Moldavia and the interference of Russian security options at imperial frontiers
- STRATEGIC CROSSROADS  -

“Today, in spite of its size and the corresponding opportunities, the Republic of Moldavia becomes one of the key points in the CIS for Russia.”

"Nezavisimaia Gazeta" - August 2000

The Republic of Moldavia: basic data


Area: 33.700 square km. Distances: North-South – 350 km, West-East – 150 km. Position: between the rivers Prut and Nistru. Neighbors: Romania, Ukraine. Climate: temperate continental. Relief: plain with hills, forest, forest-steppe, steppe. Max. Altitude: 430 meters.


Population: 4.463.000 inhabitants, of which 64,5% “Moldavians”, 14% Ukrainians, 13% Russians, 3,5% Gagauzians, 2% Bulgarians; 1,5% Jews etc. Religion: 98,5% Orthodox Christians, 1,5% Mosaic. 47% of the population is urban. 


Capital: Chisinau – 800 000 inhabitants, of which 50% Russians. Other important towns: Tiraspol, 194 000 inhabitants, of which 70% Russians; Balti, 157 000 inhabitants, Tighina/Bender, 137 000 inhabitants.


Official language: “Moldavian”.


President: Vladimir Voronin. 

Short History 

Present-day Moldavia is less than a half of the medieval principality of Moldavia, one of the three medieval Romanian states (the other two being Muntenia and Transilvania). The old capital of Moldavian Principality is Iasi (nowadays, the second largest city of Romania). The territory of the Republic of Moldavia is the historic region of Bessarabia (part of medieval Moldavia).

In 1812, the Russian Empire occupied the region of Basarabia, the eastern part of Moldavia Principality, and began an aggressive process of assimilation of the local population.  The Romanian language was banned in school, church and administration. In 1859, the remaining part of the independent Moldavian Principality united with Muntenia and formed the Kingdom of Romania. 

In 1917, the Russian Empire collapsed and Basarabian Romanians formed the Democratic Republic of Moldavia (DRM), which lasted only six months. In March 1918, the Legislature of the DRM voted to unite with Romania. Later that year Bucovina, another part of the Moldavian principality (under Austrian occupation since 1795), and Transylvania voted to unite with Romania, thus forming the first state comprising all the ethnic Romanians, referred to as Greater Romania.

Following the signing of the Soviet-German Non-Aggression Treaty of 23 August 1939, also known as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, the Soviet Union occupied Eastern Poland.  In 1940, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, several counties of Finland, as well as Bessarabia and Northern Bucovina were also occupied by the Soviet Union. Large-scale repressions were launched and thousands of people were executed.  Hundreds of thousands of people were deported to Siberian concentration camps known as Gulags. 

In June 1941, Romania re-annexed it lost territories. However, in August 1944 Russian armies occupied Bessarabia and Northern Bucovina for the third time in the last two hundred years. It was the most inhumane of the three occupations and its results have had lasting effects on the people. Northern Bucovina, one county of northern Bessarabia and two counties of southern Bessarabia were transferred to Ukraine. Local Romanians (Moldavians) were deported or exterminated and Ukrainians and Russians settled in the region. Now the proportion of Romanians in Southern Bessarabia (part of the Odesa region in Ukraine) is around 20%, and in Northern Bucovina and Northern Bessarabia (Cernauti region in Ukraine) – around 25%.

The remainder of the country became the Moldavian Soviet Socialist Republic. The Soviet authorities continued old practices of de-nationalization of the local population. Latin alphabet for Romanian language was replaced with Cyrillic alphabet, and the resulting language was named “Moldavian.” The official Soviet propaganda was designed to persuade Moldavia’s Romanians that they constitute a separate nation, in opposition to Romanians.  Many Romanian schools were closed and the local Orthodox Church wasn transferred to the authority of the Moscow Patriarch. Moldavians were encouraged and sometimes forced to move to Russia for jobs and hundreds of thousands of Russians and Ukrainians were brought to larger cities in Moldavia, especially to serve in government positions. Consequently, the ethnic composition of the population changed dramatically. This change is reflected in the ethnic makeup of the current Moldavia population. This is especially true in the Transnistria region, which comprises eastern districts of Moldavia. In this region, in 1989 Romanians constituted 40% of the population, as compared to 65% in Moldavia as a whole.

The Movement for National Revival and Liberation was formed in the late eighties. As early as 1989, Moldavia introduced Romanian as the official language of the country. Full independence was declared on August 27, 1991. The move was followed by the setting up of customs offices on the border with Ukraine, the demand that Soviet armies leave the republic, and the assumption of full control over the Moldavia KGB. A Moldavian national army was also founded. 

Moldavia’s independence was soon recognized abroad and it has since become a member of a number of multilateral organizations such as the UN, the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and the IMF. 

In 1992, separatists in the Transnistria region of Moldavia incited an armed conflict, demanding special status for the region and recognition of the country as a confederation of two equal states. They were openly supported by the Russian 14th Army, illegally stationed in Transnistria, and their armed forces were reinforced with Russian officers wanted for criminal charges in Latvia and Estonia. A cease-fire since 1992 has eased tensions; however, the region is still in crisis. The economic situation is worse there than in any other part of the country and the laws of Moldavia are not enforced there. The region is considered to be a closed society and most newspapers from other parts of Moldavia are not available. Romanian language is banned and the local ethnic Moldavian population is marginalized and oppressed.

The present “Republic of Moldavia” has proclaimed its independence at of August 27, 1991. It has soon afterwards become member in UNO, OSCE, North Atlantic Cooperation Council, NATO Peace Partnership, of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation Council, Central European Initiative, and at the same time, of the Community of Independent States (CIS). Moldavia is the first state of CSI accepted as a member in the European Council, in July 13 1995. The Moldavian Constitution, adopted at July 29, 1994, guarantees the autonomy of the Administrative-Territorial Unity Gagauzia, and of the region of Transnistria. In 1994, Moldavia rejected, through referendum, the unification with Romania. After the alteration of its Constitution, in July 2000, Moldavia became a representative democracy, with a parliamentary government system.


2001 – A decisive year for Moldova

Economically speaking, The Republic of Moldavia is passing through one of its most difficult periods after 1991. After the Russian economic crisis of 1998, the Moldavian imports and exports have crushed down because of the dependency of the country to the ex-Soviet area. The external debts towards Russia, Ukraine and Romania, connected especially with the imports of energy, are weighing on the deficient budget of the Republic. One of the branches, which are still ensuring a certain economic balance –the agriculture –, has been seriously affected by the prolonged drought. Practically, the Republic of Moldavia is risking to begin the year 2001 without energetic resources, without enough food for the people, and, what is even more serious, without the necessary financial resources to compensate these lacks.


As for the problem of Transnistria, the things are far from any short time solution. Even though officially it is a part of the territory of the Republic of Moldavia, Transnistria actually has a government, which is leading the region, but which nobody recognizes. In the particular issue of retiring of the 14th Army, the diplomatic agreements with Russia through which the army was supposed to be retired have generally speaking been closed, but no concrete measures have been applied yet. In perspective, he only real chance for Moldavia would be to be included within the European and Euro-Atlantic integration process. This year is also crucial because at the end of it the deadline for the retirement of the Russian troupes of the Moldavian territory, from Transnistria more precisely, expires. It is clear that Russia is not going to respect its promises and is therefore looking for a way to solve this situation without giving up the military regional control it possesses. 


The Russian politics is one of maintaining its control over a territory that is sure (Transnistria), which offers the possibility to control a larger area (Moldavia), through its alleged mediation within the conflict. Russia is posing as a “guardian of peace”, using its troupes and the economic mechanisms, while the Republic of Moldavia is maintained in a state of isolation, which in the long run can generate nothing else but political and economic dependency. The duplicitary political class of Chisinau has an important contribution at this whole situation, as it is evidently under the influence and sometimes even under the control of Kremlin.

The polarization of the political spectrum – pro- and anti-soviet

After the last election we have in Moldavia a bi-polar political field, with the Communists at one pole, and the Christian-Democrats at the other. The Communists have publicly declared that the Christian-Democrats are their direct political enemies, and their campaign was consequently oriented against them. Voronin’s group is representing the interests of the ex-soviet nomenklatura, and he himself is one of the leading representatives of it. The Communists are saying clearly that their goal is the integration within CIS, and they reject the European Union, and they will join the Russia-Belarus Union. 

General social-economic data

The CIS states – 58% of the export volume of the Republic of Moldavia

Between January and November 2000, 58% of the total export of the Republic of Moldavia went to the CIS states (422, 8 million USD), 21,9% - to the states of the European Union, and only 13,6% to the states from Central and Eastern Europe.

Western economic presence

Investments in the Moldavian market:

The Western states with the main investments in the Republic of Moldavia are USA, Germany, France, the Great Britain, Spain, and among the companies with the highest investments are “Union Fenosa” (Spain), Sudzucker (Germany), France Telecom (France), KNAUF (Germany), QBE Insurance Group (Australia), Steillman (Germany), Moldcell (Turkey), BTR (the Turkish-Romanian Bank), Grape Valley (Moldova-Ireland) şi Farmaco (USA).


The total amount of direct investments in Moldavia, between 1992-1999, is around 366 million USD – a rather small figure.

The banking system:


In the circumstance of a constant decline of the economic indicators, the Moldavian banking system cannot ensure a sustainable credit system anymore, or a system to ensure that those receiving credit are actually making the payments in due time. The financial flux is very modest and slow. The banks have almost no means to operate on the financial market, while the financial market itself is restricted because of the high risks. 

The fiscal policy:

There are three factors, which determinate the fiscal policy in Moldavia. The first one is the general recession, which drastically reduces the taxing basis. The second one is the incapacity of the fiscal administration to collect taxes, as a result of the high fiscal evasion and of the corruption. The third factor is the lack of the adequate adjustments of the expenses.

The stock exchange and the financial market:


Compared to other countries, the financial market in the Republic of Moldavia is quite small, almost non-existent. The volume of the stock exchange transactions in Moldavia is 100 smaller than in the Czech Republic – to compare it with a small country. The market liquidities are practically null, because both the financial means and the movable values. 

The corruption: 


Moldavia is occupying the 4th place in Europe and the 13th in the world – according to Transparency Internaţional (TI), international organization against corruption, based in Berlin, and established in 1993. The black market quota is evaluated by the experts at 50 to 70%! The money laundering and the different kinds of illegal income are general phenomena. We can appreciate that Moldova is the typical example of a criminal economy.

The illegal business:


According to the official data of the Internal Affairs Ministry of Moldova, there are around 50 organized crime gangs, which have their own territories and spheres of influence, their own laws applicable and abided by the members.


One of the most important tasks of the leaders of the mafia gangs is to organize the so-called bank of the community, “obceask”. These serve the purpose of laundering the money coming from criminal activities, and the amount is important, considering the fact that the drug trafficking is estimated at an amount of 200-250 million USD. 

The intersection between political factors and criminal gangs 

While the organized criminal gangs in Russia are “covered” by their political relations, the particularity of the organized crime in Moldavia is that the gangs here are directly controlled and leaded by politicians. The black Mafia elements are fighting for areas in the country (there are 8 such areas in Chisinau), and the white-collar elements are taking actions in the strategic economic sectors, like the energetic sector, the oil, alcohol, or sugar market, the banks and the tourism etc.

Five big groupings are fighting over the significant percent of the Moldavian economy: the “Voronin” group, the “Snegur” group, the “Matei” group, the “Sangheli” group and the “Andronic” group. The common denominator for all of them is their anti-Romanian orientation, loud or silenced. Generally speaking, all these groups that are leading Moldavia today are a field of application for the Russian interests, which are consolidating and became more and more dangerous every year.

THE POLITICAL CLASS – THE NET OF THE STATE MAFIA 

The picture of the political class of Moldavia is presenting a clear image of the causes of the deep crises that are threatening the country, and which can also irradiate towards Romania, and other countries becoming here too a threatening factor. Leading characters of the political field, that have occupied high positions in the state government during the last decade illustrate through their criminal profile the phenomenon of embedding and development of the domination of a genuine political-mafia system. Many of them come from the ethic minorities, and are serving the Russian interests in the country. This parasite body is at the origin and is the fundamental cause of the deep crisis in the Republic of Moldavia.

THE REGIONAL AND GEOPOLITIC FRAME

The polarization of the political system in Moldova – the interference of Russian regional interests

What is really at stake in the electoral confrontation of February 25 is the fact that the deadline – the year 2002 – is approaching for the withdrawal of the Russian military forces of Transnistria. The Russian administration is interested in promoting in Moldavia a political Power to serve its interests, and this could be a coalition between the Communists and the Braghis Alliance, that is Lucinschi-Voronin, which would be similar to an older configuration of the political spectrum of the nineties.

The Transnistria problem

The Transnistria problem is fundamental for the Russian security. For Russia, it is strategic to keep in its power the town of Tiraspol, for this is its only pivotal point connecting Russia to SouthEastern Europe. 

One of the main reasons why Russia has tried so desperately to maintain its control over this area is that here resides the most important military-industrial complex from Moldova. Practically, the rest of the country has no comparable industrial basis. In the area, there is an industrial plant producing components for nuclear weapons, and an important center for controlling the communications. The location of the 14th Army, must not be neglected also, for even if it has been diminished it still has an impressive logistics. 

The Russian state Duma declared Transnistria an essential area from a geopolitical and geo- strategic point of view, which has been very satisfactory for the government at Tiraspol. It is obvious that Moscow is actually using this region as a silent conflict – which can be opened at any time – to keep the whole Republic of Moldavia under its control.

The Moldavian, Russian, and Ukrainian diplomats, and the representatives of OSCE are already agreeing that an agreement concerning the federalization of the country is inevitable in order to solve the main problem of the Republic of Moldova, and they consider that the issue should be solved immediately after the investment of the new president by the newly elected Parliament.

The extension of the Russian security measures in the CIS through the Anti-terrorism Center

A very good proof for the importance attributed by Moscow to Moldavia within the electoral context is the recent presence (February 14-15) in Chisinau of the great chief of the Russian Federal Security Service (FSB), Nikolai Patrushev. He passed through Tiraspol, met Lucinschi and signed together with Valeriu Pasat, the chief of the Moldavian Security and Intelligence Agency, a common document as a basis for the future collaboration between the two services.

This Protocol is the practical outcome of the agreement closed last year in Minsk between Russia and the CIS states, which was establishing, under Russian pressure, the Anti-terrorism Center for controlling the criminal activities. It also had the task to create a database about the “terrorist international organizations, their structures, leaders and financial support”.

Chisinau was offering the possibility (theoretical, at that moment) for the secret services of CIS to activate legally within its frontiers, having a mandate from the Center. That is, theoretically, the Russian or Ukrainian secret services can legally deploy “anti-terrorist” actions against alleged terrorists in Moldavia. Ilie Ilascu, for instance, was one of those accused and condemned for terrorism – only than, the illegal character of the Tiraspol separatist leaders was undisputed, while now it could not be. What is more, the anti-terrorist activities presuppose using an important intelligence apparatus, which will have from now on legal free road all over the territory of Moldavia.

Moldavia is about to become the pivotal point of the Russian intelligence apparatus, and its main way of access into Romania, and the European Union, respectively. Hundred thousands of Russian citizens have the possibility to obtain the Romanian citizenship without much difficulty, and this way they also obtain, in the long run, the free access in the European Union.

Moldavia is on the Southern flank and it is considered a buffer zone both by NATO and by Russia. Therefore, it will find itself willy-nilly compressed between two strong force fields, with few opportunities to find a way out if its political orientation won’t be firmer and if it will not receive some help from Romania. The more Russia was drifting away from the West, the more necessary a pro-European declaration of intentions from Chisinau was. At a certain moment, as Moldavia became more and more obedient towards Moscow, it stopped being interesting both for Brussels, and, what’s more, even for Bucharest. The Republic of Moldavia is not an associate member of the EU. Its importance for the Russian security is higher than its significance for Europe, which leads to the conclusion that Moldavia must tear itself apart from Russia by itself, without to much support from the European countries –at least in the first stages of the process.

George Roncea
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