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Summary
As Russia seeks to expand its influence outside its borders, it has identified four countries that are crucial to its plan to become a major power again. Of those four countries ​ Ukraine, Belarus, Kazakhstan and Georgia ​ the first three are already under Russian control. The last one, Georgia, will be the center of Russia's very focused attention until it too is back in the Russian fold.
Editor's note: This is part one of a four-part series in which STRATFOR examines Russia's efforts to exert influence beyond its borders.

Analysis

Russia has been working on consolidating its affairs at home and re-establishing the former Soviet sphere for many years now and has recently made solid progress toward pulling the most critical countries back into its fold. For Russia, this consolidation of control is not about expansionism or imperial designs; it is about national security and the survival of the geographically vulnerable Russian heartland, which has no natural features protecting it.

Following the disintegration of the Soviet Union, most of Russia's buffer (made up mainly of former Soviet states) fell under pro-Western influence and drifted away from Moscow. But the past few years have seen a shift in global dynamics in which much of the West ​ particularly the United States ​ has been preoccupied by events in the Middle East and Afghanistan, leaving little time and energy to devote to increasing its influence in the former Soviet sphere. Russia has used this time to begin rolling back such influence. But Moscow knows that this opportunity will not last forever, so it has prioritized the countries involved. This essentially has created four tiers: countries Russia has to consolidate, countries it wants to consolidate, countries it can consolidate but are not high priority and regional powers with which Russia must create an understanding about the new reality in Eurasia.

The countries in the first category ​ Belarus, Kazakhstan, Ukraine and Georgia ​ are the most critical to Moscow's overall plan to return as a Eurasian power. For Russia, these countries became a major focus even before the Kremlin was done consolidating power at home. These countries give Russia access to the Black and Caspian seas and serve as a buffer between Russia and Asia, Europe and the Islamic world. So far, Russia has consolidated its influence in three of the four countries; Belarus, Kazakhstan and Ukraine all have pro-Russian leaders, and the last country ​ Georgia ​ is partially occupied by Russia. Solidifying plans for these countries will be Moscow's main focus in 2010.

Ukraine 

Ukraine is the cornerstone to Russia's defense and survival as any sort of power. The former Soviet state hosts the largest Russian community in the world outside of Russia, and is tightly integrated into Russia's industrial and agricultural heartland. Ukraine is the transit point for 80 percent of the natural gas shipped from Russia to Europe and is the connection point for most infrastructure ​ whether pipeline, road, power or rail ​ running between Russia and the West. 

Ukraine gives Russia the ability to project political, military and economic power into Eastern Europe, the Caucasus and the Black Sea. Ukrainian territory also pushes deep into Russia's sphere, with only a mere 300 miles from Ukraine to either Volgograd or Moscow. To put it simply, without Ukraine, Russia would have fewer ways to become a regional power and would have trouble maintaining stability within itself. This is why Ukraine's pro-Western 2004 Orange Revolution was a nightmare for Russia. The change in government in Kiev during the revolution brought a president that was hostile to Russian interests, and with him a slew of possibilities that would harm Russia, including Ukraine's integration into the European Union or even NATO. 

Russia's Levers 

After 2004, Russia was content to merely meddle in and destabilize Ukraine in order to ensure it never fully fell into the West's orbit. However, the West's distraction outside of Eurasia has given Russia a limited amount of time to decisively break Ukraine's pro-Western ties. Ukraine is one of the countries where Russia has the most leverage to increase its influence. 

Population: Russia's greatest tool inside of Ukraine is that the population is split dramatically, and half the population has pro-Russian leanings. A large Russian minority comprises about 17 percent of the total population, more than 30 percent of all Ukrainians speak Russian as a native language, and more than half of the country belongs to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church under the Moscow patriarch. Ukrainians living east of the Dnieper River tend to identify more with Russia than the West, and most of those in the Crimean peninsula consider themselves Russian. This divide is something Russia has used not only to keep the country unstable, but to turn the country back toward the Russian fold. 

Politics: Russia has been the very public sponsor of a pro-Russian political movement in Ukraine mainly under newly elected President Viktor Yanukovich and his Party of Regions. But Russia has also supported a slew of other political movements, including outgoing Prime Minister Yulia Timoshenko and her eponymous party. According to polls, Ukraine's only outwardly pro-Western political party ​ that of outgoing President Viktor Yushchenko ​ has support in the single digits. 

Energy: Russia currently supplies 80 percent of Ukraine's natural gas, and 2-3 percent of Ukraine's gross domestic product (GDP) comes from transiting natural gas from Russia to the West. This has been one of Moscow's favorite levers to use against Kiev; it has not shied away from turning off natural gas supplies at the height of winter. Such moves have created chaos in Ukraine's relations with both Russia and Europe, forcing Kiev to negotiate on everyone else's terms. 

Economics: Russia controls quite a bit of Ukraine's strategic sectors other than energy. Most important, Russia controls a large portion of Ukraine's metal industry, owning factories across the eastern part of the country while influencing many Ukrainian steel barons. The steel industry makes up about 40 percent of Ukrainian exports and 30 percent of its GDP. Russia also owns a substantial portion of Ukrainian ports in the south. 

Oligarchs: Ukraine's oligarchs are much like Russia's in the 1990s in that they wield enormous power and wealth. Quite a few of these oligarchs pledge allegiance to Russia based on relationships left over from the Soviet era. These oligarchs allow the Kremlin to shape their business ventures and have a say in how the oligarchs influence Ukrainian politics. The most influential of this class is Ukraine's richest man, Rinat Akhmetov, who not only does the Kremlin's bidding inside Ukraine, but also has aided the Kremlin during the recent financial crisis. Other notable pro-Russian Ukrainian oligarchs include Viktor Pinchuk, Igor Kolomoisky, Sergei Taruta and Dmitri Firtash. 

Military: One of Russia's most important military bases is in Ukraine, at the Black Sea port of Sevastopol ​ the Russian military's only deep-water port. Russia's Black Sea naval fleet in Crimea is many times larger than Kiev's small fleet. The Russian Black Sea Fleet also contributes to the majority of Crimea's regional economy ​ something that keeps this region loyal to Russia. 

Intelligence: Ukraine's intelligence services are still heavily influenced by Russia; not only did they originate from Moscow's KGB and Foreign Intelligence Service (SVR), but most of the officials were trained by the Russian services. The descendant of the KGB, Russia's Federal Security Service (FSB), has a heavy presence within Ukraine's intelligence agencies, making the organization a major tool for Russia's interests. 

Organized crime: Russian and Ukrainian organized crime have a deep connection that has lasted more than a century. Russia has been especially successful in Ukraine's illegal natural gas deals, arms trade, drug and human trafficking, and other illicit business. 

Russia's Success and Roadblocks 

The tide of Western influence in Ukraine was officially reversed in early 2010, when Ukraine's presidential elections brought the return of a pro-Russian government to Kiev. Furthermore, all the top candidates in the election were pro-Russian or at least had accommodating attitudes toward Russia. This was not Russia taking hold of Ukraine via some revolution or by force, but the Ukrainian people choosing a pro-Russian government, with the majority of independent and European observers calling the election free and fair. Ukraine chose to return to Russia, proving that all the levers Moscow used to influence the country were effective.

Russia still has work to do, in that half of Ukraine still believes the country can still be tied to the West. Also, Ukraine's inherent instability ​ mainly due to its demographic split ​ can make controlling Kiev problematic. Furthermore, the West's ties to Ukraine grew stronger after the Orange Revolution. The West has infiltrated Ukraine's banking, agricultural, transportation and energy sectors. Russia may have had solid success in Ukraine recently, but it will have to keep focusing on the critical state to keep Western influence from pulling Kiev away from Moscow again. 

Belarus 

Belarus is the former Soviet state that has stayed closest to Russia. The Belarusian identity has strong ties to Russia; most Belarusians are Russian Orthodox, and Russian is one of the country's official languages (the other being Belarusian). Belarus, along with Ukraine, links Russia to Europe, and the distance between Minsk and Moscow is merely 400 miles. Belarus lies in one of Russia's most vulnerable areas, in that it is on the North European Plain ​ the main invasion route from the west, used by both the Nazis in World War II and by Napoleon in 1812. 

Belarus is different from the other former Soviet states in that it did not flirt too much with the West after the fall of the Soviet Union, creating a Commonwealth of Russia and Belarus in 1996 ​ an alliance that transformed into the present-day vague partnership of the Union State of Russia and Belarus. Belarus rushed to strengthen ties with Russia because Belarusian President Aleksandr Lukashenko believed that if the two countries integrated, he would naturally become vice president ​ and next in line for the Russian presidency. 

Instead, Russia used Lukashenko's ambition to keep Belarus tied to Russia without providing any real integration between the countries. Russia and Belarus have independent governments, militaries, foreign policies, economies (for the most part) and national symbols. Belarus has never been reintegrated into Russia because Russian Prime Minister (and former President) Vladimir Putin, like most Russians, believes Belarusians to be naturally inferior. Moreover, Putin openly loathes Lukashenko on a personal level.

But this does not mean that Russia does not want to secure Belarus as a buffer between it and the European Union, or risk allowing Belarus to become seduced by the West. Russia simply wants Minsk to know that in any formal alliance between the countries, Belarus will not be an equal partner. 

Russia's Levers 

Population: Belarus' demographic makeup is Russia's greatest lever. Russians make up roughly 11 percent of Belarus' population. More than 70 percent of the population speaks Russian, and some 60 percent of the population belongs to the Russian Orthodox Church. 

Political: Belarus is politically consolidated under the authoritarian Lukashenko. Though he has regular spats with Moscow, Lukashenko is manifestly pro-Russian and even aspires to be part of the Kremlin's leadership. Russia and Belarus have their own union state, though the definition of this alliance is extremely vague. The countries have discussed sharing a common foreign and defense policy, monetary union and even a single citizenship. 

Economic: Belarus is heavily tied to Russia economically, with the latter providing more than 60 percent of Belarus's imports, 85 percent of its oil and nearly all of its natural gas. Belarus also transports 20 percent of Russia's natural gas to Europe. Russia is deeply integrated into Belarus' industrial sector, which makes up 40 percent of the country's GDP. During the financial crisis, Russia has also supplied Belarus with loans totaling more than $1 billion. 

Military: During the Soviet era, the Russian and Belarusian military and industrial sectors were fully integrated. Those ties still exist; the Belarusian military is armed exclusively with Russian or Soviet-era equipment. Belarus is a member of the Russian-led military alliance of the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), which allows Russian soldiers access to Belarus at Moscow's will. Russia and Belarus also share a unified air defense system, something that has led Russia to consider stationing its Iskander missile system along Belarus' European borders. 

Intelligence: The Russian and Belarusian intelligence services are nearly indivisible. The Russian KGB is parent to the Belarusian KGB, and today's Russian FSB and SVR are still deeply entrenched in Belarus. 

Russia's Success and Roadblocks 

Russia has long kept Belarus close, but ties grew even stronger on Jan. 1 when the two countries, along with Kazakhstan, launched an official customs union. This is the first step in creating a single economic space. The union is also beginning to consider expanding to include security issues, like border control. Such a move would nearly completely integrate Belarus with Russia politically, economically and in security matters. Russia is formally reassimilating Belarus, preventing Minsk from having any meaningful relationship with the West.

But Russia will have to watch out for Lukashenko's argumentative tendencies. Belarus' erratic behavior hardly ever creates real breaks between the two countries, but does allow a very public display of Russia's lack of control over Minsk's theatrics. The second thing for which Russia must account is increased attention from the European Union; trade with the union accounts for one-third of Belarus' total trade. Many EU states have pushed for closer ties to Belarus through the union's Eastern Partnership program, though there is hardly a consensus in Europe or any agreement from Minsk as to what the EU partnership deal should mean. Belarus wants expertise and funding, while the European Union wants concrete political changes ​ and neither is likely to get any significant portion of what it wants. Belarus has never worried Russia too much, but Russia is taking precautions to keep Belarus pro-Russian, if not part of Russia.

Kazakhstan

Kazakhstan protects Russia from the Islamic and Asian worlds. Since the fall of the Soviet Union, Kazakhstan has been the most important of the Central Asian states. It is the largest and most resource-rich of the region's five countries and tends to serve as a bellwether for the region's politics. Kazakhstan is strategically and geographically the middleman between its fellow Central Asian states (all of which it borders except Tajikistan) and Russia. 

Moscow intentionally made Kazakhstan the center of the Central Asian universe during the Soviet era. The reason for this was twofold. First, Russia did not want Central Asia's natural regional leader, Uzbekistan, continuing in this role since it rarely followed orders from Moscow. Second, Russia knew Kazakhstan would be much easier to keep handle than the other Central Asian states, since Kazakhstan is the only Central Asian state Russia borders.

Ease of control aside, Kazakhstan is critical to the Russian sphere for myriad reasons. Kazakhstan possesses plentiful oil and natural gas resources, and is a key access route for Russia to the rest of Central Asia and Asia proper. Furthermore, Kazakhstan abuts Russia's transportation links to the rest of Siberia and Russia's Far East. Essentially, losing Kazakhstan could split Russia in two. 

Russia's Levers

Geography and population: Kazakhstan's size ​ nearly one third the size of the continental United States, but with 5 percent of the population ​ makes it a difficult country to consolidate. Kazakhstan and Russia share a nearly 5,000-mile border that is almost completely unguarded. The population is split between the north and south with vast barren stretches in between. Russians make up nearly 20 percent of the Kazakh population. Around 25 percent of all Kazakhs work abroad, mostly in Russia, and 6 percent of Kazakh GDP comes from remittances. 

Politics: Kazakhstan has been ruled by a single dynasty under Nursultan Nazarbayev since before the fall of the Soviet Union. Of all the leaders of non-Russian former Soviet states, Nazarbayev was the most vocal about not wanting the Soviet Union to disintegrate. Since then, Kazakhstan has flirted with the possibility of forming a political union state with Russia as Belarus has done. 

Economics: Most of Kazakhstan's economic infrastructure ​ pipelines, rails and roads ​ is linked into Russia. Ninety-five percent of all natural gas and 79 percent of all oil from Kazakhstan is sent to Russia for export. Kazakhstan's exports to China are increasing and it sends a few sporadic shipments to Europe via Azerbaijan, but Russia still controls most of Kazakhstan's energy exports. During the recent financial crisis, Russia penetrated Kazakh business, buying up banks and industrial assets. 

Military and security: Kazakhstan and Russia are heavily militarily integrated; Kazakhstan is a member of the CSTO, and nearly all of the Kazakh military uses Russian or Soviet-era equipment. Roughly 70 percent of Kazakhstan's military officers are ethnically Russian and trained by Russia. Kazakhstan's largest security concern is from its regional rival, Uzbekistan. Russia is Kazakhstan's main protector. 
Intelligence: The Kazakh security apparatus KNB was born out of the Soviet KGB and is closely linked into Russia's present day FSB and SVR. Most Kazakh security chiefs were trained by and are loyal to Moscow. 

Russia's Success and Roadblocks 

Though Russia and Kazakhstan have shared a close relationship since the fall of the Soviet Union, Moscow solidified its hold on its southern neighbor by creating the aforementioned customs union with Kazakhstan and Belarus on Jan. 1. For Kazakhstan, this union makes it generally more expensive to purchase non-Russian goods and weakens the indigenous Kazakh economy. It essentially starts the re-creation of a single economic sphere for the three states under Moscow, which they have pledged to complete by 2012. As mentioned before, the customs union is also considering expanding into security. 

But unlike Belarus, Kazakhstan has yet to agree to any political union with Russia. There are two large problems that Russia must watch in order to keep Kazakhstan in its fold. The first is China. Kazakhstan has flirted with the West, but Western infiltration has been limited to energy projects and has not entered the political realm. However, this is not true for Chinese influence. China has been slowly and quietly building ties with Kazakhstan on energy, politics and economics and on the social level. Russia will have to keep the Chinese in check just as it must with the West in the other former Soviet states. The other potential problem for Russia's plan would arise if there were a leadership change in Astana. It is not clear what the result of a succession crisis would be in Kazakhstan or if it would change the country's willingness to work with Russia. Such an unknown is something Moscow must consider. 

Georgia 

Of the four countries Russia believes it has to pull back into its orbit, Georgia is the one with which Russia has the most problems and is the least consolidated. Georgia borders Russia on the strip of land known as the Caucasus ​ a region between Europe, Asia and the Middle East. The Caucasus is critical for Russia to protect itself from all those regions. Georgia, as the northernmost country in the Caucasus (besides the Russian republics), is an Achilles' heel for Russia. Georgia also flanks Russia's southern Caucasus republics ​ including Chechnya, Ingushetia and Dagestan ​ and acts as a Christian buffer between Islamic influences from the south and Russia's Muslim regions. 

Though Russia and Georgia share many social attributes, such as the Orthodox religion, this state was one of the first former Soviet states ​ after the Baltics ​ to formally move toward the West. In 2003, the first of the pro-Western color revolutions swept into the former Soviet states with Georgia's Rose Revolution. Since then, Georgia has sought formal membership in several Western institutions like NATO and the European Union. 

Because of the decisive break from Russia, Georgia and Russia do not formally share official diplomatic ties; the countries' leaders are not even on speaking terms. 

Russia's Levers 

Geography: Russia formally occupies the two main secessionist regions of Georgia: South Ossetia and Abkhazia. The two regions, which make up a third of Georgian territory, have declared their independence with Russian recognition. Russia also heavily influences Georgia's southern secessionist regions of Adjara and Samtskhe-Javakheti. 

Population: Though there is no sizable Russian population in Georgia, nearly 80 percent of the Georgian population is Orthodox with close ties to the Moscow Patriarch. The Russian Orthodox Church does not formally preside over the Georgian Orthodox Church, unlike in Ukraine and Belarus, but the ties between the two groups have long helped Russia to push into Georgia socially. 

Politics: The Georgian government is led by vehemently anti-Russian President Mikhail Saakashvili, but more than a dozen opposition groups have tried to destabilize the Rose Revolution president ​ something that Russia has sought to take advantage of in the past year. Moreover, Russia is just now starting to organize a formally pro-Russian opposition movement in Georgia. 

Military: This is the main lever Russia holds in Georgia mainly due to the large Russian military presence inside of Georgia and flanking the country's southern border. Russia proved in its 2008 war with Georgia that it can quickly invade the country should the need arise. 

Russia's Success and Roadblocks

Russia may have many levers in Georgia, but none has allowed Russia to consolidate control over the country. Instead, Russia has had to prove to Georgia (and the West) that it would never be allowed to stray from its former master. Essentially, Russia had to very publicly break the country. In 2008, Russia carried out a five-day war with Georgia, pushing the Russian military nearly to the capital of Tbilisi. Though Georgia was an ally of the United States and NATO, the West did not involve itself in the conflict. Georgia ended up having a third of its territory split from the country and declared "independent," with Russian forces formally stationed in the regions. 

This war has had enormous repercussions not only for Georgia, but for the entire Soviet sphere and the West. Russia proved that it could do more than use its political, economic or energy levers in former Soviet states to influence their return to the Russian fold; it could force them back into submission.

But Russia has a long way to go in getting Georgia under control. Tbilisi still openly defies Moscow and has asked the West for any kind of support possible, especially military support.

With the other three imperative countries falling back into Russia's orbit, Georgia will have Russia's most focused attention. Russia must have all four countries under its control in order to succeed with any other part of its plan to become a major power in Eurasia once again. 
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Russia's Expanding Influence (Part 2): The Desirables

Summary
After Russia consolidates control over the countries it has deemed necessary to its national security, it will turn its focus to a handful of countries that are not as important but still have strategic value. These countries ​ Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan ​ are not necessary to Russia's survival but are of some importance and can keep the West from moving too close to Russia's core.
Editor's note: This is part two of a four-part series in which STRATFOR examines Russia's efforts to exert influence beyond its borders.

Analysis

After years of work, Moscow has made significant progress in regaining control over the former Soviet states that are crucial to Russia's security. Russia's window of opportunity to exert control in its near abroad is a narrow one, however, and so Moscow has prioritized its list of countries where it is trying to consolidate influence. After reining in the four countries imperative to Moscow's interests ​ Ukraine, Belarus, Kazakhstan and Georgia ​ Moscow will turn its attention to a group of countries where it would like to have more influence.

There are six countries ​ Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan ​ where Moscow would like to reconsolidate its influence if it has the opportunity. Although these countries are not crucial to Russia's survival, as long as they remain outside Moscow's control, the West has the ability to get too close to the Russian core for comfort. All these countries know how serious Russia is about its grand plan of expansionism. The 2008 Russo-Georgian war revealed Moscow's willingness to militarily intervene on its former Soviet turf and sent the message to these countries that they must obey or cut a deal with Moscow, or else risk being crushed. Since then, these countries have watched Russia consolidate Kazakhstan and Belarus into a customs union (with the promise of becoming a formal union) and have seen a pro-Russian wave engulf Ukraine. 

The Baltics 

Out of the six countries on this shopping list, the Baltics (particularly Estonia and Latvia) are the most critical to Russia's plan. Estonia and Latvia are a stone's throw from Russia's most important cities, with Tallinn just 200 miles from St. Petersburg and eastern Latvia just 350 miles from Moscow. The Baltics lie on the North European Plain, Europe's easiest route for marching into Russia ​ something Moscow knows all too well.

Each Baltic state has its own importance to Russia. Whoever controls Estonia also controls the approach to the Gulf of Finland, Russia's main access to the Baltic Sea. Estonia is also mainly ethnically Ugro-Finnish, which means that Russians are surrounded by Ugro-Finns on both sides of the Gulf of Finland. Latvia has the largest Russian population in the Baltics and the port of Riga, which Russia covets. Lithuania is different from its Baltic brothers since it does not border Russia proper, although it does border Kaliningrad, Russia's exclave, which is home to half of Russia's Baltic Fleet and more than 23,000 troops. Lithuania is the largest of the Baltic states, both in terms of territory and population. It also had been a key industrial center under the Soviet Union.

The Baltic states were the only countries in the former Soviet Union to be shuffled into the Western set of alliances, being admitted into the European Union and NATO in 2004. This put the Western alliances right on Russia's doorstep. Estonia and Latvia are fervently anti-Russian, while Lithuania is more pragmatic, feeling less threatened by Moscow since it does not actually border mainland Russia. 

The Russian administration is split over whether the Baltics belong on Russia's "must have" or "would like to have" list. The Kremlin is especially torn over how aggressively to go after Estonia, which is geographically isolated sharing land borders only with Russia and Latvia, and thus in a particularly sensitive position. 

Russia's Levers 

Russia holds many levers within the Baltic states, making their future highly uncertain. 

Geography: The Baltics are virtually indefensible, lying on the North European Plain. Their small size also makes them incredibly vulnerable. Furthermore, they are bordered by Russia to the east, Kaliningrad to the west and Russian ally Belarus to the south. 

Population: Each Baltic state has a sizable Russian population: Russians or Russian speakers make up 30 percent of the population in Estonia, 40 percent in Latvia and nearly 10 percent of Lithuania. Roughly 15 percent of Estonians and 30 percent of Latvians are Orthodox, with many loyal to the Moscow Patriarchy. 

Economic: The most critical economic lever for Russia in the Baltics is energy. The Baltics rely on Russia for 90-99 percent of their natural gas supplies and most of their oil. Russia has proven in the past that it is willing to cut these supplies (for example, through the breaking of the Druzhba pipeline). Russia also owns a third of Estonia's natural gas company and has been in talks to purchase Lithuania's main refinery. Russia's economic levers are mainly in Latvia, which relies on Russia for one-third of its energy imports 

Military: Russia has 23,000 troops in Kaliningrad and recently moved 8,000 troops to just outside St. Petersburg, near the Estonian border. Russia has also regularly held military exercises in Belarus and Kaliningrad under the guise of contingency planning for an invasion of the Baltics (should one ever be necessary). 

Security: Russia's nationalist youth movements, like Nashi, have continually crossed the border into Estonia and Latvia in order to commit vandalism or stir up pro-Russian sentiments. Estonia has also been one of the prime targets for cyber attacks from Russia, especially at politically heated times. 

Political: This is the weakest link for Russia in the Baltics, since each country is pro-Western and a member of the European Union and NATO. However Russia does have some small footholds in Latvia and Lithuania. In 2009, the Harmony Center coalition ​ comprising parties that mainly represent Latvia's Russian population ​ placed second in the country's European Parliament elections and was as recently as January ranked as the most popular Latvian party, with 16.5 percent approval. There has also been a tradition of pro-Russian parties in Lithuania, though this has tapered off in recent years. The Labor Party, funded by Russian-born billionaire Viktor Uspaskich, was the strongest party in Lithuania in the mid-2000s. However, Uspaskich's fortunes turned when he was charged with corruption and tax evasion, forcing him to flee to Russia in 2006 to avoid arrest. He has since returned to Lithuania and assumed leadership of the Labor Party, which came fifth in the October 2008 elections. 

Russia's Success and Roadblocks

Moscow has not yet made much progress in consolidating its influence in the Baltics. Estonia and Latvia are still vehemently anti-Russian. They have taken refuge in Western alliances, but after watching what happened to NATO ally Georgia in 2008, both countries ​ particularly Estonia ​ are unsure about the West's ability to come to their aid should Russia actively target them. Instead, Estonia and Latvia tend to look to Sweden and Finland as patrons. These countries hold unique relationships with Russia that could help them curb any Russian action in Latvia and Estonia. 

Lithuania has been more pragmatic about its relationship with Russia, counting on its location away from the Russian border to protect it but not wanting to test Moscow's patience. In recent weeks, Lithuania has been more open to NATO discussions with Russia and negotiations on Russian involvement in the country's energy sector. 

Azerbaijan 

Azerbaijan is important to Russia for many reasons. The Caucasus state does not border Russia and historically has been rather independently minded. However, it could be drawn in not only by the West but by other regional powers, like Turkey and Iran (Azerbaijan borders Iran, which has a sizeable Azerbaijani population). For Russia, controlling Azerbaijan is about preventing other powers from gaining a foothold in the Caucasus. 

Azerbaijan also has access to vast amounts of energy wealth ​ not only because of its own oil and natural gas resources but also because of its geographic location between Central Asia and the West. Many countries want to tap into Azerbaijan's energy potential. The West has developed Azerbaijan's resources in order to have an alternative to Russian energy supplies, while Russia wants to control the flow of Azerbaijan's oil and natural gas supplies. 

Russia's Levers 

Geographic: Azerbaijan's location is a blessing and a curse. It is near many regional powers, but is torn between them. Russia is skilled in playing the regional powers off each other in order to gain more leverage in Azerbaijan. Azerbaijan's main energy route also transits Georgia ​ and Russia proved its willingness to cut that route during the 2008 war. 

Political: Azerbaijan and its neighbor Armenia have been locked in a political conflict over the disputed territory of Nagorno-Karabakh since a war over the region from 1988-1994. Russia is the key power influencing all parties involved in the negotiations and can easily complicate or keep calm this complex standoff. 

Security: Besides the Nagorno-Karabakh dispute, Azerbaijan is also highly concerned with militants from Russia's Muslim regions coming into the country. Baku has complained that Moscow could easily send down militants from Dagestan or Chechnya to destabilize the country if needed. 

Military: Russia has 5,000 troops stationed inside Armenia and has an agreement with Yerevan that it can move the troops to the borders as it pleases. Russia also has a military radar base in Gabala, Azerbaijan, but this is in the process of being shut down. 

Economic: Azerbaijan is in the process of reviving its energy ties to Russia with deals for natural gas purchases to start this year. Russia has also offered to purchase all of Azerbaijan's natural gas. Baku has attempted to diversify where it sends its energy, with links to Europe, Iran and now Russia. But as Russia has proven, it is willing to cut some of these links for its own needs. 

Russia's Success and Roadblocks 

Russia has been quite successful in the past year in re-establishing its influence over Azerbaijan. Though it traditionally has sought to balance itself among the region's three powers, Azerbaijan is now reconsidering its relationship with Turkey and becoming more worried about keeping ties with Iran due to Western pressure. This is beginning to leave Russia as Baku's only option, and Moscow knows it. Furthermore, as the political dispute between Azerbaijan and Armenia heated up due to a proposed political deal between Armenia and Azerbaijan's traditional ally Turkey, Baku felt abandoned by Ankara, and Russia stepped in to console Azerbaijan. Russia has skillfully played each party in this disagreement ​ Azerbaijan, Armenia and Turkey ​ off each other, and gained leverage to use on each one. 

Azerbaijan is still very wary of Russian control, but understands it must deal carefully with Moscow. Unfortunately for Baku, besides other powers' interest in the country and its geographic location, Azerbaijan has few tools at its disposal to counter Russian pressure.

Turkmenistan 

Turkmenistan acts as a buffer for Russia between the critical state of Kazakhstan and the regional power of Iran. It also stands between the former Soviet sphere and the highly unstable South Asian countries of Afghanistan and Pakistan. But Turkmenistan is strategically important to Russia for two other reasons: energy and Uzbekistan. 

Turkmenistan holds the world's fourth-largest natural gas supplies and sizable oil supplies ​something sought by the West, the Far East and the Middle East. Russia wants to ensure that these supplies only go where it wants and do not become competition for Russia's supplies.

Turkmenistan also flanks most of the southern portion of Uzbekistan, Central Asia's natural leader and a country Russia wants to control. Russia has been able to use the long-standing tensions between Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan to its advantage.

Russia's Levers 

Turkmenistan's sparse population and economy makes it difficult to influence, but Russia has some very specific levers in the country. 

Geography and population: Turkmenistan does not border Russia, but its geography and lack of consolidation give Russia easy access. Turkmenistan lacks any geographic protective features, except for its size and the large desert that crosses most of the country. Furthermore, its population is split between the Caspian coast and its border with Uzbekistan and Afghanistan. Russia holds influence over the population in the southeast mainly because the clan that runs that area allegedly is involved in the drug trade, and Russia is said to oversee exports from Turkmenistan through Russia and on to Europe. 

Political and security: As mentioned above, Russia holds great political leverage over the southern Turkmen population because of its control over this area's main economic staple: drugs. This population, led by the Mary Clan, does not run the country politically but could easily challenge the government if it wanted, since it comprises a large percentage of the population. Russia has yet to play this card, but it would not be difficult to do so. 

Military: Russian military influence in Turkmenistan has increased. The country cannot defend itself, especially from its neighbor Uzbekistan, so Russia has supplied the Turkmen military and security forces with arms and training. Russia has placed a small contingent of troops inside Turkmenistan as well in order to deter Uzbekistan. 

Economic: Fifty percent of Turkmenistan's gross domestic product comes from energy, with 90 percent of Turkmen energy supplies transiting Russia. Moscow has proven in the past that it is willing to cut these energy supply routes if politically necessary and knows that doing so would crush Turkmenistan economically. 

Russia's Success and Roadblocks 

Russia has been able to keep Turkmenistan under its thumb via energy and security. The country understands that it is beholden to Russia for the bulk of its economy and for protection from Uzbekistan. However, part of this equation is changing, since Turkmenistan has expanded its energy infrastructure into China ​ a major energy consumer. These links depend on the transit of supplies via Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan but are the start of a diversification of energy shipments and funding for Turkmenistan. 

Uzbekistan 

Uzbekistan is the heart of Central Asia, holding a large bulk of its population and many of its resources. Uzbekistan's population, 27 million, dwarfs that of its neighbors. It holds the world's 11th-largest natural gas reserves and is Central Asia's major electricity exporter. Uzbekistan is self-sufficient in food as well, controlling the fertile Fergana Valley. Its size, resources and location grant Uzbekistan a greater degree of independence than the other Central Asian states.

This independence is something Russia wants to curb. Russia is not so concerned with other powers influencing Uzbekistan ​ though the West, China, Turkey and Iran have tried. Instead Moscow is worried about Uzbekistan becoming a regional leader in its own right, commanding the other Central Asian states. Such a move would shift the whole of Central Asia away from Russian control. Losing Uzbekistan would mean losing half of Kazakhstan (including the critical southern region around Almaty), Turkmenistan, Tajikistan and half of Kyrgyzstan. These areas would end up isolated from Russia. 

Russia's Levers 

Geographic: Uzbekistan is surrounded by former Soviet states. It has no borders with the non-Soviet world, save a very small border with Afghanistan. As long as Russia controls the other states it can influence Uzbekistan to some extent. 

Security: Uzbekistan has faced a great number of security concerns, from its own militant movements in the Fergana Valley to the insurgency in Afghanistan crossing the border. Russia has placed its troops in neighboring countries to counter these militants and can help mold their movements. Moscow also has deep connections with many militant movements in Afghanistan left over from the war in the 1980s. 

Economic: Roughly 21 percent of all Uzbek exports ​ mainly energy, cotton and cars ​ go to Russia. Natural gas accounts for nearly 32 percent of Uzbekistan's exports, and 75 percent of that goes to Russia. Uzbekistan may be self-sufficient in energy and food, but all refined energy products (like lubricants) and most processed foods come from Russia. Russia also controls much of the drug flow out of Central Asia and Afghanistan into Russia and Europe. This drug flow is key to the Uzbek economy and many of the power circles in the country. 

Military: Russia currently has troops near the Uzbek border in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan and has trained Turkmen troops that are stationed on the Turkmen-Uzbek border. 

Russia's Success and Roadblocks 

Russia was briefly successful in pulling Uzbekistan back into the Russian fold in 2005, pushing Tashkent to evict the United States from a military base it was using to get supplies to troops in Afghanistan. 

But as Tashkent has seen its neighbors and other former Soviet states grow closer to Russia, it has moved in the opposite direction. Uzbekistan's reaction to the Russian resurgence has been to become increasingly independent and hostile toward Russia. Tashkent feels it should be the natural and independent leader of Central Asia and does not want Russia ruling the region. Uzbekistan has continued to buck Russia's demands on energy supplies and military locations, and has joined the trend of building pipelines heading to China. In Central Asia, Uzbekistan is Moscow's biggest and most important challenge.
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Russia's Expanding Influence (Part 3): The Extras


Summary
Of the countries in Russia's periphery, there are four which Moscow considers important but not critical to Russia's security: Moldova, Armenia, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. These countries each have value to Moscow but are seen as vulnerable and easy to control. Thus, Russia is keeping them at the bottom of its list of priorities, for now. 
Editor's note: This is part three of a four-part series in which STRATFOR examines Russia's efforts to exert influence beyond its borders.

Analysis

As Moscow surveys its periphery ​ essentially the territory it once controlled as the Soviet Union ​ it places countries in one of three categories: countries it has to control, countries that are not essential but that it wants to control and countries that are valuable but are not in Moscow's sights because they are easy to control. Moldova, Armenia, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan are all in the third category.

These countries are not politically or economically essential for the survival of the Russian state. Aside from Moldova, these states also are not geographically critical; they are important, but Russia has survived without them in the past. Furthermore, because of their inherent weaknesses, Moscow feels that control over them would be easy to maintain. In fact, they are ​ to varying degrees ​ already under Russia's control, through very little exertion on Moscow's part.

Moldova 

Moldova is geographically a key state. It sits above the Bessarabian gap, the lowland between the Carpathian Mountains and the Black Sea that serves as one of two overland routes connecting Eastern and Western Europe (the vast North European Plain being the other). Because of the strategic advantage of the Bessarabian gap, the territory known as Moldova historically has been the object of disputes between the Ottoman and Russian empires. Moldova currently serves as an anchor in the Carpathians that allows Russia to control access between the Balkans and its sphere of influence. Important energy infrastructure traverses the Bessarabian gap between Ukraine and Romania and on to Turkey, simply because sending energy supplies through the Carpathians (or under the Black Sea) is too difficult. Moldova also lies on Ukraine's western border, abutting the most pro-Western part of Ukraine. Whoever controls Moldova controls the western approaches to Odessa and on to Crimea, where Russia houses its Black Sea Fleet.

Regardless of its geographic importance, economically and politically Moldova is an afterthought. It is the poorest country in Europe and is in political disarray. Even after the April 2009 elections that seemed to bring a pro-Western government to power, the country still has not emerged from its political crisis. Moldova could see another general election in the fall, but there is no guarantee that the pro-Western parties will consolidate their hold on power in the polls. 

Furthermore, Russia has firm control of Moldova's breakaway province of Transdniestria. This is sufficient for Moscow, since it really only needs a foothold in Moldova, not necessarily control of the whole country (and the costs that would accompany such control). Situated on the eastern bank of the Dniestr River, Transdniestria serves as a foothold for Russia in the Carpathians, gives Moscow a presence in the Bessarabian gap, and borders Ukraine, which is far more important to Russia than Moldova. 

Russia's Levers 

Geography and politics: With Ukraine re-entering Moscow's fold, Moldova is again directly on the border of Russia's sphere of influence. Despite changes in government in Chisinau and the collapse of the Communist Party's rule, Transdniestria is still firmly beholden to Moscow. Meanwhile, the Communist Party of Moldova ​ although not currently in government ​ is still the largest single party in the country and still has substantial popular support. It is also not clear that the four pro-Western parties in power will be able to sustain their coalition. 

Population: Moldovans have very close ethnic ties with their neighbors the Romanians, but the breakaway province of Transdniestria has a Russian-Ukrainian majority. 

Energy and economy: Moldova depends entirely on Russia for natural gas supplies. In fact, natural gas accounted for 47 percent of total imports from Russia to Moldova and was valued at around $238 million in 2008 ​ nearly 4 percent of Moldova's gross domestic product (GDP). Russian control of Transdniestria on economic matters is total. It holds around two-thirds of the province's debt and forwarded it a $200 million loan in 2009 and is considering another in 2010. Russia also offered Moldova a $500 million loan while Communist leader Vladimir Voronin was ostensibly still in power in Chisinau. Russia is also a key market for Moldovan goods; some 20 percent of Moldovan exports go to Russian markets. 

Military: Around 350 Russian troops are stationed in Transdniestria, the remnants of Russia's involvement in the 1992 war between Moldova and the breakaway province. Transdniestria has also offered to host Russia's Iskander tactical missiles as a response to the U.S. decision to place a ballistic missile defense system in Romania. 

Intelligence: Russian intelligence agencies like to use Moldova as a gateway into Europe, especially because of the close links between Moldova and Romania. Because the pro-Moscow Communist Party had ruled Moldova from 2001 to 2009, it will take the current pro-Western government considerable time to sufficiently vet Moldova's intelligence services and free them of Russian influence. Furthermore, Russia uses its military personnel stationed in Transdniestria for gathering intelligence. Five Russian intelligence officers stationed as ordinary military personnel in Transdniestria were arrested Feb. 3 in Odessa, Ukraine, for allegedly conducting operations to acquire Ukrainian military secrets. 

Russia's Success and Roadblocks

Russia believes its robust presence in Transdniestria is sufficient to keep Moldova under control. However, there is a debate in the Kremlin over whether Russia should be more concerned about Moldova and perhaps consider it crucial to Russian security, in which case Moscow could consider increasing its efforts in Moldova. 

With Ukraine back in Russia's orbit, extending control into Moldova seems natural. But beyond that, Russia wants to counter Romania's rising influence in Moldova. Moldovans are extremely similar to Romanians linguistically and culturally. Romania, particularly under the leadership of President Traian Basescu, has moved aggressively to pull Moldova into its sphere of influence, going so far as to spur public talk of unification and to offer Romanian passports to a large number of Moldovans. Russia may be content to leave Moldova among the countries it is not worried about as long as Chisinau remains politically chaotic, but it likely would not accept a Moldova wholly dominated by ​ or integrated into ​ Romania. Moscow could therefore upgrade Moldova's status, making it a country of considerable interest, if it feels Bucharest is making too many gains. 

Armenia 

Armenia's primary importance is in its geography. It is at the center of the south Caucasus and splits natural allies Turkey and Azerbaijan, preventing Ankara from having direct access to the energy-rich Caspian Sea region and therefore preventing Europe from accessing those resources. Armenia also partially seals off Iran's influence from the Caucasus. 

Armenia is thoroughly entrenched in the Russian sphere of influence. This was not always the case ​ technically it only began in the early 2000s ​ but enveloping Armenia was a process that Moscow completed quickly. Today, its economy is propped up by Moscow and Russia has troops stationed on its soil, both as a deterrent to any potential hostility with Azerbaijan and as a way to keep an eye on neighboring Iran and Turkey.

The Kremlin is not focused on Armenia at the moment because Yerevan is so beholden to Moscow that Russia does not need to exert any effort to maintain its foothold in the country. In short, Armenia is too weak to worry about. 

Russia's Levers

Geography: Geographic disadvantages hobble Armenia's economy from the outset. Armenia is a tiny, landlocked country in the Caucasus Mountains. Even if Armenia did have access to the sea, it has virtually no natural resources of value. It does export electricity and gasoline to Iran, due to refining and electricity generating infrastructure left over from the Soviet era, but even then it depends on imports of raw materials for those exports. Armenia's border with Turkey is closed, and its border with Georgia is partially closed. Russia is by far Armenia's strongest ally in the region. 

Politics: Armenian President Serzh Sarkisian is a strong Russian ally. Russia recently has increased its political influence by encouraging a normalization of ties between Armenia and Turkey, which has disrupted the fragile relations in the region. The negotiations between Armenia and Turkey have increased tensions between Armenia and Azerbaijan by bringing the issue of the disputed breakaway region of Nagorno-Karabakh into focus. Azerbaijan has started drifting away from its traditional ally Turkey because it feels abandoned by Ankara on the Nagorno-Karabakh issue. Thus, the Turkey-Armenia talks have brought both Armenia and Azerbaijan closer to Russia. 

Population: Russians make up a very small percentage of Armenia's population, but Russia has one of the largest Armenian diasporas in the world, numbering between 1.5 and 2.5 million. Armenia and Russia share an Orthodox Christian religion. 

Economy: Economy and ethnic levers are interrelated, since Armenia depends so much on remittances from Armenians abroad (remittances amounted to 18.5 percent of Armenia's GDP in 2006). Russia also essentially owns all of the strategic energy, rail and telecommunications assets (among many others) in Armenia. Moscow has consolidated its influence by taking control of any piece of infrastructure that could help Armenia break away from Russia's grip, including a natural gas pipeline connecting the country to Iran, Armenia's only other regional ally. 

Military/Security: Russia has more than 5,000 troops stationed in Armenia and has been discussing deploying even more as part of its Collective Security Treaty Organization rapid-reaction force. Russia uses Armenia to project power in the region and to flank pro-Western Georgia. Armenia also has a long-time rivalry with Azerbaijan, and the two countries fought a bloody war in the early 1990s over Nagorno-Karabakh. Although Armenia won the war ​ and today controls Nagorno-Karabakh and the region between Armenia and the province ​ Azerbaijan has since upgraded its military substantially. If Armenia wants to have any real chance of winning the next military confrontation with Azerbaijan, it needs a powerful sponsor to sustain it economically and provide it military support. 

Russia's Success and Roadblocks

Armenia is squarely within Russia's sphere of influence. However, Yerevan has a very good relationship with Tehran, fostered by its exports of gasoline and electricity as well as common mistrust ​ if not outright hostility ​ toward Azerbaijan. Armenia also uses its diaspora in the West to keep good relations open with countries like France and the United States, both of which have considered sponsoring Armenia. However, neither country wants to anger Turkey ​ a key NATO ally ​ or Azerbaijan, which are seen as keys to Europe's diversification from Russian energy resources, by becoming Armenia's patron.

The current negotiations between Turkey and Armenia could throw the region's dynamics into flux. If Armenia or Azerbaijan reverts to using force to resolve the Nagorno-Karabakh dispute, Russia and Turkey could find themselves drawn into a confrontation neither wants. 

Kyrgyzstan 

Kyrgyzstan is important for Russia for three reasons. First, it abuts a major regional power ​ China ​ thus giving whoever controls Kyrgyzstan a good position from which to monitor Chinese moves in the region. It also encircles the Fergana Valley, Uzbekistan's key population and agricultural center. Kyrgyzstan leaves Uzbekistan's core exposed, because Kyrgyzstan controls the high ground ​ a valuable position for pressuring Uzbekistan. Third, the Kyrgyz capital is situated close to Kazakhstan. Kyrgyzstan's borders are an example of creative Soviet mapmaking; geographically, Bishkek is more part of Kazakhstan than Kyrgyzstan and is only 120 miles from the largest Kazakh city, Almaty. Bishkek is in fact situated on the northern slopes of the Tian Shan mountain range, while the rest of the population is mainly situated on the slopes around the Fergana Valley. Between the two population centers is an almost impenetrable mountain range. 

Furthermore, the Kyrgyz are ethnically and linguistically more closely related to the Kazakhs than any other Central Asian ethnic group. Thus, a Russian-dominated Kyrgyzstan can be used as a lever against Kazakhstan if needed. And because of Kyrgyzstan's poverty and helplessness, Russia does not have to expend much energy to dominate it.

Russia's levers 

Kyrgyzstan's mountainous terrain is one of the drug flow routes into Russia (though more drugs flow through Tajikistan). Russia uses the pretext of these drug flows ​ some of which are profitable for Russian organized crime elements ​ as a reason to be heavily involved in Kyrgyz security matters. 

Politics: Kyrgyz President Kurmanbek Bakiyev came to power in the pro-Western Tulip Revolution in 2005. However, Bakiyev ​ the main political actor in the country ​ never followed through with pro-Western reforms and maintains close relations with Russia. 

Military and security: Russia has a military base in Kant, and in July 2009 Kyrgyzstan granted Russia permission to build another base in Osh near the border with Uzbekistan, a region that has seen violence in the past between ethnic Uzbeks and Kyrgyzs. Russia also has military installations in Kara Balta, Bishkek and Karakol. 

Economy: Russia pays a hefty sum ​ raised to $2 billion in late 2008 ​ to lease its military installations in Kyrgyzstan. Russia has also pledged to assist Kyrgyzstan in building hydroelectric power stations because Uzbekistan frequently cuts natural gas exports and removed its electricity from the joint Central Asian power grid, on which Kyrgyzstan greatly depends. Large numbers of Kyrgyz migrants work in Russia, sending home remittances that made up more than 30 percent of GDP in 2006 (though with the onset of the economic crisis in Russia, these numbers have dropped). 

Population: Russians make up a considerable minority in Kyrgyzstan, at around 9 percent of the total population. It is not as large as Russian minorities in other reaches of the former Soviet empire, but important enough that Russia can use its new policy of protecting Russians abroad to pressure Kyrgyzstan in the future, if needed. 

Russia's Success and Roadblocks

Kyrgyzstan is so dependent on Russia economically that it has no real counterlevers. However, Bishkek has used the U.S. presence at the Manas air base to extract monetary benefits from Russia. Moscow has used Kyrgyzstan's close proximity to Afghanistan as a bargaining chip with the West, while Kyrgyzstan has flip-flopped on whether to allow the United States to use Manas for its efforts in Afghanistan. Moscow is miffed about the U.S. presence in Kyrgyzstan, but understands that the United States is consumed by the conflict in Afghanistan and will tolerate Russian control of Kyrgyzstan in return for reliable access to Manas. Russia has made it very clear to all of the Central Asian countries that they have to go through Russia when they deal with the United States. Memories of the August 2008 Russo-Georgian war help to ensure compliance. 

Tajikistan 

Tajikistan is Iran's traditional foothold in Central Asia. Though the countries are separated by both Turkmenistan and Afghanistan, Tajiks are ethnic Persians and thus share linguistic and ethnic bonds with Iran. Geographically, Tajikistan also cuts Uzbekistan's access into the Fergana Valley. Considering that Uzbekistan is the powerhouse of Central Asia, Tajikistan's potential to interfere with Uzbekistan's ability to consolidate its core and the rest of its territory is a significant lever. Finally, much like Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan is home to several Russian military bases and because of its geography it is also a primary route for drug smuggling from Afghanistan into Russia. This makes it a key Central Asian state for security considerations. 

However, just as with Kyrgyzstan, Moscow has sufficient levers on Tajikistan that it does not consider it a priority for consolidation right now. 

Russia's levers

Geography: Because Tajikistan does not border Russia, it might appear to be in a good position to avoid pressure from Moscow. However, Tajikistan's proximity to and enmity with Uzbekistan means that it needs a patron to protect it. Despite Iran's interest in the country, Russia is the only state with the financial and military muscle to fit that role. 

Politics: Tajik President Emomali Rakhmon has been in power since the Soviet Union broke up in 1991 and is seen as pro-Russian with virtually no significant pro-Western leanings. Like other Central Asian presidents, Rakhmon clamps down on all opposition and is entrenched in power. 

Economy: In 2006, prior to the financial crisis, Tajik migrants working mainly in Russia sent back remittances that made up more than 35 percent of the country's GDP. These numbers have been dropping since the financial crisis, but remittances from Russia are still a key contribution to the country's economy. Russia also supplies billions of dollars each year in both food and monetary aid to the country and mediates between Tajikistan and its neighbors to get electricity supplies to the country. 

Military and security: Tajikistan is a key route for access to Afghanistan and provides key air space passage for U.S. flights from Kyrgyzstan. However, when the United States was forced out of its base in Uzbekistan at Karshi-Khanabad in 2005 and began looking around for new bases in Central Asia, Russia moved in to prevent the establishment of a U.S. military presence in Tajikistan. Russian forces were already positioned at facilities in Dushanbe (and a military space monitoring complex in Nurek). Moscow then immediately moved into bases in Kurgan-Tyube, Kulyab and Khujand, leaving the United States with rights to the airspace, but little else. 

Russia's Success and Roadblocks

In the long term, Tajikistan could turn to Iran for patronage, but Tehran does not want to be on Russia's bad side because it depends on Moscow's support in its standoff with the West. Also, it would be difficult for Iran to support Tajikistan because Tehran lacks Moscow's financial and military reach. Tajikistan is therefore left with very few counterlevers to Moscow. 

Russia meanwhile does not feel that it has to do much to keep Tajikistan in line; like Kyrgyzstan, it is an impoverished country in which Russia has a military presence, and its options are severely limited. 

Russia feels relatively comfortable about its position in all four of these countries. Moldova is the only one that elicits debate in the Kremlin, and it could very well start moving up the list of priorities if the pro-Western forces in Chisinau begin to consolidate their hold on power or if Bucharest becomes more aggressive. For now, however, Russia will leave these countries to simmer on the back burner while it prepares to deal with the main course in Ukraine, Belarus, Georgia and Kazakhstan.
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Russia's Expanding Influence, Part 4: The Major Players
Summary
Russia is working to form an understanding with regional powers outside the former Soviet sphere in order to facilitate its plans to expand its influence in key former Soviet states. These regional powers ​ Germany, France, Turkey and Poland ​ could halt Russia's consolidation of control if they chose to, so Moscow is working to make neutrality, if not cooperation, worth their while.

Editor's note: This is part four of a four-part series in which STRATFOR examines Russia's efforts to exert influence beyond its borders.

Analysis

Today's Russia cannot simply roll tanks over the territories it wants included in its sphere of influence. Its consolidation of control in Eastern Europe, the Caucasus and Central Asia would be difficult, if not impossible, if Moscow faced opposition from an array of forces. Moscow's resurgence in its old Soviet turf is possible because the United States is distracted with issues in the Islamic world, but also because regional powers surrounding Russia are not unified in opposition to the Kremlin. 

Moscow is working to cultivate an understanding with regional powers outside the former Soviet Union that are critical to its expansion: Germany, France, Turkey and Poland. If these countries committed to halting Russia's resurgence, Moscow would be stymied. This is why Russia is determined to develop an understanding ​ if not also a close cooperative relationship ​ with each of these countries that will clearly delineate the Russian sphere of influence, give each country incentive to cooperate and warn each country about opposing Moscow openly.

This is not a new policy for Russia. Especially before the Cold War with the West, Moscow traditionally had a nuanced policy of alliances and understandings. Germany and Russia have cooperated many times; Russia was one of the German Empire's first true allies, through the Dreikaiserbund, and was the only country to cooperate with post-Versailles Germany with the 1922 Treaty of Rapallo. Russia was also France's first ally after the 1870 Franco-Prussian war ​ an alliance whose main purpose was to isolate Germany. 

Russia's history with modern Turkey (and its ancestor the Ottoman Empire) and Poland admittedly has far fewer examples of cooperation. Russia throughout the 19th century coveted territory held by the crumbling Ottoman Empire ​ especially around the Black Sea and in the Balkans ​ and had plans for dominating Poland. Currently, however, Moscow understands that the two regional powers with most opportunities to subvert its resurgence are Poland (in Belarus, Ukraine and the Baltic states) and Turkey (in the Caucasus). 

Germany

Germany is the most important regional power with which Russia wants to create an understanding. Berlin is the largest European economy, an economic and political leader within the European Union and a key market for Russian energy exports ​ with Russian natural gas exports filling 47 percent of Germany's natural gas needs. German opposition to Russian consolidation in Eastern Europe would create problems, especially since Berlin could rally Central Europeans wary of Moscow to oppose Russia's resurgence. However, Germany has offered little resistance to Russia's increasing influence in Eastern Europe. In fact, it has primarily been Germany's opposition to NATO membership for Ukraine and Georgia that stymied Washington's plans to push NATO's boundaries further eastward.

If it chose to, Germany could become Russia's greatest roadblock. It is geographically more of a threat than the United States, due to its position on the North European Plain and the Baltic Sea, and it is a leader in the European Union and could offer Ukraine and Belarus substantial political and economic alternatives to their ties to Russia. With this in mind, Russia has decided to make cooperation worthwhile for Berlin. 

Russia's Levers 

Russia's obvious lever in Germany is natural gas exports. Germany wants a reliable flow of energy, and it is not willing to suffer blackouts or freezing temperatures for the sake of a Western-oriented Ukraine or Georgia. Germany initially fumed in 2005 over Russian gas cutoffs to Ukraine, but later realized that it was much easier to make an arrangement with Russia and back off from supporting Ukraine's Western ambitions. Moscow carefully managed subsequent Russian gas disputes with Ukraine to limit German exposure, and Berlin has since fully turned against Kiev, which it now sees as an unreliable transit route. 

Germany is expanding its energy relationship with Russia, since the upcoming Nord Stream pipeline will not only make more natural gas available to German consumers and industry, it will also make Germany a key transit route for Russian gas. The Nord Stream pipeline project also suggests that Germany does not just want Russia's gas; it wants to be Russia's main distributor to Central Europe, which would give Berlin even more political power over its neighbors. 

Russia has also very directly offered Germany a key role in the upcoming privatizations in Russia. Russian Prime Minister Vladimir Putin personally has invited German businesses to invest in Russia. Putin also personally intervened in the General Motors Corp.-Opel dispute in 2009, offering to save Opel and German jobs ​ a move designed to curry favor with German Chancellor Angela Merkel before Germany's September 2009 general elections.

Another prominent example of the budding economic relationship between Berlin and Moscow is German industrial giant Siemens' decision to end its partnership with French nuclear giant Areva, to which it felt it would always be a junior partner, and begin cooperating with Russia's Atomenergoprom. Siemens and Atomenergoprom will work together to develop nuclear power plants in Russia, Germany and other countries. 

France

France and Germany are important partners for Russia because Moscow needs guarantees that its resurgence in Eastern Europe and the Caucasus will not face opposition from a united EU front. Initiatives such as the Swedish-Polish "Eastern Partnership" ​ which seeks to upgrade relations between the EU states and most former Soviet Union states ​ are seen as a threat to Moscow's sphere of influence. The Kremlin feels it can keep these Central European initiatives from gaining steam by setting up informal understandings with Paris and Berlin.

France is a key part of this effort because Russia considers it ​ rightfully so ​ as the political leader of the European Union. Moscow therefore wants to secure a mutually beneficial relationship with Paris.

Russia's Levers 

Russia has less leverage over France than over any of the other regional powers discussed. In fact, Russia and France have few overlapping geopolitical interests. Historically, they have intersected occasionally in North Africa, Southeast Asia and the Middle East, but contemporary Moscow is concentrating on its near abroad, not global dominance. France does not depend on trade with Russia for export revenue and is one of the few continental European powers not to depend on Russia for energy; 76 percent of France's energy comes from nuclear power.

This is why Moscow is making every effort to offer Paris the appropriate "sweeteners," many of which were agreed upon during Russian President Dmitri Medvedev's visit to France on March 2. One of the most recent ​ and most notable ​ is a deal to purchase the $700 million French Mistral-class helicopter carrier. This would be the Russian military's first major purchase of non-Russian technology and would give Russia a useful offensive weapon to put pressure on the Baltic states and the Caucasus (via the Black Sea). Russia has suggested that it may want to purchase four vessels in total for $2.2 billion ​ something that recession-hit Paris would be hard pressed to decline. 

Russia has worked hard on getting energy-independent France involved in its energy projects. French energy behemoth Total owns a quarter of the enormous Barents Sea Shtokman gas field and on Feb. 5 reiterated its commitment to the project despite announced delays in production from 2013 to 2016. French energy company EDF is also negotiating entry into the South Stream natural gas pipeline, while energy company GDF Suez signed an agreement with Gazprom for a 9 percent stake in Nord Stream on March 2. Furthermore, France's Societe Generale and Renault both have interests in Russia through ownership of Russian enterprises, and French train manufacturer Alstom has agreed to invest in Russia's Transmashholding.

Finally, Russia knows how to play to France's ​ particularly French President Nicolas Sarkozy's ​ need to be the diplomatic center of attention. Russia gives France and Sarkozy the respect reserved for Europe's leader, for example by allowing Sarkozy to negotiate and take credit for the peace deal that ended the Russo-Georgian war in August 2008. This is no small gesture from Paris' perspective since France is constantly under pressure to prove its leadership mettle compared to the richer and more powerful Germany. 

Turkey

Turkey is a rising regional power looking to expand its influence mainly along the lines of the former Ottoman Empire. Like an adolescent testing his or her own strengths and limitations, Turkey is not focused on any one area, but rather surveying the playing field. Moscow has allowed Turkey to become focused, however, on the negotiations with Armenia, presenting itself as a facilitator but in reality managing the negotiations behind the scenes. 

Russia wants to manage its relationship with Turkey for two main reasons: to guarantee its dominance of the Caucasus and assure that Turkey remains committed to transporting Russia's ​ rather than someone else's ​ energy to Europe. Russia also wants to make sure that Turkey does not use its control of the Bosporus to close off the Black Sea to Russian trade, particularly oil exports from Novorossiysk. 

Russia's Levers 

Moscow's main lever with Ankara is energy. Turkey depends on Russia for 65 percent of its natural gas and 40 percent of its oil imports. Russia is also looking to expand its investments in Turkey, with refineries and nuclear power plants under discussion. 

The second key lever is political. Moscow has encouraged Russian-dominated Armenia to entertain Turkish offers of negotiations. However, this has caused a rift between Turkey and its traditional ally Azerbaijan. Azerbaijan does not want to see Armenia and Turkey conclude their negotiations without first winning concessions from Armenia over the de facto Armenian controlled Nagorno-Karabakh region. The negotiation process ​ openly encouraged by Moscow ​ therefore has forced energy-rich Azerbaijan into Russia's arms and strained the relationship between Ankara and Baku. 

Russia has plenty of other levers on Turkey, trade being the most obvious. Turkey's exports to Russia are considerable; 5 percent of its total exports in 2008 went to Russia (though that number dipped in 2009 due to the recession). Russia has cut this trade off before ​ like in August 2008, when Turkey and NATO held maneuvers in the Black Sea ​ as a warning to Ankara. Russia is also considering selling Turkey its advanced air defense system, the S-400.

Poland

The final regional power with which Russia wants an understanding is Poland. Poland may not be as powerful as the other three ​ either economically or politically ​ but it has considerable influence in Ukraine and Belarus and has taken it upon itself to champion expansion of the European Union eastward. Furthermore, the U.S. military could eventually use Poland as a base from which to threaten the Russian exclave of Kaliningrad along with Belarus, Ukraine and the Baltic Sea. Moscow thus sees the U.S. plan to position a Patriot air defense battery ​ or any part of the BMD system ​ in Poland as a key threat. 

Russia does not want to see the U.S.-Polish alliance blossom, allowing the United States ​ once it extricates itself from the Middle East ​ to reposition itself on Russia's borders. 

Russia's Levers 

The most obvious lever Russia has in Poland is energy. Poland imports around 57 percent of its natural gas from Russia, a number that is set to rise to more than 70 percent with the new Polish-Russian natural gas deal signed in January. Poland is also planning on switching a considerable part of its electricity production from coal to natural gas ​ in order to meet EU greenhouse gas emission standards ​ thus making Russian natural gas imports a key source of energy. Poland also imports more than 90 percent of its oil from Russia. 

Poland, as a NATO member state, is under the U.S. nuclear umbrella. However, as Polish politicians often point out, NATO has offered very few real guarantees to Poland's security. Russia maintains a considerable military presence in nearby Kaliningrad, with more than 200 aircraft, 23,000 troops and half of Russia's Baltic fleet stationed between Poland and Lithuania. Russia has often used military exercises ​ such as the massive Zapad military maneuvers with Belarus in September 2009 ​ to put pressure on Poland and the Baltic states. 

But despite a tense relationship, Russian Prime Minister Vladimir Putin has launched something of a charm offensive on Warsaw, and particularly on Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk, who is seen as much more pragmatic than the anti-Russian President Lech Kaczynski. Putin made a highly symbolic gesture by being present at the September 2009 ceremonies in Gdansk marking the 70th anniversary of the German invasion of Poland. He also addressed the Polish people in a letter published by Polish daily Gazeta Wyborcza in which he condemned the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, a nonaggression treaty between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. Putin has also made a point to smooth relations between Poland and Russia on the issue of the Katyn massacre of Polish officers by Soviet troops in World War II, inviting Tusk to attend the first ever Russian-organized ceremonies marking the event.

The charm offensive is intended to outmaneuver the knee-jerk anti-Russians among the Polish elites and to make sure that Poland does not create problems for Russia in its efforts to expand influence in its near abroad. It is similar to the charm offensives the Soviet Union used that intended to illustrate to the European left and center-left that the Kremlin's intentions were benign and that the right-wing "obsessions" about the Kremlin were irrational. 

Ultimately, Moscow's strategy is to assure that Germany, France, Turkey and Poland stay out of ​ or actively support ​ Russia's consolidation efforts in the former Soviet sphere. Russia does not need the four powers to be its allies ​ although it certainly is moving in that direction with Germany (and possibly France). Rather, it hopes to reach an understanding with them on where the Russian sphere ends, and establish a border that is compatible with Russian interests.


