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Romania’s first envoy to the then-newly independent Moldova set off a firestorm of criticism in August that has yet
to die down.[1] Reflecting on his role in Moldova’s transition from Soviet republic to nation-state, Ion Bistreanu
observed that Moldova’s “biggest mistake,” he assessed, was to accede to Gagauzia’s autonomy:

[Russia] no matter what cannot prevail in Transdniestria as easily as it did in Abkhazia and Ossetia,
whether today, tomorrow or in ten or twenty years. After all the declarations, they cannot get a
Crimea-type solution [in Transdniestria] . . . Perhaps that’s why they’ve been so quiet, because
there’s nothing they can do. But it’s good to keep a nearby place ‘hot’, so to speak, in order to apply
pressure.

The Russians in my view haven’t forgotten an idea from the 1990s, something apparent in how
they’ve seized onto federalization in Ukraine and Moldova. At the time, the idea was, I remember
[Anatoly] Lukanov saying in 1990, ‘you have three republics’: Gagauzia, Transdniestria, and
Moldova. And something like that exists today. I think one of Moldova’s biggest mistakes was to
grant Gagauzia autonomous status in 1994, something that clearly can’t be taken back. And
Transdniestria will accept nothing less than everything Gagauzia has, which as we know includes
regional autonomy. That’s the big problem.[2]

Mr. Bistreanu’s comments did not receive a charitable hearing in Gagauzia (or for that matter, in Moldova’’s
separatist Transdniestria). The news portal Yedinaya Gagauz offered this acerbic summation of what he had to say
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—“Gagauzia’s special legal status” in Mr. Bistreanu’s view “is like a bone in the throat.”[3]

Given Gagauzis’ animadversion toward Romanian revanchism (real and imagined [4]) and creeping encroachment
on its autonomous status by the Moldovan government in Chișinău, political leaders of the Autonomous Territorial
Unit of Gagauzia intend that bone to remain well lodged. While Russia remains an outspoken supporter of
Gagauzian autonomy—something it sees as instrumental to force a federal structure on Moldova—Turkish soft
power intrusions are increasingly worrisome to Moscow. Of special concern is Russian Tatars’ willing role as an
instrument of Turkish soft power in the eastern Balkans. Today, it continues to be true that the autonomous
territory’s compact footprint belies its ability as Margaret Thatcher once said of Europe generally, “to produce more
history than they can consume locally.”[5]

“History Condemned Moldova to be a State”[6]

Gagauzia—Gagaúz Yerí in the eponymous Gagauz language, or Gagaúziya in its lingua franca, Russian—is an
assemblage of four small noncontiguous territories in southern Moldova. Known formally as the Republic of
Moldova’s Autonomous Territorial Unit of Gagauzia,[7] it encompasses an area only two-thirds the size of Hong
Kong or about half of the size of Rhode Island. With a minuscule population (161,000) the territory is of little
consequence economically or otherwise, save one thing: it sits by historical accident atop a geopolitical fracture
line where Russian, Turkish and Western geopolitical interests collide.

Map of the Autonomous Territorial Unit of Gagauzia (Source: Wikipedia)

The Autonomous Territorial Unit of Gagauzia has, indeed, proved a “bone in the throat” of Moldova’s Romanian-
leaning majority. Its People’s Assembly (Halk Topluşu) is pushing back hard against what it sees as Chișinău’s
concerted effort to challenge territorial laws. The Chișinău government has targeted the autonomous territory’s
electoral and broadcasting codes, tax code, and the legal status of Halk Topluşu members.[8]

In mid-August, Ivan Burgudji—who, depending on one’s point of view, is either a criminal terrorist or a vigorous
proponent of Gaugauzi autonomy[9]—forcefully denounced the State Chancellery’s (Cancelaria de Stat) “corrupt
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practice” of nullifying laws enacted by the Halk Topluşu. Mr. Burgudji claimed territorial laws “have equal legal
status” with national laws under the provisions of the Moldovan constitution guaranteeing ATU-Gagauzia’s
autonomous status and prevail when there is a conflict of laws. “All this is done with one goal in mind—to scale
back the rights and powers of Gagauzia, relegating us to the status of an ordinary administrative unit,”[10] he said,
threatening to convene a September meeting “to discuss whether it was worthwhile for ATU-Gagauzia to
participate in the upcoming Moldovan elections”—a reference to the country’s October 30 presidential election.[11]

Much of the ambiguity over the meaning of the word “autonomous” is rooted in the 1994 Law on Special Legal
Status of Gagauzia. While it outlined key provisions of the territory’s autonomy status—for example, it delineated
the territory’s administrative boundaries and the authority of its legislative and executive branches—the 1994
autonomy statute provides little guidance as to how the national and territorial governments are meant to decide
where proper authority and responsibility reside on policy and governance matters.[12] The Chișinău government
has tried more than once to defuse what it sees as the “threat” posed by Gagauzi autonomy by electing to take
small measures—one slice at a time,[13] in one view—and has produced a flurry of national laws that ostensibly
are incompatible with the 1994 autonomy statute.

Oleg Protsyk notes, “the proliferation of national laws, cabinet orders and resolutions had an effect of shrinking the
policy space for Gagauz self-government.”[14] A particular problem is that the 1994 autonomy law refers all legal
disputes to Moldova’s State Chancellery. The ATO-Gagauzia government in Comrat has successfully resisted
Chișinău’s efforts to change the 1994 autonomy statute. It has been less successful, however, in its efforts to
amend the Moldovan constitution. While Comrat achieved modest modifications to two constitutional articles, this
accomplished little so far as strengthening its control over territorial affairs.

Admittedly faring better than Transdniestrian separatists[15] in their quest for cultural and administrative autonomy,
the Gagauzi failed early on to win full sovereignty within a hoped-for tripartite (i.e., Gagauzia, Transdniestria, and a
rump Moldova) confederation.[16] So, observed Charles King, the Gagauzi “in large part made a virtue out of a
necessity:”

The Gagauzi do not have access to the arms caches available to the Transnistrians [sic], they live in
the poorest region of Moldova and thus do not threaten the state with the loss of most of its industry
and energy links (as do the separatists in Transnistria), [and] they still rely on Chișinău to subsidize
the local budget.[17]

Dumitru Diacov—the founder of Moldova’s socialist Democratic Party [18] (Partidul Democrat din Moldova)—said
the following in an August 2016 interview with Radio Europa Liberă:[19]

Speaking in a strictly legal context, Moldova today is a federal republic if one takes into account
Gagauzia’s status as an autonomous territory. Sometimes we cling to legalisms or to one word or
another instead of focusing on how to think about the fundamental problem of the country’s territorial
integrity. If you don’t have a strong economy, if you don’t have a strong military, then what should
you do if you need to attract tangible resources and investment opportunities? You have to use
diplomatic skills, to use the language in question.[20]

Vadim Krasnoselsky[21] reacted swiftly to Mr. Diacov. Transdniestria, he said, agreed to federalization in 2003
(under terms of the Kozak Memorandum[22]) only to see it rejected by Chişinău. “The Supreme Council [of the
PMR] has no intention of discussing Transdniestria’s status as part of a federal or confederated Moldova” since its
proper status “is what we already have—independence.” The only configuration acceptable to the Transdniestria is
integration with Russia, added Vice-Speaker Galina Antyufeeva.[23] Ivan Burgudji responded that “there was no
legitimate government of the Republic of Moldova” after the Moldavian Soviet Socialist Republic fell.

In the interim, the people of Gagauzia formed their own independent Gagauz Republic on 19 August
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1990. Transdniestria did the same on 2 September. And only after another year was the Republic of
Moldova formed on the remainder on the territory. Were it not for the fact that Gagauzia entered [the
Republic of Moldova] as an autonomous region, we would now be like Transdniestria.[24]

Mr. Burgudji added that if Moldova “does not fulfill its commitments [to devolve certain powers to Gagauzia], then
we need to go back to the framework of the independent Republic of Gagauzia . . . While on paper we appear to
have a lot of authority, in reality we do not.” According to Halk Topluşu deputy Sergey Cimpoies,

[T]he Chisinau authorities have adopted a different tactic with regard to Gagauzia. Instead of open
confrontation, they smile, they promise . . . Dmitriy Konstantinov [Halk Topluşu Speaker] and Irina
Vlah for over a year have used one particular tactic—the two of them, they discuss problems . . .
and meet with the Moldovan leadership, and something is whispered and we don’t really know
what’s been agreed. The results we see are negative. I can’t blame them—they’re only renting their
official powers . . . But I don’t recall any duo during Gagauzia’s existence who have been as weak
politically as they are today.[25]

There are, of course, other points of view. Condemning Chişinău’s “unconditional surrender” ( bezogovorochnaya
sdacha), Serhiy Ilchenko argues that Moldova de facto acceded to Russian pressure to transition the country to a
federal-type governing structure (which he believes has unfavorable implications for his country, Ukraine).[26] Mr.
Ilchenko warns that Russia may seek to exploit Moldova’s recent European Union association agreement as a
“loophole” to evade Western economic sanctions. Russian Deputy Prime Minister Dmitry Rogozin, he writes,
admonished Moldovan authorities that “without Russia’s intervention, Transdniestria would secede” and “what are
today two de facto territories would no longer have anything to bind them as a single state.” Mr. Ilchenko
continued:

Moscow and Chișinău agreed . . . to Moldova’s de facto division into zones of influence, one
European and the other, Russian. The latter consists of the unrecognized territory of Transdniestria
and the autonomous territory of Gagauzia. [. . .] Apparently, Dmitry Rogozin went to Moldova to
reach a mutual understanding. And he found one in two different places, Chișinău and Tiraspol, at
the one and the same time.[27]

The presence of a Russian zone of influence on Moldova’s eastern boundary with Ukraine, Mr. Ilchenko warns,
“will, like an acid, corrode the bordering Odessa region.” The separatist Transdniestrian government in Tiraspol, Mr.
Rogozin said, issued warnings about “the likelihood of provocations by Ukrainian radicals” and cautioned all
Moldovans “to be wary of contacts with Kyev.”

Moldova’s unification with Romania has been a persistent theme since early 1990s. Mircea Snegur, [28] Moldova’s
first president, tirelessly fostered the idea of unification, declaring in an August 1991 Le Figaro interview:

Independence is of course a temporary condition. At first, there will be two Romanian states, but
this will not last long. I repeat again that the independence of the Soviet Moldova is a step, not an
end.[29]

The issue retook center stage in February 1993 when Chișinău asked Romania to replace its envoy, Mr. Bistreanu,
because of incendiary public statements in which he characterized Moldova as a “temporary” country and future
part of Romania.

Gagauzi resistance to Romanian hegemony is deep and longstanding.[30] It is rooted in the mass resettlement of
Orthodox Christian Gagauzis at the end of the 18th and beginning of the 19th centuries. They left the Ottoman-
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controlled Dobrudja region of modern-day Romania and Bulgaria for Tsarist Russia-controlled southern Moldova
and the Odessa region.

The forced migration of the Gagauz was a critical juncture in the formation of their pro-Russian
political culture because this event had a significant effect on the lives of the absolute majority of
Gagauz.[31]

A 1990 survey found fewer than one in five Gaugazi supported Moldova’s independence from the Soviet Union (it
was an even lower 13% in Transdniestria), while Moldovans were almost unanimous at the time across all regions
(94-98%) in opposing the country’s unification with Romania.[32] Gagauzi self-identification with the Soviet Union
distinguishes them from other Russian Turkic peoples like the Crimean Tatars.

Wake Up, Romania![33]

The Gagauzi have long worried about the dual effects of thinly veiled pro-Romanian sympathies held by some
Moldovan leaders and Romanian revanchist ambitions in Moldova.

The Gagauzi and Transdniestrians were initially concerned that the pan-Romanian euphoria which
swept the republic during the second half of 1989 would lead to their forced “romanianization” and a
quick union of Moldova and Romania. [Moldova’s] new language laws were of particular
concern.[34]

Among pan-Romanianists, Charles King writes, “[the word] ‘Moldovan’ should be no more than a regional identity
in a reconstituted ‘Greater Romania’.”[35] This attitude manifests in maps of the country’s “historic” regions that
invariably show modern Moldova as part of Romania.

Historic Regions of Romania (Source: burbuja.info)

Gagauzi concerns over Romanian revanchism masquerading as Moldovan nationalism are not baseless. Consider
this declaration from Moldova’s Grand National Assembly (Marea Adunare Na țională) held in August 1990 around
the time the country declared independence from the Soviet Union. Some 300,000 people attended the mass
demonstration.

There is but one formal language that is both spoken and written within the territory of the Socialist
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Republic of Romania and that of the Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic. There is only one proper
alphabet of this language, the Latin alphabet. [. . .] The Grand National Assembly determines to
restore the historical name of our people, one which we have borne through the ages—the
ROMANIAN name—and the name of our language—the ROMANIAN LANGUAGE.[36] [Emphasis
in original]

Romanian revanchists[37] have their own view of the metaphorical bone in the throat. Consider this 2012
commentary titled “Historic Romania is a bone in the throat” directed at Moldova’s then prime minister, Vladimir
Filat:[38] 

A lot of people are puzzled over how a man who studied in Romania and later came into power now
is against his own people . . . We all know those who are against historic Romania. [. . .] After two
years of gridlock, Comrade Putin and Comrade Chiril agreed Russia would contribute to President
Filal’s election campaign. Of course, this ‘gift’ was conditioned on continuing the policy of
exterminating the Bessarabian Romanians . . . Once you acquire a taste for power you sign treaties
with the devil so as to keep yourself in control, Russia in this case being the devil.

I have said it many times, that a union [with Romania] is inconvenient for politicians in Chișinău,
who would lose their comfortable chairs and the means of becoming millionaires on the backs of the
people.  Unfortunately, we are witnessing a new assimilation of Bessarabian Romanians as
‘Moldovans’, this time by our own people. Let’s hope this injustice does not go forward, and that
Moldova unites with Romania. Then the bone in Filat’s throat will be fatal.[39] 

Its author writes elsewhere:

The Gagauz unfortunately were and are victims of Russian imperialism, whom the Russians use to
destabilize the situation in eastern Moldova . . . Their actions over the last twenty years have
favored the Russian occupiers. They came to our land, we have them a home, and they behaved
like a cowardly mob, spitting on all that is holy in this small country. So what to do? The only
solution to the problem of this minority group is union…It will very likely become this first ethnic
minority in Romania to disappear over the next generation.[40]

The United States amidst this tumult blundered undiplomatically into Moldova’s tempestuous domestic politics in
August managing to alienate Moldovans and NATO ally Romania at the same time. A commentary by Lelia
Munteanu, senior editor of the Romanian daily Gândul, sounded a warning:

Ambassador James Pettit is too experienced to fail to express in precise terms the State
Department’s position. The key words are ‘Transdniestria special status’. In other words, the United
States, our strategic partner, has reached an agreement with Russia on Moldova, an understanding
in which Germany no doubt participated.[41]

The reference is to Ambassador Pettit’s August 26 interview with the Moldovan television station Moldova-1, during
which he said the following:

Joining Romania, for example, as a means to get into the EU or for whatever reason, is really not a
practical solution, it is a not practical choice, it is not a choice that is going to make things better . . .
Moldova is not Romania, Moldova has its own unique history, it has its own unique challenges.
Among those challenges there is the fact that Moldova is a multiethnic country with people
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speaking different languages, of course there is the issue of Transdniestria, that is not even under
central government control, but needs a special status which is an ultimate goal, but a special
status within Republic of Moldova.[42]

Decrying Ambassador Pettit’s remarks as “a gross insult to Romanian history,” former Romanian President Traian
Basescu asked rhetorically on his Facebook page, “Is U.S. Ambassador James Pettit a Moscow trumpet?”
(Ambasadorul UA James Pettit, o trâmbiţă a Moscovei?). He proceeded to excoriate Ambassador Pettit “for
promoting theories not unlike Stalin and Putin’s propaganda offering Moscow invaluable aid by landing heavy
blows against historic realities and by supporting the obfuscation of Romanian history.”[43]

Romanian press accounts were no less strident. Announcing “Wake up, Romania!” ( Deșteaptă-te Române!),
Cortidianul questioned whether Romania could rely on NATO to come to its defense in the event of Russian
aggression from the direction of Moldova:

The diplomat actually argues for Moscow’s antagonistic policy toward Romania, which seeks a
Greater Moldova by keeping the country, formed with our Bessarabia, outside of Romania . . . We
may legitimately ask then: should we provide military bases to the American as well as other NATO
allies, each of which have their own agendas, expecting them to defend us, in the hypothetical, but
not as unlikely as it may seem, chance that Russian army occupies Bessarabia in order to attack
Romania from a unified ‘Moldovan state’ which, independent and sovereign, will ‘of its own volition’
join Russia?[44]

“A strategic partnership is not built on whispers, insidious silences, and swallowing the geopolitical frog.” [45] That
colorful opinion belongs to the Romanian sociologist and Moldova scholar, Dan Dungaciu, whose reflections were
published in the Romanian daily Adevărul under the headline “Defend me, Lord, from my friends.” [46] He believes
the practical effect of Ambassador Pettit’s recommendations is to raise a “velvet curtain” between Moldova and
Romania (elsewhere, he calls it “a geopolitical curtain across the Prut”[47]) dividing the two countries “into
separate spaces” and leading ultimately to Moldova’s “Transdniestrianization.” He also criticizes that lack of
“synchronized” American diplomacy vis–à–vis Moldova and Romania; something which reflects, he maintains, that
American diplomats who cover Moldova do not also cover Romania, but instead, Ukraine and Belarus.[48]
Ambassador Pettit, he continued, “opened this Pandora’s Box by his unwise intervention,” which Russia will exploit
“to stir up anti-Americanism.”

As the Gândul commentary noted, Germany also weighed in. Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier “asked
Moldova and Transdniestria to approach a solution to the decades-old conflict in the former Soviet republic by a
policy of small steps.”[49] Die Saarbrücker Zeitung had this perspective:

In crossing the Dniester River, Frank-Walter Steinmeier briefly lost his office: he is no longer
German Foreign Minister—at least for a few hours. That happened the moment the top German
diplomat arrived in the Republic of Moldova’s breakaway Transnistria region. Since Germany does
not recognize the independence of land beyond the Dniester, he is there not as Foreign Minister, but
only in his capacity as the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe’s acting chair for
conflict mediation . . .  

A statue of Lenin reaches into the sky before the seat of parliament and the government. The
Transdniestrian leadership welcomed Steinmeier in the Soviet style building, resplendant with its
hammer and sickle on the wall. If the OSCE Steinmeier is back in Moldova and meets the Foreign
Minister Steinmeier, he will have to tell him about it.[50]

A follow up story in the German language edition of Sputnik (part of the Russian government-controlled Rossiya
Segodnya news agency) declared, “Transdniestria says ‘No’,” asserting that “there can be no question of a union
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with Moldova, because Transdniestria’s status was determined in a 2006 referendum in which citizens voted for
the Republic’s independence followed by accession to Russia.”[51]

Utterly Russian People Who Don’t Think They Should be Romanian[52]

Language is the confession of the people.
                                                       – Pyotr Andreyevich Vyazemsky, Anglichanke (1855)

Dimitar Bechev writes, “Turkey parades as champion of the Balkan Muslims while Russia claims to protect
Orthodox Slavs.”[53] And then there is Gagaúz Yerí, where ethnic Gagauzi (82.1% of ATU-Gagauzia residents) are
neither Balkan Muslims nor Orthodox Slavs. They instead are Orthodox Turks whose ancestors migrated from the
Ottoman-held eastern Balkans. The eponymous Gagauz language is a northwestern dialect of Turkish,[54] which
today is written in a Cyrillic-based alphabet adopted in 1957 (when the territory was part of the Moldavian Soviet
Socialist Republic). Gagauz, while widely spoken, is rarely used for writing. Thus most (80%) Gagauzi are bilingual
in Russian, but in contrast, very few (around 4%) are bilingual in Romanian, which is Moldova’s official language.

Perceptions of Russian influence in Gagauzia (and Transdniestria) are closely tied to the prevalence of the
Russian speakers there. Alexei Vorontsov writes that language serves three functions: as a transmitter of
information, as an instrument of national identity, and as a cultural repository. Of these, “the famous Russian
philosopher Ivan Ilyin considered language the most important expression of ethno-cultural identity.”[55] The
political theorist Vadim Tsymbursky conceptualized Russia as an “island civilization” surrounded by a metaphorical
sea of countries, which collectively he called the Great Limitrophe.[56] Synthesizing the theories of Vorontsov and
Tsymbursky, cultural linguist Viktor Shaklein suggests a “Russian language limitrophe zone as natural territories of
Russian civilization.”[57]

The “language struggle” (yazykovaya bor’ba) manifests in many ways, writes Nikolai Starikov:

The organizers of the October Revolution knew well the value of language, and vigorously pursued
language reform after they seized power in 1917-1918. Church Slavonic not only linked the different
Russian dialects but was a means of communication among Orthodox Slavs, including in the
Balkans, a traditional sphere of Russian influence. The Bolsheviks banned Church Slavonic,
loosening ties among the Slavs and contributing to the Russian peoples’ fragmentation.[58] 

Calling Gagauzia (and Transdniestria) “parts of the country where utterly Russian people live who don’t think they
should become Romanian,”[59] Mr. Starikov decried that “Moldova is ready to sacrifice its independence and
‘surrender’ its territory to Romania.” Russia will, however, “become strong and powerful once again, and those who
advocate integration into Romania will melt away like smoke.”[60]

Is the collapse of the Moldovan nation inevitable if the pursuit of the mythical ‘European integration’
continues? Yes, because half the population of Moldova—Transdniestria, Gagauzia, and the
country’s north—never have and never will agree to ‘European integration’. . . It is clear that a
significant part of the Moldovan population will not accept a new ‘pro-Western’ power. That means
the conflict continues and will become more acute. Like in Ukraine.[61]

For Mr. Starikov, there is only one way forward:

No one can undermine the traditional values of the Russian people. In this, Orthodox and Muslim
Russians are absolutely united. [. . .] The only way to preserve Moldova’s territorial integrity is
integration into the Eurasian space. Only this can erase the animosities between Moldova on the
one hand, and Transdniestria, Gagauzia, and the country’s north on the other. [. . .] Figuratively
speaking, Russia offers Moldova a legal marriage. And the West, only cohabitation, and in the girl’s
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house, too, just to get the keys and everything in it. And all the while saying “I promise you we’ll get
married.[62]

In 2008, Mihail Formuzal (then Başcan) declared, “our people are an integral part of Russian World . . . and while
it sounds paradoxical, knowledge of the Russian language is one guarantor of our self-preservation, including our
ethnic identity.”[63] Russkaya Vesna goes further, calling Gagauzia “Russia World’s Turkic fortress” (tyurkskaya
krepost’ Russkogo mira):

The ‘Russian Spring’ in southeast Ukraine is not the first example beyond Russia’s modern
boundaries of resistance by ‘Russia World’ to official attempts to impose ethnocratic dictatorship . . .
[T]here is another faithful little friend, one which unfortunately is rarely spoken of. It is Gagauzia, a
small area in southern Moldova, which stubbornly resists any attempt by the Chișinău authorities to
wrest it from the Russian orbit and reorient it to the West, or to be exact, to Romania. It is no
accident that Ivan Burgudji calls Gagauzia the historical ‘garrison of Byzantium.’[64]

One month later, President Putin elaborated on the meaning of the term used by Russkaya Vesna—”Russia World”
(Russkiy Mir)— as signifying a Russia larger than the merely territorial one:

When I say Russian people and Russian-speaking citizens, I mean people who feel themselves
part of a wider so-called Russian World, not necessarily those who are ethnically Russian, but
people who consider themselves Russian.[65]

Bașcan Irena Vlah maintains that Gagauzia prefers cooperation, or as she put it, “nibbling from Russia’s
palm.”[66] Moldova’s former ambassador to the United States, Igor Munteanu, is less kind. He insists that
Gagauzia and Transdniestria are part of a Kremlin strategy to “decouple” Moldova from the European Union:[67]

Russia does not hide its strategic interest in decoupling the Republic of Moldova and the EU,
abolishing the [July 2016] Association Agreement [between Moldova and the EU], and using
Tiraspol as a battering ram to get a federal-type political structure to its own liking. In other words,
the tail would wag the dog, and escalate these genetic political fantasies about Gagauz
autonomy.[68]

The Influence of Turkic Soft Power

No house can stand, divided in two. Our common
house, the Russian world, divided in two in 1917
and could not withstand it.[69]
                                               -Vyacheslav Nikonov

While the Russian government worries about its Turkish counterpart’s seeping influence in Gagauzia, some of the
more troubling (for Russia) Turkic soft power intrusions have come from an altogether unexpected direction—
Russia’s own Qazan (sometimes spelled Kazan) Tatars. Numbering some 5.3 million people (of which 2 million
reside in Russian Tatarstan[70]), the Qazan Tatars constitute the second largest nationality (nationality in the
Russian sense of natsional’nost’, akin to ethnicity) in the Russian Federation. The Tatar-inform portal (operated by
the Tatarstan Republic’s Ministry of Information and Communications) reported a March 2016 visit by a Gagauzi
delegation “that was particularly interested in the issue of preserving and promoting the native language.”
According to Razil Valeev, who chairs the Tatarstan State Council’s Culture, Science and Education Committee,
“The law on languages was one of the first laws adopted in the Republic of Tatarstan, which speaks to the
importance we assigned to this issue.”[71] The Gagauz delegation was in Tatarstan to attend a three-day “Days of
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Gagauz culture” celebration held in the Republic’s capital, Kazan.[72]

Russia’s Tatarstan Republic (Sources: tatartrade.com [left]; interpretermag.com [right])

A month earlier, a Qazan Tatar delegation attended the “Gagauzia 2016: the viability of autonomy” conference held
in Comrat to mark the anniversary of the 1994 autonomy statute. There was a significant Russian presence as
well. Alexei Koshel, a Moscow-based scholar associated with the group Eurasia Commonwealth, said of
Gagauzia, “Friendship is what we offer and we ask nothing in return.” He called “a triumph of free speech”[73]
ATU-Gagauzia’s January 2014 referendum questions on the territory’s independence (approved by 98.9% of
voters), closer association with the Russia-lead Commonwealth of Independent States customs union (approved
by 98.4% of voters), and closer European Union integration (rejected by 97.2% of voters).

That being said, Moscow seeks to frustrate Tatar outreach to Gagauzia. According to a 2016 Regnum commentary,
the Tatarstan Republic’s “adoption in the early 1990s of a language law under the pretext of ‘protecting the native
language’ and subsequent implementation of bilingualism:”

Turned into aggressive de-Russification and a campaign to reduce significantly the use of the
Russian language in all spheres of life, especially government and education. This led to ethnic
tensions and mass protests in the region, not only by Russians but also by Tatars.[74]

“The Russian language,” Regnum continued, “serves as the lingua franca of Gagauz autonomy.”

Inter-ethnic and linguistic friction is completely absent in the autonomous region. But something
about this must not sit well with the a present ‘pro-Russia’ authorities in Gagauzia, so far as it is
true that they have decided suddenly to adopt and implement policies based on Tatarstan’s national
language laws. It is worth noting that in this, they concur with the nationalist-Russophobes in
Chișinău, whose principal reproach is always that autonomous Gagauzia is somehow not ‘Gagauz’
because its people speak Russian, educate their children in Russian, and generally are pro-Russia.
So Chișinău can only applaud Comrat’s ‘Tatar’ initiatives to ‘protect the native language’ (read: to
de-Russify Gagauzia).[75]

“No house can stand, divided in two. Our common house, the Russian world, divided in two in 1917 was unable to
withstand it,” wrote Vyacheslav Nikonov[76] in a February 2011 commentary published on Russkie.org, the online
portal of the Institute of the Russian Diaspora (Institut Russkogo zarubezh’ya). The Bolsheviks, he wrote, ““created
national republics along ethnic lines . . . to negate the concept of a civil society,” the effect of which was to reduce
“the word ‘Russian’ to a mere ethnic conceptualization.”

Accordingly, many believe it impossible to create a nation-state today, when Russians are only one
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of 135 ethnicities that live in Russia. [. . .] In the Soviet era, Tatars did not have a positive perception
of the word ‘Russian’ (Russkiy). They hammered it into their heads that ‘Russian’ meant ethnicity,
such that one could identity as a Russian or a Soviet but not both. This unfortunately remains so
today, consequently we need to use these concepts very carefully . . . using the word ‘Russian’ to
identify nationality is risky because among Tatars and people of the North Caucasus, it will be heard
to mean ethnicity.[77]

A commentary published on the Russian Line news portal (Russkaya narodnaya liniya) picked up this particular
theme. Vladimir Anishchenkov wrote, “We are proud that the children of many civilizations gather in our Russian
world . . . The history of the Russian Empire shows that Russia not only has not been a prison of nations, Russia is
a family of different peoples.”[78] Mr. Anishchenkov continued:

It is time to discard the ostrich policy towards those who wish to rendezvous with us: Transdniestria,
Abkhazia, Crimea, Gagauzia, Seven Rivers, the south of Western Siberia. We are afraid to offend
the former fraternal republics, but they are not afraid to insult us and to betray us, to follow a
duplicitous and anti-Russian policy. No developed country in the world would allow itself to speak to
Russia in the manner that we allow our former republics to speak to us . . . And why, for example,
could Moldova gain independence from the Soviet Union, and but Transdniestria cannot gain
independence from Moldova? Who has forbidden it? Uncle Sam?[79]

Andrey Savelyev took on the matter of ethnicity in another Russkaya narodnaya liniya commentary:[80]

An individual who is culturally Russian is called ‘Russian’ ( Rossiyskiy) no matter what his ethnic
origin, both in Russia and beyond. This is the definition of Russian-ness. Russian identity derives
not just from having Russian parents because the concept is far broader than mere ethnicity.” [. . .]
Russians like all ethnic-nationalities [malyye narody, literally “small peoples”] living in Russia must
understand they are part of the larger world only through the agency of Russian culture. It is their
Russian-ness that makes them part of that world. And if they renounce their Russian-ness, all they
are left is their archaic ethnic heritage. [. . .] We enter into the world as Russians, not the other way
around. We can only be Russian, and will remain so.[81]

Rais Suleymanov, a pro-Russia Tatar deplores “the [post-Soviet] ‘parade of sovereignties’ [that] led to rampant
regional separatism. Former ethnic autonomous republics declared sovereignty and began to position themselves
as independent states. One of the flagships of this process was the Republic of Tatarstan.”[82]  Turkey, he
continued, sought to build its influence within Russian territory by increasing foreign expansionism in regions
populated by Turkic populations.   

Turkey managed to get its most active foothold in Tatarstan, largely due to the support of national
elites in the ethnocratic republic, who see Turkey as a kind of ‘big brother’. [. . .] Turkish ‘soft power’
plays an important role in preserving Ankara’s presence in Tatarstan, by which we mean a set of
non-profit organizations, educational institutions, communities, religious groups, which act to guide
Turkey’s interests.[83]

A Regnum commentary, entitled “Incompetence or Betrayal?” (Nekompetentnost’ ili predatel’stvo?) , said that
Gagauz authorities visited Tatarstan in early 2016 in order to assess its experience “preserving and expanding the
mother tongue” and “implementing bilingualism.”[84] It warned:

The pro-Russia Gagauz administration is going to de-Russify the region after several consultations
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with Moldovan authorities. It intends to review the territory’s language policy with the intention of
rejecting the dominant position of the Russian language . . . The territory’s possible de-
Russsification will not be a variant of Moldova’s but instead the Tatar one, which was based on the
‘implementation of bilingualism.’[85]

The Russian government is watching Comrat with a mix of apprehension and alarm. In April 2016, Regnum
warned, “the Kremlin’s Gagauz partner has turned into a ‘Trojan horse’ against the Pridnestrovian Moldavian
Republic,” the official name of separatist Transdniestria. Calling Gagauz Başkan Irina Vlah “laughable and
detached from reality,” the Regnum commentary continued, “This is the first time the head of Gagauzia has been
willing to act on Chișinău’s side in negotiations over the Moldovan-Transdniestrian conflict settlement.”[86]

Ms. Vlah corrected course in July when she participated in a two-day meeting in Moscow between Russian and
Moldovan officials to discuss lifting the Russian blockade on Moldovan agricultural products (in place since July
2014[87]) in exchange for Chișinău ending its blockade of Russian aircraft ferrying cargo and troops to and from
Transdniestria.[88] A report in Nezavisimaya gazeta included the curious headline: “Moscow afforded the southern
region of Moldova the prospect of integration into the Russian Federation” (Moskva predostavila yuzhnomu regionu
Moldavii vozmozhnosti dlya integratsii v RF).

Quzan Tatars have their own issues with the Russian government going back to a March 21, 1994 referendum on
Tatarstan independence (approved by 61.4% of voters with 81.7% turnout). Responding to Russia’s March 2014
annexation of Crimea, the Tatar National Assembly (Milli Mejlis)[89] accused the Russian government of pursuing
“a destructive policy targeting statehood, education, and indigenous languages,” a reference to amendments
adopted to Russia’s education law in 2007.[90] The Milli Mejlis accused Moscow of conducting “a silent coup” in
Tatarstan in 2002 when it forced removal of a sovereignty clause from the Republic’s constitution.[91] Now, “for the
sake of survival,” the Milli Majlis demanded that United Nations and Russian recognition of the results of the 1994
independence referendum, restoration of the deleted sovereignty clause, and Russia’s expulsion from the Council
of Europe as punishment “for the ethnogenocide of indigenous people.”[92] According to the head of the Milli
Majlis, the historian and writer Fauzi Bayramova:

The Dobrudja Tatars, who reside in the territory of modern Romania, decided to adopt the Crimean
Tatar alphabet and to call themselves Crimean Tatars. [. . .]  Meanwhile, Romanian policymakers
are giving very serious consideration to the possibility of joining with Moldova, especially that part of
Moldovan society that would do so willingly. Given this, the Romanian Tatars’ decision to unite with
the Crimean Tatars looks quite logical.[93]

Front-Line Gagauzia

“A front line in the war of influence between Erdoğan and Putin.” [94] That is how the Romanian newspaper Agora
characterized Gagauzia; a view further elaborated on in a commentary on the Russian language Moldavian news
portal Budjak Online:

[T]he idea of Gagauzia as a bridge between Turkey and Russia has always been rather whimsical .
. . The apparent absence of any rationale for this idea ordained that for many years, Comrat
‘bombarded’ the two capitals with numerous letters, statements and declarations without eliciting
any sign of interest. So what has prompted the two countries to turn to this strategy? Whether the
vicissitudes of bilateral relations or something else, it is important today for Gagauzia to take full
advantage of the opportunity.[95]

The commentator continued that Gaugauzis “cannot talk about a special relationship with Turkey . . . they are
Moldovan citizens, like every other nationality living there.”[96] Responding on Budjak Online, a more sympathetic
commentator took him to task:
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It is as if the Romanian Ambassador to Ukraine ventured to say that in Bucharest’s opinion,
Bukovina Romanians are Ukrainian citizens like everyone else and should expect no special
treatment.[97]

On the occasion of Turkish Ambassador Mehmet Selim Kartal’s departure from Chișinău in August 2016, another
Budjak Online commentary titled “Mission Not Accomplished” ( Missiya ne vypolnena) said that he was “mostly
indifferent to the interests of Gagauzia.”[98] It recalled a May 2014 visit to Moldova by Cemil Çiçek, who at the time
was Speaker of the Turkish parliament:

During lunch with his Turkish guest, [Moldovan] President Nicolae Timofti ‘spouted’ anti-Gagauz
propaganda, for example, that the Gagauz people are unwilling to learn the state language and
oppose Chisinau’s foreign policy. Kartal’s presence failed to prevent this, and Çiçek was left with an
unbalanced and non-objective view of Gagauzia. As a result, Çiçek openly advocated for NATO
during private meetings with journalists in Comrat and public ones in Chişinău.[99]

Turkey’s ambitions in Gagauzia, like Russia’s, are hegemonic rather than territorial. Writing that “Russia and
Turkey, despite a number of fundamental differences on international matters, are united by common strategic
interests,” the Russian language Regnum news agency offered this rather upbeat view:

In analyzing the actions of Turkey and Russian within the territory of Gagauzia, attention is drawn to
the fact that there is virtually no cooperation there between the two countries. That is, each has
secretly determined a sphere of influence, which it thinks does not encroach on the other’s . . .
Thus Gagauzia answers the well-known dispute whether Russia and Turkey are allies or rivals.
Russia cannot substitute for Turkey in the Turkic world, just as Turkey is unable to replace Russia
in the Russian world. The two countries complement each other, such that their active cooperation
could create the balance necessary to maintain political stability and security in certain countries. [. .
.] Gagauzia, being at one and the same time part of both the Turkic and the Russian worlds, could
become a model platform for the development of Russian-Turkish relations, both regionally and
globally.[100]

Can Gagauzia Swing Moldova’s Presidential Election?

The simple truth is that nothing is final.[101]
                                -Darya Aslamova

While the ambitions of regional hegemons inside Gagauzia are mostly limited to attaining a degree of agency, the
autonomous territory remains one of several centrifugal forces rending Moldova. Pro-European Union parties’
inability to unite behind one of their four candidates in Moldova’s presidential election scheduled for October 30
benefits pro-Russia Socialist candidate Igor Dodon. His appeal to Gagauzi voters is unambiguous:

Twenty-six years ago, the authorities did not want to but still were forced to recognize your
autonomy. This is important not only for you, but for all citizens of Moldova. Many times you
defended Moldova’s national identity, ensuring Moldova did not just slip away into Romania and
NATO, and allowing no one to extinguish our nationhood. You had to do it. Unlike the rest of
Moldova, you are united. All citizens of our country have something to learn from you. As long as we
are united, we are invincible. We have our own country, with its language and national identity.
Moldova will survive only if we are united and remain close with our strategic partner, the Russian
Federation [102]
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When endorsing Mr. Dodon, Comrat vice mayor and local Socialist Party head Alexander Sukhodolskii said, “We
need a president who will defend the interests of the Gagauz people, the people of the whole country.”[103]

Mr. Dodon’s forceful denunciation of “unionism” (unionizmom) or unification with Romania—a Socialist campaign
leaflet reads “Romanian police will not be the masters here!” (Rumynskiy zhandarm ne budet zdes’ khozyainom! )—
has caused other candidates (in this instance, Iurie Leancă of the European People’s Party of Moldova) to
complain that he seeks to “provoke discord” (sprovotsirovat’ razdor).[104]

The Romanian language press warns, “Igor Dodon will be the only candidate supported by voters in Gagauzia”
(Igor Dodon va fi unicul candidat sus ținut de alegătorii din Găgăuzia):

Although some dismiss the Gagauz electorate as small and insignificant, about fifty thousand, we
must remember there have been enough instances when candidates lost because of a difference of
one vote or a few hundred votes.  These southern votes, whether fifty thousand or thirty thousand,
will contribute to Dodon’s victory in the fall elections. Gagauzia certainly will not be Igor Dodon’s
main lifeline but it will provide him with electoral support in gratitude for everything he did as the
Socialist leader in the south.[105]

Writing “the ‘unionist danger’ has been turned into a campaign theme, fueled by recent statements of the US
Ambassador,” the Romanian online newspaper Cotidianul published what it claimed were “pro-Russian” slogans
used in Mr. Dodon’s campaign literature:

“Unification with Romania means the destruction and disappearance of Moldova” (Unirea cu România
înseamnă distrugerea și dispariția Republicii Moldova).

“Unification with Romania means civil war, because many Moldovans will resist” (Unirea cu România
înseamnă că va fi război civil, pentru că mulți moldoveni se vor împotrivi).

“Unification with Romania means we will permanently lose northern Moldova, Gagauzia, and
Transdniestria” (Unirea cu România înseamnă că vom pierde definitiv nordul Moldovei, Găgăuzia,
Transnistria).[106]

While the prospects of a pro-Russian Moldovan wedged between Romania and Ukraine alarm some, it is an open
question how much European governments care about the outcome of the presidential election, especially given
the country’s mounting economic difficulties and endemic corruption. “For Europe,” writes Russian journalist Darya
Aslamova in a pithy two-part essay, “Moldova is just an antiseptic cushion separating it from Russia.”[107]

Romanians in the future would like to devour all of Moldova and Transdniestria. And no haggling!
What is the meaning of this grandiose but very dirty game? ‘No one, in fact, cares about
Transdniestria, this tiny slip of land,’ I’m told by people who understand the region’s politics.
Transdniestria is a likely bargaining chip between Romania and Ukraine. If Romania and Moldova
ever become a unified country, the Romanians expect to trade Transdniestria, where ethnic
Ukrainians account for about half the population, for Northern Bukovina, which includes parts the
Odessa and Chernivtsi regions.[108]

Russia would likely have something to say about Moldova’s partitioning, especially by Bucharest and Kyev.
Ukraine, perhaps, has more at risk in the short term than anyone else in the event a Russia-oriented government
under Mr. Dodon pops up on its western border (and given its own Gagauzi population in the Odessa region[109]).
So consider this excerpt from a long and insightful analysis by the respected Ukrainian newspaper Dzerkalo
Tyzhnya:

Undoubtedly, there are forces (both within and without Moldova) that benefit from occasionally
playing the unionism card, in Romania, and in Moldova and its Transdniestria region. For Chisinau
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elites, this is primarily to mobilize the electorate . . . For Moscow and Tiraspol “unionism” is a
favorite vehicle to disrupt negotiations on resolving the Transdniestrian conflict. [. . .] One cannot
rule out the possibility that Moscow may decide to raise the stakes at some point by playing the
Transdniestria card, offering the West to trade recognition of Russia’s de facto annexation of Crimea
in exchange for Russia’s help in ‘pasting together’ [skleyuvanni] Moldova . . . they would likely
justify it on the basis of a claimed ‘vital’ interests in the region. The Kremlin’s alternative strategy
may be to escalate instability in the region.[110]

So many diverse geopolitical crosscurrents today run through Gagauzia that it is impossible to say with certainty
what will happen. Manifold scenarios are all, to varying degrees, plausible. The October national presidential
election may at least narrow that number. That being said, two things are a near certainty. The first is that Lilliputian
Gagauzia’s outsized geopolitical importance will remain intact. And the second is that if Russia can play its 50,000-
voter Gagauzi trump card in October, that bone in Romania’s throat will likely remain stuck there for the
foreseeable future.
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