
The Future of the OSCE: Government Views

Frank Evers and Argyro Kartsonaki, editors*

Abstract

This special issue of OSCE Insights sheds light on what the governments of OSCE participating
States expect from the OSCE. The contributions examine the planning and intentions of eight
states as of 2021: France, Kazakhstan, North Macedonia, Poland, Russia, Sweden, Turkey, and
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relevant for the foreign policies of its participating States and more effective in fulfilling its
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Keywords 
OSCE, conflict management, foreign policy, international organizations, multilateralism, hu-
man rights

To cite this publication: Frank Evers and Argyro Kartsonaki (eds.), The Future of the OSCE:
Government Views, OSCE Insights 5/2021, Special Issue (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2022), https://d
oi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-05

* Frank Evers
Institute for Peace Research and Security Policy at the University of Hamburg
evers@ifsh.de
Argyro Kartsonaki
Institute for Peace Research and Security Policy at the University of Hamburg
kartsonaki@ifsh.de

61
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-05, am 16.08.2024, 14:32:06

Open Access –  - https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-05
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-05
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-05
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-05
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-05
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-05, am 16.08.2024, 14:32:06
Open Access –  - https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-05
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


Introduction

Frank Evers and Argyro Kartsonaki
Despite the deteriorating security situa-
tion in the OSCE area, governments are
not making full use of the OSCE. Why
is this so? This special issue of OSCE
Insights sheds light on what the govern-
ments of selected participating States ex-
pect from the OSCE ahead of its 50th an-
niversary in 2025. It seeks to determine
whether there are governments that in-
tend to use the Organization more effec-
tively than they have in the past and
how it could become more relevant for
them. The contributions to this issue ex-
amine the views of the governments of
eight OSCE participating States. Some –
the United States and Russia – are glob-
al powers; others – France, Turkey, and
Kazakhstan – are regionally significant.
Four are past, current or future Chairs
of the Organization: Kazakhstan (2010),
Sweden (2021), Poland (2022), and North
Macedonia (2023).

The authors were invited to present
the governments’ perceptions of the
OSCE’s significance for their foreign and
security policy planning, also in com-
parison with other international organi-
zations. Each case study describes the
respective government’s expectations of
and intended engagement with the OSCE
and shows where it identifies limitations.
To some extent, the papers also present
the views of academia and civil society,
at the same time demonstrating that the
OSCE is not widely discussed beyond
government circles. Finally, they provide
outlooks or recommendations regarding

the future engagement of the respective
state with the OSCE.

Several of the authors have worked
with their respective governments for
many years. This means that they have
inside knowledge, but also that some of
them tend not to be particularly govern-
ment-critical. As a result, some papers are
dominated by their governments’ points
of view on certain issues. Certain top-
ics are less prominent than might be ex-
pected. In that sense, some of the contri-
butions speak through that which they
omit.

Regarding data collection, the authors
mainly relied on interviews with govern-
ment and OSCE officials, public govern-
ment statements, and non-published ma-
terial pertaining to ongoing policy plan-
ning.

What the case studies show

Presenting the United States’ view, Daniel
Hamilton explains that although the
OSCE has received only sporadic pres-
idential attention to date, the US
Congress has consistently engaged with
the Organization through the Helsinki
Commission. The latter has been dis-
cussing OSCE matters in Washington,
DC, since 1976, and its members regu-
larly participate in the US’s OSCE del-
egation in Vienna. The US has also re-
mained steadily committed to OSCE ac-
tivities on the ground. Hamilton argues
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that for the US, the OSCE is an instru-
ment for advancing the country’s inter-
ests, especially in the fields of managing
conflicts and protecting human rights.
He predicts that the Biden administration
will be more engaged in the OSCE than
previous administrations. The US is com-
mitted to all three OSCE dimensions,
whereby conventional arms control, con-
flict prevention and resolution, support-
ing human rights and fundamental free-
doms, and addressing terrorism and hu-
man trafficking occupy a prominent pos-
ition. With respect to US–Russia disputes
over politico-military security, unresolved
conflicts, and human rights, Hamilton
suggests that the “US–Russia strategic sta-
bility talks now underway could be com-
plemented by similar discussions among
OSCE participating States.”

Andrei Zagorski presents Russia’s criti-
cism and expectations of the OSCE. Rus-
sia regards the OSCE as having been ap-
propriated by the West to facilitate US,
EU, and NATO interference into coun-
tries’ domestic affairs, with the aim of
imposing Western-type political regimes.
Moscow is critical of activities in the hu-
man dimension of the OSCE, consider-
ing them to be both biased and obsolete.
Russia has for many years been interested
in turning the OSCE into a treaty-based
organization and in resuming substantive
negotiations within the OSCE to agree
on a new common ground between Rus-
sia and the West. Regarding areas for co-
operation, Russia prioritizes dealing with
transnational threats such as terrorism
and organized crime and risks of conflict
stemming from information and commu-
nication technologies. The Russian gov-

ernment also sees potential for coopera-
tion in the second dimension, especially
regarding the connectivity agenda.

Barbara Kunz explains France’s contra-
dictory attitude towards the OSCE. On
the one hand, France is a committed par-
ticipating State that actively contributes
to the Organization’s day-to-day opera-
tions and conflict resolution initiatives.
Also, as the birthplace of the 1789 Decla-
ration of the Rights of Man and of the
Citizen, France feels a special responsibil-
ity to support human rights. France uses
its participation in high-level OSCE con-
flict resolution efforts to reaffirm its self-
perception as a global power, for example
as a member of the Normandy format
on Ukraine or as Co-Chair of the Min-
sk Group on Nagorno-Karabakh. How-
ever, the OSCE matters little in France’s
pursuit of its foreign policy objectives.
Paris seems to believe that multilateral
organizations such as the OSCE are inca-
pable of delivering quick results. Further-
more, “the OSCE does not cover the geo-
graphic area that most interests France.”
France rather pursues its objectives either
bilaterally or through other multilateral
platforms, and its engagement with the
OSCE remains limited. Therefore, France
is not prepared to take a leading role in
the Organization or to take any initiatives
to make it more effective.

As is the case for most of the states
discussed in this special issue, the most
important OSCE dimension for Turkey
is the politico-military one. Giray Sadik
explains that Turkey’s primary interest in
the OSCE is for it to become more effect-
ive in stabilizing crises in the country’s
immediate neighbourhood, although he
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does not address Turkey’s military pos-
turing there. He states that the OSCE
should better exploit its conflict manage-
ment tools to facilitate the resolution of
protracted conflicts. Other priorities for
Turkey are the fight against terrorism and
transnational organized crime, especial-
ly human trafficking, and efforts against
xenophobia and Islamophobia, mainly re-
garding the Turkish diaspora in Europe.
The lack of progress on the latter issue
is the main object of Turkey’s criticism
of the OSCE. The author, while not dis-
cussing domestic issues, points to the
need to strengthen ODIHR, especially as
concerns the reporting of hate crime and
the integration of migrants.

The OSCE has a prominent place in
Kazakhstan’s political rhetoric; nonethe-
less, this discourse has not been accompa-
nied by systematic action. Rustam Burna-
shev and Irina Chernykh show that Kaza-
khstan’s engagement with the OSCE is ad
hoc and primarily reactive. Kazakhstan
uses the OSCE as a platform to hone
its international image and demonstrate
its institutional capacities, as shown dur-
ing its 2010 OSCE Chairpersonship. De-
spite its declaratory recognition of the
OSCE’s importance, the government re-
gards its principles and norms as exter-
nally imposed on Kazakhstan. It sees the
OSCE as only one among several Euro-
pean and Eurasian organizations. More-
over, it believes that OSCE officials and
experts working in the country lack suf-
ficient understanding of local needs, com-
promising their ability to design appro-
priate activities on the ground. While
Kazakhstan’s expectations pertain primar-
ily to the OSCE’s first dimension, the

government also views the second dimen-
sion as a vehicle for building confidence
and reducing tensions in the region.
Kazakhstan seeks to raise its profile in
this area by, inter alia, using the occasion
of disputes over the OSCE Programme
Office in Nur-Sultan to campaign for
an OSCE thematic regional connectivity
hub in the country.

Lars-Erik Lundin presents Sweden’s
concerns and actions as 2021 Chair of the
OSCE. The Swedish Chairpersonship is
focused on three priorities: safeguarding
the European security order; protecting
comprehensive security; and promoting
conflict resolution through small steps.
One of its main aims is to “go back to
basics”, meaning, first, to secure a func-
tioning OSCE and, second, to re-estab-
lish compliance with OSCE principles.
Sweden emphasizes the issue of human
rights, regarding it as a cross-dimensional
topic that has a direct impact on the oth-
er two OSCE dimensions. Sweden is par-
ticularly concerned about the escalation
of crises in its eastern neighbourhood and
military threats to Sweden and Northern
Europe. With that in mind, Sweden seeks
to pursue its security interests through
NATO cooperation, EU membership, sol-
idarity with Nordic states, and special re-
lations with the United States. Against
this background, Lundin explains that
Sweden sees the OSCE as a means to
complement its military defence through
confidence building.

According to Łukasz Kulesa, Poland,
the OSCE Chair for 2022, also feels
increasingly threatened by the develop-
ments beyond its eastern borders. While
it considers the OSCE a valuable part
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of the European security order, it priori-
tizes cooperation and engagement with
other international organizations and po-
litical groupings, notably NATO and the
EU. The Polish government considers the
latter more effective in securing Polish
foreign and security policy interests, espe-
cially when it comes to crises in Central
and Eastern Europe. Kulesa claims that
the main value of the OSCE for Poland
is that it provides a forum for dialogue
“when other channels of communication
remain closed or severely constrained”.
Thus, the OSCE might not be able to
resolve ongoing conflicts, but it can pro-
vide an inclusive framework to facilitate
the solutions to be achieved elsewhere.
Therefore, Poland aims to remain active
within the OSCE as part of its strategy of
engaging in multilateralism to promote
stability in Europe, which was also one
of its main incentives for applying for the
2022 OSCE Chairpersonship.

In her contribution on North Macedo-
nia, which will chair the OSCE in 2023,
Ana Krstinovska shows that the OSCE’s
importance for the country has dimin-
ished in recent years in comparison to
other organizations. The OSCE’s support
for the process of democratic reform un-
derway in the country is perceived as be-
ing beneficial to North Macedonia inter-
nally and with respect to its international
integration. By contrast, the government
prefers to pursue its hard security inter-
ests not through the OSCE but rather
through NATO. North Macedonia’s en-
gagement with the OSCE is pragmatic
rather than strategic. It sees the OSCE as
an organization that supports the country
in achieving its strategic goals of joining

the EU and meeting the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals. At the same time, it
sees the assumption of the 2023 Chairper-
sonship as a great opportunity to demon-
strate its progress in building democratic
institutions and to boost its international
image.

Conclusion

None of the eight states discussed in this
special issue is presented as showing an
extraordinary interest in increasing its en-
gagement with the OSCE. Most govern-
ments do not see the OSCE as a major
security player and prefer to pursue their
foreign policy objectives through other
platforms. This in itself is not surpris-
ing. The OSCE’s role has diminished in
comparison with other international or-
ganizations, and governments have been
questioning its value in different contexts
and situations for many years.

At the same time, each of the authors
notes an interest in keeping the OSCE
functioning. This is a thread that runs
throughout the contributions, especial-
ly those pertaining to Chairpersonship
states. In one way or another, they all
acknowledge that the OSCE offers an in-
clusive space for dialogue, where security
concerns can be put on the table with-
out delay or preparatory negotiations.
Thus, the OSCE is seen as an important
element of multilateral security-building.
Some papers, particularly those on coun-
tries in Russia’s vicinity, also mention
that the OSCE is seen as a platform for
complementing deterrence with coopera-
tive security in the face of a growing per-
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ception of threat to their national securi-
ty. Furthermore, many states seek more
intensive OSCE engagement in conflict
management. The view that the OSCE
should take a more results-oriented ap-
proach to the resolution of protracted
conflicts is prominent in most of the
contributions, without these conflicts and
other disputed issues necessarily being
seen solely in the light of Western–Rus-
sian relations. Moreover, governments
have different views on how and whether
to use the OSCE to protect human rights.
Some states would lead the way towards
this goal, while others see it as imposing
foreign values and interfering in internal
affairs. This is not new. At the same time,
we read between the lines that some gov-
ernments are using the need to address
human dimension concerns as a pretext
to advance other domestic and foreign
policy objectives.

Looking beyond the contributions of
this special issue, it will be necessary
to examine more closely whether and
why different governments want to keep
the OSCE alive. We would like to draw
attention to the fact that, despite the
secondary importance the governments
presented here tend to attribute to the
OSCE, there have been renewed delibera-
tions among some delegations in Vienna
on the role the Organization should play
in ensuring Europe’s common security.
In their view, multilateral dialogue must
once again be made a defining element
of European security relations, and this
has to be brought to the attention of deci-
sion-makers in their capitals. Along these
lines, we support the idea of bringing
interested governments together in an in-

formal Group of Friends of the OSCE
to discuss an agenda for pragmatic coop-
eration on the way to the OSCE’s 50th

anniversary in 2025.

Introduction

67
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-05, am 16.08.2024, 14:32:06

Open Access –  - https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-05
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-05, am 16.08.2024, 14:32:06
Open Access –  - https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-05
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


The United States and the OSCE

Daniel S. Hamilton*

Abstract

The United States’ approach to the OSCE has been distinguished by sporadic presidential
attention, persistent on-the-ground mid-level diplomacy, and unique engagement by the US
Congress through the Helsinki Commission. The Biden administration is showing signs of in-
jecting new energy into US–OSCE relations, including for addressing unconventional security
threats such as corrosive cyber operations and the COVID-19 pandemic. For the US, the OSCE
is not an end in itself; it is a means by which its policy interests may be advanced, particularly
via the principles that were enshrined in the 1975 Helsinki Final Act and the 1990 Charter of
Paris.

Scattered presidential attention

Bill Clinton was the US President most
actively engaged with the OSCE, as mea-
sured by his attendance at both the 1994
Budapest Summit, in which the CSCE
formally became the OSCE, and the 1999
Istanbul Summit. At a time when the
Soviet empire had collapsed and the So-
viet Union, Yugoslavia, and Czechoslo-
vakia dissolved into twenty new coun-
tries, many with unresolved and often
conflicting historical resentments and ter-
ritorial and ethnic disputes, President
Clinton and his administration were con-
cerned that the greatest threats to security
in Europe were as likely to come from

* Daniel S. Hamilton
Woodrow Wilson International Center for
Scholars
dan.hamilton@wilsoncenter.org

conflicts within states as between them.
The Clinton administration believed the
OSCE would be able to make a unique
contribution in this situation, as it was
grounded in the principle that the root of
human insecurity is the denial of human
rights.1

The Clinton administration sought to
construct a post–Cold War European se-
curity architecture in which the OSCE
could become the institution of choice
when it came to conflict resolution, the
expansion and protection of democracy
and democratic institutions, the defence
of human rights, fundamental freedoms,
and the rule of law, and identifying and
addressing economic issues that could
lead to conflict and threats to security
across the Eurasian-Euro-Atlantic space.
By the end of Clinton’s time in office in
2000, William Hill could write that “the
OSCE truly flowered […] perhaps reach-
ing the zenith of its activity and influ-
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ence,”2 with twenty missions and about
3,000 personnel in the field, breaking
new ground with a broad and flexible ar-
ray of tools for conflict prevention, crisis
management, and post-conflict rehabilita-
tion.

Since that period of “architectural con-
struction”, the OSCE has received far less
US presidential attention and direction.
“Benign neglect” is the term P. Terrence
Hopmann has used to characterize high-
level US attitudes towards the OSCE be-
tween 2001 and 2014.3 George W. Bush
focused largely on his counterterror cam-
paign in the wake of the attacks of
September 11, 2001, on the war in Iraq,
and on NATO’s “big bang” expansion.
The OSCE hardly played a role in his cal-
culations. Barack Obama also paid little
attention to the OSCE during his first
term in office, preferring to leave what
seemed to be a relatively stable continent
to European allies and to downplay US–
Russian ties. Only with Russia’s illegal
annexation of the Ukrainian peninsula
of Crimea and its armed intervention in
eastern Ukraine did high-level US atten-
tion focus again on the OSCE, both as
a platform through which Russia’s vio-
lation of basic OSCE norms and princi-
ples could be challenged and as a mecha-
nism by which Russian activities could be
monitored and contained.

The nadir of presidential attention to
the OSCE came during Donald Trump’s
four-year term in office. Trump disregard-
ed the Organization and openly disputed
basic principles enshrined in the Charter
of Paris. He questioned the importance
of human rights as a guiding principle
of US foreign policy and was openly

disdainful of priorities important to the
OSCE, whether anti-corruption efforts,
the protection of minority rights, or mil-
itary confidence-building measures. Dur-
ing Trump’s term in office, the United
States withdrew from the 1992 Open
Skies Treaty, which was designed to en-
hance mutual understanding, build con-
fidence, and promote the openness and
transparency of military forces and activi-
ties.

Principled diplomatic engagement

Despite the scattered presidential atten-
tion paid to the OSCE, US diplomats
have engaged with persistence and de-
termination to advance the country’s
positions on OSCE-relevant issues. They
highlight the OSCE’s value as the only
pan-European security organization that
spans the Euro-Atlantic region and in-
cludes the United States, Canada, Rus-
sia, and all European and Central Asian
states, plus Mongolia, as members. US
diplomats consistently underscore the
OSCE’s contributions to Europe’s mili-
tary security through its extensive regime
of confidence-building and transparency
measures, verification procedures, and
early warning mechanisms, which have
helped to reduce levels of arms and ten-
sions across much of the continent.

US diplomats promote the implemen-
tation of OSCE commitments across the
board, in the politico-military, economic,
environmental, and human dimensions.
This includes: enhancing political and
military security across the OSCE region;
implementing and verifying compliance
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with arms control agreements; strength-
ening the OSCE’s conflict prevention
and resolution capabilities; supporting
democracy, the rule of law, and respect
for human rights and fundamental free-
doms; combating such security threats as
terrorism, intolerance, mis- and disinfor-
mation, and human trafficking; and di-
recting greater attention and resources to
Central Asia. US officials have pushed for
the OSCE to become more operational
in these areas. They have lent particular
support to OSCE field missions, as well as
the OSCE institutions. Biden administra-
tion officials have underscored that such
support will continue.

The Helsinki Commission

The story of US engagement with the
OSCE would not be complete without
reference to the prominent role played by
the US Congress. Just one year after the
Helsinki Final Act was signed in 1975,
the Congress created the Commission on
Security and Cooperation in Europe, bet-
ter known as the Helsinki Commission,
to monitor and encourage all elements of
the Helsinki Final Act. The Commission
is bipartisan and consists of members of
both the US Senate and the House of
Representatives, who are selected by the
President of the Senate and the Speak-
er of the House, respectively. Three addi-
tional Commissioners are appointed by
the President of the United States from
the Departments of State, Defense, and
Commerce. Executive branch participa-
tion has been uneven, however; the Com-
mission is clearly driven by the Congress.

Members of Congress have consistently
held leadership positions in the OSCE
Parliamentary Assembly since its incep-
tion. With 17 of 323 seats, the United
States has the largest representation in
the Assembly. The Helsinki Commission
has its own representative posted outside
the United States, at the US Mission
to the OSCE, reflecting unique coopera-
tion between the executive and legislative
branches of government.

Although the Commission’s attention
extends to all areas of the OSCE’s work,
its legislative mandate includes a specif-
ic focus on human rights. Helsinki Com-
mission members and staff participate in
US delegations to OSCE meetings and in
certain OSCE bodies. The Commission
convenes public hearings and briefings
with expert witnesses on OSCE-related
issues and publishes public reports con-
cerning the implementation of OSCE
commitments in participating States. It
organizes official delegations to partici-
pating States and OSCE meetings to ad-
dress and assess developments concerning
democratic, economic, security, and hu-
man rights first-hand. It regularly draws
attention to human rights and security
challenges in participating States, includ-
ing racism, anti-Semitism, and intoler-
ance; corruption; human trafficking; up-
holding the right of peaceful assembly
and association; and protecting vulner-
able communities, including migrants,
from discrimination and violence.

The Commission has been particularly
blunt in condemning Russia, Belarus,
Turkey, and a number of Central Asian
states, not only for stifling dissent in their
own countries, but also for seeking to
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undermine the OSCE’s work defending
fundamental freedoms and to curtail civil
society’s participation in OSCE activities.
The Commission played a central role
in drafting the 2012 Magnitsky Act to
impose sanctions on Russian officials re-
sponsible for the death of Russian lawyer
Sergei Magnitsky in a Moscow prison in
2009, as well as for other human rights
abuses and corruption. The Chair of the
Helsinki Commission, US Senator Ben
Cardin, was integrally involved in the
passage of the Magnitsky Act, as well
as the 2016 Global Magnitsky Human
Rights Accountability Act, which has
been utilized by US presidents of both
parties to sanction corrupt actors around
the world and has inspired similar legisla-
tion in Canada, the UK, and the EU.

In 2021, the US Helsinki Commission
has focused on the United States’ inter-
est in taking an active role in preventing
mass killings, war crimes, crimes against
humanity, and genocide. It has reviewed
warning signs that indicate risks for
atrocities and discussed the challenges of
building and sustaining alliances among
states in support of atrocities prevention.
It has highlighted threats to US and glob-
al supply chains created by authoritarian
regimes and has recommended that the
OSCE Parliamentary Assembly endorse
a Secure Supply Chains Initiative as a
precursor to steps that governments of
OSCE participating States might take on
the issue.4

The Commission has also been con-
trite when it comes to assessing US adher-
ence to its OSCE commitments, hosting,
for instance, a series of self-critical hear-
ings in 2020 looking at “human rights

at home”. In particular, the hearings con-
sidered how the US can make its commit-
ment to racial justice visible through the
protection of civil rights to free assembly
and the protection of journalists. They
considered the role of public monuments
and memorials, particularly those stem-
ming from the Civil War or celebrating
figures associated with racial repression
and slavery, and ways to move towards
restorative justice.

The Biden administration and the OSCE

President Biden’s nomination of his
close advisor Michael Carpenter as Am-
bassador to the OSCE is an early sign
that the Biden administration will take
an energetic and productive approach to
the OSCE. Only weeks after the adminis-
tration took office, officials used the op-
portunity of the US Chairpersonship of
the OSCE’s Forum for Security Cooper-
ation (FSC) to push for rebuilding mili-
tary transparency and confidence through
an updated Vienna Document, which
has not been revised since 2011. Issues
under consideration include giving low-
er thresholds for notification and inter-
national observation of military exercis-
es, raising quotas for such inspections,
reviewing categories for information ex-
change, and revising the definition of
“unusual military activities”. Expanded
discussions, including among militaries,
could address the potentially destabiliz-
ing security effects of new technologies.5
US officials have also pushed the OSCE
to address protracted conflicts and to
consider more specific outcomes regard-
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ing economic and environmental issues.
They have also advocated for the imple-
mentation of UNSC Resolution 1325 on
Women, Peace and Security in the FSC’s
work and for the OSCE to hold a Human
Dimension Implementation Meeting in
2021. 

These signs of new energy have been
paired with condemnation of Russia’s ac-
tions in Ukraine and elsewhere as the pri-
mary cause of the broad deterioration of
the European security environment. The
Biden administration will continue to
challenge Russia on its failure to uphold
its OSCE commitments and its brazen vi-
olation of them with its armed interven-
tions in Georgia in 2008 and in Ukraine
in 2014. US officials continue to call on
Russia to implement its Minsk commit-
ments regarding Ukraine and have reit-
erated that the United States “will nev-
er recognize Russia’s purported annexa-
tion of Crimea”.6 The Biden administra-
tion supports the continued extension
of the OSCE Border Observation Mis-
sion at two Russian checkpoints on the
Ukrainian border. US officials regularly
highlight that the Special Monitoring
Mission (SMM) to Ukraine has a man-
date to work throughout Ukraine, includ-
ing in Crimea, and continue to call on
Ukraine, Russia, and the forces Russia
arms, trains, leads, and fights alongside
to ensure that the SMM has unfettered
movement throughout the entire terri-
tory of Ukraine and to guarantee the safe-
ty and security of SMM monitors. They
continue to point out that Moscow’s
forces are also deployed in Moldova and
Georgia without host nation consent and
that Russia’s use of disinformation and

other hybrid methods is an omnipresent
challenge to all OSCE countries. They
have also highlighted the continued vio-
lation of human rights and fundamental
freedoms in Russia under Putin’s govern-
ment, including through recent efforts to
clamp down on freedom of expression
and freedom of the press by significantly
expanding the scope of the so-called “for-
eign agent” rules, rendering individual
journalists vulnerable to designation and
increasing government censorship tools.

The Biden administration has not limi-
ted its critique to Russia. It has spoken
out about how OSCE commitments have
been broken and human rights brutally
violated in Belarus. It has demanded that
the Belarusian authorities release political
prisoners, journalists, and all those un-
justly detained and engage in meaningful
dialogue with the Coordination Council
and Belarusian civil society. The admin-
istration and Helsinki Commission mem-
bers vocally condemned the forced land-
ing of a commercial airplane by Belarus
to arrest Belarusian activist and journal-
ist Raman Pratasevich and civil society
activist Sofia Sapega. While the situation
in Belarus remains difficult, US officials
see scope for greater OSCE involvement,
including through the Secretary Gener-
al’s good offices. US officials have also
called out some governments that are us-
ing COVID-19 as a cover for cracking
down on civil society and independent
media, further restricting public access to
information and undermining the rule
of law. Together with the Helsinki Com-
mission, they have shone a light on the
targeting of racial, ethnic, and religious
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minorities, as well as other vulnerable
populations such as LGBTI individuals.

Another issue on which the Biden
administration has signalled interest is
a more engaged role in the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict. Even during his elec-
tion campaign, Biden drew attention to
the OSCE’s potential monitoring role in
the conflict. Secretary of State Antony
Blinken has since committed to re-engag-
ing with the OSCE Minsk Group. Ad-
ministration officials continue to urge
both Armenia and Azerbaijan to return
as soon as possible to substantive negoti-
ations under the auspices of the OSCE
Minsk Group Co-Chairs (France, Russia,
and the US) to achieve a long-term politi-
cal settlement based on the principles of
the Helsinki Final Act.

Furthermore, the administration has
already shown signs that it intends to
raise the profile of the OSCE’s second di-
mension on economic and environmen-
tal issues and to address ways to an-
ticipate, prevent, and if necessary con-
front future public health emergencies
and pandemics. Officials believe that the
OSCE could be an important vehicle
through which to address climate change
issues in Central Asia and the South Cau-
casus. It has supported the prioritization
of climate change issues by the 2021
OSCE Chair, Sweden.

Finally, echoing the OSCE’s determi-
nation that corruption is a threat to secu-
rity, economic development, and respect
for human rights, President Biden has
designated the fight against corruption
as a “core US national security interest”.
He has directed an inter-agency review
within the US government to define an

all-of-government security strategy to ad-
dress corruption. The Helsinki Commis-
sion has welcomed this review and is like-
ly to work closely with the Biden admin-
istration on its implementation.

Looking ahead: Future scenarios

Even though many participating States
have fallen short of their OSCE commit-
ments, US officials continue to under-
score the value of the OSCE and that it
is far better to work to improve it than to
abandon it – all the more since the 1975
Helsinki principles and the 1990 Paris
principles remain high-water marks in
terms of commitments to a comprehen-
sive approach, embracing the military,
economic, environmental, and human di-
mensions of security.

There are several areas in which rein-
vigorated US engagement with the OSCE
could pay dividends.7 Deconfliction ar-
rangements devised for US and Russian
forces in Syria could offer a model for
similar arrangements under OSCE aus-
pices related to air and sea disputes
in and around the Black Sea. Bilateral
US–Russia strategic stability talks under-
way in 2021 could be complemented by
similar discussions among OSCE partici-
pating States. NATO’s withdrawal from
Afghanistan has awakened security con-
cerns among Central Asian countries.
The US will want to explore possibilities
for expanded OSCE activities there, po-
tentially including new field missions.
There is also scope for the OSCE to
facilitate some transborder initiatives in
the South Caucasus, including the Ar-
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menia–Azerbaijan–Turkey corridor. And
while Russia has taken on peacekeeping
duties following armed conflict between
Armenia and Azerbaijan in the autumn
of 2020, over time Moscow may not
want to bear those costs and burdens,
potentially opening the way for a multi-
national, civilian, OSCE-led monitoring
mission.

Societies across the OSCE space face
unconventional security challenges that
were not anticipated when participating
States of uncommon cause gathered al-
most half a century ago to thrash out
principles to guide their behaviour.8 Cor-
rosive cyber operations, dis- and misinfor-
mation in social media, disruptions to
supply chains, and the COVID-19 pan-
demic have each underscored that essen-
tial flows of people, goods, services, trans-
portation, food, money, and ideas that
power societies are increasingly suscepti-
ble to disruption. There is a growing
need for the OSCE’s participating States
to define resilience principles that can
guide behaviour when it comes to an-
ticipating, preventing, and, if necessary,
protecting against and bouncing forward
from disruptions to critical societal func-
tions. The OSCE remains a platform in
which the unlike-minded can explore
rules of the road in areas of security,
such as resilience and connectivity, that
remain relatively unexplored – if they
choose to do so. If they do not, the Unit-
ed States and other participating States
will define those principles elsewhere.

Notes
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2019, p. 153.

3 P. Terrence Hopmann, “Trump, Putin,
and the OSCE”, in: IFSH (ed.), OSCE
Yearbook 2018, Baden-Baden: Nomos,
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Russia and the OSCE

Andrei Zagorski*

Abstract

For years, Moscow has criticized the OSCE with a view to limiting the Organization’s opera-
tions in the post-Soviet area. At the same time, Moscow has not given up on the Organization.
Russia’s agenda for the OSCE includes revisiting its geographic and thematic priorities and
transforming the OSCE into a treaty-based organization. Reviving a sense of common purpose
would require a complex negotiation that could not avoid addressing principled Russian
positions. Therefore, agreeing on a new status quo may appear premature today, but this
should not exclude an agreement on a modus vivendi. This could be done by launching a
“Helsinki+50” process that would include, in particular, the consideration of a constituent
document, reconciliation of the freedom of alliances with the concept of the indivisibility of
security, and revisiting the principles of freedom of the media and non-intervention. The OSCE
should seek to increase the common ground between participating States by expanding its
activities in the least controversial fields, such as countering transnational threats or addressing
the consequences of the coronavirus pandemic.

Introduction

There is at least one thing worse than
working through the OSCE – and that is
working without the OSCE. Churchill’s
expression, rephrased for the topic at
hand, captures Russian debates over
the OSCE. In short, Moscow is strong
enough to prevent the OSCE from do-
ing what it considers unwelcome yet
too weak to bend the OSCE to its own
agenda. Therefore, Moscow has for years
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Primakov National Research Institute of
World Economy and International Relations
(IMEMO), Russian Academy of Sciences
zagorskiandrei@gmail.com

sought to hold the OSCE captive by in-
sisting on a strict application of the con-
sensus rule.

This does not mean, however, that
Russia is ready to abandon the OSCE.
On the contrary, Russian foreign affairs
ministers are among the few who are con-
sistently present at the annual Ministerial
Council meetings. In addition, the OSCE
is occasionally seen as one of the few
institutions available to Russia for limit-
ing the damage resulting from the deteri-
orating relationship between Russia and
the West. This was particularly evident
in the early phases of the Ukraine crisis.
Russia also continues to appreciate the
cooperation among the Co-Chairs of the
Minsk Group, despite the Group’s failure
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to terminate the war between Armenia
and Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabakh
in 2020 and the uncertainty regarding its
role in managing the conflict.

The Russian Federation’s difficult rela-
tionship with and within the OSCE has
deep roots in the lost sense of common
purpose among the participating States,
manifested in continuous controversies
over the OSCE’s thematic and geograph-
ic priorities in general, and its structures
and institutions in particular.

The first part of this paper focuses on
Russian criticism of the OSCE and on
what Moscow does not want the OSCE to
do. The second part examines the agen-
da pursued by Russia within the OSCE
and presents what Moscow expects from
the Organization. The paper concludes
with policy recommendations on how to
reduce the gap in the definition of com-
mon purpose, at least in the mid term.

Criticism of the OSCE

Russia’s criticism of the OSCE has a long
history. In 1999, during the NATO air
strikes in Yugoslavia, it accused the OSCE
not only of being unable to enforce its
principles, but also of having served as a
cloak for the operation.1 Tensions grew
further with the second Russian war in
Chechnya, which began later in 1999
and led to the closure of the OSCE As-
sistance Group in Chechnya in 2003,
and with the critical observation by the
OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions
and Human Rights (ODIHR) of Russian
elections since 2003. Also, against the
backdrop of the “colour revolutions” in

Eastern Europe, the OSCE was seen as
an agent of the “regime changes” that
Moscow sought to prevent in its neigh-
bourhood.

Concerns were raised in Moscow that
a NATO-dominated European security
order would reduce the role of the
OSCE to “democratizing” the “European
periphery” and that the prioritization of
the operational activities of “excessively
autonomous” OSCE institutions would
shift the balance away from political
consensus-building.2 In this context, the
thesis of geographic and thematic imbal-
ances in OSCE activities was put forward,
especially with regard to activities “east
of Vienna” regarding the human dimen-
sion.3 Ever since, emphasizing the need
to prioritize political dialogue, rebalanc-
ing OSCE activities and reducing the au-
tonomy of its institutions have remained
central to Russia’s OSCE policy. In 2004,
the Bulgarian Chair suggested shifting
the focus of the activities of the Organi-
zation from East-Central and South-East-
ern Europe to the thus far modest OSCE
presence and activities in the post-Soviet
space, particularly in Central Asia and the
South Caucasus. This was exactly what
Russia, supported by a minority group of
participating States, primarily the mem-
bers of the Collective Security Treaty
Organization (CSTO), did not want the
OSCE to do.

The highly controversial debate at the
Sofia Ministerial Council in December
2004 opened a discussion about reform-
ing the OSCE, which remains inconclu-
sive to this day. Moscow views the OSCE
critically as an organization that facili-
tates US, EU, and NATO intervention
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into the domestic affairs of states, partic-
ularly post-Soviet states, with the aim of
imposing Western-style political regimes
and installing pro-Western governments.4
President Vladimir Putin has voiced this
criticism as follows: “We see constant at-
tempts to turn the OSCE, a crucial mech-
anism for ensuring common European
and also trans-Atlantic security, into an
instrument in the service of someone’s
foreign policy interests. The result is that
this very important organization has been
hollowed out.”5 Russia’s demand for a
rebalancing of the OSCE’s work does
not mean that it believes the Organiza-
tion should expand its activities “west of
Vienna”. Rather, Russia maintains that
the OSCE should reduce its human di-
mension–related activities in the post-Soviet
area. Whether or not the latter should
be reduced or, at the least, remain at
their previous level was one of the most
controversial issues discussed within the
first OSCE Panel of Eminent Persons in
2005.6

Since Moscow did not succeed in im-
posing its reform agenda for the OSCE
either in 2004 or thereafter, it began sys-
tematically hijacking the Organization by
insisting on a rigid application of the
principle of consensus and by being more
assertive in the discussion of the OSCE
budget. Apart from this, Moscow and
a number of other post-Soviet states pur-
sued a policy of unilaterally restricting
OSCE activities by calling into question
ODIHR’s methods of election observa-
tion, downgrading or terminating OSCE
presences, or otherwise limiting activities
in individual countries. Russia’s general
philosophy was that the OSCE should be

responsive to requests from host govern-
ments rather than pursuing its own agen-
da, which it perceived as a Western one.
It believed that it should not be the par-
ticipating States who follow the recom-
mendations of the OSCE institutions, but
rather the OSCE institutions who adapt
their policies to criticism from the partic-
ipating States.7

Russia’s agenda for the OSCE

The Russian agenda for the OSCE has re-
mained consistent over the past decades.
It can be summed up in three clusters:
resuming substantive political dialogue,
reforming the Organization, and redefin-
ing priority areas for OSCE activities.

Resuming substantive dialogue

Resuming substantive dialogue within
the OSCE (as well as with NATO and the
EU) without preconditions is the main
point currently on the Russian agenda
with respect to these organizations. Rus-
sia’s expectation is that such dialogue
should take into account Russia’s con-
cerns and lead to progress on issues that
it has put forward for many years. These
include confirming the indivisibility of se-
curity as opposed to the freedom of al-
liances and addressing the need to “re-
balance” OSCE activities and to reform
the Organization, including by depriving
its institutions of their “excessive auton-
omy”. The hope is that this dialogue
would enable Russia and the West to find
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common ground based on a reasonable
compromise, resulting in “a new agenda,
focusing on what unites rather than sep-
arates us”, as formulated by Russian For-
eign Minister Sergey Lavrov (emphasis
added).8

The OSCE’s “Helsinki+40” dialogue in
2013 and 2014 was seen in Moscow as
a promising exercise that could lead to
adjustments in OSCE operations. It was
interrupted, however, by the Ukraine cri-
sis. Moscow would welcome resuming
this exercise as a “Helsinki+50” dialogue
process that would aim for a substan-
tive agreement on the OSCE agenda and
priorities to be adopted in 2025 at a
high-level meeting on the 50th anniver-
sary of the Helsinki Final Act. However,
few if any Russian officials believe this
would be feasible under the current cir-
cumstances.9

Reforming the OSCE

Russia has advanced proposals for the
transformation of the OSCE into a treaty-
based international organization since
2004. According to these proposals, par-
ticipating States would take part in the
organization’s discussions in their indi-
vidual capacity rather than as part of any
group of countries. Autonomous OSCE
institutions and structures would be in-
tegrated into the Secretariat. Their activi-
ties would be subject to consensus and
strictly follow political guidance from
the OSCE decision-making bodies. Elec-
tion observation would be governed by
a detailed set of standards. At the core
of these proposals is the adoption of a

charter or constituent document that would
govern the operation of the OSCE ex-
ecutive institutions and structures.10 Al-
though all discussions on the Russian
proposals have stalled, the country is
continuing its efforts in this regard. At
the 2020 Ministerial Council meeting in
Tirana, Foreign Minister Lavrov pushed
again for reform and suggested the estab-
lishment of a respective informal work-
ing group.11 In February 2021, he pro-
vided the OSCE Chairperson-in-Office,
Swedish Foreign Affairs Minister Ann
Linde, with a food for thought paper on
the issue.12

Redefining priority areas13

Moscow’s proposals for specific areas
in which the OSCE participating States
should seek to cooperate include transna-
tionals threats, such as countering terror-
ism and illegal drug trafficking, threats
generated by information and communi-
cation technologies, human trafficking,
and other forms of organized crime. Rus-
sia also expects the OSCE to contribute
to overcoming the consequences of the
coronavirus pandemic. In particular, Russia
has suggested that the Office of the Coor-
dinator of OSCE Economic and Environ-
mental Activities be tasked with strength-
ening scientific and technological cooper-
ation in the medical and health fields.14

While the issues related to transnation-
al threats are relatively uncontroversial
within the OSCE, other Russian priori-
ties concern issues that are at the centre
of the rhetorical confrontation between
Russia and the West. One example is
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the protection of the rights of national
minorities. Russia puts the emphasis on
the linguistic and educational rights of
the Russian minorities in Ukraine and
the Baltic states and on the promotion
of social and economic, as opposed to
political and civil, rights. While support-
ing the discussion on freedom of infor-
mation, Moscow puts emphasis on the
need to counter restrictions on Russian
media outlets and journalists in Ukraine
and in the West. Moscow remains criti-
cal of OSCE activities in the human di-
mension, claiming that they are not only
politically biased but also obsolete, par-
ticularly since all participating States are
members of the UN and hence included
in the work of its Human Rights Coun-
cil. Furthermore, the majority of partic-
ipating States are also members of the
Council of Europe and are covered by its
intrusive mechanism for the defence of
human rights. These are among the rea-
sons Russia cites to support its longstand-
ing policy that the OSCE should reduce
its human dimension activities, particu-
larly in the post-Soviet countries, rather
than expand them in the West.

Regarding the conflict cycle, the Rus-
sian approach is that every OSCE activ-
ity should be negotiated on a case-by-
case basis, decided by consensus within
the Permanent Council and subject to
host nation consent. Otherwise, Moscow
will seek to maintain the status quo in
the conflicts under discussion. Moscow
expects the OSCE to contribute to the
implementation and consolidation of
the Russia-brokered ceasefire in Nagorno-
Karabakh. It also welcomes the OSCE’s
participation in the Geneva International

Discussions involving Georgia, Abkhazia,
and South Ossetia. It sees the need to
maintain the recent dynamic in the “5+2”
negotiations on the conflict concerning
Transdniestria (Moldova). Moscow em-
phasizes that the OSCE should put more
consistent pressure on Ukraine in order
to motivate it to implement the Minsk
agreements on resolving the conflict in
the east of the country.15

The OSCE remains below the Russian
radar as far as security in Central Asia is
concerned, specifically the risks of spread-
ing terrorism, narcotics trafficking, and
regional destabilization emanating from
Afghanistan. These risks are addressed
through a net of bilateral and multilat-
eral consultations involving relevant ac-
tors such as the US, China, Pakistan, In-
dia, Iran, the Central Asian states, and
local actors in Afghanistan itself, includ-
ing the Taliban. At the same time, Rus-
sia is strengthening its cooperation with-
in the CSTO as a hedge against possible
spillover effects of the Taliban taking over
in Afghanistan. In this context, it expects
the OSCE to further develop its institu-
tional cooperation with the CSTO.

Russia has traditionally emphasized
the importance of the economic dimen-
sion of the OSCE. Besides engaging in
the discussion of the topic of connectivi-
ty, which has recently been put on the
OSCE agenda, it has put forward the
need for the OSCE to facilitate synergy
between different integration processes in
the OSCE area (e.g. between the EU and
the Eurasian Economic Union) and the
development of a “wider Eurasian Part-
nership”.
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Russia engages in the debates on politi-
co-military issues within the OSCE Fo-
rum for Security Cooperation, such as,
inter alia, the growing military activities
along the common border between Rus-
sia and NATO. However, Moscow pro-
ceeds on the basis that conventional arms
control is a subject for Russia–NATO dis-
cussions rather than for the OSCE. Any
further modernization of the OSCE Vi-
enna Document on Confidence- and Se-
curity-Building Measures can, in Russia’s
view, only be considered after NATO has
stopped expanding and has reversed activ-
ities on its eastern flank.16

Recommendations

Establishing a common denominator and
reinventing a sense of common purpose
within the OSCE would require com-
plex negotiation between Russia and the
West. Such negotiation, in order to have
a chance of leading to a solid arrange-
ment with Russia, could not avoid ad-
dressing principled questions put forward
by the latter, such as on the indivisibili-
ty of security. It would involve sensitive
issues, including the role of the OSCE’s
human dimension, and the relatively au-
tonomous status of OSCE institutions. It
does not currently appear plausible that
the conditions for such a negotiation ex-
ist. Nevertheless, even though agreeing
on a new status quo may appear prema-
ture today, this should not prevent an
agreement on a modus vivendi that could
hold for the time to come.

The current Russian position should
not be taken entirely at face value. Many

of the Russian Federation’s statements,
particularly on specific issues, seem to
be part of the rhetorical confrontation
that is being waged within the OSCE.
The limits of a possible compromise,
however, can only be explored when sub-
stantive dialogue is resumed. This is why,
despite the widespread scepticism, it is
worth considering taking the forthcom-
ing 50th anniversary of the Helsinki Final
Act as an occasion for launching a “Helsin-
ki+50” dialogue. Its purpose would be to
produce an agreement on a common pur-
pose for the OSCE for the years to come.
It should include continued discussion
on the adoption of a constituent document
of the OSCE, which would transform it
into a treaty-based organization and pave
the way for the signing of the convention
on the legal personality of the OSCE that
participating States have negotiated. Such
a document should include an agreement
on the modus operandi of the OSCE in-
stitutions, which from a Russian perspec-
tive should not exceed their current lev-
el of autonomy. Reconciling the freedom
of alliances with another OSCE commit-
ment to respect the legitimate worries of
the states concerned (or the “indivisibility
of security”) is another principled issue to
be addressed within such a dialogue.

A Helskini+50 dialogue should include
issues which are controversial but repre-
sent matters of concern for both Russia
and the West. The OSCE could revisit
and further specify its provisions concern-
ing the freedom of the media and access to
information. Both Russia and the West be-
lieve that they currently find themselves
in the midst of an information war us-
ing new digital technologies and social
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networks. As freedom of information is
closely linked to the debate over the
possibility of intervening in domestic af-
fairs by means of new information tech-
nologies, the OSCE participating States
should also be encouraged to revisit and
update the principle of non-intervention.

In conclusion, from a Russian perspec-
tive, the OSCE would do well to increase
the common ground between participat-
ing States by expanding its activities in the
least controversial areas of cooperation, even
if they do not address the most principled
issues. Countering transnational threats
and addressing the consequences of the
coronavirus pandemic are the most obvious
fields where this could be undertaken.
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France and the OSCE

Barbara Kunz*

Abstract

This paper provides an overview of France’s role within the OSCE and the part the latter plays
in French foreign policy. It shows that France is most engaged in the OSCE’s first, politico-mili-
tary dimension, in particular in the context of conflict resolution in the OSCE area. The third,
human dimension is a further French priority. On the whole, however, France’s engagement in
the OSCE does not figure strongly with regard to its overall ambition to play an important part
in global affairs. French foreign policymakers do not consider the OSCE a key forum, capable
of rapidly achieving political results for France. While Paris continues to stress its attachment to
multilateralism in its declaratory foreign policy, it is not eager for the OSCE to become an actor
in its own right. France is therefore also opposed to increasing the Organization’s funding. In
light of France’s longstanding foreign and security priorities, it is unlikely that its approach to
the OSCE will change in the foreseeable future.

Introduction

Although France initially needed con-
vincing to support the establishment of
a Conference on Security and Co-opera-
tion in Europe (CSCE), later renamed
the OSCE, it eventually came to play an
important role in the Organization. The
Paris Charter was famously signed in the
French capital in 1990, and the govern-
ment successfully placed French nation-
als in top OSCE positions. From 2005 to
2011, French diplomat Marc Perrin de
Brichambaut served as Secretary General.
From 2017 to 2020, former French Mi-
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Institute for Peace Research and Security
Policy at the University of Hamburg (IFSH)
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nister of European Affairs Harlem Désir
served as the OSCE Representative on
Freedom of the Media.

Today, France is engaged in the day-
to-day operations of the OSCE. It sends
observers to all election monitoring mis-
sions, and several dozen French nation-
als work at the Secretariat and other
OSCE bodies. France’s engagement is
even more apparent in the context of
conflict resolution in the OSCE area,
with the country playing a role in both
Nagorno-Karabakh and the conflict in
and around Ukraine. In communication
with the OSCE, France was also deeply
engaged in mediating the conflict in
Georgia in 2008.

At the same time, however, France can
hardly be described as a true driving force
within the Organization. Its actions in
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the OSCE fall short of being commensu-
rate with its ambitions regarding its role
in Europe and the world. Likewise, the
OSCE remains largely absent in French
foreign policy debates – despite the fact
that a number of OSCE topics are also
French foreign policy priorities, ranging
from big picture geopolitics to more tech-
nical matters. For instance, the OSCE
is entirely absent from the Actualisation
stratégique, France’s strategy document
published in February 2021.1

This paper takes a closer look at
France’s role in the OSCE in the context
of more general tendencies in French for-
eign and security policy. It first describes
France’s actions in the OSCE and then
considers the OSCE’s role in pursuing
French foreign policy objectives. It con-
cludes that the OSCE’s added value is not
always obvious to France, which explains
why it is not an impetus provider in the
Organization and does not consider the
OSCE a key forum for pursuing its for-
eign policy priorities.

Mediation of protracted conflicts

The first dimension, and conflict reso-
lution in particular, is a key area of
France’s engagement in the OSCE. This
is also the area that receives the most at-
tention in the country. France has played
a role in attempts to resolve two key con-
flicts in the OSCE region: the conflict
over Nagorno-Karabakh between Arme-
nia and Azerbaijan and the conflict in
and around Ukraine. In terms of the for-
mer, France co-chairs the Minsk Group
(along with the United States and Rus-

sia), which is working toward a peaceful
settlement of the conflict.2 After violence
flared up in late 2020, a domestic de-
bate on France’s recognition of Nagorno-
Karabakh as an independent state ensued.
The two chambers of the French parlia-
ment voted in favour of a motion by
the conservative party Les Républicains,
which was primarily interested in sup-
porting “Oriental Christians” – a relative-
ly popular theme in France, notably on
the right of the political spectrum.3 Re-
jecting the motion, France’s government
underscored its interest in continuing to
co-chair the Minsk Group, which would
be incompatible with the formal recogni-
tion of Nagorno-Karabakh.4 France has
longstanding ties with Armenia, which is
part of the Francophonie, notably due to
the significant number of French citizens
of Armenian descent. France has also offi-
cially recognized the Armenian genocide.

With perhaps even greater internation-
al visibility, France is one of the two
“Western” members of the Normandy
format (alongside Germany), which is
aimed at finding a solution to the
Ukraine conflict. French presidents and
officials have participated in, and at times
hosted, several high-profile summits,
which resulted inter alia in the Minsk II
agreement.5 In a narrower OSCE context,
French diplomat Pierre Morel headed the
sub-group on political affairs of the Tri-
lateral Contact Group for the Peaceful
Settlement of the Situation in Eastern
Ukraine until June 2021. France also con-
tributes to the OSCE Special Monitoring
Mission to Ukraine, both financially and
with personnel.
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Besides France’s obvious interest in
conflict resolution, its prominent role in
the above-named formats also aligns with
its self-perception as a relevant global ac-
tor. With a permanent seat on the UN
Security Council, France and its diplo-
mats believe in the necessity of playing
a decisive role on the international stage
and in high diplomacy. Both the Minsk
Group and the Normandy format allow
France to sit at the same table with oth-
er major powers, making engagement at-
tractive from Paris’s perspective.

Human rights a priority

In French foreign policy discourse, hu-
man rights always matter. This is linked
to France’s self-perception as the “coun-
try of human rights”, shouldering a spe-
cial responsibility for human rights that
derives from the 1789 Declaration of
the Rights of Man and of the Citizen.
In addition to the first dimension activ-
ities mentioned above, many French un-
dertakings consequently fall within the
OSCE’s third (human) dimension. Per-
haps most noteworthy in the past year
was France’s support for triggering the
Moscow Mechanism6 in the aftermath
of Belarus’s allegedly fraudulent 2020
presidential election, when the Belaru-
sian regime repressed peaceful demon-
strations and violated human rights. Fol-
lowing an initiative by the United King-
dom, France was one of seventeen partici-
pating States to invoke the Mechanism.7
In addition, France co-presides over the
informal OSCE Group of Friends on the
safety of journalists.8 Gender equality has

also been an item on the agenda, no-
tably in conjunction with the Generation
Equality Forum held in Paris in the sum-
mer of 2021, where the OSCE pledged
“to improve gender equality by taking
action on Gender Based Violence, Econo-
mic Justice and Rights and Technology &
Innovation”.9 A further matter of impor-
tance to Paris is the fight against human
trafficking.10

Scepticism about the OSCE’s added
value

These activities notwithstanding, the
OSCE is not very high on France’s agen-
da overall. This has arguably become
more the case in recent years. Since Em-
manuel Macron’s accession to the French
presidency, pragmatism has been a core
element of French foreign and security
policy, which has translated to less atten-
tion being paid to formats and institu-
tional settings as compared to the policy
objective at hand. A clear illustration of
this is the relative decline in importance
of “l’Europe de la Défense”, the EU’s
Common Security and Defence Policy,
the building and strengthening of which
has been a longstanding French policy
objective. Under Macron, the idea has
largely been to do “whatever works” in
flexible multi- and mini-lateral formats,
for example in combatting terrorism in
the Sahel region – one of France’s key
foreign and security policy endeavours.

It is against this backdrop that France’s
view of the OSCE must be understood.
Although Paris has routinely underscored
the importance of multilateralism and
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even co-founded the Alliance for Multi-
lateralism with Germany,11 a significant
part of recent French foreign policy is in
fact characterized by unilateralist tenden-
cies.12 France does not view the OSCE’s
standing as the only remaining pan-Euro-
pean security institution and multilateral
platform as reason enough to invest in it,
which sets the country apart from some
of the most engaged participating States,
in particular Germany and Switzerland.
In addition, the OSCE does not cover
the geographic area that most interests
France. Until recently, Central Europe
and Eastern Europe west of Russia mat-
tered relatively little in French foreign
policy thinking. France is traditionally
more focused on Africa, the Middle East,
and increasingly, the Indo-Pacific.

Moreover, in light of the OSCE’s many
difficulties, its added value is not clear to
Paris. This pertains to the Organization’s
usefulness in ensuring European security
and the fact that a key security challenge
– the conflict with Russia and allied states
– has been the main cause of the OSCE’s
difficulties. Paris rarely views the OSCE
as the right vehicle for pursuing its own
interests, and one area in which its scep-
ticism clearly shows is its stance toward
the Organization’s budget: Paris views it
as unfair that the bulk of OSCE fund-
ing comes from EU member states, the
United States, Canada, Switzerland, and
Norway. In 2018, France paid 14.6 mil-
lion euros in mandatory contributions,
toward a total budget of 138 million
euros (to which voluntary contributions
needed to be added, such as 7.6 million
euros for the Special Monitoring Mission
that same year).13 In 2019, France went

as far as to block the Organization’s bud-
get on these grounds.14 In the context of
adopting the 2020 unified budget, France
recently reiterated that “it is not accept-
able for 17 participating States alone to fi-
nance 99 per cent of the OSCE Budget.”15

In light of scarce financial resources for
the country’s foreign policy and in a gen-
eral context of austerity in the wake of
the Eurocrisis,16 Paris is an adamant de-
fender of “zero nominal growth”, i.e. not
increasing the OSCE’s budget. Given in-
flation, this in fact implies a commitment
to shrinking the Organization’s budget.17

France’s reticence with regard to pro-
viding the OSCE with more funding
must also be seen against the backdrop of
its dissatisfaction with the Organization’s
governance. Paris indeed recognizes the
need for greater efficiency. At the same
time, however, it has little interest in the
OSCE’s becoming an actor in its own
right, with its own strategies. This was
illustrated, for instance, by France’s scep-
ticism vis-à-vis the creation of a small
Strategic Policy Support Unit at the Sec-
retariat under Secretary General Thomas
Greminger, known for his ambitious ap-
proach to making the OSCE more rele-
vant and strategic. France’s preference is
to keep the OSCE as intergovernmental
as possible in order to avoid transferring
power and “strategy making” to Vienna.
The fact that Greminger was never offi-
cially received in Paris serves as yet anoth-
er illustration of France’s limited interest
in the Organization.

France’s overall diplomatic ambitions
stand in contrast to the country’s engage-
ment in conflict resolution and its day-to-
day business within the OSCE. French
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diplomacy publicly supports the OSCE,
and France contributes to the Organiza-
tion both financially and with (seconded)
personnel. In this sense, it is a loyal par-
ticipant, willing to do whatever it takes to
keep the OSCE afloat. Yet, France is not
interested in developing the Organization
much further beyond the status quo, pre-
ferring to keep it as “intergovernmental”
as possible.

Paris lacks an “OSCE reflex”

Rather unsurprisingly, therefore, France
pursues most of its foreign and security
policy objectives outside the OSCE, and
the OSCE matters little – if at all – in
French political debates. A striking illus-
tration of this is the 2017 presidential
campaign, in which several candidates
from across the political spectrum called
for a pan-European conference on securi-
ty. Not one mentioned the OSCE. On
a related subject, President Macron has
spoken on several occasions of “revisit-
ing” the European security architecture
and the need to resume dialogue with
Russia.18 France’s purely bilateral “strate-
gic dialogue” with Russia was launched
in 2019. Inter alia, it includes meetings
in a 2+2 format, i.e. between the respec-
tive foreign and defence ministers. In
addition, Macron named Pierre Vimont,
one of France’s most senior diplomats, to
be “Special Envoy for the security and
trust architecture with Russia”.19 Refer-
ences and links to the OSCE are again
absent in this initiative, although it per-
tains to its very essence. Fear of its be-
ing bogged down by intra-organizational

disagreements and a general inability to
deliver results – as is apparent in the
Structured Dialogue, for instance – may
have played a part in the decision not to
place it in the OSCE context. Another
explanation may simply be that the pos-
sibility did not occur to anyone, which
would suggest that Paris lacks an “OSCE
reflex”: the OSCE may not even arise as a
consideration in decisions on appropriate
settings for pursuing France’s interests.

Besides these major geopolitical mat-
ters, there are examples of more technical
initiatives with an apparent OSCE con-
nection that have not been linked to the
Organization. One first dimension topic
that France has continued to push with-
in the OSCE is the fight against the traf-
ficking of small arms and light weapons
(SALW). France has also pursued initia-
tives on related matters that run parallel
to OSCE initiatives, such as the Franco-
German initiative on SALW in the West-
ern Balkans.20 Despite the OSCE’s own
work on SALW, the Franco-German ini-
tiative was merely discussed at a side
event at the 2018 Ministerial Council in
Milan.21

In sum, France is not a driver of ma-
jor initiatives within the OSCE; the role
of impetus provider is generally left to
Germany and Switzerland. In many cas-
es, France follows along, such as when
Germany suggested the Structured Dia-
logue in 2016, intended to relaunch con-
ventional arms control in Europe. France
is one of many likeminded countries call-
ing for such a relaunch following the
Steinmeier initiative.22
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The way forward: Change seems
unlikely

France has been reluctant to throw its
diplomatic weight into the OSCE con-
text. Within the OSCE, and with the
exception of specific dossiers such as
Ukraine, France’s role is rarely commen-
surate with its self-image as a global pow-
er with a permanent seat on the UN
Security Council. In a sense, the relation-
ship between France and the OSCE can
thus be characterized in terms of missed
opportunities. It is regrettable, for exam-
ple, that the 30th anniversary of the Char-
ter of Paris was not commemorated ap-
propriately. The fact that the Organiza-
tion found itself without leadership in
the summer of 2020 and the pandemic
may be to blame. Still, the Paris Char-
ter’s anniversary would have been an ex-
cellent occasion to underscore the rele-
vance of a rules-based European security
order. Likewise, the fact that Secretary
General Thomas Greminger was not re-
ceived by the French foreign minister is
hard to interpret as anything other than
an indication of disinterest. Perhaps a
more encouraging sign, Greminger’s suc-
cessor, German diplomat Helga Schmid,
met with France’s Minister of State for
European Affairs Clément Beaune and
Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian in
Paris in July 2021.23

France’s activity in the OSCE is unlike-
ly to evolve in the medium to long term.
The main reason is that the Organization
matters little in terms of the main for-
eign policy objectives and key challenges
France has identified for itself and Eu-
rope. The 2021 Actualisation stratégique

stresses jihadist terrorism, the spread of
weapons of mass destruction, and the
“return of strategic competition between
great powers”,24 the latter referring to the
United States and China in particular.
Overall, France clearly expects Europe’s
strategic environment to deteriorate fur-
ther, and at a faster pace. This will likely
lead future French presidents and govern-
ments to focus even more closely on the
country’s priorities – in terms of the allo-
cation of funding and personnel, but also
in terms of which diplomatic channels
seem the most promising for promoting
European security and French and Euro-
pean interests. The OSCE does not gener-
ally concern itself with these priorities,
either functionally or geographically. It
is therefore unrealistic to expect consider-
able changes to France’s stance towards
the OSCE.

Notes

1 See “Actualisation stratégique”, French
Ministry of the Armed Forces, February
2021, https://www.defense.gouv.fr/dgris/
presentation/evenements/actualisation-str
ategique-2021. An official English transla-
tion is available at the same address.

2 Note that the Minsk Group is not an
OSCE institution properly speaking, al-
though it has close ties to the Organiza-
tion. The three Minsk Group Co-Chairs
did not play a role in settling the 2020
Karabakh war. Thus far, France’s ever
more complicated relations with Turkey
– which include dangerous situations in-
volving military vessels in the Eastern
Mediterranean in June 2020, as well as
personal attacks on Emmanuel Macron
by President Erdogan – seem not to
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ce-ne-veut-pas-reconnaitre-le-haut-karaba
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on”, March 2020, https://www.europarl.e
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es/f/documents/4/4/453804.pdf

16 In recent years, the French foreign min-
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get constraints and has seen its funding
decrease every year up to the pandemic.
See e.g. “France cuts billions from public
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ly 2017, https://www.bbc.com/news/worl
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in Europe”, German Federal Foreign Of-
fice, 25 November 2016, https://www.aus
waertiges-amt.de/en/aussenpolitik/theme
n/abruestung/161125-ruestungskontrolle/
285652

23 See Secretary General Helga Schmid’s
Twitter feed, https://twitter.com/Helga
Schmid_SG/status/141063056722220237
3?s=20

24 “Actualisation stratégique”, cited above
(Note 1), p. 14 (English version).
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Turkey and the OSCE

Giray Sadik*

Abstract

This paper presents Turkey’s perception of the OSCE and its expectations of the Organization. It
examines the relevance of the OSCE for Turkey’s foreign and security policy, the OSCE’s short-
comings from a Turkish perspective, and the Turkish government’s priorities for engagement
with the Organization. Turkey’s primary interest in the OSCE is for it to become more effective
in stabilizing crises in the country’s immediate neighbourhood. Other priorities for Turkey are
the fight against terrorism and transnational organized crime.

Introduction

Turkey has a unique geostrategic position
in the OSCE area, bordering the Balka-
ns, the Black Sea, the Caucasus, the Mid-
dle East, and the Mediterranean. This
case study presents Turkey’s perception
of the OSCE and what it expects from
the Organization. It first examines the rel-
evance of the OSCE for Turkey’s foreign
and security policy, followed by a discus-
sion of the OSCE’s shortcomings from
a Turkish perspective and an analysis of
the Turkish government’s priorities for
engagement with the Organization. The
paper concludes with recommendations
for the future of the OSCE in light of
Turkish government views.

* Giray Sadik
Ankara Yildirim Beyazit University
gsadik@ybu.edu.tr

The OSCE’s relevance for Turkey’s
foreign and security policy

Turkey was engaged in the CSCE/OSCE
process from the start and remains
an active participant. It supports the
strengthening of the OSCE’s role, partic-
ularly in its immediate neighbourhood,
where challenges include managing un-
documented migration flows and region-
al conflicts such as those in Syria and
Libya, with lingering repercussions for
the Eastern Mediterranean. Such chal-
lenges are increasingly hybrid in nature,
with the lines between national and inter-
national, civilian and military, and phys-
ical and cyber security becoming more
and more blurred.

Turkey joined NATO and the Coun-
cil of Europe in the early years of the
Cold War. These organizations were and
are likely to remain the anchor points
for the country’s connection to the West.
Turkey therefore supports synergies and
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complementarity between these Western
political and military organizations and
the OSCE, in line with its policy of effect-
ive multilateralism.

Turkey considers the OSCE and the
Council of Europe to have a special re-
lationship and views them as working
in tandem. Turkey’s former Permanent
Representative to the OSCE, Ambassador
Rauf Engin Soysal, highlights the advan-
tages of close cooperation between them
as follows:

International organizations active in
the same area – here I use the term
“area” to denote both the geographi-
cal and conceptual area – do not per
se stand in competition. On the con-
trary, positive overlaps and spill-overs
can mutually reinforce their work.
Therefore, we commend the efforts
to strengthen the dialogue and in-
stitutional cooperation between the
OSCE and the Council of Europe.
Synergies at the organizations’ execu-
tive as well as technical levels can in-
crease the effectiveness of multilater-
alism.1

A particular focus has been synergies
in the areas of fighting terrorism and
combating human trafficking. Turkey at-
taches importance to the OSCE’s sup-
port of the implementation of the Ad-
ditional Protocol to the Council of Eu-
rope Convention on the Prevention of
Terrorism, the first international treaty
addressing the phenomenon of foreign
terrorist fighters. Turkey has ratified the
Additional Protocol, and it entered into
force in Turkey on 1 June 2018.2

Relations with the EU are another im-
portant, if not unproblematic, element of
Turkey’s ties to the West. The OSCE pro-
vides Turkey with a good platform for ap-
proaching the EU, as it has been a partici-
pating State from the beginning, whereas
its accession to the EU remains uncertain.
At the same time, this uncertainty has a
detrimental effect on Turkey’s multilater-
al cooperation within the OSCE. There is
always the risk that some EU state might
decide to divert debate on an issue that is
critical for Turkey to the EU arena, where
the country is not represented.

Turkey’s expectations of the OSCE

Turkey regards respect for the fundamen-
tal principles of the OSCE, particularly
the affirmation of a close connection be-
tween security and cooperation and the
consensus-based mode of operation, as es-
sential for a strong OSCE that has added
value for participating States’ security.

Turkey’s support for OSCE engage-
ment in resolving protracted conflicts
and its chairing of the Forum for Secu-
rity Co-operation (FSC) in 2020 demon-
strate its readiness to contribute to OSCE
efforts to strengthen security and stability
in its first, politico-military dimension.3
Turkey has emphasized the need to en-
hance the FSC’s role as a unique platform
for cooperation and confidence building.

Countering terrorism and other
transnational forms of crime, which con-
tinue to threaten the OSCE region and
its neighbourhood, has been an impor-
tant thematic focus for Turkey. It has
underscored the need to “collectively
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fight not only the Islamic State, but also
other terrorist organizations with equal
and ever-increasing determination with-
out distinctions”.4 Turkey perceives the
equal and non-discriminatory application
of standards by the OSCE in the fight
against terrorism and other threats, from
transnational organized crime to xeno-
phobia and Islamophobia, as an essential
aspect of the indivisibility of security in
the OSCE area.

Turkey has been increasingly con-
cerned about OSCE activities in its imme-
diate neighbourhood and their potential
impact on its security. In Turkey’s view,
the participating States need to lead by
example when it comes to empowering
the OSCE to resolve conflicts in the re-
gion. Turkey is involved in the joint Rus-
sian–Turkish monitoring of the ceasefire
in the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh
and supports Azerbaijan’s de-mining of
the area.

Turkey believes it is important to deep-
en its relations with the OSCE’s Mediter-
ranean and Asian partner states and to
further explore potential areas for coop-
eration. Turkey’s rapprochement with
the Mediterranean partners, especially re-
cent diplomatic overtures to Egypt and
Tunisia, can be attributed to the coun-
try’s search for support from the region
with respect to the crises in Libya and the
Eastern Mediterranean. As for the Asian
partners, Turkey’s efforts are geared more
towards economic cooperation with the
advanced economies of the region, such
as Japan, Korea, and Australia.

Regarding human security, Turkey be-
lieves the Office of Democratic Institu-
tions and Human Rights (ODIHR) needs

strengthening in the areas of reporting
hate crime and integrating migrants.5 It
maintains that the OSCE should set an
example for other forums in highlight-
ing the threat of hate speech and racial
and religious discrimination. It has em-
phasized the importance of achieving de-
liverables on tolerance and non-discrimi-
nation towards Muslims.

Shortcomings of the OSCE from Turkey’s
perspective

Turkey’s main area of dissatisfaction with
the OSCE concerns what it perceives as
its application of double standards, par-
ticularly with regard to combating pop-
ulism and xenophobia. Although secular
by constitution, Turkey, whose popula-
tion is predominantly Muslim, has a sub-
stantial diaspora in many of the OSCE
participating States in Europe, the major-
ity in Germany. Growing Islamophobia
and racism and a surge of attacks against
Turks in Europe have made tackling
right-wing extremism in Europe an issue
of direct concern for Turkey.6 Turkey ex-
pects full cooperation from the OSCE
and its participating States in prevent-
ing such attacks and prosecuting their
perpetrators. However, cooperation on
this issue remains extremely limited at
best, and this is likely to further plague
Turkey’s relations with the Organization.

Protracted conflicts pose another chal-
lenge to achieving stability in the OSCE
area. The mere containment of protract-
ed conflicts cannot be viewed as suc-
cess. Turkey believes that the OSCE
should be more active in its efforts to
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resolve these conflicts, making the best
possible use of its broad acquis, tools,
and capabilities.7 Turkey’s dissatisfaction
primarily concerns the OSCE Minsk
Group’s inability to end the conflict in
Nagorno-Karabakh and the extensive use
of banned landmines.

Finally, the Turkish government re-
gards the cooperation of NGOs with
the OSCE with scepticism. The participa-
tion of certain Turkish non-governmen-
tal organizations in OSCE events has
been the subject of repeated disputes be-
tween Turkey and the Organization in
recent years. The Turkish government
has expressed the concern that some of
the NGOs claiming to represent civil so-
ciety are affiliated with terrorist organi-
zations. Turkey insists that the OSCE
should not provide a platform for terror-
affiliated entities. Accordingly, Turkey ex-
pects the provisions of the 1992 Helsin-
ki Document on the increased involve-
ment of non-governmental organizations
in OSCE activities to be fully implement-
ed, especially the clause excluding their
application to persons or organizations
who publicly condone terrorism or the
use of violence.8

Outlook

Turkey’s key interest in cooperating with
the OSCE and other international organi-
zations is the protection of its national
security. Dormant and active conflicts in
the country’s immediate neighbourhood
from the Eastern Mediterranean to the
Middle East and the Caucasus make the
attainment of regional stability a priority.

Going forward, Turkey maintains that
the OSCE must continue to play a key
role in upholding the cornerstones of
the European security architecture. To re-
gain strategic relevance, the OSCE must
respond to developments in the field in
a timely manner. Support for initiatives
such as the establishment of the Turk-
ish–Russian ceasefire monitoring centre
for Nagorno-Karabakh in the Aghdam
district of Azerbaijan could pave the way
for such renewed engagement.

There are further ways in which partic-
ipating States – including Turkey – could
help to enhance the OSCE’s role. First,
governments should maintain the OSCE
as the preferred platform for negotiations
and conflict resolution efforts where pos-
sible. Given that Turkey is still an EU
candidate country, the OSCE is better po-
sitioned than the EU to mediate disputes
between EU members and Turkey, as it
is more inclusive and can therefore be
expected to take a more neutral position.

Second, there is a need for a pragmatic
approach to the interrelation between the
three dimensions of the OSCE. A degree
of compartmentalization may be neces-
sary. As German Chancellor Merkel not-
ed, “strategic ties with Turkey should be
maintained despite serious differences on
human rights.”9 Recently, the EU adopt-
ed a similar approach with Hungary and
Poland.

As one of the founding members of
the OSCE, Turkey also needs to expand
its level of engagement to include the sec-
ond and third dimensions more compre-
hensively. To this end, Turkish academics
and civil society should be encouraged
to engage with OSCE-related issues on
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the national and international level. This
would serve two major purposes. First,
it could foster the admittedly hitherto
limited engagement of civil society and
academia with the OSCE, and thus pro-
mote Turkish perspectives international-
ly. Second, the work of civil society
and academia could encourage Turkish
foreign policymaking to be more multi-
faceted when considering the issues that
the OSCE needs to address. In the face
of challenges to the security of states and
citizens, academia and civil society have
the potential to become the new drivers
of the OSCE agenda, especially in areas
related to the human dimension.
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Kazakhstan and the OSCE

Rustam Burnashev and Irina Chernykh*

Abstract

Since Kazakhstan joined the OSCE in 1992, its attitude towards the Organization has changed
from full acceptance of its principles to a departure from them, especially with respect to its
human dimension. This paper discusses the relevance of the OSCE for Kazakhstan, Kazakhstan’s
expectations of the OSCE, and its criticism of its work. It shows that while Kazakhstan identifies
cooperation with the OSCE as one of its foreign policy priorities, it does not perceive the
Organization as a key institution. Rather, it sees it as one of a number of European and Eurasian
organizations in which it is only marginally involved and which therefore remain “external”
to Kazakhstan. While participation in the OSCE and its development is regularly mentioned
in Kazakhstan’s political discourse, attention to the Organization is ad hoc. Kazakhstan tends
to use the OSCE as a platform for its branding diplomacy, for example by highlighting the
achievement of its 2010 Chairpersonship or by lobbying for the establishment of an OSCE
thematic centre on sustainable connectivity in Nur-Sultan.

Introduction

Kazakhstan became a participant of the
CSCE (since 1995 the OSCE) in 1992,
after the collapse of the Soviet Union.
Since then, its attitude towards the Orga-
nization has undergone significant trans-
formation. In the 1990s, it tried to imple-
ment the basic principles of the CSCE/
OSCE, first and foremost the precept that
“security is no longer based on the bal-
ancing of mutual threats but instead re-
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lies on the establishment of mutual confi-
dence through openness and transparen-
cy.”1 By the beginning of the 2000s, how-
ever, Kazakhstan had already distanced it-
self from the OSCE’s principles, especial-
ly those of the human dimension. This
was due in part to the sharp decline in
trust and cooperation between Western
and Eastern participating States in the
late 1990s, and in part to the increase in
authoritarianism in Kazakhstan and oth-
er post-Soviet states. At about the same
time, Kazakhstan began to promote the
idea of holding the OSCE Chair. Prepar-
ing the ground for Kazakhstan’s assump-
tion of this role became central to its
“Path to Europe” programme, through
which it aimed to achieve relations with
leading European countries on “the lev-
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el of strategic partnership”.2 Kazakhstan’s
2010 OSCE Chairpersonship and the
OSCE Summit it hosted in Astana did
not overcome the crisis of the Organiza-
tion, nor did they change the nature of
the political regime in Kazakhstan and
its attitude towards OSCE principles. For
Kazakhstan, both the Chairpersonship
and the Summit were important not so
much for their content but rather as part
of its branding diplomacy. Subsequent
years have been marked by a relative de-
cline in both Kazakhstan’s engagement in
the OSCE and the latter’s activities in the
country.

The OSCE in Kazakhstan’s foreign and
security policy

The strengthening of international secu-
rity cooperation within the context of
the OSCE figures in Kazakhstan’s politi-
cal discourse as one of the main areas
of its security policy.3 Kazakhstan also as-
sociates the development of green econo-
my, energy security, disaster prevention,
and the promotion of sustainable connec-
tivity with the OSCE.4 A number of pol-
icy documents adopted by Kazakhstan
refer to the OSCE. The Comprehensive
Plan for the Implementation of State
Policy in the Religious Sphere for 2021–
2023, for example, states that “the coun-
try’s legislation complies with the basic
principles underpinning the internation-
al standards adopted by the OSCE.”5

Kazakhstan extends the mandate of the
OSCE Programme Office in Nur-Sultan
on an annual basis, emphasizing the im-

portance of its work in all three OSCE
security dimensions.6

At the same time, however, Kaza-
khstan regards the OSCE as just one
among several European and Eurasian or-
ganizations. The official discourse often
refers not to Kazakhstan’s participation
“in” the OSCE but to cooperation “with”
the OSCE. The Concept of Foreign Pol-
icy of the Republic of Kazakhstan for
2020–2030 mentions the OSCE only once
when identifying its priorities for region-
al and multilateral diplomacy, alongside
the Collective Security Treaty Organiza-
tion, the Council of Europe, and NATO.7
The OSCE is thus seen as “external” to
Kazakhstan; the state seems not to accept
the Organization’s principles and values
as its own but rather views them as im-
posed from the outside.

There is no systematic discussion in
Kazakhstan at the governmental or parlia-
mentary level of the significance of the
OSCE for the country or of ways to make
better use of it. Attention to the OSCE is
ad hoc and determined primarily by the
activities of the Organization itself, for ex-
ample the monitoring of the parliamen-
tary elections in January 2021, assessed as
lacking competition and having systemic
limitations, and the visit to Kazakhstan
by Chairperson-in-Office Ann Linde in
April 2021.

Kazakhstan tends to use the OSCE as
part of its branding diplomacy, aimed
at “placing Nur-Sultan in a visible pos-
ition”.8 It still attributes great importance
to its 2010 Chairpersonship, emphasizing
that it was “the first among the CIS
[Commonwealth of Independent States]
member states and the first among the
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countries of Asia, the Muslim and Turkic-
speaking world” to chair the Organiza-
tion.9 It views the appointment of Kaza-
kh diplomat Kairat Abdrakhmanov to
the position of High Commissioner on
National Minorities in 2020 in a similar
vein.10

Expectations of the OSCE

Aside from the general expectation that
the OSCE should revive the “spirit of
Helsinki” and enhance the effectiveness
of its work, Kazakhstan does not usu-
ally formulate any specific expectations
or proposals regarding the Organization.
However, an analysis of official docu-
ments and speeches reveals a number of
separate but interrelated areas of special
interest.

First, from a regional security perspec-
tive, Kazakhstan maintains that it is im-
portant for the OSCE to increase its ef-
forts to resolve the protracted conflicts in
the OSCE area and to promote stability
in Afghanistan. The government believes
that Kazakhstan can contribute to these
efforts by building on its experience as
an intermediary, with respect to the vio-
lence in neighbouring Kyrgyzstan during
its Chairpersonship in 2010 and as host
of the Astana process, to resolve the situa-
tion in Syria.

Second, Kazakhstan is of the opin-
ion that the OSCE’s activities in the
economic and environmental dimension
“can be a catalyst for reducing tensions
and strengthening confidence-building
measures among the OSCE participating
States”.11 In particular, it expects that the

OSCE can support the development of
transport corridors connecting Asia and
Europe.12

Third, Kazakhstan supports regional
and subregional projects in Central
Asia,13 including efforts to synergize the
work of the OSCE field operations in
Central Asia in areas such as counterter-
rorism, anti-corruption, border and wa-
ter resource management, and the de-
velopment of digitalization, green econo-
my, good governance, and environmental
protection. It supports the activities of
the OSCE Academy in Bishkek and the
OSCE Border Management Staff College
in Dushanbe.14

Fourth,  Kazakhstan  seeks  to  use  the
OSCE platform to raise its international
visibility. It has proposed intensifying the
OSCE’s interaction with the Conference on
Interaction and Confidence Building Mea-
sures in Asia as part of its foreign policy
initiative  “Three  Dialogues”.15  Kaza-
khstan’s campaign to establish an OSCE
thematic centre or regional hub for sustain-
able  connectivity  in  its  capital,  first  an-
nounced  in  2017  and  much  disputed
among participating States, can also be seen
as an effort  to enhance its  international
reputation.16 Kazakhstan believes it is im-
portant for OSCE structures to be spread
evenly  across  the  geographic  area  of  its
participating States as a way of increasing
mutual trust and understanding.17

Some of these proposals are more spe-
cific and feasible than others. While the
idea of developing transport corridors
connecting Asia and Europe and the pro-
posal to intensify the OSCE’s regional
and subregional activities are of a prac-
tical nature and can be implemented,
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the proposal to intensify its work on
conflict resolution and promote global
dialogue initiatives is less realistic and
largely declarative. Kazakhstan’s claim re-
garding the significance and success of its
experience in conflict mediation is also
exaggerated.

Certain political figures in Kazakhstan
have also voiced proposals for the OSCE’s
work. For example, former OSCE Chair-
person-in-Office Kanat Saudabayev has
identified consolidating efforts in the
fight against COVID-19, countering cy-
berattacks, and convening a new OSCE
Summit as topical areas of engagement.18

These ideas, although in line with Kaza-
khstan’s general rhetoric, are not official,
however.

Perception of problems faced by the
OSCE

As of 2021, Kazakhstan does not engage
in direct official and systematic criticism
of the OSCE, apart from general remarks
with respect to the weakening of the
“spirit of Helsinki” and the “spirit of
Astana”, the loss of mutual trust and
space for dialogue, and the escalation of
tensions.19 When Kazakhstan does voice
criticism of the OSCE, it is usually in re-
sponse to negative comments from indi-
vidual OSCE structures, primarily regard-
ing the observance of human rights, fun-
damental freedoms, and democratic pro-
cedures in the country.

In 2010, President Nazarbayev pub-
lished an article on key problems faced
by the OSCE.20 In his view, these includ-
ed the unequal involvement of participat-

ing States in solving problems that are
equally important to all; the disruption of
the politico-military balance in the OSCE
area; the existence of “frozen conflicts”;
the fragmentation of the OSCE area in-
to three zones (North America, Europe,
and Asia) and the lack of integration
of the Eurasian space into the Organiza-
tion’s capacity development process; the
re-emergence of inter-ethnic and interreli-
gious tensions; and the problem of illegal
and irregular migration and the integra-
tion of migrants into host country soci-
eties. There is no reason to believe that
Kazakhstan has changed its assessment
of these issues since then. Individual ref-
erences to these problems continue to
be made in speeches and statements by
Kazakh officials. At the same time, Kaza-
khstan continues to adhere to the idea
that “the OSCE’s core activities are based
on well-established principles, standards
and rules, which it does not intend to
abandon, as they embody the spirit of the
Organization.”21

The OSCE as seen by civil society and
academia

There is no broad, systematic discussion
of OSCE issues in Kazakhstan’s civil so-
ciety or academic community. Expert as-
sessments of the OSCE can usually be
found only in specialized studies, such as
the OSCE Network study “Central Asian
Narratives on the OSCE”.22 Opinions on
the OSCE vary widely, and there is no
clearly definable common view.

Most experts close to government cir-
cles agree that the OSCE’s work is im-
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portant but that its projects should be
oriented more towards activities such as
support for law enforcement agencies or
border control. Representatives of the in-
dependent academic community and civ-
il society believe that the OSCE does
little to address human rights and that
the majority of its projects in this field
are declarative in nature, lacking real sub-
stance.

Academics tend to criticize the OSCE’s
projects in Kazakhstan for their limited
scope and ineffective implementation,
due to excessive formalization. They note
that the topics, agendas, and participants
of projects and events are subject to a
multi-stage coordination process between
and within the official structures of Kaza-
khstan and the Organization, which leads
to a loss of critical content and relevance.
They complain that OSCE activities are
mostly reactive in nature, responding to
requests coming from state bodies, and
unlikely to make a real difference to the
quality of the public service. They point
out that there is no record of how OSCE-
organized overseas visits and study tours,
roundtable discussions, and training ses-
sions for civil servants affect the quality
of ministries’ work, and they question the
substance and relevance of their recom-
mendations.

Another problem, according to experts
and activists, is that it is difficult to
identify the actual beneficiaries of OSCE
activities. For example, the meeting of
Chairperson-in-Office Linde with repre-
sentatives of Kazakhstan’s civil society
was criticized for its closed nature and
non-transparent procedure for selecting
participants.23 Experts and activists often

perceive both foreign experts invited by
the OSCE and programme staff as incom-
petent and uninformed about the situa-
tion in Kazakhstan, and this has a nega-
tive impact on the OSCE’s image.

Alongside this criticism, representa-
tives of civil society and academia also
note positive aspects of the OSCE’s opera-
tion, both in Kazakhstan and as a whole.
They highlight its effectiveness in facili-
tating participating States’ cooperation in
the politico-military and economic and
environmental dimensions of security.
They also positively note that the OSCE
provides a platform for independent civil
society organizations to voice their pos-
itions, first and foremost on human di-
mension issues, for example at the annu-
al Human Dimension Implementation
Meeting in Warsaw.

Looking to the future

Kazakhstan will likely maintain its ap-
proach to and level of participation in
the OSCE in the medium term. It will
continue to declare its commitment to
the Organization’s goals and values and
rhetorically identify the OSCE as one of
its foreign policy priorities. In doing so,
however, it will regard the OSCE not as a
key institution but as one among several
European and Eurasian organizations.

Kazakhstan will continue to use the
OSCE as a platform for raising its inter-
national profile as part of its branding
diplomacy, including by lobbying for
the establishment of an OSCE thematic
centre in Kazakhstan and promoting its
diplomats to key positions within the Or-
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ganization. It will continue to encourage
regional and subregional OSCE projects,
especially in the economic and environ-
mental dimension, including on promot-
ing transport corridors connecting Asia
and Europe. Finally, Kazakhstan will con-
tinue to attach importance to mediation
and conflict resolution, particularly with
a view to Central Asia and the situation
in Afghanistan.
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Sweden and the OSCE

Lars-Erik Lundin*

Abstract

Assuming the Chairpersonship of the OSCE in 2021, Sweden proposed that the Organization
go back to basics, with a focus on upholding respect for OSCE commitments and the key
principles established in the Helsinki Final Act of 1975. Non-compliance with these principles
is perceived by Sweden as a threat to European security in general and to Sweden’s security
in particular. The Chairpersonship has therefore focused on three priorities: safeguarding the
European security order; protecting the OSCE’s comprehensive concept of security, in particu-
lar with reference to the human dimension; and promoting conflict resolution through small
steps, supported by the direct and active engagement of the Chairperson-in-Office herself. The
Swedish government has put particular emphasis on feminist foreign policy, setting gender
equality and the enhancement of the role of women in the OSCE’s work for peace and security
as a fundamental goal.

Back to basics

One of Sweden’s main incentives for
applying for the 2021 OSCE Chairper-
sonship was supporting multilateralism,
which has been an important part of
Swedish foreign policy since the end of
the Second World War.1 The Swedish
Foreign Minister Ann Linde declared
that the guiding principle of Sweden’s
Chairpersonship would be to “go back
to basics”, referring to the need to re-es-
tablish respect for the fundamental prin-
ciples of the Organization and to secure
its capacity to function.2

* Lars-Erik Lundin
Stockholm International Peace Research In-
stitute (SIPRI)
larserik.lundin@gmail.com

Sweden has some forty years’ experi-
ence in promoting a well-functioning
OSCE. It hosted the three-year Stock-
holm Conference from 1984 to 1986, pi-
oneering arms control and confidence-
and security-building measures. In 1993,
it was one of the first countries to chair
the OSCE. Rolf Ekéus played a leading
role in the Organization as OSCE High
Commissioner on National Minorities
between 2001 and 2004. Sweden has con-
tinuously engaged in collective efforts to
consolidate the OSCE as an international
organization, despite its lack of universal-
ly recognized international legal person-
ality. In 2020, the Swedish delegation in
Vienna worked alongside the Albanian
Chair to contribute to the OSCE’s daily
operations and decision-making as it pre-
pared to assume the Chairpersonship the
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following year. With the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the OSCE leadership crisis in
the summer, 2020 was a challenging year
for the Organization.

Sweden’s declared intention to go
back to basics referred above all to re-es-
tablishing respect for the fundamental
principles enshrined in the 1975 Helsin-
ki Final Act and the 1990 Charter of
Paris. The commitments made in these
historic consensus agreements underpin
democracy, human rights, and the rule of
law in the entire region, from Vancouver
to Vladivostok. The participating States
reaffirmed them as late as the OSCE
Summit in Astana in 2010,3 but their im-
plementation continues to backslide, in
the East as well as the West. This back-
sliding also pertains to the principles of
sovereignty and territorial integrity and
is perceived by Sweden as a threat to the
European security order in general and
to Sweden’s security in particular. Ensur-
ing adherence to fundamental principles
is therefore a crucial point in Sweden’s
security policy and its expectations with
regard to the OSCE.

Focus on hard security

From a wider Swedish security policy
perspective, the security situation in the
OSCE area has become more challeng-
ing in recent years. In the late 1990s,
Sweden still believed that participating
States’ views regarding democracy, hu-
man rights, and the rule of law were con-
verging. There were fluctuations here and
there, but overall the situation seemed
to be gradually improving. Regional con-

flicts seemed concentrated in what Swe-
den perceived as the periphery of the
OSCE area, in South-Eastern and Eastern
Europe, the Caucasus, and Central Asia.
However, a few years into the new mil-
lennium, Russia’s opposition to the so-
called colour revolutions in Ukraine and
Georgia signalled that the promising sit-
uation at the end of the Cold War was
slowly deteriorating. Sweden perceives
the annexation of Crimea (part of the ter-
ritory of a participating State) by military
means as a strong warning sign of the
decline of security in the OSCE area.

For Sweden, divergence from key
OSCE principles in recent years has
serious military implications. It is con-
cerned about the risks of threatening
military escalation, not least given the
enormous nuclear arsenals stationed in
the European part of Russia. The ten-
sion in Belarus in 2021 has brought is-
sues of conflict prevention and conflict
resolution closer to the Swedish borders.
The rapid technological development of
weapons and other instruments of pow-
er, including in cyberspace, has also
brought the protracted conflicts in the
OSCE area closer to Sweden. The hu-
manitarian suffering resulting from the
recurring military conflict concerning
Nagorno-Karabakh illustrates the destruc-
tive potential of these conflicts.

Against this background, Sweden is
re-establishing its degraded national terri-
torial defence and strengthening bilater-
al and multilateral cooperation.4 It has
been a member of NATO’s Partnership
for Peace since 1994. As an EU member
state, it has legal solidarity commitments,
complemented by a unilateral solidarity
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declaration with the Nordic states, which
also includes the non-EU members Ice-
land and Norway. Finally, Sweden has
a statement of intent with the United
States in the framework of its bilateral,
and particularly close, defence coopera-
tion with Finland.

At the same time, Sweden believes that
deterrence must be complemented with
confidence-building efforts. In Swedish
official policy, hard security negotiations,
including at the nuclear level, cannot be
pursued without the participation of the
most important powers on a basis of for-
mal equality. This is where the OSCE, as
a forum where the West and the East can
pursue dialogue and cooperation, comes
into the picture.

Sweden supports strengthening the
OSCE as an arena for cooperation
through efforts such as the OSCE Struc-
tured Dialogue on ongoing and future
challenges and risks to security. The
Structured Dialogue provides an oppor-
tunity for direct expert communication
among government representatives from
the fifty-seven capitals. Following up on
its earlier position as Chair of the OSCE
Forum for Security Cooperation in 2018,5
Sweden promotes efforts to strengthen
arms control and to keep the Vienna
Document and the Open Skies Treaty
viable and functioning.6 Initiating a sub-
stantial dialogue on these issues is dif-
ficult, however, as Russia and other ma-
jor powers resist the multilateralization
of negotiations that affect their power as-
sets, particularly those relating to nucle-
ar capabilities. Nonetheless, as Russia has
begun to seriously challenge the trend to-
wards enlarging the EU and NATO, the

need to re-establish overarching dialogue
has become more pressing.

As OSCE Chair, Sweden regards ef-
forts to resolve the protracted conflicts
in the OSCE area as a priority. Main-
taining a ceasefire in Ukraine remains
an important objective, as does seeking
progress in the Transnistrian conflict in
Moldova. Sweden has long been aware
of the danger of the spillover of conflict
from countries outside the OSCE area,
including Afghanistan. The Chairperson-
in-Office has addressed this concern in
her communication with counterparts in
Central Asia.

Championing the human dimension

The human dimension was identified ear-
ly on as an important part of the OSCE’s
comprehensive concept of security and
plays a central role for Sweden. It com-
prises issues of human rights, democracy,
and the rule of law but also relates to eco-
nomic-environmental principles of the
OSCE’s second dimension and indeed to
national minority rights and human se-
curity, traditionally seen as part of the
OSCE’s first, security-related dimension.
Sweden’s commitment to the human di-
mension–related norms that were solidi-
fied in the 1990 Paris Charter and sub-
sequent OSCE documents agreed in the
years following the Cold War constitut-
ed a necessary condition for the coun-
try’s successful integration into the inter-
national community, as these were trans-
lated into legally binding commitments
in several international cooperative con-
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texts, including the EU and the Council
of Europe.

The human dimension is an area of
friction among participating States, and
therefore Swedish policy in this area is
determined both by concern and by am-
bition. OSCE discussions on human di-
mension commitments no longer relate
to the eastern part of the OSCE region
alone. There has been backsliding in ad-
herence to OSCE commitments in the
western part as well, as demonstrated by
the emergence of populism and xenopho-
bia, especially after the migration crisis of
2015. This is a delicate issue for Sweden,
both in the context of its upcoming pres-
idency of the Council of the European
Union in 2023 and in its cooperation
with the OSCE Chair for 2022, Poland.

The Swedish government perceives the
OSCE’s ambitions for action on at least
one of its commitments as too low:
the promotion of the role of women
in the prevention and resolution of con-
flicts and in peacebuilding. Although
the implementation of the global Wom-
en, Peace and Security agenda initiat-
ed by UN Security Council Resolution
1325 has seen only limited progress over
the past two decades, Sweden believes
that this is an avenue for cooperation
among OSCE participating States that of-
fers hope even in the current political
climate. An example of this is the dedica-
tion of the Economic and Environmental
Forum to the topic of women’s economic
empowerment.

A policy of small steps

Sweden assumed the OSCE Chair in a
climate of uncertainty about how domes-
tic political changes in key countries (e.g.
Joe Biden’s election as US President)
will affect multilateralism and the OSCE.
Against this background, the Swedish
Chair’s approach has been to take small
steps, underpinned by frequent engage-
ment at the ministerial level.

The Chairperson-in-Office, Swedish
Foreign Minister Ann Linde, has made
a number of public appearances, includ-
ing before the UN Security Council,7 and
has travelled frequently to conflict areas.
She met bilaterally with the Russian For-
eign Minister8 and appeared before the
US Helsinki Commission in an extensive
hearing.9 Together with her Special Rep-
resentatives, she conducted a series of vis-
its to the field early on in 2021.10

The Swedish Chair has considered it
important to work with OSCE institu-
tions and field operations to identify ar-
eas of potential cooperation and progress
in the current political climate and to
avoid duplication with the work of oth-
er international organizations. A major
focus has been going local and upgrad-
ing the importance of community secu-
rity. An example of this is the support
provided by the OSCE Programme Office
in Bishkek to women leaders seeking to
defuse inter-ethnic violence in Osh and
other locations in southern Kyrgyzstan.
In regions where conflict remains latent,
such as Central Asia, Sweden has sought
to contribute to efforts in conflict resolu-
tion.
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Conclusion and recommendations

Seeking to circumvent political obstacles
by taking small steps is characteristic
of the Swedish approach to security.
Based on the lessons it has learned dur-
ing its Chairpersonship, a number of rec-
ommendations can be formulated that
could help the OSCE to move forward.11

Sweden has found it advantageous to
seek agreement on procedure before sub-
stance and to address problems in their
local context instead of seeking global
solutions. It has proved beneficial to fo-
cus on less contentious areas of coop-
eration, notably in the second (econo-
mic and environmental) dimension, and
on common threats and challenges, no-
tably transnational threats. Sweden has
found it important to establish dialogue
between capitals (rather than exclusively
in Vienna) and to seek informal chan-
nels of communication. Finally, Sweden’s
experience as OSCE Chair during the
COVID-19 pandemic has required cre-
ativity in finding ways to carry on despite
the crisis, especially through innovations
in the field of digital communication.
These innovations could be further de-
veloped to transform the OSCE into a
hub for dialogue between participating
States and civil society.

Notes

1 Interviews and discussions with represen-
tatives of the Chair have been conducted
off the record. A series of eleven podcasts
produced by the author with official rep-
resentatives of the Chair and key experts
is available as a SoundCloud playlist:

https://soundcloud.com/lars-erik-lundi
n/sets/podcasts-om-osse. See also: Folk
och Försvar [Society and Defence], “The
OSCE and the future of European securi-
ty”, YouTube, 6 May 2021, https://www.y
outube.com/watch?v=9zNlUa_OpKY&gt
k

2 See Helsinki Commission, “Hearing:
Sweden’s leadership of the OSCE”,
YouTube, 11 June 2021, https://www.yo
utube.com/watch?v=iCsDyle6Xng&amp
;t=4s&gt

3 “Astana declaration adopted at OSCE
Summit charts way forward”, OSCE, 2
December 2010, https://www.osce.org/ci
o/74236

4 “Objectives for Swedish total defence
2021–2025 – Government bill ‘Total-
försvaret 2021–2025’”, Government Of-
fices of Sweden, 18 December 2020,
https://www.government.se/governme
nt-policy/defence/objectives-for-swedish-t
otal-defence-2021-2025---government-bill
-totalforsvaret-20212025/

5 Jan Salestrand, Address by Mr. Jan
Salestrand, State Secretary to the Minis-
ter for Defence, Sweden, at the opening
session of the Forum for Security Co-op-
eration, FSC.DEL/145/18, 5 September
2018, https://www.osce.org/files/f/docu
ments/b/8/393464.pdf

6 “Johan Huovinen on confidence- and se-
curity-building measures in the OSCE”,
SoundCloud, December 2020, https://sou
ndcloud.com/lars-erik-lundin/forutsattni
ngarna-for-fortroende-och-sakerhetsskapa
nde-atgarder-i-osse. Note also statements
to this effect by Ann Linde before the
US Helsinki Commission from minute
32: “Appearance at Helsinki Commission
by Ann Linde”, YouTube, 11 June 2021,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iCsD
yle6Xng&t=4s

7 “Briefing by H.E. Ms. Ann Linde, Mini-
ster for Foreign Affairs of Sweden and
OSCE Chairperson-in-Office to the Unit-
ed Nations Security Council”, Govern-
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ment Offices of Sweden, 10 March 2021,
https://www.government.se/speeches/202
1/03/briefing-by-h.e.-ms.-ann-linde-minist
er-for-foreign-affairs-of-sweden-and-osce-c
hairperson-in-office-to-the-united-nations
-security-council/

8 “OSCE Chairperson-in-Office Ann Linde
discusses OSCE agenda with Russian
Foreign Minister Lavrov in Moscow”,
OSCE, 3 February 2021, https://www.o
sce.org/chairmanship/477439

9 For Ann Linde’s appearance at the
Helsinki Commission, summarizing

Chair activities and priorities after five
months, see: Helsinki Commission, cited
above (Note 2).

10 See, for example, “OSCE Chairperson-in-
Office Linde concludes official visit to
Ukraine”, OSCE, 16 June 2021, https://
www.osce.org/chairmanship/489845&gt

11 This is a collection of suggestions based
on the author’s analysis, commented up-
on in positive terms by representatives of
the Chair. However, it is not a formal list
of deliverables for the Ministerial Coun-
cil.
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Poland and the OSCE

Łukasz Kulesa*

Abstract

Increasingly feeling threatened by security developments beyond its eastern border and seeking
tangible security guarantees, Poland has tended to view the OSCE as having limited value. Its
successful bid for the 2022 OSCE Chairpersonship has temporarily shifted Warsaw’s perception
of the importance of the OSCE, however, which has otherwise been dwarfed by NATO and the
EU in Polish foreign and security policy. Although there has been limited public, expert, and
academic interest in the OSCE, Poland appreciates the unique features of the Organization and
aims to remain active within the framework of its comprehensive approach to security, with
an emphasis on increasing the effectiveness of the politico-military dimension and its role in
conflict areas, particularly in Eastern Europe. At the same time, due to the highly adversarial
nature of relations among participating States and weaknesses affecting the functioning of the
OSCE, Poland does not have high hopes for the OSCE’s ability to address crucial security
challenges in Europe.

Introduction

The OSCE’s importance to Poland has
been temporarily elevated as a result of
its successful bid for the 2022 Chairper-
sonship. As the upcoming OSCE Chair,
Poland has increased its involvement in
the OSCE, serving as a member of the
OSCE Troika and as Chair of the OSCE
Mediterranean Partnership for Co-opera-
tion Contact Group since January 2021.
It is likely that 2022 will be the year of
the OSCE for Polish diplomacy. As Mi-
nister of Foreign Affairs Zbigniew Rau
put it in July 2021, Poland “will spare
no effort in assisting participating States
in fostering dialogue while guarding the
OSCE’s principles and commitments”.1

* Łukasz Kulesa
Polish Institute of International Affairs
kulesa@pism.pl

Nevertheless, the increased attention giv-
en to the OSCE does not necessarily sig-
nal a major shift in Poland’s perception
of the value of the Organization or its
willingness to spearhead ground-breaking
OSCE initiatives.

The OSCE in Polish foreign and security
policy

Increasingly feeling threatened by securi-
ty developments beyond its eastern bor-
der and seeking tangible security guar-
antees, Poland has tended to view the
OSCE as having limited value. Even be-
fore Russia’s occupation of Crimea, the
CSCE/OSCE’s role in Polish foreign and
security policy was dwarfed by the influ-
ence of NATO and the EU.2 Polish secu-
rity policy is based on four mutually re-
inforcing pillars: membership in NATO
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and the EU, a security partnership with
the United States, and regional security
cooperation. Since the deterioration of
Poland’s relationship with Russia, the im-
portance of structures and relationships
that provide Poland with credible deter-
rence and influence options has increased
significantly. In this context, the OSCE is
of limited value compared with NATO
(as a provider of hard security guaran-
tees) and the EU (with its comprehensive
Eastern Partnership and Eastern policy
towards Russia and Central Asia).

The OSCE is commonly mentioned in
Polish strategic documents, although its
role has not been set out in detail. For ex-
ample, the 2020 National Security Strate-
gy stipulates only that Poland will “take
steps to enhance the effectiveness […] of
the Organization for Security and Co-op-
eration in Europe as [a] vital part of the
cooperative security system in Europe”.3
With the exception of the writings of
former Foreign Minister and internation-
al security expert Professor Adam Daniel
Rotfeld, there has been limited public,
media, expert, and academic interest in
the OSCE.4 The Polish delegation to the
OSCE Parliamentary Assembly remains
active, but neither the parliament nor its
foreign affairs committees have held re-
cent OSCE-specific debates.

Nonetheless, this does not make the
OSCE irrelevant to Poland. Poland recog-
nizes the distinctive position of the OSCE
as a regional security organization based
on a well-developed set of common prin-
ciples and commitments, with an inclu-
sive membership and important histori-
cal accomplishments. The Organization
is one of the pillars of the rules-based

international order which Poland is in-
terested in upholding. Explaining the ra-
tionale for applying for the OSCE Chair-
personship, Foreign Minister Jacek Cza-
putowicz noted Poland’s appreciation of
the Organization’s role in promoting sta-
bility in Europe and expressed its willing-
ness to act as an “impartial intermediary”
facilitating cooperation.5

Finally, there is a direct link between
the OSCE’s agenda and regional priori-
ties in Polish foreign and security policy.
This principally concerns Eastern Euro-
pe and the South Caucasus, the Western
Balkans, and Central Asia. The Organiza-
tion’s first (politico-military) dimension
of security is important to Poland’s aim
of increasing military transparency and
predictability. Finally, the OSCE remains
a forum where Poland can signal its pos-
ition on important European security is-
sues, including the application of addi-
tional pressure on the Belarusian regime
and Russia.

Perception of the OSCE’s role and
capabilities

Poland views the OSCE area as facing a
number of challenges, including ongoing
conflicts, political crises and sub-region-
al flashpoints, a range of transnational
threats, and problems brought on by the
COVID pandemic. The OSCE itself, how-
ever, is not viewed as capable of playing
a leading role in dealing with these chal-
lenges. Poland has thus taken a pragmat-
ic, down-to-earth approach to the OSCE’s
role and agenda. It has been wary of
calls to elevate the Organization to a cen-
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tral position in the European security sys-
tem or to turn it into a structure for co-
ordinating other regional organizations.
From Poland’s perspective, this would
contravene the centrality of NATO and
the EU in its foreign policy and would
give Russia the chance to increase its in-
fluence. It also rejects the notion that
some of the basic principles included in
the Helsinki Final Act, the Paris Charter,
and other OSCE documents are outdat-
ed and that the Organization should not
hold countries accountable but simply ac-
cept the fact that a number of OSCE par-
ticipating States are autocratic regimes.

Poland has limited expectations with
regard to the OSCE’s ability to resolve
security crises in Europe. In the case of
Russia’s occupation of Crimea and its
presence in the areas of Donetsk and Lu-
gansk, but also in the context of the Rus-
sia–Georgia conflict, Nagorno-Karabakh,
and Transnistria, the interests of the in-
volved parties diverge greatly, and the Or-
ganization has neither the political pow-
er nor the instruments necessary to put
sustainable pressure on them or to en-
force a lasting solution. It can, however,
utilize its conflict management toolbox
to stabilize the situation in these areas,
ameliorate humanitarian challenges, and
facilitate dialogue. In this respect, for
example, the impact of the OSCE Spe-
cial Monitoring Mission (SMM) on the
situation in eastern Ukraine is viewed
positively (Poland contributed to the mis-
sion by seconding personnel and provid-
ing COVID vaccinations to SMM staff
in June 2021),6 but a lasting solution to
the crisis would – at least from Poland’s
perspective – primarily require a change

of policy on Russia’s part. The 2020
Nagorno-Karabakh war between Azerbai-
jan and Armenia also revealed the limits
of the OSCE’s utility in the high crisis
phase of the conflict cycle.

It cannot be assumed that the OSCE
will be able to shield itself from esca-
lating tensions among its participating
States. Poland itself has not shied away
from criticizing participating States that,
in its view, contravene OSCE principles
and commitments. It is also supportive of
close coordination between NATO and
EU countries and of maintaining cohe-
sion between the policy positions adopt-
ed by NATO and the EU and the activ-
ities of the members in Vienna. At the
same time, it has raised concerns about
the politicization of nearly every aspect of
the functioning of the OSCE – including
budget cycle decisions and what should
be treated as routine extensions of field
operation mandates.

The linking of unrelated or loosely re-
lated issues to gain leverage has also been
seen as a problem by Poland. In some
cases, this has resulted in a single partic-
ipating State taking the entire Organiza-
tion hostage over its particular demands,
often narrowly defined. One example
cited by former OSCE Secretary Gener-
al Greminger was the blocking of bud-
get process reform due to disagreement
over the addition of a “no responsibili-
ty for content” disclaimer to documents
distributed through the OSCE system.7
The 2020 crisis over the prolongation of
the mandates of the heads of OSCE insti-
tutions and the Secretariat can be seen
as a consequence of such an approach.
What apparently started with one coun-
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try’s reservations about the head of an
OSCE institution spiralled into a larger
crisis that resulted in a failure to renew
the appointments of the Secretary Gener-
al, the Representative on Freedom of the
Media, the High Commissioner on Na-
tional Minorities, and the Director of the
Office for Democratic Institutions and
Human Rights (ODIHR) in July 2020.8

In short, Poland views the OSCE as a
valuable but not central element of the
European security architecture and has
tailored its expectations of and engage-
ment with the Organization accordingly.
Despite its weaknesses, the OSCE’s nor-
mative framework and its comprehensive
approach to security continue to be seen
as positive factors. In addition, Poland
appreciates the practical contributions of
the Organization on the ground, especial-
ly in conflict areas.

Poland’s engagement

Poland has a respectable record of en-
gagement with the OSCE. It hosts both
ODIHR and the annual Human Dimen-
sion Implementation Meeting – Europe’s
largest regular human rights gathering.
Poland served as OSCE Chair in 1998,
and Polish diplomats have held impor-
tant positions within the Organization.
Ambassador Adam Kobieracki led the
Conflict Prevention Centre from 2011 to
2015, and Ambassador Andrzej Kasprzyk
has acted as Personal Representative of
the Chairperson-in-Office on the conflict
dealt with by the OSCE Minsk Confer-
ence (Nagorno-Karabakh) since 1996.

The decision to apply for the OSCE
Chairpersonship signals that Poland now
views responsibility for European and
Eurasian security as requiring a readiness
to go beyond the remits of its NATO
and EU membership. This is in line
with Poland’s broader international am-
bitions, as indicated by its non-perma-
nent membership in the UN Security
Council in 2018/2019. During its term,
Poland focused on themes that also
play into its OSCE Chairpersonship: the
strengthening of international law, the
protection of civilians in armed conflicts,
and the security situation in Eastern Eu-
rope. Presenting the outline of the 2022
Polish Chairpersonship programme in
July 2021, Foreign Affairs Minister Rau
identified three cautiously formulated ob-
jectives, roughly corresponding to the
three OSCE dimensions: 1) supporting
the OSCE’s conflict resolution activities;
2) responding to post-COVID challenges
through effective multilateralism; and 3)
fully utilizing the Organization’s poten-
tial to implement shared commitments.

The politico-military dimension has
been the most important area of engage-
ment for Poland by far, especially since
the overall deterioration of the security
situation in Central Europe. Poland has
been active in the Structured Dialogue
and in the Forum for Security Co-op-
eration, raising the problem of the mis-
match between the provisions of the 2011
Vienna Document (VD) on confidence-
and security-building measures and con-
temporary armed forces operations. The
problem has become more urgent as
a result of what Poland views as Rus-
sian attempts to selectively implement
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or circumvent important elements of the
VD, such as its declaration that its mili-
tary manoeuvres fall just below notifica-
tion and observation thresholds and its
conducting of large-scale snap exercises.
Poland has also drawn attention to the
increased danger of military incidents,
calling for the review and modification
of the document’s risk reduction provi-
sions, including procedures for dealing
with hazardous incidents and unusual
military activities. Poland has consistent-
ly supported the modernization of the
VD. It formulated its own proposals in
this regard, which were integrated into a
unitary joint proposal put forward by a
group of states in 2019.9 With such mod-
ernizations blocked by Russia, Poland has
been supportive of voluntary transparen-
cy measures, including briefings on mili-
tary exercises and activities.

Poland remains concerned about the
dismantlement of the European arms
control architecture, closely linked to the
OSCE’s comprehensive security concept,
and has accused Russia of undermin-
ing the Treaty on Conventional Armed
Forces in Europe and the Intermediate-
Range Nuclear Forces Treaty. While it
was supportive of the continuation of
the Open Skies Treaty, it (along with
the United States) raised the issue of
Russian restrictions on access to territory
for observation flights, especially involv-
ing flights over the Kaliningrad region.
Poland thus refrained from criticizing the
United States for withdrawing from the
Treaty in May 2020 but reacted with “dis-
appointment” to Russia’s announcement
of the initiation of its own withdrawal
procedure in January 2021.

Poland is fully supportive of the cri-
sis management efforts and activities un-
dertaken within OSCE dialogue formats
and processes. At the practical level, in
the context of its Chairpersonship, it has
been identifying areas where OSCE in-
volvement can make a difference to in-
dividuals and communities affected by
conflict, especially the most vulnerable
groups.10 In this respect, Poland aims to
better coordinate its own international
assistance programme with OSCE activi-
ties.

The economic and environmental di-
mension of OSCE activity receives less
attention in Warsaw than the others.
Poland’s aspirations for the economic di-
mension of the OSCE are driven by the
pragmatic aim of connecting OSCE activ-
ities with policies pursued in the frame-
work of other organizations and formats,
including the UN, the EU, and the Orga-
nisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development. Thus, for example, Poland
would expect the OSCE to build on the
work of other organizations in support-
ing a sustainable post-pandemic recovery.
Poland is also likely to continue to high-
light the link between economic develop-
ment and combating money laundering
and to support OSCE efforts in this re-
gard, highlighting its own record in tight-
ening the fiscal system and reducing the
“grey zone” economy.

In countering climate change, Poland
is likely to draw attention to the results of
the 24th Conference of the Parties to the
United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change, which took place in
Poland in 2018, and especially to the Ka-
towice Rulebook. In this regard, Poland
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has stressed the importance of a “just
transition”, which aims to safeguard and
promote the interests of countries with
mixed energy sources and regions that
have thus far relied on fossil fuels and
carbon-intensive industries. Closely con-
nected to this issue is the highlighting of
Poland’s transborder cooperation in the
Carpathian region in countering environ-
mental degradation and protecting biodi-
versity. In the OSCE context of economic
and environmental issues, its main aim is
to raise awareness of these issues.

Within the human dimension, Poland
is particularly focused on drawing at-
tention to the situation in Belarus. In
September 2020, it was among the sev-
enteen states that invoked the Moscow
Mechanism to investigate human rights
violations in the country and remains
highly critical of the Belarusian regime,
including its harassment of representa-
tives of the Polish minority and journal-
ists.11 Poland will most likely insist on
keeping the situation in Belarus and its
repercussions high on the OSCE agenda
and will seek to utilize all available OSCE
tools to influence the situation there and
in other potential crisis spots. Its broader
human rights agenda in the context of
the Chairpersonship seems to be aimed at
working on a range of cross-cutting issues
relevant to all participating States. This
includes human rights in the digital era,
the impact of the pandemic on human
rights, the economic empowerment of
women, freedom of religion and belief,
and protection and support for specific
groups, such as those with disabilities,
children, and youth. Poland is also com-
mitted to promoting the protection of

human rights in conflict zones. Tradition-
ally, the issue of free and fair elections
and election monitoring has been high
on the Polish OSCE agenda.

It should be noted that internal devel-
opments in Poland and the performance
of its election system (e.g. during the
2020 presidential elections)12 have been
subject to scrutiny and critical reflection
within the OSCE framework. For exam-
ple, in recent years, several cases involv-
ing Poland have been raised by the OSCE
Representative on Freedom of the Me-
dia.13

Poland has sought to act as a good
international citizen within the Organiza-
tion by being active in all dimensions and
all major areas of OSCE activity and by
contributing to strategic debates on the
future of the Organization. These contri-
butions include involvement both at the
governmental level (the Corfu Process
and the Structured Dialogue) and at the
expert level (the participation of Profes-
sor Adam Daniel Rotfeld in the Panel of
Eminent Persons14 and engagement with
the Cooperative Security Initiative).15

Poland and future OSCE scenarios

It would be an exaggeration to claim that
the OSCE holds a prominent position
in Polish foreign and security policy.
The Organization’s limitations are well
understood in Poland, and there is little
expectation that the European security
crises can be overcome through actions
or stand-alone initiatives pursued within
the OSCE (such as a 2025 “anniversary”
summit).
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As OSCE Chair, Poland does not
expect to be a driver of major break-
throughs. Nevertheless, it seems to be
genuinely interested in making modest
gains in implementing its own priori-
ties and the Organization’s overall agen-
da and in impartially fulfilling its obliga-
tions as Chair, thus contributing to sta-
bilizing the OSCE area and the efficient
functioning of the Organization. Given
the possibility that a sudden development
could affect its activities, there may be
more crisis management than implemen-
tation of the pre-planned agenda ahead
for Poland in 2022.

Looking further ahead, Poland is likely
to maintain its current attitude towards
the Organization. The OSCE has value
for Poland as a forum where dialogue
and sectoral cooperation can be pursued
even with adversaries – especially when
other channels of communication remain
closed or severely constrained. Although
the OSCE’s mechanisms may not succeed
in resolving ongoing conflicts in Euro-
pe, the OSCE can provide an inclusive
framework for facilitating and securing
progress elsewhere.

In the unlikely scenario that the polit-
ical interests of the United States, Rus-
sia, and the major European countries
converge on the need to genuinely im-
prove European security, Poland’s per-
ception of the role and importance of
the OSCE would change immediately.
Poland would probably actively partici-
pate in any OSCE-wide discussions on
the restoration of a pan-European securi-
ty system. It would primarily be looking
for evidence of fundamental change in
Russian security thinking, however, and

would not support any solutions that
gave Russia an outsized role or veto over
developments in the common neighbour-
hood.

In the more negative scenario of an
existential crisis within the OSCE – trig-
gered, for example, by the threat of or
actual withdrawal of any of its participat-
ing States16 or the obstruction of its activ-
ities – Poland would of course attempt
(with other like-minded states) to defuse
the situation. At the same time, Poland
would be unlikely to accept the excessive
demands of any state that sought to co-
erce the Organization to adapt to its pref-
erences.
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North Macedonia and the OSCE

Ana Krstinovska*

Abstract

This contribution discusses the prospects for North Macedonia’s engagement with the OSCE
by examining the country’s expectations, the OSCE’s standing in comparison with other inter-
national organizations, and the challenges and opportunities facing North Macedonia’s 2023
OSCE Chairpersonship. It argues that, having largely contributed to the country’s consolidation
in the 1990s and 2000s, the OSCE has been relegated to a secondary role, behind the EU and
NATO. Nevertheless, the OSCE’s work, through the field operation in particular, is largely
beneficial to North Macedonia’s reform process, supporting its strategic objectives both to join
the EU and to achieve the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals. North Macedonia could use its
2023 Chairpersonship for self-affirmation, to increase the OSCE’s visibility in the country, and
to widely promote the role the Organization has played in North Macedonia’s stabilization and
transformation.

Introduction

The Republic of Macedonia became inde-
pendent after the break-up of Yugoslavia
in 1991.1 It signed the Helsinki Final
Act in July 1992 and, in September of
the same year, welcomed the deployment
of an OSCE field operation tasked with
preventing the spill-over of the post-Yu-
goslav wars. The OSCE’s efforts were
enhanced by a UN Mission in 1993, en-
abling North Macedonia to avoid violent
conflict at that time. Hence, the country
“stands out as one of the relatively suc-
cessful cases of the OSCE’s conflict pre-
vention efforts and a testing ground for

* Ana Krstinovska
ESTIMA
krstinovska@estima.mk

collaborative preventive actions on the
part of the OSCE and the UN”.2

The circumstances were not so fortu-
nate after 1999, however, when, follow-
ing the war in Kosovo and the withdraw-
al of the United Nations Preventive De-
ployment Force, ethnic tensions in North
Macedonia escalated, leading to internal
armed conflict in 2001. While the OSCE
was admittedly not the lead security ac-
tor in achieving peace, its Spillover Mon-
itor Mission on the ground contributed
to early warning, addressing subsequent
refugee issues, and bringing the involved
parties and the international community
to the negotiation table.3 The peace bro-
kered by the EU and the United States in
August the same year was enshrined in
the Ohrid Framework Agreement (OFA),
which laid the foundations for a society
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that is respectful of diversity in terms of
ethnicity, religion, culture, and language.

Over the past twenty years, the imple-
mentation of the OFA, and inter-ethnic
confidence-building measures in particu-
lar, has been one of the country’s key
areas of engagement with the OSCE. Al-
though inter-ethnic relations remain a
topic of utmost concern to North Mace-
donia and the OFA power-sharing model
is a recurrent source of political crises,4
the country has advanced in terms of
reconciliation. It owes this progress in
part to the work of both the OSCE’s
High Commissioner on National Minori-
ties and the OSCE Spillover Monitor Mis-
sion to Skopje (later the OSCE Mission
to Skopje). Following North Macedonia’s
consolidation, the OSCE has largely out-
lived its initial mandate of conflict pre-
vention and resolution in the country.
It is now perceived as a partner in the
country’s transition to a fully functioning
democratic state.

The years following the deployment
of an OSCE field operation to North
Macedonia and its onsite cooperation
with the UN, the EU, and NATO in
the area of conflict management inspired
abundant scholarship on the efficiency
of the established mechanisms, their
achievements, and their limitations.5 The
evolution of the operation’s mandate
from conflict prevention to reconciliation
and state-building has demonstrated the
OSCE’s ability to adjust to changing cir-
cumstances and the value of its long-term
operations.6 While there is research relat-
ed to the implementation of the OSCE
Mission’s evolving priorities and gener-
al engagement in North Macedonia in

the 2000s, as well as the OSCE’s role
in specific policy areas,7 little is known
about the success and sustainability of
the OSCE-supported reforms. There has
also been little explanation of the govern-
ment’s somewhat ambivalent attitudes to-
wards the OSCE and its field presence in
the country.

This paper examines the prospects for
North Macedonia’s engagement with the
OSCE: What are North Macedonia’s ex-
pectations of the OSCE? Where does the
OSCE stand in comparison to other in-
ternational organizations, and what are
the potential areas for cooperation? What
are the opportunities and challenges fac-
ing North Macedonia’s OSCE Chairper-
sonship? The paper is based on official
documents, media articles, reports, and
semi-structured interviews with represen-
tatives of North Macedonia’s institutions,
civil society, and the OSCE Mission to
Skopje. It also builds on the author’s em-
pirical observations during her work as a
foreign policy advisor, diplomat, and of-
ficial in North Macedonia’s government
(2013–2018).

North Macedonia’s interest in the OSCE

North Macedonia’s interest in the OSCE
is pragmatic in nature. This is largely be-
cause the country is still in the process of
elaborating its foreign policy and defin-
ing its priorities in bilateral relations and
multilateral fora.8 Although the OSCE
is still considered one of the most sig-
nificant international organizations for
North Macedonia (alongside the UN,
the World Trade Organization, and the
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Council of Europe), it does not have the
strategic importance of the EU and NA-
TO.9 Moreover, following North Macedo-
nia’s accession to NATO in March 2020,
there are signs that it would rather chan-
nel cooperation in security-related areas
through NATO structures and its allies,
scaling back cooperation with the OSCE.
Hence, the focus of the government’s en-
gagement with the OSCE has been grad-
ually shifting from the first (politico-mil-
itary) to the second (economic-environ-
mental) and third (human) dimensions,
and the OSCE has been relegated to a
secondary role compared to the EU and
NATO. Nonetheless, North Macedonia
sees the assumption of the OSCE Chair-
personship as a chance to enhance its in-
ternational image and manifest its institu-
tional capacities.

North Macedonia’s reform agenda is
determined by the EU accession process
and the need to align domestic legisla-
tion and standards with the EU acquis.
Given that both the EU and the OSCE
are involved in similar areas, such as the
judiciary, the media, good governance,
migration, border management, and hu-
man rights, the OSCE’s activities in the
country largely contribute to its EU inte-
gration. All of these areas are part of the
most important cluster of the EU’s new
enlargement policy.10 As North Macedo-
nia prepares for negotiations to join the
EU, it may well solicit the OSCE to pro-
vide further assistance to state institutions
in these areas.

At the same time, national authorities
sometimes raise the presence of the Mis-
sion to Skopje as a point of concern.
OSCE field operations, all of which are

located in South-Eastern and Eastern
Europe, the South Caucasus, and Cen-
tral Asia, are generally seen as “service
providers in situations of crisis, transition
and state building”.11 The government
views the fact that OSCE participating
States gave the country responsibility for
chairing the Organization in 2023 as
recognition that it is no longer a securi-
ty concern. The continued presence of a
field operation could harm its image as a
“success story”.

That being said, the Mission to Skop-
je’s longstanding experience and highly
developed understanding of local needs
and context have been instrumental to
launching and conducting much-needed
reform-related activities in North Mace-
donia, such as the introduction of mul-
ti-ethnic policing and court trial moni-
toring. In addition, the OSCE has shown
flexibility in responding to the ad hoc
needs of both state institutions and civil
society, including by supporting the par-
liament’s efforts to be more open and
closer to the constituencies, assisting in
the development of a legal framework
for youth organization and participation
in decision-making, and reaching out to
vulnerable groups at the outbreak of the
coronavirus pandemic. Discontinuing the
work of the field operation would likely
create significant gaps. Therefore, closing
the Mission is not on the government’s
agenda for the moment. However, it may
wish to direct discussions on its future
mandate towards prioritizing its role in
the country’s reform process over its crisis
prevention function.
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The OSCE as seen by civil society and the
public

The OSCE has a good reputation among
both the public administration and civil
society. The OSCE’s field presence is par-
ticularly significant for civil society, as it
is largely dependent on external donor as-
sistance for its activities and sees the Mis-
sion to Skopje as an important partner.
Its visibility among the general public is
more limited, however. This can partly
be ascribed to its “quiet diplomacy”12 ap-
proach to managing sensitive situations
and brokering between different stake-
holders. Unlike the EU’s approach, which
consists of a blend of off-the-record meet-
ings and public statements aimed at in-
fluencing public debate and providing di-
rection for political and policy decisions,
the OSCE usually works “behind the
scenes”, using its credibility and access
to high-level decision-makers to provide
advice and guidance. Hence, its actions
and methods, as well as the efficiency of
this approach, often remain outside the
public eye.

The one area in which the work of the
OSCE is clearly recognized by all stake-
holders in the country, including the gen-
eral public, is elections. North Macedonia
invites the OSCE’s Office for Democratic
Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR)
to monitor all election cycles and types.
The monitoring missions help to instil
trust that the electoral cycle will be man-
aged in line with international standards.
Their reports and recommendations are
usually accepted as a benchmark by both
ruling and opposition parties across eth-
nic groups and are fed directly into an-

nual progress reports for the European
Commission. In 2021 North Macedonia
engaged in a broad public debate on
changes to the electoral model. It could
benefit from ODIHR’s assistance in shap-
ing policy reform, promoting an inclu-
sive model that reflects democratic stan-
dards, and addressing certain shortcom-
ings of the power-sharing model estab-
lished with the OFA.

Finally, environmental issues offer
great potential for deeper cooperation be-
tween civil society and the OSCE. An
OSCE-supported Aarhus Centre in Skop-
je was established in 2019, but its visibili-
ty and impact remain limited.13 Because
North Macedonia is lagging behind in
its commitments regarding the UN’s Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs),14

and given the direct link between the
OSCE’s concept of comprehensive securi-
ty and sustainable development, activities
carried out by the Mission to Skopje in
support of the achievement of the SDGs
– SDG 16 on peace, justice, and strong in-
stitutions, but also SDG 4 on quality ed-
ucation, SDG 5 on gender equality, and
SDG 10 on reducing inequalities – are a
promising area of engagement.15

The 2023 OSCE Chairpersonship

North Macedonia’s motivation to apply
for the 2023 OSCE Chairpersonship was
driven by a desire to boost its internation-
al image, manifest the institutional capac-
ity expected of a NATO member and
aspiring EU member, and contribute to
the promotion of OSCE commitments.16

The government perceives the Chairper-
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sonship as an opportunity to present the
country as a role model in areas such
as handling inter-ethnic relations and re-
solving bilateral disputes (especially in
the Balkans and Eastern Europe). How-
ever, there are a number of persisting
problems in these areas that may com-
promise the appeal of the country’s ap-
proach to other participating States. First,
the OFA power-sharing model allows for
ethnic issues to be (ab)used as a bargain-
ing chip between political parties in their
fight for power. Second, the Prespa agree-
ment, signed with Greece in 2018, which
obliged the Republic of Macedonia to
change its constitutional name to North
Macedonia, did not bring the country
any closer to joining the EU, as the gov-
ernment had initially promised. Third,
Bulgaria has vetoed North Macedonia’s
plans to open EU accession negotiations
over issues related to the country’s na-
tional identity, despite the fact that the
two countries signed a treaty on good
neighbourly relations in 2017.

The OSCE Chairpersonship will be
North Macedonia’s biggest challenge in
multilateral diplomacy so far. State insti-
tutions will be required to mobilize sig-
nificant resources and establish inclusive
and efficient internal and external coor-
dination mechanisms. The country will
have to upscale its underdeveloped diplo-
matic network, especially in the South
Caucasus and Central Asia, and fill am-
bassadorial positions in a number of im-
portant capitals, including Washington
and Moscow. Moreover, despite recent
bilateral tensions, it will need to find a
way to engage with Russia if it wants to
be perceived as an “honest broker”.

Conclusions and recommendations

While the OSCE initially played an im-
portant role in conflict prevention and
reconciliation, following North Macedo-
nia’s stabilization and consolidation pro-
cess as a country its importance has
been decreasing compared to the EU and
NATO. The engagement of the OSCE,
especially through its Mission to Skopje,
contributes to North Macedonia’s EU ac-
cession and reform agenda and to the
achievement of the UN’s SDGs. With
that said, the synergetic potential of this
engagement is not sufficiently exploited,
the OSCE Mission to Skopje is some-
times stigmatized by state authorities,
and elections are the only area where the
OSCE’s efforts are clearly recognized by
the broader public. North Macedonia’s
2023 OSCE Chairpersonship could help
to increase the OSCE’s visibility in the
country, boost its international image,
promote the OSCE’s role in its democrat-
ic transformation, and build support for
its EU integration.

As Chair, North Macedonia could
highlight the country’s specific interests
in the OSCE and contribute to initiating
a “Group of Friends of the OSCE” to dis-
cuss a new Helsinki 2025 agenda. It could
use the annual procedure of extending
the mandate of the OSCE Mission to
Skopje as an opportunity to engage with
other participating States in an evaluation
of its achievements, organize a broad con-
sultation process to prepare the Mission’s
mandate for the forthcoming period, and
further enhance the OSCE’s role in the
country’s reform process.
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North Macedonia’s state institutions
and the European Commission could
benefit from the OSCE’s monitoring role
in areas other than elections (such as
freedom of the media, the protection of
national minorities, police reform, and
human rights) to inform the country’s
annual progress reports. In particular, the
OSCE’s expertise and the work of the
OSCE Mission to Skopje could be lever-
aged to make progress in EU accession
chapter 10, which concerns media-related
issues, as well as chapters 19 on social
policy, 23 on fundamental rights and the
judiciary, 24 on justice and domestic af-
fairs, and 27 on the environment.

In terms of specific policy areas, North
Macedonia’s electoral reform should in-
corporate OSCE/ODIHR recommenda-
tions more explicitly. The Aarhus Centre
Skopje should be given a more promi-
nent role in policy development and
monitoring. The OSCE Mission to Skop-
je should develop activities to assist in the
achievement of the SDGs.

Given that the countries of the West-
ern Balkans are becoming increasingly
integrated and interdependent, North
Macedonia’s Chairpersonship could con-
tribute not only to the country’s self-af-
firmation but also to the positive percep-
tion within the OSCE of the entire re-
gion. As these countries’ objectives relat-
ed to the EU integration process coincide
to a great extent with their OSCE com-
mitments, a proactive and well-thought-
out approach during North Macedonia’s
Chairpersonship could build support for
the process and counteract the “enlarge-
ment fatigue” of a number of EU mem-
ber states. Hence, when formulating its

priorities for the forthcoming Chairper-
sonship in 2023, North Macedonia’s gov-
ernment should coordinate with other
OSCE participating States in the West-
ern Balkans and use the Chairpersonship
to put forward common interests, foster
positive public opinion towards the re-
gion among EU member states, and make
headway on the stalled EU integration
process.

Domestically, the government should
consult and cooperate with civil soci-
ety when formulating priorities for its
OSCE Chairpersonship. As Chair, North
Macedonia should conduct activities to
increase the OSCE’s visibility and impor-
tance in the country (such as a public
campaign and events involving youth or
grass-roots organizations) and promote
the role of the OSCE in its democratic
transformation.
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