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Russia and NATO in the 1990s

Andrei Zagorski

Several clichés have become established in contemporary narratives 
explaining the evolution of relations between Russia and the West and 
particularly Russia and NATO in the 1990s.

Contemporary Russian mainstream discourse builds on the thesis 
that, following the end of the Cold War, it was particularly the United 
States that sought to extend its sphere of influence by conducting a pol-
icy of subjugation, or re-subjugation of former Communist countries, 
not least by integrating them into Euro-Atlantic institutions, especially 
NATO. In a nutshell: 

Starting with the negotiations on German unification, the West 
systematically took advantage of Russia’s weakness. The West nev-
er acted in the spirit of the Charter of Paris, in which the indi-
visibility of security was a key concept. The West never tried to 
address security with Russia, only without it, or against it. The 
United States instead seized the opportunity to dominate interna-
tional affairs especially in Europe. […] The ‘common European 
home’ failed because the West was unwilling to build new, open 
security architecture—and to fulfil its promises.1 

In pursuing this policy, the West allegedly broke an earlier promise 
to Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev not to extend the Alliance any 
inch eastward.2

In the West and particularly in East Central Europe, Russian re-
actions to NATO enlargement in the 1990s tend to be presented as a 
linear policy pursued by Moscow since the collapse of the Soviet bloc. 
After the dismantlement of the Warsaw Pact the Kremlin allegedly 
followed the Soviet so-called ‘Falin’ and/or ‘Kvitsinskii doctrine’—
seeking to prevent East Central European countries from joining oth-
er military blocs (with NATO being the most prominent candidate), 
or from acceding to other sort of arrangements that could lead to the 
stationing of foreign troops and of military bases on their territory.3 
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The projection of this policy into the 1990s builds on an understanding 
(widely represented among my contemporary students) that, after the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union, the new Russia pursued the same pol-
icy and vehemently resisted NATO’s enlargement.

There is a large body of evidence that seems to support this un-
derstanding. In his letter addressed to the leaders of major Western 
nations in September 1993, Russian President Boris Yeltsin strongly 
opposed NATO’s eastward extension and instead offered to provide 
East Central European countries common security guarantees from 
Russia and the West. Minister of Defense Pavel Grachev admitted the 
sovereign right of East Central European countries to join alliances of 
their choice, but insisted that Russia had a sovereign right to retaliate. 
The Russian Foreign Intelligence Service was more specific in a public 
report released in November 1993, indicating that Moscow could re-
consider its obligations under the 1990 Treaty on Conventional Armed 
Forces in Europe (CFE) should NATO extend eastward. Moscow also 
sought to persuade countries, such as Bulgaria, Romania or Slovakia, 
which early on appeared less determined to join the Alliance, to foster 
closer relations with Russia by offering them particular economic re-
wards.4 These and many other manifestations of Moscow’s anger with 
the emergence of NATO’s debate to open its door to the East are often 
seen as confirming Russia’s determination to resist the expansion of the 
political West into East Central Europe, which it, nevertheless, was 
unable to stop.

In this chapter I argue that none of those narratives, each implying 
a zero-sum game, correctly reflect policies pursued by either Russia or 
the West, or properly capture the highly dynamic and complex political 
processes that were involved with regard to managing NATO’s east-
ward enlargement. By reconstructing the main moments highlighting 
the evolution of Russia–NATO relations in the 1990s, I argue that this 
was anything but a zero-sum exercise. On the contrary, it in fact re-
mains a positive example of cooperative policies pursued by all parties 
leading to a successful joint decision-making by Russia and the West on 
an issue that was, admittedly, highly controversial.

This evolution should be understood against the broader back-
ground of both post-Communist Russian Westpolitik with the overall 
goal of integrating (or seeking some sort of association/affiliation) 
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with the “political West,” and the domestic political strife in a country 
where foreign policy issues played a significant role in the overall con-
troversies. One must also take note of Moscow’s strong interest to have 
a seat at relevant (institutional) tables to ensure that it would have a say 
as an equal partner in decision-making on major international issues, 
particularly on those relevant for Russia’s national interests.

Policy choices made in Moscow during the 1990s changed as the 
European landscape continued changing. Between 1992 and 1995, 
Moscow pursued its ‘first choice’ of strengthening the Conference on 
Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE, contemporary OSCE) 
as the most inclusive, truly pan-European security organization. With 
the beginning of the EU/NATO enlargement debates in 1993–1994, 
Russia, too, adapted by seeking to institutionalize and develop mecha-
nisms for political consultation, joint decision-making and joint action 
with both NATO and the EU—though, for many, this may have been 
only the second choice, or the ‘plan B.’ Moscow pursued this adapta-
tion without abandoning the overall goal of seeking association with 
the “political West.” This led to complex arrangements during the late 
1990s—ones that allowed the Kremlin and the NATO Alliance to co-
operatively manage the first wave of NATO enlargement, including the 
one in 2004, without jeopardizing Russia–West relations.

This chapter begins by addressing general issues relevant for the Rus-
sian policy toward the West, Europe and NATO in particular, before 
exploring Moscow’s policy choices at different phases of the evolution 
of the European landscape in the 1990s. In doing so, it concentrates on 
Russian policy choices of the early and mid-1990s, and those made at 
the end of the decade as the Yeltsin government sought arrangements 
with NATO based on a positive-sum assumption.

Background

With due regard to the highly complex and dynamic landscape of 
European and domestic Russian politics, four considerations appear 
crucial for understanding the evolution of Russian policy and choices 
that affected its relations with NATO all through the 1990s:

•	 First, the overall vector of the Russian policy toward an integration 
into, or association with, the “political West.”
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•	 Second, the search for an appropriate institutionalization of Rus-
sia’s relations with the West through different organizations giving 
Moscow a voice in joint decision-making on major international 
issues.

•	 Third, the highly dynamic and often dramatic political controversy 
in Russia challenging not only domestic but also major foreign pol-
icy choices made by the Russian Government.

•	 Fourth, the prioritization of the policy toward the post-Soviet 
space—the so-called “near abroad”—over many other directions 
of foreign policy.

Integration into or association with the West

The most important choice made by the Russian leadership with 
the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union was 
to favor a policy of integration into or association with the “political 
West” on the basis of shared values and interests which was expected to 
be framed as some sort of a ‘strategic partnership.’5 This choice antic-
ipated a gradual formation of a wider community of democratic states, 
including Russia itself, that would fit into the definition of a pluralistic 
security community in the sense of Karl W. Deutsch and stretch from 
Vancouver to Vladivostok. Russian diplomat Vladimir Voronkov, being 
an eye witness of that period of the Russian policy, explains it sim-
ply: “Russia was not really weak; it was rather seeking—like any other 
state—its own place in the world. Such a search for identity took place 
under the influence of the dominant trend in the Euro-Atlantic zone at 
that time—the willingness of the majority of post-Communist nations 
to join NATO and the EU.”6

Despite highly controversial foreign policy debates both within the 
Russian government and with the political opposition, seeking a close, 
or even an alliance-type relationship with the West was a deliberate 
choice of the country’s leadership, which it pursued all through the 
1990s (and a few years beyond).7 While anticipating the post-Cold War 
world to become polycentric with the increasing number of new ‘rising’ 
or ‘emerging’ powers seeking to assert themselves on the international 
stage, the first Russian foreign policy doctrine adopted in April 1993 
held that “Russia should firmly embark on the course of developing re-
lations with those countries that could help to achieve the priority tasks 
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of national revival, first of all with neighbors, economically strong and 
technologically advanced Western states and new industrial countries 
in various regions.” Crucially, that choice was explained by the fact that 
Russia and the identified group of states were committed to “shared 
values of the world civilization as well as shared interests as regards core 
issues of global developments, in particular, as far as the maintenance of 
international peace and security, ensuring success of Russian reforms, 
strengthening stability in regions going through post-totalitarian trans-
formation.”8 From this perspective, the West, including the United 
States and NATO, was not seen as an enemy or threat but rather as an 
eventual ‘strategic partner’ in assisting Russia’s own post-Communist 
transition toward a democracy and market economy.

It was clear from the very beginning that any proper integration with 
the political West would require progressive and profound convergence 
of Russian domestic political and economic systems with those of the 
West. As long as the vector of post-Communist transition in Russia 
would remain compatible with that of East Central European coun-
tries, the issue of a potential ‘eastward extension of the West,’ though 
important (not least in the context of domestic political strife), would 
not be central issue in Russia–West relations. That is because a trans-
formed Russia, so it was hoped, would after all itself become part of the 
“political West.”

Institutionalization of Russia–West relations

While seeking to develop relations of strategic partnership with the 
West, Moscow’s main concern was to identify appropriate options for 
institutionalizing this relationship in order to ensure that Russia would 
have a voice in decision-making processes. Acceding to a number of 
“Western” organizations and institutions both global and regional (Eu-
ropean), such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, 
the World Trade Organization, the Organization for Economic Coop-
eration and Development (OECD), the Council of Europe or the G7, 
was from the very beginning on the agenda of Russia’s Western policy. 
This of course was a path on which the Soviet Union had already em-
barked under Gorbachev.

The Yeltsin government pointed to an important ‘institutional gap’ 
that divided it from the leading Western nations. While post-Soviet 
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Russia as the USSR’s successor state remained a permanent member 
on the U.N. Security Council with veto power, a participating state of 
the consensus-based CSCE/OSCE, and, since 1993, was a member of 
the Contact Group on former Yugoslavia, it was not a member of the 
G7, of NATO, or of the European Union.9 The consequence was that 
Moscow was regularly confronted with a consolidated position of those 
groups of states after their joint decision-making process had been fi-
nalized, and was not itself part of that process. This is why Moscow 
sought to elaborate on inclusive institutional mechanisms that would 
give it a voice before final decisions would be taken in those groups.10

The objective of transforming the G7 into the G8 through the in-
tegration of Russia was formulated in the early 1990s, while the 1994 
Partnership and Cooperation Agreement with the European Union 
provided for a mechanism for intensive political consultations and 
decision-making. The issue of establishing a mechanism for Russia–
NATO political consultations grew in importance particularly against 
the background of the evolving enlargement debate.11 While admitting 
the possibility of pursuing different options ranging from membership 
through different forms of association to a ‘variable geometry’ of in-
stitutional solutions,12 the objective of Moscow was to form effective 
mechanisms for “joint decision-making by Russia and the West per-
taining to the use of force, if necessary, and joint implementation of 
such decisions,”13

Domestic political controversies

The strategic foreign policy choice seeking closer association of 
Russia with the West was from the very beginning part and parcel of 
domestic political strife. The opposition to Boris Yeltsin and his for-
eign minister Andrei Kozyrev rallied not only in the Parliament but 
reached out into various branches of the government, political and 
economic establishments. This included over time the growing oppo-
sition to NATO enlargement that consolidated itself as the discussions 
in the West matured from 1993 onward. This opposition ultimately 
manifested itself in the establishment in 1997 of a parliamentary ‘an-
ti-NATO’ group that included members of different factions in both 
chambers of the Federal Assembly and demanded that President Yeltsin 
take bold steps in order to arrest any extension of the Alliance into East 
Central Europe. In the few months from January through April 1997, 
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this group grew from 110 to 250 members and included four of six 
vice-speakers of the Duma and chairpersons of 17 of 28 parliamentary 
committees. It was definitely much larger, vocal and visible than the 
small parliamentary ‘pro-NATO’ group.

Russian public opinion was also divided on NATO, although pop-
ular anti-NATO mood was not as radical as the political opposition 
to Yeltsin. As shown in Figure 1, around 60 percent of respondents in 
surveys of the Levada Center tended to see NATO as a risk, if not a 
threat, to Russia in 1997–1999, while the number of those who did not 
remained under 30 percent. Figure 2 shows that the number of respon-
dents ready to support NATO membership for Russia never exceeded 
10 percent in 1996–1999 and continued declining thereafter. However, 
proponents of hard resistance remained a clear minority, too. The ma-
jority of respondents favored either simply staying away from any bloc 
policies, or developing a cooperative relationship with NATO.

Both the domestic political strife, in which the political opposition 
operationalized the NATO enlargement issue against the President, 
and inconclusive public opinion imposed significant constraints on 

Figure 1. Responses to the question: “Should Russia beware of NATO 
member states?”

Source: Levada Center, March 31, 2009, http://www.levada.ru/2009/03/31/otnoshenie-rossiyan- 
k-nato/. 

http://www.levada.ru/2009/03/31/otnoshenie-rossiyan-k-nato/
http://www.levada.ru/2009/03/31/otnoshenie-rossiyan-k-nato/
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Yeltsin leading up to the 1996 Presidential elections, not least consid-
ering the advance of Vladimir Zhirinovsky’s nationalistic Liberal Dem-
ocratic Party and the Communists in the 1993 and 1995 parliamentary 
elections. It was clear that any conciliatory policy on NATO enlarge-
ment would boost the opposition. On the other hand, the possibility of 
a Communist or nationalistic backlash regarding NATO enlargement 
served as a plausible argument for Yeltsin to delay any formal decisions 
on NATO until after the Russian Presidential elections.

Prioritization of the ‘near abroad’

Russian policy toward the post-Soviet space was one of the most 
controversial themes during domestic political debates of the ear-
ly 1990s. The goal of consolidating New Independent States (NIS) 
around Russia (or consolidating ‘Eurasia,’ to put it in the language of 
the contemporary debate) was advanced particularly by the opposition 
as an alternative preferred path to the association of Russia with the 
political West.

Figure 2. Responses to the question: “What policy better meets 
Russia’s interest?”

Source: Levada Center, March 31, 2009, http://www.levada.ru/2009/03/31/otnoshenie-rossiyan- 
k-nato/. 

http://www.levada.ru/2009/03/31/otnoshenie-rossiyan-k-nato/
http://www.levada.ru/2009/03/31/otnoshenie-rossiyan-k-nato/
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Against the background of increasing differentiation among the 
NIS, Russia’s 1993 foreign policy doctrine became a compromise 
growing out of the domestic debate. It formulated the goal of main-
taining and strengthening the role of Russia in the post-Soviet space, 
developing the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) as a ‘via-
ble intergovernmental framework,’ and the recognition by the West of 
Russia’s ‘special role’ in that geographic area. While intended to help 
increasing Russia’s political status in the world, it was also recognized 
that this policy could eventually become controversial with the West.14

This recognition led to the gradual development of the Russian un-
derstanding of what a new status quo in Europe should represent, while 
developing Russia’s relations with the West. On the one hand, it im-
plied a limit on Moscow’s policy, which sought to draw a ‘red line:’ the 
eastward extension of the ‘West’ (at that time primarily NATO, but the 
EU would not be excluded) should not continue beyond the western 
borders of the former Soviet Union. On the other hand, the focus on 
the post-Soviet space effectively implied that the East Central region 
that the Soviet Union had vacated at the end of the Cold war was large-
ly considered to have abandoned the Russian orbit, no matter whether 
the countries of the region would accede to Euro-Atlantic institutions 
or not.

The crux here was the fate of the Baltic states—being left in a sort 
of limbo. Although they were no formal part of the CIS, they were still 
considered by many to be part of the former Soviet space, and their 
integration into Euro-Atlantic institutions activated the same instincts 
particularly in the Russian domestic opposition as the discussion of 
eventual NATO membership for Ukraine in the late 1990s. Concerns 
raised by specific groups of the Russian establishment, and particularly 
by the defense community, added to the complexity of that debate.

This meant that, while not being seen as welcome, the integration 
of East Central countries into Western institutions would not be seen 
as an unsurmountable problem. The key concern related to the NIS, 
with the Baltic states representing a special and particularly sensitive 
case. The general expectation that could thus reconcile Moscow with 
NATO extension into the ECE region, including the second phase in 
2004, was that either the Alliance would commit itself not to cross the 
‘red line’ or, at least, that it would not cross it any time soon. As a senior 
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Russian diplomat put it in 2010, “NATO has already engaged all na-
tions possible…Other states cannot expect membership or do not seek 
it…It means that many countries in the Euro-Atlantic in the near fu-
ture, or even in the next few decades, will not be covered by the NATO 
and EU framework.”15 This was supposed to leave Moscow more time 
for the consolidation of its neighborhood by pursuing integration proj-
ects within the CIS.

Still, the objective of an association with the political West was not 
seen as being necessarily irreconcilable with post-Soviet integration, 
provided that the overall vector of post-Communist transformation of 
Russia and its neighbors would remain compatible with that of oth-
er post-Communist nations. In that case, the CIS, like the European 
Union, could represent another case of regional integration without 
challenging the concept of a wider Euro-Atlantic community from 
Vancouver to Vladivostok.16

It was also important that, during the 1990s, despite beginning de-
bate over the ‘near abroad’ doctrine, the West and the international 
community in general refrained from actively engaging in conflict res-
olution in areas of the former Soviet Union. Although, at various mo-
ments, the possibility of dispatching U.N. or OSCE peace operations 
was considered (in particular, in Abkhazia, Tajikistan and Karabakh), 
both organizations reduced themselves to sending smaller teams of 
monitors and did not really challenge Russian operations conducted ei-
ther on the basis of ad hoc arrangements, or under CIS auspices.17 The 
most urgent issues of Russian troop withdrawal from and integration of 
Russian minorities in the Baltic states were addressed in a cooperative 
way with the assistance of the OSCE and the United States.18 

Before the Door Begins Opening

In the early 1990s, when the prospect for any NATO enlargement 
remained still vague, the option of advancing the goal of integration 
with the West through further institutionalization of strengthening of 
pan-European institutions of the CSCE/OSCE on the basis of com-
mon values and goals enshrined in the 1990 Charter of Paris for a 
New Europe appeared plausible in Moscow. Russia was a full partic-
ipating state of this consensus-based organization, and the CSCE did 
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not trigger any anti-Western instincts in the post-Soviet Russian polit-
ical establishment—at least not yet. Embarking on that path, Moscow 
did not simply set forth the footprint of Soviet policy during the late 
Gorbachev era, it also seems to have overestimated its own ability to 
persuade the West and particularly to overcome U.S. skepticism with 
respect to the CSCE.

The CSCE was seen in Russia as a main framework for shaping the 
evolving complex European community of states and the central insti-
tution that granted Russia full involvement in European affairs. It was 
also considered as an inclusive overarching framework for the formation 
of the ‘Euro-Atlantic,’ and after 1991 the ‘Euro-Asian,’ communities of 
states. The Russian foreign policy doctrine anticipated that a CSCE-
based security architecture in Europe would provide a platform for co-
operation with the European Union, NATO, the Western European 
Union and the CIS.19 Having joined together with the former Warsaw 
Pact countries and NIS at the North Atlantic Cooperation Council 
(NACC) in December 1991, Moscow cautiously explored the possibili-
ty of a NATO membership.20 However, before the enlargement debate 
began to take shape in 1993, the Alliance was really not seen as the top 
item on Russia’s agenda.

Moscow welcomed the 1992 Helsinki decisions which took the 
CSCE institutions and structures to a new level and identified it as a 
regional arrangement under Chapter VIII of the U.N. Charter. It wel-
comed the progressive discussions of cooperative security within the 
organization and of the establishment of the CSCE Forum for Security 
Cooperation for this purpose and the strengthening of the CSCE Con-
flict Prevention Center.

In 1993 and 1994, Russia submitted proposals aiming at further 
strengthening the CSCE.21 They were followed by the introduction, 
in 1994, of a comprehensive “Program for Enhancing CSCE Effec-
tiveness.”22 In the Program, Moscow promoted the objective of giving 
the CSCE a central role in peacekeeping, strengthening of democracy 
and providing for security and stability in the Euro-Atlantic region. It 
anticipated to transform the CSCE into a fully-fledged, treaty-based 
regional organization partnering with the United Nations. The central 
element of the Program was the proposal to establish a CSCE ‘Ex-
ecutive Committee’ that would act in a similar way as the U.N. Se-
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curity Council does. It would consist of no more than 10 permanent 
and non-permanent members and take binding decisions following 
the consensus rule. This vision was based on a hierarchical approach 
to European security architecture, implying that the CIS, NACC, the 
EU, the Council of Europe, NATO and the WEU should act as equal 
partners while the CSCE would be given an overall coordination role.

Following an earlier Russian proposal of late 1993 that suggested 
shifting the NACC from NATO to the umbrella of the OSCE and, for 
this purpose, to open its membership for neutral and non-aligned Eu-
ropean countries,23 the Russian Program proposal was met with much 
skepticism, for different reasons. While any sort of subordination of 
NATO would be unacceptable for the Alliance’s members, small par-
ticipating states in particular feared that the establishment of a CSCE 
“Security Council” would undermine the consensus rule and thus min-
imize their impact on decision-making. Other countries, such as Ger-
many and the Netherlands, sought to offer alternative solutions that 
would strengthen the role of the organization.24 Russian proposals did, 
however, inspire a decision by the OSCE to begin a structured discus-
sion on a Common and Comprehensive European Security Model for 
the 21st Century. Yet, the debate on the ‘Model,’25 launched in 1995, 
resulting in the adoption of the 1999 OSCE European Security Char-
ter, unfolded already in a different environment—one that was already 
defined by the beginnings of the NATO enlargement debate, which 
no longer was about ‘whether’ but had now turned to ‘when and how.’

Anticipating Enlargement

It is often believed, that the Warsaw Declaration signed by Yeltsin 
during his visit to Poland in August 1993, in which he accepted Poland’s 
intention to join NATO “in the long term,” stating that it was “not in 
conflict with the interests of other states, including those of Russia,”26 
provided a boost to the discussion that had started months before. It 
served as the trigger for Moscow’s mounting official rhetoric against 
enlargement that would follow in the fall of 1993. However, the main 
purpose of that rhetoric seems to have been not to begin a campaign to 
stop the enlargement but, rather, to buy time to sort out other import-
ant issues of Russia-NATO relations—not least which steps would be 
necessary for Moscow to adapt to this trend.
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The most important question for Moscow was not “whether” NATO 
would enlarge, but “when” and “how”. The question was also whether 
Russia would be part of the process in some way, or would it be left out. 
The above-mentioned 1993 Warsaw Declaration by Presidents Yeltsin 
and Walesa itself put the prospect in a long-term perspective and made 
the membership option (for Poland) conditional on the formation of a 
pan-European security architecture, thus not entirely abandoning the 
policy of strengthening the CSCE, which Russia continued to pursue. 
Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev emphasized at that time that the 
problem was not the enlargement per se, but a premature or hasty en-
largement that would take place before other important issues had been 
dealt with. He did not exclude that, at some point in the future, either 
Russia would also join NATO, or both Russia and NATO would be-
come part of a pan-European security system. What he explicitly ruled 
out was an expansion of NATO that would categorically exclude, or not 
involve Russia.27

Moscow had to respond to the challenge of the post-Cold War Eu-
ropean order becoming increasingly NATO (and EU)–centric, for this 
would predictably lead to a progressive marginalization of the CSCE. 
At the same time Russia remained keen to ensure and appropriate-
ly institutionalize its own association with the “political West.” As a 
result, Moscow adapted to the new trend by abandoning its previous 
policy of concentrating on the CSCE—largely at the expense of the 
organization—and by seeking to institutionalize direct political con-
sultation and joint decision-making with NATO and the European 
Union. Recalling this period, Andrei Kelin admits that the interest 
in the OSCE gradually declined both in the West and in Russia. The 
agenda was dominated by concentrating on different platforms for the 
pursuit of Russian policy objectives in cooperation with NATO and 
the European Union.28

It remains open whether the changes in Russia’s policy toward the 
ineffective CIS integration by launching, in 1995, a ‘multi-speed’ in-
tegration approach, was part of its response to the beginning NATO 
enlargement, or simply coincided with it. Russia’s response to NATO 
was formulated in the context of the Partnership for Peace (PfP) pro-
posal advanced by the United States and NATO beginning in the fall of 
1993, and particularly after the program‘s launch in 1994. 
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In April 1994, President Yeltsin took the decision for Russia to join 
PfP. He did so with the support of the Ministry of Defense and the 
Security Council, against harsh criticism from the Russian Parliament. 
One month later, however, he appeared to make a U-turn, announcing 
during a visit to Germany that Russia would not sign the PfP Frame-
work without a special protocol. As it turned out, his statement did 
not herald a reversal in Moscow’s policy but, rather, a decision to insti-
tutionalize ‘special’ relations with the Alliance that would go beyond 
military-political cooperation provided for within the PfP program. 
Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev and Defense Minister Pavel Grachev 
clarified that Russia was prepared to sign the Framework Document 
together with an additional protocol or agreement to include detailed 
and reciprocal commitments of NATO and Russia in the political and 
military fields, and proposed to establish a mechanism for regular or ad 
hoc Russia–NATO consultations.29

In the event, on June 22, 1994, Kozyrev signed the PfP Framework 
Document on behalf of Russia. At the same time, at a press conference, 
a protocol on establishing a framework for enhanced political dialogue 
between Russia and NATO was presented.30 This document anticipat-
ed an institutionalization of information exchange, political consul-
tation, and the discussion of possibilities for cooperation in form of 
holding ambassadorial Russia-NATO “16+1” ad hoc meetings with the 
North-Atlantic Council or with the Political Committee. Following 
this, on July 2,1994, Russia submitted a very ambitious program for 
political and military cooperation with NATO.31 

In the course of the negotiations, two documents were worked out 
with the Alliance: a Russia—NATO individual program for coopera-
tion within the PfP and a document on broader cooperation including 
holding political consultations on a wide range of international secu-
rity issues. Both documents were expected to be signed on December 
1, 1994. But then Kozyrev declined from endorsing them at the last 
moment, referring to the decision taken by North Atlantic Council to 
commission a study that would spell out criteria for enlargement. That 
was seen as a principal decision to proceed with enlargement. Even if 
the decision not to sign the documents was initiated by Kozyrev, his 
proposal must have been approved by the President, who was concerned 
at that time that no formal decisions concerning enlargement would 
be taken by NATO before the 1996 Presidential elections in Russia. 
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No matter whether Kozyrev was instructed not to sign or whether he 
himself initiated that decision, it postponed the institutionalization of 
cooperation between Russia and the Alliance for two and a half years.

Negotiating Terms of Enlargement

As the first round of Eastern enlargement approached, Moscow con-
sidered available policy choices. Evgeniy Primakov, who in 1996 be-
came Foreign Minister, listed them as follows:32

1.	 To reject NATO enlargement and exclude any relations with the 
Alliance. This option was considered a road to nowhere or a re-
sumption of the Cold War.

2.	 Accept and not object NATO enlargement and, on this basis, seek 
an agreement that would govern Russia-NATO relations. This op-
tion was seen as a sort of capitulation that would not be accepted 
by the Russian public. 

3.	 Without abandoning the negative appraisal of the enlargement, 
seek a negotiated “minimization of negative consequences,” or re-
duce the damage for Russia’s security and interests.

Option 3 was the favored one. It implied that (largely for tactical 
reasons and domestic consumption) Moscow would continue rhetoric 
policy opposing the enlargement but, at the same time, seek to nego-
tiate a deal that would allow to establish ‘special relations’ with the 
Alliance.33 Also, for tactical reasons, Moscow decided not to raise the 
possibility of membership for Russia during these negotiations based 
on the understanding that raising this question would weaken the rhe-
torical part of its policy and could provoke a big-bang enlargement. 
However, even at this time, Moscow did not yet abandon the member-
ship option altogether.34 It remained on the agenda until 2002. 

This policy choice also anticipated that, prior to the enlargement, 
specific Russian concerns had to be addressed, particularly those raised 
by the defense establishment, and appropriate solutions identified and 
agreed upon. Like at the earlier stage, Moscow was also seeking estab-
lishing a mechanism for regular political consultations with NATO.

In particular, Moscow sought to:
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•	 address specific military issues that served for concerns in the con-
text of the enlargement, such as guarantees that neither nuclear 
weapons, nor foreign troops and respective military infrastructure 
would be permanently stationed on the territory of new members; 
agreement on the parameters for the adaptation of the CFE Treaty 
in order to exclude that the military power of NATO approaches 
Russian borders as a consequence of the enlargement;

•	 establish a consensus-based mechanism for consultations that 
would include Russia into joint decision-making on all issues that 
could affect its interest (effectively giving Russia a veto power on 
such issues);

•	 ensure continued transformation of NATO from being a collec-
tive defense alliance toward an organization addressing region-
al threats, first of all regional conflicts which were at the core of 
threats perceptions in the 1990s, and engaging in peace operations 
in cooperation with Russia;

•	 negotiate a legally binding document to be signed by heads of state 
or government.35

One of the key objectives of Moscow was to draw a ‘red line’ for 
NATO’s eastward extension: the Baltic states and any other post-Soviet 
states should remain excluded from NATO.36

At the initial stage, the discussion of those issues was supposed to re-
solve, in a sequential (rather than parallel) way, three problems: further 
transformation of NATO, institutionalization of cooperation between 
Russia and the Alliance, and enlargement.37

Intensive and complex bilateral consultations held in 1996 and 1997 
at the level of heads of state or government and especially of foreign 
ministers, particularly with the United States, France, Germany and 
the UK, as well as from January 1997 with NATO Secretary General 
Javier Solana, resulted in the adoption of several documents and de-
cisions. Those included, inter alia, the signing on May 27, 1997 the 
Founding Act on Mutual Relations, Cooperation and Security between 
NATO and the Russian Federation, and the adaptation of the CFE 
treaty in 1999 that met Russian concerns. Although not included into 
the framework of negotiations, the transformation of the G7 into the 
G8 by including Russia was also facilitated by seeking a broader ar-
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rangement with the West against the background of the latter’s exten-
sion to the east.

Most of concerns raised by Moscow at that time were addressed and 
resolved in a cooperative manner. The Permanent Joint Council, es-
tablished by the Founding Act, was supposed to “provide a mechanism 
for consultations, coordination and, to the maximum extent possible, 
where appropriate, for joint decisions and joint action with respect 
to security issues of common concern.” The document identified 19 
initial areas for Russia–NATO cooperation. Members of the Alliance 
stated that they had “no intention, no plan and no reason to deploy 
nuclear weapons on the territory of new members, nor any need to 
change any aspect of NATO’s nuclear posture or nuclear policy” and 
did “not foresee any future need to do so,” and that they had “no inten-
tion, no plan, and no reason to establish nuclear weapon storage sites 
on the territory of those members, whether through the construction 
of new nuclear storage facilities or the adaptation of old nuclear storage 
facilities.” They also stated that “in the current and foreseeable secu-
rity environment, the Alliance will carry out its collective defence and 
other missions by ensuring the necessary interoperability, integration, 
and capability for reinforcement rather than by additional permanent 
stationing of substantial combat forces. Accordingly, it will have to rely 
on adequate infrastructure commensurate with the above tasks.”38

The arrangement reached in 1997 paved the way to a swift adapta-
tion of the CFE treaty in order to acknowledge the disappearance of the 
Warsaw Pact (or of the ‘eastern group’, to put in in the CFE language) 
and to give effect to and operationalize the Alliance’s pledge that its en-
largement would not result in a concentration of troops or stationing of 
nuclear weapons at the borders of Russia. Moscow’s reciprocal commit-
ment not to permanently station additional substantial combat forces 
in Pskov and Kaliningrad regions was formalized in December 1999 in 
the context of signing the Adapted CFE Treaty in Istanbul.

Comparing this outcome with Primakov’s checklist of 1996 makes 
clear that only two of his objectives were not obtained at the end of 
1990s. 

First, the language of the Founding Act was explicit that its pro-
visions “do not provide NATO or Russia, in any way, with a right of 
veto over the actions of the other nor do they infringe upon or restrict 
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the rights of NATO or Russia to independent decision-making and 
action.”

Second, no explicit or tacit agreement was reached on a red line 
which NATO should not cross by next rounds. Since it was already 
clear in 1997 that this process would not be limited to the Czech Re-
public, Hungary and Poland, this produced uncertainty particularly 
with respect to whether the Baltic states would be able to join the Alli-
ance in the second round. However, the second round of enlargement 
in 2004 also did not generate a crisis in Russia–NATO relations, be-
cause both sides had a clear understanding of what they had agreed on 
and what they had not agreed on. 

The signing of the Russia—NATO Founding Act and the establish-
ment of the Joint Permanent Council operating at different levels and 
including political and military fields provided a significant boost to 
practical cooperation between Russia and the Alliance from 1998. In-
deed, it is one of few instruments still relevant and operational which is 
observed by both Russia and NATO, despite the dramatically changed 
security environment in Europe.

Conclusions

Neither NATO’s nor Russia’s policies in the context of the enlarge-
ment debate in the 1990s were based on a zero-sum game assumption. 
Although the emergence of a ‘NATO-centric’ European security ar-
chitecture was far from being Moscow’s first choice, it did not adapt 
a policy of simply resisting enlargement. Instead, it sought to develop 
and institutionalize political consultations and cooperation with the Al-
liance, identify and raise specific security-related concerns and jointly 
seek for cooperative solutions. Public rhetoric accompanying this pol-
icy served the purpose of making the arrangement acceptable to the 
Russian public which would support developing a cooperative relation-
ship with the Alliance.

Opening NATO doors for the enlargement in 1997/99 did not lead 
to a crisis in relations of the Alliance with Russia. Mechanism for co-
operation established by the Founding Act began bringing fruits. The 
first meeting of the Joint Permanent Council was held at the ministerial 
level in New York on September 26, 1997, and agreed on the program 
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for cooperation, including main themes for political consultation and 
directions for practical cooperation. In October 1997, first working 
groups were established. In March 1998, the Russian Permanent Mis-
sion at NATO was established. Russia and NATO agreed to exchange 
military liaison missions and agreed on the individual partnership pro-
gram for 1998 including the participation of Russia in more than 70 
events in 17 areas of cooperation, including 10 joint exercises.

In 1997–1998, political dialogue and cooperation between Russia 
and NATO expanded significantly helping to develop an atmosphere of 
growing openness and confidence between various agencies involved in 
projects. This experience also built upon positive cooperation between 
Russia and NATO in Bosnia (SFOR).

Russia–NATO relations only began deteriorating in 1999, not be-
cause of enlargement but because of NATO’s airstrikes against Yugo-
slavia between March and June 1999. The immediate reaction of Mos-
cow was to suspend its participation in the Joint Permanent Council, 
the implementation of all cooperative programs with NATO and any 
military-to-military communication at senior level. Although Russian 
‘sanctions’ targeting NATO at that moment did not last long, and Mos-
cow returned to cooperation, not least within KFOR in Kosovo, this 
was a moment when those opposing any rapprochement between Rus-
sia and NATO, Russia and the West, indeed those who failed to influ-
ence Moscow’s Western policy during the early 1990s, began increas-
ingly to have an impact on Russia’s course after 1999. The cooperative 
moment of the 1990s was passing, just as did Yeltsin, who passed the 
baton to Vladimir Putin. Times as much as leaders were changing.
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