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A round table discussion of international experts which occurred on May 25, 2011 on the subject of “The Black Sea Region: A Geopolitical Dilemma or A High Priority Sphere?”, provided the following opportunities – to analyze the current geopolitical situation in the Black Sea region, identify the key players, fundamental problems and greatest threats to regional and international security and stability, as well as draw up preliminary, expert recommendations aimed at overcoming these problems.
The fundamental characteristics and determining factors of the Black Sea region.
In summing up the discussion, we can unequivocally assert that the Black Sea region, as a geopolitical entity, is a reality. At the same time, we can hardly affirm with certainty that this region is homogenous and influential in the international arena.
The key actors of the Black Sea region include the Russian Federation, Turkey, the European Union and NATO. Neither one of these entities is inclined to consider the Black Sea region a priority of its policies. Such states as Ukraine have yet to formulate their strategic vision of the region and their role in it.
The Black Sea region consists of states which maintain differing views about their own future and they belong to diverse and very often opposing – by the nature of their goals – integrational unions, which function on European and Euro-Atlantic territory. First and foremost, these include the European Union, NATO and the CIS. These states also vary according to the level of their socio-economic development.
We should bear in mind that the current development of this region as a whole, and of the countries which comprise this region, is being influenced by a complicated history laden with many negative events and emotions, which were very often provoked by the rivalry for superiority and influence of key regional states. These were, first and foremost, the Ottoman and Russian Empires. Lingering historical prejudices and negative attitudes of the peoples of the region towards one another not only minimalize the potential for creating an environment of mutual trust and friendship, but have already become one of the major sources of a seriously conflictive situation.
One of the fundamental traits of the region lies in the fact that three so-called “frozen conflicts” are located on its territory, namely Abkhazia and South Ossetia, Nagorno-Karabakh and Transnistria.
Furthermore, in August 2008 the region experienced a short-lived military conflict between Georgia and the Russian Federation, instigated not in the least by the following factors:
- The Russian Federation’s attempt to completely control the chain of events on the territory which once constituted the Soviet Union;
- A certain indifference towards the region on the part of the European Union, as well as a lack of strategic vision coupled with a focus on internal issues (including problems in Greece, which, due to its domestic crisis, is incapable of playing a leadership role); 
- Similarly, the absence of strategic interest towards the region on NATO’s part (except for the situation created by Romania’s agreement allowing for the deployment of components of the missile defense system PRO on its territory).
As a result, the Black Sea region can be characterized as a heightened conflict-inducing area lacking clear, comprehensible measures aimed at resolving the problem, both on the part of the regional states themselves as well as such international institutions as the EU and NATO. At the same time, we can argue that the states of the region as well as the EU, NATO and the UN have all basically become accustomed to this predicament.
Thus, we can substantiate the fact that the Black Sea region, as such, does not offer a single unifying ideal acceptable to all the countries which belong to it.
Everyone can concur that, at present, the region is more of an assortment of sovereign states – each with a different set of goals and integrational projects – than a single, unified entity in the political sense. In addition, the region has not produced a manifested leader – a state whose governing principles would be resolutely accepted by the other states of the region.
The European Union ratified two documents regarding the Black Sea region – “Black Sea Synergy” and “Black Sea Strategy.” Neither of these resolutions ever included any specific objectives nor clearly devised goals and measures to attain any objectives. As a result, the importance of these documents equals nothing more than the weight of the paper they were printed on.
A number of integrational organizations function in the Black Sea region. One such entity is the Organization of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC), which consists of an executive board and the Black Sea Trade and Development Bank (BSTDB). At the same time, it would be unrealistic to claim that this organization functions effectively. Ideally, BSEC should be offering member-countries enticing international projects capable of fostering cooperation between regional states on an entirely different level. Furthermore, BSEC’s projects should promote the establishment of a new and broader framework of contacts for cooperation between businesses, communities and key individuals, in order to overcome the differences which exist in the region.
The current and potential role of such organizations as G.U.A.M. is not taken seriously at all, even on the regional level.
Historically, the Black Sea region was a battleground between key players. Today, more than anything, this region finds itself on the periphery when there is talk of the fundamental trends of the European and Euro-Atlantic sphere.
Even today, despite certain tendencies suggesting closer ties between Russia and Turkey, neither of these countries considers the Black Sea region as a means of achieving their global, geopolitical ambitions. In fact, this rapprochement – more of a declaration than reality – is not the main stabilization factor in the region.
Fundamental challenges and threats which hinder the constructive development of the Black Sea region.
The overall situation in the region from the international security point of view is based on the breach of prevailing strategic balance following the initial direct and indirect activity of two new powerful players on the scene, namely the European Union and NATO – this after the entry into these organizations of certain new member states which belong to the Black Sea region.
The main destabilizing factor in the region, as already mentioned, are the so-called “frozen conflicts” in the countries which at one point were part of the Soviet Union. These conflicts are the result of military clashes which went hand-in-hand along with the demise of the Soviet Union – in Abkhazia and South Ossetia (on the territory of Georgia), in Nagorno-Karabakh (on the territory of Azerbaijan), and Transnistria (on the territory of Moldova).
These conflicts, as was determined over the course of the discussion, are “no longer all that frozen.” The short-lived Russian-Georgian war in August 2008 bears witness to this assessment. In addition, such clashes are a constant source of tension and instability. Furthermore, the principle of respect for the territorial integrity of states has now fallen under doubt due to the Georgian question.
A key challenge for regional security is the mutual mistrust between Russia and Georgia, resulting from the 2008 conflict.
Regional instability is significantly increasing due to the situation in the Northern Caucasus, where terrorism and extreme violence abound. In addition, illegal arms trading, human trafficking and other illicit activities are becoming derivatives of the general instability in the region.
Energy security continues to be under constant threat as well. The gas crisis of 2009, which resulted from the lack of normalized relations in this realm between Ukraine and Russia, serves to illustrate this predicament. Meanwhile, no reliable measures for safeguarding other countries from similar situations have been produced.
A number of experts consider the situation regarding the extension of the Russian Black Sea Fleet’s lease on the territory of Ukraine as a direct threat to regional security. This particularly relates to the problems which may occur due to the Black Sea Fleet’s possible participation in military actions as well as the fleet’s rearmament, both of which could essentially tip the existing balance.
Furthermore, the vulnerability of the entire region and of individual countries necessitates vigilance vis-à-vis the possible proliferation of the crisis, which stems from the events in North Africa and the Middle East.
Problems of a secondary nature include, among others, the European Union’s disbalance and its immersion in internal issues as well as the EU’s lack of appropriate attention to the Black Sea region.
The growth of the Black Sea region is also being negatively affected by the absence of a rational developmental strategy for the region. This unfavorable condition is equally exacerbated by the destructive nature of individual countries, the lack of common goals and mutual policies on behalf of the regional states, the countries’ technological and infrastructural inferiority, and the unattractive climate for serious investments, all of which fosters the non-competitiveness of the region.
Recommendations for overcoming the unfavorable situation in the Black Sea region.
1) To the states of the region:
· Eradicate regionalism and focus on resolving one’s own problems and move outside the box of outdated paradigms.
· Concentrate one’s efforts on the quest for a model to expand multilateral cooperation aimed at increasing the region’s attractiveness in order to make it enticing.
· Devise a strategic development plan for a region which needs to reintroduce and formulate a very distinct set of supranational priorities (such as deepening multilateral cooperation on projects of infrastructural development, the mutual utilization of transit capabilities, environmental protection and forging joint efforts to attain energy security).
This requires a demonstration of, first of all, the willingness for a non-traditional approach based on compromise, as well as forging a common approach and mutual policies, and perseverance.
The key initiatives should originate from the regional countries. The regional initiatives should be self-sustainable and not dependent on external assistance. The states of the region should demonstrate accountability, the readiness to take risks, and they should finance joint projects at their own expense.
2) To international organizations:
 - The European Union should take on its own inherent and important role in the region. The EU can play a key role in the institutional transformation of the regional countries by adopting reliable models aimed at stimulating European standards of achievement in the Black Sea region. As a result, the EU’s policy for the region should be substantially reviewed as a whole. In addition, the policy of EU expansion should also be reviewed, as this would draw the regional countries closer to the overall European integrational process.
- Such entities as the Organization of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC) should find the ways and means to increase their own effectiveness in order to play an appropriate role in the development of the region, as well as in forging its competitiveness. The main focus of the activity should be geared towards expanding and deepening economic cooperation, but with an increased emphasis on the political role and position.
- To the leadership of Ukraine: put into practice the declaration regarding the importance of the “southern vector,” devise a strategic vision of the region and Ukraine’s role in its development, and clearly designate one’s interests including the means for their guarantee.
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