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	Frog-In-The-Well
Introduction

	 

	 

	I


	n 1980, I came to the United States, and discovered paradise.

	I was born in the 1960s, in Saigon (the capital of South Vietnam), in the middle of the war. The Americans called this war the Vietnam War. The victorious North Vietnamese called it the American war. The South Vietnamese, before losing the war, called it the civil war or the anti-communist war. After losing the war, we called it whatever the North Vietnamese wanted us to call—losers do not choose.

	1975 was the year the South Vietnamese lost the war. The next four years were the worst years of my life, and looking back, some of the best years. Just by going through the motions, I got a free education on socialism and communism. The arrangement was very simple. Whatever you had, physically and emotionally, even your thoughts, belonged to you but also to society. Whatever belonged to society would be managed by the state — this was socialism. And whatever the state managed would be led by the party — this was communism. But if you concluded that whatever you had ended up belonging to the party, and you had nothing, they put you into a re-education camp. If I were to spend the rest of my life reading books on socialism and communism, I would not gain better knowledge than from those four years.

	My father was a pharmacist in the South Vietnamese health ministry. In 1975, as Saigon fell and the North Vietnamese soldiers came marching in, my father had just been promoted to his superior’s position a few weeks earlier. My father might deserve the position, but the reason for the promotion was that his superior had deserted his post and fled the country. My father never wanted to escape — he said something like, “North or South, we are all Vietnamese; let’s rebuild the country together”. They sent him to re-education camps instead. He was let out after a few months because they needed him back at the health facility. But somehow, during those months of unrelenting re-education, my father had changed his thinking about “all Vietnamese rebuilding the country together” into a simpler thought — “let’s get out of here”. 

	1979 was the year my father, mother, elder brother, little sister, and I escaped communist Vietnam. My mother had converted all our assets into the gold needed for the escape. She discovered that the communist cadres that had exhorted young patriotic North Vietnamese soldiers and ingenuous South Vietnamese insurgents to die for the reunification cause, were now happy to take the gold for themselves (and their superiors) to compensate for their own years of combat hardship.

	We were the boat people. The five of us were among over a million Vietnamese (from the defeated South and amazingly from the victorious North, too) who risked their lives on flimsy wooden fishing boats, packed in all decks, to create the largest mass exodus by sea in modern times. Hundreds of thousands died. Your life was in a roll of dice. My best friend’s family rolled the wrong number. In a refugee camp later, I learned that his boat had sunk in a tempest of the South East Asia Sea. I still sometimes see him in my dreams.

	If the leftist intelligentsia of Europe, the anti-war activists of the U.S., and the Ho Chi Minh lovers of the world, were to ask us why did we escape a country that was now re-united and free of American dominion, we would say that we did not escape Vietnam—the blood circulating in our bodies was always Vietnamese. We escaped socialism and communism, the alien parasites that took over the soul of Vietnam. You would try to escape, too, if you ever lived in one instead of reading and dreaming about the beautiful promises of a socialist and communist utopia in the comfort of a liberal armchair.

	We stayed in a Malaysian refugee camp for one year; in 1980, we came to Chicago. This was when I discovered paradise. This was not a paradise of riches: We landed at O’Hare airport in winter with no money in our pockets, and the pockets were attached to donated clothing from the UN Refugee Agency. This was not a paradise of materialism. Yes, everything here was bigger, brighter, better, more beautiful, more abundant than what we left behind, but we would get used to it. The paradise I kept feeling every day was the paradise of the mind. Some called it freedom. For me, it was simply that my thoughts belonged to me and were not assigned to or by an omnipotent state or party.

	I am a man of lots of thoughts and ideas. I cannot help it — ideas keep flowing in and out of my mind. I founded a startup company because of an idea I would like to see realized. I got a Ph.D. in computer sciences on an idea of writing programs in parallel in a different way. Sometimes, I selected some of my “best” ideas and described them to my wife during dinner time. She listened approvingly and invariably said, “This was a very nice idea, dear. Now, what do you want for dessert?”

	One day, she had an idea about my ideas. “Why don’t you write a book, dear?” This book is therefore dedicated to my pragmatic wife. And, of course, she is also beautiful.

	I started writing during the long sleepless nights when the pain from the bilateral knee replacement surgeries kept me awake — the years I played judo and table tennis (both badly) finally caught up. Like my long-serving knees going bad, the ideas exposed in this book had been building from decades of wandering thoughts. I just didn’t know what to do with them ... until my wife’s suggestion.

	This book is about ideas for resolving some of the world’s intractable conflicts. I am a weathered software engineer, a rainbow-chasing entrepreneur, and a closet poet. I don’t have any first-hand knowledge of these conflicts. All the knowledge I get is from reading books, magazines, and articles in newspapers and on the Internet. How does a neophyte like me have novel solutions to issues that have stumbled experts for years? My answer is simply: “Do you know the fable about the hummingbirds and the chicken in the garden of Eden?”

	Well, I don’t know it either. But I hope the question intrigues you enough to hold on reading instead of derisively throwing this book into a recycling bin. Since I have kept your attention, let’s go down the list of conflicts:

	- The Russo-Ukrainian Conflict

	- The Kashmir Indo-Pakistani Conflict

	- The Israeli-Palestinian conflict

	- The North Korea Nuclear Conflict

	I started writing a few chapters about those conflicts, expecting they would be good for one book. Then one thing after another, more chapters begged to get off my mind. In the end, I had to arrange them into individual books to keep the reading of each conflict manageable. This common prologue and epilogue are for all the books in the series.

	I chose the title “Frog in the Well” for the series. Being “a frog sitting in the bottom of a well” is a Vietnamese idiom to denote a person who knows nothing besides his small little world but keeps croaking loudly.

	Several years ago, after I told a coworker about my saga from Vietnam to the U.S., he suggested I write an autobiographical book. Such a book could be interesting, except that my life story would be one among those of the other million boat people refugees, some with a more harrowing escape or a more celebratory success in the U.S. Instead of a separate book, I bookend each book in this series with some incidental personal stories.

	Back to the ‘The Hummingbirds and the Chicken’ fable, I am obviously the pondering chicken that assiduously pecks each chapter. I invite you to be the curious hummingbird and fly nimbly through the chapters.

	Chicken and hummingbirds, let’s make the journey to Eden! And what is Eden? It is peace on earth. We, together, can see how it could happen.
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	Preface

	 

	 

	T


	 his main edition has two parts. I wrote Part I for a peace plan for the 2014-2022 Crimea Conflict, which occurred after the Russian takeover of the Crimean Peninsula and before the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine. I followed up with Part II about a peace plan to end the ensuing Russo-Ukrainian War. I wrote the two parts at different times, and you will find the topics discussed, the reasoning, and even the tones of the texts differing between them.

	The two parts are self-contained. You can start with either. If you are impatient to see how the Ukrainians and Russians could end the present intractable war with satisfaction for both, please start with Part II; afterward, you can cycle back to Part I for some backstory. If you like to take the slow road to discovery, you can start with Part I and follow the progression of the conflict toward Part II.

	The peace plans presented in the two parts have some similarities and many things particular. I differentiate them by their names: the CUTTR Plan for Part I and the CURD Plan for Part II.

	I started to write about the CUTTR Plan for the Crimea Conflict in the fall of 2020. Of course, there was the Donbas Conflict in mainland Ukraine, so I combined the two. At that time, I worked morning full-time at a bank in downtown Chicago and at my bootstrapped startup company in the evenings, weekends, and holidays. I squeezed in some writing whenever I could (usually not!). By then, the fighting in the Donbas had died down, with ceasefires coming and going, and it was more of a stalemate. Several years of static front lines in Crimea and the Donbas region lulled me into believing tomorrow would be the same as yesterday: I was not too concerned about delaying the finished draft a little longer.

	Even when Russia amassed vast forces in the North, East, and South of Ukraine, I was not overly concerned. The U.S. had been sending alarmist notes almost daily to the world. The Russian leader in the Kremlin would withdraw shortly and make the elected U.S. president look like a fool crying wolf. On February 24, 2022, the Kremlin leader proved doubters wrong and invaded Ukraine: The wolf had shown up.

	I wrote the original CUTTR Plan for a low-intensity conflict, not when humongous amounts of bullets were flying. I had to go back to the drawing board and make adjustments. With conditions in Ukraine continuously changing, some adjustments became dead ends. Even the most promising adjustments required additional research and supportive facts. Fortunately, by this time, I had been terminated by the Chicago bank — they did not need an old software programmer like me. (I did not think about suing for ageism because I was ecstatic to be terminated.) I could now divide my waking time only between working on my startup company and writing the Frog-In-The-Well books.

	What came out of the writing for the Russo-Ukrainian War was the CURD Plan. Since I stopped maintaining an online social presence about fifteen years ago, I had to rebuild an audience. I wrote a summary of the CURD Plan, taking the same premise as the CUTTR Plan but adding arguments relevant to the war, and sent it via email or form-submission to published authors that wrote about Ukraine, journalists that reported on the Russo-Ukrainian War, newspapers that accepted letters to the editor, online sites that had a world news section, bloggers who talked about the war, and then to consulates in Chicago and embassies of involved countries. I even sent a summary to the CIA, the State Department, and the White House. After thirty or so attempts, I received only a single “thank you” (but no thanks) note from a journalist. I had hoped somebody of authority or influence would pick up and disseminate the plan’s idea. Perhaps then, the warring parties would be aware of the plan, sit down, and talk about ending the war. I gave up that hope. I was just one of the thousands of concerned people who submitted half-baked ideas about ending the war.

	Instead, I concentrated on fleshing out the details of the CURD Plan. Part II of this book was the result of this pivoted effort. The bad thing about writing a book is that it takes so long, while death and destruction rain down every day in Ukraine. The good thing about a book is that I have the time to sharpen my rough ideas and cement my loose points. In any case, I do not have a choice.

	As noted in the Frog-In-The-Well Introduction, I bookend Part I and Part II with the stories of my life. These stories somehow relate to the Russo-Ukrainian narratives. I hope you enjoy them.

	 


PART I
THE CUTTR PLAN

	[image: A black background with a black square
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	As mentioned in the Preface, Part I of this book is about the CUTTR Plan — the peace plan for the Crimea Conflict, which spans between the Russian takeover of the Crimean Peninsula in February 2014 and the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. Part I was written before the invasion, so some mentioned topics may have become irrelevant, and the offered solutions out of place for the present time of war.
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	Chapter 1:

	 

	
MY STORY




	





	I


	 hated the Russians.

	I grew up in South Vietnam during the Vietnam War (which we called the civil war, the anti-communist war, or just simply the War). The 1954 Geneva Conference divided Vietnam into two provisional states: the communist North and the nationalist South. By 1966, the North had sent its regular army, battle-tested in the First Indochina War against the French, to join the Southern insurgents (the Viet Cong or VCs) to fight the South Vietnamese government backed by the U.S. and other free-world allies. The North was supported by communist China and the Soviet Union. Although the Soviet Union was an amalgam of many republics of different ethnic groups — some of them Asian looking, we Vietnamese just called them all “Russians”. Thus, I hated the Russians. 

	In 1966, an international movie sensation came to South Vietnam. I still remember my parents bringing my brother and me to the coolest movie theater in Saigon (the South Vietnamese capital) to see that movie. The Rex Cinema was cool because it had air conditioning, which was very rare in Vietnam at that time, and also because it had vendors walking up and down the aisles selling Eskimo ice cream bars. In all the years I grew up in Vietnam, I remember eating Eskimo ice cream bars about four or five times — they were quite expensive and were more like parents’ expressions of love to their children. I did not remember seeing my parents ever buying Eskimo ice cream for themselves. For my Eskimo ice cream bar, I sucked the wooden stick until there was only the bare wood, then sucked some more. The wooden stick was never thrown out; it was brought home as a reminder of a small good time. The movie sensation was “Doctor Zhivago”.

	I remembered the haunting music score. I remembered the snow — I had never seen so much snow since, of course, it had never snowed in tropical South Vietnam. I remembered the gripping fear from the on-screen tension whenever there were people wearing or holding something red — a red star, a red armband, a red banner. Because they scared me, I hated the Russians because they always seemed to wear something with a communist red.

	When I grew up some more, a few years later, I got to read Boris Pasternak’s Russian novel, which was the source of the movie, translated into French. I borrowed the book at the Alliance Française de Saigon, the refuge of the teenager me. You have to read the book yourself to appreciate why its author was nominated for the 1958 Nobel Prize for Literature. (Mr. Pasternak, living in the Soviet Union, was forced to refuse the prize.) Reading the book, I got to know different kinds of Russians: there were Russians who wrote poems, and there were Russians who persecuted the poets. I had started writing poems at that time, so I liked the poets and hated their persecutors.

	By the summer of 1966, American troops had been deployed in Vietnam for over a year. From that first year until the last troop left eight years later, the Americans brought along books, magazines, movies, and TV shows — all of which invariably depicted Americans as the good guys and the Russians as the bad guys. I hated the bad guy Russians some more.

	1973 saw the last American troops pulled out, and two years later, in 1975, the South Vietnamese government collapsed. The North Vietnamese marched in and imposed its socialist arts, literature, and media onto the defeated South. And just like that, the Americans became the bad guys overnight, and the Russians were now the good guys. One particular TV series about the “good Russians” still impresses me to this day. It was run, rerun, and then run some more for many months. The show was called “How the Steel Was Tempered” (in Vietnamese, “Thép Đã Tôi Thế Đấy”), based on the book of the same name by the Ukrainian writer Nikolai Ostrovsky. 

	During the Soviet heyday, this fictionalized autobiographical novel about a young hero whose sole humanity revolved around serving the socialist ideal and the communist party during the Russian Civil War (1918-1921) was a required read for all communists in the world and elevated Ostrovsky to be one of the most influential socialist realistic writers of the period. This TV show and many World War II movies, where Russians made great sacrifices to win the war over the fascists, did not make me like the Russians — they were still the facilitators for the North Vietnamese victory. But I had to admire their dedication to their cause while suspecting that some of that was simply propaganda.

	During those years living under communism, I saw lots of Russians on TV and in the movies, but none in real life. Unlike the Americans who seemed to own Saigon when they were in the country, the Russians were very circumspect. Communists tend to party behind closed doors. 

	In 1980, my hatred of the Russians started to change. That was the year my family started our new life in the U.S. Then 2014 came.
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	Chapter 2:

	THE CONFLICT
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	I


	n late February 2014, the “Little Green Men” appeared from nowhere and blockaded the main airport, the parliament, and military bases in Crimea, Ukraine. The campaign to invade and annex the peninsula by the Russian Federation had begun.

	 

	CRIMEA — THE TERRITORY

	 

	 

	W


	hat about the Crimean Peninsula that Russia wanted so much?

	Geographic Crimea

	To reach the Crimean Peninsula from New York by sea, one crosses the Atlantic Ocean, enters the Mediterranean Sea at the Strait of Gibraltar, which separates Europe and Africa, passes Spain, France, Italy, and Greece, sails up north on the Aegean Sea between Greece and Türkiye, navigates through the Bosporus Strait, which separates Europe and Asia, and arrives at the Black Sea. On the northern coast, protruding out to the Black Sea like an open-mouthed fish, is the Crimean Peninsula.
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	The Crimean Peninsula swimming in the Black Sea

	 

	The peninsula, which covers about 10,000 sq mi, is almost an island with only a 3-to-4-mi-wide strip of land (the Isthmus of Perekop) connecting it to the Ukraine mainland. The eastern tip of the peninsula looks at the Russian Taman Peninsula over a 2-to-8-mi-wide body of water called the Kerch Strait. Going up this strait, one leaves the Black Sea and enters the Sea of Azov, shared between Ukraine (in the northwest) and Russia (in the southeast).

	Due to the Isthmus of Perekop, the Crimean Peninsula is geographically attached to Ukraine. However, the narrow width of the Kerch Strait invites the building of a bridge as a man-made connection to Russia.

	Strategic Crimea

	The old Soviet Union’s Black Sea Fleet was headquartered in Sevastopol, on the western side of the southern tip of the Crimean Peninsula that jutted out to the Black Sea. The Soviet Union was an amalgam of fifteen republics, including the Russian Soviet Republic and the Ukrainian Soviet Republic. When the Soviet Union dissolved in 1991, most of the fleet went to Russia and some to Ukraine. The Sevastopol Naval Base, being part of Ukraine, was temporarily lost to the new Russian Navy; Russia ended up leasing part of the base from Ukraine for its reconstituted Black Sea Fleet.

	 

	[image: Image]

	Sevastopol on the southwestern end of Crimea

	 

	The Crimean Peninsula is strategic to both Russia and Ukraine. While Russia has other Black Sea naval bases on its mainland coastline, they are not as developed as Sevastopol and are on the eastern side of the Black Sea, farther away from the Bosporus Strait exit to the Mediterranean Sea. As for Ukraine, there are two strategic reasons. First, its other Black Sea naval base, Odesa, is farther away up North; and secondly, its vessels from its ports on the Sea of Azov need to pass through the Kerch Strait with Crimea on one side and Russia on the other.

	Historic Crimea

	In 1783, the Russian Empire under Catherine the Great conquered Crimea, nominally under the influence of the Ottoman Empire, and ruled it for 134 years until the Russian Revolution of 1917, which eventually established the Soviet Union. The Russian Soviet republic inherited Crimea in 1921 and administered it for another 33 years. In 1954, the Soviet Union leader at that time, under a murky reason, gave the Ukrainian Soviet republic an unexpected gift: the Crimean Peninsula. Since both Soviet republics were part of the Soviet Union, this internal transfer was done at a stroke of a pen by the Soviet Supreme Council. Over a million ethnic Russians living in the peninsula suddenly became Ukrainian on paper. They resented it ever since.

	In 1991, the Soviet Union broke up. The Russian Soviet republic became Russia, and the Ukrainian Soviet republic, Ukraine — two separate and independent countries. Russia would like to get the Crimean Peninsula back. No way, said Ukraine. The rest of the world agreed with Ukraine’s legal position.

	In 1994, the three nuclear powers (Russia, the United Kingdom, and the U.S.) negotiated the Budapest Memorandum on Security Assurances with three post-Soviet countries that still harbored the old Soviet nuclear weapons. Ukraine was one of the latter three with the world’s third-largest stockpile of these weapons of mass destruction. As a condition to abandon its nuclear arsenal, Ukraine got a security assurance regarding its territorial integrity, including its possession of Crimea. All parties signed the Memorandum, Russia included.

	 


CRIMEA — THE ANNEXATION

	 

	 

	T


	reaty or no treaty, Russia wanted Crimea back. The majority of the population in Crimea was of Russian descent and wanted Crimea to rejoin Russia. Both waited for a spark to make the move. In 2014, the Ukrainians provided the spark.

	The Euromaidan Revolution

	Ukraine is a country in straddle. On its eastern border is Russia, with a huge energy economy; on its western side is the European Union (EU), with a huge economy on everything else. Since gaining independence from the Soviet Union, Ukraine sought to move closer to the EU while retaining its relationship with Russia. In 2014, the Ukrainian government had been negotiating an association agreement with the EU for over two years but then dragged its feet on signing. This reluctance and the prevalent corruption up and down the ranks of the government got the majority of the Ukrainians who lived on the western side of the country fed up. Once fed up, they rose.

	The pro-EU demonstrators started peacefully. The street police dispersed them. The demonstrations got bigger. The riot police got involved. Violence erupted. The Ukrainian Security Services took charge, and the demonstrations got even bigger. The Ukrainian Security Services then asked their Russian counterpart for help. Since the Russians did not care much about the Ukrainians, close to 2,000 demonstrators got injured, and over a hundred died. The Ukrainian police became ambivalent about the crackdown. On February 21, 2014, the security detail that guarded the presidential palace and other governmental institutions suddenly disappeared. With the demonstrators at the gates, the denuded President of Ukraine fled the country to Russia. His government had crumbled.

	Waves of delirious Ukrainians poured down to the Independence Square (Maidan Nezalezhnosti or simply Maidan the “square”) in the center of Kyiv, the capital of Ukraine, to join the protestors who had occupied the square all day and night since December 2013. The Euromaidan Revolution had succeeded against all odds.

	The Little Green Men

	The mood in the Crimean Peninsula was jubilant and somber.

	In Simferopol, the capital city of Crimea, a pro-Euromaidan rally was blanketed with Ukrainian, Tatar, and European Union flags. Fifty miles to the South, in Sevastopol, where the Russian Black Sea Fleet was based, tens of thousands protested the new “Euromaidan” government and waved the Russian flags. Clashes started between the pro-Euromaidan and pro-Russian supporters throughout Crimea. Five days later, the “little green men” appeared.

	These soldiers, carrying modern Russian military weapons, wore masks and donned unmarked green army uniforms without insignia. They occupied the Crimean parliament house, blockaded the international airport, and surrounded the Ukrainian military facilities (which eventually surrendered peacefully). Russia denied that these soldiers were Russians. Two months later, seeing no military reprisals from the U.S. or other signatories of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum, the Russian government proudly announced that its military forces did indeed come to help “liberate” Crimea. The “little green men” happened to be Russian Special Forces.

	A pro-Russian government self-installed in Crimea and quickly called up a referendum about the peninsula’s future political status. A preoccupied Ukraine strongly objected, and the EU and U.S. declared the referendum illegitimate. It went on anyway, under the watch of the Russian soldiers, with only two options that would result in Crimea’s independence — the question of keeping the relationship with Ukraine was not offered. With 70% of the population being ethnic Russians, the outcome would not be in doubt. However, the pro-Russian Crimean government still felt compelled to stuff the ballot to make it a 90% landslide. (Follow-up polls by independent organizations concurred with this outcome, but not the too-optimistic numbers.) The Crimean government then declared independence from Ukraine and then turned around and requested to join the Russian Federation. The next day, on March 18, 2014, Russia formally agreed to annex Crimea. 

	The “lost child” territory has returned to its motherland.

	Donbas in Flames

	Although successful, the “little green men” invasion was inherently risky. While Ukraine did not have a first-class military, it was still dangerous. What would happen if Ukrainian tanks rolled down the Isthmus of Perekop and joined the embattled Ukrainian navy in Sevastopol and half of its army garrisons throughout Crimea (the other half had defected to the Russian side)? To prevent the lightly armed little green men from being defeated, Russia would have to intervene with its regular army. There would be a protracted war, one that could strengthen the spine of the U.S. president of that time — the one that drew red lines in the sand in Syria and let them cross with impunity — to send the Mediterranean Sixth Fleet up to the Black Sea. The Russians needed a diversion maneuver, fast. Again, they found it in the Ukrainians.

	The Donbas region lies in eastern mainland Ukraine and borders Russia. Close to 60% of its population are ethnic Ukrainian, and 40% are of Russian descent; however, this is a Russophone region with almost everyone speaking Russian, the majority as their mother tongue. After the Euromaidan Revolution, the new Kyiv government passed laws that denigrated anything Russian, including the imposition of the Ukrainian language on Donbas. Pro-Russian demonstrations erupted. After the annexation of Crimea, these protests suddenly escalated into armed conflicts. Openly, Russia only talked about its anodyne support of the self-determination of the Russian-speaking ethnic population of Donbas. Behind the scenes, they walked in with modern military hardware and “volunteers” from its armed forces to enable the separatists to widen the insurgency into a full-blown proxy war. The Ukrainian military was pinned at its eastern border and left Crimea alone.
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	Donbas was part of Ukraine since the 18th century when it was under the control of the Ukrainian Cossacks. Unlike Crimea, Russia at that time had no intention to annex this inherently Ukrainian region. However, standing over ten thousand Ukrainians dead on both sides, hundreds of its own “volunteer” soldiers buried without official recognition, millions of Donbas population displaced, and the region in ruins, Russia has found its diversion to secure its grip on Crimea.

	The war in Donbas goes on.

	The Aftermath

	The Crimea Conflict occurred in February 2014, and the Donbas Conflict flared up one month later. Years have passed, and the conflicts remain unresolved and have become one of the intractable conflicts of the 21st century.

	 

	The Aftermath for Ukrainians

	 

	Since 2014, Ukrainians have seen one acting and two elected presidents trying to get Crimea back and reunite the Donbas region. They all failed.

	On the Crimean front, the Ukrainian government has achieved some successes without victory. It could not afford to take Crimea back by force by waging a direct war with Russia. Instead, it concentrated its efforts on the diplomacy front. The initial international condemnation of the Russian annexation of Crimea was widespread. The UN General Assembly passed a resolution declaring the Russian-backed Crimean referendum illegal, the European Union rejected the subsequent annexation, and the U.S. invited other liberal democratic countries to impose sanctions on Russia. The success of the Ukrainians is in sustaining this widespread level of condemnation year after year. Maps that depicted Crimea as part of Russia were successfully challenged. A critical gas line connecting Russia to Germany under the Baltic Sea was blocked by the U.S. after Ukrainian congressional lobbying. While Ukraine has successes in maintaining recognition of its de jure claim of Crimea, the fact on the ground is that day by day, Russia has consolidated the takeover and integrated Crimea in every way into the Russian fabric.

	On the Donbas front, the Ukrainians had victory stolen under them. Catching the government by surprise, the pro-Russian separatists achieved early success, gaining territory and occupying cities and villages in the Donbas. The Ukrainian military and paramilitary forces counter-attacked in the remaining months of 2014 and the years afterward. Whenever they were close to achieving victory, Russian hidden hands showed up. Unmarked tanks and armored carriers used the night to cross the border to help the separatists push back the offensives. If the situation was dire enough, conscripts and special forces from the Russian armed forces were “volunteered” as irregulars and thrown into the battlefields. When a Ukrainian column tried to surround the separatists by hemming close to the border for a rear-end attack, artillery rounds on the Russian side poured into it. Russia even introduced sophisticated anti-aircraft missile systems to the conflict to limit the effectiveness of the Ukrainian air force. Instead, in 2014, the Russians managed to shoot down an innocent Malaysian commercial aircraft, killing all 298 passengers and crew aboard. 
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	Flight MH17 downed in the Donbas region

	 

	The Donbas war was at a stalemate. There were rounds of ceasefires that were broken almost immediately by both sides. There were signed agreements that did not prevent the shootings even when the ink of the signatures was yet to dry. Finally, everybody got exhausted. A July 2020 ceasefire seemed to hold (up to the writing of this chapter in January 2021). The Ukrainian government and the separatists swapped prisoners, but many were still unaccounted for; the number of attacks decreased manyfold, but they still occurred sporadically. With no final resolution in sight, Donbas, laid in ruins, has become a “frozen zone”.

	 

	The Aftermath for Russians

	 

	The Russians got everything they wanted and got stuck. They get Crimea in the fold and Donbas in the hold. Since then, the sanctions have kept biting into the Russian economy and its international standing. By 2016, Russia reported losing an estimated $170 billion due to the sanctions and another $400 billion in lost revenues from oil and gas. Major projects, such as the Baltic Sea gas line mentioned earlier, got roadblocked. On the political side, there were stinging setbacks, such as the disinvitation from the Group of Eight (now Group of Seven or G7) of developed countries, the UN resolution recognizing Crimea as part of Ukraine, or the rejection of the majority of the international community on the Russian annexation.

	The leader of Russia, who saw an opening in Ukraine and made the move on Crimea with the Donbas feint, and who had enough tricks up in his judogi sleeves (he has a black belt in judo) to remain in power during all these years, is now riding the tiger — if he steps off, he will be mauled; if he stays on the tiger’s back, he may succumb to thirst. He cannot and will not give Crimea back to the Ukrainians and then get chased by the Russian people who view Crimea as part of eternal Russia. On the other hand, the cost of keeping Crimea, now weighted down further by the oil and gas crater due to the COVID-19 pandemic, has lowered the Russian standard of living, and the ordinary people are grumbling, grumBling, GrumBLING, GRUMBLING.

	The Russians might want to keep the Donbas in limbo to preoccupy Ukraine and weaken this state like they have been doing to Georgia by propping up the separatist polity of South Ossetia. The difference is that South Ossetia is now a low-cost, almost forgotten conflict, while Donbas is a very high-cost endeavor that stays strong due to the Ukrainian effective resistance on all fronts. The Russians cannot abandon the Donbas separatists, whom the Russian people regard as brethren of shared ethnicity and mother language. However, the Russians cannot provide the high-priced support and bear a forever cost. The leader of Russia has been in power for over two decades and counting; now, the aging of time is catching up, and every politician wants to leave office on a high note. How will he do it?

	 


 

	 

	 

	[image: Image]

	 


Chapter 3:

	 

	 

	THE CUTTR PLAN
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	The goal of the CUTTR Plan is to permanently resolve the 2014-2022 Crimea Conflict in favor of both Ukraine and Russia.

	As a reminder, the CUTTR Plan was developed before the 2022 Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine. It is now obsolete and has been replaced by the CURD Plan in Part II. However, it is retained as a historical reference.
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CUTTR PLAN — THE OVERVIEW

	 

	T


	he CUTTR Plan stands for “Crimea, Ukraine Transfers To Russia”. It stipulates Ukraine to officially sell Crimea to Russia and Russia to legally purchase Crimea from Ukraine.

	The purchase price will not be a number; instead, the Russian government will settle the purchase by accepting several Ukrainian demands. The CUTTR Plan does not dictate all the demands; it only proposes a starting list that the Ukrainian government can add to or subtract from.

	+ Cancellation of all Ukrainian debts

	+ New natural gas agreement

	+ Purchase of new Ukrainian bonds

	+ Reparation of appropriated Crimean assets

	+ Territory grants on the Kerch Peninsula

	+ Tatar native residency

	+ Post-transaction agreements

	 

	The official and legal transaction of the Crimean Peninsula is the only required element of the CUTTR Plan. However, its success is contingent on the successful negotiation of the Ukrainian demands. The transaction would be off if the negotiation on the demands were to fail. As for the demands themselves, it will be up to Ukraine to include what they want into the discussion – with an understanding that outsized demands would likely sink the peace plan. The starting list of demands above would fairly compensate the Ukrainians and could be acceptable to Russians. 

	The ambit of the CUTTR Plan is the Crimean Peninsula; it does not include the Donbas separatist region. As the Donbas Conflict is considered an offshoot of the Crimea Conflict, the mutual willingness to resolve the central conflict will also generate goodwill to close this subordinate conflict. Once Ukraine and Russia have agreed on the principle of the transaction and the list of demands to be negotiated, they will enforce a ceasefire in the Donbas region with the separatists. As Ukraine and Russia work out the peace plan for Crimea on the basis of the CUTTR Plan, Ukraine will establish a separate track of talk with the separatists outside the CUTTR Plan framework to resolve the Donbas Conflict.

	What’s In It for the Ukrainians

	The Ukrainians will take Crimea back momentarily and unify Donbas permanently.

	The Ukrainians can sweet-talk or pound the table as much as they want; they will not get Crimea back permanently. The Crimean Peninsula has been part of Russia for centuries, and not for a quirk in 1954, would remain Russian without question. Now that Russia has reclaimed it, Russia will never relinquish it; such an action would be treason to whoever is the Russian leader. The Ukrainians could try to take Crimea back by force. Ukraine will not do this. Although the Ukrainian armed forces are no match for the Russian military, they are the third largest in Europe in size (after the Russians and French) and can give the Russians a good whack, as demonstrated in the Donbas region. Donbas is different from Crimea. Donbas is eternally Ukrainian. Ukrainians have died for Donbas and will continue to do so to keep Donbas part of Ukraine. Ukrainians will not die for Crimea, which has belonged to them for a short speck of time in their millennial history and whose majority of the population has more affinity to Russia than to Ukraine. When the “little green men” showed up in February 2014, the Ukrainians had sizable security and armed forces in Crimea. They could resist. The Ukrainian mainland armed forces could cross the isthmus and reinforce the local garrisons. Instead, the order from Kyiv was to negotiate, surrender, and withdraw. The Russians took over Crimea without bloodshed.

	For the pride of a nation, the Ukrainians cannot allow another country to snatch one of its legally owned territories, even if there is no option to take that back. However, Ukraine still has an option under its legal ownership — to sell Crimea.

	Selling Crimea is not an act of capitulation but of magisterial victory. By selling, Ukraine affirms its ownership of Crimea since one cannot sell something one does not own. By agreeing to buy Crimea from Ukraine, Russia tacitly acknowledges that Crimea belongs to Ukraine and implicitly refutes its single-handed annexation since one can only buy something from its legal owner.

	With the Crimea Conflict resolved, the Donbas Conflict will fall into place. The premise of the CUTTR Plan is that the Donbas Conflict is a diversion from the Crimea Conflict. Once the latter has been resolved, Russia will have no need to prolong the former and endure international sanctions that hurt its domestic economy.

	With peace restored, Ukraine can rebuild the nation, one of the poorest in Europe. The future of Ukraine will neither be pro-European nor pro-Russian, but both. Due to its geography and a population traditionally close to the Russian influence but now attuned to modern openings of liberal Europe, the new Ukraine will be the cultural and economic bridge between the two power blocs. Its people will speak Ukrainian, Russian, English, and other cosmopolitan languages. Its industries will trade West to Europe, East to Russia, and all over the world.

	What’s In It for the Russians

	Russia will achieve all of its goals set out in 2014. It will own Crimea clean and clear. It will ensure that pro-Russian separatists in Donbas will have complete and verifiable rights in their reintegration into Ukraine, and it will eliminate the cost of waging a fatigued war. Unshackled by the dropped sanctions, its economy will recover to its full potential. Russia will be back on the diplomatic front and regain its primary seat at the table of the world powers. And whenever he wants to, the leader of Russia can retire on a high note with the indelible legacy of bringing a lost Crimea back to the motherland.

	Signing a piece of paper will accomplish all the above.

	In agreeing to purchase Crimea, Russia is not exactly purchasing the territory itself since it already owns it as a fact on the ground. It is buying the indisputable legality of this ownership. The cost of the accompanying Ukrainian demands is substantial but manageable, and there is a silver lining. While Ukraine will benefit from these demands, the demands also tie Ukraine closer to Russia, opening the Ukrainian market to Russian companies and giving Russia leverage in Ukrainian politics.

	The Russians will get Crimea back seemingly for free with no direct price attached, which vindicates their long-running belief that what belongs to the Rodina (“place of birth”) shall return to the Rodina. The Ukrainian demands will be spread over the years, buried under this treaty or that agreement, and explainable as either a generous gesture from Russia to its little brother or a diplomatic victory to keep Ukraine in the Russian sphere.


CUTTR PLAN — THE DEMANDS

	As a reminder, the CUTTR Plan was developed before the 2022 Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Still relevant demands have been subsumed into the CURD Plan in Part II.

	 

	O


	nce the Ukrainians and Russians agree on a Crimean Peninsula transaction, there must be a ceasefire in the Donbas: either an existing one reaffirmed or a new one promptly approved. Russia must take concrete steps to rein in any separatists’ attempt to undercut the Crimean negotiation, while on the Ukrainian side, the nationalists must be similarly constrained. The ceasefire will allow the shooting in Donbas to pause while the delegates take their time to negotiate the Ukrainian demands on Crimea. It is also possible to discuss both conflicts in parallel, but this is outside the scope of the CUTTR Plan.

	These are the possible Ukrainian demands for selling Crimea. As stated in the CUTTR Plan overview, the Plan does not dictate the demands. It offers a menu that Ukraine can subtract from or add to.

	Cancellation of Debts

	In 2013, Russia lent $3 billion to Ukraine through the issuance of Eurobonds. After the 2014 Russian annexation of Crimea, Ukraine stopped the debt payments; in 2015, Ukraine defaulted on the bonds, claiming that Russia coerced it to go with this financial scheme to make Ukraine indebted to Russia. Since the Eurobonds were issued under English law, Russia sued Ukraine in the court of the United Kingdom. In 2017, there was a ruling favorable to Russia, then an appeal favorable to Ukraine. As of 2019, the matter was still in limbo.

	As a CUTTR Plan demand, Russia shall write down these Eurobonds and free Ukraine from this debt. This $3 billion debt forgiveness can be viewed as the monetary cost for the Russians to own Crimea. Since there is no assurance that the Ukrainians will ever pay this debt anyway, no matter what the lawsuit outcome is, this debt is like an already sunk cost for Russia; from this money lost, Russia will gain something of greater value — Crimea.

	For the Ukrainians, while this cancellation of debt will not bring fresh money into the national coffers, it will free them from such an obligation. It will allow Ukraine to return to the bond market without a hanging cloud and resume borrowing with more favorable terms.

	New Natural Gas Agreement 

	There is a lot of drama regarding natural gas between Ukraine and Russia. There are transits, deposits, deceits, remits, forfeits, and even summits. Russia is a major producer of natural gas, and the European Union (EU) is its major consumer; between Russia and the EU lies Ukraine. There are several routes for Russian gas to reach the EU, but the main pipelines cross Ukraine. In its heyday, 80% of the gas exports to the EU traveled through the Ukrainian pipelines, and the fees Ukraine collected amounted to $3 billion annually, making this collection its most lucrative “export” service. In addition to its role as a pass-through enabler, Ukraine is also a big consumer of natural gas. Although Ukraine has undersea gas deposits in the Black Sea, the third-largest shale gas reserves in Europe, and several newer coal gasification projects, their developments do not meet the needs of the Ukrainian energy-intensive industries and the comfort of Ukrainians through the harsh winters. Ukraine has to import natural gas from its neighbors, and the best gas deals come from Russia.
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	Major Russian Pipelines to Europe

	 

	Alongside the huge gas flow, a lot of money flows. The gas flows invisibly inside the steel walls of the pipelines, and the money flows hush-hush from corrupting hands to corrupted hands.

	Of course, there was no corruption. Because the leaders from both Russia and Ukraine said so with straight faces. It was fine on the Russian side since the government or an oligarch close to the government controlled the media. This model did not work reliably in Ukraine with its freer press: Eventually, Ukrainians used corruption as an excuse to start the Euromaidan Revolution and topple the government.

	There are many twists and turns in the Russo-Ukrainian natural gas drama, but the general plot follows this contour. The Ukrainians get discounted prices on the gas they purchase to allow the EU gas transit through its pipelines (and to renew the lease of Sevastopol to the Russian Black Sea Navy). During the harsh winters, they siphon some of the gas for their own consumption, causing a gas shortage in the EU and a loss to the Russians. The Russians sue. The following year, the Ukrainians signed an agreement to purchase enough gas for themselves; then an economic recession hit, and Ukraine reneged on its obligations to purchase, causing a loss to the Russians. The Russians sue. Then, the Ukrainians do something politically incorrect, like getting closer to the EU. The spurned Russians give the silent treatment by restricting or even stopping the gas delivery, causing hardship to the Ukrainians. The Ukrainians sue. Then, the Russians resume the gas delivery, and the Ukrainians do not have enough money to pay, causing a loss to the Russians. The Russians sue. Finally, the leaders of both countries meet and sign an agreement to resolve all past disputes regarding natural gas. One of the outcomes of this agreement is to generate new disputes. Both sides sue. Then, the Russians and Ukrainians meet again to reconcile on the gas issue. In 2013, the Russian leader referred to the signing of that year’s agreement as an “act of brotherly love”. He forgot to put the word “dysfunctional” before “brotherly”.

	Regarding natural gas, the CUTTR Plan stipulates the following three points.

	 

	Point 1: 

	 

	All current disputes shall be resolved to the benefit of the Ukrainians. This does not imply that the Ukrainian side is right. This is just the price Russia has to pay to purchase Crimea without a price tag. The purpose of this point, which addresses only current unresolved disputes but not future ones, is to allow Ukraine and Russia to start a new relationship on a fresh footing without the burden of the past.

	 

	Point 2: 

	 

	Ukraine shall resume receiving natural gas from Russia at a discounted price. Point 2 only requires a pledge. A separate negotiation session covers the actual discount, the volume of the discounted gas, and the duration of the discount program. In 2013, before being deposed, the Ukrainian head at that time signed an agreement with Russia for an almost 50% reduction in gas prices. This agreement is now effectively defunct due to the Euromaidan Revolution’s change of government but can be the basis for the new agreement. This agreement will be a gain for both sides. The benefit to Ukraine is obvious — instead of importing from Poland, Slovakia, or Hungary at a high price, the discount will reduce the Ukrainian foreign exchange outlay. The benefit to Russia is that it regains an old customer who can help it reduce the natural gas surplus due to the COVID-19 pandemic impact on worldwide demand, a long-term customer who will pay a higher price after the terms of the agreement have expired, and a neighborly customer whose economy Russia wants to bind more closely to its own.

	 

	Point 3: 

	 

	Ukraine shall be guaranteed a minimum annual volume of Russian gas transiting through its pipelines to Europe. The minimum amount and duration of the guarantee will be negotiated separately from the CUTTR Plan. In return for this guarantee, Ukraine shall cease all lobbying efforts against the Russian Nord Stream 2 pipeline.
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	Nord Stream Pipelines

	 

	Nord Stream 2 is an almost finished pipeline running from Russia to Germany under the Baltic Sea. It will double the capacity of the existing Nord Stream 1 pipeline in operation since 2010. These undersea pipelines allow Russia to deliver natural gas to the European market, bypassing Eastern European countries like Ukraine. The Nord Stream 2 project is slated to be completed in 2020 but is now in limbo because of U.S. sanctions due to the Russian annexation of Crimea. This project is a point of contention between the U.S. and Germany, the European champion of this pipeline.

	With Crimea’s legal ownership settled, the U.S. will have no reason to oppose Nord Stream 2; it will end all sanctions aimed at companies working on the project, allowing Nord Stream 2 to be finally completed.

	Besides the sovereign issue over Crimea, the U.S. and its European allies are also concerned about the financial hit to Ukraine. The Russians have been coyly noncommittal about continuing to use the Ukrainian pipelines once both Nord Stream pipelines are in full operation, while Germany and other EU countries insist that some Russian gas continues to transit through Ukraine to help this country. The purpose of Point 3 is to allow Ukraine to ensure the future of its pipeline assets via a minimum-delivery contract with Russia.

	Another idea is to use the two undersea Nord Stream pipelines for natural gas and to convert the Ukrainian pipelines to transport hydrogen from Russia to Europe if hydrogen has established itself as a clean fuel for automobiles and industries. Burning hydrogen produces water instead of harmful tailpipe emissions. On the other hand, hydrogen from Russia is called “brown hydrogen” and is created from Russian bountiful natural gas. Brown hydrogen is one of the cheaper hydrogen to produce, but its generation also releases a fair amount of carbon dioxide into the air. Russian brown hydrogen would require a deep economic-environmental analysis before any of it could be sent to the European Union.

	Purchase of Ukrainian Bonds

	Besides the discount on natural gas, the 2013 defunct agreement between Ukraine and Russia included the Russian purchase of $15 billion of Eurobonds to be issued by Ukraine. It is up to the Ukrainians to decide if they want this to be part of the CUTTR Plan negotiation since the Eurobonds are debts that Ukraine will have to pay back.

	Why in the world would Ukraine want to assume a new debt after finally getting off the $3 billion Eurobond dispute, as noted in the first demand? Russia would only be willing to purchase the new Ukrainian bonds to gain geopolitical influence in Ukraine, so why would Ukraine, trying to establish its independence from Russia, want to invite bees into its sleeves?

	The counterintuitive answer is that this is a way for Ukraine to gain economic independence from Russia. Ukraine is one of the poorest countries in Europe. It could be better off if not for the war in Donbas, but as things stand, it needs money to develop itself to the next stage. The only way to get bundles of money quickly is to borrow. With its turn to the West, Ukraine has been able to borrow from Western-dominated institutions, such as the 2020 $5.5 billion loan from the International Monetary Fund. However, money from the IMF comes with many strings attached, such as austerity and anti-corruption measures. Money from Russia does not have as many qualms, especially in the anti-corruption term; as said previously, Russia does not believe in such a foreign concept as corruption — in Russia, corruption is just business as usual.

	By its immovable geographical position, Ukraine will always be a straddled country that needs to play with both sides. It should take money from one side and let it influence a little bit, and take money from the other side and let it influence some other little bit. Ukraine can pull off this high-wire act because its political pole is weighted with pro-European factions at one end and pro-Russian factions at the other end. Whenever Ukraine needs Russia, the pro-Russian parties carry the banner; whenever Ukraine needs the West, the standard is passed to the pro-European politicians. By flexing East and then flexing West, Ukraine can cross the high wire toward national strength — only through strength can a nation be truly independent.

	Reparation of Appropriated Assets

	Before 2014, Crimea was part of Ukraine as an autonomous republic with its own government and parliament. After the “little green men” from Russia came and asked the existing Crimean parliament to dismiss the sitting prime minister, the newly installed pro-Russian parliament instigated many political maneuvers, including a one-sided referendum that pre-concluded with a Russian annexation. Governmental assets that used to belong to the autonomous republic, and thus indirectly to Ukraine, went to the Russian-annexed entity. Several other land-based assets owned directly by the Ukrainian national government, such as garrison barracks and armories, were seized. Through the CUTTR Plan framework, the Ukrainians can demand reparations for those appropriations.

	Before 2014, the Ukrainian Navy and the Russian Black Sea Fleet shared the Sevastopol naval base at the southern point of the Crimean Peninsula. By the time Russia announced the annexation, many Ukrainian vessels had already escaped. The Russians then sunk one of their old battleship cruisers at the mouth of the exit lane and trapped the rest of the Ukrainian vessels. Russia eventually returned some older ships but kept the newer models. Reportedly, at least one ship has been used as spare parts. Through the CUTTR Plan framework, the Ukrainians can demand the return of all confiscated sea assets and compensation for any loss and damage.

	Territory on the Kerch Peninsula

	With the Sea of Azov of great economic and military importance to Ukraine, its sole maritime access via the Kerch Strait is critical. This is all the reason for Ukraine to demand a new Russo-Ukrainian agreement that will permit a no-hassle Ukrainian transit through the strait. A note of caution, however: Russia is known to flout agreements whenever they become inconvenient. 

	March 31, 2021 — The jailed opposition leader to the current Russian government began a hunger strike to demand improved medical care. The U.S. and other Western governments had denounced the original imprisonment and now stepped up their public disapproval and warnings. However, it was not the external pressure that worried the current Russian leader. It was the huge demonstrations across Russia planned by the opposition to support its jailed leader in the throes of organ shutdown. Demonstrations, once getting out of hand, could undo the Russian leader’s unpopular grasp of government. Again, he needed a diversion. Starting in the first week of April, the Russian army let the Russian public and the world know about its build-up at the Russo-Ukrainian border, with soldiers and material even surpassing during the Crimean takeover. Russia also announced a timeline to close off the Kerch Straight, trapping Ukrainian navy and commercial vessels in the Sea of Azov. Ukraine brought up the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea. Russia just ignored the accusation. April 23, 2021 — The jailed opposition leader announced the end of his hunger strike. On the same day, Russia also declared a troop drawdown from the Ukrainian border area. With its economy in bad shape, Russia could not afford the expensive diversion longer than necessary.

	[image: Image]If Ukraine sells the whole Crimea Peninsula which includes the attached Kerch Peninsula, Russia will legally own both sides of the Kerch Strait. The strait then becomes Russia’s internal water, and Russia will negotiate the new navigation agreement based on the transnational rules that disadvantage Ukraine. If Ukraine can keep some territory in the strait, it can negotiate the new deal based on shared territorial conditions as in the 2003 agreement.

	Kerch Peninsula & Strait

	Plan A would have Ukraine retain the whole Kerch Peninsula. This plan will undoubtedly get an adamant nyet from the Russians since, understandably, they will not want the western end of the Kerch Bridge to be on Ukrainian soil. Plan B would have Ukraine retain not the whole Kerch Peninsula but only the eastern shoreline area (with some Russian exceptions such as the Bridge area) that looks out to the Kerch Strait. Plan C would have Ukraine forgo the Kerch Peninsula mainland and keep an island in the strait, such as the Tuzla Island, where Ukraine used to maintain an observation post. Plan D would have Ukraine forgo any isle demand and keep only a few observation posts along the Kerch Strait. These posts would be internationally recognized as sovereign territories of Ukraine and might include small marinas for unarmed Ukrainian search & rescue vessels. The last plan might be more palatable to the Russians.
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	Kerch Peninsula / Kerch Strait Bridge / Tuzla Island / Taman Peninsula

	 

	Why would Russia agree to the observation posts? One reason would be that the military value of these posts is minimal — Russian forces will overwhelm them easily in case of war. Even the data these posts may collect is not that strategic: Russia would not care if Ukraine were to count the number of cars crossing the Kerch Bridge on their way to the Crimean resorts. While these observation posts are inconsequential to Russia, they have a huge symbolic significance to Ukraine. Yes, Ukraine needs to sell Crimea for peace, but Ukraine still wants to control its destiny by retaining part of the Kerch Strait.

	The point for Russia is that it can afford to acquiesce to such a demand, small for Russia but big for Ukraine, so that Russia can gain the bigger prizes — the legal ownership of Crimea and the end of all sanctions.

	Tatar Native Residency

	When Crimea was under the Ukrainian administration, no group was more ignored by the Ukrainian administration than the ethnic Tatars. However, in 2014, no group voiced their pro-Ukrainian support and rejection of Russian annexation louder than the Tatars. Since the annexation, Ukraine has used the condition of the Tatars in Crimea as a human rights point of attack against the Russian takeover. With the CUTTR Plan framework, Ukraine has the opportunity to show its genuine concern for the Tatars.

	Tatars started to form as an ethnic entity in the Crimean Peninsula from different origins in the 10th century. By the 15th century, they had adopted the Islamic religion and became Muslim. Between the 16th and 18th centuries, they declared Crimea an independent state vassal to the Turkish Ottoman Empire. At the end of the 18th century, the Ottoman Empire lost its war against the Russians, and the Russian Empire annexed Crimea into its realm. The colonial policies of the Russian Empire first expelled prominent Tatars from the conquered territory and subsequently forced close to 1 million common Tatars to also immigrate to the remnant Ottoman Empire. In 1921, during the Russian Civil War, the communist Bolshevik government requisitioned all supplies from the farmers without compensation, causing more than 100,000 Crimean Tatars who lived by farming to starve to death. In the 1930s, as the winner of the Russian Civil War, the Bolsheviks became the Soviet government and instilled a collective farm policy that caused another nationwide famine. Due to both famines and the Stalinist 1940s purges, tens of thousands of Tatars fled to Türkiye and Romania, where a substantial Tatar diaspora remains at present. In 1941, during World War II, the Axis forces set out to conquer Crimea from the Soviet Union. Some Tatars fought valiantly on the side of the Axis; some Tatars fought valiantly on the side of the Soviets. After the Soviets reconquered Crimea in 1944, they ordered all Tatars, no matter whose side they fought for, to be forcefully exiled to a remote region of Central Asia, leaving behind farms and homes of many generations. In 1967, the Soviet government removed the charges against the Tatars but still kept them in Central Asia. The problem was that the Tatars were too good at helping the Soviet Union build socialism. They were highly productive in the factories, and letting them go would impact on the Soviet industrialization goals in Central Asia. After the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, the Tatars finally returned to Crimea (although a sizable diaspora remains in Central Asia). There, they were met with blissful neglect by the Ukrainian government. This neglect was still much better than the Russian treatment over the past centuries.
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	Crimean Tatar Diaspora

	 

	In February 2014, the Tatars joined their fellow Ukrainians in celebrating the Euromaidan Revolution in Simferopol, the capital city of Crimea. In March 2014, at the onset of the annexation referendum, the Tatar community rose in opposition and boycotted the referendum. After the annexation, the Tatars got what they always expected from the Russians. 

	In Russia (also in communist countries like China or Vietnam), legally, there is no repression of ethnic minorities. From the highest constitutional law of the land to the most local regulation, there are explicit clauses protecting the rights of minorities. Unlike liberal democratic countries, these countries always have a set of superseding omnistate or omniparty laws where the state or the party can penalize, imprison, or execute anybody the state or the party deems reactionary — with the term “reactionary” loosely defined for flexible interpretation. When independent reporters ask Russia about human rights abuses against the Crimean Tatars, Russia brings out its perfectly written minority rights laws and says: “See, see, no abuse, we have laws”. Of course, the reporters are not allowed to go to Crimea to investigate the impact of the omnistate laws imposed on the reactionary Tatars — this is strictly a Russian internal affair. (Talk to the Chinese about the Uighurs or the Vietnamese regarding the Montagnards, and you will get the same answer.)

	It is up to the Ukrainian government to add the Tatar minority issue to the list of demands for the CUTTR Plan. Bringing it up will complicate the CUTTR Plan negotiation, but it will also show all Ukrainians that Ukraine takes care of its minorities, from the Tatars in Crimea to the ethnic Russians in Donbas. A nation becomes great not when it indulges its majority, which is a given — but when it attends to its minorities.

	If Ukraine decides to include the Tatar issue in the CUTTR Plan negotiation, the first step will be to work with the Russian administration to conduct a fair and open survey of the Tatar communities in Crimea. The primary question in the survey will be whether the Tatars wish to be Russian or Ukrainian citizens. If the majority of Tatars prefer to remain Russian, then Ukraine’s only concern is to upgrade its immigration law to accept any Tatars who would like to relocate to the Ukrainian mainland.

	An underappreciated aspect of Russia (and communist countries) is that legal matters can move very fast. If Russia deems that retaining the Tatar loyalty is a matter of national pride, the Russian leader needs only to express this wish, and suddenly, the application of reactionary laws dissipates overnight. There is no need for a lengthy discussion. The Tatars will be pampered and live happily ever after as Russian citizens.

	On the other hand, if the Tatars wish to return to their pre-annexation Ukrainian citizenship, then Ukraine, Russia, and the Tatar representatives will have to discuss how Tatar Ukrainians will live in Russian Crimea. There will be no discussion of Ukrainian sovereign enclaves in Crimea — once Ukraine sells Crimea to Russia, all the lands will belong to Russia. The focus will be on the status of the Tatar Ukrainians living on top of these lands.

	One solution is the introduction of a novel concept called native residency. A Tatar native resident is one who has lived in Ukrainian Crimea before the annexation, is now a citizen of Ukraine, and chooses to continue to live in Russian Crimea. A Tatar native resident has the protection of a Ukrainian expatriate, plus the Russian permanent residency rights, plus something unique about native residency. A Tatar native resident has all the local rights of a Russian citizen but none of the national rights. 

	Tatar native residents can run for local offices and vote in local elections in Crimea. Thus, they have a say in local matters that affect them directly. Tatar native residents in Crimea, being Ukrainian citizens, can vote in Ukrainian national elections but not in Crimean federal elections or Russian national elections. They can join and administer the local police force, not the national security or armed forces. The principles of native residency are an intrinsic part of the CUTTER Plan option, although a separate session will have to iron out its details.

	The concept of native residency also appears in peace plans for other conflicts, such as the Kashmir Conflict, the Palestinian-Israeli Conflict, the Armenia-Azerbaijan Conflict, and the Tibet Conflict. All native residency proposals share the common foundation of a homestead, foreign nationality, permanent residency, and the same local rights as a citizen; however, each will be slightly different to adapt to the underlying conflict.

	Another concept, outside of the CUTTR Plan framework, that the Tatars may want to pursue by themselves, is the notion of a Nation Without Borders. A nation without borders or a Vo Bien nation (“Vô Biên” means both unlimited borders and no borders in Vietnamese) is a virtual nation that unites a diaspora dispersed around the world. Unlike a membership to the Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization (UNPO) — to which the Tatars also belong, a Vo Bien nation does not engage in the sovereignty of the countries the diaspora resides. For example, a Tatar Vo Bien will never challenge the Russian sovereignty of the Crimean Peninsula; its focus will be on the economic, cultural, and social networking of Tatars living in Crimea, Ukraine, Türkiye, Central Asia, or wherever in the world. The Nations Without Borders concept also applies to the Kurds in the “Lands of the Kurds” conflict, the Tibetans in the Tibet Conflict, and the Bedouins in the Palestinian-Israeli Conflict.

	As Crimean Tatars have a choice to be Russian citizens or Ukrainian citizens with native residency, their decisions will be recognized in law by both the Ukrainian and Russian governments. Unlike the Chechens, who had a similar history of Soviet deportations and fought their way back through violent acts, the Tatars have pursued their rights peacefully. At every turn of history, they have demonstrated their patriotic commitments. They deserve first-class citizenship, not neglect or oppression, in either Ukraine or Russia.

	Post-Transaction Agreements

	The CUTTR Plan offers itself as the platform for Ukrainians to put forth their demands for the transaction of Crimea. It also sets up a framework for the Ukrainians and Russians to initiate post-CUTTR agreements to further neighborly peace and harmony.

	[image: Image]The two countries should reach a formal border between the Ukrainian mainland and Russian Crimea. In 2018, Russia constructed a high-tech security fence to mark the unilateral line of separation between its annexed portion of Crimea and mainland Ukraine. In addition, there are still disputes in the Arabat Spit and the Syvash lagoons — territories in the northeastern part of the Crimean Peninsula. A formal border agreement will forestall future territorial disputes.

	Another agreement should be for the Ukrainian restoration of utilities to Crimea. Before the annexation, Crimea got its water and electricity from mainland Ukraine. Afterward, Ukraine cut both supplies. For water, Ukraine used to provide 85% of Crimea’s needs, delivering fresh water through the North Crimean Canal. With this source severed, the Crimean Russians resort to rain runoff reservoirs and underground wells. Drought and overuse have rapidly depleted these two sources, resulting in water restrictions in many parts of Crimea. As for electricity, a Ukrainian utility company had provided over 70% of the supply needed by Crimea. After the annexation, there were unclaimed sabotages on the power lines, causing severe electrical limitations. Presently, Russia is providing electricity via a cable beneath the Kerch Strait. Incidents with this cable have occurred, causing blackouts throughout the region. A restoration of water and electric supplies will earn Ukraine income that used to be substantial. As for the Russians, the Ukrainian resumption will add a reliable source of water and electricity for the Crimean population and businesses.

	An agreement should be for the resumption of trade between Ukraine and Russia, with the goal of a new free trade agreement. Before the Euromaidan Revolution, Russia was Ukraine’s biggest trading partner. Afterward, and with Ukraine’s rapprochement with the European Union by signing an EU free trade agreement, Russia suspended its free trade agreement with Ukraine. Since then, trade between the two countries has deteriorated, with bans and countersanctions restricting imports and exports from both sides. The resumption of trade will be the cornerstone of restored friendship based on mutual respect and a shared geographical destiny of the two neighbors.

	An agreement should be for the development of tourism between Ukraine, Crimea, and Russia. A potential tour could start in a Ukrainian city to sample the Ukrainian hospitality, cross the Isthmus of Perekop to enter Crimea for the Tatar heritage culture and the famous Crimean resorts such as the ones in Yalta, and finally cross the Kerch Bridge to Russia to sample the Russian hospitality. Tourism was a big part of the Crimean economy, but lately, international sanctions due to the annexation have severely impacted its contribution. With the CUTTR Plan resolving the legal issue of Crimea, tourists will have all the reasons to return to this beautiful corner of the world.
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	Peace with Ukraine selling Crimea to purchasing Russia
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	he premise of the CUTTR Plan is that Ukraine sells the Crimean Peninsula to Russia for several demands and that Russia agrees to purchase the peninsula and meet the Ukrainian demands. The result will be two neighboring countries facing a future without territorial conflicts.

	Through the CUTTR Plan framework, the Ukrainians will gain dignity on its southern side since by purchasing Crimea, the Russians tacitly agree on the Ukrainian sovereignty over this occupied territory. On its eastern side, the Ukrainians will regain territory integrity and national unity; the goodwill from the Crimea issue resolution will drive the resolution of the Donbas separatist insurgency since the latter is just a Russian destabilization diversion. The Ukrainians will gain economic benefits via its pre-transaction demands (such as cancellation of old debts, natural gas discounts, Russian purchase of new Ukrainian bonds, reparation of assets, and assured navigation through the Kerch Strait). The Ukrainians will gain a greater economic benefit in the post-transaction era with mutual agreements with Russia (such as the resumption of water and electricity to Crimea, the development of the tourist industry in the Ukrainian-Crimean-Russian Black Sea region), the prospective rebuilding of the Donbas region, which is the industrial and mining heartland of Ukraine, and most importantly the resumption of trade with Russia. The Ukrainians can also strengthen their multiethnic, multicultural identity by including the Crimean Tatar issue in the CUTTR Plan framework. Concerns for the Tatars in Crimea by the Ukrainian administration will reverberate to the Donbas region 400 miles north, where it will need to convince the pro-Russian separatists of its good intention in acts and deeds to integrate this minority into Ukrainian majority.

	By April 2021, Russia had issued 600,000 Russian passports to residents in the separatist-controlled Donbas region. Donbas is Ukrainian, and this fact is non-negotiable. However, the status of its residents is still in flux. Similarly to the Tatars, Ukraine and Russia could allow the Donbas residents to choose to stay Ukrainian or to become Russian. In the latter case, these residents, being Russian and living in Ukraine, will have a Donbas native residency similar to the Crimean native residency for the Ukrainian Tatars living in the Russian-owned peninsula.

	Through the CUTTR Plan framework, the Russians will gain what they have always sought since that fateful Soviet leadership decision in 1954 — the restoration of Crimea back to the Russian motherland. Through the occupation and later annexation, they have gained the de facto administration but not de jure. With a legal and internationally recognized purchase, there will be no controversy about the sovereignty of Crimea — it is Russian and remains so to posterity. The cost of this purchase is manageable, mostly sunk costs (such as Ukrainian debt embroiled in court), symbolic concessions, and new beneficial investments. These investments will result in the resumption of trade with Ukraine, and the economic benefits are also geopolitical — the bilateral trade will keep Ukraine effectively tied to Russia’s historical sphere of influence, even when Ukraine builds rapprochements with the West.

	The economic gain from Ukrainian trade is important, but what is more critical to the Russian economy is the removal of Western sanctions once the Crimean and Donbas conflicts have been settled. The Russians can fully return to their mainstay oil and gas exports and resume necessary imports for its modern economy. The Russian administration will gain on the domestic front by now having a realistic path to improve the standard of living of the general population and a way forward to look after the Russian ethnic minority in the Donbas. By being instrumental in the resolution of the Crimea Conflict and then the Donbas Conflict, Russia will regain its international stature. The G7 Summit can become G8 again. With its success in resolving two almost intractable conflicts of the 21st century (although they are of its own making), Russia will undoubtedly be reserved a seat for any diplomatic efforts in resolving other world’s conflicts. All these accomplishments can be the diplomatic apogee of the Russian leader. If he wants to, he can retire on a high note, leaving the messy democratic process to eager and capable Russian politicians who have not yet mastered the art of autocracy.

	The Crimeans will gain the most from the CUTTR Plan. The plea of the Crimean Tatars will get its deserved day of light, either by the Ukrainian government voluntarily adding it to the CUTTR Plan framework or by human rights organizations shaming it if it does not. In contrast to the Tatars tied to ancestral Crimea, pro-Ukrainian Crimeans have mostly moved to Ukraine and would be compensated through the Reparation of Appropriated Assets demand. All remaining Crimeans are mostly pro-Russian and are currently happy to be Russian again. They have benefited from Russia’s substantial investment in Crimea, mainly in infrastructure. However, the Ukrainian restrictions on water, electricity, and general trade, the Western sanctions, and the worldwide economic slump have all contributed to lowering their recent standard of living. The world’s economy is recovering, and with the removal of Ukrainian restrictions and Western sanctions, the Crimean Russians can look forward to a brighter future.
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I


	n 1979, my family escaped from Vietnam. We were the boat people, part of 1 million Vietnamese (both North and South) who braved the South East Asia Sea and gambled their lives for liberty. It was the greatest maritime exodus ever. Between a quarter and a half of us perished. We were lucky to be rescued. 1980 was the year we came to the U.S. as refugees resettled under the Ford administration’s Indochina Migration and Refugee Assistance Act. Without this act, there would never be this book. The young, ambitious senator of that time who did not vote for that act but allowed it to be voted on is now the newest and oldest U.S. President.

	In 1989, the Cold War ended, and in 1991, the Soviet Union dismantled into 15 sovereign states, with the Russians now citizens of their own Russian Federation country. The dissolution of the Soviet Union also opened the gate for many Russians, especially Jewish Russians, to immigrate to the U.S. Since then, I have met many Russians. My wife and I bought a house in a Jewish eruv and shared an unfenced backyard with our friendly Russian neighbors. At work, I sat next to a Russian consultant who wanted to learn Vietnamese. Even my judo sensei was from Russia and taught the distinctive style of judo flavored with moves and grips from the Russian martial art Sambo. The highlight should be my wife and I taking our bucket-list Baltic Sea cruise. After visiting Stockholm and Helsinki, we stopped at St. Petersburg, Russia. We were a little surprised that the tour guide collected all our passports — perhaps the need to control did not totally go away after the move from a communist to an autocratic government. We enjoyed the Peterhof Palace and gardens, the Hermitage Museum, and other wonderful sites, but as rice eaters, we were not particularly fond of the potato-heavy Russian cuisine.

	As time goes by, I have now earned enough money to buy as many Eskimo ice cream bars as I want, but I cannot eat as much due to health concerns. I have lived in a suburb of Chicago over many decades since coming to the U.S. and have seen my fair share of snow, both the romantic kind that falls fluffily down, inviting the eyes to hear the silence of winter, and the knee-level deep kind that I need to dig the driveway out with hands frozen by the howling wind. I also learn that many winter scenes from the movie “Doctor Zhivago” were filmed in sun-drenched Spain, the snow I saw was made of marbled dust from a nearby quarry, and that Ostrovsky Park in Kyiv, named after the Ukrainian writer of the book “How the Steel Was Tempered”—once the most famous communist writer in the mid-20th century was renamed in 2020 under the Ukrainian decommunization laws to remove all communist-era symbols. 

	Now, as I am getting old and looking back, I have changed my mind about the Russians of my youth. Like my generation of Vietnamese growing up after the War and into the dogmatic communism of Hanoi, the Russians at that time were trapped in the absurdities of their version of communism of the Kremlin. As for the present-time Russians, I consider them victims of the dreadful policy of the Kremlin leader, even when they were ordered to behave like aggressors in Ukraine.

	 I stopped hating the Russian people a long time ago.

	 


PART II
THE CURD PLAN
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	As mentioned in the Preface, Part II of this book is about the CURD Plan — the peace plan to end the Russo-Ukrainian War that started on February 24, 2022, with the Russian invasion of Ukraine’s mainland. While many discussions in Part II are re-sharpened from Part I, the war carries its own fuming cauldron of problems, and novel solutions must be forged to cut new steel through the fire. One distinction of Part II is that the Donbas Conflict, treated as a sideshow in Part I, has joined the Crimea Conflict in the main show. Another difference is that, with the Russo-Ukrainian conflict being a full-blown war instead of a separatist insurgency, the CURD Plan is more exacting: it contains more points, and those points are imperative, not optional, like the selective demands of the earlier CUTTR Plan.
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	022 is the year to hate the Russians.

	On February 24, 2022, the Russian army invaded Ukraine from three fronts — North, East, and South, and swiftly occupied a vast swath of territory. The Kremlin autocrat unexpectedly ordered a sudden revanchist war that was expected by many intelligence services but rejected by the Ukrainian headship as inconceivable. Suddenly, the death and destruction in Ukraine triggered a memory of a long-gone war I lived through in my youth and reminded me of a recent one that I only read about. 

	The Americans lost the long-gone war — the Vietnam War, in 1975 after having won it in 1973. Let’s rewrite the previous sentence. The Americans did NOT lose the Vietnam War in 1975 after having won it in 1973. Winning or losing depends on one’s goal of entering war. The South Vietnamese, from the corrupt and incorruptible political and military leaders down to the fighting soldiers in the fields and the struggling dwellers in the cities, including the teenager me, believed that the goal was to bolster South Vietnam as an anti-communist bastion and that Americans would never abandon it. The Korean War, where Americans stayed after the 1953 Korean War Armistice, justified the view. The stationing of 543,000 American military personnel in Vietnam in 1969, not counting the Seventh Fleet off the coast and the air wings based on neighboring Thai bases, justified the view. The billions of U.S. dollars of military and economic aid poured into the country year after year justified the view. The thousands of American soldiers, killed or injured every few months for this tiny and previously unheard-of country, justified the view. We were blindsided. 

	In October 1987, an opera premiered in Houston; it depicted an event occurring 15 years earlier that changed the course of the world. The opera’s title was “Nixon in China”. In 1972, after months of preparations by his confidant National Security Advisor, the ardent anti-communist 37th U.S. president surprised the world with a state visit to China. His handshake with the Chinese Communist Party chairman — the one that I later learned, caused the estimated death of 45 million famished Chinese in 4 years alone (1958 to 1962) due to his socialist and collectivist policy, set up a new trajectory between the two countries on the opposite ideologies. I read about the handshake in the premier Saigonese newspaper — Chính Luận — and thought, “Wow, that was cool!”. We did not know it at that time, but this handshake sealed the fate of South Vietnam.

	Lots of countries sent military aid to Vietnam during the war — the Eastern Bloc to North Vietnam and the Western Bloc to South Vietnam. The main players were China for the North and the U.S. for the South. Without their continuous weapons that maimed and killed, what would the North Vietnamese and South Vietnamese fight with — sticks and stones, and insults over the Bến Hải River that separated the two artificial countries?

	The prevalent geopolitical belief in the Western Bloc at that time was the Domino Theory. Its general tenets were: communism was bad, communism was expansionist, if one country fell into communism, neighboring countries would fall too, and communism would conquer the world. Applied to Southeast Asia, the Theory meant South Vietnam could not fall into communism by the hordes of North Vietnamese invaders and local Việt Cộng (VC) insurgents, so that neighboring countries would not fall too — Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, the Philippines, all the way to the second-line states such as Japan, Taiwan, New Zealand, and even Australia. Then, the momentous handshake in Beijing happened, and the first tenet of the Domino Theory fell: suddenly, communism was not so bad that the Western world could not live with it. With the foundation crumbled, the rest of the theory tethered, and here came the realpolitik wisdom: Communist or not, China was a big country, and it would be better for the U.S. to work with it to triangulate out of the Soviet Union, and eventually take advantage of its billions of people, for its low-cost labor and huge consumer market for the U.S. companies. One thing stood in the way: tiny South Vietnam, where the U.S. was still involved militarily.

	The problem was resolved in 1973. In January of that year, the Agreement on Ending the War and Restoring Peace in Vietnam (or simply the Paris Peace Accords) was signed. It provisioned for the withdrawal of all U.S. and allied troops from South Vietnam, the return of all U.S. prisoners, and a ban to reintroduce U.S. troops in the future. Finally, the Americans had won the Vietnam War. Remember, the ultimate goal of the Domino Theory, which the Vietnam War was fought under, was to stop the worldwide spread of communism. By 1973, communism expansion had been stopped in Southeast Asia. The war did not stop in Vietnam, and it would continue for two more years. But by this time, after almost two decades of Vietnam absorbing the brunt of all the killings and destructions, other Southeast Asian countries had not only defeated their domestic communist insurgencies but had emerged as solidly capitalist — although democracy would take some more time. Even the Soviet Union and China seemed to concede that Southeast Asia was under the Western sphere of influence. The exceptions were Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos. They were left on their own, but only from one side.

	The Paris Peace Accords produced two pieces of paper. The first piece was the formal peace treaty signed by all involved parties. While it dictated the full U.S. military withdrawal, it allowed the hundreds of thousands of infiltrated North Vietnamese troops to remain in South Vietnam and restricted South Vietnam from having its depleted war material replaced only on a one-to-one basis, without such limitation imposed on North Vietnam. With such lopsided terms, the president of South Vietnam refused to sign. The realpolitik wisdom has now transformed itself into a masterful manipulation. The president of South Vietnam was given a personal letter from the U.S. president, promising to send back the full power of the U.S. military if North Vietnam would ever break the Paris Peace Accords. His famous consigliere national advisor delivered the letter à-la-Don-Corleone —sign the peace accords or ELSE. South Vietnam signed the accords. Twenty months later, due to the Watergate scandal, this U.S. president resigned, and his personally signed letter (of low value in the first place since Congress controlled the purse of war) became worthless. Two years after the signing of the Paris Peace Accords, North Vietnam, whose position was always that any signed agreement was a license to cheat, had safely regrouped and rebuilt its military with continuous aid coming by trains and trucks from its northern border with China and by ships from its eastern seaports — now fully demined, courtesy of the U.S. Navy. It launched its planned spring attack and, a few months later, had its Soviet-designed-China-made T-54 tanks smash the iron gate of the South Vietnamese governmental palace a few hours after the departure of the last evacuating American helicopters. April 30, 1975 was the day the Vietnam War ended.

	There was another piece of paper — a diploma accompanied by a medal and a monetary award. In 2016, my wife and I took our bucket-list Baltic cruise trip. On the Oslo (Norway) stopover, we visited the Nobel Peace Center overlooking the harbor. The center listed all the laureates of the Nobel Peace Prize since its inception. For their Paris Peace Accords achievement, the 1973 co-laureates were the U.S. national advisor, who proudly accepted his prize, and his North Vietnamese negotiating counterpart. The latter was a founding member of the North Vietnamese Politburo, a tough-as-nail revolutionary whose life was dedicated to two things: Vietnam reunification and Vietnam reunified under absolute communist control. He refused the prize — the first and only person ever to do that. This was one of the few times he had been honest (even his official name was made up to hide his true identity from the French colonial security). He knew there was no peace, and the war would go on until his final victory.

	There was another politician worthy of mention during the Vietnam War era who will play an important role in the Russo-Ukrainian conflict half a century later. During his twenties, he was a law student, and one day walking on the campus, he saw protesting anti-war students occupying office buildings; In his memoir, he wrote that he looked up and said, “Look at these assholes.” But he was not a pro-war. This was also the time of the military draft. While many of his contemporaries got conscripted and some were eventually sent to Vietnam to fight, to die, or to find glory, he got an exemption due to having “asthma as a teenager”, although he boasted that he played football and worked as a lifeguard during high school. He was not anti-military and was not overly concerned about the morality of a superpower coming uninvited to South Vietnam and bombing “the North Vietnamese back into the Stone Age”. He opposed the war not on an emotional level but on an intellectual level — “It did not make sense.” When, in 1972, he was elected as one of the youngest senators ever, he carried that intellectual position along ever since.

	To his justification for the military exception, as of now, the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard still do not accept people with asthma. People with asthma can play sports and are encouraged to do so to strengthen their breathing muscles and make their lungs work better; there are even cases of Olympian gold medalists with a history of asthma.

	As for the U.S. coming uninvited to South Vietnam, was it factually accurate? The president of the First Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam) steadfastly opposed the U.S. from sending troops to his country; he conducted the anti-communist war in his Vietnamese way. His Vietnamese way did not sit well with the liberal press corps at that time (or ever?), nor with the condescending WASP-influenced (White Anglo-Saxon Protestant) administration of the 35th U.S. president. The problem was solved on November 2, 1963. After getting the green light from the U.S. administration, some high-level officers of the South Vietnamese army, ambitious and of limited ideological talent, mounted a coup; the first president of South Vietnam was captured, had his gallbladder cut out while still alive, and shot dead, his body dumped on the steel floor of a U.S.-supplied M113 armored personnel carrier. Fifteen months later, the first U.S. troops, the Marines of the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade, landed in Đà Nẵng, South Vietnam. The decision was made in Washington D.C., without consultation with the Second Republic of Vietnam, now headed by an ex-general — part of the military junta that did the 1963 coup, highly ambitious, somewhat politically savvy, and of limited ideological talent. The formal request for South Vietnam, a supposedly sovereign country, to accept U.S. troops was not even made between leader to leader, nation to nation. It was issued by the U.S. embassy to the South Vietnamese government merely four days before the landing. On that day, the timing of the U.S. landing was kept secret from its Vietnamese ally; upon hearing the news from the local source, the South Vietnamese premier had to drop everything and hurriedly came to the white beach to welcome the troops. The Marines, in full battle gear, did not expect the special military operation to last long. That was Yankee arrogance on full display.

	Having replaced the plodding South Vietnamese way of conducting the war with the U.S. way with overwhelming power, the WASP elites in D.C. intended to crush the communist insurgency in the South and put a stop to the North to infiltrate, perhaps in a few months, or one or two years at the most. What they got was the North Vietnamese way to conduct the war.

	One among many who did not go along with the U.S. gung-ho policy was our young senator. In his words, “The war had just been a tragic mistake based on a faulty premise.” By that time, the handshake in Beijing had happened, and the Vietnam War was waning, with the American public turning sour on the cost and sacrifice. Although not a tie-dye peacenik, the young senator’s consistent opposition to this 20th-century war marked him as a die-hard anti-war — which would have repercussions later on in the Russo-Ukrainian conflict in the next century. His firm stand solidified with his hard-headed speeches on the Senate floor to refuse continued military aid to South Vietnam.

	In my late fifties, I read more books about the Vietnam War. I learned that in the last few months of the war before the North Vietnamese offensive that ended the war, the South Vietnamese army could only fire one shell when it used to fire ten due to diminishing U.S. supply, and a significant portion of its helicopter fleet — that it depended on conducting the war the way the Americans taught them how was inoperable due to missing parts and insufficient skilled maintenance personnel. The morale of the South Vietnamese soldiers was at the low end. In the last month of the war, when situations on the ground had deteriorated for the South Vietnamese, the 38th U.S. president convened a meeting in the Oval Office with a few Congress leaders to ask for additional military aid to bolster the South Vietnamese morale and give them the means to fight. The undeclared goal of this Kissegerian meeting was to shift any blame for South Vietnam’s eventual demise to Congress. As a member of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, the young and rising senator was invited, and as on cue, he spoke his mind and objected to the aid request. Later on, in a speech on the Senate floor where the bill went to die, he justified his objection by arguing that “the (bill), containing $100 million, labeled as a ‘contingency fund’ may not be, but clearly could be, used for military aid to the South Vietnamese government”.

	Somehow, I still remember a story of my youth. After the North Vietnamese had initiated their spring offensive, the U.S. called up the Paris Accords, not to bomb the invading troops but to have a single transport aircraft carrying three 105mm howitzers all the way from California to Sài-Gòn to fulfill the replacement of depleted war material clause of the Accords. I still remember this story because it was big news in South Vietnam; all the newspapers reserved prime front page for it, and the teenager me devoured all the written articles: Perhaps the Americans were coming back! The thing was, by that time, the South Vietnamese army had lost hundreds of howitzers due to the incomprehensible withdrawal orders by the Junta ex-general turned president of South Vietnam. After 7 years of totalitarian rule, he was now less ambitious in holding the teetering power. More than 50 years later, I still remember watching his resignation speech on my family’s black-and-white television; he talked a lot, especially about the U.S. abandonment — “an inhumane act by an inhumane ally”, but what I remember most was his pledge to rejoin his comrades in arms to fight the invading communists of the North — what’s a gutsy move by a true leader, I remember telling my believing younger self. I later learned that a few days after his speech, this courageous leader did not go to the front as promised; he got a personal airlift courtesy of the U.S. Air Force and escaped to Taiwan. At that time, South Vietnamese soldiers still desperately fought against the encircling North Vietnamese army, which fielded 122mm Chinese towed guns that outranged the U.S.-delivered 105mm howitzers. Nine days later, South Vietnam folded.

	In my sixties, I read the story of another leader. He is Ukrainian, and instead of fleeing from the Russian invaders, he stays to lead the defense of his country, hopefully to victory.

	If the Vietnam War was lost in 1975 and the U.S. had won it in 1973, who lost the Vietnam War then? In 2021, there was another war with a more pertinent question — Who lost Afghanistan?

	The Vietnam War lasted for 20 years, from 1955 to 1975. The Afghanistan War surpassed the Vietnam War by 6 months; it was started in 2001 when the U.S. led an international military coalition to invade Afghanistan, topple the Taliban-ruled Islamic Emirate, and establish the Western-leaning Islamic Republic. It ended in 2021 after the U.S. led the international military coalition to withdraw, leave the Islamic Republic on its own, and let the Taliban re-establish the Islamic Emirate. Who lost Afghanistan in 2021 after the U.S. had won it ten years earlier in 2011?

	Before September 2001, the U.S. might have some beef but no big cow against the Taliban. In 1989, the Soviet Union withdrew from Afghanistan, leaving behind a communist regime. Two years later, the communist regime fell; the replacing internationally recognized Afghan government was weak, with multiple ethnic factions (backed by rival foreign regional states) fighting one another and against the central government. The U.S. stayed clear of this Afghan civil war. In 1994, the Taliban, supported by Pakistan, marched North from its stronghold in the South, captured the capital, Kabul, and established the Islamic Emirate. The national government went into exile, and its fighters formed the anti-Taliban Northern Alliance. Wherever the Taliban took control, it imposed a harsh Sunni interpretation of Islamic law, restricted women’s liberties, tortured opponents, and conducted massacres of Shia communities. (Islam divides itself into two main camps: Sunni and Shia that still fight one another under the name of the same God and prophet.) The U.S. issued strongly worded condemnations and left these strong words fall off the wayside: it did not want to get involved in something it considered an internal affair of another country. Then the 9/11 attacks occurred. 

	The deadliest terrorist attack in the U.S. history happened on that fateful day, September 11, 2001. Three thousand innocent people perished, and an indeterminate number incurred injuries when Islamist extremists hijacked four commercial airplanes and crashed them into the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in New York City, the Pentagon in Virginia, and an empty field in Pennsylvania — the last one after the plane’s passengers fought the hijackers. Within hours, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) determined that the extremist group was based in Afghanistan and its leader was living under the protection of the Taliban. The U.S. demanded the group’s expulsion and the leader’s extradition. The Taliban refused. Now the U.S. had a load of bull against the Taliban. It sent B-52 bombers to help the Northern Alliance on horseback rout the Taliban out of Kabul. It invoked Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty (which says an attack on one member country is an attack on all members) for the first time in the existence of NATO; the coalition ground forces were then airlifted into Afghanistan, and together with the Northern Alliance, swept the Taliban back to their hideout mountains in the South and into sanctuaries in Pakistan. A new Afghan government was formed under the military protection and financial auspices of the U.S. and its Western allies. 

	Learning from the Vietnam War experience, the U.S. made the same mistakes and compounded them with new ones. On September 11, the leader of the extremist group had 19 of his followers attacked the U.S.; by December, he was cornered in a system of small caves in the Afghan mountain range of Tora Bora by a small team of CIA operatives and U.S., British and German Special Forces working with the local militia. They requested the support of the U.S. Army, which had over 800 Army Rangers nearby to block the escape routes to Pakistan. The U.S. Army chief refused due to other seemingly higher priorities. The extremist leader and his inner circle escaped. The memo apparently got lost on its way to the U.S. Army: the reason the U.S. came to Afghanistan was not to battle the Taliban — it was a byproduct. The goal was to capture the extremist leader and dismantle his network. With his disappearance into Pakistan, the U.S. Army had to stay in Afghanistan to fight the Taliban while hunting down any remnants of the extremist group. The coalition started to train the Afghan army to fight like Western armies, replacing horses with Humvees. The stay then morphed into nation-building. Money poured into Afghanistan — $91 billion by the end of the war in 2021. Many Afghan idealists fought and died for the concept of a democratic and liberal Afghan nation. For the rest, with so many dollars slouching around, the color of money washed away the colors of the national flag. Corruption ran from the top down but stopped at the last echelon — the foot soldiers. They were underpaid or paid at all. When the recovered Taliban mounted their last offensive, the U.S.-trained Afghan soldiers who knew how to fight, asked a simple question: Why fight?

	Two events that happened earlier sealed the fate of the Afghan government. Ten years after the extremist mastermind of 9/11 disappeared into Pakistan, he was discovered by the CIA living in a safe house compound under the covert protection of the Pakistani intelligence service — which vehemently denied since Pakistan also received substantial military and economic aid from the U.S. at that time. In May 2011, the 44th U.S. president ordered a raid that killed the extremist leader. This event in Pakistan echoed the U.S.-Chinese handshake in Beijing during the Vietnam War that ended the Domino Theory. The vindicatory mission of the U.S. in Afghanistan had accomplished its core objective: the extremist organization had been decapitated, and over the 10-year interim being relentlessly hunted in the ground and stricken from the air, had lost its capability to use Afghanistan as the base to attack the continental U.S.

	After May 2011, instead of declaring “mission accomplished,” the U.S. stayed and fought the Taliban as part of a new nation-building mandate to bolster the relatively incompetent, frequently infighting, and mostly corrupt Afghan government. The troop surge, ordered by the 44th U.S. president, continued well into 2012, along with a step-up of drone strikes and offensive campaigns against the Taliban in coordination with the coalition-trained Afghan armed forces. More money poured into the country, sustaining a culture of corruption and reinforcing the sense of grievance among the non-elite Afghans who were forced to fight this “foreign” war in their own country without compensating rewards: the majority of Afghans were rural; they had little interest in this U.S.-led international war on terror; and once conscripted in the military or paramilitary, they resented the corrupt Afghan government that siphoned off their meager salaries.

	The Global War on Terror in Afghanistan could be dissociated from the nation-building effort. By 2012, the original extremist organization had been weakened into a shadow of itself, and a rival Islamist militant group emerged in the limelight. The Taliban, who hosted the original extremist organization, fought the Afghan national government, the U.S.-led coalition, and the emerging militant group; the emerging militant group fought the Taliban, the Afghan government, and the coalition; the Afghan national forces fought the Taliban, the militant group, and sometimes the coalition through insider shooting of U.S. and NATO trainers; militarily, the U.S.-led coalition fought the Taliban, the extremist remnants and the emerging militant group; politically, the U.S. also fought the Afghan national government from making rapprochements with the Taliban. Caught in the middle were the Afghan people who saw the violent militants prone to beheadings as bad, the theocratic and misogynist Taliban as bad, the corrupt Afghan government who demanded graft in every possible way as bad, and the trigger-happy and bomb-ready “foreigners” as bad.

	The U.S. could drop the nation-building for the Afghan government, and retain the terrorist fighting only with air strikes, special counterterrorist missions, a small military footprint, and partnerships with local operators in the areas they control, be they the Afghan national government or the Taliban. This was the model of the Global War on Terror in Somalia, a dysfunctional African country with a weak central government barely controlling the cities and a countryside teeming with Islamist militants. The U.S. went into Somalia in 2000 after 9/11 and concentrated on hunting down the terrorists — some of them having been involved in attacks against U.S. interests around the world, but it never attempted nation-building. As of the time of this writing (early 2023), Somalia is still dysfunctional, the central government is still weak, but the Somali National Army forces are getting stronger and have been conducting their own operations against the militants, sometimes independently, sometimes with U.S. air support. 

	January 20, 2017, saw marching into the Oval Office the newly elected 45th U.S. president, who had campaigned on a promise to withdraw the U.S. from Afghanistan. Instead, in September, he deployed another 3,000 U.S. troops to deepen the quagmire. Three years later, in February 2020, realizing he needed to be reelected in November, he hurriedly signed the Doha Agreement to withdraw all U.S. troops by May 2021. He could now pound his chest and pout his mouth in his election rallies — he kept his Afghanistan promise. The pompous U.S. president, known for co-writing the once-famous business book “The Art of the Deal”, signed one of the worst deals in military history. The Doha agreement was the second event that sealed the fate of the Afghan government.

	Like the ghost of the Vietnam War’s Paris Accord, where the U.S. negotiated directly with North Vietnam, bypassing the South Vietnamese government, the specter of the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan started in 2018 with American officials secretly meeting members of the Taliban’s political branch in Qatar, a tiny Arab country in the Persian Gulf. The Americans did not consult with the Afghan national government. When the Afghan president got wind of the negotiation, he was philosophical — the U.S. could do with its troops whatever way they wanted. The U.S. barged into Afghanistan in 2001 uninvited by the uncooperative Taliban government and now, almost 20 years later, planned to leave the country, never minding the ill-prepared Afghan national government. This put the Afghan national government in a junior position, undercutting its later negotiation with the Taliban. The U.S. also undercut its position. When the Doha talk dragged on in 2020, the “Art of the Deal” 45th U.S. President, eyeing a Trumphalist win in the upcoming election, unilaterally announced a U.S. troop drawdown, without consulting anybody, not least his negotiation team in Doha, the capital city of Qatar. When the Taliban remained intransigent, the U.S. President told his team to accept one balky demand: the release of 5,000 Taliban militants from Afghan prisons. The Afghan president refused, saying, “The release of prisoners is not the United States authority, but it is the authority of the government of Afghanistan.” The U.S. had a way to insist via its military aid purse, again à-la-Don-Corleone. After some face-saving maneuvers, the Afghan government conceded. The Taliban always claimed that the Afghan national government was a U.S. lackey. Now, the proof was for everybody to see.

	The 45th U.S. president declared his dubious foreign policy win with the Doha Agreement in February and lost his presidential election in November. On January 20, 2021, a new president walked into the Oval Office. He quickly signed a number of executive orders to negate the ones from his predecessor, except for a few ones, such as this one: He kept the Doha Agreement. He simply lengthened the negotiated May 1 withdrawal to the end of August to ensure he would get credit as the president who ended the longest war in American history. The Taliban was complying with only one item in the agreement — not to attack coalition troops but violated the rest with increasing attacks on the Afghan government forces. The U.S. could maintain air support in Afghanistan as it did in Somalia since this was the way the U.S. taught the Afghan national army how to fight. The new president said no, arguing that the U.S. had achieved its initial and primary objective “to ensure Afghanistan would not be used as a base from which to attack our homeland again” and that “our reasons for remaining in Afghanistan are becoming increasingly unclear”. By early July, the U.S. has withdrawn its air force from Afghanistan, eliminating the main support for the beleaguered Afghan national army. The Taliban attacks surged; the U.S. shrugged their shoulders; the Afghan army teetered. On August 15, while the U.S. was still withdrawing within its end-of-August deadline, the Taliban took over the capital of Kabul, forcing the premature end of the U.S.-initiated Afghanistan War. Thirteen American soldiers lost their lives in this hurried withdrawal.

	The earlier question was—”Who lost Vietnam?”; the new question was—”Who lost Afghanistan?”. Let’s revisit these two questions in the “My Story (Continued)” chapter later because now there is a more pertinent question—”Who lost Ukraine?”. Ukraine is not lost at the time of this writing and probably will never be lost. However, like a character in a cinematic universe, a political figure keeps popping up at the turning points of the U.S. military involvement in many 20th and 21st-century conflicts. During the Vietnam War, he was a young and ambitious U.S. senator who staunchly opposed any military aid to beleaguered South Vietnam. He moved up to be the elder U.S. vice-president during the heat of the Afghanistan War and opposed the troop surge favored by his boss, the 44th U.S. president. By the time the decision to end the Afghanistan War, he had become the 46th U.S. president who, given the chance to slow the withdrawal to give the Afghan government time to adapt to the new be-on-your-own condition, decided to chop the cord as coolly as the aviator shades he loves to wear. In February 2022, he was the U.S. president when Russia sent its armored columns toward Kyiv, the capital of Ukraine. His first offer of aid was to lift the Ukrainian head and his family out of the country so they could flee the war. 

	With a lifetime of cocooning in the halls of protected power, the 46th U.S. president does not deviate much from his character. With his cut-and-run resume now thrown against a Putinic aggression, would future historians debate the question — “Who lost Ukraine?”

	NOTE: The “My Story” chapter was finished before the 2024 election when the 46th U.S. president dropped off the race and the 45th U.S. president returned as the 47th one. The hypothetical question remains — “Who lost Ukraine?”
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	Russo-Ukrainian War: Areas of Conflict (2022)
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	Chapter 2:

	 

	THE WAR

	 


I


	n all accounts, Ukraine should be lost by now. It has not, due to the luck of a good draw in 2019. In 2022, an unpropitious alignment of seemingly unrelated planets allowed the God of War to unleash its demonic wrath.

	THE PRELUDE TO WAR

	 

	I


	n the fall of 2021, the Kremlin autocrat surveyed the geopolitical scene. What he saw convinced him that it would be the right time to start his conquest of so much yearning, but not yet: he delayed the invasion of Ukraine a few months to accommodate an ally.

	The Soul of a Man

	Through cunning election maneuvers, oppression of the opposition, and even murders, the Kremlin autocrat managed to gain and then hold on to the pinnacle of Russian power since 1999, although Russia on paper was a democracy that elected its president and prime minister, and constitutionally limited their posts to two consecutive terms. His ruthlessness and view of the world went a long way back. During the Cold War, he was a lieutenant colonel in the KGB — the fearsome security apparatus of the Soviet Union. As a foreign intelligence officer, he was posted in East Germany and witnessed the 1989 falling of the Berlin Wall, which kicked off the eventual disintegration of the Soviet Union two years later, giving the victory of the Cold War to the liberal Western world. In 2005, in the State of the Union address, he revealed his true set of mind by declaring the collapse of the Soviet Union as the greatest geopolitical disaster of the last century and, more ominously, claimed that “tens of millions of our co-citizens and co-patriots found themselves outside Russian territory”. These “tens of millions of our co-citizens and co-patriots” included Russian-speaking citizens of Ukraine — they would be brought back to the Rodina (Russian “motherland”).

	And what is Ukraine? To the Kremlin autocrat, it was neither a state nor a nation. It seemed that he tried to justify his Ukrainian invasion in early February 2022 with the scornful declaration that “Ukraine has never had its own authentic statehood. There has never been a sustainable statehood in Ukraine”. That contempt was not a need-of-the-moment rationalization for war; it was a conviction built up over decades of revanchism. In 2008, he looked into the eyes of the 43rd U.S. president and opened up his inner thoughts, “You have to understand, George. Ukraine is not even a country”. The raised-as-a-boy-scout 43rd U.S. president looked back into the eyes of the Kremlin autocrat and missed seeing the soul of a fascist.

	Fascism was mainly associated with Nazi Germany during World War II, but fascism was an ideology like communism — adopted by many countries, governments, and political parties throughout the times, even when they were not aware of or publicly identified as such. It emerged from Italy during World War I — in fact, the word fascism came from the Latin word fasces — a bundle of rods tied together and used by ancient Roman magistrates as their symbol of authority. Authority was the first mark of fascism with standard tropes of authoritarianism such as the cult of a dictatorial leader, centralized autocracy, and the heavy-handed suppression of any opposition — this was the domestic template of the Third Reich during the 1933-1945 reign of Nazi Germany. All dictatorial regimes made use of similar authoritarian tools, but not all of them were labeled fascist because they did not meet two additional marks.

	The second mark of fascism was progressive imperialism, using invasions to neighboring countries and military adventures in foreign lands to subordinate the individual to the altar of war-time nationalism and to legitimize the continuous absolutism of the ruling dictator: The Third Reich dictator started various aggressive territorial demands in the latter half of the 1930s (Saarland in 1935, Rhineland in 1936, Austria and Sudetenland in 1938, Slovak state, Czech Bohemia and Moravia, and Lithuanian Memel Territory in early 1939) that culminated into a full-blown World War in September 1939 with the invasion of Poland. All imperialist regimes deployed militarism to conquer lands, like Napoleonic France in the early 1800s or the Empire of Japan during World War II (WWII). Still, most of them were not labeled fascists because they did not meet the last mark.

	What differentiated fascism from other totalitarian ideologies was its third mark — its apotheotic demarcation of people. While communism demarcated based on socioeconomic classes (with the working class at the top and the bourgeoisie at the bottom), fascism elevated the perfect citizen and human specimen based on some form of ethnic purity and racial bigotry against the rest. The Holocaust was the ultimate example of the demonization and genocide of “others” by a fascist regime. The WWII Nazi regime espoused Aryanism (the identification and supremacy of the pseudoscientific Aryan race promoted by some prominent late 19th century anthropologists) and used it to raise latent antisemitism into popular persecution levels within Germany before the war; it then initiated the war on the ground of Lebensraum (“living space”) — the settler colonialism ideology that required territorial expansion and natural resource accumulation to accommodate the growth of the Aryan race.

	The fasces, from whom the word “fascism” is derived, denote authority but also unity. The rods tied together in a fasces are identical, like people of the same background, bonding together for collective strength. The use of fasces as a symbol of authority and unity predates fascism. A 1932 bronze cast of George Washington, located near his Headquarters at Valley Forge, rests his left arm on a fasces of thirteen rods. 

	Talking about unity, people harbor prejudiced thoughts all the time — this is how human brains are built to allow quick identification of potential friends and foes. They also keep their thoughts to themselves and live in harmony with the “others” since humans need other humans to survive and thrive. To push the private and naturally occurring prejudices of “others” out into the public realm requires a charismatic leader who will use some fringe theory or far-right or far-left emotions to build up the base for their authoritarian streak. (A prime example is the 45th U.S. President.) However, without the imperialist factor, this is just proselyting bigotry and systematic discrimination. Fascism is the cumulation of all three factors: a superlative demarcation of people based on ethnicity or race that gives justification to a progression of imperialist land conquests under the mesmerization of an authoritarian.

	Is the Kremlin autocrat fascist? Some historians well versed in the documented conditions that led to fascism in Europe in the mid-20th century say no; some contemporary political scholars using modern interpretations say yes. All agree that the Kremlin autocrat is a dictator wrapped in the mantle of a pretend democracy. Take his progression of suppressing dissenting voices in Russia. When he was first nominated as acting president in 1999, he already had an ingrained aversion to the liberal civil society blossoming from the fertile ground of Glasnost (“openness and transparency”) nourished by the decomposition of the decayed Soviet Union; however, as the new kid on the block, he had to suck it up. Since then, he had consolidated power with the first premiership (1999-2000), the first presidency (2000-2004), the second presidency (2004-2008), the second premiership (2008-20012), the third presidency (2012-2018), and the fourth presidency (2018-present). With each accumulation of power, the later ones under the veil of rigged elections, he tightened the screw on the civil society. After over two decades of forcing dissenting activists, independent journalists, and human rights lawyers into exile, putting them behind bars, or even murdering a few of them for good measure, he had now totally dismantled the civil society within Russia. In January 2023, the 46-year-old Moscow Helsinki Group — the oldest and one of the last of Russia’s independent human rights organizations, closed its doors on the order of the Moscow City Court. No matter how reprehensible, his escalation of illiberal repression did not make the Kremlin autocrat yet a fascist.

	During his long tenure, the Kremlin autocrat involved Russia in multiple wars. Two of them, the intervention in the Syrian civil war and the Central African Republic civil war, were not deemed imperialist: their purpose was to buttress a friendly regime and to fight Islamist insurgents — the same goal that the U.S. pursued since 9/11. The other wars were close to home and showed a progressive militaristic expansionism that was met with a shrugged indifference, quiet acquiescence, or circumscribed pushback by the Western world. 

	The 1999-2009 Second Chechen War saw the Kremlin autocrat crush the independence of this separatist North Caucasian region that used to be part of the Soviet Union. The independent Chechen government implored for NATO intervention; NATO refused the request — most of the West saw the Russian belligerent action in Chechnya as an internal affair. Furthermore, the Chechen and surrounding areas were a hotbed of Islamist insurgents who wanted to create a North Caucasian caliphate; thus, except for some anodyne condemnations about Russian use of brutal force against civilians, the West was happy to leave it to Russia to deal with those militants. Chechnya got pulled back into the Russian Federation, and the Kremlin autocrat boosted his status amongst Russian citizens who overwhelmingly voted for their strong man in the early presidential elections. In 2022, Chechnya came into the news again: the personal fighters of the current Chechen ruler, whose political survival depended on his loyalty to the Kremlin autocrat, joined the vanguard of Russian Special Forces in the invasion of Ukraine.

	The 2008 Russo-Georgian War was more ominous. In 1991, Georgia was the second Soviet republic (after Lithuania) to declare independence from the disintegrating Soviet Union. The new country’s independence did not resolve two long-standing historical separatist issues: the Abkhazia region by the Black Sea and the South Ossetia landlocked territory. As ethnically distinct from the Georgians, the Abkhaz and South Ossetians wanted their independence from Georgia. In the ensuing civil wars, the Georgians almost won until Russia jumped in and helped the separatists. The stalemates were codified with many ceasefire and autonomy agreements, and on the last one, Russia joined the Georgians and separatists for peacekeeping duties. In November 2003, the Rose Revolution blossomed, the old Georgian leadership from the Soviet era resigned, and the subsequent presidential and parliamentary elections brought Tbilisi a new government that tilted toward the West and applied for NATO membership. The Kremlin autocrat gave a stern warning: any NATO enlargement toward Russia “would be taken in Russia as a direct threat to the security of our country”. The Russo-Georgian relationship deteriorated to lower points as Georgia continued pushing for NATO membership. Russia countered by massively expanding its “passportization” operation, where it granted Russian passports to the residents in the separatist regions without Georgia’s agreement. Russia then prepared for war. On the dawn of August 2008, at the covert urging of the Kremlin, the Abkazs and South Ossetians restarted hostilities. Georgians sent tanks and Special Forces to the demarcation lines and, again, almost put down the insurgents. Russia was waiting. As a justification to protect the newly “passportized” Russian citizens, Russia turned its peacekeeping forces into a blocking force, poured well-prepared infantry and armor over the border, sent jets to bomb the Georgian cities, and even blockaded the Georgian coastline with its Black Sea fleet. The Russian army could march all the way into Tbilisi, the Georgian capital, but this was not yet the time. Instead, after five days of fighting, Russia agreed to a new ceasefire agreement. This agreement was different from the previous ones. A few days afterward, the Kremlin issued diplomatic recognition to the two breakaway regions and promptly followed up with bilateral military agreements with the recognized “states” bypassing Georgia. Under the self-created legality of these agreements, Russia now permanently posts troops in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, turning them into Russian-occupied territories.

	Somehow, the perennial politician — who opposed the Vietnam War in his early years as a junior U.S. senator and later, as the U.S. president, ordered the disastrous U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan — popped up again in the 2008 Russo-Georgian war. A few days after the war ended, he landed in Tbilisi as the Senate Foreign Relations Committee chairman to show support for the beleaguered Georgian government. He strongly condemned Russia’s invasion and declared his intention to work with the executive branch to seek Congressional approval for $1 billion in emergency assistance for Georgia. His beautifully delivered words and the economic and humanitarian aid he sought did not give the Georgians any lethal means to recapture the occupied territories. Furthermore, he stopped championing Georgia’s accession to NATO membership. NATO charter has a three-musketeers-one-for-all-and-all-for-one Article 5, which says attacks in one member country means attacks to all member countries; if Georgia were a NATO member, it would surely invoke this article for the occupations of Abkhazia and South Ossetia; and this would mean U.S. soldiers would face their Russian counterparts in battlefields; the senior U.S. senator, now running for a higher office, would have none of this election-killer nonsense. The Kremlin autocrat, after engineering the first European war in the 21st century, barely got a slap in the wrist; he achieved all his objectives in Georgia; his domestic popularity topped the polls; Russia retained all the trappings of a superpower and some more — Russia was feared. Emboldened, the Kremlin autocrat mulled his next move.

	It was Crimea. First, it was a tentative foray, with the “Little Green Men” appearing from nowhere and blockading the main airport, the parliament, and military bases in Crimea: They were Russian Special Forces with no insignia on their uniforms for plausible denial in case the operation failed. Seeing no military pushback from the West, especially from the U.S. under the 44th president (again, the one that, after receiving the Nobel Peace Prize, drew a line in the sand and let people trample over), the Kremlin autocrat turned the occupation into a full-fledged annexation.  Seeing no military pushback by the Ukrainians, the foray turned into an occupation. Seeing no military pushback from the West, especially from the U.S. under the 44th president (again, the one that, after receiving the Nobel Peace Prize, drew a line in the sand and let people trample over), the Kremlin autocrat turned the occupation into a full-fledged annexation. He drew widespread domestic support by claiming to bring the wayward territory back to the Rodina (Russian for “motherland”). The popular support crested when he gave military assistance to the separatists to break the Donbas away from the Ukrainian national government. For years, by controlling most of the Russian media and limiting independent voices, he had prepped the common people about the encroaching threat of NATO coming little by little closer to the Russian border. Like with Georgia, the breakaway Donbas stopped cold the Ukrainian application to NATO — no NATO country wanted to get into war with Russia over some secessionist regions by the Russian border far away from any NATO nation. Like with Georgia, the Kremlin autocrat framed his Crimean and Donbas adventures on a spiritual level: Using the readily acquiescent Russian Orthodox Church (whose gentle-looking Patriarch had the same expansionist mind no matter how many humans got killed) as a political tool, he justified his actions as acts to protect and bring home the persecuted Slavic Russians wherever they were. What is “home”? He would redefine this term.

	Again, popping up was our ubiquitous political character, now wearing the pin of the vice president serving the 44th U.S. president (again, the one that drew the red line, etc.). Learning from the Georgian fiasco, he supported imposing sanctions on a few Russian officials and a limited number of companies that provided to the Russian military, pushed for assistance to Ukraine’s defense and security with non-lethal items that would not hurt any Russian invader, and tried to shore up NATO to deter further Russian aggression by slowing down the U.S. withdrawal from Europe — the withdrawal still proceeded just a tad slower. This time, it was more than a slap on the wrist; it was more like a poke in the chest. Russia shrugged, swatting away the pesky sanctions and anodyne accusations. Thinking like his nice-guy boss (who, by this time, met the continuously aggressive escalation by Russia by removing all U.S. tanks from Germany and reducing U.S. troops in Europe to one-tenth as during the Cold War to appease the Kremlin autocrat), our political character did not champion any military action — not a single hair of a U.S. soldier would be harmed to remake a PG-13 version of the earlier PG movie. The Kremlin autocrat shrugged with a contented smirk — he got everything he wanted: He had the domestic adulation he craved and made, not only Georgia but also Ukraine, purgatory buffer countries to keep NATO at bay.

	So why did the Kremlin autocrat risk everything eight years later with the invasion of Ukraine? Let’s revisit this question in the next section. For now, let’s finish exploring the earlier question: Is the Kremlin autocrat fascist? There is a prelusive question to consider first: Is he an imperialist keen on re-creating the Soviet Union?

	Let’s focus on one form of imperialism, called territorial imperialism, which is acquiring territory from other people. In ancient times, imperialism manifested itself in the form of “vassalism”, where the aim was to conquer the territory, like in the game of Risk. Due to the distance involved and the difficulty in travel and communication, the conquerors occupied the administrative level and left the people alone as long as they paid taxes so that the appointed officials could pay vassalized tributes back to say, Macedon under Alexander the Great, or Rome during the 200-year Pax Romana. From the 15th century until WWII, with travel and communication continuously improving, vassalism transformed into colonialism. The colonialist power not only wanted the territory but also to impose its religion, language, economics, and culture to “enlighten” the conquered people, who would continue to pay taxes to both the subversive native government and the colonial administration. In the late 19th century, as mentioned earlier, there was a rise of a new ideology called fascism, which also had a territorial imperialist aspect. Unlike colonialism, which conquered territory for the sake of territory, fascism conquered territory for the sake of a specific ethnicity or pseudo-race, which it deemed superior to others. The corollary was that, unlike the colonialists who jumped around the world conquering lands wherever they were available, even far-away lands (the French called them Outremer meaning overseas), the fascists started with a fatherland and then gnawed at neighboring states that had a historical concentration of people of similar descent — the oil-spill strategy of dominion. Fascism took the most evil turn with Nazism as practiced by Germany at the onset of and during WWII. The Nazis elevated the pseudo-Aryan race and went to war with their neighbors, claiming the need to protect the Aryan German minorities. They called this policy “Heim ins Reich” (“back home to the Reich”) and sought to incorporate all Volksdeutsche (ethnic Germans outside Germany) into a “Greater Germany”. The evil was what they did with the conquered populations. Anybody demonized as “Other”, unworthy to the master class and useless to the Aryan society, such as Jews, Gypsies, communists, homosexuals, and even the disabled, was given a single choice of genocides, sterilization, or forced deportations: The goal was to cleanse the space for Aryans to move over or live in purity. Even when they were losing the war in 1944-1945, the Nazis kept allocating sizable resources to their Final Solution.

	The Kremlin autocrat was devious in working toward his goals, but he was always forthright about them. Sometimes he announced these goals years or even decades ahead of exercise, so people tended not to take them seriously enough. In 2021, he stated that “it makes no sense to restore the Soviet Union”, and he kept true to his words. The Soviet Union was a vast empire; its dissolution created 15 independent countries. Except for the Chechen problem, which he inherited and needed to resolve with an open iron fist, he would not want to touch the other South Caucasian countries at his southern borders: Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. With the pre-2022 Russia dominating militarily, he could conjure a false-flagged excuse for an invasion (like the always convenient Islamic terrorism) at any time he wished and took those countries back. But what would he do with a bunch of additional Muslims in his Slavic Orthodox Russia? In his statements and declarations during his over-20-year ascension to power, he made it clear he did not want to reconstitute the Soviet Union; his aim was to rebuild the Holy Rus’, a spiritual Greater Russia that encompassed all the lands where ethnic Slavic Orthodox Russians resided, including part of Georgia, Ukraine, and others. This was the reason the conservative Russian Orthodox Church supported his warmongering vision, overriding its biblical tenet of brotherly love to your fellow humans. The Kremlin autocrat wanted to bring all wayward Slavic Orthodox Russians home, not by immigration, but by taking the lands they currently resided in and adding them to Grand Russia — this is the new definition of “Home”. The Kremlin autocrat is not an imperialist in the sense of conquering whatever lands available. He only conquers lands based on an ethnicity. For that, he is a fascist. 
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