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The EU-Russia Strategic Partnership:  
Finding a Way Forward
Igor Yurgens

When the biannual EU-Russia summits are convened this year, one of 
their possible themes could be the 20th anniversary of the Joint Po-
litical Declaration on Partnership and Cooperation between the Rus-
sian Federation and the European Union, which was signed by Presi-
dent Boris Yeltsin and European leaders in December 1993 . That was 
when an agreement was reached to hold high-level meetings once 
every six months . These summits were described as “a basic instru-
ment for the realisation of the aims of the partnership .”

This Declaration is of course noteworthy for other reasons as well, 
for in this document Russia and Europe outlined a lengthy list of pos-
sible areas of cooperation and confirmed that they “consider the pro-
cess of deepening and expanding their mutual relations as a neces-
sary contribution to the cause of consolidating a new and democratic 
Europe, and intend to facilitate in every way the political and economic 
progress on the continent .”

Furthermore, the text expresses the belief that the political re-
forms underway in Russia would allow the country “to join European 
nations sharing common democratic, cultural and social values .”

It is legitimate to ask whether the political reforms, practices and 
decisions of 1993 (for example, the shelling of the Supreme Soviet and 
adoption of a super-presidential constitution) actually brought Russia 
any closer to European values . Yet there can be no doubt about the fact 
that the intensity of cooperation with Europe in the years that fol-
lowed confirmed Russia’s “European choice” and did much to rein-
force it .
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In the years since this declaration there have been numerous 
twists and turns in our relations . If for some reason we do not get 
round to celebrating the declaration’s 20th anniversary, then next 
year, in 2014, we can still celebrate the 15th anniversary of two other 
important documents: the Common Strategy of the European Union 
on Russia (June 1999) and the Medium-Term Strategy for the Devel-
opment of Relations between the Russian Federation and the Euro-
pean Union (October 1999) .

These two official documents were the first to use the upbeat term 
“strategic partnership” to describe relations between Moscow and 
Brussels, and they also declared that it was a high-priority task for the 
immediate future to strengthen them .

A Decade of Strategic Partnership

These anniversaries remind us that for more than a decade now our 
relations have been developing under the aegis of a strategic partner-
ship . Commitment to the partnership was confirmed by both sides at 
the two most recent summits in 2012, which observers described as 
being problematical and uneventful . However, it is no longer a secret 
that with the growing scepticism and diminishing goodwill on both 
sides of the table we are also seeing an increase in the number of peo-
ple who have doubts about the lofty ideals of the strategic partnership 
and want to know what they actually mean in real terms . 

The past few years have been a time of new challenges for both 
Russia and the European Union, and a time in which they reconcep-
tualised their respective development agendas . This process was 
sparked by the global financial and economic crisis, and then further 
accelerated by the centripetal and centrifugal forces within the EU, 
and the end of an era of political stability in Russia .

Yet when all is said and done, criticism of the nature of EU-Russia 
relations is not exactly new, and today’s litany of complaints by West-
ern and Russian experts is similar to what we heard in more buoyant 
and optimistic times . One of the critics’ central and recurring themes 
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over the past 15–20 years has been the lack of a common vision of 
what the strategic partnership should actually be .

It is impossible to ignore the fact that the priorities on both sides 
have never fully coincided . Russia’s three main aims in the partner-
ship with the EU (as set forth in the 1999 strategy and subsequently 
demonstrated in practice) were as follows . Security, or the creation of 
a reliable pan-European collective security system; economics, that is, 
tapping into the economic potential and management experience of 
the EU in order to facilitate the development of a social market econ-
omy; and, the last item on the list, democracy, or the development of a 
modern state based on the rule of law .

The basic documents in Brussels rank the significance and priori-
ties as follows: 
1 . The political system: strengthening democracy and the principles 

and institutions of a rule-of-law state in Russia;
2 . The economy: the integration of Russia into the European eco-

nomic and social space; and
3 . Security and foreign policy: cooperation in order to maintain peace 

and stability in Europe and beyond . 

The second area of disagreement was the issue of filling legal gaps, 
particularly in the economic sphere . Whereas the Europeans wanted 
to embark on large-scale efforts to harmonise legislation (and most of 
this harmonisation would have been carried out by Russia), Russia 
limited itself to supporting the mutual convergence of the judicial sys-
tems, though only in the areas of “most active cooperation .”

The third divisive issue, and it is one that is going to remain with 
us for a long time to come, is interaction with the post-Soviet space . 
Russia has always been against attempts to promote the interests of 
Brussels in the countries of the Commonwealth of Independent 
States .

These and other issues have hampered our work in the area of co-
operation and, coming on top of disagreements on human rights is-
sues, have fostered a negative negotiating environment . However, 
Russia and the European Union did in fact make some progress in the 
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first decade of this century . Here it will suffice to mention the many 
successful sector-specific dialogues . The value of such activities has 
been particularly noticeable in the economic sphere . Over the eight 
years of President Vladimir Putin’s first two terms, trade between 
Russia and the EU grew fivefold . By 2007, EU countries accounted   
for more than half of all of Russia’s foreign trade and approximately 
70 percent of accumulated foreign investment in the Russian econ-
omy . Our trade and economic interdependence have grown substan-
tially, and this is a solid foundation for a genuine strategic partnership .

Partnership for Modernisation

The next four years saw the advent of an initiative which was rather 
indicative of the prospects and potential of the EU-Russia strategic 
partnership . It was the Partnership for Modernisation . In qualitative 
terms, this was a new project in the context of relations between Mos-
cow and Brussels, and between Russia and the individual EU member 
states . It directly and indirectly touches upon a wide range of issues 
relating to Russia’s internal modernisation .

The launch of the Russia-EU Partnership for Modernisation was 
first announced at the summit in Stockholm in November 2009, and 
the initiative formally began at the following summit in Rostov-on-
Don in late May and early June 2010, when the Joint Statement on the 
Partnership for Modernisation was issued . This contains an overview 
of its main aims and areas of cooperation . These are:
1 . expanding opportunities for investment in key sectors which drive 

growth and innovation;
2 . enhancing and deepening bilateral trade and economic relations, 

and promoting small and medium-sized enterprises; 
3 . promoting the alignment of technical regulations and standards, 

and the high-level enforcement of intellectual property rights; 
4 . improving transportation; 
5 . promoting a sustainable low-carbon economy and energy effi-

ciency;
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6 . enhancing cooperation in innovation, research and development, 
and space;

7 . ensuring balanced development by addressing the regional and 
social consequences of economic restructuring; 

8 . ensuring the effective functioning of the judiciary and strength-
ening the fight against corruption; promoting people-to-people 
links; and 

9 . enhancing a dialogue with civil society in order to foster the par-
ticipation of individuals and the business community .

Thus the initial joint modernisation agenda covered a wide spectrum 
of areas of cooperation ranging from economic and innovation issues 
to social and legal ones . This underlined the fact that both sides in-
tended to address these interconnected issues in a holistic fashion .

However, as time went on the Russian side demonstrated on nu-
merous occasions that it wished to focus exclusively on the economic 
and R&D aspects of the partnership .

If we examine the structure of trade between Russia and the EU, 
we will see that there is a serious imbalance in the exchange of techni-
cal products, especially in the high-tech sector . While this imbalance 
is not to Russia’s advantage, it is important to realise that by supplying 
Russia with technology the EU is actually playing a rather special role . 
In other words, the EU is of inestimable value in helping us to attain 
our modernisation goals . The European Union as a source of technol-
ogy has always been an important and positive factor in the moderni-
sation of the Russian economy, and the current configuration of our 
relations amounts to a de facto “modernisation from below .”

At the beginning of Medvedev’s presidency a legal and regulatory 
framework for cooperation in the area of science and technology was 
already in place . Thus in addition to the 1994 partnership agreement 
and the Joint Action Plan to Enhance Science and Technology Coop-
eration, there was the Agreement on Science and Technology con-
cluded in 2000 .

About halfway through the first decade of the 21st century a sector-
specific dialogue on scientific and technological cooperation emerged 
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as one of the key aspects of the partnership, and the working groups 
set up in this area have built up an impressive momentum . From the 
outset the top priority areas were those in which Russia was already in 
a strong position or had the potential to excel . The list included coop-
eration on space, new materials and nanotechnology, renewable re-
sources and information technology . The two sides have displayed an 
interest in enlarging the scope of the working groups to areas such as 
nuclear technology and aeronautics .

Russia has stated on numerous occasions that it wishes to expand 
the work being done in EU member states by its government depart-
ments and institutions in the sphere of science and technology . Thus 
it signalled its readiness to participate in the 7th Framework Pro-
gramme for Research and Technological Development (FP7 2007–
2013) . The positive example of Russia’s participation in the previous 
programme (FP6 2002–2007) was the reason why it was granted the 
status of an associated country for FP7 (in FP6 only Israel, Norway, 
Turkey and Switzerland, and Bulgaria and Romania, which joined the 
EU after the start of the programme in 2007, were associated coun-
tries) . 

The significant increase in the level of cooperation with Russia 
under FP7 was mentioned at the EU-Russia summit in December 
2011 . Similarly, the European Union began to assume an important 
role in the implementation of Russia’s federal targeted programmes . 
An agreement was also reached on the development of a strategic 
partnership in the area of research and innovation . According to the 
latest progress report issued by the coordinators of the Partnership for 
Modernisation (December 2012), 475 Russian research organisations 
are involved in 302 projects in the areas of innovation and R&D (this 
includes space and nuclear research), and are receiving EU funding of 
about ¤60 million . Conversely, European research organisations are 
participating in 64 Russian projects .

However, the achievements of the Partnership for Modernisation 
are not limited to the area of science and technology . Cooperation has 
increased in the harmonisation of technical regulations and stand-
ards . Joint projects on the modernisation of the judicial system and 
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the establishment of a system of appellate courts are still in progress . 
More cooperation between institutions of higher education and 
greater academic mobility are also producing visible results . Targets 
have been defined in the energy sector and in the area of energy con-
servation, and a roadmap for cooperation in this area for the time be-
tween now and 2050 will be drawn up in the near future .

Limits to the Approach

The dialogue in important areas such as trade and capital investment 
has produced only limited results . While both sides are constantly ex-
pressing their support for SME incentives, the progress reports reveal 
that not a great deal has been achieved in this area .

It is unfortunately true that, despite the serious efforts made by 
both sides, the process of setting up and implementing the EU-Russia 
Partnership for Modernisation has been a difficult one, and is now 
moving ahead at a snail’s pace . The programme began to decelerate at 
the beginning of 2012, and the partnership was not singled out for 
special attention at recent EU-Russia summits .

The reasons for this are not difficult to understand, since the ini-
tial priorities were all more or less concerned with the subject of inter-
nal transformation . The increasing uncertainty about the speed and 
direction of Russia’s political and economic development is bound to 
have an impact on how the modernisation programme progresses in 
the short term .

However, there can be no doubt about the fact that in the long term 
the EU’s great potential will continue to be crucial for Russia’s mod-
ernisation drive . Relations with the European Union continue to oc-
cupy a key position on the list of Russia’s foreign policy priorities (and 
this is particularly true of foreign economic policy), despite numerous 
differences of opinion with regard to conceptual matters and specific 
policy issues .

The high expectations that were being held not so long ago when 
it came to cooperation between Moscow and Brussels have not mate-
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rialised . However, the disappointment that is noticeable among the 
elites is of little or no importance when we think of the real needs of 
our countries and the responses of our electorates .

As it looks at the current difficulties in the European Union, Rus-
sia should not forget that when it was going through a bad patch, co-
operation with the EU in economic, judicial and other areas had a 
profoundly positive impact on its ability to recover . Russia has always 
insisted that this is a partnership of equals . It is in this spirit that we 
must help the European Union to resolve its difficulties, and in fact 
this is in our own best interest .

As they look around for new strategic partners, the architects of 
Russia’s new foreign policy should not forget that the European track 
has functioned successfully for a long time, and possesses tried-and-
tested negotiating and decision-making mechanisms . There is a sub-
stantial reservoir of experience . The current political and economic 
situation should not make us forget the unparalleled scale and nature 
of cooperation between Russia and the EU, or indeed our high level of 
interdependence .

The Necessity of Europe

The integration of the post-Soviet space, which people talk about quite 
a lot in Moscow nowadays, will only become possible if we defuse both 
the existing and the potential conflicts with the EU in CIS countries, 
if we align our interests in the region, and if cooperation serves the 
cause of establishing a common economic space that reaches from the 
Atlantic to the Russian Far East .

The success or otherwise of the Partnership for Modernisation de-
pends on whether it finally manages to be a step on the path to higher 
goals, and to the creation of a truly meaningful and interdependent 
relationship .

It would be a good idea to have a number of milestone projects 
which could demonstrate to society at large what our cooperation has 
achieved . In addition to resolving the visa issue, which has recently 
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attracted considerable attention in the media, such milestone projects 
could include the implementation of comprehensive programmes on 
energy efficiency, infrastructure and other socially important pro-
jects .

In view of the fact that there are conflicting priorities and interests 
in Moscow and Brussels, it may be prudent to focus our efforts on 
those areas of technological and scientific cooperation which on the 
one hand do not involve politicised issues, and on the other hand re-
quire a great deal of work by government departments such as decen-
tralisation and the dismantling of bureaucratic barriers . 

Much depends on the final text and the adoption of a new EU-
Russia basic agreement, and indeed on its provisions and bench-
marks . It is in the interests of both Russia and the EU to finish the 
work on this as quickly as possible .

The business communities in Russia and the European Union can 
and should make a contribution to ensuring that our relations develop 
in a positive and stable way . They should be elevated to a new level in 
qualitative terms, to a level, that is, where ambitious terms such as 
“strategic partnership” will not be greeted with scepticism . Business 
communities should do more than to comment on various govern-
ment proposals . They should strive to establish channels for active 
and indeed proactive interaction with government structures in Mos-
cow and Brussels .

All of this would make it possible for the relationship between 
Russia and the European Union to come out of hibernation and to 
make our cooperation much more substantial and productive . It holds 
great promise for the future .
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When Are We Going to Have a Common 
 European Economic Space?  
Common  Economic Interests and the Global 
Impact of the EU and Russia
Andreas Metz, Rainer Lindner

If one thinks of the world economy as a building, then it is not an exag-
geration to say that it was shaken to its foundations by the 2007 real 
estate crisis and the crash of Lehman Brothers, a U .S . financial ser-
vices firm, in September 2008 . This enormous economic earthquake, 
which was followed by a series of aftershocks, has become a test for the 
survival of the global economic architecture, and it is still far from be-
ing over . In fact, the building is still rather rickety . While the Chinese 
pillar has turned out to be stable and has become the real buttress of 
the world economy, the U .S . pillar has been stabilised only by injecting 
a great deal of liquidity into the market . And the European pillar is now 
turning out to be the weakest . After slumping more than 4 percent in 
2009, and two years of moderate recovery, the eurozone has been going 
through a recession since 2012 . What is the matter with the Europe-
ans? Are we going to have to go through seven biblical years before we 
get round to sustainable growth? Or will the architects of the world 
economy prevent us from playing a key role in the future? And what is 
going to happen to Russia, whose natural resources are both a strength 
and a weakness, partly because it is dependent on a prosperous EU? 

After the advent of the G2 model Anglo-Saxon think tanks (Gar-
rett 2010) are already talking about a global economy dominated by 
the Americans and the Chinese . However, densely populated coun-
tries such as India, Brazil, Indonesia and Mexico are also tilting the 
international balance to the detriment of European countries . Projec-
tions of the world population state that it will have grown from 7 bil-
lion to 9 .6 billion by 2050 . The proportion of those living in Europe, 
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which still came to 21 .6 percent in 1950, was just 10 percent in 2010 . 
By 2050 it will have dropped to less than 8 percent . In its current world 
population projections, the United Nations has forecast a declining 
population only in the case of Europe . And here the population will 
include far more people of retirement age than anywhere else in the 
world . 

Yet the problem does not only affect the EU . In Russia, for exam-
ple, the statisticians have predicted a dramatic drop in the population 
from 142 million to 116 million by 2050 (Sievert, Sacharov and Kling-
holz 2011: 5) . If the Europeans want to do something about their de-
clining economic and political significance and maintain their pros-
perity, they will have to make better use of their complementary 
strengths .

However, the basic situation is not quite as bad as it may seem at 
first sight, and this is reflected by WTO statistics . In 2011, the Euro-
pean Union had a 15 percent share of global export flows, China 
slightly more than 10 percent, the U .S . about 8 percent and Russia 
about 3 percent . Data supplied by the World Bank show that in 2012 
five European nations were among the 10 largest national economies:  
Germany (4), France (5), the United Kingdom (6), Russia (8) and  
Italy (9) . The U .S . and China were at the top of the list, where they will 
soon be joined by India (currently 10) and Brazil (7) . However, if the 
Europeans join forces they will still be able to play a key role in the 
years ahead .

The Idea of a Common European Economic Space

November 6, 2003 could have been a historic day for Europe . On the 
occasion of the EU-Russia summit in Rome, a high-level group chaired 
by Viktor Khristenko, the deputy Russian prime minister, and EU 
Commissioner Chris Patten presented a proposal for a Common Eu-
ropean Economic Space (CEES) . The 25-point plan mapped out the 
path that would lead to an open and integrated market between the 
EU and Russia . With reference to the four fundamental freedoms of 
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the EU single market, the plan called on Russia and the EU to define 
common rules for the exchange of goods and services, the establish-
ment of foreign companies and the free movement of people .

Romano Prodi, the then president of the EU Commission, believed 
that EU cooperation with Russia and other neighbouring states should 
develop on the lines of relations between the EU and Switzerland or 
EFTA countries such as Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein . Prodi 
summed this up by saying that it was a matter of “sharing everything 
but institutions .” 

The EU and Switzerland reached agreement with regard to inte-
gration in specific economic sectors, and in 1994 the EU and the re-
maining EFTA countries founded a common European Economic 
Area (EEA) that ensured the four basic freedoms, such as the free 
movement of people, goods, services and capital (Vinokurov 2004: 19) . 

At the summit in St . Petersburg in May 2003, Russia and the EU 
stated that they were also prepared to negotiate on a mutual visa waiver 
agreement . The declaration stated that they wanted to build a “Europe 
without borders” (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung 2003) . The objective of 
a Common European Economic Space was embedded in the “four com-
mon areas,” that is the economy, the area of freedom, security, justice, 
the area of external security, and of research, education and culture . 

Prolonged Impasse 

What looked like a promising start in 2003 soon ended in a prolonged 
impasse (Dragneva and Wolczuk 2012: 14) . The first Partnership and 
Cooperation Agreement concluded between the EU and Russia ex-
pired in 2007 . Despite dozens of negotiations rounds, the conclusion 
of a new agreement which, though not intending to create a common 
economic space, is to include harmonisation of economic issues, is 
still taking its time . The work on a mutual visa waiver agreement is 
also proceeding at a snail’s pace .

In joint declarations, relations between the EU and Russia have 
often been described as “strategic .” The summit in Rostov-on-Don in 
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June 2010 then added the term “partnership for modernisation .” 
However, neither concept has as yet acquired any real meaning .

At the St . Petersburg International Economic Forum in June 2010 
French President Nicolas Sarkozy came back to the idea of a “common 
economic space of Europe and Russia .” This was in response to the 
global economic and financial crisis that equally affected the EU  
and Russia . Then, in November 2010, Russia’s prime minister at that  
time, Vladimir Putin, called for “a harmonious economic community 
stretching from Lisbon to Vladivostok .” In addition to a free-trade 
zone, Putin came out in favour of a “joint industrial policy,” “a com-
mon energy complex,” and a “pan-European transport infrastructure .” 
However, these remarks were unable to make much of a difference to 
the prevailing inertia .

Mutual Dependence

The fact that economic relations have grown at a rapid rate is indica-
tive of the enormous potential . Between 2004 and 2011, the EU mem-
ber states more than doubled their exports to Russia, which rose from 
¤46 billion to ¤108 billion . The same applies to Russia, which saw the 
value of its exports to the EU rise from ¤84 billion to ¤199 billion in 
the same period . The EU accounts for more than 50 percent of Rus-
sia’s foreign trade . And approximately 80 percent of foreign invest-
ment in Russia comes from the EU . Conversely, Russia was the EU’s 
third-largest foreign trading partner in 2010 after the U .S . and China, 
and had an 8 .6 percent share of exports . Russia has the raw materials 
that the EU economy so urgently requires . In Europe about 40 percent 
of the imported natural gas and 30 percent of imported oil comes 
from Russia . Russian sources of rare earths, gold, copper, iron and 
other minerals are also becoming more important to the European 
economy as global supplies dwindle .

The dependence is mutual . Manufactured goods, technology, in-
dustrial plants and business methods from the EU are crucial to the 
modernisation of the Russian economy . The Global Innovation Index 
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2013, which ranks the innovation capacity of national economies, lists 
13 western European countries among the top 20 . Russia lags a long 
way behind and comes in 62nd place, almost 30 places behind China 
(35) . In addition to cooperation in the natural resources sector, things 
such as the development of a modern and efficient transport infra-
structure, the modernisation of inefficient state institutions, the crea-
tion of a new high-tech industry, the renewal of the healthcare sector, 
the housing stock, and the energy networks can help to create the ba-
sis for a European-Russian partnership .

However, when the current EU-Russia trade figures are compared 
with trade and investment within the EU single market or with coun-
tries such as Switzerland, one gets a rude awakening . Trade between 
the EU and Switzerland, which has 8 million inhabitants, is just about 
the same as trade between the EU and Russia, which has 140 million 
inhabitants . Trade between Germany and Belgium is larger than 
trade between Germany and Russia, even though the latter’s popula-
tion is 14 times larger and its territory is 530 times the size of Bel-
gium . There is clearly a great deal of untapped economic potential in 
Europe, and it will bear fruit once we have a better framework .

There are several reasons why the opportunity to open a new chap-
ter in EU-Russia relations was missed after 2004 at the time of EU 
Eastern Enlargement, which Russia welcomed on account of its eco-
nomic ramifications . Russia did not become a member of the WTO 
until 2012, after negotiations that lasted for 18 years . This undoubt-
edly played a key role in the talks about a free trade area . The EU Com-
mission estimated that as a result of Russia’s WTO membership, Eu-
ropean companies would save customs tariffs totalling ¤2 .5 billion 
annually . Far greater savings would be made after the establishment 
of a common free trade zone, the abolition of customs barriers, and 
the harmonisation of standards and product certification procedures .

One might have assumed that the prospect of this urgently needed 
boost to the economy would result in a new spate of negotiations, but 
in the recent past there has been a dramatic increase in mistrust on 
both sides . In Russia President Putin, who displayed an interest in 
Europe during his first years in office, appears to be turning his back 
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on the EU in political terms in his third term in office . The increas-
ingly acrimonious debate about democracy and human rights has co-
incided with the EU debt crisis, and this has led many people in Rus-
sia to think that the Western economic and social model do not have a 
future . China is the model that Russia now secretly admires, also in 
part on account of its economic performance . Some of this is also due 
to EU efforts to become less dependent on Russia in the energy sector . 
The EU is looking for new sources and suppliers, and its Third Energy 
Package seeks to prevent the use of pipelines by a single supplier . 
President Putin believes that this “discriminates against Russian gas 
producers .”

Since 2012, after tentative efforts at liberalisation during President 
Dmitry Medvedev’s term of office, state control of the economy in 
Russia has once again increased . Entrepreneurs are being hindered 
instead of being helped, and so the establishment of a wide range of 
small and medium-sized enterprises, which could form the basis of 
an innovative economy that is no longer based solely on raw materials, 
continues to be delayed . 

On the other hand, after Eastward Enlargement in 2004 there were 
growing fears in the EU of energy dependence on Russia . They were 
exacerbated by Russian sanctions against countries such as Ukraine 
and Belarus whose payments were in arrears . In Brussels and Berlin, 
Russia’s democratic regression was observed with increasing helpless-
ness . It has been characterised by rather dubious elections and 
trumped-up charges against opposition figures . On top of this there 
was a series of laws ranging from the “agent law” directed against 
NGOs to the ban on homosexual “propaganda .” These were not com-
patible with the principles of the Council of Europe . The erstwhile 
hopes of greater cooperation have faded away and may well be replaced 
by a feeling that Russia is no longer particularly interesting .

Such alienation on a societal level can also have an impact on the 
economy . Recently both Brussels and Moscow have unveiled opposing 
economic integration proposals . As such integration deepens these 
plans are obviously going to clash .
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Competing Integration Projects 

In 2010 Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan agreed to establish a cus-
toms union . In February 2012 the Eurasian Economic Commission 
took up its work in Moscow and began to operate on the lines of the 
European Commission in Brussels . President Putin would like to 
deepen the integration of the customs union by 2015, and to turn it 
into a Eurasian Economic Union (Blockmans, Kostanyan and Voro-
biov 2012: 4–8) . The three countries have a total of 165 million inhab-
itants . If Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Armenia become members, this 
figure could soon rise by another 15 .5 million . 

The idea behind the proposed Eurasian Union is to create an “ef-
fective link between Europe and the dynamic Asia-Pacific region .” 
One of the lessons that can be learned from integration in the EU is 
the need to “avoid unnecessary bureaucratic superstructures,” wrote 
President Putin in a leading article for Izvestiya on 4 October 2011 . 
However, critics believe that Moscow’s new customs union is a politi-
cal project and not an economic one . It is simply a repackaged Soviet 
Union and dominated by Russia . This interpretation would seem to 
be borne out by the kind of pressure which the Russian government is 
exerting on other countries to make them join the customs union, 
and the fact that at the same time it is eschewing closer economic ties 
with the EU . Moscow is using dependence on Russian gas supplies as 
either a big stick or a big carrot, depending on how one looks at it, and 
using the prospect of price cuts and loans to cajole other countries to 
opt in favour of membership . There is now a kind of tug-of-war which 
may well have a disruptive effect . This is particularly true in the case 
of Ukraine and Moldova, which are taking part in the EU’s Eastern 
Partnership, as are Armenia, Georgia, Belarus und Azerbaijan . The 
latter also are hoping to conclude an Association Agreement and a 
Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement with the EU . 

Thus there is a danger that the Eurasian Union will not turn out to 
be a bridge to Asia, but that it will develop into a protectionist barrier 
on the EU’s eastern border . This would have an adverse effect on the 
whole of Europe . A new economic architecture is needed in order to 
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prevent this from happening, and this would probably entail the amal-
gamation of competing integration projects . 

Call for a New European Economic Architecture

Ten years after the Khristenko-Patten Commission, it is time to dis-
cuss ways of making progress with regard to the Common European 
Economic Space . The most significant barrier disappeared in the 
summer of 2012 when Russia acceded to the WTO . However, after 
having founded the customs union and the Eurasian Economic Com-
mission, Russia has delegated responsibility for negotiations on trad-
ing issues to the latter . This means that Kazakhstan and Belarus, two 
countries that are not members of the WTO, will now be taking part 
in free-trade negotiations with the EU . Be that as it may, the customs 
union will be acting in accordance with WTO rules, since the two 
countries concerned have agreed to do this at Russia’s behest . 

The political differences are more serious . After opposition leaders 
were arrested at the end of 2010, the EU has once again imposed sanc-
tions on Belarus . On top of this there is the political estrangement 
between Brussels and Moscow to which we have alluded above . Cur-
rently the EU is communicating with the Eurasian Economic Com-
mission only on lower levels, and is trying to avoid having to recognise 
it as a negotiating partner . Are we in for another 10 years of stagnation 
before free trade finally becomes a reality?

Since 1995 the EU has concluded free trade agreements with a to-
tal of 28 states, ranging from Turkey to Morocco, Mexico, Israel and 
South Korea to Peru . Negotiations are in progress with India, Japan, 
the Mercosur states (Venezuela, Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay and Ar-
gentina), Canada and a number of Gulf States (Saudi Arabia, Oman 
and Qatar) . This list of countries demonstrates that different values 
are not necessarily an obstacle for negotiations as long as both sides 
adopt a pragmatic approach .

The summer of 2013 saw the start of negotiations on a transatlan-
tic free trade zone comprising the U .S . and the EU . The customs tar-
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iffs between the U .S . and the EU (they are on average 3 percent) are 
already very low (Frankfurter Rundschau 2013) . In contrast to this, a 
free trade zone comprising the customs union and the EU, where cus-
toms tariffs are on average 8 percent and in certain areas can be as 
high as 25 percent (the automotive sector), would seem to be more 
lucrative and easier to implement on account of the complementary 
economic structures and the geographical proximity of the two areas . 

This goal could be reached more easily with the help of confidence-
building measures . Russia should suggest a way of facilitating EU 
negotiations with the customs union and of circumventing the fact 
that Kazakhstan and Belarus are not WTO members . It should also 
demonstrate a greater willingness to engage in economic cooperation 
with Ukraine despite the latter’s forthcoming Association Agreement 
with the EU . For its part, the EU could try to make some progress with 
regard to the never-ending visa saga . According to estimates compiled 
by the Ost-Ausschuss der Deutschen Wirtschaft (German Committee 
on Eastern European Economic Relations), the present EU visa regu-
lations, which apply to a large number of European countries (includ-
ing Russia), are costing billions of euros annually . Furthermore, the 
lack of freedom of movement is bad for business contacts and has a 
detrimental effect on growth throughout the whole of Europe . The EU 
would therefore be doing itself a great favour if it simply abolished vi-
sas . A new Partnership and Cooperation Agreement with Russia 
would also be a good idea . Disputed questions such as the energy is-
sue, for example, could be excluded and transferred to free trade nego-
tiations .

The starting point could be a large European conference on eco-
nomic policy which, in addition to the EU and the customs union, 
would welcome the participation of other European countries . This 
conference should send out the message that we are in favour of a 
common European free trade zone which in the long run will be open 
to all European WTO members (e .g ., Albania, Armenia, Georgia, 
Macedonia, Moldova, Montenegro and Ukraine) .

In addition to creating this large free trade zone, the EU should 
continue to integrate more closely with Russia and other countries if 
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they are willing to subscribe to common values . It might be a good 
idea to define the various stages of integration on the basis of the 35 
chapters of the acquis communautaire that form the framework for 
accession to the EU . This incremental approach could be geared to 
sector-based integration of the kind used in the case of Switzerland 
and in cooperation with EFTA countries, and alluded to by Romano 
Prodi’s well-known dictum, “sharing everything but institutions .”

Conclusions

The EU is dependent on a prosperous Russia and a prosperous east-
ern neighbourhood, and Russia is dependent on an economically suc-
cessful EU and good economic relations with its western neighbours . 
The current EU debt crisis, which has plunged large areas of the con-
tinent into recession and is a threat to Russia’s economic growth, 
makes this dramatically clear . Moscow is playing a key role in the 
stabilisation of the eurozone, and 50 percent of Russia’s currency re-
serves, the fourth largest in the world, are held in euros . The EU con-
tinues to obtain its raw materials from Russian sources . Conversely, 
the Russian economy would suffer without the revenues from raw 
materials exports to the EU and European investment inflows . Apart 
from the cultural ties to Western Europe, Russia would only be a jun-
ior partner if it oriented itself to China; it would not be feasible to ex-
pect Chinese investors to modernise the Russian economy on a sus-
tainable basis .

Europeans have no other choice – either they create a single mar-
ket or they can forget about being able to have any influence on the 
world economy . Only through joint efforts will they succeed in stabi-
lising the European supporting pillar of the world economy over the 
long term and again become a symbol of hope for global growth . 
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The Only Reasonable “Third Way” for Russia
Fyodor Lukyanov

When relations between Russia and the European Union were in the 
process of taking shape, in the late 1990s, Moscow insisted that the 
parties hold two top-level meetings a year . On the one hand the Rus-
sian leadership wanted to emphasise the exclusive nature of its ties 
with the EU by having two top-level meetings a year instead of one, as 
with other countries . On the other hand there was the impression that 
Russia and the EU had such a packed agenda that one meeting was 
not enough . Now, 15 years later, each summit, one in Brussels and the 
other in a Russian city, turns into a headache for officials on both 
sides, as they do not know how to fill the agenda .

Of the potentially vast range of topics that Russian and EU officials 
could discuss, and they include economic, political and humanitarian 
issues, only one is left on the agenda, namely visa-free travel between the 
two parties . This issue is no doubt very important, since it touches on 
many aspects of Russia-EU relations . And it is also symbolic, since its 
positive resolution would help to facilitate and widen interaction be-
tween Russia and the European Union . However, confining the agenda 
to this one issue is rather paradoxical in the case of communities which 
are as large as Russia and the EU . All other issues are a pure formality, 
the purpose of which is to demonstrate the parties’ irreconcilable posi-
tions, or are moved to a bilateral level, although of late there has not been 
much progress there either . So the bureaucrats are racking their brains 
on how to prevent the next meeting from being a complete waste of time .

What has happened to the relations that seemed so promising in 
the late 1990s? And what is their future?
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A Model Has Outlived Its Usefulness

Without going into (numerous interesting) details, I can safely say 
that the model of Russia-EU relations, which seemed so obvious and 
natural in the last decade of the 20th century, has simply outlived its 
usefulness . To be more precise, in the second decade of the 21st cen-
tury these relations are between two completely different parties that 
happen to bear the same names .

The European Union experienced the era of its rise and its soaring 
global ambitions, when it seemed that a united Europe could be on a 
par with the United States in world affairs, and that in its own part of 
the world it could dictate rules and norms to its neighbours in the east 
and in the south . That is all past history . The EU is on the verge of 
significant internal changes, and these may limit its external ambi-
tions and its autonomy in international affairs, or, to put it another 
way, its interest in them .

Russia has followed a convoluted path leading from economic col-
lapse in the late 1990s to the boom and the petrodollar euphoria of the 
first decade of the 21st century, and thence to stagnation and the un-
certain prospects that we have now . In political terms the country has 
also flip-flopped, veering between a predilection for the West that 
went so far as a wish to become part of it and disillusionment, self-
assertion, and finally a kind of wariness that kept the West at arm’s 
length .

At any rate, the ideas and forms of interaction that existed 15 years 
ago are no longer applicable, even though a new model has not as yet 
been invented . European perceptions of Russia as a very large and 
obstinate Poland, and Russian perceptions of Europe as a model worth 
emulating, even though this was rather difficult, are now irrelevant . 
Russia believes wholeheartedly that it is a great power, and this rules 
out integration on the basis of European rules . At the same time 
 Europe’s ability to impose its rules on others has decreased dramati-
cally .
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Developing Trajectories

In order to understand the nature of Russian-European interaction, 
one needs to see in what direction the two parties will perhaps de-
velop in the years ahead .

The European Union will have to adjust its economic model in or-
der to make it more competitive in global terms . There are two ways 
of doing this, and they are not mutually exclusive . In fact they comple-
ment each other in various respects .

One way is to introduce far-reaching internal reforms that reduce 
the state’s social obligations and therefore reduce its debt burden . In 
order to attain this goal there is a need for resolute and unpopular 
political moves, which governments are highly reluctant to make 
since they may arouse public discontent, and for a new institutional 
design of the entire edifice of European integration . Its final contours 
are as yet unclear, but there can be no doubt that the appearance of the 
EU is going to change and that it may well have a different composi-
tion . The simple fact that for the first time in the history of the com-
munity an EU country intends to ask its electorate whether it should 
leave the EU shows the extent to which the atmosphere in the Union 
has changed .

The final composition will be very different in many respects, and 
will include the governance of economic matters . This view is now 
widespread in Europe, although as recently as two or three years ago 
any talk of a fundamental revision of the structure was taboo .

The second way is defined by the Obama administration’s proposal 
to establish a Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), 
which is actually a huge free trade area comprising Europe and North 
America . Numerous estimates of potential GDP growth rates and the 
number of jobs that will be created by the implementation of this pro-
posal have already been made . And, of course, if it turns out to be a 
success, it will create a powerful community which would be able to 
impose its rules on even the strongest competitors, and in particular 
on China . The move will also have political implications . In today’s 
conditions, the United States will play a strong and leading role in the 
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TTIP negotiations . It has greater economic dynamism and superior 
decision-making abilities (after all, it is a sovereign state and not a 
multinational grouping) . And the most important fact is that in addi-
tion to economic levers, it has a number of other levers, primarily in 
the area of security .

The establishment of the TTIP will in so many words be a revival 
of a politically unified West of the kind that existed during the Cold 
War . It will have a different raison d’être and will be fighting different 
threats . However, there is no doubt that this alliance will be built 
around the United States . Europe’s room for manoeuvre will be re-
duced, and the “Old World” will not be able to conduct policies that are 
significantly different from those of the U .S . As far as Moscow is con-
cerned, this means that the value of Europe’s relations with Russia 
and its status as an important political partner will decrease . As was 
the case during the Cold War, this factor is not an obstacle when it 
comes to the development of economic ties . However, in political 
terms Moscow is obviously going to turn its attention to the U .S . and 
Asia . And yet these policy approaches are not mutually exclusive . In 
fact the Pacific region has become more important for both Russia 
and America in the new millenium .

If the TTIP project fails to materialise, the future of Europe will be 
less predictable . As things stand at the moment, the EU is constantly 
dealing with one situational crisis after another . This is not conducive 
to long-term cooperation, which may well be reduced to numerous 
bilateral contacts with traditional partners in the EU, and to reacting 
to emerging conflicts . However, even if the integration project gradu-
ally erodes, the European Commission will retain functions that are 
advantageous to the member states, such as those relating to antitrust 
policy . For this reason difficulties will probably continue to crop up in 
the main area of Russia-EU interaction, namely energy supplies . This 
seems more than likely in view of the fact that the European market 
will inevitably change in ways that are unfavorable to Russia .

Russia would benefit most from a situation in which internal 
changes in Europe lead to the emergence of a powerful core and obvi-
ous leadership by one or more large countries, such as Germany .
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The development of Russia itself will be just as exciting, for its direc-
tion is uncertain . However, one can predict some of its basic features, 
and these are going to be of some importance for Russia-EU relations .

First, Russia is going through a transitional period . The post- 
Soviet agenda with which the country lived for two decades after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union has been exhausted . The search for a new 
agenda has only just begun . Hence the strange and sudden shifts to-
wards ultra-conservative and traditionalist policies . They are not only 
out of tune with modern European political thinking, but also are in 
fact the exact opposite, and this naturally gives rise to a growing feel-
ing of alienation . Although all these reactionary aspirations are rather 
bewildering, it is clear, objectively speaking, that something like this 
was inevitable . While rejecting the Soviet agenda (which has been ex-
hausted) and the post-Soviet experiment (which was an attempt to 
borrow ideas from abroad), Russia is turning to pre-Soviet traditions 
in its search for something new and stable . It is more than likely that 
nothing will come of this . However, the pattern is quite natural . Post-
communist countries in central and eastern Europe witnessed the 
rise of reactionary and nationalist groups in the immediate aftermath 
of the revolutions . These groups were subsequently marginalised un-
der the influence of pressure from abroad (and the need to join the 
EU), but they are still there and, as has become apparent in certain 
countries such as Hungary, can actually make a comeback .

It seems that Russia is going to have to go through this ideological 
coming-of-age, because the idea that it can adopt some common-or-
garden transitional paradigm and follow in the footsteps of eastern 
Europe has turned out to be an illusion . Russia is too unique and a 
very heterogeneous country . For this reason the notion of cooperation 
based on “common values,” which was an essential feature of the old 
model, is no longer applicable . A new axiological rapprochement is 
possible because the ideological palette both in Russia and Europe is 
changing very fast . Yet, it is hard to imagine that in the foreseeable 
future Russia-EU interaction will again be based on the idea of com-
mon values . Instead of trying to reconcile their views, the main task 
will be to mitigate the most important differences .
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A New Framework for Relations

Russia no longer sees itself as a mere recipient of norms and rules, 
something that was implied by the ideology of its relations with Eu-
rope in the 1990s and in the new millenium . Moscow has embarked 
on its own integration project (i .e ., the customs union), which largely 
replicates European integration . Whether this project will turn out to 
be successful remains to be seen, but it is a priority as far as the Krem-
lin is concerned and will not be given up easily . Thus Russia now 
wants to be seen not only as a partner, but as an equally important 
centre of integration .

Recently there has been an even more significant change in Rus-
sian policies . This is Moscow’s (admittedly belated) reaction to the fact 
that the centre of gravity of global politics has shifted to Asia . Moscow 
began to take Asia seriously much later than other global players, and 
in practical terms its policies continue to be largely Western-centric . 
However, it is no longer possible to ignore what is happening on a 
global level, especially as three-quarters of Russia’s territory is in Asia . 
Moreover, Russia’s longest border is with China, and in geographical 
terms it is a large Pacific power . Furthermore, Russia needs moderni-
sation, and this can be achieved primarily by developing Siberia and 
the Russian Far East . This is a vast and poorly developed space that 
borders on what in economic terms is the fastest growing region in 
the world . If Russia wants its development to be a success, it will have 
to turn its attention to this part of the country, for otherwise eastern 
Russia will sooner or later be integrated into Asian economic and po-
litical structures and will no longer be under the control of the central 
government . However, pivoting towards Asia does not mean that Rus-
sia is going to give up its European cultural and historical identity, or 
that it will reduce its links with Europe . In fact, relations with Europe 
are of vital importance for Russia .

Russian intellectuals like to indulge in debates about Russian civi-
lisation . Is the country part of Europe or part of Asia? Or is it unique? 
Or is it something else altogether? This is always rather entertaining, 
for people are interested in the question of Russia’s identity, and in the 
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course of such discussions they sometimes come up with interesting 
ideas about what is unique about the country . In fact such discussions 
are usually rather pointless and are merely an excuse to do nothing . 
But Russia is not going to have to choose because the current environ-
ment means that it does not have a choice . What seems like an alterna-
tive, such as to join one of the various groupings, is completely out of 
the question . First, this kind of integration would imply that Russia 
had a subordinate status because it is participating in an organisation 
set up by someone else . In psychological terms Russia is not ready for 
this, nor will it be in the foreseeable future .

Actually, Russia has never made a geopolitical choice in someone 
else’s favour, and has always remained an independent player . But it 
has always liked to talk about its civilisational choice . Today, it has no 
such opportunity . Globalisation has not made the world culturally 
uniform and “flat,” which is what some analysts thought 15 years ago . 
There are still differences, and they are becoming more visible be-
cause cultural identity is an important part of one’s self-esteem . But 
in the worlds of politics and business, rules are becoming increasingly 
universal, not because they are the only correct ones but because in-
struments that were formerly used by different communities (i .e ., 
East and West) are now common property, and each country can pick 
and choose as it sees fit .

For example, the “democracy-authoritarianism” dichotomy, which 
until recently was viewed as a crucial distinction between “West” and 
“non-West,” is becoming blurred . The extremes are non-functional: 
tyrannical regimes are disintegrating and classical democracies are 
often governed by populists and unable to make the right decisions . 
Success in politics depends on the right mixture of legitimacy, which 
derives from democratic procedures, and efficiency, which requires 
an ability to pursue consistent policies . The future lies in combining 
the right mixture of democratic and authoritarian elements which are 
traditionally associated with Europe and Asia respectively . In the 
economy, extreme approaches have been discarded, since an unbri-
dled free market is just as unappetising as a planned economy . At 
times the search for the golden mean may be painful, but it continues 
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to make progress . Attempts to depict individualism and collectivism 
as the cultural characteristics of the West and the East are actually 
pointless, for the 21st-century lifestyle, although it cannot reconcile 
them in their entirety, adapts them to suit its needs .

Russia can no longer hide behind its dual mentality . Under the 
new circumstances, and in light of futile reflections on its uniqueness 
on the one hand and its inability to join one of the possible associa-
tions on the other, the only reasonable “third way” for Russia is to be-
come a link that connects them . This option means that there is a 
need for openness on both sides . It rules out a policy of splendid isola-
tion based on mantras about one’s enemies and one’s uniqueness . 
And it demands openness to both parties .

Russia-EU relations in the years ahead will be determined by a 
broader practical economic cooperation that both sides consider ben-
eficial . Russia needs to proceed with its modernisation plans, which 
have become imperative, and the European Union is looking for ways 
of dealing with the economic crisis . Cooperation in the development 
of Siberia and the Russian Far East could become a top priority for the 
parties . Eastern Russia has great potential, and Moscow is very inter-
ested in encouraging multinational cooperation in the area in order to 
prevent China’s economic predominance in the region . European 
businesses will have a lot of opportunities here .

Serious political cooperation is unlikely . First, there are the inter-
nal difficulties of the transformation that both sides have encoun-
tered . Second, the priorities are different . Europe is trying to restore 
its transatlantic ties, while Russia is looking towards Asia .

Under these circumstances it would seem to be rather important 
to establish and expand people-to-people contacts, for it is crucial for 
Russia to preserve and strengthen its European cultural identity . It 
does not and will not have any other alternative . And yet Russia’s Eu-
ropean identity does not mean that it is automatically going to treat 
Europe as its main partner . For example, no one calls into question 
Brazil’s European identity, though in political terms the country lives 
in a totally different paradigm .
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The Systemic Roots of Russia-EU Deadlock
Slawomir Debski

Let me begin by clarifying some of my terminology . As used in this 
essay, Europe is a political notion, one whose bounds are defined to-
day by the borders of the states engaged in the parallel processes of 
integration within the European Union and NATO . These states are 
the main actors of EU politics and policies, and have a decisive say on 
the future of the old continent . On the other hand, the states which 
are not involved in these processes are situated in political terms on 
the periphery of Europe . So when I write about Eastern Europe I am 
referring to the states located in the eastern part of the continent 
which are not involved in the integration processes alluded to above 
and which thus, from the vantage point of European politics and poli-
cies, belong to the periphery . Thus when one thinks about relations 
between the European Union and its eastern neighbours, one is in 
fact talking about relations between the centre and the periphery of 
European politics and policies . 

And what about Russia? It may be the heir of the Russian Empire, 
but in my opinion it is a country that exerts no more than a very lim-
ited influence on European politics and policies . These days Russia is 
neither an empire nor a global power . Its present position can be de-
scribed by saying that it is a bi-regional power with supraregional as-
pirations . In geographical terms Russia straddles two continents and, 
predominately for internal reasons, is trying to punch above its weight 
on the global level . All this impacts the country’s foreign policy, which 
makes use of tools handed down from the Soviet Union, the last of the 
European empires .
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In contrast to what many people think about Russian revisionism 
and the post-Cold War world order, I believe first and foremost that 
Russia is a power trying to defend the status quo, on account of the 
fact the country is lagging behind in its development and because it 
possesses tools inherited from the Soviet Union with which it can in-
fluence global politics . Changes in the global order either widen the 
political gap between Russia and the world’s most developed coun-
tries, or reduce the country’s ability to use the political tools handed 
down from the Soviet empire . Hence Russia’s natural inclination to 
put the brakes on changes in Europe and the rest of the world . And no 
one should actually be surprised, since such tactics are quite under-
standable and indeed rational . 

Systemic Aspects of the Relationship

These introductory remarks may make it easier to understand my 
theories relating to the systemic aspects of the relationship between 
the European Union and Russia . Over the past 15 years I have written 
a great deal on the subject, both for the general public and more often 
for a small group of specialists engaged in the shaping and conduct of 
Polish foreign policy . And I have contributed articles to several inter-
national reports which also involved the participation of Russian ex-
perts . Every one of these experiences made it necessary to overcome 
some kind of mental block . The reasons for this were either political 
or intellectual . For more than 20 years the received wisdom was that, 
if one was thinking in terms of the fundamental vision of interna-
tional relations, there were no major differences between most of the 
European states participating in parallel integration processes within 
the European Union and NATO on the one hand, and Russia on the 
other . In Paris, Brussels, Berlin and Moscow, one was told that Russia 
was undoubtedly a European state, that its culture and traditions were 
an integral part of European identity, and that the two parties were 
doomed to closer and closer cooperation in view of growing competi-
tion from non-European powers . All this was supposed to form the 
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basis for the joint construction of a new post-Cold War political archi-
tecture in Europe .

While attending many international meetings and discussions, 
some of them open to the public and some behind closed doors, I of-
ten felt that I shared a determination to find some magic formula 
which would enable us to achieve a radical breakthrough and help us 
to overcome misunderstandings, conflicts of interest, petty-minded-
ness, ineffectiveness, or indeed bureaucratic obstacles . Everyone ruled 
out the possibility that decision-makers were capable of harbouring 
ill-will or evil political intentions . People assumed that no party acts 
in bad faith, and that an agreement was just around the corner . The 
only things holding it up were minor technicalities or “objective 
causes .” That kind of atmosphere would be hard to recreate today . The 
dominant feeling now is that one is stuck in an impasse or is in the 
middle of a crisis .

Three Issues

In this essay I would like to identify three issues which as far as I am 
concerned need to be taken into account as we try to understand the 
real reasons for the present predicament . 

To begin with, I am of the opinion that the current deadlock in 
relations between the European Union and Russia is systemic, and 
not a short-term phenomenon . It is a recurring manifestation of ten-
sion, and reflects differences in the level of development between the 
western and eastern parts of the European continent, that is, between 
an affluent and still relatively competitive and innovative Europe 
which is managing to augment its great wealth at a faster pace than its 
immediate neighbours (even at a time of crisis) and an Eastern Eu-
rope where stalemate persists . It is unable to compete with the world’s 
more developed countries (most of which are engaged in integration 
processes in the EU and NATO), and is an area where low administra-
tive, legal and technological standards remain . The Iron Curtain, and 
the ideological competition which was the reason why it was built, no 
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longer exist . Much older European dividing lines, which for 45 years 
coincided with those of the Cold War, are still perceivable, although 
the enlargement of the EU and NATO has pushed them eastwards . 

Second, the systemic origins of the present deadlock reflect the 
way in which the Soviet Union disintegrated . This process is still no-
ticeable in Eastern Europe . In my opinion, as someone who is looking 
at it from an institutional vantage point, the Soviet empire did not in 
fact crumble and collapse 20 years ago . It was renationalised . The in-
stitutions it had created in order to protect the monopoly of the com-
munist party and at its centre, the “Kremlin party” and the Politburo, 
did not disappear but were taken over by the new elites . These institu-
tions perform the same functions as before, the only difference being 
that they now defend the interests of another entity . By failing to cre-
ate incentives for citizens to engage in individual activities, no matter 
whether they were political or economic, Soviet-style governments 
were constrained to establish, finance and support a system of public 
services . In this area they were outclassed by the institutions of demo-
cratic states, and they continue to be outclassed by them under their 
new masters . This leads to stagnation and a widening gap between 
Eastern Europe and the more developed countries in the world .

And third, it should be borne in mind that an important systemic 
factor, and one which is at the root of Russia’s “incompatibility” in its 
dealings with the European Union, is the ongoing process of de-impe-
rialisation, or the adjustment of its elites and society to a new state of 
affairs where the state has far less power than in the past . And this 
means that it has far less influence on international developments . All 
European powers with an imperial past have experienced this . It is a 
difficult process, and it has never been an easy one . To this day one is 
occasionally reminded of old imperial traditions in the policies pur-
sued by France, Germany and the United Kingdom . The European 
powers may have lost their empires, but their political elites have a 
long history of exposure to imperial traditions . Adaptation to the new 
realities can take some time, and in the meantime they tend to be 
guided by delusions of past grandeur, and hope to regain at least some 
of their former status . It should be remembered that this process is 
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far more difficult in Russia because it has inherited the trappings of 
the Soviet empire, that is a permanent seat on the U .N . Security 
Council and a nuclear arsenal (or in more general terms military ca-
pabilities) . By adhering to these tools, Russia defines itself as an op-
ponent of trends that started at the end of the Cold War and with the 
collapse of the Soviet Union . These trends include the participation of 
more and more states (including some of those which used to be un-
der Soviet domination) in the process of European and transatlantic 
integration . 

Mutual Misunderstandings

Let us begin by explaining the first argument . Among the many at-
tempts to elucidate the factors that are responsible for the negative 
feelings and indeed impasse, which cloud relations between the Euro-
pean Union and Russia, two are especially noteworthy . In Europe the 
most frequently cited explanation is that the presidential comeback of 
Vladimir Putin, who is becoming increasingly unpopular with his 
electorate, has led to a deterioriation in democratic standards and a 
regression in Russia’s internal policies . This was seen in the attacks 
on NGOs and civic initiatives that were not under the control of the 
authorities, and the use of the government, administrative and court 
apparatus to eliminate Putin’s political opponents . The deterioration 
in the political system had an effect on Russia’s relations with the 
outside world, and especially with the European Union, which is an 
embodiment of democracy and reflects the democratic systems of its 
member states . 

On the other hand, the predominant view among the Russian rul-
ing elites and experts close to them is that the crisis in relations be-
tween the EU and Russia is the fault of the former . They believe that 
the European Union is an artificial creation, that it is ineffective, and 
that it is doomed to disappear . The eurozone crisis has given such 
ideas a new lease of life . The argument that European integration re-
flects an advanced level of social, political and economic development 
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falls on deaf ears in Russia, for it would mean having to accept the fact 
that Russia’s development is on a lower level than that of the countries 
which are pursuing integration within the European Union . Hence 
the frequent description of European integration fairly common in 
Russia as an exclusively geopolitical project which is trying to squeeze 
Russia out of European politics . Similar concepts have spawned ideas, 
now being bandied about in Russia, that there is a need for alterna-
tives to European integration, and these have materialised in the 
shape of the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO) and, 
more to the point, the Eurasian Union . One reason why the Russian 
political elites support these projects is that they satisfy their craving 
to refute the idea, which they think threatens their interests, that Rus-
sia is backward and laggard .

A common feature of these two attempts to explain the current 
deadlock in relations between the European Union and Russia is the 
assumption that we are faced with a new situation that emerged a few 
years ago . My view of the matter is entirely different . As far as I am 
concerned, this is a systemic occurrence which tends to intensify as 
part of a cyclical pattern, and what we are now seeing is the start of a 
new cycle . 

It was noticeable in Russia towards the end of the Gorbachev era 
and as President Boris Yeltsin’s second term drew to a close . To some 
extent it could also be discerned in the case of Dmitry Medvedev . I 
certainly do not want to suggest that this is the beginning of the end 
as far as Vladimir Putin is concerned . It is simply not possible to make 
predictions of this kind . What I am trying to say is that every Russian 
leader was initially interested in promoting a more vigorous kind of 
interaction with the outside world, and became personally involved in 
building an international image for himself and for Russia . However, 
with the passage of time his attention was increasingly diverted by 
other matters, and this went hand in hand with a decline in his inter-
national credibility . This then led to an impasse in Russia’s relations 
with the outside world . What are we to make of this pattern?

Perhaps we should trace it back to the way in which Russia’s politi-
cal system operates, and especially to the institutional backdrop . In 
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order to understand this better, it is worth quoting several remarks by 
Bruce Bueno de Mesquita . “States don’t have interests . People do . … 
National interests might have been on each political leader’s mind, 
but their personal political welfare is front and centre . The prime 
mover of interests in any state (or corporation for that matter) is the 
person at the top – the leader . … No one rules alone, no one has abso-
lute authority . All that varies is how many backs have to be scratched 
and how big the supply of backs available for scratching” (Bueno de 
Mesquita and Smith 2011) . The fact that Russian leaders display an 
increased interest in international affairs immediately after they come 
to power should be attributed to the desire to assert their authority 
within the elites that back them, and initially this is helped by Russia’s 
international partners, who invest a great deal of trust in each leader-
ship change in the country . However, the systemic constraints, which 
are largely the result of delayed development, have had the effect of 
preventing Russia from embarking on integration into the global sys-
tem . Moreover, no Russian leader has a short-term interest in over-
coming these constraints, for this would make it necessary to blunt 
the tools he uses to exercise authority in Russia . Sooner or later every 
Russian leader realises that foreign policy is an area in which he can 
lose more than he can win in terms of establishing the authority he 
needs for political survival . Each and every leadership change in Rus-
sia involves a new opening in relations with the democratic outside 
world, and this is followed, first, by a period of “mutual disenchant-
ment” and then by an impasse or credibility crisis . The impression 
created in Europe is that “Russia’s closing itself” to the outside world .

Russia Within the Region

But Russia is no exception in Eastern Europe . Under Alexander Lu-
kashenko’s rule, Belarus has for many years been completely isolated 
in Europe in political and economic terms . It is only on certain special 
occasions or when its institutional memory starts to fade that the Eu-
ropean Union reverts to the illusion that President Lukashenko, for 
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one reason or another, will take a personal interest in opening up the 
country to the EU and the outside world . Of course this regularly ends 
up with yet another rude awakening . A similar hot-and-cold relation-
ship with the European Union can also be discerned in the case of 
Ukraine, where systemic constraints impede the adoption of changes 
that would make it possible to embark on closer cooperation with the 
EU . Early in his or her term in office, each Ukrainian leader declares 
that there is a will to “Europeanise” the country and indeed to apply 
for EU membership . This is followed by only a lukewarm attempt to 
keep these promises, and usually everything ends up in mutual disen-
chantment . 

What do Russia, Belarus and Ukraine have in common? And why 
do their relations with the European Union follow a similar pattern? 
In seeking answers to these questions, it is worth considering some 
remarks made by the Russian historian Alexander Shubin who, in his 
account of the perestroika period, had this to say about the collapse of 
the Soviet Union: “Whatever new flags may be flying over the Krem-
lin, the changes at the highest levels of authority have always taken 
place, basically, within the same elites . The tempestuous social trans-
formations of 1992–1993 were carried out by people who, for the most 
part, already belonged to the ‘Kremlin party .’ They suffered no harm 
whatever . Was there any corpse? If we apply this notion to the social 
structure, then we can say that rumours of its demise have been 
greatly exaggerated .  . . . And yet the corpse has indeed cropped up! This 
is the corpse of the communist regime and of the communist party’s 
monopoly of power” (Shubin 1997) . In other words, the Soviet Union 
ceased to exist, but its institutions and mechanisms of governance, 
which were developed in the Soviet era to foster the monopoly on 
power by the “Kremlin party,” which meant the Politburo and, more 
broadly, the communist party, survived the collapse of the Soviet Un-
ion . A “Kremlin party” functions in each country in Eastern Europe, 
the only difference being that today it takes the form of presidential 
administration . It occupies the topmost position in the system that is 
superior to all state institutions, and holds a real monopoly on the 
distribution of various kinds of “goods” within the power elites . In 
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this sense the Soviet Union’s disintegration has not as yet come to an 
end in Eastern Europe . It is still going on, and the same can be said of 
Russia . 

For the past 20 years Russia has failed to remove the root causes of 
the inefficiencies in the country’s socioeconomic system . This finds 
expression in its inability to use the power of state to provide key pub-
lic services that are capable of promoting prosperity, encouraging in-
novation, fostering an entrepreneurial spirit, or indeed of providing 
the preconditions for an across-the-board improvement in living 
standards . Even if it possesses many distinct features, Russia is like 
the whole of Eastern Europe, at least when it comes to the reasons for 
its development problems . Despite the abolition of the communist 
dictatorships, the countries in the region have failed in most of the 
former Soviet area to provide the kind of institutional support that 
would enable them to narrow the development gap between them-
selves and Western Europe . One explanation for this failure is that the 
post-communist elites in Eastern European states, which took over 
the functions reserved in Soviet times for the communist party, had 
no interest in constraining their newly acquired power . Moreover, for 
people in the new states that emerged after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the removal of communist elites and their substitution by lo-
cal national ex-communist elites was an unpleasant shock . The pic-
ture was different in Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia, where traditions 
of separate statehood survived, and where the public saw the collapse 
of the Soviet Union and the restoration of independence as a step lead-
ing to political reintegration into Europe . By embracing European in-
tegration, these states were able to import institutions and procedures 
developed in more advanced countries . It is worth noting that only the 
states which wanted to join European integration have managed to 
close the gap between average development levels in Western and 
Eastern Europe . Other ex-Soviet states, including Russia, have failed 
to improve their development levels, which still lag behind the west-
ern part of the continent, and this would seem to confirm the idea that 
post-1991 systemic change in Eastern Europe has been fairly superfi-
cial .
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Institutions and Innovation

Two U .S . economists, Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson, recently 
concluded on the basis of research into how different systems gener-
ate incentives for innovation, entrepreneurs and increases in citizens’ 
welfare, that the prosperity of some countries and the failure of others 
can be explained by differences in the way in which their respective 
institutions operate . “Countries differ in their economic success be-
cause of their different institutions, the rules influencing how the 
economy works, and the incentives that motivate people . … Inclusive 
economic institutions, such as those in South Korea or in the United 
States, are those that allow and encourage participation by the great 
mass of people in economic activities . … To be inclusive, economic 
institutions must feature secure private property, an unbiased system 
of law, and a provision of public services that provide a level playing 
field in which people can exchange and contract . … We call such insti-
tutions, which have opposite properties to those we call inclusive, ex-
tractive economic institutions – extractive because such institutions 
are designed to extract incomes and wealth from one subset of society 
to benefit a different subset” (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012) . This 
way of doing things is influenced in every country, the two writers 
argue, by the interests of the groups involved in the political process . 
If more people participate in the process, the interests that the institu-
tions have to take into consideration will be wider and more universal . 
Although Acemoglu and Robinson focused on American states, their 
findings can also be applied to Eastern Europe . One could even argue 
that beyond the eastern borders of the European Union there is an-
other “Latin America .” When one crosses this border, just as in the 
case of the U .S .-Mexican border, one notices a radical drop in the ef-
fectiveness of the institutions which should be encouraging innova-
tion, an entrepreneurial spirit, and an increase in citizens’ welfare . 
There can be no doubt about the fact that over the past two decades 
the living standards in the European Union’s new member states, in-
cluding those which were previously part of the Soviet Union, have 
been rising faster than in Russia, Ukraine and Belarus . To find out 
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why, we need to look at the way in which these countries provide po-
litical and institutional support . And Eastern Europe, to use the ter-
minology coined by the U .S . economists cited above, is the world of 
extractive institutions . The manner in which these institutions oper-
ate obviously exerts a powerful influence on the social environment 
and on behavioural styles, both with regard to the institutions them-
selves and, more broadly, people-to-people interaction (this aspect 
should be borne in mind, even if it cannot be examined in this con-
text) .

Since the European Union does not intend to become part of the 
Russian Federation, it is the latter which will determine the quality 
and intensity of mutual relations . And as long as there is no change in 
the way in which Russian institutions can influence the political and 
economic activities of individual citizens, one should not expect to see 
any changes in the cyclical ups and downs of mutual relations .

In Russia, two other domestic policy issues help to define the con-
text that determines the nature of EU-Russia relations . The first is the 
fear that the state could actually disintegrate . This has prompted the 
Russian political elites and large segments of society to see the liber-
alisation of the political system as a potential threat to the state’s ter-
ritorial integrity . And democracy is usually seen as an indication of 
state weakness . However, it has to be strong in order not to fall apart . 
The other issue is Russia’s de-imperialisation, which signifies the ad-
justment of Russian elites and society to the new realities . Russia to-
day no longer possesses the power and international reputation of the 
Soviet Union, the country in which they were born and brought up .

Over the past 20 years Russia has tended to focus on arresting the 
process of destabilisation set in motion by the disintegration of the 
Soviet empire . This goal has been reached, though at a very high 
price . Thus stability has been restored, but at the expense of democra-
tisation, the progress of which has been impeded . Today the systemic 
limitations that have been imposed by Russia’s autocratic stabilisation 
rule out any hopes of catching up in the developmental sphere . This is 
compounded by uncertainty about whether the disintegration process 
has finally been brought to a halt . And what if it is only a temporary 
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success? If that is the case, then any attempt to liberalise the present 
system could provide unwelcome support for the disintegration pro-
cess . Hence the elites currently in power in Russia are up against a 
serious problem . How can the country be modernised while preserv-
ing its territorial integrity? At the same time the Russian economy is 
neither competitive, nor innovative, nor energy efficient, nor friendly 
to foreign investors . It is heavily dependent on the price of its natural 
resources and on cross-connections between the worlds of business 
and politics . Without genuine political competition, a civil society, the 
rule of law and limitations on the state’s ability to impact the economy, 
it is impossible to create a competitive and innovative economic cul-
ture in Europe . Russia’s modernisation is being held up by its at-
tempts to restore its great power status with the help of outmoded 
tools . The more Russia tries to resort to political methods based on 
power and space, the deeper it will sink into the periphery . And in the 
process it will undermine its credibility . 

De-imperialisation

The Russian yearning for power and status is to some extent dictated 
by the de-imperialisation process, which interacts with the growing 
effects of the periphery syndrome . De-imperialisation is a natural 
process that all European colonial empires have experienced, so it is 
hardly surprising that this process is also taking place in Russia . To 
put it in a nutshell, it denotes a gradual adjustment of a country’s as-
pirations and methods to a new situation and new opportunities . An 
integral part of this process, which can take decades, is the emergence 
of revisionist ideas and attempts to recover one’s lost status .

The de-imperialisation process is important in the context of Rus-
sia’s relations with the European Union because in Russia, the EU is 
not perceived as a power, and this means that Russian leaders do not 
derive as much legitimacy from building relations with it as from con-
tacts with the United States, China, and individual EU member states 
traditionally viewed by Russia as important powers, such as Germany, 



109

the United Kingdom and France . And this really matters as far as Rus-
sian political leaders are concerned . 

This is an important fact that has something to do with one of the 
foreign policy attributes inherited from the Soviet Union which Rus-
sia uses in its bid to strengthen the country’s position in the world, 
namely its military potential . Amidst the parallel integration of Euro-
pean states within the EU and within NATO, this potential, which 
adds credibility to Russia’s great power aspirations even if in political 
terms it is on the periphery, does in fact have an influence on the 
country’s relations with Europe . This is because any instance of tech-
nological progress motivated by the desire of European states to in-
crease the level of security is viewed in Russia as a threat, not so much 
because it can actually have a negative impact on Russia’s military 
power, but because such progress may have an adverse effect on Rus-
sia’s self-perception as a great power with theoretical military superi-
ority over Europe, which is in the process of disarming . Not being a 
party to the European integration processes, Russia is not interested 
in limiting its own potential and as a result reducing its clout in the 
context of global and regional politics . After all, it is precisely the Rus-
sian military potential which increases the number and the size of the 
issues that make it an important partner for the United States . Mos-
cow has nothing else that is capable of giving it the status of an inter-
esting dialogue partner in Washington . And every country in the 
world hopes to have a high-level relationship with the United States, 
which, when all is said and done, is the global power with the biggest 
potential . 

The end of the era of European empires generated a powerful 
stimulus for Europe’s development, and the collapse of the Soviet Un-
ion gave it an unprecedented opportunity to do something about the 
different levels of development in the eastern and western parts of the 
European continent . Once these differences have disappeared, Europe 
will no doubt increase its ability to influence global affairs . But even 
though the collapse of the Soviet Union was of central importance in 
this process, the political developments in Europe over the past 20 
years, which were driven by the integration of the majority of Euro-
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pean states into the EU and NATO, have not involved any important 
contribution from Russia, whose delayed development prevents it 
from participating in European integration . And this is a source of 
frustration among Russian political elites . Russia does not wield any 
significant kind of influence on European policy, and Europe’s for-
tunes are no longer determined in the Kremlin . In the past, with the 
Iron Curtain in place, the Soviet Union was an element in all Euro-
pean political projects, either as a participant or as a point of refer-
ence . Today large segments of the Russian elite believe that the de-
mise of the Soviet empire reduced the country’s potential to influence 
global and European policies . In this sense, as Vladimir Putin put it in 
2005, the disintegration of the Soviet Union was indeed a “catastro-
phe .” But there is one snag, and that is that this way of defining one’s 
position in the world is now outmoded . Worse still, it merely deepens 
Russia’s self-isolation in the world . And quite frankly, no one really 
thinks that the collapse of the Soviet Union was a “catastrophe .”

Eastern Europe needs a civilisational leap of faith which would 
help to narrow the developmental gap between East and West . As 
Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson have pointed out, inclusive 
 socio-political systems that offer wide-ranging participation in the 
 political process and stimulate an entrepreneurial spirit, innovation 
and an improvement in living standards, produce far more rapid de-
velopment than extractive systems in which power is exercised by a 
small group . Sooner or later Eastern Europe will be taking the first of 
these two paths .

The Way Ahead

If we look at Poland and Russia from this angle, it seems that the two 
countries should share a strategic interest in propelling Eastern Eu-
rope out of its backward state of development . Poland, which is being 
integrated within the European Union and NATO, has been growing 
faster in recent years than its eastern neighbours . However, Poland’s 
foreign policy over the past 20 years has adhered to a doctrine which 
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states that it will not be possible to ensure Europe’s security until the 
European developmental model has been fully harmonised . This goal 
can be reached only through a gradual inclusion of the states of East-
ern Europe in European institutions devoted to integration . For this 
reason Poland has always supported an open door policy, both within 
the EU and NATO, and this makes it a natural supporter of moderni-
sation trends in Eastern Europe . Thus if Russia decided to improve its 
relations with the EU, and if the idea of “extinguishing external con-
flicts” were to accelerate the process, it could create the basis for a 
strategic Polish-Russian alliance, especially since the most effective 
and tried and tested modernisation method in contemporary Europe 
is the adoption of the acquis communautaire . Today this option is not 
on the table in Russia, though Europe should not take comfort from 
the fact . It should think beyond its day-to-day dealings with Russia 
and mentally prepare itself for the moment when history finally puts 
the question on the table . It may not immediately signify Russia’s ac-
cession to European institutions devoted to integration, but harmoni-
sation of their standards across the continent . In other words, Russia 
is bound to come round to the idea . But it is not enough to wait for 
Russia to transform itself . We must prepare ourselves and be in a state 
of readiness . Europe should be willing, when the time comes, to ex-
tend an invitation to Russia, and to all the other countries of Eastern 
Europe, to get into the boat and to sail in the same direction . After all, 
Russia’s modernisation cannot take place in a vacuum, or in competi-
tion with other countries in the region . If the countries of Eastern 
Europe took advantage of what European integration has to offer, they 
could extricate themselves from the developmental periphery in 
which they find themselves, but only if they act together . Thus Rus-
sia’s modernisation would not collide with the modernisation of 
Ukraine, Moldova or Belarus . In fact it would be much quicker and far 
more effective if it were correlated with the transformation taking 
place in these countries and with their integration into European 
structures . Poland could become Russia’s natural ally, although obvi-
ously not the only one . 
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Would Russia, if it were in the throes of modernisation, actually need 
such an alliance? The difference between the potential of Poland and 
the potential of Russia should be obvious, even if it is currently offset 
to some extent by Poland’s participation in European and transatlantic 
integration . The shape of relations between countries with a different 
potential depends to a large extent on the country with the greater 
potential . The need to speed up modernisation processes in Eastern 
Europe as a prerequisite for the success of Russia’s own modernisa-
tion could lead to increased Russian interest in cooperation with Po-
land and thus to improved bilateral relations . As a member of the EU 
and of NATO, Poland can act effectively to promote the formulation of 
policies by both institutions that would support modernisation pro-
cesses in the whole of Eastern Europe, and this would also be to the 
benefit of Russia . 
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The Future of Russia: From Europe to Eurasia?
Jeffrey Mankoff

Relations between Russia and the West since the end of the Cold War 
have been anything but easy . Scholars and policymakers in the West 
nevertheless have clung to the belief that Russia was, eventually and 
in its own way, on the path to not only a more cooperative relationship 
with the West but also becoming a fundamentally Western state and 
society . This approach always faced two significant obstacles, how-
ever . First, in contrast to the post-communist states of eastern and 
southern Europe, Russia was being asked to implement Western-style 
reforms without the lure of membership in the West’s most important 
clubs, the European Union (EU) and NATO . Second, the Russian elite 
was never willing to accept the loss of sovereignty that real integration 
with the West demanded . 

For two-plus decades, this integration paradigm nevertheless pre-
vailed, in part because few in either Russia or the West could con-
ceive of an alternative . Over the past few years though, Russia has 
increasingly made clear not only that its interest in integration with 
the West has faded, but also that it now has an alternative in the form 
of deeper integration among the states of the former Soviet Union, a 
region Russian officials and commentators typically refer to as Eura-
sia (Vinokurov and Libman 2012: 16–29) . In positing that Russia 
forms the natural core of a Eurasian bloc comprising much of the 
former Soviet Union, Russian officials, up to and including President 
Vladimir Putin, are drawing on a long intellectual tradition, and 
seeking a path for Russia’s continued existence as a major global 
power .
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The concrete manifestation of these ideas has been the emphasis 
on Eurasian integration animating Russian foreign-policy thinking 
over the past few years . Institutions like the Eurasian Economic Com-
munity (EurAsEC), the Customs Union with Belarus and Kazakh-
stan and the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) repre-
sent a model of integration fundamentally different from that pursued 
by the U .S . and its European allies towards Russia over the past two 
decades . Russian-sponsored Eurasian integration rejects the suppos-
edly universal values promoted by NATO and the EU, asserting in-
stead that by virtue of its historical and cultural peculiarities, post-
Soviet Eurasia operates according to a separate set of values that 
necessitate multilateral integration among states sharing both a spe-
cifically “Eurasian” culture and political traditions born of the Soviet 
Union . 

At the same time, since Eurasian integration is being driven al-
most wholly by Moscow, it is intimately connected to Russia’s geopo-
litical ambitions, specifically its claim to major power status in an 
 increasingly multipolar international order . Successful Eurasian inte-
gration, then, would entail not only a check on the spread of Western 
values and institutions but also the emergence of a Russian-led bloc of 
states intent on going its own way on major international questions 
under Moscow’s direction . While the West would hardly welcome that 
outcome, Moscow’s vision of Eurasian integration faces many chal-
lenges . Its success or failure will be among the most important varia-
bles shaping relations between Russia and the West over the next dec-
ade . 

Euro-Atlantic Limits

Though neither side ever seriously broached the idea of Russia’s EU or 
NATO membership, the West has nevertheless dealt with Moscow 
largely through the same paradigm of integration it applied to aspir-
ing members in eastern and southern Europe . Yet because full mem-
bership was never on offer, the West never had the same leverage for 
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dealing with Russia that it had with smaller eastern and southern Eu-
ropean states . Moreover, Russia’s own imperial and superpower past 
made it less inclined to seek full-scale integration with the West, cer-
tainly to the extent that integration involved sacrificing Russian sover-
eignty . Nevertheless, the basis of Western policy towards Russia for 
the past two and a half decades has been offering incentives for deeper 
integration with the Euro-Atlantic community, predicated on the be-
lief that Russia had few alternatives, apart from stagnation and isola-
tion on the fringes of Europe .

Implementing European standards in exchange for improved mar-
ket access was the bargain at the heart of the major agreements on 
EU-Russian relations, beginning with the 1994 Partnership and Co-
operation Agreement that called for the “gradual integration between 
Russia and a wider area of cooperation in Europe” as Moscow gradu-
ally transitioned to a market democracy (European Union 1997) . 
Though Moscow never aspired to EU membership, it accepted this 
framework because it facilitated access to the European market, which 
remains Russia’s most important (European Union 2013) . At the same 
time, deeper integration with the EU seemingly represented a path to 
greater stability and prosperity, and opened up new possibilities for 
Russians to work and travel in Europe . 

The U .S ., whose interactions with Russia have remained much 
more security focused, has often applied the same paradigm . Though 
Cold War-era European security institutions were designed to secure 
Europe from the Soviet Union, Washington has from time to time 
tried to refashion those institutions to secure a wider Europe (one that 
includes Russia) from common threats such as terrorism, nuclear 
proliferation and the spread of ballistic missile technology . The first 
such attempt was the establishment of the Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) as a framework for cooperative 
security covering Europe as well as the former Soviet Union . Simi-
larly, Washington’s sporadic efforts to engage Russia on missile de-
fence cooperation (which date back to the George H .W . Bush adminis-
tration in the early 1990s), focus on security cooperation against 
external threats . Both the OSCE and U .S .-Russia missile defence co-
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operation have foundered, though, on the tension between the desire 
to have Russia as a partner in building cooperative security and the 
structural limits on integrating a Russia that has not fully embraced a 
Euro-Atlantic identity and insists instead on remaining a fully autono-
mous major power . 

Though the U .S . has sought to ameliorate Russian concerns that 
European security institutions still operate according to the Cold War-
era logic of containment, it has only partially succeeded . The OSCE 
has not, as many Russians hoped in the 1990s, displaced NATO as the 
primary European security provider (Primakov 1996), even as it has 
increasingly focused on the liberal principles that Moscow endorsed 
at the time of the OSCE’s establishment, but has increasingly dis-
claimed . Attempts to institutionalise NATO-Russia cooperation such 
as the Permanent Joint Council and its successor, the NATO-Russia 
Council (NRC), have left the European security space bifurcated be-
tween NATO on the one hand and Russia on the other . In missile de-
fence cooperation, the Obama administration has tried to square this 
circle by creating a new structure to counteract new, allegedly com-
mon threats . Yet here, too, wariness on Capitol Hill and in many allied 
capitals has forced Washington to limit its ambitions to having sepa-
rate but linked systems, under the aegis of NATO and Russia, respec-
tively (Mankoff 2012) . Meanwhile, the entrenchment of authoritarian 
government in Russia has deepened the political and moral divide 
from the West .

Eurasian Opportunities?

As the Western model has come to seem less attractive in the after-
math of the global financial crisis, Russia has increasingly turned its 
sights towards a different sort of integration – among the mostly au-
thoritarian post-Soviet states rather than with the West . Restoring 
economic and political links among the states that once comprised the 
Soviet Union has been a theoretical objective of Russian foreign policy 
since the mid-1990s (efforts to establish a free trade area go back to 
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1993) (Sushko 2004: 120; Michalopoulos and Tarr 1997) . For most of 
the subsequent period, though, integration has been more show than 
substance . Even as the underlying idea retained its force, the Com-
monwealth of Independent States, the Russia-Belarus Union State, 
and initial attempts at a customs union all fell flat, while the CSTO 
was long an empty shell . These failures continued accumulating un-
der Putin, who in 2005 famously termed the Soviet collapse the “great-
est geopolitical catastrophe of the century” (Putin 2005) . The smaller 
states acquiesced to limited bilateral economic integration with Rus-
sia, largely to improve their access to the Russian market, but resisted 
deeper political ties (Sushko 2004: 121–22) .

Yet especially since the 2008–2009 economic crisis, post-Soviet in-
tegration has received new life . The crisis in the EU, coupled with the 
United States’ retrenchment from Europe has left the post-Soviet 
states fewer options, even as the breakdown of European efforts to 
integrate Russia have led Moscow to devote renewed attention to Eura-
sia as a strategic alternative to Westernization . The past five years have 
consequently seen the emergence of the EurAsEC Customs Union, 
which, in contrast to its predecessors, has made real progress in har-
monising tariffs and creating a joint customs code while laying a 
foundation for deeper economic integration (Shumylo-Tapiola 2012a); 
the strengthening of the CSTO as a regional security provider with 
new multinational rapid response forces and an expanded mission 
(Weitz 2012); and the emergence of Putin’s Eurasian Union idea . 

The intellectual underpinning for much Russian thinking about 
Eurasia comes from a group of thinkers who reject Russia’s basic iden-
tification with the West, the so-called Eurasianists or neo-Eurasianists 
(to distinguish them from their mid-20th century predecessors) . 
Though much Eurasianist scholarship – starting with that of Lev Gu-
milev, one of the principal founders of neo-Eurasianism – is highly 
tendentious, it continues to underpin an important strand of political 
thought in both Russia and Central Asia (Laruelle 2012) . Based on a 
kind of ethnocultural determinism, it calls for the various Slavic, Tur-
kic, Finnic and other peoples of Eurasia to be brought into a closer 
political association as a counterpoise to the West . In Russia, it is of-
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ten overlain by nostalgia for the Soviet Union, emphasising that Rus-
sia itself should form the core for Eurasian integration, and that this 
Russia-centric Eurasia should then operate as a separate geopolitical 
pole between Europe and East Asia (Pushkov 2012) . While Eurasianist 
ideas have long lingered on the sidelines of Russian politics, both the 
ideas themselves and the political program they underpin have re-
ceived new emphasis in recent years .

Past as Prologue? Belarus, Ukraine and Beyond

The success or failure of Eurasian integration will play a major role in 
shaping Russia’s own relationship to the West . It will also help deter-
mine how the smaller states of eastern Europe and the Caucasus fit 
between Russia and the West . Belarus, which has experienced signifi-
cant economic and political integration with Moscow, at least since 
 Alexander Lukashenko became president in 1994, provides an exam-
ple of how successful integration could affect other states . Deep ties 
between Minsk and Moscow have insulated Belarus from European 
and U .S . pressure to liberalise, since Russia props up the Belorussian 
economy without the political and economic reforms the West re-
quires . Moscow instead has imposed its own conditions related to geo-
political loyalty, and it is thus hardly accidental that Belarus has both 
experienced very little political or economic reform under Lukashenko, 
and joined every one of Moscow’s Eurasian integration schemes . Bela-
rus’ dependence on Russia as a market for its exports and for its energy 
has left it little room to object, even when Russia sought to take over its 
gas transmission system in 2011 (Kramer 2011; Nice 2012) . While 
Minsk is uncomfortable with its dependence on Moscow and wary of 
ceding further sovereignty in the context of the planned Eurasian Un-
ion, its options are limited (Járabik, Pikulik and Yeliseyeu 2013) . Minsk 
nevertheless retains some ability to push back, as when it arrested a 
Russian fertilizer magnate with close Kremlin ties in mid-2013 .

The Belorussian example is especially germane now because of 
the ongoing dispute over where Ukraine, a much larger and more con-

http://www.fride.org/expert/639/andrei-yeliseyeu
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sequential state, fits into the evolving relationship between Russia and 
the West . Moscow has devoted special attention to bringing Ukraine 
into the Eurasian bloc, using a wide variety of tools to press Kyiv into 
joining the Customs Union and opposing EU efforts to reform 
Ukraine’s energy sector in ways that would diminish Russian influ-
ence (Moshes 2013) . The EU, conversely, is holding out the opportu-
nity to sign an association agreement, complete with a deep and com-
prehensive free trade agreement (DCFTA) that, most independent 
economists reckon, would bring greater benefits to the Ukrainian 
economy than membership in the Customs Union (CEPS 2006; Shu-
mylo-Tapiola 2012b) . (An EU-funded joint feasibility study establish-
ing the framework for the proposed DCFTA estimated that the long-
term “welfare gains” of a DCFTA would be in the neighbourhood of 
4–7 percent, a figure that could potentially triple in the long run, tak-
ing into account dynamic effects, and that subsequent studies have 
generally affirmed) . Brussels has made it clear that these two options 
are mutually exclusive, and impose incompatible obligations, specifi-
cally with regard to tariffs (Van der Loo 2013) . These include Ukraine’s 
ability to comply with its DCFTA obligations if it delegates much of its 
authority over economic policy-making to the supranational Customs 
Union Commission, and how Ukraine’s DCFTA obligations would 
 apply to Russia and Kazakhstan .

Ukraine has consequently become the primary battleground be-
tween competing visions not only of the post-Soviet region but also of 
Russia’s relationship with the West . As Zbigniew Brzezinski famously 
argued, Ukraine is “a geopolitical pivot because its very existence as 
an independent country helps to transform Russia . Without Ukraine, 
Russia ceases to be an Eurasian empire” (Brzezinski 1997: 46) . Brze-
zinski may overstate Russia’s imperial ambitions, but it is certainly 
true that Eurasian integration without Ukraine is not a very attractive 
prospect for Moscow . Its other integration partners are likely to repre-
sent both a drain on the Russian treasury and, in Central Asia, a secu-
rity burden . With its large population (more than 45 million – larger 
than all but five EU states), industrial base and proximity to Europe, 
Ukraine could give real substance to Russia’s version of Eurasia, and 
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check the expansion of Western influence into the post-Soviet region . 
Yet to Russia’s intense frustration, the Ukrainian government of Vik-
tor Yanukovych (a man on whose behalf Moscow helped rig the 2004 
election that precipitated Ukraine’s Orange Revolution) has made 
clear its intention to sign the EU association agreement before the end 
of 2013 (Interfax-Ukraine 2013) .

The potential for these Eurasian institutions to check the spread of 
liberal values stems in part from Russia’s efforts to foster an illusion 
of equality between its quest for Eurasian integration and the process 
of European integration in the aftermath of World War II . Just as the 
EU created supranational structures that to some extent have taken on 
the functions traditionally reserved for states, including in foreign 
policy, Russia’s vision focuses on creating supranational bodies capa-
ble of interacting with the EU on a peer-to-peer basis (Putin 2011) . 
This vision consequently rejects the universality of the European 
model and Western values, suggesting that authoritarianism and 
 Eurasianist nationalist-religious mysticism is more fitting for the 
states and peoples within the borders of the former Soviet Union .

For a number of reasons though, the European-Eurasian equality 
that Putin and other supporters of Eurasian integration posit remains 
dubious . Unlike the EU, the Customs Union and Eurasian Union  
are not voluntary partnerships of (near-)equals . Russia’s economy 
 accounts for just under 89 percent of the Customs Union’s current 
GDP, while Europe’s largest economy, Germany, accounts for slightly 
more than 20 percent of European Union GDP (IMF 2013) . Given the 
disparity between Russia and the other Eurasian states, Washington 
fears that Eurasian integration will constrain the ability of the smaller 
post-Soviet states to make independent foreign policy decisions . It is 
in large part for that reason that Washington continues to resist Mos-
cow’s calls to formalize ties between NATO and the CSTO, prefer-
ring instead to deal with the smaller CSTO members on a bilateral 
basis .

Moreover, the EU and NATO grew up over the course of several 
decades as part of a consensual, democratically rooted process, while 
Eurasian integration is being driven by Moscow and is largely a pact 
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among authoritarian elites . And since Moscow holds up Eurasian in-
tegration as an alternative to European/Western integration, it is in 
essence demanding that states like Ukraine choose – perhaps irrevo-
cably – on which side of the line they fall . To the extent that Belarus, 
Ukraine, and other states accept membership in Moscow’s Eurasia, 
they are being asked to renounce their aspirations to simultaneously 
be part of the West, at least in the liberal sense that the EU, NATO, 
and the Council of Europe define it .

Conclusions

The breakdown of Western attempts to integrate Russia and the emer-
gence of Russia’s own efforts to integrate the post-Soviet space are in 
a sense mirror-image processes . Making Russia into a Western coun-
try, with all that entails, was always a long shot given Russia’s history 
and political culture, not to mention its sheer size, all of which set it 
apart from the many smaller states in southern and eastern Europe 
that were more or less effectively brought into the EU and NATO over 
the course of the past two decades . Without the lure of full-scale mem-
bership in the club, the West retained few carrots for promoting Rus-
sian convergence and integration, but was never able to develop an 
alternative paradigm for managing relations with Russia .

With efforts to integrate Russia into the West having stalled out, it 
is in a sense natural that Moscow has settled on Eurasian integration 
as the most promising route for securing its own borders and restor-
ing its geopolitical weight in a world where wealth and power seem to 
be shifting inexorably to the East . Though the Western option has 
appeared increasingly foreclosed since the rise of Putin, “Going East” 
to become a core state in Asia was never a realistic option for a country 
with more than three-quarters of its population living west of the Ural 
Mountains, and whose cultural and historical touchstones are almost 
entirely in Europe . After years of drift, Eurasian integration has 
emerged as a way out of the limbo the Russia has found itself in since 
the Soviet collapse . 
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Yet real Eurasian integration is not a prospect the United States 
would welcome . It would act as a brake on political change in member 
states, especially as institutions such as the ones Moscow is proposing 
within the Eurasian Union have a way of becoming “sticky” over time . 
The new norms and practices that will emerge within the context of 
the Eurasian Union’s supranational bodies are likely to draw heavily 
on Russia’s own domestic experiences rather than those of the West . 
The consequence is likely to be reinforced authoritarian governance, 
including (depending on the relationship between the Eurasian Un-
ion and the increasingly ambitious CSTO) options for intervention to 
prevent unsanctioned political change . 

Along with its admittedly sporadic attention to democracy in the 
former Soviet Union, the U .S . has long sought to bolster the sover-
eignty of the smaller post-Soviet states, for instance by supporting the 
construction of new oil and gas pipelines that do not cross Russian 
territory . Pipelines such as the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) oil pipe-
line across Azerbaijan and Georgia to Turkey have allowed both pro-
ducer and transit countries to loosen their economic ties to Russia, 
which has in turn allowed them to pursue more independent foreign 
policies . It is hardly accidental, therefore, that both Azerbaijan and 
Georgia favour closer ties with the West in general and the United 
States in particular, and have shown little interest in Moscow’s vision 
of Eurasian integration . It is largely this concern about the ability of 
Russia’s neighbours to make their own foreign policy choices (e .g ., 
regarding cooperation with NATO) that concerns Washington about 
the push for Eurasian integration . 

Much of course remains uncertain . Few if any post-Soviet states 
apart from Russia are wholly enthusiastic about Eurasian integration . 
The growth of Chinese influence in much of Eurasia is also giving 
some of Russia’s neighbours an alternative to enhanced dependence 
on Moscow via integration; while this option is most readily available to 
the Central Asian energy producers, recently even Belarus has sought 
to play the Chinese card in its dealings with Moscow (Xinhua 2013) . 

Amid escalating corruption and seemingly limited prospects for 
rapid oil price growth, Moscow’s ability to finance Eurasian integra-
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tion is also in question, even apart from uncertainty about whether 
the enthusiasm that Putin has shown for Eurasian projects in recent 
years will prove durable . Finally, of course, Russia’s own political situ-
ation is less solid than it appears on the surface . Growing public dis-
content may force the Kremlin to spend more money at home at the 
expense of its regional ambitions, and makes expansive foreign policy 
initiatives like Eurasian integration a risky bet . The failure of Eura-
sian integration could in the short run produce a more fluid, chaotic 
environment, but in the longer term could force Russia to acknowl-
edge the limits of its Eurasian ambitions, leading it ultimately back to 
a more cooperative relationship with the U .S . and the West .

References

Brzezinski, Zbigniew . The Grand Chessboard: American Primacy and 
its Geostrategic Imperatives. New York: Basic Books, 1997 .

CEPS (Centre for European Policy Studies) . The Prospect of Deep 
Free Trade between the European Union and Ukraine . Brussels: 
Centre for European Policy Studies, 2006 . http://aei .pitt .
edu/32595/1/34 ._Prospect_of_Deep_Free_Trade_between_the_
EU_and_Ukraine .pdf .

European Union . Russia-EU Agreement on Partnership and Coopera-
tion . Brussels: European Union, 1997 . http://eur-lex .europa .eu/
LexUriServ/LexUriServ .do?uri-CELEX:21997A1128(01):EN:HTML .

European Union, Directorate General of Trade . Russia: EU Bilateral 
Trade and Trade with the World . Brussels: European Union, 2013 . 
http://trade .ec .europa .eu/doclib/docs/2006/september/tradoc_ 
113440 .pdf .

IMF (International Monetary Fund) . World Economic Outlook . www .
imf .org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2012/02/weodata/index .aspx . 

Interfax-Ukraine . Yanukovych: Ukraine hopes Vilnius summit will 
produce practical results in signing of EU-Ukraine Association 
Agreement . Kyiv: Interfax-Ukraine, 6 June 2013 .

Járabik, Balász, Alexei Pikulik and Andrei Yeliseyeu . “Belarus and the 
Eurasian Union: Incremental Integration .” Policy Brief . Madrid: 

http://aei.pitt.edu/32595/1/34._Prospect_of_Deep_Free_Trade_between_the_EU_and_Ukraine.pdf
http://aei.pitt.edu/32595/1/34._Prospect_of_Deep_Free_Trade_between_the_EU_and_Ukraine.pdf
http://aei.pitt.edu/32595/1/34._Prospect_of_Deep_Free_Trade_between_the_EU_and_Ukraine.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri-CELEX:21997A1128(01):EN:HTML
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri-CELEX:21997A1128(01):EN:HTML
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2006/september/tradoc_113440.pdf
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2006/september/tradoc_113440.pdf
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2012/02/weodata/index.aspx
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2012/02/weodata/index.aspx
http://www.fride.org/expert/638/alexei-pikulik
http://www.fride.org/expert/639/andrei-yeliseyeu


124

FRIDE 2013 . www .fride .org/publication/1137/belarus-and-the-
eurasian-union . 

Kramer, Andrew E . “Gas Deal with Belarus Gives Control of Pipeline 
to Russia .” New York Times, 25 November 2011 . 

Laruelle, Marlène . Russian Eurasianism: An Ideology of Empire . Wash-
ington, D .C .: Woodrow Wilson Center, 2012 .

Mankoff, Jeffrey . The politics of US missile defense cooperation with 
Europe and Russia . International Affairs (88) 2: 329–347, 2012 .

Michalopoulos, Constantine, and David Tarr . The Economics of Cus-
toms Unions in the Commonwealth of Independent States . Post-

Soviet Geography and Economics (38) 3: 125–143, 1997 .
Moshes, Arkady . Will Ukraine Join (and Save) the Eurasian Customs 

Union? PONARS Eurasia Policy Memo 247, April 2013 . http://pon 
arseurasia .org/sites/default/files/policy-memos-pdf/pepm_247_
Moshes_April2013 .pdf . 

Nice, Alex . Playing Both Sides: Belarus between Russia and the EU . 
DGAPanalyse 2, March 2012 . https://dgap .org/de/article/getFull-
PDF/20843.

Primakov, Yevgeny . “Intervention .” Speech to North Atlantic Coopera-
tion Council ministerial session, 11 December 1996 . www .nato .
int/docu/speech/1996/s9612115 .htm .

Pushkov, Aleksei . Interview with Mezhdunarodnaya zhizn’, 10 March 
2012 . http://interaffairs .ru/read .php?item=8335 .

Putin, Vladimir . Poslanie Federal’nomu Sobraniiu Rossiiskoi Federat-
sii . Moscow: The Kremlin, 24 April 2005 . http://archive .kremlin .
ru/appears/2005/04/25/1223_type63372type63374type82634_87049 .
shtml . 

Putin, Vladimir . “Novyi integratsionnyi proekt dlia Evrazii – budush-
chee, kotoroe rozhdaëtsia segodnia .” Izvestiia, 3 October 2011 .

Shumylo-Tapiola, Olga . The Eurasian Customs Union: Friend or Foe 
of the EU? Washington: Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, 3 October 2012 . 2012a . http://carnegieendowment .org/ 
2012/10/03/eurasian-customs-union-friend-or-foe-of-eu/dyir . 

Shumylo-Tapiola, Olga . Ukraine at the Crossroads: Between the EU 
DCFTA & the Customs Union . Paris: Institut français des rela-

http://ponarseurasia.org/sites/default/files/policy-memos-pdf/pepm_247_Moshes_April2013.pdf
http://ponarseurasia.org/sites/default/files/policy-memos-pdf/pepm_247_Moshes_April2013.pdf
http://ponarseurasia.org/sites/default/files/policy-memos-pdf/pepm_247_Moshes_April2013.pdf
https://dgap.org/de/article/getFullPDF/20843
https://dgap.org/de/article/getFullPDF/20843
http://www.nato.int/docu/speech/1996/s9612115.htm
http://www.nato.int/docu/speech/1996/s9612115.htm
http://interaffairs.ru/read.php?item=8335
http://archive.kremlin.ru/appears/2005/04/25/1223_type63372type63374type82634_87049.shtml
http://archive.kremlin.ru/appears/2005/04/25/1223_type63372type63374type82634_87049.shtml
http://archive.kremlin.ru/appears/2005/04/25/1223_type63372type63374type82634_87049.shtml
http://carnegieendowment.org/2012/10/03/eurasian-customs-union-friend-or-foe-of-eu/dyir.%20
http://carnegieendowment.org/2012/10/03/eurasian-customs-union-friend-or-foe-of-eu/dyir.%20


125

tions internationals (IFRI), April 2012 . 2012b . www .ifri .org/ 
?page=contribution-detail&id=7104 .

Sushko, Oleksandr . The Dark Side of Integration: Ambitions of Dom-
inance in Russia’s Backyard . The Washington Quarterly (27) 2: 
119–131, 2004 .

Van der Loo, Guillaume . Ukraine’s regional economic integration: 
stuck in the middle of its neighbors? A legal and political analysis . 
Warsaw: Eastern Partnership Community, 27 June 2013 . www .
easternpartnership .org/publication/economy/2011-11-04/ukraine-
s-regional-economic-integration-stuck-middle-its-neighbours-l . 

Vinokurov, Evgeny, and Alexander Libman . Eurasian Integration: 

Challenges of Transcontinental Regionalism . Houndsmills: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2012 .

Weitz, Richard . Global Insights: Russia Banks on CSTO to Boost Se-
curity Role in Central Asia . World Politics Review, 12 June 2012 . 
www .worldpoliticsreview .com/articles/12047/global-insights-russia-
banks-on-csto-to-boost-security-role-in-central-asia . 

Xinhua . “China, Belarus forge comprehensive strategic partnership .” 
Beijing: Xinhua, 17 July 2013 . http://news .xinhuanet .com/english/
china/2013-07/16/c_125018876 .htm . 

http://www.ifri.org/?page=contribution-detail&id=7104
http://www.ifri.org/?page=contribution-detail&id=7104
http://www.easternpartnership.org/publication/economy/2011-11-04/ukraine-s-regional-economic-integration-stuck-middle-its-neighbours-l
http://www.easternpartnership.org/publication/economy/2011-11-04/ukraine-s-regional-economic-integration-stuck-middle-its-neighbours-l
http://www.easternpartnership.org/publication/economy/2011-11-04/ukraine-s-regional-economic-integration-stuck-middle-its-neighbours-l
http://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/12047/global-insights-russia-banks-on-csto-to-boost-security-role-in-central-asia
http://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/12047/global-insights-russia-banks-on-csto-to-boost-security-role-in-central-asia
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2013-07/16/c_125018876.htm
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2013-07/16/c_125018876.htm


126

The Future of Russia from a Chinese Perspective
Xueling Guan, Meng Zhang

Russia, which straddles the border between Asia and Europe, is a 
unique Eurasian country . As the main successor state of the former 
Soviet Union, it has been through the nightmare of the dissolution of 
the union and the turmoil of economic and social transformation . 
Faced with the risk of becoming a second-tier or even a third-tier 
country, President Vladimir Putin stated clearly in 2000, “The only 
choice for Russia is to be a world power, a country with strength and 
confidence that will not go against the international community or 
other world powers, but coexist with them” (Putin 2002: 77) .

During his first two terms in office (2000–2008), Putin adopted 
the principle of the supremacy of national interests, which is reflected 
in the “Russian Idea” and the concept of a “powerful nation and pros-
perous people .” On the domestic policy front he strengthened the cen-
tralisation of power and developed Russia’s military capabilities . This 
led to a degree of political stability and economic recovery . On an in-
ternational level he tried to protect national interests and sought to 
enhance Russia’s influence in the global arena . In 2003, a Goldman 
Sachs report called this the “Re-Rise of Russia” and suggested the fol-
lowing timeline . Russia, it believed, would overtake Italy by 2020, 
France and the U .K . by 2025, and Germany by 2030 . It would then 
become the No . 1 economy in Europe, and would impose its views on 
the shaping of a new world order . 

Although the 2008 global financial crisis and the steep drop in oil 
prices dealt a severe blow to the Russian economy, the “re-rise of Rus-
sia” has continued to forge ahead . The Russian government made eco-
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nomic modernisation its priority as it battled the crisis, and decided to 
make the “re-rise of Russia” a reality by “catching up and overtaking .” 
In 2012 Putin was re-elected president of Russia and pledged to build 
a “powerful Russia .” 

Historically the Russians have a deep-rooted feeling that they are a 
“great power,” and the idea of becoming an important pole in the 
forthcoming multipolar world has been a long-cherished ambition . 
But in practical terms they also have an increased awareness of poten-
tial threats . The rise of emerging powers such as China and India has 
merely reinforced Russia’s long-held ambitions . A “powerful Russia” 
means that Russia will develop into a great power and, as an impor-
tant pole in a multipolar world, will be able to exert an influence on 
the global strategic order and on international politics and economic 
relations . 

Economic Modernisation and Becoming One of the World’s Top 
Five Economies

In view of the changes in the global political and economic order, if a 
country wishes to become a global pole, it will have to be economically 
strong or be a centre of the global economy . Russia’s hopes of becom-
ing a global pole are not only influenced by its internal situation, but 
also by the constraints imposed on it by the international political and 
military order . However, the economic factor leads to changes in over-
all national strength . For example, after the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union, the slump in Russia’s overall national strength was caused by 
the drastic economic downturn, whereas the rise in its overall strength 
in the 21st century was largely due to its sustained and rapid economic 
growth between 1999 and 2008 . For this reason economic modernisa-
tion and becoming one of the world’s top five economies are of para-
mount importance for the creation of a “powerful Russia .”

In 1992 Russia began to introduce important and comprehensive 
socioeconomic reforms, but never succeeded in overcoming its re-
source-intensive growth model, which often leads to poor quality and 
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unstable economic growth . Worse still, it has led to Russia’s increas-
ing dependence on imported commodities and technology, and to a 
situation where it is in danger of becoming a natural resources ap-
pendage in the global economy and of being expelled from the club of 
world’s most advanced countries, which would mean that its national 
security and development are no longer secure (Putin 2002: 676–677) . 
To prevent this from happening, Russia will have to transform its re-
source-intensive economy into one based on innovation, which would 
lead to economic modernisation . 

In fact, the Concept of Long-Term Socioeconomic Development of 
the Russian Federation for the Period up to the Year 2020, which was 
adopted by the Russian government in November 2008, describes the 
overall goals and implementation strategies for the country’s eco-
nomic modernisation . The overall goals are to keep the economy 
growing at a rate of 6 .5 to 7 percent until 2020, to narrow the gap with 
developed countries slowly but surely, to move upwards from being 
the world’s eighth-largest economy to being the fifth-largest economy, 
to adopt the social welfare standards of developed countries, to in-
crease GDP based on a per capita purchasing power parity to $30,000, 
and so on and so forth .

The steps leading to the attainment of these goals are divided into 
two phases . Phase One (2009–2012) involves the intensive utilisation 
of available energy resources, and Phase Two (2013–2020) involves in-
novation . However, progress on the first phase has been delayed as a 
result of the 2008 financial crisis, and the Russian government hopes 
to remedy this in two or three years’ time with the help of its 2010 
anti-crisis plan . The 2010 anti-crisis plan initiated the economic mod-
ernisation scheme, making energy conservation, nuclear technology, 
aerospace communications, biomedical science and strategic infor-
mation technology the five pillar industries of its innovation-led econ-
omy . The idea was to speed up Russia’s economic modernisation, a 
strategic choice that was supposed to help Russia to recover its status 
as a world power .
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Supportive Power: Integrating the Post-Soviet Space and 
 Creating the Eurasian Union

The “Eurasian Union,” a plan Putin unveiled during his presidential 
campaign in 2012, has important geopolitical and strategic compo-
nents . It hopes to integrate the post-Soviet space with the help of eco-
nomic measures, and use it as a strong supportive power that will 
turn Russia into one of the major poles in the multipolar world of the 
future .

Establishing the “Eurasian Union” 

After the demise of the Soviet Union, Russia witnessed a dramatic 
decrease in its influence in the international political and economic 
arena . Although most of the ex-Soviet republics are now members of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS, or the post-Soviet 
space), many of them have vivid memories of the “de-Russianisation” 
process, sometimes for historical reasons, and sometimes on account 
of Russia’s radical response to their independence . Whilst it would be 
true to say that eastward expansion by NATO and the EU has put pres-
sure on Russia’s strategic space from without, the “Colour Revolu-
tions” in many CIS countries have made Russia aware of the strife and 
disharmony that exist within the post-Soviet space . 

Be that as it may, the post-Soviet space is uniquely important in 
areas such as the economy, politics, national defence and national 
security . And the future of Russia depends to a large extent on its 
role and position within this space and on how it can influence it . In 
point of fact, Russia has already embarked on the regional economic 
integration of post-Soviet space, and its roadmap is roughly as fol-
lows .

The first step is to establish a free trade zone . Russia, Belarus, 
 Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan reached agreement on the 
Eurasian Economic Community in May 2001, which for the first time 
initiated regional economic integration in the post-Soviet space . Fur-
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thermore, the CIS Free Trade Zone Agreement was finally signed in 
October 2011 after a protracted 10-year delay . 

The second step is to form a customs union . A customs union con-
sisting of Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan was established in July 2010 . 

The third step is a single market . Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan 
established a unified economic space in January 2012 that facilitates 
the free movement of goods, capital and labour . 

The fourth step is an economic union . On the basis of the existing 
customs union, the Eurasian Economic Community, and the single 
market, Russia plans to establish a Eurasian Economic Union in 2015, 
and to implement a common currency plan in the context of the uni-
fied economic space . 

The fifth step is total economic integration . This is followed by the 
Eurasian Union, that is, the complete economic, political and diplo-
matic integration of the CIS countries on the basis of the Eurasian 
Economic Community and the CIS Collective Security Treaty Organi-
sation .

Russia is attempting to organise the geopolitics of the post-Soviet 
space on the basis of regional economic integration . This can generate 
mutual benefits and lead to a win-win situation . It is the crucial sup-
portive power which can help Russia to become an important pole .

Strengthening the Eurasian Union through Energy Diplomacy and 
Military Power

The above analysis suggests that Russia has made a great effort to 
consolidate the post-Soviet space with the help of the CIS Free Trade 
Zone, a customs union, and a unified economic space, and to promote 
supranational political and economic integration in the shape of the 
Eurasian Union, which includes Russia, the principal country, Bela-
rus and Kazakhstan, two core countries, and Ukraine, another impor-
tant country . Ukraine straddles the vital line of communications be-
tween Russia and Europe, and Russia is well aware of its strategic 
significance . 
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If Ukraine can purchase natural gas from Russia at a favorable 
price, if it can access the markets of Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan 
more easily, and if Russia finds a way of organising a positive relation-
ship with Ukraine, then it is conceivable that Ukraine may join the 
Eurasian Union (Ouyang 2012) . Moreover, the Collective Security 
Treaty Organisation provides the key political basis for the future Eur-
asian Union .

Key Steps: Facing Towards the Asia-Pacific Region and Deepening 
the Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership

By the beginning of the 21st century the Asia-Pacific region in general 
and East Asia in particular had become the world’s economic centre of 
gravity . For this reason the world’s political centre of gravity and its 
security centre of gravity also shifted to the region, and this is reflected 
in U .S . President Obama’s strategic readjustment, the “return to the 
Asia-Pacific region .” In order to succeed, Russia will have to become 
part of what is happening in the Asia-Pacific region, will have to 
deepen the Sino-Russian strategic partnership, and will have to place 
greater emphasis on Sino-Russian all-round strategic cooperation .

All-round Sino-Russian Strategic Cooperation

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, China immediately recognised 
the Russian Federation as its successor under international law . This 
marked the start of a new chapter in Sino-Russian relations . Bilateral 
relations progressed from mutual recognition as “friendly countries” 
(1992) to a “good neighbourly and friendly, mutually beneficial and 
cooperative partnership” (1994), and from a “21st century strategic co-
operation partnership of equality and mutual trust” (1996) to an “all-
round strategic cooperation partnership” (2010) . All this reflects the 
profound changes in the international situation and the ongoing de-
velopment of Sino-Russian relations .
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All-round Sino-Russian strategic cooperation covers numerous ar-
eas such as politics, the economy, military issues, humanitarian as-
sistance and international affairs . In the future all-round Sino-Rus-
sian strategic cooperation will include the following:

First, it will include deeper economic and trade cooperation which 
form the basis of Sino-Russian relations . Since they are both emerging 
economies, China and Russia can cooperate in numerous areas and 
have many interests in common . In 2011 the Joint Statement on the 
10th Anniversary of the “Treaty of Good-Neighborliness and Friendly 
Cooperation between China and Russia” mapped out the development 
and approaches of all-round Sino-Russian strategic cooperation for the 
next 10 years . Thus bilateral trade will rise to $200 billion by 2020, and 
cooperation in energy and technology will be enhanced . 

Second, it will include deeper cooperation in international affairs, 
which will help to create a multipolar world . As for global and regional 
governance, China and Russia should strive to obtain more space in 
which to develop, a greater say on an international level and enhanced 
global influence . China and Russia should rely on each other in geo-
political terms and support each other when it comes to issues that 
affect their basic national interests (Wang 2012) . Moreover, both coun-
tries should protect the basic norms of international laws, establish  
a new international order, and facilitate the advent of a multipolar 
world in political and economic terms . 

Third, it will include deeper military and security cooperation, 
which is an integral part of Sino-Russian strategic cooperation . In the 
area of military technology, China and Russia, on the basis of strategic 
mutual trust, should reject outside interference and pursue coopera-
tion in the area of the research and development relating to advanced 
weapons systems . 

The Constraints on Sino-Russian All-round Strategic Cooperation

China and Russia are neighbours and important to each other’s na-
tional security . The ongoing enhancement of the all-round strategic 
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partnership is conducive to creating a favorable and stable interna-
tional environment for the peaceful development of both countries . 
However, there are certain factors which may stand in the way of a 
deeper all-round strategic partnership:

First, there is a lack of mutual trust which is exacerbated by negative 
comments in both countries . For example, there are people in China 
who say: “Russia will find it impossible to change its tradition of ag-
gressive expansion” and “Russia is untrustworthy .” Similarly, in Russia 
people sometimes make comments such as “Russia is a raw materials 
appendage to China” and point to the “expansion of the Chinese popu-
lation” (Wang 2012) . This suggests that the two countries need to im-
prove their strategic dialogue in order to eliminate mutual suspicions 
and persuade the general public to support strategic cooperation . 

Second, there is a lack of mutual trust as a result of attempts by 
other countries to sow discord between Russia and China . For now, 
and for a long time to come, both China and Russia will have to deal 
with strategic deterrence and aggression by unfriendly powers . It is 
only by supporting each other as allies that China and Russia will be 
able to protect and strengthen their national security, to grow stronger 
together, and ultimately to become two important poles in the multipo-
lar world of the future .

Unpredictable: Promoting the Russian-European  
“Modern Partnership”

Russia has deep roots in Europe (Chen 2012) . For more than 20 years 
after the demise of the Soviet Union, Russia tried repeatedly to “fit 
into Europe .” In fact, Russia and Europe rely on each other in strategic 
terms and complement each other in economic terms . However, on 
account of ideological, geographical and other differences, Russian-
European relations are rather complicated and volatile (Cheng 2007) . 

In the future they will continue to be rather unpredictable . 
In its foreign policy the EU tends to emphasise “European charac-

teristics,” and hopes to become an independent pole in a multipolar 
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world, which fits in with Russia’s support for this kind of global order . 
Russia plays an essential role in protecting European security and sta-
bility, and is going to engage in security cooperation with Europe in 
order to mitigate the negative aspects of the eastward expansion of 
NATO . Furthermore, Russia possesses abundant energy resources, 
and the EU needs stable energy supplies from Russia . And the EU is 
Russia’s No . 1 trading partner . In fact, Russia’s economic develop-
ment depends heavily on the EU market, on EU capital, and on EU 
technology (Lu 2001) . 

In March 2013, Russia and Europe signed a roadmap for energy 
cooperation until 2050, and stated that they intend to encourage their 
“modern partnership,” which is hardly good news for Russia in view 
of the fact that the U .S . will continue to play an important role in 
Russian-European relations . 

Russia 2030: Its Prospects in a Nutshell

And finally, the following factors will ultimately determine whether or 
not Russia can re-rise by 2030 and become an independent and influ-
ential pole in a multi-polar world .

Whether it will prove possible to maintain rapid economic growth 
and implement economic modernisation is of crucial importance . For 
about a decade Russia has witnessed steady economic growth and im-
provements in social welfare . These achievements suggest that Russia 
may well attain its ambitious economic goals . However, apart from 
the energy and military-industrial sectors, Russia does not have any 
competitive industries, and this poses a problem for the country .

Once Russia has rebuilt a strong economy, the geopolitical factor 
will enable it to establish the Eurasian Union . Without close allies no 
nation can go it alone if it wishes to become a pole in the global politi-
cal arena . For the “Eurasian Group,” Russia is at one and the same 
time its designer, its engine and its largest beneficiary .

Russia also needs to gain the support of China and Europe, and 
this is of crucial importance . It is no doubt true to say that Russia’s 
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relationship with China is relatively simple, for China also needs Rus-
sia’s support . However, Russian-European relations are more compli-
cated . Europe has still not decided whether it is going to treat Russia 
as an ally or a rival, partly because their interests overlap . And then 
there is the U .S . factor . It is certainly possible that Russia will once 
again have become a real global pole by 2030 . And as in the past, Eu-
rope will play a key role in shaping such an outcome, and it will play it 
in both economic and political terms .
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