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The New York T imes

Russia Backs Independence of Georgian Enclaves

By CLIFFORD J. LEVY

Published: August 26, 2008

MOSCOW — Russia on Tuesday recognized the indepenaee of two enclaves that have
long sought to secede from neighboring Georgia. Thaction deepened strains with the

West over the conflict in the economically vital abssroads of the Caucasus and roiled a
broader debate over how to respond to separatist mements around the world.

The Russian president, Dmitri A. Medvedev, declaredn a nationally televised address
that South Ossetia and the other pro-Russian enclay Abkhazia, would never again
have to endure what he described as oppressive Gg@n rule.

“This is not an easy choice, but it is the only wayo save the lives of people,” Mr.
Medvedev said.

With Russia’s image and financial markets sufferingn recent days, Mr. Medvedev took
the unusual step of giving a series of interview®tforeign media on Tuesday to explain
the move. He said Russia had abided by internatiohdaw in recognizing the two
enclaves, but he left no doubt that the decision wgain part retaliation for the West's

support earlier this year for the independence of Iesovo from Serbia, which Russia had
opposed.

The United States and its allies denounced the demn, saying that Georgia must not be
broken apart and contending that Russia was violatig the cease-fire framework that it
signed to halt the fighting. The Georgian presidentMikheil Saakashvili, accused Russia
of trying to annex South Ossetia and Abkhazia.

“This is a challenge for the entire world,” Mr. Sagashvili said. “Not just Georgia.”

In Washington, President Bush said, “Russia’s actio only exacerbates tensions and
complicates diplomatic negotiations.”

While the dispute centers on two slices of land, has been playing out against a much
broader backdrop of historic antagonism among the rajor powers over separatist
movements.

World leaders have for years struggled to determinavhich ones to recognize, often
making decisions and then trying to limit the repecussions by warning that each
situation is unique.

The questions now are: whether that hesitance to bw recognition could be eroding,
as witnessed by Kosovo and Russia’'s action in Gedng and whether other
independence movements will use the recognition tiie two enclaves to further their
own ambitions by citing similar grievances. Not farfrom Georgia, for example, is an



Armenian enclave that wants to secede from Azerbain, and Kurdish separatists are
seeking their own homeland in regions of Turkey andrag.

In the past, most countries feared that if they wadd into one such conflict, it could be
used against them in a future one. On Tuesday, ndher big power followed Moscow’s
lead and voiced support for South Ossetia’s and Abllazia’s independence.

Many in Abkhazia have expressed the desire to be garate both from Georgia and
Russia — and some experts say it might be viable am independent nation, albeit a very
small one, because of its larger size and busy port

South Ossetia, in contrast, has only 70,000 peo@ed borders on the Russian region of
North Ossetia. Suspicions have long arisen that &t seceding from Georgia, South
Ossetia would be absorbed by Russia and joined wittNorth Ossetia — and most
Ossetians say they support that.

The Kremlin said Tuesday that it had no plans to tke over South Ossetia. It has already
given Russian passports to many residents of bothgees, thereby widening its influence.

Mr. Medvedev announced the enclaves’ independenceativunexpected swiftness, only a
day after the Russian Parliament unanimously calledipon him to do so. Diplomats and
analysts had surmised that the Kremlin might draw he process out as part of
negotiations with the West.

But tensions between the sides have been escalatiagd not only over the status of the
regions. On Tuesday, Russian military and diplomat officials continued to complain
about NATO efforts to assist Georgia, suggesting #t the alliance might be trying to
send military equipment, rather than humanitarian aid. The Russians also expressed
discomfort about the presence of NATO ships in thBlack Sea off the coast of Georgia.

Russia has for months been seething over the Westkecision this year to recognize
Kosovo’s independence from Serbia, a traditional Rssian ally. The Russians were
especially angered when Western diplomats emphastéhat Kosovo was not any sort of
precedent and had no bearing on the standing of thereakaway enclaves in Georgia.

As if to drive home the idea that recognition of tie enclaves was in some sense payback,
Mr. Medvedev used an interview on Tuesday with Russ Today, the Kremlin-financed
English-language channel, to turn the West'’s ratioale on Kosovo against it.

More Articles in World » A version of this article appeared in print on August 27, 2008,
on page Al of the New York edition.



There was a special situation in Kosovo, there isgpecial situation in South Ossetia and
Abkhazia,” he said. “Speaking about our situation,it is obvious that our decision is
aimed at preventing the genocide, the eliminationfaa people, and helping them get on
their feet.”

They contended that when Chechnya had had autononin the late 1990s, it became a
source of tremendous instability, and Russia had nehoice but to reassert complete
control.

“You know what they did to their own place,” the Russian foreign minister, Sergey V.
Lavrov, said Tuesday. “They turned it into a placewhere international terrorists were
feeling at home.”

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, this partfahe world has been a locus of the
problem of addressing separatist aspirations.

For a time, a consensus developed in the West, bulith two aims that sometimes
appeared to be in conflict. On one hand, the alliesed by the United States, were quick
to recognize the independence of former Soviet replics, including Georgia itself, the
better to wrest these countries away from Russia@rbit and into the arms of the West.

“Depending on where you sat, you could easily calhose places breakaway republics,”
said Derek Chollet, a senior fellow at the Centerdr a New American Security in
Washington, adding that many hard-liners in Russiadid see those countries as
breakaway regions.

On the other hand, a post-cold-war understanding, &rdened by the experience in
Bosnia, developed that the West should be very cduk about recognizing breakaway
regions, so as not to set a precedent, or emboldsecessionist areas, Mr. Chollet said.

That consensus held until February, when Kosovo di&red independence, and the West
said Serbia lost its right to Kosovo because of aohs over the years by the Serbian
leader Slobodan Milosevic, who died in 2006.

Igor Lukes, a professor of international relations at Boston University, said
international law contained clear standards for evlating whether an independence
movement should be recognized, in part based uponhether such a territory has well-
defined borders, a well-established central authoty and a populace that strongly
desires secession.

The problem is that these judgments typically becomhostage to conflicts between large
nations, as in the case of Kosovo, South Ossetiadafibkhazia, Mr. Lukes said.

“These situations are not really murky,” he said. What makes the situations murky is
each superpower tries to exploit ad hoc situationas they emerge to advance its interests
and to hurt its rivals. It's really the way the superpowers manipulate the reality. It's not
the reality that is complicated.”



On the border area around Russia and South Ossetian Tuesday, there was mostly joy.
Hundreds of South Ossetians streamed south to theihomes, buoyed by Russia’s
decision.

At a rest home in Alagir, an hour’s drive from the border, aid workers sat alone, eating
sardines. It was one of the first moments since therisis began early this month when
they looked out at an empty dormitory.

Three hundred refugees had left in the morning, and00 more were expected to pass
through on Wednesday on their way to the narrow RokTunnel, which cuts through the
nearly vertical ridge of the Caucasus to South Ossa.

“This was the only hope of people who live on thetlwer side of the pass to return to a
normal way of life,” said Avan Galachiyev, an agenof the Federal Migration Service
who had been helping the refugees.

Artur Dzhoiyev, whose family fled their village, Hampalgon, 18 years ago, was thinking
idly about returning to his “historic motherland,” maybe building a house.

Now, he reasoned, things would be different. No Gagian checkpoints, no need to lurch
along rocky bypass roads, no rooting for documentsnder the hostile gaze of soldiers.

The Georgians, Mr. Galachiyev said, have lost contt of the road.
“And they won't get it back,” he said.

Reporting was contributed by Ellen Barry in Vladikavkaz, Russia; Helene Cooper in
Washington; Nicholas Kulish in Tallinn, Estonia; ard Steven Erlanger in Paris.
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RECOGNIZING GEORGIA'S REBEL REGIONS

West Voices Dismay at Russia's 'Unacceptable’ Move

Despite the pleas and warnings from the West, Russi President Dmitry Medvedev
went ahead and recognized the independence of thee@gian breakaway regions of
Abkhazia and South Ossetia on Tuesday. It looks asMoscow is courting isolation.

Russia's relationship with the West was already s&ining under the ongoing crisis in the

Caucasus. Now, though, the situation has become avelore tense. Despite repeated
pleas from the United States and Europe, Presideridmitry Medvedev announced on

Tuesday that he was recognizing the independence Gkorgia's breakaway regions of
South Ossetia and Abkhazia.

"This is not an easy choice but this is the only @nce to save people's lives," Medevdev
said in a televised address the day after Russialremlin-loyal parliament voted
unanimously to recognize the two separatist region$oth of which have run their own
affairs since wars with Thilisi in the early 1990s.

The statement comes as Russian troops remain on thground in Georgia proper,
breaking the terms of the peace deal between Geoagiand Russia. The cease-fire,
brokered by France, ended a five-day war that brokeout after Thilisi sent troops in to
wrest back control of breakaway South Ossetia on #hnight of August 7. Russia reacted
with an overwhelming military counter-attack pushing deep into Georgia, a key
Western ally in the region and a major transit corridor for oil and gas.

On Tuesday Medvedev said that Georgian President Mhail Saakashvili had chosen
"genocide to fulfil his political plans,” adding that Georgia had wanted to achieve its
goal "to absorb South Ossetia by eliminating a whel nation."



The Russian move was swiftly met with sharp Westergriticism, revealing the dismay
with which Europe and the United States have watclieMoscow fail to be swayed by any
international threats. German Chancellor Angela Merkel called the decision
"completely unacceptable" while France expressed st deep regret and reiterated its
commitment to the territorial integrity of Georgia. A spokeswoman for the British
Foreign Office said: "We reject this categorically and reaffirm Georgia's sovereignty
and territorial integrity."

Sweden's Foreign Minister Carl Bildt said the factthat Russia's leadership "has now
chosen this route means they have chosen a policly amnfrontation, not only with the
rest of Europe, but also with the international conmunity in general.”

The US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice calledostow's decision "extremely
unfortunate” and said that Washington continued to regard Abkhazia and South
Ossetia as "part of the internationally recognizedborders of Georgia." She added that
the US would use its veto power on the United Natis Security Council to block any
Russian attempt to change the status of the two pvinces.

NATO Secretary-General Jaap de Hoop Scheffer likevse voiced his disapproval of the
Russian announcement. "This is in direct violationof numerous UN Security Council
resolutions regarrding Georgia's territorial integrity, resolutions that Russia itself has
endorsed,” he said in a statement read by his spok&oman. "Russia's actions in recent
weeks call into question Russia’'s commitment to pea in the Caucasus.”

French Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner, whose coutry currently holds the rotating
presidency of the European Union, said "we firmly ondemn" the Russian decision to
recognize the independence of the two provinces.

Georgia itself lashed out at Moscow's decision, Witthe state minister for integration,
Timur Yakobashvili, telling the Associated Press tht the recognition had "no legal
status.” He said that Russia was "trying to legalie the result of an ethnic cleansing that
it has conducted. But it will result in Russia's islation from the rest of the world."

The move has certainly upset the markets, with Rugmn stocks falling to their lowest
level in two years directly after Medvedev's annoucement, as traders worried about
rising tensions in the region.

Masha Lipman, an expert at the Moscow Carnegie Cest think tank said that the
decision is likely to lead to the further diplomatc isolation of Russia. Speaking to the
Associated Press, she said that it was an "indicain that Russia has opted for further
aggravation in relations with the West, and a venserious rift this time."

smd -- with wire reports



