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Russia Challenges US Policy Again
  
Anders Åslund says the Russian economy is faltering, but the United States seeks to set aside human rights and deal 
with Putin on nuclear arms this year.
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Steve Weisman:	 Relations between the United States and Russia are going through another rough patch 
over human rights. Yet President Obama plans to meet with President Vladimir Putin twice 
later this year – first at the G8 Summit and then at the G20 Summit in St. Petersburg. 
Here to discuss the situation is Anders Aslund of the Peterson Institute for International 
Economics with me, Steve Weisman. 

	 Anders, there was a nasty exchange over the designation of alleged human rights violators 
by the United States and then Russia and of course now there’s this Chechen complication 
because of the Boston bombings. First, let me ask you about the human rights exchange 
which began with Magnitsky legislation. How serious do you take that exchange?

Anders Aslund:	 I think that it was actually softer than we could have expected. First of all, Russia reacted 
in a totally reciprocal symmetric fashion and not in asymmetric fashion, as they have done 
recently, where all of these laws against adoption and against NGOs. So this was more 
back to normal. Also, Russia in this case did not try to dramatize it but dealt with it as if it 
would have been an ordinary expansion of diplomats.

Steve Weisman:	 What is the Obama administration trying to get out of Russia right now?

Anders Aslund:	 Clearly the administration is very interested in some disarmament agreement with regard to 
strategic nuclear arms. Others say this is really so important, these nuclear arms are being 
kept on both sides for cost reasons. So this is happening in any case.

Steve Weisman:	 Is the danger that human rights matters are being downplayed as a result?

Anders Aslund:	 We clearly are. We have the National Security Advisor, Tom Donilon, coming to Moscow 
on Monday after the State Department had announced that Magnitsky list on Friday. It 
looked very much as if the national security advisor was sent to Moscow in order to say, 
well, we don’t really take this as serious. This is obviously how it was perceived in Russia as 
one could see from relevant Russian official statements.

Steve Weisman:	 But there are others in the administration, in the State Department that care more about 
human rights. Is there some disagreement internally in the Obama administration?

Anders Aslund:	 Clearly there’s a big disagreement. You have on the one hand the people who think of 
disarmament, the realists. On the other hand, you have the democracy promoters, people who 
care about human values. It’s the same that we have seen with regard to the Arab Spring where 
there was a sharp division within the administration over Libya whether to assist or not.

	 In that case, it was the democratizers, the people of values who won. In the case of Russia 
now, it seems to be the realist who have got the upper hand.



2

Steve Weisman:	 They’re splitting the difference but maybe the realists have the upper hand in Syria.

Anders Aslund:	 Yes. You can also say that it’s much more difficult to know of what to do in Syria than it 
was in Libya.

Steve Weisman:	 Coming back to Russia, my impression is that the realist-in-chief is President Obama who 
places a personal high priority on nuclear nonproliferation.

Anders Aslund:	 I think that you’re right in stating that.

Steve Weisman:	 What is the latest on the Russian economy? The Russian economics team has been in 
Washington for the big World Bank IMF meetings this week. 

Anders Aslund:	 We have seen in the last two quarters that economic growth has quickly dwindled and 
Russia’s GDP grow by 3.4 percent last year. The current new downgraded forecast for this 
year is 2.4 percent.

Steve Weisman:	 What’s going on? 

Anders Aslund:	 The growth in the first quarter was only 1 percent. What is happening is that there’s kind 
of stalemating the economy. Corporate governance is deteriorating very fast as the big state 
corporations are crowding out other big private companies and the big private companies 
are quickly buying up the small companies.

	 You get less competition, you get a more corrupt system, and at the same time, we’re now 
seeing the oil prices leveling off.

Steve Weisman:	 I was about to say, isn’t that a factor -- energy prices?

Anders Aslund:	 It’s an additional factor but we’re seeing the decline coming before the oil prices started falling.

Steve Weisman:	 I’d like to close by bringing in these bombings in Boston. We don’t want to speculate but 
one suspect is dead, the other is still wanted. They both seem to be Chechen nationals. The 
circumstances of their fleeing to the United States are unclear but maybe they were rebels 
there and they were seeking amnesty here.

	 Russia, as I understand it from you, is taking a huge interest in this tragedy according to 
the news reports you’re looking at. 

Anders Aslund:	 Indeed, President Putin came out early, as the Russians always do at presenting condolences 
for the catastrophe, but this will be music to President Putin’s ears. Here he will tell the 
Americans, you see how dangerous these Chechen terrorists are. Now you have them 
on your own grounds. So you see that I was right in what I did in Chechnya and North 
Caucasus. He will really enjoy this and this will give him a real feeling of strength.

Steve Weisman:	 But of course, you could argue that his crackdown on them is what caused them to flee to 
the United States and make this trouble.

Anders Aslund:	 Indeed, but he will not argue like that.

Steve Weisman:	 It’s a terrible event. But thanks for your comments.


