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BORI'S YELTSIN AND THE FI RST CHECHEN WAR

In the fall of 1994 Russia noved inexorably toward
armed intervention in Chechnya, a nenber of the newly forned
Russi an North Caucasus Federated States. In review ng
Russi an national interests for its subsequent insertion of
an arned force into Chechnya, it is evident that President
Boris Yeltsin failed to take into account numerous
environmental factors. Consideration of these factors and
careful analysis of them should have resulted in the
Russi ans pursuing alternative nmeans in the pursuit of their
vital interests. Boris Yeltsin's subordination of Russian
national interests to consolidating his sagging political
support at honme set the stage for an unnecessary mlitary
intervention in Chechnya that, conbined with a flawed
mlitary strategy, was doonmed to failure fromthe onset.

DETERM NANTS

The year 1994 was a tinme of unprecedented change in the
Russian political scene. Yeltsin was still shoring up a
political base fractured by ultra nationalist tendencies
t hat had dom nated donestic politics. The Kremin had just
signed a treaty with Tatarstan in February after two years
of negotiations. This agreenent had given the Tatars broad
econom ¢ and political freedons and, nost inportantly, kept
themw thin the Russian Federation. As background to this
treaty, major changes in the Russian political scene had
resulted in a political structure that enabl ed President

Yeltsin to conduct national policy with mninmal oversight or



constraint. President Yeltsin had dissolved the federal
parliament and had his nost bitter political opponents
imprisoned.” Yeltsin then held elections, formed a new
parlianment, and passed a new constitution that gave himnew
sweepi ng presidential powers. The Kremin, under President
Yeltsin, defacto becane the epicenter for all major policy-
maki ng i n Russi a.

The survival and validation of the Yeltsin
adm ni stration freed the Russian adm nistration to focus and
act on energent policy issues |ike Chechnya. A continuing
probl em during this period was Chechnya’' s | eader, Dzhokar
Dudayev. His declaration of independence fromthe Russian
Federation served to bl ock Russian strategy of maintaining
hegenmony in the North Caucasus region fromas early as 1991.
Kremin efforts to have himsign a union treaty, simlar to
that of Tatarstan, were rebuffed. Dudayev had originally
been prepared to sign a treaty but faltered when it becane
apparent to himthat Russia would continue to try and renove
himas President even if he cooperated. This situation
presented an excellent opportunity for the Kremin to flex
its newy constituted power. 1In fact, “defending Russia’s
unity” would be the centerpiece of Yeltsin s public
proclamations as to the primary reason for mlitary

i ntervention in Decenber 1994.°

! Carlotta Gall and Thomas de Waal, “A small Victorious War,” Chapter 8 in Chechnya: Calamity in the
Caucasus (New York: NYU Press, 1998) pp. 143.

2 Anatol Lieven, “The Russian Decision to Intervene and the Geopolitics of Oil,” “The Anarchy of Russian
Decision-Making,” and “Russian Strategy in Chechnya,” from Chechnya: Tombstone of Russian Power
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998): pp. 93.




Russi an unity, however, was not a priority anongst the
Musl i m nount ai n peopl es of the North Caucasus. “It nust be
remenbered that there is a | egacy of hate and fear of Russia
as well as the Russians anongst the Mislim nountain peoples
of the North Caucasus. There are bitter nenories of not
only Russian inperialismin the 18" and 19" centuries but
al so the ‘present day after-effects’ of Stalinist
nationality policies...”® Careful Russian analysis of
Chechen history, social structure, geography, and culture
prior to any mlitary intervention would have concl uded t hat
mlitary intervention into Chechnya would be replete with
risk.

Anot her consi deration arguing against direct mlitary
intervention is the centuries long history of Sufi
Br ot her hoods. These brot herhoods have deep roots in the
Muslimculture and are closely linked to the famly or clan
system The brot herhoods have remained in their traditional
nmount ai n domai ns but have participated in arnmed struggles
when they believed that unbelievers, such as the Russians,
t hreatened their honmes, culture, or way of life. The
br ot her hoods became increasingly involved with protecting
their interests, distinctly different fromeither Dudayev’s
or Yeltsin' s, as events unfolded in Chechnya during 1994.

RUSSI AN NATI ONAL | NTERESTS AND GOALS

The Russi ans vi ewed keepi ng Chechnya within the Russian

Federation as vital to their national interests. Russi a

? Charles Blandy, “The Battle for Grozny,” Janes Intelligence Review (February 1995): pp. 55.




believed that failure to retain this region would pose the
threat of a Turkic-Islamc bloc formng within the region.
Keeping this area within the Federation would not only
enable Russia to maintain the region as an “outer buffer”
zone, but also to preserve Russian hegenony. After the fall
of conmmuni sm and the break up of the Soviet Union, the
Russians felt it inperative that North Caucausus and
Transcaucasus region remain firmy within their sphere of
influence. Specifically, Russian vital interests in the
region centered on maintaining national security, economnc
wel | - bei ng, and the continuation of Russian power and
prestige.

| mportantly, Russia wanted to retain control over the
raw materials in the region. |In particular, it was
essential to keep Azerbaijan oil exploration, exploitation
and delivery within their sphere of influence. Further,
they viewed access to the Azerbaijaini warmwater ports of
t he eastern seaboard of the Black Sea as strategically
i mportant due to the precarious relationship with the
government of Ukraine. Qther major regional interests
centered on the retention of the grain lands in the Kuban
and Stavropol. These |ands were essential in ensuring a
continued adequate food supply for Russia and the other
Feder at ed st at es.

The national interests described above drove short-term
political goals of President Yeltsin which of keeping

Chechnya in the Russian Federation at all costs. Yeltsin's



| ong-termgoals with respect to Chehenya were to renove
Dudayev from power, thwart a grow ng Turkish influence in

t he Transcaucasus region, and maintain a future Russian
influence in all aspects of the region’s oil and gas
industry. So, Russian vital national interests primrily
centered on their ability to influence the projected future
west war d expansi on/ devel opnent of oil and gas pipelines in
t he Transcaucasus. MIllions of dollars were at stake as

wel | as the energy independence of the Federation.

STRATEGQ C MEANS

In | ooking at the various neans that could be used to
achi eve the Russian end state goals regardi ng Chechnya,
President Yeltsin was faced with dealing with the problem
Dzhokar Dudayev posed. Dudayev was an i ndividual of unknown
quantity to the Kremlin and it was becomi ng increasingly
difficult to determine if his public pronouncenents were in
fact reality, calcul ated propaganda statenents or sonething
in between. As a result of Dudayev's policies, his
popul arity anmpong Chechens was at an all tine low. The
Krem in viewed Dudayev as an illegally elected official.

Dl PLOVATI C EFFORTS

Prior to the beginning of mlitary intervention into
Chechnya, diplomacy was seriously considered as a neans for
endi ng Russian problenms. As a matter of fact, Yeltsin had
publicly announced through the Presidential Press Secretary,

VWyachesl av Kosti kov, that he had agreed to have a Russi a-



Chechen summt. The date for the neeting between the two

| eaders had been set, but shortly after this announcenent,

t here was an assassination attenpt on Dudayev's life.
Dudayev, increasingly influenced by personal paranoia,
proclained that this was the work of the Russians who were
al so bent on expl odi ng nucl ear weapons over Chechnya. 1In a
subsequent interview on Russian television, he called

n 4

Yeltsin a “drunkard. Yel tsin obviously took the attacks
personal |y and any chance of a Russian/ Chechen di pl omatic
summ t died. An excellent opportunity to perhaps realize
all of the Russian national interests through peaceful
di pl omati c neans was | ost.
ECONOM C EFFORTS

The agreenent that Russia had just signed with
Tat arstan was based on an understanding that it was
econom cally beneficial for both nation states to maintain a
cl ose rel ationship. Economc incentives were part of the
overal | agreenent that had been negotiated. M nina
consi deration was given by Russia in utilizing the econom c
tools of statecraft to resolve the Chechnya crisis. Mny of
t he sane constructs that had been used in negotiating the
Tat arstan agreenent were equally applicable to the Chechen
i ssue but were never pursued by the Russian adm nistration.
This was due in large part to the Russian’s inability to

wor k wi th Dudayev in any fashion.

4 Carlotta Gall and Thomas De Wall, “A Small Victorious War,” Chapter 8 in Chechnya: Calamity in the
Caucasus (New York: NYU Press, 1998) pp. 146.




| NFORVATI ONAL EFFORTS

The Russian government at one point tried the
propaganda tool of statecraft as a nmeans to discredit
Dudayev. A massive propaganda blitz was | aunched addressing
the evils of the Chechen reginme. The purpose of the
canpaign was to discredit Dudayev and pronote further
instability in his governnent. President Dudayev was havi ng
serious political problenms within Chechnya and sonme Russi an
intelligence analysts believed it was only a matter of tine
before he was overthrown. The Russian propaganda canpai gn
was i neptly conceived and conducted. 1In the end, the
canpai gn only served to strengthen Dudayev’'s hold on
government. At the sanme tine the propaganda blitz was
underway significant covert activities were initiated by the
Russi ans to support one of Dudayev’'s political opponents in
t he hope that the Dudayev regi ne would be toppled. This
covert support took the formof noney, mlitary personnel,
and equi pment. The publicly stated official policy of
Russia was that this ferment was still an internal Chechen
problem After a series of incredible blunders, Dudayev’'s
political opponent was defeated and the extent of the
Russi an support and invol vemrent was exposed. The result was
a unification of Chechnya behind the corrupt Dudayev and a
very enbarrassed Kremin

M LI TARY | NTERVENTI ON

Prior to the mlitary intervention into Chechnya,

significant debate centered on the internal and external



political inplications that such an intervention m ght
provoke. In a neeting between the Prine Mnister and the

ot her power mnisters fromDefense, Interior and Security,

t he Russian Foreign M nister Kozyrev, was asked whet her
force should be used and what he felt the international
community’s reaction m ght be. M. Kozyrev’'s response was
that the mlitary response if “quick, decisive and |limted”
woul d be appropriate and that the international conmunity
woul d treat the whole affair as a “strictly donmestic Russian

5

affair.”” If the operation were as described, it would al so
serve to boost Presidents Yeltsin s standing anong the
Russi an popul ation. More inportantly, it would further
solidify and build his political power base.

In the late sumer of 1994, Yeltsin, in an attenpt to
strengthen his political hold on the Kremin nade a series
of changes in the Kremin | eadership that further enhanced
his “Divide and Rule” style of |eadership. The political
make-up of his new appoi ntees was consistent in that the
majority of them were hawks and authoritarian and
nationalistic in nature. At virtually the sanme tinme the new
mnisters were being put in place, the Russian ruble crashed
and yet another group of upper echel on Russian | eaders were
fired and replaced. It was in this political environment
that the decision to use the mlitary tool of statecraft to

enforce national policy was made. Moderates who advocat ed

alternative strategies were kept at a distance from Yeltsin

> Ibid. pp. 158.



and discredited. During this period President Yeltsin also
committed hinself to a hospital and further distanced
hi nsel f from potential advisors. Early on, Yeltsin had been
significantly influenced by a highly m sl eadi ng Russi an
Counter Intelligence Service (FSK) intelligence report
regarding the state of Dudayev’'s defenses. The report
grossly underesti mated Chechen mlitary capabilities. From
this poor start, Yeltsin s use of intelligence was basically
non-exi stent and his self-isolationismled to a further
series of poor strategic decisions. A Russian Security
Council neeting was held to validate Yeltsin’ s decision to
i nvade Chechnya. No dissenting opinions were allowed during
t he meeting. The Russian | eadership did not address the nost
basi ¢ questions that should have been asked regarding the
i npl enentation of a mlitary strategy to support a national
policy. There was no understanding of any clear political
goal s that could be achieved by using the mlitary
instrument. It is also noteworthy to point out that the
Def ense M nistry was |l eft out of the decision making process
to invade Chechyna until a couple of weeks before the actua
i nvasi on.

Summari zing a security council neeting where Yeltsin
announced his decision to use force, the Secretary of the
Council, O eg Lobov, stated in a phone call “It is not only

a question of the integrity of Russia. W need a snal



victorious war to raise the President’s ratings.”® The
apparent perception anong the | eadership was that Checyna
woul d sinply be the Russian version of the U S. incursion
into Haiti. Wth the fall of the Soviet Union, the country
had | ost the decision-nmaking apparatus that it had
previously used to make national policy. The natural
government al checks and bal ances were sinply not in place
when the decision to i nvade Chechnya was made by President
Yel t si n.

ANALYSI S OF THE M LI TARY | NSTRUMENT

Yeltsin's flawed political strategy in the Chechen
crisis was surpassed by the Russian Arny’s conplete failure
to devel op a coherent mlitary strategy. A quick Russian
mlitary success in Chechnya at the tinme of the invasion
woul d serve President Yeltsin well. In the final analysis,
t he conbination of badly flawed intelligence conmbined with
the pressures of President Yeltsin's domestic political
agenda led to his decision to use mlitary power as the tool
to meet Russian national interests in Chechnya. Yet, the
Russian mlitary m sunderstood the character of the conflict
and, as such, set about a series of poorly planned and
executed operations that were mlitarily doomed fromthe
out set .

Fromthe mlitary's perspective in 1994, the Russian
Arnmed Forces were very unwilling to engage in an arned

intervention in another national novenent. Menories from

% Ibid. , pp. 162.
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Af ghani stan were still fresh in the mnds of the senior
mlitary | eadership. At this point in tinme, only an issue
as critical as territorial integrity or national sovereignty
woul d serve as an inpetus to gain the active support of the
Russian mlitary. But still, the mlitary intervened.

M LI TARY OBJECTI VES

Russian mlitary strategy focused on two main
objectives. Their first objective was forcibly renoving
Dudayev fromthe Chechen presidency. The second was
capturing and controlling the capital city of G ozny. The
Russian Arnmy’ s objectives in Chechnya showed little
under st andi ng of the concept of the Chechen center of
gravity and a conplete lack of vision with respect to the
canpaign’s end state. Both were inexorably connected to the
fiercely independent history of the Chechen people.

As a whole, the Chechens held little affection for
Dzhokar Dudayev who had |led themto the brink of economc
ruin since assumng power in 1991. There was significant
internal opposition to his corrupt regine that, left to run
it’s course, would have been sufficient to foment noderate
political change in Chechnya. Even so, a failed Russian
coup attenpt on 26 Novenber 1994 conbined with Yeltsin's
subsequent 29 Novenber ill-advised ultimtumfor Chechen
di sarmament solidly united the Chechens behi nd Dudayev. The
result of failing to take this basic historical perspective

into account was that Dudayev was msidentified as a

11



mlitarily significant center of gravity to Chechyn
resi st ance.

From t he Chechen perspective, Dudayev was a conveni ent
anti-Russian rallying point but not at all critical to the
Chechen people or their cause. *“Although Chechen politics
were highly fractured, nost Chechens rose up to oppose the
Russi ans—ot for vague political reasons, nor for Dudayev,
but to defend their famlies and honeland froma historical
oppressor.”’ After misreading this fundanental socia
context, the Russians determ ned by extension that the nost
expedient way to elimnate Dudayev was to i nvade and occupy
the capital city of Gozny. But instead of achieving their
expected end state by quickly controlling Gozny, the
Russi ans becane mred in a protracted conflict that would
di stance continued mlitary action even further from
political goals.

The cl ouded future of Grozny in January 1995 stemred
fromthe Russian Arny’s mscal cul ation of the relative
capabilities and vulnerabilities of the Russian Arny and the
Chechen resistance. The Russian mlitary grossly
overestimated their superiority in nodern weaponry and the
effects they would achieve in Gozny. “Only 6,000 Chechen
fighters woul d contest the Russian advance on G ozny, facing
an equal nunber of Russian conbat troops attacking with

» 8

tanks, artillery and arnored personnel carriers. Russi an

7 John F. Antal, “A Glimpse of Wars to Come,” Army (June 1999): pp. 33.
¥ Ibid. pp. 33.
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forces expected that Chechen resistance woul d evaporate in
the face of the concentrated m ght of the Russian Arny.
They were wong. Chechen civilians bl ocked approaches to
the city and harassed i nexperienced and under trained
Russi an troops who had little stomach to engage “non-
conbatants.” At the presidential palace, ad hoc resistance
rallied and soundly defeated an overwhel m ngly superi or
Russian force. “Goup Sever, formed fromthe Mikop 131°
Bri gade, |ost 20 of 26 tanks, 102 of 120 infantry fighting
vehi cles, and all six Tungas self-propelled antiaircraft
vehicles. Only 11 men survived.”’

Hum | iated by their crushing defeat initially, the
Russian mlitary enbarked on a conbined arns assault on
Grozny that eventually resulted in Russian control of a
ravaged city. Yet the Russian flag flying over the
Presidential palace in Gozny and subsequent actions in the
surroundi ng pl ains and nountains did not subdue the
Chechens. “Unable to oppose the Russian juggernaut in the
cities with conventional forces, the Chechens girded

» 10

t hensel ves to fight a long guerrilla war. And guerrilla
warfare was not in the | exicon of the Russian’'s strategic
concept.

M LI TARY STRATEGY

Russi an strategic concepts, both political and

mlitary, centered upon quick mlitary action to resolve the

? Ibid. pp. 36.
" Ibid. pp. 38.
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Chechen crisis—a lowrisk effort for the Russian Arny.
St epashin, Chief of the FSK, favored a small show of
mlitary force and “reported to the President that it would
need only two or three hours of mlitary pressure, not even
mlitary force, to change the situation radically.”™ Lt Gen
Anat ol y Kvashni n, commander of Russian forces in Chechnya,
felt that there was little chance for an all-out war and
“bel i eved that Dudayev’'s forces would fall to opposition
forces in Chechnya in a matter of days or weeks.”™

Yet Russian strategy crept increnentally fromthat
initial lowrisk intervention through an all out conbi ned
arnms assault and ended at the doorstep of all-out guerilla
warfare. Mlitary objectives began to feed upon thensel ves
much in the sane way as they did in the U S. experience in
Vietnam Like the North Vietnanese, “the Chechen
i nsurgent s—Aany of them forner Soviet soldiers trained in
nmountain guerrilla fighting—dug into the hills, and waged a
long, fierce, and widely distributed battle of attrition.”"
In the space of five nonths, the Russians found thensel ves
enbroiled in a conflict replete with risks for which they
had not bargained. A common characteristic for the mlitary
action can be sunmed up by Em| Pain’s observation that

n 14

“first there were actions, then decisions.

! Carlotta Gall and Thomas de Waal, “A Small Victorious War,” Chapter 8 in Chechnya: Calamity in the
Caucasus (New York: NYU Press, 1988), pp. 163.

"2 John F. Antal, “A Glimpse of Wars to Come,” Army (June 1999): pp. 31.

" John Arquilla and Theodore Karasik, “Chechnya: A Glimpse of Future Conflict?”” Studies in Conflict
and Terrorism No. 22, 1999: pp. 211.

14 Carlotta Gall and Thomas de Waal, “A Small Victorious War,” Chapter 8 in Chechnya: Calamity in the
Caucasus (New York: NYU Press, 1988), pp. 148.
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Rl SKS AND COSTS

It is abundantly apparent that the decisions that
President Yeltsin nmade failed to account for the enornous
risk mlitary action posed to his political objectives. It
is also clear that the Russian mlitary did not grasp how
risky their conbat plans were to those goals at each step of
escal ation. Yet, once conmtted, their planning failed to
account for anything close to the |evel of resistance they
encountered. Had they considered the risk of an obvious
hi storical possibility of significant resistance, they could
have easily extrapol ated the Chechen response of guerilla
warfare. The signs were certainly at the surface of Chechen
rhetoric fromthe outset. In January 1995, a 35 year old
resi stance fighter, Adi Ismailov, warned “One thing | can
tell you, whatever the cost, whatever our fate, even if we
are driven into the mountains, we will not forgive thema
single drop of Chechen blood.”"

The Russian Arny shoul d have understood the character
of the conflict better—specifically, that the Chechen
resi stance woul d not neet the Russians on synmmetrical terns.
The Chechens understood that they were no match for the well
equi pped Russians in a conventional fight. They also
understood that wi thout a decisive battle to crush Chechen
mlitary resistance, Russian mlitary strategy was dooned.
In failing to accurately characterize the conflict, the

Russi an Arny placed not only Chechen goals in jeopardy, but
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al so Russian interests throughout the North Caucasus. These
were real and significant risks that shoul d have been deened
unacceptable fromthe outset.

CONCLUSI ON

In retrospect, the events that occurred in Chechnya
reflect a dysfunctional national strategy policy process in
Russia. Yeltsin pronoted personal political interests above
the national interests of Russia. The npbst basic
determ nants that should have been considered in identifying
t he ends, ways and neans were ignored, downplayed, or
totally disregarded. As a consequence of this flawed
process, vital Russian interests were not properly
consi dered. Nunerous perceived threats and opportunities
were incorrectly identified or mssed conpletely. The
Kremin was unable to appreciate the enornous potenti al
ri sks and costs associated with their flawed strategy. The
cunmul ative result of the breakdown in the devel opnent of
their strategy led to Yeltsin s decision to rely solely on
the use of the mlitary.

Once the Kremin had chosen the mlitary as their
primary instrument of statecraft, the mlitary failed to
correctly identify both the mlitary and political centers
of gravity within Chechnya. They also failed to recognize
t he physical and operational constraints that their forces
woul d face in Chechnya. They fielded a force equi pped and

trained for symmetrical warfare and did not have alternative

'3 John F. Antal, “A Glimpse of Wars to Come,” Army (June 1999): pp. 33.
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strategies identified that would allow themto adapt as the
battl efield and circunstances changed. The intelligence the
mlitary had relative to Chechen capability was fl awed nost
of the time. This, in turn, led to nunerous false
assunptions regarding the assessnent of both Russian and
Chechen battlefield capabilities.

The result of the debacle in Chechnya is that Russian
and Chechen soldiers are still fighting and dying in
Chechnya today. The vital national interests that the
Russi ans identified have yet to be achieved. Unfortunately,
the costs to both countries, both in manpower and rubles,

continue to nmount with no end in sight.
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