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Abstract 

 

Why is Moldova a Country?  
Russia’s Continued Influence in the Near Abroad 

 

Kendra Vessels, MGlobalPolStds; MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisors:  Robert Moser and Alan Kuperman 

 
The Republic of Moldova: The very existence of this country is not widely known around 

the world, especially in the United States. When mentioning the country in an 

international context, journalists and political leaders refer to Moldova’s status as 

Europe’s poorest country, its two-year struggle to elect a president, or its breakaway 

region of Transnistria. In a reemerging Russia, however, the Republic of Moldova is of 

considerable strategic importance.  Because of Moldova’s geographic location and ethnic 

make-up, Russia has a genuine interest in ensuring that Moldova maintains the status quo 

and continues to be a poor, divided, and weak state.  Based on the lack of a national 

identity, an absent economy, and a struggling government; it is questionable whether or 

not Moldova should be an independent state in the first place. This report will argue that 

despite attractive prospects for Moldova to unite with Romania or integrate into the 

European Union, Russia will ensure that it remains an independent, yet divided country.  
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Introduction 

The Republic of Moldova: The very existence of this country is not widely known 

around the world, especially in the United States. When mentioning the country in an 

international context, journalists and political leaders refer to Moldova’s status as 

Europe’s poorest country, its two-year struggle to elect a president, or its “lawless” and 

criminal breakaway region of Transnistria.1 In a reemerging Russia, however, the 

Republic of Moldova is of considerable strategic importance.  Because of Moldova’s 

geographic location and ethnic make-up, Russia has a genuine interest in ensuring that 

Moldova maintains the status quo and continues to be a poor, divided, and weak state.  

Based on the lack of a national identity, an absent economy, and a struggling 

government; it is questionable whether or not Moldova should be an independent state in 

the first place. This report will argue that despite attractive prospects for Moldova to 

unite with Romania or integrate into the European Union, Russia will ensure that it 

remains an independent, yet divided country. Before examining the developments in 

Moldova since the break-up of the Former Soviet Union, it is necessary to take note of 

the history of Moldova and its shifting borders.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
 1 Pridnestrovia is the Russian version of Transnistria.  The use of PMR or Transnistria is chosen 
here, as it is the one most commonly used in the Western literature.  It should be noted that the choice of 
terms carries with it some political baggage, as either side objects to the use of the other's spelling. It is 
possible to get around this by using a combination of the two, Transdniestria or Transdniester, but these 
tend to just raise more questions rather than working effectively as a compromise. 
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Chapter One:  A Brief History of “Moldova” 

 Moldova as it is today has only existed for twenty years. Since at least 

1349, the region that is now Moldova has been divided among different powers and 

influences that rose and fell during different eras. This is also true of Moldova’s recent 

history as part the Soviet Union. In order to best convey the transition of what is Moldova 

today, this chapter will rely on geographic maps that show the political boundaries over 

time. Words cannot fully explain the complexities associated with Moldova’s shaping 

and boundaries.2  

 

                                                
 2 The following maps of Moldova’s history are used with permission from Andrew Andersen, An 
Outline of Moldovan History, 2002, retrieved 3-1-2011 at 
http://www.conflicts.rem33.com/images/moldova/mold_his_1.htm. 
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Figure 1.1: Moldova 1250-1366.   
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Figure 1.2: Moldova 1366-1503. 
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Figure 1.3: Moldova 1504-1700. 
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Figure 1.4: Moldova 1700-1852. 
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Figure 1.5: Moldova 1853-1913. 
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Figure 1.6: Moldova 1918-1940. 
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 From antiquity, great powers fought to control this territory because of its 

strategic location between Europe and Asia. The territory that is now the Republic of 

Moldova was once under the Roman Empire and subject to invasions by the Goths, Huns, 

Bulgarians and Mongols, among others. After Hungarian expansion into the region, 

Prince Bogdan established an independent Moldovan principality in 1349. Originally 

called Bogdania, the principality stretched from the Carpathian Mountains in the west to 

the Dniester River in the east. In 1565, the principality was renamed Moldova.3 The 

borders of this principality are significant because the Dniester River and Carpathian 

Mountains are natural geographic boundaries that continue to shape Moldova today.   

In 1512, Moldova succumbed to Ottoman power and was a tributary state for the next 

300 years. In the 17th century, Moldova was subjected to wars between the Polish-

Lithuanian Commonwealth and the Ottomans. In 1792, the Ottoman Empire ceded to 

Russia all of its holdings east of the Dniester River in what is now Transnistria.4 In 1812, 

the Ottomans ceded part of the Principality of Moldova to Russia. The region was named 

Bessarabia and stretched to the right bank of the Dniester River.  

 In 1917, the National Council that represented the Romanian nationalist 

movement declared Bessarabia the independent Democratic Moldovan Republic, 

federated with Russia. Romanian troops then entered the area, and in 1918, the new 

republic declared independence from Russia and united with Romania. The government 

of Soviet Russia continued to consider Bessarabia their territory even though it was 

                                                
 3 Andersen Moldovan History 
 4 Ibid 
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subject to Romanian occupation. In 1924, the Soviet government established the 

Moldavian Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (Moldavian ASSR) on the land east of 

the Dniester River.  In 1940, the Soviet government joined most of Bessarabia with part 

of the Moldavian ASSR to establish the Moldavian Soviet Socialist Republic (Moldavian 

SSR), with its capital at Chisinau. In 1941, German and Romanian troops attacked the 

Moldavian SSR and the Ukrainian SSR.  Romania gained Bessarabia, northern Bukovina 

and the land between the Dniester and Pivdennyy Buh. Romania named the latter region 

Transnistria. This arrangement lasted until 1944, when Soviet forces reoccupied 

Bessarabia and Transnistria until a 1947 treaty formally returned the areas to the Soviet 

Union.  The region that is today Moldova was then known as the Moldavian Soviet 

Socialist Republic (MSSR). 

 The territories remained part of the Soviet Union until 1991, when Moldova 

declared its independence. This independence, however, did not end the challenges to 

Moldova’s political boundaries. After violence broke out between Moldova and the 

region of Transnistria in 1992, Transnistrian authorities gained de facto independence. 

This conflict, which remains frozen, has ensured that Moldova’s boundaries continue to 

be unsettled.  

 The geographic history of Moldova is important because it not only conveys the 

extensive changes to political boundaries over time, but it also shows that the territory of 

Moldova today has been divided throughout history. These divisions present obstacles for 

the independent state. In order to fully understand these challenges, this paper will 

examine what the Republic of Moldova represents within its current borders. 



 11 

 

 

Figure 1.7: Moldova 1991-Present. 
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 Chapter Two:  What Defines The Republic of Moldova? 

 
Out of all the post-Soviet republics, Moldova has the most ill-defined and 
contradictory sense of national self-awareness. Should Moldova consider itself an 
independent entity with its own identity, or should it see itself as a fragment of 
Romania, or still tied to Russia? Today in Moldova, these themes are far from 
abstract academic discussions; they are political weapons. 

  -Sergei Markedonov, Centre for Strategic and International Studies5   
 

The question is, can we build states without the ambition that they should also be 
nation states and generate the kind of identification that makes democracy 
possible within those states, in spite of the checkered map of nations?  

 -Juan J. Linz, “State Building and Nation Building”6 
 
  

 What is it that defines the Republic of Moldova as an independent state? Is there 

anything beyond their constitution and political framework to cement the republic? Does 

there have to be anything beyond that? In examining state building versus nation building 

and the traditional definitions of “state” and “nation”, Moldova can be seen as a state 

without a nation.7 According to Juan J. Linz’s article, “State Building and Nation 

Building,” this type of state, “is not impossible if the two dominant ideas (that every state 

should strive to become a nation state and that every nation should aspire to become a 

state) are abandoned.”8   

                                                
 5 Sergei Markedonov, “Moldova Weighs Its Options,” Centre for Strategic and International 
Studies, Oct. 13, 2010 at http://rbth.ru/articles/2010/10/13/moldova_weighs_options05019.html. 
 6 Juan J. Linz, “State Building and Nation Building,” European Review, 1993, pg. 368. 
    7 Based on historical definitions of “state” and “nation” as defined by Weber In contrast, a nation, 
as Weber writes: “means above all that it is proper to expect from certain groups a specific sentiment of 
solidarity in the face of other groups,” M. Weber, Economy and Society, Vol. 2, 1968, 
pg. 921-926. M. Weber Economy and Society, Vol. 1, 1968, pg. 395-398. Guenther Roth and Klaus 
Wittich, Eds, New York, Bedminster Press, pg. 54-56. 
 8 Linz “State Building” 
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 The transformation of the region that eventually became the Republic of Moldova 

was strongly influenced by “outsiders” such as Stalin, who purposely ignored ethnic lines 

when determining borders. Why, twenty years after the break-up of the Soviet Union, 

does Moldova’s struggling system hold on to the boundaries created under the Soviet 

Union? Would the people living within the borders of Moldova be better off becoming 

citizens of Romania, the European Union, or even Russia? By examining the changing 

demographics, the language, and the territory of what was once the Soviet Socialist 

Republic of Moldova and what is now the Republic of Moldova, the question of why 

Moldova is a state that continues to exist without a nation becomes more relevant.  

 When considering the question of identity and nation, it is important to look at the 

trends before and after Transnistria’s breakaway because what Moldovans are, 

Transnistrians are not. Moldovans speak Romanian and identify more with a European 

background, while Transnistrians speak Russian and have Slavic roots. The Transnistrian 

call for independence stemmed from several concerns regarding this separate identity. 

For the population of Transnistria, the threatening imposition of Romanian language laws 

and the potential integration of Moldova with Romania drove their independence 

movement.9 The three key identity issues that fueled the impending conflict that led to 

Transnistria’s separation were language, history, and political affiliation. An overview of 

population dynamics, language preferences, territorial history, and political ideologies 

that led to the movement for independence establishes the greater context in which the 

                                                
9 Ryan Kennedy, “Trains, Trade, and Transnistria: Russian Influence in Moldova,” Ohio State 

University Working Paper, 2007, pg. 4, online at <http://psweb.sbs.ohio-
state.edu/grads/kennedy/Russia%20Pressurepoints.pdf> 
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conflict occurred.  Upon closer examination, it becomes clear that there are nationalist 

movements that last long enough to invoke conflict. By defining the movements in both 

Moldova and Transnistria, the Moldovan identity becomes clearer.  

Demographics 
  

Examining the demographic make-up of what was once Moldova and what is now 

Transnistria helps to answer the question of what Moldova is today. The ethnic 

demographics also play a role in determining why some Moldovans remain in the greater 

republic and why some chose to break away with the Transnistrian region. There are 

three censuses that will be used for consideration. These are the Soviet census carried out 

in 1989, the Moldovan census from 2004, and the separate Transnistrian census also from 

2004. For purposes of examining historical population trends in Moldova, there are also 

references to Soviet censuses from 1959 and 1979.10  

According to the 1989 Soviet census, Moldova had a population of a little more 

than 4.3 million, of which 65 percent were ethnic Romanians.11 The two largest minority 

ethnic groups were the Ukrainians and Russians, which made up 14 and 13 percent of 

Moldova’s population, respectively.12 The Gagauz, a Christian Turkic minority, lived 

mainly in the southern regions of Moldova. The Gagauz, with their Turkic-based 

language, represented nearly four percent of the population. The Bulgarians in Moldova, 

                                                
 10These censuses are available in Russian on the “Demoscope Weekly” website at 
http://demoscope.ru/weekly/   
 11 “Romanian” and “Moldovan” are often used interchangeably when discussing the population in 
the Republic of Moldova. In the context of demographics and the census, “Romanians” are those that are of 
Romanian origin but live in Moldova.  

12 “Leftovers”, The Economist, July 18, 1992, Vol. 324 Issue 7768, pg. 49-50. 
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who were Russian speakers, represented about two percent of the population.13 Nearly 

600,000 people, 14 percent of the total population, lived in Transnistria at the time of the 

1989 census. Approximately 60 percent of Transnistrians were Slavic-speaking. In 1989, 

the population of Transnistria broke down as follows: roughly 40 percent were ethnic 

Romanian or Moldovan, 28 percent Ukrainian and 25.5 percent Russian. 14 Overall, in 

1989 the ethnic minorities were not isolated to Transnistria and the Moldovans were 

prominent on both sides of the Dniester. Figure 2.1 conveys the geographic spread of the 

different ethnicities.  

                                                
13 United States Department of State, “U.S. Department of State Country Report on Human 

Rights Practices 1993 – Moldova,” UNHCR Refworld Jan. 30, 1994, at 
http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/3ae6aa3b30.html 

14Helen Fedor, ed., “Moldova: A Country Study.” Washington: GPO for the Library of Congress, 
1995. 
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Figure 2.1: Major Ethnic Groups in Moldova in 1989. 

 

In 2004, Moldova and Transnistria carried out separate censuses. Between 1989 

and 2004, Moldova’s overall population (including Transnistria) decreased ten percent.15 

Transnistria’s population declined seven percent from 1989 to 2004. During this time 

period, the overall proportion of the Moldovan population in Transnistria decreased by 

eight percent, the percentage of Russians increased by 4.5, and the percentage of 
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Ukrainians increased by one. The accuracy of this data is questionable, however, because 

a large portion of the population in Transnistria now has citizenship for both Moldova 

and Russia. The census results do not convey if the Russian population is Russian by 

origin or citizenship, and it is therefore difficult to differentiate between those who are 

ethnic Moldovans with Russian passports and those who are ethnic Russians. Table 2.1 

shows the population trends in Moldova (including Transnistria) from 1959 to 2004. 

Table 2.2 shows the ethnic populations from the separate Moldovan and Transnistrian 

censuses carried out in 2004.  

 1959  1979  1989  2004  
Group Number % Number % Number % Number % 
Moldovan 1,886,566 65 2,525,687 64 2,794,749 65 2,742,231 70 
Ukrainian 420,820 15 560,679 14 600,366 14 442,475 11 
Russian 292,930 10 505,730 13 562,069 13 369,896 9 
Gagauz 95,856 3 138,000 4 153,548 4 151,596 4 
Bulgarian 61,652 2 80,665 2 88,419 2 79,520 2 
Other 126,653 4 138,995 4 136,209 3 152,961 4 
Total 2,884,477 100 3,949,756 100 4,335,360 100 3,938,679 100 

Table 2.1: Ethnic Populations in Moldova (including Transnistria). 

 Moldova % Transnistria % 
Moldovan 2,638,125 78 177,635 32 
Ukrainian 282,406 8 160,069 29 
Russian 201,218 6 168,678 30 
Gagauz 147,500 4 4,096 1 
Bulgarian 65,662 2 13,858 2 
Other 48,421 2 31,011 6 
Total 3,383,332 100 555,347 100 

Table 2.2: Ethnic Populations in Moldova and Transnistria in 2004. 
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 The trends in demographics show that the ratios among ethnic Moldovans, 

Russians, and Ukrainians were relatively consistent from 1959 to 1989. However, after 

the fall of the Soviet Union and the breakaway of Transnistria, there is clearly a slight 

shift in proportions. There are fewer Moldovans in Transnistria and fewer Russians and 

Ukrainians in Moldova. These trends show that Moldova became more “Moldovan” 

during the fifteen years after independence from the Soviet Union, either because the 

other ethnicities left or because they assimilated after the break up of the Soviet Union 

and are now considered Moldovan. In Transnistria, the number of ethnic Moldovans is 

still approximately one-third of the population. Overall, the numbers convey that there 

was some ethnic movement between the regions and beyond over time, but each side 

remains ethnically mixed.  

Language 

 
Although demographics based on ethnicity are not very telling of the “Moldovan” 

or “Transnistrian” identities, language adds a different perspective. In The Role of 

Language in European Nationalist Ideologies, Jan Bloemmart discusses the cases where 

groups that are “distinguished solely on the basis of a distinct language are often treated 

as ‘real’ ethnic groups. And as such, they can be presented as being involved in inter-

ethnic conflicts.”16 This suggests an interesting case in Moldova and Transnistria. 

Moldovans have ethnic links to the Romanians and historically shared the Romanian 

                                                
 16 Jan Blommaert and Jef Verschueren, "The Role of Language in European Nationalist 
Ideologies" Pragmatics [Online], Jan. 19, 2010, pg. 2. 
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language. However, a distinction between the two ethnicities and languages was enforced 

in Moldova by the Soviets.17 When in power over the region, Stalin targeted the 

Romanian identity throughout Moldova by slavicizing the “Moldovan” language and 

banning expression of Romanian culture.18 On the Transnistrian side, the Russian-

speaking Moldovans and Ukrainians, as well as Russians, represented the predominant 

population. This Russian-speaking population was largely loyal to the Soviet Union 

because during that period they had better access to lucrative careers, more powerful 

positions within the government, and higher levels of education. Overall, those on the 

right bank of the Dniester had closer linguistic ties to Romania and suffered under the 

Soviet Union while those on the left bank shared linguistic ties to Russia and therefore 

prospered. (The “left” bank of the Dniestr river is Transnistria, the “right’ bank is 

Moldova.  Although this is misleading, it is suggested in the literature that the left and 

right are opposite due to the flow of the river or perhaps from the perspective of 

Moscow.) Although these linguistic ties have underlying political and economic 

elements, the division between Moldova’s Romanian speaking and Russian speaking was 

clear during the Soviet era.  

When the Romanian speaking population demanded from the Soviet Union 

revisions favoring the Romanian language in the 1980s, the “Russophones” throughout 

                                                
 17 Trevor Waters, “Russian Peacekeeping in Moldova: Source of Stability or Neo-imperialist 
Threat?” Regional Peacekeepers: The Paradox of Russian Peacekeeping, Tokyo: United Nations 
University Press, 2003, pg. 144. 

18 Stuart J. Kaufman, “Spiraling to Ethnic War: Elites, Masses, and Moscow in Moldova's  
Civil War,” International Security, Vol. 21, No. 2, The MIT Press, Autumn, 1996, pg. 121, at  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2539072. 
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Moldova roundly opposed these measures.19 Transnistrian Russophones, while ethnically 

diverse amongst themselves, united in opposition against the ethnic Moldovans and 

attempted to secure greater autonomy.20 Separatist movements emerged among both the 

Turkic-speaking population in the southern area of Gagauzia and the Russian-speaking 

population in Transnistria.21 Intentionally or not, ethnic Moldovans created the opposition 

across the river by targeting the distinctive trait shared among different ethnicities within 

Transnistria: the Russian language. The language issue became so politicized that after a 

law codified Romanian as the state language in Moldova on the 31st of August 1989, the 

date became a national holiday and a main thoroughfare in Chisinau was named “31 

August Street.”22 The widening Russophone-Moldovan divide at the time was further 

conveyed by signs brandished by supporters of the Moldovan Popular Front (MPF), a 

nationalist movement among ethnic Moldovans, stating “Suitcase-Train Station-Home” 

for local Russians shortly after the passage of the language law.23 Although ethnicity 

overall did not suggest a sense of identity or seclusion among the populations in Moldova 

and Transnistria, it seems that nationalism sprouted in Moldova against the Russian-

speaking population. The Russophones had economic and political advantages that the 

Romanian-speaking Moldovans did not have. This is the point where language began to 

define identity and began to separate one group from “the other.” 

                                                
19 Kaufman 119. 
20 Kaufman 188. 
21 Kennedy 3. 

 22 Waters 140. 
23 Kaufman 120. 
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Territorial History 

 
 The codification of Romanian as the state language had broader implications for 

Transnistria. Romania's official policy with Moldova of "one nation, two states" further 

solidified the identity of Moldova as part of Romania, and beyond to Europe, instead of 

Russia.24 Transnistria perceived Moldova’s adoption of Romanian as the state language 

and replacement of its Soviet-style flag with the Romanian tri-color design as attempts to 

move away from Russian influence.25 Figure 2.2 shows just how similar Moldova’s new 

flag was to that of Romania’s. From the Transnistrian perspective, the region on the left 

bank of the Dniester was never part of Romania, with the exception of a brutal military 

occupation from 1941-1944. Therefore, it was not part of the “one nation, two states” 

concept. From 1924-1940 Transnistria was part of an autonomous area in Ukraine called 

the “Moldavian Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic.”26  

 

   

Figure 2.2:  Flags of the MSSR, the Republic of Moldova, and Romania. 

 
                                                
 24 George Dura, "EU Membership Gives Romania New Opportunities in its Relations  
With Moldova," Moldova Azi, Feb. 2, 2007, at http://www.azi.md/comment?ID=43020. 

25 Kaufman 126. 
26 Charles King, “Moldovan Identity and the Politics of Pan-Romanianism,” Slavic Review, Vol. 

53 No. 2, 1994, pg. 347. 
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As mentioned in the first chapter, throughout history the Russians and Romanians 

have attempted to dominate each other in Moldova. Russians held power from 1812-

1918, 1940-1941, and 1944-1991; but Romanians were brutal to the Russians in Moldova 

when they occupied the region from 1941-1944. 27 The area of Moldova on the right bank 

of the Dniester River, known then as Bessarabia, was united with Romania from 1918 to 

1940. Stalin subsequently extended control over Bessarbia and Transnistria following 

World War II.  Moldovans were a minority in the Russian-dominated Soviet Union, but 

during the movement for independence Transnistrian Russophones became the threatened 

minority; a more pronounced threat in light of the possibility of Moldova uniting with 

Romania. 

 

Region Under Russians or USSR Under Romania Independent 
Moldova  1812-1918 

1940-1941 
1944-1991 

1918-1940 
1941-1944 

1991- present 

Transnistria 1791-1918 
1918-1924 (Ukraine) 

1924-1940 
1944-1991 

1941-1944 1991-present  
(Independence de 
facto from Moldova) 

Table 2.3: Chart Reflecting Moldovan and Transnistrian Statuses.  

 
 
 Table 2.3 reflects Moldova’s shorter history under Russian or Soviet control, 

totaling 154 years, compared to Transnistria’s time under Russian or Soviet control, 

which amounts to 195 years. Beyond these numbers, it is interesting to look at the 
                                                

 
27 Kaufman 120. 
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experience of the Transnistrian region when occupied by Romania and the Moldova 

experience while under the Soviet Union. The population in Transnistria was treated with 

violence under the Romanians but developed and industrialized under the Soviet Union. 

The area of Moldova west of the river had at one time elected to become part of Romania 

and attracted very little economic attention from the Soviets from 1944-1989.  Both sides 

had entirely different experiences while under the control of two regional powers.  

Political Environment 

 
Implementing a general plan with the stated goal of reuniting Moldova under a 

unitary Romanian state, the congress of the MPF, also known as Moldovan People’s 

Front, implemented statutes in 1992 to achieve this desired result. The MPF emerged in 

1989 as an advocate for increased autonomy from the Soviet Union and for the rights of 

the ethnic Romanian population. The Front was well organized nationally, with its 

strongest support in the capital and in areas most heavily populated by ethnic 

Romanians.28 Former Moldovan Premier Mircea Druc was elected chairman of the Front, 

and thus anointed to carry out the plan to reunite with Romania.29 

Within the political elite of the Pridnestrovian Moldavian Republic (PMR) on the 

left bank of the Dniester, however, the conflict was a “political struggle to maintain their 

base of power and maintain the privileged positions that the elite in Transnistria enjoyed 

                                                
28Fedore “Political Parties” 
29 Pravda, Feb. 18, 1992, pg. 1. Current Digest of the Soviet Press, Vol 44, No. 7, pg. 22.  
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under the Soviet Union.” 30 After the Romanian language law passed, PMR elites were 

threatened because within five years all political leaders, economic managers, and service 

workers would have to be bilingual. Therefore, Russophone elites in the Transnistrian 

region stood to gain by promoting separatist violence and invigorating fear against 

reunification with Romania.31  The PMR was determined to remain part of the Soviet 

Union, declare independence or become part of Russia. 

Transnistria had two justifications for secession: (1) a section in the draft Union 

Treaty of 1991 which permitted autonomous regions within Soviet republics to enter the 

USSR as independent entities if the larger republic declined to sign the treaty; and (2) 

Moldova’s parliament passing a resolution in support of its independence from the Soviet 

Union declaring the creation of the Moldavian Soviet Socialist Republic in 1940 illegal -

since this arrangement was what included Transnistria into Moldovan territory.32  

Based on linguistic, historical, and political differences, Transnistria moved 

forward to gain independence from Moldova.  Despite Moldova’s plan to reunite with 

Romania, it could not afford the loss of Transnistria and the economic instability that 

would follow.   In 1990, the region on the left bank accounted for 40 percent of the 

MSSR’s GNP. The industrial enterprises and transportation networks were concentrated 

in Transnistria.33 The PMR’s push for autonomy contradicted Moldova’s pull for 

economic strength after independence from the Soviet Union, thus polarizing the 
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31 Kaufman 126. 
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opposing groups and laying the foundation for a potential conflict. Crawford Young 

explains in The Politics of Cultural Pluralism, “Conflict may result in the activation of 

identities that hardly mattered before, and these ‘groups’ opposing more cohesive groups 

is not uncommon.”34 During the Soviet Union, the linguistic, historical and political 

differences did not matter as much as they did once there was a question of whether or 

not Moldova belonged with Romania, on its own, or under Russia’s sphere of influence.  

Although it is a challenge to identity what it means to be “Moldovan” today, 

examining the roots of conflict between Moldova and Transnistria highlights the 

cleavages between the two. Transnistria was and continues to be pro-Russian based on 

language, historical experience and political identity. Moldova, on the other hand, 

continues to struggle between being Romanian and Moldovan. While Moldovans strive to 

balance their relationship with Russia, they do not identify with being Russian. Moldova 

has a sense of at least being Eastern European, whereas Transnistrians identify with 

Russia to the extent of becoming citizens of the Russian Federation.  But why is it that 

Moscow allows Transnistrians to become Russian citizens in the first place? 

 

 

 

 

                                                
34 Crawford Young, The Politics of Cultural Pluralism, University of Wisconsin Press, 1979. 
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Chapter Three:  Why Russia Cares about Moldova  

 
 There are several reasons why Russia is interested in maintaining its influence in 

Moldova. However, there are two key players in the region that make Moldova 

geopolitically significant: Romania and Ukraine. These two countries are especially 

important in the context of Russia’s natural boundaries and the Carpathians. Twenty 

years after the break-up of the Soviet Union, the geopolitical importance of Moldova is 

far clearer than it was when Russia first struggled to maintain a stronghold in the 

republic. Russia learned from history that this small territory was vital to maintaining 

influence in the region. Now, however, even the United States is beginning to understand 

Moldova’s importance in the bigger picture. According to a report by the U.S. 

Congressional Research Service, “Although a small country, Moldova has been of 

interest to US policymakers due to its position between NATO and EU member Romania 

and strategic Ukraine.”35 

Romania 

 
Now that Romania is integrated into the EU and NATO, Russia struggles with the 

former and the latter. Since Russia is now facing a much more powerful opponent that is 

Romania, the amount of pressure and influence within Moldova has increased. 

Furthermore, as the EU continues to expand, the status of Moldova and Transnistria will 

play a role in determining how far these organizations can reach into Russia’s near 

                                                
 35 Steven Woehrel , “Moldova: Background and U.S. Policy,” Congressional Research Service,   
2010 http://www.dtic.mil/cgi-bin/GetTRDoc?AD=ADA516387&Location=U2&doc=GetTRDoc.pdf 
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abroad.  According to a Jamestown Foundation report, the addition of Romania into the 

EU means that “Transnistria--which is a haven for a wide array of criminal traffic, from 

arms to drugs to humans—[lies] less than sixty miles from the border of the enlarged 

NATO and EU.”36 This means that the EU and NATO might play a larger role in 

addressing the criminal activities in Transnistria, especially as part of efforts to resolve 

the territorial dispute between Moldova and Transnistria. This could be seen as a threat to 

Russia’s near abroad. The question remains as to how Russia, a distant 430 miles from 

Transnistria,37 will continue to maintain its influence in Moldova in the face of EU 

expansion.  

Ukraine 

 
 Moldova is not only strategically significant for Russia because of its location on 

the periphery of the EU, but also because of its shared border with another country vital 

to Russia’s power: Ukraine. As long as Russia has influence in Moldova and is able to 

prevent its inclusion in the EU, there will be a physical barrier between the EU and 

expansion to the Ukraine. Ahead of a visit to Moldova in December 2010 by European 

Parliament President Jerzy Buzek, a European diplomat in Chisinau expressed the 

significance of not “losing Moldova” in the same manner that Europe surprisingly lost 
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neighboring Ukraine.38 Just as the EU sees the value in not losing Moldova, Russia sees 

the importance in maintaining the status quo.  

The Carpathians 

 
 Beyond Moldova’s location between Ukraine and Romania, the area is also 

geopolitically significant because of the natural boundaries between Russia and Europe. 

The Carpathians, a natural boundary that has influenced borders over time, form an arc 

from Romania through western Ukraine into Slovakia. Russia controlled the center of the 

arc in Ukraine. However, there is a plain that lies beyond this arc and abuts the 

Carpathians in Romania. This is the region formerly known as Bessarabia. When the 

region belongs to Romania, it represents a threat to Russia’s security. When it is in 

Russian hands, it allows the Russians to have an anchor in the Carpathians. When this 

region is independent, as it is today in the form of Moldova, then it can serve either as a 

buffer or a vulnerable spot.  When Russia loses its stronghold in both Ukraine and 

Moldova, it is especially vulnerable to powers that can control the Carpathians.  
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Figure 3.1:  Russia’s Perspective.39   

 

 In order to maintain influence in this region and keep its buffers in the near 

abroad, Russia has strategically undermined Moldova’s sovereignty, economy, and 

government. This can be seen in Russia’s past involvement in the conflict in Transnistria 

and its current meddling in Moldova. 

                                                
 39 “Russian Perspective,” STRATFOR, www.stratfor.com. 
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Chapter Four:  Russia’s Influence in the 1992 Conflict  

 

 

Figure 4.1: The 1992 Conflict. 

 

Russia’s primary means of maintaining influence in Moldova immediately after 

the breakup of the Soviet Union was through its role in determining de-facto 

independence for Transnistria. The outcome of the 1992 conflict allows Russia to 

maintain troops in Transnistria and continue its sphere of influence in the “near abroad” 

today. Because this is Russia’s greatest leverage in Moldova, how Russia determined the 
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outcome of the conflict must be carefully examined. Russia’s 14th Army and its 

“peaceful intervention” were primarily responsible for Russia’s continued presence in the 

country. In order to fully comprehend Russia’s role in the conflict and the impact of the 

Russian 14th Army’s intervention, it is necessary to look at force composition, trends in 

violence during different phases and the timing and level of Russia’s military 

intervention.  By examining these elements of the conflict, it becomes clear that Russia’s 

involvement not only determined the outcome, but also ensured a frozen conflict and 

continued influence in the region.  

Force Composition 

 
The 14th Army, headquartered in Tiraspol, was the core of the former Soviet army 

in the Odessa Military District.  It consisted of the 59th Mobile Rifle Division and several 

army detachments that controlled massive amounts of weapons depots that belonged to 

the Soviet Ministry of Defense.40 After Moldovans decided to create their own armed 

forces, President Yeltsin transferred jurisdiction of the 14th Army to Russia effective 

April 1, 1992.41 Moldova disagreed with Russia concerning the status of 14th Army troops 

on the right bank of the Dniester. Therefore, only troops in Transnistria, or on the left 

                                                
 

 40 Edward Ozhiganov, “The Republic of Moldova: Transdniester and the 14th Army,” Managing 
Conflict in the Former Soviet Union, Center for Science and International Affairs: Cambridge, 1997, pg. 
179. 

41 Svetlana Gamova and Nikolai Burbyga, “14th Army is Transferred to Russian Jurisdiction,” 
Izvestia, April 2, pg 1. CDSP, Vol. 44, no 13, pg.11-12. 



 32 

bank, were transferred to Russian jurisdiction and those on the right bank declared loyalty 

to the Moldovan national army.42 

According to the OSCE, in 1992 the 14th Army consisted of 6,081 men, of which 

1,712 were officers and 4,369 were enlisted. Sixty percent of the officer corps and 80-90 

percent of the enlisted soldiers were permanent residents of the Transnistria region. 43 

This army retained a strong armor component and controlled vast depots of equipment.   

The 14th Army provided the PMR Guard with training, equipment, and combat 

support. 44 The first battalion of the PMR Guard was created in September 1991. By mid-

1992 this Guard consisted of only 3,500 troops. By 1996, PMR forces were at 10,000 and 

were equipped with some tanks and support helicopters.45 There was also a free flow of 

high-ranking officers from the 14th Army to PMR forces leading up to the conflict. One 

of the 14th Army's commanders left his post to become the PMR's defense chief46 

PMR forces also consisted of volunteer militias supported by Cossacks and 

Ukrainian nationalists. During the build-up to the conflict, Moscow turned a blind eye to 

the Cossack dispatch of paramilitary forces into Trasnsnistria’s declared capital, 

Tiraspol.47 Between 700 and 1000 Cossacks, reportedly assured to receive land by 
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Transnistrians in exchange for fulfilling their traditional role as guardians of the Russian 

border lands, arrived via Ukraine and provided support to PMR forces.  

Before the creation of a national military, Moldova relied on its police force to 

respond to violence in Transnistria. This consisted of fifteen “poorly” equipped internal 

units. 48  The 1,000 police were formed into units in September of 1990 “to act as the 

principal assault force against Gaguaz and Transnistrian separatists.”49 The Moldovan 

Popular Front also mobilized volunteer detachments, which were legalized by the 

Moldovan Premier, Mircea Druc. 50 PMR irregulars such as the Cossacks heavily 

outgunned the Moldovan forces that were comprised of volunteer detachments and local 

police officers.51 

In May 1992, the Moldovan government announced a call up of 15,000 people for 

service in four motor infantry brigades, one air defense brigade, a communications unit, 

and special operations forces. Moldovan authorities claimed, however, that the newly 

created national military would not get involved in the internal conflict with Transnistria. 

By 1997, Moldovan armed forces were estimated at 13,600 with a 10,000 strong police 

force.52 These forces inherited Mig-29 aircraft, howitzers, helicopters, tanks, and mortars 

from the Soviet army.53 
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Forces Manpower Outside Support Equipment 
PMR 3,500 troops 700-1,000 Cossacks Tanks, helicopters 
Moldova 10,000 police, 15 

units (September 
1990) 
15,000 troops (May 
1992) 

Moldovan Popular 
Front Volunteer 
Detachments 

Soviet Mig-29 
aircraft, helicopters, 
tanks, mortars, 
howitzers 

14th Army 6,000 troops   
 

Table 4.1: Forces Involved In the Conflict. 

 

Trends in Violence 

 
 In order to understand the trends in violence during the conflict, the time span of 

fighting is segmented into three major phases as outlined by author Airat R. Aklaev in his 

article, “Dynamics of the Moldova Trans-Dniester Ethnic Conflict”.54 The first phase 

began when violence between Moldovan and Transnistrian volunteers first erupted in 

November 1990 and continued to September 1991. Aklaev defines this phase as the 

“transition from nonviolent to violent ethnic political action.” 55 The second phase of the 

conflict began in December 1991 and continued until mid-March 1992, with constant 

violent interaction in Transnistria between Moldovan police and PMR forces. The third 

and final phase of the conflict, from mid-March to July 1992, represents the transition 

                                                
54Airat R. Aklaev, “Dynamics of the Moldova Trans-Dniester Ethnic Conflict,” Kumar 
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55 Aklaev 109. 
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from deadly fights with police to warfare.56 It is necessary to look at the three phases 

separately to see how trends changed at the time of Russia’s intervention.  

Phase One  

 
 The violent confrontations that began in November 1990 were primarily clashes 

among armed civilians on both sides of the political debates.57 Popular Front extremists 

triggered most of the violence in the initial months of the first phase. For example, 

deputies from Transnistria were intimidated and beaten by the Popular Front crowds 

during the language and flag debates.58 Later in the year, when the Gagauz minority 

prepared to vote on its autonomy referendum, the Popular Front mobilized volunteers to 

stop the vote. National Front Chairman Mircea Druc legalized these Moldovan volunteer 

detachments as subordinate to the Ministry of Defense, but Soviet Interior Ministry 

troops took positions between the volunteers and Gaguaz to block their efforts.59 Front 

volunteers then turned to Transnistria, where they fought and killed six PMR volunteers. 

Victims of this violence ultimately supported PMR efforts; they were treated as martyrs 

in Tiraspol press and ignited concern in Transnistria.60  

 Intermittent acts of violence among the volunteer formations continued through 

September 1991, but this phase of the conflict had few casualties compared to the second 
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and third phases. There was also no reported Russian military intervention, with the 

exception of the Soviet Interior Ministry troops protecting the Gagauz.  However, one 

trend unique to this stage of the conflict is the emigration from Moldova in 1991. As 

many as 64,700 people chose to flee Moldova. Over 14,900 Russians, 10,800 Ukrainians, 

and 14,500 Moldovans left the region before the conflict escalated.61 These numbers 

suggest that although there were no intense conflicts during this period, civilians felt 

threatened enough to leave the country. The end of the conflict’s first phase in September 

1991 coincided with Transnistria’s declaration for independence and the creation of the 

first PMR guard battalion. 62 

Phase Two 

 
 After Transnistria’s move for independence from Moldova, PMR guards initiated 

phase two of the conflict by fighting to take over public institutions such as police 

stations, administrative buildings, schools, radio stations and newspapers that were 

previously under Moldovan control.63 Initially, unarmed Moldovan civilians defended 

these public institutions because Moldovan police were told not to respond with force. 

However, by December 1991, Moldovan police defended the regional government 

building in Dubossary with gunfire.64  In response to police retaliation, newly elected 
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PMR President Igor Smirnov activated maneuvers to force Moldovan police units out of 

Transnistria in early 1992.65 An incident that occurred on March 1, 1992 is representative 

of the type of maneuvers that occurred during this campaign against police units. During 

this episode PMR forces, with the aid of Dubossary city police and Cossacks, clashed 

with Moldovan Ministry of Internal Affairs district police.  Both parties were responding 

to a reported crime in Dubossary during the encounter.  The violence between opposing 

forces resulted in 10 PMR deaths and 30 wounded Dubossary residents. After the 

Moldovan and PMR forces fought throughout the night, PMR guards seized the district 

department building and arrested the Moldovan police. Bridges across the Dniester and 

roads to Dubossary were blocked and guarded by the PMR forces and Cossacks.66 This 

incident did not secure Dubossary under PMR control and fighting between Transnistrian 

forces and Moldovan police units was often repeated within the same left-bank districts.   

 Estimates regarding the second phase suggest that the conflict, from December to 

mid-March, took over 100 lives;67 battles for control of left-bank68 police headquarters 

led to 50 deaths in March alone. 69 There were no significant population movements 

reported between December 1991 and mid-March 1992. However, this phase of the 

conflict coincided with the formal collapse of the Soviet Union on December 31, 1991, 

leaving the fate of the 14th Army unclear.70  As a result, the creation of a PMR Guard 
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provided the opportunity for the 14th Army to begin covertly transferring weapons and 

training PMR units.71 The level of 14th Army intervention during this period was limited, 

yet partial to Transnistria. In response, Moldovan authorities made their first appeal to the 

United Nations regarding 14th Army support for the PMR.72 

Phase Three 

 
 Serious fighting raged along the Dniester River during the third phase of the 

conflict from mid-March to July 1992. 73 This phase of the conflict represents fighting 

between armies employing versatile weaponry including tanks, rockets, and aircraft. The 

geographic location of violence continued to expand as warfare unfolded. The numbers 

of troops involved, combat-related deaths and displaced increased during this intensified 

level of violence.  The level of 14th Army intervention also peaked during this final phase. 

 On March 16-17th, violence spread from Bendery and Grigoriopol districts to 

Dubossary. Over 3,000 Moldovan police, 600 Cossacks, and 600 PMR guards were 

reported fighting in rural areas of Dubossary where hostilities had not previously 

occurred.74  

 The outbreak of violence was briefly interrupted in mid-March due to a ceasefire 

between Chisinau and Tiraspol. The ceasefire did not bring about a lasting resolution, but 

allowed for the Moldovan parliament to adopt laws for the creation of a Moldovan 
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national army. Moldovan President Snegur commented on the ceasefire saying, “Right 

now the authorities are incapable of eliminating the [PMR] without great losses, since 

Moldova does not have its own armed forces, and the potential of its police units is very 

limited.” 75 The break in violence appeared to buy time for Moldova to strengthen its 

forces.76  The Moldovan push to prepare a national army coincided with a statement that 

14th Army officers released, less than a week before the ceasefire, claiming that “If the 

threat of war in the region becomes a reality, the army does not intend to remain 

indifferent and will be forced to take weapons in hand to defend itself, its families and the 

people.”77 

By the end of March 1992, Moldovan President Snegur declared a state of 

emergency. Moldovan armed forces moved into Transnistria to isolate the major cities 

and control communication lines.78 In response, approximately 7,000 civilians moved 

from Transnistria to Moldova. These refugees mostly consisted of old men, women, and 

children.79  

The Soviet 14th Army was transferred to Russian control April 1, 1992.80 In 

response, Moldovan authorities insisted on the withdrawal of Russian forces. “In the 

parliament’s opinion, the withdrawal of the 14th Army from the left bank should be a 
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mandatory condition. People here believe that the possibility that the Army will be drawn 

into the conflict on the side of the [PMR] region cannot be ruled out.”81 

In April the violence spread to the Bendery district on the right bank, where 

fighting killed 19, wounded 18, and divided the city into two parts that were controlled 

by opposing groups.82 Violence in the Dubossary district escalated into rocket fire, armed 

raids, and terrorist attacks along the Moldovan-Transnistrian line of the Dniester River.83 

A ceasefire reemerged on April 17th. As of this date, 42 Moldovans had been killed since 

December 1991, including 19 police and 23 civilians, and 130 were wounded. On the 

PMR side 60 were killed, 100 were wounded, and 60 were missing.84  

On April 20th, USSR Armed Forces on the right bank swore an oath of loyalty to 

Moldova, followed by a call-up of Moldovan national forces on May 1st. Although the 

Moldovan Minister of Defense, Lt. General Costas, said Moldova’s national army would 

not interfere with the conflict because “restoration of order on the republic territory was 

the job of law-enforcement agencies,”85 President Snegur expressed gratitude for the 

troops’ readiness “at the first call to rise up against the imperialist and separatist forces to 

defend the independence and integrity of our homeland.”86 
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In May, Moldovan authorities expressed increasing concern regarding the overt 

presence of the 14th Army with the statement: “Servicemen of the 14th Army… began 

occupying left bank districts of Moldova on May 19. Yesterday’s occupiers want to 

reestablish their power over us and bring us to our knees. The 14th army moved into the 

conflict zone during the night of May 19-20. But they did not open fire.”87 DMR 

representative Andrei Safonov replied by saying, “Combat equipment has been moved 

into the conflict zone in order to finally separate the opposing forces.  And this is in 

complete accordance with the decision adopted by the sixth congress of Russian 

Federation People’s deputies as well as with the statement of the 14th Army’s Military 

Council.” 88  Leading up to the 14th Army’s open intervention, gunfire and mortar attacks 

in the Dubossary areas of Korzhevo and Kochiery continued. However, reports claim that 

the moment the 14th Army appeared in the conflict zone, the fighting in Dubossary 

stopped.89  

 June 1992 was the conflict’s bloodiest month. PMR forces succeeded in capturing 

all but one of the Bendery police posts. Moldova sent 2,500 national army soldiers to 

fight for control of the city.90 Moldovan aircraft bombed Parkany, a region near Bendery, 

and blew up district bridges to prevent PMR forces entering from Tiraspol91. Although 
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elements of 14th army quietly aided the PMR to win a succession of victories during the 

conflict earlier in the year, in mid-June they openly intervened in the climactic battle for 

Bendery. During the final battle to control the city on June 19-21st, the 14th Army rolled 

in with tanks and fought on the PMR’s behalf, driving Moldovan forces out of the city 

and inflicting heavy losses. The intervention coincided with General Lebed’s arrival to 

Transnistria to reassert Russian control over the 14th Army. Lebed ordered the 14th to 

intervene in the battle at Bendery in order to ensure PMR success.92 In response, 

President Snegur proposed a resolution that consisted of two key points: 1. “That the 

Transnistrian region has been occupied by Russia’s 14th Army” and 2. “Russia has begun 

an undeclared war against Moldova.” 93 

Reports from Transnistria on June 22nd claimed that 270-300 people were killed 

and 400-500 wounded during the battle in Bendery;94 although Moldovan authorities 

claimed those numbers were exaggerated. 95 In contrast, Moldova reported 20 killed and 

200 wounded.96 PMR authorities claimed that over 1,000 people were killed in the 24 

hours surrounding this air attack. Organizations such as Helsinki Watch estimated that as 

many as 800 people were killed during the fighting in Bendery.97  
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As a result of the battle in Bendery and 14th Army intervention, Transnistrian 

authorities gained the territory they desired and the Moldovans saw the “futility” of 

counterattacks against the 14th Army, so both sides signed a ceasefire.98 By the end of 

June 1992, the total number of conflict related deaths ranged from 500 to 5,000 among 

both military and civilians. 99  Most reports put the death toll at or around 1,000 and 

wounded at 5,000. 100 The displaced amounted to over 100,000. The United States 

Committee for Refugees and Immigrants reported that as a result of the 1992 civil war, 

“about 50,000 mostly Moldovan-speakers were internally displaced and 60,000 refugees 

were forced into neighboring Ukraine.” 101 Regardless of the overall numbers, the 

monthly rates for dead, wounded, and displaced are parallel to the increased intensity of 

violence throughout the phases. The level of the Russian 14th Army’s intervention also 

correlates with the level and geographic spread of violence. 
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Figure 4.2:  Monthly Conflict-Related Deaths.  

 

Conflict Summary 
 
 During the first phase of the conflict, the violence was isolated to Chisinau and a 

few cities in the left bank such as Dubossary. The clashes among volunteer units resulted 

in only a few deaths and no signs of a military intervention. However, the high 

emigration rates mentioned indicate that tensions between the two sides were clear 

enough for civilians to expect that the conflict would evolve.   

 The second phase of the conflict spread to regions where Moldovan police 

maintained a presence in Transnistria.  Confrontations between Moldovan police and 

PMR forces resulted in more deaths.  The 14th Army also began to intervene by supplying 

weapons and training to PMR guards.  Although this level of Russian military 

intervention was limited, it provided enough support to continue PMR gains and catch the 
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attention of Moldovan authorities.  

 Finally, the third phase of the conflict involved occupying territory on the right 

bank of the river in Bendery. This was the first district the PMR forces set out to gain that 

was not part of the historical Transnistria region. Based on the imbalance of military 

equipment and troops in favor of the Moldovan forces, it is unlikely that Transnistria 

would have gained this territory without the overt intervention of the 14th Army. 

Although most sources disagree on the level of Russian military intervention throughout 

the first two phases of the conflict, there is a consensus that the 14th Army’s intervention 

determined the fate of the battle in Bendery and brought an end to the conflict.102 

 To determine impact of Russia’s military intervention, it is necessary to observe 

the balance of the forces involved.  During the first phase of the conflict, neither force 

had the equipment, manpower, or training necessary to fight a war.  However, the 14th 

Army’s underlying support for PMR forces motivated them to strengthen and advance in 

their efforts.  As the Moldovan authorities recognized the increasing threat of the 14th 

Army in Transnistria, they took actions to strengthen their own forces.  As the two 

opposing sides continued to increase their fighting capabilities, the hostilities spread to 

other districts within Transnistria.  The climax of the hostilities, in Bendery, by far 

caused the most humanitarian suffering based on deaths, wounded, displacement, and 

damage.  If the 14th Army had intervened overtly at an earlier phase of the conflict, it is 
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possible that the Moldovan and PMR forces would not have had the opportunity to obtain 

the advanced weaponry that inflicted such severe losses.  On the other hand, if the 14th 

Army had not intervened at all, the PMR forces might not have attempted control of 

Bendery.  Ultimately, the 14th Army’s limited and biased intervention allowed the 

conflict to escalate.   

“The Russian 14th Army played a key role in the ensuing conflict, ensuring 

Transnistria's de-facto independence.” 103  However, the 14th Army was not solely 

responsible for the outcome. The absence of an official state policy in Moscow regarding 

Russians who live in the former Soviet Republics created uncertainty for Moldovan 

officials. Unofficial statements, such as Vice President Rutskoi’s warning that “Any state 

must be aware of the inevitability of punishment for what is perpetrated against Russian 

citizens," 104 were the only signals Moldovan authorities had to gauge the level of threat 

to their country.  Considering Russia’s historical dominance over the region, Moldovan 

leaders had no choice but to strengthen their forces in order to protect their interests. The 

outcome of the conflict allowed Russia to maintain troops in Transnistria and continue its 

sphere of influence in the “near abroad.”  
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Chapter Five:  How Russia Maintains the Status Quo  

 
 In regard to Moldova’s troubled past and historical status as a Soviet Socialist 

Republic, Russia is easy to blame. After independence in 1991 and the conflict in 1992, 

Russia ensured that Moldova was vulnerable and divided. Not only has Russia 

historically contributed to Moldova’s weak foundation and lack of national identity, 

Russia has continuously undermined Moldova’s independence by targeting its 

sovereignty, government and economy.  These efforts have not gone unnoticed. A 2010 

CRS report on Moldova and U.S. policy stated that,  “experts have expressed concern 

about alleged Russian efforts to extend its hegemony over Moldova through various 

methods, including a troop presence, manipulation of Moldova’s relationship with its 

breakaway Transnistria region, and energy supplies.” 105  By weakening these elements 

that are vital to state survival, Russia has been able to maintain power over the country.  

 

Transnistria: The Key to Moldova’s Sovereignty 

 
 The most obvious form of Russian contribution to Moldova’s problems is the 

continued military presence of over 1,500 Russian troops in the breakaway region of 

Transnistria. “The cornerstone of the separatist cause is the Russian Federation, which 
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serves as Transnistria’s protector. “106 Author Mungui-Pippidi argues that “the presence 

of the 14th Russian Army in the Transnistrian region [is] a visible symbol of the Republic 

of Moldova’s ‘limited’ sovereignty.”107  

 Russia has also provided political and financial support to Transnistria. “Many 

analysts are convinced that a key factor obstructing a settlement is the personal interests 

of the leaders of the ‘Dniestr Republic’ and associates in Moldova, Russia and Ukraine, 

who control the region’s economy.”108 Transnistrian leader Igor Smirnov emphasizes ties 

to Moscow and has repeatedly called for Transnistria to be incorporated into Russia in the 

future. 109 Smirnov has also noted that over 120,000 people in Transnistria have Russian  

citizenship.110 This claim is not unlikely, as in the past Russia openly provided passports 

as a form of support in the Georgian regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia, and now 

every fifth resident in Transnistria holds a Russian passport.111  

 This Russian “citizenship” also serves as a pretext for Russian action, as Russian 

leaders have asserted the right to intervene militarily in other countries to protect Russian 

citizens.112 A report by the Bar Association of New York claims that, “Smirnov and his 

clan" are preventing the reunification of Moldova with the “claim that separation is 
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necessary in order to avoid ethnic conflict and possible genocide.”113 If there are other 

factors beyond ethnicity such as language, territorial history, or political affiliation that 

drive a conflict, could Russian citizens be in danger or become susceptible to genocide?  

 In addition to undermining Moldova’s sovereignty with Transnistria, Russia has 

also contributed to a lack of national identity among Moldovans. “As a result of Russian 

control of the area… the Moldovan population is now an amalgamation of different 

ethnic groups…as early as 1988 there was a recognition that Moldova had an “identity” 

problem.114 This problem has caused Moldovans to question whether they are more 

closely tied to Romania, Russia, or Europe in general, and allows the “ethnicity” of 

Moldovans to be vulnerable to exploitation.  

  

Russia’s Influence on Moldovan Politics 
 
 The Russian Federation not only has ties to political leaders in Transnistria, it also 

has links to leaders in Moldova. Despite the notion that Moldova’s government is 

generally pro-West and pro-Romania, the successes of the Communist Party in the past 

twenty years and its renewed ties to Russia suggest otherwise. The Communist Party’s 

ability to cause political gridlock now allows Russia to have direct influence in Moldovan 

politics. Moldova has been locked in constitutional crisis for more than two years because 

parliament has been unable to assemble the 61 votes needed in the 101-member 

legislature to elect a new president. This absence of a president has stalled legislation 
                                                
 113 “Thawing a Frozen Conflict: Legal Aspects of the Separatist Crisis in Moldova,” The 
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because new laws require the president's signature to take effect. But how did Moldova’s 

government get to this point in the first place?  

 The Communist Party of the Republic of Moldova (PCRM) held power in 

Moldova after winning parliamentary elections in 2001, for the first time since 

independence, and again in 2005. The PCRM’s leader is Vladimir Voronin, who was 

elected by the parliament as president of Moldova after each of the Communists’ election 

victories.115  It was the Communists who led the effort to do away with direct presidential 

voting in favor of electing the head of state in parliament in 2000. They asserted that this 

change in the constitution would lead Moldova “in the direction of a true parliamentary 

republic and forestall the creation of a semi-autocratic regime.”116 In reality, they were 

ensuring their survival in Moldova’s government. The PCRM again deterred parliament’s 

election of the president in 2010, when the party opposed a referendum to revert to pre-

2000 direct presidential elections in hopes of ending the gridlock. As an article in The 

Economist expressed, “NO-ONE expected this. Exit polls for yesterday's referendum in 

Moldova on direct presidential elections put the “yes” vote at 87%—but then the bad 

news started to emerge.”117 The acting leaders in Moldova blamed the PCRM’s boycott 

of the referendum for its failure because voter turnout was 3% shy of the required 33% 

                                                
 115 Woehrel “Moldova”  
 116 “The Indirect Path Toward a Republic for All Moldovans.” Transitions Online; 9/6/2010, p3-
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threshold.118 The key to the PCRM’s power is linked to the supermajority threshold 

among parliament to elect a president because although the pro-western Alliance for 

European Integration (AEI) holds more seats than the Communists overall, it still does 

not have the 61 vote supermajority needed to elect a president. As long as parliament 

elects the president and the AEI does not gain 61 seats overall, the Communists have 

negotiating power in the Moldovan government. 

 In the wake of Moldova’s most recent parliamentary elections in November 2010, 

Voronin's pro-Russia Communists now control 42 seats, and Marian Lupu's Democrats 

have 15 seats. The centre-right Liberal Democratic Party holds 32 while the Liberal Party 

holds 12 parliament seats.119 Talks of an arrangement between Voronin and Lupu, 

himself a former senior PCRM official who in September signed a sister-pact with 

Russia’s ruling United Russia party,120 are causing even more concern for pro-Western 

entities. This means that the hopes for ending political gridlock are fading and the need 

for compromise among the parties is more crucial now than ever before. “So far no way 

out of the constitutional crisis and political deadlock has been found… A paradox has 

developed, in which the parties that represent the interests of a small portion of the 

population are becoming the key factor in determining the country’s political course.”121  
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 Political gridlock in Moldova is largely due to the presence of the Communist 

party and Voronin, who again has strong ties to Moscow after a long period of “cooling 

off.” During his term as president, Voronin was initially close to Russia and succeeded in 

elections thanks to Moscow’s support. However, pressure from the EU and US persuaded 

Voronin to look to the West in 2002 and reject proposals for a Transnistrian settlement 

from Russian President Vladimir Putin. When Voronin’s presidential status was 

threatened and Moldova’s strategic significance increased years later in 2008, it was 

again beneficial for Voronin and Putin to join forces. “Vladimir Voronin shifted his 

policies toward a new rapprochement with Russia. Mr. Voronin abandoned plans to join 

NATO and even hinted that his country could leave GUAM (an organization for 

“Democracy and Economic Develeopment” that unites Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan and 

Moldova)…known for its anti-Russian agenda.”122 This shift was rewarded by Prime 

Minister Putin’s highly publicized return to Moldova after a six-year break.123  

 The ties to Russia go beyond visits from Putin. During the past several months, 

Voronin and Russian Chief of Staff of the Russin Government Sergei Naryshkin, who is 

in charge of coordinating policy with Moldova, have also met on several occasions to 

hold talks. According to Vladimir Socor of The Jamestown Foundation, the talks 

encompass Moscow’s plans for Moldova: 
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Moscow wants to bring to power a new Moldovan government that would 
facilitate the attainment of Russian objectives in the country. The major objectives 
include: repositioning Moldova from its European orientation to a two-vector 
stance between Europe and Russia; inducing Chisinau to accept de facto, even 
short of formal consent (at least not challenging) the stationing of Russian troops 
on Moldova’s territory; accepting Russian preconditions (Moldovan “neutrality,” 
Russian “guarantees”) to negotiating a resolution of the Transnistria conflict; and 
locking pro-Romanian elements out of Moldova’s government while locking pro-
Russia elements into the government.124 
 

While it seems unlikely that Moscow will be able to accomplish all of these objectives in 

the near future, the ability to support Moldova’s Communist Party and keep that 

stronghold alive conveys that Russia has enough influence at this time to maintain 

political gridlock until circumstances change.   

Russia’s Economic Control 

 
 A common description of Moldova is “Europe's poorest country,” but this is an 

understatement of Moldova’s dire economic situation. Russia has been able to manipulate 

Moldova’s economy through restrictions on Moldovan exports, Moldovan dependence on 

Russia’s fuels and remittances from Moldovan workers in Russia. Overall, Russia can be 

seen in every facet of Moldova’s economy.  

 The key to Russia’s economic influence lies in Transnistria. Before the territory 

became a de facto independent state, “it was the most industrialized part of the former 

Soviet republic and accounted for some 40 per cent of Moldova's gross domestic 
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product.” 125 Now the region's most valuable assets, including a steel factory, two power 

plants, and the electricity grid remain in Russian hands. 126 However, Russia does ensure 

that the breakaway region appears to be more successful than the rest of Moldova.  

Transnistria's capital, Tiraspol, “is strikingly clean and prosperous compared to the 

Moldovan capital Chisinau, about an hour's drive away.”127 There is no stronger message 

to the people of Moldova than to display how loyalty to Russia can improve quality of 

life. Not only are pensions in Transnistria higher than those in Moldova, cheaper rent and 

utilities means the cost of living is also lower. Overall, Transnistria might not be 

economically successful, but it is reminiscent of the Soviet times when the façade was 

often more important than the behind-the-scenes reality. And it appears to be more 

successful than Moldova. If Russia’s economic presence in Transnistria is not enough, 

there are always imports and exports to control.  

 Moldova’s most important export is wine, and Russia knows how to pull this 

lever. In June 2010, Moscow impounded Moldovan wine imports due to “poor quality” 

after acting Moldovan president Mihai Ghimpu designated June 28th "Soviet Occupation 

Day." 128  Russia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs commentary stated that the move by 

Ghimpu was “sacrilegious,” “directed against Russian-Moldovan partnership,” and 
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“harmful to the state’s national interests.”129 Former Moscow Mayor Yury Luzhkov also 

called on Russian people to boycott Moldovan goods until Ghimpu apologized and 

rescinded the decree.130 With approximately 48 percent of Moldova’s wine exports going 

to the Russian market,131 it only took two weeks for Moldova’s government to do away 

with “Soviet Occupation Day” and attempt to get back into Russia’s good economic 

graces.132  

 Beyond Moscow’s ability to influence Moldova through its exports to Russia is 

the capacity to pressure through Russia’s energy exports to Moldova. Just as neighboring 

Ukraine has suffered the “cut-offs” on multiple occasions, Moldova has faced its fair 

share of gas crises, and perhaps at a higher cost. Moldova is one hundred percent reliant 

on Russia for natural gas and more than 90% of its energy imports overall come from 

Russia. 133 Analysts claim Russia has used energy supplies and other trade “as weapons to 

pressure Moldova to drop its pro-Western orientation and to turn its energy infrastructure 

over to Moscow.”134 Former Moldovan Foreign Ministry official Vlad Lupan explains 

Russia’s show of authority: “Victors of Georgia's Rose Revolution and Ukraine's Orange 

Revolution traveled to Chisinau to express support for Moldova's integration into the EU. 

So too did Romanian President Traian Basescu. Russia's response was the 2006-2007 gas 
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crisis.”135 Moldova also agreed to give Russia’s Gazprom a higher stake in Moldovagaz, 

which controls Moldova’s natural gas pipelines and other infrastructure.136 Because of 

explicit links between Russia’s energy exports to Moldova and its ability to exert 

pressure, Moldova has no other choice but to concede in the energy games.  

 It’s not uncommon for states to influence bilateral relations through trade. 

Moldova clearly has ties to Russia through its energy imports and product exports. 

However, Moldova’s high export of labor further jeopardizes its economic position. 

Remittances from Moldovans working abroad amounted to 31% of the country’s GDP in 

2008.137 According to the Bank of Russia, migrant workers in Russia remitted US $12.6 

billion to CIS countries in 2008 alone. For Moldova, this remittance from Moldovans 

working in Russia made up approximately 23.2% of its GDP. 138 Although Russia has yet 

to wield its influence in this sector, the numbers suggest that Russia has yet another 

economic string to pull.  

The Status Quo 

 
 Whether Russia is undermining Moldova with its military presence, political 

manipulation or economic interference; the primary goal of the Russian Federation for 
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Moldova is to maintain the status quo. Moldova is in a situation where it can entertain the 

idea of someday becoming part of the EU while facing the reality that membership would 

require either resolving the Transnistria problem or securing the border with the right 

bank. Joining the EU would require solving the political crisis and further embracing 

democratic institutions. Acceptance to the EU would also require addressing poverty and 

fighting corruption in order to improve Moldova’s investment climate. For each bullet 

point that is laid out in the EU/Moldova Action Plan, there is a challenge that Russia has 

introduced to the region.139 While Russia might deliberately undermine Moldova in order 

to protect its “near abroad,” the fragile nature of the state makes it easier to manipulate. 

Geographically, politically, ethnically and economically: Moldova lacks the cohesion that 

would otherwise provide a more solid foundation for a country. While this report might 

convey that the situation in Moldova is bleak, there are moves “the West” can make to 

counter Russia’s influence. 
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Chapter Six: Policy Recommendations for “the West” 

 
 
 U.S. Vice President Biden, who is the highest ranking U.S. official to visit 

Moldova, said during his March 2011 trip: "America will walk with you on this journey 

you've undertaken for a simple reason… A successful Moldova will benefit this region; it 

will benefit Europe; and it will benefit the United States of America.”140 This journey, 

which began with the 2009 “Twitter Revolution” against the pro-Russian Communist 

Party, brought to power the Alliance for European Integration. European integration is 

the way forward for Moldova. Moldova’s Ambassador to the United States, Igor 

Munteanu, explained in January 2011:  

 The Moldovan society sees EU as a strategic priority that cannot be substituted by 
any other membership. In fact, the appealing objective of integrating Moldova 
into the EU is one of the very few areas where the population and elites share a 
splendid consensus. According to polls, 70% of the respondents want their 
country to be a part of the EU, and less than 10% would oppose it.141 

 
In the context of Moldova’s past struggle to establish its identity, it seems that integrating 

into the EU is a concept that is beginning to unify the country.  

 This paper has assessed why and how Russia undermines Moldova’s sovereignty, 

government and economy. With the understanding of which strings Russia is able to pull, 

the United States and Europe can act to weaken Russia’s influence and strengthen 

Moldova’s shift towards the EU. The key driver in the conflict with Transnistria and, in 
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politics in general, is Moldova’s economic development. If the West increases economic 

assistance to Moldova and helps to improve its infrastructure, residents in Transnistria are 

less likely to keep their allegiance to Russia or continue supporting Transnistria’s 

independence. Similar to most states after the economic crisis, people in Moldova and 

Transnistria are concerned about employment and the cost of living. In its efforts to keep 

Moldova weak and vulnerable, Russia has failed to bring Europe’s poorest country out of 

poverty. The EU now has an opportunity to be Moldova’s white knight.  

 In regard to Transnistria, the United States and EU would be more successful if 

they focused less on resolving the frozen conflict and more on making reunification with 

Moldova more attractive. The United States has tried to support Moldova’s “fragile 

sovereignty and territorial integrity” by focusing on the withdrawal of Russian forces 

from Moldova and the negotiation of a settlement of the Transnistria issue.142 This is the 

wrong approach. If Moldova is able to economically prosper, the greed-driven leaders in 

Transnistria will likely be more willing to come to the negotiation table. If the EU can 

open its wine markets to Moldovan exports, Moldova will be less vulnerable to Russia’s 

bans and controls. If the EU can offset Moldova’s dependence on Russia for energy 

imports, it could give the country more control over its own politics and economy. 

Finally, if the EU included Moldova in the visa-free zone, Russian passports and 

citizenship will lose their appeal. According to a research study carried out by the Free 

University of Brussels (VUB) and the Centre for European Policy Studies (CEPS), 
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Brussels, “Europeanisation”143 of Moldova “is directly perceived by the Moldovan 

population through the issue of citizenship, passports and visa policies of the EU.”144 

Approximately half a million Moldovans of Romanian descent now have Romanian 

passports and the demand increased after Romania was removed from the EU’s visa list 

in 2002.145 Moldovans are not interested in becoming citizens of Romania; they are 

interested in gaining access to the EU.146 Overall, the United States and the EU can 

change Moldova’s allegiance with direct foreign investment, more trade agreements, and 

new visa regulations. As long as Moldova continues to adopt the EU framework for 

integration, it will be regarded as more stable for investments. It’s not actual EU 

membership that will save Moldova; it’s the movement to embrace membership that will 

make the difference.  
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Conclusion 

 
 Moldova now has a strategic significance to both Russia and the EU. Although 

Russia has maintained a level of control over Moldova by undermining its sovereignty, 

government, and economy, the European Union can overcome Russia’s influence in the 

region by focusing on economic development. While the political gridlock and frozen 

conflict might be impossible for the EU to address independently, economic success and 

aspirations in Moldova to join the EU will naturally dissolve allegiances residents might 

currently have towards Russia. In the end, the manner in which Russia has undermined 

Moldova’s success and independence has created an opportunity for the European Union 

and the United States. In the context of Moldova’s “identity crisis,” Moldovans have 

found unity in supporting EU integration and can move beyond the question of whether 

they belong with Romania, on their own, or under Russia’s sphere of influence. If 

Moldovans have a choice between economic prosperity and maintaining ties to a 

superpower that has historically exploited them, they will likely choose the former.  
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