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Vladislav Inozemtsev began his presentation by discussing the imperial and colonial experience of 

Russia throughout its history and comparing Russia’s experience to that of the states of Western Europe. 

Up until the beginning of the 19th century, Russian expansion to the East and Southeast largely resembled 

that of its Western European counterparts in the Americas. The major differences emerged in the early 

part of the 19th century. During this second phase of colonialism, the European states struggled to acquire 

or maintain satellite colonies in Asia and Africa because their own populations did not immigrate to the 

satellites. Russia faced the same issues in the Caucasus and Central Asia.  

 

However, Russia maintained its possessions until the breakup of the Soviet Union, whose collapse 

resembled that of the European empires after the Second World War. Russia in fact experienced the 

biggest decolonization process in history. Between 3.5 and 4.5 million ethnic Russians, Ukrainians, and 

Belarusians moved from the Caucasus and Central Asia to Russia after the breakup. Consequently, the 

percentage of the population made up by Slavic ethnic groups in Central Asia and the Caucasus has 

plummeted in the past two decades. This was the dismantling of Russia’s colonial empire – placing 

today’s Russia in the midst of a post-imperial period.  

 

The policies of the Russian elite on Eurasian integration, most notably the Eurasian Economic Union, are 

meant to restore Russia’s imperial greatness – even if it will not be replicated on the ground. The Eurasian 

Union concept was first articulated by Kazakh President Nursultan Nazarbayev in 1991; however, the 

Commonwealth of Independent States structure was pursued instead. In 2011, President Putin called for 

such a Union in an article published in Izvestia, arguing for economic and eventually political integration 

with the Customs Union of Russia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan as a foundation to which additional post-

Soviet states could be added. Ultimately, the goal was (and remains) to create a new economic center of 

gravity in Eurasia.  

 

The crucial element of this enterprise is the drive to reintegrate the post-Soviet space with Russia at the 

center. Remember, Vladimir Putin believes the collapse of the Soviet Union to be the “greatest 

geopolitical catastrophe of the 20th century” and that “the Soviet Union itself was, of course, the same 

Russia, just only named in a different way.” Ukraine is a perfect example of this impetus in action. Putin 

clearly fears the involvement of other countries in this so-called sphere of privileged interests and acts to 

secure predominance in the former Soviet space. The Eurasian Economic Union is no different. Putin 

wants to be able to claim, both domestically and internationally, that he has restored Russia’s imperial 

greatness.  

 

In Inozemtsev’s view, this Eurasian Economic Union is not – and never has been – a purely economic 

construction. It also presents a great many challenges for Russia, both in terms of formation and benefits 

to be ultimately accrued. First of all, the countries in this proposed Union are not well-positioned to, when 
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taken together, become a new center of economic gravity. Assuming that the Central Asian states and 

Armenia (but not Ukraine) join, the combined GDP of the Union would only be higher than that of Russia 

alone by 16 percent. That would put the Union at a lower GDP level than Brazil when taken in sum total. 

Furthermore, no Union can emerge that would be competitive vis-à-vis the European Union to the west or 

China to the east.  

 

There are internal incongruities as well. The Russian and Kazakh economies are both very dependent on 

revenues from the export of oil and gas, and both urgently require updated technology and massive 

foreign investment. This similarity has limited bilateral trade growth and, in fact, Russian trade with 

Kazakhstan has grown at a slower rate than Russian trade overall since the inception of the Customs 

Union. Furthermore, there is a major disparity in economic development between Russia and its other 

likely partners in the Eurasian Economic Union. For example, Tajikistan’s current GDP per capita is 11 

times less than that of Russia. For comparison, the poorest country in the EU (Bulgaria) is only 2 times 

poorer than the EU average. This disparity would logically result in larger transfers of funds from Russia 

to assist the struggling Central Asian economies, not a particularly popular proposition in today’s Russia. 

 

Migration is another major issue confronting this integration project. The Central Asian states are by far 

the largest source of migrants into Russia, accounting for approximately 75 percent of the total at present. 

The presence of Central Asian migrants in Russia has become a major issue in recent years. Increased 

migration due to the Eurasian Economic Union will create much more attention and negative sentiment 

and has the possibility to become a source of protests in Russia proper. This is the result of an interesting 

incongruity in public opinion. While Russians largely support the formation of the Eurasian Economic 

Union, they overwhelmingly oppose increased migration from Central Asia. 

 

Putin thus faces a set of political, social, and economic dilemmas. If he wants to create real, lasting 

economic integration, he should establish the Eurasian Economic Union as a club of equals with 

intergovernmental bodies to manage disputes and create regulations. In this regard, it would be wise to 

model the Union after the European Union. However, this is not possible. Russia is by no means the equal 

of its much smaller partners, making such a club infeasible. Also, unlike in the EU, the states within the 

Eurasian Economic Union are all non-democratic, making the creation of a structure based on consensus 

difficult. Ultimately, little if any economic value will result from this integration.  

 

If Putin wants a restoration of Russia’s imperial greatness, he would do well to study the lessons of past 

empires. It is impossible to create a lasting imperial structure without significant outward migration from 

the imperial center to the periphery. This movement of peoples allows for the establishment of authority, 

societal norms, values, and a host of other things integral to the maintenance of empire. The problem in 

this case is that the imperial center (Russia) is a destination for migrants from its periphery, rather than 

the converse.  

 

By opening Russia’s doors to young and disaffected populations in Central Asia who will immigrate in a 

search for employment, Putin is making it easier for the Central Asian leaders to manage their countries 

and retain their hold on power. Without those populations, the Central Asian states will become more 

conservative and the impetus for reform will evaporate. Russia too will become more conservative as 

Europe-leaning ethnic Russians depart in large numbers and are increasingly replaced by Central Asian 

and other migrants. A full 10 percent of the Russian population has a desire to leave Russia, while 

approximately 44 percent consider it an option. Meanwhile, Central Asian migrants to Russia are more 

socially conservative. Among ethnic Russians, this influx of migrants may also undermine Putin’s own 

popularity and make domestic governance more difficult. Taken together, alongside the lack of real 

economic benefit, it is likely that the Eurasian Economic Union will go bust in the coming years.  
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Discussion 

 

Dr. Kuchins asked Dr. Inozemtsev to analyze the benefits, if any, for Belarus, Kazakhstan, and the other 

Central Asian countries of the Customs Union and future Eurasian Economic Union. Belarus has clearly 

gained the most from these integration projects. This is due to the fact that the Russian union with Belarus 

is much deeper than that with Kazakhstan. Russia and Belarus have no cross-border tariffs or labor 

restrictions and Belarus receives oil and gas at domestic Russian prices. For Kazakhstan, the benefits 

overall are less clear. One specific benefit has come in the realm of investment. Due to the fact that 

Kazakhstan imposes lower business taxes than does Russia, nearly twelve thousand Russian enterprises 

have (re)entered Kazakhstan in recent years. For the rest of Central Asia, the benefits are dependent on 

the country in question. For example, Kyrgyzstan, as the second largest importer of Chinese goods in 

Central Asia, could carve out a role as a major re-exporter of such goods within the Eurasian Economic 

Union. Tajikistan favors the Eurasian Economic Union in large part because it desires massive Russian 

financial assistance.  

 

Turning to Russia’s domestic issues, Dr. Inozemtsev was asked if low projected growth alongside 

massive outlays of financial assistance (such as the recent 15 billion dollars to Ukraine in the form of 

bond purchases) creates political vulnerability for Putin. Russia could have higher growth were the 

management of the economy to be improved and reforms implemented; instead, Russia will have zero 

growth in 2014. The assistance to Ukraine, despite the big price tag, will happen because of the 

importance Putin places on Russia’s western neighbor. In terms of political pressure, the Kremlin does 

not consider public perception to be particularly important. This is especially true since the population 

will not see their incomes decrease, as there are no budget cuts for 2014.  

 

Following on the issue of Kremlin policy, Dr. Inozemtsev was asked to discuss Putin’s agenda for the 

rest of his third presidential term with regards to Eurasian integration. This is dependent to an extent on 

Ukraine. If Russia loses Ukraine (as it is likely to) the integration processes within the Eurasian Economic 

Union will proceed more quickly. By the end of this presidential term, Putin will definitely present some 

major accomplishment on this front – or at least a “Potemkin Union” that appears as such.  

 

Shifting to another major player in the drive for Eurasian integration, Dr. Inozemtsev was asked to 

comment on President Nazarbayev’s recent assertions that Russia is not helping Kazakhstan vis-à-vis the 

Customs Union. The Kazakh complaints (Russia is not helping with Kazakh WTO accession and not 

allowing oil exports to Belarus or food exports to Russia) are all legitimate. This is indicative of the 

current unfocused, inefficient state of the Customs Union. It does not have mechanisms to effectively 

resolve disputes such as these. Additionally, these complaints are a manifestation of Russia’s decision to 

prevent developments it finds unfavorable within the Customs Union while speaking only rhetorically in 

favor of integration.  

 

Dr. Inozemtsev was then posed the hypothetical scenario in which the Eurasian Economic Union is 

successful. How will this affect Russia politically? Putin and his advisors appear to believe that the 

formation of this Union will result in a boost in his popularity domestically – and their propaganda is 

heavily focused on it. Those political forces that will oppose it, the nationalists and the liberals, are 

largely concentrated in big cities where Putin has little support at present. Rather, the Union will play 

very well in small cities and rural areas, strengthening Putin’s influence and public support there. 

Furthermore, the influx of migrants could create, were they to be granted citizenship in large numbers, a 

base of supporters for Putin in major cities, where, as stated previously, his support is lagging.  

 

Bringing the conversation into a larger geopolitical context, Dr. Inozemtsev was asked to assess how this 

integration project fits into Russia’s larger pivot to Asia. It is possible that Putin sees the creation of such 

a bloc as necessary before making a more concerted geopolitical entrance in Asia. Putin clearly wants to 
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collect around Russia all the resources and influence in Central Asia that have not already been gobbled 

up by China. This is all occurring in an environment where cooperation with China is becoming much 

more difficult – and in which Russia fears Chinese domination of Central Asia.  

 

Dr. Inozemtsev was then asked, given current tensions between Moscow and Brussels over Ukraine, to 

analyze the future of Russia-EU relations. Tensions are likely to increase in the coming months, though 

this will depend on whether the EU chooses to engage with Russia in continued competition over 

Ukraine. The important question, however, is: what is Russia getting in return for its aid to Ukraine?  

 

Turning back to domestic issues, Dr. Inozemtsev was asked to discuss whether increased migration from 

Central Asia is positive or negative for Russia. Dr. Inozemtsev did not side with either camp on this issue. 

Many of the migrants in question are employed in state-owned or municipal enterprises and the use of 

these laborers in a major source of corruption. It is important to note, however, that were these groups to 

achieve Russian citizenship in large numbers in the coming years, they could become a new power base 

for the current political elite that fundamental alters the composition of the Russian electorate, since they 

are unlikely to support either the liberal or nationalist oppositions.  

 

There has been some discussion that non-CIS countries could enter the Eurasian Economic Union. Dr. 

Inozemtsev was asked to analyze the prospects for this and assess possible impacts. Were Vietnam, India, 

or even Turkey to join, the impact would be dramatic. However, Russia is unlikely to ultimately invite 

these countries to join because of the importance of customs duties from those countries to Russian 

revenue. Integrating countries such as these would also complicate Russia’s industrialization efforts, as it 

would create increased competition for investment.  

 

The discussion ended with a comment from a participant, who stated that Putin understands the Customs 

Union/Eurasian Economic Union as a political umbrella for the reintegration of the post-Soviet space. 

The Customs Union is not designed to operate effectively as a customs union. The migration that will be 

caused will in turn be very beneficial for Putin, creating a backbone of domestic loyalists within a 

turbulent political environment. All in all, these integration projects look to turn out quite well for Putin.  

 

 


