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he Yetsn erais over. True to his mercurid ways, Boris Nikolayevich Ydtan unexpectedly

resgned as Presdent of the Russian Federation on New Year's Eve, 1999. “Russa must

enter the new millennium with new politicians, with new faces, with new, smart, strong,
energetic people,” Yetsn sad as he dramaticaly handed over dl power to the Prime Minister
and now Acting Presdent, Vladimir Putin. Yeltsn's decison to step down voluntarily is an
important step in Russia' s democratic development. Never before has a nationd |eader stepped
adde and transferred power within a congtitutional framework. Amid rampant speculation in
Russia and the West that Ydtsin and his close ring of advisers and relaives, commonly called
“the family,” were preparing various scenarios for Yetdn to retain power, to dissolve the Duma,
to cancel eections, or even to leave the country, Ydtsn pulled a find trick out of his hat —
defusing panicmongers and skeptics while a the same time ensuring his legacy as the man who
first brought democracy, however imperfect, to Russa

Y dtsn's decison to leave, however, may be less related to a desire to advance Russian
democracy than to a serendipitous series of events that finaly assured the leader that he and his
family would be safe if he were to sep down. He was obvioudy physicaly incgpable of
governing. Ydtan, after dl, is a sick man, one whose capacity to lead was questioned not only
by the Russian people, but aso by his family and perhaps himsdlf, especidly in recent days.
Ydtsn was dways more of a destroyer than a builder, and, following the collgpse of the
economy and the evident failure of “reform” in 1998, Y dtsn had logt his direction, and perhaps
his zed. He was in search of an exit drategy. The perpetud firing and hiring of Prime Ministers
was aways attributed to Yetsn's infamous capriciousness, but perhaps, in hindsight, it can be
seen as alogica and rationa search for a successor who would be strong enough to defesat the
Communigts in a presidentia election, who would carry the mantle of democratic reform, and,
most importantly, who would ensure a safe trangtion and immunity for the Ydtdan family in
cvilian retirement. In Viadimir Putin, Ydtan findly found his man.

It is perhaps ironic that what finally made Y dtsan's peaceful exit possble was a violent
war. The massive support that the Russian people threw behind Putin for his strong stance on
Chechnya ushered in the surprisng victory of the pro-Kremlin forces in the Parliamentary
elections in December, including the pro-war supporters among Russias “reformers.” Putin's
ascendancy in presidentia polls, his degp connections in the security services, and the support
of the military cemented his position as astrong hand. Y dtan findly fet confident enough to step
down, and, indulging his penchant for drama, he used the occasion of the new millennium as a
backdrop for his exit. In areveding move, Putin’sfirst act as temporary Presdent wasto Sign a
decree granting Boris Ydtan and perhgps his family immunity from crimind investigation and
protecting their property from saizure. Now, the next step in Russan democracy is the dection
of a new Presdent which, according to the Condtitution, must be held within three months.
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Vladimir Putin will likdy win in a landdide, for he is unlikdly to fed any red chdlenge, unless
thereisadradtic fallure in Chechnya

The U.S. must now find a way to ded with a Russa without Ydtan. This will likdy
mean the find end of bilaterd relations based on persona rapport, as defined by the “Boris —
Bill” rdationship. It will mean handling a country that istired of being told what to do and whose
population cares little for U.S. warnings about Chechnya and other internationd issues. And it
will mean dedling with a leader whose popularity depends on asserting his authority and the
power of the Kremlin in the internationd arenaas well as a home.

The most important short term U.S. objective in Russa should be to ensure that
elections do take place according to the Congtitution and that al candidates have access to the
mediaand are given alevd playing fied. Putin’s overwheming head start and his control of the
resources and power of the Kremlin may make it difficult for any candidate to oppose him, thus
undermining the prospects for afar dection. Rhetoric will intensfy on both Sdes as dectionsin
Russia and the U.S. gpproach, but policymakers in both capita's should be willing to develop a
less contentious relationship, taking into account both the lessons and disgppointments of the
past.

Putin as Acting President

Vladimir Putin has made a name for himsdlf as a strong man through the use of a war
that seems judtified to most Russians but has been conducted with little regard for world opinion
or humanitarian concerns. He has been able to trandate Russian military advances into politica
momentum, and has used that momentum to secure a Duma that will be more cooperative with
the Kremlin than in the past. Barring unforeseen consequences, he dso stands an excedllent
chance of securing the presidency of the Russian Federation. However, he is dill largely an
unknown quantity. Mr. Putin is not a politician by vocation. A former KGB agent and a symbol
of “law and order” and nationd unity, it is difficult to judge his politica record. He was involved
in St. Petersburg palitics, where he was known as the “ Grey Cardind” for the way he exercised
influence in Mayor Sobchak’s government. His views on the need for a strong state are clear;
his pogtions on paliticd and economic issues are less well formed. According to Nationd
Security Adviser Sandy Berger, “the jury is gill out” on what kind of leader he will be.

Mr. Putin has, however, begun to show his colors. On the domestic side, he has called
for amore assertive role for the sate in Russa s economy, amore dynamic industrid policy, the
rooting out of corruption and crime, the passage of new tax and banking legidation, and
indicated receptivity to foreign invesment. He fired Boris Ydtsn's daughter, Tatyana
Dyachenko, from her post as Kremlin adviser, and initisted a shakeup in the Presdentid
Adminigration and the cabinet. Y, it isgill too early to tel if Mr. Putin has either the desire or
kill to tackle Russa's fundamenta economic and politicad problems. At the moment, his dl-
encompassing objective isavictory in Chechnya, however he and the Russian public defineiit.

With regards to foreign policy, there are some positive signs. Following the Duma
elections, Mr. Putin caled on the Parliament to retify the START Il treaty, which has been
bogged down for years. In hisfirst conversation with President Clinton in his new capacity, Mr.
Putin apparently reaffirmed his commitment “to the core vaues of democracy,” causng
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President Clinton to declare that he and Mr. Putin were “off to a good gart.” Still, Mr. Putin’s
willingness to use awar to pursue political objectives and, as he declared on December 31, “to
enjoy respect from other nations’ likely portends a more assertive Russian foreign policy.

If he is dected Presdent, he will be deding with a lame duck U.S. Presdent, an
American Vice Presdent who is on the defensive over the handling of foreign policy, and a host
of thorny bilateral problems that do not have an easy solution. One of the most contentious
issues is Russd's objection to modification of the ABM Treety. Judging by Mr. Putin’'s past
gatements, it would seem that a President Putin would not eadly compromise on the issue of
nationa missle defense and would perhaps dlow the military to take countervailing steps, such
as increased missile production or development of new technologies. Other issues, such as U.S.
sanctions on Russian enterprises due to Russian nuclear cooperation with Iran, Caspian energy
and pipeline issues, Russan interests in Irag, and the generd Russian desire to counter U.S.
dominancein a“unipolar” world, will continue to dog the relationship.

In its efforts to ensure what it terms a “multipolar” world, Russa has been pursuing a
more friendly relationship with China. Under Presdent Putin, this trend would likely continue.
China has publicly supported Russid s actions in Chechnya, while Putin has not shown any sgns
of deviating from the “ grategic partnership” pursued by Ydtsn.

Chechnya

The cause of Vladimir Putin's popularity and a resurgence of optimism among the
Russian population is the war in Chechnya. What Vladimir Putin termed an action to create a
“sacurity zone” and to destroy “terrorists and their bases’ began when the Russan military
rolled into the northern part of Chechnya on October 1. It soon became obvious that, unlike the
disastrous 1994-1996 war, the Russan population was staunchly behind Putin’s actions,
epecidly following the September bombings in Moscow and two southern cities, which killed
hundreds of people and were largely blamed (without conclusive proof) on Chechen terrorigts.
Riding this wave of support, the military pressed on, quickly conquering the northern, flat part of
Chechnya.

After a Russan rocket attack on an open-air marketplace in the center of Grozny on
October 22 that left tens of civilians dead and highlighted the possibility of discord between
Moscow’s civilian and military leaders, the U.S. increased its criticism of Russa's actions.
Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Tabott, following a megting with Russan Foreign Minister
Igor Ivanov on October 29, said that while the U.S. understands that Russia has the “right and
duty to protect the state from terrorism, it nonetheless hope that Mascow will turn to politica
levers as soon as possible” Foreign Minister Ivanov rebuffed any criticiam, saying Chechnya
was Russa s “internd affar.”

In the days leading up to the Istanbul Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe (OSCE) summit on November 17, the Y dtsin administration broadened the objectives
of the war from “stamping out terrorism” to the subjugation of Chechnya and the restoration of
Russian control over the entire territory. Moreover, it became clear that the Kremlin, and
Vladimir Putin especialy, were enjoying a massive boost in popularity due to successes on the
battlefield. This began to raise questions as to the Ydtan Adminidration’s motives in the war,



30

and, athough the West did not publicly acknowledge it, many policymakers and anaysts began
to believe that the Kremlin might be usng the war for politicad purposes. While the U.S.
supported Russa's right to maintain its territorid integrity, the lack of a politica drategy to
negotiate an end to the conflict coupled with overal suspicion regarding the Kremlin's motives
greatly heightened U.S. concern.

On November 8, the U.S. State Department accused the Russan government of
violating the Geneva Convention. Russa continued to adamantly defend its right to military
actionsin the breskaway republic and rgject U.S. and Western criticism. In fact, some in Russa
Speculated openly that it was in the U.S. interest to keep the conflicts in the North Caucasus
“congantly smoldering.” On November 18 Presdent Clinton admonished Boris Ydtsn a the
OSCE summit in Istanbul after President Y eltsn vowed Russia would not accept any criticism
regarding Chechnya. Y dtdn left the summit early and returned to Moscow.

In early December the Internationd Monetary Fund decided not to issue the next
scheduled tranche of $640 million. Although IMF officids cited a lack of “required structura
measures,” there was little doubt in Russans minds that the decison to withhold the funds was
directly related to Western concerns over Chechnya. Russa largely blamed the European
powers for the decision, and the U.S. denied any other motivation for the decison other than
that specific economic criteria had not been met.

On December 6, Russian forces dropped legflets on Grozny warning that intensve
bombing of the city would begin on December 11, and that anyone in the area should “leave or
die” The ultimatum caused an uproar in the international community. Presdent Clinton warned
that Russa would pay a “heavy price’ if it went through with its threets, and many European
leaders stepped up their condemnation. In the face of the world's criticiam, the Russan military
backed down and did not carry out its bombing threats. However, Russian forces did findly
initiate an advance on Grozny on December 25. They encountered ferocious resistance and
auffered reatively heavy losses. Russan casudties are beginning to mount as the battle for
Grozny continues, and the U.S. is struggling to find an appropriate response that could have
some impact on Russian decisonmaking and bring about negotiations to end the war.

Parliamentary Elections

The third parliamentary dections in Russas post-Soviet hisory were held on
December 19. Although the Communist Party was able to gain the largest share with 24.29
percent of the vote, against most expectations, the pro-Kremlin party, Edinstvo, came in second
place, with 23.32 percent. Fatherland All-Russia won 13.33 percent, the Union of Rightist
Forces won 8.52 percent, the Zhirinovskii Bloc 5.98 percent, and Y abloko 5.98 percent.

It gppears that reform-oriented parties did quite well, and that the Communists will not
be able to muster a mgjority in the new Duma. At firgt glance, this would seem a postive sgn
for Russia's democratic prospects. However, a closer look reveals a muddier picture. Edinstvo
is not so much the party of democratic reform as a creation of the Kremlin; three months ago it
was a politica non-entity. Only through the public support of Putin was Edinstvo able to create
an identity and garner support. Edinstvo does not have a clear platform or agenda, and the
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party’s compogtion itsdf isin flux. It is a phantom party populated by regiond leaders eager to
maintain support from the center, but with no sense of loydty toiit.

The dections themsdves were conducted by and large with few procedurd
irregularities. But the manipulation of the press and of patriotic sentiments and the influence of
money and raw power were so great that to cal them a victory for democracy would be
dretching the point. What these eections represent is the extraordinary ability of incumbent
powers, especidly the executive, to manipulate the Russan political system. Furthermore, they
showcase the Russan population’s willingness and desire to dect a strong leader who can
provide security a home and give the people a sense of pride. The war in Chechnya has been
able to give the Russans, for the time being, a reason to fed good, even if it turns out to be an
artificia optimism based on early military successesin the North Caucasus.

In the days leading up to the Parliamentary eections, Chechnya became the mgor
“cleavage issue’ among the parties, while the fundamenta political and economic choices facing
the Russian people were glossed over. Those parties, like Edinstvo and the Union of Rightist
Forces, which were seen as closdly adigned with Putin, enjoyed tremendous success, while
anyone who was seen in opposition to the Kremlin, such as Fatherland All-Russaand Y abloko,
suffered. True, the Russian population did exercise itsright to vote, and that in itself represents a
democrdic victory. However, building a civil society and democraic inditutions between
electionswill prove to be amore important -- and a much more eusive — goa than adopting the
trappings of electord democracy.

The mogt difficult tasks lie ahead. The necessary legidative and sructurd reforms that
Russia so desperately needs are till to be undertaken, the fight againgt corruption and organized
cime is yet to be fought, and the difficult compromises necessary for an appreciable
improvement in U.S. — Russareations have yet to be negotiated.

Other Bilateral Issues

Money Laundering. The issue of Russan corruption and money laundering has taken
a back seet to concerns over Chechnya. In early October, Prime Minister Putin met with U.S.
Attorney General Janet Reno and pledged to cooperate to end the transfer of “dirty money.”
Putin declared that government officiads were working on anew verson of a draft law on money
laundering. It is unclear what has become of that pledge, or what will happen to U.S. concerns
over corruption during the next three months, especidly when access to financid resources is o
important in the runup to the presidentia eections.

Spy Wars. One day after it was announced that U.S. diplomat Cheri Leberknight will
depart Moscow on 10 December, news agencies reported that a Russian citizen working at the
Russan Embassy in Washington was detained on suspicion of spying. Stanidav Gusev is
accused of gathering inteligence by means of alistening device planted in the State Department
and has been declared persona non grata. Leberknight, who was detained 30 November, was
later declared persona non grata and asked to leave Russia forever. According to the New
York Times, a listening device was found in a conference room in the State Department, just
outsde the Secretary of State's offices. A Foreign Intelligence Service spokesman, Boris
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Labusov, cdled reports of the device "implausible" and said the arrest was probably aretaiation
for Leberknight's expulson.

Nikitin Trial. In a highly watched trid that could set a precedent for the Russan
judicia system, a St. Petersburg court on December 29 declared retired Navad Captain
Alexander Nikitin not guilty of espionage and treason in connection with his efforts to publicize
the Russian Navy's environmentaly hazardous practices. In aboost to the rule of law in Russia,
the court found that the accusations were uncongtitutiond.

Y2K Bug Fears. As in the res of the world, the feared Y2K difficulties did not
materidize in Russa U.S. and Russan nucler missile sysems were unaffected, and the
monitoring delegations in both the U.S. and Russa reported no problems.

* The author gratefully acknowledges the assstance of Tapio Chrigtiansen on this project.

Chronology of U.S.-Russia Relations
October - December 1999

Oct 1: Russan forces launch aground invasion of Chechnya

Oct 5: Russan Foreign Minigter Igor Ivanov states that Moscow does not need the help of any
internationd troops or observersto resolve its "problems’ in Chechnya.

Oct 14: A Swiss bank officid confirms earlier press reports that his bank provided a guarantee
for three credit cards on the order of the construction firm Mabetex for Russan Presdent Boris
Yetsn and histwo daughters.

Oct 19: U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Tabott admits to Congress that “ mistakes were
made’ in the Clinton adminigtration’s policy toward Russa

Oct 21: In Moscow, U.S. Undersecretary of State for Arms Control and International Security
Affars John Holum and Russan Deputy Foreign Minigter Grigorii Berdennikov begin the next
round of taks on dissrmament, covering START3 as wdl as U.S. and Russan stances on
possible changes to the 1972 Anti-Balistic Missle (ABM) Tregty. In advance of discussons,
Firg Deputy Chief of the Russan Generd Staff Colond Generd Manilov dates tha Russa
condders attempts to destroy the "existing system of arms tregties and agreements as a threat
and [ag] dedtabilizing regiond and globd Stuation.” He added that there can be "no
compromise” on the 1972 ABM Treaty.

Oct 28: The leaders of the Fatherland-All Russa (OVR) dliance publish an open letter
appealing to Russan President Boris Ydtsn to bresk out of his palitica isolation and rein in his
gaff who "openly interfere with the State Duma electora campaign” as well as abuse their office
and "exert unprecedented pressure on the eectoral process.”
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Nov 9: Presdent Clinton cdlsthe U.S.'s stake in Russias success "profound,” and declares that
"years from now, | don't think we will be criticized, any of us, for doing too much to hep"
establish a stable and democratic Russia engaged with the West. He adds that that the U.S.
"should protect [its] interests with Russid’ and, in an obvious reference to Chechnya, “spesk
plainly about actions that we believe are wrong.”

Nov 15: Chief of the Generd Staff of the Russan Armed Forces Generd Anatolii Kvashnin
dates that if the U.S. sats up a nationd defense system, Russia will have to take "retdiatory
steps and raise the effectiveness of [itg] strategic nuclear forces."

Nov 18: Russian Presdent Boris Ydtsn sates in Istanbul that Western countries have "no right
to criticize Russa for Chechnya" He then storms out of the OSCE meeting, after hearing the
admonitions of U.S. President Bill Clinton.

Nov 27: IMF Managing Director Miche Camdessus warns, "we cannot go on with our
financing [of Russg] if the rest of the world doesn't want us to.” He adds that public opinion of
Russids military campaign in Chechnya"is very negative."

Nov 30: Russan Foreign Minigter Igor Ivanov asks that U.S. diplomat Cheri Lieberknight leave
Russia due to charges she was working as a spy. The previous week, the U.S. detained a U.S.
Navy officer on charges of spying for the Russians.

Dec 6: U.S. Presdent Bill Clinton, in response to Russia's thrests to the population of Grozny
to “leave or die” datesthat Russamay “pay aheavy price’ for its actionsin Chechnya

Dec 9: Presdent Ydtsn, on atrip to Beijing, Sates that Bill Clinton "appears to have forgotten
for a few seconds what Russia is. Russia has a full arsena of nuclear wegpons, but Clinton
decided to flex his muscles” He adds that Clinton cannot dictate to people how to live "A
multipolar world is the bads of everything. It will be as we agreed with Jang Zemin. We will
dictate how to live, not he."

Dec 15: More than 100 hundred Russian troops and a large, but unspecified number of
Chechens, are killed in athree-hour battle in Grozny's Minutka Square.

Dec 19: Russans vote for a new Duma and other regiond posts. The Communists win 24
percent, but fal to win an outright mgority as the pro-Kremlin Edindvo party finishes a
surprising second. Moscow Mayor Y uri Luzhkov is redected.

Dec 28: Russan Defense Minigter Igor Sergeev claims that the "active phase” of the Russan
military operation in Chechnya is nearing completion. Sergeev states the Russian leadership is
ready to begin peace talks but only on condition that the Chechens release hostages, extradite
terrorigs, and disaemillegd armed formations.

Dec 31: Presdent Boris Ydtsn resgns, trandferring al power to Prime Minigter Vladimir Putin.
New presidentia elections are tentatively scheduled for March 26, but may occur soone.



