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Abstract: This article examines how a mix of grassroots socioeconomic and transnational
factors perpetuate Transnistria’s de facto separation from right-bank Moldova. The authors
seek to push past the scholarly divide in the study of stalemates, which privileges either
intergovernmental and nation-state elite power factors or observable, bottom-up elements in
explanations of deadlocked conflicts. An interdisciplinary approach is used to demonstrate
Russia’s range of soft-power activities in Transnistria: the acquisition of industrial assets,
debts and citizens, all of which have bearing on Russian-disposed public sentiment inside
the secessionist region. The article ends by suggesting ways in which Russian influence and
that of the European Union and Chişinău can pull Transnistria closer toward Moldova for
conflict settlement within a territorially integral, sovereign Republic of Moldova.
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I

n August 2008, the world saw that unresolved conflicts and little-known, unrecognized entities can threaten regional security and potentially shift global power relations. South Ossetia1 and Abkhazia were two of four so-called “frozen conflicts” resulting from the breakup of the Soviet Union. Another frozen conflict close to Europe’s
doorstep is Moldova’s secessionist region of Transnistria.2 Nestled along Moldova’s
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eastern border with Ukraine, this small sliver of land is home to over 100,000 Russian
citizens, Russian military units, heavy armament and Russian big business.3
Transnistria fought a short war with Russian military backing amid its push for independence from Moldova during the early 1990s. Sporadic armed skirmishes over this
period made for a less intense and low casualty conflict compared with the other Eurasian
conflicts—in South Ossetia, Abkhazia, Nagorno-Karabakh and Chechnya.4 The loss of
roughly 1,000 lives in Transnistria occurred mainly in the most violent stage of the conflict, during the period of Russian militarized intervention in the summer of 1992. Russia’s
military presence effectively ended violence and forced a ceasefire (in July of that year)
between Moldovan and Transnistrian combatants, but did not resolve the larger dispute
over Transnistria’s independence and Russia’s influence in the region. Despite ongoing
negotiations between the Transnistrian de facto authorities and the recognized Moldovan
government—mediated by the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe
(OSCE), Russia, and Ukraine, and later joined by the United States and the European
Union as “observers” (known as the 5+2 format)—no permanent solution has been reached
on the territory’s status. The conflict has remained “frozen” between active hostility and
formal settlement for the better part of two decades.
This article examines Transnistria’s de facto separation from right-bank Moldova as perpetuated by a mix of grassroots socioeconomic and transnational dimensions. It is a study
of the factors that sustain stalemate. Scholars and practitioners working on Moldova agree
that these factors are different from,5 even if related to, the issues behind the outbreak of
conflict in the early 1990s.6 Paramount to triggering and escalating the initial conflict were
shifts in elite configurations, titular minority language rights7 and geopolitical interests
around Moldova brought on by the Soviet Union’s transition and collapse.8 Contemporary
scholars offer a host of other reasons for why Moldova’s conflict with Transnistria remains
intractably “frozen.” Depending on their disciplinary focus, most academic explanations
are either geopolitical, elite-centered or focus on internal social conditions in the region.
Political scientists and international relations scholars see this impasse as resulting
from inadequate, unbalanced international security and conflict-settlement mechanisms,9
as well as from Russian geopolitical manipulation, which has in this narrative stymied
any Transnistrian-Moldovan political settlement unfavorable to Russian primacy in its socalled “near abroad.”10 Other contemporary postwar factors recognized by political scientists as perpetuating deadlock are Transnistria’s relatively insular, authoritarian leadership;
its weak civil society and inadequate open media;11 the economic unattractiveness of rightbank Moldova; lucrative, illegal cross-border trade; and the related use of Transnistria as a
“pocket offshore” haven for illicit Russian and Ukrainian business interests.12
Adding to these political-economy aspects, a growing number of historians and
anthropologists writing on Transnistria emphasize the region’s distinct historical experiences from right-bank Moldova during the Soviet era,13 linked with dissimilar levels
of socioeconomic development over time;14 distinct “nation-building” processes in the
post-Soviet era;15 and differing rank-and-file perceptions of “stateness,”16 all of which
work together to reproduce difference and deadlock between the quarrelling left and
right riverbanks.
In summary, these two bodies of literature tend to explain sustained separatism through
either elite-driven, top-down conditions, viewing Transnistria as an artificial, externally (read: Russian) sustained creation, or understand stalemate through historical or
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grassroots, almost “self-sustaining” elements without serious world-system, geopolitical
considerations. This split mirrors the very disciplinary divide in the study of conflict. International conflict studies emphasize inter-governmental and nation-state elite power factors
behind deadlock,17 while bottom-up research, like the anthropological or social-psychological study of conflict, appears to omit the geopolitical18 in its attention to observable,
war-related trauma, memory, and ethno-national symbolism,19 and to provide little detail
on the global-local interplay.20
What we wish to propose is to connect the two scholastic approaches to conflict, seeing
the Transnistrian stalemate as located in a “social context”21 that is both local and global.
Doing so has theoretical relevance for
pushing past the scholarly divide in “Despite ongoing negotiations between
the study of stalemates. Empirically, it the Transnistrian de facto authorities
allows us—having done extensive field
and the recognized Moldovan
research in Transnistria and Moldova
between 2004 and 2009—to explore the government ... no permanent solution
question of how transnational activity has been reached on the territory’s
and policies, from regionally dominant status. The conflict has remained
Russia towards unrecognized Transnis- “frozen” between active hostility and
tria, bear on local-level practices and formal settlement for the better part of
beliefs, and ultimately on the future
two decades.”
of resolving the Transnistrian conflict.
Exploring the question also helps us
to identify patterns in the “soft” and
“hard” ways in which Russia asserts its influence along its borderlands, as well as to paint
a picture of the often-overlooked relationship between international and micro-foundations
of prolonged separatism.
Transnistria as De Facto (In)Dependent and Russian Influence in the Near Abroad
Transnistria has existed as a de facto state in search of international recognition
since armed hostilities ended in 1992. The region’s army, police, passports, currency,
statistics bureau, constitution, and welfare system give the secessionist entity (also
referred to here as the Transnistrian Moldovan Republic, or TMR)22 qualities of “stateness.”23 Economist Anatol Gudîm speaks of the region’s economy as being relatively
self-reliant,24 while political scientist Kimitaka Matsuzato makes an almost polemical
case for its autonomy from Moscow.25 However, evidence suggests that the TMR’s
survival as an entity politically and territorially independent from Moldova, as well
as the region’s economic productivity and self-sufficiency, are heavily dependent on
Russia.
Firstly, Transnistria has a weak monopoly on the provision of citizenship, relying on
other countries to provide documents valid for international travel to its inhabitants. There
are many holders of Russian and Ukrainian passports in Transnistria, but most striking
is the fact that a majority of the region’s residents hold identity documents issued by
Moldova, from which it seeks independence.26 In all, roughly three-quarters of the TMR’s
populace are citizens of other countries in the region. It is not uncommon for a person to
hold two or three citizenships at once,27 with the Russian “red passport” generally regarded
as the most desirable.28 The availability of Russian passports in Transnistria has become
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formalized in recent years, as Russia has opened consular desks in the region that accept
citizenship applications. This is but one way in which Russia reaches out to Transnistrians
with “soft power” initiatives.29
In terms of the secessionist entity’s security, Transnistrian officials and at least a substantial portion of the population have demanded that Russian troops remain in place to
guard against a possible recurrence of armed hostilities30 while protecting the region’s
sizeable number of Russian citizens. Russia’s military presence in Transnistria (the troops
are referred to as “occupiers” by many in right-bank Moldova but are known as “peacekeepers” in Transnistria) may have once been concerned with safeguarding co-ethnics in
the enclave,31 along with securing Soviet weapons stockpiles. However, decades later, as
renewed combat between Transnistria and Moldova is increasingly unlikely32 and PutinMedvedev’s reinvigorated Russia is dead-set on realizing a “zone of privileged interests”
in the former Soviet space.33 Russia’s military presence in the enclave is not about bringing
peace and equity to a long-festering conflict; it is rather about shoring up influence at this
geopolitical crossroads, which some in Russia’s military establishment seem to still regard
as a valuable strategic outpost.
Most scholarship on Russian influence in the near abroad emphasizes use of “hard
power” tools to coerce cooperation from its neighbors—military force, for example,
as well as the power to suspend deliveries of natural gas. In the Transnistrian conflict,
these elements are represented by the Russian military presence in the region and
Russia’s use of its energy influence over both Transnistria and right-bank Moldova,
discussed below in relation to the Russian-Transnistrian gas-debt settlement discussed
later. Beyond the coercive, though, a growing body of literature is drawing attention
to new “soft” ways Russia asserts itself in the former Soviet space.34 The phrase “soft
power” was coined by Joseph Nye in 1990 (and expanded on in 2004) to refer to a
state’s culture, sociopolitical values, and foreign policy goals acting as resources to
attract other countries to it.35 In Transnistria, this plays out through Russia’s financial
investment and socially oriented market-economy values, as well as compatriot, cultural, and religious activity.36
We found that Russia has influence in Transnistria economically by means of
Kremlin-linked foreign direct investment (FDI) and generous financial assistance. A
recent example of aid was Moscow’s February 2009 gift of US$7 million in “humanitarian assistance” to Transnistria.37 Most of the money will support Transnistria’s notoriously generous welfare provisions, apparently higher than in right-bank Moldova (see
Table 1 on page 337),38 but sustainable only through assistance from Russia, especially
in times of economic hardship.39 Of greater interest is how gas debts, disproportionately
higher in heavily industrial Transnistria than in more rural Moldova, also help Moscow
to wield control over local leadership. This, combined with Russia’s passport policy in
the region, gives Russia leverage over Transnistria, as it also affects the attitudes of the
local populace, which—in spite of the fact that Transnistria does not have a particularly
democratic political system—has an impact on the authorities’ policy choices and therefore influences conflict resolution possibilities.
Overall, Russian transnational socioeconomic activity in Transnistria, while publicly presented as benign and fraternal, is more about shoring up Russian influence in the near abroad
and over Moldova than about benevolently helping the nascent de facto state in Transnistria
develop while assisting region’s the population of Russian citizens. This article therefore
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proposes that Russian actions in Transnistria, while essential to maintaining the region’s
viability as separate from right-bank Moldova, may in fact complicate any Transnistrian
aspirations toward independent statehood, even as they also entrench a stalemate.
This article also seeks to highlight and present new information on non-military aspects
of Russia’s involvement in Transnistria by scrutinizing Russia’s acquisition of industrial
assets, gas debts, and citizens in the region. We start by looking at Russia foreign direct
investment in Transnistria (“privatizing secession”),40 follow with a discussion of energy
politics (“the politics and power of debt”), and next attempt to relate economic matters
to the social interests of Russia’s citizenship policy in the post-Soviet space. We also
attempt to connect the areas under discussion to grassroots rank-and-file actions and
attitudes, based on semi-structured and informal interviews conducted in Transnistria,
Moldova and Russia by one author, a political scientist and practicing lawyer, in addition
to ethnographic fieldwork41 carried out by an anthropologist in the context of multi-ethnic,
mixed-age and occupational, rural and urban fieldsites inside Transnistria. We then attempt
to draw conclusions about what Russia’s disproportionate socioeconomic influence in the
enclave means for Transnistria’s claims to statehood and for a potential end to decades of
stalemate.
Privatizing Secession
Russian Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)
Frozenness has allowed for the development of certain idiosyncratic economic arrangements in Transnistria. Non-recognition has enabled Transnistria’s soft borders to be
penetrated by organized crime, illegal trade, unbridled migration, and trafficking in drugs
and humans.42 However, less studied by scholars and practitioners is how Transnistria’s
autonomous, unresolved status provides conditions that facilitate and perpetuate such illicit
conduct. The region’s de facto economic autonomy allowed the authorities in Tiraspol to
privatize the region’s many factories and enterprises outside of the control of Chişinău
authorities. They did so only at the turn of the millennium, later than privatization in
right-bank Moldova. This allowed Transnistria to delay industrial restructuring and layoffs,
and was therefore conducive to the Igor’ Smirnov government sustaining mass support.43
From around the year 2000 onward, Transnistria, acting beyond Moldova’s reach, allowed
Russian big business to gain, through foreign direct investment (FDI), control of Moldova’s most strategic industrial assets located inside Transnistria,44 including steel, cement
and hydroelectric plants.45
To date, Tiraspol’s privatization sales to Russian big business are considered illegal and
unrecognized by Moldovan authorities.46 A group of American legal experts who examined
the situation in Transnistria in 2006 concluded that, based on international law, “the TMR’s
privatization program is…exceedingly difficult to justify. Any private party taking part in
this program as a purchaser consequently does so at its own risk.”47 Western capital is wary
of investing in the region; not only would it be difficult to enforce one’s property rights
against well-connected locals in Transnistria’s lawless environment, but there is also the
longer-term risk that privatizations conducted under the current TMR government are challenged at a later date. Russian financiers, nonetheless, carry on with privatization.48 Many
have indirect links to Russian gas giant Gazprom, the world’s third-largest corporation,49
and by default some connection to the Kremlin. The acquired plants are strategic, albeit
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not tremendously profitable, with the exception of the Moldovan Steel Plant. For these
reasons, the acquisition of Transnistrian plants by Russian business interests may be more
about investment in the geopolitical and economic position of the Russian state on the EU
borderland50 than about long-term profit-making ventures for corporations. As an added
bonus, some plants may provide money-laundering opportunities for shareholders.51
The most productive and profitable of the almost dozen Russian-owned factories in
Transnistria is the Moldovan Steel Plant (Moldavskii Metallurgicheskii Zavod, or MMZ),52
located in the northern industrialized city of Rybnitsa. The MMZ is a relatively modern
facility and, in 1998, was one of the first Transnistrian industrial assets to be privatized.
Before the onset of the global economic crisis in 2008, the factory accounted for over
half of Transnistria’s industrial output and between 40 and 66 percent of the region’s tax
revenue. At maximum capacity, the MMZ can produce up to one million tons of steel and
one million tons of laminated products per year. The EU and North America have been
important export markets for the steel plant’s goods, indicative of the plant’s economic
importance in a hypothetical integrated Moldova.53 Nevertheless, it is principally Russian
investors, not Moldovan ones, who have had control over the plant.54
Majority ownership of the joint-stock company that operates the MMZ has changed
hands several times—from its initial privatization, when it was acquired by Russian gas
intermediary Itera,55 to its acquisition by Rumney Trust Reg. and EIM Energy Investment
and Management Corporation between 2003 and 2004. While both companies are registered in Liechtenstein, they allegedly were previously controlled by Itera. At the time of
the MMZ’s initial privatization, Itera was the second-largest seller of natural gas in the
post-Soviet region. The company was allegedly used by senior Gazprom managers “as a
front company for the improper transfer of assets.”56 The Liechtenstein companies are
said to own a combined 90.6 percent share of the MMZ.57 A 2006 report by a group of
Romanian investigative journalists which examined the controlling shareholders of these
Liechtenstein entities found that a number of them were Cypriot nominees whose names
could be linked through business records searches with several prominent Ukrainian business and political elites.58 Reports from the Transnistrian and Russian media also state
that political insiders from Ukraine hold passive stakes in the MMZ, while the factory’s
controlling shareholder and public face of the ownership group is Russian businessman
Alisher Usmanov, through the 30 percent stake owned by his Metalloinvest holding company.
Metalloinvest emerged out of a company originally founded to manage Gazprom’s
metals assets.59 The conglomerate is known for regularly engaging in joint ventures with
Russian state-sponsored projects. Usmanov has close ties to the Kremlin and to Gazprom,
dating back to his days as the general director of an entity called Gazprominvestholding.
Usmanov has stated, in the context of his splashy gift of the Rostropovich-Vishnevskaya
art collection (for which he paid US$72 million) to the Russian government, that he is
“ready to give Russia, if she needs it,” everything that he has, because he is a “proud citizen of Russia.”60 Regarding Usmanov’s ties with the Russian government, in August 2008
Usmanov’s Metalloinvest was announced as the winner of a tender for rights to a major
copper deposit being sold by the Russian state. The announcement was made a week before
the tender had been scheduled to close and came the day after Usmanov pledged to contribute 39 million dollars to reconstruction efforts in South Ossetia. All of this suggests some
identity of interests between Usmanov and the Russian government. While Metalloinvest
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only owns 30 percent of the factory’s shares, it is clearly the controlling shareholder, and
Usmanov’s role in the MMZ is emblematic of the trend toward Kremlin-linked capital
acquiring control over Transnistria’s key industrial assets.
Another example is the MMZ’s next-door neighbor, the Rybnitsa Cement Plant.
Usmanov’s Metalloinvest acquired the plant in the spring of 2007; Usmanov’s ties to
the Russian government have later proved useful in securing contracts for the supply of
large quantities of cement needed for the construction of new facilities for the 2014 Sochi
Olympics. Thanks to the demand created by Sochi and the worldwide construction boom,
the Rybnitsa Cement Plant, practically defunct until 2007, was slowly re-modernizing in
2007–2008.61 Russian FDI allowed it and other factories in Transnistria to escape postsocialist trends towards permanent de-industrialization, common in right-bank Moldova.
This has been the case even though Transnistrian heavy industry was not immune to fluctuating stoppages and workforce layoffs during the 2008–2009 worldwide economic crisis.
Transnistria, strangely enough, may have been more vulnerable because its economy was
perhaps more integrated with global markets—or was at least more export-oriented—than
the rest of Moldova.
Another major Transnistrian asset that has come under the control of a Russian quasistate actor in recent years is the Cuciurgan electric plant, which was purchased by Inter
RAO, a subsidiary of Russia’s United Energy Systems, after apparently being “laundered”
through a preliminary transaction involving several offshore entities. The skimming of
money by persons involved in this transaction of tens of millions of dollars and the failure
of the Russian purchaser to deliver on its commitments to invest substantial sums in the
electric plant led to something of a local scandal, resulting in the Transnistrian Minister
of Justice, who was linked to the transaction, no longer being welcome in the region and
forced to relocate to Moscow. Press accounts implicated two members of the Russian
parliament who have traditionally been vocal in their support for Transnistria’s independence.62 The station’s current operations are also alleged to represent a form of embezzlement: “The station operates on gas from Russia, for which it pays approximately half of
the market price charged to [right-bank] Moldova. But even this money is not paid to
Russia but rather is used by the Transnistrian authorities to cover their budget deficit.”63
In the fall of 2007, Russia combined an act of economic influence with a potential
expansion of its soft-power potential in Transnistria by having a state-run Russian radio
broadcaster purchase a large broadcasting antenna located in the breakaway entity that had
been used during the Soviet era for jamming Western radio signals. Today, though, it could
be used for outgoing radio and TV broadcasts within the region.64 Examples like this all
point to Russia’s shoring-up of its position in the Transnistrian-Moldovan region.
Economic Paternalism and “The Russian Way”
In exchange for providing Russia with a socioeconomic presence to match its troops
in the region and its power on Transnistria’s Eurasian borderland, Russian industrial
privatization appears to indirectly buttress local secessionist efforts at nation-building.
Russian FDI does so financially, through company taxes and revenue to Transnistria’s
republican budget. Russian FDI even allows the secessionist regime-state to have an
emblematic presence within its factory gates, through the promotion of nationalist
imagery like hanging portraits of President Smirnov (in the Rybnitsa Cement Plant
during the spring of 2004) and flying Transnistrian flags (at the MMZ).65 In addi-
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tion, Russian conglomerates allow Transnistrian factories to be locally managed and
not completely “foreign” run, including in a locally legitimate Socialist-style workorganization fashion.66 This is noteworthy in that it is the opposite of what happens
in West-European-owned enterprises five kilometers across the river in right-bank
Moldova, as outlined in another one of our studies.67 The question then becomes: How
does Russian acquisition of industrial assets in Transnistria impact local inhabitants’
attitudes towards Russia and the future of the stalemated conflict?
Russian ownership and development of Transnistrian industry keeps it at the heart of
the region’s material survival and social imagination. Relatively successful plants like the
MMZ are the TMR’s “kommercheskaya taina,” or “commercial secret.” As described in
one of our earlier writings:
[The MMZ’s] high profits are represented by media and the rybnichany I know as ‘moral’,
‘communal’ and ‘sacrificial,’ as the plant dutifully pays taxes and monies to the TMR state budget (21 million dollars in 2005), proudly ensuring the state’s ‘[…] timely payment of pensions
to pensioners […and] other social protections,’ according to the MMZ economic director.68

Behind such statements, the MMZ’s revenue buttresses what is believed to be the
TMR’s founding ideology of a paternalistic, purportedly non-neoliberal “state,” making a
fictive, non-state entity more attractive to my informants (even if Russia-dependent) than
recognized right-bank Moldova. In the TMR, this economic paternalism is characterized
by a state-regulated, socially oriented market economy,69 in tandem with state-administrative distribution of social entitlements at a generous level thought to secure general mass
support.70 In Transnistria, this is at a level somewhat higher than in right-bank Moldova,
as evidenced in Table 1.
As one local sees this paternalism, “It is the Russian way. [...] for the state to take
care of its people. [...] to invest in the economy.”73 This followed a comment about
right-bank Moldova’s lack of investment in its economy and people. For her—a mixedethnic young adult living most of her life on the right-bank—left-bank Transnistria’s
socially oriented economic ideology is associated with “the Russian way.” The fact
that even non-Slavs find affinity with this concept suggests just how much “the
Russian way” is perceived to be embedded in Transnistria. Russian investment in the
economy through FDI and social assistance no doubt fuels this impression in people’s
minds, as it makes possible the TMR’s paternalism. Transnistria’s tie to a “Russian
way,” however, may prove challenging for conflict settlement in the context of a
“Europeanizing” Moldova.
The Politics and Power of Debt
Gas Games
At the same time as Russian economic and political actors acquired some of Transnistria’s most desirable assets, they also gained additional leverage over Transnistrian elites
by emphasizing the issue of payment for natural gas. Moldovan officials and foreign
media claim that the Kremlin subsidizes Transnistria and its factories with cheap gas.
However, allegations of subsidized gas are dubious, as Gazprom only has one contract
for Moldova; there is no special contract for supplying gas to Moldova’s eastern region.
This means that Transnistria is supposed to purchase gas from Gazprom at the same
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TABLE 1. State pensions and benefits in Republic of Moldova and Transnistria (2009)*
Type of pension / beneﬁt

Republic of Moldova

Transnistria

Monthly work pension (qualiﬁed work)

$75–82 (900–1000 MDL) $74 / 89 (670 / 820 RTR)

Monthly work pension (unqualiﬁed work)

$41–46 (500–570 MDL)

$38 / 53 (350 / 500 RTR)1

Monthly unemployment beneﬁt

$32 (400 MDL)

$37 (voluntary departure)
$60 (laid off)

Maternity (one-off giving birth)

$123 (1,500 MDL)

$325 (2,931 RTR)

Monthly child beneﬁt

$12 (150 MDL) for up to
three years

$37 (340 RTR)

Monthly incapacity / disability beneﬁt

$20 (243 MDL) if born
with disability and up to
age 18

$37 (336 RTR) if born
with disability and up to
age 18

$47 (575 MDL) if disabled at and during work,
based on medium income

if disabled at and during
work: unknown

$32 (400 MDL)

$38 (340 RTR)

Widow / widower compensation
*

Exchange rates applied: 1 USD = 12.16 MDL (Moldovan Lei); 1 USD = 9 RTR (Transnistrian Rubles) 2
These figures may actually be higher (see second number), as Transnistria’s Minister of Finance announced in January
2010 that pensioners in Transnistria have been receiving their monthly payments about 150 Rubles ($15) smaller than
before, at the time data was collected (see “Tiraspol Hopes for Russian Help in 2010, Too,” Infotag, 16 January 2010).
2
Data was gathered by a trusted research assistant in the region in December 2009. The information was verified by
cross-checking several websites, including the following in Transnistria: “Tiraspol hopes for Russian Help in 2010,
Too,” Infotag, January 16, 2010, and “A Series of Measures to Promote the Employment of People Offered,” Parliamentary News of the Transnistrian Supreme Soviet, December 29, 2009, as well as “Russia’s Financial Assistance for
Transnistria,” Infotag, February 20, 2009. In Moldova, the following information on social benefits was found up until
2007: Republic of Moldova Government Decision Number 325 from March 21, 2007 (published March 23, 2007) on
social security benefits and the indexation of state benefits (cu privire la indexarea prestaţiilor de asigurări sociale şi a
unor prestaţii sociale de stat), and “Average Amount of Allowance for Children” (e.g. on “unique allowance at the birth
of the first child” and “unique allowance at the birth of every next child”), National Bureau of Statistics of the Republic
of Moldova.
1

nominal rate as Moldova. Recently, this has been around US$210 per 1,000 cubic meters.
Another challenge to the myth of intentionally subsidized gas is the fact that even if
Russian gas-supply to Moldova traditionally runs through Transnistria, another new gas
pipeline—built in record time in early-to-mid-2007—now bypasses the region.74 It is
also important to note that there are no direct pipelines to Transnistrian plants; all gas
transmission goes through intermediaries, belying rumors of factories’ gas siphoning.
Therefore, what in fact probably happens in Transnistria is officials’ and factory managers’ partial or non-payment of gas bills. The MMZ is a good example. It is reported to
pay just US$50 to $90 (versus the market rate of US$210) per 1,000 cubic meters for
its gas. The plant makes gas payments to local Transnistrian authorities, as do residential consumers of gas, whose standard practice of not paying Gazprom has contributed
to the region’s colossal gas debt compared to the scale of its economy. This gas debt,
along with factories’ defaulting on payment, give Russia an important influence in the
region—more than could be achieved by simple gas subsidies.
Transnistria’s gas debt to Gazprom was estimated to be somewhere between US$1.3
billion and $2 billion in 2006–2007.75 This is roughly triple the region’s GDP. However,
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according to local rumors, Transnistria is unconcerned about its debt. The officials’
tactic is to run up big debts to Gazprom, shrug, say “we can’t pay them, but take our
entire infrastructure (e.g. MMZ shares, factories, and so on) as payment,” then make the
transfer of assets on that basis. Other rumors have alleged that Usmanov of Metalloinvest
either acquired a part of Transnistria’s debt to Gazprom or functions as an informal debt
collector for the Russian gas giant.76 In exchange, he purportedly receives more shares
in the MMZ—beyond his current 30 percent.77
In any case, the MMZ and related gas debts provide the Russian government—via
Usmanov and other big business interests—ongoing sources of substantial influence
in Transnistria, not to mention in the whole of Moldova in the event of reunification.
The gas debt can be used in the short term as a source of leverage with Transnistrian
authorities, influencing everything from their internal politics to conflict resolution. For
example, after the 2008 conflict in Georgia, anonymous Kremlin sources were quoted in
the Russian Kommersant newspaper (owned by Usmanov) as saying that Russian President Dmitry Medvedev reminded maverick secessionist “President” Igor’ Smirnov of
Transnistria’s mounting gas debt during a conversation out of which Smirnov “agreed” to
return to the negotiating table with Chişinău.78 It seems that one outcome of Transnistria
not paying its gas bills or pretending that it is subsidized79 is that the Smirnov regime has
ceded substantial portions of Transnistria’s de facto sovereignty to Moscow—in other
words, the place cannot exist without Russia. A senior Transnistrian scholar corroborated
this Russia-secessionist power balance in an interview with one of us, explaining:
Smirnov understands the difficult economic situation in the TMR (and with it the growth of
dissatisfaction among the population about the worsening living conditions) can be somewhat
alleviated only with Russia’s help. Hence both [Smirnov and his Moldovan counterpart] will
start negotiating if Russia demands it. This means that Russia controls the situation here
pretty confidently. 80

Meanwhile, Russian behind-the-scenes manipulation of Transnistria’s gas supply and
related debt continues to be used to reproduce the idea of Russian benevolence in the
minds of the populace.
“Russia Helps Us!”
So long as Transnistria does not have to pay up for its energy usage, average people in the
region live with the false impression “gas is cheaper here” (i.e., subsidized, unlike in rightbank Moldova), in the words of one Transnistrian plant supervisor. The idea connects with
“[...] Russia helps us!,”81 as explained on another occasion by a half dozen middle-aged,
Russian-speaking, educated, male and female Transnistrian villagers of ethnic Ukrainian,
Russian, Moldovan and mixed-ethnic background, nodding in agreement. All were sitting
around a kitchen table drinking and gossiping about life in the village and region:
‘People want Russia, but Russia doesn’t want Pridnestrovie [Transnistria],’ one person
bemoaned. Still, when I [the anthropologist-author] probed about the possibility of reintegrating with Moldova or even joining neighboring Ukraine, the clear consensus was ‘no! [...]
because Russia helps us!’ 82

These villagers dismissed both settlement options on the grounds that neither country
helps Transnistria like Russia, which is frequently referred to as a “big brother” (starshii
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brat) by the local media. They connect gradually more visible Russian “humanitarian
assistance” (due to recent droughts, flooding and financial-budgetary crisis) with the idea
that Transnistria should join Russia, even as they are aware of its impracticality. It is a
point that implicitly questions Transnistria’s bottom-up sustainability, as throughout the
conversation they had nothing good to say about the way Transnistria is run:
‘The state doesn’t do that much [...]’
‘Rebecca, there is no democracy in this land.’ She and others around the table started arguing
over how the state takes from them through things like excessive taxes and corruption. They
hinted at too much money going towards the army and war veterans.83

Juxtaposed to this “taking” by Transnistrian authorities are villagers’ encounters with
“charitable” Russian policies, like, for example, Russia’s payment of supplemental amounts
to all pensioners in Transnistria, even those who do not hold Russian passports. This subsidy
is identified on pension statements received by the elderly as coming from the Russian Federation, and is colloquially referred to as the “Putinka” in honor of Russia’s prime minister.
We see these policies as encouraging people’s “big brother” tie to Russia.
In view of these Russian transnational programs, amid fluctuating socioeconomic stability in the region, more research needs to be done to test present-day public opinions
toward Russia and an independently conceptualized Transnistria, which may currently
be retreating at the grassroots level from what had seemed to be a trend toward embracing an independent “Transnistrian” identity. This would be contra Stefan Troebst’s 2003
prediction of a strengthening Transnistrian state and distinctive “nation,” and hence
may substantiate Rebecca Chamberlain-Creangă’s 2006 argument that the creation
of a steadfastly separatist-loyal polity of “Transnistrian people” was unlikely amid a
social-structurally divided populace and unstable political-economic conditions.84 Instead,
future Transnistrian separatism will likely come to be more associated with loyalty to
the Russian state and to a Russian linguistic-cultural identity and lifeworld.85 Importantly, interlocutors’ statements imply that life is still considered “better” within Russia’s
sphere of influence than in a reunited Moldova, even if it means continuing to live in an
ever-weakening, unrecognized polity. These pro-Russian inclinations of rank-and-file
residents of the region could pose a challenge to resolving the stalemated Moldovan–
Transnistrian conflict,86 as the Moldovan side increasingly embraces the EU87 and is
ambivalent about its relationship with Russia while the Transnistrian side unreservedly
leans towards Russia. It is difficult to resolve a conflict and to reintegrate a country regionally divided in its orientation towards Russia/CIS and the EU.
Competition for Citizens
Russian Citizenship Policy
The rift is not helped by the Transnistrian people’s practice of obtaining Russian Federation citizenship and passports, apparently not discouraged by Russia. Russia’s generous
citizenship policy increasingly targets disputed regions like Transnistria, Abkhazia, and
South Ossetia—a policy that gives Moscow significant leverage in the post-Soviet space.88
Nevertheless, it is important to note a key difference between the availability of Russian
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passports in Transnistria and in the breakaway regions of Georgia. While in South Ossetia
and especially Abkhazia, it was both practically impossible and socially unacceptable to
obtain a Georgian passport and obtaining Russian passports was the only option for residents wishing to travel overseas, in Transnistria, conversely, many residents in effect have
the chance to choose from the passports of several recognized states. In Transnistria, the
figures, while inexact, suggest that residents are pragmatic and see multiple citizenships
as a way of hedging their bets in the unstable post-Soviet era.
The Transnistrian region had a population of 550,000 in 2004, according to a census
which was widely believed to have inflated the number of residents.89 Assuming that the
population is now somewhere between 400,000 and 500,000, the 100,00090 to 140,00091
Russian citizens in the region make up anywhere from one-fifth to one-third of this. Importantly, the vast majority of the political elites in Transnistria hold Russian passports—even
those who are not ethnic Russians and were born locally, not on the present-day territory
of the Russian Federation. Meanwhile, there are between 200,000 and 300,000 Moldovan passport holders, depending on sources.92 By comparison, Ukraine now has as many
as 90,000 individuals residing in Transnistria who hold Ukrainian passports, and who it
claims as its citizens.93 As competition between the states with perceived interests and
co-ethnics in the region has heated up, Ukraine has simplified the process of applying for
a Ukrainian passport for Transnistrian residents claiming Ukrainian ethnicity. According
to one source, this policy has at least doubled Ukraine’s number of citizens in the breakaway region.94 Similarly, Moldova has offered passports to residents of its eastern region
for dramatically reduced fees since 2006, which has added to its citizens there.
Regardless of the precise numbers, Russian President Medvedev has stated that he
regards the presence of Russian citizens in foreign countries as essentially creating a right
to intervene in the affairs of other countries in the name of “its citizens,” as in the case of
the South Ossetian conflict.95 Russia’s policy of making its passports available to residents
of territories inside the internationally recognized borders of other sovereign countries,
while questionable as a matter of international law, 96 is not unprecedented. Cross-border
citizenship grants are not uncommon in Eastern Europe and the post-Soviet space, though
they are generally uncontroversial and involve limited numbers of people. An exception
to this, which draws a great deal of attention in Moldova, is Romania’s controversial citizenship policy with respect to its right-bank residents.97 From the perspective of everyday
people in Transnistria, this manifestation of Russia’s soft-power aspirations is very much
welcomed, and is taken advantage of in practice. A short ethnographic example illustrates
this.
Becoming Russian in Transnistria
In summer 2006, “little Dima,” as he is affectionately called by family and friends—a
19-year-old, mixed-ethnic Rybnitsa university student, and affable interlocutor to the
anthropologist-author of this article—was one of 300 persons queuing for Russian passports at the Passport-Registration Office in downtown Rybnitsa on Ulitsa Kuibysheva.
Dima reported that he came across an announcement about applying for Russian citizenship and excitedly told me how he waited from 11:00 at night until the morning in a long,
determined queue. “I was 300th in line [...] to register for Russian citizenship.”98 Dima
explained that Putin had issued a decree that Transnistrian citizens could obtain (the word
actually used is sdelat’ or “make”) Russian citizenship for US$30-50. He told me the

Acquiring Assets, Debts and Citizens

341

eligibility rule is that one must not have already made Moldovan citizenship, which he had
not. This is a correct statement of Russian citizenship law, which generally does not allow
dual citizenship. Dima said that he would need to go to Tiraspol in early 2007 to pick up
his passport. He was ecstatic, telling his interlocutor, “Now I can maybe travel to London
[to visit you...] a Russian passport is powerful.”99 This contrasts to a “weak” Moldovan
passport, in Dima’s opinion.100
Little Dima now lives in Russia. I received an email from him, less than half a year after
returning from my fieldwork, informing me that he and his family had moved permanently
to a medium-sized town in western Russia. Dima continues his university education there.
He moved with his mother, younger brother, and mother’s boyfriend. All were born in
Transnistria. None are ethnic Russian. Dima and his brother are mixed ethnic Ukrainian
and Moldovan. His (divorced) mother is a local, Transnistrian-village-born Ukrainian,
while his absent father is an ethnic Moldovan, residing on the right-bank when not working
abroad. Dima’s family’s move to Russia was thanks not to familial links, but to a liberal
Russian citizenship and passport regime for residents of Transnistria.101
While Dima’s story has a happy ending, it raises questions about the durability of
Transnistrian de facto independence, especially when viewed alongside the other externally originating factors which erode the region’s embryonic “state”-hood. Young Dima
had expressed a high degree of patriotic feeling toward Transnistria. Born, raised and
educated in Transnistria, he resolutely did not like anything Moldovan. He stubbornly
refused to study the Moldovan language as a university elective, even though he is half
Moldovan. Dima was honest: “I don’t like the Moldovan language ...” he said, in spite of
his birth father being ethnic Moldovan and residing in right-bank Moldova. Unlike other
young, curious left-bank Moldovans and Russians his age, who (irrespective of language
ability) viewed visits to the relatively developed right bank with interest, Dima did not
seek to join them for day trips to Chişinău.
Dima is one of the many young people born and raised in the region whose only living memory is of a Transnistria separate from the rest of Moldova. Local scholars have
found this generation to be the most hard-and-fast “Transnistrian.”102 Transnistria is all
they know. Policymakers and practitioners consider pro-Transnistrian youth a potential
challenge to conflict settlement and reintegration.103 However, although there is certainly a new
generation of post-Soviet Transnistrian youth inculcated in the ideology of Transnistrian independence—their TMR nationalism fostered in Transnistrian public schools and universities104
and during mandatory military service—many young people like Dima eventually emigrate or
travel abroad regularly for work seeking greener pastures.105 Despite their national sentiment,
Transnistrian loyalists like Dima happen to be some of the first to move out of the country.
Their Russian language skills, education, and youthful, upwardly mobile disposition no doubt
propel their (em)migration eastward, as does their desire to belong to a powerful country to
which Transnistria was once conjoined.106 The tendency of the most patriotic residents of the
region to migrate abroad raises questions about the sustainability of Transnistria’s de facto
autonomy,107 particularly when viewed alongside the region’s increasing dependence on and
linkages to Russia—all of which impact conflict settlement possibilities.
Factory Citizens
The desirability of Russian passports and culture is strong among Transnistria’s regionally
born “aristocracy of labor.”108 These russophone “heroes of labor” blockaded bridges and rail-
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ways in Rybnitsa during the war in 1992 against what was perceived as Moldovan nationalist
aggression.109 While industrial workers champion the Transnistrian state’s continuation, they
also frequently obtain and covet the citizenship of other countries, particularly Russia. NonRussians’ attraction towards Russian citizenship is cultivated through Russian “soft power”
policies and cultural activity drawing persons to it. Russian Federation passport officials
pay regular visits to the MMZ compound, expediting citizenship and passport requests from
employees and relatives. The requests are thought to be mostly from workers born in or hired
from Russia—which constitute more than one-third of the factory’s employees—although
non-Russian steelworkers supposedly also have similar privileges.
The citizenship application process is further facilitated by local Russian cultural community groups for “compatriots” (as Russia refers to co-ethnics and former Soviet citizens
living outside of Russia). Almost a dozen such groups exist throughout Transnistria’s major
cities and towns.110 One of these is the 1,500-member-strong Rybnitsa Russian Community
“A.V. Suvorov” (Rybnitskaia russkaia obschina im. A.V. Suvorova).111 Included among its
stated goals is: “[to] support and create the conditions necessary for people wishing to
relocate to Russia or to become citizens.” In Rybnitsa, these groups, interestingly, are organized and led by persons occupying major management positions in the MMZ Steel Plant.
The President and Vice President of the A.V. Suvorov community group are the MMZ’s
principal Production Manager (V. Fedorov) and Trade Union Leader (A. Gvozdev). This
finding is indicative of the multiple layers of linkages that exist between Russia and the
Transnistrian industrial sector. It also shows how acquisition of Russian citizenship happens by way of, or is at least partially linked to, factories, which again suggests the new,
post-ceasefire challenges the Transnistrian industrial sector poses to conflict settlement.
Russian ownership of Transnistrian industrial assets (and the threat of collecting on their
debts) not only gives Moscow leverage over territory in proximity to the EU borderlands,
but also provides Russia with spaces (factories) through which its soft power influence can
be manufactured through public sentiment, further legitimizing its presence.
Conclusion
In the wake of the 2008 war in Georgia, finding a viable resolution to the
Transnistrian conflict has become an increasing priority for Moldova and the international
community—especially the EU112—as its newly expanded borderland reaches up to
Moldova since Romania’s 2007 accession. The EU desires a predictable, prosperous,
secure frontier, to which a resolved Transnistrian conflict would contribute. However, there
are ever-evolving sources of stalemate complicating resolution, involving shifting power
balances and altering public opinion, which the EU and trans-Atlantic partners must take
into account.
Over the past decade and a half, even with periodic rows between Moscow elites
and Tiraspol officials, the relationship has been generally symbiotic, with Russia providing aid, investment and security guarantees and Transnistria providing a “pocket
offshore” beneficial to regional businessmen-cum-officials, including Moldovans and
Ukrainians.113 Stalemate, in this way, became advantageous to all parties and regional
mediators to the conflict. The benefits of protracted—yet frozen—conflict in this oncelabeled “black hole of Europe”114 outweighed the benefits of resolution for many of the
relevant stakeholders. Meanwhile, the rank-and-file residents of Transnistria are bombarded by media intended to keep them fearful of the idea of reuniting with right-bank
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Moldova; are generally able to leave the region if they wish to (which paradoxically
provides a safety valve to release frustration with the region’s authoritarian leaders);
are often employed, if they remain in the region, by Russian-owned enterprises; and are
provided for in their old age by aid supplemented by Russia. Over time, this has created
a “self-reinforcing” stalemate, which scholars have demonstrated hinders “ripeness” for
resolution.115 Russia’s increasing hard-power strength and soft-power presence is arguably a game-changer in the balance of power between Russia and the local Transnistrian
authorities, and will have implications for the way in which stalemate and its resolution
plays out in the future.
The balance is tipping in Russia’s favor. Its acquisition of assets, debts and citizens
gives it power outweighing Transnistria and the other stakeholders, such as Ukraine, in the
“5+2” conflict negotiating format. Russia will have significant leverage in the settlement
process even without a substantial military presence in the region—in the event that its
troops depart.116 It is doubtful this reality of Russian clout will change anytime soon, as
Russian investors are not likely to sell or give up control of their assets in Transnistria,
nor is the substantial portion of the local population holding Russian citizenship likely to
renounce their coveted citizenship in favor of another passport or emigrate en masse to
Russia.117 As such, Russia will keep having reason to spread roots in the region.
All of this, we believe, connects with the less obvious, indirect ways Russia shores
up its power and influence over the region and conflict-settlement process—via the very
attitudes and preferences of populations of disputed and secessionist territories, such as
the increasing numbers of persons in Transnistria disenfranchised over the future of their
breakaway entity, especially following Russia’s recognition of South Ossetia and Abkhazia and non-recognition of Transnistria.118 This is concomitant with left-bank people’s
disinclination towards economically underdeveloped right-bank Moldova, and an increasing inclination towards “powerful” Russia, tangibly felt through its sustenance of everything from pensions to passports. In this way, Russian activity in the region appears to
influence these outlooks among the break-away populace. These grassroots viewpoints and
top-down, transnational actions impinge upon one another in a way that appears to move
Transnistria closer to Russia and farther away from Moldova.
The empirical implication of all of this is that Russian power in Transnistria—particularly Russia’s mounting influence over the de facto government and the general population—could be harnessed positively to promote Transnistrian-Moldovan settlement and
reintegration. However, Russian entrenchment in the region is not about creating harmony
between warring sides and among different actors. Neither is it simply about propping
up an illicit “offshore” anymore, as in the chaotic days of post-Soviet transition. Today’s
Russia wants to be legitimately “Western,” on equal footing with world players like the
United States, Britain and Germany. As Russia sees it, this means having its own sphere of
influence or “countries of special interest,” as Russia believes America and Britain have.119
Russia’s presence, then, is rather about maintaining the TMR as a reliably pro-Russian
bookend on the other side of Ukraine and as a potential base for projection westward, as
Russia expresses concern about Moldova’s aspirations towards the European Union.120 It is
for this reason that we view Moscow’s activities in Transnistria and rank-and-file dispositions towards it as complicating conflict settlement.
We say this believing that Russia is not likely to support any settlement that threatens
its ever-growing influence on the EU’s eastern borderland—least not when its influence
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is welcomed by average people in Transnistria and beyond. For evidence, we have only
to look back to Russia’s last preferred plan for settlement, the Kozak Memorandum,
promoted and almost approved by Moldova and Transnistria in 2003121 . The Kozak plan
assured Russia’s entrenchment in Transnistria and Moldova, at a time when Russia had
even more modest aspirations as a world power than it does today. The settlement provided a pro-Russian Transnistria with disproportionate legislative representation and veto
power in a reintegrated federal Moldovan state, while maintaining a controversial Russian
troop presence on Moldovan soil. Under such an arrangement, Moldova’s policymaking
would likely have been Kremlin-influenced and the smaller country’s permanent military
neutrality guaranteed. The controversial plan was rejected by the Moldovan government,
following pressure from the Moldovan public and from Western allies. Russia nevertheless
still promotes a version of this model today,122 undoubtedly believing it best guarantees its
ongoing presence in the region.
Considering Russia’s past proposals and present-day power ambitions, it is our opinion
that if Russia cannot achieve a settlement on terms similar to the Kozak Plan, it is unlikely
to push for resolution now. We doubt Russia will pressure Transnistria’s leaders towards
settlement, despite having the ability to do so, through the carrots and sticks of debt settlement and foreign aid discussed above. Instead, Russia is more likely to allow the conflict
to remain unresolved, knowing it can bear upon Euro-Atlantic security just as effectively
through the status quo of stalemate, with semi-legitimate Russian FDI and troops stationed in secessionist Transnistria, only 100 miles from NATO’s borders, as much as
through a Moldova reintegrated under Russia’s preferred settlement plan. (That aside,
we believe Russian recognition of Transnistria is unlikely, as this would give the region
too much independence from Moscow’s control, and fan the flame of separatism inside
Russia’s fragile federation, as well as risk Russia’s recovering reputation with the West
after the 2008 war with Georgia.) Besides, prolonged stalemate gives Russia more time to
establish itself unreservedly in the “hearts and minds” of people in Transnistria. When it
comes time for future settlement, a well-cultivated, Russian-disposed populace—and not
just Russia alone—may be championing a pro-Russia settlement plan. Hedging our bets
that Moldovan-Transnistrian conflict resolution is not likely until democratic-institutional
maturity and power-sharing practice develops in each region123 —not probable for another
decade, which Russia knows—we see Russian activity in the region as contributing to new,
evolving “micro-foundations” of stalemated conflict, which must be addressed on the path
toward resolution.
Other authors have long cited the role of Russian influence in Transnistria in reproducing stalemate.124 However, what we wish to add to the discussion is how this happens by
way of a dialectical relationship between grassroots beliefs among residents of disputed
territories and Russian soft and hard-power transnational activity. Theoretically, this is significant in that we believe it shows how the sphere of international relations—particularly
the way in which the interests of powerful countries like Russia play out regionally—is
intertwined with the everyday societal outlooks of those who live in areas of prolonged
stalemated conflict. Rarely do we see scholarly attempts to connect anthropology, geopolitics, and business in literature, methods and data. We see this article as a step in that
direction.
In closing, we use our interdisciplinarity to suggest how Transnistria can be pulled
closer toward Moldova, not just toward Russia. This starts by the EU making Moldovan
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citizenship attractive to persons in Transnistria (vis-à-vis Russian citizenship) through
visa-free travel for Moldovan citizens in Schengen Agreement countries within the next
two years, notably before Russian citizens receive the right. Chişinău authorities can also
agree to acknowledge the results of Transnistria’s privatization program—perhaps with
the help of an EU-backed joint control commission to review possible disputed factory
shares. The goal of such a decision would be to undercut “offshore” illegality in the region
and to make it possible for Euro-American companies to purchase enterprises and Russian
investors to profit by selling them at lucrative rates to prosperous Western buyers.125 This
would have the effect of giving Euro-America more influence in the region, balancing out
Russian disproportionate control via Western FDI. Lastly, if Russia is a sincere partner in
5+2 conflict resolution, wanting Transnistria to rejoin right-bank Moldova someday, then
Russia should consider how its transnational activity toward Transnistria (e.g. aid allowances) could happen by way of Moldova, in a publicly visible manner.
The alternative for the international community—doing nothing now on this seemingly distant EU borderland—is risky for regional security. This could lead to increasing
economic decline and out-migration, which could in turn empty Transnistria’s territory,
leaving behind unstable local elites and a cohort of rural, relatively uneducated, older residents prone to follow populist leaders—and could cause deterioration of the social system
and state structures. This scenario would actually be more problematic in the long-run for
Moldovan-Transnistrian reintegration, for Transnistria would be an elite-captured enclave,
controlled by fiefdoms and rife with ever-increasing crime and smuggling, making the
prospects for reintegration all the more dismal. In order to avoid taking risks to regional
security, the imperative is to tackle local and transnational sources of stalemate now.

NOTES
The authors each conducted field research in Transnistria/Moldova for periods of time between
2004 and mid–2009. Since then, economic and political conditions have changed, including industrial ownership structures and levels of debts discussed in the article. As such, we have chosen to
limit our discussion to the years of our fieldwork. Our research was made possible by “Embassy
Policy Specialist” grants, awarded to both authors in 2007–08 and 2008–09 respectively, from the
International Research and Exchanges Board (IREX) with funds provided by the United States
Department of State through the Title VIII Program and the IREX Scholar Support Fund. Neither
of these organizations is responsible for the views expressed herein. Moreover, we are grateful for
comments on earlier drafts of our studies from workshop participants at the IREX and Woodrow
Wilson International Center for Scholars’ Kennan Institute (Title VIII sponsored) 2008 Regional
Policy Symposium on “Frozen Conflicts and Unrecognized States in Southeast Europe and Eurasia” at the Woodrow Wilson Center in Washington, D.C. (April 9–11, 2008). The 2008 Winter
International Symposium, “Trans-border Politics in the Black Sea Rims” at Hokkaido University,
Sapporo, Japan (March 5–6, 2009) was also instrumental in developing the study.
1. Georgia’s once-frozen conflict with South Ossetia had a number of similarities to the
Transnistrian conflict, including a porous border, a certain level of ethnic intermingling, and a situation in which individuals on both sides of the conflict, as well as the peacekeepers, made money
through illicit trade, providing incentive to see the conflict continue indefinitely. Notable differences
between the South Ossetian case and the Transnistrian conflict include a stronger ethnic element
to the conflict in South Ossetia than in Transnistria, including the possibility of unifying with the
territorially contiguous North Ossetian region of the Russian Federation; in Transnistria, language
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has been the more divisive issue, and unification with Russia—as well as Russian military intervention to the extent of Russia’s 2008 incursion into Georgia—is an unrealistic possibility because
Transnistria does not share a border with Russia.
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more information consult Nikolai Babilunga et al., Fenomen Pridnestrov’ia (Tiraspol, 2000) and
The Atlas of the Dniester Moldavian Republic (2nd edition), (Tiraspol, 2000).
4. See Sergey Markedonov, Turbulentnaia Evraziia [Turbulent Eurasia] (Moscow: Academia,
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