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Abstract

This contribution examines how participating States can better use the OSCE’s forum function.
Drawing on lessons from other international organizations and the historical evolution of
the CSCE/OSCE, the paper offers recommendations on how participating States can use this
function to de-escalate tensions and to prepare for the future. The focus is on how to dissuade
Russia from thinking that its goals can be achieved through violence while still incentivizing it

to stay engaged in the OSCE.
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Introduction

The all-out Russian invasion of Ukraine
in February 2022 has caused an existen-
tial crisis for the OSCE. The problem
is not only that the Organization lacks
the capacity to sanction Russia for violat-
ing core OSCE principles but also that
the war has exacerbated existing difficul-
ties, such as agreeing on the OSCE’s
budget. Commentators and practitioners
therefore wonder whether the Organiza-
tion can overcome such enormous pres-
sure and, if so, in what form. One fre-
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quently mentioned option is reducing
the OSCE to its forum function, which,
some observers hope, would facilitate
state co-operation and dialogue.! It is still
unclear whether the OSCE will develop
in this direction or whether it will be
able to maintain its other organizational
functions. Nevertheless, one thing seems
likely: if the Organization survives, its
forum function will become ever more
important as participating States seek to
cope with the situation in Ukraine.

This paper discusses the forum func-
tion of international organizations (IOs)
and offers recommendations on how
OSCE participating States can use it con-
structively. It first discusses the forum
function as encountered in other IOs. It
then takes a closer look at its evolution
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in the case of the CSCE/OSCE, observing
how it has changed along with geostrate-
gic shifts in Europe. The final section
makes recommendations on how partic-
ipating States can use the OSCE to dis-
suade Russia from thinking it can achieve
its goals through violence while simul-
taneously incentivizing it to remain en-
gaged in the Organization. It also recom-
mends using the OSCE’s forum function
for deeper engagement with the Western
Balkans, the South Caucasus, and Central
Asian countries in planning the future of
European security.

International organizations as forums

The forum function is the most basic
function of 10s. 1O forums serve as meet-
ing places for states to discuss their in-
terests and decide on matters of mutual
concern.? A defining characteristic of in-
ternational forums is their openness and
inclusiveness; each state is allowed to ex-
press its interests and preferences on a
given topic. Although decision-making
rules in forums vary across issue areas,
security IOs are more likely to decide by
consensus and unanimity.’> The result of
such decision-making is that decisions of-
ten reflect the lowest common denomina-
tor. As much as they are places for state
co-operation, forums can also be places
of fierce confrontation. Nevertheless, this
does not diminish their role as a multilat-
eral environment for de-escalation, social-
ization, and trust-building.

The forum function is a part of both
formal and informal 1Os. Informal IOs,
such as the G20 and BRICS, are effec-
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tively just forums. They do not have
headquarters or permanent bureaucracies
and are built on the non-committal en-
gagement of states. As for formal interna-
tional organizations, most of their state-
based bodies can be described as interna-
tional forums. However, since some of
these bodies have restrictive membership
and decision-making procedures, plenary
meetings (such as the UN General Assem-
bly) are usually seen as the primary site of
the organizational forum function.

States use forums to achieve specific
purposes. These purposes vary across 10s
and depend mainly on the problem area in
which the IO and its forum are active. An
economic forum will have a different pur-
pose than a public health forum. For secu-
rity organizations such as the OSCE, the
central purpose pursued by participating
States is peace. How states communicate
their preferences and interests within an
IO and the value they attribute to that IO
change over time. To understand how par-
ticipating States could use the OSCE fo-
rum constructively amid the war against
Ukraine, it is thus helpful to look to histo-

ry.

The changing purpose of the OSCE’s
forum function

The OSCE’s predecessor, the Conference
on Security and Co-operation in Europe
(CSCE), was a state forum par excellence. It
emerged against the background of the
Cold War; following the 1962 Cuban Mis-
sile Crisis, the United States and the USSR
agreed to open lines of communication to
ensure peace and stability. In the following
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decade, this shift opened the way to US-
Soviet détente: a general willingness to
pursue peace by relaxing tensions, includ-
ing through strategic arms limitations. At
the same time, through its Ostpolitik, West
Germany sought to normalize relations
with Eastern Europe, particularly with East
Germany. The CSCE’s Helsinki Final Act
resulted from the confluence of these
trends.*

The Act was not only the result of the
superpowers’ willingness to negotiate.
More important was their acceptance that,
at that historical moment, peace in Europe
could only be pursued through a recogni-
tion of the status quo rather than a stub-
born desire to change it. The Helsinki
Final Act was thus an expression of the
pursuit of so-called “plural peace”: peace
among states who recognize each other’s
normative differences and the geostrategic
reality such differences have created.’ The
Actwas considered a significant victory for
the Soviet Union as it allowed it to fulfill its
long-standing goal: the West’s recognition
of its postwar hegemony in Eastern Euro-
pe. On the other hand, the West could use
it to criticize the Eastern bloc for its human
rights violations. In this way, the partici-
pating States reached a modus vivendi,
which would keep the door open for future
changes.

Following the end of the Cold War,
the CSCE transformed into an interna-
tional organization, albeit one without
legal status. It was rapidly institutional-
ized, with its forum function transferred
to state-based bodies: the Permanent
Council, the Parliamentary Assembly, the
Ministerial Council, and the Summits.
However, the purpose of these forums
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changed substantially compared to the
Cold War years. Participating States no
longer used them to pursue plural peace.
Instead, they focused on building “liber-
al peace” peace based on the co-opera-
tion of states dedicated to liberal demo-
cratic values. In a succession of docu-
ments adopted in the early 1990s, they
thus established that human rights could
flourish only in pluralistic democracies,®
that only orders composed of democrat-
ic states can be truly peaceful,’” that hu-
man rights violations should be a matter
of legitimate concern to all participating
States,® and that such violations represent
root causes of conflict.” On this basis, the
OSCE established specialized bodies and
dispatched field operations to facilitate
and supervise democratization processes
across the former Eastern bloc.

This liberal peace phase of the OSCE
did not last long. Soon after NATO an-
nounced in 1994 that it expected and
would welcome expansion,'® the forum
bodies of the OSCE became arenas of
confrontation, with states using the Orga-
nization’s normative catalog as a resource
for justifying individual interests. The
West used them to continue to push
for the liberal vision of peace, insisting
that most violations in the OSCE area
were happening in the human dimen-
sion and that participating States had
the sovereign right to choose or change
their security arrangements, including
treaties and alliances. By contrast, Rus-
sia insisted that NATO’s expansion violat-
ed the politico-military dimension, par-
ticularly the principle of indivisible se-
curity. At the same time, it began to
object to the OSCE’s democracy-facilitat-
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ing bodies, portraying them as interfer-
ing in the internal affairs of states for
the sake of Western geostrategic goals.
Consequently, for nearly three decades,
the OSCE largely hobbled along as a con-
frontational forum, with its field opera-
tions, democracy-facilitating bodies, and
politico-military instruments frequently
falling short of their stated purpose.

This brief historical overview shows
that the CSCE/OSCE’s forum function
has constantly changed in response to
changes in European security. While it
was initially intended to establish peace
between blocs of states with different
regime types, its purpose then shifted to
building liberal democratic peace. It now
remains divided between these opposing
perspectives. Against this background,
this paper offers recommendations on
how the OSCE might be used as a forum
for keeping participating States engaged,
enabling them to de-escalate tensions and
to prepare for the future. These recom-
mendations consist of communicating
clear boundaries to Russia in the politico-
military dimension while making limited
concessions in the human dimension.

Discussion and recommendations
Normative messaging and signaling

In the short term, the OSCE forum func-
tion will likely stay on roughly the same
course it has been on for nearly three
decades. The participating States will con-
tinue to use the Organization and its prin-
ciples and commitments to point out each
other’s violations and offer justifications
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for their own actions. In other words, they
will continue to use the OSCE as a forum
for communicating the boundaries of
what they view as an acceptable security
architecture in Europe. In the context of
the war against Ukraine, however, West-
ern states have an opportunity to give new
meaning to this long-standing blame
game. Along with economic sanctions and
military aid to Ukraine, they could use the
OSCE to put Russia under additional pres-
sure by engaging in the practice of “nor-
mative deterrence”: thatis, they could send
Russia a clear and resolute message that
under no circumstances will they compro-
mise on OSCE principles. In particular, the
West could communicate to Russia that it
will not engage in negotiations on zones of
influence or discuss European security in
similarly retrograde terms, including if
Russia succeeds in keeping parts of

Ukraine under prolonged occupation.

In short, the OSCE could be used in
these new circumstances to continuously
remind Russia that the Decalogue’s princi-
ples, including the inviolability of fron-
tiers and the territorial integrity of states,
are firmly established and will not be sub-
ject to renegotiation. From this perspec-
tive, the principal goal of “normative de-
terrence” would be to discourage Russia
from believing it can achieve its aims
through violence and to prevent such be-
havior from becoming an accepted prece-
dent.

Keeping Russia engaged

In their pursuit of normative deterrence,
Western states should be careful not
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to marginalize Russia entirely. After all,
Russia’s sense of marginalization amid
the EU’s and NATO’s eastward enlarge-
ment may have played a role in its de-
cision to use violence against Ukraine.
Therefore, in addition to using the OSCE
to increase normative pressure on Russia
in the politico-military dimension, West-
ern states should look for ways to keep
the country engaged, in the hope that
such engagement will allow them to re-
build trust and de-escalate hostilities in
the years to come.

One way of doing so would be to
give Russia a sense that the OSCE’s liber-
al aspirations have diminished. The Rus-
sian leadership has long seen these aspira-
tions as a threat rather than a solution
to lasting peace in Europe. It has often
portrayed the work of OSCE institutions
dedicated to the values of democracy
and human rights as part of a Western
strategy for interfering in participating
States’ internal affairs, sometimes aimed
at regime change. Therefore, an OSCE
with a strong liberal purpose is likely to
attract more criticism than engagement
from the Putin administration.

Knowing this, Western states could
strategically tone down their rhetoric on
human rights and democracy for the time
being. This does not mean giving up on
liberal norms. Western states can contin-
ue to reaffirm their strong commitment
to human rights and democracy, thus
keeping them a vital part of the OSCE’s
normative repertoire. But they could also
recognize that such reaffirmation does
not have to go hand in hand with us-
ing these norms to blame and shame Rus-
sia and other authoritarian participating
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States, a practice that has often played
into their fear of regime change.

The advantage of this approach is that
it would not go so far as to recognize
Russia’s authoritarian regime as an equal
and legitimate interlocutor in European
security (a status that was granted to the
Soviet Union via the Helsinki process).
It would also not go so far as to intro-
duce a principle of inviolability of do-
mestic political orders, given that such
a move might embolden rather than dis-
courage Russia in the context of the war
in Ukraine.!! Yet it would still be an
important step in preventing Russia’s fur-
ther alienation, as it would relieve at least
some of its anxieties about the OSCE’s
being a Western tool for regime change.
This approach might allow participating
States to build a reserve of trust and to
use that trust to de-escalate hostilities and
seek co-operation in areas of mutual con-
cern.

Planning the future

In addition to deterring and engaging
Russia, Western states could also use the
OSCE’s forum function to prepare for
the future. This could be done by seek-
ing deeper engagement with participat-
ing States that are neither EU nor NATO
members. While most of these states
are connected to the two IOs through
various arrangements (such as accession
negotiations, the Eastern Partnership,
the Enhanced Partnership and Coopera-
tion Agreement, and the Partnership for
Peace), the OSCE remains the only mul-
tilateral security arrangement that brings
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them and the West under one roof. Most
of these states belong to the Western
Balkans, the South Caucasus, and Cen-
tral Asia—regions that have traditional-
ly been vulnerable to Russian influence.
Due to energy and other dependencies,
some of them have been reluctant to
condemn Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.
Loosening security ties with these regions
might bring them under more significant
Russian influence, inflame their long-
standing conflicts, or boost their author-
itarian tendencies. Western states should
therefore use the OSCE’s forum function
to deepen security relations with these re-
gions and, aware of all current and future
difficulties, invite them to jointly shape
European security.
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