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Frustrating former Soviet republics’ ambitions of European Union and NATO accession underlies
Russia's instrumental use of territorial disputes—both historic and contrived ones—in the
borderlands of its near abroad. As one recent commentary observed, “as the war in Ukraine erupted
last spring, observers largely unfamiliar with the former Soviet republics of Eastern Europe
scrambled to understand the importance of the sub-national regions that suddenly waged great
influence in the conflict between Russia and the West.”1
The dissolution of the Soviet Union, and the loss of its eastern and central European buffer between the Russian homeland
and the NATO states of Western Europe left Russia with a single European bridgehead—the Kaliningrad enclave—at a
distance 1000 kilometers from Moscow. What was once a matter of Russia's internal policy overnight became one of foreign
policy. Russia suddenly found itself at a distance of some 1300 kilometers from its Moldovan and western Ukrainian
borderlands with the Eastern Balkans, with one-half of the intermediate territory no longer Russian. In 1992, Russia acquired
a second, equally distant European bridgehead in eastern Moldova with the declaration of a Pridnestrovian Moldavian
Republic in separatist Transdniestria. Since then, PMR-Transdniestria has acted as a stop on Moldova plans for EU and
NATO accession, and the hopes of some Moldovans for unification with neighboring Romania.
Short of overt military intervention, Russia has limited instruments at its disposal for the protection of its geopolitical and
geostrategic interests in the eastern Balkans and the northern Black Sea littoral. These limits notwithstanding, Russia exerts
indisputable regional hegemony in its near abroad. Fomenting territorial disputes within former borderlands have been an
effective if crude instrument of Russian policy now for three decades. It has used that instrument willingly, if discriminately, in
its near abroad while holding in reserve a failsafe to unfreeze “frozen” conflicts. The Transdniestrian bridgehead (seconded by
another separatist Moldovan region, the vocally pro-Russia Gagauzia) undergirds Russian hegemony in Moldova, and radiates
outward into the eastern Balkans and importantly, into southwestern Ukraine's pivotal Odessa region.
There is regular speculation about Russian intentions to establish a so-called land bridge from Crimea and the Donbas
westward along the Black Sea littoral to Odessa. Short of willfully disregarding the complications associated with seizing and
holding a broad swath of contended territory in the face of determined resistance by (in all likelihood, Western armed)
Ukrainian armed forces and paramilitaries, that scenario is unlikely under the present circumstances. Russia's demonstrated
The first line of the title is from Neville Chamberlain's statement during the 1938 Czechoslovakia crisis, which reads in full: "How horrible, fantastic,
incredible it is that we should be digging trenches and trying on gas-masks here because of a quarrel in a far-away country between people of
whom we know nothing."
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preference for disruptive proxy forces and other hybrid instruments is at odds with a suggested large-scale (and in all
likelihood, long-term) military operation requiring it to deploy conventional armed forces en masse.
An alternate scenario postulates the projection of Russian hegemony southward from its Transdniestrian bridgehead to
Budzhak, a southern Bessarabia borderland in Ukraine's Odessa region. This might take the form of political destabilization
scaled to disrupt Ukraine's control of the region without triggering a strategic impact, blending, as Frank Hoffman offered,
“the lethality of state conflict with the fanatical and protracted fervor of irregular warfare.”2

The Republic of Moldova, Moldovan Transdniestrian
& Ukraine's Budzhak Region3
Thus the recent suggestion by Romanian Foreign Affairs Minister Bogdan Aurescu that Russia might seek “new separatist
areas, like the so-called Bugeac People's Republic,”4 using Budzhak's Romanian name.
Ukraine's Strategic Budzhak
Budzhak5 is an historical region of southern Bessarabia. It is located between the lower Danube and Dniester rivers on the
coast of the Black Sea. Comprising the southwestern anchor of modern-day Ukraine's Odessa Oblastʹ,6 Budzhak is bordered
on the north and the west by Moldova's autonomous Gagauzia and separatist Transdniestria regions; to the south, by
Romania; and to the east by the Black Sea.

Ukraine's Budzhak Region7
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“Budzhak” derives from the Turkic word bucak meaning “corner,” in the sense of a distant frontier or borderland, which the
region most certainly was for most of its history. It remains today geographically isolated from the rest of Ukraine, attached
only by a single, thin land connection. A figurative Ukrainian island, Budzhak is more integral geographically to neighboring
Moldova and Romania than to the rest of the Odessa region. One might perhaps be forgiven for suggesting Budzhak is less
important for what it is than for what it sits amidst:


Ukraine's Odessa region, the northern Black Sea's geopolitical epicenter.



Moldova's autonomous Gagauzia and separatist Transdniestria regions.



Romania's Black Sea hydrocarbon and Bugeac shale gas fields.

Budzhak & Northern Black Sea Littoral8
Building on Mackinder's concept of the pivot area, Zbigniew Brzezinski wrote that the importance of geopolitical pivots:
“[I]s derived not from their power and motivation but rather from their sensitive location and from the
consequences of their potentially vulnerable condition for the behavior of geostrategic players. Most often,
geopolitical pivots are determined by their geography, which in some cases gives them a special role in either
defining access to important areas or in denying resources to a significant player.”9
Brzezinski continued, “The identification of the post-Cold War key Eurasian geopolitical pivots, and protecting them, is thus
also a crucial aspect of America's global geostrategy.”10 So, as the western anchor of an Odessa region that stretches from the
Danube delta to the Tylihul estuary—and the geographic center of a larger littoral arc sweeping north from Bulgarian
Northern Dobruja and Romanian Bugeac through Ukraine's Odessa region—Budzhak is indisputably a, perhaps the, key
geopolitical pivot in the northern Black Sea.
Budzhak was a Ukrainian administrative region in its own right known as the Izmail Oblast before it was absorbed into the
Odessa region in February 1954.11 Its multi-ethnic population includes Ukrainians (40 percent), Bulgarians (21 percent),
Russians (20 percent), Moldovans (13 percent), and Gagauz (4 percent). Unsurprisingly, Budzhak is replete with ethnic
enclaves. There are Russian ones throughout, and others across its west and southwest: Bulgarians and Gagauz in Bolgrad and
Tatarbunar; Russians, Moldovans, Bulgarians and Gagauz in Chilia; Bulgarians in Artsyz; Bulgarians and Moldovans in Izmail
and Saratsky; and Moldovans, Gagauz and Bulgarians in Reni.12
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Ethnic Composition of Ukraine's Budzhak Region13
Here as elsewhere, ethno-nationalism is, in Janusz Bugajski’s phrase, a combustible substance, especially given the larger
region’s stuttering progress toward the European Union and NATO. It is standard Russian practice to seek out and exploit
these soft spots—witness its actions in the western Balkans.14
Despite being a largely neglected borderland, Budzhak has disproportionate strategic value as a figurative geographic wedge
between Ukraine and Bulgaria along the critical Black Sea littoral. This importance would increase greatly were the region to
ally with its neighbors Gagauzia and Transdniestria to the north and west. A strategic locus and combustible ethnic patchwork
make Budzhak a near perfect fit for the Russia hybrid warfare playbook:
“[P]ulling political, economic, and military levers—all of which fall short of traditional invasion—to exploit
ethnic conflicts in countries that used to be in its orbit. And the goal is to leverage these tensions, which are
often relics of the Soviet Union's messy consolidation and collapse, to gain influence in former Soviet states,
while preventing these countries from moving closer to the West.”15
“War Without War, Occupation Without Occupation”
Is Russia the proverbial “black knight in the Eastern neighborhood”?16 A November 2014 report by the Ukraine-based
DaVinci Analytic Group speculates how Russia might exploit the region's ethnic patchwork:
“We expect Russia to activate separatism in the Bolgrad, Izmail, Reni, Artsyz, Kiliya and Tarutinsky districts
with additional attempts in the Bilhorod-Dnistrovskyi and the Sarata and Tatarbunarskiy districts. Shortly
before, Russia will purposely destabilize Gagauzia and Taraclia in parallel with Transdniestria [see footnote].
The initial gambit may focus on an independent Gagauzia, which can make territorial claims in Moldova and
Ukraine. [...] The spring of 2015 is a critical period for the Kremlin, which sees it as the most favorable time
to initiate a new round of aggression against Ukraine."17
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DaVinci’s speculation is congruent with the observation elsewhere that Russia acts through small-scale gestures aimed at
destabilization rather than full-blown military actions. These gestures, suggested the Bulgarian Defense Ministry, include
"disinformation, propaganda campaigns, media manipulation, exploiting social networks for disinformation, and using
sympathetic local leaders to manipulate voting blocs and cause confusion."18
One analysis described Russia's strategy as “a form of political synecdoche”:
“[W]here a war inside a breakaway province stands for a potential war inside the de jure state, and where the
occupation of the separatist region creates the constant threat that the country as a whole will be occupied.
This war without war and occupation without occupation is nearly as effective, more flexible, and decidedly cheaper
than a real occupation.”19 [emphasis added]
It continued, “The key element of Putin’s strategy is to use...breakaway regions as perches from which to threaten the larger
states that once governed them,”20 here, meaning Ukraine and NATO member Romania. It is in a manner of speaking, a
scenario for controlling the Odessa region without occupying it.
Is Gagauzia "a 'Donbass' Inside Moldova"? 21
Many see ATU-Gagauzia as a likely “perch” from which to spread destabilization into southern Moldova and Budzhak, then
north across the rest of the Odessa region and possibly south into Romania's hydrocarbon-rich Bugeac region. Some, like
Ukrainian political scientist Oleg Pasternak, believe Gagauzian separatism will spill into Budzhak, especially were Gagauzia to
secede from Moldova.22
Moldova, it can be said, faces the problem of long-term liminality and geopolitical ambiguity.23 In an underpublicized but in
many respects highly significant episode of modern European history, Moldova declared parts of its ethnically distinctive
southeastern region a "national-territorial autonomous unit" in 1995.24 The region, known as Gagauz Yeri25 in the official
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language, Gagauzca,26 incorporated all Gagauz-majority districts and others that elected to opt-in via local referenda. The
result was a Bantustan-like geography of four non-contiguous districts, all but the smallest lying along Moldova's southern
border with Ukrainian Budzhak.
The Gagauz descended from ethnic Turks who fled the Ottoman Empire in the 19th century for the protection of Imperial
Russia and converted to Orthodox Christianity. While they account for only about 4 percent of Moldovans, Gagauz comprise
more than 80 percent of the population of Gagauz Yeri.27 There also are small Gagauz enclaves in southern Moldova's
adjoining Basarabeasca and Taraclia districts. Unsurprisingly, Turkey has been actively engaged in Gagauzia for two decades,
and in 2000 the Comrat government opened a representative office in Ankara.
Gagauz Yeri—the territory is more commonly called the Autonomous Territorial Unit of Gagauzia ("ATU-Gagauzia")—has a
35-member parliament, the Gagauziya Halk Topluşu or "Gagauzian People’s Assembly," and a territorial governor known as the
Başkan. While the Moldovan law granting internal self-governance to ATU-Gagauzia left intact Moldova's national territorial
integrity, it did open the door to secession in the event Moldova's status as an independent nation changed.

The Republic of Moldova28
In late March, voters in ATU-Gagauzia elected a pro-Russian Başkan, Irina Vlah, to lead the regional government in Comrat.
She defeated nine candidates to win an outright majority (51.01 percent) in the first round and avoid a runoff, far outpacing
her nearest rival (at 19.05 percent). While Vlah ran as an independent, she served in the Moldovan parliament for the Party of
Communists until January, when she resigned citing the Communists' collaboration with Moldova's pro-European parties to
form a governing coalition in Chişinau, the national capital. Her victory in March had much to do with the support she
received from another ex-Communist, Igor Dodon, who in November led Moldova's Party of Socialists to a 26-seat plurality
in the 101-seat national parliament. Dodon managed to draw a large share of Moldova's traditionally Communist Russophile
electorate to the Socialists, who in all previous elections had failed to win a single seat.29 For Russia, Vlah's election may be
important to stem Gagauzia's perceived slow drift toward Turkey.
What is the significance of a former Communist parliamentarian's election as governor of a small autonomous region in
southeastern Moldova? By one assessment, the election was won not by Ms. Vlah but by Russia, with the support of which “a
Barbie doll would have won in the first round.”30 In a more serious vein, Dmitri Trenin tweeted31 that it shows the
25
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competition for Moldova between Russia and the European Union, far from being over, is getting more intense. “The fact
that Gagauzia is pro-Russian is no secret,” Vlah told Deutsche Welle in a post-election interview.32 While that truism is
unremarkable in and of itself, what may turn out to be remarkable, however, is that Vlah's election may mark the start of
something remarkable.
Pro-Romanian Moldova Heads West, Everyone Else Goes East
"[T]he rather small territory of the Republic of Moldova hosts at least three geopolitical conflicts:
Transdnistria, the South Bessarabian conflict, and the problem of the Moldovan-Ukrainian border. [...] The
respective conflicts intersect and influence each other. [T]he South Bessarabian conflict is in close
connection with the Transdnistria one, as well as with the conflict related to the Moldovan-Ukrainian border.
[...] Geographically, [the South Bessarabian] conflict results from the borderline drawn in the summer of 1940
and politically, in the movement of Bessarabian Romanians and the proclamation of the Republic of
Moldova's independence."33
Autonomist Gagauzia and separatist Transdniestria—to which, it can fairly be added, the Bulgarian ethnic enclaves in southern
Moldova centered on Taraclia—share an abhorrence of Moldova's ambitions of unifying with neighboring Romania,34 and
oppose Moldova's hoped-for accession to the European Union.
In November 2013 the Moldovan government signed a European Union Association Agreement establishing the framework
for bilateral negotiations over Moldova's hoped-for membership. That agreement was swiftly and forcefully rejected by ATUGauguazia. A February 2014 consultative referendum—condemned as illegal by the Chişinau government,35 which froze
financial accounts in an attempt to deny it the use of government funds—asked whether Moldova should seek closer ties with
the European Union, or alternately, the Russia-led Eurasian Customs Union; and a separate question whether ATU-Gaugauzia
had the right to secede if Moldovan sovereignty was lost. Voters were given three separate ballots printed on different colored
paper.
As one Russian commentary colorfully put it, Chişinau's efforts to block the referendum “pulled the chair out from under the
skinny legs of ‘Moldovan statehood’ by aggravating the country's political situation.”36 With 70 percent of eligible voters
participating, 97.2 percent rejected closer ties with the European Union and 98.4 percent supported closer ties with the
Eurasian Customs Union.37 An even higher 98.9 percent endorsed Gagauzia's right to secede under the sovereignty question,
31
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which was understood to mean Moldova's unification with Romania.
After declaring Russia would start showing a “special interest” in ATU-Gagauzia (and Taraclia), Ambassador Farit
Muhametshin publicly supported the referendum. When denied funding by the Chişinau government, a Russian businessman,
Yuri Yakubov—who, claiming roots in Gagauzia, said he “could not help a rush of patriotism and a desire to help his fellow
citizens”38—gave the Comrat government an estimated €55,000-€75,000 to fund the plebiscite.39
There also have been rumblings in southern Moldova's Bulgarian enclaves. Russia advocates a “United Gagauzia” to unify
Moldova's Gagauz and Bulgarian enclaves into a single autonomous unit that would cover most of southern Moldova. The
addition of the Bulgarian enclave, Taraclia, would, as one Russian commentary put it, "allow Gagauzia to 'open a window' to
Ukraine," especially to Ukrainian Gagauz.40
In April 2013, the Taraclia district council—the political center of Moldova's 65,000 Russian-speaking Bulgarians (two-thirds
of all Taraclians)—unanimously demanded ATU Gagauzia-like status for Taraclia as a national-territorial autonomous unit.
Taraclia's demands—“justice for the Bulgarian community” and “preservation of Bulgarian ethnic identity”41—were modeled
on similar ones by the Bălţi municipal council in 2012 (which later dropped the one for an autonomy referendum).42
Rumors surfaced in Budzhak, during late 2014 of a separatist plot centered in Bolhrad, a two-thirds ethnic Bulgarian city in
region's northwest (and the birthplace of Ukraine's president, Petro Poroshenko).43 There were unconfirmed allegations of
involvement by former Soviet officers, including a former brigade commander, Oleg Babich; and other allegations regarding
purported separatist sympathies held by public figures like Anton KIsse, a Ukrainian parliamentarian and chairman of the
Association of Bulgarians in Ukraine. What has greater potential to crystalize pro-separatist sentiment among Budzhak ethnic
Bulgarians is Ukraine's controversial series of military mobilizations (four so far) to conscript manpower for the conflict in
eastern Ukraine. Some news accounts go so far as to describe a “rebellion” among Budzhak Bulgarians.44 For its part, the
Bulgarian government has remained (publicly, at least) circumspect about Ukraine's mobilization of ethnic Bulgarians, to not
inconsiderable domestic criticism.45

The Uses & Limits of Hybrid Warfare in Transdniestria & Gagauzia
Anatol Tsaranu46 wrote that Ukraine's government believes “the situation in eastern Ukraine developed according to 'the
Transdniestria scenario',”47 and that the unresolved situation in Transdniestria poses a continuing threat to Ukraine's Odessa
region. The risk here is separatism spilling over from Transdniestria and/or Gagauzia into the Ukraine's Odessa region—or
38
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more likely, that it would be actively exported into Budzhak, where favorable conditions for ethnic unrest might already
exist—bolstered by the menacing presence of Russian armed forces in the region.
Ethnically diverse and largely ignored by Kyev, Budzhak is fertile ground for political disruption. Among the several tools in
its hybrid warfare toolbox, Russia has long operated in the region through front groups and cutout organizations. One
technique used to great effect in Moldova was to organize Transdniestrian branches of established Russian media portals and
place them under control of the internal security service. In early 2006, the Russian media outlet Lenta established Lenta-PMR
[Лента ПМР), which in reality was controlled by Dmitry Soin, a senior intelligence officer in the PMR-Transdneistria State
Security Ministry known by the acronym MGB.48 In July 2009 a known Soin associate, Roman Konoplev, formed what
purported to be a new Transdniestria-focused Russian media portal, Dnestr (Днестр), that in fact used a Russian domain name
as a subterfuge. Soin himself occasionally wrote anti-Moldovan, anti-Romanian commentaries under his own name, usually
ending with a call for Transdniestria's unification with Russia.49
In 2005 Soin organized a front group known as Proryv or “Breakthrough,”50 a self-described “Eurasianist International youth
organization” that registered as political party in Transdniestria.51 At the time, he directed the Che Guevara High School of
Political Leadership, and chaired the Transdniestrian branch of the Russian National Strategy Council (a putative think tank, it
was in fact a Russian front organization). Soin eventually fell out with the PMR-Transdniestria political leadership, and
decamped from Tiraspol in March 2013 for Odessa while remaining a member of the Transdniestrian parliament. 52 He
reemerged in public in April 2014 when he announced formation of the "Union of Transdniestrians in Ukraine," a group
purporting to represent Ukrainians in Transdniestria. According to Soin, “The situation on the [Transdniestria-Ukraine] border
was on the verge of exploding” because of illegal restrictions on border crossings imposed unilaterally by Chișinău. He pledged
the UTU would work to overturn prohibitions on dual Moldovan-Ukrainian citizenship, and support for opening a Ukrainian
consulate in Transdniestria.53 Soin's usefulness ended abruptly in August 2014 when Ukrainian authorities arrested him in
Kyev on an Interpol warrant charging him with two murders while he was an MGB officer.
Classic hybrid warfare techniques executed through front groups and cutout organizations are inconsistent with an aggressor's
objective to take and hold physical territory, even if they raise the specter of activating separatist forces. This alone
substantially dilutes arguments that “Moldova is the next Ukraine,” notes Dan Dungaciu of the Romanian Academy Institute
of Political Science and International Relations.54 Russia sees Transdniestria and Gagauzia instrumentally, i.e., as means to an
end, meaning a federal Moldova. Re-integrating Transdniestria and Gagauzia into a newly federalized political structure would
likely foreclose Moldova's pathways to unification with Romania and to European Union and NATO accession, at least for
the foreseeable future. It would also give Russia the option to escalate Budzhak separatism as a means of pressuring Ukraine,
for which the presence of a non-EU, non-NATO Moldova "wedge" on its western flank would necessarily complicate its own
accession ambitions as well as its defensive posture.
Concluding Thoughts
A Russian commentary—substituting the intentionally provocative Bessarabian for “Moldovan”—asked rhetorically:
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“Are Bessarabian authorities seeking civil war [in Gagauzia] given the likelihood of escalating the conflict
beyond the region—primarily in Transdniestria and the Ukrainian part of Budzhak, home to the second
largest Gaugauzia community outside Gagauz Yeri as well as twice the number of Bulgarians living in
Moldova—and the inevitable involvement of external forces? The long-deferred formation of a GagauzBulgarian Budzhak republic could gain quite tangible contours in the event of Bessarabia's absorption into
Romania. [...] Unfreezing all of the 'frozen' conflicts inside the old borders of Soviet Moldova may sweep
away not only Gagauzia and Transdniestria, but also Moldovan statehood along with Northern Bukovina and
Ukrainian South Bessarabia.”55
A 1913 map of an imagined Novorossiya56 shows a unified Bessarabia—the demarcated region on the far left labeled Бессарабская
(Bessarabskaya)—that incorporates both the modern-day Moldova and Odessa's Budzhak region.

Novorossiya Imagined c. 191357
A century later, visions of Novorossiya redivivus might, in Taavi Minnik's memorable phrase, might well be “a grotesque world
reflected in a contorted mirror.”58 However, its emotive strength lies in the term's historical roots.59 So writes Ieva Bērziņa in
an insightful paper published by the Latvian National Defense Academy. The symbol—Novorossiya—and its historical referent
combine c.2014 as a claim for territorial change, especially among the sootechestvenniki60—literally, “compatriots”—persons who
are linguistically and culturally Russian but who live within the boundaries of another state.

Historical Novorossiya61
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Bērziņa (2014), op cit., p. 5.

As the historical map makes clear, Budzhak was never part of Novorossiya. While this makes the notion of a “People's
Republic of Bessarabia” seem absurd from an historical perspective, it is an instrumental claim for territorial change, not an
historical one.62 In a much-cited January 2015 commentary, Marcin Kosienkowski asked whether Budzhak is “next in line”
for Russia. Next in line for what, is perhaps a fair reply. Russia will no doubt continue to interfere in the internal affairs of
Moldova and Ukraine for the purpose of derailing their respective ambitions of European Union and NATO accession. It
unlikely either will be targeted for full-blown military action, however. The lone foreseeable exception is if the Moldovan
government moved formally to unify with Romania, in which event Russian armed forces in Transdniestria would likely
support PMR-Transdniestria's and/or ATU-Gagauzia's secession.
That being said, nothing precludes the possibility of a small conflict morphing unintentionally into a larger and hotter one. In
May 2014, the Romanian government barred Russian deputy Prime Minister Dmitry Rogozon from using Romanian airspace
on a return flight from Transdniestria to Moscow. Rogozin tweeted in response,
“Upon a U.S. request, Romania has closed its air space for my plane. Ukraine doesn't allow me to pass
through again. Next time I'll fly on board TU-160.”63
Rogozin's reference of course is to Russia's largest strategic bomber. It must be added in fairness that Russia has no monopoly
on the use of symbols incongruent with their historical referent. Consider the language used by the post-Trianon Romanian
government to bind new provinces to the Old Kingdom:
“Bessarabia [...] torn by Russia more than hundreds of years ago from the body of the ancient Moldova [...]
from now on and forever joins its mother, Romania.”64
The position of Ukraine's ethnic Romanians today is an interesting one. A June 2014 forum held by a regional Romanian
cultural association known as “Bessarabia” called for Ukraine to disintegrate Izmail from Odessa and reestablish its pre-1954
status as a standalone region.65 The attendees balanced this demand by protesting “Kremlin plans to create a 'Budzhak
Republic' behind the leadership of pro-Russia politicians in Gagauzia.”66 The forum was conducted entirely in Romanian with
no Ukrainian translation, and was attended by Romania's consul general in Odessa and the Romanian parliamentary deputy.67
It is all the more interesting since Odessa's ethnic Romanian population is reliably estimated at around 700 persons, far fewer
than the number of ethnic Romanians in Ukraine's Chernivtsi and Transcarpathian regions. The Romanian government,
however, betrays its regional ambitions by counting all Budzhak Moldovans as “Romanians” which raises the count to 130,000
people. Russia for its part plays the Romanian question both ways, criticizing the Romanian government's alleged territorial
ambitions in Moldova and Budzhak while at the same time analogizing the aggrieved state of Ukraine's ethnic Romanians and
Transcarpathian Hungarians for the purpose of fomenting ethnic dissent inside the Odessa region.68
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In an insightful March 2014 commentary published on Polit.ru, Aleksey Murav'yev wrote that Transdniestria and Gagauzia
today dwell within a “mono-ethnic state”—a Romanized Moldova—and Budzhak within “a pseudo empire”—Ukraine. As a
result, “these orphan lands...these no man's lands,” he wrote, cling “to a pseudo-Soviet identity which freezes them in the last
century.” He concludes with this observation:
“[These lands] can only be preserved and their instability can only be quelled by a large empire in which the
idea of 'the nation' is strongly grounded in the state and in the culture. Of course, an imperial structure is no
panacea, but it can allow these 'no man's lands' to exist without having to define themselves by a single ethnic
or a religious identity. The problem of modern Russia is that it has moved in the opposite direction—from a
Soviet empire to a nation-state. The rise of nationalism, Orthodoxy, and other phenomena testify to just such
a direction. Making these no man's lands part of Russia will not solve their problems, and pulls Russia
backward instead of allowing it to move forward.
“Modern Russia, being neither the Soviet Union nor Imperial Russia, tries nevertheless to think of itself as
both. In reality, however, Russia has nearly returned to its early borders—Central Russia, coupled to the
Urals, Siberia, and the Far East. The continued existence of the old federal infrastructure only complicates
the situation, along with persons who refuse to accept there no longer is—and never again will be—a Soviet
Union.”69
Will Budzhak join what is piquantly described as PMR-Transdniestria and ATU-Gagauzia's “theatrical and performative form
of sovereignty”?70 That remains to be seen. It is unfair to blame Russia alone for the territories' problems, for Bucharest and
the pro-Romanian government in Chișinău undeniably contribute each in its own way to the general discordance. That being
said, there is no moral equivalence between the status of a Russian legacy bridgehead located 1300 kilometers from Moscow
(Russia's constant references to NATO actions in Kosovo notwithstanding) and Romania's interest in countering the threat to
regional peace and stability posed by its contentious borderlands—and neither has moral equivalence to Ukrainian territorial
sovereignty. Russian-fomented discord in Budzhak and neighboring PMR-Transdniestria and ATU-Gagauzia has one goal and
only one goal:
“For those in the breakaway regions, occupation without formally occupying and annexation through
carefully orchestrated, mass participatory endeavors like referenda open new domains where values, fears, and
norms are reconstituted into a daily experience of threat and there is only one entity capable of restoring
“order”: the Russian Federation...”71
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