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Talk Won't Hel

By Walter Russell Mead

CC Y ts déja vu all over again,” as Yogi Berra
I might have said aboul current conditions
in Russia, Another democralic leader in
Russia is on (he ropes, and the United States is
rushing Lo his aid with Loo lillle, toe late.

When il comes 1o Russia, Washington still
doesn't gel it: On Friday, a coalition of commu-
nists, [ascists and opportunists stripped the first
democratically elected Ieader in Russian history of
the lasi tags of puwer. All last week Washinglon

was openiug the rhetorical spipots lo support
cmbattled President Boris Yeltsin /As [ormer
reside tehar T orces wilh Presi-

dent Clinton in an unusual meeting of the minds,
the Washinglon cstab- -

lishment rallied to stand |
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Russia

ment, Just ask the Bosnians.

The biggest question hanging over the Clinton
presidency is whether this president can get ahead
of events in Russia instead of struggling lamely in
their wake. :

It won't be easy. The Second Russian Revolu-
tion is still in its early slages, The old Communist *
miachine is still breaking down; this is an ugly and
painful process that neither Yeltsin nor the Rus-
sian parliament can control, The Russian statc is
disintegraling as regions go theic own way without
regard to decrees (rom the faltering center. The
new lorcos remaking Russia from the ground up
— the businessmen and local leaders — arc not
yel sepresented at the nalional level. We do nol
yet know where ihe

by its man. Yelisin, they '
said, mutst survive al all
costs, “1{ our puy doesiil,
it isn a coup,” was the
general Washinglon line
as Yclisin and the Rus-
sian parliament ap-
roached high noon. '
~Sirobe TS T
ton's coordinator (or
Russian policy, hasyct lo «
be swotn i, bul with 62

The biggest question
. hanging over the Clinton
presidency is whether this
president éan get ahead of
events in Russia.

Russian military stands,
or whether the soldiers
will obey their oflicers in
the event ol a coup.
Chaotic siluations
like Lhese are the ullj-
mate lest of slalesman-
ship. Washingion should
not, and cannol, pul all
its epgs in one basket,
Governments and jead-
ers come and go, Russia

percent of the American
public opposcd (o increased aid Lo Russia, Clinton
and Talbott have a tough row Lo hoe. The dilfcr-
etice Lietween Weslern proposals Lo aid Russia
and the amount of money Russia needs would be
comic if the conscquences were less prave,

We have (o go back 60 years Lo find the Wesl
acting this stupidly: lo the altcomath of World War

1, when Western governments twined deal cars lo

pleas by German democrats for hielp in rebuilding
their shattered economy. Instead the West sad-
dled them with crippling debts, and enforced a

peace that lelt millions of Germans stranded as -

¢thnic minorities in newly independent, anti-Ger-
man states, Sound lamiliar?

It should: Thisis preciscly the policy mix with
which the Wesl has greeted Russia’s democratic
{orces. Both Mikhail Gorbachey and Yeltsin
looked West [or help; both menlearned too late
Ihat help would never come,

In Gesmany, the democrats were defeated by
conservitlive nationalist forces nostalgic for the
old regime, The conservalives biiclly stabilized
the German situation, bul worsening economic

condilions combined with widespread billerness |

against the West 1o bring Adol{ Hitler to power,

"~ Eventhat wasnt the end of Westcin stupidity.
When democerats ran Genmany, the West insisted
on debl repayment and refused to compromisc on
Germany'’s boundaries. When demociats asked
politely, the West was harsh, but when Hitler
threatened, the Wesl appeased, Cancel your
debts? Break disarmament treaties? Move into
Crechoslovakia? No problem,

Surcly, we like to think, we lemned something
(rom ail that, Wrong. We ate turning deaf cars 1o
pleas tom eastern democrats whilg appeasing
easlern aggressors — like the Serbs. Let Yeltsin
fall, and let the mixed bag of paslinmentary fig-
ures now moving Lo cenler stage in Moscow yicld
Lo someone really tewible, and we are all loo like-
Iy lo sce another round of dithering and appease-

remains; and it is Russia,
nol Yeltsin or anyonc
¢lse, that must be the object of our policy,

Mcanwhile, there is an odd gap between the
desperate sense of crisis Washinglon feels over
Russia and the minuscule levels of aid that the
administration and Congiess are prepared Lo pro-
vide. “A new Marshall Planl” goes the cry — but
this time il has lo be done on the cheap. -

‘That won't work. Russia nceds more than the
United States and the whole Western world com-
bined can afford to hand out. ]

Paradoxically, Russia is rich. 1ts oil and gold
deposits, its forests and its farmlands represent
one of the Earth’s greatest storchouses of natural
wealth, The starling poinl lor our Russia policy
must be this: lo enable Russia to use its long-lerm
wealth Lo make the short-term investments andg
adjustments thal can give the Russian econoniy a
fighting chance. -

This wouldn’t be foreign aid. Western govern-
ments acling through international institutions
like the World Bank could provide Russia with
hundreds of billions of dollars based en its nalural
resources, and the assets could then be sold ofl to
privale corporations in order to service the loans,
The Clinton administration necds 1o think big,
The American people oppose a huge forcign-aid
giveaway to Russiz, but they understand the
urgent need lo keep Russia stable. I the adminis-
trilion gels a massive program of resource-
backed lending under way - a kind of Lend-
Lease for modern times — then it can put a Nour
uiler Russias descent into chgos. Nothing could
be morc important; Russia’s problems are grow-
ing daily more urgent and more dangerous, Thisis
not a sideshow for the Clinton presidency; foreign

policy is moving into the conter ring — where is it
likely to stay. . .

Walter Russell Mead is the author of “Mostal
Splendor: The American Empire in Transition,”
The article was written for the Los Angeles ‘fimes.
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