AVIM

AVRASYA INCELEMELERI MERKEZI
CENTER FOR EURASIAN STUDIES

CYCLE OF DESTABILIZATION AND RESTABILIZATION:
IMPACTS ON BALKAN DEMOCRACIES

Teoman Ertugrul TULUN

Analyst

Analysis No : 2024 / 21

20.12.2024

The Balkans and the Caucasus have long been regions of strategic importance, serving as
conduits between Europe and Asia. For the Center for Eurasian Studies (AVIM), these
areas are no longer viewed simply as the center of gravity in a geopolitical seesaw, but
rather as vital arteries connecting the heart of Eurasia. As Turkiye's role has evolved into
a nexus within this broader Eurasian landscape, the significance of developments in the
Balkans and Caucasus has only grown.

In our previous analysis, we examined recent events unfolding in Georgia and the wider
Caucasus region, highlighting the complex interplay of domestic politics, international
influences, and regional dynamics. As we continue to monitor these crucial areas, it
becomes increasingly clear that think tanks like AVIM play a pathfinder role in providing
fact-based analysis and insightful commentary on the ever-changing situation in both the
Balkans and the Caucasus.[1]

The Balkans, in particular, holds a unique position in the geopolitical landscape. As AVIM
has consistently emphasized, this region is not merely a geographical space but a
strategic corridor of immense importance for Eurasia. Its significance stems from its role
as a transit route connecting Europe and Asia, as well as its historical importance as a
crossroads of civilizations and cultures.[2]

Romania, in the Balkan region, warrants special attention in light of recent developments.
The country's strategic location on the Black Sea and its position as both a NATO and EU
member make it a crucial actor in regional dynamics. Romania's evolving relationships
with its neighbors, its efforts to strengthen its position within Euro-Atlantic structures, and
its economic development initiatives all contribute to shaping the broader Balkan and
European landscape.[3]

In examining Romania's current situation, it is essential to consider how it fits into the
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larger picture of Balkan integration efforts and regional cooperation. The country's role in
initiatives such as the Three Seas Initiative and its stance on issues like energy security
and infrastructure development have implications that extend beyond its borders,
affecting the entire region and, by extension, the Eurasian nexus.[4]

In the Romanian context, we must also consider how developments there relate to the
broader themes explored in our previous analysis of Georgia and the Caucasus. Both
regions face challenges related to geopolitical competition, efforts at European
integration, and the need to balance various international influences while maintaining
their sovereignty and pursuing national interests.[5]

Romania and December 2024 Presidential Elections

In the lead-up to the December 2024 presidential elections, Romania experienced
unprecedented political turmoil that culminated in the annulment of the entire electoral
process. The first round of voting, held on November 24, 2024, saw the surprising
emergence of Calin Georgescu, a far-right populist candidate, as the frontrunner.
Georgescu, running as an independent, secured approximately 22% of the vote,
outperforming established political figures and defying pre-election polls.[6]

The election's unexpected turn took a dramatic twist on December 6, 2024, when
Romania's Constitutional Court made the extraordinary decision to annul the results of the
first round, just two days before the scheduled runoff.[Z] This unprecedented move was
justified by allegations of Russian interference in the electoral process, particularly in
support of Georgescu's campaign.[8]

The court's decision was based on newly declassified intelligence reports presented by
President Klaus lohannis. The reports he presented suggested that Romania had been
subjected to "aggressive hybrid Russian assaults" during the election period. These
reports indicated a coordinated campaign across various social media platforms, including
TikTok and Telegram, to promote Georgescu's candidacy.[9]

The annulment threw Romania's political landscape into chaos, with both domestic and
international observers expressing shock at the turn of events. Georgescu and his
supporters decried the decision as a "coup d'état," while his opponent, Elena Lasconi of
the pro-European Union Save Romania Union party, criticized the ruling as undermining
democratic principles.[10]

The court's decision mandates that the entire electoral process be restarted, likely
delaying the election by several months. This development has raised significant
questions about Romania's democratic processes and its vulnerability to external
interference, particularly given its strategic importance as a NATO ally bordering Ukraine.

[11]

it is also worth acknowledging that the situation has led to some skepticism and
accusations of external interference. Some critics have questioned whether the court's
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decision was truly independent, suggesting potential influence from Brussels.[12]

The situation in Romania reflects the broader challenges faced by democracies in the
region, echoing similar concerns about Russian influence in recent elections in Moldova
and Georgia.[13] It underscores the complex interplay between national sovereignty,
democratic processes, and the threat of foreign interference in an increasingly
interconnected digital age.

As Romania grapples with this unprecedented situation, the country faces the dual
challenge of safeguarding its democratic institutions while addressing the underlying
societal divisions that may have contributed to the rise of far-right populism. The coming
months will be crucial in determining how Romania navigates this crisis and what
implications it may have for the country's political future and its relationships within the
European Union and NATO.

Cycle of Destabilization and Restabilization

Romania's strategic importance in the Balkans has made it a focal point for major powers
seeking to influence the region's geopolitical landscape. The country's critical role in the
Ukraine war, its position in the Black Sea region, and its involvement in the Three Seas
Initiative have attracted the attention of global actors like the United States, the European
Union, and Russia. These powers often employ strategies of destabilization followed by
restabilization to advance their interests in Romania.

The United States views Romania as a crucial ally in the Balkans, particularly in
countering Russian influence. The U.S. strategy involves increasing its military footprint in
Romania, with President Klaus lohannis allowing U.S. troops to be stationed in the country.
U.S. uses Romania as a conduit for supplying U.S.-made weapons to Ukraine, further
solidifying the U.S.-Romanian alliance. U.S. backs pro-Western politicians like lohannis,
who align with U.S. interests in the region.[14] In this connection, it is worth mentioning
that Romania occasionally demands an increase in the US presence in the Black Sea.
Although these demands have aspects that are justified within the NATO framework, such
demands , in some cases, lead to discussions of controversial initiatives that could open
the door to indirect circumvention of the 88-year-old 1936 Montreux Convention
Regarding the Regime of the Straits, which authorizes Tirkiye as the gate keeper to the
Black Sea. It is Tarkiye's legitimate right to expect its NATO allies, especially those of
bordering the Black Sea, to take into consideration that this issue has a sensitive content
in terms of Turkiye's national interests.

On the other hand. the EU's approach to Romania focuses on is mainly economic. It tries
to strengthen its position by combining its infrastructure and pouring in money into
Romania through initiatives like the Three Seas Initiative.[15]

Russia views Romania's pro-Western stance as a threat to its interests in the Black Sea
region. Its approach includes Information Warfare. Conducting influence campaigns and
spreading disinformation to sway public opinion. Political Interference by supporting pro-

AVi Avrasya incelemeleri Merkezi
Center for Eurasian Studies




Russian or anti-Western candidates in Romanian elections. Exploiting Divisions by
attempting to exacerbate internal political and social tensions within Romania.[16]

The process of destabilization and restabilization in Romania follows a similar pattern we
have mentioned in our commentary regarding Georgia. In the initial destabilization
phase, external powers work to exploit or create internal divisions. They launch
disinformation campaigns aimed at sowing confusion and distrust among the population.
Additionally, these powers lend support to political factions that align with their interests,
further deepening societal rifts.[17]

This cyclical process allows major powers to reshape Romania's political landscape
according to their strategic interests. While the United States and EU strive to maintain
Romania's Western orientation, Russia seeks to disrupt this alignment and draw Romania
closer to its sphere of influence.

Asymmetric Impacts of Destabilization on Democratic and Authoritarian Systems

Democratic nations are built on principles of transparency, free communication, and
public trust in institutions. When these countries engage in destabilizing activities, even
for strategic purposes, they risk undermining the very foundations of their political
systems. The need to maintain public support and adhere to democratic norms constrains
their actions, making them more vulnerable to criticism and backlash.

In contrast, authoritarian regimes like Russia operate with fewer such constraints. They
can more easily engage in destabilizing activities without facing significant domestic
repercussions. The lack of free press and suppression of dissent allow these regimes to
control narratives and limit public awareness of their actions.

Furthermore, democratic societies are more susceptible to the effects of misinformation
and disinformation campaigns. The open nature of democratic discourse provides fertile
ground for the spread of false narratives, which can erode public trust in democratic
institutions. As noted in a Brookings Institution article, the explosion of misinformation has
been a key driver in decreasing confidence in democratic political systems.[18]

The impact of such campaigns is evident in the aftermath of the 2020 U.S. presidential
election, where widespread belief in electoral fraud persisted despite a lack of evidence.
This phenomenon demonstrates how destabilization efforts can have lasting effects on
democratic societies, potentially weakening their ability to function effectively.

In essence, while democratic powers must carefully balance their strategic interests with
their commitment to democratic values, authoritarian regimes face no such dilemma. This
asymmetry in constraints and vulnerabilities makes the destabilization-restabilization
cycle particularly challenging for democracies, potentially giving authoritarian actors like
Russia a strategic advantage in the global arena.

This destabilization-restabilization vicious circle that we tried to explain above is
frequently showing itself in the Caucasus and Balkans regions. It is not possible not to
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regard this course of events with concern.

Conclusion

The intricate dynamics within the Balkans and Caucasus emphasize the pivotal role these
regions play in the broader Eurasian landscape. The situation in Romania, particularly with
the December 2024 presidential elections, underscores the vulnerabilities of democracies
to external interferences and internal destabilizations. As Romania navigates these
complexities, its experiences mirror broader geopolitical challenges and opportunities
facing the region.

For AViM, understanding these nuances is not just about chronicling events but also about
offering strategic insights that aid policymakers and scholars. The continued vigilance and
insightful analysis provided by think tanks like AViM are helpful in crafting responses that
are informed, nuanced, and proactive. As Turkiye asserts its role as a regional player in
this mosaic of geopolitical interests, the imperative to grasp and influence the evolving
narratives in these key regions remains a paramount goal.

This synthesis of historical context, current events, and forward-looking strategies
highlights the continuous need for a deep and nuanced understanding of the Balkans and
Caucasus. AVIM will continue to contribute to efforts to ensure stability and enhance
cooperation in the Eurasian region by encouraging informed debate and strategic
thinking, and will also strive to strengthen interaction among think tanks in this regard.
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