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Russia's War Is The West's Challenge
MIKHEIL SAAKASHVILI


TBILISI, Georgia -- Russia's invasion of Georgia strikes at the heart of Western values and our 21st-century system of security. If the international community allows Russia to crush our democratic, independent state, it will be giving carte blanche to authoritarian governments everywhere. Russia intends to destroy not just a country but an idea
.2,7
For too long, we all underestimated the ruthlessness of the regime in Moscow. Yesterday brought further evidence of its duplicity: Within 24 hours of Russia agreeing to a cease-fire, its forces were rampaging through Gori; blocking the port of Poti; sinking Georgian vessels; and -- worst of all -- brutally purging Georgian villages in South Ossetia, raping women and executing men
.3,2,7
The Russian leadership cannot be trusted
2,7 -- and this hard reality should guide the West's response. Only Western peacekeepers can end the war
.7
Russia also seeks to destroy our economy and is bombing factories, ports and other vital sites. Accordingly, we need to establish a modern version of the Berlin Airlift
;6 the United Nations, the United States, Canada and others are moving in this direction, for which we are deeply grateful.

As we consider what to do next, understanding Russia's goals is critical. Moscow aims to satisfy its imperialist ambitions; to erase one of the few democratic, law-governed states in its vicinity
;3,2 and, above all, to demolish the post-Cold War system of international relations in Europe. Russia is showing that it can do as it pleases
.2,7
The historical parallels are stark: Russia's war on Georgia echoes events in Finland in 1939, Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968
.3,8 Perhaps this is why so many Eastern European countries, which suffered under Soviet occupation, have voiced their support for us.

Russia's authoritarian leaders see us as a threat because Georgia is a free country whose people have elected to integrate into the Euro-Atlantic community. This offends Russia's rulers. They do not want their nation or even its borders contaminated by democratic ideas.

Since our democratic government came to power after the 2003 Rose Revolution, Russia has used economic embargoes and closed borders to isolate us and has illegally deported thousands of Georgians in Russia
.3 It has tried to destabilize us politically with the help of criminal oligarchs. It has tried to freeze us into submission by blowing up vital gas pipelines in midwinter
.3
When all that failed to shake the Georgian people's resolve, Russia invaded
.2,7
Last week, Russia, using its separatist proxies, attacked several peaceful, Georgian-controlled villages in South Ossetia, killing innocent civilians and damaging infrastructure
.2,7
On Aug. 6, just hours after a senior Georgian official traveled to South Ossetia to attempt negotiations, a massive assault was launched on Georgian settlements. Even as we came under attack, I declared a unilateral cease-fire in hopes of avoiding escalation and announced our willingness to talk to the separatists in any format
.2,7
But the separatists and their Russian masters were deaf to our calls for peace. Our government then learned that columns of Russian tanks and troops had crossed Georgia's sovereign borders
.3 The thousands of troops, tanks and artillery amassed on our border are evidence of how long Russia had been planning this aggression
.3,7
Our government had no choice but to protect our country from invasion, secure our citizens and stop the bloodshed. For years, Georgia has been proposing 21st-century, European solutions for South Ossetia, including full autonomy guaranteed by the international community. Russia has responded with crude, 19th-century methods
.3
It is true that Russian power could overwhelm our small country -- though even we did not anticipate the ferocity and scale of Moscow's response. But we had to at least try to protect our people from the invading forces. Any democratic country would have done the same.

But facing this brutal invading army, whose violence was ripping Georgia apart, our government decided to withdraw from South Ossetia, declare a cease-fire and seek negotiations. Yet Moscow ignored our appeal for peace
.3
Our repeated attempts to contact senior Russian leaders were rebuffed. Russia's foreign ministry even denied receiving our notice of cease-fire hours after it was officially -- and very publicly -- delivered. This was just one of many cynical ploys to deceive the world and justify further attacks
.3
This war threatens not only Georgia but security and liberty around the world. If the international community fails to take a resolute stand, it will have sounded the death knell for the spread of freedom and democracy everywhere.

Georgia's only fault in this crisis is its wish to be an independent, free and democratic country. What would Western nations do if they were punished for the same aspiration?

I have staked my country's fate on the West's rhetoric about democracy and liberty. As Georgians come under attack, we must ask: If the West is not with us, who is it with? If the line is not drawn now, when will it be drawn? We cannot allow Georgia to become the first victim of a new world order as imagined by Moscow.

The writer is president of Georgia.

Reviewed by Gordon M. Hahn – Analyst/Consultant, Russia Other Points of View – Russia Media Watch; Senior Researcher, Monterey Terrorism Research and Education Program and Visiting Assistant Professor, Graduate School of International Policy Studies, Monterey Institute of International Studies, Monterey, California; and Senior Researcher, Center for Terrorism and Intelligence Studies (CETIS), Akribis Group. Dr Hahn is author of two well-received books, Russia’s Islamic Threat (Yale University Press, 2007) and Russia’s Revolution From Above (Transaction, 2002), and numerous articles on Russian politics.
2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: Naturally, president Saakashvili omits the fact that he took the decision to renew military hostilities by setting siege to South Ossetia’s capitol, Tskhinvali. ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: This is done to put the entire blame on a supposed Russian imperialism.


3,2,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA: There had been no reports of Russians “raping women and executing men,” as Saakashvili claims, at least by the time his article was published. There were later reports of destruction committed by Ossetian militiamen, but not killing or raping. OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: Invoking the Russians’ “ruthlessness,” Saakashvili omits the fact that he moved his troops and artillery into position to invade Tskhinvali and that Georgian snipers were firing at Ossetian villages during joint American-Georgian military exercises during the week leading up to his attack. Georgian forces renewed lower-intensity military operations around Tskhinvali on August 1, including moving into position for the offensive. See the report on the liberal-oriented human rights website Kavak uzel “V Yuzhnoi Osetii zayavlyayut, chto Gruzia pazmestila artilleriyu bliz zony konflikta,” Kavkaz uzel, 4 August 2008, www.kavkaz-uzel.ru/newstext.newsid/1226489.html. As his troops were loading ammunition into their guns, mortars and cannons, Saakashvili addressed the world on the afternoon of August 7 and announced he was implementing a unilateral ceasefire. Hours later, the Georgian artillery began to pound Tskhinvali. The fourteen-hour barrage destroyed much of the city and in first order the hospital, ambulances, and Russian peacekeepers. Larisa Sotieva, “Eyewitnesses: Carnage in Tskhinvali,” Caucasus Reporting Service, Institute of War and Peace Reporting, 12 August 2008, www.iwpr.net and Sara Rainsford, “S. Ossetia’s Ruins Seethe with Anger,” BBC News, 13 August 2008.Saakashvili inflicted hundreds, if not thousands of casualties before Russian forces intervened. 


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: President Saakashvili claims that the Russian leadership cannot be trusted, implying thereby that he can be trusted. ROPV refers the reader to the second footnote/commentary in this content analysis and the following excerpts from an Associated press report written by an ethnic Georgian so he’she can assess for themselves the present Georgian leadership’s reliability: 


“It was a claim that could have provoked a dangerous Kremlin response: The United States is readying to take over airports and ports in the former Soviet republic of Georgia.


The claim, by U.S.-backed Georgia President Mikhail Saakashvili on Wednesday was swiftly shot down by officials in Washington, who denied any such designs on Georgian soil.


Yet, it was the latest in a string of overstated pronouncements by the American-educated Georgian leader that are further fueling tensions with Moscow….”


“On Wednesday, he said in an interview on CNN that Russian troops were ‘closing on the capital, circling,’ and planning to install their own government in Tbilisi.


Associated Press reporters in the area saw no sign of an impending coup. An AP reporter saw dozens of Russian trucks and armored vehicles heading south from the central city of Gori in the direction of Tbilisi, but they later turned away.


Saakashvili said Russian troops moving deeper into Georgia ‘even steal toilet seats.’


He later said on Georgian national television that the U.S. arrival of a military cargo plane with humanitarian aid ‘means that Georgia's ports and airports will be taken under the control of the U.S. Defense Department.’


Pentagon spokesman Geoff Morrell responded, ‘We have no need, nor do we intend to take over any Georgian air or seaport to deliver humanitarian aid. ... We have no designs on taking control of any Georgian facility.’


Saakashvili has repeatedly compared the Russian incursions to Hitler's invasion of Poland in 1939, to the Soviet crackdown in Prague in 1968 and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.


In his Wednesday TV address, he said, ‘Russia has lost more airplanes than in any conflict of this scale since 1939.’ He also cited rumors that Russia was planning to bomb a rally in Tbilisi on Tuesday. The rally ended peacefully.” See Misha Dzhindzhikhashvili, “Georgian president's Russia claims raise eyebrows,” Associated Press, 13 August 2008, 8:12. 


ROPV notes in connection with Saakashvili’s claims about 1939 that the entire Soviet air force was destroyed in the first days of Hitler’s invasion of the USSR.  


7 ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: Give Russian, Ossetian, and Abkhazian distrust of the West, it would be a mistake to use only Western peacekeeping forces. A truly neutral force would have a limited Western contingent and no Georgian or Russian contingents. The majority of a new peacekeeping force would best consist of UN peacekeepers from Asian, African, or Latin American states that have little or no geopolitical stake in the Russia-West competition. It is likely that Saakashvili seeks a Western-dominated peacekeeping force, so he can continue his policy of using the West’s military power to exact revenge on Russia and reintegrate South Ossetia and Abkhazia into Georgia against their will.


6 SLANTED TERMINOLOGY: Saakashvili invokes the Berlin airlift in order to tie the image of the Soviet dictatorship and Cold War around Russia, suggesting the need for a new Cold War. Such a Cold War would be in his interests since it would lock in Western support for his leadership of Georgia in the battle with Russia. Recall that the Berlin airlift was used to provide food to East Berliners during the Berlin crisis and Soviet blockade. There is no blockade of Georgia, and Western powers are already supplying Georgians with humanitarian assistance.


3,2 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA: There quite a few democratic or semi-democratic states, including several NATO members, in Russia’s “vicinity”: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, Ukraine, Mongolia, and Finland are democratic or democratizing. Russia has had no military tensions, no less conflict with any of them. Moreover, it has hard to imaging what kind of “law-governed state” it is that attacks its own citizens when there is a viable ceasefire no matter the crisis. OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: President Saakashvili omits from his discussion of democratic Georgia that recently it has been a rather poorly democratizing state. President Saakashvili in the last eight months has banned for a period opposition demonstrations, run less than free and fair presidential and parliamentary elections that were sharply criticized in a OSCE report, and closed down an opposition television station. See the OSCE election report at www.osce.org/item/29183.html.  


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: Saakashvili omits the fact that it is the very “post-Cold War system of international relations” that has helped cause this crisis and which he has tried to use against Russia thereby also contributing to the complex of causes sparking this war. An ill-conceived NATO expansion has become the basis of the system designed to create a ‘zone of security’ for member-states, begging the question what lies outside that zone: a zone of insecurity. NATO expansion to Russia’s borders left Moscow isolated, weakened, potentially bereft of influence in its own backyard, and forced to adopt policies that it might not need or could afford. It naturally fought back when NATO-backed Georgian troops attacked an ally tens of miles from Russia’s borders and a co-ethnic people of Russia’s North Ossetia. ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: Russia is not showing that it can do what it wants; it is showing it can do at least something it perceives necessary to do. This a logical result of the West’s pattern of ignoring Russian concerns on every major issue that has arisen since the end of the Cold War: preservation of the Union, NATO expansion, the break up of Yugoslavia, Kosovo, nuclear and conventional arms control, Jackson-Vannik, Russia’s accession to the WTO, etc.


3,8 INACCURATE STATEMENT DATA/FACTS and LACK OF COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE: The historical parallel Saakshvili makes is stark but inaccurate because of a weak comparative perspective. The only thing that the Soviet actions to which he refers and the present Georgian crisis is that Moscow is involved. The comparison immediately collapses when one considers that the Finns, the Hungarians, Czechs and Slovaks did not attack anyone let alone Moscow’s forces, as Saakashvili did. 


3 INACCURATE STATEMENT DATA/FACTS: Russia deported ethnic Georgians who were in the country illegally, not ethnic Georgian citizens of Russia, as Saakashvili attempts to imply.


3 INACCURATE STATEMENT DATA/FACTS: At least some, if not all of the attacks on Russia’s pipelines in the region were carried out by Chechen and North Caucasus terrorists. Georgia has harbored Chechen jihadists who later committed numerous terrorist attacks in Russia and were tied to the Caucasus jihadists who carried out the October 2002 Dubrovka theater hostage-taking, the Beslan school hostage-taking, and hundreds of other terrorist attacks in Russia.


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: Again Saakashvili omits his ordering the Georgian army to attack South Ossetia.


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: ROPV refers the reader to the second footnote commentary in theis content analysis and the sources cited there. They clearly show that it was the Georgian side that escalated the tit-for-tat attacks, that moved a major force into position to attack Tskhinvali, and then attacked Tskhinvali with heavy artillery and other weapons, prompting the Russia response. 


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: ROPV again refers the reader to the second footnote commentary in this content analysis and the sources cited there. They clearly show that it was the Georgian side that escalated the tit-for-tat attacks, that moved a major force into position to attack Tskhinvali, and then attacked Tskhinvali with heavy artillery and other weapons, prompting the Russia response. Also, Saakhashvili has confused or disinformed readers about the timeline. The events he refers to occurred on August 7. See the text of his August 7 televised address on the Ossetian crisis in “Sakashvili’s Televised Address on S. Ossetia,” Civil Georgia, 7 August 2008, 21:45, www.civil.ge.


3 INACCURATE STATEMENT DATA/FACTS: This is a complete reversal of the sequence of events as reported in every source on the war. ROPV again refers the reader to the second footnote commentary in this content analysis and the sources cited there.


3,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT DATA/FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: Russian troops and equipment have been stationed near the combat zone for years in the event that Saakashvili invaded; a danger which remained real as long as he refused to sign an agreement rejecting to solve the frozen conflict by force of arms as proposed by Russia, South Ossetia and Abkhazia. 


3 INACCURATE STATEMENT DATA/FACTS: Saakhashvili’s representation is overstated. Throughout most of the some twenty years since South Ossetia and Abkhazia demanded first internal autonomy in Georgia and then independence from it, Georgia rejected internal autonomy. The crisis began when ultra-nationalist Georgian president Zviad Gamsakhurdia repealed these breakaway republics’ former status as autonomous republics within the Georgian SSR. After Georgians inflicted violence on the two republics and they achieved de facto independence did Georgia make tentative offers of internal autonomy. For most of Saakashvili’s term, he emphasized reintegrating the republics without offering a plan but refusing the rejection of the use of force. Only early this year did he propose a plan for internal autonomy for the republics as Georgian forces continued to break the ceasefire agreement by placing heavy artillery in the conflict zone and to refuse to reject the use of force.   


3 INACCURATE STATEMENT DATA/FACTS: Even as Saakashvili published these words, it was he who was refusing to sign a ceasefire agreement drafted by France’s president Sarkozy and approved by Russian president Dmitrii Medvedev.


3 INACCURATE STATEMENT DATA/FACTS: On August 7 in a televised address on the South Ossetian crisis after ordering Georgian troops to attack Tskhinvali president Saakashvili stated the following: “We have been in constant contacts with the leadership of the local Russian peacekeeping forces.Several hours ago, they told us that they have completely lost control over the actions of the separatists.…We are in constant contact with the leadership of the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Ministry tells us Russia is trying to stop the separatists from engaging in armed action, but without any success.”  See “Sakashvili’s Televised Address on S. Ossetia,” Civil Georgia, 7 August 2008, 21:45, www.civil.ge.
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