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Abstract


This study analyzes the geostrategic aspect of Russia’s recent foreign policy actions in an attempt to determine where Russia’s geostrategy is likely to lead it in the near future. The writer first examines Russia’s population, territory, economic, and military powerbase and proves that Russia deserves the title “Great Power.” The writer next explains why Russia aligned itself against, rather than with, the West after the fall of the Iron Curtain by tracing the route of the country’s geopolitical codes from World War II to the present. Finally, the writer concludes that, based on President Putin’s recent geopolynomic actions, the West would do well to take Russia seriously. Its geostrategy is leading it on a collision course with the West.

Russian Back to the Future

The end of the Cold War and resultant breakup of the Soviet Union created unprecedented peace-time geopolitical turmoil throughout the world.
 The geopolitical codes of the world’s Great Powers underwent dynamic mood swings as their leaders tried to define and achieve new national security geostrategies. The distribution of power over geographical space has continued to evolve since then. The resultant shock waves continue to ripple through the world system, colliding with each other and producing further changes in a seemingly endless feedback loop.

This geostrategic analysis of the foreign policy of one of those Great Powers, Russia, attempts to explain how geostrategy has impacted Russia’s policy actions and thus caused it to change its geopolitical code from “Confrontation with the West” during the Cold War, to “Cooperation with the West” after the end of the Cold War, and now back to “Confrontation” again.  The report will first set out to prove that Russia truly deserves the moniker “Great Power.”  Then it will trace the country’s meandering geostrategic route from one geopolitical code to the next from World War II to the present. Finally, based upon the author’s interpretation of Russia’s leaders’ recent geopolynomic actions, the report will attempt to predict where the country’s geostrategic path is likely to lead it in the near future.


Some observers advocate that Russia does not deserve the title “Great Power.” But it is at least that—if for no other reasons than because it occupies and controls most of Mackinder’s coveted Heartland of Eurasia
 and because it possesses 16,000 nuclear warheads
. In any case, there are other ways to prove that Russia truly is a Great Power.


The Great Power central subsystem of states includes those who together control eighty percent of the world’s power in any particular category.
 To be considered a Great Power, a state must control at least five percent of that eighty percent—in other words, four percent of the world’s total power in that specific category.
 This report will use four categories of Russia’s geopolynomic power in its baseline analysis: population, territory, economy, and military.


A large population doesn’t guarantee strength, but it is a key prerequisite. As can be seen in Figure-1, Russia is not a member of the Great Power “Population” subsystem, so technically it does not qualify as a Great Power in this category. Only China, India, the European Union, and the US occupy that tier. However, Russia is practically right there.  It is the eighth most populous state in the world. (Even though the European Union is not technically a single state, the author treats it as one in the belief that in geopolynomic terms the members of the European Union act as a single entity.)
 
Other aspects of a state’s population—such as trends and structure—are also important factors of national power. Russia’s population of about 141 million is down five and a half percent from its post-Cold War high of 149 million in 1991 and is down about half from the old Soviet total, despite the immigration of five million mostly ethnic Russians from former Soviet republics. 

Figure-1  Great Powers: Population
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Source: Central Intelligence Agency: The World Factbook (21 Oct 2007)
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/index.html

Russia is also currently plagued by sharp declines in life expectancy and birth rate.
 The country’s average life expectancy has plummeted since the break-up of the Soviet Union.
 Twenty-five years ago, Russia had the life expectancy of Western Europe. Now it is fifteen years behind Western Europe.
 Life expectancy for men is just fifty-nine years.
 Russia is working with the World Bank and other institutions to try to manage its citizens’ chronic diseases, which keep many people from working during their prime earning years.
 HIV cases are rising, and drug and alcohol abuse is prevalent.
 Diet, stress, and violence problems are endemic.


Russian fertility rates have dropped drastically since the end of the Cold War.
 A third of Russian mothers now have only a single child.
 Squeezed between traditional family obligations, modern social conditions which limit job flexibility, and economic conditions which make child care very expensive, many Russian women are reacting by producing as small a family as possible.


In September, the Moscow News reported that the governor of central Russia’s Ulyanovsk Region had come up with a novel method of addressing Russia’s declining fertility rate.
  He announced a new holiday on September 12 called “The Day of Family Contact.”
  People are encouraged to stay home and raise the birth rate on that day.
 Every woman that gives birth exactly nine months after the holiday, on June 12, will receive a free Russian-made Patriot SUV.
 At first, Governor Sergei Morozov’s initiative was perceived as a joke.
 Later, however, he made it clear that he was absolutely serious.
 “It’s an event to spread family values,” he said. “We picked one day to set an example.”


Russia is a multi-ethnic state whose population comprises over one hundred nationalities. Ethnic Russians comprise eighty percent of the population (113 million) and are the dominant majority.
 The next largest nationality groups are the Tatars (3.8 percent, 5.5 million), Ukrainians (three percent, 4.2 million), Bashkirs, (1.3 percent, 1.7 million), Chuvashi (1.2 percent, 1.7 million), Chechens (.94 percent, 1.3 million), and Armenians (78 percent, 1.1 million).


Age is also an important consideration when evaluating population structure.
 What is important here is the percentage of the population in the most productive cohort, generally considered to be somewhere between the ages of eighteen and forty-five, that can best meet the needs of the nation’s military and industry as well as produce the following generation.
 Comparing the numbers in this group to those in the younger cohort also provides a more accurate picture of population trends and the interaction of demographics with all power elements.
 Finally, a comparison of the middle population group to the older will provide a picture of trends that can have significant consequences for a nation’s power.
 For example, any nation with an increasing cohort of retired people coupled with social welfare benefits will eventually have to face hard choices between guns on the one hand and butter on the other.


Factors affecting a state’s territorial power include its geographic location, natural resources, climate, and topography. As already mentioned, Russia’s location in Mackinder’s Heartland of Eurasia gives it a head start on all other states. Outside of that unique geostrategic characteristic, the strongest component of territorial power is the amount of territory a state controls. As can be seen in Figure-2, Russia’s territory definitely meets the criteria of a Great Power. As the largest state in the world, Russia occupies the premier position in the Great Power “Territorial” central subsystem.  It sits atop Canada, the US, China, Brazil, and Australia, in that order. 

Russia is endowed with a rich abundance of natural resources such as oil, gas, coal, timber, water, wilderness, and biodiversity.
 In fact, Russia is the only country in the world with more natural resources than the United States.


While Russia ranks eighth in the world in proven oil reserves, it cannot compete with the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) cartel over the long term.
 Russia’s reserves account for only four and a half percent of the world’s total, versus OPEC’s seventy-seven percent. 


 Russia’s gas reserves, on the other hand, far exceed those of any other country.
 Indeed, Russia is to natural gas what Saudi Arabia is to oil. With twenty-nine percent of proven world reserves, Russia far outranks Iran (16.1 percent) and Qatar (15.5 percent).
 Single-handedly, Gazprom, Russia’s giant gas company, holds a quarter of all world gas reserves.


Although oil remains the dominant global fuel source, natural gas is increasing in importance.
 It now accounts for about twenty-three percent of world energy consumption and will soon overtake coal (at just over twenty-four percent).
 In the EU, natural gas is the fastest growing energy source and now accounts for twenty-two percent of total energy consumed.
 (Oil still accounts for forty-four percent.)

Figure-2   Great Powers: Territory
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Source: Central Intelligence Agency: The World Factbook (21 Oct 2007)

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/index.html


Coal is the world’s most abundant fossil fuel.
 At current production rates, coal reserves could in theory last another two centuries. 
 The distribution of coal reserves around the world differs notably from that of oil and gas, in that significant amounts are located in the US and Russia, but not in the Middle East.
 The US, with twenty-seven percent, and Russia, with seventeen percent, account for nearly half of global coal reserves.
 China (thirteen percent), India (ten percent),Australia (nine percent), South Africa (five percent), and Kazakhstan (three percent) also have significant amounts of coal.


Oil, gas, and coal make up a crucial component of the Russian economy, accounting for over twenty percent of GDP, fifty percent of federal budget revenues, and sixty percent of exports.
 Energy is not the only sector of the economy on the upturn, either. Investment growth currently sits at around twenty-five percent per year, and consumption at eleven percent.
 In the banking sector, deposits were up thirty-five percent last year, and loans were up forty-seven percent.
 


Russia is not quite a Great Power economically, but again, as with Population, it is almost there. As can be seen in Figure-3, it is now the seventh largest in the world, with a GDP of $985 billion.
 Since 2000 the country has run large fiscal and trade surpluses and by June 2007 had accumulated foreign reserves of over $400 billion.
 The last seven years have seen strong growth, last year at 6.7 percent, up from 6.4 percent in 2005.
 Last year, inflation slowed to nine percent, the lowest level in the post-Soviet era.

Figure-3  Great Powers: Economy
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Source: Central Intelligence Agency: The World Factbook: (21 Oct 2007)

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/index.html


All is not rosy with the Russian economy, though. Russia ranks a lowly fifty-seventh in the world with an annual per capita GDP of $6,856.
 A small middle class with growing levels of disposable income has emerged, but fifteen percent of the population still lives below the poverty line.
 Income inequality remains pronounced, and Russian economic development is hindered by pervasive corruption, a weak rule of law, and increasing political authoritarianism.
  Russia is also plagued by environmental degradation, ecological catastrophes, the near-collapse of its health system, and widespread organized crime and corruption.
 Those problems exist, in part, because Russia has thrown much of its economic gains over the past decade into overhauling its military.
 

It has become customary to refer to Russia’s armed forces as decayed, under-armed, under-trained, and under-supplied—effectively writing them off as second-rate.
 It is true that its army, navy and air forces are in dire condition, but every part of the formula for Russia’s military resurgence is still in place.
  Even after the fall of the Iron Curtain, Russia never stopped producing state-of-the-art military technologies.
 So, if the government can keep that money flowing into the defense budget, Russia’s military will be able to quickly return to form.

As can be seen in Figure-4, Russia’s annual defense budget totals $50 billion, fourth largest in the world, behind the US, EU, and China.
 That is not quite enough to qualify it as a Great Power militarily, though, because the US and EU accounted for 83.25 percent of global military expenditures by themselves in 2006.
 Only five Middle Eastern states spend a greater percentage of their GDP on defense
—which says something about Russia’s attitude toward defense. They’re serious.
Figure-4  Great Powers: Military Expenditures
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Source: Central Intelligence Agency: The World Factbook: (21 Oct 2007)

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/index.html


The Russian armed forces now number about one million (Figure-5), down from 4.3 million Soviet troops in 1986.
 Readiness, training, morale, and discipline are still quite low, too.
 Russia possesses a huge number of tanks (Figure-6), ships (Figure-7), and aircraft (Figure-8).
 Only a very few can compete with their Western counterparts, though.
 In some instances, Russia’s superior quantity of tanks, ships, and aircraft might be able to defeat an opponent’s superior quality, but not against the West.

Figure-5  Military Manpower
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Source: GlobalFire.com (9 Dec 2007)

http://www.globalfirepower.com/list_frontline_personnel.asp

Figure-6  Military Armored Vehicles
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Source: GlobalFire.com (9 Dec 2007)

http://www.globalfirepower.com/list_armor.asp

Figure-7  Naval Ships
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Source: GlobalFire.com (9 Dec 2007)

http://www.globalfirepower.com/list_avail_mil_manpower.asp

Figure-8  Military Aircraft
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 Source: GlobalFire.com (9 Dec 2007)
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The end of the Cold War left Russia with the bulk of the Soviet weapons of mass destruction (WMDs).
 This legacy has allowed Russia to retain its great power status even while its economy was collapsing, but the burden of supporting this oversized program has put an enormous strain on Russia’s economic system.
 Russia’s nuclear and missile capabilities presupposes its crucial role in arms control and nonproliferation, while the remnants of chemical and biological weapons programs pose major environmental and proliferation threats.


Russia is a signatory state to the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT).
 According to estimates by the Natural Resources Defense Council, the Soviet Union’s stockpile of nuclear weapons peaked at approximately 45,000 in 1986.
 As can be seen in Figure-9, Russia now possesses 16,000 nuclear warheads.
 Many of the US and Russian warheads are scheduled to be dismantled and processed for peaceful nuclear reactor fuel. By 2012, both the US and Russian stockpiles will be below 6,000.
  That still presents a deterrent sufficient to survive a first strike.

Figure-9  Nuclear Warheads
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Source: Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists: Nuclear Notebook , Sep/Oct 2007 (9 Nov 2007)

http://thebulletin.metapress.com/content/3605g0m20h18877w/fulltext.pdf

Russia inherited the Soviet Union’s stockpile of 40,000 metric tons of chemical weapons, the world’s largest chemical warfare arsenal, including artillery shells, bombs, and missiles that contained choking agents (phosgene), nerve agents (sarin, soman, and VX), and blister agents (mustard and Lewisite).
 There have been allegations that the Soviet Union had also developed a new class of nerve agent (Novichok), estimated to be 5-10 times more toxic than VX.
 In November 1997, Russia ratified the Chemical Weapons Convention, but financial and other difficulties have impeded the destruction of its chemical weapons stockpile, so it is far behind the timetable specified in the treaty.


The US government believes that Russia has destroyed the Soviet Union’s biological warfare stockpiles of anthrax, smallpox, plague, tularemia, glanders, and hemorrhagic fever agents.
 However, there are suspicions that other activities that contravene the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention may continue at a few military biological facilities in Russia.


Russia inherited most of the Soviet missile complex, although significant portions are located in the Ukraine.
 Russia has the capability to produce highly sophisticated liquid- and solid-fueled missiles of all ranges.
 Reports of exports and leakage of Russian missile technology to countries such as Iran, India, China, Libya, and North Korea have led to concerns that Russia is contravening its obligations as a member of the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR).


Russia’s struggle to rebuild its economic and military capabilities represents its struggle to come to grips with its lost superpower status. Its quest to regain a place on that pedestal as quickly as possible is the basis for its thrashing about from geopolitical code to geopolitical code.  

During World War II, the geopolitical codes of both the US and Russia read “Ally.” After the war, we both found ourselves in positions of military and economic strength.
 Both nations arrived at this juncture largely by converting their economic resources into military resources during the war.
 However, we were now on opposite sides of a Cold War. Our geopolitical codes had switched to “Confrontation,”  and they did not waiver for more than forty years.


America’s continued military strength survived intact until the mid 1970s.
 During this decade it faced a major military defeat in Vietnam, but more importantly its economy stagnated.
 Only when the economy picked up again in the 1980s could the US resume strengthening its military power.


In the 1980s, Ronald Reagan used economic power very effectively as a military weapon against the Soviet Union.
 The spent Moscow into the ground.
 The Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI),  the proposed nationwide anti-missile system, played a key role in his strategy. If implemented, it would have radically altered the balance of power between the US and the Soviet Union. It would have rendered the Soviets’ intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) useless.
 


The Soviet Union employed a different strategy to facilitate the growth of its military power.
 Soviet military industries directly employed ten million people, including the most highly trained scientists and best educated workers.
  The military segment of the economy accounted for a quarter of the Soviet Union’s gross national product and half of all of its manufacturing.
 This mindset relegated the expansion of economic power to a secondary priority. 
 While this strategy worked adequately for over thirty years, in the long run it failed.
 By the 1980s, the Soviet economy had deteriorated to such an extent that it could no longer support the existing Soviet military machine let alone improve and add to it.


The Soviet union only managed to maintain and prolong its economic power that long thanks to military crackdowns.
  In Hungary and Czechoslovakia in 1956 and 1968 respectively, Soviet troops kept Eastern Europe under Soviet control.
  Eastern Europe rebelled again in the late 1980s.
  By this stage Soviet economic power had declined to a point that its leaders no longer had the political will to use military power to suppress the rebellions.


In December, 1991, weakened by the relentless eight-year arms race battle with Ronald Reagan and three years of continuous strife in Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Hungary, East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Bulgaria, Moldova, Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan, and Chechnya, the Soviet Union finally broke apart.  In its place, we were left with a “Black Hole—a power void in the very heart of Eurasia.”


The upheaval produced a massive systemic crisis, especially as the political upheaval was accompanied by the simultaneous attempt to undo the old Soviet socio-economic model. The national trauma was especially heightened by the economically and politically very costly intervention in Chechnya. Russia’s international status was significantly degraded, with one of the world’s two superpowers now viewed by many as little more than a Third World regional power. 


Many Western observers predicted that a “new” Russia would fill this power vacuum and align itself with the West.
 As it became more and more obvious that that was not going to happen, cries could be heard coming from the West: “Who lost Russia?”
 There is plenty of blame to go around, beginning with the Russians themselves.


Mikhail Gorbachev was at the helm during the breakup.
 His policies of glasnost (openness) and perestroika (reform) hinted that the “new” Russia might become a much kinder, gentler, member of the global community than the Soviet Union had ever been.
 Boris Yeltsin, Gorbachev’s successor, increased the liberal momentum.
 It seemed that he might have been succeeding in changing Russia’s geopolitical code from “Confrontation with the West” to “Cooperation with the West.” He befriended the US, the EU, South Korea, and Australia.
 He repudiated communism to some extent—something Gorbachev never did—and tried to implement free market policies.


In 1992, Yeltsin launched sweeping reforms which produced fundamental changes in the economy.
 Although the reforms suffered many setbacks, they did manage to vault Russia past the point of no return as far as restoring the old Soviet economic system was concerned.
 Yeltsin launched a major program to privatize state property.
 He eliminated wage controls and price controls on the vast majority of consumer goods.
 As a result, Russian goods reached world markets.
 Optimistic investors poured in.
 The International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and other Western sources contributed massive amounts of foreign aid.
 


In 1993, Bill Clinton launched a crusade to try to transform Russia’s political and economic systems.
 He tried to transform Russia’s economy into a carbon copy of America’s.
 He tried to transform Russia’s political system into one that would join with America as a junior partner in world affairs.
 Clinton waved fistfuls of dollars at Moscow and supported Yeltsin to the hilt.
 Meanwhile, a small group of oligarchs were taking over the main industrial pillars of the Russian economy and wreaking havoc.
 Inflation soared.
 The lot of the common Russian worsened.
 It was clear that Yeltsin’s policies were not working, but Clinton continued to endorse them.
 He constantly implored Yeltsin to “Stay the course.”
 Clinton underestimated the level of deficiencies, contradictions, and corruption that had infected Russia’s politico-economic system.
 

Yeltsin understood all too well the magnitude of the problems he faced, but did not know how to solve them.
 The few meaningful economic reforms he managed to institute, particularly in the first six months after the collapse of the Soviet Union, never resulted in a serious restructuring of the Russian economy.
 They did result, however, by 1994, in the privatization of more than seventy percent of industry, representing fifty percent of the workforce and over sixty-two percent of production.
 Workers and managers owned seventy-five percent of those enterprises, however—most of which have still not been restructured to compete in the market.
 Critics charged that the enterprises were sold far below their true value to insiders with political connections.
 

Yeltsin barely touched some sectors of the economy, such as agriculture and the military-industrial complex.
 He never adequately reigned in the monopolies, either; the oligarchs managed to maintain their cozy ties with the Russian government.
 And he could not stop the huge deficit spending that ran up the debt and ultimately caused the economy to collapse.


During the seven-year depth of the American Depression from 1929 through 1935, US national income fell by about a third.
 Russia’s national income over the course of the seven-year period from 1992 through 1998 fell by about fifty percent (Figure-10).
 Industrial production in 1998 finished twenty percent lower than 1997’s.
 The tax base almost completely disappeared.
 The foreign investors fled. 

Figure-10  Russian GDP Growth Rate (Downturn)
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Source: Central Intelligence Agency: CIA World Factbook (17 Nov 2007)

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/index.html


The Russian people became deeply disillusioned.
 They came to equate “free market” and “democracy” not only with Yeltsin and failure and misery, but with America and the West.
 As a result, Russia reoriented its geopolitical code away from “Cooperation with the West” toward “Rivalry with the West.”  Russia pulled back from its drive to partner with the West, and although it still left the door open for cooperation on many fronts (helping with the global war on terror, stopping the spread of nuclear weapons to Iran, and dealing with Hamas in the Middle East—to name a few),
 on the whole Russia started out in a new direction, independent of the West.


Hardliners in the government forced Yeltsin to put less emphasis on industrial recovery and more on arms acquisition—sophisticated weapons systems such as nuclear-powered cruisers, a nuclear-powered aircraft carrier, a new intercontinental ballistic missile, and an underground bunker command-and-control system which would only be useful in event of a nuclear war.
  The rest of the world was understandably concerned.


In 1999, though, attention returned to the economy.
 It began to recover (Figure-11) due to a surge in global oil and gas prices and the ruble’s devaluation (seventy-four percent), which in turn resulted in a sharp increase in import prices and a sharp decrease in export prices.
 


In August of 1999, in what seemed a very inauspicious move at the time, Yeltsin sacked Prime Minister Sergey Stepashin and replaced him with a man named Vladimir Putin—the fifth man to occupy the post during the previous eighteen months. 
 On the last day of the millennium, December 31, 1999, Yeltsin resigned, and Putin replaced him as acting president.
 In March of the next year, 2000, Putin was elected president.

Figure-11 Russian GDP Growth Rate (Upswing)
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Source: Central Intelligence Agency: CIA World Factbook (17 Nov 2007)

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/index.html


Like Yeltsin, Putin’s top priority was the economy.
 The G-7 (now G-8) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) applauded his liberal economic reform policies.
 Some notable initiatives included institution of a flat thirteen personal income tax, reduction of corporate taxes that helped boost government revenue, and passage of sweeping land privatization laws.
 The economic upturn accelerated, and it has remained strong ever since. In May 2004, Russia reached agreement with the EU on Russian accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO).
 In November 2004, Putin signed the Kyoto Protocol—as a result, the domestic price of natural gas will double by 2010.


The economic upturn accelerated in 2000, led by a nine percent increase in GDP, a manageable twenty percent inflation rate, and a budget surplus.
 Economic performance has remained strong ever since.
 By 2020 it will move past Brazil and Canada and become the fifth largest economy in the world—behind only the EU, US, China, and Japan.


As can be seen in Figure-12, Soon Russia will overtake Saudi Arabia as the world’s leading petroleum supplier.
 And, as if being the number one producer and exporter of natural gas in the world is not enough for him (Figure-13), Putin is working energetically to create the world’s first natural gas cartel—an alliance between Russia, Qatar, Iran, and Algeria.
 The group could potentially control forty percent of the world’s remaining natural gas and set prices as it sees fit.
 Putin has already signed deals with Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan to revive the Soviet-era gas pipeline system.


In Putin’s second term, those massive oil and gas profits have made it easier for him to hold off on further market reforms and concentrate on instituting greater government control over the economy.

Figure-12 Oil Production
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Source: International Energy Agency (IEA) Key Energy Statistics 2006, pg 11 (8 Dec 2007)
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Figure-13 Natural Gas Production
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Russia’s increasing politico-economic power coincided with the encroachment of Brzezinski’s Democratic Bridgehead—Western Europe, in the form of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), into Eastern Europe.
 Putin is particularly upset with America’s interest in building and installing an antimissile defense system in NATO member states Poland and the Czech Republic.


As a result, Russia seems to be aligning its foreign policy deeper and deeper into confrontational mode versus the West. Speaking to foreign press on June 4, 2007, Putin ridiculed the notion that Europe needs this missile defense system to protect itself from Iranian attack.
 Iran does not possess any missiles of five thousand to eight thousand kilometer range that could hit targets in Europe.
 Putin argued, “We are being told that this missile defense system is there to defend against something that doesn’t exist. Our military experts certainly believe that this system affects Russian territory. And, of course, we have to respond to that.”


During the G8 summit meetings which took place in Heiligendamm, Germany, June 6-8, 2007, Bush adamantly defended his plan to install a missile defense system in Poland and the Czech Republic.
 Putin, for the most part, remained politely silent.
 Less than ten hours after the G-8 closing ceremonies, though, Putin denounced the present world system and announced the beginning of an asymmetrical war, designed to cripple the US economically, weaken the institutions which have traditionally enhanced its wealth, and pave the way for a shift in global power away from Washington.
 He spelled out his vision of a “Moscow-centered” new world order which would create a “new balance of power.”
 Putin said,


The new architecture of economic relations requires a completely new approach. We intend to become an alternative global financial center and make the ruble a reserve currency for central banks. The world is changing before our eyes. Countries that seemed hopelessly behind yesterday are today the fastest growing economies of the world. Institutions such as the World Trade Organization and International Monetary Fund are archaic, undemocratic, and inflexible. They do not reflect the new balance of power.


Welcome to Cold War II,
 where foreign exchange reserves, vital resources, and political maneuvering are the weapons of choice. Putin intends to depose the dollar as the world’s only “international currency.”
 There are signs that this process may have already started.
 In the last six months, Norway , Iran , Syria , UAE, Kuwait, and Venezuela have announced that they are either cutting back on their US dollar reserves or converting from the greenback to the euro or a “basket of currencies.”
 The slumping dollar is weakening on all fronts.
 If the greenback loses its place as the world’s “reserve currency,” the US will have to pay-down its monstrous debt and live within its means.
 Putin is now threatening to cut-off the flow of cheap credit which is one of America’s main sources of our strength.
 


Putin is also looking beyond energy to technological modernization.
 He has placed new emphasis on innovation, reflecting his attempt to diversify the economy away from energy, speed up industrial modernization, and catch up with the technological revolution.
 First Deputy Prime Minister Sergei Ivanov has promised that by the year 2020 Russia will gain leadership (measured as ten percent of the world market) in such high-technology sectors as nuclear energy, shipbuilding, aircraft, satellites and delivery systems, and computer software.


Putin has also strengthened ties with his Central Asian neighbors.
 Since the end of Cold War I, Washington has established military bases and outposts throughout the region with impunity, but the mood in Moscow has soured and changes are on the way.


On June 19, 2007, Russia announced a ten-year plan to develop military forces in space—part of Russia’s new “asymmetric” effort to counter the US nuclear threat.
 “We should be prepared for any possible scenario,” the former defense minister said.
 “In the foreseeable future, it can be anticipated that the main objectives of war will be achieved primarily through air and space intelligence and strike forces.”


On July 13, 2007, Putin suspended Russia’s adherence to the 1990 Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) arms control treaty, which limits tank and troop deployments in Europe.
 The CFE, which came into existence in 1992, is one of the key post-Cold War security accords in Europe.
 Putin’s action will likely have little practical impact because both sides were already violating the accord, but by flexing his muscle in this way, Putin is counting on making Europe nervous enough to soften its stance on deploying the US missile defense system in Poland and the Czech Republic.


On August 17, 2007, Putin declared, “We have decided to restore the Soviet-era practice of long-range flights by Russian strategic aviation on a permanent basis.”
 He said the move to end the fifteen-year suspension and resume the flights was in response to security threats posed by other military powers.
 Fourteen strategic bombers had taken off from Russian airfields earlier that day.
 A week earlier, bombers had begun exercises over the North Pole.
 


On December 6, 2007, Russia dispatched an eleven-ship aircraft carrier group to the Mediterranean Sea—part of what Defense Minister Anatoly Serdyukov said was an effort to resume regular Russian naval patrols on the world’s oceans.


On December 10, 2007, Putin endorsed a loyal protégé, Dmitri Medvedev, to succeed him as president when his second term expires next spring.
 Medvedev declared the next day that he will in turn name Putin as his prime minister.
 These announcements finally end speculation on who will succeed Putin, but raise intriguing new questions about how Putin will continue to wield power (should he be so inclined) after he is forced to leave the presidency.
 The constitution bars Putin from running for a third consecutive term.


Medvedev has virtually no power base in the Kremlin and is seen as a relatively weak figure beholden to Putin.
 With Putin as prime minister, it might appear that little would change as far as who controls Russia, but power in Russia traditionally emanates from the head office—be it that of the czar, the Communist Party general secretary, or the president.
 It is doubtful that Putin will be able to maintain overall control of the Russian government.
 Eight years ago, Yeltsin installed Putin as prime minister because Yeltsin felt he could easily manage him.
 But Putin turned out to be a far more independent and vigorous leader than anybody had expected.
 Stay tuned to see if history repeats itself.

To his credit, Putin has brought order, stability, wealth, and global respect to Russia.
 He pulled Russia back from the depths of economic collapse and thus kept it from reverting back to communism or degenerating into anarchic chaos.
 This was quite an accomplishment, considering the fact that Russia has never had any experience with democracy or free market system before.
 International observers note that these are largely foreign concepts in a land that has known little but autocracy for centuries.
  As with China, there is concern that democracy may not even be suitable for this country.
  This is of no concern to the Russian people right now, though. Like the Chinese, economic, not political, considerations appear to be of primary importance.
 A thankful nation, grateful for the bounty of Russia’s rising standard of living, looks the other way when Putin jails his opponents or crushes their access to the media.


When Vladimir Putin was first elected President in 2000, he promised a “democracy of law.”
 He seems far more interested in the “law” than in “democracy,” though.
 Putin’s media control poses a formidable obstacle to democracy. 
 Some fear that Putin’s next move will be to adopt the Chinese model of Internet control.
 


Thus, Russia appears to still have a long ways to go before it fully transitions into a Western-style democracy—if it ever becomes one.
 What should be of concern to the West is that Russia appears to fit the oligarchic model rather than the democratic model, and so, might be as likely to fight democracies as fight totalitarian states.


Russia’s ultimate geostrategic goal is to become world hegemon. Its means to that end would logically be to gain control of Eurasia—Mackinder’s “World Island” and Brzezinski’s “Grand Chessboard.” Mackinder spelled out the path: “Who rules East Europe commands the Heartland; Who rules the heartland commands the World Island; Who rules the World Island commands the World.”
 As long as Russia continues along its non-aligned path, America would be wise to distrust any Russian attempt to increase its influence in Europe (the western end of Mackinder’s “World Island” and Brzezinski’s “Democratic Bridgehead”), Central Asia (the South-western portion of Mackinder’s “Heartland”), the Caucacuses (Brzezinski’s “Eurasian Balkans”),or Northeast Asia (the eastern end of the Mackinder’s “World Island” and Brzezinski’s “Far Eastern Anchor”).


If Mackinder’s theory holds true, if Russia were to gain control of the World Island, Russia would attain global hegemon status and exert control over the foreign policy of all other states.
 International Relations theorists disagree as to what constitutes hegemony—a preponderance of power “in the economic, political, and military categories, just one of them, or a combination of two; and over what range of actors is control required.”


It seems to this writer that all of the issues discussed here—Russia’s qualifications as a Great Power; its return to a geopolitical code of “Confrontation with the West,” and its recent geopolynomic actions—point toward the inevitable conclusion that Russia’s geostrategy is leading it on a collision course with the West. However, all is not lost. Russia is a Great Power or nearly a Great Power on many fronts, so is too powerful to be ignored, but it is not likely to pose a serious threat to American or Western global leadership or even to mount a serious challenge for regional hegemony in Northeast Asia,
 Central Asia, or Europe in the near future. And even though Russia’s continued economic and political rise in the world seems inevitable, as the nation becomes more and more economically interdependent with the international community, it will have a greater stake in pursuing stable international economic and political relationships…as shall the West.

The world will call upon Russia “to contribute more and become true partners” and supporters of global peace, prosperity, and development,
 and this writer is confident that Russia will respond favorably. Russia and the West will eventually align their geopolitical codes in concert, if at no other time than when all of the nations of the world make the decision to rid themselves of their anarchic environment and merge into a single world-governing state. Despite the disparate paths Russia and the West are currently taking, that will happen someday just as surely as the once-warring states of Europe are now peacefully uniting to form the European Union.
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