Lukin on Russia's New Foreign Policy an interview with Ambassador Vladimir Lukin 

PP: As one of the top members of the Russian Federation's foreign policy establishment, looking at the tensions between Moscow and its various ethnic republics and regions-many of which are trying to distance themselves from Moscow and chart their own political futures-does this complicate the process of trying to define Russia's national interest and to conduct a coherent and cohesive foreign policy based on that national interest?
VL: The problem is that practically none of them can be called "ethnic republics." Practically all of them are multinational republics. Only in a few of them, a very few of them, like Chechnya, or the Ingush Republic, is the titular population in a clear majority. In the majority of them, the titular population is in the dear minority. Maybe somewhere in the middle is Tatarstan, where maybe something like 48 percent of the titular population is Tatar and 52 percent is non-Tatar. And the majority of the Tatar population is Russian-speaking, as well as, for example, in large cities like Kazan, where the majority is Russian-speaking. So it would be incorrect to name them "ethnic republics."

We inherited a very strange and very ridiculous Russian Federation structure from Leninist-Stalinist times. There are some multinational regions that are named administrative regions and other multinational regions named national republics. Those national republics created a very specific elite that consists of Russians, Ukrainians, and local populations; but it is very well multinational. They pretend to get some special rights because of this residual communist inheritance. We are in favor of the very strict observance and support of national rights of every national minority in Russia. I would remind you that in Russia, 83 percent of the population is Russian, whereas 17 percent is non-Russian. I am personally for the strict support and observance and compliance with all human rights for ethnic minorities in accordance with international standards. But it has nothing to do with the administrative division of the Russian Federation from communist times. This is why now our president quite correctly stands by the equal rights of all equal subjects of the Federation with all respect to national minority rights.

PP: What about the oblasts. These regions now seem to be associated with a more active and more extensive set of foreign economic relations with other states. I'm thinking particularly of the Russian Far East and some of the oblasts that are pursuing privatization more actively, like Nizhny Novgorod. Now that the new draft of the constitution has equalized the status of these republics and regions, would the government disapprove of a region's pursuing more of its own foreign economic relations with other states?
VL: Not at all. Of course there are some residual feelings inside the central bureaucratic apparatus to somehow put all the regional particularities under the heavy hand of central rule. It seems to me quite incorrect, and this is not the feeling of our president. My view is that we will have to open a very large window for the local particularities and local initiatives in the economic sphere. Of course, foreign trade in every country has some very sensible items that should be connected to security problems and so forth. Beyond the local initiatives in the economic sphere there are particular methods of dealing with the privatization process-a process of stimulating local business, and they should take into consideration local conditions, particularities, and the problems of land reform. Russia is a very large country with many particularities, and these should be taken into consideration. But this has nothing to do with secessionist attempts.

With secessionist attempts we should be strict and firm and say "Stop it"; because Russian unity is not a matter for negotiations. What is negotiated is mostly economic and social particularities.

PP: Many specialists in Soviet and Russian foreign policy see Russia going through a period of trying to redefine its status as a power. How do you see Russia's role now as a global and as a regional power, and how is it trying to implement those roles?
VL: Basically, Russia is doomed to be a global power because of its size, its traditions, and its culture. I mean it is doomed to be a global power in a very positive sense, as a very important part of the world community. But the world community is a very uncertain notion. The world community is not something which is structured, hierarchical, where there are soldiers subordinated to the world community. To belong to the world community means to play a positive role in all aspects on an equal level. In this sense, Russia is changing because of 70 years of totalitarian rule, because of mistakes made on the road to economic reform, and so forth. So now Russia should direct its attention to playing a more positive part in organizing somehow a stability and a good neighborhood around its borders and pay more attention to its regional role in the "near abroad" and as a Eurasian country. We can play this positive role to stop five or six local conflicts with the cooperation of Europe, with the CSCE [Conference for Security and Cooperation in Europe], and with the United Nations. But there is nobody to play the role which Russia can play in extinguishing these fires, in trying to somehow play an important role in organizing peace and stability and prospects for democratic development for both Russia and its close neighbors. Russia must be a leader, not a dominant force, in bringing about these developments. That is why, in the time of its relative weakness, Russia should make contributions to the world democratic community to try to somehow organize this very turbulent space around its own borders/ not by violence or using force, but to try to organize regional peacekeeping forces, some regional negotiation process. We must use our resources to more actively influence world crisis situations positively. We will do it more actively than now. We should actively cooperate with others, for example, in the restoration of democracy in Haiti. Maybe in the future, we can support the United States more actively.

PP: There has been a great deal of discussion over Russia's possible membership in NATO. At first, President Yeltsin seemed to have no objection over Central European states joining NATO, but then he recently came out against such a proposal unless Russia itself became a member. Foreign Minister Kozyrev has rejected expansion of NATO altogether. The current proposal advanced by Secretary Christopher is the notion of 'Tartnerships for Peace" in NATO for Central Europe and Russia, and deferring the issue of full membership until sometime in the near future. Do you foresee Russia joining NATO as a full member, and if so, what would be the purpose of joining that organization? What scenarios do you envision where Russia would call upon other NATO members for collective security?
VL: I would draw the most realistic scenario as a two-case scenario. First, NATO should decide what the future role of NATO will be. NATO lost its major enemy that was its raison d'etre, the reason for its own existence. NATO finds that it can have a positive role in Europe in cooperation with the CSCE, with the Council of Europe, with neutral European countries like Switzerland and Sweden. It seems to me that the upcoming session of NATO on January 10 will be important but will not resolve all these problems.

Secondly, we should avoid creating more problems by enlarging NATO than trying to resolve them. If we create a situation where one East European country comes into NATO and another stays outside, it creates more problems. That is why the general basis of the "Partnerships for Peace" program, which creates an interim transition situation and creates a new group of countries with new responsibilities and equal rights, is a good idea and should be considered more. It is not a problem which can be resolved on the basis of favoring one country and leaving other nations outside. But it doesn't mean we can prohibit any country from coming into NATO.

PP: Would excluding other former Soviet republics from NATO membership create more problems too? Like Ukraine and countries in the Caucuses and Central Asia?
VL: That is what I meant by NATO should define its new mission first. The first step is knowing what NATO's role is in the new Europe. What is the area of NATO's responsibility? The second step is that if NATO is ready to be responsible for resolving problems between Nagorno-Karabakh, Azerbaijan, and Armenia, okay, let us discuss it. But my view is that it is too early for NATO to be willing to take all this responsibility on its shoulders. So let us resolve this process in two parts. First, there are regional problems of Western Europe. There are regional problems of Eastern Europe and the Eurasian states that were part of the Soviet Union. Let us help us and other countries such as Belarus, Ukraine, Kazakhstan and others to resolve these problems. And in the second stage there will be more close cooperation and organization of structures for providing stability.

PP: One State Department official here alluded to scaling back the extent of responses-financial and military-that the U.S. had used in the Cold War era to defend vital interests abroad. If financial assistance from the West becomes less viable on the scale that Russia and the rest of the Eurasian states require, what sorts of other assistance can the West provide to consolidate these states' transitions to stable democracies?
VL: Not to create obstacles to our exports. All attempts to resolve our problems by such and such credits are short-term. It will not restructure our economy, it will not invigorate our export opportunities. But when we try to convince our American friends and our European friends to let us export more, we see sometimes a very thick wall/ and it concerns us. It concerns us because ifs the problem of the cart and the horse. If we do not succeed in the transitional period, it will be much more costly for you. So let us discuss how to create a transitional period where our export opportunities to sell something and to get our own money will be more favorable.
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