The Rise of Militias in the Former Soviet Union: Private armies fill the political void left in the wake of the Soviet Army's departure, by Kevin T. Coleman 

Today, the twin issues of nationalism and self-determination are at the forefront of international relations. Nowhere are the problems and contradictions, as well as the promises, as evident as in the former Soviet Union, particularly in Russia. Despite President Boris Yeltsin's crushing of October's parliamentary revolt, democratic and nationalist forces, as well as religious fundamentalists will continue to wage mini-wars on battlefields throughout the region, including the " near abroad," the former Soviet republics. The Caucuses and Central Asia are but two regions in the " near abroad" distinguished by sporadic, yet intense conflagrations of ethnic, religious, and political hostilities. As long as the economic situation worsens, the possibility of violent outbursts degenerating into civil war rises. Yeltsin now owes a great debt to the Russian security forces that preserved his presidency, and the repayment may come in the form of supporting a tougher foreign policy line toward the " near abroad." The outcomes of these creeping civil wars and the government's responses to them will reveal much about the nature of Russia during the 1990s and into the next century: revanchist empire, struggling democracy, or patchwork of warring ethnic cantons.

The following will explore the involvement of the various militias in the evolving political make-up of the former Soviet Union and the evolving definition of the Russian national interest, and how they are shaping the definition of Russia's territorial integrity. Militia activity in Moldova, the Caucasus and Tajikistan, and Ukraine will be surveyed as will the recent emergence of the Cossacks and organized crime. Some of the implications of this ever-changing situation will also be discussed.

The collapse of empires held together by force and fear like the Soviet Union are usually accompanied by the release of pent-up emotions of peoples who were repressed under such autocratic rule. In the case of the Soviet Union, despite the harsh repression of national identity, the sham rights of self-determination, and the heavy-handed policies that sought to disperse or contain entire ethnic groups, the reality was that below the official communist veneer of a unified proletariat many national identities remained strong. Stalin's divide-and-conquer policy essentially created artificial nations, with varying degrees of autonomy, whose borders left a legacy of disparate ethnic nationalities thrust together into complex multiethnic territories.

To gain the benefits of statehood (such as sovereignty over political and economic decisions), groups seek to advance the cause of self-determination, the internationally accepted principle that has legitimized the creation of new nations following the collapse of empires. However, there is another side to self-determination and its present-day manifestations. Old ethnic rivalries, no longer bound by fixed borders, find new expression in nationalist appeals to the right of self-determination. These appeals, in turn, have sparked and sustained civil wars that threaten to tear apart some of the reborn or newly formed states resulting from the Soviet empire's collapse. These ongoing conflicts threaten to expand to a regional level, especially in the Caucuses and the Balkans.

What exactly does self-determination mean? What kinds of groups are entitled to claim the right to determine their sovereign future? What are legitimate means to achieve self-determination? These questions have been the subjects of many debates-and wars-since the American and French Revolutions; and since their codification in international legal covenants under the League of Nations and the United Nations, the interpretation of these concepts has radically changed.1
As the West draws down military spending and seeks to avoid any foreign commitment with overtones of Vietnam, it has attempted to redefine self-determination by linking respect for the rights of national minorities and the requirements of international peace. In such a way, it has begun to move away from the principles of allowing existing states to determine their internal affairs free from intervention. The emphasis is now on reassuring ethnic groups that their concerns should be met without resort to violence and within the borders of existing states. The long-term approach being adopted in the West has met head-on with the aspirations of various ethnic groups who seek immediate and radical change in order to establish more meaningful identity and more freedom to satisfy their particular needs and aspirations within established nation-states whose leaders have failed to satisfy these aspirations; these leaders may have, in fact, actively worked to suppress them. The West's hesitation is understandable since the international community has limited experience in agreeing on universal standards that take into account the simultaneous processes of nation-building, democratization, and economic decentralization in a global milieu of economic austerity, corruption, and imperial dissolution.

Countering this nationalist phenomenon is the global movement of economies based on knowledge-intensive manufacturing and services that ignore national boundaries. Rapid technological diffusion is changing the balance between national and regional economies. Thus, economic and technological imperatives are making existing borders more porous and less permanent. In areas where the borders were often arbitrary and artificial to begin with, as in Russia, the future will be a time of profound political transformation.

The current challenges posed by the former Soviet Union's myriad ethnic nationalities and their exercise of the right of self-determination exist on three levels. Politically, the challenge is to territorial status. If new states are created, how do they establish their legitimacy, and how are ethnic borders aligned with territorial borders? Economically, the failure of central planning and the transition to a market economy will highlight disputes over the distribution of resources and assets, liabilities for accrued subsidies from the central government, and the high transaction costs associated with the transition to a market economy. Militarily, the international order is challenged by ethnic conflicts spilling over borders and involving members of the same or similar ethnic groups in neighboring countries.

The overriding question is whether or not these factions and regions will settle their disputes peacefully. If they do not, the result could be a replay of Yugoslavia, only with much greater stockpiles of sophisticated armaments, including tactical nuclear weapons.

The emergence of militias seems like almost a natural consequence of the breakdown of a large multiethnic empire whose ethnic cohesion was always tenuous and whose internal borders suddenly have become delegitimized. These militias have frightening implications in the former USSR's case. The Soviet Union had the most advanced infrastructure in history for the purposes of warfare: universal conscription, an economic priority on the development and production of weapons, a large standing army, and vast stockpiles of weapons and munitions. When the formal structures supporting this infrastructure collapsed/ the vacuum was filled officially by the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and its network of national armies, and unofficially by largely independent militias with little centralized direction or control. In this chaotic situation, the potential for prolonged conflict escalates.

Admittedly, the term " militia" is rather broad. Generally, it refers to territorially based military units, but it can also include paramilitary organizations, and even unofficial martial formations. The term " militia," as used in the present study refers to military units that are not part of the armed forces of the former Soviet Union. It encompasses the newly formed national armies and local and regional paramilitary units that have sprung up since the USSR's dissolution. In many cases, the loyalties of these militias are unclear. Do they lie with the governments, with regional or ethnic leaders, or with individual organizers?

Russian Territorial Integrity

Concerns over threats to Russian territorial integrity were voiced just after the USSR broke apart. Dr. Anatoly Anatonov, the director of the Moscow Center for Socio-Strategic Research, predicted that Russia would disintegrate into at least a dozen mini-states and that if the process were impeded, there would be bloodshed. Currently, there is what can only be described as a " cold war" on Russia's periphery-a war that is growing hotter. From Tallin to the Black Sea, an area containing six countries and Europe's second largest standing army, tensions exist over the presence of Russian military units and ethnic Russians who have settled in these countries, and over the disposition of the Red Army's assets. In the southern and western arcs from the Caucuses to Tajikistan, there are a number of shooting wars that have the potential to turn into regional conflagrations.

Russia's population is over 150 million, comprised of over 100 nationalities, many of whom desire, at the least, greater autonomy in economic and political decision making; some of these nationalities will settle for nothing less than independence. Russians living immediately outside Russia's borders add another dimension to these ethnic problems. Given that all of these ethnic and religious groups are intermingled, and the historical intolerance of many of these groups, the area is rife with potential conflict. Nearly 30 political jurisdictions within Russia's borders have declared themselves sovereign. If one consults a map of the country, one is struck by the fact that nearly one-half of the land mass of Russia has declared itself sovereign from Moscow.

Up until recently, Russia's republics and regions have taken advantage of the political strife in Moscow to acquire more power from the center. These territories had every reason to play on fears of secession. Russia's " ethnic" republics, in particular, were able to acquire significantly more trappings of sovereignty by raising the issue of secession during the long period of drafting the country's constitution. Similarly, the Federation's resource-rich and relatively underpopulated regions used the same tactic, by and large, to equal the status of the republics.

The sudden demise of the Soviet Union and the disintegration of the Red Army has bequeathed the world with another ominous problem: an estimated 25-30,000 tactical nuclear weapons.2 While the former Soviet republics have agreed to the official transfer of about 15,000 tactical nuclear warheads to Russia:

Many more may be squirreled away, however, either undelivered or uncounted in official tallies. Some of these weapons, says one of the Pentagon's top experts, 'were old, primitive systems that had no safety devices built in ... are they all back in Russia? Statistically, who knows? . .. Governments, criminal syndicates and terrorist groups around the world are itching to lay hands on even a few of these weapons. The Russian military, in turn, including units supposedly guarding these weapons, are poorly paid, poorly sheltered, and not above corruption. Russian officers have already peddled other weapons to illegal buyers in under-the-table transactions.3
Moldova

What we know of the slowly emerging Russian military doctrine is that it emphasizes Russia's duty to protect the rights of Russian nationals anywhere in the former Soviet Union. The situation with Moldova's Dniester insurgency could be a precedent for the Russian Army's growing predisposition to intervene in the newly independent states. Troops stationed in Moldova under Russian jurisdiction and commanded by a largely politicized officer corps support local ethnic Russian communities whose goal is the establishment of an ethnic Russian breakaway republic.4 Appeals by ethnic Russian minorities in other former Soviet republics offer the same potential for military intervention.

The struggle between the government of the Republic of Moldova and the " Dniester Republic," formed by the Russian minority living on the left bank of the Dniester River, began in the autumn of 1991 with the republic's declaration of independence from Moldova. Russia's 14th Army, which was the primary formation in the Odessa Military District, has been the principal arm for Russian intervention.5 At the beginning of the conflict, the 14th Army possessed only about one-third of its combat potential, which relied on the 59th Guards Kramatorsk Motorized Rifle Division based at Tiraspol. However, after Lt. Gen. Alexander Lebed arrived, an antiaircraft-missile and helicopter regiments were shifted from Ukraine, and a battalion of airborne troops arrived from Belgorod.

After the August 1991 putsch, Moldova announced that it would form its own armed forces and claimed jurisdiction over all Soviet army equipment and bases on its territory.6 On 3 December 1991, the " Directorate of Defense and Security" of the " Dniester Republic" was set up under the command of the former 14th Army commander, Lt. Gen. Gennadii Yakolev. The 14th Army set about providing training and weapons, including mortars, tanks, heavy artillery, antitank weapons, and intelligence and logistics support to the " Dniester Guard" and skirmishes quickly increased. Equipment transfers have been coordinated to keep the forces on the Dniester's left bank always a few steps ahead of Moldovan troops. This has enabled the insurgents to maintain their superiority in firepower and logistics at every stage of the conflict and, thus, to control the escalation of hostilities.7 There is no doubt that the 14th Army has been a catalyst in this dispute, and that the Russian minority has relied on 14th Army support to establish its breakaway republic.

The Moldovan government planned to raise an army of about 12,000 to man a motor rifle division. However, the 59th MRD, under CIS control, was the only existing unit on Moldovan soil. Until the Moldovans obtained control of the 59th MRD, there was no other source of equipment. Recruiting officers into the Moldovan armed forces was also difficult. Moldova, as is the case with the other newly independent states, expected officers from the ranks of their country's titular nationality to become the basis of its new officer corps. However, professional officers often go to the highest bidder or to the country that can best house, feed, and pay them. As a result, officer recruitment into the Moldovan Army was particularly low. Moldovan units have received arms from an official transfer of USSR property, from Romania, and from sympathizers in the Russian units; however, they are still very much outmatched. In addition to the formal Moldovan military, militia-type units include: 

· A police force of 10,000 made up from the former Soviet Ministry of Internal Affairs units stationed on Moldovan soil. This organization has been active in combat along the Dniester in support of an independent Moldova. 

· Paramilitary and special operations forces supported by the government and nongovernmental units, such as the Christian Democratic Popular Front. 

· Volunteers recruited to the Front. 

Several skirmishes merit mention since they could be repeated in other areas where Russian minorities are resisting incorporation into non-Russian areas by fomenting insurgencies. During late 1991, " Dniester Republic" forces tried to drive Moldovan police from the entire left bank region. After an attack on the police headquarters in the Dniester town of Dubossary, the 14th Army became directly involved in the conflict. On March 2, a force of Moldovan OPON (police special-purpose detachments) tried to take over the barracks of a civil defense motor rifle regiment at Kuchiyery, with the apparent aim of obtaining arms and equipment. The non-Moldovan part of the regiment resisted until " Dniester Guards" and Cossack volunteers arrived on the scene. On March 4 the regimental commander and his remaining staff abandoned the barracks.8 Russian authorities have condoned the recruitment of Cossacks, several formations of which have periodically aided the Guard. The Black Sea Cossack organization, numbering about 700, has been legalized by special decrees from Dniester president Igor Smirnov. The Don Cossack organization stated that it was willing to commit an expeditionary force of 10,000.

Initially, Cossacks only patrolled along the Dniester Republic border with Moldova and were involved in confrontations with local residents; but as fighting intensified, Cossacks became more involved. The Cossacks have justified their actions in terms of protecting Russians, not interfering in the internal affairs of a sovereign state. Another militia-type organization active in Moldova is the Dniester Woman's Guard, which was founded immediately after the August 1991 coup attempt in Moscow. Its ranks are filled mostly by the wives of military officers, and it apparently has an active intelligence capability; it has also participated in several skirmishes. The Women's Guard has repeatedly stated that it will block all roads leading to the primary airfield and rail station to prevent the departure of the 14th Army.

As one analyst has noted, this conflict is just one example of the consequences of fragmented " political and military authority in Russia, the unsettled nature of civil-military relations there, the tendency of local pro-imperial forces to seize the initiative from the former center in pursuing their objectives, and the weakening of military discipline that sometimes leads to unauthorized actions in the field." 9
A more concrete expression of such a rift in the Russian military's chain of command comes in the form of another quotation, this one from Lt. Gen. Lebed, commander of the 14th Army. In response to a question about to whom he attaches his loyalty, he responds: " I'm a cat that likes to walk by itself. Theoretically, we are under the orders of the commander-in-chief of ground forces in Moscow. In practice, we take decisions here. Don't touch me, or the families of my officers, and I'll do nothing to you. Touch me, and I'll hit you-hard." In effect, Lebed has privatized the 14th Army.10
The Caucuses and Tajikistan

In addition to the conflict in Moldova, there are four active wars on Russia's southern rim: between the Georgian government and both Abkhazian and Ossetian separatists; between Azerbaijan and ethnic Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh; and in Tajikistan between the government and clan-based Islamic fundamentalists and mujahedeen. In addition to these shooting wars, numerous other conflicts fester in places such as Ajaria, Mingrelia, and Dagestan. These conflicts share the same basic elements: ethnic Russian populations at risk and the presence of tens of thousands of Russian Army troops stationed in these areas, including 4,500 combat troops in Armenia, 8,800 combat troops in Georgia, and 15,000 combat troops in Tajikistan,11 Since most of the newly independent states have lacked the funds and trained personnel to form armies and interior troops, Moscow sees the Russian troops as essential to its defense against paramilitary groups and rogue militias that roam unhindered along the thousands of miles of its border with the " near abroad" and make ending the various conflicts difficult. In addition, Russia carefully watches as Iran, Afghanistan, and Turkey increase their attempts to fill the power vacuum in Moslem Central Asia left by the collapse of the USSR at the expense of Russian national interests.

Moscow's influence in the region can also increase by withholding military deployments, as was the case in Georgia's struggle against Abkhazian secessionists. As a condition of finally deploying combat troops to President Shevardnadze's beleaguered forces, the Georgian president agreed to bring Georgia into the membership of the Commonwealth of Independent States. Actions like this only fuel speculation that Russia is attempting to turn the Caucasus into an indirectly controlled protectorate and is thus immersed in the third round of Caucasus wars in as many centuries by using proxies, such as the Abkhazians, as well as Armenia, in influencing the downfall of the largely ineffective Eichibey government in Azerbaijan.

Several militias in mis region are worth mentioning. The North Ossetians began forming a National Guard in November 1991 in response to Ingush threats against Vladikavkaz. The National Guard, which is estimated to total 2,000, is part of the Russian National Guard. It is composed of three battalions of three companies each with three separate companies (two special-purpose and one cavalry). Maj. Gen. (ret.) Kim Tsegolov, an Afghan war veteran, is commander of the Guard.

The Confederation of Mountain Peoples was formed by eight distinct ethnic groups to help the Abkhazians in the Georgian conflict. Formed in March 1992, they include Abkhazians, Shapsugs, Adyges, Abazins, Cherkesses, Kabardins, Ossetians and Chechens. According to Yuriy Shanibov, president and commander-in-chief of the Confederation, the main threat is the creation of Cossack units that may provoke conflicts in the Caucasus similar to those in the Dniester region.

In Tajikistan, the Russian Army's 201st Mechanized Infantry Division, fresh out of Afghanistan, helped ex-communists return to power in May 1992. The resulting civil war has claimed between 20-50,000 lives and has created over half a million refugees in this country of five million. The opposition guerrillas and their Afghan mujahedeen allies have become more aggressive of late, and the Russians have responded by adding 3,000 combat troops and bombing Tajik villages in Afghanistan. Neighboring Uzbekistan has also lent support to the Russian military effort. Some analysts suggest that Russia is slipping into " Afghanistan II," where Yeltsin cannot politically afford to back down. If he does, nearly 300,000 ethnic Russians will have to be evacuated. Yet the price of escalation is extremely high. If the conflict becomes a long, bloody war, Yeltsin is unlikely to survive the avalanche of criticism. The institutional confusion in Russia's foreign policy and defense establishments and the lack of a comprehensive strategy only serves to recall images of the disastrous Soviet intervention in Afghanistan.

Ukraine

Tensions between Russia and Ukraine present the most serious threats to peace on the Eurasian continent due to both the size of the respective armed forces and Ukraine's use of inherited Soviet strategic nuclear missiles as political weapons against Russia.

Demographic factors present in nearly all other areas under discussion are magnified here: 11 million ethnic Russians, about one-fifth of the total population, live in Ukraine; their influence, especially in the economically vital military industries, cannot be underestimated. Tensions are exacerbated by extremists on both sides and a new Ukrainian government is trying to tackle the same parlous economic conditions that exist in Russia. For its part, Russia is aggressively playing the energy weapon by varying the prices of its oil and natural gas exports and by assisting striking Russian coal miners in the Donbas region. These actions only intensify pressures on the already desperate Ukrainian economy.

Of all the Soviet successor states, Ukraine has aroused perhaps the most attention in the West due to its vacillating policy and contradictory statements regarding nuclear weapons on its territory. These weapons have as much to do with emerging Ukrainian national interests as they do security: the Russian ambassador and other political and military officials, as well as the Russian nationalist press, describe Ukrainian independence as transitional; and even though the United States and the European Community have granted Ukraine full diplomatic recognition, pressure to dismantle Ukraine's nuclear weapons has not been accompanied by security guarantees. Factions in the Ukrainian leadership believe it is in their national interest to keep the weapons, especially with Russian military units poised on the country's border. The Russian 14th Army's assistance to the " Dniester Republic" in Moldova is always on the minds of Ukraine's leaders.

Parliamentary opposition immediately greeted the government's announcement in early September that Ukraine would surrender its 176 nuclear missiles (130 SS-19s and 46 SS-24s) and nuclear bombs carried on its fleet of 41 strategic bombers (Tu-95 Bears and Tu-160 Blackjacks), and to relinquish its half of the 350-ship Black Sea Fleet in return for debt relief and a continuation of oil and gas shipments. However, Presidents Yeltsin and Kravchuk have reached agreement before on the disposition of the Black Sea Fleet, only to see the agreements fall victim to mistrust and recriminations when reviewed by their respective legislatures. This time, however, the U.S. has earmarked $175 million to aid Ukraine in dismantling the weapons. Ukrainian legislators are accusing Kravchuk of giving up two of the most important symbols of Ukraine's independence; some have called for the president's resignation. The agreement has also been castigated by the highly influential Union of Ukrainian Officers (UUO), whose more than 70,000 members abhor compromise with Russia and are strongly opposed to Ukraine's policy of turning the country into a nuclear-free zone. In addition, strong ties exist among Ukrainian nationalists and the Ukrainian military's officer corps.

The ultimate authority to determine Ukraine's nuclear status rests with parliament. In June, Prime Minister Leonid Kuchma stated that Ukraine should become an independent nuclear power and that it should take full operational control over at least some of the weapons. The agreement also leaves unresolved the status of Sevastopol, which became a major issue in Ukrainian-Russian relations in mid-1993 when the Russian parliament declared the port city Russian territory.

Apparently, there is only one civilian group in Ukraine with a paramilitary structure. The Ukrainian People's Self-Defense Force (UNSO), a radical nationalist group formed in July 1990,12 has a total strength of over 5,000, with major concentrations in Kiev, Lvov, Odessa, Cherkassy, and the Donbas region. They receive training from retired military officers. While the paramilitaries were not issued arms at the time of UNSO's formation, there is no doubt that if the need arises arms would not be difficult to obtain. UNSO's members also show no hesitation in stating that the main threat to Ukraine comes from Russia, and that their primary task is to prevent Russian activists from entering Ukraine to agitate the Russian population to secede from Ukraine. 

UNSO has seen action in several areas. In April 1992, they entered the Dniester Republic conflict, ostensibly to defend the Ukrainian minority against Moldovan attacks and to monitor the activities of Russians and Cossacks involved in skirmishes. There has been speculation that this was an opportunity to receive " live" training and obtain weapons that can then be brought back to Ukraine. UNSO has been involved in street brawls with the Russian-leaning Republican Movement of the Crimea (RDK), and has seen action against the Don Cossacks in Lugansk oblast. UNSO occupied the headquarters of the Confederation of Free Trade Unions, which organized a general strike in September 1992. If strikes continue in the eastern, predominantly Russian mining and industrial oblasts, UNSO may well become involved there. 

With the swift creation of Ukraine's armed forces, and the absence of active and violent secessionist threats, there has been little other militia activity besides Ukrainian Cossacks, who are reported to have pledged their loyalty to Kiev. 

Despite the two presidents' shared view that there will be no positive outcome for either side from aggravating existing Russian-Ukrainian tensions, the level of hostility between the two countries' political elites is pervasive and intense. If these tensions rise, especially in eastern Ukraine, where Kiev is redeploying military units, and if Russia acts to protect Russian communities by encouraging rogue military units or by adjusting borders, the potential for Ukrainian-Russian military conflict will undoubtedly escalate. 

Cossacks

Upon the collapse of the Soviet Union, various urban and rural districts in the Russian Federation established their own armed contingents, some of which marked the reappearance of Imperial Russia's Cossacks.13 There are about five million Cossacks in Russia, consisting of 96 Cossack " Hosts" or " Assemblies," each with its own ataman (leader) and traditional hierarchy. Cossack detachments are fighting in several former Soviet republics, including Moldova, alongside both Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh and Abkhazians in Georgia, and with Serbian irregulars in Bosnia. Several regiments of Cossacks are being formed among the ranks of the Russian armed forces. In 1991, troops in Russia's Transbaikal Border District traded land in exchange for Cossack pledges to police the frontier, a traditional practice which has most likely been repeated elsewhere. In addition, some Cossacks are considering plans to found their own state.14 Even local authorities have turned to the Cossacks to check rising crime in their jurisdictions. Ironically, at a period in Russia's history where its citizens are demanding more devolution of political authority, many of the country's chief politicians are striking up alliances with a remnant of Imperial Russia's past.15 

Russian military districts suffering from severe manpower shortages may turn to Cossack volunteers to fill their ranks. Apparently, this has already occurred, as a recently released report indicated that a preliminary accord has been reached between the Russian Defense Ministry and the Krasnodar Cossacks regarding the Cossacks' service in the Transcaucasus Military District.16 Reportedly, the Cossacks promise, and apparently deliver, well-armed, disciplined, and cohesive forces, something that many of the emerging national military and paramilitary units now lack.

The Russian Federation's 15 March 1993 Edict on Reform of Military Structures provides that " citizens of the Russian Federation who are direct descendants of Cossacks . .. are, as a rule, to perform their military service in Cossack large units and units of the Russian Federation Armed Forces and in Russian Federation Ministry of Defense Border Troops, special Cossack motorized rifle units and in tactical units of the Russian Federation Ministry of Internal Affairs Troops." The edict states the desirability of permitting discussions on forming self-governing Cossack territorial jurisdictions and notes that " assurance of law and order; protection of private property; protection of lives and health of citizens; and other security services can be performed by Cossacks." 17
Cossacks are seeking to adapt themselves to the new Russian military doctrine of rapid deployment for internal security operations and pacification of the " near abroad." They are currently forming air-mobile infantry units and cavalry units, using either lightly armored vehicles, or horses in mountainous terrain. Specific Cossack regiments have been created from locally based forces, and Cossack officers have begun to train at the Frunze Military Academy in Omsk. The Russian military's allegiance with the Cossacks can assuredly change the military balance; however, Cossacks are mercenaries, and it is not yet clear to whom they will ultimately attach their loyalties.

Organized Crime

Present-day Russian politics has witnessed a barrage of accusations on the issue of organized crime. While some of this can be dismissed as political mudslinging in the recent battles among the various branches of Russia's federal government, it is clear that the former Soviet Union has seen a rise of organized criminal activity to an unprecedented level. As one commentator noted " It is sad but probably fair to say that organized crime is about Russia's only growth industry. Official estimates of the number of organized crime groups rose from 2,900 in 1989, to 3,500 in 1990, to 5,100 in 1991. The turnover of the black economy they control reached 130-150 billion rubles in 1992 . . . [and] it may reach 2 trillion by the end of 1993." 18 In the first nine months of 1992 alone, about $2 billion worth of hard currency disappeared from the Ministry of Foreign Trade's accounts, and nearly 300 billion rubles were stolen from the domestic banking system. Russian officials say 40 percent of businessmen and two-thirds of state and commercial bodies are involved in some sort of criminal activity.19
There is also evidence of the growing involvement of foreign organized crime syndicates on Russia's territory. On 16 February 1993, Russian security officials seized 1,092 kilograms of cocaine in the city of Vyborg. Concealed in cans marked " Meat and Potatoes," the shipment, which originated in Colombia, was destined for St. Petersburg and eventually to Europe. Russia has also become a transshipment point and destination for narcotics from Central Asia and the Caucasus. This suggests a Latin American " Colombianization" pattern of well-financed and well-armed narco-terrorist militias operating across borders without fear of apprehension.

The rise of private armies in many parts of the former Soviet Union is directly linked to the rising political, financial, and economic power of organized crime syndicates. Moreover, " there are reasons to believe that mafia-like business groups in Russia today feed, house, clothe, and control whole units of the former Red Army. In short, private armies, mercenaries and . . . warlordism are all making a comeback." 20
Collapse of the CIS Armed Forces

Given the disintegration of Soviet military structures and their incomplete replacement in the newly independent states, the appalling living conditions of the troops, plummeting morale, and the increasingly easy access to what have become highly marketable commodities (i.e. weapons and military supplies), it is no surprise that the armed forces have been involved in organized crime, even at the highest levels. Facing a constant shortage of funds, many military commanders have turned to selling military equipment on the black market. This reality is a powerful agent in the spread of weaponry across the Eurasian continent and to the various militias, nationalist groups, and criminal gangs. Open-air arms bazaars, so-called " Kalashnikov Rows," exist throughout the Caucasus. The Russian Ministry of Internal Affairs estimates that it interdicts only 5-20 percent of the weapons flowing through the Northern Caucasus, principally through Chechnya and Abkhazia. In the first quarter of 1992, 1,118 railway wagons, each carrying 20 tons of artillery ammunition, disappeared in the Caucasus Military District. In addition to the thriving small-arms and munitions market, tanks, armored personnel carriers, all forms of artillery, and even attack helicopters and fighter aircraft, have found their way to the black market.21
The opportunity for smuggling nuclear material is an even greater threat, and there is growing interest among international crime organizations in conducting illegal trade in " fissionable and other especially dangerous material, documentation on technology, and individual units for the manufacture of nuclear devices." 22 Countries such as Iran and Iraq have been dted as using sophisticated efforts to obtain dual-use, nuclear-related materials. Considering that the stockpiles of weapons and ammunition that existed in Yugoslavia prior to 1991 have fueled a series of wars resulting in 100,000 dead, over half a million wounded, and upwards of one million refugees in a little over two years, it could conceivably take decades to " cook off" the munitions in the former Soviet Union if the disintegration continues and localized civil wars spread beyond their present confines.

Evolving Russian Strategies

The preceding pages have addressed some of the national and regional challenges facing Russian national security. Many of the conflicts mentioned fall on the lower side of the intensity of conflict spectrum, a scale that categorizes different types of conflict in terms of destruction and loss of life, from terrorism at one extreme to nuclear war on the other. And though these types of conflicts are, for now, low-intensity and localized, Moscow appears to be responding with a specific security doctrine that addresses these conflicts: that it is in Russia's national interest to ensure order in the " near abroad," The Russian Army's relations with other Soviet successor states is based on the conviction that Russia has a definite national interest in these new states, primarily economic at present. Accordingly, this justifies assisting ethnic Russian enclaves in the " near abroad" and protecting the interests of the 25 million ethnic Russians who reside there. One Russian scholar, from the Russian Academy of Sciences' Institute of the United States and Canada asserts that there are four types of low-intensity conflicts facing Russia today: 

· First, " comparatively small-scale armed clashes that are associated with the formation of new states or the internal political struggle for power between various regional and national groups . . . not national armed forces that are totally controlled by the central authorities or those that have a normal hierarchical structure but [are] relatively small in number. Paramilitary detachments and territorial popular, untrained volunteer military forces and national armed forces subunits that are in the process of formation are the primary participants in such conflicts. Control of the activities of these subunits by the central authorities has been eroded." He refers to partisan wars and urban terrorism, and cites as examples Yugoslavia, parts of Georgia, Nagorno-Karabakh, Azerbaijan and Tajikistan. 

· Second, " full-scale interstate conflicts associated with the struggle of states for hegemony . . . and filling a vacuum that was formed as a result of the collapse of the USSR." 

· Third, political terrorism (including state terrorism). He cites two examples. First, the threats of Chechnya's Dudaev to activate a " fifth column" on Russian territory that would resort to mass terror against Russian citizens, sabotage against nuclear plants, and the destruction of oil and gas pipelines and bridges in the North Caucasus. Second, " a serious threat also exists to the security of Russian citizens, servicemen, facilities, and property that are located outside Russian Federation national territory." 

· Fourth, the activities of the drug mafia, which " are a serious threat. . . [because of] the possibility of the merger of drug mafia and terrorist groups . . , in the background of a certain paralysis of power in Russia [that] will result in a serious destabilization of the political and social situation." 23 

Conclusion

The ingredients for conflict in and around Russia are abundant: border disputes, rising nationalism, the resurgence of communism, ethnic and religious hatred, the growth of paramilitary units, and a politicized Russian military operating largely without much effective civilian guidance and oversight. The result is a series of creeping civil wars in Moldova, Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Tajikistan which threaten to drag Russia into intractable conflicts that it can not afford but may be unable to avoid.

The elements that bind any federation together are the ability of the center to provide economic stability and growth while holding down inflation; to maintain law and order; and to provide protection from threats beyond its borders. Russia is having problems providing any of these now and the same is true for the other republics of the former Soviet Union that are still economically tied together, especially by Russian exports of oil. The result is a continuing devolution of power from the center that, as this study has attempted to show, is largely uncontrollable. This, coupled with the continuing mutual animosity and mistrust between former Soviet republics, means that the national military, local paramilitary forces, and private armies will continue to be critical players in shaping the political landscape of most of the Eurasian continent.
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