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1. Overall assessment and general trends in the relations

May of 2012 was very intense and eventful for Russian-American relations. The most important events among them were:

· The inauguration of the Russian President Vladimir Putin.

· Putin’s last minute refusal to participate in the G8 summit at Camp David and bilateral talks with U.S. President Barack Obama.

· The visit of the Prime Minister of Russian Federation Dmitry Medvedev to the U.S. and his informal bilateral meeting with Obama on May 19th.

· The NATO summit in Chicago, held on the 21-22nd of May and its decision on missile defense.

· The International conference on missile defense in Moscow organized by the Russian Defense Ministry and held on the 3-4th of May as well as a series of steps of the two countries in a wide range of issues in the Russian-American agenda.

In general, the events of this May spoke in favor of increased pragmatism in the Russia’s foreign policy towards the United States. These events as well reflected positively on the future evolution of relations between the two countries. At the same time, Washington’s policy to maintain a positive course of bilateral relations with Russia remained unchanged, while the probability of a new, serious deterioration in US-Russian relations in the near future was low. U.S.-Russian cooperation in areas of national interest (primarily Afghanistan) will be continued. However, the readiness of Moscow to build up a positive agenda in relations with Washington seems to have decreased.

President Putin’s first step in foreign policy after his inauguration was the signing of the Decree “On measures of implementation of the foreign policy of the Russian Federation”. Regarding relations with the United States, which appear as the fourth (after the CIS, EU and Asia Pacific) foreign policy priority of the Russian Federation.  The document contains a very scant agenda that focuses more on reducing negative U.S. influence on the security and national interests of Russia, rather than on building a positive partnership. The purpose of the relationship is expressed as the “maintenance of a stable and predictable interaction based on the principles of equality, non-interference in internal affairs and respect for mutual interests, focusing on the placing of bilateral cooperation on a truly strategic level”. The main positive priorities are “building high-quality trade-economic cooperation” and liberalization of the visa regime. The word partnership is not mentioned at all. Also among Russia’s relational goals with the United States are avoidance of unilateral extraterritorial sanctions against Russian companies and citizens, the implementation of the START-3, and obtaining guarantees that the U.S. supported missile defense system will not be directed against the Russian strategic nuclear forces. Indeed, Russia has refused to reduce strategic nuclear weapons in the foreseeable future; a decision which arose from the new negotiations (which are possible “only in the context of accounting for all, without exceptions, factors influencing the global strategic stability”).

Other parts of the decree that could affect the relationship between the Russian Federation and U.S. appear to be that Russia will develop relations with NATO “proportionately to its readiness to consider the interests of the Russian Federation in the sphere of security and strategic stability and respect the fundamental principles of international law” and that Moscow will ” oppose attempts to use human rights concepts as an instrument of political pressure and interference in the internal affairs of countries “.

One of the key events of the Russian-American relations in May was Putin’s decision not go to the summit of the “Big Eight” on the 18-19th of May, which had been moved from Chicago to Camp David by the Obama administration largely for the sake of Putin’s participation. Instead, the newly elected Putin decided to send Prime Minister Medvedev in his place. The Russian President personally informed Barack Obama about his decision on the May 9th during their telephone conversation – the first since Putin became president. This decision was unexpected for both U.S. and Russian foreign policy leaders.  On May 4th, details of his meeting with President Obama at Camp David were discussed with President Putin.  The U.S. Deputy Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs Thomas Donilon arrived in Moscow for this discussion in early May. Many high-ranking representatives of Russia and the United States, including, for instance, Deputy Defense Minister Anatoly Antonov, spoke about it. The official explanation of the decision was Putin’s business in the formation of the government.

Despite the fact that Washington was greatly puzzled by this decision, it did not affect the Obama administration’s intention to maintain continuity of positive relations with Russia. As White House press-secretary Jay Carney stated on May 10th, the United States accepted the official explanation of this decision and believed that there was not any démarche or “contemptuous attitude”. At an informal and private level however, many high-ranking representatives of both the Kremlin and the White House made it clear that the signal sent by the new Russian president meant that the United States did not have precedence, or that at least the first foreign visit of Russian President didn’t have to take place in U.S., since it did not meet the Russia’s foreign policy priorities.

Nevertheless, Washington did everything not to focus attention on this episode, presenting the arrival of Prime Minister Medvedev at the G8 summit as arranged. Before the summit at Camp David, the U.S. administration also emphasized the fact that they “looked forward to” the meeting of the two presidents in June, on the sidelines of the G20 summit in Mexico, and that therefore, postponing the meeting by one month did not play a major role in the relationship between the two countries.
In addition, both sides noted the constructive tone of the telephone conversation held on the 10th of May between Putin and Obama, and their mutual intention to continue constructive and positive interaction. Also, the meeting of Putin and Presidential advisor Donilon on May 10th was very constructive. According to his press secretary Dmitry Peskov, Putin “sent his greetings to Obama and expressed hope for further constructive dialogue at the highest level.”

The U.S. Undersecretary of State for European Affairs Philip Gordon’s speeches in Congress on the May 10th also spoke in favor of continuity in the U.S. approach to Russia under the new presidency Putin. He spoke about the Obama administration’s decision to “continue the practice of pragmatic politics,” and, as before, to seek ways to cooperate with Russia on issues where it met U.S. national interests. He also pointed out that since Putin participated in the successful implementation of the “reset” whilst in the position of Prime minister, there was no reason to believe that as president he “would change his views.”

However, on the 14th of May, the White House said that Obama would not attend the APEC summit in Vladivostok, which will be held from the 2nd to 9th of September this year under the Russian Chairmanship of the organization. The official explanation, as is the case with the decision of Putin, is of a domestic political nature. The APEC Summit will coincide with the national congress of the Democratic Party, at which Obama will be formally declared a candidate for U.S. presidency. As the senior U.S. representative to the APEC Hans Klemm stated the day after, the administration had not decided who would represent America at the summit instead of Obama. Moscow, as well as Washington four days earlier, did not focus much attention on the news, thereby smoothing the effect on bilateral relations. However, most experts on both sides and officials (speaking on the condition of anonymity) spoke about the “diplomatic response” of the U.S. to the Russian president’s step. Indeed, in early May this year White House press secretary Jay Carney said that Obama did not intend to refuse the trip to Vladivostok. According to others, the refusal of Barack Obama to come to Vladivostok was unofficially announced earlier, while Putin just reacted to it. Be that as it may, the two sides do not accentuate the negative aspects of recent developments.

The second most important political event of Russian-American relations this May became the bilateral meeting between Russian Prime Minister Medvedev and Obama, held on the sidelines of the G8 summit in Camp David on the 19th of May. The parties presented this meeting as a sort of preparation for the meeting of the two presidents in Mexico, and forming a positive political atmosphere for it. Thus, at the final press conference after the G8 summit, Medvedev said that he assured the U.S. leader of continuity in Russian foreign policy, including the “reset” policy with the U.S., and handed him a letter from President Putin outlining the position of Moscow’s foreign policy on a number of areas and issues of RF-US relations. According to Medvedev, the very fact of his presence in Camp David suggested “continuity of the reset policy”, as this period of Russian-American relations began under his presidency. The Prime Minister added that he and Putin had “the same understanding of foreign policy priorities.”

Among the agenda of Russian-American relations, the focus of the meeting between Medvedev and Obama was apparently trade and economic cooperation. As the Russian Prime Minister said, Russia has already surpassed the U.S. in terms of investment in one another, suggesting that the U.S. should be giving more attention to investment in Russia.

However, in late May, mixed signals about the state of the general political atmosphere in Russian-American relations appeared again. On the one hand, after the NATO summit in Chicago, the Obama administration again showed interest in the continuation of positive dynamics in relations with Russia and expressed the hope that the meeting between Obama and Putin in Mexico would give them an additional positive impetus.

On the other hand, at the end of the month the Russian Foreign Ministry criticized the U.S. ambassador in Moscow Michael McFaul for a number of statements made by him during a lecture at the Higher School of Economics on the May 25th. This statement was not very different from previous ones made by McFaul, both in Russia and the United States, although it contained a number of “liberties” (such as a statement that both Russia and the United States “bribed” the former president of Kyrgyzstan Kurmanbek. Bakiyev in 2009). In a special statement on this subject, the Foreign Ministry used such terms and phrases as “unprofessional”, “angry replication of tales in the media” and “deliberate distortion of a number of aspects of Russian-American dialogue”. All this criticism, although aimed against McFaul, could affect the climate of relations between the two countries in general.
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2. Dialogue between Russia and the U.S. on missile defense

The main event of the dialogue between Russia and the United States on missile defense was the international conference “The influence of missile defense in the formation of a new security space” in Moscow on the 3-4th of May held by the Ministry of Defense. It became the largest and in many ways most unique public event ever held by the military office in Russia.  Its purpose was to promote the active Russian arguments and positions on missile defense, attracting maximum attention to the Russian and global public opinion. As the chief organizer of the event the Deputy Minister of Defense Antonov stated just before the start, it enabled the formation of corresponding background information on the eve of the NATO summit in Chicago, dedicated to issues such as missile defense. For the first time, the Russian point of view on this issue was presented in detail and Russian leaders considered that the implementation of U.S. policy on missile defense might at some stage (2017-2020) threaten the Russian strategic deterrent potential.

Opening the conference, Russian Defense Minister Anatoly Serdyukov said that the negotiations of the parties on missile defense had come to a deadlock and a mutually acceptable solution for the issue that concerned Russia (getting the guarantees from the U.S. and NATO that the missile defense system produced by them will not be able to intercept Russian ICBMs) had not been found. He also said that an announcement at the NATO summit in Chicago about achievement of “initial operating readiness” of missile defense in Europe would be seen in Moscow as the intention of the United States and NATO to continue to develop missile defense systems without taking Russian concerns into account. In this regard, he outlined the following dilemma for Russia and NATO countries: either all parties would cooperate on Russian terms and respond to missile threats jointly, or Russia will be forced to take military-technical measures “depending on the implementation of anti-missile plans”. More preferable, according to the Minister was signing a legally binding agreement on restricted missile defense with the United States and NATO, which would be a basis for further practical cooperation.

Russian Security Council Secretary Nikolai Patrushev read the address to the conference of the Russian Prime Minister Medvedev, which said that Russia remained open to further dialogue on missile defense, and that finding a mutually acceptable solution was possible. In his own statement, Patrushev also said that the planned U.S. missile defense system would be able to capture part of the Russian ICBMs and SLBMs “at the turn of 2018-2020″ i.e. during the third and fourth phases of implementation of the Obama administration’s current plans. He referred to the “geographic areas and technical characteristics of missile defense”, coupled with “modern and advanced levels of U.S. precision weapons”. Finally, he noted the absence of other uses for the missile defense system by the U.S. or NATO in the foreseeable future other than against Russia. According to Patrushev, the U.S. refusal to grant Russia guarantees merely confirms Russian fears that the true purpose of the missile defense shield is not the threat posed by Iran, but by Russia itself.

Still, the main speeches at the conference were made by the Chief of the General Staff of the Russian Federation Nikolai Makarov and his deputy Valery Gerasimov. Makarov said that the third and fourth stages of the “phased adaptive approach” to the development of missile defense complexes in Europe (planned for 2018-2020) would be able to hit Russian ICBMs and SLBMs (Submarine Launched Ballistic Missiles) and block the launches of Russian missiles “from Russia and from the zone of the ocean at different flight paths.” At the same time, he referred to the U.S. intention to considerably modify the SM-3 missiles by this time, deploy “anti-missiles designed to counter intercontinental ballistic missiles” in Poland as well as bring the navy’s missile group “to 40 ships with hundreds of interceptors” (significantly, the U.S. is going to place most of these ships in the Pacific, not in European seas).

The greatest public reaction was caused by Makarov’s speech which was dedicated to a possible military-technical response of the Russian Federation to the U.S. deployment of a European missile defense system. In this regard, Russia’s position demonstrated new and very important characteristics. According to Makarov, if the situation is aggravated by further missile defense system construction, the Russian Federation does not exclude the possibility of applying pre-emptive military strikes against missile defense facilities in Europe, although it regards this as a last resort. Such an attack could be achieved by forces that Russia has already stated it can use, notably in the speech of Medvedev in November of 2011. As pointed out by Makarov, one of the options is the “deployment of new strike weapons in the south and the north-west of Russia for fire damage missile defense components, including the deployment of missile complex “Iskander” in the Kaliningrad region.”

Finally, Makarov presented a list of criteria that provide a hypothetical U.S. missile defense system which would not be directed against Russian strategic nuclear forces. These are essentially restrictive criteria based on technical, geographic and quantitative indicators. According to Makarov, they should include: the technical parameters of the individual components of the missile (Anti ballistic missile (ABM) speed, quantity, range, capabilities and control systems, etc.), the location of the missile launch sites, and the ability to intercept ballistic missiles of various types utilizing acceleration in the middle and final phases of flight. Implementation of these criteria, according to the Chief of General Staff, will provide the basis for a joint analysis of how the current U.S. plans to influence the potential of the Russian strategic deterrence, as well as for the development of “confidence-building measures and control”, which should be included in a legally binding agreement on missile defense between Russia and the U.S. This issue, in essence, is a return to a restrictive missile defense treaty, but in a form detailing the mechanisms of monitoring and verification.

One of the most important stages of the conference was a speech by the deputy Chief of the General Staff Gerasimov, who presented a computer model of the possible development scenarios should the full implementation of U.S. plans for missile defense in Europe be realized. This presentation (its first release in public) was considered by organizers as the most important evidence supporting the Russian claims that the planned U.S. missile defense system would be able to intercept Russian ICBMs and SLBMs in 2018-2020. This presentation was not merely rhetoric but was based on military and mathematical calculations. The presentation showed how and under what circumstances, elements of U.S. missile defense in Europe will be able to intercept Russian ballistic missiles, flying to New York and Los Angeles.

The speech by the Chief of the GRU (Main Intelligence Directorate, the primary foreign military intelligence agency of the Russian armed forces) Igor Sergun was devoted to the analysis of missile challenges for Europe and their compliance with current U.S. plans for missile defense. In his view, European defense from the south-east direction (namely, Iran), “cannot be considered significant” because of lacking technological capabilities for the production of many medium-range missiles in the region and in particular that current offensive missile capabilities by countries in the region rendered the scale of the project needless.. As of today, said the head of the GRU, there was a problem in the region with the spread of missiles with a range of up to 2 kilometers, and in the short term with a range of up to 3 kilometers, which did not correspond to the antimissile potential planned for by the United States.  Sergun added that even if the countries of the region obtained medium-range missiles (of up to 5 km) in the foreseeable future, their use with conventional warheads would be virtually meaningless. Their use as carriers of nuclear weapons is highly unlikely because of the threat of a much more powerful counter-attack. According to Sergun, Russia doesn’t have and will not have long-range missiles in Europe and in the south of Europe which could be an U.S. missile defense target by 2020.

Finally, the commander of the Aerospace Defense Force of the Russian Federation Oleg Ostapenko said in his speech that the planned U.S. missile defense system might also pose a threat to Russian spacecraft in the future. This possibility, he said, increased the relevance of creating reliable and efficient systems of air and space defense by the Russian Federation. He said directly that the system would be aimed at defending against threats from the United States and NATO.

However, the position of U.S. and NATO remained unchanged after listening to all of these statements. This position in its most rigid form was summarized by the Deputy General Secretary of Alliance Alexander Vershbow, who said at the conference that the statements of the Russian military “did not persuade” him, a statement that caused some resentment on the Russian side. At the same time, he, Ellen Tauscher, and Madeline Creedon repeated in their speeches that the missiles, which the Obama administration planned to place in Europe, would not pose a threat to Russian ICBMs, as “they would not able to keep up with them” because of a lower speed. They also pointed out once again that Washington had no desire to undermine strategic stability and to put Russia’s strategic nuclear forces in a vulnerable position, and that the planned missile defense system would be capable of intercepting only a “small number of deficient ballistic missiles”.

In addition, Creedon indicated that the presentation provided by Gerasimov did not take into account that “the Russian missiles were already equipped with the means to overcome missile defense, and they continued to modernize.” Moreover, according to her, the intention of Russia expressed by Makarov to modernize its ballistic missiles and develop a system to overcome their defense once again confirmed the inability of the system to pose a threat to Russia, even if Russian arguments were correct. Tauscher also expressed her disagreement with the Russian presentation noting that Moscow “attributes to NATO missile defense capabilities that this system does not have.” However, she evaded answering the question of whether the presentation of the General Staff of the Russian Federation was false. “We are talking about misunderstanding based on mistrust” said a diplomat in this regard.

The U.S. position on the issue of giving the Russian Federation guarantees of not directing their planned missile defense system against the Russian strategic nuclear forces has not changed. Both Tauscher and Creedon declared that they were prepared to fix the position that the U.S.-NATO missile defense system in Europe was not aimed at intercepting Russian ballistic missiles and would not have the technical ability to do so; – but without the detailed and fixed restrictive criteria which Moscow has insisted upon. They were prepared to do this in writing, but not in a legally binding form. Moreover, they again confirmed that this year it will be meaningless to wait for any progress on this issue because of the ongoing U.S. presidential campaign, and therefore it would be more logical to hold a dialogue at the level of technical expertise. The parties agreed to this approach at the end of 2011. In this case, however, Tauscher indirectly confirmed Russian fears, saying on the eve of the conference, that it was impossible to guarantee that the next U.S. administration would fulfill the promises of the Obama administration, as sought by Moscow, which insisted on legal obligations.

However, U.S. officials once again hinted that they may continue to be flexible on this subject. In particular, the U.S. State Department spokesperson Mark Toner, commenting on the performance of Nikolai Makarov at a conference on missile defense, said that Washington intended to “double the efforts to find a compromise on this issue”. Tauscher said that before talking about certain guarantees, Russia and the United States should sign an agreement on cooperation on missile defense (i.e. about how they should cooperate, rather than the limitations on missile defense systems) and the start of negotiations at a technical level can play a significant role in making this agreement.

It is also noteworthy that Tauscher and Creedon totally refused to comment on Makarov’s statement about preventive strikes against U.S. missile defense facilities in Europe and the other military-technical responses mentioned by him. Generally, their reaction to his speech was calm. Both U.S. representatives stated that there was still a lot of time before they reached the level of missile defense development, which Moscow estimated as a potential threat to its strategic nuclear forces. As Tauscher noted in this regard, the practical operation of the missile defense system in Europe by the United States would begin only after 2015 and before that time it was ridiculous to talk about certain measures or countermeasures. Moreover, she identified the year 2015 as the date by which it would be desirable to agree on missile defense. Nevertheless, said Tauscher, these statements showed the actual severity of concerns of the Russian side and Washington will take these into account.

Finally, Creedon once again called on Russia to sign the agreement with the U.S. on cooperation in defense technology, which, according to her, was necessary not only for the start of practical cooperation on missile defense, but also for serious negotiations on the technical expertise level.

On the 4th of May, foreign participants of the conference were shown some of the Russian missile sites around Moscow, including the radar, “Don-2N” and some troops of the Aerospace Defense Force in Sofrino, in the Moscow region. The purpose of these visits, as stated by the Deputy Defense Minister Antonov, was to show the real potential available to the Russian Federation for missile defense, to demonstrate it in action (participants were shown a computer simulation of missile interception), and prove Moscow’s readiness to cooperate with the United States and NATO on missile defense. In particular, the Deputy Minister pointed out that the radar, “Don-2N” could become “a part of the potential, which may be common to deal with potential threats from missiles of medium and long range”.

At the end of the conference, Russian authorities began to claim that they gave the U.S. some time for reflection and analysis of the evidence of danger posed by a missile defense system to the Russian strategic nuclear forces.  If this evidence does not work, Russia would be forced to go to military-technical countermeasures. This possibility, in particular, was mentioned by Serdyukov in Sochi on May 11th. At the same time, he again pointed out that if the talks failed, the Russian Federation would destroy the U.S. missile defense elements in Europe, primarily with “Iskander” missiles (an advanced mobile ballistic missile system) if the situation escalated. However, the main theme of the statements made by Russian Federation representatives was the fact that Moscow had expressed its reasoning, and the ball was now in the American’s court. Serdyukov stated bluntly that Russia was waiting for new proposals from the U.S. Another aspect is that the probability of receiving these proposals before the presidential elections in November is low.

Indeed, in the second half of May, there were signals that in the coming months, there wouldn’t be any major changes in the U.S. position. On May 16th, Tauscher, and Creedon published an article in the newspaper “Kommersant”, which looked like a reaction to their participation in the defense conference on May 3rd and 4th and an additional attempt to explain the U.S. position on missile defense on the eve of the NATO Summit in Chicago. The article points out that Washington “will not discuss the conclusion of a legally binding agreement that would limit the possibility of American missile defense system” and that the U.S. is still against the option of joint defense sector. It also says that the U.S. is close to the conclusion of a “political agreement” on the practical cooperation on missile defense with Russia and not just a restrictive document. The hypothesis is that the best way for Russia to make sure that the U.S. missile defense is incapable of threatening the Russia’s strategic nuclear forces is to start practical cooperation in the form of “exchange, cooperation in the conduct of exercises and joint analytical work,” including its monitoring of test missiles.

One of the most important stages of discussing the problems of Russia and the U.S. missile defense system in May was the NATO summit in Chicago on the 20th-21st of May. The mainly anticipated, although frankly futile, result was the statement made by the NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen, on the achievement of “interim operational capability” of NATO missile defense. This statement means that NATO has conducted preliminary work to unite weak national missile and air defense forces of member countries in Europe that have currently agreed to combine these systems into a joint scheme. The summit also tentatively established a joint missile defense system command at the base in Rammstein, Germany. In this case, the final decision on configuration of the missile defense system has not been taken.  At the summit, Barack Obama said that the United States and NATO were waiting for contributions from other European countries, apart from those already involved in the creation of a U.S.-NATO missile defense shield, including Turkey, Romania, Poland, Spain and The Netherlands. Soon, Bulgaria will be added to the list, where, according to Rasmussen, by 2015 new powerful radar should be put into operation together with the deployment of ground-based interceptor missiles in Romania. He added that the alliance would strengthen the defense infrastructure by means of space surveillance and detection.

The position of the United States and NATO on cooperation with Russia concerning missile defense remained unchanged up to the summit in Chicago.  In addition, the summit declaration contained the first official response to the Russian statement on their military-technical response to counter the actions of the U.S. missile defense system, made at the conference in Moscow on the 3rd and 4th of May this year. Namely, it says that the NATO countries were disappointed about the repeated statements by Russia on possible actions against the NATO missile defense system”, but welcomed its desire to continue the dialogue and they are committed to do the same.

Meanwhile, in May this year a new report on the prospects for the planned missile defense system of the Obama administration was presented in the United States. It was prepared by experts of the Scientific Council of the Pentagon and the U.S. Government Accountability Office, in which it concludes that the system will not be able to carry out the task entrusted to it and it is just a political project, not backed up by real military-technical expertise. The main disadvantages of this system, according to the authors of the report, is its inability to distinguish real targets from dummy targets, weakness of the radar installations placed in Europe, and the desire of the country’s leadership to stick to the schedule of deployment of missile defense elements. As a result, the document says, orders for equipment placed by the Pentagon do not always pass necessary tests and the results of these tests are often loaded. This report, like so many others, says that the European missile defense is another bluff, behind which there are other interests, mainly of political and domestic policy of the U.S. political spectrum.
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3. Dialog between Russia and the U.S. on Afghanistan

On the issue of Afghanistan, Russia and the United States, as before, engaged in both cooperation and disagreement. Firstly, they continued the dialogue on the transportation of non-lethal cargo from Afghanistan through Russian territory, which, in the coming years when the United States and NATO will reduce its presence in this country, will be of paramount importance. As the Deputy Defense Minister Antonov stated on the 19th of May, a logistics center in Ulyanovsk, the building of which Moscow and Washington have agreed to over the past few months, will play a key role in the implementation of the reverse transit. The Deputy Minister also confirmed that between Russia and NATO there were continuing negotiations on an agreement for non-lethal cargo transit, which would involve its transfer to Ulyanovsk by air and further inland transportation in the territory of the Russian Federation. Antonov also confirmed that cooperation between Russia, the United States, and NATO on Afghan transit would strengthen regardless of how the problem of missile defense would be resolved (the most important disagreement between the two countries).

However, in the near future, Russia’s role in the transportation of Afghan supplies may diminish despite the support it enjoys now.  In May negotiations were held to resume transit to Afghanistan through Pakistan which was stopped since the fall of 2011. In mid-May the Foreign Minister of Pakistan Hina Rabbani Khar pointed out the importance of the transit and subsequently President Asif Ali Zardari was invited to NATO Summit in Chicago. Then the fact of negotiations between Washington and Islamabad was confirmed by the administration of Pakistani Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani and State Department spokesman Victoria Nuland. It was assumed that a new transit agreement would be signed at the NATO summit in Chicago and although this did not happen, most observers say it will be signed shortly. In any case, because of the danger and insecurity of the Pakistani route to Afghanistan, Russia will continue to play a key role in providing transit to and from Afghanistan.

Cooperation between Russia and the U.S. against the Afghan drug traffic significantly intensified in May. On May 16th, the head of the Federal Drug Control Service of the Russian Federation Victor Ivanov stated that the second joint anti-drug special operation by Russian and American intelligence services in Afghanistan was held from April 30th till the May 14th (the first was in the fall of 2011). This time Afghan security forces also participated in contrast to 2011, when an anti-drug operation was carried out without informing officials in Kabul which. In a special operation, more than three tons of drugs were confiscated (including 2 tons 900 kg of hashish and 410 kilograms of heroin and opium) four drug labs were destroyed, and 67 people were arrested.

However, despite these special operations supporting the U.S. desire to minimize Afghan drug production and sale, the general approach of Moscow and Washington to address the problem of the Afghan narcotics still differ. In early May,   Ivanov seriously and thoroughly criticized U.S. policy on this issue. He called the American arguments against the destruction of opium poppies “unfounded and totally unconvincing.” He said that the role of the Taliban in the Afghan drug industry today was minimal, and accused the U.S. of reluctance to publish a list of drug plantations and destroy them. In addition, he criticized the new U.S. anti-drug initiative in Central Asia (Russia has for several months has been strongly against it), which he said, was focused on decoys and was less effective than the elimination of drug production in Afghanistan. He also spoke in favor of uniting the efforts of NATO and the CSTO to deal with the Afghan drug threat, and again put forward his own initiative to establish the Russian Corporation of cooperation with Central Asia. Many observers see it as an alternative to U.S. policy in the region.

In May, the dispute escalated between Russia and the United States about a continued U.S. presence in Afghanistan after 2014. On May 2nd, U.S. President Barack Obama visited Kabul and signed the Strategic Partnership Agreement with Afghan President Hamid Karzai. It defines Afghanistan as a key partner of the U.S. outside of NATO (the Bush administration once gave the same status to Pakistan) and determines the conditions of the U.S. presence in the country after the withdrawal of most troops in 2014. However the final agreement on the U.S. military presence in the country has not yet been reached. The agreement signed on May 2nd indicates the start of negotiations over the U.S.-Afghanistan treaty on security, which will specify all the details of the status of U.S. and NATO troops in Afghanistan and replace the current agreement. The U.S. intends to leave approximately five military bases on the territory of Afghanistan for the indefinite future. In addition, Washington has pledged to provide most of the funding for Afghan security forces after 2014 and intends to give 4 billion dollars over 10 years to Kabul for this purpose. Barack Obama also made a speech in Kabul in which he confirmed the U.S. commitment to the current plan for troop withdrawal (from the beginning of this year to the end of the summer, twenty three thousand U.S. military members will leave the country) and the involvement of the Taliban in political dialogue.

Russia has responded to these events very cautiously and has long disagreed with U.S. plans for a continued military presence in Afghanistan after 2014. As the Foreign Ministry spokesman Alexander Lukashevich stated on May 4th, Moscow expected an explanation from the U.S. and Afghan governments on the signing of the agreement in Kabul, particularly in respect to the U.S. presence in the country after 2014.

In May, Moscow also accepted an invitation to participate in the NATO session on Afghanistan at the NATO Summit in Chicago. Earlier, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov expressed his doubts about Russia’s participation due to the fact that this invitation was one-off. However, Russia changed its decision after Putin’s refusal to attend the G8 summit at Camp David, and eventually decided to send a special envoy of the President on Afghanistan Zamir Kabulov to Chicago – obviously, for the sake of smoothing out the negative effect on Russian-American relations due to Putin’s absence.

As a result, the main decisions of the NATO summit on Afghanistan were the adoption of a plan for the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) troop withdrawal by the end of December 2014.This plan would give Afghan security forces responsibility for the conduct of war in most parts of the country by the summer of 2013 and the transfer of responsibility for security in the country as a whole by the end of 2014. It was also agreed that Afghan security forces should consist of approximately 228,500 troops, and their annual budget (to be formed at the expense of foreign aid) should be USD 4.1 billion. Kabulov said that Afghanistan would not be able to provide its own security after 2014 and “would need assistance for a longer time than 2014″. He also made it clear that Moscow would not make any financial contributions to projects of ISAF and NATO forces in Afghanistan and would continue to provide assistance to the Afghan government “purely on a bilateral basis.”

One of the Chicago NATO summit’s events was the signing of an agreement between NATO and Kyrgyzstan allowing the over land transit of NATO military cargo to Afghanistan through Kyrgyz territory. Bishkek was trying to compensate for its refusal (so far) in extending the rental period of the Manas Air Base to the U.S. for a period after 2014. Kyrgyzstan once again stated that it did not intend to renew the agreement with the U.S. on Manas, but was ready to transform this facility into a civilian international transport hub, at the beginning of May this year – after which the Russian Foreign Ministry issued a statement that supported the decision of Bishkek.
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4. Dialogue between Russia and the U.S. on Arms Control

In May, Russia once again criticized some of the promising (but still implausible) aspects of U.S. defense policy, especially, the development of non-nuclear strategic offensive arms (so-called Prompt Global Strike program) and in the field of hypersonic weapons. On the May 19th, the Deputy Defense Minister Anatoly Antonov said that the use of U.S. strategic offensive arms, even nonnuclear, could trigger a global international conflict, since “the Russian system of missile warning doesn’t identify whether the missile has a nuclear warhead or conventional weapons. We would regard it as an attack”. Antonov also noted that U.S. development of these weapons would cause a serious strategic imbalance between Russia and the U.S. which would give Moscow little reason to reduce its nuclear stockpile. Moscow’s position, according to the deputy minister, is to prohibit the creation of strategic offensive arms.

On May 11th the acting Deputy Prime Minister Dmitry Rogozin said that the U.S. development of hypersonic weapons constituted “a particular threat to the defense of our country.” According to him, hypersonic weapons development may be completed by 2015 and could create a “multi-functional combat missile by 2015-2018.″ Rogozin pointed out that such weapons were being developed under American programs called X-51, Falcon, HiFire and HyFly. He also said that since Russia was far behind the U.S. in this regard, the Russian government should in the near future work on the “creation of domestic competitive models of hypersonic weapons”.
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V. The development of military cooperation between Russia and the U.S.

In May, the joint military counterterrorism exercises in United States territory took place. It was unprecedented in the history of relations between the two countries. They were held in late May at the Fort Carson military base in Colorado involving a special unit of American land forces together with a special intelligence unit of the Airborne Forces stationed in the Kubinka, Moscow Region, and a group of Navy Commanders.  Moreover, the delegation of the Russian Navy had been in the U.S. since mid-month. During the exercises, troops practiced skills in joint warfare and in the detection, seizure and destruction of a major terrorist base.

Meanwhile the oldest member of the U.S. Senate Committee on foreign relations Senate Richard Lugar (to date, one of the most sympathetically-oriented Republicans towards the Russian Federation) again raised the issue of Russia’s acquisition of two “Mistral” amphibious assault vessels from France. Earlier this month he presented the report of the Congress research group which referred to the “tension within NATO” caused by the deal and, above all, concern for the Baltic countries. Lugar also expressed concern about the trend that some European NATO countries are beginning to supply weapons to Russia. In addition to the contract with France, the Lugar named such agreements as the Russian-German agreement (with the company Rheinmetall) for the development of a “major army training center” and the Russian-Italian co-production contract with Iveco for 60 armored vehicles as a cause for concern. According to Lugar, Russia could use these weapons against the interests of the United States and its allies and partners.
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VI. Dialogue between Russia and the U.S. on democracy and human rights

In May this year, the issue of democracy and human rights escalated in the dialogue between the Russian Federation and the United States. After the crackdown against unsanctioned opposition rallies in Moscow and the arrest of many opposition members, including major leaders on May 6th, the U.S. State Department made a statement expressing “concern about the treatment of participants of peaceful protests” as well as the “wave of arrests”. However, the statement was balanced and mild, as it simultaneously expressed “concern” about attacks by small groups of protesters against police officers. On the May 8th the official spokesman of the U.S. State Department Mark Toner called on both the participants in the protest rallies in Russia and the police to refrain from violence, and for the Russian government to respect the right of citizens to freedom of speech and assembly. Moreover, he explicitly stated that the U.S. did not regard these events as problems of Putin’s third term. He pointed out that in recent years, Moscow and Washington have made significant progress in their relations between, and that the U.S. was “looking forward” to seeing Putin at the G8 summit.

However, the U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton made a few ambiguous statements on this subject on May 8th. In an interview with CNN she made it clear that she considered the mass demonstrations in Russia in recent months as a positive development and expressed the hope that “Russia would continue to democratize” and “realize its potential” under the new presidency of Vladimir Putin. However, she urged the Russian authorities to continue the democratization process and to protect and respect the “rights of Russian citizens, enabling them to participate in politics and economics”.

Russian rhetoric on these issues increased substantially this May. At the beginning of May, the Russian Foreign Ministry criticized the statement made by the U.S. Ambassador McFaul that the ban on entry into the U.S. of some Russian officials, including those involved in the “Magnitsky case” was consistent with the policies of the Obama administration in the field of human rights. According to the Foreign Ministry Spokesman Alexander Lukashevich, this statement “is an attempt to interfere in the internal affairs of Russia and it will not go unanswered”. In particular, he recalled that Moscow had already closed the entry of a number of U.S. officials. Lukashevich also suggested that this measure could be introduced against the authors of the bill of the “Magnitsky case” in the U.S. Congress. On May 17th the Russian Foreign Ministry on behalf of the Commissioner of the Ministry for human rights, democracy and the rule of law Konstantin Dolgov accused the government of the United States and several EU countries of using disproportionate force to disperse peaceful demonstrations, essentially copying the American claims. Moreover, he said, it is a question of the application of force against protesters who do not violate the rule of law.

At the end of May, the U.S. State Department published its annual report on human rights in the world, which provides a highly critical assessment of human rights in Russia. The document particularly indicated that the most significant problems of modern Russia were violations of the democratic process, a controlled legal system, and violations of freedom of expression. It highlighted the “intervention of the authorities, manipulation, restrictions on opposition parties and candidates for registration, and regulated access to mass media” in the State Duma elections in December 2011; the political persecution of businessmen and those who threaten the public interest; the harsh conditions of detention in prisons; and the unfavorable situation in the North Caucasus. It was also said that “the government had not taken adequate measures to prosecute and punish officials responsible for abuses in prisons and as a result it created an atmosphere of impunity” and restrictions on media freedom, especially on most of the TV channels and radio, and in print media. But Russia, as with all previous occasions, called the findings and conditions of this report on Russia not really relevant, one-sided and politicized.

