RUSSIAN DIPLOMATIC OVERTURES: PART I- THE PACIFIC

Zhyldyz Oskonbaeva

(RIEAS Senior Advisor and Eurasian Liaison, founded and was first Secretary
General of the Black-Sea Caspian Sea International Fund in 2009. As a result,
the Presidents of Romania and Azerbaijan ratified an agreement to promote the
project and to establish its Headquarters in Bucharest, Romania. Starting with
eight countries, the Fund has grown to eleven countries (Azerbaijan, Bulgaria,
Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Romania, Russia, Serbia, Turkey
and Ukraine. She served as an academic researcher in support of law
enforcement at the Centre for Technology, Security and Policy at Virginia Tech
National Capital Region. Through her efforts law and customs enforcement
cooperation extended across numerous countries and organizations worldwide,
especially in areas related to narcotics, nuclear proliferation and money
laundering. She received her Master’s Degree in Social Anthropology at
Bishkek Humanities University. She speaks a total of ten (10) languages).

Copyright: Research Institute for European and American Studies
(www.rieas.gr) Publication date: 22 July 2018

Note: The article reflects the opinion of the author and not necessarily the views of the
Research Institute for European and American Studies (RIEAS).

Asia is the largest continent, comprising a third of all dry land and more than
half of worlds population. Its role is constantly growing and, I am sure, will
grow in the future. - Margaret Thatcher.!

This article explains why Russia is eager to avoid any major diplomatic crises in
Asia. Instead, their subtle approach triangulates Russian interests by
interlocking the Korean peninsula (North and South), Vietnam and the
Philippines to further their mid-to-long term strategy.

Although Russia’s “Far-East” policy has existed since the days of the Czars and
has not changed much since, it has carefully stepped around its ally and
opponent China. As Czar Alexander Il (1818-1881) noted, “Our policy in Asia
IS becoming even more important, and I foresee that it is there the worlds’ future
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Harper Perennial, ISBN 978-0-06-095912-, [accessed 07.04.2018]
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destinies will be decided .” * As a result, Russia’s approach is consistent, well-
balanced and opportunistic in approach.

During the last four years, Russia has been gradually building a ‘joint’
relationship with both North and South Korea. Russia’s relationship with North
Korea goes back to Soviet Union times. In fact, the Soviet Union was the first
country to recognize North Korea in 1948.° Right after the collapse of Soviet
Union, President Yeltsin decided that Russia needed to build a greater
relationship with South Korea given the technological advancements they
offered. In 1992, a relationship with South Korea was established and mutual
trade agreements were signed. In the meantime, President Yeltsin decided not to
prolong the already existing agreements with North Korea that were in place
since the times of Nikita Khrushchev.*

In 40 years, North Korea and Russia did have some cross-border trade
exchange, not so much goods as much as sourcing cheap labor. North Korea
still supplies workers to Russia’s vast lumber industry. North Korean labor in
Russia is considered the cheapest amongst other gastarbeiters (immigrant
workers), that arrive to Russia from other places such as Central Asia, Ukraine
and Moldova. Besides letting North Korea send their workers to Russia, all
existing diplomatic relationships between the two were dormant or frozen for
about 40 years.

Russia did realize their diplomatic slippage when they faced a crisis during the
North Korean denuclearization negotiations between 1994-1996.° As soon as
Vladimir Putin took office in 2000, the relationship with Russia was restarted.
North Korean Realpolitik never forgot what they perceived was a “diplomatic
betrayal” by Russia. As a result, North Korea ignored all the advice Russia offer
and unilaterally withdrew from the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT). In
order to regain the trust of North Korea or because Russia knew that North
Korea will never be able to repay the accumulated debt borrowed from the
Former Soviet Union, 90% of the $11 Billion debt was forgiven.®
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The Russians are pragmatic in that they don’t give away money owed unless
they absolutely knew that something else could be offered in exchange. One
example is that North Korea was the first country to recognize Crimea as a part
of the Russian Federation.” Today, Russia is planning to build a bridge to
connect to North Korea® which bypasses China. Currently all of the overland
goods move through China. The curious debt game extends to the Southern side
as well. Russia owed South Korea $2.2 billion back in 2002. By 2010, the
Hyundai chaebol opened factories to include one specializing in engines.® Also,
the fifth largest South Korean Company, Lotte Group has invested $2 billion in
Russia as well."® With regards to inter-Korean dialogue, Putin is adamant that
the Democratic Republic of Korea be treated as a sovereign state, and any
contradictions between the two must be resolved in civilized manner.™*

Just like it did with North Korea, Russia forgave Vietnam’s $9.5 billion debt —
also accumulated from the times of the Former Soviet Union.'® Back in 1979,
the Soviet Union occupied the naval base in Vietnam’s Cam Ranh Bay. By
2001, the base was closed. As part of its re-expansion, Russia began considering
a return back to Vietnam during 2014. By 2016, Russia opened discussions with
Vietnam about its return to Cam Ranh Bay. Just like in the case of the
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Philippines (our next location), Vietnam prefers ‘neutrality’ yet granted
permission for Russian warships to enter its territorial waters to harbor there.™

Given the global marketplace, Vietnam delicately balances between
superpowers like China, the U.S and Russia. According to the IMF, Vietnam’s
economic growth is 7% and incrementally rising every quarter.’* The
significance of this is that by next year in 2019, Vietnam might surpass China’s
economy; partly due to strategic Russian investments. Concerning China in
particular, Vietnam competes directly as an emerging market yet weathers
territorial disputes with them in the South China Sea. This does not mean that
the U.S. is out of the picture as it has big plans of its own concerning Vietnam.*
The potential however, still exists with Russia. As a 2015 signatory, Vietnam’s
inclusion into the Russian-dominant Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) allows
them to establish a Free Trade Zone, meaning zero import customs fees on
about 90 % of the goods exchanged.'®

Elsewhere in the Pacific, Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte granted the
Russian Navy (March 2017) permission to enter its territorial waters and with
advance notification moor off its coast or enter its harbors.'” Until then, the
Philippines is only of two countries (the other Brunei) that had never purchased
Russian weapons. According to RIA Novosti, the October 2017 agreement
between Russia and the Philippines changes that. The Philippines will buy
mainly military equipment along the lines of grenade launchers and similar
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tactical technologies.’® As far as the current year goes (2018), visits to Moscow
by the Philippine National Security Adviser and Defense Minister are already
planned.*®

To sum it all up Russia has very subtle yet effective tools of diplomacy
regarding South-East Asian countries. There are at least three major
organizational mechanisms or tools they have at their disposal: The Eurasian
Economic Union (EAEU), the Eastern Economic Forum of Vladivostok (EEF),
and the Organization for Cooperation of Railways (OCR). South Korea’s luxury
vehicle line called Genesis of Hyundai is the only foreign General Partner of the
EEF? among other state owned corporations like Gazprom and Rosneft. In June
of this year, the meeting of members of the Organization for Cooperation of
Railways in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan will ratify South Korea becoming a member.
Vietnam already has a free-trade zone agreement with the EAEU. Even if the
Philippine constitution disallows the permanent stationing of foreign military
forces, my observation is that Russian Defense Minister Shoigu is entertaining a
myriad of options in the Pacific and the Philippines will yet play a role.

That would not be wholly inconsistent with a quote attributed Shoigu in 2014,
“We plan to increase the number of military bases in such countries as
Venezuela, Nicaragua, Seychelles and Singapore.”** This raises the prospect of
a military-political-economic agenda not only in Asia but Africa and the
Americas as well.
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