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1.Diplomatic negotiations between Russia and the US
1.1.  Active cooperation between Russia and the U.S. at a political and high diplomatic level continued in February 2012. The principal event, held on February 4th, 2012 on the sidelines of the Munich Security Conference, was negotiations between Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton. The negotiations mainly concerned the situation in Syria, but also other issues in the Russian-American agenda, especially missile defense, were raised. Also in Munich, Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation Sergey Ryabkov met with senior U.S. Undersecretary of State for Arms Control and International Security Affairs Ellen Tauscher, and with the senior director of U.S. National Security Council on prevention of nuclear terrorism Laura Holgate (in preparation for the upcoming Seoul Nuclear Security Summit in March).

1.2.  The next important stage of negotiations between the two countries was the visit of the U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for European and Eurasian Affairs Philip Gordon to Moscow. On the 17th of February, 2012, he met with Deputy Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation Sergey Ryabkov (on missile defense, CFE and other issues in Russian-American relations), Alexander Grushko (on European security, including the activities of the Russia-NATO and the OSCE) and Grigori Karasin (on Russian-US relations in the post-Soviet area). In parallel, on the 17th of February, 2012 on the sidelines of the Third Ministerial Conference of the Paris Pact Partners on Combating Illicit Traffic in Opiates Originating in Afghanistan, Lavrov met with and Deputy Secretary of State William Burns. Their meeting was devoted to a broad range of topics of RF-US relations, including in Syria, Iran, issues of missile defense, and Afghanistan.

1.3.   On February 6th and 8th, the new U.S. ambassador to Russia Michael McFaul met with the Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation Grigori Karasin and discussed the situation in the South Caucasus and Central Asia and then met with first Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs Andrei Denisov about general issues of Russian-American relations.

1.4.      Finally, in February 2012, the Civil Society Working Group of the U.S.-Russian Bilateral Presidential Commission resumed it activities.  Former co-chairmen of the group Vladislav Surkov (and current Deputy Prime Minister) and Michael McFaul, took up different positions. The new co-chairmen of the Working Group are Russian Foreign Ministry’s Commissioner for Human Rights, Democracy and the Rule of Law Konstantin Dolgov and Deputy Assistant Secretary for Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor Thomas Melia.
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2. General political aspects of the relations of the Russian Federation and the USA
2.1.      In February 2012, the influence of the presidential elections in Russia, held on March 4, 2012, on Russian-American relations reached its climax. The election campaign of the Prime Minister Vladimir Putin made a special emphasis on the idea of the revival of Russia as a great power, the restoration of its military power and the strengthening of Russia’s foreign policy independence.  In the eyes of most of Russia’s political elite, this primarily involves maintaining a strategic balance with the U.S. and a stiff opposition to Washington on issues not coinciding with Russia’s interests, including interference in the affairs of other states, Russia included.

2.2.      One example of Putin’s harsh rhetoric to the U.S. prior to the election was his article, “Being strong: National security guarantees for Russia” dated February 17. In the article he not only expressed his commitment to preserve the strategic balance with the United States and strengthening the capacity of strategic deterrence, but also described the threats that justify this commitment, as if their source, to a large extent, was the United States.[2]
2.3.      Even more critical to the U.S. was Putin’s article on foreign policy called “Russia and the changing world”, published in the “Moscow News” on February 27. In this article the prime minister once again depicts threats and challenges for Russia (and the world) of which the greater part comes from Washington. Among these threats is NATO’s expansion, including the placement of new military facilities, U.S. plans for missile defense in Europe, initiating a series of “armed conflicts justified by humanitarian reasons” and therefore undermining the “time-honored principle of state sovereignty”[3], the appropriation of rights and prerogatives of the UN Security Council by the U.S. and NATO regarding the use of force against sovereign states, and more importantly, “the U.S. obsession with ideas to secure absolute security.” Such an obsession as emphasized by Putin, would mean “absolute vulnerability to the rest,” including Russia. Calling this obsession “the essence of the problem”, the Prime Minister made it clear that this was how Moscow interpreted the basic steps of the U.S. in military and political spheres, including plans for missile defense.

2.4.      The same applies to Putin’s analysis of such foreign policy challenges as the “Arab Spring” and proliferation of nuclear weapons. In particular, he pointed to America’s “illegal tools of soft power”, above all, support and use of “pseudo-NGOs,” i.e. agencies that pursue the goal of destabilization in different countries with external support. He also expressed the need to firmly oppose this trend of American foreign policy including, and particularly in, Russia. Putin has made it clear that the activity of NGOs, whose work is “financed and protected by external forces” and “doesn’t grow out of interests (and resources) of any local social groups” is “unacceptable”. In his view, proliferation of nuclear weapons is to a large extent a response to “more frequent cases of gross and even coercive interference in the internal affairs of countries”, which is also a result of U.S. foreign policy.

2.5.      In February, other representatives of the Russian leadership pointed at the United States as the source of most of the external political and military threats to Russia. In his interview to “Kommersant” on the 6th of February 2012, the Deputy Defense Minister Anatoly Antonov answered questions about other military threats to Russia, in addition to U.S. plans for missile defense. He identified the issues of START in the non-nuclear armament, placing weapons in space and the imbalance in conventional weapons in Europe. All of them are of US-and NATO-centric nature.)

2.6.      In the section of his article on the foreign policy directly dedicated to Russian-American relations, Putin states that “the decision for the question of fundamental change in the matrix of these relations hasn’t been found, they are still subject to ebbs and flows”, while the main reason in his view, is the lack of “strong economic foundation” of relations. In this context, he directly refers to the actions of Barack Obama’s administration towards the end of negotiations on the accession of Russia to the WTO.

2.7.      The most important stimulus in relations between Russia and the U.S. is Washington’s interference in the internal affairs of both Russia and other countries, particularly the important ones from the standpoint of Russian interests. Putin specifically identifies “regular U.S. attempts to engage in political engineering”, including during the course of election campaigns in Russia, and also the “bias, prejudice and aggression of nitpicking against Russia which sometimes goes beyond all imaginable limits”. Moreover, Putin refers to “systematic attempts to influence both the attitudes of its citizens to us and the political situation in Russia.” In Putin’s opinion “there were no high moral or democratic principles” behind these actions.

2.8.      However, Putin then expressed the willingness to “go further with the U.S.” and “make a sizeable breakthrough”, and outlined the readiness of Moscow to shape a new agenda for arms control with Washington. The conditions for this are the balance of interests, the rejection of attempts to achieve unilateral advantages and commitment to the principles of equitable and mutually respectful partnership.

2.9.      The content of Putin’s conversation with experts on security issues held in Sarov on the 24th of February was very critical towards the U.S. On the one hand, the Prime Minister didn’t agree that “there has been some cooling” in the relations between the Russian Federation and the United States.  Instead, he said that despite differences on some issues, the parties have “established a partner relationship in key areas of the international agenda.” On the other hand, he gave a highly critical assessment of U.S. foreign policy, calling it “wasteful and ineffective” and pointing out the negative consequences of Washington’s actions in the Arab world. He also presented U.S. policy and the development of American military potential as the main determinant of the development of Russia’s defense policy.

2.10.    Following from Putin’s comments, Moscow’s decision to make a significant upgrade of strategic delivery weapons as a priority has been largely due to comments from the U.S. that “the only thing they have left there is rust” and that Russia could therefore be written off. He also pointed out that one of the objectives of this update was to provide a guaranteed ability to overcome missile defense. According to Putin, an important factor in the development of Russian policy in the field of nuclear weapons is developing the capacity of the U.S. precision-guided weapons, which, in his words, “together with the accuracy and the time of delivery to the territory of a potential enemy is comparable to weapons of mass destruction”.  In this regard, he reiterated that “nuclear deterrent forces and missile technology” were an “absolute priority” for Russia and that Moscow was ready to talk seriously about nuclear disarmament only if Russia would have similar, high-precision systems.

2.11.    In general, Russia has made it clear in February that in the near future it is not going to engage in further rounds of nuclear arms reduction on a bilateral basis with the United States. This was stated both by Putin and Antonov. According to them, this decision is connected both with the development of the U.S. capabilities in the field of precision weapons and the unwillingness of other nuclear countries to reduce their nuclear capabilities. Both Putin and Antonov expressed the need for all nuclear powers to participate in the next round of reductions in nuclear weapons.
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3. Dialog on Anti-Missile Defense
3.1.      The missile defense issue remained the principal controversy of the Russian-American relations in the military-political sphere in February 2012. Putin has made several policy statements, presenting U.S. plans for missile defense as Washington’s desire to destroy the strategic nuclear balance with Moscow and, thus, a serious military and political threat. Preservation of the same balance – through the modernization of the strategic nuclear arsenal of Russia, the development of means to overcome missile defense systems and the creation of the aerospace defense of the Russian Federation – was positioned as the most important task of the defense policies of Russia and was one of the main focuses of the national security of Putin’s election campaign. The subject of missile defense was touched upon by Putin in his election articles on national security and on foreign policy as well as during meetings with experts on security issues on the 24th of February in Sarov.

3.2.      In the article “Being strong: National security guarantees for Russia,” published February 20th the Prime Minister pointed out that the main priorities of Russian military development “in the coming decades” were nuclear power and aerospace defense; these are focused on strategic deterrent of the United States. However, he pointed out that the impetus for the development of the Aerospace Defense Forces of the Russian Federation was just “politics of the United States and NATO on missile defense”. Arguing that U.S. plans for missile defense are a threat to the global balance of power, Putin said that Moscow would not create its own missile defense system in response because of its high cost and inefficiency, but would develop the ability to overcome any missile defense system and protect Russia’s retaliatory potential. Additionally, he stressed that Russian actions in this area would be fully consistent with the steps of the United States, i.e. would depend on what Washington really would deploy in Europe.

3.3.      During the meeting with experts in Sarov, Putin also focused on the need to maintain a balance of strategic forces between Russia and the United States, calling it “a national task and duty to all mankind.” Washington, according to the Prime Minister, is trying to disrupt the balance through its actions on missile defense and “to create a monopoly of invulnerability for itself”. Putin also accused the U.S. of reluctance to talk seriously with Russia on the subject of missile defense and repeated Moscow’s commitment to the asymmetric retaliatory countermeasures, which, were announced by President Medvedev in November, 2011. He did not rule out that Russia and the United States “could plug in some new twist of the arms race,” the realization of which would, according to him, induce Washington to a more constructive approach.

3.4.      Those points were made in the Prime Minister’s article “Being strong: National security guarantees for Russia,” published in the Moscow News on February 20th. First of all, the hypothetical U.S. missile defense system in Europe “only affects Russia’s strategic nuclear deterrence forces and violates military-political balance verified over decades.” At the same time, Putin outlined a full understanding of the fact that cooperation on missile defense would be able to “change the habitual nature of Russian-American relations,” and build “a new quality model of relations which was close to the model of allied cooperation,” not only on defense issues, but also on other “sensitive areas”. In addition, he expressed the willingness of Russia to continue dialogue with U.S. on missile defense in order to “find compromises” and reiterated that all Russian proposals on this subject remained valid. Finally, he stated that the countermeasures announced by the Russian Federation on the creation of the U.S. missile defense system would be implemented only if Washington would still place their system in its proposed scale.

3.5.      On the 6th of February, a detailed interview with the Deputy Defense Minister of the Russian Federation Antonov on missile defense was published in “Kommersant”. He called the U.S. plans for a missile defense system the current, primary military threat to Russia.  The situation of talks with U.S. officials on missile defense was called “depressing.” In addition, this interview was the first official statement of the Russian Federation at the highest political level that not only European but all other components of the planned U.S. missile defense system in the world were considered a threat by Russia. “The components of the global U.S. missile defense system in other regions also have anti-Russian potential,” – said Antonov. The reason why Moscow decided to raise this problem right then, said the Deputy Minister, was due to U.S. intentions to integrate the European missile defense system with systems in Alaska and East Asia, which “increased the total possibilities of U.S. missile defense.”

3.6.      Antonov’s interview is a more distinct confirmation of Russia’s commitment to the concept of strategic nuclear deterrence. According to him, “The concept of deterrence is a part of our daily lives. … This concept allowed and allows us to live”. In this regard, the role of nuclear weapons and nuclear balance with the United States will continue to be high in Russia’s defense policy. According to the Deputy Minister of Defense, the U.S. talks about reducing the role of nuclear weapons in defense policy solely because of their superiority in conventional weapons, especially “in the presence of high-precision weapons in the non-nuclear arsenal, which allows the U.S. to destroy objects that traditionally could only be destroyed by nuclear weapons…But since Moscow does not have such capabilities, it will continue to rely on nuclear weapons,” said Antonov. Moreover, he did not rule out that in the foreseeable future Russia “would have to increase its nuclear weapons, not reduce it.”

3.7.      Referring to the talks on missile defense between Russia and the U.S., Antonov confirmed that they were at a standstill, and Washington stated that it was impossible to accept the Russian proposal, referring to domestic political constraints. In particular, the possibility of Russian participation in the creation of a European missile defense system is not even being discussed. Russian proposals to ensure that the U.S. missile defense system is not directed against the Russian strategic nuclear forces were rejected. In this regard, the Deputy Minister reaffirmed the commitment of the Russian Federation to those actions, which were described by Medvedev in November 2011. He also stated that “building the capacity of the U.S. missile defense would soon come to a point of no return, and then conducting discussions on missile defense would be useless.”

3.8.      A similar statement on this subject was made by the Russian President Medvedev in February. Speaking in the Saratov region on the 21st of February, he said that Russia would implement all measures mentioned by him in November 2011 to overcome missile defense.  The measures, if the U.S. did not fulfill any of Russia’s conditions, did not replace the current plans for missile defense, nor did they provide the Russian Federation with a framework for joint action aimed at creating a missile defense system. Medvedev outlined 2018 – 2020 as the time by which his measures had to be implemented. This period is when the U.S. “phased adaptive approach” of European missile defense is planned to be completed. He stressed that if Washington would “demonstrate flexibility” in implementing its stated plans on missile defense Moscow would also “demonstrate this flexibility.”

3.9.      An active discussion on missile defense issues took place at the security conference in Munich, held on the 4-5th of February, 2012 with the participation of the Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov and U.S. Secretary of State Clinton. In his speech at the conference, the Russian minister called the U.S. plans for missile defense a threat, which “threatened to drive a wedge between the branches of European civilization” and warned that because of it, Russia and the West could again miss out on an “historic chance” to building a sustainable partnership like “after the Second World War or in the early nineties.” He also said that despite the continuation of the US-Russia consultations on missile defense, he “saw no light at the end of the tunnel” and such talks were then about consultation, not fully-fledged negotiations.

3.10.    In turn, Clinton reasserted the position that the U.S. did not consider its plans for missile defense as a threat to Russia and would continue to try to convince Moscow of that, but the U.S. would still refuse to take any restrictive obligation. The same was confirmed by the U.S. Undersecretary of State Gordon, in his speech in Moscow on the February 17th. According to him, any political agreement with Russia on missile defense, an area where Washington had no intention of halting development, had to be unconditionally supportive of the U.S. and NATO’s ability to defend themselves against missile threats. However, he pointed out that if the missile threat from Iran decreased, then the current U.S. plans for missile defense system would be changed.

3.11.    In February 2012, Russia continued to emphasize the problem of the possible deployment of U.S. missile defense facilities in the northern seas. On the February 14th, 2012 the Chief of the General Staff of the Russian Federation Nikolay Makarov said that the U.S. held talks with Norway about setting the anti-missile systems “Aegis” to frigates of its Navy, similar to those set on the American anti-missile cruisers of the “Monterey” type. Thus, the elements of missile defense of the U.S. / NATO may appear in close proximity to the main base of the Russian naval strategic nuclear forces. In addition, the General returned to the issue of cruiser “Monterey” entry into the ports of Odessa and Sevastopol in the spring of 2011. However, according to Makarov, the Russian Federation had an opportunity to “respond adequately” to the case of the appearance of U.S. / NATO anti-missile elements in the northern seas, and the Russian State Armaments Program until 2020 provided appropriate funds. Finally, Makarov stated that on a number of issues (decision to deploy missile defense elements in Poland and Romania), the United States “had already reached the fourth stage” of its plans for European missile defense system, making the “point of no return” in Russian-American relations in this matter very close.

3.12.    There was a further specification of U.S. plans for missile defense in Europe. In the draft of the national budget for 2013 proposed to Congress in mid-February, a financing increase towards the creation and development of missile defense (and the preservation of the nuclear infrastructure) was outlined, despite the fact that the Pentagon overall was  reducing costs by $ 2 billion relative to 2012. From the draft of the budget of the Pentagon (614 billion dollars in total, 525 billion of which are the base budget, 88 billion are on military operations abroad), the Obama administration proposes to allocate 9.7 billion dollars for defense in 2013. The budget for 2012 fiscal year for defense is 8.6 billion dollars. It is obvious that in both cases this increase is a concession to the Republicans.

3.13.    Also in February 2012, the details of the U.S. officially-planned, naval component of the proposed missile defense system in Europe were announced. Mid-month U.S. Secretary of the Navy Raymond Mabus said that in the 2014 financial year, a transfer of two anti-missile destroyers “Ross” and “Donald Cook” equipped with “Aegis” to the Spanish naval base at Rota is planned, in accordance with the agreement between Washington and Madrid for defense made in 2011. There are also plans to relocate two more anti-missile ships “Porter” and “Carney” in 2015.

3.14.    It was reported that, according to a US-Turkish agreement to deploy anti-missile radar in Turkey, the data obtained would not be transferred to third countries and only the members of NATO would have access to such information. This plan was announced by the NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen on February 17th in Ankara. This new plan calls into question the feasibility of Washington-backed proposals about cooperation with Russia on missile defense because these proposals implied that data gathered from the radar installations would be shared with the Russians.
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4. Dialog between Russia and the U.S. on Syria
4.1.      The most active area of Russian-American cooperation in February was Syria. Earlier this month, the main issue was the discussion of the draft of the UN Security Council resolution on Syria, which was formally proposed by Morocco, but in reality was composed by the United States, the countries of the Arab League, and Western Europe. The draft included harsh criticisms of Damascus, and the requirement that Assad resign. In its original variant, the draft allowed the possibility of the introduction of new sanctions against Syria from the United Nations. Russia immediately objected and proposed a number of amendments, some of which were included in the text by the 3-4th of February. However, some amendments were rejected.

4.2.      From late January to early February, Washington put enormous pressure on the UN Security Council member countries, including Russia, to ensure the adoption of this resolution. During this process, there was a scandal between Russia and the U.S. when Secretary of State Clinton could not get in touch with Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov during the day. Lavrov refused to speak with Clinton, referring to being busy at negotiations in Australia. The speech by Clinton at the annual Munich Security Conference on the 4th of February was essentially an emotional plea to the UN Security Council to adopt a resolution on Syria the same day.

4.3.      These UN negotiations have already shown the reluctance of the United States to work constructively with Russia on Syria. As Lavrov claimed on the February 4th, Moscow had been planning a visit to Damascus by Foreign Minister Lavrov and the head of the Foreign Intelligence Service, Mikhail Fradkov. The goal of the visit was to convince Assad to abandon the use of force, implement political reforms, and to prevent an immediate change of regime. Moscow asked Washington, during the negotiations held between Lavrov and Clinton on February 4th “on the margins” of the Munich Conference, not to take “Moroccan” proposals to a vote, at least not until the results of the visit were clear. However, this request was rejected. As it was stated by the head of the Russian Foreign Ministry: “Clear disrespect is seen in the refusal to wait for our return from Damascus.”

4.4.      For its part, Moscow has blocked the draft of the resolution supported by the United States.  According to the U.S. Secretary of State, “work” with Lavrov, “in a constructive manner” in order to agree on all the amendments to the resolution at the last minute “was not possible.” As a result, on February 4th, Russia and China used their right to veto the Syrian resolution in the UN Security Council for the second time in six months.

4.5.      This veto caused harsh criticism from the United States. Clinton called the actions by Russia and China, “a travesty” and expressed the need to ‘double efforts’ to achieve the resignation of Assad “outside the UN.” At the same time the U.S. ambassador to the UN Susan Rice said that “Russia and China would regret the decision which put them in line with the agonizing dictator and already led to bitter quarrels with the Syrian people and the whole region.” For his part, Lavrov called such allegations “hysterical.”

4.6.      Since then, Russian and American diplomatic efforts in Syria have completely diverged. Moscow has continued to implement its plan to seek options for resolution of the conflict within Syria without the resignation of Assad, while the United States and its allies have begun to take other measures to put pressure on Damascus, and to prepare for regime change.

4.7.      On February 7th, Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov and head of the Foreign Intelligence Service Fradkov visited Damascus. According the head of the Russian Foreign Ministry, Russia’s message   “had been heard” and Assad indeed aimed at ending the violence and was ready for a dialogue with all political forces. They cited that the Syrian leader promised to hold a referendum on a new constitution in the near future. It took place on the 26th of February.

4.8.      The U.S. reacted skeptically to the Russian delegation’s visit by expressing doubt that Damascus would fulfill its promise.   The U.S. made it clear that Russia’s efforts would still not be able to prevent the “imminent” fall of the regime of Assad. In addition, the visit took place against the backdrop of a demonstrative closing of the U.S. Embassy in Damascus (February 6) and recall of a number of European and Arab ambassadors from Syria. Immediately after the visit, the U.S. State Department spokesperson Victoria Nuland expressed concern that Assad’s promises would be “empty words”. On the 8th of February, White House spokesman James Carney warned Russia that “putting everything on Assad was the way to failure, not only for Russia’s interests in Syria, but also for stability in the region and the future of Syria.” The disagreement between Moscow and Washington on Damascus’ ability to negotiate continued throughout February. Thus, the statement of the Syrian authorities to hold a referendum on a new constitution on the 26th of February was regarded by the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs as evidence fulfilling their promises. The United States, according to John Carney, called it “a mockery of the Syrian Revolution” and yet another empty promise, which, as before, would be followed by more violence.

4.9.      After the failure of the Syrian resolution in the UN Security Council, the United States focused on the adoption of a similar proposal by the UN General Assembly, as well as the creation of a formal grand coalition of countries consisting of the supporters of regime change in Syria (so-called “Group of Friends of Democratic Syria”). On both issues Washington had success by the end of February. On February 16th, the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution by an overwhelming majority (137 “for” to 12 “against” and 17 “abstentions”)condemning the Syrian government and calling for the resignation of Assad. The intention to create a group of “friends of the democratic country of Syria” was expressed by the U.S. State Department Spokesperson Nuland on February 9th. According to her, the group will support the initiative of the Arab League to resolve the situation in Syria (which implies Assad’s resignation) but this initiative was vetoed by Russia and China. At the same time, Washington initially made it clear that it would not invite Russia and China to a meeting of the “Group of Friends”, because, as stated by Nuland, on February 17th, they were not “friends of the Syrian people.”

4.10.    The first conference of the “Group of Friends of Syria,” with 60 countries and international organizations participating, was held on the 24th of February, 2012 in Tunis. Speaking at the conference, Clinton accused Moscow and Beijing of “standing in the way not only the aspirations of the Syrian people, but the whole Arab spring”. The final conference statement also called for an immediate end to all forms of violence in Syria and the adoption of additional sanctions against the Assad regime.

4.11.    One important aspect of the dialogue between the Russian Federation and the United States on Syria was the issue a possible military intervention in Syria. Thus, speaking at a conference in Munich, Lavrov mentioned the danger of a repeating a Libya scenario in Syria. On the 16th of February, the Russian ambassador to the UN, Vitaly Churkin referred to withdrawal of European and Arab ambassadors from Syria, as well as the closure of the U.S. Embassy, as an indication of the preparation to a possible large-scale conflict.

4.12.    In February, it became official that Washington was exclusively for diplomatic settlement of the conflict. For example, on the 6th of February the U.S. President Barack Obama announced the need to “try to understand” the matter “without military intervention” and said that such an option was possible. Then, on February 16th, White House press secretary Jay Carney stated that the White House “did not exclude any option, but believed that the true solution to the problem was a political one and went the way which presupposed the isolation and pressure on the Assad regime.” However, starting in mid-February, the media began to report on the probable preparation of the Pentagon for military operations in Syria in case the decision would be made.

4.13.    Additionally, in mid-February the U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for International Security and Nonproliferation Thomas Countryman acknowledged that the U.S. is conducting or planning to conduct special operations in Syria.  These operations are in order to establish control over Syria’s arsenals of conventional, biological and chemical weapons,  and also to secure one man-portable air defense systems, to prevent them from falling “into the wrong hands” after the fall of the Assad regime.

4.14.    Moscow expressed great concern about any plans or actions of the U.S., European, or Arab countries on the direct support of the Syrian opposition in arms and military equipment. At the beginning of February, the media reported the transfer of British and Qatari Special Forces to Syria, which are instructing Syrian rebels on military actions and organizing the delivery of weapons and military equipment. In late February, Pentagon officials acknowledged that U.S. unmanned aircrafts had already started intelligence operations in the skies over Syria. In late February, Republican Senators John McCain and Lindsay Graham urged the U.S. to start open and direct shipments of weapons to the Syrian opposition.

4.15.    This whole situation reinforces the distrust of the Russian Federation towards the United States. This sentiment was most directly expressed in Putin’s article “Russia and the changing world” from February 27th. The Russian prime minister claimed that a repeat of “the Libyan scenario” in Syria was clearly inadmissible when “under the guise of humanitarian slogans,” military action for regime change was carried out. He warned the U.S. and the West against attempts at intervention in Syria on behalf of the “coalition of the interested states.” Putin also accused the U.S. and the West of being motivated by purely selfish reason, including economic concerns, in advocating for such regime changes rather than the humanitarian reasons espoused in the UN.
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5. Dialog between Russia and the U.S. on Iran
5.1.      In February, the main efforts of the U.S. regarding Iran were focused on prevention of any unilateral Israeli strike on Iran and postponing the deadlines of a military strike as long as possible while simultaneously preparing for military action. In this sense, the U.S. rhetoric on Iran in February contrasted markedly to that presented earlier in the month, when U.S. Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta said that an Israeli strike on Iran could be expected in April 2012. The point of his statement was to prevent premature escalation.

5.2.      Soon after Panetta’s sensational statements, U.S. President Obama stated that Israel had not yet taken a final decision to bomb Iranian nuclear facilities. This rhetoric has been preserved throughout the month. On the 18th -20th February, during his visit to Israel, the U.S. National Security Advisor Thomas Donilon continued to urge the Israeli leaders not to act prematurely and unilaterally. As a result, the spokesperson for the U.S. Department of State  Nuland said that Washington still did not believe that Israel had made a decision about a military strike. Statements in favor of a diplomatic solution to the problem were made in February by representatives of the U.S. military establishment. Thus, the Commander of the U.S. Navy Fifth Fleet, Vice Admiral Mark Fox said that despite the militant rhetoric of Iran and the strengthening of its military presence in the Strait of Hormuz, “the best way to defuse tension was diplomacy.”

5.3.      Washington also emphasized (at a greater degree than previously) the effectiveness of sanctions as a way of influencing Iran and slowing the development of its nuclear program, while introducing the new package of sanction measures against Iran. On the 6th of February, President Obama signed an order freezing all assets of the Central Bank of Iran’s leaders in the U.S. The U.S. claims that the effectiveness of sanctions differed from the Israeli assessment and Iran’s own rhetoric, which became even more provocative this month. Thus, in the middle of the month, President Ahmadinejad announced that Iran had launched three thousand new uranium centrifuges at the uranium enrichment plant at Natanz and would build four new reactors.

5.4.      U.S. reaction to these statements was quite restrained. White House Spokesmen Jay Carney said that these statements proved the effectiveness of sanctions, as well as the fact that “the Iranian leadership was under pressure” and that the very statement of Ahmadinejad “was done to divert attention from the damage caused by sanctions.” In turn, State Department spokesperson Nuland said that Washington had not heard anything new in these statements, and, moreover, questioned the success of the Iranian nuclear program. According to her, Iran lags behind in developing a serious, viable nuclear program “for many, many months.”

5.5.      Finally, the U.S. constructively responded to Iran’s expressed desire to return to negotiations with the “six” international mediators, showing there is chance to solve the problem by political and diplomatic means. In particular, Assistant Secretary of State Countryman described the response of the Secretary of the Supreme National Security Council of Iran, Saeed Jalili, to the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Catherine Ashton, as “a step forward to ensure that Iran was able to use peaceful nuclear energy.”

5.6.      Russia also made it clear in February that it does not have much confidence in the changed U.S. rhetoric and considers such rhetoric is still based on the probability of a military strike on Iran. Thus, on the 14th of February Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Russia Nikolai Makarov said that “a decision” on Iran should be made “closer to the summer.” The Russian Prime Minister Vladimir Putin was more determined in his article called “Russia and the changing world.” He directly said that there was a “growing threat of a military strike on Iran” and he warned that the consequences would be disastrous, and stressed that the Iranian problem had to be solved peacefully.

5.7.      In addition, Russia was still opposed the tightening of sanctions on Iran, seeing in it as a desire to encourage regime change in Iran. This opposition was announced in late February by the Prime Minister Putin in a discussion with experts on national security in Sarov, and in the middle of the month by the Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Ryabkov. The Deputy Minister also gave a very reasonable and balanced assessment of the program. Namely, he expressed concern that the distance which separates Iran from the threshold status “had been shrinking”, but he did not agree that Tehran had already reached the position where the creation of a nuclear explosive device was an option.

5.8.      In February, Moscow has taken another step closer toward Iran, in opposition to the American desire to emphasize Iranian “isolation.” At the end of the meeting held on the February 8th, the Deputy Chairman of the Russian Government Dmitry Rogozin together with the Iranian Ambassador Seyed Mahmoud-Reza Sajjadi announced the restoration of military cooperation with Tehran, which was interrupted in 2011 after Russia failed to deliver missile systems S-300 to Iran.
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6. Cooperation between Russia and the U.S. on Afghanistan
6.1.      In early February 2012, Russia continued to implement the deal (negotiated in the spring of 2011) for the sale of 21 military transport helicopters to Afghanistan and their future maintenance using the money of the Pentagon. On the 6th of February, 2012 the Russian government agreed to allocate $100 million as a voluntary contribution to the Thematic Trust Fund of the Russia-NATO Council, specially created in 2011. The money is intended to be used for the maintenance of these helicopters. It is expected that the delivery of helicopters is to be completed by July this year. Also earlier this month the head of “Rosoboronexport” Anatoli Issaïkine said that at the moment Russia is negotiating the supply of “unconventional weapons” that are not produced by the United States through the U.S. to Afghanistan. According to Issaïkine, these supplies may begin in the near future.

6.2.      Moreover, in mid-February 2012 the Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Russia Nikolai. Makarov denied reports that appeared in the media in January 2012, that Russia and the U.S. / NATO, in the framework of negotiations on a return transit from Afghanistan, reportedly agreed to lease an airfield in Ulyanovsk to NATO. This airfield would be used for air cargo transfers from Afghanistan and then the cargo would be transported to the Baltic ports by rail. According to Makarov, “We have no such plans; the issue was not even discussed.”

6.3.      In February, the negative component of the US-Russian cooperation on Afghanistan was exacerbated. The dispute over how to fight Afghan drug trafficking is deepening, and broader geopolitical rivalries in Central Asia as well. A very disturbing assessment of the future of Afghanistan and the areas surrounding it, is given in the Putin’s foreign policy article ”Russia and the Changing World” published on February 27th. Putin wrote that the United States and NATO have not solved their set tasks in Afghanistan and the terrorist and drug threat in Afghanistan is not declining, but actually increasing, and the United States “are building military bases there and in neighboring states, without a clear mandate, objectives and timing of their operation”.

6.4.     At the same time, Putin expressed the willingness to expand the positive component of relations with the U.S. on Afghanistan, namely, the readiness of the Russian Federation to “substantially expand the operations involved in ensuring help to the Afghan people.” As the Prime Minister pointed out, the condition for this was “more energetic” activity of the international contingent located in Afghanistan towards supporting Russian interests, including “the physical destruction of drug crops and hidden laboratories.” He also actually supported the current U.S. policy on the political settlement of the war with the Taliban as Washington started official negotiations with them in January 2012. He added that Moscow was not against the Taliban” joining the process of national reconciliation.”

6.5.      Differences in Russia and the United States on Afghanistan became most acutely evident during the Conference of the Paris Pact Partners on Combating Illicit Traffic in Opiates Originating in Afghanistan, held in Vienna on the 16th of February 2012 with the Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov. In addition to traditional calls for the destruction of Afghan drug crops by the international coalition and establishment of direct cooperation between NATO and the CSTO, a new initiative of the United States called “Central Asian anti-drug initiative” was rejected at the conference by Russia. The initiative was first introduced in late 2011 and involves the U.S. in the establishment of cooperation between the intelligence services of Afghanistan and Central Asian countries, including the creation of a special squad to combat drug trafficking in each of the Central Asian countries and such a force should get access to classified information from national intelligence services in general. The United States is going to finance and manage the project. In Moscow it is suspected that the main objective of this initiative is securing the political and geopolitical position of the United States in Central Asia, and therefore Moscow is strongly against it.

However, in an interview with “Kommersant” on the 17th of February, Assistant Secretary of State for the Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs William Brownfield said that Washington did not intend to abandon this initiative and would “encourage police cooperation in Central Asia and Afghanistan at the bilateral level,” i.e. without the participation of Russia. He also confirmed that the initiative did not involve the participation of the CSTO, as “The United States was not a member of this organization.”
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[1] The review was prepared by the Russian part of the Working Group on the Future of US-Russian relations of International discussion club “Valdai”. The principal author: Dmitry Suslov.

[2] Specifically, the arbitrary revision of the notion of national sovereignty, the emergence of “zones of instability and artificially heated, controlled chaos” close to Russian borders,  violation of international law and the “mass adoption of high-precision long-range weapons, which can be used “including in a global conflict.”

[3] The rhetoric of U.S. and NATO that human rights violations are able to justify forceful intervention in the affairs of a country is, according to Putin “elementary demagoguery.”

