June 2012 Survey of Developments in U.S.-Russia Relations

Prepared by the Russian Team of the
Working Group on the Future of the US-Russia Relations
Author: Dmitry Suslov
(June 2012)
I. Overall assessment

 

A new model of Russian-American relations continued to develop this month, as Russian president Putin assumed office in May. This model is based on continuing the reasoning and content of relations between America and Russia, even as the political climate chills and each party settles on more modest expectations for relations. There has been some cooling and “sinking” of relations in terms of technicalities, language and atmosphere, and the dynamic between the two nations is more pronouncedly pragmatic and “dry”. The political will of Moscow to improve relations and form a strong partnership with the United States has declined significantly.

 

The Russian agenda for relations with the United States is very modest and largely retrospective. The agenda lacks new possible areas of cooperation (e.g. building closer security cooperation in the Asia-Pacific region), which could make the relations between the two countries more sustainable. The same is true of the joint agenda for the next six months, as reflected in the joint statement made by President Putin and U.S. President Obama following their meeting in Los Cabos on June 18th. The word “partnership,” in view of relations between Russia and the U.S., was not mentioned at all.

 

Simultaneously, all the major areas of cooperation between Russia and the U.S. that have developed over the past three years, continued and even in some instances intensified. Relations hardly collapsed and the U.S.-Russian cooperative agenda was in no way diminished. Moscow made it clear that it would continue to cooperate with the United States, where it coincides with the national interests of Russia and Moscow pragmatically, asserted that it will not cease cooperation in any area due to disagreements in another.

 

The agenda of U.S.-Russian relations may change by the beginning of 2015. Today, the focal point of cooperation is Afghanistan. However, at the end of 2014, the U.S. and NATO will withdraw the largest part of their military contingent from Afghanistan, provoking disagreements between Russia and the U.S. on the future of Afghanistan and U.S. military presence in Afghanistan and Central Asia. In 2015, when U.S. dependence on Russian transport of supplies headed to Afghanistan will diminish or stop completely, contradictions in the U.S.-Russian relationship will become more evident as Washington becomes less dependent on Moscow’s cooperation.

 

II. General political issues of the US-Russia relationship

 

The main event of Russian-American relations in June was the first meeting between Putin and Obama on June 18th in Los Cabos, Mexico at the G20 Summit. The brief meeting demonstrated the increased chill of relations between the two leaders. Putin and Obama did not manage to establish friendly relations with one another. However, its primary positive result was that relations did not collapse entirely.

 

In fact, the meeting confirmed the continuity of Russian-American relations and, as stated in the presidents’ joint statement, a “commitment to strengthening the relationship of close cooperation”. The main thrust of Obama’s and Putin’s final presentations and their joint statement confirmed that the presidents agreed to continue the work to “further expand bilateral cooperation in several areas”, which has been achieved in the past three years. The summit showed that in the coming months U.S.-Russian relations would be characterized by a combination of pragmatic cooperation and competition. Thus the parties would try to avoid situations in which these areas could have an impact on each other.

 

Putin and Obama gave speeches which spoke positively of U.S.-Russian cooperation. President Putin thanked Obama for supporting Russia’s WTO accession and invited him to visit Moscow. President Obama, in turn, thanked Putin for the Russian Federation’s assistance to the U.S. in Afghanistan (especially the transport of supplies), and also invited him the United States. It was noticeable that the U.S. president tried to avoid painful issues for the Russian side. He never mentioned the thorny “Magnitsky bill” and did avoided comment on the question of Bashar al-Assad’s future and did not speak of alleged Russian arms sales to the Assad regime. Instead, he pointed out the need for support of the “political process” in Syria, which reflected the Russian position, and expressed the mutual support of Annan’s plan by Moscow and Washington.

 

The joint statement adopted by both presidents sets the agenda of Russian-American relations until the end of this year. The priority for the near future outlined in the document is the expansion of trade and economic ties, which reinforces the stance taken by Moscow and Washington in early 2011. The statement refers to the Obama administration’s effort to repeal the Jackson-Vanik amendment and establish “normalized trade relations” with Russia. However, the possibility of Russian and the U.S. economic interdependence is practically unachievable. Trade and economic relations will remain important, but only as a secondary focus rather than the basis for U.S.-Russian engagement.

 

A priority for U.S.-Russian relations is cooperation on nuclear non-proliferation measures. The joint statement emphasized the parties’ commitment to the universal implementation of the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty’s goals. Such efforts towards cooperation on the issue include bilateral negotiations “in order to find opportunities” to convert the research reactors in Russia and the United States to low-enriched uranium fuel, efforts to strengthen nuclear security and prevent nuclear terrorism, Russian and U.S. support for talks on a treaty banning the production of fissionable nuclear material and also the implementation of the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty.

 

It is interesting to note that part of the joint statement regarding the nuclear weapons proliferation and strategic stability refers only to the Russian and U.S. intention of successfully implementing the new START treaty, and to “continue their dialogue on strategic stability.” No further rounds of reductions in nuclear weapons, including tactical nuclear weapons were mentioned. This lapse confirms the unwillingness of Russia to discuss new rounds of reductions in nuclear weapons, not only tactically, but also generally, in the next few years and at least until the expiration of START 3.

 

The document also recognizes that the United States and Russia still have not overcome differences on missile defense. However, the presidents agreed to continue dialogue on this subject (with the prospect of possible tactical compromise after the U.S. presidential election, provided that Barack Obama wins the U.S. presidential election in November). The approach of the Russian Federation on this issue has not changed since the return of Putin to the presidency.

 

On issues of regional security, the joint statement discussed the Iran, Syria, North Korea, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and Afghanistan. On Iran, in particular, the statement mentioned that the common goal of Russia and the U.S. is “a comprehensive negotiated settlement based on the principles of gradualism and reciprocity,” while recognizing Iran’s right to peaceful nuclear energy along with its need to “restore international confidence in the exclusively peaceful nature of its nuclear program.” This, in general, reflects the official rhetoric of Russia. Neither the introduction of new sanctions against Iran, nor the use of military force, was mentioned in the document.

 

Regarding Afghanistan, the joint statement mentioned the further cooperation in transport of supplies, the strengthening of regional security, and the combating of terrorism and drug trafficking. In particular, the joint statement made clear that the parties “will consider opportunities for strengthening the “northern route” of the transit” and notes that cooperation in the fight against drug trafficking and terrorism will be carried out with the “use of the capacity of the Collective Security Treaty and the NATO-Russia Council.”

 

Demonstrating the importance of continuity in Russian-US relations, Putin and Obama’s joint statement referred to the Presidential Russia-U.S. Commission, which has only strengthened and increased in importance with the return of Putin to the Russian presidency. Indeed, the two leaders announced the creation of a new working group on military-technical cooperation.

 

Finally, the joint statement indicated the liberalization of the visa process and the guarantee of rights and protection of adopted children as important symbolic areas of cooperation.

However, the U.S.-Russian agenda remains conservative and avoids the most serious challenges that Russia and the U.S. are facing. Particularly, the joint statement says nothing about possible ways of cooperation between Russia and the United States in Asia and the Pacific. However, this region has become a major regional priority for the United States and its role in Russian foreign policy is gradually increasing as well. President Obama however will not attend the APEC summit in Vladivostok this September.

 

III. Cooperation between Russia and the U.S. on Syria

In June, a primary concern of the U.S. and Russia was deliveries of Russian weapons and military equipment to Damascus. Despite U.S. demands to stop such deliveries, Russia contends that the weapons are aimed solely at strengthening Syria’s ability to resist foreign aggression, will not be used against civilians, and their use will fully comply with international law.

Speaking on June 12th (a week before the Putin and Obama’s meeting in Los Cabos, Mexico) at the Brookings Institute in Washington D.C., U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton accused Moscow of supplying attack helicopters to Syria, which could be used against civilians. She said that, “according to the latest intelligence information,” helicopters were en route to Syria which could “lead to very dramatic escalation of the conflict.” In addition, she accused Moscow of lying, saying that Russia’s assurances that the weapons supplied to Syria had nothing to do with the government’s response to the opposition “apparently, were not true.”

Clinton’s accusation provoked a quick, forceful response from her Russian counterpart, Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, who said on June 13th in Tehran that Russia did not supply Syria with new attack helicopters, and was merely fulfilling contracts made well before the outbreak of the Syrian conflict and that “all of these contracts related exclusively to air defense.” Lavrov also made a counter-accusation, saying that the U.S., in contrast to Russia, regularly supplies lethal weapons which are used against peaceful protesters, referring to the case of Bahrain, where the U.S. has supplied weapons to the government which have then been used to suppress Shiite protestors.

Washington responded on June 13th when State Department Spokesperson Victoria Nuland provocatively suggested that Foreign Minister Lavrov simply did not know what supplies Moscow had sent Damascus and told him to “double-check with his own leaders.” She said that the U.S. clearly knows that the helicopters supplied by Russia “are currently in use across Syria against the civilian population,” and that more “Russian helicopters are now being sent to Syria.” Nuland also denied Lavrov’s accusation that the United States sent any state in the region military equipment and weapons that were used in internal conflicts. She said that the United States has not provided Syrian rebels with any military equipment [2], and that it was unacceptable to compare the situation in Syria to the one in Bahrain, as “there was no regime in Bahrain, which used helicopters to attack the civilian population.”

However, other members of the Obama administration attempted to mitigate fallout from Clinton and Nuland’s comments by essentially disowning them. Thus, on June 13th, U.S. Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Media Operations Capt. John Kirby said that “he did not see a message saying that the Russians supplied combat helicopters to Syria” and that the Department of Defense was in close contact with Russia over control of supplies to Syria. Apparently, the U.S. military leadership decided that Clinton’s tough rhetoric could create risks to cooperation with Russia on Afghan transit. Simultaneously in the U.S. media there were other statements refuting Clinton’s statement. The New York Times quoted unnamed Pentagon employees that “the Secretary slightly exaggerated, to put the Russians in a difficult position.” This seriously undercut both Secretary of State Clinton’s and Spokesperson Nuland’s harsh statements.

 

This incident was followed by a formal denial of Clinton’s accusations by the State Department. On June 14th, Victoria Nuland acknowledged that those helicopters mentioned by Clinton on June 12th were actually owned by Syria and had been held in Russia for repairs. This mistake became a significant political loss for the U.S. State Department in its dispute with Russia over Syria. After that, the likelihood that Moscow would move to some concessions became even lower.

However, the U.S. did manage to prevent the delivery of these helicopters back to Syria. According to U.S. intelligence, Mi-25 helicopters (export version of the Mil Mi-24 Russia gunship and attack helicopter) repaired in Russia were loaded aboard the cargo carrier MV Alaed, which left the port of Baltiisk in the Kaliningrad region and went to Syria on June 11th. U.K. based insurer Standard Club, after coordination with the British foreign ministry and the U.S. State department, withdrew the insurance of the MV Alaed on June 18th in light of its cargo, making stops at international ports impossible. Shortly thereafter on June 19th, the British Foreign Office issued a statement that the MV Alaed turned and took a course back to Russia.

 

U.S. State Department pressure on Russia regarding military supplies resumed and on June 15th, Hillary Clinton essentially blamed Russia for the failure of the UN peacekeeping mission and of the Kofi Annan plan, arguing that continued supply of Russian weapons to the Assad regime was the cause. On June 17th, CNN reported that the Russian landing ship “Nicholai Fiotchenkov” was heading to the Syrian port of Tartus, where Russia had a naval base, with weapons, ammunition, and a small detachment of soldiers on board. On June 19th, the Russian Ministry of Defense called the reports misinformation.

 

The scandal was again brushed over by the Pentagon. On June 19th, John Kirby confirmed that three Russian ships were ready to be sent to Syria, but the U.S. Ministry of Defense believed that the cargo on board was intended only for the Russian base in Tartus, and not for the Syrian government. He also stressed the legitimacy of Russian actions, not only from a legal but also from a moral standpoint.

 

Both scandals gave an opportunity to a group of U.S. senators and congressional Republicans to pressure the Obama administration to impose unilateral U.S. sanctions against the Russian company “Rosoboronexport” (the Russian state-owned arms export company) and cancel contracts for supplies, including supplies of helicopters, to Afghanistan. However, the U.S. State Department immediately backpedaled. On June 19th, Victoria Nuland said that the introduction of sanctions against “Rosoboronexport” was not possible. This statement again downgraded real political weight of U.S. demands to Russia on Syria, signaling that Washington was unlikely to take really serious steps, and re-emphasizing that all the emotional statements, made by Clinton and Nuland were no more than hollow attempts at political pressure.

 

Washington has also been pressuring Moscow on the fate of Syrian President Assad. The U.S. attempted to persuade Russia to force him to give up power. On June 4th, the White House spokesman Jay Carney said that the United States had “direct consultations with Russia about their involvement in the process that would lead to political change in Syria.” The next day, the Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Mikhail Bogdanov denied this claim, saying that Moscow did not conduct such negotiations and that these issues should be resolved by the Syrians. However, on June 14th, Victoria Nuland again said that the U.S. continues “a dialogue on the strategy of transferring power in Syria after Assad’s departure” with the Russian Federation. This subject, she said, was one of the main topics of the talks that day between the Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov and the U.S. Deputy Secretary of State William Burns in Kabul. The very next day, Lavrov personally denied the statement.

 

In early June, Russia put forward an initiative in the UN for an emergency international conference on Syria, designed to put pressure on both Damascus and the armed opposition to force them to give up violence and start political dialogue. The participants of the conference, according to Moscow, should be the five permanent UN Security Council members, neighbors of Syria, the EU, the Arab League, as well as key countries in the region, including Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Iran. This initiative is very much in line with Kofi Annan’s proposal made on June 30th in Geneva to hold a meeting of a so-called “Action group” on Syria, with similar members (without Iran, as the U.S is strongly against Iran’s participation). According to Moscow, the two initiatives were useful, as both were aimed at the same goal – stimulating the internal Syrian dialogue between government and opposition. The Russian initiative was discussed on June 8th, during the talks between Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Gennady Gatilov and the U.S. State Department special coordinator for the Middle East Fredrick Hoff held in Moscow. Further proposals by Russia and Annan were discussed by Foreign Minister Lavrov and Deputy Secretary Burns in Kabul on June 15th.

 

A key stage in Russian-American talks on Syria was the meeting of Vladimir Putin and Barack Obama in Los Cabos, Mexico on June 18th. The Syrian conflict took up approximately 30% of the entire conversation. According to Deputy National Security Advisor Ben Rhodes and U.S. Ambassador to Russia Michael McFaul, Obama reiterated in the conversation the necessity of Assad’s resignation, while Putin emphasized the risks and uncertainties that would result from a possible regime change, and insisted that the new political configuration of the country should be identified by Syrians themselves. According to the press secretary of the Russian president Dmitry Peskov and Assistant to the President Yuri Ushakov, Putin insisted on the need to put pressure not only on Assad, but also on the Syrian opposition.

 

Strategic differences between Russia and the U.S. on Syria were not overcome, and soon each party returned to its original position. Both parties, especially the United States, made symbolic concessions to demonstrate the ability of Moscow and Washington to cooperate. Thus, the joint statement of the two presidents stressed that the transition of Syria to a “democratic, pluralistic political system” had to be made “by the Syrians in the framework of the sovereignty, independence, unity and territorial integrity of Syria.” This definition was a tactical victory for Russia. Also in the final statement after talks with Putin and Obama, instead of speaking about Assad’s resignation, it was stated that Syria needed a “political process that would prevent a civil war and bloodshed in the country.”

 

However, almost at the same time, other members of the U.S. administration started talking about Assad’s resignation. During that day Obama himself stated the need for Assad’s resignation as a prerequisite for further settlement. On June 20th, at the press conference after the G20summit, he bluntly stated that disagreements remained with Russia over Syria, and that he saw no possibility of change if Assad remained in power. At the same time he reproached Russia and China for not “signing” any plans to ensure political change in Syria, and also stated that “the U.S. and the international community” did not share the view of Moscow and Beijing on the way to resolve the situation in Syria.

During the second half of June, Washington openly admitted that the resignation of Assad would not automatically lead to a “political process” in Syria, but merely to the direct seizure of power by the country’s opposition. As stated by the official White House spokesman Jay Carney on June 21st, the U.S. “with the international community” helped the Syrian opposition to unite, create an organized structure, and prepare them to take power in the country when the Assad’s regime was overthrown. Contrary to official statements, the New York Times reported that the U.S. was still involved in the supply of arms and military equipment to Syrian rebels, citing an unnamed Obama administration official.  They reported that there had been a small group of CIA agents in southern Turkey that controlled the supply of arms and military equipment to the Syrian rebels and, in particular, was trying to prevent them from falling into the hands of Al-Qaeda terrorists. The supplies are delivered across the Turkish border with the help of intermediaries and are funded by Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Qatar.

 

The next stage negotiations between the Russian Federation and the United States on Syria were between Foreign Minister Lavrov and Secretary of State Clinton in St. Petersburg on June 29th. The negotiations took place on the eve of the Geneva meeting of the “action group” on Syria, and were seen as the last chance for the parties to agree on a compromise plan to resolve the situation in Syria. Negotiations involved the creation of a transitional “government of national unity” in Syria whose task would be to create the conditions for a democracy and guide the writing of a new Constitution and the holding of free elections. The problem, however, was the U.S. plan “by definition” involved Assad’s resignation. Russia, however, insisted that the transitional government had to be identified by Syrians and would not exclude Assad himself or members of his government from the transitional government.

The outcome of negotiations in St. Petersburg has been very controversial. On the one hand, Lavrov and Clinton have agreed on the main problem: the fate of Assad and his government. On the other hand, Lavrov said that he felt some change in the U.S. position, “in the sense that there were no ultimatums,” and gave Clinton a very flattering assessment.

As a result, in a multilateral meeting in Geneva on June 30th, Russia and the United States at the last minute were able to agree on a compromise, and the “action group” on Syria presented its final communiqué, containing guidelines of internal Syrian settlement of the conflict. In particular, the communiqué outlines the transitional government in Syria and stresses that it can include both members of the current Syrian leadership, the opposition, and other groups, and holds that such a government should be formed on the basis of mutual consent (i.e., it cannot be formed without the consent of the current government of Syria). The compromise noted that the future of the country should be identified by Syrians themselves. Finally, the communiqué calls on both parties of conflict to immediately cease violence, withdraw troops from cities, and to disarm and disband armed groups.

 

But the problem of Assad’s fate remained unresolved, which immediately raised questions about realizing the Geneva principles. Immediately after the meeting, Clinton said that for the compromise’s implementation, Assad had to resign. The Russian Foreign Ministry did not agree, pointing out that the text of the Geneva communiqué never even mentioned the name of the Syrian president. In response, the State Department spokesperson Victoria Nuland said that “the document gave Syrians the right to make decisions, and there was no chance that they would allow him to continue being in power.”

Similar conflict arose from the issue of weapons supplies to the Syrian opposition. Lavrov stated after the meeting that the Geneva document did not prohibit illegal arms supplies to the Syrian opposition, as both the U.S. and Middle Eastern countries were against the inclusion of this point into the document. The support of the Syrian opposition from the U.S. and its allies, including military support, will be continued, which dramatically reduces the chances for either the political settlement sought by Moscow or a cease fire.

 

IV. Dialogue between Russia and the U.S. on missile defense

 

In June, the Russian-US talks on missile defense remained inert as Russia continued to accuse the U.S. of failure to give legally binding guarantees that a missile defense system would not threaten Russian nuclear capability, such as restrictive criteria addressing quantitative, military, technological and geographic details. Russia also mentioned its readiness to take further retaliatory measures. On June 2nd, President Putin said in Paris after talks with his French counterpart François Hollande, that the only acceptable option for Moscow was to form precise military and technical details on a missile defense system as the basis for a legally binding agreement guaranteeing Russia’s strategic security. . On June 14th, during the meeting at Russian Air Force base 393-1in the Krasnodar region, he pointed out that, in assessing the influence of U.S. plans for missile defense on its security, Russia had to “look ahead and respond.”

 

According to President Putin, current defense contracts, based on the Program of Arms of Russia, provide the necessary response to the challenge of a European missile defense system. This stance has been adopted before when talks on Russian-US missile defense coordination have reached a deadlock. This pattern suggests that cooperation with the U.S. on missile defense is of less priority than efforts to modernize its strategic nuclear forces and maintain strategic nuclear parity with the U.S. Deadlock in missile defense negotiations creates a favorable political environment, further proved by Putin’s statement that if the state defense order was executed, then there “would be no special threat to us.”

 

The U.S. and NATO position on missile defense also remained unchanged. On June 6th, NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen told RIA Novosti that the alliance had already provided all the necessary guarantees to the Russian Federation on any missile defense system not being directed at Russia. He said that they were discussing the obligation towards mutual peace and security (beginning with the Founding Act 1997, an agreement between NATO and Russia to ensure peace in the Euro-Atlantic area), confirmed most recently in a new NATO Strategic Concept announced in November of 2011. Secretary General Rasmussen argued that such existing, formal obligations are sufficient to ensure that the planned missile defense system would not be directed against Russia. He said that NATO was ready once again to confirm this “very strong political commitment,” but this interpretation clearly does not meet Russian demands of greater formalized detail in ensuring Russian security.

 

Secretary General Rasmussen also criticized Russian measures to overcome any threat posed by a hypothetical missile defense system, including the placement of tactical missile systems in the north-western and south-western borders of Russia and the stationing of the mobile missile system “Iskander” in the Kaliningrad region. According to him, “this was really a waste of money” and “it was absurd to spend the money on the placement of offensive weapons against us” because “NATO was not the enemy of Russia.”

 

Missile defense was a serious debate in talks between Presidents Putin and Obama in Los Cabos on June 18th. Judging by comments after meeting U.S. ambassador Michael McFaul in Moscow, President Obama once again tried in the negotiations to present detailed plans for missile defense, and to demonstrate that their implementation would not be a threat for Russian military capability. According to Ambassador McFaul, President Putin emphasized that these missile defense plans might change, especially if a different U.S. administration (say one headed by Mitt Romney) would change relevant policy.

 

The Presidents’ Joint Statement touches only on missile defense issues to state the intention of continuing negotiations “despite the differences in the estimates,” indicating that both sides have yet to overcome such differences. Moreover, the meeting deepened controversy on issues of missile defense as President Putin vividly demonstrated on June 20th by stating that regardless of the outcome of the U.S. presidential election in November, defense issues between the two countries would remain unresolved. The reason, he said, was that “the United States had been on track to build its own missile defense for years,” and there was no reason to talk about any changes in their current approach.

Although his statement accurately describes the state of negotiations, it lowered expectations for a breakthrough after U.S. elections.  Putin’s statement undermined President Obama’s comment that after elections he would have “greater flexibility,” made to Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev in March in Seoul (caught accidently by a live microphone causing minor scandals in both countries). Putin’s announcement is yet another confirmation that Russia plans to modernize its strategic nuclear forces, regardless of the outcome of negotiations with the U.S. on missile defense. These negotiations have been declared a failure and the issue itself unsolvable in advance in order to justify the massive Russian investment in new defense installations.

Rather than imply confrontation with the U.S., Russian missile defense expansion is likely to reduce political tension over defense issues. At the same press conference, Putin said that the difficulty of missile defense issues in the foreseeable future “does not mean that we are not able to agree on some portions of this joint work.” Most likely, these agreements will be reached in the long term. Both parties intend to return to fully-fledged negotiations on missile defense after U.S. presidential election as stated by Assistant to the President for International Affairs of the Russian Federation Yuri Ushakov and the Deputy National Security Advisor for Strategic Communications Ben Rhodes following the summit in Los Cabos.

 

Meanwhile, soon after the Los Cabos summit, the U.S. issued a series of statements reiterating its position on missile defense and, in particular, the unwillingness to make any concessions on the “phase-adaptive approach.” On June 21st, this stance was highlighted by the acting U.S. Under Secretary of State for Arms Control and International Security Rose Gottemoeller, and Assistant Secretary of Defense for Global Strategic Affairs Madelyn Creedon during a Senate hearing. In particular, Gottemoeller said that “we would not in any way allow Russia to veto NATO’s plans in the area of ​​missile defense.” For her part, Creedon reiterated that the Obama administration “implemented all four phases of the plan for a missile defense system and would not go to any restrictions on U.S. missile defense, despite the objections and protests from Russia.”

 

The deadlock in missile defense negotiations has halted further reductions of nuclear weapons in Russia and the United States. In June, the Russian Federation indicated that it was not ready to start new rounds of negotiations with the United States on this subject in due to the unresolved missile defense issues. This problem affects not only the issue of tactical nuclear weapons, but the more general issue of further nuclear disarmament. On June 30th, this was mentioned by Grigori Berdnikov, Russia’s representative to the International Atomic Energy Agency board of governors, after meeting the “nuclear five” in Washington. If Obama wins the U.S. presidential elections, it may cause new disputes in Russian-American relations.

 

V. Cooperation between Russia and the U.S. on Afghanistan

 

Afghanistan remained the main component of Russian-American cooperation in June. Cooperation on Afghanistan has continued to expand and is still based on the transport of lethal and nonlethal cargo and U.S. and NATO troops to Afghanistan. On June 25th, the Russian government adopted a resolution permitting the use of facilities in Ulyanovsk for the combined cargo transport (by air, rail and road) to Afghanistan and back. This decision is significant especially for transport back from Afghanistan, as U.S. and NATO troop withdrawal has already begun.

 

However, in June, there were prerequisites to ensure that alternatives to Russian transport were identified. Since the fall of 2001 when Pakistan closed NATO supply routes through its territory, Ulyanovsk has been the only possible route for supplying forces in Afghanistan. Earlier this month, U.S. Secretary of State Clinton said after a conversation with her Pakistani counterpart Hina Rabbani Khar that Pakistan would reopen its supply routes to Afghanistan. Moreover, Islamabad withdrew most of its original  demands including implementing a toll on NATO transport through the region This change in policy significantly changes the issue of supply transport to Afghanistan, and the reduces the role of Russian supply transport in future U.S. policy.

 

At the end of June, the situation was complicated when Uzbekistan announced that it would suspend participation in the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) and sent a letter to the CSTO Secretariat on June 28th. Despite Uzbekistan’s withdrawal from the CSTO in 1999 and its relatively isolated role in the CSTO until recently, its decision could seriously weaken the Russian position in negotiations with the United States on Afghanistan. Indeed, it could provoke a new round of geopolitical confrontation between the U.S. and Russia in Central Asia. Uzbekistan seeks to be an independent and alternative route to Afghanistan and to play a larger role in U.S. policy in the region Tashkent seeks a balance in its relations with Russia and with the U.S., primarily due to greater U.S. interest in expanding outbound cargo transit from Afghanistan and Russia’s intransigence on a number of related issues.

 

Uzbekistan enabled the U.S. to bypass Moscow’s categorical opposition to continued use of Manas Air Force Base after 2014 (maintaining U.S. presence in Kyrgyzstan and Central Asia generally). It is likely that Tashkent offered Washington (or will offer in the near future) the use of the base at Khanabad as an alternative to Manas. This move would be a blow to the whole policy of Russia in Central Asia, because it would maintain U.S. military and political influence in the region indefinitely.

 

Meanwhile, cooperation between Russia and the United States on Russian arms and military equipment continued, including the purchase of Russian helicopters for the Afghan army by the U.S. In 2011, Moscow and Washington signed an agreement to buy 21 Mi-17 helicopters for the Pentagon.  This month, the U.S. Department of Defense announced its intention to buy ten of these helicopters from Russia and on June 14th the official representative of “Rosoboronexport” V. Davidenko.

This proposal indicates that the Obama administration, and especially the Department of Defense, has a serious interest developing cooperation with Russia on Afghanistan, despite associated political risks. Many U.S. senators were originally against the purchase of Russian helicopters. Moreover, the purchase of helicopters from Rosboronexport was made by the U.S. Department of Defense while a group of senators urged the Obama administration to adopt sanctions against “Rosoboronexport” for delivery of Russian weapons to the Syrian government. The Obama administration demanded that Moscow cease supplying military equipment to Syria via Rosoboronexport, but also proposed buying new helicopters for Afghanistan. This move demonstrated the Obama administration’s commitment to prevent the Syrian conflict from stalling cooperation when it meets both parties’ interests.

 

In addition, in June, the U.S. proposed to Moscow that Russia could supply certain types of weapons and military equipment directly to the U.S. and NATO forces in Afghanistan. Rosoboronexport indicated in an official statement on June 8th that five U.S. companies that are general contractors for the Pentagon approached Rosboronexport for the supply of ammunition [3], with a proposal to be a sub-contractor to supply ammunition and military equipment. In April, U.S. Army Command announced purchase of “nonstandard” (i.e. not in accordance with NATO standards) weapons and ammunition to meet the needs of the NATO Coalition in Afghanistan from Russia. Russia, as the Rosoboronexport report indicates, can ensure delivery of much of the requested equipment and ammunition.

 

In June, the debate continued between Russia and the United States on future of Afghani development and U.S. participation after 2014. Russia holds that that U.S. and NATO should withdraw their troops from Afghanistan completely and permanently, leaving no residual troops or permanent bases in the country. Moscow therefore reacted with great concern to NATO Secretary General Rasmussen’s statement in early June that starting in 2015, NATO will implement “a new peacekeeping mission” in Afghanistan, and soon the Afghani government and NATO will develop this plan. According to Rasmussen, the mission will focus primarily on the support of the Afghan security forces and preparing new staff for them. However there is nothing specific about what the NATO presence in Afghanistan will be required to implement during this mission and how long such a mission would last.

Russia’s permanent representative to the UN Vitaly Churkin urged the United States and NATO to “fully clarify the possible scheduling of a new operation in Afghanistan, its mandate, size and objectives.” He also mentioned the danger of replacing the current NATO coalition in the country with other forms of foreign military presence after 2014, which, he said, “could become an additional factor of instability.” Russia’s position is rooted in the fact that any such mission can be accomplished only by a decision of the UN Security Council, which will require the Russian Federation’s vote.

 

Moscow has continued criticism actions of U.S. and NATO forces in Afghanistan. Speaking in mid-June at the Regional Conference on Afghanistan in Kabul, Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov blamed the U.S. and NATO for inefficiency and inaction in combating terrorism and drug trafficking. Zamir Kabulov, Russian ambassador to Afghanistan, made an even tougher assessment of the U.S. and NATO actions and said at the conference that “the war was largely lost,” and that NATO and the U.S. operated on the principle that “if you cannot win the war – declare victory and leave.” According to him, the situation in Afghanistan is more likely to “collapse” soon after the withdrawal of foreign troops in 2014, after which a “civil war on ethnic basis” will break out in the country.

 

VI. The U.S. -Russia dialogue on issues of democracy and human rights

 

In June, the “Magnitsky Bill” (officially the Sergei Magnitsky Rule of Law Accountability Act) moved farther towards being passed in the U.S. Congress. On June 7th the House Foreign Affairs Committee endorsed the bill and referred it to the legal and financial committees, after which, the bill will be discussed and voted on by the entire House of Representatives. It will undoubtedly be supported in the two relevant committees and in the House of Representatives overall. Firstly, this bill is one of the few issues Republicans and Democrats have reached consensus upon in their approach to Russia. Secondly, the vast majority of Republicans in the House are strong supporters of this bill, and last year it was held up because of the abolition of the Jackson-Vanik amendment.

 

At the same time in June, the Magnitsky bill was discussed by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. The committee was scheduled to vote on June 19th, during the G20 summit in Los Cabos which angered the Russian government/On June 15th, the Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergei Ryabkov called the possible adoption of the bill an “outrageous action” and warned that “Moscow’s reaction would be complex and very tough” and that there could be “negative consequences for the full scope of Russian-American relations”. On June 17th, the Assistant to the President of the Russian Federation Yuri Ushakov criticized the bill. He described it as a “demonstrative anti-Russian step of  Congress” which, he said, incorporated tools to try to influence Russian policy, including internationally, when such policy did not suit the U.S., and again warned Washington that if the bill was adopted Moscow would take retaliatory measures.

 

Discussion of this issue seems to have been an important part of the conversation between Presidents Putin and Obama in Los Cabos. According to Ushakov, Putin emphasized that such restrictions were fashionable to adopt in a closed regime, “but not in so conspicuous and challenging way.” Following the meeting, the Russian President reiterated that in case of the bill’s adoption, Moscow would retaliate by using “appropriate restrictions on entry to the Russian Federation of a certain number of Americans.” However, the two leaders apparently still found a modus operandi on the subject after which the Russian rhetoric softened a little.

 

On June 22nd, Yuri Uskakov indicated that Moscow understood bill’s progress in Congress was despite the efforts of the Obama administration, and due to increased political intensity as the presidential election nears and the persistence of anti-Russian feelings among many members of Congress. Ushakov also made clear that Moscow would not make a “tragedy” of U.S.-Russian relations due to the likely adoption of the bill, and the harm that the bill’s passage would cause was minor. He also pointed out that both Washington and Moscow see the bill’s adoption as inevitable and agreed not to dramatize either the law or the Russian response to it.

 

Some steps were taken by the Obama administration. The day after the summit, a new date for consideration of this bill by Senate Foreign Relations Committee was announced –from June 19th to 26th. In addition, the White House has made amendments to the text of the bill, somewhat reducing its damage to the political atmosphere in U.S.-Russian relations. Namely, the list of persons the law targets can be made secret and the Obama administration will have the right to decide which names will be openly added and which secretly. In fact, this move makes the law redundant and devalues ​​it, because it is simply duplicating what has been done by the State Department since 2011.

 

On June 26th, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee approved the bill and referred it to the other relevant committees, after which it will be reviewed by the entire Senate. According to the document, part of the “black” list, the list of people against whom the U.S. government will impose sanctions, can be made secret, and the Secretary of State and the Secretary of the Treasury will have the right to form a secret list. The Secretary of the Treasury will be able to add both public and private lists of new people and to exclude from the list those who “proved to Secretary of State and Secretary of the Treasury their non-involvement” in the Magnitsky case.

 

Approval of the bill by Senate Foreign Relations Committee led to a predictable reaction from Moscow. On June 27th Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs Ryabkov made another warning to the U.S., stating that the adoption of the law would have ” an extremely negative effect on our relations” and that in addition to equal measures Russia might take asymmetric actions (that is not only related to visa restrictions). On June 29th, the critical attitude to the bill was expressed by the Chairwoman of the Federation Council Valentina Matviyenko during a meeting with U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton in St. Petersburg.

 

The Russian-American dialogue on human rights in June concerned other issues, such as the response of Russian law enforcement to opposition rallies on June 6th and 12th, and actions against the leaders and organizers of these events. Prior to June 12th, some organizers of the demonstration were arrested on June 6th, and their homes and the homes of several other prominent members of the opposition and protest movements were searched. On June 11th, deep concerns about these arrests and searches were expressed by the U.S. State Department spokesperson Victoria Nuland. According to her, such action “raised some serious questions about the subjective use of law enforcement for an attack on freedom of speech and assembly”. On the June 13th, the Deputy Assistant Secretary of State in the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor Thomas O. Melia visited Moscow to discuss some issues with the Russian leadership, including the arrests of opposition leaders and raids on their homes.

 

The Obama administration has demonstrated unprecedented tolerance for the adoption of a new law on mass demonstrations and rallies in Russia in June, as well as the discussion of the new NGO law under which all non-profit organizations that receive funding from abroad will be required to declare themselves “foreign agents.” The only mention of the new law on rallies expressed in a critical vein was sounded in Victoria Nuland’s speech on June 11th, when she once referred to it along with the arrests and searches of the opposition leaders as examples of “persecution.” There were no specific statements about the bill on NGOs. It is known that the contents of the bill were discussed by Hillary Clinton at a meeting with representatives of human rights defenders and NGOs in St. Petersburg on June 29th. According to one participant at the meeting, Clinton did not criticize the bill, saying only that “she was concerned about finding ways to support the modification of Russian NGOs, so as not to endanger them by foreign funding.”

 

VII. Cooperation between Russia and the United States on economic policy

 

The main issue of the U.S. Russian economic agenda of remained the Jackson-Vanik amendment and the establishment of “permanent normal trade relations” (PNTR) between Russia and the U.S). In June, U.S. Trade Representative Ron Kirk mentioned the speedy repeal of the Jackson-Vanik amendment twice and the issue was mentioned once by U.S. Deputy Secretary of State William Burns. On June 19th the need for quick repeal was also expressed by the Deputy National Security Advisor Ben Rhodes. On June 20th, the Wall Street Journal published an article on this topic written by U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton.

 

The White House pointed out that the abolition of this amendment was not a “gift” for Russia but met U.S. national interests. If the bill is not repealed after the completion of Russia’s accession to the WTO, U.S. business would be disadvantaged relative to other WTO member countries. Also, administration officials stressed that the amendment should be abolished by a separate bill not connected with Magnitsky bill.

 

In June, White House allies in the Senate tried to start the process of repeal without reference to the Magnitsky bill but failed. The author of the bill, the chairman of the Senate Finance Committee Max Baucus, tried to bring it to the consideration of the committee, but eight Republican senators demanded postponement of the discussion. According to them, the establishment of “permanent normalized trade relations” with Russia was not possible while “the Senate had not formed a position on the election irregularities and the illegitimate regime of Putin.” These demands were supported by such influential senators as John McCain, Joe Lieberman and Ben Cardin.

 

As a result, Senator Baucus postponed consideration of the bill on the Jackson-Vanik amendment and agreed to support the alignment of laws on the Jackson-Vanik amendment and the “Magnitsky bill.” In a letter to Senators John McCain, Ben Cardin and Joe Lieberman, he promised to support “the bill on Magnitsky case” if they would support the bill on the amendment. He also guaranteed that both bills would be put to a Senate vote this year. This proposal was supported and Senators McCain, John Kerry and the chairman of the Senate Subcommittee on International Trade, Customs, and Global Competitiveness, Ron Wyden officially joined the group of co-authors of the bill to repeal the Jackson-Vanik amendment, virtually guaranteeing its approval.

 

In June, cooperation between Russia and the United States in on nuclear energy and issues continued. At the end of the month in Moscow, a regular meeting of the Working Group of the Presidential Commission on US-Russia nuclear energy and nuclear safety was held. It was attended by the head of Rosatom Sergei Kiriyenko and the United States Deputy Secretary of Energy Daniel Poneman. The discussion mainly concerned the strengthening of nuclear safety by replacing nuclear reactors that operate on highly enriched uranium with reactors operating on low-enriched uranium, as well as the return of highly enriched uranium to Russia from Soviet-made reactors abroad. Following the meeting, a joint statement was adopted in which the parties expressed willingness to cooperate on a similar replacement of Russian nuclear reactors. In addition, they announced the intention of Russia and the U.S. to sign an agreement on scientific and technical cooperation in the field of peaceful nuclear energy in the autumn at the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) conference. The work on the agreement, according to representatives of the parties, is in the final stage. This agreement will allow the parties to conduct joint research and development in this area, including the design of new nuclear reactors.

 

Cooperation between Russia and the United States in the field of raw energy continued in June. In recent months, the focus of cooperation was on the largest Russian oil company Rosneft and U.S. energy company ExxonMobil. On June 15th in Tuapse, Russia, the heads of these companies signed an agreement on development of hard-to-recover reserves in Western Siberia in the presence of President Putin. In the near future, these companies will negotiate on the program of drilling at a number of licensed areas of Rosneft in the Prirazlomny, Mamontovsky, and Priobsky fields in Western Siberia. It is expected that drilling will begin in 2013. President Putin called the agreement “the best evidence that the relationship between Russia and the United States continues to grow.”

 

[1] Prepared by the Russian Team of the Working Group on the Future of the US-Russia Relations of the Valdai international discussion club. Author: Dmitry Suslov

 

[2] The United States does not deny that their closest allies in the region (Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Qatar) give direct military assistance to the rebels.

 

[3] Alliant Techsystems Operations LLS, Chemring Ordnance and Military Products, General Dynamics Ordinance and Tactical System, Bulova Technologies Group Inc and Arma Global Corporation.

