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The fall-out following the
conflict in South Ossetia in
August occasioned fresh
reappraisals of the policies of
the United Kingdom and
Russia regarding military
intervention into sovereign
states. In Russia the
authorities, overwhelmingly
backed by public opinion,
point to the precedent set by
Britain and her allies in
recognising the
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Bradford justification for its
recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia; a parallel dismissed as untenable by British
government spokespersons.

Representatives of British civil society, meanwhile, have asked why the same recognition
could not be extended to neighbouring regions in the North Caucasus; especially to
Chechnya, the population of which fought two brutal wars against the Russians in 1994-96
and 1999-2006. Russian officials angrily dismiss any suggestion that parallels might be
drawn between these conflicts north and south of the Caucasus Mountains.

For the UK government, Chechnya represents currently no dilemma, as it recognises
Russia’s right to territorial integrity throughout the North Caucasus and accepts, albeit
tacitly, the legitimacy of Ramzan Kadyrov's rule in that republic. However, both the UK's
blemished record over Chechnya and the nature of Kadyrov’'s rule today epitomise a
dilemma that does exist for the United Kingdom: how best to engage with a resurgent
Russia, by being pragmatic or by upholding our principles?

The Litvinenko case is illustrative in this context. Russia’s refusal to countenance the
extradition of Andrei Lugovoi to Britain was based on its failure to extradite either Akhmed
Zakaev or Boris Berezovsky. | was called as an expert witness in the Zakaev case and can
confirm that the verdict reached was based on sound legal arguments. It is possible that
Tony Blair was not best pleased at this outcome, yet the Russian authorities and public
perceived the inability of his government to deliver the required verdict as yet another
example of British double standards.

This reminded me of when | worked as an interpreter for the RSFSR athletics team in the
early 1980’s. Both of their star walkers were disqualified by British judges and an angry
team captain ordered me to let it be known that in the return match in Russia, two of our
walkers would meet a similar fate. There was no reasoning to be had: if you can do this, so
can we!



Such reactions are consistent with the ‘street-fighting’ mentality of Vladimir Putin, noted
by such perceptive Russian observers as Dmitri Travin and Andrei Piontkovsky. ‘You
bombed Belgrade, we bomb Grozny; you invaded Afghanistan and Iraq, we invade Georgia
and, if necessary, Ukraine;’ you send Chechen complaints to the European Court of Human
Rights, we send South Ossetian cases!” What is exceptional in the current climate is that
the Russian population shares this mentality with their leaders in the Kremlin, even though
these principles are neither specifically British nor Western, but rather are enshrined in
international treaties.

Were the United Nations’ 2000 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
universally upheld there would be no such problems. Unfortunately, as the examples of
the Rwandan genocide of 1994, the Russian invasion of Chechnya later that year, and the
Congo today demonstrate, nation states are selective in recognising the need for action.
Preferring what Georg Serenson has termed ‘the liberalism of restraint’ (i.e. giving the
principle of territorial integrity precedence over that of minority self-determination), to the
‘liberalism of imposition’ (i.e. enforcing the rights of these minorities), states intervene only
when itis in their national interest.

Thus, what should represent a genuine dilemma of values for democratic societies is
circumvented in practice by reference to perceived national interests, something to which
‘illiberal’ states such as Russia can readily relate. If Britain failed to act after the
bombardment of Grozny in 1995, when according to President Yeltsin’s human rights’
advisor, Sergei Kovalev, more than 25,000 civilians were killed, it is hardly surprising that
subsequent principled stands have been dismissed by the Russians as mere political
posturing. Worse, in May 1999, when even the Russian Duma came within 17 votes of
impeaching Yeltsin for his criminal handling of Chechnya, the Russian president was still
regarded as an ally in Western capitals.

His successor, Vladimir Putin, predictably took talk about Western principles with a pinch
of salt and clearly prefers the pragmatism of such European leaders as Berlusconi, Merkel
and Sarkozy to the current principled stand taken by Gordon Brown. Principles work
between partners sharing the same values, as the success, despite setbacks, of the
European Union has demonstrated. Whereas this can produce a laudable demonstration
effect for the Russian people, who retain generally positive opinions of the EU, a values-
based foreign policy that is inconsistently applied is hardly going to produce the desired
results from a Russian leadership



