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Introduction

Since 1990 changes in the political landscape, set to continue with the impending accession of the Baltic States to the European Union (EU) and NATO, have fundamentally altered the security environment in northeastern Europe. At the regional level, Russia’s participation in the NATO-Russia Council, the development of a regulatory and normative base for a ‘strategic partnership’ between Russia and the EU, reciprocal economic interests and ongoing demilitarisation and confidence building attest a far-reaching cooperative security agenda. The EU and Russia have established practical cooperation within the European Security and Defence Policy on crisis management, as well as across a range of non-military, ‘soft’ security issues such as intelligence sharing on terrorism and organised crime, nonproliferation, drugs trafficking and migration. The October 2001 EU-Russia summit initiated enhanced consultations on international security and crisis management, while at the most recent summit in May 2003 they decided to strengthen the existing Cooperation Council as a Permanent Partnership Council aimed at closer policy coordination and streamlined structures for political dialogue.

At the subregional level, Russia’s involvement in the EU’s Northern Dimension (ND) initiative, the Council of Baltic Sea States (CBSS) and the Council of the Barents Euro-Arctic Region (BEAR) has facilitated joint responses with neighbouring countries to range of common ‘soft’ security challenges. Cross-border cooperation (CBC) arrangements have promoted mutual understanding between Russia’s northwestern border regions and their neighbours and provided an important alternative channel to state-level contacts. The federal government, attempting simultaneously to cement stability on its borders and create the preconditions for economic and social modernisation, has largely welcomed the opportunities opened up by subregional initiatives. The use of military force or coercive diplomacy to settle conflicts over resources or political influence is becoming virtually inconceivable; some envisage a kind of nascent security community developing across Russia’s northwestern borders based on shared norms and values, reciprocity and common interests.

The limits of Russia’s integration into a European political and economic community must be kept firmly in perspective, however. Institutionalisation of shared security interests with the EU and NATO is still confined to specific areas of cooperation. A residual traditional ‘security dilemma’ persists; the Russian defence establishment is still unsettled by the military-technical capability gap with the Alliance and its enlargement into the Baltic states, while Nordic and Baltic countries in particular are still concerned about the slow pace of military reform and a possible return to a more aggressive outlook by their powerful eastern neighbour. Despite common strategic interests, relations between Russia and the EU have been soured by clashes over Chechnya, interpretations of human rights and freedom of the media. The as yet nebulous concept of a Common European Economic Space is beset by uncertainty over how far Russia is prepared to assimilate EU economic, social, political and legal models.
 European concern over Russia’s inability to deal effectively with security challenges originating on its territory or in the unstable region to its South has reinforced the prospect of ‘hard’ borders around the perimeter of an enlarged EU; while the new democracies of central Europe and the Baltic states are being integrated into the Euroatlantic community through the dual EU-NATO enlargement process, Moscow is offered only cooperative security arrangements. Europe’s core institutions lack a clear strategic vision for future relations with Russia while Moscow, preoccupied with the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the Federation, keeps regional security policies firmly subordinated to the federal agenda.

The Republic of Karelia (RK), the Russian region with the most extensive border with an existing EU member state, has in many ways – perhaps as much as Kaliningrad - been a test case for post-Cold War security relations between Russia and Europe. This paper focuses on the RK’s experience of subregional initiatives, the achievements and limitations of CBC programmes and the issues raised by the new border regime with Finland. We then analyse the roles of federal and regional bodies in security-related policy and the impact of centre-regional relations in the RK, and consider the changing perceptions of regional elites of subregional security issues. Finally, the prospects for deeper cross-border security interaction against the background of the EU-Russia relationship are discussed. What are the political constraints and opportunities for the RK stemming from, on the one hand, hard borders, and on the other, the common security agenda uniting Europe and Russia? Do RK elites think that the lack of a clear federal policy on the ND has delayed implementation of projects? What is the division of responsibilities between federal and regional agencies? What do RK elites perceive as the key security challenges facing the region? Do existing subregional/CBC initiatives serve their interests? Finally, is there a need for a strategic ‘push’ from Moscow and Brussels to open up prospects for closer cooperation between subregional actors?

Subregional initiatives and CBC

From the early post-Soviet years the RK was an active participant in subregional arrangements designed to promote ‘soft’ security cooperation. Uniquely among Russian regions, it acquired its own representative in the CBSS and the BEAR Council at the subregional level
, although its involvement was sporadic and in the recent period Russia has mainly been represented at federal level. At the bilateral state level, the Treaty on the Basis of Relations between Russia and Finland and the Agreement on Border Cooperation between Russia and Finland, in which the RK was one of the contracting parties, were signed in January 1992.
 The Consultative Commission consisting of Finnish and RK parliamentary and executive officials has been operating since 1991 and ministerial level workshops on CBC held since 1992.

Subregional cooperation was subsequently intensified through project funding from the EU’s TACIS and INTERREG programmes, initiated in 1995.
 TACIS focuses on assisting EU/CIS border regions to overcome development problems, avoid major dividing lines, ensure smooth movement of people, goods, services and capital, prevent illegal economic activity and reduce transborder risks. The RK has been the recipient of TACIS funds for environmental, public administration and capacity building, infrastructure, energy, social programmes and public health purposes.
 The INTERREG-IIA-Karelia programme, which operated up to 1999 and whose priorities were supporting entrepreneurship, training specialists and environmental programmes, generated funding to the tune of 216.15 m. Finnish marks (around €35 m.). INTERREG-IIIA-Karelia, due to operate over the 2000-2006 period, is providing €69 m. (€28 m. from the EU, €28 m. from national funds and €13 m. from other sources) for economic and scientific cooperation, education and culture, transport and infrastructure projects devised by the RK and Finnish regional councils in Kainuu, North Karelia and North Ostrobothnia.

An important dimension was added to subregional cooperation by the ND initiative, devised by Finland in 1997 and funded primarily via TACIS and INTERREG, as well as PHARE and Tempus, national governments and international financial institutions. Action plans setting out priorities and objectives have been drawn up, the first (adopted in June 2000 by the Feira European Council) for 2000-2003 and the second (submitted to the Council in June 2003) covering the period 2004-2006. The ND explicitly does not deal with traditional ‘hard’ security issues but with those contributing to the stability and sustainable development of northern Europe – CBC and regional development, infrastructure development, energy, natural resources and environment (through the ND Environmental Programme), nuclear safety, science, education and training, public health and social administration, trade and investment, and combating cross-border crime. Recent projects include the Northern eDimension Action Plan incorporating eKarelia, set up in 2001 to promote a knowledge-based regional economy and civil society via crossborder virtual learning environments, which has attracted €12 million of TACIS funding for 2002-3.
 The second Northern Dimension Action plan lays particular emphasis on the principle of subsidiarity and on involving regional and local authorities and civil society in its implementation, and states that the ‘responsibility to initiate cooperation among bordering regions based on a genuine partnership lies mainly with the regions themselves’.

The Euregio Karelia project, approved at the Assembly of Euroregions of Europe in September 1999, is closely tied to the ND concept. Through ‘spatial planning’ it aims to match resources and infrastructure development on both sides of the border in joint projects financed on a parity basis, reduce the gap in living standards by creating production and service sector businesses, nurture regional cultural uniqueness, foster the development of civil society and democratic institutions and work towards environmental protection. In line with ND thinking on TACIS and INTERREG funding
 it aims to coordinate these programmes with Russian national and regional development programmes, though no clear model for coordination has yet emerged. Euregio Karelia thus constitutes a specific EU-assisted project for social and economic development in the RK through deepening transborder contacts. The head of the RK government sits on its Executive Committee, which examines and selects projects put forward under the auspices both of INTERREG and the RK Border Cooperation Programme 2001-2006.
 A list of prioritised economic, social and cultural projects (nine priority joint projects and two priority areas of activity), underpinned by long-term objectives of supporting civil society and information society development in the RK, has been drawn up under an umbrella programme ‘Our common border 2001-2006’, a key aim of which is to transfer decision-making powers on CBC projects to the regional level.

The programmes described above have undoubtedly generated a sense of inclusion in the wider subregion among RK elites and provided learning models in the areas of regional administration, local self-government and civil society. However, problems on the Russian side limiting their effectiveness are widely recognised. At the operational level, there is a relative paucity of financial, human and IT resources in the RK to coordinate and manage programmes.
 Coordination between federal, regional and municipal bodies in devising and funding projects is also poor; there have been cases where federal agencies have been prepared to co-finance projects but regional bodies have failed to match them.
 At the policy level, there has been local criticism about the lack of a federal strategy for the regions to engage with international organisations and financial institutions in regional projects which officially enjoy the support of the RF government.
 Moscow has failed to elaborate a coherent policy which would allow the RK and other northwestern regions autonomy to deepen subregional integration through joint spatial planning within the ND, seen as a crucial benchmark for the success of the initiative.
 

Shortcomings in European approaches have also been identified. The central role in formulating and funding the ND lies with the European Commission, but there has been limited intergovernmental agreement over what should be the EU’s priorities towards Russia and over levels of finance which should be made available to promote more effective cross-border cooperation.
 Russian partners have had limited say in funding; TACIS, much less generous in any case than EU funding for the accession countries, is subject to bureaucratic delays in decision-making and lack of programming capacity in Brussels
, while INTERREG funds can only be used inside the EU. Proposals to allow INTERREG funding to be subject to decisions made by the Euregio Karelia, lobbied by Finnish regional bodies, have not been approved. In this respect the EU lacks effective models for cross-border cooperation in which external partners are granted decision-making functions.
Freedom of movement across borders for local populations, an important issue in CBC, is affected by the imposition of ‘hard’ borders through the Schengen acquis. While much attention has been paid to the accession to the EU of the Baltic states and the new restrictions on movement for inhabitants of Russian regions bordering them – particularly Kaliningrad - the ‘hard’ but stable Karelian/Finnish border has often been seen as a model of a successful border regime. Indeed, interviews with RK elites held in 2000 did not convey the impression that Schengen was then seen as erecting unbridgeable political and psychological dividing lines, though there was concern over potential difficulties in subregional relations.
 However, more recent interviews suggest that perceptions are changing; in March 2001 Finland became a full member of the Schengen Agreement, which spelled the end of the quite liberal regime whereby local residents could apply for visas for Finland through the branch of the St-Petersburg Finnish consulate in the RK capital, Petrozavodsk.
 Also, according to the RF Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Finland is taking a harder line than other EU member states on the question of a single visa-free space between Russia and the EU.

Although compared to ‘new’ external borders in Russia’s northwest arising from EU enlargement the border between the RK and Finland is relatively well-equipped, the development programme overseen by an RK interministerial commission has lapsed and little has recently been done. The infrastructure is still inadequate for more intensive cooperation, and the RK government is facing the problem of ensuring the development of interim border crossing-points to keep cross-border exchanges open. Thus, although cooperation on non-traditional security challenges is well established, easing concerns in Finland of threats emanating from Russia, restrictions on cross-border movement and lack of border infrastructure development are combining to block progress on CBC.

Federal-regional relations and the RK

In spite of successes achieved in CBC over the last decade the legislative basis for relations between the RK and Finland remains narrow and fragmentary. The draft law ‘On the legal status of border territories’ has been in the State Duma since 1996 but has not yet been enacted. The Concept of Border Cooperation in the RF, signed by the RF prime minister in February 2001, does not provide for more developed integration models which might permit greater interaction between Russian northwestern regions and the EU. The Concept does envisage more intensive CBC but only within a more centralised and unified federal structure. It is not accompanied by legislation granting additional powers to border regions; practically all decision-making appears to remain with the federal authorities, leaving little to regional or municipal actors.

This is in the context of the continuing paucity of laws regulating the division of powers between the federal centre and the regions, especially in areas subject to joint jurisdiction according to the Russian Constitution. The federal law ‘On International Agreements of the Russian Federation’ only permits the regions to present recommendations to the central government on issues under common federal-regional jurisdiction.
 The Kozak commission, set up in 2001 to recommend changes in federal-regional relations and delineate respective powers, is yet to present firm conclusions. Regional governments in Russia still largely lack independent sources of financing and remain heavily dependent on federal authorities; the Kozak commission’s recommendations for greater centralisation of tax collection from 2003
 only exacerbates the situation, as regional authorities attempt to replace money taken by the federal government by extracting equivalent sums from the local level.

Some attempts have been made in the RK to put in place a sounder legal framework for subregional interaction. In the early post-Soviet years federal decrees granted permission for establishing direct contacts and signing trade agreements with Finland and Scandinavian neighbours. 
 The RK subsequently adopted its own laws on foreign economic activity.
 With the adoption in 1999 of the federal law ‘On the Coordination of International and Foreign Economic Activities of the Constituent Entities of the Russian Federation’, which grants the regions rights to conduct economic relations with foreign states and their territorial entities, it would seem that a legislative framework has thus been created to develop foreign activities.
 Without more extensive political autonomy for the regions and more effective measures to implement RK laws on foreign trade and investment in the interests of the region, however, it remains to be seen how far cross-border economic cooperation can provide a basis for subregional integration. The official RK government web site itself has contained criticism of flawed federal economic legislation and the absence of a cohesive foreign economic strategy.
 The RK government, together with other regions, has lobbied the RF Ministry of Foreign Affairs Consultative Council on International and Foreign Economic Relations on the status of border territories but with little success.

The Northwest Federal okrug is becoming an important channel of cooperation between the centre and the regions, ensuring compliance of regional with federal legislation and coordinating the implementation of federal programmes, and reporting to central government on the security situation in the regions.
 Federal inspectors, including one for the RK, report directly to the okrug head. In this sense, Putin’s administrative reforms have proved successful in reversing the disintegrative trends of the first post-Soviet years. As well as helping cement central control over regional administrations, the okrug governor-general has also given overt or tacit encouragement to regional governments to undertake similar measures within their own territories. This has fostered similar views at okrug and RK level on regional policy and economic development.
 There has been some involvement at okrug level in subregional ‘soft’ security policy; however, in terms of an effective regional strategy of engagement with neighbours, the head of the okrug lacks the constitutional status and resources to promote a wider regional agenda.

The federal government and federal organs at the local level - the Federal Security Service (now with an expanded area of jurisdiction following the transfer of the responsibilities of the Federal Border Service to its remit), Ministry of Internal Affairs, the customs and tax services, the voenkomat dealing with conscription - have far greater weight than the RK government and legislative assembly in deciding security policy in the region. The latter deal mainly with internal social and economic matters (including civil defence) within their sphere of responsibility, but policy is coordinated with the federal centre and few major decisions are taken at regional level. This is not seen entirely negatively by regional elites; some approve the federal government’s attempt to ‘claw back’ some of the authority devolved in the early ‘disintegrative’ post-Soviet years. Others who hoped that the appearance of an okrug presidential envoy would help them in their struggle with the federal government have been largely disappointed, however.
 Thus, while it can be argued that many areas of soft security policy are closely related to the core functions of the state and thus fall within the purview of sectoral bureaucracies, there is little genuine federalism in the sense of devolution of decision-making authority to the local level; the balance in the RK has tipped firmly in the direction of centralised top-down control.

Regional elites’ perceptions of security challenges

Motivated by the fact that little research has been done on the impact of the changing security environment at the subnational level, despite the latter’s importance in terms of ‘soft’ security issues, the present writers held a series of interviews with RK elites on their perceptions of security.
 While, especially in the aftermath of the Kosovo conflict in 1999, political-military instability in Europe still excites concern, RK elites perceive no external threat to their territory. While a few referred to Finland’s ambivalent stance over NATO membership, the historical border question was not considered contentious.
 Perceptions of security have changed; no longer defined as securing the state against external rivals, it is largely conceived in terms of threats to the individual and society represented by economic and social instability and, influenced by the events of 11 September 2001 and the hostage crisis in Moscow’s Nord-Ost Theatre in October 2002, in a more generalised fashion by the inability of governments to protect their citizens from global threats.

There is a strong sense that insecurity stems principally from flaws in political, economic and social governance in Russia leading to socio-economic stratification, the weakness of democratic institutions and civil society and the potential threat of a new authoritarianism. These flaws manifest themselves in economic imbalances with neighbouring countries, technological stagnation, a fragmented society, poor health indicators and an inability to support the emerging younger generation in terms of employment opportunities, social mobility and economic independence. Respondents stated that the loss of regional autonomy, the absence of clear political direction at both federal and regional level and the emergence of informal elite networks which are difficult to penetrate add to the region’s problems.

Nevertheless the security situation in the RK is felt to compare favourably with many other regions across Russia. Commonly defined ‘soft’ security challenges - environmental hazards (in particular the effects of deforestation and resource depletion), health, demographic factors, illegal migration, organised crime (including that originating outside the region), corruption and drugs trafficking - are considered to be manageable via normal political and legislative practices rather than as major threats necessitating extreme measures. It is felt that the media and some politicians – both in Russia and abroad – tend to securitise these issues, portraying Russia in the throes of internal conflict and social disintegration.

There were conflicting views among RK elites on the extent to which national security priorities correspond to the challenges faced by their region. While some respondents perceived that national ‘geopolitical’ interests dominate to the detriment of regional ‘economic’ interests, others argued that the federal government’s access to the ‘bigger picture’ justifies basing policy on national interests; in an unstable environment the state still has a key role as a ‘provider’ of security. However, RK elites were virtually unanimous in stating that regional initiatives should take precedence over federal initiatives in CBC and that participation in subregional and bilateral Russian-Finnish initiatives have had a markedly positive influence on the security environment.
 The virtual monopoly of the federal centre in making key decisions and the lack of clarity over the extent of local autonomy in the economic sphere is felt to limit the effectiveness of regional initiatives. Negative perceptions about the RK by outsiders are reinforced by poor federal-regional (as well as regional-municipal) coordination over transborder security relations, so that the regions can not ‘offer a coherent message’.
 Respondents, including those directly involved in Euregio Karelia, stated that there has been little real attempt to assess the impact of transborder initiatives. The lack of adequate human capital in the region is also felt to be hindering participation in subregional political and economic developments.

The general perception among RK elites was that other countries in the subregion share their key security concerns and recognise a common interest in sustaining economic development, preserving social and cultural identity and stemming the outflow of young qualified people in the more economically underdeveloped border districts. Increasing the economic and technological level in the RK within a broader subregional framework for development is seen as vital. Alongside general principles of openness, mutual trust and partnership underpinning subregional security relations, RK elites suggested specific preconditions for improvement; the most important are transparency of borders to facilitate freedom of movement and trade (involving support by the EU), a ‘common information space’ and support for education. This is prompted by the perception that people in neighbouring countries still have difficulties in understanding the attitudes to changes taking place in Russia. In some respects traditional fears about a threat from the powerful neighbour to the East persist.

The overall impression gained from the interviews is that RK elites recognise that rapid social and economic improvements are unlikely despite positive gains from subregional cooperation; with little prospect of economic and political integration into mainstream Europe, attention should be directed towards avoiding the creation of new dividing lines. A number of problems were highlighted: foreign businesses seeking to evade legal provisions and exploit local resources and markets; a substantial percentage of illegal or informal trade; the lack of firm investment legislation to attract foreign investors; the lack of an effective foreign economic strategy for border regions on the part of the federal authorities; and the inexperience of local actors in the market economy and trade. Several respondents expressed misgivings about economic actors taking the lead in subregional relations. This may be directed towards the informal economy, but may also indicate a deeper ambivalence about opening up the local economy to subregional cooperation.

According to many respondents political and administrative capacity in the RK is weak, limiting the prospects for a successful external strategy. In May 2002 Sergei Katanandov, elected in 1998 as Chairman of the RK Government and now in his second term, adopted the title of Head of the RK. He abolished the RK Ministry for External Relations and transferred its responsibilities to the Administration of the Head of the Republic and to the RK Ministry for Economic Development. With external policy thus firmly under his direct control, the current structure of executive power lacks a body with coordinating functions for the external affairs of the RK. Although his administration declares its support for subregional initiatives, its priorities appear to lie in consolidating political and economic structures in the RK rather than in developing external relations.
 Unofficial channels of influence on the regional leadership are also underdeveloped; there is concern that pressure from the regional government has muted opposition in the RK media, creating a situation in which the former – in which political power and economic influence are already extensively entwined
 – is able to exert extensive control over the latter. Although civil society in the RK is relatively well developed compared with some regions – several elite respondents stated that it should take the lead or play a prominent role in subregional relations – its influence over the regional bureaucracy is perceived to be very limited.

Conclusions

In many respects the RK’s experiences in the post-Soviet period have been highly positive. In a more favourable situation than many border regions in terms of economic development and social cohesion, and – judging by the responses of its elites - less at risk from non-traditional security challenges, it has benefited – psychologically if not so much materially - from participation in subregional and CBC initiatives. One analyst has argued in connection with the ND that ‘the key actors – Finland, the EU and Russia have accepted the guiding principles of the new image policy: the distinction between “soft” and “hard” security issues and turning a blind eye to the latter as belonging to the Cold War past perfect tense; adherence to “EU jargon” like multi-level governance, transboundary cooperation; building high expectations primarily on the “postmodern ground”’.

With federal policies taking precedence over regional policies and lacking a cohesive strategy for wider subregional integration, however, there is little room for RK elites with limited autonomy to influence the aims, develop the institutional basis and play a fuller role in implementing CBC programmes – something, as mentioned above, which the Second Northern Dimension Action Plan sees as the regions’ responsibility. In fact it is by no means certain that, beyond rhetorical statements, key political and economic elites in the RK – where external policy is closely coordinated with the federal government and conforms to the security aims of ensuring the sovereignty and integrity of the state – are committed to further integration into a broader political community. With little evidence of social mobilisation towards this goal, subregional cooperation has had a limited impact at the grass-roots level in the RK.

Any success in ameliorating subregional political relations has also to be placed in the wider context of Russia’s relations with the EU, or more precisely, of Moscow’s relations with Brussels. The ND has undoubtedly played an important role in allowing Russia’s northwestern regions to engage with the EU as well as with neighbouring countries, but its ambitious programme is not always matched by hard policy content and adequate resources. Moreover, the idea of a Dimension based on deepening subregional cooperation has always existed alongside an EU external policy, strictly separated from internal policy, which promotes the security of its environment within a ‘traditional view of international relations controlled by a unified state system and prevailing hegemonic ideology of a state control’.
 There has been lack of clarity over the role of the ND, a ‘policy without institutions and funding’ based on multilateral interaction, vis-à-vis the EU’s bilateral Partnership and Cooperation Agreement with Russia and the Common Strategy on Russia.
 It is also uncertain how the ND fits into the EU’s ‘Wider Europe’ policy, which itself sets an ambitious security-related agenda and aims to develop ‘the political concept of a new neighbourhood policy’ to create ‘a zone of prosperity and a friendly neighbourhood… with whom the EU enjoys close, peaceful and co-operative relations’.
 The EU, a ‘centralised actor with the emphasis on centralised and/or intergovernmental co-operation’, has often been reluctant to implement a multilevel policy which might allow subregional actors more of a role.
 Enlargement may thus push borders – both political and psychological - eastwards, creating a normative fault line which reinforces East-West divides.
 

Both Russia and the EU, particularly in the context of eastward enlargement, face major challenges in ensuring their respective security interests while fostering more flexible CBC so that subregional integration does not remain a rhetorical flourish. The experiences of the RK suggest that, given the larger strategic interests of the two entities, initiatives confined to specific geographical areas such as Russia’s northwest are likely to have a very limited impact. The ND provides a useful conceptual – and potentially at least, operational - framework but substantial progress requires a strategic ‘push’ from both sides, encompassing not just ‘high’ politics but also soft security issues on the ground. This would involve a profound reassessment of their relationship – crucial at this juncture in view of impending EU enlargement
 - and a more coherent reciprocal strategy. At the very least a more flexible EU policy on resourcing CBC and on border regimes – while recognising that a visa-free regime, opposed by several European national governments, is very much a long-term prospect – should be met with reciprocal moves by the Russian federal government to grant the regions greater autonomy and devise workable policies to allay EU concerns over uncontrolled migration. The economic and social ‘welfare gap’ also presents a shared policy challenge; measures to ensure trade and investment and support the formation of human capital – priorities in the Second ND Action Plan - are central to today’s security agenda.
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