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IT was Oct 9, 1944 when Churchill met Stalin in the Kremlin at 10pm. He wrote in his memoirs, “The time was apt for business, so I said let us settle our affairs in the Balkans” where the Red Army had spread. “We have interests, missions and agents there. Don’t let us get at cross purposes in small ways.” Churchill went on to propose percentages of their respective interests in each country — 50-50 in Yugoslavia and Hungary; 90 per cent for the Soviet Union in Romania and 75 in Bulgaria; and 90 per cent for Britain in Greece. 

Churchill recorded this on a half-sheet of paper as it was being translated and pushed it across to Stalin who made a large tick on it with his blue pencil and passed it back. It lay in the centre of the table. Embarrassed at deciding the fate of millions “in such an offhand manner”, Churchill suggested, “Let us burn the paper.” Stalin replied “No, you keep it.” 

The British cabinet was shocked but Churchill explained that the percentages did not establish “a rigid system of spheres of interest” but was a “guide” to “the interests and sentiments” of both states. Stalin showed good faith in letting his guest keep the paper and also in abandoning the Greek communist guerrillas when they were on the verge of victory. 

The Americans were furious at the deal and imagined that the Yalta Declaration (1945) overtook it. Stalin regarded “a declaration as algebra, but an agreement as practical arithmetic”. He reminded Churchill: “The question of Poland is for the security of the Soviet Union what the question of Belgium and Greece is for the security of Britain.” 

As Kissinger remarks, history teaches by analogy, not identity. The Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) which presidents Barack Obama and Dmitri A. Medvedev signed at Prague on April 8 is the icing on a cake whose core is hollow. The conflict over spheres of interest remains unresolved. True, they agreed to limit strategic warheads to 1,550 from the existing 2,200 allowed by the treaty of 2002, and launchers to 800 from 1,600 allowed by START of 1991 which expired in December. But the world is not any safer for this. 

Peter Baker reported in the New York Times, “Because of counting rules and unilateral reductions over the years, neither country would actually have to eliminate large numbers of weapons to meet the new limits. Moreover, the treaty does not apply to whole categories of weapons, including thousands of strategic warheads held in reserve and tactical warheads some of which are still stationed in Europe.” Weapons like stored or tactical warheads are yet to be discussed. 

There is no accord on an anti-missile shield in Poland and the Czech Republic supposedly to counter any Iranian threat or on limits on missile defence. Russia claims a sphere of influence over Ukraine and Georgia, which the US would like to join Nato, and is considering opening long-range bomber bases in Venezuela. Obama claims that Russia is now “part of a coalition of nations” forged for sanctions against Iran. Medvedev said “we cannot turn a blind eye” to Iran’s nuclear programme but sanctions “should be smart”. How this is translated in a UN Security Council resolution remains to be seen. 

Last year’s Obama-Biden plan on foreign policy treated Russia as an adversary and defined a self-serving agenda. It proposed “strengthening the transatlantic alliance, so that we deal with Russia with one, unified voice; helping to decrease the dependence of our allies and partners in the region on Russian energy; engaging directly with the Russian government on issues of mutual interest, such as countering nuclear proliferation, reducing our nuclear arsenals, expanding trade and investment opportunities and fighting Al Qaeda and the Taliban; and also reaching out directly to the Russian people to promote our common values”. In sum, American primacy in the entire region with Europe as a junior partner to speak “with one, unified voice”. 

On the other hand, on Aug 31, 2008 Medvedev declared five principles of Russian foreign policy. One of them was multipolarity (read Russian partnership). The last was “Russia has areas of privileged interests. These areas house countries to which we are linked with friendly ties”. 

The expression “friendly states” became a euphemism for brutal Soviet-installed regimes in the region … a fact which Moscow would do well to accept. But this was after the US repudiated the percentage agreement. Might it not have been more prudent, given the fact that the Red Army was already there, to assure Stalin of western disinterest while stipulating democratic governance there? 

As the historian John Lukacs points out in his book The Legacy of the Second World War, published this month, Stalin’s concerns were no different from those of the czars. He proposed to Britain’s foreign secretary Anthony Eden, as early as in December 1941, a draft agreement on Soviet frontiers with secret protocols. In April 1978, a counsellor in the US State Department Helmut Sonnenfeldt, “Kissinger’s Kissinger”, suggested a policy of respecting Eastern Europe’s independence “within the context of a strong Soviet geopolitical influence”. 

Before the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, President Mikhail Gorbachev agreed to Germany’s unification and its membership of Nato on the faith of an assurance that Nato would not expand eastwards, which it did. The West foolishly celebrated a “victory in the Cold War”. Once its economic clout was restored, Russia became more assertive. It seeks, as it has since the 1944 deal, an accord on its interests and an equal say on global affairs. In an article in the New York Times Gorbachev hinted at an entente on Iran, adding “a lot of hard work remains to be done with the Pakistanis”. Americans love this idiom. 

That is our fate. We suffer when the great powers clash or when they team up. This is because India and Pakistan lack the statesmanship and vision to forge their own ‘percentage agreement’ embodying an understanding on the primacy of each other’s interests in the countries of the region without altogether excluding the other side. That, of course, hinges on a settlement of festering disputes.

