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Prepared Comments by Ambassador Marc Perrin de Brichambaut 
 
It is an honour to speak before you today on the security challenges facing the OSCE and 
its fifty-six States. 
 
Before I begin formally, please allow me to make a small point that says a lot.  
 
As you are aware, the Russian President raised his concerns with the direction the OSCE 
is seen to be taking during the 43rd Munich Conference on Security Policy. The Russian 
President noted that the balance of activities in the OSCE ‘is clearly destroyed’ and that 
some countries were seeking to transform the Organization into ‘a vulgar instrument’ of 
their own interests. 
 
This statement, made from the highest level of the Russian leadership, can hardly be 
ignored. Not least, because the charges highlighted saliently some of the key challenges 
facing the OSCE area today.  
 
My argument is divided into three parts. First, I will examine some of challenges arising 
in the region and from within the OSCE itself. Second, I will focus on Central Asia and 



the opportunities that exist in this region. Finally, I will make the case for greater US 
leadership of the OSCE.  
 
The key message that I wish to make is that the job is not done.  
 
Building a ‘Europe whole and free, that is at peace with itself,’ as was the original vision 
of the OSCE, remains incomplete. Whether this be in strengthening Moldova’s rule of 
law, building security on Central Asia’s borders or embedding stable States in the 
Balkans; whether it be in settling protracted conflicts, strengthening democratic 
institutions or combating the trafficking in human beings -- we are not there yet; we 
have to keep working towards our shared vision of a stable, peaceful, and democratic 
area from Vancouver to Vladivostok. As in the past, US leadership is vital. 
 
1. External and Internal Challenges 
 
The context surrounding the OSCE is not easy. In exploring this with you, I will, first, 
examine risks arising externally, before turning to challenges related to the Organization 
itself. 
 
A first major external challenge is the reality that the break-up of the former Yugoslavia 
and the former Soviet Union has not yet run its course.  
 
The status of Kosovo stands as the issue of 2007. Differences of principle and process on 
the status question could tear apart the delicate fabric of our international undertaking 
here and across the region -- especially as the Russian Federation is reluctant to support 
proposals that will not be accepted by Belgrade. The risk is real of a flare-up of the 
underlying tensions that remain between different ethnic groups in the region. 
 
The decision on Kosovo is not isolated. There exist strong voices arguing that a decision 
on the status there cannot be purely sui generis. The closer that the international 
community comes to a final decision on Kosovo, the more difficult it will be to frame 
positively its wider ramifications. 
 
Developments in Kosovo already influence the separatist entities inside Moldova and Georgia -- 
the self-declared ‘states’ of Transnistria, Abkhazia and South Ossetia, whose existence challenges 
Moldovan and Georgian sovereignty and territorial integrity. In each region, the self-declared 
authorities scrutinise every move that the international community makes on Kosovo’s status, 
irrespective of their own existing negotiating mechanisms -- which themselves are increasingly 
resented by Moldova and Georgia as being ineffective.  
 
The possibility of renewed escalation cannot be ruled out. Despite years of patient work 
on crisis management, there are distinct forces supporting the emergence of separatist 
regions inside the existing borders of OSCE States.   
 
The OSCE is the only venue where all questions and actors come together. It has long 
been engaged in conflict mediation in the former Soviet Union; and it is currently a pillar 
of international efforts in the Kosovo region.  
 



At the same time, the current and future role of the OSCE must be raised: What role will 
there be for the OSCE should tear-lines clearly emerge on the Kosovo question? Is the 
role of the OSCE ineluctable in the future of the protracted conflicts?  
 
Whether in the Balkans or throughout the former Soviet Union, a major challenge the 
OSCE faces is to strengthen State institutions and build healthy societies. Many OSCE 
States remain, indeed, deeply weak and fragile: some feature contested identities and 
territories (Georgia, Moldova), while many other have weak institutions of Statehood, 
notably in  customs management and border security, and the creation of modern police 
forces, and the functioning of strong, democratic institutions. 
 
The scale of work that remains ahead of us on such first-order issues as the creation and 
strengthening of States may seem daunting, but it must be done, and the OSCE is deeply 
active through its 19 field operations.  
 
Another major challenge concerns the future of transitions in the OSCE region. The vision that 
was embodied in the Paris Charter of assisting the transition towards democratic and market-
driven states and societies has been a remarkable success. The scale of change in many parts of 
Europe since 1990 is historic. Successful transitions made EU and NATO enlargement possible. 
At the same time, the promise of membership into Euro-Atlantic structures stimulated the 
transition processes in parts of the OSCE region. 
 
The question that we face today is whether such success stories will be replicated in other parts of 
the OSCE region – especially if further EU and NATO enlargement is in doubt.  
 
The OSCE is deeply involved in the remaining transition countries, acting through the 19 
field operations to support civil societies and strengthen state institutions based on the 
rule of law. In many areas, the Organization has registered progress.  
 
Yet, it is clear also that the transitions in parts of Central Asia, the Caucasus and some 
corners of Eastern Europe are likely to be drawn-out. It is not inconceivable that the 
remaining societies in transition will experience serious setbacks. 
 
Elections play an important role here. Fair and transparent elections are vital for the legitimacy of 
governments and their ability to rule effectively. They also are important markers in a country’s 
political evolution. When it is possible, the OSCE, through its Office for Democratic Institutions 
and Human Rights (ODIHR) and its election observation missions, provides insight into the 
progress that countries have achieved and develops recommendations for further improvement.  
 
This is, however, a matter of controversy within the OSCE itself – not least from the 
Russian Federation. It is unlikely, on the whole, that the human dimension 
commitments of the OSCE will be fully implemented anytime soon in all countries 
undergoing prolonged transition. 
 
Nor are the remaining transitions facilitated by the energy factor. Looking back on the 
20th century, having energy resources clearly does not guarantee successful 
democratisation or state modernization. OSCE States are not immune to such dangers –- 
especially in circumstances where the struggle to control the development and export of 
the Central Asian and Caspian resources is intensifying. This struggle is undertaken by 



instruments of ‘soft power,’ but it is a struggle all the same, and one that carries serious 
stakes. 
 
So, we are in for the long haul with the remaining transitions. The prospect of EU 
accession and NATO enlargement was part of the success story of the 1990s. These 
ingredients now scarce, the OSCE is the only forum for sustained and comprehensive 
engagement with many countries. Are States willing to accept the need for sustained 
patience and to use the OSCE as a tool to address it? The answer is not obvious. 
 
In addition to these real external risks, the Organization faces also challenging internal 
questions.  
 
The Organization’s current loose framework is showing signs of wear and tear, and may 
not be workable indefinitely. Not least, because some of the key States that one seeks to 
retain actively engaged with the Organization feel less and less comfortable with it. 
 
The OSCE is very light. It does not have a Charter or a legal personality or up to date 
financial regulations. It operates in a decentralised way allowing its institutions and field 
operations a remarkable degree of autonomy. This layout allows certain States to exercise 
considerable influence. 
 
Unlike the EU and NATO, the OSCE’s membership is based more on historical heritage 
than on choice. Naturally, different States expect different things from the different 
dimensions of the OSCE, and one group feels that the balance between the activities of 
the Organization does not reflect its interests. Some States are proving less than willing to 
accept the intrusiveness inherent to some of the mechanisms adopted in previous eras, 
while others are unwilling to invest in the Organization beyond areas that directly 
interest them.   
 
The status quo is deeply challenged.  
 
A reform process was launched in 2005 and taken forward in 2006. However, the deeper 
questions of legitimacy and ownership remain. For example, what role should we expect 
the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly to play? What price are we willing to pay in terms of 
the efficiency and autonomy of the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human 
Rights? More generally, what compromises should States be willing to make – including 
on values -- to retain some States actively engaged with the Organization and working 
towards the implementation of all the commitments?  
 
 
2. Opportunities in Central Asia 
 
Central Asia attracts significant international interest, and rightly so. How can regional 
security and stability be promoted? In particular, how best can we support positive 
political developments in Central Asia? How should the international community engage 
with the States of Central Asia in advancing a common platform of values and standards?  
 
Many States have struggled with these questions over the last few years. And not only 
States, international organizations also are tackling these questions. Most recently, under 
the German Presidency of the Council, the EU is drafting a Strategy towards Central Asia 



laying out the aims of EU policy and the instruments available to advance these 
objectives. 
 
The truth is that the OSCE goes much of the way towards answering these questions.  
 
Relative to other international organizations, the OSCE has longstanding field operations 
in each of the five countries, including presences in some of their main regions in 
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. As highlighted by the difficulty the EU currently faces, the 
OSCE’s extensive field presence is a tremendous resource for the international 
community. 
 
Not least, because these field operations work, with the host countries’ consent, in 
assisting them to implement the wide-ranging body of commitments to which these 
States agreed since the early 1990s.  
 
The OSCE is, first and foremost, a security Organization. Therefore, one of its primary 
objectives in Central Asia has been that of early warning and conflict prevention.  
 
This was most obvious in Kyrgyzstan, in 2005 when the OSCE used its mandate and 
flexibility to help immediately contain the crisis. It channelled it efforts into encouraging 
a political dialogue between President Akaev and opponents. After the country’s one-day 
political vacuum, the OSCE quickly initiated working relations with the interim 
government, serving, at the same time, as a neutral platform for dialogue with the new 
leadership. Our early warning and conflict prevention continued throughout 2006 and 
are, indeed, ongoing today.  
 
This example shows also that the OSCE in Central Asia promotes the adherence by the 
States to commitments across all three of the OSCE’s three dimensions. 
 
In the Human Dimension, the focus has fallen on election legislation reform, election 
observation, support for legal and judicial reform, and independent media, strengthening 
the civil society (support for NGOs and human rights defenders), promoting human 
rights standards particularly for women and national minorities.  
 
For example, in 2006 the Centre in Ashgabad organised a series of seminars on 
international human rights law for prosecutors, law enforcement officials and legislators.  
The courses focused on the OSCE Helsinki commitments and means to translate them 
efficiently into domestic legal system.  
 
The field operations conduct many activities in the political-military dimension. For 
example, in response to a request by Tajikistan, the OSCE has developed several projects 
to strengthen border security and management. The OSCE will engage in a similar 
process with Kyrgyzstan in the near future, having just received a similar request from 
Bishkek. Additionally, field presences support local counter-parts in translating UN Anti-
Terrorism conventions into domestic law.  
 
And our activities to promote conditions to foster economic development and 
environmental security are unique among international organizations. For example, the 
Centre in Dushanbe is working with voluntary organizations to raise awareness about the 



impact of human activities on environmental security and to support the government in 
developing a national environmental strategy.  
 
How many international bodies, indeed, work in Central Asia with the active consent of 
the States and within a framework that is founded on shared values and standards?  Only 
the OSCE.  
 
At the same time, Central Asia in the first decade of the 21st century is not Eastern Europe 
of the 1990s. This means, surely, that our assumptions of the 1990s must be rethought. It 
is possible that all good things are not going to come together quickly. In Central Asia, the 
process is set to be long and complex, requiring tireless engagement and constant debate 
about values and their application. So, the haste of success of the 1990s will have to be 
replaced by patience founded on a longer view. The question is, however, are States 
willing to adopt such patience? 
 
The bid by Kazakhstan for the OSCE Chairmanship in 2009 puts this question saliently. 
Many States have rallied to the bid, because they view a Kazakh chairmanship as an 
opportunity to lock in the democratization process in that country and raise the OSCE 
profile in Central Asia. Others, most prominently the US, prefer that Kazakhstan delay 
its bid to allow more time for efforts to apply the full range of OSCE standards.  
 
In essence, the Organization is a fragile marriage between two ideas. It is, first, a values-
based organization, built on agreed standards and commitments that cover a uniquely 
ambitious range of issues from human rights to military activities. At the same time, the 
OSCE is founded on the idea of inclusion; that is, one of its strengths lies in that States of 
different cultures, with different historical experiences and, indeed, different interests, 
agree to work together as equals.  
 
How do we balance the idea of inclusion and that of democratic values in this decision? 
What is the best path towards reaching our objectives in this case, which include keeping 
the OSCE framework relevant and acceptable in Central Asia? 
  
3. US Leadership  
 
The confrontation of external challenges and pressing internal questions make these 
difficult times for the OSCE. However, the thirty one year history of the Organization tells 
a tale of continual adaptation to new needs and realities. The constant reinvention of this 
project has been possible thanks to the vision and energy of its participating States, 
particularly the United States.  
 
As much as the CSCE mattered during the Cold War, the OSCE matters today for US 
interests. In the 1990s, the OSCE was a key instrument for supporting the transitions 
under way in the former Soviet bloc countries. The Organization acted quickly and 
successfully. Times have changed – we are witnessing a slowdown of transition processes 
in the OSCE area, the rise of differences between States on the direction of the 
Organization, and the multiple challenges outlined above. 
 
The OSCE is already a key instrument for US co-operation with the EU, the Russian 
Federation, as well as such key countries as Turkey and Serbia. The Organization remains, 
in many ways, a tailor-made product for US interests (as much as it is, I hasten to add, to 



other 55 States). Relative to other international organizations, it is flexible and light, with 
the lion’s share of its budget dedicated to field activities and projects. The OSCE focuses 
much more on building up States than building up its own structures and institutions.  
 
What’s more, the OSCE can bring the collective weight of 56 States to bear on problems 
that the United States can’t solve alone. The Organization is founded on and driven by 
values, especially those of strengthening democracy and protecting fundamental freedoms 
that are intrinsic to this country.  
 
The OSCE acts as a force multiplier on key issues in US foreign policy. There really can 
be no doubt: For Washington, acting through the Organization is both the right thing to 
do and the smart thing to do.  
 

Thank you for listening. I look forward to your comments and questions. 
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