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| would like to start by
thanking the organisers
of this meeting. The last
few weeks have seen

many changes on the u
international political

. CHECHNYA PEACE
stage. Like most of the FORUM

world | was gripped by
the US presidential . § ,
elections. And while ‘ Che
world leaders rushed to - &*‘
congratulate the Barack  § : i‘,) 1

Obama on his victory, - ¥ ) l
the Russian President ™
Dmitry Medevdev
welcomed the President-
elect by threatening to
despatch nuclear-
capable Iskander
weapons to Kaliningrad, unless plans for a US missile defence system are scrapped. Hardly the
backdrop to creating a more positive era in US-Russia relations you may think - and | would be
inclined to agree.
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From left to right: Kim Sengupta, Defence and Diplomatic Correspondent, The
Independent, The Rt Hon Lord David Trimble, Akhmed Zakaev, Prime Minister of
the Resistance Government of the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria and Neil
Macfarlane, Professor of International Relations, Oxford University at the ‘Cross-
fire in the Caucasus’ seminar.

But with two young political leaders now in place | am always hopeful that the geo-political
landscape will improve. That real political will can emerge and create the right environment
for change.

Sadly though, the current climate does not bode well. We are 6 months into Medvedev’s
Presidency and in his first state of the nation address there was little to demonstrate that
Russia wishes to engage with the West on any level — unless it plays to the Russian agenda. But
| remain an optimist, despite Russia’s intent on antagonising its neighbours, my hope is that
the international community can navigate its way through these uncertain times in the



Caucasus. The thing is with optimists is that we are often left disappointed and what
happened over the summer was no different. Despite President Sarkozy’'s best efforts.

Under the French-brokered ceasefire deal, Russia withdrew many of its troops following the
brief war with Georgia in August. But Georgia says Russia must also withdraw forces from the
Akhalgori and Kodori Gorge areas. The deal said Russia should pull back to positions it held
before the war but Russia plans to keep thousands of troops in the Georgian breakaway
regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia.

This tone has become increasing entrenched in Russia’s behaviour on the world stage, with an
assurance of more of the same especially now that Russian MPs have backed a bill to extend
the presidential term from four to six years amid speculation it may herald Vladimir Putin's
early return.

The reality is that bullyboy tactics are a common theme of the Putin/Medvedev way of doing
things. And the war in Georgia has put military intervention into sovereign states under the
spotlight — again.

In this case the Russians claim the Georgians committed acts of genocide in order to justify
their military intervention, and likened it to Kosovo.

Russia’s desire for instability in the Caucuses is well documented. Putin’s claim that Kosovan
independence was illegal was little more than a guise to seek a precedent that sovereignty
can be recognised without unanimity of the UN Security Council. In other words, what was
really happening was Russia preparing the ground to conveniently choose to recognise the
right of the peoples of two republics in the Caucasus — Abkhazia and South Ossetia to self-
determination. There would then be nothing new about going ahead despite others’
opposition.

Just over decade ago Russia did everything in its power to stifle Chechnya’s legitimate claim
for independence resulting in two bloody wars. Yet when the independence of South Ossetia
and Abkhazia from Georgia, a former Soviet republic, comes in to question, Moscow has made
no secret of its support for their secession and did all in its power to encourage it.

Russia’s self-stated “privileged interest” in its “near abroad” makes no secret of the fact that
nations in the Caucasus have, at best, limited sovereignty in the eyes of the Kremlin.

This is a carbon copy of Russia’s actions in the Caucasus in the mid-90s and we ignore this at
our peril.

As a Chechen | can give you first hand testimony that any terror campaign against a small
nation has huge ramifications, destroying the fundamentals of civil society - democratic
freedoms, human rights and the rule of law.

The Kremlin claims there is now peace and stability in Chechnya, but the reality for Chechens
is that the intensive bombing has been replaced with a regime of fear and oppression.

You may have seen news coverage that propagates that all is back to how it was, but that is far
from the truth. Visits are carefully choreographed for western journalists and dignitaries to
show off the new modern airport and the glossy facades of a so-called extensive rebuilding
programme in Grozny. What is not on show for all to see are the daily realities of Moscow
imposed Ramzan Kadyrov's rule where Chechen civilians have no avenues to seek justice in
the knowledge that critics are dealt with,



