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Foreword

The making of foreign policy in the United States, as in most democra-
cies, is not a tidy process. As we all know too well, it has rarely been 
a matter of political elites or senior bureaucrats determining behind 

closed doors what is in America’s best interest. Domestic political factors are 
important, if not paramount, in the foreign policy decision making of every 
administration. A well-known movie, Wag the Dog, poked fun at the idea 
of domestic politics pushing presidential decision making to the extreme 
of starting a war; today some Democrats are asserting that President Bush 
is using the Iraq issue to further Republican fortunes in midterm elections. 
Congress and business are usually involved in shaping foreign policy, and in 
recent years the number of private groups and individuals struggling to make 
their views national policy—from chicken farmers to the American Israel 
Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) to Human Rights Watch—has grown 
greatly. Sometimes there are so many players involved you want a scorecard.

The impact of domestic political factors on foreign policy has quite cor-
rectly drawn considerable attention in recent years. But the subject has been 
an elusive one for generalization, particularly in going beyond the statement 
that domestic political factors are very important in the making of foreign 
policy. Spurred on by Dr. Janne Nolan, who conceived the project in early 
2001, the Stanley Foundation and the Century Foundation agreed to set up 
a task force to take a concerted look at this aspect of US foreign policymak-
ing. The focus of the task force was US policy toward Russia. A distinguished 
group comprised of Russia policy experts, former senior officials, pollsters, 
journalists, congressional staff, and officers of nongovernmental organizations 
was brought together to sort out and draw conclusions about the impact of 
domestic political considerations on our Russia policy.

While Russia does not have the cogency for policy of the Soviet Union or 
draw the domestic political attention that it once did, it has remained a main 
preoccupation of policymakers after the Cold War to integrate Russia into 
the Western community of nations and help make it a more democratic, 
market-oriented state. Despite diminished public attention, US Russia policy 
during the Clinton years drew considerable domestic partisan activity, gener-
ating in the late 1990s something of a political debate on “who lost Russia?” 
The improvements in US-Russia relations under the Bush and Putin admin-
istrations have narrowed domestic partisan interests. Nevertheless, the war 
against terrorism and American unhappiness with Russian policies toward Iraq 
and Iran in different ways raise questions about the significance of the overall 
US-Russia relationship and in turn its domestic political underpinnings in the 
United States.
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The task force was convened in September 2001 and concluded its delibera-
tions in May 2002. It focused on four key issues of US policy toward Russia: 
Chechnya, reducing the threat of proliferation from Russia’s vast stock of weap-
ons of mass destruction, Russia’s policy toward Iran and Iraq, and US efforts 
to promote democracy in Russia. All these issues were important in the nine-
ties and remain important today. They are not about to go away. All meetings 
began with a deeply knowledgeable presentation by a member of the task force 
or an invited guest laying out the nature and rationale of US policy on a specific 
issue, the domestic players and politics involved with the policy issue, and the 
interaction between the two spheres. It was sometimes difficult to avoid focus-
ing on the merits of policies rather than their domestic politics. The task force 
is grateful for the presentations by Kenneth Myers, of Senator Richard Lugar’s 
office, on cooperative threat reduction policy; by Kenneth Wollack, president 
of the National Democratic Institute, on promoting democracy in Russia; by 
Dr. Michael McFaul, professor of political science at Stanford University, on 
US policy toward Russia over the conflict in Chechnya; and by Dr. Steven 
Sestanovich, a senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations, on Russian 
policy toward Iraq and Iran and its impact on US policy toward Russia.

I particularly want to thank Dr. Sarah Mendelson for her report. She drew 
upon the task force discussions, her own deep knowledge of many of the 
topics, and her own independent research of the issues to reach conclusions 
about the impact of domestic political forces on policy in each case the task 
force reviewed. She also provided some important generalizations on the 
broad subject. 

Dr. Mendelson’s essay covers a wide swath of territory, showing the vary-
ing impact of domestic political forces on our policy toward Russia. On an 
issue like Chechnya, nongovernmental organizations—the main outside pro-
tagonists—have had little influence in stiffening policy, in great part because 
Russia is not Serbia and there are so few Chechens in the United States. 
On the other hand, organizations like AIPAC have significantly influenced 
policy on the US response to Russian-Iranian nuclear cooperation—a much 
easier target to focus on than the complex issues involving diplomacy and 
economic assistance. Nor has Iran been one of our favorite nations. On other 
subjects like “loose nukes” in the former Soviet Union, strong individual US 
senators backed by determined advocates within the government and private 
sector could make a policy difference. In general, Dr. Mendelson finds that 
the Clinton and Bush administrations have not been politically constrained in 
managing policy toward Russia.

Finally, on behalf of the members of the task force, I want to extend our 
thanks to the Stanley Foundation and the Century Foundation for their 
generous support of the task force and the project.

Morton Abramowitz
October 24, 2002
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Domestic	Politics	and	
America’s	Russia	Policy

By Sarah E. Mendelson1

Introduction

Policy typically evolves from a series of interactions among many differ-
ent players inside and outside government. US policy toward Russia is 
no exception. But who or what forces shape how an issue is perceived 

and managed? Do experts make much of a difference? Congress? Business? 
Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)? In short, what are the domes-
tic political influences that impact US policy toward Russia? How have the 
domestic factors evolved since President Putin rose to power? And how have 
the events of September 11 affected these influences? The task force looked 
at four cases to try and get some answers to these questions:

• The US response to Russia’s wars in Chechnya.

• US support for development of democratic institutions in Russia.

• US support for the safe dismantlement and storage of weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD) in Russia.

• The US response to Russia’s relations with Iran and Iraq.

These cases were chosen because they reflect the diversity of issues that char-
acterize US-Russia relations in the post-Soviet period and, at the same time, 
capture a wide spectrum of domestic actors inside the United States who 
attempt to influence the policy process. The issues examined embody both 
old and new dynamics: disagreements over how the Russian government uses 
force and treats its population; its unprecedented involvement in institution-
building; the destruction of Russia’s nuclear arsenal—the very weapons that 
were pointed at the United States; its lingering concerns about the prolifera-
tion of nuclear technology and, most recently, Russia’s friendly relations with 
countries that threaten the United States.

...US policy toward Russia is managed 
and maintained as an elite, mostly inside 
the beltway issue. 
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Who and what drives a policy depends on the issue, but certain generaliza-
tions emerge across these cases: regardless of the policy, whatever the issue, 
from promoting democracy to stopping nuclear proliferation, the American 
public rarely has been engaged. Electoral politics have generally not been part 
of the mix since the collapse of the Soviet Union. Instead, US policy toward 
Russia is managed and maintained as an elite, mostly inside the beltway issue. 
The White House and the State Department are intermittently focused on 
US policy toward Russia’s wars in Chechnya. The State Department and the 
US Agency for International Development oversee democracy assistance while 
Congress has funded this work. Congress; the departments of Defense, State, 
and Energy; as well as various parts of the intelligence community work the 
issues related to threat reduction and Russia’s dealings with Iran and Iraq.

While the public has not been a factor, US policy toward Russia is not free 
of domestic political influences. Policy on Chechnya, since September 11, 
has been subject in great part to maintaining a counterterrorism coalition 
with Russia. Cooperative Threat Reduction (CTR) budgets have been driven 

by bureaucratic politics, Congress, and interpretations of Russian behavior. 
Democracy assistance budgets have been subject to similar dynamics. Powerful 
lobbies have at times affected policy on Russia’s relations with Iran.

Presidential personalities play a powerful role in some cases. Throughout the 
1990s, and continuing in 2002, the shape and tone of US policy toward Russia 
were driven largely by one big concept: the pursuit of integrating Russia into 
the West. In the 1990s, this concept was mediated largely through the rela-
tionship of Boris Yeltsin and Bill Clinton.2 The Bush administration initially 
distanced itself from what many regarded as an overly personalistic foreign 
policy, but eventually President Bush took a similar approach to Russia 
through his relationship with President Putin. 

The analysis of the cases has been informed by the lengthy and focused dis-
cussions held throughout 2001-2002 in Washington, DC, in meetings of the 
Task Force on Domestic Politics and America’s Russia Policy. Some of the 
US policies discussed in the meetings of the task force have changed even 
since the task force convened in May 2002 while others are in flux. In-depth 

While the public has not been a factor, US 
policy toward Russia is not free of domestic 
political influences. 
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interviews with many current and former government officials and foreign 
policy experts supplement the task force discussions. 

This paper is not a consensual document on behalf of the task force, nor is 
it an exhaustive study of the impact or the interaction of domestic political 
influences on US policy toward Russia. Instead, it focuses on specific aspects 
of several policies and draws some conclusions from the range of cases that 
may have some relevance to larger problems that emerge from time to time 
in the relationship. For example, whatever the determinants of US policy on 
Chechnya, it is a portrait of factors that are missing, of decisions not made, 
things not said, actions not taken. Similarly, the policy of promoting democra-
cy in Russia captures many inconsistencies and competing goals. At high lev-
els, elections are called free and fair despite manipulation; but at other levels, 
US funds support activists monitoring elections, calling for transparency, and 
identifying fraud. CTR is a case study in the power of ideas, of effective policy 
entrepreneurs influencing from both inside and outside government, and then 
the bureaucratization of these ideas inside government. 

In each case, I briefly outline the policy and Russia’s responses to it. I then 
consider who affects an issue and how. What are the forces, the influences, 
and the tensions shaping the policy? How consensual or contested was the 
policy? In cases where the policies were unconstrained, how did an adminis-
tration use its power? Who were the main actors? The paper concludes with 
some brief observations of overall patterns in the domestic political influences 
on US-Russia policy since the collapse of the Soviet Union.

The	Problem	of	Chechnya
Russia has waged two wars in Chechnya since 1994 that violate numer-
ous treaties and rules of organizations to which Russia belongs. Tens of 
thousands of people have been killed. The abuses have occurred over many 
years and are ongoing. They have been well documented: highly respected 
organizations have amassed much evidence that Russian federal forces have 
clearly and repeatedly violated the Geneva Conventions and the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. Russian and Western organizations have doc-
umented the disproportionate use of force and the indiscriminate targeting of 
civilians, in addition to “mop-up” operations (zachistki) that regularly involve 
looting, ransom, rape, and execution. They have detailed forced disappear-
ances of up to 2,000 people and “filtration camps,” where rebels and civilians 
are routinely tortured. There is even evidence that the human rights moni-
tors themselves are being targeted and killed by federal forces.3 The scale of 
human rights abuse is far greater than in Kosovo, where NATO intervened.4 

US policy on Chechnya in both the Clinton and Bush administrations has 
been largely a rhetorical response to terrible events. Sometimes the tone has 
been harsher than at other times, but the US government’s position has been 
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essentially the same: there is not a military solution to Chechnya and there 
must be a negotiated settlement. The US government has for years also insist-
ed that there be accountability for human rights abuses, that there be an end to 
the infamous zachistki, and that internally displaced persons return voluntarily.5 

Given how destructive and extralegal these wars have been, and how well 
the abuses have been documented, why has US policy been mainly limited 
to rhetoric? A military option was never on the table, but why, for example, 
weren’t sanctions imposed or other tougher policies implemented? And why 
were so few inside or outside the government advocating a different response? 
An important explanation lies in the nature of the problem itself and com-
peting priorities. Russia (and China) are not Serbia or the Congo. There are 
numerous and major equities involved. Many inside and outside government 
have been reluctant to pursue a different policy on the war that either threat-
ens these other equities—such as fighting terrorism and combating the pro-
liferation of WMD—or that threatens Russian policymakers at the same time 
that the United States pursues policies over Russian objections, such as mis-
sile defense and NATO expansion. These wars have never been regarded as a 
“first-order problem” the way that Russia’s dealings with Iran have. There has 
been instead a general bracketing of the issue. As one senior American diplo-
mat intoned, the United States will not jeopardize its relationship with Russia 
over Chechnya.6 

How was this rhetorical approach sustained, given that since the early 1990s 
the dominant US policy toward Russia has been its integration into the Euro-
Atlantic community? If Russian troops have repeatedly violated the Geneva 
Conventions, why has this not affected Russia’s integration? And in the post-
September 11 era, has the frame through which US policymakers view the 
war in Chechnya shifted? Is it still seen primarily as a human rights issue, as 
a successful contribution to the war on terrorism, or as a security threat? How 
has dissent inside government on this policy differed from dissent outside? 
Where were the NGOs and Congress on this issue?

Rhetoric	During	the	First	War
In the first war an important dynamic shaping the US response to Chechnya 
was the personal chemistry between the presidents, captured in part by 
President Clinton’s nickname for Yeltsin, “ol´ Boris,” and Yeltsin’s nickname 
for Clinton, “friend Bill.” This chemistry had the unexpected effect of inhib-
iting criticism rather than encouraging it. Chechnya was seen as an incon-
venient sore spot, to be brought up and then dropped. Clinton was highly 
sensitive to Yeltsin’s domestic political situation and, according to his Russia 
adviser Strobe Talbott, was reluctant to “pile-on against Yeltsin.” Clinton was 
“not comfortable about hectoring” the Russians to seek a political solution 
“when we didn’t really know what that meant.” He was reluctant to use his 
personal relationship with Yeltsin to push him hard on the war. 7 
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Policymakers labeled the first war an “internal matter” or an “internal prob-
lem.” The selective designation of things internal must have struck the 
Russians as somewhat odd. Through a variety of programs—including CTR, 
democracy assistance, and market reform—the US government and NGOs 
were intensely involved in many internal issues, from dismantling nuclear 
weapons to training election observers to helping formulate government bud-
gets.8 No one inside the US government was arguing that these issues were 
internal affairs and therefore the United States should not be involved. This 
labeling of Chechnya, however, was not challenged in any significant way 
inside the government. There may even have been some genuine sympathy or 
anxiety associated with what the Russians were confronting. In 1994 many in 
the US government were still trying to cope with the impact of Soviet disin-
tegration on the nuclear weapons complex. Fears of chaos inside Russia may 
have driven some more-or-less positive responses by senior officials to the 
war. It may have also led to what is now regarded as the unfortunate anal-
ogy with the American Civil War. Boris Yeltsin seemed to Bill Clinton to 
be in the same situation as Abraham Lincoln.9 Moreover, even if one was 

not sympathetic, the alternative policy course was unclear. No one seemed to 
know what to do about Chechnya. As former secretary of defense William 
Perry noted, it was hard to figure out “how do you put a price on it?” What 
role should it have, and how should it weigh in against other assets?10 The 
answer, absent any compelling argument, was that the war was regrettable but 
not a policy priority.

Rhetoric	During	the	Second	War
Chechnya continued to fester after Russian troops withdrew in 1996, but it 
was not thrust onto the US policy agenda until October 1999 when Russian 
federal forces began a bombing campaign. This followed an incursion by 
Chechen rebels into the neighboring republic of Dagestan in August 1999, 
and then a series of grisly explosions that destroyed several apartment build-
ings in September 1999 and killed more than 300 Russians in their beds. The 
crime scenes had been cleared within days and, in one case, even hours. A 
foiled bombing in the city of Ryazan, which seemed to involve the Federal 
Security Service (the KGB’s successor), raised serious questions as to precisely 
who was responsible for the other bombings. But despite the lack of hard 

Policymakers labeled the first war an 
“internal matter” or an “internal 
problem.” 
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evidence, the Kremlin linked the incursion into Dagestan and the bombings 
in Russian cities and blamed the attacks on Chechen separatists. They used 
the incidents as the launching pad for the war—and eventually as an election 
strategy for Vladimir Putin. 

How did US policy respond to the second war? The war was no longer seen 
as an internal affair. Insiders in the Clinton administration argue that they 
repeatedly took a hard stand against the war with the Russians, particularly at 
the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe meeting in Istanbul 
in November 1999. In response to Clinton’s harsh words, Yeltsin threw off 
his headphones and stopped listening to the translation.11 No visible con-
sequences for Russia, however, followed from US policy. To some unhappy 
outsiders, it looked like the administration was taking a “head-in-the-sand” 
approach. Some Clinton administration officials argue (post hoc) that with-
holding the second tranche of an International Monetary Fund (IMF) loan 
in December 1999 was indeed a response to the second war, but they appar-
ently did not make this clear to the Russians at the time. Later in 2000, when 
meeting with President Clinton, Putin dismissed the substantial body of evi-
dence of war crimes by Russian forces as “alleged, mythical atrocities.” There 
was, according to Talbott, no response from Clinton. The talk trap, exposing 
inconsistencies between what Russians were saying and what they were doing, 
was failing. Instead, the messages from the Americans were coming across as 
mixed signals.12 

In 2000 the Bush campaign picked up on this inconsistency in the Clinton 
administration’s approach. But even Bush administration officials acknowledge 
that “the very critical language” used during the campaign disappeared once 
in office.13 After September 11, the war in Chechnya seemed almost to take 
on another character for the administration. Because Bush was so focused on 
getting cooperation from Putin on basing troops in Central Asia, the war was 
downplayed and eventually reinterpreted as part of the global war on terror-
ism. President Bush’s endorsement of President Putin’s approach to the war 
on terrorism speaks for itself: 

First of all, President Putin has been a stalwart in the fight 
against terror. He understands the threat of terror, because 
he has lived through terror. He’s seen terror firsthand and 
he knows the threat of terrorism…. He understands what I 
understand, that there won’t be peace if terrorists are allowed 
to kill and take innocent life. And, therefore, I view President 
Putin as an ally, strong ally, in the war against terror. And his 
actions are more than—speak louder than—his words. He has 
been a man of action when it comes to fighting terror, and I 
appreciate that very much.14 
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In the words of one senior official, “Post-9/11, there has been a greater 
appreciation for the role played by foreign fighters, mujahadeen as they are 
often called, in Chechnya.”15 

Chechnya itself has not figured much in the several meetings between Bush 
and Putin. At lower levels inside the US government, however, outsiders by 
summer 2002 were detecting a slight, subtle, but potentially important shift 
in US policy toward Chechnya. The overwhelming focus for Chechnya inside 
the Bush administration became, according to some, how to bring the war to 
an end. “Getting to Point B (ending the war) is where we are at.” 16 

There is a growing belief that the Russians’ strategies and tactics in this war 
are detrimental to the overall war on terrorism and, specifically, that the way 
the Russians are fighting is a sort of failed containment that helps breed 
rather than eliminate extremism. Out of frustration and a sense of failure, 
insiders report that instead of continuing in what they view as the over-
whelmingly critical approach that both the Clinton and (pre-September 11) 

Bush administration had taken, there has been a shift to approaching the 
Russian government on the issue of Chechnya with interest-based arguments 
and also more urgency. American diplomats are now spending more time 
explaining why it is in Russia’s interest, the interest of the larger US-Russia 
relationship, and the region’s interest that Russia stop the war. 

The	Dog	That	Did	Not	Bark	
A number of domestic political influences that might have caused a different 
policy on Chechnya and the major abuses of the war have been absent: no 
key senior administration official pushed this issue, no CNN effect mobilized 
public opinion, and no strong lobbies worked Congress or the media. In gen-
eral, the frame through which this war has been seen has largely been from 
a human rights perspective and not a security one. As a result, it has been 
viewed inside and outside the government as less important than other issues 
in the US-Russia relationship.

In general, the frame through which this 
war has been seen has largely been from a 
human rights perspective and not a 
security one. 
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How a policy is formulated depends in part on who is doing the formula-
tion. If a person in a key job were to make getting a mediated or negotiated 
settlement in Chechnya a central focus of US foreign policy, it would draw 
more attention to the issue, even if no guarantee of success. There has never 
been a high-level working group on Chechnya, as there has been on Northern 
Ireland and the Middle East. To date, no senior policy entrepreneur inside 
government has made this his or her issue or been assigned to it. Northern 
Ireland had George Mitchell. The Middle East had Dennis Ross. Bosnia had 
Richard Holbrook. Serbia had Madeleine Albright. Chechnya, instead, has 
been “owned” by a series of lower-level desk officers who may have cared pas-
sionately about what was going on but have not been able to wield the politi-
cal clout inside an administration to change policy.17 The impact has been 
profound for lower levels of government. An official who served in both the 
Clinton and Bush administrations who oversaw military contact programs with 
the Russians explained why Chechnya eventually dropped out of the talking 
points his office prepared for Defense Secretary William Cohen in his meet-
ings with Russian Defense Minister Marshall Igor Sergeev: “Frankly there 

wasn’t any juice in our points anyway; we didn’t have a national policy…on 
behavior in Chechnya.” If such a policy did not exist, it was hard to press it.18 

The absence of any media impact on policy toward Chechnya is especially 
striking. Daily reports of carnage in Bosnia from the dozens of reporters 
who were holed up in the Sarajevo Holiday Inn eventually took their toll on 
the Clinton administration. Chechnya in 2002 is the place in Europe where 
people are killed every day, yet there is no CNN or New York Times daily 
coverage. For journalists, this translates into little need to cover the story.19 
Aside from occasional stories in The Washington Post or the Los Angeles Times, 
it is all but forgotten. Not surprisingly, there is little demand for a differ-
ent response. This lack of coverage has many sources, not the least of which 
involve the extreme danger of operating in Chechnya due to kidnappings and 
killings.20 Another source includes the deliberate efforts by the Russian gov-
ernment to harass Russian and international media.21 Moreover, the vacuum 
of information on Chechnya inside Russia means that Western media are 
then forced themselves to drum up stories.22 This raises the bar further and 
requires motivation and support from the home office.

There has been no major effort in the 
United States to get the Russian actions in 
Chechnya classified as genocide.



12                                   Domestic Politics and America’s Russia Policy Domestic Politics and America’s Russia Policy                              13

According to US government sources, pressure from outside the government 
has come mostly in the form of Human Rights Watch (HRW) reports and 
repeated, hard-hitting editorials in The Washington Post since Fred Hiatt 
became editorial editor. The information in the reports may be hard to 
ignore, but the recommendations to the United States advocated by HRW 
have not been. They have called for change in the rhetoric (use of the term 
war crime) and urged the United States to press Russia to account for the 
abuses through independent investigations. HRW would like accountability 
to be a “nonnegotiable minimum condition for enhanced political, economic, 
and security relationships with the Russian Federation” and for the United 
States to “oppose payment of any pending loan installments payable to the 
Russian Federation for unrestricted general budgetary spending.”23

The “pressure” that organizations like HRW and Amnesty International 
generate on this issue seems to be taken as ritualistic. For example, some 
government officials note the “drumbeat” that the NGOs had in the initial 
period of the second war has not been “maintained or sustained.” This is not 
surprising; it would be difficult to keep it up without some receptivity inside 
the US government. Senior officials do meet periodically with human rights 
organizations on a variety of issues, but little has happened as a result. Many 
activists report difficulties getting agreement among human rights groups to 
even bring up Chechnya and that, in any case, meetings tend to be formalis-
tic, rather than serious considerations of how to change Russian behavior or 
US policy. 

There has been, in fact, no strong lobby for a more interventionist US pol-
icy. There has been no major effort in the United States to get the Russian 
actions in Chechnya classified as genocide.24 The groups most likely to wage 
that sort of policy battle are not necessarily capable of doing it; the American 
Committee for Peace in Chechnya is made up of a handful of eminent peo-
ple, but has only one full-time staff person and no serious reach.25 Moreover, 
despite similar goals, NGOs working on democracy in Russia and human 
rights groups monitoring abuses in Russia have had almost no communica-
tion with one another. Human rights organizations have been consumed with 
collecting and disseminating information on Russian atrocities and abuses 
in Chechnya. Despite the increasingly negative consequences of the war for 
a variety of Russian institutions—from elections to the media—democracy 
assistance groups do not generally follow their work and have not viewed 
communication or coordination as central to their mission.26 The lack of 
coordination has meant that one potentially important effort to influence US 
policy has been undeveloped. 

Because human rights groups tend to be so underfunded and understaffed, 
they run into serious obstacles, even when they want to share information in a 
timely way. For example, Physicians for Human Rights collected information 
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on Chechnya for their report Endless Brutality in February and March 2000, 
but the findings were not published until May 2001, and the publication was 
not distributed until November 2001. Other factors limit their impact as well: 
groups that do release information designed to pressure policymakers to use 
the words war crimes in reference to Chechnya may refrain from mounting 
larger campaigns to stop the war for fear of being perceived as “political.” As 
human rights groups, they are “not for peace, per se.”27

The lack of strong lobbies and press coverage has had an impact on congres-
sional pressure. There has been almost none. Aside from a few hearings in 
the Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe, and condemna-
tion early in the war, Congress has never taken this issue seriously and never 
forced the White House to clarify or change its position. In contrast with, 
for example, cooperative threat reduction where senators Nunn and Lugar 
shaped policy, Chechnya has had no one leading the charge. In the Bush 
administration the war has continued and, if anything, congressional heat 
has lessened. As one staffer observed, “The people that used to take meetings 
on the issue of Chechnya two years ago just don’t anymore.”28 Not surpris-
ingly, nearly three years into the second war on Chechnya, US policy remains 
largely rhetorical. 

Influencing	Support	for	Democracy	in	Russia	
The political landscape of Russia has changed dramatically since the collapse 
of the Soviet Union. There is no longer one-party rule. Numerous elections 
have taken place and are regularly monitored by domestic groups. Civic advo-
cacy organizations, independent trade unions, and business associations have 
all developed. Human rights organizations are viewed positively by a large 
majority of the population. Russians are free to travel abroad (if they can 
afford it). Russia’s constitution has institutionalized rights, and the govern-
ment has recently embarked on judicial reform.

Russia is not, however, a liberal democracy. In summer 2002, slightly more 
Russians think “authoritarian rule is preferable to a democratic form of gov-
ernment” than think that “democracy is always the preferred form of gover-
nance.”29 The political system lacks many of the supporting institutions that 
make democracies robust. Russia’s political party system, civil society, and the 
rule of law are weak and underdeveloped. Authorities, both at the national 
and regional level, have unchecked power. Crime and corruption are rampant. 
Under President Yeltsin, media outlets became increasingly hostage to oli-
garchic business interests, and under President Putin media outlets have been 
targeted by the state. Critical media on a range of issues, including the war 
in Chechnya, nuclear waste importation, and the presidential administration, 
do not exist in Russia in 2002. Since 1999 and Putin’s rise to power, not only 
numerous journalists but also environmentalists, human rights activists, stu-
dents, and academics—Russians as well as Americans and Europeans—have 
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been investigated, intimidated, interrogated, jailed, accused of treason, or 
beaten by authorities. Drawing on monitoring reports, democracy and human 
rights activists in Russia maintain there has been a stark increase in threats 
and abuses in the last several years. 30 

From the first Bush administration, developing as a cornerstone of the 
Clinton administration and continuing in the current Bush administration, 
the United States government has supported the development of democratic 
institutions in Russia.31 Policy has been driven by the belief that the growth 
and consolidation of democracy in Russia is in the US national interest. 
According to Ambassador William Taylor, the coordinator for assistance to 
Russia, “We observe that stability and even security in Europe and in the 
world is enhanced if Russia and others are governed more democratically. 
Security, because of the kind of general tendency for democracies not to fight 
each other, and stability, because democracy gives an outlet to people express-
ing their frustrations or support…it is a more stable arrangement than the 
alternative, and they’ve had some opportunity to test the alternative.”32 

Beyond rhetorical support for the democratic transition in Russia, the US 
government has spent several hundred million dollars since 1992 supporting 
and developing democratic institutions.33 This money has gone mainly to 
support Western nongovernmental groups working in Russia alongside local 
activists. US-based NGOs have consulted with political parties and electoral 
commissions. They have helped professionalize media outlets that were once 
exclusively state run, attempted to improve the legal and organizational infra-
structure of the media, provided information technology to networks of envi-
ronmental groups and human rights monitors, and supported the creation of 
independent trade unions. Progress on many of these issues and across many 
of these sectors has been incremental at best, but the policy has been guided 
by the idea of supporting people “who are trying to make changes in the 
direction that we would like to see.”34

In the last several years, democracy assistance has shifted from support-
ing the Russian government to civil society. On coming into power, the 
Bush administration reviewed all aspects of US-Russia policy and shifted its 
emphasis in assistance to the development of civil society and support for 

The lack of strong lobbies and press coverage 
has had an impact on congressional pressure. 
There has been almost none.



16                                   Domestic Politics and America’s Russia Policy Domestic Politics and America’s Russia Policy                              17

democracy at the grassroots level. (Work with entrepreneurs and healthcare 
was also emphasized.) 35

That said, neither the rhetoric of senior administration officials nor the 
amounts of money allocated for democracy assistance has ever been driven 
principally by conditions on the ground such as threats to democracy or 
demand from or capacity in civil society. In fact, as abuses have increased, the 
amount of money for assistance stayed flat or even decreased. If democracy is 
considered a national security issue, why was this the case? Why has Russia’s 
extremely unfinished political transition troubled so few? Many of the same 
domestic political influences shaping US policy toward Chechnya affect US 
support for democracy in Russia. Democracy as an issue, like Chechnya, has 
had intense competition on the policy agenda and, as a priority, lies below 
other aspects of US engagement with Russia. Also like the case of Chechnya, 
there are a number of missing factors that might have altered the course of 
policy. Administrations have been relatively free to position this issue lower 
down on the policy agenda. 

Competing	Policy	Agendas
Domestic political influences on the US policy of democracy promotion—not 
just to Russia, but worldwide—are layered and subject to many conflict-
ing policy priorities. While policymakers argue that Russian democracy and 
American national security are intertwined, their actions suggest that few 
think this link is especially binding while several other influences are much 
more powerful. 

Trade coalitions, for example, have a long history of downplaying democracy 
and human rights, generally viewing these issues as a threat to profits, yet 
they exert strong influence on policy. Overall the business community has 
had an extremely positive view of President Putin and has emphasized prog-
ress on corporate governance. Problems concerning democracy and human 
rights tend to be viewed as having little or no relevance to business. Many 
who have business interests in Russia do not make the connection that how 
leaders are chosen can matter for business. They do not see the issue of free-
dom of the media as related to the fight against corruption. In other words, 
they view Russia’s economic transition as being distinct and disconnected 
from Russia’s political transition. 

As US energy companies play a more active role in Russia, some experts 
predict this dynamic could increase. In the words of one observer, “Most 
[companies that do business in Russia] want rule of law, but some would be 
satisfied with a separate rule of law for themselves; for example, production 
sharing agreements (PSAs). They want their own rule of law and don’t much 
care how everyone else is treated.”36
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Competition in policy priorities arises also from the different interpreta-
tions of national security. Democracy in Russia is seldom viewed as a security 
issue, and when it is, it is seen by many policymakers as a third-order security 
issue. This prioritization is reflected in the relatively small amount of money 
allocated to democracy work. As one former Clinton administration official 
observed, “Sometimes you felt that certain policymakers held their noses and 
gave [democracy assistance] money.” The democracy-security link remains 
even more of a rhetorical window dressing in the Bush administration than a 
part of a coherent strategy.37 

The democracy account has never been large and never remotely commanded 
the place of importance that work on nonproliferation or the destruction of 
WMD has. Certification for continued congressional funding of CTR rests 
on Russia’s human rights compliance, as well as other issues. However, link-
ing Russia’s human rights record to continued funding for CTR has been 
attempted but has never received widespread support from congressional 
members.38 Technically, based on the human rights clause, there are grounds 

for noncertification. As part of their annual report on human rights in Russia, 
the Moscow Helsinki Group reports that there are several areas of human 
rights law in which the Russian government has made no attempt at being 
compliant with international standards.39 

Similarly, the current national security agenda has mainly meant that the 
democracy and human rights problems of coalition partners such as Russia 
have been de-emphasized in the name of fighting terrorism. Democracy pro-
motion as a policy has been constrained by high-level US government sup-
port for members of the Russian government, who themselves have deeply 
mixed records on democracy and human rights. 

Inconsistencies	in	Supporting	Democracy-Building	in	Russia	
Within the US government, policy on democracy in Russia has long been 
shaped by a central contradiction between a high-level policy, focused on 
cooperation and not confrontation, and a lower-level policy on wanting com-
pliance with democracy and human rights norms. How do we cooperate with 
Russia when Russia has serious democracy and human rights problems? Or in 

As abuses have increased, the amount of 
money for assistance stayed flat or even 
decreased. 
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the words of one democracy advocate, can US policy “walk and chew gum at 
the same time”?40

Consistency, in fact, has proven extremely difficult to maintain. President 
Clinton’s chief adviser on Russia policy, Strobe Talbott, makes the argu-
ment that Clinton’s close relationship with Yeltsin had the effect of prevent-
ing Washington from pursuing a tougher policy toward Moscow in sensitive 
areas such as Russia’s shaky democratic transition. Clinton’s main strategy 
for keeping Russia “on track” was to lend as much support to Yeltsin as pos-
sible. Somewhere along the way, Yeltsin became the frame for democracy in 
Russia for Clinton instead of the cast of thousands toiling away and building 
democratic institutions in Russia, often in opposition to Yeltsin, and some of 
whom were indirectly supported by US government funds. Clinton became 
convinced that to not support Yeltsin was to not support democracy.41 Politics 
were highly personal for Clinton, and Yeltsin was his man. The result was that 
he seemed to receive or pay attention to a highly sanitized version of events: 
as long as Russia held elections, he believed it was on the right track, as if this 

were definitive proof that Russia’s main political players accepted democratic 
rules of the game. This belief belied significant evidence to the contrary.42

Clinton was by no means alone in applauding deeply problematic elections as 
signs of a state’s commitment to democracy, and Russia, of course, is not the 
only place this occurs.43 Unnuanced, laudatory statements from the White 
House and other officials hailing a series of elections in Russia as free and fair 
despite numerous serious irregularities, however, had unintended consequenc-
es for US efforts to promote democratic institutions. To Russian activists on 
the ground it looked at times as if they were cheering the outcome—one that 
the Americans favored—despite the enormous problems with the process. To 
officials in the Kremlin, the Americans were interested in what happened in 

The current national security agenda 
has mainly meant that the democracy 
and human rights problems of coalition 
partners such as Russia have been 
de-emphasized in the name of fighting 
terrorism. 
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Russia but not absorbed by the details. This was especially true in 1996; bet-
ter to have Yeltsin elected than someone else—namely Gennady Zyuganov, 
the communist candidate. Some argue, however, that this selective attention 
to detail weakened the work the US government was funding; Russian deci-
sion makers learned precisely what the international community would accept 
as passing for democracy. 

In the Bush administration, consistency has been especially compromised. 
Support for President Putin predates the September 11 attack, but the war 
on terrorism has pushed issues related to democracy and human rights way 
down the agenda. Bush administration officials acknowledge the different 
and very positive rhetoric with regard to Russia post-September 11, and 
agree that the tendency to downplay threats and abuses to democracy has 
been exacerbated.44 This has been noticed outside Washington as well: 
Russian activists feel frustrated and isolated by what they view as the close 
relationship between the president of the Russian Federation and the presi-
dent of the United States and the lack of condemnation by the US govern-
ment for gross violations of human rights that regularly occur in Russia. 
They take some comfort that HRW and The Washington Post continue to 
talk about violations, but ultimately they are looking to President Bush to 
speak out on these issues.45 

The policy of democracy assistance to Russia has also been constrained by the 
way programs and their impact have been portrayed to policy audiences in the 
United States. Clearly, the Russian context has been a difficult one in which 
to promote the development of democratic institutions. Nevertheless, officials 
from various administrations, the US Agency for International Development 
(USAID), and the NGOs receiving US government funds have tended to 
oversell the impact that democracy assistance plays in political transitions. 
They have helped create expectations that can never be met and that clash 
awkwardly with the actual pace of what, in fact, are multiple transitions 
involving the Russian state and society as well as economic, political, and 
security institutions. Clinton as well as Bush administration officials, staff-
ers at USAID, and the NGOs themselves have tended to talk mainly about 
“success stories”: the 65,000 NGOs that have developed in post-Soviet Russia, 
the multiparty system, the regular elections, the millions of citizens who turn 
out to vote. They have tended not to talk about the grittier details: that few 
of these NGOs actually advocate on behalf of others or that many have been 
harassed by the government, that political parties are widely believed to be the 
most corrupt and least trusted institutions in Russia, or that there are numer-
ous problems with elections. They (correctly) have feared losing funding from 
a hostile Congress if they discuss openly the difficulties associated with transi-
tions from communism and the rather more complicated, and even gloomy, 
reality of institutions in Russia.46 
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Partly in response to the “good news,” there has been a backlash in policy 
circles where critics argue that assistance is a waste of money and that it 
can even be dangerous. In an article that significantly influenced the policy 
debate, Fareed Zakaria, then managing editor of Foreign Affairs, implied that 
assistance helped promote what he labeled “illiberal democracy,” where elec-
tions occur but rulers ignore constitutionally guaranteed freedoms.47 Russia-
watchers’ criticisms of assistance became increasingly emphatic following, 
among other manifestations of arbitrariness, Yeltsin’s firing of several prime 
ministers, the second war in Chechnya, and money-laundering scandals that 
appeared to involve both Western assistance and the Kremlin.48 Commentary 
on assistance was even briefly fodder in the 2000 US presidential campaign: 
the “who lost Russia” debate was one of the few foreign policy topics men-
tioned. Republicans in Congress who excoriated the Clinton administration 
for just about everything bad that occurred in Russia fed the debate.49 

Influences	on	the	Amount	of	Assistance
Whatever critics or supporters say, budgets for democracy assistance in Russia 
have never been especially large relative to what Russia could sustain or 
even compared to what the US government has supported elsewhere. Those 
amounts have also not been determined by policy debates. 

From 1992 to 1996, USAID spent the majority of its Freedom Support 
Act budget in Russia on market reform, while at times allocating as 
little as 6 percent for democracy assistance. Budgets for democracy assis-
tance—that is, for work with political parties, NGOs, trade unions, and 
media—have stayed flat for the last several years at about $16 million a 
year. Policymakers offer various explanations for the low amounts of democ-
racy assistance in the early years after the collapse of the Soviet Union (such 
as, there was little “capacity” to absorb the funds or the work of Western 
groups). While these considerations were no doubt relevant, they do not 
account for later figures, which decreased even as capacity increased. Nor do 
they explain why so much more money was allocated to market reform at a 
time when capacity in the economic sector was perhaps even more limited. 
In contrast to many pronouncements, particularly in the United States, actual 
policies suggested that markets were a higher priority and institutions associ-
ated with democracy were, as a whole, a much lower priority. 50 

Why are budgets flat if capacity has increased and threats to these institutions 
have increased? Part of the explanation may lie in the fact that the handful 
of US NGOs that work on democracy in Russia have played a weak role in 
raising the inconsistencies of various administrations’ policies with the pub-
lic, or in advocating for dramatically increased budgets from Congress. Some 
organizations actively shun publicity and this may have an impact on their 
finances.51 In contrast with human rights groups in the United States, most 
organizations that work on democracy assistance in Russia receive the bulk of 
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their funding from the US government. This situation has made democracy 
groups reluctant, and mostly silent, critics of government policy. Instead, they 
are grateful for whatever money comes their way from Congress. Absent their 
voice, however, administrations have encountered few domestic influences 
urging more money or a change in priorities. 

Within Congress, there are key supporters of democracy assistance to Russia who 
argue that if we want to see a democratic political subculture take root in Russia, 
it will require more than roughly 5 percent of the foreign aid budget to Russia. 
Congressman Tom Lantos has sponsored H.R. 2121, “the Russian Democracy 
Act of 2002,” calling for $50 million more in assistance. The politics of turning 
it from an authorization into an appropriation will be a good test for democracy 
advocates trying to influence policy outcomes. Due to come before the Senate 
sometime in fall 2002, Senate staffers are not optimistic about the outcome.52 

Most members of Congress, however, are driven not by firsthand experience 
or detailed interest but by headlines: whether it is atrocities in Chechnya or a 

government crackdown on TV in Russia. Therefore, the lack of media cover-
age of Russia in general in the US media may also be having an impact on 
congressional support for democracy work. Media, according to US govern-
ment officials, is “what most influences [congressional] view[s] of Russia and 
what we should or shouldn’t be doing. It’s not…long-term trends of growth 
in civil society or the long-term attitudinal changes among the young gen-
eration” or the issues often addressed by the policy community.53 In other 
words, if assistance is ever going to increase, there will need to be a media 
campaign driving the effort. 

Domestic	Political	Influence	and	Reducing	
Threats	From	WMD
If US policies on Chechnya and democracy assistance have been shaped by 
the absence of domestic political forces, the early period of US support for 
the reduction of threats from WMD is a study in contrast: it is about how 
to influence Congress and get ideas implemented. And while the domestic 
politics of CTR have been considered extensively elsewhere, the purpose 
here is to focus on two particular elements that capture the overall domes-

If assistance is ever going to increase, there 
will need to be a media campaign driving 
the effort. 
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tic influences shaping the program; that is, the politics of budgets and the 
politics of certification.54 

The 1991 CTR Act as a foreign policy represented a distinctly new 
approach to enhancing security known as “defense by other means.”55 
Threat reduction was driven initially by concerns that authorities in newly 
emerging states would loose control of WMD and materials associated 
with WMD as the Soviet Union collapsed. The risk to US national security 
was viewed as urgent and important.56 What became known as cooperative 
threat reduction was based on the notion that US national security would be 
enhanced by helping Russia destroy, secure, reduce, protect, and convert 
their Cold War legacy. 

Since the passage of the Nunn-Lugar Amendment to the Defense 
Appropriations Bill in 1991, threat reduction efforts have developed and 
expanded into a three-agency affair (to include, in addition to the Pentagon, 
the departments of Energy and State) to aid Russian compliance with its 

treaty obligations and secure weapons and materials.57 Threat reduction 
assistance has developed into a series of nonproliferation programs designed 
to secure and protect nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons in the for-
mer Soviet states; prevent the diversion of scientific expertise to rogue states; 
increase bilateral military cooperation and transparency in the weapons reduc-
tion process; and convert military sites into facilities with civilian applica-
tions. About $8.5 billion has been earmarked for threat reduction assistance 
through FY 2003. Since 1991 about $2.4 billion of this has actually been 
spent on CTR.58

Policy	Entrepreneurs	and	Congress
The early phase of CTR is an excellent case study in policy entrepreneurs 
influencing government behavior through Congress. A handful of individuals 
inside and outside government were able to take an urgent issue and formu-

A handful of individuals inside and 
outside government were able to take 
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response to it, push hard for action, and get 
movement. 
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late a policy response to it, push hard for action, and get movement. This is 
a stark contrast with other cases considered in this report, and it is important 
to understand the combination of circumstances that sets it apart. Boiled 
down, they involve some contingency but also good information in the hands 
of concerned people, a plausible and possible solution that had bipartisan 
support and weak counterarguments by opponents. 

The concept of threat reduction was introduced in two monographs pro-
duced by the Center for Science and International Affairs at Harvard 
University and part of a larger working group funded by the Carnegie 
Corporation of New York involving policy analysts and scientists from 
Stanford University’s Center for International Security and Arms Control 
(CISAC) and the Brookings Institution.59 In what has been described as a 
“chance encounter,” Ashton Carter, William Perry, David Hamburg, and 
John Steinbrunner briefed Senators Nunn and Lugar on the “Post-Cold War 
Reconstruction Project.” The result: an extremely rare case of ideas moving 
“in real time into legislation.”60 

Success in this case lies partly in congressional politics. A bipartisan effort in 
the US Congress to fund $1 billion in humanitarian aid had recently failed. 
One of the architects of the effort, Senator Nunn, continued to search for 
ways to engage the revolutionary situation in what would soon be the Russian 
Federation. In their briefing, Carter mentioned that he and his colleagues 
were beginning to think about what the impact of a dissolving nuclear super-
power meant for US national security. As Carter put it ten years later, there 
was the hope and belief that “in the new world, our common security inter-
ests outweigh[ed] our discrepant interests.”61 Senator Nunn seized upon the 
concept and the problems inherent in the nuclear aspects. 

Because of the congressional origins of this program, however, it was not 
fully embraced by the parts of the government that had the task of imple-
mentation. According to some sources, the Cheney Pentagon did everything 
to avoid executing these programs in 1991-92. Resistance went beyond own-
ership of the program to ideological as well as fiscal aspects. Ideologically, 
opponents, including those in Congress, were concerned that the Russians 
were benefiting more from dismantlement than the Americans. Those who 
opposed it thought of it as assistance for the very people and the very place 
against which the United States had fought for decades.62 As one congress-
man stated in 1996, “Does it make sense for us to subsidize the Soviet Union 
to the tune of some $300 million?”63 

Fiscally, the structure of early funding inhibited its development. CTR 
was initially managed as a “transfer authority” rather than as an appropria-
tion. This meant that there was no specific line item for the program in the 
defense budget. Instead, budget planners at the Pentagon were given the 
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task of culling (or cutting) money from other programs such as “readiness, 
procurement, pensions, whatever.” Understandably, the Pentagon was slow 
to move since it meant taking money from other programs: “for every dollar 
they spent on Nunn-Lugar, it was a dollar that wasn’t getting spent on some-
thing else for which it had been requested and appropriated.”64 Nunn-Lugar 
received an actual appropriation in 1993. 

By that time, the input of policy entrepreneurs was institutionalized: the 
architects of the program moved into senior policy positions in the Clinton 
administration with William Perry as first the deputy secretary of defense and 
then as the secretary of defense and Ashton Carter as assistant secretary of 
defense. Stewardship of these programs was institutionalized with a separate 
office to oversee the program. The impact of the president on CTR was felt 
also in the early years and was primarily centered around an important foreign 
policy goal of the first Clinton administration: getting Belarus, Kazakhstan, 
and Ukraine to denuclearize.65

Explaining	Flat	Budgets	
Beyond the initiation and early stewardship of the program, the input of 
experts has been limited, however. This is evident from flat CTR budgets. 
Among the challenges that Russia’s weapons complex poses, perhaps none 
strikes as much fear as the possible theft of fissile materials for use in a 
bomb by terrorists and other forms of nuclear trafficking. If both influential 
members of Congress and administrations viewed the cooperative threat 
reduction program as directly addressing these issues and therefore vital to 
US national security, why didn’t the budgets go up?66 Why—regardless of 
who is secretary of defense or what party is in the White House—has CTR 
proper; that is, the Pentagon part of threat reduction work, stayed level at 
slightly over $400 million a year for more than a decade?67 And why, after 
the initial influence of outside experts, have they played so small a role in the 
life of the program?68 

The number $400 million is especially striking given that it was originally 
arrived at arbitrarily or with, in the words of someone who worked closely on 
the program, “no logic.” The Aspen-Nunn initiative on humanitarian aid to 
Russia had started out at $1 billion. When it failed in Congress, the senators 
proposed cutting the budget in half for this new initiative focused on WMD, 
and it got cut down from there. 

The first year it was 400 simply because it was slightly less 
than 500, which was half of a billion. The second year it was 
400 because it was 400 the first year. The third year it was 
400 because no one could think of anything better. We knew 
we were going to take it seriously but none of the agreements 
had been worked out, which meant that no one had any idea 
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how this money was really going to be spent, so you had 
no way of doing a bottom-up budget, a requirements-based 
budget, and so [we thought] we’ll try it at the politically man-
ageable number. And it wasn’t until 1994 (FY 1995) that the 
program had matured enough that you could derive require-
ments from what had been a collection of implementing 
agreements and promises and initial contracts and feasibility 
studies…[and get] a sense of what you thought you could 
effectively execute in the next year. But by then, you already 
had a backlog of the two years of transfer authority and then a 
year’s worth of appropriations.69

By 1994 the perception had taken hold in the comptroller’s office and in congres-
sional offices that a “magic political number” existed. “Even if we were developing 
a requirements-based budget for more [money], there was always pressure not 
to grow. That comes from a traditional government budgeting [culture] that flat 
programs are happy programs. That shows a stable, well-managed program.”70 

Budgets for CTR stayed at $400 million for reasons also having to do with 
Russian bureaucratic politics. The Russian absorption capacity in defense-
related programs has been and continues to be constrained by a “funnel 
system” that is highly restrictive of who in Russia is authorized to negotiate 
contracts with Americans on security issues. These gatekeepers operate from 
orders and an organizational culture that restricts, not encourages, contact. 
The procedures involved for making contact with colleagues at the Ministry 
of Defense or the Ministry of Atomic Energy have been described as the 
equivalent of trying to get past a strict parent in order to pick up your date. 
Sometimes you do not make it through; sometimes your date does not even 
know you are trying to get in; and sometimes, alas, your date has no interest 
in you. Moreover, those who are authorized to have contact with Americans 
on these issues are not necessarily good program managers or especially 
interested in seeing the programs go forward.71 

In the implementation of these programs, of course, American organizational 
cultures may also inhibit growth in budgets. The Russians authorized to work 

Effective work in Russia...is highly 
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personal relations. Programs that have high 
staff turnover suffer as a result.
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with Americans are confronted by a constantly changing sea of American 
faces: as part of an early deal to get CTR funded, the bulk of money goes to 
American contractors. Inefficiencies sometimes result, however. For example, 
there is high turnover of staff on the implementation side that has resulted in 
“repeating mistakes.” The American contractors on the ground actually doing 
the dismantlement work change jobs regularly. Effective work in Russia, 
however, is highly dependent on developing and maintaining personal rela-
tions. Programs that have high staff turnover suffer as a result.72 

After September 11, some experts argue the DoD programs acquired a “new 
look.” Instead of portraying the programs in terms of disarmament, they were 
cast as nonproliferation efforts. One observer notes, “In their programmatic 
priorities, preventing proliferation of weapons of mass destruction moved to 
the top of the list. …compared to the delivery systems destruction component 
[which was a core part of the original program]. It’s hard to argue that however 
important it is to blow up an SS18 silo, that it is a nonproliferation mission—
it’s really a disarmament mission.… What’s interesting is that CTR itself 

changed its own rhetoric about how it talks about the program to enhance the 
nonproliferation side of the mission.”73 This may in part be driven not only by 
mandates in the post-September 11 political context but also by the antipathy 
that the Bush administration has for arms control. In short, better for the sur-
vival of the program to have CTR associated with nonproliferation than with 
arms control.74 One clear result of September 11 has been the expansion and 
reprioritization of biological weapons work. Ironically, it is related to the bio-
logical (and chemical) weapons programs, however, that CTR has encountered 
renewed trouble with Congress. 

The	Battle	of	Certification	
Over the years, CTR has faced a myriad of challenges, but the fiercest battle 
is as yet unfolding and has come from the executive branch. As such, it 
represents a good example of domestic constraints on foreign policy. In 2002 
the Bush administration for the first time held up the annual certification 

...this delay in certification is viewed as 
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process.75 Every year the president, through the secretary of state, is required 
to certify that the Russians are “committed” to complying with arms con-
trol.76 The language for certification stipulates that the Russians are attempt-
ing compliance, but not that they are actually in compliance. In spring 2002 
the State Department declined to certify because of concerns about compli-
ance with the chemical and biological weapons treaties. Instead, the Bush 
administration asked Congress for permission to sign a waiver, which at the 
time was not authorized in the law. Some explain what then turned into a 
tug of war between Congress and the administration as an attempt to destroy 
the program. The battle lines are between those inside the Bush administra-
tion—along with some members of the intelligence community who want the 
program stopped—and others in the administration, along with some power-
ful members of Congress who want it to continue.77 

The process of certification provides insight into the many different points 
at which the program could have been derailed over the last ten years, and 
where threats to the program continue to lurk.78 Certification is ultimately 
based on “political judgment, not a technical determination.”79 The certifica-
tion review begins at the staff level inside the State Department with mem-
bers of the intelligence community reviewing the previous year’s certification 
and assessing changes. The one issue that has been repeatedly debated over 
the years has been evidence of commitment to comply with arms control. 
How analysts attribute Russian intent has played a large role in certifica-
tion. According to a former official who participated in these reviews in the 
Clinton administration, the team would look at “a whole series of official 
statements—Yeltsin, defense ministers, foreign ministers, saying that ‘yes, 
Russia is committed to comply with START, with CWC [the Chemical 
Weapons Convention], with BWC [the Biological Weapons Convention].’” 
In contrast with these official statements, analysts also had before them 
what this former participant in the process referred to as “murky intelligence 
reports, none of them ever provable, without on-the-ground inspection.” 
These reports outlined clandestine production and continued (extra-legal) 
experimentation with chemical and biological weapons. How these reports 
were interpreted in 2002 affected the certification process:

Every year, you had to make a balance: okay, we’re not judging 
actual compliance. We’re judging commitment to comply, and 
if you’re judging commitment to comply, do you believe official 
statements or do you believe possible actions by individuals…? 
Every year in the Clinton administration, we said well, if you’re 
judging national commitment to comply, the official state-
ments have more weight, but it’s a close call. For eight years, 
we were able to certify…. In spring 2002, the staff starts to 
do its thing again and all of a sudden these murky intelligence 
reports begin to carry a lot more weight with the new team.80
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To arms control advocates, this delay in certification is viewed as harming US 
national security interests, because it stops work on new efforts to keep mate-
rials associated with WMD from leaking from Russia. 

Chief among the concerns of the Bush administration were Russia’s refusal 
to share strains of anthrax that had been developed by Russian scientists and 
the continued refusal to share information on Soviet biological and chemical 
weapons programs, including one possibly involving smallpox.81 In the words 
of Secretary Powell, “I didn’t have enough information to form the basis of a 
certification.”82 Initially, the administration asked Congress for a permanent 
national security interest waiver for CTR certification requirements. Congress 
in summer 2002 began debating whether the waiver should be annual, in 
which case there would be some jeopardy of a work stoppage every year for as 
long as six months, or a continual one, in which certification ceases. 

This battle emerged in early April 2002 and played out precisely as the 
Moscow Treaty—involving the dismantlement of thousands of Russian 

strategic weapons over the next decade—was signed in May 2002. In other 
words, the Bush administration signed a treaty with the Russians “based on 
so much trust in the future” at the same time the administration effectively 
said they could not certify that the Russians were committed to comply with 
arms control.83 Without certification or a waiver, there is no authoriza-
tion for new contracts or the extension of old contracts. In August 2002 the 
administration signed the temporary waiver it was granted by Congress free-
ing up money until October 2002, at which time the future of the program 
will again be debated.84 

The stalemate has led to bitter exchanges in Congress between Senator 
Lugar and Secretary Powell, among others, and reveals the degree to which 
the issue of who benefits more from dismantlement, Russia or the United 
States, continues to shape the political discussion. Exasperated, Senator 
Lugar proclaimed to Secretary Powell, “Why in the world you ever put 
yourselves in this predicament as an administration, I don’t know.” This 
must be a “worker bee” causing a “bureaucratic flailing.” Lugar has urged 

Russia’s relationship with Iran and Iraq 
has been a persistent and serious irritant 
in the US-Russia relationship in the 
post-Cold War era. 
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the president to “waive the whole business and get on with the destruction 
of these materials.” Powell responded, “The Russians have been part of the 
problem in terms of giving us what we need to know.” But then he con-
ceded, “The reason I couldn’t certify is because Congress put a certification 
requirement on me that I could not meet with respect to Russian activi-
ties.… I was forced into a situation. I implore the Congress to not waste any 
more time on this. Give us a permanent waiver.” Lugar’s retort is stunning 
in what it reveals about past certification, and also as an indication that he 
sensed something else driving the battle in 2002. His reply to Powell was, 
“For the 10 years since the Nunn-Lugar Act…somehow or other we’ve been 
able to waive things every year.” What is different in 2002? According to 
some, the intelligence is no more concrete. Yet, for certain people in the 
administration, “intelligence reports have more value, official statements have 
less.” This stalemate perhaps also indicates that in certain parts of the US 
government and Congress, there may be less trust of the Russian government 
and increasing concern about it precisely as the executive branch has forged 
close relations with President Putin. The domestic political battle over this 
program is likely only to increase. The pitch of the battle will likely be deter-
mined by how open Russia is to inspections of its weapons facilities but also 
by Russia’s relations with countries such as Iran and Iraq.
 
US	Domestic	Politics	and	Russia’s	Relations	With	
Iran	and	Iraq
Russia’s relationship with Iran and Iraq has been a persistent and serious irri-
tant in the US-Russia relationship in the post-Cold War era. Although the 
reasons for Russian engagement with these two states are different, they share 
similarities in terms of US strategic concerns: Iran and Iraq are the Persian 
Gulf States with which the United States has the worst relations and Russia 
has had the best; both threaten our allies in the region, especially Israel but 
also other Arab states; both are considered sponsors of terrorism; and both 
have made efforts to acquire WMD. 

The contours of the US policy goals are different. With Iran, the US policy is 
mainly geared at trying to get the Russians to stop assistance to Iran’s nuclear 
energy program and what looks to be a dangerous technical leap in their 
ability to acquire nuclear weapons. With Iraq, American policymakers are 
focused on trying to make sure that Russia does not become an obstacle to 
policy designed to pressure Saddam Hussein and, ultimately, to remove him 
from power. 

US	Efforts	and	Russian	Resistance	on	Iran
Russia’s support for the Iranian nuclear program “was always one of the 
three top issues” in the US-Russia relationship.85 The focus of concern is 
the ongoing, major ($840 million) commercial deal between Minatom and 
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Iran to build a nuclear reactor at Bushehr on the eastern banks of the Persian 
Gulf. Currently, there are more than 1,000 Russian engineers and techni-
cians working at Bushehr. Russian policymakers insist they are opposed to 
helping Iran acquire nuclear weapons capabilities and that the plant will not 
produce weapons-grade nuclear materials. They accuse the United States of 
holding them to a double standard, pointing to the light water reactor the 
US government is currently building in North Korea. The Bushehr arrange-
ment, Putin insists, is purely economic; indeed, the Russian machine parts 
and technological sectors were among the hardest hit after the Soviet col-
lapse, and neither the United States nor Europe are viable markets for them. 
Minatom has turned to Iran for income. Some Russian experts estimate that 
as many as 300 Russian enterprises benefit commercially from the Bushehr 
project and that it has produced 20,000 jobs.86 

While this had been a constant issue in the Clinton administration, it has 
played a smaller role in the first year of the Bush administration; the entire 
Russia portfolio was being reviewed and many areas were put on hold as 

the administration formulated its new approach. The Iranian connection 
has steadily risen in 2002 in the security agenda for the Bush administra-
tion. In his State of the Union address in January 2002, Iran’s (and Iraq’s) 
efforts at acquiring WMD made it part of the “axis of evil.” By summer 
2002 a large delegation led by Secretary of Energy Spenser Abraham was 
(again) urging the Russians to stop the Iranian deal and decline further 
expansion of nuclear cooperation with Iran. Perhaps this has been driven 
in part by a shift in the US policy on Iran in the last several months. With 
evidence of support for Hezbollah and arms shipments from Iran to the 
Palestinians, the administration has largely pulled back from support for 
“reformers” inside Iran and is essentially calling on Iranians to overthrow 
the mullahs.87 Whatever the source of US policy toward Iran, US efforts 
so far have yielded no change on Russia’s work in Bushehr.88 The Putin 
administration is seriously considering expanded work in Iran, which 
would involve building five additional reactors, and bringing in somewhere 
between $6 billion and $10 billion through 2012. US experts worry that 
this development will increase the plausibility and rationale for Iran to 
develop its own fuel-cycle capabilities. 

Russia’s Iranian connection could lead some 
Americans to the perception that Russia is 
much more of an enemy than a friend.
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Inside and outside the Bush administration, experts argue that plutonium 
produced by the fuel rods and the uranium conversion facility at the plant is 
capable of producing fissile material for nuclear weapons.89 Others are con-
cerned that the nuclear know-how gained through the Russians’ work with 
the Iranians at Bushehr could have a military application. As a CIA official 
explained, “This project will not directly support a weapons effort, but it affords 
Iran broad access to Russia’s nuclear industry. Russian entities are interact-
ing with Iranian nuclear research centers on a wide variety of activities.”90 
Experts fear also that Russian support for Iran’s WMD ambitions may extend 
far beyond Bushehr and include the transfer of ballistic missile technology and 
nuclear know-how. Robert J. Einhorn and Gary Samore characterize Bushehr 
as “only the tip of the iceberg.”91 There are worries over illicit transactions 
between rouge elements within Minatom and Iranian officials, including 
money-laundering schemes to front companies in Moldova and Armenia. 

Other Iranian capabilities worry policymakers. Iran has plans to develop 
a Shahab-3 missile that could reach targets in Europe and the Middle 
East and could carry a nuclear or biological warhead. US intelligence 
agencies argue that Russia has been clandestinely involved in the Iranian 
conventional weapons programs. The Russians deny involvement. In an 
attempt to convince the Russians, US policymakers have shared intel-
ligence about Russian activities, which not only compromised sources 
but also effectively let the Russians know that the Americans knew they 
were lying. Russian denials remain a stumbling block.

The	Influence	of	Fear	and	Lobbies
Latent within Russia’s work on the Iranian nuclear program lurks a 
threat to the dominant US theme of trying to integrate Russia into the 
Euro-Atlantic community. Russia’s Iranian connection could lead some 
Americans to the perception that Russia is much more of an enemy than a 
friend. If Russia is proliferating technology related to WMD, does it make 
sense to be working on integration with Russia? Equally distressing, does 
the Russian government have firm control over the type of technology and 
expertise that is being passed to the Iranians, and are officials choosing not 
to exercise this control? Or do they simply not have control over what is 
going on? How far does institutional incapacity extend in Russia?92 

To date, the Iranian factor has not overwhelmed US Russia policy. On Russia’s 
relations with Iran, the White House has had a clearer role in setting policy 
than in the other cases addressed in this report, although congressional politics 
put definite limits not only on what any administration can do but also on how 
large a role the Iranian connection should play. Administration policy has been 
influenced by a combination of those working nonproliferation issues inside the 
National Security Council, the State Department, the Department of Energy, 
and those primarily responsible for Russia.93 A Clinton White House whose 
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primary target was helping Boris Yeltsin stay afloat was constrained, however, 
in the degree to which it could “put really big carrots and sticks on the table.” 
As Einhorn observed, “In terms of big sticks, we were never prepared to jeopar-
dize Russian reform or Russian economic recovery by lowering the boom with 
IMF programs. On the carrot side, what we were offering was stuff that looked 
like two birds in the bush. Even less, even one bird in the bush, for one bird 
in the hand, and it’s a no-brainer for them.”94 The Bush administration has 
made a similar argument: “The real question they need to consider eventually is 
[whether this is] penny-wise and pound-foolish. Do they want to do business 
with us or do business with Iran?”95 In the post-September 11 era, the Bush 
administration faces an additional disquieting dimension. Will Russia’s policy 
with Iran develop into a deal-breaker in the war against terrorism? Or does it 
continue to be an area in which the United States and Russia simply disagree? 
More optimistically, can the closer post-September 11 relationship help lead to 
a common approach to the problem?

White House policy on Iran has been fairly intensely constrained by Congress. 
Specifically, Israeli lobbies and the American Jewish lobby—the American Israel 
Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC)—followed closely Iran’s aspiration to acquire 
nuclear capabilities. According to a former Clinton administration official, “Israel 
was understandably concerned about Iran’s programs. They shared with us lots of 
sensitive intelligence about what Russia was doing with Iran, but they knew that 
they didn’t have the clout with Russia to get Russia to turn it off based on their 
own lobbying. They figured that the best and most successful effort was to work 
through us, getting us concerned and motivated to go to the Russians and tell 
them to stop. And that’s what they did—and they did that directly with executive 
branch people and they did it indirectly by working with AIPAC and lobbying 
the Hill—and they did that very, very successfully.”96 At different times, both 
have pushed Congress and senior officials in the administration to crack down on 
Russian support for the Iranian WMD program. 

In addition to especially effective lobbying techniques, the key to this policy 
dynamic revolves around antipathy in Congress, specifically for Iran. According 
to Einhorn, “Any piece of legislation that was going to penalize Iran or those 
who support[ed] Iran [was] going to be pretty popular.”97 A 1995 push by con-
gressional Republicans (led by Representative Curt Weldon of Pennsylvania, then 
chairman of the House Armed Services Committee’s subcommittee on mili-
tary research and development) to change the CIA’s assessment of the Iranian 
threat to a much more dire reading coincided with “a concerted campaign by the 
Republican-dominated Congress, supported by Israel” to convince the adminis-
tration that Russia was in fact supplying sensitive material to Iran.98 Weldon calls 
it “the largest turnaround ever in the history of the [intelligence] agency.”99 

Because of the impact of these lobbying efforts, congressional pressures were a 
much stronger factor driving US policy than in the cases of either Chechnya or 
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democracy assistance. If the Clinton administration initially favored a “coop-
erative” arrangement working with the Russians to stop technology transfers, 
Congress wanted sanctions. The information the Israelis provided Congress was 
fueling these demands: “Israel had intelligence that Russian missile experts were 
traveling to Tehran and giving advice to the Iranians.” According to Israeli intel-
ligence officials, the Clinton administration officials were reluctant to do anything 
with the information, worried about straining relations with President Yeltsin. 
“It was as if the Americans did not want to know the facts or the facts were too 
embarrassing for them to confront.”100 Former Clinton administration officials 
describe a different interaction: President Clinton would repeatedly bring up the 
issue of Russian nuclear relations with Iran, including possible secret deals for 
fuel-cycle assistance, and President Yeltsin would protest, then order an investi-
gation to be carried out by minions.101

Regardless of the interpretations, the Iranian test of the Shahab-3 missiles, 
in addition to effective lobbying in Congress and little actual cooperation 
from the Russians, all led eventually to sanctions on Iran and Russia. The 

Iran-Libya Sanctions Act of 1996 (ILSA) was designed to deter investment in 
Iran’s petroleum sector through mandated sanctions on foreign firms invest-
ing more than $20 million in that country. (ILSA was renewed for another five 
years in July 2001.) In 1998 and 1999, the Clinton administration sanctioned ten 
Russian firms for providing sensitive weapons technology to Iran. The White 
House was attempting to preserve its relations with Russia and stave off legisla-
tion mandating sanctions. Simultaneously, Clinton administration officials were 
attempting to handle congressional opposition to their Russia policies while, at 
the same time, not changing “the paradigm of dealing with Russia.” They were 
essentially fighting on “two fronts”—Congress and Moscow.102 Senior adminis-
tration officials feared losing “control of our foreign policy as a whole.”103 

By early 2000, however, a presidential veto on sanctions was overturned by an 
overwhelming margin in both the House and the Senate and the Iran Non-
Proliferation Act became law. The bill was specifically aimed at stemming the 
tide of weapons technology from Russia to Iran. It authorized the president to 
place sanctions on entities transferring materials that Iran could use to develop 

Because of...lobbying efforts, congressional 
pressures were a much stronger factor driving 
US policy than in the cases of either Chechnya 
or democracy assistance.
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nuclear, chemical, biological, or missile weapons technology. The bill also tied 
future aid for the Russian Space Agency (RASA) to presidential certification 
that the Russian government was not supporting Iranian weapons programs, 
was in compliance with nonproliferation efforts, and that the Space Agency was 
not supporting Iran’s nuclear program.104 

The lobbying efforts of American business—especially Lockheed Martin—has 
also had the effect of limiting US leverage in Russia’s dealings with Iran just 
as the United States was starting on the sanctions track. US industry lobbied 
against the quota system that the US government had used to regulate the 
number of Russian satellites that could be launched. The quota was raised in 
the summer of 1999 and eliminated altogether in December 2000.105 In effect, 
domestic business interests had eroded an important economic incentive for 
curbing Russian business in Iran. 

In light of the dangers inherent in Russia’s policy with Iran, why have we 
not seen tougher policies on Russia coming from either Congress or the 

White House? Congressional willingness to make any one issue the central 
organizing principle in relations with Russia has been absent. The degree 
to which Russia’s engagement with Iran—or intelligence about continued 
biological or chemical weapons programs—become important issues in US 
domestic politics, and specifically for the American public, the more impact 
on the US-Russia relationship they will have. If it turns out in several years 
that Iran does acquire WMD, and the case can be made that this occurred 
as a direct result of Russia’s energy program with Iran, then this could have a 
large impact on the relationship and we would expect tougher policies, such 
as wider sanctions. We do not know whether these issues will emerge or what 
the impact would be, but they exist as potential large icebergs to be navigated. 
It is as yet unclear whether the Bush and Putin administrations will use the 
“new” relationship to solve this issue or if this issue will render serious rifts in 
the US-Russia relationship. 

Since September 11, Russia appears to 
have pulled back somewhat in its support 
for Iraq. Experts largely agree that Russia 
is unlikely to jeopardize its relations with 
the United States over Iraq.
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Russia	and	Saddam	Hussein’s	Iraq
As in their policy with Iran, the Russian government has had a major eco-
nomic (although in this case theoretical) investment at stake on three issues: 
debt owed them by Iraq, potential oil contracts, and trade. The Russia-Iraq 
connection has figured differently than Iran in the US-Russia relation-
ship. The United States, since the Gulf War, has had an interest in isolat-
ing Saddam and bringing his regime down. America also has major interests 
in effective sanctions against Iraq and WMD inspections, all of which go 
though the United Nations. This gives Russia a major role with its Security 
Council seat. Policy on Iran has been handled via domestic US legislation. 

Thus Russia has figured significantly in US government calculations on Iraq, 
as have their objections. Since Saddam Hussein bared UNSCOM weapons 
inspectors from Iraq in 1998, Russia has been, as one analyst put it, “Iraq’s 
principal advocator and defender in the Security Council. It was difficult 
especially toward the end of the nineties to do much in New York vis-à-vis 
Iraq. Russia had become Iraq’s lawyer on the Security Council,” invariably 
supporting Iraqi demands for relaxed sanctions although always insisting 
that Iraq fulfill its international obligations.106 Russia has continued to criti-
cize US military action against Iraq, calling the US- and British-enforced 
no-fly zone illegitimate. On crucial Security Council votes that would send 
a strong message to Saddam Hussein regarding weapons inspectors, Russia 
has abstained, although it has never exercised its veto power. Throughout the 
1990s, Russia has used the issue of Iraqi sanctions to assert its importance in 
the Security Council. 

Since September 11, Russia appears to have pulled back somewhat in its 
support for Iraq. Experts largely agree that Russia is unlikely to jeopardize 
its relations with the United States over Iraq.107 Whereas Russian diplo-
mats had once emphasized the need to assure Iraq that sanctions would be 
lifted if it met international demands, they now stress that Iraq must show it 
has no WMD and open up to inspectors. They have worked out with their 
American counterparts a “smart sanctions” regime for Iraq. As yet, however, 
they have not become, as one expert has suggested, “unyielding advocates of 
an exhaustive and unconditional inspections regime in Iraq.”108 

In summer 2002, the Bush administration’s policy on Iraq had begun to 
harden around the concept of “regime change” and has held out the pos-
sibility of military action in order to remove Saddam Hussein from power. 
The major concern in the US-Russia-Iraq nexus has shifted focus to a con-
tingent situation: whether Russia will cooperate in the United Nations if 
the United States decides to attack Iraq. Ultimately, the United States will 
make decisions on whether to use force on Iraq independent of a Russian 
response.109 Certainly Bush administration officials monitor the Russian 
response and hope to shape it. But what should they expect? What would 
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influence how they would respond? And what are likely US domestic factors 
shaping US responses? 

The Russians will likely oppose force until it has been used. The preferred 
scenario for the Russians has been to have inspectors brought back in and 
sanctions lifted. In a February 2002 press conference, Russian President 
Vladimir Putin criticized US plans for military action, saying “there is no 
ground to violate internationally recognized procedures,” and insisting that 
the first step should be the speedy return of weapons inspectors: “there are 
many options, and the military option is far from being the sole, universal, 
or best solution.”110 Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov echoed Putin’s opposi-
tion to unilateral US military action in May 2002. Clearly, Russia would 
prefer that the United States not take military action against Baghdad, 
both for economic reasons and strategic ones—it would be a major sign of 
Russia’s weakness. But most experts agree it would be unlikely that Putin 
would put up a big fight if actions were taken. The response may indeed be 
similar to Putin’s response to US abrogation of the ABM treaty: Russia will 
say this is a mistake, but it will not affect the US-Russia relationship in the 
long term.111 

US policy toward Russia on Iraq centers on assurances that Russia will 
have continued favorable economic relations with the successor regime to 
Saddam Hussein. For example, Russia’s current policy toward Iraq is driven 
largely by the goal of recouping Iraq’s $8 billion in Soviet-era debt, and 
Russia will likely respond to arrangements with a post-Hussein govern-
ment to repay this debt. Russian-Iraqi oil-related business ties could prove 
extremely lucrative for Moscow once sanctions are lifted. Some experts 
estimate $40 billion in long-term Russian benefits, or about two-thirds of 
Russia’s national budget for 2002. Some observers hold out the possibil-
ity that there might be a way for the United States and Russia to jointly 
manage the oil-related business.112 

As of summer 2002, however, the payoff from Iraqi oil for Russian compa-
nies is theoretical. Baghdad awarded Lukoil, the largest Russian oil company, 
a contract to develop Iraq’s West Qurna field, which contains 667 million 
tons of crude and the potential for a half-million barrels a day.113 According 
to Leonid Fetun, the vice president for development at Lukoil, the field 
could yield $20 billion.114 But Lukoil has been prevented from developing 
the field by UN sanctions, so profits have yet to be realized. Saddam Hussein 
has tried to leverage the West Qurna deal to push Russia to end the UN 
sanctions, threatening to void the contract for nonperformance in November 
2000. Hussein awarded Russia by far the largest share of Iraq’s contracts last 
year (1.3 billion) under the UN oil-for-food program, forging another link to 
Russian business interests.115
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There has been some indication that the Bush administration is prepared to 
sweeten the pill of using force: a senior diplomat has gone on the record as 
saying that the United States would look favorably on a post-Hussein regime 
honoring Iraq’s Soviet-era debt and lucrative oil contracts with Russian com-
panies.116 A recent sign that indicates Moscow’s readiness to turn its back on 
Baghdad came in late May 2002 when, during the biannual review of Iraqi 
sanctions, Sergey Lavrov, the Russian ambassador to the United Nations, 
did not raise the issue of Iraqi oil revenues for the first time. Given the right 
inducements, it seems that Russia can be bought out on Iraq. Economic con-
cerns are driving Russian foreign policy today, not the need to balance against 
the United States.117 

It is hard to anticipate the degree that a hypothetical, such as Russia’s 
response, affects US willingness to wage war against Iraq. That said, we have 
little expectation that Russian reluctance about the use of force against Iraq, 
like the earlier case of NATO’s use of force in Serbia and Kosovo, would 
derail US-Russia relations. 

Findings:	Domestic	Political	Influences	and	
US-Russia	Relations
Several basic conclusions emerge from an examination of these four cases and 
the influence of domestic political factors on US Russia policy. 

1. On the whole, despite lots of drama, good and bad news, not to mention 
potential threats emanating from inside Russia, US policy toward Russia 
has not been a major focus of the American public. This contrasts quite 
starkly with the space that US policy toward the former Soviet Union occu-
pied in the public consciousness and the attention it received in presidential 
and congressional races as well as from major media outlets. In the post-
Soviet era, from time to time, it has been a superficial focus of Congress. 
Major American media outlets have shut their bureaus in Moscow. Aside 
from a few issues, there has been relatively little policy debate among even 
those experts who follow events in Russia on a full-time basis. To a great 
extent the US government has had an extremely free hand in setting the 
basic contours and details of policy toward Russia. 

2. The role of outsiders has been mixed. Experts with a mission can make a dif-
ference, particularly if they can find like-minded supporters in the executive 
branch and among key legislators. The origin of the CTR program stands out 
as a particularly important example, when a group of nongovernmental experts 
working with influential senators were able to get the idea of working with the 
Russians to dismantle WMD on the policy agenda and then get it financed by 
the US government. 
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3. Some powerful lobbies can change policy, again by forming a strategic alli-
ance with members of the Congress or the executive branch. In the case of 
Iran. AIPAC was able to shape how the US government assessed threats, and 
thus recast the approach to Russia concerning cooperation on nuclear energy 
with Iran. These cases, however, are probably rare. Notably there is no strong 
Russian-American lobby in the United States. 

4. The NGO community that works on human rights and democracy has had 
little impact on Russian policy. They have mostly struck out on Chechnya 
and on democracy assistance. Finding alternatives to policy on Chechnya 
has been difficult, but increasing the budgets for democracy assistance and 
doing more of what was already being done, or doing it better, was in the 
realm of the politically possible. 

5. Inconsistency is an important theme that emerges from these cases. With 
the myriad of policies toward a major country like Russia, this theme may 
be inevitable. For example, US policy confronts difficult trade-offs in 
emphasizing “hard” security issues, such as the proliferation of WMD, over 
“soft” security issues, such as compliance with international human rights 
and humanitarian law. The cases examined here suggest that hard security 
issues decisively trump soft ones and that concerned outside parties largely 
accept that trade-off.

6. These cases demonstrate that a policy with numerous facets provides innu-
merable opportunities to bargain and help shape that policy. There is no 
one office or sole person who controls or drives US policy toward Russia. 
Some institutions and personalities are more of a factor than others. The 
US engagement with Russia since the collapse of the Soviet Union, how-
ever, has been managed and directed by a multitude of forces, people, and 
competing issues. 

7. No single issue in the US-Russia relationship has emerged as a “show-
stopper.”118 US foreign policy toward Russia evolves on a case-by-case 
basis and has tended not to link issues or make any one problem central 
to the entire relationship, even given the overarching and widely accepted 
theme of integration into the West. 

8. While the post-Soviet US-Russia relationship has evolved—if not exactly 
into the strategic partnership originally envisioned, but into a fairly stable 
arrangement that is capable of weathering intense disagreement—there 
are still themes and issues, such as proliferation of WMD and Chechnya, 
that are deeply intrinsic to the relationship, cut against deeper cooperation, 
and, depending upon events and media coverage, could generate a series of 
public questions about our policy toward Russia.
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