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Kremlin Softens Its Antiwar Rhetoric

By Simon Saradzhyan and Simon Ostrovsky 
Staff Writers   
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A U.S. soldier, seen through the cracked windshield of his brigade's command vehicle, guarding a convoy
during its push toward Baghdad on Thursday.
   
With U.S.-led forces reaching the outskirts of Baghdad, the Kremlin is softening its staunch opposition to the
war in what analysts say is an indication Moscow wants to mend frayed relations with Washington and,
perhaps, win a spot for Russian companies in postwar Iraq.

"For political and economic considerations, Russia is not interested in the defeat of the United States," President
Vladimir Putin told reporters in the provincial city of Tambov on Wednesday.

Putin did not elaborate, but he continued to toe the softer line Thursday, saying Russia will still cooperate with
the United States despite differences over Iraq.

"In the political sense, the United States and Russia are the biggest nuclear powers in the world, and the special
responsibility for the protection of international peace rests upon us," he told reporters, who were hastily called
late Thursday to his suburban residence of Novo-Ogaryovo, The Associated Press reported.

"In solving any problems of a global character, including crisis situations, we have always cooperated, are
cooperating and will cooperate with the United States." 

Putin emphasized the importance of the U.S. economy for Russia, saying trade turnover in 2002 was $9.2
billion and was expected to approach $10 billion this year.

The Foreign Ministry, however, did not tone down its strong criticism of the war to match Putin's rhetoric.
Ahead of a meeting earlier Thursday with U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell in Brussels, Foreign Minister
Igor Ivanov reiterated his demands that the crisis be returned to the United Nations.

A Foreign Ministry official refused to comment on Putin's Wednesday remarks. The ministry on Wednesday
summoned U.S. Ambassador Alexander Vershbow to protest U.S. airstrikes on a Baghdad district where the
Russian Embassy is located.

Alexei Malashenko, a political analyst at the Moscow Carnegie Center, said Putin can no longer afford to sit on
the fence as U.S.-led forces inch closer toward ousting Saddam Hussein's regime.

Viktor Kremenyuk, deputy director of the Russian Academy of Sciences' USA and Canada Institute, agreed.

"This is a clear shift in Kremlin rhetoric ... [showing] that the endgame is near in Iraq and it is time to try to
mend relations," he said.



Putin's comments came as France and Germany, which earlier teamed up with Russia to derail U.S. efforts to
win the UN Security Council's blessing for a forceful regime change, also soften their stances toward the United
States.

German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer, speaking hours before meeting with Powell on Wednesday, said he
hoped the Iraqi regime would fall quickly. Both Germany and France agreed Wednesday that NATO should
start considering how to enhance the alliance's peacekeeping role in Afghanistan. This indicates that Paris is
becoming more open to the engagement of NATO beyond its traditional zone of influence in Europe, The
Associated Press quoted unnamed diplomats as saying. 

Putin, who previously called the start of the war "a big political mistake," chose a rather unusual location to
make the shift in rhetoric. Putin was in Tambov, located about 400 kilometers southeast of Moscow, on a visit
meant to discuss medical insurance reforms, and most of the reporters in his entourage concentrated on covering
this issue. It was not until 9:30 p.m. that Russian news agencies and the Kremlin's official web site reported
Putin's remarks on Iraq, and Vremya Novostei was the only large newspaper to report them on its front page
Thursday. 

After weeks of verbal offensives and counter-offensives, U.S. President George W. Bush's administration also
appears to be adopting a more conciliatory tone toward Russia. Vershbow -- who has spent the past few weeks
spelling out what economic sticks the United States can apply to Russia -- was quoted by Izvestia on Thursday
as saying Washington recognizes that Russian oil companies have formidable interests in Iraq. 

He suggested that Russia participate in shaping a vision of a postwar Iraq, as this would increase "Russia's role
in [its] postwar reconstruction."

Analysts estimate that Iraq has $57.2 billion in contracts -- primarily in energy and communications -- with
companies from Russia, the Netherlands, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, China and France. Of those deals,
90 percent, or $52 billion, are with Russia, according to the Washington-based Center for Strategic and
International Studies. Iraq owes Russia more than $8 billion. 

Russian companies are split over whether a new Iraqi regime will honor their interests. "We expect the contract
to be honored at the end of the war. After all, after the revolution the Soviet Union accepted [part of] the debts
of tsarist Russia," a LUKoil spokesman said Thursday.

Zarubezhneft expressed doubts about its deals, saying it stands to lose $150 million to $180 million in potential
profits in Iraq. The company was drilling dozens of oil wells in cooperation with Tatneft and the Iraq-based
Northern Oil Co. when the war broke out. 

Zarubezhneft and Mashinoimport signed a contract in 1997 to develop oil fields in Western Qurna, but this deal
is also likely to fall through, Zarubezhneft said.

Mashinoimport, which has some $30 million worth of oil drilling equipment in Iraq, shared Zarubezhneft's
pessimism. "More questions have been raised than answered," a company official said.

Tekhnopromexport is not counting on filling a contract worth hundreds of millions of dollars to build a large
power station. "Our contract was through the UN, a respected organization, so of course we hope to get some
form of compensation at some point," said Tekhnopromexport spokesman Samvel Oshinyants.

A spokesman for KamAZ, which had planned to sell $75 million worth of trucks to Iraq this year, said his
company has struck those earnings from its business plan. 



GAZ, however, is continuing to assemble Volga sedans to be shipped to Iraq under a $47 million contract
signed in 2001. "Even if the Iraqi regime changes as a result of the U.S. military operation, international trade
law stipulates that agreements have to be observed and carried out," GAZ head Alexei Barantsev told reporters
this week.

Analysts also are divided over the fate of Russia's economic interests.

"There is a possibility that current contracts and contracts that have been discussed but not signed might be
broken," said Alexei Vorobyov at Aton. "I am confident that Russian interests in the oil sector will be infringed
upon."

However, Christopher Weafer, chief strategist at Alfa Bank, said, "It is very likely that Russian companies will
retain those interests in Iraq." He said some Russian contracts have a good change of being renegotiated.

Staff Writer Lyuba Pronina contributed to this report.
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27 killed in Baghdad on Thursday morning 
03.04.2003

ABU DHABI, April 3 (Itar-Tass) - Twenty-seven people were killed and another 193 were injured in Baghdad
and its suburbs on Thursday morning, Iraqi Information Minister Muhammad Sa'id al-Sahhaf told a news
briefing. 

A high-yield cluster bomb was dropped on a busy street in the city's al-Dora area. It killed 14 civilians, while
another 66 were injured. Baghdad's Wednesday casualties were five dead and 140 wounded. The wounded later
were hospitalized, according to the minister. 

Well-informed sources quoting a U.S. command spokesman said American units had penetrated Wednesday
night into one of Hussein's palaces in suburban Baghdad. The spokesman explained that the operation had
become possible because of the disrupted Iraqi troops control. 

U.S. central command representative Gen Vincent Brooks neither confirmed nor denied the reports that western
coalition forces are now 20- to 30 kilometers away from the Iraqi capital. 

Speaking at the military base in as-Sayliyah, Qatar, the General curtly said that the operation proceeds
successfully, in accordance with the plan. 

However, the Iraqi information minister said the reports that western coalition forces are approaching Baghdad
are incorrect. 

The aggressors will never be able to seize the Baghdad international airport, Muhammad Sa'id al-Sahhaf said. 
Military criminals [anti-Saddam coalition - Itar-Tass] are churning out avalanches of lies every day in a bid to
deceive the world community, al-Sahhaf said. "This is psychological war," he indicated. 
Al-Sahhaf said western coalition forces had been rebuffed from the towns of al-Kut and al-Hindiyah, noting
heavy enemy materiel and personnel casualties. 



He gave it to understand that the Iraqi forces will soon counterattack after exhausting the U.S.-British troops in
the course of defense fighting. 

Feda'iyee Saddam organization units on Wednesday destroyed three tanks and one armoured personnel carrier,
and shot down an F-18 fighter-bomber and an enemy transport plane. U.S. and British troops attempted to enter
the city of Basra, but were forced to retreat due to stiff resistance, according to the Iraqi minister. 
British Defense Secretary Geoff Hoon said British units had taken key positions on Basra outskirts and that they
will be moving towards city center in due time. He also noted that coalition forces had taken prisoner more than
9,000 Iraqi servicemen. 

U.S. General Vincent Brooks said 4,000 Iraqi soldiers had surrendered. At the same time, he expressed the hope
that Saddam's regime is treating the U.S. and British POWs in line with the Geneva Convention. 

British Prime Minister Tony Blair said there are many problems on all fronts, and cautioned against haste in
setting the dates of the end of fighting in Iraq. 

Meanwhile, the Moscow office of the International Committee of the Red Cross said the situation with potable
water in Iraq had become critical. Whole towns and villages have been suffering from water shortages for a
week. 

Electricity supply in western Iraq has been disrupted for the past three days. Most of water pumping stations in
that region use reserve generators which only function at 40 percent of their capacity for eight to nine hours a
day. 

The Abu Dhabi satellite channel said the al-Samawah city with a population of 300,000 in southern Iraq is on
the brink of the humanitarian catastrophe. All trade outlets and offices closed after three days of continuous
bombings. The U.S. and British troops refrained from occupying this city on the bank of the Euphrates,
anticipating serious resistance there. Explosions and sporadic exchanges of fire are reportedly heard in the city. 


	By Simon Saradzhyan and Simon Ostrovsky

