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Question: Sergei Alekseyevich [Ryabkov], on June 16, a Russia-US 
summit took place in Geneva. Why did the Americans push so actively for 
that meeting? The impression is that it was more important to Washington 
than to Moscow.

Answer: I believe that those who are saying that the summit simply had 
to take place are right. It evolved as an event shaping the international 
agenda in many ways. In our relations with the US, problems have 
not just been accumulating – they have been piling up on top of each 
other, compounded by events that were inconceivable some time ago. 
Perhaps the US president and his entourage felt that they should try 
to turn the page. I am not saying, “open a new chapter” or “start with 
a clean slate.” After all, first, we do not know what will happen next 
or whether the slate will in fact be clean, and second, expectations 
in many capitals ahead of the summit probably exceeded what the 
parties could achieve, given how far apart they are on many issues. 
Nevertheless, I believe that the summit was a success. I hope that its 
results will be preserved and not lost. I would hate to see these results 
“digested” without a trace by the so-called “deep state” in the US, as 
regrettably happened under Donald Trump.

Q: In other words, let’s hope that the establishment doesn’t “play the 
presidency,” as it did when Trump was in office, although some comments 
recently made in the US suggest that the establishment will seek to pull Joe 
Biden away from rapprochement with Russia. What is your prediction?

Sergei Ryabkov, Russian Deputy Foreign Minister. 
Mr. Ryabkov was interviewed by Armen Oganesyan, Editor-in-Chief of International 
Affairs.
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A: The meeting between Russian President Vladimir Putin and US 
President Joe Biden was remarkable for, among other things, its in-depth 
and substantive exchange of opinions. At the same time, I would like 
to stress that the US side was very sober-minded. Realistic approaches 
and assessments were characteristic of the entire US team. So I do not 
think that the understanding that was reached at the top level will be 
revised too much. From all indications, the US administration will work 
to achieve results and implement the agreements that were reached at 
the top level.

Q: Has a window of opportunity opened for normalizing our relations?

A: Yes, I think so. There is a chance – perhaps even a better one than many 
had thought before the summit. It would be an unforgivable mistake to 
miss it. We are already in the process of implementing the agreements 
that have been reached. We presented the Americans with our proposals 
regarding the organization and agenda of the strategic stability dialogue. 
We immediately got down to discussing ICT security issues, or cyber 
security issues – to use the American term. There has been a constructive, 
business-like discussion of difficulties in bilateral relations – of so-called 
irritants. This is precisely where the pile, the heap of problems caused 
by the Americans, has formed. And this is where I anticipate further 
complications. We cannot work in a vacuum. There are many obstacles – 
for example, the generally negative impression of Russia in the US: in the 
media and on the Capitol Hill. Another major obstacle is that many issues 
have long been neglected, and time and effort are needed to deal with the 
problems that have built up for years. There is big political mess that needs 
to be cleaned up.

Q: Ukraine was discussed at the summit, albeit briefly. Is there any hope 
that Washington will exert a positive influence on Kiev? How realistic is 
the prospect of the US joining the Minsk process?

A: Regarding your first question, there is no evidence that the US approach 
toward the Minsk Package of Measures, the situation in the Donetsk Basin, 
and Ukraine in general is evolving in this, the only reasonable and correct 
direction. I must reiterate that the entire US team is playing on Kiev’s 
side of the field. That is a fact. We are seeing no intention [on the part of 
the US] to consider our approach and assessments. Needless to say, under 
these circumstances, it is difficult to imagine any constructive contribution 
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by the US to efforts, say, in the Normandy format – this is to your second 
question. 

[The self-proclaimed] Donetsk and Lugansk [people’s republics] have 
made relevant proposals. The US does not seem to be interested. Nor is 
it clear who will be Washington’s point person on Ukraine. The Geneva 
meeting did not add any new touches to this one-dimensional, black-
and-white picture. Let’s see what will happen next. For our part, we are 
keeping all options open. Everything depends on whether the Americans 
can formulate a more comprehensive, substantive, sensible, calm, and 
responsible approach to everything happening in the Donetsk Basin and 
with regard to Ukraine in general.

Q: Would it be correct to say that Russia’s fundamental position right now 
is that it is not against Washington joining the Normandy format?

A: I don’t think that is quite 
the right way to put it. It would 
be more correct to say: “Is 
Washington willing or unwilling 
to work in the real coordinate 
system without imposing on 
others its own perceptions and 
ideas about what is good and what is wrong, about what Russia should or 
should not do?” The Americans must not give orders to others, especially 
when they are out of touch with what is happening and ignore both the 
reality on the ground and the agreements that have already been reached, 
including at the top level. Needless to say, we cannot conform to such 
unacceptable approaches at somebody else’s whim.

Q: Frankly, Washington could exert pressure on Kiev even without joining 
the Minsk process – very effective, direct influence.

A: That’s right. We keep talking about that all the time. But they lack the 
political will to do that. They do, however, have the political will to put 
our stance, which is absolutely and entirely in keeping with the Minsk 
Package of Measures, in a false light.

Q: Do you think the US will continue its policy of expanding sanctions on 
Russia?

Our very existence is be-
coming, in their perception, 
a source of anxiety about the 
unconditionality of American 
dominance in the world.
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A: I don’t think that can be avoided. In terms of its inertia, that policy 
surpasses any other segment of the US foreign policy course. More than 
95 sanctions packages are in force against Russia in one form or another. 
As a matter of fact, sanctions have become a mainstay of US policy in 
international relations. This policy is also being applied to many other 
countries. Washington simply cannot abandon it, even though it is aware 
of its unviability, futility, and uselessness. I believe that the irrelevance, 
hollowness, meaninglessness, and emptiness of that policy is becoming 
increasingly obvious even to those in Washington who make money from 
coming up with recommendations about what course a particular US 
administration should pursue toward Russia.

Q: You said in a recent interview that the statement by the Russian and 
US presidents on strategic stability could be compared to extending the 
Treaty on Measures for the Further Reduction and Limitation of Strategic 
Offensive Arms [New START]. What is your prognosis regarding the 
success of future talks in this area?

A: We are currently at a stage where, strictly speaking, there is no question 
of talks in the classic sense. We do not yet have an appropriately structured 
negotiating format. There is an agreement, formalized in the presidents’ 
joint statement in Geneva, that we will conduct a robust, deliberate, 
focused, and integrated dialogue on these issues. The Russian side believes 
that this dialogue should be of an interagency variety and conducted at 
various levels. Once we understand our differences and potential points of 
convergence, then I hope the question of organizing official negotiations 
will be raised. Hopefully, the US side will not ignore this approach. It is 
not clear yet what will happen. We held the first, trial round in late July and 
agreed to hold a new meeting in late September.

Q: Russia has weapons that are superior to US weapons. Will the 
Americans seek to limit our advantages? Will we make concessions?

A: They certainly will. There is no doubt about that. Generally, any 
dialogue, any negotiations with us are primarily a chance for the 
Americans to squeeze concessions from us and get us to make deals that 
would strengthen Washington’s position. Remember that these new, or as 
the Americans call them, “exotic,” weapon systems that were created in 
Russia in recent years became a reality because the US has long denied a 
connection between strategic offensive and strategic defensive weapons, 
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withdrew from the ABM Treaty, and believed that it can reliably guarantee 
its own security by creating a global missile defense system: in other 
words, have its own offensive nuclear forces and at the same time protect 
itself from a retaliatory strike, thus devaluing the strategic capabilities of 
other states – its main adversaries, to use US terminology. We will deter 
the US from doing that, and we already have, including with the help of 
the aforementioned systems. In other words, we have acquired new means 
to guarantee Russia’s security. It would be irresponsible and inexcusable 
to surrender them to Uncle Sam, so to speak. I do not know whether it is 
possible to take these systems into account in the future security equation. 
In our definition, a security equation is a combination of interdependent 
factors. I think that discussion of them is inevitable.

The Americans should act on the assumption that our discussion will 
include a whole series of their systems that are a source of concern for 
us and that we cannot ignore. There is an aggregate of factors that are of 
interest to us, including the prospect of US medium- and shorter-range 
missiles being deployed in Europe and the Asia-Pacific region; outer space 
issues; US hypersonic conventional [weapon] systems designed to achieve 
strategic objectives, i.e., to effectively engage targets on the territory of the 
opposing side (in this case, on our territory), etc.

Everything has a price. We are not even close to discussing hypothetical 
exchanges or reciprocal steps – it is too soon for that. But even at the 
current stage we are signaling to the Americans that they should not be 
naïve and think that our conversation will follow only their agenda. We 
will conduct a dialogue with them only on the condition that our concerns, 
our questions, and our interests are reflected in the upcoming discussions. 
The Americans should prepare for that.

Q: You said that the next time our maritime borders are violated, as a 
British destroyer did off the Crimean coast, the trespasser will be attacked. 
Is there a danger that another provocation on their part could led to a war 
with NATO? How did the Americans react to that incident?

A: I did not say we “will attack” but that we “could attack.” And I 
confirm those words. This is a very serious matter. The decision to use 
force against a trespasser is a political one. Without professing to know 
the algorithms – or, as they say, protocols – for making such decisions, 
I can say that what the president had to say on the issue during his call-
in show left no doubt about the seriousness of the incident. I believe 
London got the message.
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The essence of the problem is that Great Britain and naturally the US 
are seeking to indulge Kiev, even in situations that are fraught with conflict. 
The conflict potential of this issue is obvious: This is about the violation of 
a state border under the pretext that, according to Washington and London, 
the territory in question does not belong to the Russian Federation. The 
people who engage in this kind of business, regardless of what they write 
on their business cards, what positions they hold, or in what offices they 
hold meetings, should be treated as provocateurs. We should talk to them as 
bluntly as possible, without beating around the bush, and explain to them 
in simple terms that next time they had better knock off their provocations 
and not poke their noses here, so they don’t get punched.

Generally, the Black Sea is not a place where such games are tolerated. 
What has been happening recently, for example, as part of the Sea 
Breeze 2021 multinational exercises, has naturally attracted our attention. 
We are ready to repulse any mavericks, but we caution that it is better to 
leave the Black Sea peaceful and not fuel the revanchist sentiments that 
have seized hold of a significant segment of the Kiev elite. Great Britain 
and the US are nurturing revanchist illusions in Kiev. We can see right 
through their multifaceted, multistep moves that have brought nothing but 
new tensions along our southern borders.

I hope that the British Admiralty and Downing Street, as well as Foggy 
Bottom and the Pentagon, have learned their lesson from the incident. This 
is not only about what kind of US Navy warships interacted with the British 
destroyer or what kind of reconnaissance or other aircraft the US used in that 
controversial operation. The problem is that Washington and London, well 
aware of the scale of consequences and volatility of such actions, and also 
anticipating the nature of Russia’s reaction, nevertheless decided to test our 
resolve to respond with force if necessary and tried to expose the Russian 
system of coastal defense and control over the area. [They] accomplished 
several objectives in one fell swoop. We understand everything. All of this is 
very sad. Overall, hotheads that need cold packs applied to them are setting 
the tone in certain quarters in these countries. We will cool them down.

Q: The Russian and US ambassadors have returned from their capitals to 
their embassies. Would it be correct to say that diplomatic work has been 
fully restored? Generally speaking, have the two sides gained something 
from this pause?

A: The pause enabled our ambassador to hold substantive, in-depth 
consultations in Moscow at all the relevant agencies and at various levels, 
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including the leadership and expert levels. The whole range of bilateral 
relations was thoroughly reviewed, and all areas where there is intensive 
dialogue with the US were analyzed – for example, regional and topical 
issues, including the subject of climate and many others. The [Russian] 
ambassador was invited to address both houses of the Federal Assembly 
in closed sessions. We had numerous discussions with representatives of 
relevant agencies on what needs to be done now, taking into account the 
results of the Geneva summit. Needless to say, [Russian Ambassador to 
the US Anatoly] Antonov is on the front line. We wish him success and 
creative energy.

We very much hope that our US counterparts will provide him an 
appropriate level and range of contacts, since he still has problems with 
his contacts, even though the ambassadors have indeed returned to their 
posts and [US Ambassador to Russia John] Sullivan acquired a wide range 
of contacts soon after he returned to Moscow. Reciprocity is important 
here. We also take note of that.

Q: You have experience dealing with both the current and previous 
presidential teams. How do they compare?

A: They differ greatly. In many respects, they are opposites. But not in the 
sense that people have different views on US priorities or interests. In this 
respect, the former and the current administrations are almost identical, 
in my opinion. However, the methods, approaches, style, manner, and 
presentation are all different now. The energy of the ultraconservative 
vigor that existed under the previous administration has been replaced 
by the multifaceted and ideologically driven approach of upholding US 
interests that is very characteristic of the Democratic Party, especially its 
foreign policy element.

I would note that at the Geneva summit, the US formulated its position 
regarding the value differences between Moscow and Washington. 
However, the essence remains the same: Moscow is viewed as a 
geopolitical rival. Our very existence is becoming, in their perception, 
a source of anxiety about the unconditionality of American dominance 
in the world. I believe that this is inevitable. We have yet to see what 
conclusions will be drawn in Washington under Joe Biden and how they 
will differ from those drawn under Donald Trump. This is precisely why 
the [Russian] president and other leaders are saying that it will take some 
time before we can say whether there have been any changes for the 
better in bilateral relations.



8 INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

Under the Donald Trump administration, at times there was nothing 
behind its positive rhetoric but attempts to exert maximum pressure. So our 
rejection of that course was quite obvious, and relations did not improve, 
but only worsened. Whether it will be possible to cooperate with the new 
administration on the basis of fragmentary agreements remains to be seen. 
Incidentally, [the current US administration] is declaring its willingness to 
work toward a more stable and predictable relationship with Moscow. In 
a certain sense, a “more stable and predictable relationship” has become 
the slogan of the day in the US with respect to Russia. I hope they realize 
that we want the same. We do not need anything more than stability and 
predictability with the US. We have long had no illusions about what is 
possible in this relationship. There can be no high expectations, illusions or 
ambitions in what is known as a “contractual relationship.” Nevertheless, 
we may be able to reach reasonable agreements on some issues here or 
there. If so, that would be a fundamental difference from the Donald 
Trump administration, and such a development could only be welcomed. 
So far, however, we are seeing only a change in style, but we really do not 
know whether there is something else behind this.

Q: Could the US administration change its position, for example, on [the] 
Nord Stream 2 [natural gas pipeline project]?

A: I am surprised to see that regardless of the party colors of those at the 
helm in Washington, the [US] approach toward Nord Stream 2 and toward 
our work in this area in general is a favor to us, as it were. Additions, 
supplements, endless clarifications, caveats, and all kinds of reservations are 
constantly being made. This reflects the fact that economic cooperation and 
economic activity in general have long been the servants of Washington’s 
political and geopolitical interests – both now and in the past.

Once upon a time, the classics of Marxism talked about those who were 
the midwives of history. Today, we are seeing the economy at the service 
of some people’s subjective ideas and perceptions about who is a friend 
and who is a foe, about who is indebted to whom for that [friendship], 
and even about how much money is owed. Frankly, I did not expect such 
degradation in the political thinking and economic principles of those who 
have studied in Chicago and have always advocated the free market and 
the inviolability of private property. These days, maxims about the free 
market are considered a joke. Private property for our own people – this is 
the unwritten rule that the US has now established in relations with others, 
including its European allies.
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Q: It seems that Europe’s Russia policy has been jump-started. Some people 
even think that after the Putin-Biden summit, the Europeans received 
permission of sorts from the Americans to switch to a less confrontational 
stance toward Moscow. Is that the sense you are getting?

A: In short, no. Generally, I do not think it is possible in this context to 
talk in terms of receiving permission to take a turn for the better or for 
the worse, because regrettably, there are still too many people in today’s 
Europe who are seeking a turn for the worse in relations with Russia. 
Furthermore, the US’s European allies are to a very large extent bound by 
the documents that have recently been adopted by NATO and at the US-
EU summit, as well as by their own documents that don’t involve the US 
that are multiplying in the EU at an incredible rate. Dualism has now been 
replaced by a triad regarding how their Russia policy should be built – a 
kind of a three-headed dragon. It is a purely European creation. When 
they learn to talk to us respectfully and on an equal footing, then we will 
discuss something with them – for example, the prospects for improving 
relations.

The collective West in the broad sense of the term does not view Russia 
as an equal partner. In this regard, the US is playing a key, maybe even 
decisive role. However, the European Union is not directly dependent on 
the US. For our part, we will work along various tracks with our partners 
who are ready for that, ready to play on several boards at the same time. 
We know how to do that. If someone in Brussels or Washington makes 
extra efforts to lump everyone together and treat them all indiscriminately, 
we will also take note of that. But that will have no effect on our approach.

The fundamental flaw of the American and European position – i.e., 
[the belief] that if they close ranks and demonstrate absolute unity in all 
aspects of their Russia policy, that this will make an impression on us – 
has clearly manifested itself many times. It should be noted that the more 
maxims are pronounced – for example, on behalf of NATO – the less willing 
we are to take them seriously. The North Atlantic alliance is increasingly 
discrediting itself. Defying common sense, it is formulating approaches 
and positions that completely discredited themselves in the past and are 
irrelevant and useless at present. Nevertheless, it keeps repeating the same 
tune over and over, like a broken record.

Q: Apart from the Russia-US meeting, a series of summits took place in 
Geneva, including the G7, NATO and EU-US summits. How do you assess 
their results?



10 INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

A: The US is striving to consolidate its allies and followers – be it on the 
entire array of topics as part of Washington’s foreign policy agenda or on 
isolated issues. It is trying to forge a kind of coalition of those who do not 
accept the main trends of the modern world, standing guard over the old 
world order that includes the unequivocal and unconditional leadership 
of the “historical West” and countries that have joined it in various areas, 
from the economy and technology to human rights. However, fortunately, 
the world today is much richer and more interesting. It does not fit into 
this one-dimensional approach, and it would probably be right if the 
competition of ideas and solutions could develop without any attempts 
by the “historical West” to impose anything on others and use unlawful 
methods, such as unprovoked and completely unjustified restrictions on 
normal, legitimate cooperation.

We can live with restrictions just as well, and we will not yield to 
the West on our fundamental principles, such as protecting international 
law and the foundations of the world order, as it has evolved since 
World War II. We will not allow all of that to be deviously replaced by 
some vague, obscure formula regarding a so-called “rules-based world 
order.” This formula has already been discussed a lot, including by 
our leaders, both publicly and behind closed doors. Unfortunately, it is 
acquiring more and more new incarnations, including on some rather 
narrow issues.

For example, we are hearing from some of our European neighbors 
the formula of a “rules-based” European security order. This is rather 
comical. It shows how a certain idea concocted by intelligent theoreticians 
is being reduced to such a primitive state that it can only make you smile. 
Moreover, those promoting their “rules-based” security order are doing 
so with a serious, even stern expression on their faces, insisting that this 
order in fact exists and that Russia is violating it. But you can’t violate 
something that doesn’t exist. What are these rules and who set them? We 
are not aware of any established rules other than the documents that Russia 
has signed. Some of them are no longer in force and others still are. That 
is understandable. This is the only possible basis on which to work. It is 
strange that people representing countries that once defended international 
law are now discarding all this for the sake of current trends and political 
fads.

Q: This is in general a broad trend: to replace international law – in this 
case a specific legal framework – with certain rules that are still being 
developed. It is a dangerous trend.
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A: These rules are being changed by those promoting and advocating them 
faster than changes are being made to the traffic rules here in Russia. It is 
impossible to keep track of either. This is a little sad.

Q: Let me ask you about information security, or, as we call it, information 
and communication security: Has any progress been made in this area? Is 
there at least a mutual understanding that the two countries need to work 
seriously in this area?

A: I believe that dialogue with the US on this issue will now intensify. We 
remember very well that when Donald Trump’s national security adviser 
John Bolton came to Moscow, Russia’s attempts to launch just tentative, 
exploratory dialogue on this issue were completely rejected. It is another 
matter that the Biden administration is reducing this dialogue strictly to what 
it is interested in at the moment. And it is interested above all in discussing 
(and ideally getting us to assume some obligations on) everything related 
to cyberattacks, as they call them, on certain business segments in the 
US, including ransomware attacks. We are not denying the importance 
of this issue, and we are already discussing it with the Americans, but we 
are insisting on the need to discuss a much broader range of issues, since 
our organizations and entities are also being exposed to harmful external 
impacts, often including from within US jurisdiction, and we also want to 
get to the bottom of it. This should be a two-way street.

Furthermore, we need to expand the agenda to include ways of 
preventing malicious attacks from the Internet – for example, on elements 
of the military command and control system. This and many other 
related issues require discussion with the Americans. On September 25, 
2020, Vladimir Putin issued a statement regarding a potential bilateral 
agenda for dialogue with the US on ICT security. We conveyed relevant 
considerations and ideas to the Americans in writing and are hoping for a 
subsequent response, for some reaction from them that would enable us to 
get some traction, move on and expand the agenda.

Q: Let’s move on to an important regional issue: Why are the Americans 
withdrawing their forces from Afghanistan? Do you think this trend will 
continue? What consequences could this turn of events near Central Asia 
have for Russia and its allies?

A: The situation is far from clear. I believe that for geopolitical and 
domestic political reasons, the US will continue to scale back its military 
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presence in Afghanistan. The consequences of that will be far-reaching. 
We are currently discussing all of this with the Americans. Channels for 
dialogue on this issue have been established at various levels. [The Russian 
and US] special representatives for Afghanistan are communicating and 
cooperating with each other very closely. Our foreign minister and the 
US secretary of state are discussing this issue. It was also addressed at the 
Geneva summit.

In this context, I would like to stress that shifting the US military 
presence to countries neighboring Afghanistan is unacceptable to us. We 
have repeatedly told the Americans this in no uncertain terms. We are 
cautioning them against such steps. We are also frankly discussing this 
topic with our Central Asian allies, neighbors, and friends, as well as with 
other regional players who are also directly involved.

Q: Was the Russian Foreign Ministry informed about the US’s talks with 
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan ahead of the US withdrawal from Bagram Air 
Base?

A: We are in contact with all of our partners and colleagues who are 
directly affect by this. We are not experiencing any lack of information. 
The way the situation is unfolding with regard to the US approach to this 
issue is a source of our concern for us. We are expressing our concern to 
the Americans, stressing the unacceptability of such ideas.

Q: Was the possibility of exchanging Russian and American nationals who 
are serving time in the US and Russia discussed at the Geneva summit? 
Could you provide any details about those efforts? Should we expect our 
fellow citizens to return home to Russia in the foreseeable future?

A: In this case, we are not just expecting their return. The Foreign Ministry 
as a government agency is doing all it can to hasten the moment when 
the families of Konstantin Yaroshenko and Viktor But will be reunited, 
and when Roman Seleznyov and many other compatriots who have 
found themselves in such a difficult situation can return home. It is not 
clear yet how that will happen or on what grounds. Regrettably, we are 
seeing no response to the options and proposals that we have repeatedly 
presented to the Americans. Here, as well as in many other situations, for 
some reason, our counterparts in Washington believe that Russia “owes” 
them something and that we will make some unilateral concessions. But 
we have negative experience with unilateral actions in the absence of 
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legally binding, officially formalized reciprocal steps by the US, and that 
experience cannot be applied at present, especially with regard to these 
high-profile humanitarian cases.

In Geneva, the [two] presidents directed their aides to deal with this 
matter. We will work on it with the Americans in close contact with our 
relevant agencies. At this point, it would be wrong to talk about any specific 
arrangements or about being any closer to a deal with the Americans. We 
will not mislead anyone, including the relatives of those who are serving 
mind-boggling prison terms in the US, often on trumped-up charges and 
with unfair verdicts.

Q: The Russian Foreign Ministry has issued a warning about the ongoing 
hunt for Russians. US intelligence agencies are conducting such activities 
all over the world. What can Russia do to counter these unlawful actions?

A: Washington needs to normalize its approach toward cooperation 
on legal assistance. There is the 1999 agreement that the US is openly 
defying, simply rejecting it and acting as it sees fit. We will keep telling 
[the Americans] that in instances where US law-enforcement agencies 
have potential complaints against our fellow citizens, the former should 
work within the established bounds, not engage in abductions or attacks, 
and not abuse the extradition mechanisms that the US has with a whole 
number of countries. That’s first. Second, we will work to multiply and 
expand our capabilities to provide legal assistance, including legal counsel 
and guaranteed consular and other access to those who, unfortunately, 
have already run into serious trouble in the US.

I would like to reiterate the main message contained in the Foreign 
Ministry’s warning that you mentioned: If Russian citizens have reason 
to believe that for some reason or other they may be targeted by US law-
enforcement agencies, I would strongly advise them not to travel abroad, 
because they may find themselves in a situation in which more than 60 
Russians have already found themselves – in serious trouble, arrested 
on US warrants, and in some cases forcibly arrested on orders from US 
intelligence agencies or with the participation of such agencies.

Q: Has there been any movement on resolving the issue of our diplomatic 
property in the US?

A: Unfortunately, no. We are insisting that [this property] be returned 
without any conditions. This property is protected by diplomatic immunity. 
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More than 470 official notes have been forwarded to the Americans since 
it was seized. All of them have been rejected. We do not know what is 
happening at our facilities. Our property was expropriated in the style 
of leftist Socialist Revolutionaries. The US actions are demonstrating 
that the inviolability of private property, especially property protected 
by diplomatic immunity, isn’t worth a damn. This goes to show the 
opportunistic nature of the approaches toward ensuring the fundamentals 
of interstate relations that are being used by those handling the political 
aspect of our relations, as well as by those providing legal endorsement to 
the relevant directives, orders, etc. in the US system. We will push to get 
this problem resolved.
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THE US-China-Russia strategic triangle became a geopolitical reality 
during the Cold War, when the world was divided into military-political 
blocs led by the two “superpowers” – the US and the USSR. Washington 
sought to shape that triangle to give the US the most advantageous 
position, maintaining optimal relations with each of the communist giants 
compared to relations between them.

US-Chinese détente helped the Americans gain the upper hand over 
the socialist camp during the Cold War, forcing the USSR to act on two 
fronts and enabling the Chinese to restore normal political and economic 
relations with the US, which laid the groundwork for the rapid growth 
of US-Chinese trade and economic cooperation. After the end of the 
Cold War, however, the configuration of the strategic triangle acquired 
new parameters: Amid the worsening of US-Chinese and Russian-US 
relations, signs of a Russian-Chinese rapprochement emerged – and on an 
anti-American basis.1

The US-China-Russia strategic triangle does not exist in a vacuum, but 
in the modern polycentric world. Of course, the balance of power among 
its members will be largely predetermined not only by their own potential, 
but also by their ability to build mutually beneficial ties with other centers 
of power.

From this perspective, relations between such great powers as China, 
Russia, and the US, on the one hand, and a united Europe, as represented 
by the European Union, on the other, will also be very important for 
strengthening their positions within the strategic triangle. So, how are 
Washington, Moscow, and Beijing building their relations with the EU?

Vladimir Batyuk, Chief Research Associate, Institute for US and Canadian Studies, 
Russian Academy of Sciences, Doctor of Science (History); ctas@inbox.ru
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Russia and Europe: Close Neighbors

EUROPE has always been a foreign policy priority of Russia. Not only 
security issues and economic interests but also emotionally charged cultural 
and humanitarian ties have determined the relevance of our relations from 
the earliest times to the present day.

Russia used to invite Hessian princesses and the best specialists to 
Russia, sending its own people to study in Europe. Russians diligently 
studied Europe’s languages and fashions. However, the biggest and 
devastating wars have also come to us from Europe.

Nevertheless, it seems that the time has come to reevaluate Russia’s 
European policy. Vladislav Surkov, a former Russian presidential aide, 
believes that right now we are seeing the end of “Russia’s epic journey 
to the West, the abandonment of repeated and futile attempts to become 
part of Western civilization and join the ‘good family’ of European 
nations.” According to Surkov, that was not accidental: “Despite the 
apparent outward similarity between the Russian and European cultural 
models, they have different software and different connectors. They are 
not destined to form a shared system.”2 So Russia will have to build its 
relationship with Europe as an independent center of power, not as a pupil 
in the European school of freedom and democracy.

It seems that Surkov’s stance is not just his opinion but reflects 
the Russian ruling elite’s approaches to the problem, as evidenced, for 
example, by the Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation that 
was approved by the Russian president on November 30, 2016. This 
document states that “the systemic problems that have accumulated over 
the past quarter-century in the Euro-Atlantic region, as manifested in the 
geopolitical expansion of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
and the EU, coupled with their refusal to act on political statements 
regarding the formation of an all-European security and cooperation 
system, have resulted in a serious crisis in relations between Russia and 
Western states.”3

However, the document also states that “Russia’s long-term Euro-
Atlantic policy is aimed at building a common space of peace, security, and 
stability based on the principles of indivisible security, equal cooperation, 
and mutual trust. Russia is a consistent advocate of transforming political 
declarations regarding the indivisibility of security irrespective of States’ 
affiliation with political and military alliances into legally binding 
obligations.”4 In other words, despite the EU’s aforementioned geopolitical 
expansion, the Russian side still hopes for some form of coexistence 
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between Russia and Europe in the format of a “common space of peace, 
security, and stability.”

Recently, however, Moscow has been growing increasingly disappointed 
with the outcome of its relations with the EU. This is evidenced, among 
other things, by Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov’s statement that 
“when the EU arrogantly and presumptuously declares that Russia needs 
to understand that there will be no ‘business as usual,’ what Russia wants 
to understand is whether it is possible to do any business with the EU 
under current conditions in the first place…. Those in the West who are in 
charge of foreign policy do not understand the need for mutually respectful 
dialogue. Perhaps we should 
stop communicating with them 
for a while.”5

As a matter of fact, that is 
exactly what is now happening 
in Russian-EU relations. 
Russian-EU dialogue has been 
effectively frozen. Nothing is 
being done to give a practical 
dimension to the 2005 agreement 
that envisioned establishing a 
strategic partnership through 
the creation of four common spaces (road maps) – economic; [freedom,] 
security, and justice; external security; and research and education. Since 
the Europeans imposed economic sanctions following the well-known 
events in Ukraine in 2014, dialogue on creating a single economic space 
and introducing a visa-free regime has been completely frozen. Russian-
EU summits have also stopped.

Not surprisingly, under these circumstances, Europe’s share of Russia’s 
foreign trade is steadily decreasing. In 2008, the EU accounted for 52% 
of Russia’s foreign trade turnover; in 2019 – 41.7%; in January through 
May 2020 – 39.5%. In 2008, Russia’s trade turnover with EU countries 
amounted to $382 billion, compared to just $278 billion in 2019.6

Thus, hopes for Russia’s integration into Euro-Atlantic institutions did 
not pan out. The same goes for hopes that Russia would have a normal, 
constructive dialogue with the EU. Russia’s European partners proved 
unprepared for it or simply decided against it.

Clearly, right now, such dialogue between Russia and the EU is 
impossible not only in the economic but also in the military-political 
domain. According to a report by the Reflection Group, appointed by the 

Relations between China 
and Europe are improving. 
Russian-EU relations are de-
clining, and there is currently 
no reason to expect that this 
trend will change. Relations 
among the Euro-Atlantic part-
ners have also encountered 
serious difficulties.
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NATO secretary general, “NATO must continue to respond to Russian 
threats and hostile actions in a politically united, determined, and coherent 
way, without a return to ‘business as usual’ barring alterations in Russia’s 
aggressive behavior and its return to full compliance with international 
law. NATO unity on Russia is the most profound symbol of the political 
cohesion that is the basis of effective deterrence.”7 So NATO is also not 
ready for full-fledged dialogue with Russia, replacing dialogue with the 
policy of containing Russia.

In his article published in the German newspaper Die Zeit, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin had to state that “the European security system as 
a whole has greatly deteriorated. Tensions are rising, and the risks of a new 
arms race are becoming real,”8 stressing that the situation can be improved 
only by restoring comprehensive partnership between Russia and Europe. 
Regrettably, right now, there is no hope of restoring this partnership.

China’s European Policy

AT LEAST since the beginning of this century, China has considered 
its relations with Europe a major foreign policy priority. According to 
China’s Policy Paper on the European Union, published in December 
2018, “as major participants in and contributors to world multipolarity 
and economic globalization, China and the EU share extensive 
common interests in upholding world peace and stability, promoting 
global prosperity and sustainable development and advancing human 
civilization, making the two sides indispensable partners to each other’s 
reform and development. The EU has been China’s largest trading 
partner for 14 years in a row, and China is the EU’s second largest 
trading partner. Developing a sound relationship with the EU has long 
been a foreign policy priority for China.”9

What principles does Beijing follow in its EU policy? China proposes 
that the two sides view the China-EU relationship from a strategic and 
long-term perspective and adhere to the following principles in developing 
China-EU relations:10

• Uphold mutual respect, equality, and the One-China principle to 
cement the most important political foundation of China-EU relations

• Uphold openness, inclusiveness, and win-win cooperation, strengthen 
exchanges in development philosophy and coordination of development 
plans

• Uphold fairness and justice, stick together in trying times, and join 
hands to improve the global governance system
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• Uphold intercivilization dialogue and harmony in diversity to 
facilitate mutual learning between the Chinese and European civilizations.

Spelling out these general principles, the Chinese sides insists that the 
Europeans recognize China’s territorial integrity (including Hong Kong, 
Macau, Taiwan, and Tibet), as well as not support any separatist movement 
on China’s territory, such as the “East Turkestan Islamic Movement.”11

Needless to say, China’s approach toward relations with a united 
Europe is not limited to the aforementioned general principles of political 
interaction. China sees partnership with the EU as an opportunity to 
implement its plans – in particular, the Belt and Road Initiative that “follows 
the principle of consultation and cooperation for shared benefits; upholds 
openness, inclusiveness, and transparency; observes international rules and 
market principles; and pursues high quality and high standards tailored to 
local conditions. China welcomes the active participation of the EU and 
other European countries in a joint effort to build a road that promotes peace, 
prosperity, openness, and innovation; connects civilizations; facilitates green 
development; and upholds high ethical standards.”12

As a major economic player that, from all appearances, is already 
indispensable, Beijing is not shy about setting terms for its European 
partners: “China hopes that the EU will keep its investment market open; 
reduce and eliminate investment hurdles and discriminatory barriers; and 
provide Chinese companies investing in Europe a fair, transparent, and 
predictable policy environment and protect their legitimate rights and 
interests.”13

From Beijing’s perspective, “the EU should ease its high-tech export 
control on China, strictly fulfill its WTO obligations, ensure that its trade 
remedy legislation and practices are in line with WTO rules, apply trade 
remedy measures reasonably, and prevent discrimination, de jure or 
de facto, against some WTO members,” as well as not hinder Chinese 
investment in the EU.14

At the same time, the Chinese side indicates in no uncertain terms that 
it will not tolerate lectures on human rights or interference in its internal 
affairs: “The European side should view China’s human rights conditions 
in an objective and fair manner and refrain from interfering in China’s 
internal affairs and judicial sovereignty in the name of human rights.”15

It should be noted that Brussels is gradually beginning to change its 
positive attitude toward its Chinese partners. For example, at the 19th 
EU-China Summit in June 2017, European Commission President Jean-
Claude Juncker said: “Our relationship [with China] is founded on a shared 
commitment to openness and working together as part of a rules-based 
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international system. I am glad that we can meet here today and say this, 
loud and clear…. Together we can promote prosperity and sustainability 
at home and abroad. We applaud the ambition of China’s reform path. 
We recognize that reforms have been made and that plans have been 
established. But we would like to see implementation speed up – so that 
your policies are in line with your world vision.”16

However, one and a half years later, in March 2019, the European 
Commission adopted a joint communication [to the European Parliament, 
the European Council, and the Council], titled “EU-China – A strategic 
outlook,” which said, in particular: “In the last decade, China’s economic 
power and political influence have grown with unprecedented scale and 
speed, reflecting its ambitions to become a leading global power. China 
can no longer be regarded as a developing country. It is a key global actor 
and leading technological power. Its increasing presence in the world, 
including in Europe, should be accompanied by greater responsibilities for 
upholding the rules-based international order, as well as greater reciprocity, 
nondiscrimination, and openness of its system. China’s publicly stated 
reform ambitions should translate into policies or actions commensurate 
with its role and responsibility.”17

Specifically, this document criticized Beijing for the fact that “exports 
of EU agriculture and food products to China are subject to discriminatory, 
unpredictable and burdensome procedures, excessive delays and decisions 
not based on science.”18 Brussels is also extremely concerned by China’s 
attempts to build a privileged relationship with certain European countries 
(including Italy), which, according to the EU leadership, is eroding 
EU unity, as well as by China’s investment in European infrastructure 
projects.19

The final report by the Reflection Group, which was issued in 2020, is 
even less complimentary about China: “For most Allies, China is both an 
economic competitor and significant trade partner. China is therefore best 
understood as a full-spectrum systemic rival, rather than a purely economic 
player or an only Asia-focused security actor. While China does not pose 
an immediate military threat to the Euro-Atlantic area on the scale of 
Russia, it is expanding its military reach into the Atlantic, Mediterranean, 
and Arctic, deepening defense ties with Russia, and developing long-
range missiles and aircraft, aircraft carriers, and nuclear attack submarines 
with global reach, extensive space based capabilities, and a larger nuclear 
arsenal. NATO Allies feel China’s influence more and more in every 
domain. Its Belt and Road, Polar Silk Road, and Cyber Silk Road have 
extended rapidly, and it is acquiring infrastructure across Europe with a 
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potential bearing upon communications and interoperability. A number 
of Allies have attributed cyberattacks to actors based in China, identified 
intellectual property theft with implications for defense, and been subjected 
to disinformation campaigns originating in China, especially in the period 
since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic.”20

In other words, there has been a visible transformation in the European 
perception of China in recent years – from a promising trade partner to a 
potential military threat. Incidentally, China does not consider Europe a 
military adversary. According to China’s White Paper of July 2019, titled 
China’s National Defense in the New Era, “China is actively developing its 
military relations with European countries. Exchanges and cooperation in 
all areas are making sound progress. Targeting a China-Europe partnership 
for peace, growth, reform, and civilization, China conducts security policy 
dialogues, joint counter-piracy exercises and personnel training with the 
EU.”21

Overall, the Chinese side is not playing up the existing disagreements 
with its European partners, considering a united Europe the most promising 
economic cooperation vector. At the same time, Beijing has no military-
political conflicts with the Europeans, and in this respect, China-EU 
relations compare favorably to US-China relations.

The EU-China investment deal signed on December 30, 2020 shows 
that China’s constructive approach toward its European partners is yielding 
results. Under the deal, the European automotive sector has secured access 
to the Chinese market of electric and hybrid cars. In the health care sector, 
China has lifted joint venture requirements for private hospitals in key 
Chinese cities. Furthermore, China committed to opening its telecom 
market and to finally complying with the WTO requirement to disclose 
and fully report subsidies for its domestic industries. China also pledged 
to end the practice of forced technology transfer.22

Many foreign observers viewed the deal as a clear victory for China: 
After all, Beijing’s concessions did not include agreeing to open public 
tenders, signing the World Trade Organization Government Procurement 
Agreement, or accepting an investment court system for handling investor 
disputes.23

Clearly, the deal is a major step toward creating a free trade zone 
between the EU and China (even though the European Parliament and 
the parliaments of EU member countries have yet to ratify the EU-China 
investment deal). In this context, it should be noted that US-EU talks 
on the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) collapsed 
(more on that below).



22 INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

Granted, on May 20, the European Parliament froze the ratification of 
the investment deal because of the countersanctions that the Chinese side 
had earlier imposed against a number of prominent European politicians, 
as well as because of the human rights situation in China.24 Needless to 
say, that decision was made thanks in part to US pressure on Brussels. 
It remains unclear, however, how long Europe is prepared to exacerbate 
political relations with its largest trade partner.

The US and Europe: Long-Standing Allies

EUROPE has always been a major foreign policy priority for official 
Washington. During the Cold War, the US deployed as many as 350,000 
service personnel and nearly 7,000 tactical nuclear warheads in European 
NATO member countries – the largest force the US has ever deployed 
overseas.

However, the importance of Europe for the US was not limited to 
America’s military and political position in the region. The world’s 
two largest centers of economic power have close trade, financial, and 
technological ties. The volume of trade between the US and the EU 
reached an astronomical $616 billion in 2019.25 In 2017, Western Europe 
accounted for 65.1% of US direct investment abroad. At the same time, the 
US remains the most attractive region for European investors. Suffice it to 
say that the EU accounts for up to 50% of total foreign direct investment 
(FDI) in the US.26

Regardless of US-EU military-political relations, there is no alternative 
to close economic cooperation between America and Europe – for either 
the US or the EU. Nevertheless, in recent years, transatlantic trade and 
economic cooperation has faced serious challenges.

Naturally, these problems in US-EU trade and economic relations are 
attributed, with good reason, to the policy of the 45th US president. It was 
Donald Trump who initiated a tariff war with the EU in 2018, slapping a 
25% tariff on steel imports and a 10% tariff on aluminum imports from the 
EU to the US. The EU retaliated by discussing an increase in tariffs on US 
goods. “The European Union was formed in order to take advantage of the 
United States,” [Trump] said.27

Obviously, if Trump had been reelected, that would not have been the 
end of it: Washington was threatening to impose a 25% tariff on cars made 
in Europe, and the Europeans were intending to retaliate by imposing a so-
called digital tax, which was supposed to affect primarily the biggest US 
tech companies, such as Amazon, Facebook, and Google.28
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It would probably be wrong to attribute the aforementioned problems in 
US-EU economic ties to Donald Trump’s policies alone. Fyodor Lukyanov, 
chairman of the presidium of the Council on Foreign and Defense Policy, 
believes that the idea of US global leadership (the US military-political 
presence in Europe being its essential component) “is in crisis, since it 
no longer resonates with ordinary Americans. The arrival of isolationist 
Trump to the White House is a result of that changing mood…. The [Trump 
administration’s] priority is not domination as such but the pursuit of US 
national interests in confrontation with major rivals, China being the main 
one. From this perspective, close interaction with Europe is becoming 
conditional, if not pointless, as Trump and his followers keep saying. In 
other words, Europe (primarily Germany) has to prove that the security 
services the US is providing are being paid for – financially or otherwise.”29

That is why we believe it would be wrong to expect that with Joe 
Biden now in power in the US, harmony will return to US-EU relations. 
After all, even without Trump, US-EU trade and economic relations are 
beset by serious problems.

Suffice it to mention that even before the 45th US president came 
to power, US-European talks on the Transatlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership (TTIP) had reached an impasse. It is unlikely that Biden will 
be able to restart these talks easily: In April 2019, the Council of the 
European Union stated that the negotiating directives for the TTIP were 
“obsolete and no longer relevant.”

Military-political problems in relations between the transatlantic 
partners seem to be just as serious. Since the end of the Cold War, Europe 
has lost its former significance for US foreign policy strategy. American 
ruling circles believed that the main threats to US national security were 
concentrated not in Europe, but in other parts of the world. As a result, 
the numerical strength of US forces permanently deployed in Europe has 
been steadily declining – from 350,000 soldiers in the late 1980s to 52,000 
under Barack Obama.

On Trump’s watch, the downsizing of the US military presence in 
Europe continued. On July 29, 2020, the US secretary of defense announced 
another US troop reduction in Germany. In total, approximately 11,900 
military personnel will be withdrawn from Germany, with nearly 5,600 
repositioned to other NATO countries (mainly Belgium and Italy) and 
6,400 returning to the United States.30

Granted, the Pentagon is saying that it plans on rotating forward the 
lead element of the Army’s newly established V Corps headquarters to 
Poland, but as for US combat units, they will be deployed in Eastern 
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Europe on a rotational basis only.31 In 2018, the US deployed 4,500 
members of the 2nd Cavalry Regiment in Eastern Europe, plus elements 
of an Army aviation battalion and 70 military and civilian personnel to 
operate reconnaissance drones in Mirosławiec, Poland. In addition, the 
Marine Corps deployed a Marine-Air Ground Task Force in the Baltic and 
Black Sea region,32 but all of those US military contingents were deployed 
on a rotational, not a permanent basis.

At the same time, the Americans are accusing their European allies of 
being security consumers, not providers. For example, speaking at a joint 
press conference with NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg, Donald 
Trump slammed Germany for spending just 1% of its GDP on defense, 
compared to the US’s 4.2%. “I have to bring it up, because I think it’s 
very unfair to our country,” the US president stressed. “It’s very unfair to 
our taxpayer. And I think that these countries have to step it up not over 
a 10-year period; they have to step it up immediately. Germany is a rich 
country. They talk about they’re going to increase it a tiny bit by 2030. 
Well, they could increase it immediately tomorrow and have no problem. 
I don’t think it’s fair to the United States.”33

In this context, it should be noted that Trump’s predecessors had a 
list of similar gripes against their European allies – granted, they were 
not so categorical. It can be presumed that in the foreseeable future, the 
economic situation in postcoronavirus Europe will not allow the Europeans 
to significantly increase their defense spending, so the situation that is 
so vexing to Washington will remain whereby the US accounts for more 
than 70% of NATO’s consolidated military budget,34 given that Europe’s 
economic potential is comparable to that of the US. So major military-
political, trade, and economic differences among the Euro-Atlantic allies 
will remain even under the Joe Biden administration.

The NATO Brussels Summit, which took place on June 14, 2021, was 
an unquestionable success for the European policy of the 46th US president. 
The Brussels Summit Communiqué says that China’s stated “ambitions 
and assertive behavior present systemic challenges to the rules-based 
international order and to areas relevant to Alliance security.”35 Granted, 
the Biden administration had to pay a price for getting its European allies 
involved in a standoff with China, in particular by lifting sanctions against 
the Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline.

The Russia-US summit, which took place two days after the Brussels 
summit, showed that Washington is not in a position to stand up to both 
Russia and China at the same time in a situation where its European allies 
are willing to fight against the Celestial Kingdom mostly in words.
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What’s the Upshot?

RIGHT NOW, relations between China and Europe are improving. 
Russian-EU relations are declining, and there is currently no reason to 
expect that this trend will change. Relations among the Euro-Atlantic 
partners have also encountered serious difficulties, and it would be wrong 
to attribute these problems exclusively to the controversial personality of 
the 45th US president. 

Under these conditions, Chinese-EU ties are developing successfully, 
since, unlike Russian-EU or US-EU relations, they are unencumbered by 
political or ideological differences. The Europeans are willing to forgive 
the Chinese much of what they will never forgive the Russians in the 
human rights sphere. There is no Sinophobia in Europe comparable in 
intensity to the Russophobia that is present on the continent (especially 
in its eastern parts). This is due in large part to the history of relations 
between Europe and China, which is markedly different from the history 
of Russian-EU relations.

On the other hand, unlike Washington, Beijing is not treating Europe 
like a junior partner who is supposed to obey the “big brother” on military-
political issues. It must be acknowledged that the Chinese side is taking 
advantage of favorable opportunities for developing trade, economic, 
scientific, and technical ties with Europe. Even now, China is among the 
EU’s leading partners, so Beijing is planning to continue to expand its 
economic presence in Europe, including at the expense of the US and 
Russia.
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SIGNALS from Washington on the readiness of the Joe Biden administration 
to consider the possibility of concluding a new international nuclear deal 
with Tehran raised certain hopes for unblocking the situation around Iran. 
Positive forecasts were also expressed in Iran.

This coincided with Russia’s initiative to resume contacts with the aim 
of forming a regional security system in the Persian Gulf. Moscow believes 
that the current extremely tense situation in this region that is critical to 
maintaining normal world trade and economic ties must be overcome.

The Persian Gulf countries account for more than a third of global oil 
production and more than 60% of the world’s oil reserves; one-fifth of the 
world’s oil exports pass through the Strait of Hormuz. These states have 
huge resources for investment – about $1.8 trillion.

However, the inertia of confrontational thinking still largely 
determines developments in this region. Contacts on restoring the nuclear 
deal with Iran in full format have not yet yielded any real results, and there 
are already very alarming reports of new major claims by a number of 
countries against Tehran.

Speaking on July 28, 2021, at a prestigious  international symposium on 
the future of the Middle East, Turki al-Faisal, an influential Saudi politician, 
former longtime head of the General Intelligence Directorate, and ex-
Saudi Ambassador to the US and Great Britain, harshly accused Tehran of 
intending to use the political vacuum arising from the withdrawal of US 
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troops from Iraq and Afghanistan to expand its influence. He explained 
that he was referring to the larger scale presence in these countries of 
paramilitary structures like al-Hashd al-Shaabi and others that Tehran was 
planning.

The Saudi politician said that in recent weeks, relevant information 
had been received about the growing scale of that organization’s activities 
in Iraq and Afghanistan.

According to Turki al-Faisal, all this indicates Iran’s desire to continue 
to increase its presence in other countries, which makes creating a regional 
security system in territories where there are groups controlled from 
Tehran in one form or another almost impossible.

Al-Hashd al-Shaabi, whose leadership is closely linked to Iran, played 
an important role in confronting ISIL in Iraq. This organization strongly 
opposed the presence of American troops in Iraq and declared a tough 
stance on Israel. It is noteworthy that in January 2020, Abu Mahdi al-
Muhandis, who headed al-
Hashd al-Shaabi, was killed 
by the Americans at the 
Baghdad airport along with 
Qasem Soleimani, one of 
the most influential leaders 
of the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC).

Politicians in Saudi 
Arabia and other member 
countries of the Cooperation 
Council for the Arab States 
of the Gulf (GCC) associate Tehran’s growing “expansionism” with the 
election of Sayyid Ebrahim Raisi as president of Iran, They characterize 
him as a representative of the conservative camp that is disposed to broadly 
using Shiite groups and paramilitary formations not only in Lebanon, 
Syria, and Yemen, but also in other countries.

Thus, relations between Iran and its Arab neighbors are predicted to 
worsen.

We value the high level of relations with both Iran and its Arab 
opponents. It is not in Russia’s interests to get involved in any form in a 
confrontation of regional powers. But today, the Iranian factor invariably 
arises during contacts between Russian representatives and Saudi Arabia, 
which is an important partner for Moscow in terms of ensuring stability 
and predictability on oil markets and maintaining the high level of activity 

In contacts with regional coun-
tries and nonregional powers, it 
is necessary to emphasize the 
need to refrain from destabiliz-
ing actions or from accusations 
in the public space that could 
complicate the situation in the 
Persian Gulf and the Middle 
East in general.
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of the OPEC+ group that directly affects Russia’s state oil revenues. 
Naturally, any further heating up of the Iranian topic and degradation of 
the security situation in the Persian Gulf are not in the interests of the 
Russian Federation.

In this context, it is important to objectively understand the root 
cause of this situation: Is Iran really “going on the offensive” on its own 
initiative, seeking dominance in the region, or is it fighting for survival 
while in sanctions isolation, using its  rather limited capabilities? It seems 
that both are playing a role, but in general, the second option seems to 
prevail – Iran is defending itself.

The impression I get from visiting Iran and participating in talks with 
its leaders and representatives of the public and religious circles, including 
in the holy city of Qom for Shiites, is that Tehran’s “hegemonic” ambitions 
are significantly exaggerated. Iran’s limited potential, including in the 
military realm, needs to be taken in account in this regard.

This can be seen from a diagram comparing data from various sources 
that allows for a visual comparison of the military potential of Iran and 
other countries in the Middle East (the military potential of Israel is taken 
as 100 units).

Military power of Middle East states

The data provided show that Iran’s military potential looks quite 
impressive, but it is nevertheless insufficient to claim any military 
dominance in the region.
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At the same time, something else is obvious: Given the resolve of Iran’s 
military-political leadership, attempts to solve the Iran issue by military 
means could result in serious negative repercussions for the aggressor. So 
this is not a case for experimenting.

As for Iran’s use of Shiite political and paramilitary structures under 
its control, it is true that 15 to 20 years ago, Iran actively cooperated 
mainly only with Shiite groups in Lebanon. Today, the geography of such 
assistance and cooperation has expanded somewhat – to Syria, Iraq, and 
Yemen. The West and several regional states interpret this as proof of the 
start of Tehran’s expansion in the region. Is it?

Here, in each individual case, we need to understand the reasons for 
the build-up of the Iranian presence. Let’s look at specific examples.

In Syria, significant Iranian-backed armed Shiite formations appeared 
only after a relevant appeal by the Syrian government when this country 
was facing large-scale aggression from international terrorist organizations 
and the Islamic State had been created. Iran’s military assistance was 
provided in parallel with actions in Syria by the Russian Aerospace Forces 
to help Syria repel international terrorism and the Islamic State.

In Iraq, confrontation between Shiites and Sunnis grew after the 
military invasion by the US and the Western coalition.

In Yemen, incidents involving the Houthis on the border with Saudi 
Arabia were initially quite rare, and it was hardly possible to talk about 
any “intervention” by Iran.

The situation changed radically after Saudi Arabia began direct large-
scale military involvement in the events. The Houthis, who were being hit 
by airstrikes, began to implore Tehran for various forms of assistance and 
support to “repel the armed aggression of Saudi Arabia.”

In general, the result was a scheme of skillful provocation, “pulling” 
Iran into the events more and more.

As for Tehran’s intentions, it is interested in other things today: the 
lifting of sanctions; the improvement of the economic and social situation; 
and the return to normal relations with its neighbors in the region, with 
Western countries, and especially with its traditional trading partners – 
the EU states. It is not in Tehran’s interests to erect additional obstacles 
to the normalization of its international relations for the sake of regional 
“hegemony.” Here we should also consider public fatigue from Iran’s 
prolonged semi-isolation. The situation is heating up in the country. The 
forces that are in effect advocating capitulation to the West in order to 
restore foreign relations in all azimuths and return to normal life are 
becoming more active.
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In these conditions, the mutual removal of concerns by the West 
and Iran is possible. A kind of road map for movement along this path 
could be developed. The main prerequisite is the resumption of the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action to resolve the situation around Iran’s 
nuclear program, including the lifting of sanctions against Iran. In the 
context of progress in this area, mutually acceptable confidence-building 
measures could be developed, including with respect to the modalities of 
official Tehran’s support for Shiite paramilitary groups in other countries 
(i.e., regulations and restrictions). Movement in this direction could reduce 
tension around the Iran nuclear issue.

But Iran’s opponents are now showing interest in another issue that 
could become an equally complex and long-term irritant in relations 
with Tehran: the “missile issue.” On July 25, 2021, GCC Secretary 
General Nayef Falah Al-Hajraf, commenting on the progress of indirect 
negotiations on reviving the nuclear agreement, said that negotiations 
in Vienna on the return of Iran and the US to the JCPOA “should not 
be limited to the framework of the nuclear deal.” According to the GCC 
secretary general, the negotiations must include a discussion of Iran’s 
ballistic missile program.

The topic of Iran’s missile technologies is not new in principle, but 
apparently it can now be advanced as a new core area of “pressuring” Iran.

The US is also increasingly joining this topic. Apparently, the Israeli 
press is preparing a special missile dossier to present as “proof” of the 
aggressive nature of the Iranian regime.

No mandatory international restrictions have yet been developed 
regarding missile technologies. The missile technology control regime 
that has been in place for many years is voluntary. Moreover, work on 
this issue has been practically suspended, primarily due to the tense 
relations between the leading military powers of the West and the Russian 
Federation.

This is a very delicate topic for Iran. In terms of strengthening its 
deterrence potential, Tehran has in fact put special emphasis on missile 
technologies: the production of its own small, medium, and longer-range 
missiles. The Iranians are calculating that even without nuclear warheads, 
targeted missile strikes could lead to serious consequences, for example, 
disrupted water supplies in the event of the destruction of desalination 
plants in countries that wind up in the camp of enemies of the Iranian 
regime.

According to reliable data published recently by Russian military 
expert Alexander Khramchikhin (Nezavisimoye voyennoye obozreniye 
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[Independent Military Review], June 24, 2021), already in the 1980s, 
Iran established production of the Shahab family of liquid-fueled ballistic 
missiles. The first modification of these missiles had a flight range of up 
to 350 kilometers; today a more modern Shahab-3 can reach targets at a 
distance of 1,000 to 2,000 km. Another missile, Qiam 1, has a range of 
about 800 km. These missiles were used to strike targets of the Islamic 
Caliphate and US Air Force locations in Iraq. Based on the Shahab-3, the 
Ghadr-110 missile with a range of up to 2,000 kilometers was developed. 
In the 21st century, the Sejil family of solid-fuel medium-range ballistic 
missiles was created. The Sejil-1 modification has a range of up to 
2,000 km, the Sejil-2 (Ashoura) – up to 2,500 km, with a warhead weight 
from 500 kg to 1 [metric] ton. Iran has also started developing cruise 
missiles and a large range of drones, including attack ones (Nezavisimoye 
voyennoye obozreniye, June 24, 2021).

The Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR), which began to be 
formed in 1987 on the initiative of the G7 countries, has not yet received 
the status of a binding international legal document, but that fact can 
hardly stop Iran’s opponents.

Under these conditions, switching attention to Iran’s missile potential 
may delay the issue of lifting sanctions on Iran and returning Tehran to the 
community of regional countries for many years.

Discussion of this issue may encounter opposition from Tehran, which 
is hoping to actively participate in the peaceful “space race,” which, of 
course, will require modern rocket systems.

If the West and Iran’s regional opponents start hyping the missile 
topic, it may be possible, as an alternative to a new, missile rift in the 
region, to advance proposals for developing a kind of “code of conduct” 
regarding missile technologies, an essential component of which could 
be the creation of comprehensive restrictions on the development and 
production of medium and longer-range missiles and the creation of an 
international system of missile inspections similar to the one that exists 
in the International Atomic Energy Agency with respect to nuclear 
infrastructure facilities.

Currently, work is beginning on holding a second international meeting 
in Moscow of high-level experts on regional security in the Persian Gulf. 
The first such meeting was held in the Russian capital in September 2019. 
Naturally, the topic of Iran would be the focus of this meeting.

Of course, it would be important to utilize the groundwork of politicians 
and specialists on this topic. In particular, it would be worthwhile to re-
analyze the proposals (the Hormuz initiative) that Iran deposited in 2019 
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at the UN in the form of an official proposal on creating a zone of reduced 
military confrontation in the waters of the Strait of Hormuz and in adjacent 
territories.

The plan called for, among other things: holding meetings at the level 
of experts, senior officials, ministers, and heads of state to determine 
approaches to solving region-wide tasks such as ensuring energy security 
and freedom of navigation for all; controlling arms and taking measures 
to strengthen confidence and security; promoting nonproliferation and 
the creation of a zone free of weapons of mass destruction; establishing 
military ties and exchanging data and information; and preventing 
and resolving regional conflicts. All this should lead the parties to the 
conclusion of the Hormuz Community nonintervention and nonaggression 
pact and the creation of joint task forces to consider practical measures 
that would gradually strengthen trust and expand cooperation.

Iran’s proposals are in the same vein as the Russian ones. The difference 
is that the Iranian proposals concern a smaller group of regional states (the 
Strait of Hormuz zone), while the Russian proposal of 2019 is addressed 
to all Persian Gulf states and to a number of other nonregional countries 
whose participation in the security system could be a useful factor.

It seems that today it would be important to monitor developments 
in the Persian Gulf as closely as possible, to proactively prevent the 
emergence of new destabilizing factors and provocative ideas.

In practical terms, in contacts with regional countries and nonregional 
powers, it is necessary to emphasize the need to refrain from destabilizing 
actions or from accusations in the public space that could complicate the 
situation in the Persian Gulf and in the Middle East in general.
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DEPENDING on its opportunities, Russia can vary the intensity and scope 
of its relations with the US, Europe, the Middle East, and other participants 
of international relations. But we are entering a unique, new period in 
world history: an energy transition based on entirely new principles. 
Russia, as a leader of the world hydrocarbon market, cannot and should 
not be left out of this process.

In April 2021, 40 world leaders participated in a virtual Leaders Summit 
on Climate where the main topic was limiting global warming to 1.5°C. 
The year 2021 is likely to be a key year for launching the implementation 
of international decisions among the main players in the energy market. In 
addition to the Summit, the United Nations Climate Change Conference 
will be held in 2021,1 a forum on climate that brings together the world’s 
major economies, 17 countries that account for 80% of global GDP and 
global greenhouse gas emissions. The meeting of energy ministers held 
at the CEM12/MI-6 forum in Chile in May-June 2021 was also very 
significant.2

Even though 85% of emissions come from outside the United States, 
the Biden administration does not hide its leadership ambitions to manage 
the entire “climate project.” The main task is to mobilize countries’ efforts 
to reduce indicators to within the established limit for the global average 
rise in temperature. Therefore, the desire to form a coalition is quite 
natural. And this is what is happening. Along with the US, other Summit 
participants pledged to take the necessary steps to implement the plans for 
the next decade. The heads of state and Summit participants were joined 
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by the leaders of countries particularly vulnerable to climate impacts, as 
well as countries charting innovative pathways to a net-zero economy.

The strategic agreements and initiatives that have been developed to 
date can be structured into several blocks: financial, energy, transport, and 
international cooperation. It is clear that the current levels of funding are 
insufficient to support the energy transition.

The US International Climate Finance Plan presented at the 
summit greatly expands the possibilities of financing regional climate 
programs. It envisions using multilateral and bilateral channels and 
institutions to help developing countries implement measures to reduce 
emissions, protect critical ecosystems, increase resilience to the effects 
of climate change, and promote the flow of capital toward climate-
aligned investments and away from countries that are developing 
high-carbon projects. Under the plan, international funding of climate 
action will steadily increase. Thus, international dialogue on climate 
finance and climate risk assessment is beginning. Economic strategies 
in participating countries will be developed to boost investment while 
at the same time creating new jobs.

The second block is the transformation of energy systems. Over the 
past few years, the potential of solar energy, wind energy, and electric 
energy storage technologies has increased significantly. However, this is 
not enough. To accelerate the development of this potential, the energy 
ministries of Canada, the US, Norway, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia, collectively 
representing 40% of global oil and gas production, are coming together 
to form the Net-Zero producers forum. The main goal of the forum is 
to develop pragmatic net-zero emission strategies that include methane 
abatement, the formation of a circular carbon economy, development and 
deployment of clean-energy and carbon capture and storage technologies, 
diversification from reliance on hydrocarbon revenues, and other measures 
in line with each country’s national conditions.

An important example of international cooperation is the US-India 
Climate and Clean Energy Agenda 2030 Partnership. The main targets are 
installing 450 GW of renewable energy by 2030 and scaling innovative 
clean technologies. At the same time, the work of the Renewable Energy 
for Latin America and the Caribbean (RELAC), a regional initiative of 
Colombia, Chile, and Costa Rica, is expanding to increase renewable 
energy capacity to at least 70% by 2030. US support through the Low 
Emission Development Strategies Global Partnership and the US National 
Renewable Energy Laboratory will focus on achieving high levels of 
renewable energy grid integration. 
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The modern economy is based primarily on removing obstacles to 
the cross-border movement of goods, reducing both tariff and nontariff 
barriers. This is what capital, which has no borders and generates 
new opportunities, demands. Therefore, for further promotion, the 
governments of Australia, Botswana, Canada, Peru, and the US have 
founded the Energy Resource Governance Initiative (ERGI) to promote 
sustainable supply chains and the rational management of the mining 
sector that is vital for technologies such as solar panels, electric vehicles, 
and batteries. Currently, the scope of the Initiative is expanding to 
include environmentally friendly mining operations as well as the reuse 
and processing of basic minerals and metals. The Intergovernmental 
Forum on Mining, Minerals, Metals and Sustainable Development 
(IGF) will play a major role in this process. In general, key minerals 
will become increasingly important for the production of batteries, 
magnets, and other environmentally friendly technologies. For example, 
the extraction of minerals 
from coal and coal-related 
waste will not only provide 
green technologies with the 
necessary components but 
also restructure the entire 
coal industry, ensuring the 
creation of new jobs to 
replace those that are being 
eliminated.

Simultaneously with the above approaches, the transformation of the 
transport sector, which has the highest emission reduction potential, will 
continue. The main efforts will be directed at international shipping and 
aviation (through the development and introduction of environmentally 
friendly aviation fuel).

What is important is that the above initiatives and programs are 
supported by the creation of infrastructure in emerging markets that has no 
direct bearing on the climate. The Global Partnership for Climate-Smart 
Infrastructure – an initiative that will engage US industry in investing in 
clean energy and transportation solutions in emerging markets around the 
world – will stimulate the export of US technologies and services. Thus, 
a future multicomponent structure is taking shape that will strengthen US 
influence on international economic and political relations by exporting 
green technologies, revitalizing energy diplomacy, and reducing financing 
for fossil fuel projects.

It is human activity, especially 
greenhouse gas emissions from 
the burning of fossil fuels, defor-
estation, and land use change, 
that is primarily responsible for 
climate change, especially over 
the past few decades.
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The Climate Rationale

WITHOUT going into much detail on the energy problems of the future, 
I will try to explain why the climate situation is a priority for Moscow, 
including in international affairs.

Reforms and new assessments are hard to introduce in the oil and gas 
industry, just as, for example, in the construction industry. These industries 
are simply too powerful. The fuel and energy complex has been meeting 
Russia’s domestic energy demand for decades and continues to be the 
main source of revenue for the national budget. But it is already clear that 
Russian energy faces a different future.

The global climate is changing faster now than during the natural 
climate change cycles that have taken place during Earth’s history.3 
Annual global average temperature measured over both land and oceans 
has increased by about 1°C according to a linear trend from 1901 to 2016, 
and by 0.65°C in 1986-2015 compared to 1901-1960.4 The last few years 
have also seen record-breaking climate-related weather extremes. For 
example, 2014 was the warmest year on record globally; 2015 surpassed 
2014 by a wide margin; and 2016 surpassed 2015. Sixteen of the last 17 
years have been the warmest ever recorded by human observations.5

Long-term regular temperature observations are among the most 
consistent and widespread evidence of a warming planet (Fig. 1).6 The data 
provided by these observations7 yield no convincing natural explanations 
for this rate of warming. On the contrary, they invariably point to human 
activity, primarily the emission of carbon dioxide or heat-trapping gases, 
as the cause of most of this warming.

For short periods of time, from several years to a decade, the increase 
in global temperatures can temporarily slow down or even reverse due 
to natural variability. Over the past few years, this slowdown has led to 
numerous claims about the end of global warming.

However, temperature records show that long-term global warming 
has not stopped or even slowed down significantly. Instead, since 1986, 
average annual temperatures have increased at a rate faster than in any 
other climatological period (20-30 years), at least in the past 1,500 years.

It must be said that other hypotheses about the nature of global climate 
change exist. For example, in a joint article published in the American 
Meteorological Society’s Journal of Climate,8 Jean Dickey and Steven 
Marcus of NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory, Pasadena, California, and 
Olivier de Viron of the Institut de Physique du Globe de Paris in France,  
established a correlation between movements in the liquid core and the 
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angular velocity of the Earth, which, in turn, leads to fluctuations of the 
length of an Earth day and global surface temperature. In addition to 
the length of an Earth day that affects the amount of solar energy that 
reaches the Earth’s surface, the activity of the core also has an impact on 
volcanic activity and the Earth’s magnetosphere that shields our planet 
from harmful solar radiation.

Fig. 1. This illustration based on CMIP6 data available in the CDS shows global mean 
temperature between the years 1850 and 2100 for selected CMIP6 models. The shaded areas 
show the range of historical simulations and potential future temperature changes based on 
various greenhouse gas emission scenarios (pessimistic, realistic, and optimistic).9

We could assume that the current changes in the global climate 
are associated with the above, but we are not aware of any evidence 
to corroborate the dramatic changes in the core compared to previous 
historical periods, nor have any consequences of such changes in the 
Earth’s magnetosphere and the length of an Earth day been recorded. The 
researchers themselves confirm that their model, based on data on average 
annual atmospheric temperatures that have been gathered over the past 140 
years by the Goddard Institute for Space Studies (US) and 160 years by 
the UK’s Met Office, correlates with observations only up to 1930. After 
that, the average annual temperature increased without any correlation 
with the fluctuations of the day length and core angular momentum. The 
most interesting thing is that this correlation is observed after 1930, but 
only if the graph of average annual temperatures ignores anthropogenic 
contribution. Based on this evidence, the authors conclude that over 
the past 80 years, human intervention has upset the natural correlation 
between the Earth’s rotation, core angular momentum, and increase in 
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average annual temperatures. In other words, the discrepancy is caused by 
human factors.

It is thought that the actual state of the climate depends on both natural 
variability and changes due to human activity. Studies show that in the 
10-year horizon, these two factors are equally strong. The fact is that the 
ability of modern science to predict the weather for 10 years is limited by 
the ability to determine the initial conditions: the state of the ocean and the 
complex relationships within the global ecosystem. However, for longer 
periods of up to 30 years, the predictions have considerable accuracy and 
point to the predominance of anthropogenic impact over natural variability.

Over the past century, changes in solar energy, volcanic emissions, and 
natural variability have only slightly affected observed climate changes. 
No natural phenomena have been found in the observation records that 
could explain the heating up of the atmosphere and the ocean since the 
beginning of the industrial era. Human activity affects the Earth’s climate 
by changing the factors that control the amount of solar energy that enters 
and leaves the atmosphere.

The amount of solar energy that reaches Earth is usually called solar 
radiation, and the factors that affect its level include changes in greenhouse 
gases and in the reflectivity of Earth’s surface as a result of changes in 
land use and land cover. Thus, it is human activity, especially greenhouse 
gas emissions from the burning of fossil fuels, deforestation, and land use 
change, that is primarily responsible for climate change, especially over the 
past few decades. The increase in greenhouse gas levels in the atmosphere 
due to emissions from human activity is the most significant of the factors 
that affect solar radiation levels. By absorbing the heat emitted by Earth 
and reradiating it equally in all directions, greenhouse gases increase the 
amount of heat retained inside the climate system, warming the planet.

Interestingly, the role of methane is somewhat overlooked in the 
conversation about the role of CO2. It is methane that has caused about a 
quarter of the global temperature increase since the industrial revolution. 
Methane differs from CO2 in terms of the time it spends in the atmosphere. 
Once released, carbon dioxide molecules can remain in the air for decades 
or centuries before they are absorbed by oceans, forests, or some other 
“carbon sink.” Some molecules will remain in the atmosphere for thousands 
of years. This results in another difference between CO2 and methane: CO2 
accumulates while methane does not. And since CO2 emissions accumulate 
in the atmosphere, they must be reduced to zero. But the same cannot be said 
about methane. In fact, methane has many times the warming power of carbon 
dioxide. And it presents a no less serious problem than CO2 emissions.
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However, it is not just rising temperatures that matters; attendant 
changes are also important: melting glaciers, shrinking snow cover, rising 
sea levels, unpredictable weather, heavy rainfall, melting permafrost, the 
release of methane to the surface, and other climatic influences exacerbate 
security concerns and, consequently, affect military potential, increase 
geopolitical competition, undermine stability, and provoke regional 
conflicts. Countries and regions are vulnerable to extreme weather events, 
including cyclones, typhoons, droughts, and rising temperatures. This 
exacerbates basic political, social, and economic conditions, which, in 
turn, could lead to problems with food security, extremism, and mass 
displacement of people with disproportionate consequences for vulnerable 
groups.

Formation of the Climate Imperative

THE MAIN thing that needs to be understood in all honesty is that global 
consensus has in fact been reached on the need to reduce emissions. The 
Paris Climate Agreement, signed in 2015 and adopted by nearly 200 
countries around the world, institutionalized this consensus and set a goal 
to reach net zero emissions by 2050.

It may seem that this is still far away and there is still time. But the fact 
is that Russia has practically no time left. The trend to reduce emissions 
will grow with every passing year, drawing various elements of the energy 
sector into the funnel of new restrictions. During the Leaders Summit 
on Climate, President Biden announced US plans to cut greenhouse gas 
emissions by half by 2030 and presented a new target for the US to reduce 
economy-wide net greenhouse gas emissions by 50%-52% compared to 
2005 levels in 2030.10 These are largely revolutionary figures that cannot 
be achieved without changing the domestic social structure, because new 
jobs need to be created to replace those lost in declining sectors.

The European Commission is developing and planning to introduce 
in the coming years (no later than January 1, 2023) a carbon tax on any 
products whose production involves carbon emissions.11 We will soon 
see its basic principles at work, and the preliminary calculations suggest 
an additional burden on Russian exporters amounting to $33 billion over 
five years.12 Consequently, more and more countries will switch to green 
technologies. This is known as the energy transition, as a result of which 
oil consumption will stop growing, and in about seven to 10 years, global 
oil consumption will begin to decline. This will lead to another cycle of 
lower oil prices and budget problems for commodity-producing countries. 
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Meanwhile, the European Union has already adopted its hydrogen strategy 
in 2020.13 After all, it is hydrogen that will eventually replace natural gas. 
The question is which hydrogen: blue hydrogen made from natural gas 
with the removal of CO2, or green hydrogen from water electrolysis.

The above does not mean that everyone will abandon oil. Absolutely 
not. For example, aviation kerosene for aircraft is still difficult to replace 
with electricity. But the share of oil in the energy balance will steadily 
decrease. The development of infrastructure to replace the existing 
infrastructure developed initially for gasoline and diesel cars and that still 
does not exist for electric vehicles, will play a very important role in the 
pace of these processes. But take a look at the economic component of 
Biden’s package: Hundreds of billions of dollars are being allocated to 
develop infrastructure for electric vehicles, primarily charging stations for 
electric vehicles.14 And this will be the key factor, which so far has been 
the missing link, for the largest transition to electric vehicles in history. In 
Europe, development of this infrastructure is already in full swing. In the 
City of London, entire streets are restricted to zero-emission vehicles. By 
the end of April 2021, EU countries are expected to draw up plans to restore 
their economies after the damage caused by the coronavirus pandemic. 
Brussels allocated 750 billion euros from the EU Reconstruction Fund 
for this recovery.15 At least 30% of this budget is to be directed to the 
transition to a green economy. These are very significant figures.

The next level of risks from global warming for Russia is wildfires, 
primarily in Siberia, and the melting of permafrost in areas with oil and 
gas infrastructure.

The Russian leadership understands the problems and risks well. A 
recent interview with Russian presidential adviser Ruslan Edelgeriyev 
confirms this.16 There are even speculations that a kind of a Climate 
Club will emerge, which will exclude countries with carbon-intensive 
economies and where Russia may be assigned “the role of a carbon 
offshore with subsequent industry sanctions.” This presents a truly major 
challenge to Russia, and so far we are lagging behind the pace of changes 
in the international agenda.

The first step in the inevitable energy transition must be a high-quality 
strategy adopted at the legislative level that takes into account not only 
risks but also new opportunities for switching to 21st century technologies 
and away from the aging technological base. After all, as the largest 
country in the world, Russia also has the greatest natural conditions for 
creating a new industry. Moreover, Russia has also been developing its 
own technologies that require further promotion.
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For example, a primary factor delaying the commercial development of 
electric transport is the problem of energy storage. The batteries currently 
in use tend to catch fire when damaged, provide a small power reserve 
compared to cars powered by internal combustion engines, and have high 
costs. In the future, two types of energy storage methods could become an 
alternative to lithium-ion batteries.

The first type is batteries with a solid electrolyte. They have a density of 
stored energy that is several times higher than that of lithium-ion batteries, 
the most commonly used battery today, while also being reliable, resistant 
to wear, and very safe during operation. Unlike traditional lithium-ion 
batteries, damage to the shell of batteries with a solid electrolyte does 
not cause an explosion, which is especially important for the automotive 
industry.

The second type is supercapacitors (ionistors). They have a small 
capacity compared to traditional batteries, but they can release a 
large amount of power and be recharged very quickly. This method of 
energy storage is considered the most promising for public transport, as 
supercapacitors can be charged at every stop. This technology is already 
being used in Russian buses manufactured by the bus manufacturing 
companies LiAZ and Trolza.

It is important to note that Russia has the necessary scientific base for 
developing these sectors. With proper funding, it is possible to become a 
leader in development ahead of other market players that are moving in 
the same direction – for example, Samsung, which has been developing 
solid-electrolyte batteries for more than a decade.

It is very significant that at the Climate Summit in April 2021, Russian 
President Putin was specific about Russia’s plans for decarbonization and 
assessments of the development of international cooperation in the field of 
green technologies.17 Moreover, the Russian side proposed new tools: The 
removal of CO2  that has already accumulated in the atmosphere and efforts 
to neutralize methane emissions, which have many times the warming 
power of CO2. These proposals will clearly receive scientific approval at 
the level of working groups and their discussion will continue at the 2021 
United Nations Climate Change Conference in Glasgow.

Conclusion

RUSSIA faces a number of painful changes that cannot be avoided. First, 
the inevitable increase in prices for the domestic consumer in order to 
improve energy efficiency, which is presently lagging far behind the 
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world’s average. Calculations indicate a 50% lag from the global average 
values. The introduction of modern and existing technologies will reduce 
primary energy consumption by nearly 30%. Therefore, Russia could use 
the freed-up resources without having to develop new fields.

Second, the introduction of energy waste costs for businesses. While 
economic policy regarding energy efficiency is clear (energy is a valuable 
product and must be saved), energy waste is, for the most part, not included 
in costs. That means, there is no incentive to be save energy. This is bound 
to change.

Third, the protection by foreign countries of their own producers 
through the introduction of border tax adjustments will increase costs for 
Russian producers.

Finally and most importantly, decreasing energy rents will bring 
changes to Russia’s economic and social models. Expectations of low 
prices on energy resources will be untenable, since they remain low only 
in the absence of an energy waste cost. After it is introduced, renewable 
energy sources will become more attractive from a cost perspective. 
But before that, we will have to go through a long period of growth in 
consumer activity combined with declining investment activity, which 
will negatively affect economic growth. The domestic investment reserve, 
which is declining due to permanent capital outflow, will not be enough to 
make up the difference.

Ahead of the recent Leaders Summit on Climate, 100 Nobel laureates 
made an important statement that should not be underestimated: “Fossil 
fuels must be kept in the ground.”18 However, the use of the resource 
base is an important element of future energy policy. It would seem that 
renewable energy sources will replace oil and gas, and the latter will 
remain in the ground. But is that the right course of action? Russia ranks 
sixth in the world in terms of oil reserves (6%) and first in terms of gas 
reserves (19%). Not using this wealth is not the best idea. Deposits with 
high profitability are gradually being depleted. At the same time, the tax 
structure based on taxing oil enterprises’ total revenue rather than their 
profits is becoming obsolete.

This is the key difference of a revenue-based versus a profit-based 
system in which the difference between the market price and the production 
cost for the manufacturer is transferred to the budget. Accordingly, as long 
as production costs are low, the tax system works effectively, but as soon 
as costs increase, the situation changes dramatically: The state’s revenue 
rapidly decreases. Already, about 52% of oil production in Russia enjoys 
certain tax breaks and preferences; this figure may reach 80% by the end of 
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this decade. Because even if demand for oil grows, it will be met primarily 
not through higher prices but through the introduction of new extraction 
technologies. Therefore, increasing the efficiency ratio of the extraction of 
existing energy resources and reducing extremely wasteful primary energy 
consumption with the subsequent modernization of power systems for the 
world’s fourth energy transition is the most critical task for the coming 
years.
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WITH the election of President Shavkat Mirziyoyev, Uzbekistan has 
embarked on an open, proactive, pragmatic, and constructive foreign 
policy aimed at creating a space of mutually beneficial cooperation, 
stability, and sustainable development in Central Asia (CA). The new 
approaches of official Tashkent have found comprehensive support in all 
capitals of Central Asia, which has become the basis for positive changes 
in the region.

In recent years, there has been a qualitative shift toward strengthening 
regional cooperation in Central Asia. A systematic political dialogue based 
on the principles of good-neighborliness, mutual respect, and equality 
has been established between the leaders of the states of the region. 
This is evidenced by the introduction of the practice of holding regular 
Consultative Meetings of the Heads of State of Central Asia since 2018.

Another important achievement was the adoption of a Joint Statement 
by the leaders of the Central Asian states at the second Consultative Meeting 
in November 2019 that can be regarded as a kind of development program 
for the region. It contains consolidated approaches and a common vision 
of the heads of state regarding the prospects for strengthening regional 
cooperation.

The achieved high level of regional consolidation and the willingness 
of the Central Asian countries to take responsibility for solving common 
regional problems are also evidenced by the adoption of a special UN 
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resolution titled “Strengthening Regional and International Cooperation to 
Ensure Peace, Stability and Sustainable Development in the Central Asian 
Region” in June 2018.

Thanks to all these positive trends, a number of systemic problems 
that previously hindered the full realization of the enormous potential 
of regional cooperation are now finding their long-term solution based 
on the principles of searching for reasonable compromises and mutual 
consideration of interests. Most importantly, the Central Asian states have 
begun to play a primary and key role in decision-making on the most 
pressing and urgent issues of development in the entire region.

Such strengthening of interstate relations today contributes to the 
establishment of Central Asia as a stable, open, and dynamically developing 
region, a reliable and predictable international partner, as well as a large 
and attractive market.

For example, the new political atmosphere has given a powerful impetus 
to the development of trade and economic, cultural, and humanitarian 
exchanges. This can be seen in the dynamic growth of trade within the 
region, which reached $5.2 billion in 2019, or 2.5 times more than in 
2016. Despite the challenging effects of the pandemic, intra-regional trade 
remained at $5 billion in 2020.

In recent years, the inflow of foreign direct investment (FDI) to the 
region has increased by 40%, amounting to $37.6 billion. As a result, 
investments in Central Asia as a share of the world total increased from 
1.6% to 2.5%.

At the same time, the tourist potential of the region is being unlocked. 
The number of travelers to the countries of Central Asia in 2016-2019 
almost doubled from 9.5 million to 18.4 million people.

As a consequence, the overall macroeconomic indicators of the region 
are improving. In particular, the combined GDP of the CA countries 
increased from $253 billion in 2016 to $302.8 billion in 2019. In the 
pandemic environment, this figure fell by just 2.5% to $295.1 billion by 
the end of 2020.

All of these factors together show that Uzbekistan’s new pragmatic 
approaches in its foreign policy have led to the creation of favorable 
conditions for the Central Asian states to jointly promote major 
economic projects of a trans-regional nature, bring their relations 
with neighboring regions to a new level, and actively involve the 
region in the formation of multilateral coordination and cooperation 
structures.
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Such plans were endorsed by the heads of the Central Asian states 
in the aforementioned Joint Statement issued at the end of the 2019 
Consultative Meeting. In particular, the document notes that the Central 
Asian states will continue to strive to develop open economic cooperation 
and diversify relations with other partner countries and with international 
and regional organizations in the hope of consolidating regional peace and 
stability and expanding the prospects for economic development in the 
region.

These goals should be served by the political and economic concept of 
interconnectedness promoted by Uzbekistan, which is based on the desire 
to build a solid architecture of mutually beneficial cooperation between 
Central and South Asia.

These aspirations of official Tashkent are motivated by the interest of all 
states of both regions in developing closer relations, a clear understanding 
of the indivisibility of security, the complementary nature of economies, 
and the interconnectedness of socioeconomic development processes in 
Central and South Asia.

Guided by these goals, the President of the Republic of Uzbekistan, 
Shavkat Mirziyoyev, put forward an initiative to hold an international 
conference called “Central and South Asia: Regional Connectivity. 
Challenges and Opportunities.” The conference, held in July 2021, called 
for a concerted effort by the countries of the two regions to design a 
conceptual framework for a sustainable model of interregional connectivity. 
This idea was first voiced in a speech by the head of Uzbekistan at the 75th 
Session of the UN General Assembly. These issues took center stage in 
another important political event in 2020: the presidential address to the 
parliament of Uzbekistan, in which South Asia was identified as a priority 
in the country’s foreign policy.

At the same time, Uzbekistan has significantly increased its political 
and diplomatic activity in the South Asian direction. This is reflected in the 
promotion of the India-Central Asia dialogue format and a series of virtual 
summits: Uzbekistan-India (December 2020) and Uzbekistan-Pakistan 
(April 2021). In this regard, the signing of the Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-
Pakistan trilateral agreement to build a Trans-Afghan railway corridor 
designed to connect the countries of the two regions by a reliable transport 
network was a landmark event.

All these steps show that Uzbekistan has in fact already started 
implementing its plans to build greater trans-regional connectivity.
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Afghanistan as a Key Link to Ensure Integration  
Between the Two Regions

BUILDING trans-regional connectivity, of which the Trans-Afghan 
Corridor is a strategic component, places Afghanistan at the core of the 
system of inter-regional relations and recaptures its lost historical role as a 
key link in promoting integration between the two regions.

The realization of these goals is especially necessary against the 
background of the withdrawal of US troops from Afghanistan. Such 
developments undoubtedly create a turning point in the history of 
Afghanistan that could give a strong impetus to the peace process in the 
country, contributing to the establishment of Afghanistan as a sovereign 
and prosperous state. At the same time, the appearance of a power vacuum 
threatens to intensify the internal armed struggle for power with the risk 
of its escalation into a fratricidal war. Domestic political instability and 
conflict may negatively affect the prospects for achieving an internal 
political consensus.

Realizing this, Uzbekistan is ready to promote the process of adaptation 
to the post-American era in Afghanistan. After all, the withdrawal of the 
US contingent should encourage all neighboring nations to assume a 
significant share of responsibility for the economic and military-political 
situation in Afghanistan, because its improvement is the key to ensuring 
long-term stability in the macro region.

Uzbekistan is also trying to achieve a broad regional consensus on the 
Afghan issue by demonstrating the beneficial nature of establishing early 
peace in the long-suffering neighboring country for the overall prosperity 
of all regional states.

Interregional economic integration with the involvement of 
Afghanistan is precisely what could be a recipe for peace and have a 
stabilizing effect on the situation in the country. In particular, according 
to the Russian newspaper Nezavisimaya gazeta, the Mazar-e-Sharif-
Kabul-Peshawar railway project promoted by Tashkent will become an 
“economic springboard” for Afghanistan, since the route will run along 
deposits of minerals such as copper, tin, granite, zinc, and iron ore.

As a result, their development will begin, and tens of thousands of jobs 
will be created as alternative sources of income for the Afghan population.

Most importantly, the expansion of interregional trade through 
Afghanistan will bring economic benefits to the country in the form of 
transit fees. The opinion of the analysts of the American publication 
Project Syndicate is interesting in this context: according to them, the 
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Trans-Afghan railway will carry up to 20 million [metric] tons of cargo 
per year, while transportation costs will decrease by 30% to 35%.

With this in mind, observers from the Turkish newspaper Anadolu are 
convinced that the proposed railway connection through Afghanistan is a 
source of enormous economic benefits, which could stabilize the region 
more than any political deal.

The practical implementation of these plans is also vital against the 
backdrop of the continued dependence of the Afghan economy on foreign 
aid, which has been dwindling in recent years. In particular, the amount 
of annual financial support from donors, which covers about 75% of the 
country’s public spending, has dropped from $6.7 billion in 2011 to about 
$4 billion in 2020. It is expected that in the next four years, these indicators 
will further decrease by about 30%.

In these conditions, there is a growing need to accelerate the 
implementation of other trans-regional economic projects, which could 
create additional favorable conditions for the economic revival of 
Afghanistan.

Among them are such projects as the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-
Pakistan-India gas pipeline and the CASA-1000 power transmission line, 
whose practical implementation will not only have a very positive impact 
on ensuring energy security in Afghanistan, but will bring considerable 
financial benefits to the Afghan side from the transit of energy resources 
to South Asian countries.

In turn, the prospect of Afghanistan becoming an important transit and 
energy hub will create additional interest for all intra-Afghan forces in 
achieving political consensus and will serve as a solid socioeconomic basis 
for the peace process. In short, the extensive involvement of the Afghan 
side in the system of interregional relations being created by Tashkent 
could be used as a reinforcement mechanism in promoting stability.

Central Asia Moving Toward a Diversification of Transport  
and Transit Routes

STRENGTHENING interregional ties meets the goals of the Central 
Asian states to diversify transport routes and increase the competitiveness 
of the region as an international transport and transit hub.

During summit meetings, the leaders of the Central Asian states 
have repeatedly expressed their intention to advocate the strengthening 
of coordination and deepening of regional cooperation in the joint 
implementation of major economic projects, especially those aimed at 
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expanding transport and transit opportunities, ensuring stable access 
to seaports and world markets, and establishing modern international 
logistics centers.

The need to solve these problems is dictated by the continued transport 
isolation of Central Asia, which hinders the deep integration of the region 
into global supply chains and prevents the Central Asian states from 
gaining their rightful place in the emerging new model of the international 
trading system.

Today, the states of the region, having no direct access to seaports, 
bear substantial transport and transit costs, which reach 60% of the cost of 
imported goods. Carriers lose up to 40% of the time for transporting goods 
because of imperfect customs procedures and underdeveloped logistics.

For example, the cost of shipping a container to the Chinese city of 
Shanghai from any Central Asian country is more than five times higher 
than the cost of transporting it from Poland or Turkey.

At the same time, in recent years the Central Asian states have already 
succeeded in gaining access to seaports of Iran, Georgia, Turkey, Azerbaijan, 
and Russia by using the potential of various transport corridors (Baku-
Tbilisi-Kars, Kazakhstan-Turkmenistan-Iran, Uzbekistan-Turkmenistan-
Iran, and Uzbekistan-Kazakhstan-Russia).

Among these transit routes, the North-South International Transport 
Corridor stands out, currently providing access for Central Asian goods 
through Iranian ports to world markets. At the same time, this project is an 
example of successful connection of Central Asian states with India, the 
largest economy of South Asia.

In this context, the implementation of the Mazar-e-Sharif-Kabul-
Peshawar railway project will contribute to the emergence of an additional 
corridor and the formation of an extensive network of railway lines 
designed to physically bring the countries of Central and South Asia closer 
together. Herein lies the relevance of the idea of trans-regional connectivity 
promoted by Uzbekistan, whose practical implementation will benefit all 
the states of the two regions.

The beneficiaries of the above plans will also be the main actors of 
international trade, such as China, Russia, and the European Union, which 
are interested in providing reliable land access to the South Asian market 
as a viable alternative to maritime trade routes.

With this in mind, there is a high probability of the internationalization 
of the Mazar-e-Sharif-Kabul-Peshawar railway project, i.e., the expansion 
of the range of parties interested in financing this corridor and using its 
transit potential in the future.
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For this reason, it is clear that Uzbekistan’s plans go far beyond the 
trans-regional agenda, since the construction of the said railway will 
become an important part of international transport corridors linking the 
European Union, China, Russia, and South and Southeast Asian states 
through the territory of Central Asia.

As a result, the transport importance of the Central Asian states will 
increase significantly, and eventually they will have an opportunity to 
ensure their active participation in the international transit of goods. This 
will provide them with additional sources of income, such as transit fees.

Another important achievement will be the reduction of transport 
costs. According to economists, transporting a container from the city of 
Tashkent to the Pakistani port of Karachi will cost about $1,400 to $1,600. 
This is about half the cost of transportation from Tashkent to the Iranian 
port of Bandar Abbas ($2,600-$3,000).

In addition, thanks to the implementation of the Trans-Afghan corridor 
project, the Central Asian states will be able to take advantage of the transit 
potential of two routes to the southern seas at once. On the one hand, there 
are already existing corridors to the Iranian ports of Chabahar and Bandar 
Abbas, and on the other hand, the Mazar-e-Sharif-Kabul-Peshawar project 
with further access to the Pakistani ports of Karachi and Gwadar. Such an 
arrangement will contribute to the formation of a more flexible pricing 
policy between Iran and Pakistan, which will significantly reduce export-
import costs.

Most importantly, the diversification of trade routes will have a very 
favorable effect on the macroeconomic situation in Central Asia. According 
to World Bank experts, further removal of geographical barriers to trade 
with the outside world could increase the aggregate GDP of the Central 
Asian states by at least 15%.

A Collective Response to Common Challenges

THE FORMAT of the conference “Central and South Asia: Regional 
Connectivity. Challenges and Opportunities,” held in Tashkent in July 
2021, provided a unique opportunity for senior officials, experts, and 
policymakers from the two regions to gather for the first time in one place 
to lay the foundation stone for a new trans-regional security architecture 
with the vision of building a space of equal opportunity that takes into 
account the interests of all parties involved.

This development of cooperation can be a model of inclusiveness, 
creating an enabling environment in which each country can realize its 
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creative potential and work together with other countries to solve security 
problems.

This is necessary because of the inseparability of security and 
sustainable development, and the interest of Central and South Asian states 
to join forces in the face of common challenges and threats that have a 
negative impact on ensuring the progressive prosperity of the two regions.

Among these challenges, experts single out problems such as drug 
trafficking, terrorism, the epidemic, climate change, and water scarcity, 
which the states of the two regions could address jointly by identifying 
common problems and taking coordinated measures to overcome them.

Special attention should be paid to the joint fight against drug trafficking. 
The relevance of this is argued by Afghanistan’s continuing reputation as 
the main drug hub in the world. In the past five years, according to the UN 
Office on Drugs and Crime, Afghanistan has accounted for 84% of global 
opium production.

In the view of Executive Director of the Center for Global and Strategic 
Studies of Pakistan, Khalid Taimur Akram, until the drug situation in the 
region improves, this state of affairs will continue to serve as fuel for 
destructive forces: terrorism and cross-border crime.

Particular attention is also drawn to the problems of climate change, 
which has a direct negative impact on the economies of the two regions. 
Extreme weather events, combined with the COVID-19 pandemic, have a 
double shock effect on most countries of the world, including Central and 
South Asia, especially since they are a water-scarce macro region. Such 
a situation makes them vulnerable to the global climate change process. 
An awareness of the climate crisis must be accompanied by the formation 
of a common understanding of the need for joint efforts. In particular, the 
adoption of coordinated steps by the states toward the active use of low-
impact technologies and increased energy efficiency of national economies 
in order to minimize the negative impact of extreme weather conditions 
are considered very necessary.

A New Model of Trans-Regional Connectivity  
for Inclusive Economic Growth

WITH the creation of a new architecture of mutually beneficial cooperation 
between the regions, the most favorable conditions will be formed for 
a significant increase in the level of trans-regional trade and economic 
exchanges. The implementation of the connectivity initiative will make it 
possible to connect the isolated Central Asian market, rich in hydrocarbons 
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and agro-industrial resources, with the growing consumer market of South 
Asia and further with the world market.

At present, the volume of mutual trade between Central Asian and 
South Asian countries has not yet reached $6 billion. These figures are 
significantly lower compared to South Asia’s trade with the outside world, 
which exceeds $1.4 trillion. At the same time, South Asia’s total imports 
have been growing steadily, reaching $791 billion in 2020. Such a situation 
makes South Asia one of the most important markets for the Central Asian 
countries. In addition, with a combined population of 1.9 billion (24% 
of the world total) and a GDP of $3.5 trillion, South Asia is the fastest 
growing region in the world.

Thus, Central Asian producers have every chance to occupy their niche 
in the South Asian market and fully realize their export potential.

For example, a recent special report by the United Nations Economic 
and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) estimated the 
growth of regional exports of the Central Asian countries as a result of 
increased inter-regional connectivity at 187% compared to 2010, and that 
of the South Asian countries at 133%.

In this regard, it is necessary to highlight a number of areas in which 
the development of cooperation is in the interests of all Central and South 
Asian states.

First, the investment sphere. The need to increase cooperation in 
this area is dictated by the declining trend in foreign direct investment 
in developing countries. According to data from the UN Conference on 
Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the volume of FDI in developing 
countries declined by 12% in 2020 alone. But even such a slight 
reduction, according to experts, can jeopardize their recovery from the 
pandemic.

In these conditions, the urgency of active investment cooperation 
between the states of Central and South Asia, as well as the adoption of 
collective measures for the progressive improvement of the investment 
climate in the macro region, increases. Such joint actions could help to 
turn Central and South Asia into an attractive destination for international 
investment flows.

Second, the agricultural sector. This sector is considered to be one of 
the most promising areas for trade and economic cooperation owing to 
high demand in South Asia for Central Asian food products.

For example, South Asian countries still experience a shortage of 
certain categories of food products and annually import food products 
worth approximately $30 billion. 
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Third, the energy sector. Most South Asian states are net importers of 
hydrocarbons. The region also periodically experiences severe electricity 
shortages. In particular, the economic driver of South Asia – India – is 
the third largest oil importer in the world and the third largest consumer 
of electricity. Every year, the country imports energy resources worth 
$250 billion.

Under these conditions, large multilateral energy projects are in high 
demand. Thus, progress in developing the interregional energy project 
CASA-1000 will not only increase the opportunities for electricity trade 
between the regions, but will also be the first step toward creating a 
regional electricity market in Central and South Asia.

In turn, the implementation of the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-
India (TAPI) gas pipeline project will strengthen the role of Central Asian 
states in the energy security architecture of the South Asian region.

Fourth, tourism. The demand for cooperation in the tourism sector is 
due to the enormous untapped potential between the two regions.

Fifth, the science and education sector. Central Asian universities, 
especially medical schools, are becoming attractive to young people 
from South Asian countries. In 2020, the number of students from these 
countries reached 20,000. Such increased interest among South Asian 
youth in educational services provided by the Central Asian states is 
explained by the high quality and relatively low cost of education.

Sixth, the cultural and humanitarian sphere. The implementation of 
any integration project is impossible without the formation of a common 
cultural and humanitarian space that can bring the peoples of the two regions 
closer together, increase mutual trust, and strengthen friendly relations. 
After all, cooperation in this area contributes to mutual enrichment and 
interpenetration of cultures, which is a key condition for building and 
developing sustainable and long-term relations between the two regions in 
the spheres of economics, politics, and security. 

In this context, it is clear that the head of Uzbekistan, Shavkat 
Mirziyoyev, has a clear strategic vision: The “Third Renaissance” taking 
place in Uzbekistan should be accompanied by the revival of historical 
ties with neighboring regions and the restoration of ancient caravan routes, 
including the Great Silk Road, which for a long time was a conduit of 
knowledge, innovation, and prosperity. Such developments are in tune with 
Uzbekistan’s regional strategy. After all, historically Central Asia reached 
its peak of prosperity when it was a crossroads of world civilizations and 
one of the main centers of international trade.
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* * *

IN GENERAL, the practical implementation of Uzbekistan’s plans for 
connectivity can create a new economic reality in two regions at once, 
providing the most favorable environment and all the necessary conditions 
for the inclusive economic development of Central and South Asian states, 
as well as for the progressive improvement of the well-being and prosperity 
of peoples living in these regions.

This perspective shows that our country’s plans for connectivity are 
of global significance, because an improvement in the macroeconomic 
situation and greater stability in two densely populated regions of the 
world will have a very positive impact on international security.
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US PRESIDENT Abraham Lincoln [purportedly] said: “America will 
never be destroyed from the outside. If we falter and lose our freedoms, 
it will be because we destroyed ourselves.”1 It seems that the Americans 
have been faltering in recent years, wittingly or unwittingly making fateful 
mistakes that are having an ever-growing impact on the geopolitical 
situation of the US and the rest of the world. This is confirmed, in my view, 
by an analysis of certain key factors as well as the nature and possible 
repercussions of those mistakes stemming from shifts in the infrastructure 
of the modern world that pose closely interconnected internal and external 
existential challenges to the West in general and the US in particular.

The Nature of Domestic Challenges

INSIDE the country, these challenges are the product of the errors, 
miscalculations, and failures associated with the catastrophic repercussions 
of the 2020-2021COVID19 pandemic and the deep political, social, 
economic, and moral crisis exemplified by the allegations of fraud in 
the 2020 presidential election that supposedly secured victory for the 
Democratic Party led by Joe Biden. Particularly noteworthy is the crisis 
that on account of its nature, purpose, and significance can be called a 
revolt against history, an attempt by certain forces at delayed revenge and 
even the destruction of history itself and historical tradition. This led to, 
among other things, the Black Lives Matter protests of Black Americans 
and certain groups of their white sympathizers who toppled historical 
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monuments to political and state figures of the US in general and the 
Confederate South in particular.

Their arguments can be understood and even accepted, albeit with 
many reservations. But the problem is that the campaign that began as a 
protest against the symbols of slavery gradually spread to historical figures 
without whom America’s history, nature, spirit, and national identity cannot 
be imagined: state and political leaders that include the Founding Fathers – 
Thomas Jefferson, author of the US Declaration of Independence; George 
Washington, the first US president; President Abraham Lincoln, who 
abolished slavery; Ulysses Grant, a Civil War hero, etc. Monuments to 
Christopher Columbus, who discovered America, and even to Jesus Christ 
were just as viciously destroyed as monuments to Confederate leaders. 

Sacred figures and basic values in the US are under attack; the myth 
that the US is a shining city on a hill and an example to be followed by 
the rest of the world is crumbling. The problem is much deeper: Judging 
by the positions and actions of the BLM movement and its supporters, 
America’s past has been declared criminal. 

In this context, it is very important to bear in mind that the 2016 and 
2020 presidential elections were more than just a competition between 
Democrats and Republicans, between Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton in 
2016 and between Trump and Biden in 2020. By and large, they symbolized 
two opposing sociopolitical forces fighting not just for the White House but 
for the opportunity to determine the social and historical outlook of the US. 
They proved that the country 
is clearly on a path toward an 
inevitable ideological, political, 
and cultural rift. Mutual mistrust 
within the political class reflects 
the chasm that has opened up 
between different communities 
in the US.

American politician Patrick Buchanan was apparently absolutely right 
when he wrote in his hugely popular The Death of the West, published back 
in 2002, that  “We are two countries, two peoples.”2 As Philip A. Wallach 
of the American Enterprise Institute wrote in an article for Fortune, “For 
many Americans, the 2016 presidential election campaign has been the 
most unsettling we have ever witnessed. Our parties and their champions 
have demonized the opposition in ways that recall darker times.”3... 
Prominent American journalist and political analyst Bernard Goldberg, for 
his part, wrote about “the toxic polarization that is dividing Americans.”4

The US is gradually losing 
not only its economic and 
technological, but also its 
ideological and informational 
superiority.
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According to Dominic Tierney, professor of political science at 
Swarthmore College, “in recent decades, the glue binding America has 
come undone, as political polarization has reached record levels and trust 
in national institutions has crumbled.”5 

American journalist Yoni Appelbaum offers some very interesting 
facts and figures: “Over the past 25 years, both red and blue areas have 
become more deeply hued, with Democrats clustering in cities and suburbs 
and Republicans filling in rural areas and exurbs. In Congress, where the 
two caucuses once overlapped ideologically, the dividing aisle has turned 
into a chasm.”6 “In 1960, less than 5% of Democrats and Republicans said 
they’d be unhappy if their children married someone from the other party; 
today, 35% of Republicans and 45% of Democrats would be, according to 
a recent Public Religion Research Institute/Atlantic poll – far higher than 
the percentages that object to marriages crossing the boundaries of race 
and religion.”7

The severity of the confrontation between the opposing sides was 
evidenced by the fierce opposition to Trump and his team in the media and 
social networks and the no less vehement support for the Democrats. The 
confrontation came to a head of sorts when leading TV channels refused 
to carry all public remarks by the still incumbent President Donald Trump, 
and Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube removed his posts, amounting to an 
act of de facto political censorship adopted by an absolute majority of the 
Democratic-leaning political, intellectual, and media establishment.

The Democrats won the 2020 presidential election, yet the split 
remains: The factors that created the phenomena of Trump and Trumpism 
did not disappear. American analyst Tom McTague was absolutely right: 
“Almost everyone I spoke with agreed that the Trump presidency has been 
a watershed not just for the US but for the world itself: It is something that 
cannot be undone.”8 Moreover, the split itself has become existential in 
nature in the sense that it is about the means and prospects of the country’s 
social and historical development.

On the whole, it can be said that the Democrats are fighting for the 
continued existence of the so called “deep state,” the liberal/unipolar world 
order as an instrument of their country’s world hegemony, the principle 
that all national problems can be resolved at the global level, etc.

Trump and Trumpism have challenged those principles and put certain 
basic values and institutions of the American social and political system 
in doubt. Guided by the America First slogan, Trump and Trumpists 
are absolutely convinced that even global problems can and should be 
resolved at the national level. They confronted globalism and nationalism 
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and the idea of a “deep state” with the idea of a “deep people”; Trump 
made it his aim to “drain the swamp” in Washington and return power 
to the people. His abandonment of certain postulates of liberalism and 
the liberal/unipolar world order was highly significant. This allows us 
to assess his political strategy as a conservative or national-conservative 
revolution – mainly the re-sovereignization and re-nationalization of the 
national state. Due to a set of well-known objective and subjective factors, 
he could not implement his campaign agenda. 

Of course, today there is no classical systemic ideological confrontation 
between the East and the West, as during the bipolar past, yet the gap 
between the geopolitical opponents – the West led by the US and the East 
conventionally represented by China and Russia – is widening. But this 
delimitation or gap is strictly notional: The dividing lines do not necessarily 
follow geographic lines.

Today, the situation is different: The direct confrontation of the 
ideologies of socialism and capitalism of the bipolar world has been 
replaced by an informational-ideological-cultural war between the 
conventional West and the conventional East that is being increasingly 
felt by the West at the supranational, regional, national, and sub-national 
levels. At the national and regional levels, a struggle is unfolding between 
nationalism and populism on the one hand, and globalism and integration, 
on the other.

The national-conservative revolution of Donald Trump and Trumpism 
should be assessed within this context. The same fully applies to the 
European variants of nationalism, Euroscepticism, and separatism that are 
undermining the foundations of the European Union. In other words, while 
in the period of the bipolar world the red lines that could not be crossed 
unpunished were clearly seen, today they have lost much of their clarity. 

Ideologized Answers to External Challenges

THE PAST and present have taught us that if certain arguments based on 
geopolitical realities fail, an ideology that interprets the state of affairs 
in the world in a way that suits a relevant state comes to the fore. This 
makes it possible to violate or ignore one of the fundamental principles of 
diplomacy: that each of the more or less significant actors of world politics 
must take into account and recognize the interests of other actors, both 
allies and adversaries. 

This is confirmed by the Biden administration’s determination to 
ideologize its foreign policy strategy. This means that the US was and 
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remains one of the most ideologized powers of the contemporary world. It 
has armed itself with the ideological legacy of the Obama administration that 
itself borrowed a lot from the legacy left by Republican President George W. 
Bush. He, in turn, relied heavily on the ideas and concepts of the neocons 
when shaping his foreign policy strategy – especially their idea of exporting 
so-called democratic revolutions. It should be said that the pinnacle of 
this strategy was the Arab Spring, implemented by Barak Obama. It was 
under Obama that the liberal unipolar world order – its basic ideological, 
informational, political, and cultural elements – reached its zenith. 

In early 2020, when the presidential campaign was gaining 
momentum, Joe Biden wrote in an article published in Foreign Affairs 
that his administration “will place the United States back at the head of 
the table,”9 as if claiming to be perpetuating the Obama legacy that had 
been disrupted to a certain extent by Trump. In February 2021, speaking 
at the Munich Security Conference as president of the United States, 
Biden offered a succinct yet clear formula of the main strategic foreign 
policy principle: “I speak today as president of the United States at the 
very start of my administration, and I’m sending a clear message to the 
world: America is back.  The transatlantic alliance is back.  And we are not 
looking backward; we are looking forward, together.”10

In the 1980s, the first wave of neocons advocated for the re-
ideologization of US foreign policy. Norman Podhoretz, one of the most 
prominent neocons, called a nonideological foreign policy immoral. Today, 
in a throwback to that paradigm, more and more voices are talking about 
the need to start a “war of ideas” – i.e., to give the media and information 
war a clear ideological bent. For example, Christian Whiton, an American 
journalist, has written: “As Chinese belligerence forces the free world into 
a new cold war, and amid prolonged strategic competitions with Russia 
and Iran, Washington should revive the war of ideas we have fought since 
the Continental Congress published the Declaration of Independence.”11 
To that end, he proposes tapping the full potential and resources of the 
US and the West, primarily Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Radio Free 
Asia, Middle East Broadcasting Networks, etc.12 

Of course, Russia and China are the main targets of the ideological-
informational-cultural warfare. This is quite natural, considering that those 
two powers are the main threat to the hegemony that is losing its vitality 
and relies on the liberal/unipolar world order as its instrument. Opposing 
them has become the theme of Biden’s key speeches: his inaugural address, 
speeches at the Department of State and the Pentagon, and at the Munich 
Security Conference in February 2021. 
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In his inauguration speech, he claimed that “we’ll lead, not merely by 
the example of our power, but by the power of our example.”13 Secretary 
of State Antony Blinken fleshed out that point, so to speak, in his address 
to the State Department: “We will not promote democracy through costly 
military interventions or by attempting to overthrow authoritarian regimes 
by force.”14 

But in fact, US policy toward Russia and China is antithetical to that 
assertion. Speaking at the State Department, Biden called China “our 
most serious competitor,” but [his remarks] focused mainly on containing 
Russia. An interview published on March 19, 2021, in which the head 
of the White House deemed Putin a “killer,” gives a clear idea about the 
essence of the diplomacy of Biden’s administration. The same can be 
said of the tone, atmosphere, and results of a meeting of Chinese and US 
delegations in Anchorage on March 20. In both cases, the positions of 
Biden and the American delegation organically combined boorishness and 
intransigence with overt threats from positions of force. 

US Secretary of State Antony Blinken is convinced that the American 
and, more broadly, the Western foreign policy strategy should demonstrate 
its effectiveness as an alternative to the Chinese model of sociopolitical 
development. He is convinced that “in the absence of an alternative, 
[China] may do better than we think. And so I think our obligation is to 
demonstrate that the vision that we have, the policies we pursue, and the 
way we do it is much more effective in actually delivering for our people 
as well as for people around the world, to make sure that our model is the 
one that carries the day.” In this context, military, trade, and economic 
measures are not enough. Containing China will require a lot of effort to 
deflate ideas about the Chinese development path as a more acceptable 
alternative to the values of the Western world led by the US.15

Brookings Institution  fellow Robert Kagan, a noted neocon ideologist, 
disagrees with the position of Jeane Kirkpatrick, US Ambassador to the UN 
under President Reagan, a fairly notable neocon in her time, who declared 
in 1990: “It is time to give up the dubious benefits of superpower status and 
become again an ... open American republic” and “With a return to ‘normal’ 
times, we can again become a normal nation” with interests of its own as 
formulated by the Founding Fathers. Essentially rejecting this approach, 
Kagan insists that for over a century now the US has not been a “normal 
nation with normal interests” similar to those of all other countries. In his 
opinion, the “world order became the United States’ concern when the old 
world order collapsed in the early 20th century and the country became the 
only power capable of establishing a new one in which its interests could be 



64 INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

protected.” 16 Kagan claims that “although Russia possesses a huge nuclear 
arsenal, it is even more an ‘Upper Volta with rockets’ today than when that 
wisecrack was coined, in the early Cold War.”17 

Kagan comments that demonizing foreign foes does not work on 
its own. So to preserve and promote Washington’s globalist strategy, 
Americans need to be persuaded that “the world order they created still 
matters” and that its rejection is fraught with disastrous consequences for 
the US and the rest of the world.18 

This and similar approaches to world realities coincide with the opinions 
of members of the European political and intellectual establishment. 
Speaking on the occasion of the inauguration of the Fritz Stern Chair at 
the Brookings Institution, German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas asked, 
“How do we create a level playing field with an ever more challenging, 
confrontational China? And how do we deal with an ever more aggressive 
and repressive Russia?” He said that answering these questions will be 
central to the future of NATO: “Strengthening NATO’s political role will 
be an important step. But what is even more important is that we commit 
to a joint approach. To me, that means pushing back, wherever Russia, 
China, or others are threatening our security and prosperity, democracy, 
human rights, and international law.” He assessed President Biden’s 
proposed “summit for democracy” as an idea of key importance.19 

That subject, albeit in a slightly different form, was discussed specifically 
with respect to China by Heiko Maas and his French counterpart Jean-
Yves Le Drian in a joint article published by The Washington Post. They 
commented that, “Under a Biden administration, the compass needle of US 
foreign policy will continue to gravitate toward China, which we see as a 
partner, competitor, and systemic rival at the same time.” They believe that 
the EU should “maintain necessary avenues of cooperation with Beijing” 
when the world is confronted with global challenges such as the COVID19 
pandemic and climate change, and act in close cooperation with the US.20 

Xenophobia in its various forms and manifestations – primarily 
Russophobia and Sinophobia – has left a major mark on the ideological 
positions of the US political, intellectual, and media establishment. As a 
rule, it becomes more extreme as contradictions with Russia and China 
intensify. Of particular significance in this context is the fact that the 
campaign is increasingly emphasizing the leading role of the Communist 
Party of China, hearkening back, as it were, to the anti-communism and 
anti-Sovietism of the period of the East-West confrontation.

The Communist Party of China is seen as the core of its political 
system, so a clearly visible attempt is being made to stir up opposition 
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between the government and the interests of the people. The stake is 
on training members of the domestic opposition, on social and political 
destabilization, and on encouraging separatism in certain regions, such 
as Hong Kong, Tibet, and the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region. The 
Hong Kong Human Rights and Democracy Act was passed [in the US] in 
November 2019. The possibilities of using expat communities, diasporas 
of overseas Chinese who have a certain quota at the Chinese People’s 
Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), are being explored. As for 
Russophobia, it is rooted in the ideological and political justification of 
the “Soviet threat” formula that has been translated in present-day realities 
into the “Russian threat” formula.

The Axiological Component of Information Warfare

TODAY, very much as during the first Cold War, values are treated as 
a highly important component of the ideological-political-cultural 
confrontation. In September 2020, during his election campaign, Joe 
Biden said that as president, he would put values back at the center of 
American foreign policy.21 After becoming president, he proclaimed what 
those values are. Concessions and compromises are possible in the realm 
of interests but are difficult or even impossible in the realm of values. That 
is why for both sides the conflict is existential. Protecting the values of 
liberalism, the liberal/unipolar world order, the “deep state,” hegemony, 
the superpower status, the “city on a hill” and other attributes of the idea 
of the American Century turn out to be primary from the standpoint of the 
physical survival of the US in its present state and consequently its vital 
national interests. 

Washington has nothing to brag of in this sphere except the principles 
of liberalism that are outdated or even gradually losing vitality. Researchers 
and analysts are convinced that the US is gradually losing not only its 
economic and technological, but also its ideological and informational 
superiority. This is confirmed by the greater resilience of the so-called 
authoritarian regimes or nonliberal democracies in the face of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. China and Singapore convincingly demonstrated 
that authoritarian regimes can cope with cardinal challenges, primarily in 
the economic and technological spheres, as successfully or even better 
than democracies. This seems to bear out to a certain extent the opinion of 
those analysts who wrote that the US did not pass the test of the COVID19 
pandemic – or, as Richard Haass, president of the Council on Foreign 
Relations, puts it: “The United States has failed the leadership test.”22  
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It seems as if the world is watching the desacralization of the US, if 
not the West as a whole. The philosophical component of the ideology of 
the liberal/unipolar world order has gone bankrupt, which makes it much 
harder to find adequate ideological and thus strategic responses to new 
challenges. 

Social and political stability and the steadily growing economic and 
material wellbeing of vast segments of the population allowed the US-led 
West to ensure the legitimacy and attractiveness of the values and principles 
of liberalism and political democracy and to promote and impose them on 
other peoples. Problems started to arise as these advantages shrunk together 
with their potentials. This is fully confirmed by the perturbations and problems 
created by the tectonic shifts of the last decade. They became especially 
obvious due to the crisis of the last years exacerbated by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Today, liberalism is better described as a mix of the principles 
of libertarianism and radical versions of liberalism, environmentalism, 
feminism, democratic socialism, and new humanism kept together by 
obvious censorship and the newspeak of political correctness.

The great reformers of the 20th century (whether liberal or social-
democratic), the founding fathers of the welfare state such as John Maynard 
Keynes, Franklin Roosevelt, Willy Brandt, and Olof Palme would turn 
in their graves if they learned about these metamorphoses. They would 
have acknowledged that liberalism, political democracy, and the liberal/
unipolar world order have failed the test of history, having lost their sheen 
and magic. In other words, the ideology of Washington’s foreign policy 
strategy stands on outdated values and principles of liberalism and the 
unipolar world order that no longer correspond to reality and are therefore 
unable to adequately meet the new challenges and threats. 

Attempts to extrapolate the realities of the past to the rapidly changing, 
more dynamic than static world seem utopian. The achievements of the 
past can hardly be brought back using the old methods that in essence gave 
rise to the phenomenon of Trump and Trumpism in the US and nationalism, 
populism, Euroscepticism, and separatism in Europe.

To a certain extent, the achievements of China and Singapore have 
become a kind of condemnation of liberalism and liberal democracy. 
The experience of these two authoritarian states has demonstrated that it 
is time for a socio-philosophical reassessment of the forms of political 
self-organization of peoples with an organic socio-cultural system and 
political culture. It seems that Joe Biden is unaware of the new world in 
which he intends to revive the dilapidated values and ideas of liberalism. 
It remains to be seen whether Biden and his team are able to realize that 



The Ideologization of America’s Foreign Policy Strategy 67

hegemonic claims to dominate the world are inconsistent with the real 
capabilities of the empire, that the US’s claims significantly exceed its real 
economic, technological, human, military-political, and other resources. 
What is important is the fact that the protectors of the “deep state” and 
the liberal/unipolar world order do not understand or refuse to accept that 
many nations no longer fear America. It proved unable to “bring Russia to 
senses,” to subjugate or “destroy” it.

In all fairness, it should be said that Biden did say that “we cannot and 
must not return to the reflective [reflexive] opposition and rigid blocs of 
the Cold War. Competition must not lock out cooperation on issues that 
affect us all.”24 He returned his country to the Paris Climate Agreement, 
the World Health Organization, extended the New START treaty with 
Russia, and is taking steps toward resuming negotiations on the Iranian 
nuclear deal. A Russian-American summit was finally organized.

Due to a wide set of factors, it is too early to talk about the unity of the 
Euro-Atlantic world in the current situation. With all possible reservations, 
the US and the EU are having to search for answers to identical existential 
challenges. In fact, the destinies and prospects of the peoples of these two 
main components of the collective West depend, albeit to varying degrees 
and in different forms, on those answers. Certain dividing lines in their 
ideological preferences, orientations, and foreign policy strategies are 
inevitable, which is confirmed by the fact that most EU members, while 
seriously criticizing and even condemning Russia’s and China’s policies, 
are maintaining and even expanding trade and economic relations and 
political contacts with them despite Washington’s warnings. 

Moreover, the idea of “strategic autonomy” is gradually taking shape 
in the leading EU countries. In an interview with The Economist, French 
President Emmanuel Macron said: “Europe needs … to start thinking of itself 
strategically as a geopolitical power; otherwise we will no longer be in control 
of our destiny.”24 It remains to be seen whether Europe can attain that status. 
We should also consider the obvious fact that one geopolitical consequence 
of the foreign policy strategy of the West, primarily the US, is the further 
rapprochement of Russia and China. This will probably make it much harder 
for Washington to retake its place “at the head of the table” in the search for 
responses to the challenges and threats cropping up all over the world.
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Question: Aleksandr Ivanovich, first of all, let me congratulate you on 
this high state award – the Medal of Honor, given by decree of the Russian 
president in early July. You’re a career diplomat and have served as 
ambassador in a number of states. Was your new appointment, as executive 
director of the Fund for the Support and Protection of Compatriots Living 
Abroad, a surprise to you? Have you found your place, so to speak? 

Answer: If we’re talking about this appointment, to a certain extent, yes. 
Yet, in another way, in the course of serving 47 years in the diplomatic 
corps, I’ve worked nearly 30 years abroad, including as an ambassador to 
three nations. In this period I had occasion to intimately interact with my 
compatriots and to take on their problems. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration 
to say that this is currently a priority for all our missions abroad. In other 
words, I managed to get acquainted with the compatriot movement, as 
they say, from the other side. Frankly, I can tell you that this gives me a 
serious edge in my new job.

I’m not the one to judge whether I have “found my place” or not.

Q: In terms of providing support to our compatriots, what were you able 
to accomplish as the Russian ambassador to Lithuania and Latvia? Is 
there some interesting experience that could be useful to your colleagues 
in other countries of the world?

A: I think that most Russian Embassies have their own noteworthy 
accomplishments and the know-how to interact with our compatriots. It’s 
important to put them in proper perspective.

Alexander Udaltsov, Executive Director, Fund for the Support and Protection of 
Compatriots Living Abroad
Mr. Udaltsov was interviewed by International Affairs.
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While I was working in Latvia and Lithuania, for example, I got some 
solid experience looking after veterans of the Great Patriotic War, as well 
as [other] fellow citizens who were being persecuted by the authorities 
of these states. I will give you an example that is already 20 years old yet 
resonates even today. There was a Soviet citizen who had participated in 
the war as a partisan – Vasily Makarovich Kononov – who was arrested 
in Latvia. During the years of occupation, he helped break up German 
military formations and took part in armed clashes with local Nazi police, 
for which they tried to convict him.

We established contact with the attorney Mikhail Ioffe, then living in 
Riga, who had taken over the legal defense of this Russian citizen. The line 
of argument turned out to be quite acceptable, and on our recommendation 
was used in the trial. As a result, in June 2000, Kononov was acquitted 
and walked out of the courtroom a free man. After attaching the Russian 
flag to the Ambassador’s car, I drove up to the courthouse, picked Vasily 
Makarovich out of a large crowd of journalists, and drove him home, 
where I handed him the passport of the Russian Federation (at that time he 
had a USSR passport). 

All this incensed the authorities. The next day, a public campaign was 
launched accusing the Russian ambassador of “interfering in the domestic 
affairs of Latvia” and demanding that I be expelled from the country.

But a few days later, it was announced that Russian President Vladimir 
Putin had extended his gratitude to the Russian ambassador to Latvia 
for protecting the rights of our veterans. In this situation, they left me 
alone, but they kept on persecuting Kononov. I tell this story not to boast, 
but because, in my opinion, it provides a good example of a reasonable 
initiative at the local level, the professional pursuit of a legal line of 
defense, and the coordination of actions at various levels.

I would like to touch on one more topic that is very relevant right now: 
actions toward war memorials abroad, or rather the roughshod attacks on 
the graves of Soviet soldiers/liberators in a number of European countries. 
The most brazen example of these took place in Poland, where around 450 
of the 560 monuments and memorials to our soldiers were taken down! 
Indeed, this is a manifestation of villainy that has been raised to the level 
of state policy.

In Lithuania, since December 2017, the authorities have not once given 
the Russian Embassy permission to do repairs to the gravesites of Soviet 
soldiers. They are apparently counting on the sites falling apart on their 
own. And that’s pretty much what is happening. In this case, the embassy 
suggested that Moscow do likewise with the activities of Lithuanians on 
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Russian territory, at the burial sites of exiled Lithuanians in the 1940s and 
postwar years – first of all, by suspending the annual youth event “Mission 
Siberia.” 

I want to point out that these two issues were not linked at random: 
Until 2013, our nations’ Ministries of Foreign Affairs had been preparing 
a draft intergovernmental agreement on military burial sites in Lithuania 
and burial sites for victims of political repression in Russia. This document 
clearly laid out a mechanism for coordinating and carrying out repair and 
restoration in both countries. However, the Lithuanian side unexpectedly 
stopped negotiations on the agreement and later, as I said, suspended its 
implementation in Lithuania.

Under these circumstances and at the suggestion of the embassy, a 
decision was made: Based on the principle of reciprocity, in response to 
the actions of the Lithuanian authorities, any restoration and repair work 
on the territory of Russia by the 
aforementioned “Mission Siberia” 
would be suspended. The same 
applied to other visiting groups, of 
which there turned out to be quite 
a few. And, I must note, they often 
carried out their events without any 
official approval.

It should be said that the retaliatory move taken by Moscow came 
as a surprise to Vilnius: They had already begun to consider regular 
expeditions of Lithuanians to Siberia an important component in the 
process of educating their youth in a spirit of distrust and bias against 
their “unpredictable and cruel” neighbor – who throughout all periods in 
history, according to them, has engaged in deportations and repression 
of Lithuanian citizens and occupation of their lands. An important point: 
The participants in “Mission Siberia,” as part of their preparation for trips 
to Russia, did restoration work in the bunkers of the so-called “forest 
brothers” who exterminated the civilian population and representatives of 
state agencies in postwar Lithuania.

I am dwelling on this theme because preserving the memory of Soviet 
soldiers who died while fighting to free Europe is the common duty of 
Russians and our compatriots. I am certain that more efforts must be made 
to combat this historical free-for-all, both in Moscow – including within 
the framework of bilateral relations with certain states – and at the local 
level. In this sense, more devoted attention to the graves of our forefathers 
on the part of our compatriots would be very much appreciated right now.

The main problem is the 
atmosphere of Russo-
phobia and demonization 
of Russia whipped up by 
the collective West.
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And one more point. The way I see it, neither the gravesites of exiled 
Lithuanians of that time nor those of people from other nations should 
be neglected. We must remember those victims of political repression 
and find a way to keep their graves in decent condition. I will tell you 
frankly, in both Latvia and Lithuania, I had occasion to meet with ordinary 
residents of these countries who on their own accord were taking care of 
Soviet soldiers’ gravesites.

Q: In your opinion, what is the reason for such a negative view, even hatred, 
toward Russia in the Baltic states? If we refer to history, it was thanks to 
the Russian Empire, and later the USSR, that the Baltic countries grew in 
territory, developed economically and, in particular, why Latvia, Lithuania, 
and Estonia gained statehood. Note that in Soviet times, many of their current 
nationalist politicians were [Communist] Party activists and Komsomol 
members. Did these people have such great hypocrisy and duplicity that 
under Soviet rule they hid their Russophobic sentiments deep inside? 

A: Your question – which in my opinion, contains the answer – is 
quite justified and complex. But we are obliged to handle all this with 
documentary evidence, in order to properly fend off the array of delusional 
attacks on our country by the new interpreters of history. Moreover, in 
this case we should not take a defensive position but get ahead of the 
curve, especially since the anti-Russian moves of our antagonists are quite 
predictable. We will take on any issue from our shared past.

In order to do this work more actively, it seems that organizational 
measures need to be taken as well. A number of countries making claims, 
accusations, and demands against Russia, which are based mainly on the 
past, have in recent years been setting up special state organizations – 
known in some cases as “institutes of national memory” or “institutes of 
resistance” (to the occupation, etc.). I want to stress: We’re not talking 
about research institutes, but rather state-funded organizations. 

In Lithuania, for instance, there is such an organization called the 
Genocide and Resistance Research Centre of Lithuania. This is a state 
entity that engages in the following, according to its founding documents: 
“the study of genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes in 
Lithuania; the study of the persecution of local residents by occupying 
regimes; the study of armed and unarmed resistance to occupying regimes; 
the initiation of the legal evaluation of the activities of the organizers and 
implementers of genocide; and the commemoration of freedom fighters 
and genocide victims.” 
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The center coordinates the activities of other organizations in these 
areas, and reports to the Seimas and the national government of Lithuania. 
It defines its priority activities as follows: 

1. Scientific analysis of the processes that occurred during the Soviet 
and Nazi occupations and dissemination of the results of the analysis 

2. Commemoration of the key resistance events and personalities and 
celebration of anniversaries

3. Work with youth aimed at deepening their knowledge of 20th century 
history acquired at school and developing their ability to independently 
evaluate historical processes.

The center helps implement national programs [and interagency 
plans] such as caring for graves of Lithuanian deportees and political 
prisoners and for monuments marking their burial places, as well as 
verifying and analyzing published documents of the secret services of 
the former USSR.

As you pointed out, this document mentions “Soviet and Nazi 
occupation,” but the lion’s share of attention, time, and money is dedicated 
to the “Soviet occupation,” of which there were two in Vilnius.

In other words, such “institutes” have been turned into what are really 
centers for resistance to Russia, and their activities have been intensifying 
to a point that, you must agree, we are feeling this ourselves.

It seems there is a need to create an appropriate permanent body in our 
country that would bring together, coordinate, and direct work to preserve 
and advance the history of Russian statehood, including the historical, 
political, economic, military, and other components of this process. I’m 
certain that we will reach such a point, but it’s important, I think, not to 
waste a lot of time on it.

Now, as for the Balts’ hatred toward Russia that you talked about. 
While working in Latvia and Lithuania, I traveled widely throughout 
both nations, communicating often with people in various circumstances, 
and discussing relations between our states, the prospects thereof, etc. I 
would like to emphasize: During these years, I never, in the course of such 
contacts, encountered manifestations of ill will, let alone hostility, from the 
Latvians or Lithuanians I talked with. Rather, on the contrary, I felt from 
them a mutual interest in communicating, maintaining, and developing 
ties across various fields, and interest in simple human connection with 
Russians. When I say this, people will object that public opinion polls 
in these countries indicate a rise in negative sentiments toward Russia. 
Unfortunately, this is the case. Moreover, in our country, people’s attitudes 
toward the Baltic states are, to put it mildly, not improving either, for 
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obvious reasons. There are many reasons for this sad trend, and they 
certainly have not been created by us.

First off, in the Baltic countries, one should take into account the 
virulent, essentially anti-Russian propaganda that the population is being 
fed, and for several years now. This kind of “intelligence work” is bolstered 
by tough measures to suppress dissent, the adoption of laws that enshrine 
a “new reading” of history, and so on. For example, in Lithuania, denial of 
the “Soviet occupation” is now a prosecutable legal offense.

Finally, one cannot help taking a serious look at the “moral compass” 
of the initiators and organizers of the “anti-Moscow U-turn” – i.e., 
representatives of the ruling elite and some political parties. An important 
point: Over the last few years, these states, including Lithuania, have 
been publishing declassified documents of state security committees that 
feature lists of local citizens who collaborated with them. The Lithuanian 
list includes many current political figures, from heads of state and 
foreign ministers to opposition leaders. It is significant that not one of 
the aforementioned persons came forward with a refutation, apparently 
assuming that no one believes these “leaks” anyway. But I do.

In this regard, a few personal remarks.
First of all, it is quite obvious that the Baltic countries do not have a 

well thought-out and long-term policy of their own toward Russia that 
fully takes into account their true national interests. They are content 
with the five well-known principles of the European Union concerning 
our country, and they see their task as spurring on their “big neighbor’s” 
isolation, demonization, and internal political crisis.

Currently, the Baltic ruling elites are unable to offer the world 
around them any constructive projects or winning scenarios; they lack 
the political, economic, and downright moral wherewithal to do so. In 
this situation, those in power in Vilnius, Riga, and Tallinn consider the 
preferable development option to be the conflict-driven one, so to speak. 
Those in the capitals believe that the critical object is clearly the Soviet 
Union and its “successor” – Russia. And the fight against Russia will reap 
more dividends both from the outside (the united West) and from within – 
by strengthening “national-patriotic” principles and eradicating dissent. 
And this is essentially what is happening – to a certain extent.

This kind of policy, driven by a sense of entitlement and opportunism, 
cannot last forever.

In the current crisis in our relations with the Baltic countries, it seems 
necessary to maintain the political pause in contacts with them – which, 
again, was not initiated by us. In the meantime, we should redouble our 
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efforts to pursue our own national interests in this region and likewise 
bolster our positions on all negotiating platforms. 

I had occasion to work for several years as an ambassador-at-large and 
then as the ambassador to Lithuania, where I worked on foreign policy 
aspects of sustainability in Kaliningrad Province. We were in charge of 
procuring supplies to construct new ports, including the deep-water ports 
of Pionersky and Yantamy, and to build a fleet of new ferries for freight, 
passengers, and cruises. We also worked to enhance energy independence; 
to create a system of storage facilities for liquefied natural gas; to continue 
intensive development of the tourism sector, and so on. I am pleased to 
say that much in this regard is being successfully implemented. In other 
words, the westernmost region of our country is already becoming a 
serious competitor to its neighbors in various respects. This, it seems to 
me, is our very effective “answer to Chamberlain.” 

Q: What high-profile court cases involving our compatriots do you recall, 
and how did they end? Does the Fund get involved in such cases? 

A: Recently, there has been an uptick in the number of gross violations 
of the rights of national minorities, refugees, and migrants, along with 
infringements of people’s socioeconomic and political rights. The 
encroachments on their lives, honor and dignity, freedom of speech, and 
media activity have raised concern. In the current challenging conditions for 
Russia and our diaspora, a provision of our nation’s updated Constitution 
takes on particular importance. It states that the Russian Federation is to 
provide support to its compatriots living abroad in the exercise of their 
rights, the protection of their interests, and the preservation of Russian 
cultural identity (Art. 69, Par. 3). In this context, demand for the Fund is 
significantly increasing with regard to legal assistance for our citizens in 
national and international courts.

I can say that last year alone, the Fund allocated more than 33 million 
rubles to pay attorney fees for the legal protection of these citizens, many 
of whom are being persecuted by local authorities for their public activities 
and principled positions in standing up for the interests of members of the 
Russian world. In the Baltic countries and Ukraine, our compatriots are 
also being tried on trumped-up charges of threatening national security. 
The most high-profile case is titled “On the events of January 12, 1991, in 
Vilnius,” which involves 67 defendants, including former soldiers of the 
Soviet Army, members of the USSR KGB’s special operations Alpha unit, 
and national and political leaders of the Lithuanian SSR. The Russian side 
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has repeatedly stated that the trial is unambiguously political in nature 
and is being conducted with disregard for basic principles of international 
law. In violation of general principles of law, charges were brought under 
articles that did not exist in the Lithuanian Criminal Code at the time of the 
events. In December 2019, the Vilnius Regional Court handed down unjust 
convictions in this case, qualifying defendants’ actions as war crimes and 
crimes against humanity on the territory of Lithuania.

In this trial, the Fund paid for the legal services of local attorneys to 
defend the rights of four defendants: Yury Mel, Gennady Ivanov, Albertas 
Galinaitis, and Mikhail Golovatov. The attorneys filed relevant appeals and 
formulated a line of defense and argumentation against the prosecution. 
The Court of Appeals rendered its verdict on March 31, 2021. According to 
the ruling and contrary to common sense, the terms of imprisonment were 
increased at the insistence of the prosecutors. For instance, Yury Mel’, who 
was already due to be released on March 12 after having completely served 
the seven-year prison sentence given to him by the court, received another 
three years in captivity. Gennady Ivanov’s term was increased from four to 
five years. The Fund is continuing to work on this situation.

For example, in April we arranged for Mel’s attorney, Risardas Burda, 
to meet with representatives of relevant agencies in Moscow, where 
further steps were outlined for the Russian defendant’s legal protection. 
The Fund has financed the defense of another Russian citizen, Konstantin 
Nikulin, who was unjustly sentenced to life imprisonment for his alleged 
participation in the murder of Lithuanian customs officers in the town of 
Medininkai on July 30, 1991. His case is currently being considered by the 
European Court of Human Rights.

A precedent-setting case in Latvia centers around Igor Kozyrev, an 
activist of the Headquarters for the Protection of Russian Schools, who 
was prosecuted by the State Security Service and managed to obtain an 
acquittal in late 2019. In 2020, an attorney whose services were paid 
for by the Fund filed a suit against the State Security Service of Latvia, 
demanding compensation for material and psychological harm caused to 
his client. Those complaints are still under consideration.

The Fund has paid for attorneys to defend Russian citizens Viktor 
Bout and Konstantin Yaroshenko in US courts. Both were victims of a 
deliberate provocation by American intelligence services. 

These are just some of the cases in which the Fund is involved. 
Naturally, the list goes on. It is important to emphasize that with foreign 
policy being what it is these days, the number of applications to the Fund 
for judicial protection continues to grow.
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Naturally, the increasing amount of judicial protection abroad for 
Russian citizens and compatriots, which is often sorely needed from both 
a political and legal standpoint, requires an increase in the amount of 
funding for this kind of activity on our part.

By the way, I would like to add that last year the amount of money 
allocated to the Fund for its primary activities tripled. This happened 
thanks to the personal participation of Federation Council Chairwoman 
Valentina Matviyenko and Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergei Lavrov.

Q: What problems does the Fund face abroad? Is there any coordination 
with government bodies of foreign states? 

A: The main problem is the atmosphere of Russophobia and demonization 
of Russia whipped up by the collective West. This most negatively affects 
the legal status of our citizens, most often in countries with a difficult 
human rights situation, such as Great Britain, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 
the US, Ukraine, the Czech Republic, and Estonia. 

The main efforts of these states’ authorities are aimed at limiting 
our compatriots’ access to obtaining reliable and objective information 
about Russia: its successes, victories, and achievements. The topic of the 
Great Patriotic War, and even more broadly of the Second World War, is 
interpreted in a number of countries as if both Berlin and Moscow were 
responsible for unleashing hostilities. The decisive role of the Red Army 
in the defeat of Nazi Germany and in the liberation of many European 
states from the “brown plague” is being denied. History is falsified, 
national collaborators of the fascists are glorified, access to Russian 
media is blocked, journalists of Russian-language publications who 
speak and write positively about Russia are persecuted, and activists of 
the national movement are hounded and repressed for taking action to 
defend their legitimate rights and interests. There are known cases where 
local authorities have prevented the search for unnamed burial sites of 
Red Army soldiers, as well as the care of existing military graves and 
memorials.

As for our organization itself, the attitude toward it on the part of 
foreign authorities varies from state to state. For example, in the annual 
public reports of the Baltic states’ special forces, the Fund is practically 
lumped together with entities that “pose a threat to national security.” They 
don’t allow our staff to enter their countries in any official capacity. We are 
totally banned from Ukraine. Putting labels on the Russian Fund for the 
Support and Protection of Compatriots Living Abroad is patently absurd. 
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It is further evidence of the serious problems that exist [in other countries] 
with national minorities and human rights.

In this regard, I will mention one more important aspect. The 
overwhelming majority of countries where our Russian compatriots live 
have their own, sometimes quite numerous diasporas in Russia. And we see 
that their governments are concerned about them, which is quite natural. It’s 
only logical that in these cases – let’s call them “diasporic” – the principle 
of reciprocity should also be observed. I don’t mention this by chance: 
There are many cases where certain regions of our country are granting 
foreign diasporas “most favored nation” status (which, in principle, is not 
bad), but sometimes this [status] also applies to representatives of those 
countries where our Russian brothers and sisters are being oppressed. As 
I see it, this problem should be more actively woven into the fabric of 
interstate relations between various states. In my opinion, there can be no 
normal relations with those [countries] where the rights of our compatriots 
are being violated.

But there are also positive examples. In Bulgaria, Greece, Georgia, and 
a number of other countries, Russians who live there and work with the 
Fund are maintaining contacts with relevant local institutions and getting 
support from them, including with respect to human rights.

I would like to emphasize: The Fund, within the bounds of its authority, 
is ready to have direct contact and interact with government agencies and 
public organizations in various countries to resolve certain specific issues 
and problems faced by our compatriots. In short, we are open to dialogue. 

By the way, the Fund’s Charter provides for the possibility of opening 
representative offices or branches abroad and on the territory of Russia. 
This is worth thinking about.
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ASSESSING the friendliness of communication regimes is imperative 
given the increasing role of communications and information in 
international affairs; the fragmentation of the global communication 
order (which has failed to develop despite the efforts of global 
institutions and UN agencies); and the desire to create a multipolar 
world and establish good neighborly relations if not across the world, 
then at least in some of its regions and between countries in bilateral and 
multilateral formats. Interest in the issue increased significantly after the 
Decree of the President of the Russian Federation No. 243 was signed 
on April 23, 2021, On Measures (Countermeasures) against Unfriendly 
Actions of Foreign States. Despite the already existing Federal Law 
No. 127-FZ of April 6, 2018, On Measures (Countermeasures) against 
Unfriendly Actions of the United States of America and Other Foreign 
States, the new decree touched off heated debate and garnered a lot 
of international attention. An analysis of sociopolitical discourse has 
allowed us to identify the principal approaches and criteria that have 
served as a guide for Russia in assessing the unfriendliness of countries. 
This is important for understanding the essence of friendliness in 
international relations.
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Criteria for Assessing the Unfriendliness of Countries in Russian 
Sociopolitical Discourse

AN ANALYSIS of speeches by representatives of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, the Federation Council, and the Russian Security Council 
shows that the criteria for evaluating the unfriendliness of countries 
are associated primarily with threats to Russia’s national interests and 
security and the emerging multipolar system of international relations. 
Unfriendliness criteria include factors that impede the implementation 
of the goals and principles of the UN Charter, the sovereign equality of 
states, noninterference in their domestic affairs, the settlement of disputes 
by political and diplomatic means, the rejection of the threat of force or 
its use, as well as factors that hinder the building of a “sustainable balance 
of interests that corresponds to the new realities given the objective 
strengthening of new centers of economic growth and financial and 
political influence” [1].

The policy of a country is considered unfriendly “when certain rules are 
developed behind the back of most of the world community and are then 
imposed on others,” causing “tangible damage to the central coordinating 
role of the UN in world affairs” [2] and constituting attempts by the US 
and the EU to impose totalitarianism and require that everyone comply 
with their rules and observe the order established by them, forgetting 
about the norms of international law [3].

The following are indicators of countries’ unfriendliness:
• systematic unfriendly statements about Russia, participation in illegal 

sanctions, interference in the domestic affairs of the Russian Federation 
from the territory of a foreign country, destructive anti-Russian activities, 
and consistent “anti-Russian outbursts” [4]

• the attitude of foreign states toward Russian memorials and historical 
memory and deliberate state policy to distort historical facts (for example, 
Poland’s decommunization concept) [5]

• the systematic introduction of sanctions and the expulsion of Russian 
diplomats [6].

The above approaches allow us to conclude that the dominant concept 
in evaluating the degree of friendliness/unfriendliness of countries is 
that of securitization. A friendly country is one that poses relatively 
few threats to another country. The security narrative is clearly visible 
in interpretations of friendliness. This approach to assessing friendliness 
is also typical of a number of studies conducted abroad (Barry Buzan, 
Alexander Wendt [7], Arnold Wolfers [8]) and in Russia (Hyunjung Kim 
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[9], A.N. Fartyshev [10]). Thus, a friendly country is one that at least does 
not threaten the security of another country’s national interests, goals, 
and priorities; ideally, it also agrees with the other country on mutually 
beneficial cooperation.

Friendliness as a Characteristic of Country Communication Regimes

IN OUR CASE, we are studying not the general friendliness of countries, but 
the friendliness of their communication regimes. Communication regimes 
establish the framework for interstate relations, significantly influencing 
not only the structure of communication (at the country, regional, or 
international levels) but also the nature and content of communications. 
This is because communication regimes establish communication norms 
and rules, and determine penalties for their violation.

In October 2020, the National Research Institute for Communications 
Development (NIIRK) declared its main research area to be the analysis of 
country communication regimes and the development of a corresponding 
research methodology. An 
upcoming assessment of the 
friendliness of such regimes 
and the compilation of the 
First Country Communication 
Regimes Friendliness Ranking 
was announced at the same time 
[11]. In one of our first publications in International Affairs, we defined 
a country communication regime as a controllable or partly controllable 
system of formal and informal norms, rules, actors, and instruments 
forming the basis for domestic and cross-border communication [12]. We 
view communication regimes as a special form of the institutionalization 
of a country’s sociopolitical communications, with friendliness as one of 
its characteristics.

In a broad sense, friendliness can be viewed as a communications 
attribute that allows countries to develop mostly mutually benevolent 
relations based on friendship and good-neighborliness. Macmillan 
Dictionary defines a friendly country as one that has good relations with 
another country and is not its enemy, while friendship is understood as 
good relations between countries or governments, in which they help and 
support each other [13].

Sometimes the substantive aspect of friendliness is enshrined in state 
documents – for example, the Agreement Between the Russian Federation 

The degree of friendliness is 
practically directly related to 
the degree of threats to na-
tional security and to the ex-
ercise of national interests.
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and the Republic of Kazakhstan on Good-Neighborliness and Alliance in 
the 21st Century [14], the Treaty on the Establishment of the Union State 
of the Russian Federation and the Republic of Belarus [15], and the Treaty 
of Good-Neighborliness and Friendly Cooperation Between the People’s 
Republic of China and the Russian Federation [16] – that emphasize that 
the parties do not use force or the threat of force in their relations, do not 
use economic and other means of pressure against each other, and resolve 
differences with each other exclusively by peaceful means.

Chinese scholarship analyzes the issue of friendliness from a 
holistic perspective, invoking the tenets of Confucianism and the ideas 
of a peaceful community. Wang Jie, a researcher at the Central Party 
School (National School of Government), expressed the philosophy 
of friendliness with the phrase: “Everyone develops together without 
harming each other and walks along the road hand in hand without 
contradicting each other” [17].

Often, friendliness is viewed through the category of good-
neighborliness, which reflects both territorial and substantive or value 
aspects of neighborly relations: peace, mutual assistance, respect for 
each other’s values and traditions, as well as expansion of areas and 
instruments of cooperation [18]. The concept of the good neighbor policy 
was actually introduced in Franklin D. Roosevelt’s inaugural address in 
the early 1930s. Roosevelt outlined the following principles of being a 
good neighbor: (1) the neighbor who resolutely respects himself and, 
because he does so, respects the rights of others; (2) the neighbor who 
respects his obligations and respects the sanctity of his agreements [19]. 
In modern Western sociopolitical thought, the “friendliness-hostility 
pattern” is understood as “a specific pattern that characterizes sympathies 
and fears in the region and emerges locally as a result of the interaction 
of political, historical, and material conditions” [20]. Depending on the 
role of countries (enemies/rivals/friends), the social structures of anarchy 
can give rise to a particular friendliness-hostility pattern coming from an 
integrated spectrum of conflict formations, security regimes, and security 
communities [21]. Unfriendliness is more characteristic of enemies (i.e., 
opponents who are ready to resort to violence against each other, according 
to Buzan) and rivals (i.e., competitors who are ready to resort to violence 
against each other to further their interests, but nevertheless avoid mutual 
destruction), while friendliness is more characteristic of friends (i.e., 
allies, who do not use force to resolve disputes [with each other] and who 
jointly repel threats to common security) [22]. Alliance is understood as 
unification, connection, and unity for any purpose [23].



Friendliness of Country Communication Regimes 83

Summarizing the above, we can define friendliness as:
• the absence of threats to the security of a country and the 

multipolarity of the world (in this case, the concept of securitization forms 
the methodological basis for research)

• the absence of obstacles from another state hindering the realization 
of the national interests of cooperating parties (in this case, the concept of 
classical realism forms the methodological basis for research)

• amicable relations between countries built on mutual respect and the 
values of peaceful coexistence (in this case, political constructivism forms 
the methodological basis for research).

The friendliness of country communication regimes is manifest in the 
existence of legal and political conditions for the conflict-free development 
of political, humanitarian, economic, and other communications by state 
and nonstate actors and information exchange. We proceed from the fact 
that a country communication regime is an organized open system in which 
information exchange, both within a country and internationally, is never 
completely free and spontaneous, but instead takes place within parameters 
determined by consciously constructed goals and interests of a country’s 
development. The formation and development of a communication regime 
is not spontaneous; it is a programmed and controlled process. Accordingly, 
an agent consciously manages the processes and constructs the foundations 
of communications between countries. Knowing its friendliness criteria is 
key to understanding the communication regime.

Methodology for Assessing the Friendliness of Country 
Communication Regimes

FRIENDLINESS criteria depend on the objectives of the evaluator and 
range widely from an assessment of a country’s friendliness toward foreign 
investors (in particular, in the assessment of the country’s risks [24]), to 
the very specific assessment of friendliness toward LGBT communities 
(ILGA-Europe [25]). Methods of assessing friendliness also vary 
widely. Surveys are used most often (as public opinion researchers did in 
Kazakhstan, for example) [26], but more complex approaches also exist 
(for example, the qualitative and quantitative methodology of discourse-
historical discourse analysis and content analysis used in Hyunjung Kim’s 
dissertation [27]).

We have developed a methodology to comprehensively assess 
the friendliness of country communication regimes. The analysis of 
a country communication regime involves analyzing normative legal 
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documents; traditions and customs; the structure and behavior of actors 
regulating foreign policy communications; business communications; 
communication in the field of science, education, and culture; media 
communications; civil society communications (including NGOs); the 
language of communication, friendliness of the atmosphere toward 
representatives from another country, etc.

Certain groups of criteria correspond to each area of evaluating 
the friendliness of communication: (1) criteria for the friendliness of 
foreign policy communication; (2) business communication; (3) science 
communication; (4) education communication; (5) culture communication; 
(6) media communication; (7) civil society communication; (8) opportunities 
and peculiarities of communication in Russian; (9) information policy toward 
Russia; (10) the position of the Russian-speaking population; tolerance and 
hospitality of the environment; (11) the policy toward the past (historical 
memory policy is classified in a separate group, since interpretations of 
the past are used “as an offensive and defensive weapon in matters of the 
legitimacy of the country’s political regime and as the basis for sovereign 
control over territory and for achieving advantages ... of one country or 
group of states within the framework of geopolitical competition” [28]); 
(12) other criteria (interfaith dialogue, migration policy, etc.)

Criteria and indicators are specified in detail for each of the 12 
groups. For example, when assessing the friendliness of foreign policy 
communications, we assess Russia’s status as a partner state in foreign 
policy dialogue; Russia’s status as a partner state in international business 
dialogue; self-identification of the countries in question as part of a common 
civilization with Russia; joint participation in multinational associations 
with Russia; a country’s membership in alliances that potentially threaten 
the integrity and security of Russia (NATO); solidarity in international 
organizations on issues important for the development of multipolarity; 
the subjective positions of heads of state regarding Russia, the quality and 
intensity of communications from heads of state; dependence of a country’s 
communication regime on external actors; implementation of agreements 
on confidence in the field of information exchange and protection.

Using the first group of criteria as a basis, we can clearly see that 
the analysis of friendliness for all 12 groups requires the use of content 
analysis and discourse analysis methodologies, as well as in-depth 
interviews of experts. In general, for 12 groups, we developed and tested 
about 80 measurable criteria for assessing friendliness. The results of the 
study will be published at the end of 2021 in the form of the First Country 
Communication Regimes Friendliness Ranking.
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Some Aspects to Consider When Assessing the Friendliness 
of Country Communication Regimes

THE FRIENDLINESS of a country communication regime is derived 
from its domestic characteristics and accentuations of its sociopolitical 
communications. Therefore, it is first necessary to study the domestic 
communication regime of a given country – namely, to identify the 
sociopolitical communication mechanism, laws and informal rules 
observed in sociopolitical communication; the regime’s controllability (by 
domestic and/or foreign actors); the degree to which decisions depend on 
outside actors; the goals and objectives of state information policy; and 
the severity of punishments for those who violate the rules and norms of 
sociopolitical communications.

Friendliness is a dynamic category; it changes depending on changes in 
the domestic and foreign policy environment. Ideas about the friendliness 
or hostility of other countries are formed under the influence of political 
events within a country, international events, national and religious factors, 
the media, and the Internet. In this regard, current domestic and foreign 
policy contexts need to be considered when assessing friendliness.

At the same time, there are some friendliness-hostility constants that 
have historically formed into patterns that are reproduced in current foreign 
policy practice. Identifying such patterns and the actors reproducing them 
is no less important than understanding the communication regime’s 
political agenda. Thus, it is necessary to analyze the sociocultural (including 
religious) factors that determine the decisions and communications of 
people and political elites.

Since the media and the Internet play an extraordinary role in the 
transmission of friendliness-unfriendliness formulas, it is important to 
examine the laws, norms, and rules governing the right to freedom of 
information; the legal environment for national and foreign media; and the 
distinctive features of online sociopolitical communications.

Another aspect has to do with a contradiction in modern approaches to 
the interpretation of the friendliness of country communication regimes. 
On one hand, modern researchers (often decision-making politicians) 
proceed from the concept of the free exchange of information and, on 
this basis, they propose different configurations of an open society and 
open governance, condemn nontransparent regimes, etc. This approach 
is part of the liberal free-market discourse (which includes the media 
and information market) in which a friendly communication regime is 
understood as the opportunity for free access to information and free 



86 INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

information exchange by all participants in international communication; 
lack of strong state control over communications and the dissemination of 
information; and a communication space organized according to market 
principles.

However, we see that in reality, the formation of a communication 
regime and its degree of friendliness toward other countries are assessed 
from the standpoint of safeguarding security and creating conditions for 
implementing national goals and priorities. When threats arise, the liberal 
discourse of freedom and openness is dialed back, and bans are imposed 
on unwanted information and undesirable information channels. These 
steps are regarded by the other side as unfriendliness. In the coming years, 
this contradiction will likely focus special attention on the factors that 
form the friendliness of country communication regimes.

* * *

THE WEAKENING of US dominance along with the growth of new 
centers of influence creates prerequisites for the localization and 
regionalization of the world communication order and the formation of 
country communication regimes. These regimes establish the rules of 
communication in accordance with their ideas about the value, objectives, 
and means of international communication, and affect the order and 
quality of external state relations. Communication regimes have a number 
of qualitative characteristics, one of which is friendliness.

The fragmentation of the world communication order along state 
borders, the de facto dominance of national legislation and prevalence 
of national actors’ interests over international norms in the international 
practice of the majority of states, and decision-making based on a desire 
to avoid social risks and threats within state borders allow us to draw 
a conclusion about the securitization of the friendliness concept as it 
pertains to country communication regimes: The degree of friendliness is 
practically directly related to the degree of threats to national security and 
to the exercise of national interests.

Taking into account developments in the field of political 
constructivism, let us note the subjectivization of friendliness as 
a phenomenon constructed by the actors who make decisions in a 
country and are authorized to act on behalf of the state in country-
to-country interactions. However, such an approach to analyzing 
country communication regimes would be one-sided. Friendliness 
is formed not only by political actors but also in the process of civil 
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communications. Therefore, a scientific, comprehensive assessment of 
the degree of friendliness of a country communication regime must also 
take account of direct civil communications and historically established 
traditions, customs, and patterns that function as informal regulators of 
communications within a country and between countries. Evaluating the 
entire set of rules and regulations governing country communication 
regimes as well as current practices of the main participants in country-
to-country communications will yield the most objective assessment of 
the friendliness of country communication regimes.
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FAKE news has become one of the most dangerous modern global 
phenomena. The 2016 presidential election campaign in the United States 
was a turning point in the perception of fake news: The publication and viral 
spread of disinformation nearly put an end to the rising political career of 
Donald Trump, who was forced to fiercely fight off lies coming from CNN 
and other media. Due to its unique ability to practically instantly capture 
large audiences and manipulate people’s minds, fake news was put in the 
“absolute” weapons category [4]. In 2016, fake news triggered panic, and 
nobody knew how to thwart it [5] – there were no tested methods to counter 
it [6]. In modern information operations, fake news is a specialized tool for 
controlling people’s minds and behavior.

Fake News

FAKE news is information intended to be provocative and have a viral 
effect. This information may be either patently false, or true and verified 
but taken out of context.
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The sole purpose of fake news is to create buzz over a contrived news 
story with provocative content. Fake news aims to dominate the news 
agenda for a while and seize control of people’s minds and wills [2]. The 
mechanism for spreading fake news is viral dissemination technologies 
that circulate emotionally colored information, thereby producing an 
“emotional infection” [1]. Such information spreads from person to 
person, first within their close circle and then beyond it, like wildfire, 
seizing control of people in geometric progression, much like a disease 
epidemic – hence the terms “viral technology” and “viral effect.” In this 
chain, the recipients of the information are also its main disseminators; 
becoming “infected” with this information makes them so agitated that 
they are compelled to immediately share it with others.

The main feature of fake news is an emotional code as it were – 
appeals, slogans, or other messages appealing to the recipient’s emotions 
rather than reason. This activates the chief dissemination mechanism – 
emotional “infection.” Fake news is usually viral information designed 
to get people worked up and deprive them of any sense of reality before 
they have a chance to go to other sources to verify that information. 
All viral fake news carries an irrational emotional charge (“emotional 
code”) [3]. This is the main indication that a piece of information is most 
likely false.

General Principles for Countering Fake News

THERE are several methods of countering fake news. They are:
1. A “preemptive strike.” If there is an indication that an information 

attack is being planned, the best tactic is to try to forestall it by trying to 
divert public attention from the subject matter of the planned fake news 
attack. If public attention gets drawn to a different sensational event or 
incident, the planned attack may be called off.

2. Intercepting the information agenda once an attack has been 
launched. This begins with the immediate publication in the media and on 
social networks of the official position of a relevant government authority 
that would bring absolute clarity to the situation and leave no room for 
insinuation. This is followed by the regular publication of verifiable facts 
and figures.

3. Asserting one’s own information agenda if the initiative has been 
seized. This means introducing one’s own agenda, and consequently one’s 
own rules of the game, into mass consciousness.

All three methods are used in combination in information conflicts. 
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Skripal Readings, a conference held on March 3-4, 2019, on the anniversary 
of the Salisbury incident, was a classic instance of this counteroperation 
chain (“preemptive strike,” “intercepting the agenda,” “asserting one’s 
own agenda,” “and “controlling the information activity of the adversary”) 
[7].

But it is still extremely difficult to counter fake news. The success 
of countermeasures depends 
mainly on the defending party’s 
technique for asserting its own 
agenda and on its operational 
initiative.

One such technique was 
tested out in October 2020 at the 
political communication track 
(a course for training journalists 
and observers) of the Digoria 
federal youth forum. The track 
focused on training professional 
skills to detect, expose, and 
repel fake news, including totally unexpected misinformation, in real time. 
The technique for repelling fake news was successfully stress-tested.

Objectives of the Political Communication Track

THE political communication track focused on teaching forum participants 
the latest methods to detect, expose, and counter fake news, including by 
launching a counterinformation wave.

Objective of the course: To train five or six teams of Digoria participants 
to professionally repel fake news, including completely unexpected 
disinformation, in real time.

To achieve this goal, the leaders of the track formulated the following 
training objectives:

1. To develop a methodology for detecting and countering fake news.
2. To develop on the basis of this methodology a technique for 

countering fake news with a wave of counterinformation.
3. To form five teams from among forum participants that would be 

able to intercept the initiative from fake news and “nip it in the bud.”
4. To teach the teams a practically automated algorithm for handling 

fake news, even if the latter is completely unexpected information and the 
group does not know its contents in advance.

The methodology for coun-
tering fake news developed 
by Andrey Manoylo and Vla-
dislav Telichko and first test-
ed at the Digoria forum not 
only proved effective but also 
highlighted further opportuni-
ties for training specialists in 
countering fake news
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The methodology was developed by track coordinators Andrey 
Manoylo and Vladislav Telichko. It was clear right from the start that, given 
the diverse composition of the teams (undergraduate and postgraduate 
students who until then had known nothing about fake news except that it 
existed), the technique for countering fake news would work only if each 
team member had only one type of operation to carry out and learned to do 
it almost automatically – the way workers do on a factory assembly line. 
The track coordinators based the organization of the course on that principle. 

During the course, the teams started referring to themselves as 
“information spetsnaz” (“information special forces”).

Methodology

THE course methodology involved the following algorithm:
1. Detection of a fake news story.
2. Initial interception of the information agenda (revealing the story 

as a fake).
3. Creation and publication of a viral counterstory to intercept the 

agenda from the fake story.
4. Launch of a wave of counterinformation to nip the fake story in the bud.
5. Publication of viral supporting content.
6. Immediate analysis of public response.
Each task is to be entrusted to a person specifically trained to carry it out.

Training 

THE training program (approved on September 23, 2020) was divided 
into eight stages:

1. A group of 20 people are divided into five or six teams comprising 
leaders in charge of coordination and the end result; news writers responsible 
for producing viral content countering the fake news; analysts tasked with 
revealing the nature of the fake news and its mechanism of action, and 
publicly dissecting it; and technologists in charge of creating content 
designed to intercept the agenda and launch a wave of counterinformation.

2. Detection. A fake story is taken from the news feed of any large 
news agency. If there are several fake items in the feed, the most nefarious 
is picked.

3. Initial interception of the information agenda (urgent comments). 
A team member urgently seeks comments from an expert: a military 
expert if the fake story deals with a military subject, a virologist if it deals 
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with a COVID-19 issue, etc. The objective is to promptly get hold of any 
influential expert, no matter under what circumstances, even if, say, they 
are dashing off to some appointment, and ask them for a brief assessment 
of the fake story from their professional perspective. Their comments are 
to be a direct quote immediately attached to the fake story on Vbrosam.net 
(“No to Fake Information”), a website for public investigations into fake 
news. This is designed to partially redirect the reader’s attention from the 
fake to the expert’s comments.

4. Analysis. The fake story is analyzed to understand its mechanism, 
objective, likely source, and target audience. This makes it clear what the 
fake news is and what could thwart or counter it.

5. Exposure of the “magic” of the fake. After posting the expert 
comments, team analysts post a brief note on Vbrosam.net explaining how 
the fake story is meant to work and expose its manipulative character. The 
note, an unemotional reference-type text about one page long, in effect 
labels the story as a deliberate fabrication. 

6. First retaliatory strike. A viral video is shot and posted on Vbrosam.
net and elsewhere on the Internet to show people angry at having been 
deceived by the fake story.

7. Second retaliatory strike. It is prepared at the same time as the first 
strike but by other team members. It involves writing an article analyzing 
the fake story in detail. The article is to be posted immediately below the 
note mentioned in Point 5.

8. A wave of counterinformation. The abovementioned video and analytical 
article are to form the basis for a potentially viral flood of countercontent 
(counterstories) released on the Internet and in the media to remove the focus 
from the original fake story and intercept the operational initiative.

This technique, if correctly applied, guarantees that any fake news will 
be nipped in the bud.

Implementation of the Training Program

FIVE teams of five or six persons were formed. Each team member had a 
strict area of specialization:

1. The team leader
2. The communicator, tasked with seeking urgent expert comments
3. The analyst, tasked with dissecting and exposing fake news
4. The technologist, tasked with designing the counterstory and 

counterwave
5. The news writer, tasked with creating potentially viral content.
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All members were to form a chain, joining the process one by one, 
very much how work is organized on a factory assembly line.

The five teams trained step by step, learning one operation at a time 
and achieving the necessary coordination. They used actual fake stories 
from news feeds.

By the middle of the course, the teams had mastered the technique, 
but they still relied on crib notes and took pauses to consider and organize 
their response.

Toward the end of the course, the teams weren’t allowed any pauses 
and were put in situations where they had to react immediately to fake 
news, with “no time to get their act together,” to quote a phrase repeatedly 
used by Russian President Vladimir Putin. The fake news the teams had to 
deal with came unexpectedly; they didn’t know in advance what it would 
be about, but this didn’t catch them off guard.

The surprise aspect stress-tested the teams’ skills. Eventually, the 
participants’ ability to utilize them became instinctual and they no longer 
needed crib notes.

Stress Tests

THE work of one of the groups was shown to high-profile Russian 
journalist Alexey Goreslavsky, a guest of the Digoria Forum. Goreslavsky 
was asked to make up a fake story for one of the teams to deal with. 
Unexpectedness was part of the task:

• The team would not know and have no chance of knowing in advance 
what the story would be about.

• The story was an “out-of-the-blue” matter for the team to deal with, 
and the team had to react immediately, with no time to prepare.

• The team was given seven minutes to analyze and rebuff the story.
The fake story was that Alexey Navalny had been poisoned by water 

from a holy spring (Navalny did in fact begin to feel unwell after drinking 
from a bottle of the popular Holy Spring brand of bottled water). The 
points of the story were:

1. Navalny got poisoned after drinking from a Holy Spring water 
bottle.

2. This proves that water from a holy spring works against an evil spirt.
The team working on the Navalny story named itself Po faktu (“On the 

Fact”) and was led by A.D. Vlasenko.
The team spent no more than the seven minutes given to it to analyze 

and expose the story and create three counterstories that together produced 
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a wave of counterinformation. The team posted its stories in Telegram 
channels and Instagram accounts it had set up and spread them through 
social networks, which triggered a snowballing, chain reaction-like 
increase in subscriptions.

Exposing the Fake Story

THE team’s work on the Navalny story (Fig. 1) was a typical instance 
of dealing with a totally unexpected fake news story: The team had 
not expected the story and had no idea in advance what it would 
be about (Fig. 2) but had to react to it immediately with no time to 
prepare.

Fig. 1. The fake news story

The story consisted of two interconnected claims:
1. Navalny got poisoned after drinking from a Holy Spring water 

bottle.
2. This convincingly proves that water from a holy spring works 

against an evil spirit.
The team had seven minutes to analyze and rebuff the story.
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Fig. 2. The unexpectedness effect (“stress test”)

Intercepting the Initiative

INTERCEPTING the information initiative from the fake news story began 
with the prompt gathering of authoritative expert comments (Fig. 3). The 
communicator was responsible for obtaining these comments. They had 
to be obtained no matter what – it didn’t matter whether the source was 
rushing off to a meeting or was on the subway, in a car, on a plane, or at a 
meeting of the Russian Security Council. 

It didn’t matter if the comments were clumsily worded or even 
incoherent on account of being made in haste or in an awkward 
situation. What did matter was how quickly they could be obtained 
and published: People who are worked up by a fake story need more 
information about the event or incident at the center of the story as fast 
as possible. Prompt expert comments can help fill this gap and supply 
fresh information.

In real life, it would take between 20 and 30 minutes to obtain expert 
comments, so, instead, the team working on the Navalny story simply 
selected random statements on the Internet that seemed to fit the topic 
and presented them as expert comments. The task took two minutes 
(Fig. 3). It was successful. The most fitting find was a statement by 
Dmitry Sidorin, a Russian expert on reputation management, that could 
have been used in diverse contexts: “This information aims to popularize 
the brand.” This assertion formed the basis of the team’s approach to 
dealing with the story. It highlighted the motive for the fake story and 
appeared to show its source.
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Fig. 3. Urgently obtained comments on the Navalny story

First Counterstory 

AS THE first story designed to counter the fake story and seize the 
information initiative, the team chose a hypothetical statement by a Russian 
Orthodox Church spokesman that would have been made immediately 
after the Holy Spring story broke in the media. Though inoffensive and 
restrained, the spokesman’s words were not quoted but cited without 
quotation marks (“an official spokesman for the Russian Orthodox Church 
did not confirm that Holy Spring bottled water has special properties”). To 
this statement the team added:

• a quote from a statement made on a different occasion and on a 
different subject: “The Russian Orthodox Church is planning to buy a 
large quantity of water … for its own needs”

• a photo of another Orthodox priest speaking at a TASS news briefing 
(Fig. 4).

As a result, a sentence consisting of two elements taken out of context 
produced what in real life could have had a viral effect:

• Look, they deny that Holy Spring water has special properties but 
are hastily buying a lot of it for their “own needs.” Thus, while refuting 
the fake story, the ROC spokesman is in effect confirming it through 
contradictory statements.

• The photo shows a Holy Spring water bottle on the table in front of 
the spokesman, thus raising suspicions: “Not only are they going to buy 
some Holy Spring water, but they already have!”
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As a result, the church spokesman’s denial of the spiritual properties of 
Holy Spring water might quickly have evolved into a viral ad: “After the 
Navalny incident, the Russian Orthodox Church is buying a large quantity 
of Holy Spring water.”

Fig. 4. The first viral counterstory

Second Counterstory

THE second sensational counterstory was based on a hypothetical statement 
by Yulia Skripal, “the chief expert” on Novichok, the nerve agent Navalny 
was supposedly poisoned with. In this scenario, the team hypothetically 
managed to reach Yulia by phone through some of her former fellow students 
and asked her whether there might have been some Novichok on the neck 
of the water bottle Navalny drank from. Yulia replied that this was unlikely 
because the poisoning symptoms and the taste of the poisoned drink are a lot 
different than the taste of Holy Spring water and the results of drinking this 
water. “The symptoms aren’t very similar, and the taste is different, too,” 
Yulia is quoted as saying in the hypothetical call (Fig. 5).

In real life, this story would most likely have become more viral than 
the fake story:

• First, no one has been able to contact Yulia Skripal since the incident 
in Salisbury, but here ordinary students managed to give her an informal 
call – surely something that would generate buzz.

• Second, Yulia’s words would hardly be questioned by anyone as she 
is among the few who have tasted Novichok.
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A story of this kind would undoubtedly have seized the attention of 
much of the global media agenda for at least 48 hours (as Skripal Readings 
did in 2019), and everyone would immediately have forgotten about the 
fake story.

Fig. 5. The second viral counterstory

Counterinformation Wave

THE two counterstories combine to produce a cumulative viral effect 
that would grab the attention of media audiences and send shock waves 
through social networks. The next step in ousting the fake from the media 
is to launch an information wave to nip it in the bud. In the Navalny story 
project, the team designed a series of dissemination boosters – graphical 
memes and videos posted on the Internet simultaneously along with the 
counterstories to sustain the “shock waves” from the “explosion” generated 
by the two counterstories.

The memes were based on a successful advertising campaign for 
Holy Spring water using the motto “You’ll never believe it!” The project 
was modified somewhat by putting it into the framework of a Navalny 
PR campaign. (He is combined with a Holy Spring bottle to yield an 
unexpected result that “you’ll never believe!”) This meme and several like 
it were designed to further spread the two counterstories on account of 
people’s emotional response to them.

The team set up special channels on social networks to disseminate 
its information countering the Navalny fake (Fig. 6). It split the networks’ 
combined audience into groups based on age and information preference 
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criteria (Fig. 7). Then the team provided information to each audience via 
its presumed favorite social network and in its presumed favorite format.

Within 48 hours of their posting, the counterstories and memes had 
reached an audience of 102,000 people on Instagram, and 82,000 people 
subscribed to the team’s channels (Fig. 6). On Telegram, the content 
attracted an audience of more than 120,000 within 72 hours (Fig. 8).

Fig. 6. Channels for disseminating the counterstories and memes and traffic they 
generated in 48 hours.

Fig. 7. Division of social networks into target audiences.
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Fig. 8. The first three days of the counterwave on Telegram

Yet another booster was a one-line alert designed to run at the bottom 
of television screens – “Priests say Navalny was not poisoned by Holy 
Spring water” (Fig. 9). Although this is a straightforward, seemingly 
unambiguous statement, it produces an effect opposite than the one 
intended: In defiance of all logic and common sense, it carries the message 
that the water Navalny drank did poison him.

Fig. 9. Supporting one-line alert for publication at the bottom of TV screens
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Eventually, the counterstories, memes, and alert stamped out any 
interest in the fake story and totally seized the attention of the media 
audience piqued by the unexpected controversial claims about Holy 
Spring water. Thus, the Digoria team undercut the agenda of the fake story 
by asserting its own agenda.

Importantly, the practical testing at Digoria of the technique for 
countering fake news described above made it clear that you do not need 
to be a professional specialist to achieve an effective result – this technique 
allows anyone, even a student, to counter media misinformation.

Further Opportunities for Training Specialists  
in Countering Fake News

THE methodology for countering fake news developed by Andrey 
Manoylo and Vladislav Telichko and first tested at the Digoria forum 
not only proved effective but also highlighted further opportunities for 
training specialists in countering fake news, namely:

• The methodology for countering fake news tested at Digoria can be 
taught to attendees of new iterations of the forum (in 2021, 2022 etc.).

• The same methodology can be used to train specialists for the Federal 
Agency for Youth Affairs (Rosmolodezh) and for various departments of 
the presidential administration, where effective methods of countering 
fake news are also in demand.

Finally, this methodology may be supplemented with solutions to 
make it possible to train not only specialists in countering fake news but 
also specialists in intercepting the initiative from fake news (intercepting 
operational control) to oust their agendas and replace them with agendas 
that advance Russian interests. Such specialists might form teams that 
would follow the assembly line principle, with each member performing a 
single operation in a succession of operations.

Vbrosam.net may be used as the basic information resource for this 
work. It could also be used as a testbed for new solutions for countering 
fake news.
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THE development of a common EU migration policy and the approval 
of the new Pact on Migration and Asylum, proposed by the European 
Commission (EC) on September 23, 2020, is one of the most important 
tasks before the EC in 2021 [9]. But even if adopted, the pact would hardly 
be a breakthrough in efforts to solve the migration problems besetting the 
EU. To prove this point, we will examine the reasons for the European 
Commission’s continued close attention to migration issues, the nature 
of the new proposals, and how they are perceived by politicians and the 
public in EU member states.

The Pact’s Rationale

MIGRATION is a prominent if not the main issue on the EU agenda, 
although it has become somewhat less acute over the past five years.

Inflows of migrants into EU countries peaked in 2015 but later 
diminished. While 1.28 million asylum applications were filed in EU 
countries in 2015, only 698,000 were filed in 2019. Lawful immigration 
dropped by nearly half and illegal immigration plummeted by 90% during 
those four years [8, 10]. This downward trend has been accelerated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic.
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The 2015 migration crisis became a difficult political, economic, 
social, and cultural test for EU countries. The massive influx of migrants 
sparked anti-EU sentiments in EU countries and the rise of nationalist 
parties. It played a role in the Brexit vote in Britain in 2016 and highlighted 
imbalances in European integration, making it clear that there may be 
limits to EU solidarity if new challenges arise. One cannot completely 
exclude the possibility of a new crisis of this kind, which means the EU 
needs a migration policy that could preempt such a scenario.

The EU’s current migration regulation system needs improvement 
[5], and migration problems in Greece, Italy, Cyprus, and non-EU 
Balkan countries bordering the EU make this obvious. Under Article 79, 
Paragraph 1 of the Treaty of 
Lisbon, immigration policy is 
one of the joint competences 
of the EU. In other words, the 
responsibility for developing 
and implementing this policy 
lies with both EU member states 
and EU institutions [1]. As a 
result, the numerous EU institutions and agencies that have been set up 
to coordinate and implement migration policy are not quite up to the task.

For example, the European Asylum Support Office (EASO) possesses 
insufficient powers and has a poor performance record. Only 30% of 
orders to deport illegal migrants are carried out. The European Border and 
Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) has 1,200 employees – not enough to cope 
with migrant flows and especially large, sudden influxes, though there was 
a plan to boost the agency’s personnel to 10,000 [10]. The EU needs a 
more coherent strategy for its migration policy.

The Dublin Regulation, which took effect in 1990, remains the main 
problem despite revisions made to it in 2003 and 2013 [5]. The regulation 
places full responsibility for processing asylum requests on the first state 
in which an applicant arrives upon entering the EU. As a result, large 
numbers of asylum seekers accumulate in these co-called countries of first 
entry – mainly Greece, Italy, Spain, and Malta – when awaiting decisions 
on their applications.

These frontline countries face the logistical problem of settling asylum 
seekers who are having their applications processed, even though most 
applicants plan to move on to more developed EU countries if their 
applications are approved. So while countries of first entry want migrants 
to move out as soon as possible, the countries chosen by migrants as their 

The new Pact on Migration 
and Asylum fails to address 
the key sources of disagree-
ment that have generated the 
EU’s existing migration prob-
lems.
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final destination want them to arrive as late as possible. This conflict 
between the interests of frontline countries and those of the rest of the EU 
nations remains unresolved. 

Moreover, asylum and residency laws differ from country to country 
in the EU, being much stricter in some countries than in others. As a result, 
after entering the EU, migrants travel around the Union chaotically and 
practically freely in search of a country that takes less time to process 
applications, is more likely to approve them, offers better living conditions, 
etc. [8]. Hence the need for uniform asylum rules.

Another problem is the equitable distribution among member countries 
of those who have been granted asylum. That was the purpose of mandatory 
quotas introduced in 2015. Later, the quota system was abandoned as the 
four Visegrád Group countries refused to comply with it even though the 
system had received qualified majority approval.

The current migration situation in the EU needs better coordination 
to be tackled more efficiently. European Commission President Ursula 
von der Leyen has said that the current system of dealing with migration 
“no longer works” [13]. According to a European Commission statement, 
the proposed Pact on Migration and Asylum is another attempt at 
developing a common policy that could address the complexity of the 
specified challenges [15]. The pact aims to solve current problems and 
prepare the EU for possible large waves of migrants and thus prevent new 
migration crises.

Key Points of the Pact

THE new pact does not represent a new strategy for dealing with migration 
problems. It merely proposes some adjustments to the current principles 
underlying the EU’s migration policy. This means that even in the unlikely 
event that the new pact is quickly and fully approved, the updated migration 
policy would probably not eliminate the causes of the main problems in 
this policy. 

The EU’s updated migration program includes five key points.
One of them is the principle of “mandatory but flexible solidarity” 

[10]. It would replace the failed migrant distribution quota mechanism 
with a system that would rule out conflicts between EU countries. This, 
however, would put two mutually exclusive tasks before the EC: on the 
one hand, to stimulate member states to show solidarity, and on the other, 
to create the conditions so that this solidarity is achieved in a conscious 
and voluntary way that is the most appropriate for each EU member state.
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The number of migrants to be settled in a country would depend on 
the size of its gross domestic product and population. Countries unwilling 
to accept any migrants would be able to show other forms of solidarity – 
for instance, helping deport migrants who have been denied residency or 
helping frontline countries accept and settle migrants. There would be 
sanctions against countries refusing to follow the solidarity rule.

This is not an essentially new principle: Back in 2016, the Visegrád 
countries proposed an “elastic” or “flexible” solidarity principle that 
envisaged abandoning compulsory quotas and EU countries giving 
migrants voluntary support in an amount commensurate with the 
resources of each country. This support could be in the form of helping 
settle migrants, financing nongovernmental organizations dealing with the 
migration crisis, or participating in protecting the EU’s external borders. 
The Visegrád nations also proposed that the EU drastically limit or even 
suspend migration and shift the focus of its migration policy to beyond its 
borders [3]. Those ideas were generally supported at EU summits in 2018.

The new pact goes even further along the line advocated by the 
Visegrád countries; it would offer a wide range of compensatory measures. 
However, a question mark hangs over how effective this program would 
be, and, for that matter, over the very idea of combining the concepts 
of “flexibility” and the “obligatory” fulfillment of certain conditions: 
Normally, a decision is either binding or not.

Another key point of the pact is a planned reform of the Dublin system. 
This reform would not constitute a fundamental overhaul of the system 
but basically make additions to it. When seeking residency or asylum, 
migrants would be entitled to assistance not only from the country of first 
entry where they have filed their application, but also from an EU country 
where they have close family or recently studied or worked. However, the 
country of first entry criterion would not be abolished, and so the problems 
it has caused would remain.

A third point is the security aspect. The inclusion of security 
provisions in the pact is not surprising given the ongoing destabilization 
in two neighboring regions – the Middle East and North Africa. There 
would be an emphasis on measures to speed up the processing of migrant 
applications and sanitary and fingerprint evaluations, as well as the settling 
of migrants, and to improve the EURODAC asylum seeker identification 
system. A proposal for transforming the EASO into what would be 
called the European Union Agency for Asylum pursues the same goal. 
This reform would also raise the status of the institution and guarantee 
it better funding. These measures are expected to simplify and expedite 
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the processing of residency and asylum applications and ensure the most 
expeditious deportation of applicants who are not allowed to stay. 

When introducing the pact, the European Commission went back to 
the “safe third country” idea. Safe third countries are countries bordering 
the EU where migrants need not fear violations of the 1951 Convention 
Relating to the Status of Refugees, where they would not experience 
torture or other brutal treatment. A European Commission proposal for 
more extensive use of help from safe third countries had been rejected in 
2016. In returning to the initiative, the Commission proposed that a list of 
safe third countries be compiled in advance and that the basis for using this 
concept be expanded. For example, the country of first entry would be able 
at the border control stage to simply send back migrants who arrived from 
a third safe country without even considering their asylum application.

This procedure has already existed in the EU for several years on 
the basis of Directive 2013/32/EU of June 26, 2013, but has only been 
selectively applied by some member states – for example, Hungary and 
Greece have been returning rejected migrants to Serbia and Turkey, 
respectively. An official advance list of safe third countries and the 
replacement of the 2013 directive with relevant rules would enable all 
member states to formalize this procedure in their national laws and apply 
it practically automatically. The proposal has triggered backlash from 
European left-wing groups, which have accused the EU of violating the 
rights of migrants and human rights in general.

The fourth point is a plan to sign readmission agreements with the 
countries that migrants may come from or pass through on their way 
to the EU. The EU already has 18 readmission agreements. However, 
such agreements may be hard to reach with some countries because of 
their ideological or political differences with the EU. Turkey is a case in 
point: EU member states and institutions accuse Turkey of undemocratic 
practices, though cooperation with that country in migration affairs is of 
key security significance for the EU. Another problem is that countries 
that have signed readmission agreements with the EU are not always able 
to fully comply with them, which puts the whole readmission system in 
question. To help solve these problems, it is proposed that Frontex develop 
a network of EU liaison officers in non-EU countries. 

The fifth point is a plan to attract non-EU skilled labor and scientific and 
technological talent to the EU, which appears somewhat less problematic, 
though many potential hidden dangers lie here, too. Young people and 
civil society in non-EU countries would have a key role to play in putting 
this plan into practice.
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To sum up, the pact does not offer any breakthroughs but would merely 
revise or further develop current rules in order to eliminate some weak 
points. While it aims to put entry into the EU under more efficient control, 
the pact does not offer any fundamentally new ways of dealing with other 
key issues such as weak points in the Dublin system, problems concerning 
the movement of migrants within the EU, or obstacles to the solidarity of 
EU countries on migration issues.

Divisions over the Pact Among EU Countries and Political Groups

THE PACT was initially expected to be approved at an EU summit in 
December 2020, after debate in the European Parliament. But the matter 
was put off until 2021, indicating disagreements within the EU on the 
issue. An analysis of the positions of individual member states confirms 
that there are in fact divisions over the pact [12].

Though generally welcomed by the EU countries, the pact has fallen 
short of receiving complete, unanimous, and unreserved support. Practically 
every point in the document has been criticized from diametrically opposite 
standpoints. Some countries believe that planned measures to achieve 
“mandatory solidarity” do not go far enough, while others oppose any 
coercion. Some want restrictions on entry into the EU to be the priority of 
the migration agenda, while others insist on stimulating labor migration 
and providing guaranteed rights for migrants. Some countries of first entry 
advocate a complete overhaul of the Dublin system, while other countries 
want it to be essentially kept intact but made more effective.

Germany is a strong supporter of the pact, but it failed to get the document 
passed during its presidency of the EU (July-December 2020). Hungary 
heads the opposite camp by protesting mandatory solidarity and advocating 
a complete ban on migration into the EU. With certain reservations, the 
other Visegrád countries and Austria can be named among the critics of 
the pact. Poland comments that it has about a million Ukrainians working 
on its territory and has begun to accept Belarusians, and it is insisting that 
the EU take this into account when calculating solidarity levels [4]. Like 
Hungary, Poland strongly opposes the mandatory relocations of migrants. 
The other Visegrád countries, the Czech Republic and Slovakia, are more 
open to compromise on the whole range of migration issues [12].

Debates in the European Parliament in November and December 
2020 and some resolutions passed by the EU legislature also manifested 
divisions over the pact. The parliament insisted on more substantial support 
for countries of first entry. It commented that just a few EU countries – 
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Greece, Italy, Malta, Cyprus, and Spain – bear a disproportionately heavy 
burden of accepting migrants, which could pose a critical threat during 
large migration waves.

Therefore, countries of first entry need better financing for accepting 
migrants and the pact should provide clear guarantees of more extensive 
funding for them, the parliament argued. The EU Council was criticized 
by European Parliament resolutions and individual parliamentarians for 
rejecting the EC plan to reform the Dublin system in 2016, thus extending 
a set of rules that had proven ineffective. The European Parliament also 
called for parliamentarians to push for “a solidarity-based mechanism to 
ensure that the fundamental right to asylum in the EU is respected” and 
for reforming the system for sending back migrants who are not allowed 
to stay in the EU [6].

The migrant rights theme is dealt with more extensively by various 
increasingly active nongovernmental organizations, including those acting 
under the umbrella of the European Council on Refugees and Exiles 
(ECRE). Such NGOs lambaste the pact, claiming that its main purpose 
is to minimize the numbers of refugees allowed to stay in the EU. They 
are mainly concerned about the reaffirmation of the safe third countries 
principle in the pact. This principle, they argue, counters European values 
[7], limits the EU’s ability to meet the challenge of increasing global 
population movements for reasons that include the current COVID19 
pandemic, and reduces one’s chance of receiving asylum in an EU country 
[11].

The pact is also slammed for “silence” on the integration of refugees 
into the society of the EU country where they have been allowed to settle 
[7] and for “hardly” saying anything about combatting illegal migration. 
Proposals have been made to include migrants in the process of drafting 
the pact and revising the foreign policies of EU countries. Some European 
organizations of migrants are demanding that the right to entry into the 
EU be opened to all, claiming that this would lead to the disappearance of 
illegal migration brokers. This rhetoric with various modifications is used 
by antiglobalists, left-wing groups, and relevant media outlets in the EU 
[14].

Political parties in EU countries criticize the pact from various, at 
times opposing, standpoints. Left-wing parties condemn the pact for 
being designed mainly to limit migrants’ access to the EU, while right-
wing parties call for further tightening migration laws. Center-right groups 
make relatively moderate assessments, while right-wing populists do not 
mince words in drawing horrific pictures of a migrant invasion if the 
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pact is adopted. Marine Le Pen, leader of France’s National Rally, has 
warned that the pact means “the suicide of Europe.” It would lead to “the 
advance of Islamism and to higher terrorist risks,” she said. The pact “is an 
organized plan to flood Europe” with “immigrants who will not leave” [2].

Thus, the pact has come under fire from numerous quarters, which 
obviously significantly complicates the development of a quick solution 
that would satisfy all interested parties on the migration issue.

* * *

IN SUMMARY, the Pact on Migration and Asylum would not revolutionize 
the EU’s migration and asylum policy. It would be a set of essentially 
cosmetic measures designed to solve individual deadlocked problems with 
minimal losses and to achieve consensus among the EU countries on at 
least some points. 

The most transformative point concerns measures to ensure more 
efficient control of entry into the EU and to facilitate and accelerate 
readmissions. This is likely the first point on which EU member states will 
reach consensus. On the other hand, the proposed “flexible solidarity,” the 
reform of the Dublin system, and more intensive cooperation with countries 
of origin and transit would likely fail to resolve the old disagreements 
among EU countries.

EU countries, political parties, and NGOs criticize the pact from 
different perspectives. These differences reflect controversies among 
member states that earlier prevented the EU from pursuing an effective 
migration and asylum policy. The new Pact on Migration and Asylum fails 
to address the key sources of disagreement that have generated the EU’s 
existing migration problems.
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THE Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) is the second-largest 
international organization after the United Nations and was created 
to ensure the unity of the ummah, defend it, and advance its interests. 
The OIC seeks to promote moderate Islam, interreligious dialogue, and 
sociocultural harmony both in Muslim countries and in non-Muslim 
countries where there are Muslim minorities. The OIC strives to combat 
Islamophobia, which for a long time has been a systematic policy in parts 
of the world, primarily in leading Western countries (the US, Canada and 
European Union nations), where there are old and growing trends to oust 
Islam from society, discriminate against it, and fan anti-Islamic sentiments.

Combating Islamophobia in non-Muslim countries is one of the 
OIC’s priorities. The organization has established a service at its General 
Secretariat that conducts annual assessments of levels of Islamophobia 
in non-Muslim countries. The service, the Islamophobia Observatory, 
also develops and implements measures to combat Islamophobia. The 
Observatory was established by the decision of the Islamic summit in 
2005 and has been operating since 2007. 

The Observatory’s findings form the basis for annual reports by 
the General Secretariat. The reports are normally delivered by the OIC 
secretary-general at sessions of the OIC Council of Foreign Ministers 
(CFM). The latest report, the 13th, was delivered by incumbent Secretary-
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General Dr. Yousef Al-Othaimeen at the 47th CFM session in Niamey, 
Niger, held on November 27-28, 2020. There is no criticism of Russia in 
the report, and this reflects the positive trend in Russia-OIC relations in 
recent years and our increasingly extensive contacts, including joint plans 
for forms of interreligious dialogue. 

The OIC highly regards the experience of the coexistence of different 
religious communities in Russian society and has seen no indication of 
Islamophobia in Russia. Mechanisms to eliminate religious intolerance 
proposed in OIC documents increasingly include legislative measures, 
which is completely in line with Russia’s current law-enforcement 
practices. Russian methods of fighting Islamophobia are increasingly 
similar to those used by the Islamic world.

For instance, preparations are underway to implement a Russia-
OIC initiative to set up a joint annual forum to study and share Russia’s 
experience of combating Islamophobia and Christianophobia and 
improving contacts between its Muslim and Christian – or more precisely, 
Orthodox Christian – communities. Christian Orthodox and Muslim 
organizations in Russia are involved in these preparations.

The OIC’s priorities include championing respect for the world’s 
diverse cultures and faiths, promoting the mutual understanding of cultural 
and religious communities, and combating all forms of intolerance and 
discrimination in line with the fundamental documents of the United 
Nations, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), 
the Council of Europe, and UNESCO. These organizations’ objectives 
include fighting Islamophobia and Muslim intolerance and discrimination, 
primarily in Western countries.

Religious and other forms of radicalization, terrorism, and extremism 
are largely consequences of economic and moral crises in present-day 
society and the lack of a reasonable and effective system of managing 
migration issues and dealing with cultural and religious diversity.

In the West, Muslims are traditionally portrayed as extremists 
who threaten the security and wellbeing of other religious and social 
communities. British professor Gordon Conway sums up the essence of 
political Islamophobia as the idea that Islam is not a partner but an enemy.1

Loyal to universal human values, the OIC was one of the architects 
of the UN Human Rights Council’s Resolution 16/18, which became a 
turning point in the global fight against religious fanaticism and intolerance, 
discrimination, and incitement to violence based on religion or belief. The 
resolution aims to protect Muslims and non-Muslims alike. Meanwhile, 
OIC Secretary-General Al-Othaimeen said in the foreword to the 13th 
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Observatory report that Islamophobia “is rapidly expanding, and hate 
crimes against Muslims in western and other communities are spiking.” 
It takes the form of “attacks on Mosques and Islamic centers, verbal and 
physical abuse of Muslims in the streets and workplaces,” he said. 

Islamophobia is a serious threat that extends into all spheres of 
human rights and freedoms. It is fueled by social tensions and various 
kinds of political manipulations aiming to stir up historical prejudices and 
stereotypes, which are rejected by Islam since they are condemned by the 
Koran and Muslim culture. Moreover, it is a core belief of the ummah 
that humankind was created 
as a single and homogeneous 
community, and that it is moral 
integrity rather than adherence 
to any specific religion that 
makes an individual superior to 
others.

Russian President Vladimir 
Putin said: “We see what 
the actions of some provocateurs 
have led to; those who, under 
the guise of freedom of speech, 
offend the feelings of believers, 
and those who use it as a reason to justify violence and intolerance. There 
is only one result: conflicts snowball in society and can fester for years 
and decades.” Offending the religious feelings of believers is an offense 
under Article 148 of Russia’s Criminal Code.

The OIC defines Islamophobia as a form of xenophobia, as 
nonacceptance of any Islamic connection in the beliefs or behavior of 
an individual or in society, politics, or culture. Islamophobia means the 
incitement of mistrust, fear, intolerance or hatred of Islam and Muslims, 
and nonacceptance of Islamic precepts, rituals, and symbols.

At an emergency meeting on March 22, 2019, to discuss the terrorist 
attacks on the Al Noor and Linwood mosques in New Zealand, the OIC 
Executive Committee qualified Islamophobia as a form of racism. The 
OIC also condemned an attack on innocent Christians in Sri Lanka. The 
OIC denounces all forms of xenophobia, including Christianophobia.

Putin said in connection with persecutions of Christians in the Middle 
East: “We have tremendous respect for Muslims. We join the rest of 
the world in mourning the victims of terror in New Zealand. But in the 
Middle East today, we should, of course, pay special attention to the 

The OIC General Secretar-
iat pays close attention to 
the work of developing po-
litical, legal, diplomatic, and 
religious solutions to achieve 
equitable interfaith dialogue 
and build an environment for 
the normal coexistence of dif-
ferent religions and religious 
communities.



116 INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

Middle Eastern Christians and give them special support.” Traditional 
annual People’s Unity Day meetings between Putin and leaders of Russian 
religious communities significantly boost interreligious dialogue and 
relations in Russia.

OIC member states believe it is essential that the UN approve a basic 
document to qualify Islamophobia as a form of racism, since the ideology 
of Islamophobia aims to restrict all fundamental rights and freedoms of 
Muslims and thus counters international law and the values underlying 
the current world order. The OIC argues that, by undermining the social, 
religious, and cultural wellbeing of Muslims, Islamophobia creates fertile 
soil for extremism and terrorism.

The UN, the OSCE, and UNESCO pay a great deal of attention to 
combating anti-Muslim intolerance and discrimination. In 2006, Doudou 
Diène, the then UN special rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, 
racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance, presented a report 
on the situation of Muslims and Arab peoples in various parts of the world, 
paying special attention to effects of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 
2001, in the United States.2 The European Commission against Racism 
and Intolerance (ECRI), which is a Council of Europe human rights 
monitoring body, and the OSCE weighed in, too.3 They in effect qualified 
Islamophobia and anti-Muslim intolerance and discrimination as forms of 
racism and xenophobia.

In the West, Islamophobia has historically enjoyed state support. In 
other words, it has effectively been an official policy. Many European 
countries, the US, and Canada have Crusades-era stereotypes about Islam 
and cloak their negative judgments about it with references to freedom 
of speech, as do leaders such as former US president Donald Trump and 
French President Emmanuel Macron. The current UN special rapporteur 
on freedom of religion or belief, Ahmed Shaheed, brought this up in a 
report on Islamophobia. He commented that Muslim communities in many 
countries live in an atmosphere of fear and mistrust, and in effect have 
been made to bear collective responsibility for terrorist attacks, especially 
those of 9/11.

Since the late 1990s, the OIC has been making targeted diplomatic 
efforts within the UN to outline universal mechanisms to counter 
Islamophobia. In 2008, the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) passed a 
guideline resolution titled “Combating Defamation of Religions.” Muslim 
countries put forward an initiative to adopt legally binding measures 
against inciting religious hatred on the basis of Articles 19 and 20 of the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 
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In 2010, the OIC for the first time put the Islamophobia problem on 
the agenda of an international conference – the Third Global Forum of 
the Alliance of Civilizations. This led to the adoption in April 2011 of 
UNHRC Resolution 16/18. Based on the freedom of worship principle, 
it focused on the defense of believers rather than the religions they 
profess. This resolution and Resolution 66/167, which was passed by the 
UN General Assembly on December 19, 2011, are seen by the OIC as 
documents summarizing 65 years of difficult international debates and as 
a breakthrough for the Islamic organization’s diplomacy.

The resolutions secured broad international support. In a joint 
statement issued at a meeting in Istanbul in July 2011, the US, Great 
Britain, Canada, Australia, France, Germany, and 13 other Western 
countries pledged to take action based on the two resolutions, and urged 
the international community to help implement the resolutions and join the 
Istanbul Process, which was an OIC initiative. The meeting was cochaired 
by then OIC secretary general Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu, US secretary of 
state Hillary Clinton, and EU high representative for foreign affairs and 
security policy Catherine Ashton.

But though Resolution 16/18 and the Istanbul Process have enjoyed 
increasing international support, the OIC doubts that the West is prepared 
to apply the chief measure proposed in the resolution: the criminalization 
of statements and acts that offend to religious feelings and incitement to 
religiously motivated violence. Disagreements emerged among Istanbul 
Process participants over whether guarantees of the protection of religious 
rituals and symbols should this time full under promoting religious 
freedoms as proclaimed by Resolution 16/18.

The reluctance of the West to expand the concept of Islamophobia 
beyond individual terms compels Muslim countries to seek alternative 
forms of security for Muslims and ways to protect Islam from vilification. 
This may endanger the consensus that the Muslim world has reached 
with the West. The Western bloc still assumes that any additional anti-
Islamophobia measures, such as setting up multilateral Islamophobia 
monitoring centers, would infringe on freedom of speech. The West puts 
more value on freedom of speech than on freedom of conscience.

Moreover, the Western position obviously counters the interests of 
states championing political Islam – Turkey and Pakistan – which demand 
that the OIC take more resolute action against Islamophobia. A meeting 
of the OIC Executive Committee in Istanbul in March 2019 signaled that 
the OIC was determined to seek the creation of a comprehensive UN-
overseen mechanism for combating Islamophobia with the unequivocal 
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qualification of Islamophobia as a form of racism, the establishment of a 
UN Islamophobia monitoring center, and the appointment of a UN special 
rapporteur on Islamophobia.

The OIC has been unable to allay concerns in the West that the legally 
binding anti-Islamophobia mechanism that it wants to establish would 
not be an undemocratic system of pressure or restriction on freedom of 
speech, although the organization did manage to obtain consent from the 
West for the action plan set out in Resolution 16/18 and in the Istanbul 
Process, which the leading Western countries support.

The OIC took an important step by adopting the Plan of Action on 
Combating Islamophobia, Religious Discrimination, Intolerance and 
Hatred towards Muslims at its annual coordination meeting on the sidelines 
of the 74th Session of the UN General Assembly in September 2019. By 
implementing the plan, Muslim countries, primarily Saudi Arabia, Qatar, 
Iran, Malaysia, Egypt, Pakistan, Azerbaijan, Turkey, and Indonesia, are 
making a significant contribution to global efforts to combat Islamophobia 
as part of general action against xenophobia.

In May 2019, Islamic theologians, politicians, and lawmakers from 
139 countries met at a large-scale conference in Mecca. The event, 
attended by a large Muslim delegation from Russia, had the support of 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, who bears the title Custodian 
of the Two Holy Mosques. The Mecca Declaration, which was issued at 
the conference, urges Muslims worldwide to seek harmony with other 
communities in order to jointly combat evil, lies, conflicts, and ignorance, 
which overburden the world. “All people, regardless of their different 
ethnicities, races, and nationalities, are equal under God,” the declaration 
says.

The document states that all principal religions have the same origin, 
as they all are based on faith in only one God. “The phenomenon of 
Islamophobia results from an inability to truly understand Islam,” it says. 
Consequently, propagating knowledge of Islam and its ethics should be the 
main task in countering Islamophobia. This represents an essentially new 
stage in the assertion of Islam and Islamic culture and values exclusively in 
correct forms – a search for an appropriate place for Islam in world culture 
through the convergence of ideals and achieving balance and harmony 
with respect to world religions.

The OIC General Secretariat pays close attention to the work of 
developing political, legal, diplomatic, and religious solutions to achieve 
equitable interfaith dialogue and build an environment for the normal 
coexistence of different religions and religious communities. The OIC 
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makes recommendations for member states regarding the adoption of 
specialized cultural and educational programs aimed at promoting the 
declared strategic task of pursuing religious and cultural harmony, mainly 
through the dissemination, including in the educational and media space, 
of spiritual, moral, and cultural values espoused by moderate Islam and 
shared by other world religions.

That was the purpose of an online conference on the role of media 
in building interreligious contacts that had been initiated by the Russia-
Islamic World Group of Strategic Vision and the Russian Permanent 
Mission at the OIC. The Union of OIC News Agencies and the Russian 
Journalists’ Union helped organize the conference, whose agenda included 
the positive experience of Muslim-Orthodox Christian interaction in 
Russia. The Russian Permanent Mission to the OIC considers it important 
for Russia to support the proposal of the OIC General Secretariat to 
organize a meeting in Moscow of the information ministers of OIC 
member countries to discuss the role of media in promoting interreligious 
dialogue and peace in modern conditions, taking into account Russia’s 
positive experience of establishing interreligious interaction.

Governments in the West and other parts of the world increasingly 
overlook manifestations of anti-Muslim sentiments that offend the 
religious feelings of Muslims, who sometimes react by rioting. One recalls 
outrageous cartoon contests featuring depictions of sacred Islamic figures; 
these are sometimes deliberate plots by ultraright parties to strengthen 
their positions, especially during elections.

Escalating Islamophobia in Western countries generates support for 
extreme nationalist, neofascist, and racist organizations, which threaten the 
democratic systems of those very same countries. In the US, the Republican 
Party is the most frequent mouthpiece for anti-Muslim sentiments, which 
grew even louder after Donald Trump was elected president in 2016.

US Islamic religious education centers often become targets of protest 
demonstrations, and there is a policy in the US to prevent Muslims 
from being appointed to senior official positions. Dozens or hundreds of 
Muslims are murdered by American nationalists every year. US charities 
have donated $125 million to various media outlets and influential groups 
that propagate hatred for Muslims. This policy matches aggressive US 
interference in the domestic affairs of many Muslim countries.

According to the 13th report of the Islamophobia Observatory, 
in Europe, fears of “Islamization” are fanned artificially in response 
to growing migration and increasing proportions of Muslims in the 
population of European countries. In Britain, Islamophobic crimes are 
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steadily increasing. The European media propagate negative stereotypes 
of Islam and Muslims. Former leader of the Austrian Freedom Party 
Norbert Hofer told an election rally that the Koran was much more 
dangerous than COVID-19, while Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán 
rejected an EU migration plan, saying, “We don’t think a mixture of Muslim 
and Christian society could be a peaceful one.” Among the more odious forms 
of Islamophobia cited in the report are an appeal by Dutch politician Geert 
Wilders that “mosques, Islamic schools, the Koran, and burqas must be 
removed from the Netherlands,” and a claim by former Italian interior 
minister Matteo Salvini that Islam contradicts the Italian Constitution.

There was a lot of anti-Islamic and ultranationalist rhetoric during the 
European Parliament elections of May 23-26, 2019, with radical groups 
trying to change the political landscape of Western Europe. Right-wing 
parties made extensive use of Islamophobia in their election campaigns. 
Those sentiments were practically the theme of the elections. Migration 
issues and anti-Muslim propaganda dominated public debates. The 
European Parliament did not fall under populist control, though far-right 
and nationalist parties won about 10% of seats or twice as many as in the 
previous elections. The COVID-19 pandemic has caused populist activity 
in Europe to decline somewhat, though some radicals blame the spread of 
the coronavirus on Muslims.

The Koran, the Prophet Muhammad, and Muslims remain targets of 
insults in Western countries. In September 2020, the notorious French 
magazine Charlie Hebdo republished cartoons satirizing the Prophet 
Muhammad. The irresponsible act was condemned in France and 
worldwide. In response, the French Council of the Muslim Faith urged 
calm and warned that terrorism purportedly committed in the name of 
Islam is in fact an enemy of the Muslim faith. French President Emmanuel 
Macron cited freedom of the press and in effect used the republication of 
the cartoons as a reason to condemn so-called radical Islamism. Afterward, 
he initiated a program to integrate France’s Muslim community into 
French society.

But some Western politicians and scholars, instead of advocating or 
taking action against Islamophobia, claim that Islamophobia is a myth. In 
May 2021, scholars John Esposito and Farid Hafez published an article 
titled “How Europe Turned Islamophobia Into a Dangerous Myth.” 
“European governments, political parties and ideologues have denied 
that Islamophobia is a problem in their countries and in their policies 
towards Muslim communities,” Esposito and Hafez say. Such denials 
in effect provide an ideological and political cover for discrimination, 
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violence, and the promotion of racism against Muslims in Europe, the US, 
and Canada. 

The French government “has cracked down on universities’ freedom 
of research,” Esposito and Hafez say in reference to intolerance studies: 

Higher Education Minister Frederique Vidal has accused some scholars 
of advancing “radical” and “activist” ideas, alleging that scholars of race 
and gender look “at everything through the prism of their will to divide, 
to fracture, to pinpoint the enemy.”...

Contemporary French philosopher Pascal Bruckner argues in his book An 
Imaginary Racism: Islamophobia and Guilt that Islamophobia is a 
fabrication, weaponised by Islamists for mass intimidation. He concludes 
that anti-racists have become racists themselves, and calls for the defence 
of “western values.” 
This type of Islamophobic discourse has been used by other European 
governments and politicians to silence any criticism of their assimilationist 
policies against working class Muslim populations.

Lorenzo Vidino, a legal scholar who has been charged with promoting 
conspiracy theories about the Muslim Brotherhood, has served as 
an adviser to European governments and is connected to a number of 
anti-Muslim think-tanks in the US and Europe.… The Norwegian 
white nationalist and mass murderer Anders Behring Breivik relied 
in part on ideas propagated by Vidino about the Muslim Brotherhood 
“infiltrating” Europe.… Vidino has argued that Muslim Brotherhood 
organisations are “modern-day Trojan horses, engaged in a sort of stealth 
subversion aimed at weakening European society from within, patiently 
laying the foundations for its replacement with  an Islamic order.” He 
has also alleged that this “new” Muslim Brotherhood network has a 
“remarkable propaganda machine” to discredit opponents via accusations 
of Islamophobia.

Vidino, who has praised Austria as a “model for Europe’s crackdown 
on Islamists,” generated a 2017 report for the Austrian government 
that claimed, without evidence, that the Muslim Brotherhood exaggerates 
incidents of Islamophobia “to foster a siege mentality within local Muslim 
communities, arguing that the government and Western societies are 
hostile to them and to Islam in general.” He argued that this victimhood 
narrative, the first step towards radicalisation, could lead to violence.… 
The report provided a basis for Austrian government officials and bodies 
to discredit discussions on Islamophobia. The far-right Freedom Party of 
Austria and the governing Austrian People’s Party, under the leadership 
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of Sebastian Kurz, have a long record of Islamophobic speeches and 
legislation.

In Germany, the governing Christian conservative parties, CDU and 
CSU, recently issued a paper quoting Muslim theologian Mouhanad 
Khorchide, who said that “terms like Islamophobia and anti-Muslim 
racism have become combat terms of political Islam.” An open letter 
preceding the paper asserted the importance of not being “intimidated by 
unfounded accusations of Islamophobia.”

The governments of Austria, Germany, France and some other European 
countries have a policy of denying that Islamophobia is a problem and 
accusing Muslims of “political Islam” and “Islamism” as threats to Europe 
and the West in general. These allegations are used to try to justify any anti-
Muslim measures, no matter how radical. Hence supposedly preemptive 
anti-Muslim raids, arrests of Muslims, and attempts to suppress Muslim 
civil society, which are often accompanied by manifestations of ignorance 
of the fundamentals of Islam and denials of its spiritual and moral power. 
The French higher education minister has urged action against “Islamo-
leftism” in French universities. Experts say that the term “Islamo-leftism” 
is modeled on the term “Judeo-Masonry.” Marine Le Pen said in 2014 
that her National Front party, which was renamed National Rally in 2018, 
was “the best shield to protect” French Jews against “the only real enemy, 
Islamist fundamentalism.”

While the OIC consistently combats Islamophobia worldwide, its 
OIC Islamophobia Observatory also provides evidence of positive and 
notable anti-Islamophobia activities by governments, civil society, and 
media outlets. The Observatory comments that there has been a decline in 
anti-Islamic content on the Internet, singles out the constructive position 
of the New Zealand government after the tragedies in Christchurch, and 
mentions an expert meeting at the European Parliament in July 2018 on an 
anti-Islamophobia project in which governments would be vested with a 
special role and responsibility. It was emphasized during that meeting that 
EU crises should not be blamed on Muslims or migrants. UN Secretary-
General António Guterres, in a comment on the status of Muslims in non-
Muslim countries at a news conference in Islamabad on February 16, 2020, 
said: “It is, for me, absolutely evident that we need to fight Islamophobia 
very strongly.”

In Norway, Prime Minister Erna Solberg is carrying out plans to tackle 
hatred for Muslims in her country, with work to overcome anti-Muslim 
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prejudices starting in elementary schools. In the US, Congressman André 
D. Carson partially blamed the Trump administration for “the growing 
anti-immigrant sentiment, the xenophobia, the Islamophobia that exists” 
in the country.

In Canada, the Green Party removed Erik Schomann from its list of 
candidates for parliament for a social media post in which he said he 
had sent some roast pork to protesting Muslims in Denmark. Schomann 
apologized, and his party issued a statement reading: “The Green Party 
has zero tolerance for sexism, Islamophobia, antisemitism, misogyny, 
homophobia or hate speech of any kind.” In the United Kingdom, 
Prime Minister Boris Johnson apologized for Islamophobia within his 
Conservative Party, while former Labor Party leader Jeremy Corbyn said 
that Islamophobia was “a nasty form of racism and has to be outlawed.”

Ever since it was established, the Observatory has made only two 
negative mentions of Russia. The reason for one of them was Russia’s 
joining several countries in a vote during a UN General Assembly session 
against condemning Myanmar’s policy toward the Rohingya. The reason 
for the other was a report by The Moscow Times, a supposedly independent 
Moscow-based English-language online newspaper, about police putting 
about 100 Muslims in Mytishchi, near Moscow, in lengthy detention 
after they had attended a Friday prayer. At the same time, there many 
manifestations of Islamophobia in Russia due to a rise in terrorist activity 
in the North Caucasus. Russia’s National Anti-Terrorism Committee 
managed to eliminate the terrorist underground in Dagestan. However, we 
have always protested the equation of Islam with terrorism and the use of 
Islamic terminology in describing terrorism or terrorists.

The OIC has detected no chronic Islamophobia in Russia, unlike in 
Europe and North America. On the other hand, Russia does not receive 
any special mention in the sections of the 13th report about improvements 
in attitudes toward Muslim communities, even though the OIC secretary-
general and other General Secretariat officials commend the positive 
experience of interreligious relations in Russia each time they discuss 
any Islamophobia-related issue with Russian representatives. This means 
we need to do more to promote Russia’s experience of establishing equal 
dialogue among representatives of world religions and their comfortable 
coexistence in a common country.

Generally speaking, the Observatory conducts a rather thorough 
analysis of forms and practices of Islamophobia and measures to counter 
it, on the basis of which the following conclusions and recommendations 
can be made:
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1. In 2020, Russia marked the 15th anniversary of its observer status 
in the OIC. Russia joined the organization after Putin attended an Islamic 
summit in Malaysia. In 2003, Putin announced that Russia wished to join 
the OIC as an observer state. Subsequent years have proven this to be a 
correct decision from the standpoint of the interests of Russia, its Muslim 
community, and the Islamic world as a whole. Russia’s 15th anniversary 
of joining the OIC was the theme of a meeting in Ufa of the Russia-Islamic 
World Group of Strategic Vision that was attended by group head Rustam 
Minnikhanov, who is president of the Russian republic of Tatarstan, 
Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Mikhail Bogdanov, OIC Assistant 
Secretary-General Samir Bakr Diab, Radiy Khabirov, head of the Russian 
republic of Bashkortostan, and other senior figures. Russia and the OIC 
have taken joint action against extremism, terrorism, Islamophobia, and 
Christianophobia, and Russia’s presence in the OIC has significantly 
strengthened the Islamic vector of Moscow’s foreign policy.

2. The OIC takes consistent and unswerving action against extremism, 
terrorism, Islamophobia, and prejudices about Islam that are mainly fanned 
in Western countries as an accompaniment to the advancement of radical 
right-wing populist parties.

The OIC believes that Islamophobia, like any other form of 
xenophobia, involves mass violations of human rights and thereby violates 
the norms and principles of present-day society. The OIC urges Muslim 
organizations all over the world to promote moderate Islam, whose values 
include tolerance, mutual understanding and respect for cultural diversity 
and local communities, and to seek interreligious, intercultural, and 
intercivilizational dialogue, all of which corresponds with the historical 
practices of Russian society and the interests of Russian Muslims.

Consequently, the OIC seeks to enlarge the scope of its Plan of Action 
on Combating Islamophobia, Religious Discrimination, Intolerance and 
Hatred towards Muslims. The OIC believes that it is the duty of all states 
to ban Islamophobia and any propaganda of ethnic, racial, and religious 
hatred that provokes discrimination, hostility, and violence.

The OIC sees Islamophobia as a global form of racism and as a basis 
for religious discrimination that is common in many parts of the world. 
The OIC unreservedly condemns any violence motivated by religious 
or secular beliefs. The OIC strongly rejects all presumptions of guilt or 
attribution of potential crimes of extremism and terrorism to any ordinary 
Muslim who properly and sincerely follows Islamic dogmas and doctrines.

 3. The OIC strongly recommends that its member states, other 
international and regional organizations, governments, and civil society 
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organize or support activities to propagate knowledge about the essence of 
Islam and anti-Islamophobia measures in non-Muslim countries.

The OIC urges the UN secretary-general to launch global discussions 
on ways of countering mounting Islamophobia and promoting religious 
harmony and to call an ad hoc session of the UN General Assembly to 
formally qualify Islamophobia as a form of racism and appoint a special 
rapporteur on Islamophobia. The OIC has instructed its Independent 
Permanent Human Rights Commission to compile a list of countries 
that are sources of Islamophobia concern and have records of attacks on 
Muslim holy sites, and to propose countermeasures. The OIC urges states 
to legislatively prohibit the propaganda and practices of Islamophobia and 
other forms of xenophobia, something that is being successfully done in 
Russia.

4. Research done by the Islamophobia Observatory over the years 
prompts the OIC to conclude that the US and Europe are the main hotbeds 
of Islamophobia, where the trend of Islamophobia has been most disturbing 
as evidenced by the number of incidents such as mosque burning, 
provocative statements in social media, mail threats, Koran burning and 
desecration, insults of Prophet Mohammed, etc.

5. The OIC’s anti-Islamophobia mandates are now stronger than ever. 
The OIC leadership urges the organization to prioritize measures against 
discrimination, intolerance, and hatred toward Muslims. According to 
the OIC, anti-Islamophobia measures by the Muslim world are becoming 
better coordinated and receive support from non-Muslim countries. 
At the same time, the OIC has listed countries where there is growing 
Islamophobia, including France, Belgium, Norway, the Netherlands, 
Germany, Spain, Italy, Switzerland, Denmark, Austria, Latvia, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, and Kosovo. Those countries have banned the veil, 
headscarf, hijab, niqab, and burqa, thereby creating an environment 
uncomfortable for Muslims.

6. The OIC Council of Foreign Ministers recommends that governments, 
nongovernmental organizations, international bodies, and the international 
community as a whole take joint measures against Islamophobia, paying 
special attention to drawing young people into these efforts. The CFM also 
calls for creating a positive image of Islam, especially for countries where 
Islamophobic sentiments are particularly strong.

OIC member states are advised to boost support for Muslim 
communities in non-Muslim countries, primarily in the West, in order to 
curb the rise of extremism and the politicization of Islam. It is recommended 
that member states engage these communities in constructive dialogue and 
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strive to create stable mechanisms to combat all forms of discrimination 
against religious minorities. The promotion of the Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS) agenda approved in the format of the Conference 
on Interaction and Confidence Building Measures in Asia (CICA) is a 
good example.

A combination of international and national efforts emphasizing 
education must form the basis of any strategy for combating Islamophobia 
and other forms of xenophobia. Education, cultural activities, and the 
cultural integration of migrants into the societies of the countries they 
have settled in play a significant role in combating religious extremism.

The OIC believes that it is simultaneously very important to promote 
moderate Islam. Its spiritual and moral values should be disseminated 
by religious organizations, government authorities, secondary schools, 
universities, media outlets, and cultural institutions. In conclusion, we 
wish to emphasize that the OIC indisputably recognizes the rich experience 
of the peaceful coexistence of all religious and cultural communities in 
Russia.

NOTES
1 Conway, Gordon. Islamophobia: А Challenge for Us All. London, Runnymede Trust1997.
2 See “Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and All Forms of Discrimination. 
Situation of Muslims and Arab peoples in various parts of the world.” Report by Doudou 
Diène, special rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, racial discrimination, 
xenophobia and related intolerance, UN Economic and Social Council. February 13, 2006.
3 See, e.g., Decision No. 6. Tolerance and non-discrimination. (MC(10).DEC/6). 
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe. Tenth Meeting of the Ministerial 
Council. December 6 and 7, 2002. MC.DOC/1/02. Porto, 2002.
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Question: June 22 marks the 80th anniversary of the launch of Operation 
Barbarossa – Germany’s attack without a declaration of war against the 
Soviet Union, which included Russia. How do you remember this date in 
your country? Will there be any commemorative events?

Answer: June 22, 1941, is one of the most tragic pages in the history of 
our country. In Russia, the day of the start of the Great Patriotic War, 
which lasted 1,418 long days and claimed more than 27 million Soviet 
lives, was declared the Day of Remembrance and Sorrow. However, this 
day also symbolizes the most powerful surge of patriotism that rallied 
everyone, young and old, people of different nationalities and religions, 
in an effort to protect every inch of their homeland from the treacherous 
aggressor, who, it must be noted, was waging a war of annihilation. For 
the Soviet people, the struggle against the Nazi invaders acquired sacred 
importance. It would be no exaggeration to say that this war affected 
literally every family and brought grief to every home, but later there 
were also tears of joy from the triumphal return of family members from 
the front.

On this day, we remember those who fell on the battlefield, those 
who were tortured in Nazi captivity, those who died of hunger and 
deprivation – everyone who defended our freedom at the cost of their own 
lives. Commemorative events are held throughout the country; the central 
event is the ceremony of laying flowers at the Tomb of the Unknown 

Alexander Zmeyevsky, Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary of the Russian 
Federation to the Czech Republic
This interview was published in the Czech daily Haló Noviny on June 22, 2021, http://
www.halonoviny.cz/articles/view/55551971
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Soldier near the Kremlin walls. Traditionally, it is attended by state leaders 
together with veterans of the Great Patriotic War.

Every year on June 22, as part of the nationwide “Candle of Memory” 
event, candles are lit on city streets and squares and in the windows of 
homes in memory of the fallen. In the context of the coronavirus pandemic, 
people can also participate in the event online. Cultural and educational 
events are held – lectures, concerts, and film screenings. A program 
dedicated to the anniversary is being prepared in every Russian region. 
I am convinced that the events in commemoration of the 80th anniversary 
of the beginning of the Great Patriotic War, whether in person or online, in 
Russia or abroad, will have special significance.

Q: Will diplomatic missions of the Russian Federation around the world 
hold commemorative events? What events have been prepared by the 
Russian Embassy in the Czech Republic?

A: Russian foreign missions around the world organize events dedicated 
to the Day of Remembrance and Sorrow every year, and the Czech 
Republic is no exception. As part of the celebration of Victory Day and 
in the context of preparations for the 80th anniversary of the start of the 
war, embassy staff organized voluntary Saturday work days to tend to Red 
Army soldiers’ graves in the Central Bohemian Region and visited war 
veterans living in the Czech Republic.

On the basis of archival materials of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and the Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation, and with the 
assistance of the Russian Military Historical Society, the embassy has 
prepared a photo exhibition dedicated to this tragic anniversary, which 
is currently available to the general public in electronic format on our 
internet portals; there are plans to exhibit it physically in various cities of 
the Czech Republic in the future.

On June 18, 2021, a commemorative event was held at the embassy, 
where Czech artist Stanislav Sedlaček presented his paintings “The Virgin 
of Auschwitz” and “The Victory Parade” as a gift to the Russian Federation. 
They will soon join the collection of the Central Museum of the Great Patriotic 
War in Moscow. The badge of honor of the Russian Foreign Ministry was 
awarded to Czech citizens who participated in the preparation of the Czech 
edition of the book Myunkhen. Prorochestvo prezidenta Benesha [Munich: 
The Prophecy of President Beneš] by Russian writer Svyatoslav Rybas.

In accordance with tradition, on June 22, wreaths were laid at the Red Army 
soldiers’ burial ground in the Olšany Cemetery in Prague. Commemorative 
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events are also held by the Consulates General of Russia in Brno and Karlovy 
Vary, and the Russian Center for Science and Culture in Prague.

Q: Will hitherto unpublished historical documents in Russian archives 
related to the events of the start of the Great Patriotic War be made public? 
Will Czech historians and researchers, for example, have access to them?

A: Russian archives regularly publish historical documents on the events 
of World War II; Russian President Vladimir Putin, in particular, is calling 
for this. In this regard, the head of state specifically cites “No Statute of 
Limitations” – a federal project aimed at preserving the historical memory 
of the tragedy of the civilian population of the USSR during the Great 
Patriotic War and establishing 
the circumstances of crimes 
against the civilian population. 
It is worth noting that Russian 
universities are already 
planning to include the project 
materials in their curricula; 
they are also available on the 
Internet, so they are accessible 
not only to the expert community but also to interested members of the 
public, including researchers from the Czech Republic.

The official website of the Russian Defense Ministry regularly posts 
declassified documents from the agency’s Central Archive. For example, 
materials on the Prague strategic offensive operation were published in 
May 2021. This multimedia project can also be found on the embassy’s 
website.

Q: For several years now, especially in Europe, forces have been mobilizing 
to proclaim a new version of the Drive to the East (Drang nach Osten) 
in various forms: for example, resolutions of the European Parliament, 
the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, and some national 
parliaments – resolutions regarding the perpetrators of World War II that 
equate the Soviet Union and Hitler’s Germany. Is the response by the 
representatives of the Russian state and your historians heard loud enough 
to disprove this historical contradiction?

A: For all their obvious provocativeness, such initiatives can carry real 
threats. Attempts to distort the history of World War II, rewrite its results, 

Only by communicating and 
getting to know each other bet-
ter can we counter the stereo- 
types and prejudices that in-
terfere with building healthy, 
constructive relationships.
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and cast doubt on the conclusions of the Nuremberg Tribunal for the sake 
of short-term political gains undermine the efforts of the victorious powers 
and their allies (including Czechoslovakia) to create universal international 
institutions designed, as the UN Charter states, “to save the succeeding 
generations from the scourge of war.”

Thus, some of the European organizations that you listed with their 
notorious decisions in effect undermine the foundations of the UN Charter 
and negate the very goals for which they were created.

It is appropriate in this regard to quote German Foreign Minister 
Heiko Maas, who in his article for Spiegel magazine on the occasion of 
the 75th anniversary of the end of World War II, pretty much dotted all the 
i’s in this matter: “Germany single-handedly unleashed World War II by 
attacking Poland.”

Russia’s position was clearly and cogently stated by the Russian 
president in his article “75th Anniversary of the Great Victory: Shared 
Responsibility to History and Our Future.” In it, he noted that Russia will 
continue to defend historical truth based on documented historical facts 
and speak impartially about the events of World War II.

Q: Contrary to the principles of the historical method, various mass media 
outlets, as well as some political bodies, refer to the Soviet-German treaty 
of August 23, 1939, as the main cause of World War II, failing to mention 
the Munich Agreement of 1938 and other agreements of Hitler’s Germany 
with European countries. How do modern Russian historians characterize 
this Soviet-German treaty? How active are discussions on this topic?

A: The signing of the nonaggression treaty between the Soviet Union and 
Germany – the so-called Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact – is being actively 
discussed in Russian expert circles. There are many publications on this 
topic. With respect to the reasons behind the treaty, it is emphasized 
that the Soviet Union, faced with lack of initiative from the West in 
organizing a collective rebuff to aggression, in effect found itself alone 
against Hitler’s Germany and had no other choice. The signing of the 
treaty was intended to postpone the inevitable attack of the Reich and 
give the USSR an opportunity to better prepare for it; this is in the 
context of the prospect of waging a war on two fronts. Experts have 
concluded that pragmatism in this case prevailed over ideological and 
moral-political fluctuations. At the same time, we should not forget that 
similar pacts with Germany had already been signed by Great Britain, 
France, and Poland at that time.
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Russia also draws attention to the fact that sometimes the backstory of 
the Soviet-German treaty is completely forgotten – for example, the fact 
that it was preceded by the Munich Agreement, when London and Paris 
in September 1938 handed Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland over to Hitler 
for destruction. Then, in mid-March 1939, Nazi Germany seized all of the 
Czechoslovak Republic and created a puppet state in Slovakia, again with 
the tacit acquiescence of the Western powers.

President of the Czech Republic Miloš Zeman spoke on this topic on 
the occasion of the 70th anniversary of the restoration of Lidice, a village 
destroyed by the Nazis. He believes that the war could have been avoided if 
“the leadership of the so-called democratic states were not cowards. They 
were not Churchill or de Gaulle – they were Chamberlain and Daladier. 
They were people who, sitting in their cozy offices, feared the then pacifist 
majority of their voters, who were afraid of war. But because they were 
afraid of a small war, they ended up with a big war.”

Unfortunately, the signing of the Soviet-German treaty in 1939, 
taken out of its specific historical context, is used by our detractors for 
propaganda purposes. This is an example of the politicization of historical 
events for the sake of opportunistic interests.

Q: Partitura Vtoroy mirovoy voyny [The Score of World War II] (an 
anthology edited by Natalia Narochnitskaya and Valentin Falin) says that 
as a result of the “fourth partition of Poland,” the USSR gained control 
of territories inhabited mainly by Belarusians and Ukrainians and shifted 
its borders 300 kilometers to the West. Perhaps it was these 300 additional 
kilometers that did not allow Hitler to achieve the planned lightning 
victory – the goal of his blitzkrieg. Has this fact been discussed in Russian 
society?

A: Narochnitskaya and Falin are well-known and respected experts, and 
their opinion undoubtedly resonates in public discourse on this topic. It is 
hard to dispute the fact that distance to the front line plays an important 
role in any armed conflict. In this case, it is worth noting that before the 
war, the Soviet-Polish border passed only a few dozen kilometers from 
Minsk – an extremely unfavorable situation from the standpoint of military 
strategy.

The Soviet leadership ignored the calls of Germany, which had attacked 
Poland, to join the hostilities for as long as it possibly could. Only when 
it became clear that Great Britain and France were not going to help their 
ally, and the Wehrmacht would be able to quickly occupy all of Poland 
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and end up within striking distance of Minsk, was the decision made to 
deploy Red Army military formations on the morning of September 17 in 
the so-called Eastern Borderlands – now parts of Belarus, Ukraine, and 
Lithuania (some of these territories had been torn away from Russia by 
Poland during the Soviet-Polish war of 1919-1921).

The actions of Poland, which was one of the first to conclude a 
nonaggression pact with Hitler in 1934, are also worth noting in this 
regard. Soviet intelligence had information regarding the development 
by the Poles of plans for joint action with Germany against the USSR. 
We remember what Warsaw did to Czechoslovakia immediately after the 
signing of the Munich Agreement.

Q: After the number of diplomats and administrative staff of the Czech 
Embassy in Moscow and the Russian Embassy in Prague were brought 
to parity, can we say that Czech-Russian and Russian-Czech relations 
are being built anew? What is the current state of our relations, 
Mr. Ambassador?

A: Russian-Czech relations are currently experiencing a deep crisis. Their 
current deplorable state is the result of successive unfriendly actions taken by 
the Czech side over a number of years. Suffice it to recall the illegal extradition 
of Russian citizen Yevgeny Nikulin to the US and the unjustified expulsion of 
employees of Russian foreign missions in the fabricated “Skripal Case” in 
2018 and the 2020 “ricin case,” which even Czech Prime Minister Andrej 
Babiš deemed contrived. Such unfriendly actions also include the dismantling 
of the Old Town Hall memorial plaque dedicated to the liberation of Prague 
by Red Army troops, the dismantling of the monument to Marshal Konev in 
Prague 6, and the glorification of the Vlasov Army. The anti-Russian course 
culminated in an absurd accusation against Russia of involvement in the 
Vrbětice ammunition warehouses explosions seven years ago, after which 18 
employees of our diplomatic mission were declared personae non gratae. The 
retaliatory measures by the Russian side were a necessary response, and the 
inclusion of the Czech Republic on the list of states committing unfriendly 
actions toward Russia, unfortunately, only reflects reality.

Regrettably, the fact is that the foundations of bilateral cooperation, 
painstakingly built over decades through joint efforts, have been seriously 
undermined. Having committed an unprecedented unfriendly act against 
Russia, our partners make it clear that they do not intend to stop there. 
You will agree that it is extremely difficult in such conditions to talk about 
improving relations. It is much easier to break than to make. The damage 



Russian-Czech Relations Are Currently in Deep Crisis 133

has been done to both sides, since cooperation is mutually beneficial. 
Nevertheless, there is still mutual interest in cooperation in various fields – 
be it trade, investment, culture or education.

Q: Is it possible to forget or nullify everything that has been achieved 
in our bilateral relations not only in the last 30 years but even since the 
establishment of diplomatic relations in 1922 between what was then 
Czechoslovakia and the USSR?

A: History cannot be “nullified.” This also applies to the history of 
Russian-Czech relations, which is rooted in the distant past. It is what 
it is – with glorious and very difficult pages that cannot be pulled out 
arbitrarily at will. At the same time, there have been more and more 
attempts recently to distort or rewrite our joint history, to erase from it all 
that has united us, and, on the contrary, to bring difficult moments to the 
fore, deliberately opening past wounds. I hope that attempts to “nullify” 
the past will ultimately fail. I am sure that healthy forces in society will 
purge historical memory of everything calumnious and be able to build on 
our accumulated heritage of constructive cooperation despite the efforts of 
our detractors not just in the Czech Republic.

Q: Has the fate of the Russian School in Prague, a former school at the 
Russian Embassy, been decided? It is already obvious that the school 
should have the same parameters as other international schools operating 
in the Czech Republic. How many students attend the school?

A: We consider the situation concerning the school particularly sensitive. 
After all, as a result of the actions of the Czech side, the rights of children to 
receive education have been infringed, and the interests of our compatriots 
living here have been affected. Most of the teachers working at the school 
were accredited in the Czech Republic as members of the administrative 
and technical staff of the embassy. It is worth noting that the school at the 
Czech Embassy in Moscow functioned in exactly the same way until 2006. 
American Sokol, a school on the territory of the Czech diplomatic mission 
in Washington, is still in operation. In this regard, the claims of the Czech 
Foreign Ministry that the work of our school does not comply with the 1961 
Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations sounds extremely odd.

There are schools at Russian diplomatic missions in Austria, Great 
Britain, Germany, France, the US, and Switzerland, among other places, 
and for some reason, the issue of their improper functioning with respect 
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to this convention never comes up. The withdrawal of the appropriate 
accreditation for our teachers by the Czech side forced them to leave the 
Czech Republic before June 1, 2021. Thus, the students’ state examinations 
were disrupted, and the work of the school was paralyzed.

The educational institution in question is the successor of the Russian 
Zemstvo Gymnasium, opened in 1922 as part of Tomáš Masaryk’s 
Russian Aid Operation. Unsurprisingly, a petition in defense of the school 
addressed to Czech President Zeman and Czech Foreign Minister Jakub 
Kulhánek was signed by 200 of its former graduates and concerned 
citizens. For a century, it provided access to Russian education for children 
not only of embassy employees but also of our Russian compatriots in the 
Czech Republic, as well as members of diplomatic missions of several CIS 
countries. After graduation, most of them entered Russian universities.

About 300 people attended the school in the 2020-2021 academic year. 
The school is part of the embassy organization. The complex of school 
buildings was built on the basis of a 1979 agreement on the exchange of 
school building complexes in Prague between the governments of the USSR 
and Czechoslovakia. It was officially transferred by the Czech Administration 
for Servicing the Diplomatic Corps in Prague directly to the Soviet Embassy 
in the Czech Republic on December 31, 1981 (copies of these documents 
are available at the embassy). The claims that the school is not an integral 
part of the embassy are made either due to lack of knowledge on the subject 
or due to deliberate ignorance of the relevant legal framework.

Q: Has the reduction in the number of diplomats and administrative staff 
had any impact on the work of the Russian Center for Science and Culture 
in Prague? What is its future? I am asking this question because I know 
that the Center’s activities are very extensive and diverse.

A: Despite all the difficulties, the Russian Center for Science and Culture 
in Prague continues to function. We are convinced that momentary changes 
in the political situation must not affect the cultural and humanitarian 
sphere of cooperation between our countries. Culture, traditions, spiritual 
closeness – these are the foundations we must preserve. So we will continue 
to work in this direction. We will try to fill the Center’s program with new 
events and projects that, we hope, will interest and attract the attention of 
a wide audience in the Czech Republic. After all, only by communicating 
and getting to know each other better can we counter the stereotypes and 
prejudices that interfere with building healthy, constructive relationships – 
and that’s exactly what we need.
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TODAY, information and communication technologies (ICTs) have the 
same decisive impact on national and global development and determine 
the status of states in the international arena and the degree of their 
sovereignty as did nuclear technologies in the 1940s and rocket and space 
technologies in the 1950s and 1970s.

The current and to an even greater extent the future face of the world is 
determined by the level of development and degree of implementation of 
the latest information technologies: virtual finance, artificial intelligence, 
big data, etc.

However, not everyone in the international arena was aware of the 
costs of global digitalization – the vulnerabilities and strategic problems 
it would entail. Today, the world has changed, it has matured, most 
states have adopted more pragmatic approaches. For some states, this 
practicality is based on the desire for equal access to new information 
and communication technologies; for others, it is based on the desire to 
maintain the lead in this area.

Being at the origins of the negotiation process on international 
information security (IIS) and for more than 20 years forming the major 
conceptual approaches and leading ideas, Russia, like a tuning fork, has 
picked up the new vibrations in the cybersphere. We initiated the creation 
of a new algorithm for negotiations on IIS issues.

Question: Russia is actively and successfully promoting global initiatives 
on international information security. As far as we know, this June, at 
the suggestion of the Russian Federation, the UN launched the Open-

Andrey Krutskikh, Director, International Information Security Department, Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation
Mr. Krutskikh was interviewed by International Affairs.
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Ended Working Group on security of and in the use of information and 
communications technologies (2021-2025). How would you rate the 
launch of the new negotiating platform, and what goals does it pursue?

Answer: Russia’s main foreign policy priority in the area of international 
information security remains the formation of a global IIS system based 
on the principles of conflict prevention in the information space and 
encouraging the use of ICTs for peaceful purposes. In this regard, we are 
actively working to ensure that the negotiation process under UN auspices 
is continuous and successive. To this end, in 2018, on Russia’s initiative, 
a fundamentally new format – an Open-Ended Working Group – was 
launched where, unlike in previous topical platforms, all 193 UN member 
states participate. Having established together with our partners a new 
OEWG for 2021-2025, we were able to consolidate an inclusive and 
truly democratic mechanism for the long term, a priority of which will be 
the development of universal rules, norms, and principles of responsible 
behavior of states in the information space.

On June 1, 2021, the organizational session of the new OEWG was 
successfully held in New York. During the meeting, the key modalities 
of its work were approved by consensus. It is encouraging to note that 
Singapore’s candidacy for the post of chairman of the OEWG, initially 
proposed by Russia, was supported by everyone: Burhan Gafoor, an 
experienced diplomat, permanent representative of Singapore to the UN 
in New York, led the process. I would like to take this opportunity to thank 
our Singaporean colleagues for their responsible approach, which was 
expressed in their willingness to lead this mechanism of global importance.

In his welcoming speech, the chairman emphasized that the OEWG 
provides an opportunity for states large and small to be heard, which, in 
turn, significantly contributes to confidence-building efforts.

The group’s agenda and rules of procedure, including consensus as 
a decision-making method, were approved during the organizational 
session. Other organizational matters will be agreed upon prior to the 
first substantive session of the OEWG in December 2021, during broad 
consultations with all states. This underscores once again the truly 
democratic nature of this negotiation platform.

Overall, the event was constructive – another in a string of successes 
in global cyber diplomacy along with the adoption of the final reports of 
the first UN OEWG on IIS and the Group of Governmental Experts (GGE) 
[on Advancing responsible State behavior in the context of international 
security], as well as the establishment of the Ad Hoc Committee with the 
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goal of elaborating under UN auspices a comprehensive international 
convention on countering the use of information and communications 
technologies for criminal purposes.

All participants in the process confirmed that the OEWG was an 
extremely relevant and 
promising mechanism for 
discussions on the issues 
of ensuring IIS within 
the UN framework. The 
countries also supported 
our vision of the group’s 
work based on the 
principles of universality, 
openness, transparency, 
and democracy, as well 
as the focus on achieving 
practical results.

Q: You mentioned the UN 
Group of Governmental 
Experts on Advancing responsible State behavior in cyberspace in the 
context of international security. As is known, Russia was one of the most 
active participants in this process. Do you have any comments on the 
results of the GGE’s work?

A: Quite recently (on May 28, 2021), the GGE, established on the initiative 
of the United States in 2018, adopted its final report by consensus.

I would like to emphasize that this was made possible thanks to the 
hard work of the experts and the flexibility they demonstrated. The Russian 
delegation managed to get the text to reflect our principled approaches 
to ensuring IIS, including on the most pressing issues. In particular, the 
attribution of incidents in the ICT sphere, international legal regulation 
of this sphere, the need for further work under UN auspices on the rules 
of responsible behavior of states, as well as the possibility of developing 
legally binding norms.

Incidentally, the text of the GGE report notes the importance of 
continuing the global discussion on IIS in the OEWG format, which we 
have just discussed above.

The adoption of the GGE report proves that, with political will, 
countries can forget about existing contradictions and conduct a pragmatic 

Russia insists on taking a number 
of coordinated measures, such 
as increasing the role of states in 
the Internet governance process; 
developing a global Internet gov-
ernance policy at the intergovern-
mental level; ensuring the stable 
and safe operation of the Internet 
on the basis of international law; 
and preserving the sovereign right 
of states to regulate the national 
segment of the Internet.
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dialogue instead of a politicized one in order to achieve common success. 
That was precisely the position taken by the Russian experts, which was 
noted by the majority of the group members. It is very important to continue 
to maintain the existing constructive mood in the global discussion on 
ensuring IIS within the framework of the new OEWG.

Q: What is the situation with the development of a cyber convention under 
UN auspices, given that several Western countries initially opposed this 
initiative of Russia?

A: We are seeing significant positive changes when it comes to countering 
cybercrime. Over the past two or three years, this topic has become an 
integral part of the agenda of many negotiating platforms, primarily the 
UN. Rampant cybercrime, which has manifested itself most clearly during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, has affected all countries and segments of 
society, presenting itself as a global problem that requires an appropriate 
response. This “industry” is highly profitable, but its actions are not always 
punishable. International cooperation of law-enforcement agencies in this 
sphere is far from ideal, to put it mildly, and needs serious international 
legal adjustment. Russia’s initiatives at the UN respond to these challenges 
of our time.

This year, we have submitted another draft UN General Assembly 
resolution on this topic. The task was to develop and approve guidelines 
for the work of the Open-Ended Ad Hoc Intergovernmental Committee 
of Experts, created on the initiative of Russia and 46 other states to 
draft a comprehensive international convention on countering the use of 
information and communications technologies for criminal purposes, in 
order to kick off practical work on the convention. We have completed 
this task. Moreover, when adopting similar resolutions in 2018 and 2019, 
several states categorically opposed discussing the issue of information 
crime within the framework of the UN, whereas this year our document 
was adopted by consensus.

Two years ago, we were strongly defending even the idea that creating 
such a universal instrument is necessary. This time, the world community 
was arguing about how to do this, trying to prove to each other that they 
needed this convention the most and that it should have been implemented 
yesterday. This is an objective need and the clearly expressed political will 
of states.

UN member states used to spend 10 years discussing whether to raise 
a topic and then take 10 years to prepare the initial drafts of documents. 



Global Cyber Agenda: A Diplomatic Victory 139

We did not have the luxury of spending so much time deliberating. In the 
current difficult political situation, Russian diplomats managed to create 
and launch a full-fledged negotiation platform in just over a year. Now, 
the leading role will be played not by diplomats but by law-enforcement 
agencies and lawyers, the best in their field, who are fighting cybercrime 
in real life.

They will have to develop a global convention in short order – in two 
and a half years – within the framework of the Ad Hoc Committee with 
the participation of all interested parties and submit it to the UN General 
Assembly for consideration and approval at its 78th session in 2023. To 
complete that task, the Ad Hoc Committee will hold seven substantive 
sessions: four in New York, including the first and the last two, and three 
in Vienna. The first meeting is scheduled for January 2022. This will be a 
very fast-moving process.

The permanent representative of Algeria was elected chairperson of 
the Ad Hoc Committee, and the representative of Indonesia its rapporteur. 
These countries are active representatives of the Non-Aligned Movement 
and coauthors of our UN General Assembly Resolution 74/247 on 
establishing the Ad Hoc Committee. In fact, they also act as guarantors 
that the voices of developing countries – the biggest stakeholders in this 
process – are heard when developing the convention. Russia, as the initiator 
of the negotiation process, was elected a vice chair by a significant majority 
of votes. Countries such as China, the United States, Japan, and others, 
representing all the regions of the world, were also elected vice chairs of 
the Ad Hoc Committee. Thus, equitable geographical representation was 
maintained.

Q: How do you see the future anti-cybercrime convention?

A: It is important to understand that the future convention will not solve 
all problems related to cybercrime; it is only part of our comprehensive 
efforts. But it will allow us to take an important step toward consolidating 
the international community and exchanging best practices in order to 
develop a high-quality cooperation mechanism. We are also convinced 
that, in the process of creating such a complex international instrument, a 
balance needs to be maintained between the scope of the convention and 
protecting human rights, to take into account the interests of businesses 
and possible legal conflicts.

In this regard, we have long shown and proved that this process is 
not aimed at somehow interfering with existing tools and mechanisms in 
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this area. On the contrary, universal conventions should comprehensively 
strengthen the current capabilities of states, businesses, and society, and 
make our lives safer. This is a historic chance for all of us to join forces 
and take a big step forward in the fight against cybercrime, our common 
enemy. All the conditions for this have been created. The problem is 
complex, but that must not deter us.

Q: In the international arena, Russia actively supports the peaceful use 
of ICT and the creation of a system for conflict prevention in cyberspace. 
Russian diplomats are working on developing principles, norms, and 
rules of responsible behavior of states in the information space under UN 
auspices. Is it possible to involve all stakeholders in the process of shaping 
global information security?

A: We believe that building a truly effective, inclusive, and transparent 
global IIS system requires the involvement of all participants in the process. 
A mechanism for this has just been launched as part of UN negotiations on 
IIS. The new UN-mandated Open-Ended Working Group on Developments 
in the Field of ICTs in the Context of International Security for 2021-2025 
is authorized under its mandate to consider national IIS initiatives as well 
as issues related to the institutionalization of dialogue between OEWG 
participants and other stakeholders – businesses, NGOs, and the scientific 
community.

The possibility of establishing auxiliary subgroups on certain issues 
covered by its mandate will give the discussions a more structured, 
specialized, and dynamic character, and will also facilitate inviting 
representatives of nongovernmental organizations and scientific and 
business communities to participate in the negotiation process. This will 
help strengthen confidence-building measures and formulate rules of 
the game in the digital space that are transparent and understandable to 
everyone.

The need to reach an agreement on generally accepted rules, norms, 
and principles of behavior in cyberspace is as urgent as the need to 
create a public-private partnership mechanism. When it comes to IIS, 
the interests of the state and business are now complementary. It is the 
business community, which suffers significant economic damage from 
illegal activities in cybersphere, that is most interested in creating rules of 
the game to its benefit.

It is important to diversify the process of including the business 
community in the negotiation format by using this mechanism on high-
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profile platforms such as the SCO, ASEAN, BRICS, etc., which have 
recently repeatedly expressed interest in increasing the involvement of 
private companies in IIS talks.

Our Chinese partners also recognize the importance of these approaches 
and are beginning to promote their concepts of digital economy for 
protecting business and involving it using important regional structures 
such as the SCO and the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) on security.

As for the participation of Russian business representatives in 
international negotiations, we have recently witnessed steadily growing 
interest on the part of Russian companies. For example, Norilsk Nickel 
Group, Sberbank, IB-Group, Kaspersky Lab, Infowatch, and others have 
done some groundwork and put forward interesting ideas and proposals in 
the sphere of information security that could make a tangible intellectual 
contribution to this process.

It is important not only to create conditions for involving business in 
the dialogue but also to institutionalize public-private partnership in this 
area.

Q: How do you view the prospects for international cooperation on 
IIS? Will it proceed according to Western “blueprints,” or will Russian 
initiatives set the tone?

A: Today, it is no longer enough to build international cooperation in 
the cybersphere based on traditional formats of bilateral and multilateral 
cooperation. Russia is open to contacts within the framework of cyber 
alliances, which should be built in addition to existing international 
associations of the conventional kind.

To this end, we have stepped up efforts to engage new like-minded 
partners and deepen regional cooperation with an emphasis on the member 
countries of the SCO, BRICS, ASEAN, the African Union, the countries of 
the South Pacific, and other regional associations. We also aim to enhance 
cooperation with leading Southeast Asian countries such as Singapore 
and Malaysia, which determine the core trends in the development of the 
region.

Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, which made face-to-face meetings 
impossible, we continue large-scale work on regional platforms, including 
work on the practical implementation of confidence-building measures 
in the field of ICT security. For example, in early 2021, under the aegis 
of the ASEAN Regional Forum on security, together with Cambodia, we 
managed to launch a discussion on terminology, and in April, with the 
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support of China and Vietnam, we organized a webinar on combating 
cybercrime. Also, we were nominated as a cochair of the ARF Inter-
Sessional Meeting on ICTs Security together with Indonesia, the Republic 
of Korea, and Australia.

Additionally, in January 2021, a concept paper on the establishment 
of the ASEAN-Russia Dialogue on ICT Security-related Issues was 
approved. We are looking forward to its launch soon.

As usual, we are developing cooperation with our key partners and 
neighbors: We are working on a priority action plan for implementing 
the Cybersecurity Strategy initiative in the CIS countries and continuing 
active work in the SCO and the CSTO.

The most important area is the signing of bilateral and multilateral 
intergovernmental agreements and joint statements by the heads of state 
on IIS cooperation. These documents open up expansive opportunities 
for practical cooperation and coordination of efforts in the context of the 
growing importance of information security issues on the world stage and 
emphasize its political significance.

At present, Russia has signed 11 intergovernmental agreements on 
IIS cooperation (this year with Iran and Kyrgyzstan), as well as six joint 
bilateral and multilateral statements of heads of state in this sphere, the 
latest of which are within the framework of the SCO and the CIS.

Q: In recent years, the humanitarian aspects of ensuring IIS have become 
increasingly important; they are being talked about ever more frequently 
at global forums. What approach does Russia take on this issue?

A: The humanitarian aspects of information security and the ethics of using 
ICT are becoming the most important elements of global, national, public, 
and private security in the modern world. And information security itself 
is becoming a vital condition for ensuring the interests of the individual, 
society, and the state and, therefore, it can and should become the subject 
of an international legal instrument developed under UN auspices to 
protect citizens and especially children from negative consequences of the 
information revolution.

Under certain conditions, information and ICT can become one of the 
main levers of influence on users of the digital environment, a source of 
destabilizing any society, and a means of pressuring state authorities. In 
their search for potential targets in the global digital environment, various 
scam artists and criminals are relying on increasingly sophisticated tools 
of informational and psychological influence. Children and adolescents 
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are the most vulnerable targets; they are easily exposed to various types 
of content, including of the destructive variety. Therefore, the issue of 
protecting minors that “live” in this kind of environment is extremely vital.

Unfortunately, the market principles of the functioning of the Internet 
give rise to a situation where the global information space can be 
transformed into a malicious environment for its users.

Today, the Internet is becoming the main platform for the dissemination 
of not only information but also various kinds of political manipulation. 
The main tool in this process is no longer the classical media but various 
digital platforms, social networks, and messenger services, which under 
certain conditions act as a source of destabilization of any society and a 
resource of pressure on state power.

At the same time, the strict content management policy pursued by 
Western IT giants is beginning to take the form of censorship. Contrary 
to the declared goals of protecting freedom of speech, companies such as 
Google and Facebook actively interfere in the affairs of undesirable media 
and bloggers: They delete content or block entire channels. Today, they 
represent the main source of information threat to the digital sovereignty 
of most nations. For example, in May 2020, the YouTube accounts of 
the news agencies New Front, Anna News, and Crimea-24 were deleted 
without explanation and prior notification; in July, the account of the 
Tsargrad TV channel was deleted.

But there is another aspect of this problem: the responsibility of the owners 
of social networks for the distribution of prohibited content posted by users.

IT companies are, in fact, monopolists that grossly violate national 
laws concerning principles related to the collection and processing of 
personal data. At the same time, transnational IT corporations under US 
jurisdiction circumvent the legal norms of the states where they operate 
and violate their laws with impunity.

Regulating the activities of IT companies is a legitimate and inalienable 
sovereign right of each state to protect its information space and the interests 
of the individual and society, and to ensure their security. For the Russian 
Federation, this measure, along with the development of its own social 
networks and Internet platforms, is an important and necessary part of 
ensuring national digital sovereignty. The legal measures aimed at regulating 
IT giants, both those that have already been adopted in Russia and those that 
are being proposed for adoption, are no tougher than those in other countries.

Many countries understand the need to conclude an international 
agreement to regulate the activities of Internet companies. However, 
developing such a document takes both time and political will.
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Russia has consistently advocated for the internationalization of 
Internet governance and the increasing role of states in this process. The 
regulation of the Internet exclusively by the private sector, where the role 
of states (the guarantors of the rights and freedoms of their citizens and 
the key players when it comes to the economy, security, and the stability 
of critical information infrastructure) has been minimized, has long shown 
its ineffectiveness.

Within the framework of the UN system, Russia insists on taking a 
number of coordinated measures, such as increasing the role of states in 
the Internet governance process; developing a global Internet governance 
policy at the intergovernmental level; ensuring the stable and safe 
operation of the Internet on the basis of international law; and preserving 
the sovereign right of states to regulate the national segment of the Internet.

The empowerment of the International Telecommunication Union 
(ITU), which has the necessary competence and is currently widely 
involved in the development of various standards and protocols for the 
Internet, is becoming an important consideration.

The Communications Administration of the Russian Federation has 
nominated Rashid Ismailov, president of VimpelCom and deputy minister 
of Telecom and Mass Communications of the Russian Federation in 2014-
2018, as the Russian candidate for the post of ITU secretary-general. 
The election of the ITU secretary-general will take place during the ITU 
Plenipotentiary Conference in 2022.

His election would strengthen Russia’s standing as a technologically 
advanced state and open a new “window of opportunity” for high-
level dialogue on the development of ICT and the introduction of new 
communication technologies around the world.
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THE COVID-19 pandemic has forced the world to plunge into the virtual 
space and to digitalize economic and everyday life. Crime, having rapidly 
adapted to the new conditions, has rushed to take advantage of information 
and communication technologies (ICTs). Phishing, ransomware, DDoS 
attacks, and cyberattacks are constantly in the news and have become part 
of our everyday lives. In an era of unrestrained digitalization, computer 
attacks could have devastating consequences and lead to disasters related 
to national security. Meanwhile, the activities of cyber criminals are still 
mostly aimed at seeking financial gain. The pandemic has given them a 
new impetus and exposed long-standing issues. They are largely related to 
the shortcomings of states’ national legislation and the current system of 
international cooperation in this area. The existing multilateral instruments 
were elaborated 10 to 20 years ago and objectively are not keeping pace 
with cybercrime activity. Bilateral communication channels between 
states’ law-enforcement agencies are far from perfect. It is especially 
noticeable when crimes are committed within just a few minutes, while it 
can take from a few weeks to two to three years to receive a response to a 
request for electronic evidence. 

So it is not surprising that in recent years the damage caused by 
cybercrime has increased significantly. Its scope is staggering. While in 
2018, UN Secretary-General António Guterres emphasized that the annual 
damage from cybercrime amounted to $1.5 trillion, in 2021 this figure may 

Andrey Krutskikh, Special Representative of the Russian President for International 
Cooperation in the Field of Information Security, Director, International Information 
Security Department, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation; dmib@mid.ru
Ayrat Khamidullin, Third Secretary, International Information Security Department, 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation; dmib@mid.ru



146 INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

reach $6 trillion. Given that many companies and states are used to not 
reporting such incidents, real figures may be significantly higher. Meanwhile, 
cybercrimes are committed remotely and often from the territory of other 
countries, and no state in the world can combat them alone.

With that understanding, Russia was the first to raise at the UN, the main 
global negotiation platform, the issue of coming up with a comprehensive 
practical mechanism under its aegis focused on cybercrime and aimed 
at combating it. The key message is to consolidate global efforts to fight 
cybercrime and to severely hamper the activities of offenders and leave 
them no loopholes to evade justice, even if the chain of events involves the 
jurisdiction of several states from different regions of the world with different 
legal systems. Many developing states have been suffering tremendously 
from this phenomenon but are unable to combat cybercrime alone. These 
states share a positive perception of the elaboration of a universal convention 
against cybercrime given that the UN Convention against Corruption 
(UNCAC) and the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime 
(UNTOC) have taken a similar path.

But initially this idea faced major opposition from the Western states 
that had been actively promoting the Council of Europe’s Convention on 
Cybercrime of 2001, better known as the Budapest Convention, for many 
years as a “gold standard” in this area; 65 states are parties to it. Russia 
and most UN members did not sign this convention due to its major 
shortcomings – namely, the small number of culpable offences (only nine), 
the lack of official statistics on its implementation, as well as the high risk 
of the violation of the principle of state sovereignty and fundamental human 
rights and freedoms of a state party to the convention under the pretext of 
combating cybercrime (Article 32 “b” on trans-border access to data). 

Meanwhile, apologists of the Budapest Convention for a long time 
blocked any discussion at the UN on the development of common standards 
in this area, claiming there was no alternative to their brainchild. Therefore, 
although real cooperation between states was moving forward, it was not 
moving at the right speed, and from a policy perspective, it was even stalling. 
This led to local legislative initiatives and mechanisms being proposed in 
various countries, the fragmentation of international cooperation, and as a 
result, a surge of unlawful actions in the information area. 

Russia managed to change this negative trend by proposing to the 
international community the idea of creating a negotiation platform to 
develop the first-ever UN Convention on cybercrime. This resulted in the 
establishment of an Ad Hoc Intergovernmental Committee of Experts to 
Elaborate a Comprehensive International Convention on Countering the 



International Community a Step Closer to “Cybercrime Vaccine” 147

Use of ICTs for Criminal Purposes under the aegis of the UN (hereinafter – 
the Ad Hoc Committee) pursuant to UNGA Resolution 74/247 of 
December 27, 2019. The document was cosponsored by 47 states, although 
a year earlier, only five to 10 delegations could speak into the microphone 
at pertinent venues about the idea of developing global instruments.

Thus, at first, some Western partners tried to stall negotiations by 
using procedural tactics and invoking the threat of the pandemic. Yet, 
the outcomes of political discussions and voting at the UN in New York 
demonstrated that the whole world needs a global treaty in this area to 
obtain an effective mechanism to curb the cyberthreat, and that it cannot 
wait any longer.

The background to the negotiations has therefore changed. Despite the 
rigid positions of various delegations, informal consultations on the future 
convention helped launch dialogue aimed at reaching major political 
agreements. It was no longer a question of whether there was a need for 
a convention, but of how to develop it quickly and efficiently. As part of 
the preparation for the organizational session of the Ad Hoc Committee 
(May 10-12, 2021), the Russian delegation headed by Deputy Director of 
the Department of International Information Security of the Russian Foreign 
Ministry Dmitry Bukin, held 
several rounds of negotiations 
with representatives of the 
US Department of State who 
had previously opposed the 
establishment of the negotiation 
platform. However, this time, 
dialogue between the countries 
resulted in a compromise text of 
a draft resolution on the modalities of the work of the Ad Hoc Committee, 
which formed the basis of the UNGA Resolution 75/282 adopted by 
consensus.

This was accompanied by attempts to postpone consideration of the 
aforementioned draft resolution. The dates of the organizational Session 
of the Ad Hoc Committee were changed twice under the pretext of the 
pandemic; however, the outcome was inevitable, and elaboration of 
the universal convention on countering ICT crimes began on Russia’s 
initiative and in the interests of the whole international community. This 
has become a major diplomatic achievement in combating cybercrime and 
proof that our country has been making a significant contribution to the 
fight against it. 

We trust that the proposed 
draft convention will help 
unite and direct the efforts of 
the world community toward 
the development of practical 
solutions in this area.
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Law-enforcement experts and diplomats of UN member states have in 
effect two years to elaborate a global convention with the participation of all 
interested parties and submit it to the UNGA for consideration and approval 
as early as in 2023-2024 during its 78th Session. To this end, the Ad Hoc 
Committee will hold seven substantive sessions – four in New York and 
three in Vienna. The first meeting is scheduled for January 17-28, 2022. 

The complex and broad negotiations with a significant increase in the 
number of meetings demanded the active involvement of young diplomats 
of the Russian Foreign Ministry’s Department of International Information 
Security: Second Secretary L. Chernyshova, and Third Secretaries 
A. Kusayev and A. Khamidullin. It has become common practice for them 
to hold regional and bilateral informal meetings and to present Russia’s 
initiatives, preparing the necessary documents, which will then receive the 
status of a UN document. They devoted considerable time to giving public 
remarks that sometimes involved debates with venerable opponents that 
ended up with the young diplomats emerging victorious. The proximity 
of the young generation of diplomats to the ICT environment and their 
understanding of its specifics made it possible to accurately convey the 
essence of the problem and make clear arguments to the delegations of other 
states, which ultimately played a positive role. The young professionals 
thus justified the confidence placed in them.

The Russian Permanent Mission to the UN in New York headed by 
Vasily Nebenzya and the Russian Mission to the International Organizations 
in Vienna headed by Mikhail Ulyanov contributed significantly to the 
implementation of Russian diplomacy in this area. Together with experts 
from the Permanent Missions, considerable negotiating work has been 
done to convince other countries that Russia does not consider it a 
routine process, but a national and international policy priority driven by 
the urgent and real cyber security problem. Altogether, this has enabled 
the international community to move away from the previous degree of 
political confrontation and toward professional and constructive dialogue 
on such a complex topic.

Once the negotiating platform to elaborate a global treaty on countering 
ICT crimes had been created and launched, the next step was to decide 
on its actual substance. The practice of developing such instruments 
usually involves one of two options: proposing an initial draft convention 
or negotiating the key parameters and a skeleton of a future mechanism, 
which is later supplemented by suggestions from delegations. Considering 
the limited time allocated to the Ad Hoc Committee to elaborate the 
convention, Russia chose the first option. 
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To this end, on July 27, 2021, a Russian interagency delegation in 
Vienna headed by Deputy Prosecutor General of the Russian Federation 
Pyotr Gorodov submitted a Russian draft of the first ever universal treaty 
on countering cybercrime to the Ad Hoc Committee as a contribution to 
its work. The document was transmitted to the management of the United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, which oversees issues of combating 
cybercrime and acts as the secretariat of the Ad Hoc Committee, and to 
Faouzia Mebarki, Chairperson of the Ad Hoc Committee and Permanent 
Representative of Algeria to the International Organizations in Vienna. 
Russia’s Permanent Representative to the International Organizations 
in Vienna Mikhail Ulyanov, as well as Dmitry Bukin, took part in the 
presentation of the draft. 

The Russian Federation, which proposed the creation of the relevant 
negotiating platform back in 2019, was thus the first to come up with 
substantive content for developing this much needed international 
instrument. The document is currently being circulated in preparation for 
the Ad Hoc Committee’s first substantive session. The delegations will 
now have something to build on from the very outset of the Committee’s 
work, which will make life much easier for everyone – country delegations, 
leading world experts, as well as the UN Office on Drugs and Crime, by 
significantly reducing its expenses. 

The Russian draft of the convention was elaborated by the country’s 
leading experts within the framework of the Interagency Working Group 
on Cybercrime established under the auspices of the Prosecutor General’s 
Office of the Russian Federation.

This is an innovative document that has a number of significant 
advantages over existing instruments. It covers 23 offenses reflecting 
major and current trends in the field. These include unauthorized access 
to personal data, drug and weapons trafficking, involvement of minors 
in illegal activities, inducement to commit suicide, illegal distribution 
of counterfeit medicines and medical devices, cyberterrorism, the 
rehabilitation of Nazism, and many others.

The document draws on the provisions of the UN Convention against 
Corruption, the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, 
and the Budapest Convention, which are very familiar to states. This 
will not require changing the already established elements and rules of 
international cooperation, but will merely complement them with the 
specifics of the ICT environment and facilitate their incorporation into 
the national legislation of states. The document includes an extensive set 
of definitions and establishes procedures for legal assistance in criminal 
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matters, including the identification, seizure, confiscation, and recovery 
of assets. It also outlines emergency cooperation mechanisms, which are 
simply indispensable today to make the work of law-enforcement agencies 
more expeditious when investigating cybercrimes that require immediate 
response and cooperation with other countries.

An important achievement of this draft convention is that it ensures a 
balance between protecting personal data and respecting state sovereignty 
and human rights. At the same time, the document provides for the active 
use of modern technologies – for example, for interrogations and other 
procedural actions not previously available to experts in the field. The 
principle of “extradite or prosecute,” a pillar of international cooperation 
in criminal matters, is enshrined with respect to persons suspected of 
committing a crime and whose extradition is sought. 

For developing states, which have proven to be the most vulnerable in 
the digital environment and thus in need of significant support, the draft 
creates a solid international legal basis for providing them with extensive 
technical assistance, including staff training and material support in 
combating crimes involving the use of ICTs. Given the digital divide, this 
issue, being for them the most burning and the most often raised within 
the UN, is also key to their stable and progressive economic development.

For some parties to the Budapest Convention, the prospect of having 
two instruments at once – a universal document and a regional one – is not 
a problem but rather an asset, as their law-enforcement agencies will have 
a broader assortment of tools to find, apprehend, and convict criminals. 
This means there is a chance to come up with compromise solutions for 
the final document during negotiations.

Considering the specific nature of the topic and the differences in 
approaches, Russia is prepared to accept comments and suggestions on 
this document from all interested parties, so that we can work together to 
create a truly effective instrument to counter cybercrime that reflects the 
current realities. This is a historic chance for all of us to join efforts and 
take a huge step forward in the fight against a common enemy. We trust 
that the proposed draft convention will help unite and direct the efforts 
of the world community toward the development of practical solutions in 
this area.
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THE ISSUE of the applicability of international law in the field of 
information and communication technologies (ICT) security is being 
actively discussed at relevant UN platforms on international information 
security (IIS): the Open-Ended Working Group (OEWG) on developments 
in the field of information and telecommunications in the context of 
international security, and the Group of Governmental Experts (GGE) 
on Advancing responsible State behavior in cyberspace in the context of 
international security. This issue has become a kind of “watershed” in key 
nations’ positions in this area. Despite lengthy, years-long deliberations, 
the international community is still far from not only a consensus but even 
a common understanding of the basic categories of the applicability of 
international law to ICT. In order to clarify the issue, it is important to 
understand the substantive content of this phenomenon, its procedural 
aspects, and stages of implementation.

* * *

WE proceed from the fact that a separate branch of international security 
law is currently emerging: international information security law.

When speaking about the applicability of international law, it would 
be more correct, from a legal standpoint, to use the term “application/
implementation of the norms of international law.” In this sense, this concept 
implies the purposeful activity of a subject of international law, primarily 
a state or an international intergovernmental organization, to ensure the 
implementation of the norms of international law. It is based primarily on 
the fundamental principles of modern international law, which are enshrined 
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in the UN Charter, the Declaration on Principles of International Law 
concerning Friendly Relations and Co-operation among States, adopted on 
October 24, 1970, as well as in the Helsinki Final Act, signed on August 1, 
1975 (on sovereign equality, nonintervention in internal affairs, peaceful 
settlement of disputes, cooperation among states, etc.1).

In the doctrine of international law,2 as well as in practice, the term 
“implementation” (Lat. impletum) is often used. This term is widely used 
in official UN documents. It implies the implementation of “international 
legal and domestic norms in compliance with international legal 
obligations, as well as the creation of conditions for such implementation 
at the international and domestic levels.”3 This gives rise to concepts such 
as “implementation mechanism” (the system of measures contained in an 
international legal instrument for monitoring its implementation or a body 
and its work procedure) and “implementation articles” (articles of a treaty 
that contain the abovementioned system of measures).4 Implementation 
is carried out both in a broad and a narrow sense. In the broad sense, it is 
carried out on the international arena, in the narrow – at the national level.5 

In a broad context, implementation refers primarily to measures to 
implement the norms of international law. According to Gennady Ignatenko, 
“Implementation is the embodiment of the norms of international law 
in the behavior, activities of states and other subjects … the practical 
implementation of regulatory prescriptions.”6 It should be added that in 
the legal sense, this process is also essentially law enforcement.

The theory of international law distinguishes among the following forms 
of implementation: compliance, execution, and usage. Compliance implies 
enforcing prohibitive norms, where subjects of international law refrain 
from committing prohibited actions. Execution implies a high level of 
activity by subjects of international law (states/international organizations) 
to put norms into practice. This form of implementation is inherent in 
international legal norms that call for specific obligations or certain actions.7 
Usage implies exercising the possibilities contained in a norm. At the same 
time, the subject of international law has the right to decide whether specific 
legal provisions will be used or not, which means the implementation of 
permissive legislation. Usage contains no strict, mandatory requirement for 
a specific behavior or action or abstention from it.

Essentially, implementation is the process whereby the subjects of 
international law to whom a norm is addressed act in accordance with its 
provisions. Legal and/or organizational measures on the part of states are 
often necessary for the timely, comprehensive, and full implementation of 
the norms of international law.
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The process of implementing international law as a whole, that is, 
taking into account those features that are inherent in the implementation 
of individual treaties (other international legal acts) and norms, includes 
actual activities that meet the requirements of the norms, as well as legal 
and organizational support of these activities.

In addition to the legal 
framework, mechanisms for 
implementing norms of 
international law are necessary; 
they constitute a set of normative 
and institutional (organizational 
and legal) means used by 
subjects of international law at 
the international and national 
levels to implement international 
legal norms. 

The international mechanism is a system of means and institutions 
used by states to ensure the implementation of international legal 
norms; it consists of two interrelated components: an international legal 
(primarily convention-based) mechanism (law-enforcement rulemaking, 
interpretation, international oversight, law enforcement) and an 
international organizational and legal (institutional) mechanism (states, 
organizations, and bodies).

* * *

AT THIS stage, it is important to understand that, due to the specifics of 
information and communication as an object of regulation, the existing 
norms of international law cannot apply to it by simple extrapolation. It 
seems necessary to adapt existing international legal norms and develop 
new, specific norms and mechanisms for international legal regulation of 
the use of ICT.

It is on this basis that the Russian Federation and its closest allies 
participate at international platforms, primarily the UN. This refers to 
the need to develop a global, universal, legally binding document in the 
field of ICT use similar to agreements in the field of arms limitation, the 
nonproliferation of nuclear weapons, etc.

The international community, however, has not reached a consensus 
on the need to jointly develop such a document for regulating the actions 
of states in the information space. The most acceptable option for most 

The world needs a global, 
universal, legally binding doc-
ument in the field of ICT use 
similar to agreements in the 
field of arms limitation, the 
nonproliferation of nuclear 
weapons, etc.
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countries is the norms of “soft law,” which is the first practical step toward 
the willingness of states to assume certain obligations in the ICT field. 
Thus, on Russia’s initiative and with the support of 119 countries, the UN 
General Assembly adopted Resolution 73/27 “Developments in the field 
of information and telecommunications in the context of international 
security” on December 5, 2018, initially containing 13 rules, norms, and 
principles for responsible state behavior in the information space. More 
than 30 countries have proactively cosponsored the resolution.

The main purpose of these rules is to lay the foundation for the peaceful 
interaction of states in the ICT sphere; to ensure the prevention of wars, 
confrontation, and any aggressive steps; and to guarantee the use of ICTs 
exclusively for peaceful purposes.

These rules, norms, and principles are a good practical foundation for 
the subsequent process of formulating norms, for their further development 
and reflection in a universal, legally binding document in the field of 
ICT, and, in the future, for the possible formation of a separate branch of 
international information law or a sub branch of international security law.

Thus, more work needs to be done to develop norms and coordinate 
the will of states in the field of ICT, including the signing of multilateral 
agreements and bilateral treaties, and the emergence of mechanisms for 
creating an information world and preventing conflicts in the ICT field.

NOTES
1 The principle of good-faith fulfillment of international obligations (pacta sunt servanda) is 
of particular importance for the process of the implementation of the norms of international 
law. It concerns all norms, regardless of their function, purpose, or form of expression. 
Each state is obliged to carry out its activities in good faith, which implies the possibility 
of getting as close as possible to and ultimately achieving the result that the creators of the 
norms hoped for. The principle is mandatory not only in relations between states, but also 
applies to the sphere of national law in the context of the implementation of international 
law norms. States must ensure that their laws and practices are consistent with their 
obligations under international law.
2 The most prominent international legal scholars who have studied this issue are Nikolai 
Krylov, Igor Lukashuk, Gennady Ignatenko, and Oleg Tiunov.
3 Slovar mezhdunarodnogo prava. 3rd edition, revised and expanded. Moscow: Statut, 
2014, p. 118.
4 Ibid., pp. 118-119.
5 According to Yury Tsvetkov, in this context, the implementation of international law should 
be understood as “the actual implementation of international obligations at the domestic 
level by transforming international legal norms into national laws and regulations.” 
(Tsvetkov Yu.A. Mezhdunarodnoe pravo. Skhemy i opredeleniya: uchebnoe posobie dlya 
studentov vuzov, obuchayushchikhsya po napravleniyam podgotovki Yurisprudentsiya, 
Pravovoe obespechenie natsionalnoy bezopasnosti, Pravookhranitelnaya deyatelnost. 
Мoscow: YUNITY-DANA, 2020, p. 33.)
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6 Ignatenko G.V., Tiunov O.I. Mezhdunarodnoe pravo. Moscow: Izdatelskaya gruppa 
NORMA-INFRA M, 1999, p. 165.
7 For example, Art. 2.1 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights reads, 
in particular, “Each State Party to the present Covenant undertakes to respect and to ensure 
to all individuals within its territory and subject to its jurisdiction the rights recognized in 
the present Covenant.…”
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IN TODAY’S world, preserving digital sovereignty is not only an 
immutable basis but also a guarantee of the existence of a state itself – 
a means of avoiding potential conflicts in the information environment. 
Russian President Vladimir Putin, speaking in March 2021 at a meeting of 
Russia’s Security Council, where the [document] Fundamentals of Russian 
State Policy in the Field of International Information Security was being 
considered, stressed, in particular, that “Russia stands for the inviolability 
of the digital sovereignty of all states.... This means that each country can 
independently determine the regulatory parameters of its own information 
space and corresponding infrastructure.”

However, many states have differing understandings of what achieving 
digital sovereignty means. For example, technologically advanced countries 
consider it necessary to defend their interests on distant “informational” 
approaches outside their national jurisdictions. Large IT companies are 
a natural tool and purveyor of such ideas. At the same time, information 
giants often dictate and impose their own conditions, directly confronting 
the laws of the host country.

As de facto monopolists, international corporations can often grossly 
violate or circumvent certain legal norms of states concerning the 
protection, collection, and processing of personal data. In fact, we can talk 
about attempts to expand the jurisdiction of a single state across the global 
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information space. In turn, many states do not have enough resources to 
pressure such violators.

According to international experts, the number of such potential 
“digital” conflicts and legal clashes will soon grow rapidly. This, in 
particular, is evidenced by numerous lawsuits, claims, and fines against 
international businesses even within countries that are major technological 
hubs (for example, in Australia, Great Britain, France, etc.)

The process of global digitalization opens up innovative opportunities 
for state development but also 
brings an increasing need for a 
suitable response to emerging 
threats to international 
information security (IIS), 
and the ability to forecast and 
counter such threats in a timely 
fashion. For example, according to experts, the number of electronic 
devices connected to the global Internet may exceed 25 billion this year. 
More than half of them will become IoT (Internet of Things) devices. 
These include not only CCTV cameras, various trading terminals and 
printers, but also a significant share of modern medical equipment.

Ensuring international peace and stability requires coordinated and 
urgent action by the entire international community. Information security 
is becoming a vital condition for protecting the interests of the individual, 
society, and the state.

At the international level, Russia defends the principles of the peaceful 
use of information and communication technologies (ICT); the creation of 
a system for preventing cyber conflicts; and the development of principles, 
norms and rules for responsible behavior of states in the information space 
under UN auspices.

Cooperation in the field of IIS is carried out in the key international 
arenas outlined below.

I. The UN. Very recently, we celebrated the 20th anniversary of the 
inclusion of IIS issues on the global political agenda at the initiative of 
Russia. The UN Open-Ended Working Group on IIS (OEWG), established 
in 2018, concluded its work in 2021 with the adoption of a consensus 
report, effectively acquiring a new life.

At the initiative of Russia, under UN General Assembly Resolution 
75/240, its mandate was extended for another five years in 2020. The 
project was supported by 92 states, opposed by 50, and cosponsored 
by 27.

The information environment, 
along with land, air, sea and 
outer space, is turning into 
a full-fledged theater of mili-
tary-political confrontation.
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Thus, the creation of the new OEWG guarantees the preservation in the 
UN system of an inclusive, transparent, and truly democratic negotiating 
mechanism on issues related to ensuring IIS with the participation of all 
member states without exception in order to form a global information 
security system.

The organizational meeting of the second OEWG was held in New 
York on June 1-2, 2021. A detailed format and the modalities of this group 
have yet to be worked out. At the same time, it is likely that sooner or later 
the issue of developing a universal UN convention on cybersecurity may 
be included on its agenda.

Having taken the initiative in organizing the negotiation process on IIS 
under UN auspices, Russia has been ensuring maximum continuity and 
efficiency for over 20 years.

The problem of combating information crime has evolved significantly 
over the years. Since there has long been almost no real international 
political and legal discussion on finding ways to solve this problem, the 
global use of modern information and communication technologies is, in 
fact, held hostage to the absence of an international legal treaty developed 
under UN auspices to counter information crime.

Speaking during the 14th UN Congress on Crime Prevention and 
Criminal Justice held in Japan (Kyoto) in March 2021, UN Secretary-
General António Guterres noted, in particular, that the illegal use of 
cyberspace creates a new environment for the proliferation of crime, while 
criminals actively utilize new technologies to commit their illegal acts. 
Among other considerations, the political Kyoto Declaration adopted at the 
end of the 14th UN Congress stressed the need to improve the coordination 
of international cooperation for effective cybercrime prevention and to 
strengthen public-private partnerships with representatives of the digital 
industry and communication service providers, while properly complying 
with the requirements of national legislations and the principles of 
international law. Are these provisions of the Declaration capable of 
meeting the existing challenges in the cybersphere? The answer is obvious.

The search for a universal solution to counter global cybercrime in 
the present conditions is possible only through negotiations in the UN 
format. That is why Russia, along with like-minded partners, advocates 
the development of universal norms that would be shared by all interested 
parties and that would lay the foundations for effective and transparent 
international cooperation to combat this threat. A convention on 
cooperation in combating information crime, prepared under UN auspices, 
that would take into account the interests of all countries without exception 
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and would be based on the principles of sovereign equality of the parties 
and noninterference in the domestic affairs of states, could become such 
an instrument.

Russia and its allies introduced another resolution “Countering the Use 
of ICT for Criminal Purposes” during the 74th session of the UN General 
Assembly. It was co-sponsored by 47 states, and 79 states voted in its favor. 
Under Resolution 74/247 adopted on December 27, 2019, the UN General 
Assembly is establishing an Open-Ended Ad Hoc Intergovernmental 
Committee of Experts (Ad Hoc Committee) to develop a UN Convention 
on Countering the Use of Information and Communications Technologies 
for Criminal Purposes.

Over the past year, before the first (organizational) session of the 
Ad Hoc Committee in New York, UN member states managed to launch 
the preparation process and hold a number of formal and informal 
meetings, which culminated in the adoption of procedural decisions by 
consensus. The organizational session of the Ad Hoc Committee was held 
in New York on May 10-12, 2021. Unfortunately, due to the unconstructive 
actions of certain states, primarily those that voted against the resolution, 
the forum concluded its work in New York without managing to adopt 
the final document by consensus. In this regard, the Russian Federation 
introduced draft Resolution 75/282, “Countering the Use of ICT for 
Criminal Purposes,” in the spirit of the work of the Ad Hoc Committee, 
which was approved by consensus during the 75th session of the UN 
General Assembly on May 26, 2021.

Thus, after many years of debate about the need to develop a UN 
convention to combat information crime, the global community issued 
a political mandate to start work on such an international treaty. The 
resolution provides for the development of a universal treaty in two and a 
half years in order to submit it for consideration at the 78th session of the 
UN General Assembly.

This year, the Open-Ended Intergovernmental Expert Group, 
established at the initiative of Russia in 2011 in accordance with UN 
General Assembly Resolution 65/230 to conduct a comprehensive study 
of the problem of cybercrime and the response to it by member states, 
celebrated its 10th anniversary by completing its work. The work of 
this expert platform under the auspices of the UN Office on Drugs and 
Crime in Vienna resulted in the adoption by consensus of 63 practical 
conclusions and recommendations on legislation, criminalization, law 
enforcement, and investigations; electronic evidence collection and 
criminal justice; international cooperation; and cybercrime prevention. 
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All the recommendations developed by the Group were submitted for 
consideration at the 30th session of the relevant UN Commission on Crime 
Prevention and Criminal Justice.

II. Regional agreements. In 2021, we are marking the 20th anniversary 
of the first significant regional international treaties on countering 
cybercrime: the Agreement on Cooperation of the State Parties of the 
Commonwealth of Independent States in Combatting Offenses Related 
to Computer Information adopted on June 1, 2001 (and updated on 
September 28, 2018, during the meeting of the CIS Heads of State Council 
in Dushanbe, when the new Agreement on Cooperation of the State Parties 
of the Commonwealth of Independent States in Combatting Offenses 
Related to Information Technology was signed), and the Council of Europe 
Convention on Cybercrime of 2001 (the Budapest Convention, BC).

Both agreements have already played a role in countering cybercrime. 
The CIS Agreement, the first relevant regional instrument in history, is 
aimed at ensuring effective prevention, detection, suppression, disclosure, 
and investigation of ICT crimes. Upon its entry into force, it will replace 
the current CIS Agreement on cooperation in combating computer 
information crimes of June 1, 2001.

The Budapest Convention is also being updated. The draft of the 
Second Additional Protocol to the Budapest Convention on strengthening 
international cooperation and disclosure of electronic evidence is being 
finalized. While previously the developers of the BC faced the task, 
under the pretext of conducting a cross-border investigation, of obtaining 
unauthorized access to specific personal computers and networks through 
specific legal provisions of the agreement, now the main task is to gain 
access to large amounts of information: electronic data stored in clouds, 
so-called cloud technologies. The top priority is access to the personal data 
of users through Internet service providers.

As with the BC, reservations and declarations by member states 
regarding articles concerning the procedure for disclosing subscriber 
information by a provider operating under the jurisdiction of one state 
directly to the competent authorities of another state cause the greatest 
concern. Such concern is directly related to the issue of protecting 
fundamental human rights and freedoms, including personal data 
protection. The ceremony of the adoption of the Second Additional 
Protocol is scheduled for November 2021, and the Council of Europe has 
timed it to coincide with the 20th anniversary of the Budapest Convention.

III. The OSCE. Yet another important cooperation format is 
approaching its 10th anniversary. In 2012, the OSCE established an 
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Informal Working Group to develop confidence-building measures in the 
OSCE space to reduce the risks of conflicts stemming from the use of ICT. 
The time has come to describe some interim results of the activities of this 
regional mechanism for negotiations on ensuring IIS.

Already in 2013, the initial set of such measures was adopted. Thanks 
to the constructive position of the OSCE participating states, a list of 16 
confidence-building measures was approved three years later. The final 
version emphasized the key approaches of the states to the instrument of 
confidence-building measures in the information space: the voluntary basis 
for the fulfillment by states of their obligations and the key role of states in 
practical cooperation. It was also noted that the exchange of information 
on sensitive topics related to national security will be conducted through 
authorized and secure communication channels. Over the past year, the 
group’s IIS-related activity has increased markedly as a result of the 
launch of the OEWG – the relevant mechanism within the UN framework. 
Today, 18 countries have expressed their desire to operationalize eight 
confidence-building measures.

However, it is worth recalling that the efforts of member states to 
determine the order of implementation for individual confidence-building 
measures should not be turned into a tool to promote the interests of a 
limited number of countries. Nonmember states should not be able to 
threaten the security of the OSCE participating states. No state or group 
of states should be able to obtain military, political, economic or other 
advantages. Confidence-building measures should not be used as a tool 
for interference in the domestic affairs of states or for biased political 
assessments of the actions and intentions of states in the information 
sphere with the subsequent adoption of various kinds of punishments in 
the form of sanctions and other response measures. This is a very difficult 
task, and only through joint efforts and dialogue can we move in the right 
direction.

IV. ASEAN ARF. Another important negotiating track is the ASEAN 
Regional Forum (ARF), which established the Open-Ended Study 
Group on Confidence-Building Measures to Reduce the Risk of Conflict 
Stemming from the Use of ICTs as well as the Inter-Sessional Meetings 
on ICTs Security and has operated them since 2018. The Study Group 
is tasked with discussing specific proposals for building confidence in 
the information environment and exchanging the information necessary 
to reconcile positions on IIS and counter key threats. At the suggestion 
of Russia, both platforms have become the principal mechanisms for 
discussing the entire range of IIS issues in the ARF.
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The relevance of Russian approaches to ensuring IIS in the region 
is emphasized by the political launch of the Russia-ASEAN dialogue 
partnership on ICT and ICTs security this year, which will help strengthen 
practical cooperation in this area between Russia and ASEAN.

As part of the organization’s work, Russia, together with Vietnam 
and China, held an international online seminar on countering the use 
of ICT for criminal purposes on April 23 and 26, 2021. It was attended 
by representatives of about 20 states and international organizations. 
The intention is to hold such conferences on an ongoing basis in order to 
discuss all problems related to combating cybercrime in ASEAN.

V. International Telecommunication Union. Russia has consistently 
advocated for the internationalization of Internet governance and a greater 
role for states in this process. The unilateral model of Internet governance 
that neutralizes the role of states (which guarantee the rights and freedoms 
of their citizens and play a major role in the economy, security, and stability 
of the critical information infrastructure of the Internet) has long shown 
its ineffectiveness.

To achieve these objectives, Russia insists on the adoption of a number 
of coordinated measures within the UN framework, including such steps 
as ensuring the stable and secure functioning of the Internet based on 
international law; preserving the sovereign right of states to regulate the 
national segment of the Internet; enhanced coordination of international, 
regional, and national internet governance efforts; and development of a 
global Internet governance policy at the interstate level.

The nomination and election of a Russian candidate to the post of ITU 
secretary-general in the 2022 elections could contribute to the solution 
of these strategic tasks, as will holding the anniversary UN Internet 
Governance Forum in Russia in 2025. In this respect, the international 
expert community views the ITU as one of the only guarantors of achieving 
a fair and equitable world order in the digital sphere.

In conclusion, I would like to note that the paradigm of interstate 
conflicts has changed qualitatively in recent years. The boundaries between 
confrontation and rivalry are blurring. The information environment, 
along with land, air, sea and outer space, is turning into a full-fledged 
theater of military-political confrontation. Some OSCE member states – 
NATO members – have officially declared as much. Russia wants to avoid 
the militarization of both European and global cyberspace. It is not yet too 
late.
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RAPIDLY developing, increasingly sophisticated information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) have not only transformed human 
space, making it limitless, but also changed the system of international 
relations.

The ICT sphere has become the main arena of geopolitical 
confrontation. Digital resources are gradually becoming as significant as 
geopolitical factors and military capabilities. Even a comparatively small 
state can become a major player in the global digital space if it possesses 
cutting-edge cyber technologies. ICTs are an important national economic 
growth factor. Today, a state’s level of ICT development determines its 
international status.

Disruptive ICT development stirs a desire to acquire strategic 
advantages. Strategic stability is ensured not so much by the military 
parity of the main actors in international relations as by their technological 
parity.

There are major differences between Russia, China and the United 
States in terms of their national power and influence, but these three 
nations are the main global political and military players. Russia and 
China oppose global domination by the US, including in cyberspace.

ICTs are becoming a strategic aspect of the current US-Chinese 
confrontation. China is seeking technological independence and trying 
to catch up with the US technologically. Washington is already alarmed 
by China’s development of its own digital technologies and its ambition 
to be the world’s technology leader. China is already ahead of the US 
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in creating certain civilian network technologies – for example, 5G. The 
European Union, a strategic partner of the US, is interested in China’s 5G 
technology, and this is making the US even more anxious. As a result, 
the US has unleashed a large-scale trade war against China that is also 
affecting the regulation of technology standards.

The EU, despite being a key ally and partner of the US, obviously 
has no desire to get too deeply involved in the US-Chinese confrontation 
for fear of losing the Chinese market and mutually beneficial European-
Chinese ties.

US-Chinese antagonism is becoming a fundamental feature of 
American-Chinese relations and will most likely escalate and play a key 
role in 21st-century international politics.

The increased political and technological rivalry between the US and 
China is leading to new Chinese-developed technology standards and 
solutions that are not always to the liking of the West. This situation is 
undermining the leading positions of the US, having stripped it of its status 
as the world’s technology standard setter and weakened the global role of 
its high-tech industries. Conversely, China’s positions will be strengthened 
by its own ICT achievements.

It is their technological rivalry that explains clashes between the US 
and China within the framework of the International Telecommunication 
Union (ITU),1 one of the oldest international organizations and a specialized 
UN agency in the ICT field.

The ITU allocates global radio spectrum and satellite orbits, develops 
technical standards that ensure that networks and technologies seamlessly 
interconnect, and strives to improve access to ICTs in underserved 
communities worldwide. The ITU seeks to promote international 
cooperation in the interests of developing countries, including by 
developing telecommunication networks.

Given the constant growth in demand for the limited resources of radio 
spectrum and orbits, it is a priority of the ITU to develop efficient methods 
for allocating the radio spectrum, rules for its use, and technical operation 
principles for radio systems.

Put simply, it would have been impossible to develop any of the 
mobile network generations, audio and video compression algorithms, and 
Internet protocols without ITU involvement.

The ITU’s members include 193 states and some 700 associate members 
from private telecom companies, universities, and nongovernmental 
organizations. The ITU is a unique global public-private partnership 
platform.
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The ITU’s top policy-making body is the Plenipotentiary Conference, 
which is usually held once every four years. All member states may 
attend.2 The conference makes strategic decisions; approves amendments 
to the ITU Constitution and Convention; approves the ITU budget; and 
elects the ITU secretary-general, deputy secretary-general, and directors 
of the bureaus of the ITU’s three sectors. It also elects the ITU Council 
and Radio Regulations Board, which set guidelines for the ITU for the 
next four years.

The 2018 Plenipotentiary Conference reelected Houlin Zhao (China) 
as secretary-general, Malcolm Johnson (Great Britain) as deputy secretary-
general, and Chaesub Lee 
(South Korea) as director of 
the ITU Telecommunication 
Standardization Bureau. 
Mario Maniewicz (Uruguay) 
and Doreen Bogdan-Martin 
(USA) were elected director 
of the Radiocommunication 
Bureau and director of 
the Telecommunication 
Development Bureau, 
respectively. The terms of 
office of any of the elected 
positions in the ITU General 
Secretariat are limited to no more than two four-year terms.

The ITU’s day-to-day activities between Plenipotentiary Conferences 
are managed by the ITU Council,3 which consists of representatives of 48 
states and deals with a wide range of matters associated with implementing 
the ITU’s strategy in the constantly changing global telecommunications 
environment.

The General Secretariat, which reports directly to the secretary-general 
and deputy secretary-general, is in charge of organizing Plenipotentiary 
Conferences and was the organizer of the World Conference on International 
Telecommunications (WCIT), held in 2012. The General Secretariat also 
oversees the World Telecommunication Policy Forum, which meets as 
needed; the ITU Council; and ITU Telecom, a global platform bringing 
together governments and private companies to expedite the industrial 
adoption of ICT innovations. 

Today, key ITU activities are extremely politicized. Heated battles 
usually take place on the sidelines of Plenipotentiary Conferences, 

The ITU’s commitment to con-
necting everyone in the world 
and supporting the right of ev-
ery individual to communication 
in a secure digital environment 
should prevent the organization 
from being used as a platform 
for political battles or a tool for 
pursuing anyone’s ambitions for 
technological domination.
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sectoral conferences, Council sessions, and meetings of Council working 
groups. There may even be arguments over such trivial matters as whether 
some resolution should or should not mention artificial intelligence or the 
Internet of Things. The bottom line is that the West is going out of its way 
to curb the powers and influence of the ITU.

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a marked impact on the ITU’s 
activities, upsetting its routines. Practically all events held by the Union 
since February 2020 have been virtual. Council sessions scheduled 
for 2020 and 2021 were canceled and replaced by virtual meetings of 
advisers, a format that has proven extremely ineffective. All key points 
of controversy have been put on hold and remain unresolved. Between 
150 and 180 annual events take place in an online format, which makes 
it difficult for member states to get to the essence of the issues they are 
examining. 

Today’s delicate balance, achieved largely thanks to Zhao, who has 
managed to avoid both painful revolutionary reforms and stagnation in the 
work of the ITU, may be upset very soon.

The political dimension of the ITU’s activities should not be 
underestimated, even though one would assume the Union to be an 
international organization dealing with purely technical matters.

It may be fair to say, paraphrasing Nathan Mayer Rothschild, that 
whoever controls the ICT realm controls the world.

The ITU is not directly involved in Internet governance. It has a purely 
technical mission of ensuring the smooth functioning of the Internet.

In the context of the ever-increasing confrontation in the digital 
space, the United States strives to retain the possibility of technological 
dominance and a de facto monopoly on Internet governance.

The Tunis Agenda for the Information Society, adopted in 2005 by the 
World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), set a goal of creating 
an Internet governance system that would involve the equal participation 
of states. The Council Working Group on International Internet-related 
Public Policy Issues (CWG-Internet) was set up by the ITU Council to 
oversee activities to attain this goal. This means that the ITU does have 
Internet governance on its agenda. But CWG-Internet’s efforts have 
produced no practical results because of all kinds of barriers put up by the 
US and its partners.

The main role in Internet governance is played by the Internet 
Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN), but the Internet 
is effectively under the monopoly control of the US administration, which 
de facto controls ICANN, even though officially ICANN has been a 
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nonprofit organization since 2009 and is accountable to its global multi-
stakeholder community – i.e., to nobody in particular.

Russia and China, as part of their strategic partnership, consistently 
advocate the internationalization of Internet governance. They insist on 
a more prominent role for states in governing the Internet and on the 
sovereign right of states to regulate their national segments of the Internet.

The optimal solution might be to entrust Internet governance to the 
ITU, which possesses the necessary expertise, but this would counter US 
ambitions to control the Internet, and Washington would most likely block 
any initiative to that effect.

The Americans, moreover, are seeking undivided control of the ITU. 
US national Doreen Bogdan-Martin, director of the Telecommunication 
Development Bureau, has been nominated to run for ITU secretary-general 
in an election to be held at the next Plenipotentiary Conference in fall 2022. 
Her victory would mean that the US would hold all levers of influence in 
the ICT sphere. This may become a new threat to international information 
security and upset the already fragile balance that is maintaining it.

Even as director of the Telecommunication Development Bureau, a 
politically sensitive post, Bogdan-Martin wields influence over various 
states, interacting with them through ITU regional offices and giving 
developing countries generous promises like the ones that she made at 
the 2017 World Telecommunication Development Conference in Buenos 
Aires that still have not been kept.

Rashid Ismailov, the Russian nominee for secretary-general, holds 
a radically different stance on Internet governance. As someone with 
extensive experience serving in senior roles with high-tech companies 
(Ericsson, Nokia, and Huawei), as a former Russian deputy communications 
minister (2014-2018), and as the current president of VimpelCom, a 
Russian provider of mobile and telecommunication services under the 
Beeline brand, Ismailov believes that humans must be at the center of all 
technology.

Ismailov’s election program is based on the notion that the digital 
revolution, which made previously expensive and complex technologies 
broadly accessible, has created a lot of potential for conflict, and the main 
challenge today is to adapt and humanize these technologies and prevent 
such conflicts.

Ismailov believes that it should be the mission of the ITU to work 
to rebuild public confidence in ICTs by minimizing the causes of crises 
stemming from their use. Everyone needs to realize that technological 
development is not an end in itself but a means of improving people’s 
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quality of life and strengthening their security, the Russian candidate 
emphasizes. He wants the ITU to seek equal opportunities in the ICT field 
and to work to prevent economic inequality among countries. The ITU and 
the international community as a whole must work to bridge the digital 
divide, he believes.

The Russian candidate wants the ITU to become more involved 
in multilateral efforts to build cybersecurity guarantees and ensure 
stability in cyberspace. By 2030, every individual in the world should 
have access to ICTs and the Internet, he believes. According to him, 
the ITU’s resources should be used to help build information security 
guarantees, improve health services, and create uniform standards for 
artificial intelligence. Closer cooperation among ITU member states and 
deeper involvement of private companies and scientific institutions are 
necessary conditions for the successful work of the ITU, he argues. His 
election platform, which reflects the Russian position on the ITU’s role, 
aims to promote depoliticized discussions and cooperation among all 
stakeholders.

By nominating an experienced, knowledgeable, unimpeachable, and 
unaffiliated candidate for ITU secretary-general, Russia is offering to be 
the guarantor of the security of ICT users all over the world, protecting 
them from rampant threats with enormous destructive potential. Russia 
made such an offer earlier by nominating Valery Timofeyev as the Russian 
candidate for director of the ITU Radiocommunication Bureau.4 Timofeyev 
won that election.

ITU support programs for national telecommunication projects are 
extensive and diverse. It is essential, however, to prevent the global 
telecommunication standardization mechanism from being used in ways 
that would infringe on the national interests of any country.

Largely owing to Russian diplomatic efforts, information security 
issues remain on the ITU’s agenda. The ITU is adhering to its Global 
Cybersecurity Agenda (GCA), launched in 2007 by then ITU secretary-
general Hamadoun Touré (Mali) despite all Western attempts to have it 
scrapped. In April 2020, on Zhao’s initiative, consultations were held on 
planned guidelines for implementing the GCA that are due to be adopted at 
the next in-person session of the ITU Council. It was decided not to discuss 
them in a virtual format, since the matter is considered too important to be 
discussed online.

The 20-year work to develop rules of the game for cyberspace is 
acquiring a new form. Cooperation in the ITU format between governments 
and private businesses helps develop policies, legal principles, and 
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international technical standards, and exchange experience in order to 
ensure wider access to ICTs.

Public-private partnership has always been a key concern of the ITU. 
Now more than ever, the ITU must ensure its sustainable development 
in close collaboration with government agencies, academia, and other 
stakeholders in light of combined efforts to implement appropriate 
regulations that promote investment, innovation, and widespread joint use.

The ITU’s commitment to connecting everyone in the world and 
supporting the right of every individual to communication in a secure 
digital environment should prevent the organization from being used as 
a platform for political battles or a tool for pursuing anyone’s ambitions 
for technological domination.

NOTES
1 The ITU was established in 1865 as the International Telegraph Union. Back then, 
telegraphy was the only long-distance communication technology. Russia was one of its 
founding nations. The Union acquired its current name and status in 1932, when it merged 
with the International Radiotelegraph Union, an organization set up in 1906. Since 1947, 
the ITU has been a UN specialized agency headquartered in Geneva.
2 The next Plenipotentiary Conference is due to be held in Bucharest, Romania, from 
September 26 to October 14, 2022.
3 Russia is a permanent member of the Council.
4 Timofeyev held two terms as director of the Radiocommunication Bureau, being first 
elected in 2002 and reelected in 2006. Unanimous support for his candidacy in the 2006 
election reflected appreciation of his first-term performance.
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ON JULY 19, 1921, Holy Patriarch of Moscow and All Rus Tikhon 
(Belavin) signed the Tomos of Autonomy of the Latvian Orthodox 
Church. 

Today, amid the rapidly changing geopolitical situation caused, 
among other things, by the claims of the Phanar in Ukraine, it has 
become abundantly clear that we must prevent similar developments in 
the Baltic.

The key to predicting modern church relations lies in the past. In 1921-
1934, the Latvian Orthodox Church (LOC) through its head, Archbishop 
John (Pommers), became a model for building relations within an 
independent state as well as the most successful example of cooperation 
with the Moscow Patriarchate.

Hieromartyr John (Pommers) (1876-1934), the only Latvian 
saint who during his lifetime was deputy of the Saeima (parliament) 
of Latvia, is a national and spiritual symbol of Latvia, a guarantee 
of strengthening cultural ties between Russia and the Republic of 
Latvia. His sermon on tolerance and harmony in relations between 
Russians and Latvians on the basis of Orthodoxy has become more 
relevant than ever today.

Metropolitan of Penza and Nizhnelomovsk Seraphim (Domnin), Rector, Penza 
Theological Seminary
Kira Aristova, Head, Legal Department, Penza Diocese, Assistant Professor, Penza 
Theological Seminary, Doctorate Student, Ss Cyril and Methodius Institute of Post-
Graduate Studies, Candidate of Science (History); kirarist@mail.ru
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The Local Council of the Russian Orthodox Church (1917-1918) and 
the Formation of the Latvian Orthodox Church

UNTIL 1917, the Orthodox parishes of the Courland, Liefland, and 
Estland regions (gubernias) of the Russian Empire were parts of the 
Riga Diocese, itself a part of the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC). The 
process that began in 1917 was inevitable and irreversible: The local 
faithful wanted local Estonian and Latvian vicariates headed by bishops 
of corresponding ethnicities. At a meeting of the Riga Diocese convened 
to discuss preparations for the All-Russia Local Council of the Russian 
Orthodox Church, Archbishop John (Smirnov) signed an official request 
to the Local Council (already approved by the Synod) to ordain Archpriest 
Pavel Kulbush suffragan of the Estonian parishes.1 

By October 1917, detailed instructions to the Revel suffragan for the 
Estonian parishes had been prepared and presented to the Holy Synod 
along with a report by 
Archbishop of Riga John 
(Smirnov). Compiled, as 
indicated in the report to 
the Right Reverend, on the 
basis of personal opinions 
of the clergy and laity of 
the Estonian territory, it 
saw the main task of the 
Revel bishop as gathering 
and uniting all active forces 
in distant parishes and 
directing their activities for 
the good of the Church, for 
which it was necessary to visit these outlying areas as often as possible. 
Having discussed the possibility of ordaining two suffragans, a special 
commission of the All-Russia Local Council of 1917-1918 deemed it 
“desirable to name the Estonian vicar the vicar of Revel and Yuriev; to 
establish a Latvian vicariate as soon as possible and appoint an ethnic 
Latvian vicar of Libava and Venden; and to promptly replace the head of 
the Riga See.”2

The delegation of the Riga Diocese at the Local Council consisted of 
two Latvians, two Estonians, and two Russians. It was at this meeting that 
the Latvian delegates directly asked Bishop of Penza John (Pommers) to 
accept the post of Latvian vicar. After studying the details and discussing 

Hieromartyr John (Pommers) 
was able to implement an ideal 
model of relations between the 
Moscow Patriarchate and the 
Church structures of limitrophe 
states established by Holy Pa-
triarch Tikhon in the 1920s that 
offered the broadest possible 
autonomy and reliable canoni-
cal ties with the Moscow Patri-
archate.
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the project with the Archbishop of Riga, Bishop John (Pommers) offered 
his opinion: The Riga Diocese should be divided into two; all Latvian 
parishes should remain in the Riga Diocese, while all Estonian parishes 
should become part of the new Revel Diocese. The Archbishop of Riga 
agreed; the Patriarch was sent a corresponding request.3 That was how the 
Revel (Tallinn) Diocese appeared. 

After Archbishop John (Smirnov) was transferred to the Ryazan 
See in late 1917, the Riga Diocese was temporarily ruled for about a 
year by Bishop of Revel Platon (Kulbush), consecrated as a bishop on 
December 30, 1917. But already in January 1919, Bolsheviks tortured the 
Bishop of Revel to death, leaving the Riga and Revel dioceses without 
acting hierarchs during the height of hostilities. 

The preliminary agreement among the delegates of the Latvian 
Orthodox Church reached at the Local Council in 1917 laid a firm 
foundation for the future of the Latvian Orthodox Church and protected 
it against autocephalous aspirations inevitable during the early stages of 
independence. In 1917, the Latvian Orthodox Church was entrusted to 
Bishop John (Pommers), an ethnic Latvian highly respected by the Latvian 
clergy.

At joint meetings of the clergy and laity in Bērzaune in 1919 and in 
Mārciena in January 1920, it was decided to convene a meeting in Riga of 
representatives of all the Orthodox parishes of Latvia to discuss the future 
of the Orthodox Church in Latvia. The majority of those who attended the 
meeting, which took place on February 22-27, 1920, wanted administrative 
and economic independence from the government of the Latvian Republic 
and close theological contacts with the Moscow Patriarchate. The meeting 
also elected the Synod of the Latvian Orthodox Church.

Soon after that, however, representatives of the Riga Latvian Parish 
of the Ascension complained to the Department of Religious Affairs of 
the Ministry of the Internal Affairs of Latvia that at the February meeting, 
“representatives of the Russian parishes acted against the state: They 
opposed recognition of the independence” of the Church. Therefore, the 
council of the Parish of the Ascension refused to maintain relations with 
parishes that “do not recognize the autocephaly of the Church and that 
pray for the Patriarch of Moscow.”

The Internal Affairs Ministry used this as a pretext; it refused to 
recognize the Synod elected by the February meetings and on August 25-
26, 1920, convened another meeting of the Orthodox parishes that elected 
a new Synod. According to its resolution, the independence of the Latvian 
Orthodox Church “fully conforms with the canons of the Orthodox 
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Church.” Thus, the August meeting, likewise, advocated maintaining 
canonical ties with the Moscow Patriarchate. On November 20, 1920, 
the Internal Affairs Ministry officially recognized the Synod of the LOC 
elected in August.4 

The February meeting had agreed to invite John (Pommers), Bishop 
of Penza and Saransk, to the post of head of the Latvian Orthodox Church. 
The August meeting supported the earlier decision. The Synod of the LOC 
tried through the Latvian government delegation at talks with the RSFSR 
to establish contacts with Patriarch of Moscow and All Rus Tikhon but 
failed. The second letter of the Synod reached Tikhon through Estonia and 
was sent on to Archbishop John. He arrived in Riga on July 24, 1921, to 
shoulder the difficult task of preserving the canonical status of the LOC 
in the independent state and the unity of the Russian and Latvian flocks, 
protecting them at the state level. Archbishop John coped with these tasks 
brilliantly.

On the Road Toward a Baltic Union

BY 1920, the Baltic states had stopped fighting Soviet Russia and were 
recognized as independent Latvia, Estonia, and Lithuania under peace 
treaties signed with Soviet Russia. A Constituent Assembly of Latvia was 
convened in early May 1920, after Germany had withdrawn its troops 
from Latvian territory. By November 1922, it had adopted a Constitution 
declaring Latvia a republic. The fact that all the Baltic states adopted 
Constitutions with state sovereignty as the main point in all of them 
marked a new stage in the history of their statehood. 

In January 1921, the Allies de jure recognized the Baltic states, which 
were given the role of a cordon sanitaire between Soviet Russia and 
Western Europe.

The Baltic states urgently sought to coordinate their foreign policies: 
Their leaders understood that it would be hard for them to survive on their 
own in the changed world. Their governments offered all sorts of projects 
for a future Baltic Union to protect them from the “communist threat” 
and possible military action by Soviet Russia. In August-September 1920, 
Riga hosted a conference convened to discuss a Baltic Union. Attended 
by Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Finland, and representatives from Ukraine, 
it drafted a military convention and a joint political document signed by 
all sides, but their efforts brought no tangible results due to contradictions 
among the bloc partners, primarily disagreements on border issues between 
Poland and Lithuania.
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Poland, Latvia, Estonia, and Finland, however, did not abandon 
their efforts to set up an anti-Soviet bloc. In March 1922, for example, a 
conference of the foreign ministers of Latvia, Estonia, Finland, and Poland 
in Warsaw adopted a Program of Opposition to the Soviet Threat intended 
to serve as a foundation for the unification of the Smaller Entente with the 
Baltic states to create a chain of states from the Black Sea to the Arctic 
Ocean.5  

As a borderland, the Baltic region could not pursue its religious policy 
outside the context of world geopolitics and efforts to create spheres of 
influence. It had no choice but to seek the independence of its Orthodox 
Churches from Moscow. 

In the 1920s and 1930s, the Ecumenical Patriarchate [of Constantinople] 
claimed the rights of ecumenical jurisdiction. This directly affected the fates 
of the limitrophe states and the Baltic countries, particularly Latvia. Back 
in the 9th century, the Greeks decided that the Orthodox Church should 
take orders from the patriarchs of Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, 

Icon of Hieromartyr John (Pommers). Penza. 2015
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Antioch, and Jerusalem. However, the concept was constantly swept aside 
by the Greeks themselves if it became inconvenient for them. Later, a new 
doctrine was formulated: The borders of local Churches should not extend 
beyond the borders of the states where they are located, and the diaspora 
should be subject only to Constantinople. The Greeks sometimes sought 
to revive this concept, for example, in order to prevent the emergence of a 
particular local Church, but all their attempts failed. 

In 1921, when the Moscow Patriarchate, the strongest opponent of 
the doctrine, found itself in a quandary, the Phanar decided to revive the 
old plan. In December 1921, speaking at a conference of the Orthodox 
bishops of the United States, the Ecumenical Patriarch said that all 
Orthodox parishes outside the canonical territories of their Churches 
should be subordinate to him. On March 1, 1922, this claim acquired 
official status: On the suggestion of Patriarch Meletius (Metaxakis), the 
Constantinople Synod decided that the Orthodox diaspora must be subject 
to the Ecumenical Patriarchate. In 1922, the Orthodox world learned that 
Patriarch Meletius intended to grant autocephaly to the Finnish, Georgian, 
Polish, and even Ukrainian Churches.6  

Archbishop John and the Tomos of Holy Patriarch Tikhon on the 
Autonomy of the Latvian Orthodox Church: Splendid Diplomacy 

and the Cornerstone of Stability in the Baltics

THE BASIS for the formation of canonical structures in the limitrophe 
states was to be the decisions of the All-Russian Local Council, which were 
never adopted due to historical circumstances. Holy Patriarch Tikhon, as 
head of an autocephalous Church, granted the widest possible autonomy 
to the Churches of Estonia (1920), Finland (1921), and Latvia (1921).

But even though these churches had practically identical starting legal 
positions, during the interwar years of independence of the Baltic republics, 
only the Latvian Orthodox Church managed to preserve its canonical status 
of broad autonomy due to the far-sighted and independent position of 
Archbishop John (Pommers). He retained administration of all Orthodox 
parishes of Latvia until his tragic unsolved murder in October 1934.

As an ethnic Latvian, Archbishop John knew all too well that the LOC 
would never acquire state legitimacy as long as it remained under the 
administration of the Moscow Patriarchate. This explains why on the eve 
of his departure to Latvia, on July 19, 1921, Archbishop John received 
from Holy Patriarch Tikhon Tomos No. 1026 on LOC autonomy, which 
guaranteed his successful church policy. The document read:
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To the Right Reverend John, Archbishop of Riga and Mitava. With the 
blessing of the Holy Patriarch, the Holy Synod and the Supreme Council 
of the Church at their joint meeting agreed to grant independence to 
the Orthodox Church of Latvia in its ecclesio-economic, ecclesio-
administrative, educational, and ecclesio-civil affairs. Considering that 
the Orthodox Church in Latvia is situated in an independent state, it has 
been resolved to grant it the right to act independently in all ecclesio-
economic, ecclesio-administrative, educational, and ecclesio-civil 
affairs, and to inform Your Eminence and give you the right to use the 
new calendar style at your own discretion. July 6/19, 1921. No. 1026.7

This document played an important role in the fate of the Latvian 
Orthodox Church: Skillfully interpreted by its head, it prevented (until 
his death) the rupture of canonical ties with the Moscow Patriarchate. 
Under government pressure, the Orthodox Churches of Poland, Finland, 
and Estonia were unable to do that and came under the jurisdiction of 
Constantinople. 

According to archival documents, in 1921-1922, the foreign ministries 
of Latvia, Estonia, Finland, and Lithuania were preparing a conference in 
Finland where the Orthodox Churches would be pressured to move away 
from the jurisdiction of the Moscow Patriarchate and proclaim a Baltic 
Autocephalous Church. 

On October 3, 1921, the Foreign Ministry of Latvia received a letter 
signed by Jānis Seskis, Latvian minister-resident in Estonia, and the 
secretary of the Department of Baltic States, that said that in Estonia, 
the Orthodox Church was separated from the Russian Church, and that 
formally the Orthodox Church could continue functioning even with three 
bishops. A meeting with President of Estonia Konstantin Päts clarified the 
issue. It turned out that he thought that the Finnish, Estonian, and Latvian 
authorities should seek for these three states, with one bishop each, to 
jointly set up an ecclesiastical structure that would be officially and 
substantively completely free from Russophilia and Moscow, so as not to 
be associated with Russia. The Lithuanian Orthodox Church also could 
be invited. Jānis Seskis, who explained in his letter what the head of the 
Estonian state had in mind, asked to discuss, within certain circles, the 
possibility of setting up in the Baltic states an Orthodox Church totally 
independent from Moscow.8 

On November 14, 1921, the Latvian Foreign Ministry received an 
answer signed by the deputy internal affairs minister and the director 
of the Department of Theological Affairs on an official form marked 
“confidential”: “Latvia cannot take any measures any time soon, since the 
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Orthodox parishes and, in fact, their representatives in the Synod, are not 
completely free from Russophilia, while the activities of John (Pommers), 
the candidate recommended by Moscow to the post of bishop of the 
Latvian Orthodox Church, cannot be regarded as free from Russophilia.”9

On November 30, 1921, Seskis and the secretary of the Department 
of Baltic States sent a confidential letter to the Foreign Ministry of Latvia:

The Estonian Orthodox parishes are highly nationalistic and want 
reforms. They appointed as bishop the nationalistically minded Estonian 
Alexander, since the bishop elected when Estonia had been part of Russia 
was murdered by the Bolsheviks in Tarbat (Tartu). They demanded that 
Patriarch Tikhon in Moscow confirm their choice, vowing to turn to the 
Anglican bishop in London if he did not. Estonian Orthodox Christians 
want reforms; they might install pipe organs in churches and allow 
congregational singing. Estonians must choose a second bishop very 
soon. Russian émigrés and Setoses, at least part of this ethnic group, are 
favorably disposed to Moscow. They celebrate church holidays and live 
according to the old calendar.

Orthodox Finns are even greater nationalists than the Estonians and 
want to move even farther away from Moscow. They want a bishop from 
among the nationally minded Finnish clergy. The Estonian Orthodox 
Synod is ready to contact a representative organization of the Latvian 
Orthodox parishes. They regard the present Latvian archbishop as a 
Russophile because in tsarist times, Pommers belonged to Markov’s 
circle in the State Duma.10

Later, on November 25, 1921, director of the Political-Economic 
Department of the Latvian Foreign Ministry received a confidential letter 
from Kārlis Zariņš, who was in Helsingfors (Finland), in which he wrote 
that the Finnish authorities, likewise, agreed that the Orthodox Church 
should detach itself from the Moscow Patriarchate once and for all.11 

Finally, on December 17, 1921, the Latvian Mission in Lithuania sent 
to the Political-Economic Department of the Latvian Foreign Ministry a 
confidential letter signed by the secretary of the Department of the Baltic 
States: “In response to your letter No. 18903 of October 27, regarding the 
establishment of an independent Orthodox Church in the Baltics, I can 
inform you that, according to information gathered so far, Lithuania will 
not join the process. Not that there are no Orthodox Lithuanians. There 
are very few Orthodox Christians in Lithuania, and from this contingent, 
in the early days, criminals and their cronies settled here. The few others 
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are Russian colonists – peasants and former officials of tsarist Russia who 
flatly reject any ideas about separation from Moscow.”12 Thus Lithuania 
was excluded from the future bloc, which meant that if the Latvian 
Orthodox Church disagreed, the plan would be practically buried.

Throughout October 1921-November 1922, the LOC Synod was 
bombarded by letters from Archbishop of the Estonian Orthodox Church 
Alexander (Paulus) with invitations to a conference of Latvia, Estonia, and 
Finland expected to bring the churches closer together. The LOC Synod 
and Archbishop John, for their part, declined the invitations diplomatically 
and firmly. The conference was postponed several times as a result, yet 
Archbishop John remained adamant. The LOC Synod did not respond to 
the last letter it received in November. 

Further rapidly unfolding events in connection with the growing 
autocephalist sentiments of the governments of the Baltic countries and 
the expansionist policy of the Ecumenical Patriarch Meletius (Metaxakis), 
who came to power in 1922, showed the true goals of these so-called 
councils and the firm position of the head of the LOC on this issue.

In spring and summer 1922, having failed to persuade Archbishop 
John to join them, the foreign ministries of Estonia and Finland began to 
prepare for cooperation with the Constantinople Patriarchate. In spring 
1922, Patriarch Meletius asked the head of the Finnish Orthodox Church 
Archbishop Seraphim (Lukyanov) to ordain the widowed Renovationist 
Archpriest Herman (Aav) as his suffragan and accept autocephaly from 
the Constantinople Patriarchate. Archbishop Seraphim refused, yet on 
July 8, under pressure from the Finnish authorities, Herman (Aav) was, 
without taking monastic vows, consecrated Bishop of Sortavala by 
Patriarch Meletius in Constantinople. On June 6, 1923, in violation of 
canon, the Finnish Orthodox Church was brought under the jurisdiction 
of the Patriarchate of Constantinople as an autonomous rather than 
autocephalous church despite already enjoying autonomy under Patriarch 
Tikhon’s Tomos of February 11, 1921.

Finnish Foreign Ministry representative Eemil Setälä used his 
diplomatic contacts in Sweden to persuade the Turkish government to 
postpone the planned exile of Patriarch Meletius, scheduled for July 3, 
in order to reach a “final decision” on the statuses of the Finnish and 
Estonian Churches.13 On July 7, 1922, Patriarch Meletius gave Archbishop 
of Tallinn and Estonia Alexander (Paulus) a Tomos according to which 
the Orthodox Church of Estonia became an autonomous Church region 
under the jurisdiction of the Constantinople Patriarchate. The Moscow 
Patriarchate refused to acknowledge these new canonical statuses. In effect, 
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the Russian Orthodox Church was deprived of two of its parts under an 
illegal pretext: “due to new political conditions and because of discords in 
the Russian Church … [we] resolved to oblige the request of the Orthodox 
Church of Estonia, to confirm the Church status it seeks, and to introduce 
an order in accordance with traditional Church practice considering that 
the Holy Church of Russia cannot organize the required Church order in 
Estonia.”14 The Tomos granted to the Finnish Church said the same. This 
illegal act allowed the Finnish authorities to remove Archbishop Seraphim 
(Lukyanov) from his post and exile him to the Konevsky Monastery. 

This, however, did not end the disagreements between the Russian 
and Estonian and the Russian and Finnish parishes; they became even 
more vehement in the years that followed. The conflicts were making the 
Church increasingly unstable, widening the gap between ethnic groups, 
and making reconciliation more difficult for years to come. 

Only Hieromartyr John managed to avoid confrontation between the 
Russian and Latvian believers. He preserved theological ties with the Moscow 
Patriarchate thanks to the broad autonomy achieved by brilliant diplomatic 
efforts and the Tomos that Holy Patriarch Tikhon granted on July 19, 1921.

Correspondence between Archbishop John and Archpriest Eustathius 
of Kalissky, mitred priest of Kaunas Cathedral, indicates the clear position 
of the head of the Latvian Orthodox Church on the autocephalous 
aspirations of Estonia, Finland, Poland, etc.:

The correct handling of canonical Church autocephaly is too complicated 
for it to be done in compliance with Church laws in the present time of 
trouble and confusion. The ad hoc autocephaly carried out under political 
pressure without observing the relevant canons is not autocephaly but 
a type of schism. Some of our neighbors tried to ‘proclaim’ an ad hoc 
autocephaly, which did a lot of harm within the Church (not all fellow 
elders and parishes accepted it and they began to firmly oppose it) and 
to relations with neighboring autonomous and autocephalous Churches 
(practically all of them refused to accept the anticanonical autocephaly 
as canonical). Today, having witnessed their canonical failures, those 
political circles that inspired the supporters of autocephaly are washing 
their hands and insisting that they had nothing to do with this. God knows 
what will come of this: So far, we can see disgrace and confusion in the 
Orthodox milieu, which has stirred up a lot of joy in the ranks of the 
enemies of Orthodoxy.15
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Archbishop John (Pommers) and the Phanar:  
Do Not Follow the “Sly Greeks”

ARCHBISHOP John astutely discerned that the withdrawal of several 
Churches from the Moscow Patriarchate was the work of enemies of Orthodoxy 
to divide the Church. He formulated a no less firm position on Renovationism 
in the USSR and the role that the Phanar played in the process. In fact, the 
Archbishop of Riga had acquired immunity to all sorts of “renovations” when 
dealing with the Putyatin turmoil in Penza and, later, in Riga, with false bishop 
Nikolay Solovey. He made no secret of his firm position, which he explained 
in the newspapers Segodnya [Today] and Slovo [Word], and the Vera i zhizn 
[Faith and Life] magazine published by the Church.16

He relied on detailed information about the involvement of the 
Constantinople Patriarchate that he acquired from letters he regularly 
received from Western Europe addressed to him personally and through 
him to Holy Patriarch Tikhon. In his letter of June 8, 1924, Metropolitan 
Eulogius (Georgievsky), head of the Patriarchal Exarchate for Orthodox 
Parishes of the Russian Tradition in Western Europe, wrote: 

It has been proven by documents that the Tsargrad Patriarchate is acting in 
contact with the Bolsheviks and is actively supported by Evdokim. Behind 
the scene, the Patriarchate is being pushed out from Constantinople; it is 
resisting and trying to rely on Soviet power. The latter is promising its 
support if our Church organization abroad is dissolved. Evdokim is the 
main figure who wants to draw the Church of Constantinople into his fight 
against Patriarch Tikhon.… We have learned that Metropolitan Herman 
of Thyateira, the administrator of the Greek parishes in Western Europe, 
is planning a trip to Moscow to pressure Patriarch Tikhon. Metropolitan 
Herman can count on the Soviet authorities and on Evdokim, who 
has already established contacts with and even drawn the Patriarch of 
Constantinople to his side. We should not exclude the possibility that the 
Patriarch of Constantinople will depose Patriarch Tikhon to return the 
Russian Church under his control, as it was before the 14th century. The 
sly Greeks are calling this ‘help’ for the suffering Russian Church; we 
call it a hunt for Russian concessions that is now embraced by everyone 
who wants to divvy up the skin of the Russian bear. You see what kind 
of papist plans are now being devised in Tsargrad: It wants to subjugate 
the Russian Church while it is in turmoil. The lackey Evdokim agrees to 
everything to acquire support and assistance.



Diplomatic Efforts of Hieromartyr John (Pommers)  181

Metropolitan Eulogius asked Archbishop John:

Find some way to warn Patriarch Tikhon about these plans of the 
Greeks who threaten great danger to our Church, who want to bring new 
confusion into it and undermine our Patriarch. I hope that our people 
will not follow these sly and crafty Greeks, especially if they join forces 
with Evdokim. Our Patriarch will be under strong pressure; he should 
be warned about this so that these gentlemen will not force him, by lies 
or by pressure, to sign an act that the Church will not need. I vow that 
everything I have written is true and supported by documents. This is 
[a planned operation devised?] by the Patriarch of Constantinople who 
would swallow all Russian Churches abroad and then subjugate the entire 
Russian Church. The Bolsheviks and Evdokim, their servant, are sparing 
no effort: The former are willing to stir up a new schism to destroy the 
Church; the latter, to find support there.17

The later history of the Latvian Orthodox Church confirms that Archbishop 
John did not follow the “sly Greeks”; he remained faithful to the Holy Patriarch 
Tikhon and his Tomos No. 1026 of July 6 (19 N.S.), 1921 until the very end.

The Latvian state had no choice but to respect the unrelenting archbishop 
because it knew that over 160,000 Orthodox Christians stood behind him. 
This act confirmed the position of the LOC on the international arena.

“Our Independence Is Secured in a Very Decisive Form”: 
Archbishop John and the 1927 Declaration of Loyalty to the USSR

DURING the lifetime of Holy Patriarch Tikhon, the broad autonomy of 
the Latvian Orthodox Church was not doubted. Later, after his death, the 
attitude of the Church and the USSR to its closest neighbors changed. 
This refers primarily to the 1927 Declaration of Acting Patriarchal Locum 
Tenens Sergius (Stragorodsky) and the Temporary Patriarchal Council 
(Synod), which caused a lot of disagreements in the Russian Orthodox 
Church and deepened postrevolutionary divisions. The declaration 
demanded absolute loyalty to Soviet power from Russian clergy abroad.

Archbishop John relied on the same Tomos to defend the independent 
status of the LOC from the demand of loyalty formulated in the Declaration. 
In his letter (September 14, 1927, No. 402) to Archbishop of Riga and All 
Latvia John, Metropolitan Sergius tried to find out what he thought about 
the Patriarchal Council (Synod) as a structure of Church administration 
and the text of his Declaration: “I should ask Your Eminence to inform 
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me about the state of affairs of the Orthodox Church in your country, 
about Church administration and, in particular, about the type of canonical 
relationships between that part of the Church Body which you head and 
the Moscow Patriarchate.”18 

Archbishop John’s answer was diplomatic but absolutely clear and 
firm. While recognizing that what Metropolitan Sergius was doing was 
probably useful for the Orthodox Church in Russia, the Archbishop of 
Riga categorically rejected any possibility of confirming his loyalty to 
Soviet power: He and the majority of his flock were citizens of a state 
independent from Soviet Russia with civic obligations to their own state. 
He wrote that while his ties with the Moscow Patriarchate were preserved, 
his rights were determined by the broad autonomy that the Latvian 
Orthodox Church had acquired from Patriarch Tikhon:

During the lifetime of His Holiness Patriarch Tikhon, the republics that 
emerged from the outlying regions of the former Russian state began to 
seek to formalize the independence of those parts of the Orthodox Church 
that found themselves within the newly formed republics according to the 
principle that in an independent state, the Church should be independent. 
To the young sovereign republics, the dependence of some of their 
citizens on a Church authority that is in civic subordination to Moscow 
seemed to contradict their idea of the complete sovereignty of the young 
republics and carry the threat of unpleasant political repercussions, even 
though two such political demands now being made of the hierarchs 
and children of the Russian Orthodox Church in the Address of the 
Temporary Patriarchal Synod [were previously not being made]. Some 
of the republics turned to the Ecumenical Patriarch to formalize the 
independence of the parts of the Ecumenical Orthodox Church within 
their borders. We deemed it canonically more correct to discuss this 
critical and painful issue with the head of the Church on which our flock 
is canonically dependent.

On July 6 (19 N.S.), 1921, with the blessing of His Holiness Patriarch 
Tikhon, at a joint meeting of the Holy Synod and the Supreme Council 
of the Church at the Trinity Compound in Moscow, a special resolution 
was passed on the canonical independence of the Latvian Orthodox 
Church as the Church within the borders of an independent state. A 
corresponding document was given to me as head of this Church. When 
I presented it to priests, representatives of the clergy, laity, and also the 
powers that be of Latvia, the document was accepted as satisfactory 
and so far has not required any of the consultations that our neighbors 
have needed with the Ecumenical Patriarch. Until now, there have been 
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no reasons to change our attitude on this issue. In its new status, our 
Church has lived and is living at peace internally despite fairly difficult 
external conditions. Our independence was quite resolutely established 
in the civil law on the Orthodox Church of the Latvian Republic. Our 
attitude toward the hierarchs and children of the Russian Orthodox 
Church can be described as one of profound love and respect.19 

Later events testified that the information that Archbishop John 
offered in his letter was accepted by Metropolitan Sergius. In any case, 
no disciplinary action followed. Archbishop John was not excluded from 
the jurisdiction of Moscow even despite his anti-Soviet statements in his 
church sermons and speeches in the Latvian Saeima, including his speech 
of November 6, 1927, on the 10th anniversary of the Bolshevik revolution 
at the national memorial service for the victims of Bolshevism that 
prompted protest from the Soviet Embassy and his speech in the Saeima 
in response to it on November 29, 1927.20 

This was the last exchange of letters. No other letters between 
Metropolitan Sergius (Stragorodsky) and Archbishop John were found in 
the archbishop’s archive; likewise, there were no later letters from foreign 
hierarchs to Soviet Russia via Riga. In fact, contacts between the Latvian 
Orthodox Church and the Moscow Patriarchate were discontinued.

Archbishop John as a deputy of the Latvian Saeima: Riga, 1926.
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“In case of my death, the Latvian Orthodox Church will be able to 
appoint a new archpastor according to the canonical order.” Loyalty until 
the end. 

Despite the forced rupture of contacts with the Moscow Patriarchate, 
Archbishop John until his martyrdom and death in 1934 did not cease 
to consider the Latvian Church part of the Moscow Patriarchate, which 
is fully confirmed by the clear position he formulated in his letter to 
Archbishop Eletherius (Bogoyavlensky) after the Declaration of 1927:

The Act of Patriarch Tikhon and his colleagues allowed the Latvian 
Orthodox Church to live peacefully and realize the lofty aims of the 
Orthodox Church irrespective of peaceful or not quite peaceful Church 
life outside Latvia. In the past, we had been always appreciative, yet 
this year we became especially aware of its value in connection with the 
so-called address of the Temporary Patriarchal Synod that has caused 
a stir. It seems that it will play a fateful role among the children of the 
Russian Patriarchate that became for Moscow “foreigners” or emigrants. 
Patriarch Tikhon and his higher councils faced all the same pressure that 
caused the current leadership of the Patriarchate to issue its ‘appeal’ with 
the fatal demand for loyalty to the USSR from Orthodox citizens who 
have pledged allegiance to Lithuania and other similar states, yet they did 
not succumb to that pressure.

Patriarch Tikhon and his councils had every reason to expect that in the 
course of time, this pressure might bring success similar to the published 
“address” and that other parts of the Moscow Patriarchate separated by 
new state borders from political Moscow might find themselves in a 
situation similar to that in which the Lithuanian Orthodox Church has 
found itself. The Patriarch and relevant structures found it canonically 
feasible and practically expedient to rely on Rule 17 of the 4th Ecumenical 
Council, Rule 38 of the 6th Ecumenical Council, and others to grant the 
parts of the Moscow Patriarchate separated from Moscow by new state 
borders and functioning in new sovereign states a legally accepted degree 
of independence in administrative, financial, public, and other matters. 

As head of the Latvian Church, I received from Patriarch Tikhon and his 
structures a corresponding document, and I must say that this act, without 
denigrating the value of the Moscow Patriarchate, continues to be of 
exceptionally large and benevolent significance for me and the Church 
that I head. The latest “address” of the Temporary Patriarchal Synod 
sheds light on the expediency of this act. It forever protects me and the 



Diplomatic Efforts of Hieromartyr John (Pommers)  185

Church that I lead from the pressure that the Bolsheviks are exerting on 
Moscow Church structures. In case of my death or if I leave my post for 
other reasons, the Latvian Orthodox Church will be able to fill the post 
of archpastor according to canonical order and without Bolshevik or any 
other pressure and without conflicts with the powers that be.21

This means that the broad autonomy that Holy Patriarch Tikhon granted 
in the 1920s was, in the view of Archbishop John (Pommers), the best form 
of canonical order for the independent limitrophe states. This model was 
realized only in the Latvian Orthodox Church thanks to the charisma of 
its head. The state recognized the LOC because of its firm positions on the 
international arena. Archbishop John acted logically and consistently: As 
a deputy of three Saeima convocations, he secured a firm place in politics, 
set up a bloc of Orthodox Russians and Latvians on the basis of their 
common faith, and united 
them in a closely knit 
community on the basis 
of their common spiritual 
aims. 

Finally, on October 8, 
1926, the Cabinet of 
Ministers of Latvia passed 
the Rules on the Status of 
the Orthodox Church under 
which the LOC became a 
legal entity and acquired 
guaranteed regular state 
subsidies; theological 
education was restored, a 
seminary was opened, and 
the LOC began publishing 
its magazine Vera i zhizn 
[Faith and Life].

The state coup carried 
out by Kārlis Ulmanis in 
the early morning hours of 
May 16, 1934, destroyed the 
highly vulnerable Latvian 
democracy. He suspended 
the Constitution, dissolved 

Nativity of Christ Cathedral in Riga, where the 
relics of Hieromartyr John of Riga are buried.

Photo by K.G. Aristova
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the Saeima and all political parties, and introduced a state of emergency that 
was lifted only four years later, in 1938.

The head of the LOC, supported by the supranational Orthodox flock that 
united thousands of believers, firmly opposed the nationalist state. In the early 
morning hours of September 12, 1934, Archbishop John was martyred in his 
country house outside Riga. His killers were not found. His unexpected death 
put the Latvian Orthodox Church in a much more difficult situation. In 1935, 
under pressure of the nationalistic authorities, in violation of the canonical rules, 
it left the jurisdiction of the Moscow Patriarchate to accept the jurisdiction 
of Constantinople. An exarchate of the Moscow Patriarchate headed by 
Metropolitan Sergius (Stragorodsky) was set up six years later.

On July 17, 2001, the Bishops’ Council of the Russian Orthodox 
Church glorified Archbishop John (Pommers) as a new martyr and 
confessor of Russia from the Latvian Orthodox Church. On October 3-4, 
2003, the venerable relics of Hieromartyr John were transferred from the 
Pokrovskoe cemetery to the Nativity of Christ Cathedral in Riga, where 
they remain.

The above suggests certain conclusions.
Hieromartyr John (Pommers) was able to implement an ideal model 

of relations between the Moscow Patriarchate and the Church structures 
of limitrophe states established by Holy Patriarch Tikhon in the 1920s 
that offered the broadest possible autonomy and reliable canonical 
ties with the Moscow Patriarchate. It demonstrated its viability even 
when the Declaration of the Acting Patriarchal Locum Tenens Sergius 
(Stragorodsky) was adopted. Until 1935, the Latvian Orthodox Church 
remained in canonical subordination to the Moscow Patriarchate. 

Archbishop John’s firm position prevented the establishment of a 
Baltic Church as a factor of the region’s concerted geopolitics. The Latvian 
Orthodox Church remained independent of Constantinople and its Church 
policy until Archbishop John’s tragic death.

The Latvian Orthodox Church was the only church in the Baltic 
countries to firmly establish itself in the state: A law on the LOC was 
adopted, the status of church property was confirmed, and the decisions 
of the All-Russia Local Council on the parish were implemented. The 
foundation was effectively laid for the future stable position of the 
LOC: The position of the LOC is currently the strongest in the Baltic 
countries.

* * *
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“Hieromartyr John of Riga: On the Road of Passion” (Part 1): 
A Documentary Dedicated to the 20th Anniversary of the 
Canonization of Hieromartyr John of Riga and the 100th 

Anniversary of the Latvian Orthodox Church

HIEROMARTYR John (Pommers) is a symbol of the unity of the Church. 
His fate is unique: It is a path of passion and martyrdom of both a hierarch 
and a member of parliament. As primate of the Latvian Church, he spared 
no effort to preserve canonical unity. As a politician, he defended the basic 
rights of believers. As Archbishop of Penza during the Civil War in Russia, 
he prevented dissension within the Church and its destruction. In fact, in 
three years (1918-1921), he changed the course of history.

The first part (60 minutes) of the documentary (filmed in Russia, 
Belarus, Ukraine, and Latvia) covers the early years of his life: from his 
birth to when he left Penza for Riga in 1921.

The joint project of the Penza Diocese and the Latvian Orthodox 
Church, carried out under the aegis of Orthodox TV Channel Soyuz, was 
made possible thanks to state support from the Russian Federal Agency 
for Press and Mass Communications. This international project brought 
together professionals from Penza, St. Petersburg, Moscow, and Riga.

The film was written and directed by journalist Nikolay Vasilyev 
(St. Petersburg), who is well-known for his works on history, culture, and 
religion. 

Kira Aristova, head of the legal department of the Penza Diocese, 
Assistant Professor at the Penza Theological Seminary, Candidate of 
Science (History), served as research consultant and producer.

Considering that the project is designed to consolidate society on the 
basis of Church unity and in light of the wide geography of the ministry of 
Archbishop John (Pommers), the film will attract wide audiences of believers 
and nonbelievers in Russia, the Baltic countries, and the far abroad. 

The film is expected to be completed in 2021, in Latvia, the main place 
of the archbishop’s heroic feats. It will be shown in Russian, Latvian, 
Estonian, Lithuanian, and English in Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, Lithuania, 
Estonia, Israel, the US, France, and Latvia.

The first part is available through a QR-code.
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JUNE 30, 2021, marks 80 years to the day since Harry Hopkins, US 
President Franklin Roosevelt’s personal representative, made his first visit 
to the Soviet Union. This is an excellent opportunity to recall some of 
the most significant moments in the political biography of this amazing 
person. Hopkins is one of those rare individuals to whom fate has given 
an opportunity to make history with his own hands. A larger-than-life 
personality – bright, talented, driven, strong-willed, and resolute – he was 
always in the public eye, although he remained modestly in the shadow of 
his great patron.

After resigning from his post as secretary of commerce in 1940, Harry 
Hopkins was officially listed as a special representative and adviser to the 
president of the United States. However, in reality, the range of issues he 
oversaw encompassed much more than the position entailed on paper. What’s 
more, the tasks he undertook were delicate, and the trust placed in him by 
the White House chief was of the highest level. Hopkins’s position within 
the Roosevelt administration was and still is unique in American political 
practice. As Time magazine described in 1945, he had many faces: the 
president’s private secretary, administrator, orderly, errand boy, good listener, 
right-hand man, brain-stormer, companion, and alter ego.1 His activities were 
not regulated by law and did not require Congressional approval. He was 
accountable to no one but his boss, and could do his job as he saw fit.

As a whole, Hopkin’s biography is the fulfillment of the American 
dream in its pure form. A simple guy with humble origins – the fourth of 
five children in the family of a traveling salesman and a schoolteacher 
from Iowa – made his way to the heights of world politics thanks to his 
incredible intellectual talent and energy.

Marina Kravchenko, First Secretary, Department of History and Records, Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation; mar-yashkulova@yandex.ru
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Young Harry Lloyd Hopkins became politically active in high school, 
when he organized an election campaign. Later, at Grinnell College, 
he personally participated in numerous elections, and was elected class 
president during his senior year. After graduating from college, he spent 
several years working for the [New York] Association for Improving the 
Condition of the Poor (AICP), the New Orleans District Red Cross, and 
other charitable organizations.

Hopkins first met Roosevelt during the 1928 election campaign, when 
Alfred Smith was running for president and Roosevelt for governor of 
New York, the most politically significant state. For Roosevelt, this may 
have been just another handshake, but the meeting left a strong impression 
on Hopkins. During his time working in the charity sector, the energetic 
and devoted Hopkins attracted more and more attention from Roosevelt’s 
friends and from his wife, who actively participated in many humanitarian 
endeavors. 

In 1932, when Roosevelt [as governor] created the New York 
Temporary Emergency Relief Administration in order to help those facing 
hardship, there were few who believed in his undertaking. Hopkins was 
recommended to Roosevelt as deputy chair for this organization, probably 
so that he would have someone else to blame for the likely failure of the 
risky experiment. But once Harry Hopkins got to work on this project, the 
boldest and most ambitious assistance program for the unemployed, he 
beat the odds and won his first major victory, displaying all the qualities 
that the future president would come to value: initiative, clarity, efficiency, 
and autonomy. In other words, he gave Roosevelt as little to worry about 
as possible. 

In 1933, President-elect Roosevelt gave the nod for Hopkins to run 
the Federal Emergency Relief Administration [FERA]. In 1938, he was 
appointed Secretary of Commerce, despite conservatives’ threats to 
undermine his candidacy in the Senate. From that moment on, Hopkins’s 
career took off.

In May 1940, when the president invited him to move to the White 
House, he nominally remained a cabinet secretary, but led his department 
mainly by phone. Renowned writer Robert Sherwood, who at that time 
also resided at the White House, noted that the quarters Hopkins occupied 
were on the second floor of the southeast wing. They consisted of one 
large bedroom, a small bedroom that served as an office for [Hopkins’s] 
secretary, and a bathroom. Three large windows overlooked a lawn with 
a view of the Washington Monument, the Jefferson Memorial, and the 
Virginia hills. This was the old office of Abraham Lincoln (of whom Harry 



Mr. Hopkins Goes to Moscow 191

Hopkins was a great admirer); a plaque above the fireplace read that the 
Emancipation Proclamation had been signed in this room.

The new inhabitant of these chambers was generally regarded as “a 
sinister figure, a backstairs intriguer, an Iowan combination of Machiavelli, 
Svengali, and Rasputin.”2 He was treated cautiously, at times even with 
hostility, not only by Roosevelt’s enemies but also by his inner circle. Many 
people wondered why the president kept company with this strange man, 
so unlike Roosevelt himself in origin, upbringing, and manner. American 
journalist Raymond Clapper wrote in 1938: “Many New Dealers have 
bored Roosevelt with their solemn earnestness. Hopkins never does. He 
knows instinctively when to ask, when to keep still, when to press, when 
to hold back; when to approach 
Roosevelt direct, when to go at 
him roundabout. Quick, alert, 
shrewd, bold, and carrying it 
off with a bright Hell’s bells air, 
Hopkins is in all respects the 
inevitable Roosevelt favorite.”3 

Roosevelt’s rival in the 
1940 presidential election, Wendell Willkie, once asked him why he kept 
[Hopkins] so close, even though people distrusted him and resented his 
influence. Roosevelt replied: “[S]omeday you may well be sitting here 
where I am now as President of the United States. And when you are, 
you’ll be looking at that door over there and knowing that practically 
everybody who walks through it wants something out of you. You’ll learn 
what a lonely job this is, and you’ll discover the need for somebody like 
Harry Hopkins who asks for nothing except to serve you.”4

Hopkins and Roosevelt probably had another reason for their mutual 
trust and understanding: They both were forced to struggle for their 
lives against a serious disease. Their fates, in this sense, coincided. 
Although gifted with the power of intellect, insight, and wit, Harry 
Hopkins was deprived of physical health after suffering a severe form 
of typhoid fever as a child. He was destined to live only 55 years. 
Most of those years, he teetered between life and death. But thanks 
to his phenomenal strength of spirit, he continued to confidently push 
forward, staying alive despite the terrible diagnoses and prognoses of 
doctors.

From Sherwood’s account: “He was to all intents and purposes 
physically a finished man who might drag out his life for a few more years 
of relative inactivity or who might collapse and die at any time.”5

Hopkins’s visit to Moscow not 
only turned the page in Rus-
sia-American relations, but 
also helped to bring about the 
anti-Hitler coalition. 
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In August 1940, Harry Hopkins resigned [as secretary of commerce] 
and was appointed Roosevelt’s personal representative in London, 
officially [to fill in] before the new ambassador arrived. In fact, his main 
task was political intelligence at the highest level – to gain the confidence 
of Prime Minister Winston Churchill, to study his personality and relate 
this all to Roosevelt. Hopkins pulled this off brilliantly: He managed to get 
close to Churchill, often attended cabinet meetings, and spoke alongside 
the prime minister at a number of events.

According to biographical information in the [Russian Foreign 
Ministry] Department of History and Records,6 in April 1941, Hopkins 
became head of the commission for purchasing military material for 
countries subject to the law on the transfer of American weapons by loan 
or lease (better known as the Lend-Lease Act). At the same time, he was 
part of the US wartime cabinet, which included the Secretary of State, 
Secretary of War, Secretary of the Navy, and the Secretary of the Treasury. 
The American press began to call him the second most important person 
in the government.

When Hitler’s Germany invaded the Soviet Union, Harry Hopkins was 
in Washington. When he heard about the attack via a short radio message 
at night, “Hopkins’s first thought ... was, ‘The President’s policy of support 
for Britain has really paid off! Hitler has turned to the left.’ But if Hopkins 
had a moment of relief it was no more than a moment; for he was compelled 
instantly to face the new and gigantic problems of aid for Russia.”7 

The war in the USSR was already in its fourth week when, on the 
evening of July 11, President Roosevelt had a lengthy conversation with 
Hopkins. The latter then flew to Montreal, took a military plane through 
Newfoundland to Scotland, and from there went to see Churchill, to discuss 
wartime cooperation between the two countries and the upcoming Atlantic 
Conference. In addition, he had the difficult task of verifying that some 
commodity items that had been transferred under Lend-Lease were being 
used for their intended purpose. His health had deteriorated dramatically 
after he arrived, yet he still went directly to the prime minister to discuss 
the current situation and to catch each other up on what had occurred since 
their last meeting.

We still do not know with absolute certainty who had the idea, or when 
it occurred, to send Hopkins to Moscow to meet with Joseph Stalin. It is 
clear that all the opinions of both British and American scholars were based 
on assumptions, as there was not enough objective information. According 
to Sherwood, Hopkins decided to go to Moscow on his own and try to 
get as much information as possible directly from the Soviet leader. It is 
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possible, though unlikely, that Hopkins discussed the idea with Roosevelt 
before he departed for Britain. There is no surviving documentary evidence 
on this matter. Churchill and David Winant, the US Ambassador to Great 
Britain, recalled that the idea suddenly came to Hopkins during his stay at 
Chequers, the prime minister’s country residence.

Ivan Maysky, the Soviet Ambassador to Great Britain, wrote in his 
memoirs that, on July 19, 1941, he was with Harry Hopkins among the 
prime minister’s guests at Chequers. Here is how he describes his first 
meeting with Hopkins: “The prime minister led me to a tall, very skinny, 
sickly looking man, with an elongated face and lively eyes, standing 
with his back to the fireplace, and introduced me to him: ‘Please, meet 
Mr. Hopkins.’ Hopkins was a very familiar name to me. I knew that he was 
Roosevelt’s closest adviser, and that he played a big role in determining 
US foreign policy.... I also knew that he had been sent by the president 
to negotiate with the British government and that Churchill held him 
in high esteem. And so I studied Hopkins closely, trying to get a better 
understanding, from his facial expression and his mannerisms, of just what 
kind of man he was.”8 

The brief conversation by the fireplace between Churchill, Maysky, 
and Hopkins was about the opening of a Second Front. Churchill turned to 
Hopkins, shrugged his shoulders, and said that it was now impossible. As 
the ambassador noted, Hopkins regarded the subject of helping the USSR 
with much more sympathy than the prime minister. But that day was not 
the appropriate occasion for a more in-depth conversation, and Maysky 
expressed a desire to meet with Hopkins again. “I thought: Maybe this is 
where the key to the real solution to the assistance problem lies?”9 

Their second meeting took place three days later, at the residence of 
US Ambassador John Winant. It was during this conversation that Hopkins 
said it would be important to introduce Roosevelt to Stalin and bring 
them closer together. This would be quite significant. Maysky replied, 
“(T)here are three ways toward rapprochement between the heads of the 
Soviet and American governments: a personal meeting, the exchange of 
trusted proxies, or the exchange of personal messages. Under the current 
circumstances, the first is off the table, leaving just the other two.”10

Hopkins himself, in his December 1945 article “The Inside Story 
of My Meeting with Stalin,” in American Magazine, wrote that he had 
received instructions from Roosevelt while he was at Chequers: “The first 
message was short enough: ‘Go to Moscow. See Stalin.’ ”11 

On Sunday evening, July 27 (five days later), Winant urgently sought 
out Maysky, who, as usual on weekends, was in Bovingdon, some 50 km 
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from London. Maysky hurried back to the capital. Winant arrived at the 
Soviet Embassy around 10 p.m. and requested urgent visas for three 
American passports: those of Hopkins and two others. Winant explained 
that after talking with the Soviet ambassador, Hopkins had thought it 
over and decided that it made the most sense for him personally to go to 
Moscow. He ascribed exceptional importance to this visit to the USSR. 
Of course, he had asked the president’s opinion and the latter had agreed. 
[Winant told Maysky] that Hopkins was leaving right away: A train to 
Scotland would be departing in half an hour. From there, Hopkins was to 
fly on a Catalina seaplane around Norway to Arkhangelsk. Then Winant 
added that he was headed right to the train station to give [the travelers] 
their passports. 

Here is how Ivan Maysky recalls this peculiar situation:

I was at a loss as to what to do. Visa stamps were only available at 
the consulate. The consulate wasn’t located in the same building as 
the embassy, but in a completely different place that was a 10-minute 
drive away. It was Sunday, and it was likely that neither the consul nor 
his deputy, both of whom lived at the consulate, were currently at the 
residence, and they were the ones who had the keys to the safes holding 
the stamps. I had no more than five minutes to spare; otherwise Winant 
would not catch the train at the station. What could I do? I took Hopkins’s 
passport and wrote by hand: ‘Permit Harry Hopkins passage through 
any border checkpoint into the USSR, without baggage inspection, as a 
Diplomatic Courier. Ambassador of the USSR to England, I. Maysky.’ 
In the margin I put the date and affixed the embassy’s stamp. I did the 
same with the two other passports. Winant thanked me and hurried to 
the station. He later told me that he had barely made it: The train was 
already moving, but he slipped the passports to Hopkins through the open 
carriage window.12

It deserves mention how quickly issues were resolved in wartime, 
without extra formalities, and how brave and resolute the leaders of those 
years were: They did not hesitate to meet difficult situations head-on, even 
though at their level the price of a mistake would be their own lives. 

When the special train left the gloomy, sooty, dimly lit station, it 
seemed to Winant and Harriman13 that they had just said goodbye to a man 
in a rocket ship headed into interplanetary space, so infinitely distant did 
Russia seem at the time.14 

As Hopkins recalled, the amphibious RAF plane, a Catalina PBY B-6416, 
in which he set off for Archangelsk, had returned from a reconnaissance trip 
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just a couple of minutes before. They spent 21 hours en route without using 
the radio, as they were afraid that the Germans might listen in. But due to the 
lack of communication, while flying over the White sea, they lost their way. 
They fixed their coordinates using the sun and, upon picking up the weak 
signal of the radio in Arkhangelsk, followed it in. In Archangelsk, “Hopkins 
was met by representatives of the American and British Embassies, Russian 
Army, Navy, and Air Force officers, local commissars, and the inevitable 
secret police. He noted later that ‘The latter looked neither more nor less 
obvious than the American plain-clothes man.’ ”15

[Soviet] Armed Forces members reported that they had sent planes to 
meet the American representatives, but could not find them because the 
latter had lost their way. “[A] very cordial welcome [was] extended to   
all including the flight crew.” Later, however, “during the days they 
remained at [Arkhangelsk], waiting for Hopkins to return from Moscow, 
they were confined to their quarters on a houseboat on the Dvina River. A 
woman interpreter was assigned to them and they continually asked her if 
they couldn’t go ashore, and see something of the people and the town, but 
the reply was always flatly negative.” However, there was another RAF 
Catalina crew there that had landed a few days earlier; according to the 
captain of the aircraft on which Hopkins arrived, “We were treated with 
so much more deference than they were and got such better food that we 
realized Mr. Hopkins must be very important indeed.”16 

After the lavish meeting at the airport in Archangelsk, they told 
Hopkins that he could not take off for Moscow until the next morning, but 
that this evening he was welcome to join them for dinner. This was Harry 
Hopkins’s first encounter with Russian hospitality.

Dinner turned out to be a grand four-hour feast on the admiral’s yacht. 
Hopkins recalled:

There was an Iowa flavor to it, what with the fresh vegetables, the butter, 
cream, greens. For some reason the cucumbers and radishes surprised me. 
They were grown on the farms that hem in the city. Anyway the dinner 
was enormous, course after course. There was the inescapable cold fish, 
caviar and vodka. Vodka has authority. It is nothing for the amateur to 
trifle with... The thing to do is to spread a chunk of bread (and good bread 
it was) with caviar, and, while you are swallowing that bolt your vodka.17

Apart from the interpreter, there were no women at the dinner, but 
the guests were served by women. Nowadays in Russia, Hopkins noted, 
one almost never sees male waiters. Hopkins made quite a remarkable 
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observation that, at the event, there was no perceptible difference between 
the participants (i.e., representatives of high political and military circles) 
and those serving them – and the absence of this distinction was not 
contrived. This camaraderie was assumed as a matter of course and needed 
no proof. He never once heard the word “comrade,” but saw how its 
meaning was demonstrated. “The Russians did not ask me any questions, 
and at the same time it was clear that they knew I would be seeing Stalin. 
In Russia, if you are going to see Stalin, or especially if you have already 
seen him, you enjoy widespread sympathy.”18 

At about 4 a.m. the next day, just after the fireworks display that had been 
arranged in honor of the presidential envoy, thus demonstrating the extreme 
importance of this visit, Hopkins flew to Moscow. They covered the distance 
to the capital in four hours, flying low enough to admire the countryside. The 
US Ambassador, Laurence Steinhardt, met him at the airport in Moscow, along 
with the same representative delegation that had met him in Arkhangelsk. “In 
Russia I shook hands as I have never shaken hands before. Several times I 
grinned at myself asking myself whether I were running for office.... When I 
left, I had to shake everyone’s hands all over again. I can’t complain, as I have 
never met a more cordial, hospitable nor more sincere people.”19 Steinhardt 
brought him to the American Embassy, but Hopkins was too excited about 
being in Moscow to just go to bed after a long flight. “Finally I was in 
Moscow!... But I still had the most important part of my trip ahead of me.” 20 

That evening he had a lengthy conversation with Steinhardt, during 
which [Hopkins] said that his main goal was to determine whether the 
situation was really as disastrous as it was being portrayed at the Pentagon. 
Steinhardt replied that anybody who was at all familiar with Russian history 
would be unlikely to hastily conclude that the Germans would score an 
easy victory. Russian soldiers may seem incapable when on the attack, but 
when it comes to defending their Motherland they are wonderful warriors 
and there are certainly a lot of them. That night, the Soviet capital was 
bombed by the enemy.

As Hopkins recalled:

The Germans took part in my meeting in Moscow, but I did not shake 
hands with them; they had sent their bombers. When Moscow or any other 
Russian city goes dark, it goes dark: Not only do you pull the curtains 
(in Russia it could be that you have no curtains), but whether you have 
them or not, you have to turn out the lights. In London, if a policeman or 
watchman sees a light in your window, he will knock on your door and 
remind you that there is an alert and that you have not shut your curtains 
tightly enough. In Russia (and, I suppose, the same in Berlin), they will 
knock on your door not to tell you that a light is visible from below, but 
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more likely to take you to the slammer. This is one of the differences 
between life in a democracy and life under a dictatorship. What’s more, 
in Moscow you have to go to a shelter when enemy bombers appear, and 
you stay there until the police let you out.

That night, while taking shelter in the basement of the American 
Embassy, the most upsetting thing was the discussion of a recent novel 
just in from London. The novel started happily, but ended badly, which 
upset everyone a lot. I was new to Moscow and was amusing myself by 
comparing the uproar of a raid on London with what I had was seeing 
here. The ring of air defense and anti-aircraft guns around Moscow is 
much tighter than that around London. Evacuating children, the elderly, 
and the sick from Moscow is not a problem. They have already been 
evacuated. In Moscow, every able-bodied man, woman, and youth has a 
specific job to do. They’re doing it and liking it. It’s somewhat different 
in London, and in New York it would be different too. What Stalin says 
carries the weight of law for the Russians. I never even dreamt of such a 
concentration of energy like what I saw in the Russian capital.21 

The day after taking Hopkins on a trip around Moscow, Steinhardt 
drove him to the Kremlin at 6:30 p.m. to meet Stalin. Hopkins’s instructions 
were briefly and succinctly stated in a telegram that he had received from 
Secretary of State Sumner Welles before he left London. In effect, this 
was a diplomatic letter of credence. It stated that Roosevelt was requesting 
Harry Hopkins to convey the following in his name:

Mr. Hopkins is in Moscow at my request for discussions with you 
personally and with other such officials as you may designate on the 
vitally important question of how we can most expeditiously and 
effectively make available the assistance which the United States can 
render to your country in its magnificent resistance to the treacherous 
aggression by Hitlerite Germany… I ask you to treat Mr. Hopkins with 
the identical confidence you would feel if you were talking directly to 
me. He will communicate directly to me the view that you express to 
him and will tell me what you consider are the most pressing individual 
problems on which we could be of aid.22

Hopkins, along with Steinhardt and Third Secretary of the US Embassy 
George Reinhardt, arrived at the Kremlin. Stalin received them in his 
office, even though he usually preferred to receive foreigners in Molotov’s 
office. After an exchange of greetings, Hopkins stated that he was not a 
representative of any official circles. He was, rather, a personal friend and 
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associate of the president, who had asked him to come to Moscow not 
only to  relay to Stalin the president’s official position on the situation 
in Europe, but also to inform him of Roosevelt’s personal point of view 
on events. In the course of their meetings, they discussed primarily the 
logistics of the US providing assistance and weapons to the Soviets, what 
the USSR needed in terms of weapons and materials, the situation at the 
front, as well as the US’s entry into the war against Germany.

The next day, he had a second meeting with Stalin, at which neither 
Molotov nor Steinhardt was present. The interpreter was Maksim Litvinov, 
former People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs. As Hopkins reported 
later, Litvinov seemed like a “morning coat which had been laid away 
in mothballs” when Russia retreated into isolation from the West but had 
now been brought out, dusted off and aired as a symbol of completely 
changed conditions.23

The conversation went on for nearly four hours. [Hopkins wrote 
afterward that] except for those moments when Stalin spoke about Hitler 
or when the name of the latter was mentioned in conversation, he felt at 
ease, relaxed. 

He brought me up to speed on everything. Stalin doesn’t need our Army 
or our Navy. Russia wants to wage its own war. The natural boundaries 
of Moscow cannot be approached by either land or by sea. But Stalin also 
told me frankly what Russia needs in order for its people to be able to 
give all of their efforts to our common cause. Stalin needed tanks, planes, 
heavy weapons, anti-aircraft and anti-tank guns, ammunition, and high-
octane gasoline made in America and delivered to England. Stalin also 
needed a huge amount of barbed wire.24 It was during this meeting that 
Stalin jotted down with a pencil a list of the Soviet Union’s needs: (1) 
anti-aircraft guns (20 or 25 caliber, or 37 mm); (2) aluminum; (3) 12.7 
mm machine guns; (4) 7.62 mm rifles. Hopkins assured Stalin that the 
American and British governments agreed to do everything possible in 
the coming weeks to supply the USSR with weapons.

Later, when recalling his first meetings with the Soviet leader, Hopkins 
wrote:

Not once did he repeat himself. He talked as he knew his troops were 
shooting: straight and hard. He welcomed me with a few swift Russian 
words. He shook my hand briefly, firmly, courteously. He smiled warmly. 
There was no waste of word, gesture, nor mannerism…. Joseph Stalin 
knew what he wanted, knew what Russia wanted, and he assumed that 
you knew…. The questions he asked were clear, concise, direct. His 
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answers were ready, unequivocal, spoken as if the man had had them on 
his tongue for years….
No man could forget the picture of the dictator of Russia as he stood 
watching me leave: an austere, rugged, determined figure, in boots that 
shone like mirrors, stout baggy trousers, and snug-fitting blouse…. He’s 
built close to the ground, like a football coach’s dream of a tackle. He’s 
about five feet six, about a hundred and ninety pounds. His hands are 
huge, as hard as his mind. His voice is harsh but ever under control. What 
he says is all the accent and inflection his words need…. He speaks no 
English, but as he shot rapid Russian at me he ignored the translator, 
looking straight into my eyes as though I understood every word that 
he uttered…. Before my three days in Moscow ended, the difference 
between democracy and dictatorship were clearer to me than any words 
a philosopher, historian or journalist could make it.25 

That same day, Hopkins had met with Molotov to discuss their nations’ 
views on Japan and China, and conferred with military officers on technical 
issues. Hopkins remarked that if someone had come with a similar mission 
to the US or Britain, they would call it negotiations, but in Moscow he did 
not conduct negotiations – it was just six hours of conversation. There was 
nothing to say after that; it was all taken care of in two sittings.

Harry Hopkins’s visit to Moscow became a turning point in relations 
between the US, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union. After this visit, all 
further Anglo-American calculations were no longer based on the idea that 
the USSR would suffer imminent defeat. Hopkins, of course, never made it 
to the front. His belief in the USSR’s capability to mount serious resistance 
to the enemy was based on the kind of requests that Stalin had made. “A 
man who feared immediate defeat would not have put aluminum so high 
on the list of priorities.”26 Hopkins later expressed extreme irritation with 
military observers in Moscow when they cabled pessimistic reports, which 
he considered nothing more than guesswork colored by prejudice.

On August 1, Hopkins left Moscow. “When we landed in Arkhangelsk, I 
realized that I had forgotten my medicine in Moscow. The Army pilots were 
sent back for it. These Russians know how to fly….”27 In Arkhangelsk, the 
crew of the Catalina announced there were quite unfavorable conditions 
on the flight path to the United Kingdom and that it would more sensible to 
put off the flight, but Hopkins was in a hurry. Just as the crew captain had 
foreseen, the flight was extremely rough and lasted more than 24 hours. 
Besides the difficult weather conditions, the plane came under anti-aircraft 
fire from an unidentified destroyer off the coast of Murmansk, and Hopkins 
fell sick on the way back. There were serious difficulties in landing: They 
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were supposed to put down on the admiral’s ship. When they landed on a 
narrow, raging strip of sea between the ships, the Catalina was mercilessly 
tossed up and down. The boat and the plane maneuvered about until the 
boat got its bow close enough [for Hopkins to jump onto the deck].

The senior pilot wrote in his report afterward:

A sailor with a boathook hauled him, sprawling, across the slippery deck 
to safety. His luggage was then tossed after him, including the priceless 
papers which set forth the Soviet position in detail. As he waved us 
farewell, we could not help feeling that very few persons could have 
taken what he had endured since we met at Invergordon on July 28th. 
Circling overhead prior to our return flight to Oban, we saw a launch 
wallowing heavily across the harbour and we wondered if there was 
to be any rest for a man so obviously ill and yet showing unbelievable 
courage, determination and appreciation for the services of others. His 
was a noteworthy example of unparalleled devotion to duty.28

Hopkins’s visit to Moscow not only turned the page in Russia-
American relations, but also helped to bring about the anti-Hitler coalition. 
Specifically, it paved the way for what became known as the Moscow 
Conference between the heads of the Soviet Union, Great Britain, and the 
US at the end of September 1941. The purpose was to resolve the question 
of how best to assist the Soviet Union in its “magnificent resistance” to the 
fascist assault29 – and it culminated in a secret protocol on supplies to be 
provided to the Soviet Union by the US and Great Britain.

The American press widely covered Hopkins’s visit to Moscow. 
The front pages of practically every paper on July 31 and August 1 were 
headlined, “Hopkins and Stalin meet today to secure American aid to the 
USSR,” “Hopkins hears out Stalin’s needs at a meeting in Moscow,” and 
“Hopkins promises Stalin immediate aid.”30

In due course, Harry Hopkins was a participant in the conferences 
with the Big Three in Tehran and Yalta. Then, following the German 
capitulation, and at the request of President Truman, he revisited Moscow 
in late May 1945. Hopkins departed Washington on May 23, after having 
resigned almost immediately after Roosevelt’s death on April 12, 1945.

Maysky describes his last meeting with Hopkins in Moscow as follows – a 
striking and eloquent final touch to the portrait that needs no further comment: 

The war had just ended, and ended victoriously, yet there were many 
problems due to the war that had not yet found resolution…. At the end 
of May 1945, President Truman sent Hopkins to Moscow for talks with 
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Stalin. They could find no common ground in resolving [some] urgent 
problems, yet during the negotiations, Stalin, as usual, put on a big dinner 
at the Kremlin in Hopkins’s honor. My wife and I, along with some 
others, were invited to this dinner…. After dinner there was dancing – 
in which, to my complete surprise, Hopkins took part: He looked so 
weary, so emaciated, so sick. He danced one round with my wife. After 
he brought her back to her seat, Hopkins could hardly catch his breath. 
There were drops of sweat on his brow. He touched my hand – his hand 
was limp and cold. It startled me. And Hopkins, who clearly noticed how 
I felt, said softly, with a chuckle that he tried to make sound rakish: “I 
have a date with death.” The next day, Hopkins left. A year later, I read 
in the paper about his death. In my memory, Harry Hopkins remains one 
of the most outstanding people among the leading actors of the bourgeois 
world in the World War II era.31
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ON DECEMBER 18, 1940, Hitler signed his directive on preparations for 
attacking the Soviet Union (Operation Barbarossa). The High Command 
of the German Armed Forces (OKW) subsequently began planning 
disinformation measures to conceal Germany’s military preparations at 
the Soviet border. The plan was approved on February 15, 1941, but was 
subsequently revised and elaborated. That disinformation operation has 
already been described in detail.1 

The Germans relied mainly on false information and rumors about 
the reasons for the deployment of OKW units at the Soviet Union’s 
western border. The deployment was initially attributed to the need 
to conceal a planned landing on the British Isles and subsequently 
to preparations for an attack on the Balkans and British positions in 
the Mediterranean and the Middle East. It was also presented as a 
“precautionary measure” to protect against the Soviet Union, should 
it try to strike Germany while the Wehrmacht’s main forces were 
engaged in western and southeastern Europe. Finally, it was portrayed 
as a means of pressuring Moscow to agree to major political, economic, 
and even territorial concessions that the Third Reich badly needed for 
its victory in its war with the British. 

The disinformation operation was entrusted to military agencies, the 
Foreign Ministry, the Propaganda Ministry, and German special services 
that were operating in strict secrecy. What role was ascribed to the 
German Embassy to the USSR, the target of the planned German attack? 
Almost nothing is known about this. In his memoirs,2 which can hardly be 
considered reliable when it comes to the situation inside the embassy and 
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its activities in the final prewar months of 1941, Gustav Hilger, former 
counsellor of the German Embassy, said nothing about the embassy’s 
involvement. Gerhard Kegel, a Soviet agent who had worked at the 
German Embassy in Moscow under the alias of Kurt, likewise did not shed 
light on the subject in his memoirs In den Stürmen unseres Jahrhunderts.3 
While offering certain interesting facts about the embassy’s activities 
in that period, he nevertheless completely relied on the memoirs of his 
former boss Hilger when relating the main events.

State of Uncertainty?

IN HIS memoirs, Hilger described the situation in the German Embassy 
in spring 1941 as follows: “Rumors about German troops concentrations 
at the Soviet border and an impending surprise attack meanwhile reached 
their peak…. Yet we had no concrete indication that Hitler actually 
contemplated an invasion of Soviet Russia.”4 

This seems doubtful, to say the least. Of course, we can assume that 
the heads of the German Embassy in Moscow were receiving no official 
written information from Berlin about an armed attack on the Soviet Union: 
The risk of such information being intercepted by Soviet intelligence 
was too great. But everybody in the embassy undoubtedly knew about 
the impending war, either from high-placed relatives in German military 
circles, from oral instructions brought by diplomats travelling between 
Moscow and Berlin, or from information brought by German citizens who 
came to the Soviet Union and the rumors that were rife in Moscow, Berlin, 
and the capitals of many other states.

The German diplomats stationed in Moscow were instructed to strongly 
oppose the rumors about an impending war and to spread the disinformation 
formulated by top circles about German military-political plans. In fact, 
that was enough for the heads of the German Embassy, all experienced 
intelligence officers (more about them later), to correctly surmise what lay 
in store. Walter Schellenberg, at that time head of the counterintelligence 
office of the foreign intelligence department (Department VI) of the Reich 
Security Main Office (RSHA), during a spring 1941 visit to the embassy 
while posing as a representative of the German chemical industry, briefed 
top diplomats on the main elements of Operation Barbarossa. Herr Hilger 
was given a separate audience,5 which he, for obvious reasons, did not 
mention in his memoirs.
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Rumors About an Impending War Must Be Suppressed!

IN MID-MARCH 1941, Colonel Hans Krebs was temporarily appointed 
head of staff of the military attaché of Germany in Moscow while the 
military attaché himself, General of the Cavalry Ernst August Köstring, was 
caring for his health in Germany. Colonel Krebs, being fluent in Russian and 
having previous experience working in the Soviet Union, was entrusted with 
a special task. Below is a letter that Colonel Horst von Mellenthin, chief of 
the Department of Military Attachés of the High Command of the German 
Army (OKH), sent to Lieutenant-Colonel W. Nagel, who was acting as 
military attaché after Köstring fell ill (italics in the original).

OKH Headquarters
March 17, 1941
4 copies
3rd copy

No. 624/41
Top Secret! For Commanders only!
Dear Herr Nagel!

By order of the Chief of the General Staff, Colonel Krebs is instructed to 
replace for the next few weeks General Köstring who, unfortunately, will 
be out of action for a while. Colonel Krebs is being appointed for reasons 
that I prefer not to discuss in detail in this letter. In any case, it is very 
important to have in this post somebody with old and reliable contacts.
Information related to military issues proper will remain within your 
purview; Colonel Krebs will be engaged in military-political aspects of 
the work of the attaché.…

Yours, 
Mellenthin.6

Colonel-General Franz Halder, chief of the OKH General Staff, 
wrote in his diary on March 19, 1941, that Krebs had been briefed in 
detail before his departure to Moscow on “the military situation created 
by the deployment of our troops in the south” and had received detailed 
instructions “related to the details to which [the Russians’] attention 
should be diverted and the general questions that might crop up during 
negotiations”7 with the Soviet military authorities.

In other words, Krebs was expected to promote the version that 
Germany’s priority was expansion into the Balkans and the Middle East, 
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and the movement of German troops to the East, which would have 
inevitably raised questions in Moscow, was to be attributed to the planned 
war against Great Britain and the Reich’s obvious intention to protect its 
borders in case of an unexpected Soviet attack. 

That is fully confirmed by his note to the embassy’s heads dated 
April 24, 1941. In it, he asks them to suppress rumors among embassy 
staff about an impending war with the Soviet Union:

As the struggle against British positions in the Mediterranean gradually 
moves to its final stage, the role of Turkey will increase. This will 
inevitably affect the interests of the Soviet Union, which has always 
viewed [the region] as a sphere of its vital interests. Fighting in the area 
of the Straits will undoubtedly affect the Soviet Union. It goes without 
saying that during the decisive struggle against Britain, the border 
between Germany and Russia must be strengthened to discourage the 
Soviet Union from interfering. Our defenses must be reliable in the 
face of the fairly large mass of Russian troops on standby in the Baltics, 
Belorussia, and especially in Ukraine.…

Measures related to forming a rear shield against Russia have been going 
on for some time – at least since when Russia, after disregarding our 
needs in the decisive struggle against Britain, started talking about its 
interests in the Balkans. The measures Germany is taking in this context 
have led to the circulation in German and non-German circles of wild 
rumors [about an imminent war between Germany and the USSR] that in 
the conditions of the rising tension [between Germany and Britain] might 
become very dangerous.8 

In accordance with the 
instructions from Berlin, official 
representatives of Germany in 
Moscow worked to counter the 
rumors of an impending war that 
were being spread by Germans 
arriving in Moscow from 
Germany and that were being 
exaggerated by representatives 
of the embassies of various countries in the Soviet capital.

On April 1, 1941, the OKH, extremely alarmed by those rumors, sent 
a letter to the Foreign Ministry of Germany, which shared its contents with 
the German Embassy in Moscow on April 16: 

Schulenburg and his closest 
circle probably knew a lot not 
only about the basic elements 
of Operation Barbarossa but 
also about Hitler’s strategic 
calculation.
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“The OKH regularly receives information that people who arrive from 
Germany are spreading rumors among their compatriots in the Soviet 
Union about an impending German-Russian armed conflict. Diplomats 
of other countries stationed in Moscow are also worried.… The OKH 
believes that this is very dangerous.… It is therefore asking the foreign 
policy department to warn Germans who go to Russia or travel through 
Russia … that they should not spread these rumors but should resolutely 
disprove them.”9 

But the effect of strict warnings proved negligible; rumors about the 
coming war spread far and wide. On April 24, 1941, naval attaché Captain 
First Rank Norbert von Baumbach reported to Berlin:

1.  There are rumors here about a coming war between Germany and 
the Soviet Union brought by people from Germany who are traveling 
through Russia.

2.  According to the counsellor of the Italian Embassy, the British 
ambassador10 had warned that the war would begin on June 22.

3.  May 20 is also mentioned.
4.  I am doing my best to oppose the rumors as absurd.11

On May 2, 1941, German Ambassador to the USSR Friedrich-
Werner Count von der Schulenburg sent a ciphered classified letter 
to Berlin: “I myself and all other top officials of my embassy are 
incessantly fighting the rumors about a future armed clash between 
Germany and Russia.… All the same, I ask you to take into account 
that opposing these rumors here in Moscow will remain practically 
ineffective if rumors of this type continue to arrive and if anyone who 
comes to Moscow or passes through Moscow not only brings but also 
tries to confirm these rumors”12  

On May 3, 1941, the OKW Operational Headquarters sent a telegram in 
which it referred to Baumbach’s report and recommended certain “plausible 
arguments” to be used to disprove the rumors of an impending German-
Soviet war when talking to Soviet officials and diplomats of other countries.

Secret
No. 878 of 3. [5.]
To be deciphered only by those responsible for secret documents. 
Response by a courier or in secret cipher.
For the military attaché
Top Secret! For Commanders only!
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[…]
Instruction for talks.
On point 1: The same rumors are also being spread here. This might be 
another British attempt to poison the atmosphere. Information about, for 
example, the mass production of maps (of Ukraine) in Prague or about 
the landing of 12,000 German soldiers in Finland13 that is being used to 
confirm this supposition is absolutely unfounded.
The concentration of a considerable number of Russian troops close to the 
border, likewise, can stir up these rumors. [This build-up] is absolutely 
unjustified from a military standpoint since on the German side of the 
border are only the rearward forces of the Balkan operations.
On Point 4: It is highly desirable that German services stationed in 
various countries refute the rumors in a more or less acceptable form. 
You may say that today German troops are being moved to the West and 
that their numerical strength will become much bigger in the first half of 
May (in private talks you can mention eight divisions).14

Schulenburg followed the same instructions when talking to foreign 
diplomats in Moscow. On May 10, 1941, he informed Berlin that when 
talking to foreign diplomats, he invariably denied the “strengthening of 
the German armed forces deployed at the Russian border” and that he 
relied on what top figures in Berlin were saying to convince his foreign 
colleagues that “nothing out of the ordinary will take place,” that “at 
the German-Soviet border we are doing nothing that might go beyond 
general ordinary wartime precautionary measures.” “I am following the 
instructions given to our military attaché.15

But neither those instructions, nor the efforts of the ambassador nor 
other measures taken by the German Embassy suppressed the rumors 
of war. On June 18, 1941, Köstring wrote in his letter to the Attaché 
Department of the OKH General Staff: “Idle talk and rumors, at least 
here, have reached unprecedented heights. To retell them all would 
require volumes. It seems impossible to refute them all. Everyone except 
members of my staff are obsessed by them; they are under their influence 
and spread them further. So in my conversations and answers to questions 
I can do nothing but follow the instructions that were given to me.”16

He did not specify the nature of the instructions, but they likely 
differed little from those given earlier to Krebs and those contained in the 
quoted ciphered letter from Berlin. However, it is possible that he received 
additional instructions from the OKH General Staff on May 5 and 6, 
1941,17 and on May 8, after he and Krebs met with Hitler.18
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“Strict Discipline and Restraint Are Needed!”

THE impeccable conduct of all employees of the German Embassy 
in Moscow was to play an important role in concealing Germany’s 
preparations for attacking the Soviet Union. They were expected to avoid 
arousing any suspicions that war was imminent and to work as usual, 
remaining absolutely calm. But that was easier said than done, which 
caused a lot of indignation in Berlin and among military-diplomatic 
representatives in the Soviet capital. 

Below is what Köstring wrote to his Berlin bosses after returning to 
Moscow on May 12, 1941, to resume his duties as military attaché. With 
a soldier’s candor, he reported on the situation in the embassy on May 15 
without mincing words (I softened some of the saltier expressions in his 
assessment):

I cannot accept two things going on at the embassy; I cannot keep silent 
about them and must express my opinion.… What is going on here 
obviously stirs up rumors.… One of these phenomena can be described 
as the “flight of valuables.” I have learned that in recent weeks, an 
incredibly large number of suitcases filled with jewelry, silver, valuable 
objects – furs, carpets, and other rubbish – have been sent to Germany to 
be “saved.” This is a fact.

What can be done with what has already happened, with what all officials, 
right up to the very top, were doing? This export, so to speak, of articles has 
not gone unnoticed, by the Russian intelligence services in particular.… 
And something else.… Practically all “diplomatic wives” of our embassy 
have left. Some of them probably had to go back, but most certainly did 
not. Can you imagine what the wives of other officials and typists felt when 
they saw women with diplomatic passports leaving to safety?… I was and 
remain convinced – even if many reject this as rudeness – that “there is no 
place for women on the battlefield.” Indeed, does everyone have to bring 
their families to support them? They come here to get their fill of butter and 
caviar, to buy furs and jewels on the cheap, and then to bolt away or at least 
save their rubbish to the detriment of the great cause, to the detriment of us, 
the handful of Germans at the front line.19 

Even before Köstring returned to Moscow, Krebs tried to prevent 
embassy staff members from spreading wild rumors and violating the 
system of secrecy. In his aforementioned report of April 24, he described 
the situation in the embassy as highly dangerous; he threatened staff with 
major retribution and proposed a set of measures to be strictly implemented.
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Here is a quote: 

Since currently any action or inaction by the German authorities will be 
closely scrutinized, we must ask all employees of our embassy to show 
strict discipline and extreme restraint. Those who either deliberately or 
through thoughtlessness spread panic and rumors about war risk being 
accused of high treason under aggravating circumstances. I am convinced 
that all Germans, men and women, should be regularly informed of the 
following:
1.  All rumors should be received calmly and without agitation – 

demonstrated not just outwardly but with deep inner conviction. Put 
complete trust in the Führer and his decisions. In view of the losses 
that the army and the fatherland are suffering, any possible troubles 
awaiting us here are irrelevant.

2.  Rebuff all rumors as evidence of panic as well as deliberate hostile 
actions.

3.  Immediately identify those who spread these rumors, irrespective of 
their status.

4.  All conspicuous departures, especially the departures observed 
recently with large loads of luggage, are banned.

5.  Maintain absolute restraint even when dealing with diplomats of 
friendly countries when talking about possible events. It is the 
prerogative of the Berlin authorities alone to inform these states!

6.  Speak cautiously when talking to anyone; it would be best to avoid 
any discussion of these issues even with Germans.

7.  Deep-seated conviction and absolute indifference to rumors are the 
best methods of fighting all rumors; they consolidate Germany’s 
positions and help accomplish its plans.

8.  Each husband bears complete responsibility for his wife.20   

Despite their insistent demands, neither Krebs nor Köstring could 
persuade top German diplomats in Moscow to implement the above 
measures. Schulenburg and second-in-command Envoy Werner von 
Tippelskirch did not agree to them: They feared that this might stir up 
even more panic among embassy staff. They were even among those who 
“saved” their valuables. At least Schulenburg was implicated in this, as 
Köstring indicated in his letter. Tippelskirch sent his wife and children 
home to Germany on May 9, 1941. And Air Force Attaché Heinrich 
Aschenbrenner did the same even earlier; his wife left for Germany on 
April 17 with some of their belongings. 

Very much as the German military diplomats expected, the goings-on 
at the embassy were noticed by Soviet intelligence services. On May 14, 
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1941, in a report to the country’s leaders, the People’s Commissariat for 
State Security of the USSR (NKGB USSR) wrote: “Starting in the latter 
half of April, some officials of the German Embassy have been sending 
their family members and valuable property from the USSR to Germany”; 
“on the instructions of German Ambassador Schulenburg, packing boards 
were bought and delivered to his residence; some expensive carpets and 
silver objects have already been packed in boxes.”21 

Berlin caught wind of the situation and demanded that Schulenburg 
provide a written explanation for his indiscreet behavior.22 On May 10, 
Ernst Woermann, head of the Political Division of the German Foreign 
Ministry, sent Schulenburg a letter in which he made it clear that Berlin 
was carefully monitoring everything he was doing and saying. “According 
to our recent information, in the last few days [early May], you are looking 
very despondent and are already packing your personal belongings in 
boxes.” 23

After receiving the letter, the ambassador hastily unpacked and tried 
to explain himself: “I do not think that I look ‘very despondent’; I never 
intended ‘to pack my personal belongings.’ My expensive carpets are still 
in their places, the portraits of my parents and other relatives are still on 
the walls. Nothing has changed in my home; any visitor can see this.”24    

Threats and other measures did not help; the system of secrecy that 
the German Embassy was expected to maintain steadily crumbled until it 
completely collapsed in mid-June 1941. On July 18, 1941, the heads of the 
NKGB USSR reported to the Kremlin: 

In the last few days, we have been noticing much greater nervousness 
among the officials of the German Embassy in Moscow because, 
according to their shared conviction, the relationships between Germany 
and the Soviet Union has gotten so bad that war between them could be 
expected within the next few days. Diplomats, their wives and children 
are leaving in great numbers. Between June 10 and June 17, a total of 34 
people left.… On June 14, Air Force Attaché Heinrich Aschenbrenner 
left with all his belongings, including his car.… While preparing for 
departure, diplomats are sending some official papers to Germany, other 
are burned on spot.25

The report mentioned that this had begun early in June. The smoke that 
rose from the courtyard of the house occupied by the German Embassy 
(Leontievsky Lane, 10) was seen from neighboring buildings.

As Köstring had predicted in his earlier report, the indignation of 
those officials who had no diplomatic passports turned into a revolt of 
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sorts. The NKGB USSR reported to the Kremlin: “Lower level members 
of the staff from among German nationals are openly displeased by the 
fact that higher placed officials are sending their families and belongings 
to Germany but not telling them what they should do. In this regard, on 
June 12, a meeting of lower level staff was held at which it was declared 
that they should prepare to leave.”26 

The events described above raise a logical question: Was this not an 
additional signal to the Soviet leadership that war was imminent? Yes, 
it was. On the whole, however, the information coming from the Soviet 
Embassy in Berlin, the “legal” resident agents of the NKGB USSR, and 
the Soviet military attachés in Berlin (all of them especially targeted by 
German disinformation), suggested that Germany’s build-up of forces at 
the Soviet border and other measures were designed either to provoke a 
Soviet attack to subsequently portray its own military actions as a response 
to Soviet aggression or to put political pressure on Moscow to obtain far-
reaching concessions. The start of the “shuttering” of the embassy, the 
continued violations of Soviet airspace and the increasingly frequent 
border incidents in spring-early summer 1941 could be interpreted by the 
Kremlin as deliberate actions carried out in Berlin’s political interests. 
And they indeed may have been just that – at least starting in early June 
1941. By that time Berlin had realized that the panic at the “front line” in 
Moscow could not be suppressed. From then on, they not only stopped 
requiring embassy staff to show restraint but even gave an order to openly 
prepare for evacuation, so that there could be at least some benefit from 
what was happening at the embassy.

Schulenburg’s “Anti-War” Memorandum

LET us go back to what Hilger wrote in his memoirs:

In mid-April the ambassador went to Germany to reliable information 
about the situation and make clear to Hitler the dangers of a campaign 
against the Soviet Union. For this purpose the ambassador, aided by his 
immediate collaborators, wrote a suitable memorandum which he took 
with him to Germany and transmitted to Hitler upon his arrival…. A 
personal meeting between Hitler and Count Schulenburg did not take 
place until April 28th. On that occasion the memorandum was lying on 
Hitler’s desk; but he did not indicate by a single word whether or not he 
had read it in the meantime…. Yet, as he took leave, Hitler, quite out of 
context, dropped the remark: “Oh, one more thing: I do not intend a war 
against Russia!”
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When the ambassador returned to Moscow on April 30th, and I greeted 
him at the airport, he took me aside and whispered: “The die has been 
cast. War against Russia has been decided!” Only when we continued 
the conversation while riding to the embassy, did he tell me what Hitler 
had said to him. When I asked Count Schulenburg how this fitted with 
his remark that Hitler had decided on war, he shrugged his shoulders in 
resignation and answered, “Well, he deliberately lied to me.”27

This extract from Hilger’s memoirs is frequently quoted in full or 
in part, and is even used in official publications of German diplomatic 
documents.28 But Hilger would have betrayed himself had he not distorted 
everything related to Schulenburg’s trip to Berlin.

No ambassador can leave his post on his own accord and return home, 
much less show up at the office of the head of state without preliminary 
consultations to share personal opinions on a given matter. This means that 
Hilger’s story is not absolutely reliable. In fact, events unfolded differently. 

On April 11, 1941, the Soviet Union and Japan signed the Soviet-
Japanese Neutrality Pact that buried Berlin’s hopes that a second front 
against the Soviet Union would open in the Far East. Stalin and Molotov 
personally arrived at the Yaroslavsky Railway Station in Moscow to see off 
Japanese Foreign Minister Yosuke Matsuoka. They greeted the diplomats 
on the platform and, seeing Schulenburg and Krebs among them, Stalin 
showed them special attention. He told Schulenburg: “We should remain 
friends, and you should do everything to that end!” Practically the same 
thing was said to Krebs. In the evening of April 13, Schulenburg informed 
Berlin of Stalin’s words through a telegram marked “Extremely Urgent! 
Secret!”29 

The Soviet-Japanese Neutrality Pact and Stalin’s words at the railway 
station signaled the possibility of major changes to Soviet policy. Having 
eliminated the threat in the East, Moscow could fully concentrate on the 
West and thus show the Germans that their chances would not be great 
in the event of an armed conflict and thus “we should remain friends.” 
Another interpretation was also possible: Perhaps the Soviet leaders were 
abandoning the harsh course toward Germany that they had demonstrated 
in spring 1941. In the spring, Moscow tried to prevent Bulgaria from joining 
the Tripartite Pact; it did not want to see German troops on Bulgarian 
soil. Moreover, the Soviet Union signed the Treaty of Friendship and 
Non-aggression with Yugoslavia right when the Wehrmacht was invading 
the country. The situation was quite ambiguous, and Hitler ordered 
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Schulenburg summoned to Berlin immediately to shed light on it and to 
present in writing the “view from Moscow” on Soviet policy.

To dispel any suspicion that the sudden departure of the German 
ambassador was caused by serious political considerations, Schulenburg 
was granted a two-week annual leave that he had requested earlier. On 
April 15, he left for Berlin “for vacation.”30 He was accompanied by 
his personal assistant, embassy counsellor Gebhardt von Walther, who 
represented the Nazi Party and the RSHA at the embassy. The ambassador 
spent his “annual leave” at the Foreign Ministry, where he met with its 
top officials. Later, in his letter of May 7, 1941, to State Secretary at the 
Foreign Office Ernst von Weizsäcker, he wrote about these meetings: 
“During my latest stay in Berlin we discussed, in particular, the measures 
that should be taken if, contrary to expectations, a German-Soviet conflict 
breaks out.”31  

The date and time of his meeting with Hitler (who had already received 
his memorandum) was coordinated. Foreign Minister of Germany von 
Ribbentrop, in Vienna at the time, demanded a copy accompanied by 
Weizsäcker’s conclusion. Ribbentrop ordered Schulenburg to put together 
a report about his meeting with Hitler and urgently present it to the minister, 
who was working on his own memo about his country’s Soviet policy that 
he intended to present to the Führer.32 

The meeting between Hitler and Schulenburg took place on 
April 28 and lasted half an hour (from 5:15 to 5:45 p.m.). According to 
Schulenburg’s fairly detailed report, at first they discussed the Soviet-
Japanese Pact; then Hitler asked about the unfriendly (in his opinion) 
steps of the Soviet leaders related to Yugoslavia and the possibility of an 
alliance between the Soviet Union and Great Britain; he wanted to know 
what the German ambassador thought about the movement of Soviet 
troops toward the western border; and he insisted that the Soviet Union 
had designs on Finland, the Dardanelles, and the Balkans. According to 
his report, Schulenburg explained that the Soviet Union was acting out of 
security concerns; he excluded a Soviet-British alliance and commented 
that Moscow had no intention to aggravate relationships with Berlin. “On 
the contrary,” said the ambassador, “I am convinced that Stalin is prepared 
to make far-reaching concessions.”33 

In his report that was delivered by air to Ribbentrop on April 29, 
Schulenburg did not say a word about his impression about whether Hitler 
had read the embassy note and whether he saw it on the Führer’s desk. 
There is no mention of the phrase quoted by Hilger that Hitler allegedly 
said at the end of his conversation with Schulenburg. Hilger may have 
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been confused or simply misquoted what Schulenburg had told him on the 
road to the embassy about how Hitler “deliberately deceived him.”

According to Hans-Heinrich Herwarth von Bittenfeld, who was 
Schulenburg’s assistant before being appointed to a post in the Abwehr 
in 1939 and who accompanied him during his stay in Berlin, Schulenburg 
met Karl Schnurre, the East European counsellor of the German Foreign 
Ministry’s Economic Policy Department. Late in January 1941, he too was 
invited to a meeting with Hitler where the German leader made it clear that 
he had no military intentions regarding the Soviet Union. But Schnurre, as 
he told Schulenburg, “got the impression from Hitler’s statements that he 
was not telling the truth.”34 

What was in the memorandum that the German Embassy in Moscow 
submitted to Hitler?

It was not found in German archives, so its content can be evaluated 
only on the strength of indirect information. The entry von Weizsäcker 
made in his diary on April 29 said that the memorandum was not about 
Soviet-German relations in general but about a war against the Soviet 
Union: “I agree with Schulenburg (Moscow) and his assessment of the 
coming war with Russia.”35 This speaks volumes of Hilger’s highly 
dubious statements that the heads of the German Embassy in Moscow 
knew nothing about what would happen in the near future. 

Schulenburg and his closest circle probably knew a lot not only about 
the basic elements of Operation Barbarossa but also about Hitler’s strategic 
calculation that the defeat of the USSR would deprive Britain of hopes of 
an ally and force it to surrender. But the Moscow Embassy and certain 
circles of the Foreign Ministry in Berlin (to which von Weizsäcker also 
belonged) doubted that the Soviet Union could be completely routed and 
that “Britain would be defeated in Russia.” This was what Schulenburg’s 
memorandum was about, if we rely on von Weizsäcker’s conclusions. The 
“opposition” still hoped that Hitler could be dissuaded from war with the 
Soviet Union. This explains the “contrary to expectations” phrase (which 
I am sure my readers did not miss) from von Weizsäcker’s letter of May 7, 
1941, quoted above. 

On April 29, 1941, at about 3 p.m., von Weizsäcker telegraphed 
Ribbentrop his conclusions about Schulenburg’s memorandum:

I can put what I think about a German-Russian conflict into one sentence: 
If any burned down Russian city was as important as a sunken British 
ship, I would have approved a German-Russian war this summer. I am 
convinced, however, that this would be only a military victory; we would 
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be defeated economically.… It goes without saying that from a military 
standpoint we can reach Moscow and move further. On the other hand, 
I doubt very much that we would profit from what we would conquer 
due to the well-known passive resistance of the Slavs. To my mind, the 
Russian empire is not efficient enough to replace the Communist system 
and join us, let alone take orders from us. This means that we should take 
into account that the Stalin system would survive in the east of Russia 
and Siberia, and that fighting would resume in spring 1942. The window 
on the Pacific would remain closed.

It might be very appealing to deliver a fatal blow to the Communist 
system, and we probably should, according to the logic of the current 
situation, begin our invasion of the Eurasian continent right now to fight 
the Anglo-Saxons and their stooges. But right now, only one question is 
important: Would this operation accelerate Britain’s downfall?

The routing of Russia, von Weizsäcker wrote further, would hardly 
deprive the British of the hope that sooner or later the Russians would 
become their allies and that this would bring victory. The opposite was 
much more probable: “A German attack on Russia would give the Brits 
another moral stimulus” to keep on fighting. “They would view it as 
Germany’s doubts about the success of its struggle against Britain. Thus, 
we would not only be acknowledging that our war will continue for a long 
time, but we would extend it instead of ending promptly.36 

Schulenburg’s “antiwar” memo and his “view from Moscow” did not 
change Hitler’s position. It may have merely strengthened his resolve 
to attack the Soviet Union. This is indirectly confirmed by the fact that 
Ribbentrop, who had been undecided on the issue of war with the Soviet 
Union, after acquainting himself with the full set of documents related to 
Schulenburg’s summons to Hitler and being aware of the firm positions of 
the latter, moved into the camp of those who supported this war. On May 1, 
1941, von Weizsäcker wrote in his diary: “Ribbentrop fully supported, in 
front of the Führer, now in written form, a war with Russia.”37 Incidentally, 
Ribbentrop’s memo to Hitler, which he wrote while in Vienna, is also not 
in the German archives.

Talks Between Schulenburg and Dekanozov

SCHULENBERG returned to Moscow with instructions to, among other 
things, monitor the Soviet Union’s war preparations. Numerous reports 
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sent by the ambassador and his deputy Tippelskirch in April-June 1941 
and information supplied by German military-diplomatic representatives 
in Moscow indicate that the Germans were particularly interested in the 
mobilization and movement of additional units from the Far East and 
the central regions to the western border, air defenses, the training of 
civilians, the quality of military equipment, the level of training of Red 
Army commanders and rank-and-file soldiers, etc.38 In his letter of May 7, 
1941, Schulenburg asked his superiors in Berlin to be loyal to the staff of 
Soviet missions, firms, and other organizations in Germany at the start of 
the war in order to raise the prospects for the similar treatment of German 
diplomatic representatives and citizens in the USSR. He further wrote:

I would like to draw your attention to the following: …neither here [in 
Moscow] nor in Leningrad is the Soviet government taking any radical 
steps to prepare for air raids. Although there are occasional small-scale 
civil defense exercises, not a single apartment in either Soviet capital 
has blackout resources. What from our standpoint looks like carelessness 
on the part of the Soviet government shows that a decision has been 
made long ago to evacuate Moscow and Leningrad in case of a war and 
to declare them open cities. The Soviet government has undoubtedly 
prepared “somewhere” a military residence equipped with everything it 
might need (communication means, etc.) to which it might move quickly. 
It will in no case remain in Moscow.39  

Right up until June 22, 1941, in all his letters to Berlin, Schulenburg 
commented that the Soviet leaders were earnestly seeking to avoid war 
and any aggravation of Soviet-German relations. The German ambassador 
wrote that Stalin was ready for concessions. Krebs said the same to the 
OKH General Staff on May 5: “Russia will do everything to avoid a war. 
We can count on any concessions.”40 In his letter of May 28, Köstring 
wrote: “It seems that they [the Russians] believe that they will be able to 
replace military defense with political defense.”41 

In postwar literature, these facts served as the basis for the 
historiographic theory that the German Embassy in Moscow sought to 
prevent war, which, as Schulenburg and his colleagues allegedly believed, 
might be “disastrous” for Germany. This is true in part. I have already 
written above that in the Moscow Embassy and in some circles in the 
German Foreign Ministry there were certain apprehensions about and 
opposition to Hitler’s plans. But if you look at the information coming 
from the German Embassy in Moscow from a different angle, you get an 
entirely different picture.
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The reports from Moscow about the peaceful intentions of the Soviet 
leadership fit perfectly into the plans of Hitler and top German military 
commanders. They did not want to allow the Soviet Union to mobilize 
the troops of the border regions as that could defuse the effect of the first 
surprise strike on which Germany pinned its hopes of success. Berlin was 
convinced that as long as Moscow was demonstrating a desire to preserve 
peace or even agree to certain concessions, it would take no urgent and 
decisive measures to prepare to repel a German attack. The German 
Embassy, in fact, was monitoring what was going on in the Soviet Union 
with the only purpose: to be sure that everything was going to plan, that no 
decisive measures were being taken, and that Stalin was hoping for peace. 

Of course, that was not the extent of what the embassy was doing to 
help implement Germany’s plans. There is every reason to believe that 
during his Berlin “holiday,” Schulenburg was instructed to persuade the 
Soviet leaders that it was possible to reach an agreement with Hitler and 
that they should initiate bilateral talks; this was to keep the Kremlin from 
consolidating its defenses and buy Berlin more time. 

Everything that the ambassador was expected to do in this respect was to 
appear as his personal initiative, so he obviously could not approach Stalin 
or Molotov directly; he had to act through highly placed intermediaries. 
An opportunity presented itself in the person of Soviet Ambassador to 
Germany Vladimir Dekanozov, who on April 22 told Weizsäcker that he 
was planning to go to Moscow for the May Day holidays. According to 
available documents, Schulenburg, who was still in Berlin, was immediately 
informed.42 After returning to Moscow, Schulenburg invited Dekanozov to 
lunch. It seems that Hilger had received similar instructions. In his report 
to Molotov, Dekanozov wrote that Hilger “had evidently learned the 
instructions from Berlin even better”43 than the ambassador himself.

Before turning to the atmosphere at the meetings between Dekanozov 
and Schulenburg and the subjects they discussed, let me cite an oft-quoted 
passage from Hilger’s memoirs about those meetings:

The more time progressed, and the longer I observed the behavior of the 
Russians, the more I became convinced that Stalin was unaware how 
immediately he was threatened by a German attack. Everything indicated 
that he thought Hitler was preparing for a game for a game of extortion in 
which threatening military moves would be followed by sudden demands 
for economic or even territorial concessions….

I came to the conclusion that peace could perhaps still be saved if the 
Soviet government could be made to take the diplomatic initiative and 
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involve Hitler in negotiations which would rob him, for the time being, 
of all pretexts for military action against the Soviet Union. I thought that 
the Soviet government ought to be enlightened about the seriousness 
of the situation. The Kremlin had to be persuaded by all means to do 
something to avert the danger of a German attack. It so happened that the 
Soviet ambassador in Berlin, Dekanozov, was in Moscow just then, and I 
decided that we had to get in touch with him and open his eyes about the 
game that was up…. I finally allayed [Schulenburg’s] misgivings [about 
warning the Russians] and obtained his permission to arrange a secrete 
meeting. Dekanozov, invited to come to a confidential meeting at the 
ambassador’s residence, agreed to have lunch with us there. The only 
other person present was the then chief of the German section in the 
Foreign Commissariat and Molotov’s permanent interpreter, V[ladimir] 
N. Pavlov.

Count Schulenburg and I talked and talked, trying to show the Russians 
how serious the situation had become. Again and again we urged that 
his government must by all means get in touch with Berlin before Hitler 
decided to strike. Our efforts proved to be a complete failure. From the 
very beginning we had told Dekanozov that we were acting on our own 
responsibility and without the knowledge of our superiors; yet he kept 
asking us with maddening stubbornness whether we were speaking at the 
request of the German government; otherwise, he said, he would not be 
able to transmit our statements to his superiors. “You’ll have to speak to 
the foreign minister,” he kept repeating. Obviously, he could not imagine 
that we were knowingly and deliberately incurring the greatest danger for 
the purpose of making a last effort to save peace. He must have believed 
that we were acting on Hitler’s behalf and that we were trying to make 
the Kremlin take a step that would damage its prestige and its concrete 
interests. The more we talked to him the more it became clear that he 
had no comprehension of the good will that moved us. Perhaps it was 
the logical and obvious thing for him to think we were playing Hitler’s 
game…. If I am correct in assuming that Stalin believed Hitler was 
bluffing, we have a plausible explanation as to why he disregarded the 
many warnings he was given…. In any event, Dekanozov acted strictly 
according to Stalin’s directives, who, true enough, wanted to appease 
Germany, but wished to do nothing that might betray his anxieties, 
because that might make Hitler even more intransigent in his demands. In 
short, Stalin had to act as if nothing was wrong with the German-Soviet 
relationship.44

The text quoted above has nothing to do with reality. It should be 
said that Hilger not only obviously overstated his role in the attempt to 
“open the eyes” of the Soviet government to the threat of war but also 
inadvertently revealed the political aims and substance of the final stage of 
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the German disinformation operation when he presented them as Stalin’s 
viewpoint. Nevertheless, it should be said that the Germans demonstrated 
no mean skill in influencing Soviet representatives in Berlin.

What Happened in Reality?

SCHULENBURG and Dekanozov met in Moscow not once but three 
times: on May 5 and May 12 at the invitation of the German ambassador to 
lunch in his Moscow apartment, and on May 9 at the invitation of the Soviet 
ambassador to lunch at the “house of receptions” of the NKID USSR on 
Spiridonovka Street. Hilger and Pavlov were present at all meetings. The 
German reports of the talks and the notes by Schulenburg and Ribbentrop 
mentioned above cannot be found in German archives. There are, however, 
detailed Soviet reports that shed light on how the meetings proceeded, 
what was discussed, and what the German side wanted.

Schulenburg began the May 5 meeting by telling the Russian diplomat 
about his meeting with Hitler who, as it turned out, was displeased with 
the policy of the Soviet government, primarily in the Balkans, which 
created an impression that “the Soviet Union wants to keep Germany 
from realizing its vital interests and prevent it from defeating Britain.” 
Schulenburg said that “no matter how hard he tried to remove the unpleasant 
impression of what the Soviet government was doing from Hitler’s mind 
and dissuade him, he failed to achieve 100% success.” He continued that 
Hitler had allegedly told him that “Germany had no territorial or political 
interests in the Balkans and was only an interested observer.” In response 
to Schulenburg’s complaints that the rumors circulating “in Berlin and 
Germany about an imminent armed conflict between the Soviet Union and 
Germany were complicating his work in Moscow,” Hitler allegedly said 
that “due to the aforementioned acts of the Soviet government, he had 
no choice but take certain preventive measures at the eastern border of 
Germany.”45

A comparison of what Schulenburg said to Dekanozov and what 
he wrote in his report to Ribbentrop suggests that he lied to the Soviet 
ambassador to persuade him that it was still possible to talk to Hitler (who 
allegedly still had doubts and whom Schulenburg had “dissuaded” if not 
by 100% then at least by 50%-70%) if the Soviet Union guaranteed that it 
would not keep Germany from realizing its “vital interests.” Schulenburg 
lied. This is especially obvious when he said that Germany was merely an 
“interested observer” in the Balkans (by that time, Yugoslavia and Greece 
were already occupied by the Wehrmacht and its allies) and that the 
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concentration of German troops at the Soviet border (according to Soviet 
intelligence, by May 1941, their numerical strength had reached nearly 
3 million46) was a “preventive measure.”

On May 5, the conversation took a very interesting turn. When asked 
whether he knew about the rumors of a coming war that were circulating 
not only “in Berlin and Germany” but also in Moscow, the German 
ambassador, contrary to the obvious, “said no” and continued to maintain, 
in contradiction to what he had said earlier, that “he had already been 
instructed by Berlin to resolutely refute all talk of a future war between 
the Soviet Union and Germany” and that he personally believed such 
rumors were “explosive” and should be quelled, “their edge broken” and 
that “this is his task as the ambassador to the USSR.” He continued that 
“he sees no way of doing this; he had never thought about this and had no 
instructions from Berlin in this respect and was speaking to me as a private 
person. At that point, Hilger chimed in to say that he believes that perhaps 
something should be done to balance out the latest statements of the Soviet 
government. Schulenburg added that, in his opinion, we should think it 
over and exchange views at the next meeting at breakfast in Moscow.”47 
Dekanozov, who hinted that it would be better to discuss this important 
issue with the People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs directly, received 
no clear answer from Schulenburg.

At lunch on May 9, Dekanozov, who had already reported to Molotov 
about his conversation with Schulenburg and had been instructed 
accordingly, proposed publishing a joint Soviet-German communiqué 
“in which we can point out, for example, that the rumors that have been 
circulating for some time about tension in Soviet-German relations and 
an impending conflict between the USSR and Germany are absolutely 
unfounded and are being spread by elements hostile to both countries.” 
Schulenburg said that this communiqué might take a lot of time to 
coordinate at a time when “fast actions are needed” and proposed that 
Stalin, on his own initiative, send letters to the top political leaders of the 
countries friendly toward the USSR, such as “Matsuoka, Mussolini, and 
Hitler,” stating that “the Soviet Union will continue to pursue a friendly 
policy toward these countries.” It was suggested that in the second part of 
his letter to Hitler, Stalin should invite him to publish a joint communiqué 
that would refute the rumors “about the alleged aggravation of relations 
between the two countries and even a possible conflict between them. 
The Führer’s reply would settle [in Schulenburg’s opinion] the problem.” 
Schulenburg went even further: He suggested that Stalin’s letter to Hitler 
could be delivered by courier on a “special plane” dispatched by Hitler. 
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He asked Dekanozov to inform Molotov about his suggestion and to meet 
once more to discuss the results over lunch.48 

Schulenburg’s proposal was highly insidious. It would have allowed 
the Germans to gain time to better prepare for the future war, paralyzed the 
Soviet government and its defense preparations, and have had far reaching 
political repercussions for the Soviet Union. It would have been an obvious 
demonstration of the Soviet Union’s weakness and its readiness to follow 
the political course of Germany and the countries of the Tripartite Pact, 
which would have complicated the far from simple relations between the 
Soviet Union and Great Britain (and the US) and, in case of a war with 
Germany and its allies, might have left the Soviet Union in isolation. In 
fact, everything would have been even worse. The Soviet Union would 
have made itself dependent, to an extent, on Germany, which would have 
been free to interpret any action as a departure from the official promise 
of friendly policies. It would have been free to pressure Moscow to force 
it to retreat on important issues up to territorial concessions or use it as a 
casus belli. 

The Soviet government clearly could not accept Schulenburg’s 
proposal. On May 12, at the next meeting with Schulenburg, Dekanozov 
informed the German ambassador that Stalin and Molotov had not rejected 
the proposal in principle yet commented that it could be implemented 
in the form of an exchange of letters with preliminary agreed content 
between only the leaders of the USSR and Germany. It was also said that 
“Stalin believes that Herr Schulenburg should coordinate with Molotov 
the content and text of the letters and the joint communiqué.” This was 
clearly not what the Germans had in mind. 

As could be expected, Schulenburg replied that this was “his personal 
proposal,” that “he had no authority,” that he “could not continue these 
talks in Moscow with Molotov without relevant instructions from his 
government” and that he doubted that “such instructions could be given at 
all.” He once again proposed that “Stalin spontaneously, in his own name, 
send a letter to Hitler” and that Molotov when receiving Schulenburg 
“should start talking to him about this” or that Dekanozov be “authorized 
here in Moscow” to make a “corresponding proposal in Berlin to 
Weizsäcker or Ribbentrop.”

Having said this, Schulenburg cut short all discussion of the issues 
over which the meeting had been called in the first place. The ambassador 
and Hilger hinted that Schulenburg, who, as he himself said, “always 
wanted friendly relations between our countries,” could be replaced at 
any moment by somebody with an opposite position; this was an obvious 
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attempt to persuade the Soviet side to act fast, while Schulenburg was still 
in Moscow.49 

It should be said that the positions that Schulenburg demonstrated at 
the last meeting with Dekanozov had likely already been discussed with 
Berlin and confirmed. In the morning of May 12, before the lunch with the 
Soviet ambassador, Schulenburg received a letter from Woermann that was 
in fact concealed “instructions for the meeting”: The German ambassador 
was advised to say that “he had received no instructions regarding the 
talks with the Soviets. You will allegedly be waiting for Soviet initiatives 
to start negotiations.”50 

No Soviet initiative followed until the TASS Statement of June 3, 
1941,51 which the German side did not respond to. Dekanozov received 
no “authorization.” Schulenburg’s meetings with Molotov on May 2252 
and with Soviet Deputy Foreign Minister Andrey Vyshinsky53on May 28 
and June 18 concerned only everyday problems. Köstring reported to 
Berlin about the May 22 meeting between Schulenburg and Molotov: “I 
learned from a secret source that what he [Molotov] intended to say to 
the ambassador was so unimportant that one might think that he merely 
wanted to see him once more to ‘test the waters.’… It seems that he is 
expecting something from the opposite side.”54  

On the evening of June 21, 1941, Molotov was blunt and tough when 
questioning Schulenburg on fundamental issues related to Germany’s 
policy and intentions in its relations with the Soviet Union. When speaking 
to Molotov, the “supporter of friendly relations” with Moscow evaded a 
direct answer, saying that Berlin does not inform him at all and that he 
cannot explain the rumors about a coming war.55 Several hours later, on 
July 22, at 5:30 a.m., after reading Molotov the note in which Germany 
declared war on the USSR, Schulenburg unabashedly said that the evening 
before in the same office he had known nothing at all, that this action of 
the German government took him by surprise, and that he even believed it 
to be unjustified.56 These words clearly need no comment.

The “Peacekeepers” of Leontievsky Lane

WHO were the main figures of the German Embassy in Moscow and what 
happened to them later? These are not idle questions: It is very important 
to know who was at the “front line” in the Soviet capital and whether they 
could be trusted at all.

Friedrich-Werner Count von der Schulenburg (1975-1944) belonged 
to old nobility. In 1911-1914, as the German consul in Tiflis, he organized 
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and headed an agent network that spread across Transcaucasia and acted in 
German interests. When World War I began, he was stationed as a liaison 
officer attached to the Turkish Army in Erzurum, where he organized 
a “Georgian legion.” As part of the Turkish Army, it fought under his 
command against Russian troops at the Transcaucasian Front. 

In 1918, after the Brest Peace Treaty, he reappeared in Tiflis as a 
member of the German mission and led work on the German-Georgian 
Treaty and the Independence Declaration of the Georgian Democratic 
Republic; in the same year, he was appointed the official representative of 
Germany in Georgia, where he is still remembered as one of the fathers of 
independent Georgian statehood. He spared no effort while in his post to 
detach Transcaucasia from Russia and turn it into a German protectorate. 
In 1922-1933, as an envoy to Iran and later to Rumania, he continued 
supervising the network of German agents in Transcaucasia and recruiting 
Caucasian emigres in the Middle East and Europe. Later, many of them 
joined the reconnaissance and subversive units Tamara and Gorets of the 
Wehrmacht. In 1934, he joined the Nazi Party; in the same year he was 
appointed ambassador to the Soviet Union.   

Contrary to what is frequently claimed, he did not abandon political 
activities when the war with the Soviet Union began and the German 
Embassy was evacuated from the Soviet Union. He was appointed head of 
the German Foreign Ministry’s Russian Commission (Russland-Gremium), 
established to help the military authorities and the Reich Ministry for the 
Occupied Eastern Territories formulate and implement occupation policy, 
conduct propaganda campaigns, and work with Soviet prisoners of war. 
Here Schulenburg could rely on his Caucasian experience. 

In May 1942, the conference of representatives of Caucasian 
émigrés he convened at Hotel Adlon in Berlin organized Georgian, 
Azeri, Armenian, and North Caucasian “national committees” and 
corresponding national units in the Wehrmacht. Schulenburg is believed 
to have personally assembled this second edition, so to speak, of the 
Georgian Legion and formed the Caucasian Committee from members 
of the postrevolutionary bourgeois governments of the Transcaucasian 
and North Caucasian states.

In his report of September 18, 1943, head of SMERSH Viktor 
Abakumov specifically commented on the role Schulenburg played in 
setting it up: “The Caucasian Committee was formed to provide every 
possible assistance to the Germans in overthrowing the Soviet regime and 
fighting the Red Army; it was expected to select from among the Caucasian 
POWs those who could be trained and sent to the Soviet Union as agents 
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of German intelligence to spy, carry out subversive operations, and incite 
riots.” Schulenburg was also involved in setting up the National-Turkestan 
Unity Committee; he consulted Wehrmacht commanders when it came 
to planning and carrying out operations in the North Caucasus in 1942, 
and future possible operations in Transcaucasia and stirring up anti-Soviet 
riots. He enthusiastically supported plans to use General Vlasov in the 
struggle against the Soviet Union.57 However, after joining the opposition 
that promised him the post of foreign minister of Germany and that planned 
to depose Hitler in order to conclude a separate peace treaty with the 
Western powers to save Germany from defeat and continue, with Western 
support, the war against the USSR, the former ambassador found himself 
on a gallows in the Plötzensee Prison in Berlin. Later, this gave him the 
aura of a fighter against the Nazi regime, a martyr, and a peacemaker.

Ernst-August Köstring (1876-1953) was born and educated in Russia. 
In 1898, he left for Germany, and after studying at universities in Leipzig 
and Zurich, entered military service. During World War I he was an adjutant 
and a confidant of Major General Hans von Seeckt, who commanded an 
army on the Russo-German front and later headed the general staff of the 
Turkish Army. In September 1918, Köstring was sent to Kiev, the capital 
of the Ukrainian State of Hetman Skoropadsky, a German protectorate, as 
a liaison officer of the Prussian War Ministry. He was expected to set up a 
Ukrainian War Ministry and a Ukrainian army to fight the Bolsheviks. It 
was Köstring who saved the deposed hetman’s life by arranging his secret 
transfer to Germany.58

After World War I, Köstring remained with General von Seeckt, who 
revived the German Army in the form of the Reichswehr. He regularly 
performed “delicate” missions of the German military authorities, 
including the transfer to the Soviet Union of Turkish General Enver Pasha 
who later became a leader of the Basmachi Movement in Central Asia 
and was also responsible for gathering information about the Red Army 
during its cooperation with the Reichswehr. In 1931-1933, Köstring was 
the Red Army’s official representative in Moscow; in October 1935, 
he was appointed military attaché of Germany in the USSR. This post 
presupposes legal intelligence activity in the host country. In September 
1942, at the height of the Great Patriotic War, when German units had 
burst into the North Caucasus, he was appointed “authorized general for 
Caucasus issues” attached to Army Group A, where he was responsible 
for occupation policy on occupied Soviet territory and for conscripting 
members of local Caucasian ethnic groups into the Wehrmacht.

After the battle of Stalingrad and Germany’s retreat from the North 
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Caucasus, Köstring was appointed “inspector of the Turkic units” in the 
German Armed Forces. Starting on January 1, 1944, and until the end of 
the war he remained in command of all voluntary units of the Wehrmacht, 
including Vlasov’s Russian Liberation Army (ROA). It should be said that 
Köstring was in charge of the already mentioned officials of the German 
Embassy in Moscow, including Herwarth von Bittenfeld. The Abwehr 
attached him to Köstring as a “political officer” responsible for organizing 
Soviet POWs and deserters into special units to fight partisans on the occupied 
Soviet territories. In 1944, he represented the Wehrmacht at the founding 
conference of Vlasov’s Committee for the Liberation of the Peoples of Russia 
(KONR); Aschenbrenner oversaw the ROA aviation units. Köstring allowed 
the Americans to take him prisoner. He was taken to the US where for several 
months he offered up all sorts of information. After returning to Germany, he 
became one of the first Wehrmacht generals to be released by the Americans.

Gustav Hilger (1886-1965) was born in Moscow into the family of 
a German merchant and lived in Russia/the USSR until 1941. In 1903-
1908, he studied at Darmstadt University. During these years or later, 
he represented the metalworking firm F. Hakenthal and Co. in Moscow, 
where he probably attracted the attention of German intelligence. In 1918, 
after the Brest Peace Treaty, the German government appointed him as the 
Reich’s representative on the repatriation of German POWs and interned 
civilians from Soviet Russia. In 1923, he joined the staff of the German 
Embassy in Moscow as the main expert on Soviet economics. Hilger 
along with Köstring was also in charge of military-technical cooperation 
between the Reichswehr and the Red Army and was frequently sent by 
the embassy to receptions organized by the Red Army. After the German 
Embassy was evacuated from the USSR, Hilger joined the aforementioned 
Russian Committee as an expert on “Eastern issues.”

However, he was mainly engaged, in close cooperation with the 
Abwehr, in working with Soviet generals captured by the German Army, 
primarily Vlasov. Hilger played an important role in forming the ROA, 
KONR and drafting their program and propaganda documents. He was also 
involved in developing political methods of struggle against the USSR and 
occupation policies.59 In addition, he also served as a liaison between the 
Foreign Ministry and the SS and represented the Foreign Ministry during 
the campaign to deport Jews from Italy to death camps.

After the war, Hilger headed the political department, perhaps the most 
important department in the Gehlen Organization, the precursor to the 
Bundesnachrichtendienst (Federal Intelligence Service) set up and funded 
by the Americans, and at the same time worked for the Office of Strategic 
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Services (the CIA after 1947). In October 1946, he submitted an extensive 
report about diplomatic and economic relations between the Soviet Union 
and Germany in 1922-1941. When in 1947 the Soviet government put him 
on a wanted list for involvement in war crimes, the Americans moved him 
to the US, where he lived under an alias. 

[CIA Director] Allen Dulles held him in high regard as a source of 
valuable information about the Soviet Union. As an expert on the East at 
the State Department and the CIA, he made a certain contribution to US 
policy and America’s relations with the Soviet Union in the initial postwar 
years; he consulted the State Department in the process of preparing the 
well-known documentary collection Nazi-Soviet Relations: 1939-1941, 
published in Washington in 1948. Back in Germany in 1953, he officially 
worked for the CIA and served on the staff of the West German Foreign 
Ministry as an adviser on Eastern issues. After retiring in 1956, he was 
awarded the Federal Cross of Merit.60

In the 1950s, Hilger wrote several books, including a memoir, The 
Incompatible Allies,61 parts of which are quoted above. Written during the 
Cold War by a still active professional agent and thus politically biased, it 
contains at best warped and at worst totally distorted facts.

Hans Krebs (1898-1945) fought as a volunteer in the Kaiser’s army at 
the Western Front of World War I and was awarded the Iron Cross 1st and 
2nd Class. In 1919, he joined the Reichswehr. In 1930, he was transferred 
to the War Ministry where he studied Russian and moved to the Foreign 
Armies department (military intelligence). In this capacity he was sent to 
the Soviet Union and Far Eastern countries to “get to know them better.” 
In 1933-1934, as an aide to the German military attaché in Moscow, he 
developed a lot of contacts among top Soviet military officials, including 
Georgy Zhukov. In fall 1937, he was appointed department head at the 
OKH General Staff and in December 1939, was made head of staff of 
the 7th Army Corps. In 1940, he fought against France and, as I have 
already written, was temporarily appointed military attaché at the German 
Embassy in Moscow. 

After the German attack on the USSR, he headed the headquarters 
of the 9th Army of the Wehrmacht at the Soviet-German front and was 
later made Chief of Staff of Army Group Center. At the end of the war, 
Krebs, a general of the infantry who “remained absolutely devoted to the 
ideas of national-socialism and the Führer,” to quote official attestation, 
became the last Chief of the Army General Staff. As one of Hitler’s last 
confidants, he verified with his signature the Führer’s political testament. 
After Hitler’s suicide and the failure of attempts to enter into peace talks 
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with the Red Army commanders, Krebs, together with Hitler’s adjutant, 
committed suicide in the bunker of the Reich Chancellery. 
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FOREIGN policy issues always attract increased attention from state 
figures, politicians, experts, and analysts. At the same time, the development 
and implementation of foreign policy decisions have traditionally been the 
purview of a limited circle of individuals who are often not inclined to 
reveal the nuances and inner workings of this process.

Scholarly works on international relations written by authors from 
other fields have long been based on their view of international relations 
as a chain of interconnected political events. The result of this approach 
is a focus on policy results, whereas the process of diplomatic work is 
practically overlooked by scholars. The situation has begun to change only 
in recent years, as researchers have increasingly turned their attention to 
the functioning of diplomacy as a special field of activity.

Among the most voluminous and in-depth analytical works in this 
field, the monograph Diplomatic Methods and Practices of Modern 
Russia* deserves mention. The author of the monograph, Doctor of 
Science (History) Prof. Olga Lebedeva, represents the Department of 
Diplomacy of the Moscow State Institute (University) of International 
Relations (MGIMO) of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian 
Federation and knows firsthand the daily life of the diplomatic path in its 
many aspects – classical, social, economic, cultural, etc.

The modern world is characterized by growing multipolarity, when 
new centers of political and economic power are consolidating, and 
global affairs are becoming increasingly multivector and complex. All 

Aidar Aganin, Deputy Director, Foreign Policy Planning Department, Russian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, Candidate of Science (Political Science); dvp@mid.ru
*Lebedeva O.V. Sovremennye metody i praktiki diplomaticheskoy deyatelnosti v Rossii 
[Diplomatic Methods and Practices of Modern Russia]. Moscow: Aspekt Press, 2021. 
236 pp.
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this is reflected in diplomacy. It is becoming multilevel and multiformat, 
involving heads of national states and governments, ministries of foreign 
affairs, other government agencies, and public and business organizations.

Diplomacy is the primary means of building relations between a state 
and a society and other actors of international affairs; it is constantly 
searching for common areas of interest. Diplomacy should be considered 
the key tool for ensuring national security and stability in peacetime, 
creating conditions for the comprehensive development of nations 
and peoples. It facilitates the establishment of supranational structures, 
interstate unions, and alliances, as well as the development of partnerships 
in all areas without exception, from defense and the economy to culture 
and education.

At the same time, it seems that the classical definition of diplomacy 
remains relevant in the current environment. It is defined as the set of 
methods and techniques used at the state level to occupy an appropriate 
place in the system of international contacts and build a system of 
relations with other countries that ensures mutual benefit and the foreign 
dissemination of the state’s experience.

The negotiation process is the basic tool of diplomacy. It is the 
principal means by which parties reach mutually acceptable solutions to 
any issue and work out compromises that meet the interests of all parties 
to the negotiations.

Lebedeva’s book presents a well-structured overview of the proposed 
methods and practices of diplomacy, arranging them in seven chapters, 
each of which provides a comprehensive overview of its topic. Drawing 
on fundamental documents, primarily the Concept of the Foreign Policy 
of the Russian Federation (current edition dated November 30, 2016), all 
sections of the book provide a thorough review of the forms, mechanisms, 
and current major trends of diplomacy, which can truly be called an art. 
The author provides a detailed analysis of several types of diplomacy, 
including public, network, economic, digital, etc.

Readers have the opportunity to learn about the existing approaches to 
defining diplomacy and about the process of developing ways to implement 
it at the state level. The presented impressive historical material on the 
problems of diplomatic relations, including how diplomacy has evolved, 
allows readers to form a personal opinion on the foreign policy decision-
making process, the achievement of consensus by participants, and the 
linking of diplomacy with national culture and identity.

When considering the approaches to assessing the conditions in 
which diplomacy is practiced today, it is necessary to note the potential 
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opportunities and difficulties associated with the transition of international 
relations to the virtual space. In many ways, the tasks of communicating 
one’s own opinion, ensuring the predictability of actions, and establishing 
trust with partners and opponents have come to the fore.

This becomes especially relevant during particularly challenging 
periods for global contacts. At the same time, diplomacy using virtual 
means clearly lacks personal contact and a relevant atmosphere. There 
are also technical and organizational challenges associated with video 
conferences, and the informal communication that almost always occurs 
during in-person meetings is absent. Computer networks, if they are not 
secure, are prone to leaks, as is electronic correspondence. Thus, diplomacy 
today is facing the new challenge of learning to act as effectively as 
possible even in an unstable digital environment.

In her research, Lebedeva highlights the insufficient development 
of “green diplomacy” in our country. With the growing popularity of 
environmental and climate issues in the world, it is necessary to develop 
our own concept of climate and environmental diplomacy as an element 
of foreign policy work. This idea is already being widely discussed in the 
Russian expert community. Armed with a relevant concept, our country 
will be able to participate more adequately and fully in the globalization 
of climate and environmental protection issues. However, some objective 
difficulties remain – for example, the West’s politicization of the Green 
topic, the financial interests of economic actors, the lack of funding in this 
area, etc.

Since Lebedeva’s monograph raises a number of very relevant issues 
related to various aspects of diplomacy, it is likely to attract the interest of 
various audiences, including international studies students in bachelor’s 
and master’s degree programs.
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COOPERATION with African countries is gathering momentum. Russia 
is gradually returning to the continent, offering its African partners a 
new format of bilateral relations that is drawing interest from state and 
business elites. Contacts with heads of state and governments are being 
reestablished, parliamentary diplomacy is advancing, agreements on 
cooperation in various fields are being reached (93 agreements were 
signed at the 2019 Russia-Africa summit alone).

Africa-related topics are increasingly being discussed in academic 
and educational institutions. Issues related to the development of a new 
agenda for the upcoming Russia-Africa summit in 2022 are being raised 
during international academic and research conferences. One example 
is the Russia-Africa: Building the Future Together conference that took 
place on May 18, 2021, at the Diplomatic Academy of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of Russia to exchange views on possible ways to develop 
cooperation between Russia and African states, as well as to prepare 
proposals for the further development of relations. And yet, the distant 
and mysterious African continent remains terra incognita for many. It is 
no wonder that political analysts and experts have recently been turning 
their attention to it.

The experience in Africa of Viktor Ivanovich Sibilyov, a high-ranking 
Russian diplomat, is extremely useful to those seeking to know more about 
Africa, learn about its cultural heritage, get acquainted with the peculiarities 
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of modern political processes there, and learn about the background and 
personalities of state leaders. His informative book Botswana in Political 
Portraits of Its Presidents: Notes of a Russian Ambassador,* published 
in the summer of 2021, draws back the curtain on the wonderful world of 
Africa, with its complex mosaic of ethnic groups, traditions, and customs. 
The mentality, lifestyle, and way of life here is completely different. This 
is what the author sheds light on in his work.

The book is especially valuable because it was written by someone 
who has traveled extensively in Africa, or rather in its southern regions – 
primarily Botswana, where Viktor Sibilyov served as Ambassador 
Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary of the Russian Federation to the 
Republic of Botswana from 2014 to 2020, and also as Russia’s special 
representative to the Southern African Development Community (SADC). 
As part of his duties, he also visited neighboring countries such as South 
Africa (including cities such as Johannesburg, Pretoria, Cape Town, 
Durban), Namibia, Zimbabwe, Swaziland (now Eswatini), and Mauritius. 
His book is based on historical facts; on the author’s personal conversations, 
including with top officials of the Republic of Botswana; on rich archival 
material; and on analytical articles by domestic and foreign authors. The 
book brings hitherto unknown documents to light.

It is important not only to see the unknown and admire the unfamiliar 
world, but also to capture it on paper, and the author succeeded brilliantly 
in this regard. For example, his words about the slowed-down rhythm of 
life in Africa sound quite convincing. Sibilyov notes that “without fully 
realizing it and adapting to it in the course of multifaceted and busy 
diplomatic activity, it is hard to count on success and mutual understanding 
between partners” (p. 6). Thus, the author gives diplomats the “golden 
key” that opens the door to understanding current realities in Africa 
and successfully building Russian-African ties in the conditions of the 
formation of a polycentric world.

After reading a few pages, one gets the clear impression that the book 
was written by a high-class professional with a good command of the 
material and inside knowledge of Africa and its contradictions that do not 
always lend themselves to analysis and logic. We see an entire constellation 
of Botswana politicians – Seretse Khama, Quett Masire, Festus Mogae, 

*Sibilyov V.I. Botsvana v politicheskikh portretakh yeyo prezidentov. Zapiski 
rossiyskogo posla [Botswana in Political Portraits of Its Presidents: Notes of a Russian 
Ambassador]. Moscow: MGIMO-Universitet, 2021. 101 pp.
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Seretse Khama Ian Khama, Mokgweetsi Eric Keabetswe Masisi – who 
ruled the country from 1966 to the present. They are all uniquely interesting 
politicians who have contributed to the democratization and development 
of their country.

In the chapter devoted to the prehistory and origins of Botswana statehood, 
the author introduces the reader to the migrations of the Tswana people who 
originally lived on the Transvaal lands and appeared on the territory of modern 
Botswana at the turn of the 17th-18th centuries. The book describes the conflict 
of the Tswana and the Kwena with the Boers, which led to hostilities in 1852-
1853. It also notes that “current official Botswana circles have high regard 
for the results of the Tswano-Boer war and its key importance for the further 
formation of Botswana national statehood” (p. 10). A special role is assigned to 
the leaders of the three largest tribes: Khama III, Bathoen I, and Sebele I. The 
Three Dikgosi Monument in their honor was unveiled in the capital in 2005 
(p. 13). However, according to Notes of a Russian Ambassador, contemporary 
Botswanans may differ in their assessment of these leaders’ service to the 
fatherland (p. 14). Opinions on the role of the British Protectorate over the 
Bechuanaland territory (as Botswana was called at the colonial stage of its 
development) also diverge widely.

A new page was turned on September 30, 1966, when the 
independent Republic of Botswana was proclaimed as part of the British 
Commonwealth. Seretse Khama became its first president (1966-1980). 
Sibilyov presents a vivid and charismatic image of him as a fighter for 
the creation of a nonsegregated society, as evidenced by his speech at the 
Orapa Diamond Mine in 1972. “We are determined to create a society in 
Botswana in which no one is discriminated against because of the color of 
their skin. We are fully aware of the need to maintain harmonious racial 
relations, living among the neighboring countries where racial intolerance 
is a daily practice,” Seretse Khama emphasized (p. 23). The author 
considers the principal achievement of the first president of Botswana 
to be the creation of the foundations for a politically and economically 
independent democratic state (p. 32). 

After Khama’s death in 1980, Sir Ketumile Masire, his vice-president, 
long-term associate, and colleague in the struggle for independence and 
Botswana’s second founding father, was elected president (1980-1998). 
Sibilyov notes that during Masire’s long presidency, the economy of 
Botswana developed rapidly, with annual growth of over 8%, and the 
political situation remained stable (p. 37). At the same time, the monograph 
notes, the 1980s were “difficult and explosive” for Botswana and for 
Masire’s government in terms of its relations with South Africa, “which 
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carried out repeated raids of unprovoked aggression and acts of vandalism 
against Botswana” (p. 38).

Masire is also distinguished by his international achievements. In 
particular, he chaired the International Commission of Inquiry on the 
1994 Genocide in Rwanda, established by the Organization of African 
Unity (OAU) in 1999-2000, and acted as an OAU-appointed intermediary 
between the warring parties in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DRC). His efforts to resolve the conflict in the DRC helped form a 
coalition government there in 2003, for which he received the nickname 
“Mazaire,” a combination of the first two letters and the last letter of his 
surname with “Zaire,” the former name of the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (p. 39). His efficiency, intelligence, and sharp mind puts Masire 
on the same pedestal as such great sons of Africa as Nelson Mandela, 
Joaquim Chissano, Julius Nyerere, and Kenneth Kaunda (p. 40).

In 1998, Vice-President Festus Mogae took over as the country’s 
leader; several pages of the book are devoted to him. This Botswana 
leader (1998-2008) was a new generation president who studied at 
Oxford and the University of Sussex in the UK. During his presidency, 
Mogae demonstrated “excellent leadership qualities that contributed 
to the strengthening of democracy, and the preservation of stability and 
prosperity in Botswana” (p. 4). He has received numerous awards and is a 
Knight Grand Cross of the Legion of Honor (awarded by French President 
Nicolas Sarkozy in 2008 “for exemplary leadership” in creating a “model” 
of democracy and good governance in Botswana) (p. 50).

Despite being active in international affairs, “no president of Botswana 
has ever visited either the Soviet Union or Russia in an official capacity, 
despite receiving invitations,” the author writes (p. 53). Nevertheless, 
Mogae and his wife Barbara managed to fulfill their dream and visit 
St. Petersburg, Moscow, and Sochi, thanks to the efforts of the Russian 
ambassador.

Ian Khama, a member of the country’s military elite, was Botswana’s 
fourth president. In his inaugural speech, he stated that his administration 
“will be guided in its future activities by four D’s – Democracy, 
Development, Discipline, and Dignity.” A fifth D – Delivery, in the sense 
of productivity – was added a year later (p. 61). According to the author, 
this political leader played a leading role in strengthening the country’s 
military potential and modernized the country’s defensive might and armed 
forces. The book emphasizes that during his second term, Ian Khama 
paid greater attention to domestic political issues, to “his meetings and 
consultations with leaders, gatherings (kgotla), and residents of certain 
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regions of the country, to whom he gifted small and large horned cattle, 
food, and clothes; he also focused on implementing already existing and 
new socioeconomic sustainable development programs” rather than on 
international activities (p. 66).

Comparing Mokgweetsi Masisi, Botswana’s fifth president, to his 
predecessor, Sibilyov notes the new leader’s more active stand, in contrast 
to “the measured style of his predecessor, who immediately immersed 
himself in state affairs” (p. 75). Among other things, Masisi abolished the 
“ban on hunting and the strict anti-alcohol law instituted under Ian Khama, 
and declared a crackdown on growing crime and manifestations of gender 
inequality” (p. 75). The new leader of Botswana also actively set out to 
establish a multivector foreign policy, and abandoned his predecessor’s 
obsession with human rights and his mentoring tone with regard to the 
foreign policy methods and actions of neighboring African countries, 
Syria, Libya, North Korea, and even member states of the UN Security 
Council” (p. 76).

Summarizing an analysis of the political process in Botswana, the 
author concludes that this African country and Russia maintain a stable 
political dialogue at the high and highest levels. As an example, he cites 
an excerpt from Masisi’s June 12, 2019, message to Russian President 
Vladimir Putin in commemoration of the Day of Russia in which he 
confirmed interest in continuing close interaction in order to build further 
successful cooperation (p. 80).

In conclusion, I would like to note Viktor Sibilyov’s undeniable 
contribution to the field of Africa studies in Russia. His book is the first 
work of its kind on Botswana to include research of such high quality. The 
diplomat’s notes are of interest to a wide range of readers, primarily 
specialists in Russia’s Africa policy.


