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[Begin Transcription]

BEHRINGER: My name is Paul Behringer. I'm from the Center of Presidential History at
Southern Methodist University.

MILES: My name's Simon Miles. I'm an assistant professor at the Sanford School of Public
Policy at Duke University.

STENT: I'm Angela Stent. I'm director of the Center for Eurasian, Russian, and East
European Studies and a professor of government and foreign service at
Georgetown University.

BEHRINGER: Thank you so much for joining us today, Dr. Stent.

STENT: I'm delighted to be doing this.

BEHRINGER: If you wouldn't mind starting by just describing the transition from the
Clinton administration to the Bush administration and what the Bush
administration's intentions were toward Russia as they took office.

STENT: Sure. Between 1999 and 2001, [ worked in the Office of Policy Planning at the
Department of State. And since I was not a political [appointee], I was there for the
first six months of the George W. Bush administration." At the end of the Clinton
administration—even though you'd had this kind of outsized Bill and Boris
relationship—the relationship by then between the United States and Russia really
had deteriorated. And you'd had Yeltsin in ill health. You'd had the bombings in

Serbia. You had the Kosovo War to which the Russians had objected. There was

"Words in brackets throughout the transcript indicate instances where Dr. Stent later provided
clarifications.
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the war in Chechnya. And for all of those reasons the relationship really had
deteriorated.

And so, during the election campaign, before President Bush was elected,
there were a number of strands. Condoleezza Rice had published a major piece in
Foreign Affairs where she talked about the need to normalize relations with
Russia, that the U.S. could work with Russia, we shouldn't be paying so much
attention to it [00:02:00], and we should maybe rearrange our priorities. And then
you had the House Republicans who would publish something called the Cox
Report, where they greatly criticized the Clinton administration and particularly
Vice President Gore for aiding and abetting corruption in Russia and saying that
the next administration should push back from that.

And so the relationship was bad. There were these accusations of
corruption, but then, as the new Bush administration came in, one of the first acts
was the expulsion of a number, a significant number of Russian diplomatic
personnel from the United States because they were accused of doing more than
just being diplomats—of espionage. Secretary of State Powell had to convey this to
the then-Russian ambassador Yuri Ushakov, who is one of Putin’s closest foreign
policy aides. And so there were diplomatic expulsions [from both countries].

But in the State Department itself, particularly the Office of Policy
Planning, we participated in a review of Russia policy—all administrations do that

when they come in. They tend to review many aspects of foreign policy, including
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Russia policy. And as part of this review, we in the Office of Policy Planning—and
Richard Haass was the head of it then—actually wrote a memo thinking about
what it might mean were we to offer Russia membership in NATO. So this was
another issue of contention between the Clinton administration and the Yeltsin
administration, was the admission of Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic to
NATO. And that was an example of a forward-leaning policy saying, if Russia really
did what it needed to do to join NATO—and Putin had explicitly asked already—
[00:04:00] what were the chances that Russia could join NATO? Then that would
already lead Russia in a direction that would be beneficial, we thought at least,
internationally. The memo never went very far. We did send it up to the secretary
of state.

So I would say that, right from the beginning of the Bush administration,
there were disputes—as there are, I think, in every administration—between
people who favored a more pragmatic policy toward Russia—focusing on dealing
with Russia internationally, focusing on issues like arms control, finding ways
where we could work together—and those who were much more focused on
democracy and human rights and what was happening internally in Russia. And in
2001, Putin only been in office a year. And he still looked as if he was maybe
interested in greater Russian integration with the West. He hadn't yet really
embarked on a policy of repression, but those issues were there, I would say right

from the start, and of course the issues got more contentious as time went by.
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BEHRINGER: You raised NATO. I was wondering if you could talk a little bit more about
what were the different views on NATO and Russia. You mentioned that policy
paper you wrote, but what were the other options that were available to the Bush
administration, and which one did they go with?

STENT: Right. So I think the one option was continued enlargement. The decision to
enlarge NATO itself was quite contentious in the 1990s. There were those people—
foremost then among them George Kennan, who's really the dean of American
Russia policy—who warned that this would lead to a great deterioration in
relations with Russia. But there were those in the Bush administration—and they
obviously did win out—who believed that that NATO should be further enlarged.
[00:06:00] The really contentious issue was, could you satisfy the security needs
both of Central and Eastern Europe and of Russia at the same time, and it proved
impossible to do so. In other words, for the Central Europeans, enhancing their
security meant being part of NATO that could protect them against any future
Russian desires to come back and encroach on their own freedom. And from the
Russian point of view, as it was defined by the Russians, any form of NATO
enlargement was encroaching on Russian security because Russia, in essence,
views its defense perimeter not as the borders of the Russian Federation, but really
as the borders of the former Soviet Union. And so, right from the beginning, there

was a clash between that.
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There were some in the Bush administration who were more skeptical
about NATO enlargement, but you did get the Big Bang in 2004, when you
admitted the rest of Central Europe and the three Baltic states that had of course
being part of the Soviet Union. And then when it came to further expansion, there
I think even Secretary Rice and others and Secretary Gates were also more
skeptical. In other words, the idea of admitting any other post-Soviet state—and
we don't really count the Baltic states as post-Soviet states—but the rest of the
post-Soviet space, like Georgia and Ukraine —even they believed that was
probably a bridge too far. So those debates went on. But Vice President Cheney
himself was adamant about not only the need for the 2004 expansion, but the
possibility of further expansion, as were a number of people who worked in his
office. And I think President Bush himself was persuaded.

MILES: Can I just ask quickly if you had a sense [00:08:00], for example, of Condoleezza
Rice's opinions. One of the interesting things to me about the Bush administration
is how many Russia experts—I guess maybe we should say Soviet experts—it
brought in. I'd love to hear about just how some of the other key players—Rice
included, but not exclusively—maybe brought their backgrounds to bear on
thinking through that type of question.

STENT: Right. So Thomas Graham on the National Security Council started off in Policy
Planning and then went to the National Security Council. He was one of the

people that was much more in favor of a more realpolitik view, that we deal with
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Russia pragmatically on issues where we have common interests and that we don't
focus on what happens domestically in Russia, but also, as part of that, that we
have to be very careful of taking actions that would really—from the Russian and
the Kremlin's point of view—threaten their own security. From his point of view,
certainly there was more skepticism about that. Now, you also had on the National
Security Council—Thomas Graham just had the Russia portfolio. That's how that
was organized in the Bush administration. Dan Fried had Europe, and he is
someone who is much more focused on what happens domestically in Russia. He'd
also had experience as ambassador to Poland, so he was also focused on what was
happening in Central and Eastern Europe and was very much more a believer that
all of Central and Eastern Europe and other countries, including in the post-Soviet
space, at least should have the right to choose which foreign policy alliance they
were in. Within the National Security Council itself, those two points of view,
particularly Thomas Graham’s and Dan Fried’s, were often in opposition to each
other.

In Vice President Cheney’s office, a number of people [00:10:00]—often
people who come to this with a background knowledge of Central and Eastern
Europe, or maybe Ukraine, or other countries—a group of people who were very
supportive of Georgia and really thought that Georgia should get into NATO. In
the State Department, you had David Kramer, who eventually became the assistant

secretary for democracy, labor, and human rights, who was very focused on what
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was happening domestically in Russia and also supporting movements, both inside
Russia and within the post-Soviet countries, of people who were in opposition to
more repressive regimes and who wanted more democratic regimes. And he
[Kramer] was in favor of further NATO enlargement. There really were quite deep
divisions there [within the Bush administration].

BEHRINGER: Thank you. And so moving to the presidential relations more directly—so
Bush and Putin have the famous meeting in Slovenia in June, 2001. And could you
talk a little bit about what the significance of that first personal interaction was?

STENT: Sure. President Bush came in. We'd had the expulsion of the diplomats. But then
President Bush made his first trip to Europe. And he really wasn't very well
received there. I'm talking about Chancellor Schroder, President Chiraq. The
European media had belittled him, didn't take him that seriously. His reception in
Europe, Western Europe particularly, was not very good. And then he went to
Slovenia, and I think one of the important points is that the way that President
Putin [00:12:00] treated President Bush on their first meeting was much more
respectful than the way he was treated by some of the other European leaders.
President Putin has a background as a KGB case officer. He had done his
homework. And he I think had thought seriously about how to talk to President
Bush. One of the things he really wanted to impress on President Bush was the
danger presented by Islamic fundamentalism. He thought that the United States

hadn't taken that danger seriously enough. So he wanted to talk about that. We
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also know, according to President Bush, that the meeting started off with Putin
reading from note cards. And then it was President Bush who asked him about the
cross that President Putin was wearing. And the story there is that Putin’s
grandmother’s house had burned down and yet the cross had been saved. So they
actually talked about, apparently, about religion together.

So the point about this is, in the U.S. Russian relationship, the personal
relations between the presidents are extremely important, more so than in many
other countries. And that's because we don't have that many stakeholders in this
relationship. Russia isn't an important economic partner. We are the world's two
nuclear superpowers. But there aren't that many networks of interconnection as
there are with many other countries and including even with China, which is a
much more important economic partner to us. So really, the relationship between
those top leaders drives much of what's happening. And so the fact that they were
able to establish this personal rapport there was very important and it set the
relationship on quite a positive trajectory. Of course, we had the infamous press
conference where a reporter asked President Bush how he viewed Putin [00:14:00]
and he said that he admired him and he got a sense of this soul. And this was
maybe not something that they had discussed in preparation for the press
conference. But the reason it was important was because 9/11 then happened just a
couple of months later, Putin was the first leader to call President Bush and offer

assistance. And I would say the high point of the U.S.-Russian relationship in the
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past 30 years since the Soviet collapse was the fall of 2001 when the U.S. and Russia
were working together, and the Russians actually did help the U.S. in the initial
campaign in Afghanistan to rout the Taliban. The meeting in Slovenia facilitated
that cooperation going forward.

BEHRINGER: And another purpose that of that meeting was to convey the intention to
withdraw from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, if I'm not mistaken. The Russian
seemed to have communicated pretty clearly that they didn't want that to happen.
Why did the Bush administration go forward with it and with plans for missile
defense more broadly?

STENT: So this was something they inherited. The missile defense program was
something that had been percolating for a decade, though not everyone in the
Clinton administration actually favored it, it was certainly favored by the U.S.
Congress—and it was decided that a missile defense system would better protect
the United States, particularly from rogue actors like Iran. So when the Bush
administration came in, in principle everyone had agreed to this already. And it
did mean the dismantling of the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty [00:16:00], which had
been signed by Richard Nixon and [Leonid] Brezhnev in 1972.

And for the Russians, that seemed to be very destabilizing. One thing you
have to understand is that the one area where post-Soviet Russia and the U.S. were
equals was in this nuclear realm. We are the world's two nuclear superpowers.

Even after the Soviet collapse, Russia was still a nuclear superpower. And these

10
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treaties not only were very important in terms of what they actually controlled—in
other words, how many of these systems you can have—but it's the symbolism. It's
Russia as an equal partner to the United States. And of course, with the Soviet
collapse, it was very hard to justify the fact that Russia was an equal partner to the
United States, given its economic and other problems. So the withdrawal from the
ABM Treaty was really, from the Russian point of view, seen as a sign of disrespect
to Russia, of breaking a treaty, and potentially dangerous from the beginning. The
Russians said, we think that this is directed not only against Iran, but missile
defense could be directed against Russia itself. And President Bush did come into
office and appointed people like John Bolton and others who were very much
opposed to Cold War-era arms control treaties, including the ABM treaty, and they
were dedicated as soon as they came into office to have the U.S. withdraw from it.

BEHRINGER: And how would—

MILES: Sorry Paul, can we just keep going with this verbal early turbulence theme, if we
may? We've had 9/11, we've had ABM. What about the other big episode in the
early Bush years, and that's the Iraq War? Can you give us a sense of how it seemed
to you that the Russian leadership reacted to [00:18:00], understood those early-
2003 decisions in particular?

STENT: So now we come to the beginning of the litany of complaints that we've heard
from Putin and Russia since 2002. So we should also, by the way, say that after the

withdrawal from the ABM treaty, President Bush and President Putin did sign the
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2002 SORT treaty—again, a brainchild of people like John Bolton—which was a
sort of minimalist arms control treaty, I don’t know, three pages long. And so that
would put an end to the arms control aspect of the administration.

So, from the Russian point of view, Russia did have economic stakes in Iraq.
The Russian government had a complicated relationship with Saddam Hussein. In
the Iran-Iraq war, the Russians hedged their bets. Yevgeny Primakov, who had
been the foreign minister of Russia, had held various other positions, who was the
leading Arabist, had these personal contacts with Saddam Hussein which he had to
tried to use in 1991, to get Hussein to withdraw from Kuwait. And they summoned
him again then in the run-up to all of this. So from the Russian point of view, the
U.S. decision to invade Irag—it touched a number of very raw nerves. One of these
is the United Nations. So I come back to the fact, why does one take Russia
seriously in the post-Soviet era? It's a nuclear power and it has a permanent seat
and a veto on the United Nations Security Council. So to take actions, military
actions, as happened in Kosovo, that are not sanctioned by the United Nations
Security Council, again, diminishes Russia's role [00:20:00] as a major power. It
seems to be ignoring its role.

The Russians were really not consulted about the Iraq War. The U.S. then
made these decisions. It talked to its allies toward the end of the period just before
the invasion. You did have the head of the presidential administration, Alexander

Voloshin, coming to the United States. He was given briefings at the CIA. He was
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given briefings in different parts of the U.S. government, but even from the
Russian point of view it felt to them as if the U.S. focused very much on Russia's
economic stake in Iraq and not on the security stake. From the Russian point of
view, the idea of invasion and destabilizing this part of the world, not too far from
where Russia is, was really seen as a major potential security threat to them. And
so those consultations seemed to be very unsatisfactory.

And then of course, in the run-up to the war, you then had the wooing of
Russia by Germany and France by Schroeder and Chiraq, and you eventually had
the “axis of the unwilling”—you had those three countries that opposed the war.
And that particular grouping didn't really outlast the war very long. It didn't turn
into something more permanent. But from the Russian point of view, the fact that
the U.S. took military action in a country much nearer to Russia than to the U.S,,
thereby potentially destabilizing the Middle East area without having UN
sanctions [approval]—that was a source of major opposition. And then the
principle of regime change [00:22:00]—the idea that the United States could go
into a country in the Middle East and essentially depose a leader and then put in
power people that were more palatable to the U.S. and its allies—of course, this
was a NATO operation. The principal of that [regime change]| was seen very
negatively in Russia. And then it was also later on connected to the color
revolutions in Russia's backyard—the Rose Revolution in Georgia, then the Orange

Revolution in Ukraine. So I think it was a mixture of all of those things, and the
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fact that the Russia really hadn't been consulted on this [the decision to invade
Iraq]. It had just been informed.

BEHRINGER: And as you just mentioned, the color revolutions coming right on the heels
of the Iraq invasion—if you could expand a little bit on how the Russians viewed
those and could, or should, the Bush administration have handled their approach
or reaction to the revolutions in Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan differently? Or
did they take a broad-brush approach to those three?

STENT: One of the essential premises of Russian foreign policy under Putin—not only
under Putin, but particularly now under Putin—is that Russia does have a right to
a sphere of privileged interests in the post-Soviet space. Again, that its defense
perimeter is defined not as the borders of the Russian Federation but as the
borders of the former Soviet Union, and the idea of pro-Western governments
coming near to Russia was seen as a threat, was certainly defined as a potential
threat. So if you start off in Georgia, Eduard Shevardnadze was the president of
Georgia and [00:24:00] had been one of the last Soviet foreign ministers. He didn't
have a great relationship with Russia—there were a lot of tensions—but from the
Russian point of view, they had made their peace with him. You had these
breakaway regions in Georgia, Abkhazia and South Ossetia [and Adjara], that
didn't want to be part of Georgia and that were supported indirectly and directly

by the Russians. And the Shevardnadze government was quite corrupt.
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So when you have Mikheil Saakashvili and his two colleagues coming along
and then, as a result of what was said to be a falsified election, having people out in
the streets demanding a change in government—this is the kind of thing that,
from the Kremlin's point of view, was of great concern to them, was very
threatening to them, the idea that people could go out in the streets and then
could change the government. And the point about all of this is that even though
the U.S. didn't explicitly support one group over the other, Saakashvili himself had
been partly educated in the United States. He had a lot of enthusiastic followers in
the United States, including in the office of the vice president. And so the Russians
definitely saw the hand of the West in the Rose Revolution, even though once it
had taken place, you did get the then-Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov come
over, work with Saakashvili, and one of the breakaway regions [Adjara] was
actually returned to Thilisi, was reincorporated with Tbilisi, with the help of the
Russian government, partly. So that was seen already as the West meddling in
Russia's backyard, and then the fear, could this happen in Russia too?

The [Ukrainian] Orange Revolution was more threatening to the Russians
because there was a direct [00:26:00] U.S. role in this. Yet another disputed
election—and Ukraine is more important to Russia than Georgia is. Not that
Georgia isn't important, but Ukraine is really the most important country in the
post-Soviet space for Russia. So when you had an election coming up in Ukraine in

2004, and the Russians were explicitly supporting Viktor Yanukovych—he was
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their candidate. He was from the east, and they sent money and people to help
him. And then you had Viktor Yushchenko running against him, who had been for
a time the head of the Central Bank. He had an American wife—actually a former
student of Georgetown who I taught—and he was associated with the United
States and Europe and the West. And the Russians had invested a lot of time and
considerable amount of money in Ukraine, but USAID and there were NGOs as
well who were active in Ukraine, including Open Society, which is funded by
George Soros [whose democracy-promoting activities the Russians dislike].

And so from the Russian point of view, they looked at it—and they didn't
differentiate between the Bush administration and George Soros, not
understanding that George Soros was hardly a supporter of the Bush
administration—but they saw these two groups, the administration and the NGO
led by George Soros, as supporting a candidate, Viktor Yushchenko, who was
opposed to their candidate. So they saw a direct U.S. role in this. And then of
course, when you have all the demonstrations out in the streets, and eventually it
was Secretary of State Colin Powell who said, “We do not accept the results of this
election.” And then you had a committee, a group that was mediating with the
then-Polish President Aleksander Kwasniewski [00:28:00], [Valdas] Adamkus from
Lithuania, and the Russian Boris Gryzlov trying to broker an agreement between

the warring factions, and eventually they then held the election again and
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Yushchenko won. So from the Russian point of view, the U.S. hand was there, they
claimed it was all supported by the “special services” of the U.S.

Now, when it came to Kyrgyzstan, there were some different issues there
because what you had in Kyrgyzstan was a U.S. [military] base—and that was goes
back to the initial campaign in Afghanistan—and the U.S. base, and the
government of Kyrgyzstan that was then overthrown was doing quite well from the
U.S. base. There is some evidence that, in 2005, the Russians in fact were
supporting the groups that opposed the government in Kyrgyzstan. The Russians
didn't like what happened in Kyrgyzstan. But in the end, the Kyrgyzstan
government that replaced the one that was overthrown maintained its ties to
Russia. From the Russian point of view, it was definitely the Orange Revolution
that was seen to be the most directly threatening to their own interests. After the
Orange Revolution, you have the beginning of much greater clampdown inside
Russia against opposition groups.

BEHRINGER: And if I'm not mistaken around 2005—you can tell us more specifically—
you moved from State Policy Planning to the National Intelligence Council? Is that
correct?

STENT: So I was back at Georgetown. So I was in [00:30:00] the National Intelligence
Council in 2004 and 2005—so0 those two calendar years. When I started there, this

was just after the Rose Revolution. It was certainly in the lead up to the Orange
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Revolution. And then I was—well, do you have a specific question you want to
ask?

BEHRINGER: I was just going to ask if you could tell us a little bit more about the
differences between working in the State Department Policy Planning, and the
work at the National Intelligence Council, what type of work you were doing there
and what it was like to work there during the Bush administration?

STENT: Sure. So in the State Policy Planning, you're supposed to be doing longer-term
thinking, but of course you find out very soon that you can't really do the longer-
term thinking unless you really know what's going on. And in that position, you
have to keep on top of what's happening in the regional bureaus, but you aren't
giving policy advice.

The National Intelligence Council sits atop—when I was there, it was 15
different intelligence agencies. I think it's now 16. And it's supposed to and does
provide longer-term or future thinking. But it does a number of things. The most
well-known product of the National Intelligence Council is the National
Intelligence Estimate, and I guess the most infamous one in recent years was the
one that said Iraq had weapons of mass destruction. So when [ was there, we
certainly did a National Intelligence Estimate looking at Russia and what it was
going to do in the future. And [ will say one thing about that. Interestingly enough,
even in 2005, it was very difficult at that point to imagine how quickly Russia

would come back as a world power [00:32:00] under Putin. I think at that point we
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saw what Russia was doing, but we probably didn't realize how quickly Putin's
Russia would make it back.

So that’s one of the things you do there and then you do things that are
more immediate. [ was there during the whole Orange Revolution part. So what
you do is you coordinate the views of the different intelligence agencies. So all the
time during that Orange Revolution, we would have sometimes daily, depending
on what was happening, meetings of all of the different intelligence agencies or
those that were involved in it, plus the State Department, the National Security
Council. So we would meet virtually and try and figure out what's going on. And
during the Orange Revolution, that was a period when we were really trying to
figure out whether the Russians were going to intervene directly—they didn't—but
it’s those kind of questions that you certainly ask.

And then the other thing that the National Intelligence Council does is also
to bring in outside experts to talk about issues. So every four years it puts out a
Global Trends [publication]. And they put one out in 2004. And so, during 2004,
we had a number of conferences with colleagues—think tanks, academics, other
people. We had one [meeting] in Budapest and in other places talking about global
trends. And that [publication] is unclassified. It's available on the website. So it's a
mixture really of trying to bring into the intelligence community the views of other
people, and then also gathering the views, coordinating the views of different

intelligence agencies on subjects of immediate interest.
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Now, the other thing that I have [00:34:00] to say is when I started at the
National Intelligence Council it was still part of Central Intelligence. That is to say,
the director of the CIA, Central Intelligence, who was George Tenet—we were
under him. And then, while I was there, the Office of the Director of National
Intelligence, the ODNI, was set up. This was a direct response to 9/11, to the idea
that 9/11 could have been avoided had the different intelligence agencies had more
coordination and had people not been so siloed. So when they set up the ODNI—
and the first DNI was Ambassador John Negroponte—we then shifted from
reporting to the director of the CIA to reporting to the director of the ODNI, of
National Intelligence. That [transition] was a little bumpy because in all of those
things, you have to figure out who it is that you have to tell what to. In the end, it
worked. Today, one could question, and people do question, whether it made
sense to set up an entire new intelligence bureaucracy. But at the time, I think the
intent was so that people would be better prepared. And I do remember one of the
things we did discuss after the Orange Revolution is—and I think this happens in a
lot of other cases—why did a lot of people not foresee that this was going to
happen in Ukraine? And so those kinds of questions we had to ask ourselves,
which is, what is it that we're not seeing? And that was all at that period in the
Bush administration.

And then, in 2005, [00:36:00] the events in Uzbekistan—which we haven't

talked about yet, but that was also very important in terms of the U.S. presence in
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Central Asia. There was a riot in the prison [in Andijon]. A number of people
associated with a group called Akramiya, which was an Islamist group, had been
imprisoned. The Uzbek government, which was very repressive, had said that they
were all fundamentalists and terrorists. Other people have assessed that this was a
group that wasn't necessarily a terrorist group but was advocating for their right to
worship in the way that they wanted to. You had a prison riot, they somehow got
in weapons from the outside. The government clamped down very hard on that. It
killed we don't really know how many people, but it's probably in the hundreds.
And as a result of that, there was a debate within the Bush administration
about what to do about this., Secretary Rumsfeld was someone who believed that
it was very important [to maintain good ties with the government of Islom
Karimov]. We had a base in Uzbekistan—we had one in Kyrgyzstan, one in
Uzbekistan—and it was very important to keep that base and that, as he himself
said, “This is a neighborhood, as in many neighborhoods in the world, where there
are no saints.” Whereas the S