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INDEPENDENT NEWS FROM RUSSIA

The Week the Kremlin Said ‘Screw You’

Russia hints at nuclear war as relations with the United States take a
sharp turn for the worse.

By Mikhail Fishman, Daria Litvinova
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In October,B2014, in a speech at the Valdai forum in Sochi, Vladimir PutinBhalf-jokingly
reminded his audience about Russia’s nuclear strength. “Yes,EBSoviet Union was named Upper
Volta with nukes”, he said. “Maybe, butBnukes — there were plenty.”

Two yearsHBafter, the Kremlin is sending a similar message, butBin a less joking form.
On Monday, Russian President VladimirBPutin introduced a bill to the State Duma that
proposed suspendingBa plutonium disposal agreement with the US.

The documentBmade clear the reasons for suspension had little to do with
plutoniumBdisposal. The Unites States’ “unfriendly actions” towards Russia had
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“posedHa strategic threat to stability,” it claimed. In orderBto renew the deal, Washington
must cut military presence in NATOBRcountries, lift sanctions, abolish the so-called
Magnitsky law of assetBfreezes and visa bans in relation to Russian officials, and
payBcompensation for losses Russia has suffered under the sanctions.

The tone andBform of the ultimatum — why would the Kremlin attack the USRin legislation?
— suggested it didn’t have to be readBliterally. Instead, the plutonium legislation was
a “vehicle” usedBto “deliver a message,” suggested political analyst Vladimir Frolov.

The KremlinBhad “boiled over,” a source close to Russia’s leading foreign policyBmakers
told The Moscow Times. According to the source, the new legislationBwas triggered
by statements of U.S. Department of StateBspokesman John Kirby.

Continuing theBwar in Syria could cost Russia, Kirby had suggested last
Wednesday —Hin the form of “terrorist attacks” on its soil, “lost aircraft”,Band “troops
in body bags.”

The RussianBresponse was ‘“not hard to unpack,” said the source: “It just readsB‘Screw
you '

RussianBlawmakers told the Moscow Times that the U.S. had provoked this

roundBof confrontation. “They told us about the possibility of newBsanctions; they told us
that terrorists may target Russian cities and thatBRussia may start losing planes,” said Alexei
Pushkov, former head of theB®State Duma international affairs committee and now a United
Russia senator.B“It would’ve been strange to expect Moscow to show patienceBin response
to such aggressive attacks.”

“We willEBkeep helping Syria preserve its sovereignty,” Leonid Kalashnikov, the State®Duma
deputy and former member of the international affairs committee toldB8The Moscow Times.
“Of course it would have been betterRif we did it together with a country like U.S.,

butRit is what it is.”

For many,Bhowever, the message is clear. “The Kremlin is done with the
ObamaBadministration,” says Frolov. “The conversation is over.”

Proxy War

More broadly,Bthe legislation on plutonium exchange should be understoodBas Russia’s
answer to the failed ceasefire agreement in Syria.ElA month ago, United States Secretary
of State John Kerry and RussianBForeign Minister Sergei Lavrov signed an agreement that
was supposedBto lay the foundations for a lasting peace in Syria. Instead,Bthe deal
evaporated within two weeks. Russian planes were accusedBof bombing a humanitarian



convoy headed to the besieged cityBof Aleppo.

When RussianBand Assad forces continued to bomb Aleppo, it was only a matterBof time
before the U.S. would halt cooperation with Russia. Indeed, theBU.S. suspended negotiations
right after.

“Everybody’sHEpatience with Russia has run out,” said White House press secretary
JoshBEarnest.

Now, MoscowBEseems ready for a new escalation. According to The Moscow Times’Epolicy
maker source, a “proxy war” is about to beginBin Syria, pitting Russian backed surrogates
against U.S. backed ones. TheBRussian Defense Ministry has confirmed it has deployed S-300
air defense systems in Syria. At the moment, no Syrian rebelBgroup has aircraft or ballistic
missiles that the S-300 air-defense system is designed to intercept.

AssymetricallResponse

By packagingBup a demand to remove sanctions inside the hawkish legislation,Bhowever,
the Kremlin did concede one thing: the measures were actually hurting.BNever before had
Russia admitted it had so much as suffered fromBEthem. Sanctions only did good things for
Russia, Putin had claimed: theyB‘“boosted import substitution,” moved the economy to new
“hi-techBstandards,” and “united the nation.”

For all theBbravura rhetoric, the Kremlin has in fact been trying to achieveBa partial lifting
of sanctions for many months. There has beenBefforts made to reduce the effects of so-called
“sectoral sanctions,” Bmade on strategic parts of the Russian economy, which are

tied®to Minsk peace agreements.

It mightBeven be possible to read the new legislationBas an invitation to negotiate. “Now
we have a wholeBRlist of Russia’s demands in the form of a law, whichBis official and can’t
be ignored”, said Frolov. “From thisBperspective, it’s a concession, a ‘let’s talk about this,’
though it’sBobviously aimed at next American president.”

What MoscowEhas not anticipated in teaching the Obama administration a newHlesson,
however, is that the answer could be quite asymmetrical.

“RussiaBis on the verge of new sanctions in relationBto humanitarian catastrophe unfolding
in Syria”, Frolov said.
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