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The War in Georgia and therl*; Liltuir:e of the aaucasian
Energ)} Corridor

Svante E. Cornell

Though it is only several months since hostilities ended, it is
increasingly clear that the August 2008 War in Georgia was
a watershed event in post—Cold War international politics.
While warning signs had abounded, the war provided unde-
niable testimony to what kind of country Russia has become.
In fact, following the war, convincing evidence has emerged
that Russia’s attack on Georgia was long planned and aimed
at radically changing the balance of power in the east of
Europe. The conclusion that Moscow's war was planned and
not spontaneous, and that it may very well have sought to
achieve the toppling of a democratic government, suggests
that the war forms part of the broader evolution of Russian
policy in a more aggressive direction. Indeed, Moscow now
overtly seeks a return to a Europe divided into spheres of
influence, demanding exclusive influence over all former
Soviet states—irrespective of the wishes and aspirations of
their peoples and leaders.

Clearly, this Putin doctrine applies to Ukraine and

Azerbaijan, as well as the Central Asian states. And having
been the main vehicle for the building of independent states
in the past decade, energy is by necessity a chiefl component
of the geopolitical struggle at hand. This implies that the
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expansion and perhaps even continued [
existence ol the West's major achieve-
ment in the region—the Claucasian
energy corridor—is incompatible with
Moscow's current geopolitical ambi-
tions. Moscow's war put on public
display the West’s utter inability to pro-
vide security for key strategic partners

in Europe’s immediate ncighbm‘hood.
Whether this will lead to a rollback of

the achievements of the past decade will
be greatly dependent on the evolution—
or lack thereof—of Western policies in
this region. Key in this regard will be

the approach taken by the incoming

American administration. which may
well come to determine the future of

the Caucasian energy corridor.

The Building of the Energy
Corrldor. The dissolution of the

Soviet Union provided an opportunity

for captive nations of Eastern Europe
and Central Asia to become subjects
of the international community in
their own right. But much as other
European colonial powers had distort-
ed the foundations of their colonies’
economies. so did the Soviet Union,
in a process exacerbated by its com-
mand economy. Given the dilapidated
state of Soviet industry, upon inde-
pendence raw materials formed the
main source of these states’ economic
wealth. With the exception of Georgia,
the states of Central Asia and the South
Caucasus were all landlocked. making
the transportation of these resources
to world markets complex and subject
to a "distance tariff"—one particular-
ly debilitating because they lacked the
infrastructure that would connect them

to the outside world, such as railways,
highways, and pipelines.
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That said, substantial oil and natural
gas resources that had been locked up
inside the Soviet Union were now avail-
able to world markets, and moreover
in countries eager for investments by
multinational companies. As states own
and control nine-tenths of the world's
hydrocarbon reserves, this was a wel-
come opportunity from the corporate
perspective. From a political perspec-
tive, both local and Western leaders
understood that the development of
these resources and their export to
world markets was a huge factor in the
overall development of the successor
states, and that export route choices for
these energy reserves would go a long
way in determining whether these states
would manage—in spite of being small

states surrounded by great powers—to

‘ become fully sovereign and indepen-

dent actors on the world scene.

While there were a multitude of sug-
gested pipeline routes from the energy-
producing states around the Caspian
Sea, U.S. policy rested on the principle
of “multiple pipelines,” which sought
to prevent any actor from exercising
a monopoly over the export of the
Caspian energy resources. There was no
technical, economic. or political justi-
fication lor relying entirely on ecither a
Russian, Iranian, or Caucasian Energy
Corridor to deliver Caspian hydrocar-
bons to markets; and the policy sought
to prevent a single power from being in
a position to control the export of these
resources, which would effectively allow
that power to reduce the sovereignty of
the energy-producing states. The U.S.
government therefore supported three
concrete projects. The first, the Caspian
Pipeline Consortium, relied exclusively
on Russian territory for the export of
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Kazakh oil from the Caspian (indicat-
ing that U.S. policy was not anti-Rus-
sian, but anti—monopolistic). The sec-
ond. the Baku-Thilisi- Ceyhan pipeline
project, was to connect Azerbaijan’s
Caspian oil fields with the Turkish
Mediterranean coast through Georgia.
This pipeline was completed in 2005,

The war was not about South Ossetia, but
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from the pipelines provide a serious
source ol income for Azerbaijan, and
for Georgia and Turkey. In Azerbaijan,
the pipeline’'s completion created a
major boom, where lately the coun-
try’'s GDP growth has averaged over 25
percent per year. This growth poses its
own set of problems for the country’s

more likely aimed at bringing about the de-
mise of the Georgian government.

with the addition of a parallel gas pipe-
line through the same corridor, after
the Shah-Deniz field off the Azerbaijani
coast was found to hold large reserves of
natural gas. The third element of the
strategy, a pipeline that would cross the
Caspian to Turkmenistan to provide an
export route to Europe for that coun-
try's vast reserves, was not built, foun-
dering in the late 1990s mainly due to
Turkmenistan’s erratic leadership and
its territorial disputes with Azerbaijan.
It has been resuscitated in recent years,
but its future remains uncertain.

The Importance of the Energy
Corridor. The building of the Baku-
Thilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) and the paral-
lel Baku-Thbilisi- Erzurum gas pipelines
(the latter also known as the South
Caucasus Pipeline) was a substantial
achievement. First, the completion of
the project created a tmnsporlation
system able to bring over one million
barrels of oil per day to Europe. While
that is only about T percent of world
consumption, it represents most of
Europe’s increase in consumption over

the past decade. Second. transit fees

but

opportunity for development.

economy, creates a tremendous
The project also formed the engine

of regional cooperation between
Azerbaijan, Georgia. and Turkey which
spread into many other areas, while also
showing investors that these small coun-
tries were capable of implementing huge
infrastructural projects. Moreover,
these pipelines provided Europe with
a stake in the South Caucasus states.
As diversification of supply has been
gaining importance on the European
agenda, the Caspian region has come to
be seen as one of the leading candidates
for alternative supplies.

Finally, the building of the twin
pipelines created an infrastructure for
the export of additional Caspian oil
and natural gas westward. This made
the prospect of a western export route
both Central

Asian leaders and investors into ener-

a real alternative for
gy projects east of the Caspian. Most
concretely, this provided the ground
for the EU-backed Nabucco pipeline
project, which is designed to bring
Caspian (and possibly Middle Eastern)
energy resources to Europe. The proj-
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ect proposes to build a pipeline from
Turkey to central Europe via Bulgaria,
Romania, and Hungary, which would
source natural gas from the Caspian Sea
region or the Middle Last. Azerbaijan is
scheduled to provide a substantial por-
tion of the gas in the subsequent phases
of the Shah-Deniz project; additional
volumes may nevertheless be needed to
make the pipeline economically feasible
in the longer term, with Turkmenistan
and Iran being the primary candidates.
Turkmenistan, with its giant reserves,
would hardly have been on the agenda
had the twin pipelines across the South
Caucasus not been successfully con-
structed.

TheWarinGeorgiaand Russian
DESignS. The war in Georgia imperils
the entire larger trend described above
for several reasons: in a general way,
because the premeditated character of
Russia's warfare suggests that Moscow
aims to rewrite the political map of
Eurasia and parts of Europe; more spe-
cifically, because it physically threatens
the Caucasian energy corridor.

The way the war began provides key
insights about Russian motivations,
and

broader implications. The prevailing

therefore also about the war's
Western view is either that Georgia
started the war; or, that Russia may have
sought a conflict with Georgia. but that
President Mikheil Saakashvili foolishly
gave Moscow a pretext for interven-
tion when he sent Georgian troops into
Tskhinvali. Tskhinvali is the capital
of South Ossetia—a Georgian province
that fought a brief Moscow-supported
war with the central government in the
early 1990s and which has been outside
Georgian control ever since. Indeed,

Georgetown Journal of International Atfairs

(134]

most journalistic accounts state that the
war began with the Georgian move on
7 August, and that Russia "reacted” to
this move.' While there is general agree-
ment that Russia widely overstepped any
legitimate response by its opportunistic
invasion of Georgia, there is also a sense
that Saakashvili has himself to blame for
starting a war with Russia.

Yet closer analysis indicates that
this explanation is at best simplistic,
as a growing body of evidence suggests
that Russia was determined to wage
war with Georgia this summer regard-
less of Georgian actions.” Many analy-
ses in fact suggest Russia “"set a trap”
for Saakashvili, and that the Georgian
president “foolishly” stepped into it.?

Long before the war, Russia put
to use a set of instruments of pres-
sure against Georgia that no other for-
mer Soviet state had been exposed to.*
Already in the early 2000s, the Kremlin
began intervening more boldly in the
unresolved civil wars of Abkhazia and
South Ossetia, conflicts that it had itself
helped instigate in the early 1990s.
Moscow distributed Russian passports
en masse to the populations of these two
regions.” With the coming to power of a
pro-Western and democratic Georgian
government after the Rose Revolution
in 2003, the pressure gradually mount-
ed into a set of developments that led to
the summer 2008 war. Moscow began
to systematically exploit the unre-
solved conflicts in Abkhazia and South
Ossetia. The Kremlin began to appoint
Russian military and security officials
to the regions’ governments, some-
thing that the supposedly independent
regions appeared to be in no place to
contest. For example, South Ossetia's

prime, interior, and defense ministers



are serving Russian security or mili-
tary officials, who have been seconded
from the Russian government to the
self-proclaimed republics, effectively
showing the degree of control wielded
by Moscow.” Georgia found itself in a
patently absurd situation: Russia was
considered a mediator and peacekeeper
in its internal conflicts—but was effec-
tively a party to the conflict.

In 2006, Russia imposed a full eco-
nomic embargo on Georgia. banning
all transport, trade, and postage links.”
The next year, Russian attack helicop-
ters shelled administrative buildings in a
Georgian-controlled area ol Abkhazia,”
while on 6 August (a year to the day
before the descent to war in 2008)
ﬂttacking a Georgian radar station near
South Ossetia.” In early 2008, having
explicitly linked the conflicts in Georgia
to the forthcoming Western recognition
of Kosovo's independence, President
Putin opened direct ties to Abkhazia
and South Ossetia, effectively begin-
ning to treat them as parts of Russia."
He then dispatched several hundred
paratroopers and heavy artillery into
Abkhazia—according to Moscow, parts
of its peacckeeping operation. The
addition of railroad troops to repair the
railroad linking Russia and Abkhazia
seemed an oddity." But railroad repairs
finished on 30 July and, ten days later,
thousands of Russian troops and hun-
dreds of tanks were sped down the
line, opening an entirely unprovoked
second front to the war that had just
started in South Ossetia.’™ By late June.
respected Russian military analyst Pavel
Felgenhauer asserted in an interview
that the Kremlin had already decided
to wage war against Georgia, and that it

would happen in August.™

COrNELL Business&Economics

Over the mountains in the North
Caucasus, Russia used the summer
months to finalize an impressive mili-
tary buildup. Between 15 July and 2
August, Russia conducted a major mili-
tary exercise, dubbed "Kavkaz-2008.""
When the exercise ended on 2 August,
the troops did not return to their bar-
racks—some belonging to faraway Pskov
and Novorossiysk.”” They remained
on alert in North Ossetia, just across
the Georgian border. Meanwhile, the
Black Sea fleet, based in Sevastopol, was
made ready for military action. In the
intervening days, tensions escalated in
South Ossetia. In early August, South
Ossetian militia forces under the con-
trol of Russian generals began to shell
Georgian posts and villages in the con-
flict zone more aggressively than before,
leading to exchanges of fire between the
two sides.’® A Reuters reporter travel-
ing to Tskhinvali, the South Ossetian
capital, on 4 August found fifty Russian
journalists in a hotel apparently waiting
for "something to happen.”"

On 7 August, much evidence sug-
gests that Georgian forces began their
attack on Tskhinvali and the road lead-
ing to the Russian border at a time
when Russian tanks had already begun
pouring through the Roki Tunnel
connecting South Ossetia with Russia.
Telephone intercepts suggest this,
as does an amusing episode featur-
ing a wounded Russian officer, who
told the Russian military newspaper
Krasnaya {vezda that his battalion entered
Georgian territory already on 7 August,
a day before Russia acknowledges that
to have happened.'® A wounded captain
may misspeak, but the cover-up is, as
always, what is telling. Krasnaya Zvezda
first changed the text on its website—
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then re-interviewed the captain, who
now claimed his forces only entered
Georgia on 8 August, before disappear-
ing from public view." That Moscow's
invasion of Georgia was premeditated
is also borne out by the extremely rapid
and coordinated introduction of the
Black Sea fleet and air force hombard-
ments of Georgia proper—especially the
opening the very next day of an entirely
unprovoked second front in Abkhazia,
followed by the landing of over six
thousand troops by sea and railroad.
What did Moscow seek to achieve?
In all likelihood, the war was not about
South Ossetia, but more likely aimed
at bringing about the demise of the
Georgian government. Indeed, both
U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice
and French Foreign Minister Bernard
Kouchner have alluded to Moscow’s aim
to overthrow the democratically elected
Georgian government.” That, in itself,
makes the war an extraordinary event,

taking place between two member states of
the OSCE and the Council of Europe.

The War’s Direct Impact on
Energy Infrastructure. The war
did not cause a major direct disruption
Lo energy transportation infrastruc-
ture. However, a series of incidents
suggest that an intentional side-effect
of the Russian invasion was related to

this corridor. First, and most graphi- -

cally, Russian forces blew up the main
railroad bridge at Kaspi, west of Thilisi,
thereby cutting Thilisi off from west-
ern Georgia and the Black Sea coast.”
Secondly, when leaving the territories it
had occupied surrounding the east-west

communication artery through which |

the energy corridor goes, the Russians
left behind a mine that blew up a

[136] Georgetown journal of International Affairs

tanker-train carrying Azerbaijani oil . **
News networks cabled out footage of a
tanker train-car labeled AZPETROL
against the background of thick black
smoke, a vivid reminder of the wvul-
nerability of the east-west transporta-
tion link.*® Again, the purpose was
clearly to show the vulnerability of
Georgia's infrastructure. As if this was
not enough, the only known terrorist
act committed so far against the Baku-
Thilisi-Ceyhan pipeline occurred two
days prior to Russia’s invasion and only
ten days after the ceremony beginning
construction of the Baku-Thilisi-Kars
railroad, a major element in the east-
west corridor. The attack took place in
Turkey, and was claimed by the Kurdish
separatist Kurdistan Workers” Party
(PKK). Yet the timing, and the PKK’s
strong historical ties to Moscow, raise
the question whether this was indeed a
coincidence.

Implications of the War in
Georgla. The war’s implications for
the future of the energy corridor can be
divided into short-term and long-term
implications, the latter being heavily
dependent on Western responses and
policies.

In the short-term, Moscow has dealt a
severe blow to the prospects for expand-
ing and strengthening the energy corri-
dor. Georgia was always considered the
weakest link in the east-west corridor,
given its internal instability and unre-
solved conflicts. The Saakashvili gov-
ernment sought to change that, build-
ing a functional Georgian state and a
democratic polity. Yet precisely because
of that evolution, Moscow sought to deal
a mortal blow to Georgian statehood
and democracy. While failing to topple
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Saakashvili’s government, Moscow did
manage to raise suspicions regarding
Georgia's stability that could be suffi-
cient to keep many investors away. The
war’s other most direct effect, however,
has been psychological. It exposed the |
vulnerability of the successor states of |
the former Soviet Union to Russian
bullying, as well as the West’'s total

The premeditated charéé{mf Russia’s
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major stakeholders. Sooner or later,

Azerbaijan will have to make a choice,

the outcome of which will be based
on entirely pragmatic considerations,
meaning that Baku may be forced to
build closer ties with Moscow unless
feasible alternatives present themselves.
As for Central Asian producer states
like Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan,

warfare suggests that Moscow aims to rewrite the
political map of Eurasia and parts of Europe.

inability—or unwillingness—to prevent
an invasion of its perhaps closest part- |

ner in the region. In so doing, Moscow
has managed—at least in the near-term—
to change the strategic calculus of all
energy producer and transit states in |
the former Soviet Union. In Ukraine,

the war precipitated a government crisis
that tore apart the pro-Western Orange
Coalition. In Azerbaijan, which has
been and remains strongly allied with
Georgia, it led to a symbolic decision
to diversify oil export routes, sending
a message to the West that Baku has
options. In Central Asia, Kazakhstan
has already canceled two important
investments in Georgia, most likely at
Moscow’s direct urging.

Longer-term scenarios are less clear.
On the one hand, the negative short-
term impact may very well prove last-

ing. Georgia may fail to shake off the
blow dealt to it and go through pro-
tracted internal convulsions as a result
of the war. As for Azerbaijan, the war
exposed the vulnerability of its attempt
to follow a balanced foreign policy
based on functioning relations with all

e e

they may well decide to rule out western
transport routes completely, opting for
appeasing Russia through additional
energy supply deals, while betting on
China rather than Europe for diversi-
fying their export routes.

Such a combination of events would
likely doom the Nabucco project, effec-
tively killing prospects of having larg-
er Caspian natural gas reserves reach
Europe through the Caucasus and
Turkey. These resources would instead
be transported via Russian-controlled
pipelines, than
decreasing Europe’s energy dependence

increasing rather
on Russia. That would in turn reduce
the likelihood of European integration
in Europe’s Eastern Neighborhood, and
weaken forces of reform and democracy
while strengthening the entrenched and
authoritarian forces that exist in all of
the region’s countries. It would accel-
erate Russia’s resurgent predominant
influence, and could effectively lead
to a European acceptance of Russia’s
sphere of influence in the former Soviet
Union, in spite of the likely protesta-
tions to the contrary.
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Such a dire scenario is indeed plau- I of influence in a manner reminiscent

sible. but it does not need to hap-
pen. Indeed, it may even be unlikely.
Avoiding it, however, requires far-
sighted and coherent Western policies,
capitalizing on the forces that Moscow
has mobilized against it. Moscow's war
has in fact mobilized unprecedent-
ed forces across [Lurasia. Georgia is
likely to survive. Even before the war,
the prospect of a pro-Russian govern-
ment in Thilisi was extremely remote;
now, it can be ruled out. Secondly,
Russia’s behavior managed to mobilize
an alliance between Poland. the Baltic
states, and Ukraine, loud protagonists
of greater European engagement in
the Eastern Neighborhood that will
not go away. Third, even in Western
Europe, the blatant aggression com-
mitted by the Kremlin has led to a fun-
damental rethinking of Russia’s nature.
In America, where both the Clinton
and Bush administrations spent end-
less hours bickering internally on the
merit of engaging Russia, the Obama
administration will come to office with
a much clearer view of what Russia is
and the threats to U.S. interests that the
Kremlin elite poses.

POlicy Implications. Ayear from
now, we may look back at the August
2008 war in Georgia as one of the last
nails in the coffin of a Europe "whole
and free,” and be well on the way
toward a Europe divided into spheres

of the Cold War. In that scenario, the
energy corridor from the Caspian Sea
to Europe will exist only to the extent
to which Russia allows it. Alternatively,
the war may turn out to have been the
inauguration of a new era of Western
engagement spun from a cooler analy-
sis of Russia’s intentions and Europe’s
interests—and signify a move toward
the next big stage of the building of the
east-west corridor, its extension inlo
Central Asia.

Hence. the war in Georgia poses
opportunities as well as challenges.
Indeed, it may now be more rather
than less possible to seek European and
Transatlantic consensus on the merit
of a serious political engagement in
the diversification of supply routes—
most obviously, through a political
commitment at the highest level to
support the Nabucco project and make
it a reality just as was the case with the
BTC. Should Caspian states perceive a
movement in this direction on the part
of the West, they are likely to seize the
opporlunity—but only at the moment
when they perceive the engagement
and commitment of the West as cred-
ible. For this to happen, the next U.S.
administration will need to deal with
Russia and the Caspian Sea region in
a long-term and strategic manner, and
accord the region a level of attention
denied Lo it in the final two years of the
Bush administration.
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