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The “frozen conflicts” in the post-Soviet space have largely lived up to their name over the
past two decades. Two years ago, Russian intervention brought one set of conflicts —
Georgia’s disputes with separatist regions Abkhazia and South Ossetia — to a dangerous
boiling point. But recently, Russia has played a different, potentially positive role in warming
a frozen conflict between Moldova and its breakaway region of Transdnestr. This means that
there is a unique opportunity emerging to resolve a conflict that has implications for Russia,
Europe and the United States before it enters a third decade.

Transdnestr declared its independence from Moldova during the breakup of the Soviet Union.
The brief war that ensued was quickly stopped by Russian forces, which remain in the
territory along with a massive Soviet-era arsenal.

Following a summit between Russia and the European Union in June, there were reports that
President Dmitry Medvedev and German Chancellor Angela Merkel discussed the situation
and that Moscow might be prepared to back a resolution of the longstanding conflict and

https://www.themoscowtimes.com/author/lyndon-allin


possibly withdraw some of its forces from Transdnestr in exchange for a visa-free travel
regime with Europe. This followed a meeting between Medvedev and Ukrainian President
Viktor Yanukovych in Kiev in May in which they said the conflict in Transdnestr was a top
priority for both countries.

Meanwhile, the brief suspension of Russian aid payments to Transdnestr prior to Deputy
Foreign Minister Grigory Karasin’s visit to Tiraspol in July may have been intended to remind
the local leadership that the territory exists only with Russia’s support. What’s more, after the
International Court of Justice ruled in late July that Kosovo’s 2008 declaration of
independence was permissible under international law, Russia carefully avoided suggesting
that this could be a precedent for a similar move by Transdnestr.

In short, Russia may be prepared to consider giving up its military foothold on the EU’s
southeastern doorstep — and on Ukraine’s western flank — for more meaningful access to
European markets. Russia now appears to recognize that its economic interests are more
important than the costly projection of military power in the region. Offering a concession to
European and U.S. interests in resolving this longstanding frozen conflict would strengthen
Russia’s hand as it seeks economic engagement with the West and assistance with its
domestic modernization agenda.

Conflict resolution is obviously a priority for cooperation between the EU and Russia.
Transdnestr makes Moldova weak and less prosperous, and this presents a potential security
vacuum on the border of the EU. But this is also a clear opportunity for U.S.-Russian
cooperation and can take advantage of the improved atmosphere amid the “reset.” The
United States wants to see stable and prosperous democracies take shape in the greater Black
Sea region.

Solving the conflict over Transdnestr is the key to Moldova’s eventual integration with
Europe. In turn, a thaw would help normalize and institutionalize Ukraine’s unique position
between Russia and the West by increasing the security and transparency of interactions on
its western border.

Moscow’s help is needed to ensure that the Russian peacekeeping mission itself is not an
obstacle to a long-term resolution. Russia can play a productive role by encouraging the
authorities in Transdnestr to embrace an internationalized peacekeeping force that would
eventually allow the EU to shoulder most of the burden. While it may be difficult for Russia to
disengage from its traditional role as Tiraspol’s exclusive patron, Russia stands to reap
considerable benefits from demonstrating its commitment to behaving as a responsible
stakeholder in the European security system.

It is also in the interests of both the United States and Russia to see the EU take greater
initiative in addressing this challenge in its own backyard. Germany, which has invested
considerable diplomatic capital in recent months, and Romania, which recently emphasized
that resolving this conflict is a priority, should push the EU to speak with one voice and
remind Moldovan leaders that nationalist provocations do not serve their own long-term
interests in European integration. The EU can also make Moldova more attractive to residents
of Transdnestr right now by finding a mechanism for visa-free travel for Moldovans to
Europe.



Because Russia views the United States as its principal global counterpart and the most
important potential opponent or guarantor of its interests in the post-Soviet space,
Washington has a unique opportunity to make Transdnestr a priority of the bilateral
presidential commission’s working group on international security. In addition, the United
States is well-positioned to work with member states of the World Trade Organization,
including Moldova, to lower barriers to Russia’s WTO accession as a benefit of cooperation on
Transdnestr.

Capitalizing on the positive trends of recent months will require a cooperative, transparent
and creative approach not only from Moldova and Transdnestr, but also from Russia, Europe
and the United States. As the world remembers the violence that erupted two years ago this
month in South Ossetia, it should not be forgotten that the formerly frozen conflicts in
Georgia were also neglected for years as hopelessly complex and unworthy of attention by
Western leaders and governments. If attention is not focused on Transdnestr in the near
future, a valuable opportunity will be lost.
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