ 

attention. They need to believe that the real change is possible. A consistent part of 

the data presented in the reports serves as an example of positive economic results 

and is focused mainly on the rate of consumer inflation that serves as the basis for the 

Central Bank’s interest rate policy. Indicators that characterize the components of 

financial stability of the banking system should also be taken into consideration. 

 The new Kremlin’s economic rhetoric attempts to alter the understanding of 

the internal reality by calling attention to the discursive aspects of economics, more 

particularly to its “visionary” forms. Promoting global multibillion energy projects 

without presenting a clear economic reasoning maybe helped Russia in increasing its 

role as a dialogue partner, but didn’t serve to the economic transformation of the 

country. Even in 2017, despite its shaky economic performance over the past two 

years, Russia is pushing ahead with a wealth of multi-billion dollar oil and gas 

projects.            

 Featuring pan-Baltic pipelines, enhanced oil and gas trading platforms, and 
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massive transportation deals, Russia’s energy ambitions are only a few of them. 126

 Economic prediction is uncertain by default. With uncertain prediction,  

internal, but in the case of Russia to a greater extension its external discourse 

becomes a matter of the art of persuasion which, in a civilized society, should be 

possible to change another actor’s mind without force or coercion.   

 In analyzing a discursive economic formation weighting the "value" of 

statements, a value that is not defined by their truth, that is not gauged by a secret 

content, but which characterizes their place, their capacity for circulation and 

exchange, their possibility of transformation, not only in the economy of discourse 

but more generally in the administration of scarce resources is important. The 

political argument for modernism is that we must be closed minded to protect 

ourselves from the unscientific, as we must adopt police-state methods to compete 

with police states. But democratic values would seem to be defended best by open-

minded pragmatism and good rhetoric.       

 The matter is that economists speaking to politicians adopt the conventions of 

political discourse, should specify and stress the immediate and continuing costs of 

bad policies and the benefits of good ones, the immediate steps that should be taken, 

and the immediate benefits that should be foreseen.  The problem occurs when 

economists lose credibility when they predict dire imminent consequences that do 

not occur, as they have done repeatedly with respect to the budget deficit127. 

 Featuring pan-Baltic pipelines, enhanced oil and gas trading platforms, and 

massive transportation deals, Russia’s energy ambitions are only a few of them. 128

 Economic prediction is uncertain by default. With uncertain prediction, 

internal, but in the case of Russia to a greater extension its external discourse 

becomes a matter of the art of persuasion which, in a civilized society, should be 

possible to change another actor’s mind without force or coercion.   

 In analyzing a discursive economic formation weighting the "value" of 

statements, a value that is not defined by their truth, that is not gauged by a secret 

content, but which characterizes their place, their capacity for circulation and 

exchange, their possibility of transformation, not only in the economy of discourse 

but more generally in the administration of scarce resources is important. The 

political argument for modernism is that we must be closed-minded to protect 
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ourselves from the unscientific, as we must adopt police-state methods to compete 

with police states. But democratic values would seem to be defended best by open-

minded pragmatism and good rhetoric.       

 The matter is that economists speaking to politicians adopt the conventions of 

political discourse, should specify and stress the immediate and continuing costs of 

bad policies and the benefits of good ones, the immediate steps that should be taken, 

and the immediate benefits that should be foreseen. The problem occurs when 

economists lose credibility when they predict dire imminent consequences that do 

not occur, as they have done repeatedly with respect to the budget deficit129. 

 

Conclusion and recommendations 

 In the attempt to trace patterns of Russian economic rhetoric during the Putin 

era, one of the conclusions is that Russia continues to be dominated by the legacy of 

the past. Anti-western rhetoric that legitimize the internal continuation of the regime 

is a classic part of Russian toolbox since USSR. Although modernization remains as a 

priority for more than 17 years, little has been done in achieving it. A real 

modernization doesn’t mean like in the Kremlin’s leader’s acceptance only the 

modernization of economic rhetoric, but the real consequent modernization of 

institutions, democratization and the establishment of a State based on the rule of 

law. These reforms generating both tangible and intangible wealth should become a 

priority for a future Russian leader. Furthermore, innovation in the economy and in 

particular its diversification has to become the only way to face the emerging 

challenges.           

 The Russian official conversation should move away from the main pillar – 

militarization. Instead, it should address the real perspectives for growth of Russian 

economy. Huge public investments in military and defence also contributed to a 

decline in almost all other investments, especially private ones. Energy megaprojects 

need both investments and technology. Moreover, they need economic reasoning 

along with strategic interest either if directed to the East of West. Fiscal funds are 

diminishing; the Russian government will have to think to cut the budget, or to use 

the wealth fund to protect the fiscal funds. Consequently, in the near future the 

Russian economy will not succeed to cut the high level of oil prices impact on GDP. 

A clear and realistic assessment of the forthcoming income perspectives generated by 

the hydrocarbons exports revenues could form a more useful economic tool. 

 East-European countries should first show a greater interest in addressing and 
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analyzing the real economic agenda of Russian Federation.     

 It is of high importance to understand that a renewed economic agenda is less 

possible today in Russia without real reforms and the access to capital and 

technology. Therefore, external economic priorities will merely address the 

legitimization of the existing regime and the engagement of particular international 

players in the dialogue with Russia. In the absence of a clear economic development 

vision, consolidation of militarization of Russian economic agenda will be one of the 

tools Russia will use. The continuation of developing products and services in the 

defence and military complex falls into the logic of Kremlin’s leaders.   

 A clear understanding of energy politics as a key instrument in Moscow’s 

foreign policy is imperative. New energy projects (as Turkish Stream, LNG projects, 

pan-Baltic pipelines, etc.) have to be seen together with strategic but mainly 

economic reasoning. This includes also economic control of a number of strategically 

important states in its vicinity. Despite the narrative to export East or West, Arctic is 

the strategic project for Russian leadership.      

 Unfortunately, structural differences in perceptions and in the way of 

conducting dialogue with Russia could be observed at the level of decision makers 

from East-European Countries and Western ones. In approaching Russian Federation 

policy makers, West-European Countries are addressing the real economic factual 

issues, leaving aside the arguments promoted by the Russian official discourse. 

Normative instruments along with the economic ones become efficient tools in 

maintaining a perspective of future cooperation with Russia while ensuring 

stakeholder’s economic interests. After imposing sanctions, almost all the West-

European Countries developed alternative economic and commercial options to 

reduce the impact of the sanctions on their stakeholders.    

 At the level of stakeholders, communication between decision makers and 

stakeholders is needed to ensure transparency. In order to prevent the attempt to 

avoid sanctions, alternative options for the economic players should also be 

provided.           

 Indeed, as economists that are speaking to politicians adopt the conventions of 

political discourse, decision makers from the East-European Countries might better 

adopt the economic conventions when addressing Russian Federation.   

 East-European Countries need the capabilities and intelligent skepticism to see 

distinctively the two dimensions: the economic rhetoric of Russian officials and the 

real Russian economy. Regrettably, in addressing Russian Federation, many East-

European decision makers fall into the logic of the discourse and are addressing the 

rhetoric’s and the tools of propaganda instead of operating with costs, benefits and 



macroeconomic indicators. Indeed it is difficult to assess some data as sanctions are 

imposed to certain private companies and banks. At the same time, the difference 

between West-European decision makers is that in the East-European Countries, 

policy makers are more often exposed to the occurrence of manipulation and 

distortion of messages from Russia.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 



Russian Foreign Policy: looking for a new status quo 

By Angela Grămadă 

 

Abstract 

 

This policy paper aims to identify the main themes and theses of the Russian foreign 

policy during the last presidential term of Vladimir Putin, especially those promoted after the 

annexation of Crimea (March, 2014), as well as the appreciation of the impact of this process 

on policies and directions of action of the strategies of other regional actors in the region. One 

of the objectives of the policy paper is to highlight the strategic interests of the Russian 

Federation in the region and the arguments for their assumption in order overcome Russia's 

"inferiority complex" on the international arena. Attention will also be paid to the political, 

economic, and social vulnerabilities of domestic origin that have influenced the decision-

making processes and changed their meaning in order to avoid internal social protests against 

government authorities.         

 The main research tools used to assess Russian leadership, policies, and decisions on 

foreign policy refer to document analysis, official speeches and decisions, as well as analysis of 

reports and studies elaborated by Russian experts identified as influencers of the Russian 

public opinion. 

Key words: Russian Federation, foreign policy, decision, diplomacy  

 

Introduction  

The Russian Federation is that state actor who succeeded in defining its own 

foreign policy objectives in order to shape the content of the strategies and policies of 

neighboring states, not only by persuading them to adhere to regional integration 

models but also by appealing to "hard" persuasion. It is the actor who wishes to be 

globally recognized for its superpower status and its ability to stand up against the 

United States and projects promoted by the White House globally, which feels to be 

inappropriate and threatening at the security and stability of the international 

relations system. The decision-makers who set out the main lines of action of Russian 

foreign policy are trying to support their theses and priorities on the need to change 

of the institutions and norms governing the external environment. They also assign 

many resources in order to avoid their own transformation, by resorting to tradition 

and custom as a definitive argument.       

 Russia is also trying to position itself as a generator of qualitative "change", 



but it only succeeds in increasing tensions and mistrust at international level. Also, 

through the Russian leaders' speeches, The Russian Federation recognizes that the 

way it has promoted its interests and the vision of global order has not encouraged 

the multiplication of the effects of the balance between cooperation and competition 

which describes the status quo of the international environment at the moment:130 

 ”True, when this balance is upset, when the observance and even existence of universal rules 

of conduct is questioned, when interests are pushed through at any cost, then disputes become 

unpredictable and dangerous and lead to violent conflicts.” 

Russia has been promoting objectives within a system of international law 

while denying it, although it has helped it to achieve its current content and shape. 

At the same time, it requires institutional and normative transformation from other 

actors under the pretext of "good governance of the international relations system" 

under the pressure of new types of security threats and challenges, without 

recognizing its own involvement in undermining existing institutions or treaties:131 

”One of the main explanations for this is that some countries have put in question the 

universal norms and rules and are seeking to use selfishly the achievements that were made through 

collective efforts and compromises.” 

Officially, Moscow insists on identifying new rules for a post-global world. De 

facto, it is in an ongoing process of reinventing its own role without changing itself. 

The ultimate goal of this approach is to promote and protect private, patrimonial 

interests of a small number of people, who today form the political and economic 

elite of Russia. The Russian leadership will only highlight those platforms, means 

and tools to support a foreign policy speech useful to domestic consumption, which 

only apparently promotes coherent national interests, oriented towards "... securing 

state security, sovereignty and territorial integrity, strengthening the state of law and 

democratic institutions.”132          
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 The needs of few people with patrimonial and political interests are imposed 

through various means and instruments in society, the latter accepting them as 

correct and important. Why is this happening? Because the financial interests of this 

restricted group of people are under external pressure since Crimea was annexed in 

March 2014133134.          

 National interests, the legitimate ones that relate to security of the entire 

Russian society, are replaced by Moscow's partners or competitors. The great 

dilemma of those who are compelled to cooperate with Russia remains the following: 

what are the tools and methods to convince Moscow to respect the interests of other 

actors?           

 The debate in Russian society about the content of national interests and 

documents governing foreign policy does not go beyond certain limits imposed top-

down. Public policies are accepted without being discussed. Consequently, we are 

witnessing a general projection of the goals of the few on the many and creating the 

illusion of the "interaction" between the state and the citizens.   

 Russia also wishes to manage and decide upon the national interests of other 

state and non-state actors, without being sanctioned for it. Its foreign policy is an 

extension of the domestic policy and its mission is to argue the lack of solutions for 

various problems by planting external vulnerabilities in the informational space, for 

internal public debate. Such a tactic is more effective. It allows the authorities to 

organize social trends and moods, to argue and fuel internal propaganda. 

 

Russia's difficult dossiers  

All the "dossiers" or the themes of Russian foreign policy are complicated and 

complex - at least this is the tone in which the last two foreign policy concepts of 

Russia, as well as other official documents that regulate this area, have been 

elaborated. Threats and vulnerabilities are more numerous than opportunities, and 

on the long run, certain successes are difficult to predict. The aggression in Ukraine, 
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Department of State, 2014, https://www.state.gov/e/eb/tfs/spi/ukrainerussia/ 

134 EU prolongs sanctions over actions against Ukraine's territorial integrity until 15 March 2018, the 
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the annexation of Crimea, and support for separatist movements in the East of this 

country has brought more prejudice to the Kremlin regime. Even under such 

conditions, the lack of visible success can be turned into short-term and medium-

term benefits to the authorities. They provide extra space for the use of propaganda 

tools against partners with limited availability for cooperation. This is a tactic to 

draw attention from new possible violations of international law or human rights. As 

a result, the political elite surrounding Vladimir Putin makes only effective use of 

external interventions to argue that changing the current regime is not appropriate. 

 

- Russia – United States: ”America” is always a bad idea 

The external opponent has been identified. This is the White House. America 

is and will be the hot topic of the pre-electoral campaign along with the war of 

diplomacy, "consulate property", the influence of secret services135, freedom of 

expression in the public space (the situation of Russia Today television136) are already 

being used by the current political regime in Moscow as a further source of 

legitimation of the agressive strategy for dealing with the United States. Different 

perceptions about stability and security137, about the role and place of different 

international institutions, about different problem files, create tensions that affect 

bilateral dialogue.          

 Another important topic for debate in the context of addressing the bilateral 

relationship with the US remains NATO:138 
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”Intelligence and military figures publicly and frequently complain about issues like NATO139 

expansion and democracy promotion in the post-Soviet space; they believe any Western push for 

either requires a Russian kickback.” 

The tensions during the Democratic leadership continue throughout the 

Republican period. Donald Trump's victory in the presidential campaign indicated 

other trends for the Russia-US bilateral relationship. At least that were the 

expectations of the Moscow leadership. It is about a brand new governing formula in 

Washington. The White House's decision to respond to gas attacks in Syria140 and the 

accusations made against Russia as accusation for encouraging Bashar al-Assad did 

not facilitate dialogue with the new US administration. Later on, there appeared the 

divergences in the approach of the North Korean141 case. The firmness of the 

American speech to sanction the North Korean regime has led to new tensions. 

However, Russia has adhered to sanctions142. The Kremlin could not banish himself 

from the discussions on this subject.       

 The relationship with the United States is also complicated by the Ukrainian 

case. The American support to Kiev and economic sanctions imposed on Russia 

contribute even more to maintaining a complicated situation between Moscow and 

Washington. 

 

- Ukraine – the biggest challenge for the current Russian foreign policy 

The first clues to a possible crisis in the Russia-Ukraine bilateral relationship 

arose during the first orange revolution in Ukraine in November 2004 when the pro-

Russian candidate in the presidential election was defeated. These prerequisites do 

not necessarily refer to the election results. They primarily refer to the expansion of 

processes that Russia wanted to avoid on its own territory: the colored revolutions 

and a possible transformation of the Russian society by the Western model, that is to 

say its democratization. Ukraine's advancement in European integration processes 

was appreciated in Moscow not only as a loss of control over Ukraine's economy but 

also as a loss of control over social processes that could be exported to Russia. 
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Finally, the Russian political system could have undergone transformation. This 

should be avoided by any means. 

Russia's strategy and tactics for Ukraine show a thorough preparation of the 

measures that have been implemented against this country, based on the following 

elements143: the repeated outbreak of energy crises, affecting also European 

consumers, the attempt to gain control over national energy companies (transport, 

supply, distribution, storage), embargoes for different products – burdening  the 

access to the Russian markets for various Ukrainian products, under the pretext of 

avoiding potential losses to the re-export of European products through Ukraine, the 

promotion of Yanukovych's authoritarian political regime, based on patrimonial 

relations between the political and economic factors. These measures failed to 

compromise the idea of European integration among Ukrainian citizens, who saw 

the proximity to the European Union as the only way to impose the qualitative 

transformation of the political system and public institutions in their country. 

 In the Ukrainian case, Russia uses a mix of resources of influencing 

international public opinion. These include not only tools of influencing internal 

political decision-making processes, political parties and affiliated business affairs, or 

media. The international information space, thanks to new communication tools, has 

become more vulnerable. Through the access to modern communications, it has 

increased the capability of external actors to change the content of public debate, 

both qualitatively and quantitatively.      

 Crimean annexation, Russia's involvement in the conflict in the East of 

Ukraine, where the Kremlin appears as an aggressor, undermining its settlement 

processes within negotiation formats, make the dialogue between Moscow and Kiev 

almost impossible to support. Both sides do not show willingness to give up the 

current rhetoric. For Ukraine, the struggle in Eastern Ukraine is given for 

sovereignty, territorial integrity, and the redefinition of the national state idea. For 

Russia, maintaining separatism, and therefore conflict, means preserving a state of 

fact in Ukraine that would not allow it to join the Western club. 

 

- Syria – a window of opportunity 

The Syrian file is an opportunity window to distract international public 

opinion from the Ukrainian problem, from the inability to manage the relationship 
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with this neighboring state. Although it does not seem to be the most important 

argument to act in Syria144, it is one of the decisive factors for military action in 

support of the Bashar al-Assad regime - an absolutely legitimate regime, according to 

Moscow's leadership.         

 Syria is important for Russia because of strategic, military or economic 

arguments. From a strategic point of view, in Syria, the Russians can influence 

regional processes outside the established area of their foreign policy outlook. From 

the tactic point of view - it carries large logistical losses. Military presence is 

expensive. Certainly, a part of these costs can be recovered as a result of Russia's 

rights to participate in the Syrian economy's recovery process. The main beneficiaries 

of the economic recovery processes in Syria will be Russia and Iran145. The United 

States was not invited to participate in these processes146.   

 Internal propaganda has the mission to argue for intervention in Syria through 

the status and position it provides internationally for the successes of Russian 

soldiers147. Thus, financial investments are also argued. Even if they suffered losses 

(airplanes shot down by the Turks, technical problems in military equipment), they 
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showed inside the country a high power status, utilized for solving important 

regional dossiers: 148 

”Russia is opposing terrorists together with the legitimate Syrian Government and other states 

of the region, and is acting on the basis of international law. I must say that these actions and this 

forward progress have not come easy. There is a great deal of dissension in the region. But we have 

fortified ourselves with patience and, weighing our every move and word, we are working with all 

the participants of this process with due respect for their interests.” 

Also, there is also important to not miss the opportunity to put the blame once 

again on the United States for supporting opposition forces, encouraging the 

overthrow of legitimate governments, taking unilateral decisions that obstruct 

decision formulas of international institutions.      

 At this moment, for Moscow, military withdrawal from Syria is out of the 

question. The potential for military involvement has not been capitalized.  

 

- Russia and ex-soviet space: a complicated relashionship  

The relationship with other state actors in the ex-Soviet space is a way of 

suppressing their will through: political resources (discources), allocated to support 

authoritarian regimes or loyal, pro-Russian leaders, easy to control; energy resources, 

and attempts to take control over energy distribution networks as a tool of pressure 

on government authorities or companies that are valued as strategic economic 

objectives, limiting access to the Russian market for antrepreneurs from countries 

with a pro-European orientation. All these are pressure tools used by the Russian 

leadership to impose economic and political development visions on the states that 

form the first line of projection of Russian foreign policy interests, ie the near 

neighborhood.           

 The strategy is simple: if political investment does not deliver results, then 

energy or sectorial sanctions are applied, usually sanctions for agricultural imports. 

The economic pressure "finance" an "effective" foreign policy.    

 But what happens when pro-European governments start paying more 

attention to the problems of their own entrepreneurs? The following is happening: 

Government authorities are implementing reforms, creating conditions for business 

development and programs to support local producers, also helping to improve the 

                                                             
148 VLADIMIR PUTIN MEETS WITH MEMBERS OF THE VALDAI DISCUSSION CLUB. 

TRANSCRIPT OF THE PLENARY SESSION OF THE 14TH ANNUAL MEETING, Valdai Club, 

October 19, 2017, Sochi, http://valdaiclub.com/events/posts/articles/putin-meets-with-members-of-the-

valdai-club/ 



quality of exported goods and services. Reorienting the business environment to 

markets other than Russian ones has become a reality. Eloquent is the example of 

Georgia and partly of the Republic of Moldova. Companies either changed their 

production strategy and improved quality, or maintained two production lines at the 

same time, which allowed them to keep their presence on the EEU149 markets too. No 

one has cancelled the legal framework of the Free Trade Area within the CIS, 

including Russia.           

 In such situations, attempts to avoid Russian influence, the Kremlin takes the 

decision to use energetic, political or even military instruments of conviction. They 

appeal to propaganda attempting to reach vulnerable social categories, not 

necessarily those with low incomes, but national minorities, slightly extremist, 

nationalist or anti-Western political groups. Through their representatives, Moscow 

imposes its opinion on the development of projects or on the need to adhere to a 

regional co-operation formula. The pretext for promoting nationalism is always the 

same: Europe is morally degraded. Officially these political organizations advocate 

for their own way. In the case of the former Soviet space, it is usually insisted on the 

need to join the Eurasian Economic Union. 

 

- Economic Eurasian Union – an ambitious political and economic 

project 

The Eurasian Economic Union is a project designed to restore Russia's 

influence in the region and expand it across Europe.     

 At this moment, the Eurasian Economic Union is already a functional project 

that has a status, an institutional system, principles and a set of rules, which should 

confirm that Russia can turn into a normative power, as it is European Union. The 

Russian leaders promote this project as a model with the potential to reorganize the 

former Soviet states around a concept - that of cooperation within an international 

structure, an alternative to the Eastern Partnership Project of the European Union. In 

the opinion of the same Russian experts, the Eurasian Economic Union is an 

unremitting political and economic offer and should not be appreciated as a 

reflection of Russian neoimperialism150. The chosen persuasion method of joining this 

project explains otherwise this projection of Russian foreign policy interests: who can 
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not be persuaded by peaceful means, will be called upon to do so by economic 

coercive methods (Kyrgyzstan - economic benefits) or military (Armenia's case - arms 

deliveries to Azerbaijan).         

 The implementation of some normative acts or procedures is often slowed 

down by the reaction with which a Member State is considering the opportunities or 

a potential negative impact of implementing the rules adopted within the EEU 

institutions on the national economy. Another dilemma of Russia remains the 

inability to provide credibility to the project. It remains a meeting context for the 

leaders who maintain their states' leadership through authoritarian methods of 

preserving power. Furthermore, decision-making process is not very democratic one 

as well. However, given these facts, Belarus has succeeded in slowing at some point 

the processes of putting into practice the provisions of the Customs Code.   

 Consequently, the Eurasian Economic Union is a project to integrate private 

interests into the Russian Federation's interest community. 

 

- Russia - China relationship - a relationship complicated by 

demography and economy 

Russia does not have a strategy to address China. Moreover, there is only a 

relationship based on demographic fear and economic intimidation. China's 

economic progress is not the best element of Russian-Chinese cooperation. Beijing is 

present in many regions or areas of strategic interest for Russia. Beijing is Russia's 

partner in various regional cooperation formulas: BRICS, OSC, controls part of the 

Eastern Siberian Pacific - Pacific Ocean pipeline. For example, in Central Asia or even 

Belarus, it invests in economic projects and technology parks. Thus, through 

investments in manufacturing processes, China has access to the markets of EEU 

countries and supports the development of infrastructure projects, which bypass 

Russia. It also controls the policies of some energy companies in Central Asian states. 

All of these are arguments in favor of developing strategies to address the 

relationship with China. But a real, pragmatic strategy is delayed. As a consequence, 

the uncertainty element will persist in the bilateral relationship with China.   

The answer to the question "why this is so" in the foreign policy of the Russian 

Federation is hard to identify, for the simple reason that he cannot be only one 

answer. Dossiers and themes for debate are much more. They clearly highlight the 

interests and multiple objectives of Russian decision-makers in this area. Explaining 

these dossiers is important because it allows the identification of vulnerabilities of 

others that can be easily turned into threats, so they can convince other actors in the 



region. On the other hand, the relationship with Iran, which can influence the 

Muslim community in Russian territory, the fight against international terrorism and 

the Islamic State, the hesitant position on the need to sanction North Korea, the 

attitude towards WTO, and Russia's presence in regional economic forums - are just 

a few of Russia's important regional issues for Moscow. They are a source of 

uncertainty, but in the same time are perceived as a source of political, external 

affirmation. A country that has damaged its image within the international system by 

making unilateral decisions, defying the assumed norms and treaties, and changing 

the borders of neighboring countries is not appreciated as a partner in an 

increasingly uncertain world. The approach of evaluating this public policy is thus 

useful not only for Moscow but also for its partners to assess their own perceptions 

towards Russia.           

 If we analyze regional files from the Kremlin perspective, we can see that they 

have some positive results: the temporary distraction of international public opinion 

from the Ukrainian problem through the Syrian file, even if they supported a non-

democratic regime, cannot be labeled otherwise than "perversity" of Russian 

diplomacy. Russia rejects double standards in world politics. At the same time, 

however, they abuse the advantages they offer. Another possible success could be 

sabotaging the future of the EU-US partnership. Russia insists that geographic 

proximity to Russia is both a strategic and economic advantage for Europe.  

 There are few moments when Vladimir Putin explains Russia's position and 

strategy in the international environment, reveals its weaknesses and regrets certain 

processes and phenomena. The problem, however, is that the other state and non-

state actors involved in the processes underlying the global affairs system fail to 

develop a common position capable of enforcing compliance with a set of rules and 

rules. They, obviously, are under the pressure of the need to promote their own 

interests. The sanctions have shown how fragile the cohesion of Western leaders is, 

and how much is missing the common vision of reforming the main global 

international institutions that is to ensure peace and stability in the world. 

 

Options for Russian Foreign Policy: vision, role playing, actors, status quo for the 

regime 

   - Russia’s perceptions about Russia, Europe and others  

Russia is trying to persuade the West, especially Europe, that it no longer 

needs to be part of this select club, where the United States decides everything in 



world politics. Officially, it promotes a discourse by which it seeks to impose its own 

values on other international actors, such as conservatism151, traditionalism, 

orthodoxy, caring for interethnic consensus152, and superior to those promoted by the 

West. In reality, it only repels and contributes to the erosion of the same Western 

values in the states in which it develops interests153. In all this discourse about values 

and principles or model of democracy, the Russian leadership intentionally implies a 

segregation of the West: the USA - the supreme evil, Europe - the victim of the 

supreme evil. The biggest impediment to the success of this aim, to argue Brussels 

and Washington, are the same values that both Europe and America share: human 

rights and freedoms, democratic principles, the rule of law154 - harmful things to the 

current form of the regime of the Kremlin. This fact, confirmed by European officials 

themselves, who have the experience of interacting with Moscow, discredits Russian 

propaganda.           

 Russia is treating Europe as something "different" or a distinct element of the 

West, because the United States (the defining element of the West) is defined 

differently - the hegemon, deliberately demonized to the inner public and used as a 

source of argumentation of aggressive rhetorics in public space. The Russian 

leadership "has discovered" that European values and principles, the European club 

in general, seems to have nothing to offer, and hence the non-sense of acting in the 

direction of being accepted as a partner of Europe155. This approach attempts to hide 

the frustration accumulated by the same Russian leaders, whose opinions, projects, 

initiatives or status have not been accepted or have been treated with some suspicion 
                                                             
151 Acoording to Fiodor Lukyanov, the Russian Conservatism, by definition, is rooted in national soil. 

Its main focus is on its own state and society, the development of which constitutes the main task. The 

creation of conditions for its solution is what foreign policy, activity on the international arena is 

aimed at. Учиться быть собой, Conservatorism in Foreign Policy: Special Issue of the Russia in Global 

Affairs Journal about, Moscow,  May, 2017, p. 8. 

152 Russian Federation - a multi-ethnic state where minority rights are respected at the declarative 

level.  

153 Bugajski, Janusz, Assenova, Margarita, Eurasian Disunion: Russia’s Vulnerable Flanks, the 

Jamestown Foundation, Washington, DC, 2016, p. 7. 

154 Посол ЕС в России: «Самый сильный рычаг Европы – это введение безвизового режима для 

россиян», TVRain, Moscow, September 23, 2017, 

https://tvrain.ru/teleshow/interview/byvshij_posol_es_v_rossii_samyj_silnyj_rychag-

446135/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=teleshow-
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155 Sergey Karaganov explains this phenomenon as "overcoming the sentiment of inferiority" and 

emancipation of Russia. Lukyanov, Fiodor, Karaganov Sergey, Каким будет новый мир?, Russia in 

Global Affairs Journal, Moscow, April 7, 2017, http://www.globalaffairs.ru/redcol/Kakim-budet-novyi-

mir--18668 



by European leaders156. At the same time, Moscow does not give up to self-

determination as a European country, does not deny this element, which defines its 

identity.            

 Russia is no longer a credible partner. Its unpredictable behavior, most 

recently demonstrated by concrete actions in Ukraine, shows incapacity to accept and 

obey the rules established in the previous cooperation formats. It violates treaties, no 

longer assumes the status of guarantor, challenges democratic principles, no longer 

respects the sovereignty and integrity of other states, acts and takes unilateral 

decisions, calls for aggressive speeches and use of force. Obviously, this behavior 

generates "paranoia" and cancels out the potential for cooperation. 

 

- Anti-Russian Paranoia: argued or not? 

The model for managing relationships with European partners is based on the 

principle devide et impera. Even so, it is not sufficient to influence economically or 

politically certain decision-makers in the EU Member States. Not all European 

leaders will risk their internal credibility in front of voters in order to have better 

relations with Kremlin. What is happening within the European Union is a test of 

internal forces to assess the current foreign policy, including Russia, and to create a 

new one, much more adapted to the current conditions. The EU is in a process of re-

evaluating the European economic and political project, a common identity, but it is 

wrong to believe that this is solely the result of Russia's actions in Eastern Europe, 

South Caucasus, Syria or Asia.        

 In fact, in this case, we should not talk about "European paranoia" as a 

phenomenon, but rather about the new type of segregation attempt of the EU 

Member States: not after political, economic or social successes. Currently, the 

segregation promoted by Moscow is based on other elements, which refer more to 

the types of government regimes assumed: democratic or non-democratic. Russia 

supports the instability generated at the EU decision-making level by some national 

governments. Some European actors understand the danger and appreciate it 

correctly, others gradually introduce into the everyday life of the societies that they 

                                                             
156 The European Security Treaty, proposed in November, 2009 by ex-Russian president, Dmitri 

Medvedev, and also the Project of Russia Modernization were rejected by European officials. The 

argument for the decisions to not accept the project for the project of economic modernization of 

Russia: lack of guaranties for human rights protection, in particular the right to private property 

(guaranteeing European investments on the territory of the Russian Federation). The draft of the 

European Security Treaty, Kremlin.ru, Moscow, November 29, 2009, 

http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/6152 



represent elements of the negative model (with many destructive elements: 

corruption, populism, intolerance, limitation of fundamental rights and freedoms).

 In the current regional or world context that we are witnessing, the paranoia 

expressed in the public space related to Russian propaganda and its effects, the way 

it penetrates national and social interests, is argued. The role of the European 

authorities is not to feed it, but to fight against it, based on two instruments: good 

governance and transparency.    

 

- The Russian coalition between decision-maker and expert - in the service of 

national or patrimonial interest? 

The promotion of Russian foreign policy messages is ensured by several 

actors. Among these, two categories can be highlighted: political actors - promoting 

official foreign policy, codified in public documents and policies, and experts who 

play the role of independent actors, but who understand the structure of national 

interest in an almost identical way. The method is different, but the ultimate goal is 

the same - subjecting the general perceptions of Russian foreign policy in order to 

serve exclusively that small group of patrimonial interests. Studying the 

interdependencies between the two categories of actors can help identify persons that 

will be able to provide a new dialogue with Moscow in the future.   

 If Russian officials are trying to prove that the firmness of their external 

actions is effective, then the analytical environment of experts has the mission to 

show that the Russian Federation's foreign policy can be balanced and pragmatic, 

selective and elitist157, but at the same time it is equipped with that humanizing 

character. It is important to ensure internal consensus to promote the interests of the 

Russian political elite.         

 Both categories, and politicians and experts, are aware that interdependence 

as a concept in political science can not be overcome only by statements denying 

needs for know-how, financial resources, external investments, or markets. These 

ideas are met in the speeches of both categories of participants in the definition of 

foreign policy messages. Even simplified, their essence points to the following 

complex need: cooperation with external economic partners is necessary, and the 

rejection of the rules of functioning of the current international relations system is 
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imperative. Apparently, Russia contradicts itself, but this contradiction between 

what is "necessary" and "imperative" is useful for the Russian decision maker, 

because it creates confusion and preserves the elements that can form in future the 

basis for a more effective dialogue with external partners. This dialogue must not 

necessarily be equal. The antagonism of ideas shakes both the Russian and the 

European public, their mood being easier to control and makes it more sensitive to 

propaganda messages. The public becomes more exposed to vulnerabilities of 

external origin.           

 Europe will have to consider the advantage that Russia's economic initiatives 

could offer in the Eurasian space. The results can not be immediate because the 

Ukrainian conflict or regional issues where Russia has divergent interests with other 

actors have not yet been overcome yet. The need to develop a strategy to address the 

dialogue with the European Union or the United States on new principles and ideas 

is being made aware, but at the same time it is delayed for another time. Regardless 

of the period chosen for dialogue, the parties involved will need credible partners for 

the good conduct of the talks. Experts’ environment can be a good resource for this, 

with only one condition: to not be compromised. 

 

- Elections in Russia – no chance for a change   

The results of the elections in Russia are predictable. Even the attempts to 

"plant" a controversial opponent, representing the opposition, will not influence the 

popularity of the current Russian leader, Vladimir Putin. He is the political and 

economic elite "guarantor" of their financial stability. It may be interesting for the 

public in this context the willingness of the Russian authorities to intensify the 

application of external pressure instruments, propaganda, to explain that part of the 

electoral platform that refers to the restoration of Russia's role in the international 

system. The argumentation of Russia's presence in various regional conflicts or 

crises, especially during electoral periods, may be useful to candidate Vladimir Putin, 

because it artificially multiplies the dangers and threats to national security and 

sovereignty:158  

”The new political season in Russia will not be “business as usual”. Although the results of the 

forthcoming presidential elections are easily predictable and Vladimir Putin is expected to stay in 

power for another six-year term, voters still need to be convinced that they are making the right 

choice. Foreign policy has a leading role to play in this regard, taking into account the fact that Putin’s 
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current legitimacy is largely based on popular support for the president’s past actions in this very 

field.” 

In the context of the elections, there is a risk that the information warfare will 

grow - foreign policy, the relationship with the EU and the anti-Americanism will be 

"hot" subjects for the presidential campaign debates. Also, the conflicts in Ukraine 

and Syria will be major topics of these debates. It is necessary to provide the 

domestic public with evidence of the efficiency of spending the financial resources 

for foreign and security policies in order to hide incompetence in the implementation 

of economic reforms. Thus, the informational war will be used as a tool of pressure 

and conviction of the citizen that Russia reassess its status in the international 

relations system.          

 Why is this foreign policy only partially effective? Russian politicians do not 

acknowledge their mistakes, they prefer to transfer them into the responsibility of 

other political or state actors. Also, Russia does not recognize its own role in 

destroying the functioning of the current governance model of the international 

system. There is no political willingness to do so in Moscow. Partnerships are 

imposed, not negotiated. For support on some topics, the payout is quite high. 

Russian diplomacy faces multiple dilemmas: to challenge the behavior of other 

actors, and to do likewise, to reject American unilateralism, and to accept it as a way 

of acting in its own decisions, to unleash external propaganda and at the same time 

to promotes its own?          

 Another explanation could be the lack of solutions for the internal reform of 

the political system and the national economy. While we are witnessing the 

intensification of Russian propaganda and resources allocation to support the 

undermining democratization processes in some countries, we can identify some 

internal elements that demonstrate that a part of society is ready to protest for 

democracy and economic changes in Russia. The public manifestations of 2017 are 

only one element of this social approach. Even if relative to the population size and 

the trust given to President Vladimir Putin159 it seemed to be meaningless, the way 

the authorities managed this wave of protest showed that the regime is vulnerable.

 Turning to the pragmatic aspect, ie the national economy, it has to be also 

mentioned that vulnerabilities in different sectors of the economy also show a lack of 
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consensus on how Russia should develop160. The economy and the resources it 

generates are the structure upon which any public policy, including the external one, 

is based. Competition in some markets is high, coalitions between different external 

players affect the interests of some Russian producers. Sanctions and limitation of 

access to technology are causing even more problems. Transforming the US into an 

energy actor161, can also result in a more difficult dialogue with certain European 

countries.           

  

Recommendations 

One of the recommendations refers to the need to identify political and 

interlocutors, capable of facilitating a new type of dialogue with Moscow. It is a 

difficult task for all parties. The level of mutual suspicion has reached the highest 

odds. Dialogue must continue, but for this it is necessary to find the needed will to 

support professional facilitators who know the interests of all parties. This means 

both sides – the West and Russia - need to invest in various programs and projects to 

study the priorities and mutual needs, the realities on which the development of the 

Russian society and the identity of that state are based, with all the elements that 

shape it. The re-evaluation of our own foreign policy agendas in relation to this state 

actor is imperative. This not means that we have to accept the Kremlin's unilateral 

decisions.           

 The exposure to the effects of Russian propaganda can only be diminished by 

highlighting the potential of good governance and transparency. Applying 

propaganda against propaganda is a wrong strategy, especially if it’s not 

accompanied by positive actions. Only in this way the resilience of the democratic 

institutions can be safeguarded against threats of foreign origin. Such an approach 

will be successful only if the governments of the states decide to engage irremediably 

                                                             
160 In May 2016, Vladimir Putin invited three economic leading expert groups to recommend 

economic-reform programs for Russia: the liberal group led by former Finance Minister Alexei 

Kudrin; the technocratic group led by Economy Minister Maxim Oreshkin; and the more statist 

Stolypin Club led by Boris Titov. Considering the disagreement publicly expressed by the leaders of 

the three groups, it can be concluded that economic reforms will not be implemented soon, even if the 

officials are using in their statements some data showing a slight improvement in the economic 

situation. Борис Титов ответил Кудрину на «разоблачение опасных для экономики мифов», RBK, 

Moscow, May 23, 2017, http://www.rbc.ru/economics/23/05/2017/592451929a794742cc7d348d 

161 First LNG Delivery to Poland, Press Statement Heather Nauert Department Spokesperson 

Washington DC, U.S. Department of State, June 8, 2017, 
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in reform processes. The States most exposed to propaganda need to be supported, 

but also conditioned not to abandon previously recorded progress in promoting 

democratic principles and values.        

 Russia must be encouraged to accept the will and interests of neighboring 

states and other partners to protect their sovereignty and territorial integrity. 

Otherwise, it will indirectly support its own disintegration processes, as it will create 

conditions for the emergence of new separatist movements, including on its own 

territory.           

 Identifying the resources and motivation needed to preserve international 

cohesion against attempts by Russian leaders to undermine regional integration 

processes and models, international security problem-solving forums, ie Russia's 

conviction to abide by the decisions of the International Arbitration Courts or the 

European Court of Human Rights is a solution for recognizing the important role 

and place of Moscow in international affairs.       

 Identifying solutions for cooperation or addressing regional economic formats 

proposed by Russia is another solution. The participants' objectives in this case 

should be the following: avoiding prejudicing the interests of participants in the 

development of economic partnerships and reducing the political pressure on some 

governments to adhere to any model of economic co-operation. All these measures 

must fulfill an essential condition: compliance with the principles proposed at the 

World Trade Organization, to which most political and economic actors refer when 

deciding to engage in international trade processes. 

 

Conclusion 

The aim of this policy paper was to identify the main themes or dossiers for 

Russian foreign policy, while highlighting the resources or tools available to secure 

and promote national interests under a certain type of foreign affairs management. 

Obviously, Russia's current foreign policy cannot be considered as new and does not 

differ conceptually from the content of what Moscow has promoted after the collapse 

of the Soviet Union. However, the method of action, the intensity of propaganda, the 

firmness of discourse, as well as the means of promoting the objectives enshrined in 

the main documents governing this field differ.     

 Furthermore, generating vulnerabilities for the functioning of international 

institutions, Russia is accentuating its own vulnerabilities. It will no longer be able to 

appeal to the same fora to combat the threats identified within the country (those 

related to its own integrity). Russia's credibility has been jeopardized.  



 Kremlin leadership gives a lot of attention to the way of how Russia is valued 

or perceived abroad. The projected external image is essential to legitimize its status. 

Global recognition and appreciation is what Russian leaders have been looking for at 

different times. In the absence of appreciative confirmation of the role of great power, 

Moscow has decided that a reassessment and reformation of the whole system is 

necessary. In all these efforts to strengthen the position outside of the already 

established areas of foreign policy interests, Russia has missed the need for its own 

change.           

 At the moment, Russia's Western partners, those who discursively and 

condescendingly condemn Russia's aggression in the external environment, need to 

identify solutions to mobilize the Russian political elite to abandon subversive 

methods of discrediting the norms and principles of international law. In this respect, 

the cohesion around economic sanctions must be maintained, and the presence of 

Russia in different forms of international cooperation must be conditional on respect 

for fundamental rights and freedoms. Obviously, any strategy or tactics chosen by 

Moscow's partners in relation to it must also include a thorough analysis of the 

Russian leadership. The approach must be realistic, critical and based on 

pragmatism.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Russian Defence Transformation in the Black Sea Region after Crimea 

 

By Iulia Joja and Octavian Manea 

 

Abstract: 

 

The annexation of Crimea and the Russian revanchist worldview shifted European 

politics from the post Cold War rebound back into conflict mode and sobering security 

calculations. This is the broader context that made the Euro-Atlantic community the target of 

highly sophisticated political warfare campaigns designed by Kremlin. NATO incrementally 

started readjusting its posture in the East. The process didn’t result in massive deployments 

of troops, but rather generated symbolic numbers of soldiers acting as tripwires. This paper’s 

aim is to offer a brief introduction into how Moscow understands the current security 

environment and its advantages, what its threats and security priorities are in relation to the 

West, and how it has reformed its armed forces. In the second part of this study, we look at 

Russia’s recent military operations and exercises in order to identify and analyse the 

implications for the Alliance and the Black Sea security environment. 
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Introduction 

 

The event that changed the West’s perception and shifted its security priorities 

was the 2014 annexation of Crimea and the hybrid war in Donbas. The West was 

forced to reconfigure their perception of Russia from partner to security challenge or 

even threat and to impose sanctions on the Moscow regime. NATO boosted its 

presence on the Eastern flank in an effort to reassure its Eastern Allies. With the 

relationship between the Kremlin and the West continuing to deteriorate over the last 

years, experts started to discuss contemporary politics as a New Cold War era. 

 However, the security challenges Romania faces as a NATO country in the 

Black Sea region are neither entirely addressed, nor understood. At NATO level, as 

the defensive measures against Russia have been amplified, a clear difference in 

terms of military presence has been made at the 2016 Warsaw summit between 

“Enhanced” Forward Presence in the Baltic Sea and “Tailored” Forwards Presence in 

the Black Sea region, leaving the Southern part of the Eastern flank less secure162. 

Furthermore, the initiatives that took place on the entire Eastern flank remain mere 

tripwires in case of military aggression from Russia and are hardly a deterrent in 
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military terms163.          

 At the national level, despite Romania’s threat perception of Russia, the 

defensive measures remain – compared to territorial defence programs of countries 

with a similar threat perception, such as Poland – insufficient. While Romania has 

been a staunch supporter of the imposed sanctions and of the defence capabilities 

development on the Eastern flank, and has increased its military budget to 2%, the 

national territorial defence continues to have major gaps.     

 Moreover, on the public level, Russia remains a disproportionately marginal 

topic of debate. Even at the level of security and defence experts, Moscow’s 

understanding of international politics and of war, its military strategy and 

capabilities remain largely unknown to the Romanian experts and public. 

 

 

Russia’s Mindset: A Combination of 19th Century Realpolitik and Cold War’ Early 

Days 

 

Before analyzing in depth the Russian military transformation it is important 

to clarify the broader context of the Russian resurgence and contestation of the West 

and to address a series of questions: What are Russia’s strategic priorities in Europe? 

What is the political purpose of the post Crimean wrestling effort with the Western 

world? What kind of war does Russia wage against the West?   

 First of all, context matters. This is a time of unprecedented crisis for the West. 

The 1990s end of history triumphalism was replaced by a sentiment of decline and 

fatigue. Perceived from outside, the post WWII liberal order and its core norms are 

intensely under fire. To many observers the features of the 19th century geopolitics 

are back: the resurgence of the power politics and zero-sum mentalities, the intense 

competition for spheres of influence and buffer zones, and the return of dark 

impulsive nationalisms can be seen everywhere. This mindset is specifically 

reflective of the Kremlin’s approach to the world - “a primitive realpolitik of 19th 

century. Big guys are sitting around the table solving the problems of the small ones drawing 

new borders. The Yalta table is Mr. Putin’s ideal.”164  From the inside, the Western world 

is challenged by populist anti-establishment movements, its values are undermined, 

and the fringe elements are reinventing the notion of mainstream, while 

fragmentation and polarization define the new normal.      

 On the other side, there are many observers that are pointing out that the West 

is confronted with a new Cold War. There is a certain strategic behaviour practiced 

by Russia that is particularly reminiscent of the early days of the Cold War. Then and 

now, the geopolitical competition has taken a specific form of using “measures short of 
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war”165 to undermine sovereignty in the near-abroad and achieve its revisionist goals, 

a notion that was pivotal for the father of the containment doctrine, George Kennan, 

in decoding the Soviet behaviour. In a key memo written for the State Department’s 

Policy Planning Staff, George Kennan described Russia as instrumentalizing a 

shrewd campaign of “political warfare” to “further its influence and authority and to 

weaken those of its adversaries”166. The general idea is that while traditional war is not 

an option because the huge costs involved, the great powers of the day will “compete 

vigorously beneath the threshold and they will use all measures short of war”167 to advance 

their interests. It is in this logic that everything could become a weapon of choice in a 

broad toolbox of (geo)political suasion: energy, economic sanctions and pressures, 

proxy sub-state actors (politicians, oligarchs, business men, separatists), corruption, 

underground criminal networks.        

 There is also another component in the Russian behaviour that reminds us 

about the Cold War struggle, broadly understood as a long-term multidimensional 

(economic-political-military) competition between two polar systems. Very specific 

to that battle was that both great powers were trying to develop unique competitive 

advantages building on their own enduring natural strengths while exploiting the 

weaknesses and vulnerabilities of the other side168. This is a core insight into how the 

Cold War was waged and won, one that Andrew Marshall tried to embed into the 

U.S. national security mindset: “success over time depended on identifying areas of 

comparative US advantage and using them to exploit areas of comparative Soviet weakness or 

disadvantage”169. The Russians understood this lesson very well and now they are 

trying to replicate it. Today, the post 2008 Russian military transformation (“the most 

radical military reform in 100 years” as Alexander Golts put it), the access-denial 

capabilities or the political warfare campaign deployed against the West are 

contemporary examples of searching for such tailored advantages or asymmetries 

that work in Russia’s favour.  
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Asymmetric Political Warfare 

 

Hybrid warfare (a mix of both military and non-military tools as projected under the 

umbrella of the so-called Gerasimov doctrine) was at the epicenter of the Russian 

incursions in Crimea and Eastern Ukraine. But in the last few years in its competition 

with the broader Western community, Russia transitioned towards an exclusive non-

kinetic version of it – a political warfare campaign. This essentially builds on the 

reality of a fundamental power gap between Russia (a state with the overall economy 

the size of Spain) and NATO. It is in this context, that Russia is practicing a form of 

“geopolitical guerrilla”170 against a more powerful competitor, where governance 

and political terrains are becoming the main battlegrounds. The very essence of this 

conflict is about using all measures short of traditional war to “generate effect in 

confrontations with stronger adversaries in attempts to level the battlefield.”171 Therefore, 

Russia will use its competitive advantages to disrupt and fragment the political 

resilience of the West by stoking cultural fears, enabling anti-establishment 

sentiments, supporting radical (conscious or unconscious) proxies, maximizing the 

core cleavages in the national political communities. “The Russians can very rarely 

create problems in the West, instead what they can do is exacerbate, worsen problems that are 

widespread across the West like the legitimacy crisis or the rise of populist leaders”172, as 

Mark Galeotti said in Bucharest.        

In a way, for the experienced observer, this is a classical insurgent 

behaviour173. The existence of governance problems, intense grievances (economic, 

political, ethno-cultural) within polarized societies are providing ideal societal 

incubators that can be exploited through skilled insurgent tactics.174 It is in this sense 

that George Kennan warned in the early days of the Cold War that the strength of a 

state depends ultimately on the resilience of its society: “none of us can afford to be 

indifferent to internal disharmony, dissension, intolerance, and the things that break up the 

moral and political structure of our society at home.” At the same time, while focusing on 

disrupting the West internally, in its proximity Moscow plays a more insidious game 

- hollowing out the norms and rules of the order at the margins, in the frontline 

regions by using asymmetric tactics below the threshold of a traditional aggression.

 If these activities can be associated with an “insurgent toolbox” against the 

structures of the liberal order, then at the very least, the suggested framework for 

response should be a highly integrated whole of government approach whose 

effectiveness depends on the ability to project a comprehensive range of state tools. 
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But this is exactly the type capability that the West struggles with. It is also a wider 

NATO gap. As former NATO Commander General Philip Breedlove said recently: 

“we haven’t learned and adapted enough. If you look at this war below the lines or what 

General Gerasimov calls indirect means, it is an all of government approach. The nations of 

the West think first and foremost with their military. We in the West are struggling with an 

all of government response. We do some things diplomatically, we do some things militarily”, 

but in general there is a failure of strategic coordination at the level of political 

leadership to integrate all levers of national powers. It may not be by accident that 

the so-called Gerasimov doctrine is individualizing the role of non-kinetic, non-

military means - political, economic, information, and even humanitarian measures – 

as distinct competitive advantages to exploit social fault-lines in the Russian “near 

abroad” and beyond. Especially in a time when the West remains the prisoner of a 

“popular attachment to the concept of a basic difference between peace and war”175 while 

Kremlin is operating in between, in the grey-zone.  

 

 

Russia’s Military Transformation 

 

While in the post Cold War era Russia struggled to recover from the economic 

catastrophe that followed the dissolution of the Soviet Union and impacted its armed 

forces and defence budget, the Putin era meant an economic revival, supported by 

rising gas prices and paired with the wish to re-establish Russia as a regional power 

on the international scene. The military reforms undertaken by Minister Serdyukov 

between 2008 and 2012, such as the New Look and the State Armaments Program 

highly increased the Russian troops readiness and introduced the element of 

surprise. Through snap inspections and broad military exercises the Russian army 

trained for military deployments, which it then implemented in operations: the 

Russo-Georgian war in 2008, the annexation of Crimea and the war in Eastern 

Ukraine in 2014, as well as the involvement in Syria starting with 2015. Supported by 

a massive increase in the military budget over the last decade, Russia’s military 

reforms constitute the means through which the Kremlin could materialize its aim to 

give the country its velikoderzhavnost back, its great power status.    

 There is a crucial dimension of the Russian military transformation that needs 

to be emphasized. The true measure of its success is exactly what NATO has been 

attempting in response to the Crimea seizure – build rapid reaction forces. In other 

words, the center of gravity of the Russian military transformation was about 

“speed” and rapid deployment potential. Before 2008, the Russian military was 

based on a mass mobilization construct, reservists-intensive. The outcome was a slow 

paced machinery that took too long to mobilize. As Alexander Golts pointed out, in 
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1999176 it took three full weeks for the Russian military to respond to the Chechen 

forces that invaded Dagestan. Compare this with what happened in February 2014, 

when under the pretext of snap inspections more than 40.000 troops were deployed 

near the Ukrainian border in a matter of hours. Moreover, it is a reality enabled by 

the very fast decision making cycle at the top of the Kremlin – “who has Mr. Putin to 

consult with? Only one guy, himself” as Alexander Golts put it177. The rapid reform of 

the Russian military has thus focused on one element, according to which the 

competitive advantage is being measured in relation to the other side: speed. 

 It is the lack of NATO speed that worries General Ben Hodges, commander of 

the US Army Europe, the most. Despite the emphasis on forces of rapid reaction 

forces178 as the VJTF, speed is a luxury that NATO doesn’t really enjoy. To him, “speed 

of assembly in order to preempt a situation or a crisis”179 remains an integral part of an 

effective deterrence posture. It is also the reason that made General Hodges become 

the most assertive advocate of a “military Schengen zone” (it takes a lot of time to 

actually move forces from the Old Europe to its flanks because of the existing 

frontiers and border customs) that would give NATO forces operational freedom of 

movement across the Alliance territory in peace times.    

 The Russian Security Strategy (SS2015) and Military Strategy (MS2014) 

confirmed what the Kremlin had already demonstrated: that Russia has adopted 

aggressive foreign and security policies aimed at intimidating its fundamentally 

stronger opponents and tailored at minimising their punitive actions180. The premise 

of this newly shaped foreign policy is laid out in the SS2015: Moscow is convinced 

that the ‘West’ (the US and its allies) have the intention of toppling the Kremlin 

regime and have meddled in Russia’s internal affairs. Moreover, they are directly 

involved in the ‘color revolutions’ in the former Soviet space, in the Arab Spring, as 

well as in the 2013-2014 Euromaidan.  

Russia’s paranoid threat perception is discursively built in the context of its 

domestic problems. Vladimir Putin has successfully framed the West as scapegoat for 

the issues his country has been confronted with: the slowing economy and 

decreasing gas prices. In the context of the Russian protests against him and his 

authoritarian regime in 2012, Putin, with the help of his establishment, has worked to 

consolidate his power and to centralise control181.      
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 The SS2015 reflects these efforts. The document directly accuses the US and 

NATO of pursuing actions that cause instability and threaten Russian national 

security182. Based on Soviet strategic thinking, it frames the Russian threat perception 

and conflict with its opponent in ideological and cultural terms. For the first time 

since 1991 a Security Strategy emphasises the need to maintain and consolidate 

“traditional Russian spiritual and moral values” – against Western (liberal) norms. 

This cultural understanding of conflict constitutes the basis for Russia’s 

understanding of conflict as non-kinetic, the propaganda war it has launched on the 

West, as well as for the construction of its value-laden meta-narrative of opposing 

“traditional” conservative Russian values against the “depraved” and self-

destructive Western societies.  

The MS2014 translates the Kremlin aggressive foreign policy and 

understanding of conflict into strategic priorities. The strategic document established 

Russia’s self-proclaimed right of first nuclear strike and for de-escalation. While this 

constitutes a highly antagonistic stance, it is based on the West’s conventional 

superiority. To compensate that, Moscow’s safe bet is it’s vast nuclear arsenal and the 

threat to use it whenever the situation risk to evolve against its interests. This 

weapon of last resort has been invoked by the Kremlin regime more than once in its 

relationship with the West, including in the context of the Crimean annexation. The 

same rationale is often implied in Moscow’s now routine threats towards small 

NATO members, such as Romania (in the context of the Ballistic Missile Defence 

Romania hosts).          

 Beyond the permanent nuclear threat Russia holds over its (perceived) 

opponents, the MS2014 also lays down the concepts of informational confrontation 

and hybrid warfare, the methods it has employed over the last years against the West 

and former Soviet states that fail to align themselves with Moscow. What the MS2014 

highlights is Russia’s understanding and conduct of conflict as combining restrained 

but benumbing military interventions (limited by its resources) with a vast and well-

developed range of non-kinetic means aimed at confusing, manipulating and 

distressing the adversary with very cost-effective means. 

 

 

Russia’s Military Operations and Exercises  

 

The five days Russo-Georgian war in 2008 showed to the Russians that the 

military has major weaknesses in terms of interaction between various branches183 

and rapid deployment. Since then, the reforms undertaken by the Ministry of 

Defence have focused on increasing readiness, reducing overhead and increasing 

operational flexibility. At the same time, Putin’s increasingly tight grip on power 
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bestowed the Russian armed forces with the major advantage of a spectacularly short 

and effective chain of command: while NATO operations go through a painfully 

lengthy planning process, needing the approval of 28 member states, the Russian 

military is setting itself in motion in a few minutes (as was the case in Crimea and 

Syria) after a single person, Vladimir Putin, approves it184.    

 Another most effective means to increase operability of the armed forces used 

by Russia are military exercises. Over the last decade, many of them have simulated 

operations that took place briefly after or have extended into (unannounced) 

invasions, as comprehensively analysed by Alexander Golts185. The Russo-Georgian 

war became an invasion of Abhasia and South Ossetia from what was a military 

exercises at Georgia’s borders in the summer of 2008. Five years later, in 2013, the 

quadrennial West/Zapad exercise Russia holds simulated the invasion of Crimea and 

Eastern Ukraine, with a concentration of Russian forces on the South-East border of 

Ukraine. In 2014, Zapad 2013 was replicated as a military operation. Lastly, in 2015, 

the Russian exercise Centre focused on increasing strategic mobility and simulated 

an operation in the Middle East that was reproduced briefly after in Syria.

 Thus, the element of surprise analysts talk about is not surprising after all. 

One only has to look at the past and ongoing military drills. While Russian military 

execises constitute a good indicator for Russia’s plans, they are also a reason to be 

alarmed. Several exercises have simulated attacks on NATO territory, including the 

Caucasus 2016 military drill, where the main focus was not on countering terrorism 

(as would be expected), but on NATO’s South-Eastern flank, primarily on Romania 

and its Ballistic Missile Defense shield186.       

 However, despite, the increase in effectiveness, the Russian armed forces’ 

power projection capacities remain limited. Most of the Serdyukov reforms have 

been reversed, turning rapidly deployable small forces back into skeletton units187. 

The reverse was that Moscow was forced to realise it cannot support a long-term full 

scale operation. This became clear in Donbas, where insufficient troops made the 

Kremlin downscale its involvement in the conflict and where the Russian military’s 

discipline and morale problems were exposed188.       

 For countries on the Eastern flank, that are directly threatened by Russia, the 

questions that arise are: is Russia currently making progress in addressing these 

shortages? To what extent should military exercises simulating these countries’ 

invasion be taken seriously? And what can be done to deter Moscow? While the first 

one remains to be monitored in future military exercises, the last two questions 

should be a priority for countries like Romania. Threat assessments should be taken 
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seriously and addressed through comprehensive deterrence, both in military and 

non-military terms. 

 

Implications for the Eastern Flank and the Black Sea Ecosystems 

 

Another competitive advantage that Russia has developed over the past few 

years is the so-called access-denial capabilities (A2/AD) that force the Alliance to 

rethink the ways of reassuring and defending its allies. The deployment of these 

capabilities in Kaliningrad and Crimea is challenging NATO’s traditional paradigm 

based on defence in depth, power projection and follow on reinforcements. The 

operational consequence is that Russia can keep at bay the rapid reaction forces 

deployed from the Old Europe to NATO’s fringe, questioning the credibility of 

NATO deterrence potential.  

The proliferation of the access-denial capabilities are particularly concerning 

for the Black Sea ecosystem and Romania. Until the invasion of Crimea, Russia’s 

Black Sea fleet has been in decline. Nevertheless, it remained by far the most 

powerful one. Since its EU accession a decade ago, Romania has been militating for 

the upgrade of the Black Sea to a strategically important one for the Union, with no 

success, determining Bucharest to take the issue to NATO, where its success was 

limited, nevertheless more poignant.        

 For Russia, after the annexation of Crimea military units have started 

proliferating, along with massive military capabilities: modern coastal missiles 

(Kalibr), new submarines and several surface combatants have been deployed to the 

Black Sea. By the end of 2016, the Russian Black Sea fleet received new submarines, 

corvettes and frigates189. In the future, Russia plans to raise the stakes and further 

prioritize the Black Sea as strategic, adding planned six new attack submarines and 6 

new surface ships.          

 Russia’s military build-up in the Black Sea has quickly moved from a 

defensive one to an offensive one, posing a major threat for NATO member states in 

the Black Sea. Through the A2/AD bubble Moscow has created, conventional and 

nuclear capabilities have been progressively deployed, causing border states’ limited 

access to non-territorial space and restricted navigation for both military and non-

military maritime traffic. This constitutes in itself an aggression and a threat to 

national security and is currently further escalated through extended military build-

up and aggressive rhetoric and direct threats190.     

 It is worth analysing the proliferation of A2/AD capabilities in the Black Sea 

ecosystem also from the perspective of psychological pressure and intimidation. 
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They can be used to induce the region into submission. As such they are not only 

diluting NATO’ credibility, but also creating “a perception of Russian escalation 

dominance at the conventional level”191 that might be used as intimidation leverage to 

influence risk-averse oriented elites and extract accomodationist positions towards 

Russia in the frontline states. As Luis Simon concluded “Russian work on A2/AD can 

also be a form of psychological and political warfare.”192 At the same time, there is always 

the possibility of deploying hybrid warfare tactics under the cover of an access-

denial umbrella to intimidate and coerce a political outcome.193 

For Romania, Russian aggressive behaviour triggered a major shift of the 

threat assessment internalized by the Romanian national security establishment.194 

On one hand, it solidified a wide political consensus for allocating 2% of GDP on 

defence spending starting this year. Key defence acquisitions became a priority after 

years of neglect. Incrementally, Romania joined the group of other NATO allies that 

understood the game-changing implications of the Crimea access-denial build-up: 

Romania had “another Kaliningrad and very likely a Kaliningrad+ in our vicinity. (…) a 

real game-changer, essentially altering the very fabric of the security environment”195 with 

potential profound implications for the freedom of movement in the region. This 

new operational reality was also embraced in the National Military Strategy published 

last year where the A2/AD build-up in the Black Sea is assessed as “the main threat 

against the security of Romania”196. It is this particular perception that drove the 

rationale behind the shopping list announced by Bucharest in terms of urgent 

military hardware acquisitions needed over the next decade.   

 

 

Conclusions 

 

The return of great power revisionism is quickly becoming a major topic in 

contemporary international security field. The scholarly consensus discerns a global 

system increasingly defined by old-fashioned geopolitics where anti-status-quo 

actors are gradually pushing for the recognition of a sphere of influence within their 

immediate regional “neighbourhoods”. In Europe, Russia is actively pressuring 

NATO’s Eastern Flank, while challenging the established frontiers in its near-abroad. 
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Putin’s ultimate goals are not difficult to recognize: “a rerun of the Yalta talks. He wants 

clear lines that this is Russia’s territory and sphere of influence”.197   

 The current revisionist energies are not manifesting in a vacuum. We no 

longer live in the unipolar environment of the 1990s, a time of unchallenged Western 

dominance. Russia has massively invested in niche competitive advantages that are 

gradually levelling the playing field and eroding the Western military superiority 

and its conventional deterrence. The combination of revisionist impulses with the 

increased awareness of the power to keep the West off-balance is volatile and 

provides an incentive for adventurous probes.     

Romania stressed towards its partners the strategic importance of the Black 

Sea, viewing the region as having an inherently insecure and volatile dynamic. 

Despite the fact that the 2008 Russo-Georgian war confirmed Bucharest’s fears, the 

West failed to prioritise the Black Sea as strategic until the 2014 annexation of 

Crimea. All the current trends - the sanctions imposed on Russia, the ongoing war in 

Donbas and the military build-up on both sides – suggest that the contemporary 

politics becomes a New Cold War era.       

 The military reforms undertaken until 2012, supported by a massive growth of 

the military budget, increased the Russian troops readiness and introduced the 

elements of surprise and speed. Russia’s military reforms constitute the means 

through which the Kremlin could materialize its aim to give the country its great 

power status back, justified by the Kremlin’s paranoid threat perception and the 

successful framing of the West as the core source of Russia’s domestic problems. This 

understanding is translated into an aggressive and assertive international politics.  

 

 The next stage in NATO’s adaptation should be devoted to find ways to 

deal with the access-denial challenge, including in the Black Sea ecosystem. NATO 

should start investing in “an area-access strategy” based on deploying forward air and 

maritime capabilities in order to “preserve access to critical regions”198. A key pillar of it 

should be a demonstrated and exercised large-scale ability to reinforce its flanks199.  

All of these steps should be complemented by adopting the Polish model – investing 

in air missile defense systems, low levels of air defense and anti-aircraft capabilities, 

precise strike self-propelled artillery, transforming the country in an access-denial 

“sanctuary for the allied freedom of movement on the Eastern Flank”200.  
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 In a time of “all measures short of war” competition, Eastern Flank 

states should devote resources for developing the necessary societal resilience and 

anti-bodies to the Russian political warfare. But until today, the national institutions 

as well as the EU and NATO seemed more interested in fighting conceptual wars 

and in balkanising their responsibilities than adopting coherent non-kinetic defensive 

postures. 

 

 Finally, the Euro-Atlantic community should develop a clear 

understanding not just of the weaknesses (the lack of speed and unity) that the other 

side tries to exploit, but of its own particular competitive advantages and start using 

them creatively. In the previous Cold War, this insight and its operationalization 

were essential in winning it.  
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