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PREFACE

This timely and important book, useful to policymakers and interested citizens alike, sheds a bright light into the shadows of a pivotal episode in the evolution of post–Cold War Europe, Russia, and American foreign policy. In short, Ron Asmus has put the “little war” of the title into a big picture of geopolitics.

Vladimir Lenin famously reduced history to the question of “who/whom,” as in, “Who prevails over whom?” He saw the defining events of national and international life as win-lose contests of political will and armed might. The big conclusion that Ron draws from the “little war” of his title is that it had no winners and multiple losers.

Georgia was a loser for three related reasons: (1) its de facto dismemberment became de jure, insofar as Russia has recognized South Ossetia and Abkhazia as ostensibly independent states and claims it is prepared to protect them as though they were part of Russian territory; (2) Georgia’s prospects of eventually joining the European Union and NATO were set back insofar as it will be, for a long time to come, harder than before for that historically unlucky country either to meet the criteria for European Union membership or to qualify as a stable, unified state that can plausibly contribute to the security of the Atlantic alliance; and (3) its current leadership, led by President Mikheil Saakashvili, damaged its reputation in the West when it allowed itself to be sucker-punched by a Russian leadership—led, in this instance as in many others, by Prime Minister Vladimir Putin.

The United States, too, was a loser. The George W. Bush Administration championed Georgia’s Western orientation and its eligibility for NATO. At the same time, the administration tried to induce Russia toward more responsible international behavior. Georgia was the most salient and precarious test case of the United States’ ability to continue expanding a democratic peace in Europe while developing a genuine, multifaceted partnership with Russia.

Yet for months—indeed, years—before Russian tanks rolled through the Roki Tunnel, powerful players in Moscow were looking for a pretext for an invasion, occupation, and virtual if not literal annexation of Georgian territory. For many in Russia, this outcome would serve both as an assertion of their claim to a “sphere of privileged interest” in the former Soviet space and as payback for the U.S.-led campaign that led to the international recognition of Kosovo as an independent state.

As Ron demonstrates in detail, as Russian-Georgian relations turned increasingly tense in 2008, American working-level diplomats were trying to prevent a military confrontation. But there was not the sort of high-profile, full-court press that the crisis called for.

I recall that during the weeks leading up to the invasion, I felt as though I was watching a familiar movie. Nine years earlier, in 1999, when I was in the State Department, I was involved in American efforts to defuse a similar eruption of tensions between Russia and Georgia. Back then, the proximate cause was Russia’s desire to conduct hot pursuit and bombing runs against Chechen guerrillas who sought refuge in the Pankisi Gorge, which is in Georgia.

However, an underlying, chronic, and exacerbating factor was the Russians’ detestation of Eduard Shevardnadze, Saakashvili’s predecessor as leader of Georgia. As seen from Moscow—especially by Boris Yeltsin’s heir apparent, Vladimir Putin—Shevardnadze’s sins included his responsibility, as Mikhail Gorbachev’s foreign minister, for the dissolution of the Soviet Union, compounded by his friendliness toward the West. Russians I dealt with made no secret of their hope that the man we in Washington called “Shevy” would, one way or another, disappear from the scene. There was widespread suspicion that Russian special services were involved in several attempts to assassinate him.

President Bill Clinton and Secretary of State Madeleine Albright used their good relations with both Yeltsin and Shevardnadze to mediate and sent me to the region to reenforce their messages in Moscow and Tbilisi and to keep the situation from spinning out of control.

By contrast, nine years later, the Bush Administration was neither as attentive nor as engaged as it should have been in what might be called preemptive diplomacy focused on both sides.

The Europeans were losers, too, since, if anything, they were even less foresighted and proactive than the Americans. For months before the war broke out, Georgia pleaded in vain with the European Union to put monitors on the ground to stabilize the situation before it exploded. Once the war broke out, President Bush—instead of committing American prestige and energy to stop it—abandoned the diplomatic field to President Nicolas Sarkozy, whose mission to Moscow had the combined appearance of grandstanding and too-little-too-late. The result was an unjust peace riddled with ambiguities that Moscow has exploited ever since.

Finally, another loser in the war of August 2008 was its self-proclaimed winner: Russia. True, the armed takeover of South Ossetia was a walkover from a military standpoint. But the political—and economic—results were anything but good for Russia over the short term, not to mention the long term. The operation occasioned a worldwide wave of condemnation and concern about Russia’s return to the bad habits of its Soviet (and Czarist) past. That damage to Russia’s reputation was accompanied by loss of investor confidence. A selloff in the Russian stock market increased the country’s vulnerability to the ravages of the global financial crisis.

The land grab was also short-sighted strategically. Putin and his comrades may have thought that by invading Georgia, they were killing two birds with one stone: punishing their bête-noire Saakashvili while at the same time sending a message to leaders (and would-be, future leaders) in other former Soviet republics about what might happen to them if they, like Saakashvili, continued to turn westward and press for admission to Western institutions, first and foremost NATO. In fact, however, the invasion provided an object lesson in why Russia’s neighbors should want the protection of membership in Western political, economic, and security institutions. In this respect, Russia’s move was Pyrrhic—and, to use the Washingtonian euphemism for “stupid,” counterproductive.

That is true in another respect as well. Russia has set back its own chances of integration into the political West. Never mind that Putin and other Russians now in the catbird seat are downplaying if not dismissing any such aspiration. I’m enough of an optimist to believe that they are making these noises for a tactical reason. With apologies to Groucho Marx, they don’t want to knock on the door of any club that won’t let them in. Whatever their real views, we can hope that their successors will one day be realistic enough to see that isolationism (or its post-Soviet variant, Eurasianism) is not a real long-term option, and is certainly not a good one.

The Russian Federation will, eventually, have to integrate into the international community, which means playing by its rules, not breaking them. Otherwise, it will go the way of the USSR. Russians may come to regret their support for separatism in Georgia in 2008 when that same force raises its ugly head again inside Russia, notably including in the North Caucasus. The Chechen crisis is not over; it is merely dormant. Nor is the Chechen crisis unique or contained. It has its analogues elsewhere in the North Caucasus—and beyond. It is quite likely that Moscow’s muscle-flexing and bullying in August 2008 did not intimidate separatists within Russia’s own border. Indeed, it may have done the opposite.

It is in the context of what will happen in the future that Ron’s book is especially pertinent and compelling. He leaves no doubt that the real casus belli for “the tanks of August” was not so much Saakashvili’s insistence on regaining control and sovereignty over South Ossetia and Abkhazia as his desire to join the political West. To squeeze to its essence a point that Ron makes with considerable sophistication and persuasiveness in his conclusion, Russia needs not only to stop fighting that desire of its neighbors but to adopt it as a Russian objective as well.

A final point about Ron himself. He has been a thought-leader in the Washington policy debate both inside and outside government. Even though he currently lives in Brussels, his voice resonates in Washington. In the 1990s, when he and I worked closely together in the State Department, he was instrumental in designing and then implementing the strategy and diplomacy that built bridges across what had been the Iron Curtain to Central and Eastern Europe, in particular the Baltic states. An early and powerful advocate of NATO enlargement, he was no less adamant and effective in pressing the need to develop a cooperative NATO-Russia partnership as well as strengthening pan-European structures like the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe to help draw Russia into a Western orbit. He has told that story authoritatively in his 2002 book NATO’s Open Door.

In the work he has done for the German Marshall Fund of the United States over the past seven years, he has continued to be on the forefront of transatlantic brainstorming on European security issues, with considerable focus on the Southern Caucasus and wider Black Sea region.

What Ron has to say in the pages that follow should—and I’m confident will—have influence on the Obama Administration, as well as in Georgia and in Europe.

I can even imagine it will have resonance in Moscow, where thoughtful but well-connected and in some cases well-placed Russians are—quietly and cautiously—pondering the lessons, consequences, and implications for the future of their government’s constant troublemaking in the Caucasus and, in particular, its mauling of Georgia in August 2008.

Strobe Talbott
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Map of Georgia showing the autonomous republics of Abkhazia (de facto independent) and Adjaria, and the de facto independent region of South Ossetia.
Courtesy of United Nations Cartographic Section

 

A LITTLE WAR THAT SHOOK THE WORLD


INTRODUCTION

It was August 7, 2008. I was in Varna—a Bulgarian resort town on the western edge of the Black Sea that was the site of a 1444 battle with the Ottomans, which set the stage for the subsequent fall of Constantinople in 1453—visiting a colleague, Ivan Krastev, one of Europe’s leading political scientists and thinkers on Russia. We had gotten together during the dog days of summer to relax and compare notes on trends in Russia, a country we both saw as increasingly autocratic at home, assertive abroad, and newly challenging to the West. Little did we know that the events of the next five days would underscore just how important those questions were.

We were sitting in a villa on a bluff enjoying an exquisite view of the western edge of the Black Sea. The scenery was peaceful, but my Black-Berry was purring with a stream of text messages and phone calls from Georgia at the eastern end of what the Greeks and Romans once called the hospitable sea. There, life was far less peaceful and the question of Russia’s foreign policy ambitions less theoretical. Georgia and Russia were about to go to war. For months tension had been building between them. Relations had long been frosty, but Moscow had been escalating its pressure on Tbilisi since the beginning of the year following the West’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence and NATO’s Bucharest summit, at which the Atlantic Alliance had declared that Georgia and Ukraine would one day become members.

Moscow had warned Georgia many times that its desire to “go West” would have consequences and that any cooperation on resolving the separatist conflicts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia would depend on Tbilisi’s deference to Russian demands. Georgia had refused to buckle under Russian pressure but now Moscow was upping the ante. It had responded to the West’s recognition of Kosovo and NATO’s granting Georgia a promise of eventual membership by strengthening links with the separatist provinces in what looked like a strategy of creeping annexation. It was illegally moving troops and arms into the region and building the kind of infrastructure that very much looked like preparations for a military invasion. Was the empire getting ready to strike back?

Tbilisi had been trying to raise alarm bells. It had pleaded with the West to intervene with Moscow directly to halt this escalation, to put truly neutral observers or peacekeepers on the ground in the separatist regions instead of Russian ones, and to change the existing formats to give life to a moribund peace process in order to halt the downward spiral taking place. But the West, disinclined to push Moscow and reluctant to assume the risks of expanding its presence on the ground, was not eager to take such steps. Many thought that the Georgian fears were exaggerated and that Tbilisi was crying wolf. Others feared that pushing Moscow to accept new arrangements would simply be too hard. While Russia often stirred the pot in these separatist provinces to mischievously keep Georgia unstable and Tbilisi off guard, few thought that Moscow would actually go so far as to invade. That was assumed to be beyond the pale in post–Cold War Europe—or so it seemed. In any case, Europe was preoccupied with other issues and was preparing to shut down for the summer holidays with many leaders in or en route to the opening of the Beijing Olympics.

The mood in Washington was not much different. President George W. Bush was a lame duck and was winding down his second term. The president had been perhaps Georgia’s strongest supporter in the West, but Washington’s attention was also diverted elsewhere. The administration was focusing on its “surge” in Iraq and trying to nail down progress in the Middle East in its waning months. Key satellite and intelligence assets had been moved to focus on other priorities, leaving the United States largely blind to what was happening on the ground and giving Moscow a free hand to pursue its buildup. When the war broke out, the U.S. intelligence community, too, was caught by surprise and was initially unable to provide a clear picture of what was happening on the ground to the White House.

Politically, the U.S. election campaign between Barack Obama and John McCain was moving into high gear. It was absorbing everyone’s time and attention in Washington as both candidates were getting ready for their respective conventions. Georgia was clearly not on their minds either. Over the spring and summer months I was one of several observers who wrote op-eds and position papers urging the West to get more involved in Georgia in order to prevent the worst from happening. It did not matter. Washington, too, was preoccupied with other issues and with itself.

In early July, I took part in a long dinner with Georgian president Mikheil Saakashvili at the seaside terrace at the Excelsior Hotel in the Dalmatian coastal city of Dubrovnik on the margins of a conference hosted by a Croatian government seeking to burnish its credentials for its NATO candidacy. Swedish foreign minister Carl Bildt, U.S. assistant secretary of state Dan Fried, Bruce Jackson from the Project for Transitional Democracy, and a handful of other leading think-tank personalities from both sides of the Atlantic were there. As the sun set, the scenery was spectacular but the discussion sobering. We talked openly about the risk of a Russian invasion that summer. Saakashvili had a few weeks earlier sent Russian president Dmitry Medvedev a secret peace proposal on Abkhazia and was hoping to see him the following day in Kazakhstan to test his reaction. He was oscillating between putting his faith in the latest Western diplomatic initiatives and trying to acquire modern weapons such as Stingers on the black market in case the situation came to war.

Everyone at the table urged him not to fall for a Russian provocation or start a war he could never win. He acknowledged the danger and pledged to avoid it, but he also made clear that he could not simply stand by and do nothing if Moscow moved to take these two separatist provinces. U.S. secretary of state Condoleezza Rice was scheduled to arrive in Georgia in a few days to attempt yet again to get a peace process underway. Saakashvili then asked us what we thought the West was willing to do in concrete terms to stop the drift to war. Would we intervene diplomatically in Moscow to halt the escalation or put neutral observers on the ground to stabilize the situation? No one had a good answer. Saakashvili and I would meet again several weeks later in the Crimean resort city of Yalta at another international gathering. Over lunch I told him the most dangerous window for Moscow to move was probably mid-August. I was off by a week.

Sitting in Varna on August 7, my BlackBerry buzzed again. It was Temuri Yakobashvili, the Georgian minister in charge of handling the “frozen conflicts” in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, the two separatist provinces largely controlled by Russia and its separatist proxies—and where the war was about to break out. In practice, these enclaves were run largely by Moscow’s military and intelligence services, who had steadily transformed them into pawns of Russian policy—and Moscow was now using them to bait Tbilisi into a war. Temuri was a friend, a former NGO activist and think-tanker who had recently joined the Georgian government of Mikheil Saakashvili. His voice was tense. He was en route to Tskhinvali, the capital of South Ossetia, on a last-ditch diplomatic mission to find out what was happening and try to prevent the worst. He described his fear that something big and ominous was brewing. He was worried that things were spinning out of control.

I could not help but feel that I was watching a bad movie whose ending I knew, yet I was somehow hoping against hope that it would come out differently. The momentum for a Georgian-Russian clash had been building for months if not years. I had seen and felt it during my trips to Georgia as well as the separatist provinces. It was now coming to a head. That evening Saakashvili declared a unilateral ceasefire to try to halt the escalation and stabilize the situation. Would it hold? After a final set of phone calls with Georgian friends and a check of Russian websites by my friend Ivan, I went to bed in Varna hoping that the worst-case scenario had been averted. The following morning I woke up to discover those hopes dashed. Russia and Georgia were at war.

The Russo-Georgian war of August 2008 lasted a mere five days. Casualties were modest. By the standards of modern warfare, it was a little war. It was nevertheless a little war that shook the world. It sparked the greatest crisis in European security since Serbian dictator Slobodan Milo[image: image]evi[image: image] unleashed the dogs of ethnic cleansing in the Balkans in the 1990s and brought Russia and the West to the edge of a new cold war. Moscow did not just invade a neighbor for the first time since the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. It broke the cardinal rule of post–Cold War European security that borders in Europe would never again be changed by force of arms. In August 2008, Russia showed an ugly neo-imperialist side of its policy that many in the West had hoped was gone. No one should look at Vladimir Putin’s Russia in the same way after this conflict as it did before. It showed that Russia once again is prepared to use military force to pursue its interests vis-à-vis its neighbors.

The war’s impact was felt first and foremost across the wider Black Sea region. Western diplomatic intervention came late and rescued a democratically elected Georgian government teetering on the edge of disintegration. A wider escalation of the conflict across the region or into a new East-West military confrontation or a new cold war was prevented. In that sense, Western diplomacy can claim to have prevented regime change in Tbilisi as well as a new East-West crisis. Yet the United States and Europe failed to reverse Moscow’s military gains on the ground or restore the political status quo ante as it had first hoped. A close partner of the United States and a candidate country for NATO was invaded, and neither Washington nor the Atlantic Alliance did much to come to its assistance.

The ceasefire brokered by Paris with Moscow was also unjust. The West has been unable to compel Russia to fully implement the provisions it agreed to or to prevent Moscow from subsequently recognizing these separatist provinces against the will of the international community. One year after the war, Georgia’s future remains uncertain and the conflict between Moscow and Tbilisi continues unabated. Bloodied, battered, and with its prospects for going West undoubtedly set back by the war, Tbilisi still continues to pursue a pro-Western course. Moscow seems equally determined to stop it and is still pursuing its goal of regime change as well as discrediting Georgia’s Western aspirations through other means. The region today is less stable than it was before and the likelihood of another conflict between Russia and Georgia remains real.

But this was a war that was aimed not only at Georgia but at Washington, NATO, and the West more generally. It was also aimed against a European security system Moscow had come to see as tilted against itself and which it believed encouraged or enabled countries like Georgia to go West against its interests. Moscow’s goal was to kill any chance of NATO ever expanding to Georgia or anywhere else along its borders and to dissuade other neighboring countries from getting too close to the West. That can be seen in everything from the way the war was portrayed in the Russian press, to the graffiti left behind by Russian soldiers in Georgia, to the way Russian general officers on the ground talked about their mission to both Georgian and Western journalists. Russia’s response was designed to not only teach Georgia a lesson but also the West. It was intended to demonstrate that Moscow was again a force to be reckoned with and that the days of Russian strategic retreat were over.

The war was a watershed for another reason as well. Following the fall of the Iron Curtain twenty years earlier, the West and Russia had worked together to build a new cooperative European security architecture. The result was a series of agreements and policy decisions that, in Western eyes, were designed to end the geopolitical division of Europe and build a new democratic peace that would lock in stability and security once and for all. It was an attempt to produce the functional equivalent of a new peace treaty to seal the end of the Cold War. That process had begun with the signing of the Charter of Paris and had been carried forward with a series of subsequent agreements reached under the auspices of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE).

At the center of those “rules of the game” was a pledge not to change borders through the use of force and to accept the right of all states large and small to enjoy equal security and to choose their own security alliances. The rules also demonstrated the rejection of old-fashioned spheres-of-influence thinking. They constituted in a sense a kind of bill of rights for a new European security order. It was an attempt to create a democratic peace across Europe that transcended the Cold War’s bipolar division of the continent and old patterns of geopolitical rivalry and replaced them with a new pattern of cooperative security. Russia was a full partner to and participant in those negotiations, and these agreements all bear the signature of the President of the Russian Federation.

The problem from Moscow’s perspective was that those same rules of the game also ended up legitimating the enlargement of NATO and the European Union to its borders. For, given the chance to choose their own path, nearly all of the countries of the former Soviet empire immediately opted to try to go West and seek the same kind of alliance with the United States and obtain the same kind of the security and prosperity Western Europeans had enjoyed for decades. In response, the West drew up its own dual-track strategy of opening its doors to these new members while offering Russia a parallel set of arrangements that would draw it closer to the West as well. The logic behind the Western strategy was to anchor and integrate Central and Eastern Europe but also pull Moscow closer into the Western orbit at a pace both sides could manage. Thus, the West offered Moscow new partnerships with NATO and the European Union as well as a strengthened OSCE as part of an overall strategy of creating a Europe whole, free, and at peace.

Moscow initially bought into that strategy under President Boris Yeltsin, albeit reluctantly. But that strategy eventually failed. Why it did so is a question we will come back to later in this book. But by the summer of 2008 Moscow had not only turned its back against the West; an increasingly nationalistic and revisionist Russia was also rebelling against a European system that it felt no longer met its interests and had been imposed on it during a moment of temporary weakness. The agreements that Moscow had signed over the previous two decades about the rights of all countries to choose their own alliances no longer meant anything to the Kremlin. They were simply pieces of paper to be ignored as Moscow decided it would not let its neighbors go West.

In other words, the Russo-Georgian war may have been small, but it raised some big questions about the future of European security. That European security system diplomats had spent two decades developing failed in August 2008. The norms, principles, and mechanisms that were supposed to prevent future conflicts were too weak to stop this one. Moscow’s justification for the war laid claim to precisely the kind of sphere of influence on its borders this system was supposed to ban. One reason why past security arrangements in twentieth-century Europe failed was that when the tough cases arose—and they often involved far-away countries with complicated names and poorly understood geography—the major powers opted not to go to bat to enforce the rules because either the problem was considered too hard, the country not important enough, or one party involved too powerful not too accommodate. There are echoes of each of these causes in the run-up to the Russo-Georgian war.

Given the swirl of controversy that continues to surround the questions of how and why this war started, how it ended, and what it means for the future, I decided to write this book in part to help clarify the historical record. I have also written it because of my conviction that we need to look more deeply into what went wrong and what it means for our own policies and for Europe writ large. Much of my professional career over the past two decades has been spent working, initially as a thinker but then as a practitioner, on developing that cooperative European security order that I believe failed in August 2008. I hope this book helps the West look in the mirror and understand the reason for this larger failure.

A hard look at U.S. and European strategy is, in my view, essential if we are to draw the right lessons for the future. This war represents a deep failure with implications that go well beyond Georgia and Russia. We need to understand how and why it happened. This war still matters today—and not just because of the many unresolved issues it left in its wake. It matters because we need to draw the right lessons for the future of European security. It raises core questions about how the United States and Europe should deal with young democracies, the future of Western alliances, how we deal with a more assertive Russia determined to reassert its control over its neighbors, and whether the rules of European security need to be rewritten yet again for a new era.

The argument of this book can be summarized in five main theses. First, this war was not fought over territory, minority rights, or the future status of the separatist provinces Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Russian claims that its invasion was a response to Georgian aggression in South Ossetia and that it was simply defending its peacekeepers and citizens in the separatist provinces do not hold up to scrutiny. To be sure, Russo-Georgian relations were troubled and these conflicts real. But the root cause of this war was geopolitical. Georgia was determined to go West and Russia was determined to stop it from doing so. In that struggle, Moscow took these conflicts hostage and instrumentalized them as part of a broader Russian strategy to keep Georgia off balance and dependent on Moscow’s good will and to undercut Tbilisi’s Western aspirations.

Russia deeply opposed and resented Georgia’s effort to escape its historic sphere of influence and anchor itself to the West. It feared the impact that Georgia’s pro-Western democratic experiment could, if successful, have in the Southern Caucasus and potentially across the border in the Northern Caucasus within Russia itself. The fact that countries like Georgia or Ukraine had experienced genuine democratic elections as opposed to having their elites preselected by a ruling oligarchy set a dangerous precedent, from Moscow’s perspective. Even worse, oligarchic regimes in these countries had been unseated by civil society acting from below. If Ukraine and Georgia could embrace liberal democracy and successfully become part of the West, the Russian ruling class’s narrative about its own “sovereign democracy” at home and the reestablishment of Russian power abroad might be exposed as hollow.

This conflict was not only a function of the age-old dilemma that Russia has tended to feel secure only when those on its borders are under its control and feel insecure. It was also tied to the growing importance that the export of energy played as an instrument of power in Russian foreign policy. Moscow’s goal was to dominate the energy sources and supply routes to Europe, and Tbilisi was part of the coalition trying to circumvent that by creating an alternative way to bring Caspian energy to the West bypassing Russia. The Kremlin openly told Tbilisi it had to decide whether they were on the side of Moscow or the West and that Moscow’s attitude on resolving the frozen conflicts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia would be driven by Georgia’s answer to that central question. Had Georgia abandoned its Western aspirations and acquiesced to Russian demands, this war would in all likelihood have never happened. But Georgia would not, so the two countries were set on a collision course that made this conflict almost inevitable.

What happened on August 7 was but the final act in a longer, complicated drama. Russia had de facto declared war on Georgia well before hostilities broke out in the summer of 2008 as Moscow concluded that Tbilisi would not bend. This war was the culmination of a broader Russian strategy of rollback, fueled by rising nationalism and petrodollars, and designed to reestablish its dominance over its neighbors. A resurgent Russia was determined not to “lose” Georgia and to reassert its will over the Southern Caucasus. That is why what happened in this small country of some five million people on the eastern edge of the Black Sea mattered so much to the Kremlin. It is why Tbilisi’s defiance of Russia produced such resentment and rage in the Kremlin. It is why, from Moscow’s perspective, Tbilisi’s democratic experiments had to be undercut, demonized, and, in the final analysis, destroyed.

Second, Georgia also made plenty of mistakes that led to this war. As we will see, there is a logic that leads to President Saakashvili’s decision to fight on August 7. His action was a desperate response to what he believed was the imminent threat of the ethnic cleansing of tens of thousands of Georgian citizens, the possible loss of South Ossetia and Abkhazia once and for all, a possible Russian assault on Tbilisi itself—along with his conviction that he would never survive politically if he stood by and did nothing. That still does not mean it was a wise choice. President Saakashvili began a war his allies had warned him not to start, a war that they would not support, and a war that he could not win. The armed forces Georgia sent into battle were neither trained nor equipped to confront the Russian army. It is an old adage of military strategists that it is far easier to start a war than to successfully end one—as Tbilisi found it when it was subsequently forced to acquiesce to an unjust peace to survive.

The list of Georgian mistakes goes on and on. Tbilisi’s handling of its relations with Russia, destined to be difficult, could have been better. Lukewarm European support for Georgia was not just a function of appeasement, as Georgian officials sometimes suggested. It reflected real doubts about Tbilisi’s democratic reforms at home and the weaknesses of Georgian diplomacy. In its desperation to somehow resolve the frozen conflicts, Georgian strategy oscillated between threatening to delegitimize the Russian position and presence in the region to offering secret deals with Moscow over the heads of separatist leaders that accepted that presence. At times Tbilisi seemed to be pursing what Richard Nixon once called the “madman theory” of foreign policy—threatening to act irrational to get someone’s attention—in this case threatening to go to war with Russia in a desperate attempt to get the attention of the West.

Georgia certainly had a difficult hand to play. Its road to the West was destined to be longer, steeper, and stonier than the path Central and Eastern Europe had followed to the European Union and NATO a decade earlier. That difficulty reflected geography and stronger Russian opposition. Georgia was also weaker and had much farther to go in terms of reforms. It had teetered on the edge of being a failed state before the Rose Revolution in November 2003. The leaders of the Rose Revolution were saddled with frozen conflicts they had not created. Abkhazia and South Ossetia constituted an albatross around Tbilisi’s neck that made its Western quest so much more difficult. Given these obstacles and hurdles, Tbilisi had little margin for error. Given the hurdles Tbilisi faced and the forces aligned against it, success required statecraft, high-caliber diplomacy, and a prudent and consistent long-term approach. Unfortunately, prudence and consistency were often in short supply in Tbilisi. It was a paradox: this government that was so pro- Western and reform oriented at home and which proudly flew the EU flag as a symbol of its pro-European orientation could work with Washington, but it could never translate those sentiments into a relationship of mutual trust and confidence in dealing with the European Union.

Third, war erupted because the existing international involvement and mechanisms on the ground in Abkhazia and South Ossetia proved woefully inadequate for keeping the peace, let alone resolving conflict effectively. This, too, represented a failure of Western political will and strategic imagination. The United Nations had a mission in Abkhazia and OSCE has a sister mission in South Ossetia. Both were established in the early 1990s to monitor ceasefires in Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Unfortunately, these efforts were never transformed into the kind of support systems that could produce an authentic peace process or support reconciliation. Instead, over time they were used by Russia as a cover for its own goals. Yet no one in the West was willing to call Moscow to account for its abuse of them. It was a failure of the international community to not resist and correct this trend. Instead, the West regularly extended the arrangements that locked in Russian domination and allowed Moscow to block any initiative it did not like.

One need only compare—or rather contrast—the level of interest and the investment of political will and resources the West made in trying to resolve conflicts in the Balkans as opposed to Georgia and the Southern Caucasus. In the former case, the international community—led by the United States and Europe—undertook a massive initiative to bring peace and stability to the region. Here was a full-fledged, UN-blessed effort at peacekeeping, conflict resolution, and political and economic reconstruction led by the United States, the European Union, and NATO. The conflicts in Georgia received a tiny fraction of such attention or resources. There the UN and OSCE missions observed but had no real authority or influence on the ground. The peacekeeping structures created were not neutral but dominated by a country that was party to the conflict and bent the rules for its own ends.

The West always spoke about the indivisibility of security across Europe and OSCE documents held that phrase up as an important principle. But in reality geography did matter to the West, and what happened in the Balkans mattered more than what happened in the wider Black Sea region. Had the international community mounted a peacekeeping effort in Georgia comparable in scope to what was done in the Balkans, or had they been willing to push for truly neutral peacekeeping forces on the ground, this war might never have happened. This represents a failure on the part of the international community. One example illustrates the point. After the war the European Union was able to quickly deploy several hundred officers to patrol and monitor the ceasefire. Had it deployed the same monitors the previous spring—as the Georgian government had urgently requested—the course of history could have been different.

Instead, over a period of over fifteen years a serious peace process failed to materialize. It is difficult to point to a single serious peace initiative from Moscow throughout this period. Tbilisi tabled a long list of initiatives, none of which ever gained traction, but several of which had real potential. On at least two occasions, it put forth far-reaching secret proposals, on South Ossetia in 2006 and on Abkhazia in 2008, that could have provided a basis for serious negotiations. Those initiatives were immediately leaked in the Russian press and killed or rejected without a hearing. Some blame undoubtedly falls on the Georgian side for the way they presented them. But the record suggests that Moscow had little interest in a resolution of these conflicts, which could have allowed Georgia to go West even faster. The same is true of their separatist allies, whose future would be iffy to say the least if these conflict zones ever opened up to an outside world.

Fourth, the West, too, needs to look in the mirror. Our mistakes and disunity also accelerated the path toward war. One factor was the recognition of Kosovo’s independence despite Moscow’s warnings that it would respond by taking steps to recognize Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Another was NATO’s handling of Georgia and Ukraine at the Bucharest summit in the spring of 2008. These provided Moscow with a double pretext to act against Georgia. In both cases the West had no plan to shield Tbilisi from the consequences of its own policies. Many will point to Georgia’s own shortcomings, or to the combustible personality of its president, as the primary reason why Tbilisi did not enjoy more trust and did not have more international or Western support. Either may be true. But our commitment to the core principles of the Charter of Paris—the right to territorial integrity, sovereignty, equal security, and to choose one’s own alliance affiliation—were supposed to be the bedrock of a new post–Cold War security order. These principles were not supposed to be conditioned upon a president’s personality or the effectiveness of a country’s internal reforms or foreign policy. They were written to protect small states from the predatory behavior of more powerful ones. These principles needed to be upheld when challenged if that post–Cold War order was to be credible. They were not—both because the necessary trust between Georgia and the West did not exist and because many key Western powers did not care enough.

That was precisely the rub. As Georgia and Russia edged closer to war, too few people saw this coming war as a challenge to the very foundation of Europe’s post–Cold War order or as Moscow’s simply casting aside a key part of the rule book on how differences in Europe were to be resolved. Instead, too many saw it as a faraway conflict in a country that didn’t affect them with difficult-to-pronounce names in a region they were not even sure was part of Europe or that they wanted to embrace anyway. They were worried about being dragged into a conflict on Russia’s doorstep. They did not believe the key issue was standing up for a small beleaguered country but rather were afraid of disrupting their relations with Moscow unnecessarily. Why they felt this way is another issue this book will explore. Western weakness and disunity after Iraq, Europe’s growing dependency on Russian energy, and sheer lack of interest are all parts of the answer.

The fifth and final thesis of this book is that the Russo-Georgian war underscores the need for rethinking and overhauling the Western strategy toward Russia and our European security architecture in general, enlargement and outreach to the European neighborhood in particular. This war shattered many of the old assumptions that had guided Western policy for the past fifteen years and that led to the enlargement of the European Union and NATO to include countries stretching from the Baltic to the Black Sea. That enlargement redrew the map of Europe for the better and produced a continent that is more democratic and more secure now than at any point in recent history. It was at the core of our attempt to build a new pan-European security architecture that also locked in a new partnership with Russia as part of building a Europe that is whole, free, and at peace.

But the same decade and a half produced a revisionist and anti-Western Russia convinced that the West sought to humiliate and take advantage of its weakness. Whether that Russia is a consequence of Western policy or of that country’s own domestic dynamics and whether it would have emerged anyway is a question I will address later in this book. But the Russo-Georgian war was also in a sense a revolt against this system by a new revisionist regime in Moscow. It was no accident that one of Russian president Medvedev’s first moves after the Georgian war was to table a proposal to rewrite the rules of the European security system because they are seen in Moscow as being too Euro-Atlantic and tilted to the advantage of the West.

What is nonetheless clear is that the consensus in the West behind our own strategy has also grown progressively weaker as enlargement has moved farther eastward; subsequent classes of candidate countries have proved weaker and less attractive; and Russian resentment and opposition to enlargement and the West in general has grown. Signs of enlargement fatigue were visible before the Georgian war. Today they are unmistakable. If enlargement is to remain a viable strategy, it needs to be rethought and adapted to new circumstances. It requires a new reason as to why it is needed, a practical framework for how it can be accomplished in today’s very different world and, above all, a fresh approach for dealing with Moscow.

This book tells the story of why and how the war in Georgia happened. But that story must also be embedded in the broader narrative of the decline of the transatlantic relationship and the breakdown in relations between the West and Russia. To tell it, one has to look both backward and forward. We need to look back and examine the breakdown of relations across the Atlantic as well as where and why our relationship with Moscow went wrong. We must also look forward; a new policy toward Russia must recognize the reality of a more assertive Russia determined to follow its own path. The West needs a strategy that engages Russia in areas where we can find common ground yet does not betray the values we believe in or abandon those principles we are convinced constitute the ultimate foundation for peace and stability in Europe.

Such a strategy will require the United States and Europe to again come together and renew a transatlantic partnership. The Georgian war came at a time when the transatlantic relationship was at a low point. The breakdown during the past decade of the strongest Alliance in the history of the Western world also contributed to this conflict. The election of Barack Obama as president has raised hopes that the United States and Europe can come back together to meet the challenges of a new era. In addition to the major national security challenges we face in Afghanistan and Pakistan and the wider Middle East or the rise of China in East Asia, this administration needs to repair a fractured Alliance and forge a new strategy toward Europe’s East.

One book inevitably cannot answer all such questions. I have decided to focus on the issues I consider most germane and about which I am most knowledgeable given my own role in the debates of the past two decades over European security and my own involvement in Georgia and the frozen conflicts. The evidence presented in these pages is like a mosaic—a collection of individual pieces of data that alone may not seem decisive but when put together start to reveal a clear pattern. I believe a clear picture of what happened on August 7 emerges. Finally, the reader deserves to know about my own involvement with Georgia before continuing with this book.

I tell this story as someone fortunate enough to know many key individuals as well as to have had a ringside seat at some of the debates described in these pages. The reason goes back some twenty years when, as a young man, I found myself in Central and Eastern Europe as Communism collapsed. I became an early proponent of NATO enlargement and was subsequently recruited by the Clinton Administration in the mid-1990s to help implement that policy. I was involved in the diplomacy that led to the first round of enlargement as well as the establishment of the 1997 NATO- Russia Founding Act and the effort to draw Russia closer to the West.

If someone had asked me then whether Georgia and Ukraine would ever be serious candidates for NATO membership, I would probably have said no. Our vision at that time was focused solely on Central and Eastern Europe from the Baltic to the western edge of the Black Sea and building a new partnership with Moscow. That changed with the Rose Revolution in Georgia in November 2003 and the Orange Revolution in Ukraine the following year. Both reinforced the sense that democratic breakthroughs were possible deeper into Eurasia and the Southern Caucasus and that we needed a strategy to respond to them. In the spring of 2004, my former State Department mentor Strobe Talbott and I had lunch with Mircea Geoana, the former ambassador to Washington and then foreign minister of Romania. Geoana made an impassioned plea that enlargement not stop at the western edge of the Black Sea with Romania and Bulgaria but be extended across the sea to countries like Georgia and Ukraine.

I sat there conflicted. I understood the case he was making, but I also knew this task would be harder than it had been in Central and Eastern Europe and could consume the next decade of my life. Was this the next logical step in the vision of democratic enlargement I had helped develop—or was it mission impossible? Several months later I was on my first flight to Tbilisi to take a look. Like many Westerners, I arrived at the airport wondering whether Georgia was capable of making the leap from the former Soviet Union to the Euro-Atlantic community. Within a day or so I had met President Mikheil Saakashvili, Prime Minister Zurab Zhvania, and Nino Burjanadze, the head of parliament. It soon became clear that the Georgians themselves had few doubts about their European destiny even if we in the West did.

Traveling around the country I discovered a young generation of pro-Western democratic-minded Georgians determined to go West regardless of their odds of success or our level of support. It reminded me of my early trips to Central and Eastern Europe or the Baltic states when many questioned whether they were capable of making the leap and ever becoming members of NATO or the European Union. I was soon captivated—and not only by the tasty food, good wine, and beautiful coastlines and mountains. It was the idea that a liberal democratic Georgia, if successful, could help open up and transform the Southern Caucasus and the wider Black Sea region—thus creating a new arc of democratic reform and stability that could positively redraw the political and strategic map of Europe and Eurasia for the better.

How could we not support them? And how could I, as one of the early architects of the strategy of democratic enlargement, not try to help out? I was not the only one who was rethinking. A large part of what was referred to as the “mafia”—a loose collection of American and European think tanks, prodemocracy NGOs, journalists, and other veterans of the enlargement debate of the 1990s—now found itself gathering at conferences and workshops in Tbilisi and neighboring capitals debating how the West should respond. To many of us it seemed the logical follow-on project to the anchoring of Central and Eastern Europe to the West.

In the following years I wrote several articles and edited several books about Western strategy toward the wider Black Sea region. I helped spear-head a program at the German Marshall Fund of the United States bringing senior Americans and Europeans to Georgia to see the frozen conflicts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia firsthand. I got to know many of the key leadership figures in Georgia and what they thought—and feared. This work and these trips allowed me to better understand what made that country tick, what was really happening on the ground in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, as well as providing me, through my old connections with Washington and European governments, with a ringside seat on Western policy debates.

To be sure, this was Georgia and the Southern Caucasus, not Prague or Tallinn. It was rough-and-tumble, chaotic, and occasionally violent. Democratic roots were still shallow and nationalism ran deep. Hyperbole was in-grained in the local culture. U.S. ambassador John Tefft told first-time visitors that his first rule of Georgian politics was that everyone exaggerated by 25 percent—and sometimes more. Strategy sessions with the president and key advisors sometimes started around midnight and lasted until the wee hours of the morning.

There was a bit of a Wild West atmosphere as well as a cold war battle taking place between Georgia and Russia, complete with tit-for-tat bombings and assassinations. We called it wilder as opposed to wider Europe—the politically correct phrase Europeans often used to describe countries east of NATO and EU borders. The bar at the Tbilisi Marriott was like a scene out of a Rebecca West novel, teeming with Georgian officials, diplomats, and intelligence officials drinking and exchanging gossip until all hours of the morning.

Some will suggest that my involvement in Georgia and these issues makes me a partial observer of the events I describe in the pages that follow. I believe this experience has given me firsthand insight into what happened and why. That is what I try to describe here. Fortune has provided me with a unique perspective on the events that led to this war and that make it a story worth telling. In any case, that is a judgment I leave for you, the reader, to decide yourself.


CHAPTER 1

THE DECISION

Georgian president Mikheil Saakashvili put down the phone. It was 2335 the night of August 7 in Tbilisi. He had just given the order for his armed forces to attack what his intelligence had reported to be a column of Russian forces moving from the small South Ossetian town of Java just south of the Russian-Georgian border toward the city of Tskhinvali, the capital of the small separatist enclave, as well as Russian forces coming through the Roki Tunnel on the Russian-Georgian border into Georgia. He had also ordered his armed forces to suppress the shelling by South Ossetian militia of Georgian villages in that province that were under the control of Georgian peacekeepers and police. That shelling had been taking place on and off for the previous week, but it had resumed and escalated that evening in spite of a unilateral ceasefire he had ordered. Georgian civilians and peacekeepers had been wounded and killed. He paused, picked up the phone again, and gave a third command: “Minimize civilian casualties.”

Saakashvili had decided to go to war. It was a momentous decision, one that the EU’s Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia (IIFFMCG), headed by Ambassador Heidi Tagliavini, would subsequently judge to be unjustifiable under international law. It would not only leave the future of Georgia hanging in the balance but would push Russia and the West to the brink of their biggest crisis since Communism’s collapse twenty years earlier. The previous evening Georgia had intercepted cell phone conversations of South Ossetian border guards discussing the fact that Russian border guards had taken control of the Roki Tunnel just south of the Georgian-Russian border and that a Russian military column had passed through around 0400. Interior Minister Ivane “Vano” Merabishvili was in a late-night meeting when the news came through and immediately informed Saakashvili. How large a column had been involved was unclear. The Roki Tunnel is almost four kilometers long, and one of the border guards had claimed that “the tunnel is full.”1 Georgian intelligence had a source on the ground at the south end of the tunnel that claimed to have seen “150 pieces of armor,” but the source was not a trained expert in military reconnaissance.

The intercepts also mentioned the name of the colonel who commanded the 693rd regiment of the Nineteenth division of the Russian Fifty-eighth army. That unit was not authorized to be in Georgia. Subsequent reports confirmed that elements of the 135th regiment were also there. Georgian intelligence estimated that a Russian infantry battalion may have been involved—i.e., about 550 men—but no one knew for sure.2 Around the same time, Georgian peacekeepers observed Russian forces moving south along the bypass road from Java in the direction of Tskhinvali. Georgian peacekeeping commander Brigadier General Mamuka Kurashvili phoned his Russian counterpart and the overall commander of the peace-keeping forces, Major General Marat Kulakhmetov, to ask what those forces were doing, adding that there appeared to be heavy artillery. The Russian side promised to look into it and call back. They never did. It was another worrying sign that Moscow was up to something.3

Georgia had stepped up its reconnaissance efforts throughout the day as Tbilisi scrambled to figure out where these forces had gone and what they were up to. The Georgian military had many deficiencies, but Tbilisi had invested in long-distance reconnaissance capabilities, including thermal night vision equipment. Saakashvili’s final order to go to war was triggered by several factors—the lack of any Ossetian or Russian response to his unilateral ceasefire, the renewed shelling of Georgian villages that evening, and the movement of Russian forces the previous evening, as well as fresh intelligence indicating that additional Russian forces were poised to move through the Roki Tunnel after dark. But the final straw was a Georgian reconnaissance unit’s visual confirmation of a military column moving from Java toward Tskhinvali. Based on the numbers and type of equipment in the column—tanks, armored personnel carriers, and artillery—the Georgians concluded that these forces were neither South Ossetian nor North Caucasian “volunteers.” It was the Russian army. It confirmed Saakashvili’s suspicion that his country was being invaded by Moscow and triggered his late-night decision to fight back.

The Russian Fifty-eighth Army, Moscow’s main military force in the Northern Caucasus, was known for its brutality in the Chechen wars. In the weeks prior to the invasion it had conducted major summer exercises called “Kavkaz 2008” in North Ossetia, north of the Georgian border. The official scenario for that exercise was the “detecting, blocking, and eliminating of terrorist groups” in the local mountainous terrain. The force included some 700 combat vehicles, fighter aircraft, and part of the Black Sea fleet. Such a force was hardly of great utility in fighting terrorists in the mountains, but it was ideal for a conventional invasion of a neighbor. In fact, this exercise was a trial run for the invasion about to take place. The exercise scenario involved Russian forces having to intervene in a fictitious breakaway former Soviet republic to protect Russian peacekeepers and citizens. It was de facto a war game to invade Georgia. Russian soldiers participating in the exercise had even been given briefing materials in advance that said, “Soldier, know your potential enemy!” The enemy those materials identified was Georgia.4

Following the completion of the exercises, many of the units lingered in place rather than returning to their home bases. A sizeable Russian force was gathered north of the Roki Tunnel. By the evening of August 5, nearly 12,000 soldiers,5 along with their armor and artillery, were deployed and ready to strike Georgia. Three days earlier, on August 2, Nikolai Pankov, the Russian deputy minister of defense, and Anatoly Khrulyev, the deputy chief of intelligence and commander in chief of the Fifty-eighth Army, had visited South Ossetia to meet with the South Ossetian leadership as well as the commander of the Russian and North Ossetian peacekeeping forces—reportedly to finalize the plan of action for these units.

Moscow has officially claimed that its armed forces only entered Georgia on the afternoon of August 8 at 1400. That claim, however, is simply not credible. Exactly when regular Russian units began infiltrating across the border and how many had already entered South Ossetian territory illegally before the evening of August 7 is still unclear and is passionately disputed. Although both ends of the Roki Tunnel are on Georgian territory, Moscow controlled it and had repeatedly refused to allow international monitors to observe who was passing through. Moscow would claim that its forces moved through the tunnel only on the afternoon of August 8. Andrei Illiaronov, in an exhaustive study of Russia’s war preparations, has argued that some 1,200 Russian soldiers along with medical and communication units were already in South Ossetia illegally by August 7, with another 12,000 troops poised “to be able to immediately cross the border to provide assistance to the peacekeepers in South Ossetia,” as one official put it.6 Subsequent sources and press reports during and after the war by journalists in South Ossetia also suggest that elements of the 135th and 693rd Regiments of the Fifty-eighth Army and the Twenty-second Special Forces Brigade as well as several tank units had already moved into South Ossetia between August 2 and the evening of August 7—and some of those units started fighting the Georgians early on August 8 when they entered Tskhinvali.7

This was in addition to the North Ossetian, Chechen, and Cossack “volunteers” who had been officially mobilized by Moscow and registered by Russian military authorities before they were sent across the border, where a number of them were assigned to the North Ossetian peacekeeping battalion starting on August 3.8 They were, however, anything but peaceful. They were ideal for ethnic cleansing, which is what they would soon be used for. After the war was over, the Russian military paper Krasnaya Zvezda carried an article about a wounded Russian captain from the 135th Motorized Rifle Regiment who admitted that his battalion was already in South Ossetia on August 7 and was sent to Tskhinvali on August 8, where he was subsequently wounded in the fighting. As always, it is the cover-up that is most telling. After the article attracted too much attention, the text was first changed, then the officer was re-interviewed and suggested that his forces had only entered Georgia on August 8; finally he disappeared from public view.9

While Georgia had de facto lost control over large swaths of South Ossetia after the initial fighting in the early 1990s, this was still officially sovereign Georgian territory. Russia was officially allowed a limited contingent of “peacekeepers” on Georgian soil in the conflict zones of South Ossetia and Abkhazia in accordance with ceasefire agreements reached with the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) and the United Nations in the early 1990s. However, the nature and equipment of these troops was required to be limited in accord with a peacekeeping mission. They were supposed to be part of a separate chain of command. Any rotation or reinforcement of such forces was supposed to be announced thirty days in advance. In reality, Moscow had long flouted these rules. These Russian troop reinforcements and movements were in violation of the existing agreements and therefore illegal.

Saakashvili had been receiving intelligence throughout the day on August 7 about Russian and other units gathering both north of the Roki Tunnel and around the Ugardanta military base outside of Java in South Ossetia. That base was supposed to have been disbanded years earlier, but Moscow had instead renovated it over the previous year, and it was now capable of holding and staging much larger forces. That, too, hardly seemed a coincidence. Already in mid-July, Georgian intelligence had received reports from friendly Western services of additional Russian fighter aircraft being moved to North Ossetia. On the morning of August 7, they received a report that on August 4 or 5 Moscow had pre-deployed additional military aircraft from the Ivanovo air base outside Moscow to the Mozdok air base in North Ossetia. That deployment included an airborne command plane capable of directing an air war against Georgia called the Russian A–50.10 The Georgians were also receiving information that part of the Russian Black Sea fleet based in Sevastopol had left port several days earlier and was preparing for a major operation. It, too, had prepositioned itself for this invasion.

It was a chaotic day, and the Georgians were trying to comprehend exactly what was happening on their northern border—and why. The combination of ground forces gathering and airpower being moved into position looked increasingly ominous. The big question in Saakashvili’s mind was whether the Russian forces gathering up north would remain there or would start to march south toward the city of Tskhinvali. And if they moved south, was their goal to take those villages and the territory Georgia controlled around Tskhinvali or much more? Was this just another attempt to pressure Saakashvili or was Russia actually preparing to invade Georgia? When Saakashvili tried to place a call to Russian president Dmitry Medvedev to discuss what was happening, he was turned down.

As the signs of Russian forces moving into South Ossetia multiplied, the Georgian president faced a choice fraught with peril—either to let it happen or to try to fight back. His Western allies had repeatedly urged him not to get into a fight with Russia—no matter what. But in the path of those Russian forces lay the Georgian villages in the Didi Liakhvi valley as well as the Tbilisi-supported alternative South Ossetian government in the village of Kurta. Those villages not only contained thousands of Georgian citizens that Tbilisi was pledged to protect, but Kurta also was the heart and soul of Georgia’s own strategy to win over the hearts and minds of South Ossetians through “soft power.” If Russian forces swept through those villages, it could lead to another wave of bloody ethnic cleansing and shatter Tbilisi’s strategy for resolving the South Ossetian conflict peacefully and on its terms. Such an outcome, Saakashvili believed, would be such a political debacle that his government would not survive.

But Saakashvili also had bigger worries. He had always believed—and openly told visitors, including this author—that he did not think Moscow would ever make a military move just for South Ossetia. The tiny enclave was simply not worth it. If Moscow moved into South Ossetia, he assumed it would be a precursor for a broader assault with the goal of taking Tbilisi. South of Tskhinvali lay flat and open terrain from there to Tbilisi. So the question in his mind was: Would those Russian forces stop in the South Ossetian capital or simply continue on to the Georgian capital and go after him? It was hardly a secret that the Kremlin was trying to oust him. Kremlin pundits had hinted darkly on television about assassinating him.11 Moscow had taken a variety of political and economic steps, both overt and covert, to try to destabilize his government. Putin had personally warned Saakashvili on more than one occasion that his pro-Western course would have consequences.

None of the threats had intimidated Saakashvili—up to this point. But he was jumpy. Georgian-Russian relations had been increasingly on the edge of conflict since the spring, when Moscow, in the wake of Kosovo independence in February and the NATO Bucharest summit, had increased the pressure by taking steps that amounted to a creeping annexation of the two separatist enclaves. Moscow had also been ramping up its own illegal military preparations, using the cover of its alleged peacekeeping role to illegally modernize infrastructure, deploy additional forces, and further arm separatist forces who were making preparations that would subsequently facilitate an invasion. Most of that effort had been focused in Abkhazia, where tension had intensified throughout the spring and summer. At times, Moscow even seemed to want to flaunt its breaking of the rules—for example, making no effort to hide from the Western media the illegal entry of Russian troops and armor into the separatist province in the early summer.

In Georgia’s eyes, what the Russians were planning was obvious. Moscow was trying to de facto annex these two disputed enclaves bit by bit in slow motion—testing to see if the West would protest and daring Tbilisi to try to stop them. The Western policy response had been, as far as Georgia was concerned, limp and half-hearted. Tbilisi’s allies urged restraint on both sides and repeatedly warned Saakashvili not to get into a fight with Russia but instead to rely on diplomacy to de-escalate the situation. But diplomacy was not working or stopping what Russia was doing on the ground to turn the status quo against Tbilisi. Georgia had tried its own secret diplomacy with Russia but failed to make any headway as well. In Tbilisi’s view, diplomacy was failing and Moscow was consolidating a new partition of the country that would render nominal Georgian territorial integrity theoretical and meaningless. In doing so, it was breaking almost every rule in the book in full view of the international community. And it was simultaneously building its military option—its hammer to crush Georgia if Tbilisi dared to move to stop it.

August was known as the shooting season in the Southern Caucasus. It was something of a ritual for there to be final exchanges of artillery fire between South Ossetian and Georgian forces in late July or early August before the summer break settled in. The normal pattern during the previous summers had been that the South Ossetians would start shelling, the Georgians would retaliate, and then, after a day or two of exchanges, one side, usually but not always Georgia, would back down. One exception had been in 2004, when the Georgian side had in fact escalated and fought back, only to suffer significant casualties. It was a lesson that Tbilisi did not forget and it became much more cautious in subsequent years. In the summer of 2007, two Russian aircraft had bombed a Georgian radar site near the town of Tsitelubani on the border of the South Ossetian conflict zone. The missile failed to fully detonate, thus allowing Western experts to confirm its Russian origins in spite of Moscow’s denials.

When the shooting began between South Ossetian and Georgian forces on July 29, 2008, many observers—both inside and outside Georgia itself—initially dismissed it as more of the same. It soon became clear, however, that this summer’s pattern of fighting was more worrying. When South Ossetian paramilitary forces opened fire on Georgian positions and villages on July 29, those barrages were more systematic and lethal than in previous summers. They lasted through the day and the evening and included 100 mm and 120 mm artillery—heavier weapons officially banned from the zone that had never been used previously in the conflict zone and were many times more powerful than any used before. These new weapons could have only been supplied to the South Ossetians through Russia. On August 4 the Russian peacekeeping commander, Major General Marat Kulakhmetov, confirmed that large-caliber artillery banned under the existing agreements had been used against Georgian villages. Although he refused to identify the perpetrators, the Georgians knew who was behind the attacks. They had intercepted phone calls showing that Russian and North Ossetian peace-keepers were collaborating with local South Ossetian militia to target Georgians and then hide the evidence.12

The use of heavier weapons predictably led to heavier casualties. An OSCE spot report from August 4 noted that the fighting since August 1 was the most serious since 2004. Between July 29 and August 7, six Georgian police officers, eleven peacekeepers, and fourteen civilians were wounded. Two Georgia peacekeepers were killed in action, and two later died of their wounds. Entire villages on both sides were essentially shut down, cut off, and in some cases destroyed. The Georgians fought back and inflicted their own casualties on the South Ossetian side. For example, six South Ossetian militiamen were killed in action the evening of August 1 (four by sniper fire) and thirteen were wounded (seven reportedly the result of sniper fire as well). Again, the Russian-led Joint Peacekeeping Force (JPKF) did little to try to stop such incidents even though they often involved attacks on Georgian peacekeepers nominally under the control of the Russian commander and for whose safety he was responsible.

The South Ossetian separatists were employing their own version of a tactic the world knows well from the Middle East, the use of human shields. In the Middle East, human shields are often used by Palestinian insurgents to protect themselves against Israeli attack, or to goad the Israelis into killing civilians, thus inviting international condemnation. In this case, however, South Ossetian forces used Russian and North Ossetian peacekeepers and their positions as shields to accomplish the same objective. They fired upon Georgian targets from positions adjacent to, behind, or even within a Russian peacekeeping post. In doing so, they were daring the Georgians to retaliate and run the risk of killing Russian soldiers—thus sparking a broader conflict with Moscow. It was another example of how the peacekeeping arrangements on the ground had become a farce.

It was difficult to believe that such attacks were not orchestrated with Moscow’s support and blessing. The South Ossetian government, and in particular the chain of command on defense and security issues, was dominated by Russian intelligence officers. A dozen key members of the separatist government in Tskhinvali were Russian—including the prime minister and the defense and interior ministers, as well as the head of the national security council. The South Ossetian leader Eduard Koikoty had been installed by Moscow and the Kremlin had a direct line to his office in Tskhinvali. Russia’s control over this leadership and what happened on the ground was near total—with the only question being exactly who in Moscow or elsewhere in Russia was actually calling the shots.13

On August 4, Georgian deputy foreign minister Grigol Vashadze got into his car and managed to sneak into the Georgian village of Nuli in South Ossetia. He found it nearly totally destroyed. He returned to Tbilisi and proposed taking the diplomatic corps to see for themselves what was happening. The next day, August 5, the Georgian government invited the entire diplomatic corps in Tbilisi to tour the region. The office of the European Union’s special envoy to the region, Peter Semneby, reported back to Brussels that there was indeed evidence of mortar fire by the South Ossetians against Georgian positions but that both sides seemed to be jockeying to gain advantage. “At this stage,” the EU report concluded, “it does not look that [sic] the sides are interested in a large-scale military conflict but a small local conflict with fatalities is highly likely.” The view of the OSCE mission on the ground was more pessimistic and accurate. It sent in one report after another during that week that amounted to a diplomatic SOS—a distress signal warning that the situation on the ground was becoming dangerous. But no one was paying attention. The attention of the world was focused on the opening of the Olympics in Beijing on August 7—or on the approaching summer holidays.

It was not just the intensity of the shooting, however, that gave Tbilisi cause for alarm. Koikoty’s separatist government had taken a series of steps that suggested they were putting South Ossetia on a war footing. On August 2 South Ossetia had announced an evacuation of women and children from the South Ossetian capital. In the run-up to the outbreak of hostilities, the overwhelming majority of the population living on what was to become the battlefield were evacuated to North Ossetia. The media coverage on state-run South Ossetian and Russian TV also become increasingly belligerent over the course of the week, suggesting an impending conflict with Georgia. Speaking to the Russian and local media on the morning of August 7, Koikoty issued a warning that his forces would “clean out” local Georgian forces and villages if the Georgian forces did not withdraw.14 Nearly fifty Russian journalists representing mainstream TV, radio, and newspapers also arrived in Tskhinvali between August 2 and 6.15 This was not the norm.

Clearly something was up. And it was all happening while much of the Georgian leadership, thinking the worst of the crisis of the spring and summer had passed, had left the country on vacation. The Georgian defense minister was out of the country, and his two key deputies were preparing to go on leave as well. Georgia’s armed forces were at their lowest level of readiness because commanders had finally been allowed to grant units leave after months of mobilization. Saakashvili himself had gone off to a “fat farm” in Italy to fight a weight problem and enjoy a short holiday with his family before heading to Beijing for the opening of the Olympics. Sitting in his hotel room in Italy, his alarm was sparked as he was channel surfing and started watching Russian TV coverage of events in South Ossetia. He was taken aback by the belligerence of the Russian media and became suspicious. He rushed back to Tbilisi in early August to take charge of the situation.

It was not unprecedented for Moscow to use Abkhaz or South Ossetian separatists as pawns to keep Tbilisi off balance. That was a central part of the Russian strategy to keep Georgia guessing and to constantly remind the outside world how unstable this country was, thus undercutting its desire to be embraced by the West. It was also designed to goad or provoke Tbilisi into taking military action that would lead to violence on the ground and reinforce Saakashvili’s image as an impetuous, trigger-happy leader. Throughout the spring and summer, tension had been focused on Abkhazia—where Moscow and Georgia had come to the brink of war—with the Russian media suggesting on more than one occasion that war was imminent. But the crisis had seemed to pass in mid-July.

Sitting in his chancellery on August 7, Saakashvili realized that he had relaxed Georgia’s guard too soon. He was now in a quandary, confronting a decision he both feared yet had anticipated he might face one day. The conflicts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia were a Damocles’ sword hanging above his head. While many well-meaning advisors and Westerners had suggested he downplay the importance of the frozen conflicts and blame their de facto loss on his predecessors, he believed passionately in Georgia’s territorial integrity and had made the recovery of these separatist provinces a key part of his political manifesto. He did not believe he could survive as president of Georgia if he failed to defend the Georgian citizens in those areas he still controlled or if he lost these provinces once and for all. Living with the status quo was bad enough. But since the beginning of the year, Moscow had been systematically turning the status quo against him. Saakashvili had tried to get his Western allies to push back against Moscow and to become more involved on the ground to halt that dynamic—but without success.

Perhaps better than anyone else, Saakashvili knew how much Moscow, and Vladimir Putin in particular, hated him and what he represented in the region. After all, he had been on the receiving end of a string of increasingly ominous and personal threats from Russia and from Putin personally about what Moscow would do to him and to Georgia if he did not change course. While he was accustomed to Moscow’s rough tactics, he was nevertheless taken aback by what he now saw unfolding before his eyes. There was a big difference between using South Ossetian separatist forces to shell Georgian villages and peacekeepers and the infiltration and a possible invasion of his country by the Russian army. Had Putin finally decided to make good on his threat of regime change—and was Russia preparing to march on Tbilisi with the goal of toppling his government? Or was this precisely the kind of trap his Western friends and allies had repeatedly warned him to avoid?

Saakashvili had few illusions about the West’s coming to Georgia’s assistance militarily if he got into a fight with the Russians. No one knew better than he did how often and how clearly Washington had warned him the U.S. cavalry would not be coming over the hill to save him. Speculation over whether Washington had given Tbilisi some kind of green light misses the point. No senior Georgian official has actually ever suggested that Washington did so. On the contrary, they all admit that warnings had been given repeatedly by senior American and European officials. But they also point out that Tbilisi had warned in return that it, too, had red lines and that if Moscow crossed them, no Georgian government could simply stand by and passively watch the country be dismembered.

The problem was a different one. The two sides were talking past each other. The West’s bottom line was for Tbilisi not to get into a fight with Russia—period. Georgia’s was that it could not stand back and lose the provinces without doing something. They were not the same thing. Even though he only controlled a small sliver of Abkhaz territory and less than half of South Ossetia, Saakashvili had repeatedly told his American and European counterparts that Abkhazia and South Ossetia were existential issues for him and that there could come a point where he would have to act in order to avoid losing them once and for all. This was the part of the Georgian message that the West did not want to hear or take into account. Its response was always the same: don’t get into a fight you can only lose. That was the gap between Georgia and the West that Moscow was now exposing and exploiting—and where it was laying its trap.

The moment of decision had arrived, and the Georgian leader made his choice. He went against that advice and decided that the threat to Georgian citizens in South Ossetia and to his country’s territorial integrity as well as his political survival as president required him to try to fight against what he saw playing out in front of him. There was little doubt in his mind—based on the intelligence he had on that fateful evening as well as his years of dealing with Moscow—that Russia was invading his country. Rather than run the risk that the Russians and their separatist allies would overrun Georgian villages and outposts under his control and possibly march on Tbilisi, Saakashvili opted to preempt what he thought was Russia’s impending move. He believed his oath as president to defend his citizens and his country’s territorial integrity required him to do nothing less.

That decision was made neither in isolation nor without consultation. While often seen as an autocrat, Saakashvili had his own way of reaching out to people and a loose style of collective decision making. The Georgian president had been talking with his national security team throughout the day. At 1300 he convened a meeting of the Georgian National Security Council (NSC) to discuss the rapidly deteriorating situation. In attendance were Interior Minister Vano Merabishvili, Defense Minister David Kezerashvili, head of the presidential administration Zurab Adeishvili, Tbilisi mayor Gigi Ugulava, and National Security Council secretary Alexander Lomaia. Several of Saakashvili’s key lieutenants were out of the country on vacation, such as chairman of the parliament David Bakradze, deputy head of the parliament’s Committee of Security and Defense Nick Rurua, and Deputy Foreign Minister Giga Bokeria. Foreign Minister Ekaterine Tkeshelashvili and intelligence chief Gela Bezhuashvili were absent as well.

The meeting was held at a presidential guest house in Tseravani, a town located halfway between Tbilisi and Gori, where Saakashvili had been visiting wounded Georgian police and peacekeepers in the hospital. These men had sat around the table and debated many times what they should or should not do if Russia ever moved against their country militarily. Now it was for real. The meeting lasted for one hour. Interior Minister Merabishvili started by briefing on the previous evening’s intelligence intercepts of Russian forces taking control of and then moving forces through the Roki Tunnel. No one knew for sure how many Russian forces might have entered, but the Georgian estimate was a battalion.16

Saakashvili asked the group whether they thought the combination of these new factors—the use of heavier weaponry in the conflict zone, the buildup of Russian ground and airpower, reports of Russian forces already deployed in South Ossetia, the inflow of North Caucasian “volunteers,” and the news of Russian troops taking control of and coming through the Roki Tunnel the previous evening—constituted Moscow’s crossing a new red line in its efforts to intimidate and threaten Georgia. Was Tbilisi now confronted with a qualitatively different situation than in the past? he asked. At what point did a sovereign state have to act to defend itself?

Every council member in the room agreed that Russia had crossed that red line and that Georgia faced a qualitatively new situation. They all believed Georgia was being invaded in a kind of slow-motion, incremental way. The question was what to do about it. At the end of the meeting, Defense Minister Kezerashvili received a phone call and turned pale. He announced to the group that another Georgian peacekeeper had been killed. Saakashvili gave the order to deploy Georgian troops to the edge of the conflict zone in case they were needed—and at 1430 the Ministry of Defense issued a public mobilization order. Around 1800 those forces were ordered to deploy to the edge of South Ossetia and the conflict zone.

But Moscow had timed the invasion well. Georgia was unprepared for a major operation in South Ossetia. In spite of the mobilization of the Georgian army that spring and the concern over a possible face-off with Russia, Tbilisi’s attention had been almost entirely focused on Abkhazia. For reasons we will explore later, there were no up-to-date contingency plans for the Georgian army to fight in South Ossetia. After having been on high alert since the spring, many Georgian military units had been allowed to drop their readiness level and soldiers had been released to work their fields before the fall harvest or else to take summer holidays. Tbilisi’s armed forces were actually at their lowest level of readiness that first week of August. Deputy Defense Minister Batu Kutelia was leaving on vacation with his water skis in the back of his car when he received a phone call ordering him to head to Gori and plan for war. Plans for the operation had to be drawn up within twenty-four hours. When the war broke out, a significant portion of Tbilisi’s modest tank force was in the shop for a long-planned upgrade and was unavailable for the fight.

Georgia’s armed forces were also in the wrong place for the fight. The elite First Brigade was normally headquartered in Gori—some fifteen miles from the South Ossetian capital of Tskhinvali—but it was now deployed in Iraq. It would be called back after hostilities started but too late to play a major role in the war. Georgia’s Fourth Infantry Brigade was in pre-deployment training for Iraq. Washington had initially asked for Georgia’s Second Brigade, deployed in Senaki near the border of Abkhazia, but Tbilisi had refused given the role that brigade played in Georgia’s own defense plans and because of growing tensions in that area. The two sides had settled on the Fourth as a compromise.

On the evening of August 6 that brigade’s commander, Major Grigori Kalandadze, was at a supra—a traditional Georgian feast bringing together friends and family around a table loaded with food and wine complete with toasts, heavy drinking, and dancing into the wee hours of the morning, often accompanied by a hangover the next day.17 The next day Kalandadze was ordered to pull his brigade out of its U.S.-led pre-deployment training for Iraq and move to Gori to prepare to fight the Russians. In less than twelve hours he had to reorganize his brigade for a possible operation in South Ossetia: call back soldiers and commanders who were or had been on leave; replace his soldiers’ newly purchased American M4 carbines, for which ammunition was still scarce, with older Russian-made Kalashnikovs, for which ammunition was plentiful; and then move his brigade to Gori by road and rail. Three days later, Kalandadze was wounded, two of his battalion commanders were dead, and his Fourth Brigade was withdrawing from Tskhinvali in the face of a fierce onslaught of Russian armor and air power. However one assesses the Georgian military’s performance, this was not a country or an army prepared for an offensive military operation in South Ossetia, as Moscow’s propaganda would later claim.

In parallel to convening his NSC, Saakashvili initiated a last-ditch diplomatic mission to extend an olive branch that could still prevent a war. On August 7, he dispatched another key aide, special envoy and minister for reintegration Temuri Yakobashvili, to Tskhinvali to try to establish direct contact on the ground with both Russian and South Ossetian authorities to head off what was starting to look like a looming conflict. Yakobashvili now found himself in a car headed to a potential war zone in a last-ditch effort to prevent an outbreak of hostilities. His mission was to get in touch with either senior Russian or local South Ossetian authorities, get a sense of what was happening on the ground, see if there was a way to de-escalate the situation, and to report back as soon as possible.

Yakobashvili had already been in touch with his Russian and South Ossetian counterparts. The South Ossetian authorities flat out refused to meet with him. His Russian Foreign Ministry counterpart, Yuri Popov, had initially agreed to meet him in Tskhinvali. But when he called to finalize a meeting place, Popov told him he was stranded in nearby Gori with a flat tire and unable to come. When Yakobashvili asked whether he had a spare, he was told that was flat, too. The Russian hardly seemed in a hurry or keen to discuss ways to de-escalate the crisis. Yakobashvili headed to the South Ossetian capital nevertheless. The one Russian who did agree to meet him was Major General Kulakhmetov, the head of the JPKF. In that position, Kulakhmetov had overall command of the Russian, Georgian, and Ossetian units who were supposed to work together to maintain peace on the ground. Western visitors as well as the Georgians had generally found him to be an honest professional.

Yakobashvili was met at the administrative border with South Ossetia by Russian peacekeepers who escorted him to the headquarters of the Joint Peacekeeping Force on the northern side of Tskhinvali. The JPKF had two headquarters—one referred to as “Nizhniy Gorodok” in the northern part of Tskhinvali where the commander had his office and a second one at “Verkhniy Gorodok” in the southwestern part of town. Yakobashvili was headed to the main headquarters at Nizhniy Gorodok. At the border crossing into Tskhinvali, there had stood until recently a huge billboard of Putin. Although this was ostensibly sovereign Georgian territory, the locals had put up this large picture with the slogan “Putin—Our President” within sight of the Georgian checkpoint. It was a less than subtle way of signaling that while Georgia’s territorial integrity might still exist on paper, there was little doubt who really ran the place. The poster was taken down after Medvedev succeeded Putin as Russian President.

As he entered Tskhinvali, Yakobashvili was struck by how deserted the streets were. It looked like a ghost town, he thought to himself. An estimated 3,000 to 4,000 people were left in the city after the evacuation conducted by the South Ossetians.18 Yakobashvili entered the main headquarters and sat down with the general à deux in his private office. Kulakhmetov turned on a scrambling device to ensure that no one could listen to their conversation. The two men openly discussed the deteriorating situation. According to Yakobashvili, Kulakhmetov admitted that some of the attacks on Georgian forces were taking place from positions adjacent to or even within his positions—and that the South Ossetians were using the Russian peacekeepers as human shields. He said that there was nothing he could do about it as he could no longer control the South Ossetian forces.

Yakobashvili was taken aback. What was the general trying to tell him? Was he saying that he had simply lost control of the situation, including the forces ostensibly under his command, or that such actions were being directed by a higher Russian authority? It was, in either case, bad news. Yakobashvili was convinced that the Russian general was trying to keep the situation from spinning out of control. But it was also clear that Kulakhmetov was no longer calling the shots on the ground. Before leaving, he asked the general for his advice on how to keep the situation from deteriorating further. Kulakhmetov responded that the only way out was for the Georgian side to declare a unilateral ceasefire—“and to keep it as long as you can.” He suggested that the ceasefire be for at least a day and preferably longer. Yakobashvili responded: “I can’t promise but I will try. Let me report back to my boss and we will make a decision.”

Saakashvili was his usual impatient self. During the NSC meeting, he had tried to call Yakobashvili three times on his cell phone while the latter was in Tskhinvali. After Yakobashvili left the South Ossetian capital, he immediately phoned the Georgian president to brief him on his discussions. Saakashvili promptly agreed to the idea of a ceasefire. As soon as he arrived back in Tbilisi, Yakobashvili gave a press conference and announced the ceasefire at 1840. It was the only way the Georgians had to communicate their offer to the South Ossetians, who were rejecting all attempts at communication, let alone mediation. Saakashvili himself reaffirmed Georgia’s ceasefire in his own press conference a half hour later. At the same time, the Georgian forces were deploying to the edge of the conflict zone, waiting.

Around 2100 Yakobashvili went to visit Saakashvili in the chancellery. Saakashvili wanted to again go over all the details of his trip to Tskhinvali that afternoon. He was still trying to discern Russian motives. “You understand how much it matters,” he told Yakobashvili. “Every detail matters.” The president grilled Yakobashvili on the mood and disposition of his interlocutors, asking whether he thought they were lying or telling the truth. He was trying to avoid a confrontation with Russia and looking for a way to back down—hoping that if the ceasefire held, the fighting could then be blamed on the local South Ossetians. But the big question was whether the ceasefire would hold—and what were those additional Russian forces now on Georgian territory going to do? And if they moved, were they headed to Tskhinvali—or Tbilisi?

The telephone in the chancellery rang again shortly after 2030. It was Minister of Interior Merabishvili calling to say that the shelling of Georgian villages had resumed. “Do not respond,” Saakashvili told him. Shortly after 2230 Defense Minister Kezerashvili called to say that additional Georgian villages were again being shelled, that the Georgian peacekeeping positions had been attacked, and that there were Georgian soldiers killed and wounded. Unless Georgian forces were allowed to return fire, he told the president, they could not evacuate the wounded, and there would in all likelihood be further deaths. Saakashvili took a deep breath and again ordered, “Do not respond.”

Around 2330 the phone rang again. This time, according to Yakobashvili, Saakashvili turned pale. Not only were there reports of renewed shelling against a number of Georgian villages and positions, but Tbilisi also had intelligence reports from earlier in the day that additional Russian forces had moved into the Roki Tunnel and had orders to cross over that evening. And Georgian reconnaissance scouts were reporting a sighting of what they believed was a Russian army column moving from Java south toward Tskhinvali. The Georgians suspected that these were the Russian forces that had come through the Roki Tunnel the previous evening and headed to the Russian base outside of Java. There was no longer any doubt in Saakashvili’s mind that an invasion was coming. He phoned Georgian chief of staff Zaza Gogava and gave two orders: stop the Russian columns heading toward Tskhinvali and coming through the Roki Tunnel, and suppress the Ossetian shelling of Georgian positions and villages. After hanging up, he paused, then picked up the phone again and added a third order: “Minimize civilian casualties.” It was 2335.19

Saakashvili then looked at Yakobashvili and said, “It has started. Do you think we will end up as Israelis or Palestinians?” It summed up his hope that little Georgia could somehow prevail in a David versus Goliath fight with Russia—and that if it failed, his country would be partitioned and subjugated as it had been in the early 1920s. At 0144 a new intelligence report arrived in the president’s office claiming that the first units of the Fifty-eighth Army had already been sighted entering Tskhinvali.20 It was an unnerving piece of intelligence to receive at that hour as the battle for the South Ossetian capital was beginning. It reinforced the Georgian conviction that a larger Russian invasion was already in the works.

To this day, controversy swirls around Saakashvili’s decision to fight. While many Western countries subsequently expressed their solidarity with Georgia, not a single country in the West has defended the Georgian leader’s decision to go to war. Even Georgia’s closest ally, the United States, while calling the Russian invasion “premeditated,” has also termed his decision to stand and fight a “mistake.”21 Many see it as proof of the Georgian president’s impulsive or hot-headed nature, and an indication of why the West was right to be careful in embracing him lest he pull it too into a conflict with Moscow. Moscow of course claims that Georgia committed an act of military aggression and attempted genocide against South Ossetia to which it responded in defense of both Russian peacekeepers and citizens there.22

Why did Saakashvili do it? A close look at the record of the Georgian decision-making process that day leads to several key conclusions. First, there was little doubt in his mind when Saakashvili made the decision to go to war that Russian forces were entering his country. Moscow had been engaged in a significant military build-up; his intelligence was telling him that those forces were crossing the border, and thousands of Georgian citizens in villages in South Ossetia were in potential danger. That sense of impending danger was reinforced by his conviction that a confrontation with Moscow had been looming for some time and was increasingly inevitable. While Georgia was caught tactically by surprise on that crucial day, a Russian invasion was not unexpected. On the contrary, the conviction that a potential fight was brewing was a mind-set reinforced by years of a de facto cold war between Moscow and Tbilisi, Russian efforts to destabilize the Georgian government, Saakashvili’s conversations with both Putin and Medvedev, and the creeping annexation the Georgian president saw taking place in front of his eyes since the spring. The August war is inconceivable without the prehistory of Russian pressure, violations of Georgian sovereignty, provocations, and threats, all of which had left the Georgian leadership very much on edge.

The ferocity of the shelling of Georgian villages and positions in the first week of August did mark an escalation over previous years and was the worst fighting since a serious outbreak in 2004. South Ossetian shelling was accompanied by rhetoric and actions that suggested Tskhinvali was going on a war footing. For months Georgian intelligence had observed Moscow illegally moving in additional equipment and creating new infrastructure in the conflict zones, stepping up reconnaissance, and taking other steps that suggested preparations for a confrontation. While Russian military exercises had taken place north of the border for several years, this year’s maneuvers were actually war games for an intervention scenario involving Georgia. Intelligence reports of the pre-deployment of Russian air power to bases from which they could mount an air war against Georgia also contributed to a growing sense of siege. Reports of Russian forces taking control of the Roki Tunnel and of irregulars and then actual Russian forces moving through the tunnel and the subsequent sighting of what was believed to be a Russian column coming down from Java all pointed to a looming attack.

To be sure, those reports were not definitive, and the day was chaotic. The fog of war was already setting in. Georgian intelligence was certainly not as good as one might have wished. Exactly what combination of Russian, North Ossetian, Chechen, and other troops were involved was not always clear—and is not to this day. What was clear was that these movements were a violation of existing accords and of Georgian sovereignty. They were threatening to Georgian villages and positions in South Ossetia and possibly to the Georgian government itself, given past Russian calls for regime change. Tbilisi’s growing sense of siege was reinforced by the fact that neither Moscow nor South Ossetia made any effort to respond to Saakashvili’s ceasefire or to his sending an envoy to meet with senior Russian or South Ossetian officials. There was no evidence that Moscow wanted to calm the situation.

On the contrary, Saakashvili was cornered by a Russia that seemed intent on escalating the pressure on Tbilisi by creating new facts on the ground. Moscow was delivering a de facto ultimatum. He could either acquiesce to the encroachment of Russian power and abandon and lose the separatist provinces once and for all or he could fight back in a hopeless battle to try to defend Georgian citizens and positions there with the likelihood that he would be crushed—but with some hope that a show of military force might lead the Russians to halt their plans or mobilize the West to intervene diplomatically before Moscow could crush him. That was the choice he thought he faced on that fateful evening of August 7.

It was an agonizing choice. Russia could obviously crush Georgia in any war if it chose to. But Saakashvili had pledged to defend his country’s citizens and uphold its territorial integrity. As mentioned earlier, he did not believe he could survive politically at home if he did nothing to try to defend the thousands of Georgian citizens in South Ossetia that were in danger. He also feared that he was being invaded in slow motion with the goal being not “just” South Ossetia but his government’s demise and the crushing of Georgia’s democratic experiment. He made his choice to fight back. His calculation was to buy time and hope that the international community, above all the United States and Europe, would wake up and intervene to save his country. One can still consider that decision a mistake. But why he did it is not a mystery.

To this day controversy surrounds several key issues. First and foremost among them is the question of Georgia’s war aims. Controversy centers on the remarks of Georgian brigadier general Mamuka Kurashvili, commander of the Georgian peacekeeping contingent in South Ossetia. He made headlines when he suggested late in the evening of August 7 that Tbilisi’s goal was “to restore constitutional order in the whole region.” That statement suggested that Georgia’s goal was in essence to reconquer South Ossetia. But those were the remarks of a general in the field who misspoke when he found himself with a microphone in his face. The statement was not only unauthorized but at the time Kurashvili was not yet fully briefed about the key thinking in Tbilisi or the Georgian defense planning that had started the day before. His statement was nevertheless a public relations disaster. His remarks echoed around the world and were read with horror on the BlackBerrys and computer screens of Georgia’s friends and allies.

Saakashvili’s real objectives were reflected in the actual orders he gave. They were not “to conquer” South Ossetia. Georgian forces were ordered to fight a limited defensive engagement around Tskhinvali to protect threatened Georgian villages and to try to intercept Russian forces entering form the north. Had their goal been the former, they would have needed a different operational plan than the one they employed. The Georgian strategy—and critics might say the illusion—was to defend their citizens and to hope that this show of force and the willingness to fight back might deter further escalation.

An illustration of what Georgia’s military aims were in reality can be seen in the armed forces’ focus on the Gupta bridge. The bridge is south of the city of Java and north of the first Georgian enclave. Just south of it the key bypass roads to and around Tskhinvali start. If Georgia’s plan was to conquer all of South Ossetia, taking and holding that bridge would have been essential to allow the passage of Georgian forces to the north to occupy the region. However, the top goal in Georgia’s operational military plan was to destroy the Gupta bridge—precisely because they were fighting a defensive operation with the objective of protecting the Georgian enclaves north of Tskhinvali and because their goal was to prevent the flow of Russian forces from Java to Tskhinvali. That bridge was attacked three times by the Georgians in an effort to take it out. Their failure to fully destroy it was key in determining the course of the battle. The Russians managed to repair it in a few hours on August 8, and soon Russian forces started to pour in from the north across the bridge in the direction of Tskhinvali.23

These limited war aims were also reflected in Georgian diplomacy. Soon after the war broke out, U.S. secretary of state Condoleezza Rice pushed for a three-point ceasefire package. The plan called for an immediate ceasefire, the withdrawal of Russia and Georgian forces to the August 6 status quo, and a new international peacekeeping force to be deployed in South Ossetia along with new elections there. It was at a time when Georgian forces briefly held their ground and largely occupied Tskhinvali. That plan was the focal point of talks between Rice and Russian foreign minister Sergei Lavrov. Saakashvili agreed to the essence of the package but refused to allow the return of the Koikoty government and insisted on new elections to decide who would govern the region. That idea was quickly rendered obsolete as Moscow escalated its military campaign, and it became obvious that Russia’s own war aims were broader and more ambitious. But it also shows that Saakashvili’s political and military objectives were limited to defending the Georgian enclaves and positions around the South Ossetian capital.

The drive by Georgian forces on Tskhinvali was motivated as much by tactical military objectives as by political objectives. South Ossetian artillery and forces were embedded in the city. They were targeted under Saakashvili’s order to suppress fire against such positions. Going through Tskhinvali was also the shortest route to get to the vulnerable Georgian villages and enclaves north of the city. Saakashvili had ordered his forces to create corridors to evacuate citizens if necessary. Georgian forces undoubtedly considered Tskhinvali a target of psychological value and enjoyed temporarily liberating the city they considered the capital of a hostile separatist government. Local Gori officials reportedly had plans for a victory parade in Tskhinvali and are alleged to have loaded two trucks full of lecterns, red carpets, and Georgian and South Ossetian flags for the celebration they hoped would take place.

None of this changes the bottom line that Georgia walked into a war it was not prepared for and could not win and that its own war goals were limited both politically and militarily. One reason the Georgian armed forces did not perform very well is that they were not planning to fight there—and most certainly not against the Russian army. The hasty and haphazard way in which the military pulled together a last-minute operational plan is perhaps the most solid evidence that this was the opposite of a long planned Georgian move to conquer South Ossetia.

One paradox of Georgia’s drive to join NATO is that while such cooperation helped produce a more modern military, Alliance doctrine compelled Tbilisi to downgrade a possible Russian threat, adopt Alliance priorities for counter-terror and peacekeeping operations instead, and deflect money and attention away from territorial defense capabilities. Georgia did so to boost its chance of getting close to NATO. The irony is that Georgia ended up neither obtaining the close relationship it sought with NATO nor being militarily prepared to fight the adversary it had to confront in August 2008.

Russia’s war aims and rationale are far more murky. Initially Moscow’s official casus belli for the invasion was to prevent a possible Georgian “genocide” against South Ossetians. Russian and Ossetian separatist leaders claimed that some 2,000 Ossetians in Tskhinvali had been slaughtered during the opening hours of the war.24 Those claims helped spark subsequent ethnic cleansing and reprisal killings against Georgian civilians.25 However, they turned out to be false, as the EU’s Tagliavini Report also subsequently confirmed. As of December 2008, the investigative committee of the Russian Federation’s Prosecutor’s Office listed some 162 dead for South Ossetia as a whole. The Russian NGO Memorial has come up with a comparable figure but has emphasized that there is no credible or comprehensive list available. The South Ossetians claim that over 350 of their citizens died, but that list does not differentiate between combatants and civilians, and some persons on the list appear to have died of other causes or at other times. The official Georgian casualty figure from the war is 412 with 184 of those being military and police. Russia has claimed that 67 of its soldiers died.26

Another official war aim of Moscow was the defense of Russian citizens in South Ossetia. Without in any way minimizing the tragedy of the loss of life in this war, one should not forget that Russian citizens in South Ossetia were essentially a diaspora that Moscow itself had created with its dramatic expansion in the granting of Russian passports. Having handed out thousands of passports to individuals living on what it still recognized as Georgian territory, Moscow would now claim the right to defend its newly minted “citizens.” As the EU’s Tagliavini Report would conclude, Moscow’s so-called passportization policy was actually illegal and constituted an open challenge to Georgian sovereignty and intereference in Georgia’s internal affairs.

As more than one observer would point out, that doctrine was reminiscent of what Nazi Germany had done in the Sudetenland in the late 1930s, using the German diaspora to agitate in favor of unification with Germany and then justifying the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia with the need to protect ethnic Germans suffering persecution in Prague. The defense of ethnic citizens beyond one’s borders also echoed some of Slobodan Milo[image: image]evi[image: image]’s cynical justifications for his wars in the Balkans. As Swedish foreign minister Carl Bildt put it in an official statement at the time:

No state has a right to intervene militarily in the territory of another state simply because there are individuals there with a passport issued by that state or who are nationals of that state. Attempts to apply such a doctrine have plunged Europe into war in the past—and that is why it is so important that this doctrine is emphatically dismissed. The same doctrine can be equally dangerous in other situations. We did not accept military intervention by Milo[image: image]evi[image: image]’s Serbia in other former Yugoslav states on the grounds of protecting Serbian passport holders. And we have reason to remember how Hitler used this very doctrine little more than half a century ago to undermine and attack substantial parts of central Europe.27

But the third and perhaps politically most potent part of Moscow’s justification for its military move—and one that Russian president Medvedev personally emphasized in his conversations with President Bush and other Western leaders—was the death of Russian peacekeepers. That claim had a key impact in Western capitals in reinforcing the sense that Saakashvili had made a foolish move and that Russia had a legitimate right to respond. The EU’s Tagliavini Report also condemned Georgia for its attacks on Russian peacekeepers. The Russian Ministry of Defense has reported that two peace-keepers were killed early on the morning of August 8 and that a total of fifteen Russian peacekeepers were killed and another forty-nine wounded in action during this conflict. There are, however, several questions surrounding this story, too.

The reality is that these peacekeeping forces had long ceased to be neutral or to be peacekeepers in any traditional sense. They did not prevent South Ossetian shelling of Georgian villages or peacekeepers—often within view or from their very own positions. They sometimes sheltered South Ossetian militias conducting those barrages and worked with them in other ways. Russian peacekeepers were no longer the arm of an international community seeking to maintain peace. They, too, had become an extension of Russia’s own imperialist policy as opposed to the objectives of the international community they were supposed to serve. The division between friend, foe, and neutral peacekeeper had become blurred on the ground during peace-time—and thus quickly became blurred in battle as well.

Tbilisi was aware of the risks of killing Russian peacekeepers—and took precautions to avoid such casualties. Prior to launching the assault on the evening of August 7, Kurashvili phoned Kulakhmetov to tell him that Russian peacekeeping positions would not be attacked so long as they stayed neutral. Georgian artillery target lists were constructed to avoid peacekeeping positions, and Georgian forces were issued orders not to fire on Russian peace-keepers unless fired upon first. Peacekeepers were stationed at some fourteen checkpoints in the Tskhinvali region. At many of those positions Russian and Georgian peacekeepers remained co-located during the battle until the Georgians withdrew. After Georgia’s initial artillery barrage of Tskhinvali during the night of August 7, a Russian peacekeeping command’s spokesperson stated that no Russian peacekeepers had been killed at that point in time.

The first Russian peacekeepers were killed during initial exchanges that took place on the ground around 0600 on August 8.28 But it is also clear that many Russian peacekeepers entered the battle as combatants as soon as the fighting commenced. This then made them legitimate military targets under international law. Who fired on whom first is thus an important issue. When Kurashvili called Kulakhmetov on August 7 to tell him that Georgians would not target Russian peacekeepers if they stayed neutral, the Russian general’s response was “that is not how it works.”29 Shortly after the Georgian artillery barrage had commenced during the evening of August 7, the Georgians suspected that the Russian peacekeepers were assisting the South Ossetians direct counter fire against them. Kurashvili phoned Kulakhmetov again, demanding to know whether Russian peacekeepers were helping the South Ossetians target Georgian positions. Kulakhmetov responded, “Of course they are giving [coordinates]. Why did you think that we would not? You are pounding us here and you think that we should do nothing about this [****]?”30

When special forces of the Georgian Interior Ministry moved into southern Tskhinvali around 0600 on the morning of August 8, they encountered heavy fire from the southern Russian peacekeeping headquarters, aptly called Verkhniy Gorodok, City Heights, because it was located on a hill and was ideal for observing and targeting advancing Georgian forces. The roof of the building was being used to target approaching Georgian forces with artillery. Claims on the Georgian side that the Russians opened fire first are buttressed by a blog by a Russian journalist who was in Tskhinvali during the war. He interviewed two doctors who were in Verkhniy Gorodok when the war broke out and who explained how at 0400 they were given arms and orders to shoot at any approaching Georgian forces.31

And they did. Once fired upon, the Georgians returned fire—as they were in principle entitled to do. In the subsequent exchange, the initial Russian peacekeepers as well as South Ossetians were apparently killed. One of those who died was a South Ossetian lieutenant from an artillery intelligence unit. His obituary, however, confirms that he died while directing artillery fire against Georgian forces.32 The Georgian side claims that Russian peacekeepers were also targeting Georgian forces, working side-by-side with the South Ossetians. This rebuts the argument that Russia’s initial military action was in response to the deaths of Russian peacekeepers simply fulfilling their peacekeeping mission. Russian press sources also confirm that key elements of the South Ossetian leadership had sought refuge at the main Russian peacekeeping compound headquarters at Nizhniy Gorodok after hostilities broke out and later conducted joint military operations against Georgian forces from there.

That made the main peacekeeping headquarters a legitimate military target under international law as well. In reality the distinction between peace-keeper and non-peacekeeper had become almost meaningless on the ground as Russian peacekeepers joined other Russian and South Ossetian forces to fight the Georgians. In an interview with the Russian press, Anatoly Barankevich, the head of the South Ossetian National Security Council, actually explained how the South Ossetian regime tried to organize its own defense while hiding in the Russian peacekeeping headquarters and awaiting Russian reinforcements. He also describes how he and others decided to secure the entrances to the JPKF headquarters as well as launch several ambushes on Georgian police and military forces passing by.33 In spite of such attacks, Georgian forces never disobeyed their order not to fire on the JPKF headquarters. There are also other examples of Georgian forces holding fire when running into Russian peacekeeping units—only to be fired on themselves.

Equally disturbing is the fact that Russian diplomats appear to have claimed that Russian peacekeepers had been killed before any of them possibly could have. Deputy Foreign Minister Grigol Vashadze was the key Georgian contact with the Russian Foreign Ministry, having lived in Russia for many years and even holding a Russian passport. At 0200 on August 8 Vashadze received a phone call from the Russian deputy foreign minister, Grigory Karasin. According to Vashadze, Karasin claimed that Georgia’s artillery shelling had killed Russian peacekeepers and “the matter is now in the hands of the General Staff.” One hour later the Russian ambassador to Georgia, Vyacheslav Kovalenko, arrived at the Ministry to lodge an official protest as well. However, the Russian defense ministry spokesperson subsequently told Western reporters that the first Russian peacekeepers were killed after 0600 as Georgian forces moved into southern Tskhinvali. It is an additional piece of evidence that suggests that the war—including its rationale—may have been preplanned.

A final accusation against Tbilisi is that the initial Georgian artillery attack on Tskhinvali was indiscriminate. This is also a major point of criticism in the EU’s Tagliavini Report. A small OSCE mission team was in Tskhinvali the evening war broke out. Although they sought shelter in a basement after the shelling started, they were above ground until midnight. They subsequently reported that they could not confirm the Georgian claims of significant South Ossetian shelling of Georgian villages, which was a key part of the reason Saakashvili launched his offensive. That has given rise to the accusation that Georgia exaggerated the extent of these shellings as a pretense to launch its own offensive. Those doubts attracted international attention when they were reported in the New York Times. That story also suggested that some villages Tbilisi had claimed were shelled had not in fact been attacked.34 Since then, however, South Ossetian shelling of many Georgian villages that evening has been documented by refugees who fled such shelling as well as by Georgian seismic monitoring records from the area north of Tskhinvali.35 But the full extent of who shelled whom and where remains one of many contested issues surrounding the origins of the war.

The Georgians did launch a three-pronged artillery attack on the evening of August 7, and areas of Tskhinvali were among their targets. Most of the Georgian artillery fire against Tskhinvali was directed at South Ossetian artillery located on the high ground east and west of the city. In the center of the city, the Georgians targeted buildings believed to be military targets as well as locations of South Ossetian artillery firing at them, but they claim that such targets were limited.36 Georgia claims it did not launch a massive attack against civilian targets in Tskhinvali using the controversial GRAD system with cluster munitions. Other sources, including the OSCE, have concluded otherwise. The Georgians used primarily howitzers and self-propelled artillery. Some of the systems used were old but had been upgraded with modern battle management systems that should have ensured accuracy. However, the extent to which the Georgians had been properly trained in the use of these systems is not clear as they were in the process of being upgraded. Both OSCE and other observers confirmed that the shelling of Tskhinvali on that evening was massive—and was accordingly singled out for criticism in the EU’s Tagliavini Report. The Georgians did use the GRAD system to target Russian forces approaching Tskhinvali on the bypass roads as well as against specific military targets adjacent to Tskhinvali, including Verkhniy Gorodok, where Russian peacekeepers kept their supplies.37

The allegation that Tbilisi’s artillery attacks against Tskhinvali using cluster munitions led to massive loss of civilian life does not hold up, however. The Georgians appear to have initially occupied large parts of the South Ossetian capital with the city largely intact—as TV footage of Georgian troops moving in on the morning of August 8 suggests. A subsequent UN study using satellite photography also confirms modest damage at that point.38 But the Russians subsequently unleashed a withering counterattack using their own GRAD artillery as well as massive airpower. Exactly how much of the damage to Tskhinvali was the result of the initial Georgian assault as opposed to subsequent Russian bombings, artillery counterattacks, or subsequent house-to-house fighting may never be known.

This is not to say that the Georgian military performance was perfect; far from it. As their military fortunes declined, the Georgians employed whatever capabilities they still had in whatever way they could in a desperate effort to avoid being decimated or crushed. Many people consider the shelling of any city or the use of cluster munitions under any circumstances to be wrong and reprehensible. Allegations by South Ossetian refugees of misconduct and atrocities by the Georgian armed forces certainly deserve to be investigated. But clearly most of the atrocities in this war were perpetrated during the mass ethnic cleansing of Georgian villages by South Ossetian militia with the support of North Caucasian irregulars as part of a conscious policy pursued to create a larger and more ethnically homogenous South Ossetia. That policy was tolerated and often executed with the tacit support of the Russian army.39

There’s also no evidence that Saakashvili was given a green light or encouragement from the United States to act militarily. On the contrary, the record of U.S. warnings not to do so is clear and consistent. The United States knew, of course, that Tbilisi was engaged in contingency planning. Like other allies, they watched the Georgian buildup and heard the talk in Tbilisi about a possible military option. Various American officials were on occasion informally shown maps of such contingency plans, including by Saakashvili himself, laying out how Georgian forces might move militarily.

Sometimes Georgians pushed to see whether Washington’s “no” was definitive. Surely Washington would understand if ethnic Georgians were being killed and they had to intervene to save lives? they would ask. Might not Washington still be compelled to come to Tbilisi’s rescue at least diplomatically or politically? After all, the Bush Administration was firmly and publicly committed to Georgia. It was the number one American ally in the region. Other Georgians believed they might never have a more supportive administration in Washington and that perhaps the time to act was while Bush was still in office. Might the United States, in spite of its repeated warnings not to act, support them if they succeeded in scoring a quick victory and create a fait accompli on the ground? What if it was done quickly, in a matter of two or three days, and victory was clear?

But from President Bush down, the American message to Georgia was “don’t do it.” Bush himself delivered that message personally to the Georgian leadership during his visit to Tbilisi in the spring of 2005. A succession of American officials, advisors, and friends—including this author—spent hours with Georgian officials trying to convince them of the folly of such a move. On those occasions where it became clear that that message might not have been fully understood, American officials went back to make sure it was. As President Saakashvili subsequently testified, he did not seek the approval of any foreign government to defend Georgian citizens or the Georgian state. On that crucial day the Georgian president did not speak to a single senior American official. He did not have to. He knew what the American position was. He had heard it many times, most recently from Secretary of State Rice in mid-July.

The problem with Western policy was not some mythical green light for a military adventure. It was the underestimation of Russian determination to punish Georgia, the failure to recognize how Kosovo and the NATO Bucharest summit had provided the opportunity to do so, and the failure to intervene diplomatically in Moscow to halt the escalation or to engage sufficiently on the ground in ways that could have stabilized the situation. Warnings to Georgia not to do anything stupid were not matched with a sufficiently effective diplomatic strategy to defuse the trap Moscow was setting. The steps taken were too little and too late to halt the march to war.

The possibility of Russian aggression and the question of what Georgia should do if Moscow attacked were hardly top secret. At times it seemed a favorite topic of discussion in Tbilisi’s talkative political class. It was debated with gusto in offices—and at Georgian supras over large quantities of wine or in discussions that rambled on into the wee hours of the morning, more often than not concluding in the bar at the Tbilisi Marriott Hotel. Was it better to attempt yet more last-minute confidence-building measures or to purchase Stingers on the black market? When was the ideal time of the year to move if one had to, Georgians sometimes debated among themselves. Was it the New Year when Russians were likely to be drunk, or the summer when everyone was on vacation? Americans would urge their Georgian counterparts not to do anything stupid, not to walk into a Russian trap—and the Georgians would passionately recall how their forefathers had not fought the Bolsheviks in 1921 and had lost their independence for the next seventy years. They would with great emotion explain how no Georgian leader could afford to lose the separatist provinces without a fight. An argument would ensue over whether it was better to fight a hopeless battle and die a patriot or simply abandon the territories if and when Moscow moved.

More than one Westerner tried to ring the alarm bell. One of the first was Richard C. Holbrooke, who as early as the fall of 2006 warned in an editorial in the Washington Post that with the United States preoccupied in the Middle East, Moscow was going all out to undermine and get rid of Saakashvili.40 Other voices would make the same argument on both sides of the Atlantic as the crisis slowly built in 2007 and early 2008.41 In the nine months running up to the war, I also wrote or coauthored no fewer than three columns warning the West that it was sleepwalking into a war, that we needed to embrace the Georgians more closely to reassure them, and to become directly involved on the ground if we were to head it off. The last of those columns, dated July 15, started with the sentence: “There is war in the air between Georgia and Russia.”42

On August 7 what had once been the topic of theoretical debate in bars, cafés, and chancelleries became a chilling reality. Georgia on August 7 was like the kid on the playground was has been taunted, picked on, and bullied for a long time until he finally snaps and punches back even though the person he is punching is considerably larger and stronger and there is little doubt that he will be drubbed in return. Based on the intelligence he had, Saakashvili believed that Russian tanks were rolling toward him—at a minimum against Georgian positions in South Ossetia and maybe even toward Tbilisi. The Georgian decision to use force was made at the last second by a leader who felt cornered, feared he was about to lose a significant part of his country, felt his own political survival was on the line, and concluded he had no alternative but to fight. He hoped against hope that Moscow might back down when Tbilisi fought back and blame it on the local separatists. He also hoped for rapid Western, and above all American, diplomatic intervention. He was wrong on the first count. While the second eventually occurred, it was very late in the game. His government was on the edge of crumbling, and Georgia’s future hung in the balance.

What should the Georgian president have done? Many in the West have suggested Saakashvili should have simply hung back and waited for the Russians to make their move, absorb the consequences—thus demonstrating to the world that Moscow was the aggressor—and then wait for the West to intervene. He was not willing to do that because he considered it an abdication of his responsibility to protect his citizens in South Ossetia, because he doubted that the West would come in time even under those circumstances, and because he did not believe he could survive politically if he did. This is not to say that he was right to act as he did—knowing that his armed forces could never stand up to the Russian army and that the U.S. cavalry would not be coming over the hill. It is simply to point out that not acting also had risks and consequences. On the evening of August 7 the ambiguity about Georgia’s future territorial integrity, the make-believe nature of Russia’s role as peacekeeper, the marginalization of the UN and OSCE missions, and the lack of political will and interest from the West came together with a Russian agenda and a cornered Georgian leader to produce this war.

Sitting in his office one evening six months after the war, I asked President Saakashvili what he believed would have happened if he had followed that advice, had not acted on that fateful evening of August 7, and had instead waited for the rest of the world to see who was to blame and to respond and come to his defense. His answer was clear: he did not believe that he would have survived as president of Georgia because the Georgian people never would have forgiven a president who simply stood by and accepted the loss of South Ossetia and Abkhazia without trying to stop it. He doubted that Georgia today would exist as a sovereign country because he was also convinced then that the real Russian target was not control of the separatist provinces but the discrediting and the downfall of his government and the destruction of Georgia’s pro-Western course.

One can still consider what he did a mistake, but the motivations behind President Saakashvili’s fateful decision of August 7 are not a great mystery. Perhaps the real question that should be posed is how and why Tbilisi ended up facing the choice between a hopeless David-versus-Goliath fight against Moscow and capitulation in face of a Russian strategy of creeping annexation, rollback, and possible regime change. Why was this crisis allowed to reach this stage in the first place? Why wasn’t it nipped in the bud? Where were the West and those institutions and mechanisms created and designed to ensure that such conflicts and war would not occur? To understand that, we need to first go back and examine the origins of this conflict and the runup to the events of that fateful day.
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