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WE have only reached the middle of the year 2007, but already crystal gazers are looking at the changes expected next year. Mr Bush has until January 2009 but Russia will see the Putin era pass in the spring of next year. With the revenues of oil and gas filling Russia’s coffers with foreign exchange, President Vladimir Putin has been claiming a major role for the former superpower.

The betting on his successor favours Sergei Ivanov, currently deputy premier. Like Putin, he started his career as a KGB officer and has also been defence minister. This gives him close links with the secret police and the armed forces, the two most powerful organisations in Russia. His overall domestic and foreign agenda is likely to maintain the Putin line.

The US will remain the richest and most powerful nation, though it is expected to rely less on force and more on diplomacy. France, Germany and Britain are expected to maintain pre-eminence in Europe and to continue their Nato links with the US.

With Asia-Pacific nations assuming a leading role in terms of economic and technical growth, the US remains central, with Japan and China assuming a major role. There are new players, Brazil on the Atlantic and India on the Indian Ocean, acquiring a growing role.

After the end of the Cold War, Russia, the successor great power to the Soviet Union, saw its economic and strategic space eroded in a dramatic fashion. The first few years were marked by misery and humiliation, as the old system collapsed without a new one in place. There were food shortages and even Muscovites faced famine conditions with food aid having to be rushed from all parts of Europe and Asia.

With the US assuming the role of the world’s only superpower after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 1990s witnessed a continuous reduction in the role and influence of Russia, despite the fact that Russia remained the largest country in the world, stretching over 11 time zones and in possession of enormous natural resources.

Putin, a former KGB official, was picked up by Yeltsin to assert Russian power over Chechnya and to salvage Moscow’s standing and international role in the world.

Putin became president in 2000, and the rise in the prices of oil and gas bolstered the Russian economy in the following years in such a manner that when he completes his second term, Russia will once again be seen as a genuine great power. However, the country had been pauperised in the mid-1990s when 80 per cent of the population was reduced to a Third World standard of living, with the total GDP of the giant country barely equal to that of the Netherlands.

Since then, as the EU and Nato have expanded largely at its expense, Russia has drawn closer to China and sought to promote a better global balance. It has also laid greater stress on its Asian identity. Following its reduced fortunes in the West, Russia has felt justified in developing closer ties with Asian groups.

It became a dialogue partner of Asean and also joined Apec. However, the most significant grouping of which it became a founder member is the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation that was launched in 2001.

Though founded originally to counter US goals of global hegemony, Putin stated in 2006 that it was by no means a military alliance. Its enlargement (with countries like India, Pakistan and Iran showing interest) would be a carefully considered process, taking into account the “contradictions”, among various countries. Indeed, having the second largest arsenal of nuclear and missile weapons and being a permanent member of the Security Council, Russia still claims a voice and a role in all parts of the world, though its influence remains concentrated on its periphery and is crucial in Iran.

The recent visit of the Russian prime minister to Pakistan and the earlier visit of President Musharraf to Moscow also show a continuing interest of both in friendly relations. Russia also sought and secured observer status at the 10th OIC summit. However, there can be no doubt about the close Indo-Russian relations that ensures New Delhi access to Russian military technology.

The EU countries had been exerting pressure on Russia on account of its human rights record in Chechnya. The events of 9/11 led to the US and the West seeing terrorism in a different light and to showing a better understanding of Russian policies in the Caucasus region. However, the penetration of Central Asia by the US is not welcome and Russia has stepped up efforts to reassert its influence in the former Soviet republics by concluding a gas exports agreement with Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan.

Putin’s period of leadership has not been remarkable for the flowering of democratic institutions. But he has succeeded in pulling the country out of the decline and depression of the first decade after the Cold War, using autocratic methods and relying on a state apparatus subservient to his inner circle.

Russia has traditionally flourished under authoritarian regimes, and while a relatively small proportion of the people worry about dictatorial methods and neglect of human rights, the great majority are supportive of Putin’s handling of domestic and international affairs.

Russia is adapting to some negative trends. Owing to the meltdown that followed the defeat in the Cold War, the population has gone down dramatically, by over 800,000 every year as fertility rates have fallen and death rates have risen. For such a huge country, the current population of below 150 million cannot provide the manpower for all requirements and opportunities.

Russia must encourage faster growth and facilitate immigration. There is an urgent need to upgrade educational and health institutions that require better funding and modernised management and staffing. With the second biggest stockpile of nuclear and missile weapons, Russia requires western funding and support to prevent its sensitive technology from being sold to terrorists or maverick governments.

The type of succession being planned by Putin will keep nationalists familiar with the traditional role of the secret police and the armed forces, reconciled to his plans that have been designed to preserve and ensure Russia’s status as a major power. Russia has made a remarkable recovery, and as Putin approaches the conclusion of his second term some even speculate if he might not find a stratagem to prolong his rule.

With the Russian economy improving and the country’s enormous potential being developed, it is clear that the country needs continuity and stability. The annual growth rate since 2001 has been seven per cent, much higher than in most of Western Europe, and the per capita income has risen to $7,000.

While the state exercises control over strategic resources like oil and gas, other sectors of the economy have flourished so that Moscow and other major cities have a prosperous look. The ethnic and religious mix found in what is still the czarist empire stretching to the Pacific requires a strong hand at the helm, and this is going to be provided either by Putin continuing, or by someone very similar to him taking over.

At the same time, the world in the 21st century is a very complex place, with mankind facing new challenges as limits are discovered to available resources and new threats to human survival surface. Science and technology had advanced in the Soviet Union when it competed with the West during the Cold War. Despite the institutional decline and economic meltdown following defeat, the reservoir of trained manpower and Russian national pride must still be there. So despite its diminished population and reduced global status, Russia still has the potential to continue with a significant role in the emerging world order. It may alternate its role between the two new poles of power, one in the US and the other in China.

The very vastness of Russia’s territory and undercurrents of local dissatisfaction in distant parts sometimes lead analysts to wonder if the future of the huge country is as secure as it looks.

Climatic change and the unfreezing of Siberia may produce new changes. This is one reason why a strong centre with both intelligence agencies and the armed forces working together offer the best recipe for keeping the vast country together.
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