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 “The quarrel along the Nistru is between political and economic elites, and not hostile 
 communities, ethnic, or national groups. (...) With respect to Moldova in 2008, the absence of a 
 solution to the Transnistrian question will be better than a bad solution that cripples the 
 country's chances for reform and integration into Europe as a whole.” 
 
  Ambassador William H. Hill,  former Head of the OSCE Mission to Moldova (1999 - 2006) 1  
 
Introduction 
 
Much as a large portion of international literature on the Transnistrian2 crisis, the quotation above, 
albeit unintentionally,  suggests that solution seems to be fully in the hands of the powers that be, while 
the divided communities bear little if any responsibility for what happened, nor will they have much 
say as to the future outcome of the events, in which most of them, however, have been and will 
continue to be engaged. Common citizens are all too often portrayed as those who stand either to suffer 
or stay away from the war and its aftermath. In this report, we propose to challenge this rather common 
view and, while we generally agree with the other part of the above quotation about Moldova (we 

                                                 
1 Both quotations are taken from William H. Hill's article 'Who’s Next? Russia’s Cat and Mouse Game with Moldova' on 

OpenDemocracy.net, published on  24/10/2008 - http://www.opendemocracy.net/article/russia-theme/who-s-next-russia-
s-cat-and-mouse-game-with-moldova  

   
2 Through this text we use the term Transnistria without any prejudice against neither left-bank or the right-bank's political 

preferences. The Transnistrian own term Pridniestrovie in Slavic languages – means a 'region alongside the river 
Dniester', reflecting centrality of the river for the regional identity, while the current Moldovan/Romanian term 
'Transnistria'  means a 'region across the river Nistru' reflecting a Chi� in� u-centered perspective. The latter term was 
introduced in the period after Moldova's independence while previously the area was referred to as 'peste Nistru' i.e. 
'behind Dniester'.  Transnistrian Moldovan-language version of the region's name is Republica Moldoveneasc�  Nistrean�  
not Transnistreana. OSCE coined 'politically correct' hybrid Transdniestria used in most international documents 
although well-meant rather defeats the purpose of ensuring a greater mutual respect and acceptance between the two 
conflicting parties as it still does not reflect a region-centered perspective. 
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should also bear in mind Transnistria for that matter), situation that it describes – i.e. when the price of 
any specific decision may in longer term perspective outweigh any likely immediate gains – have, in 
our view, resulted also from the fact that members of these elites have come to believe that they really 
could deal with the crisis alone – that they have no need to engage with other social actors including 
there domestic political rivals, civil societies, local communities and even many government agencies 
in their command. In the text below, we will, therefore, try to focus on the human dimension of the 
Transnistrian crisis, and while addressing the political aspects we also will strive to highlight how 
human motivations and concerns are shaping the processes of decision making and strategy 
development. Our approach to the analysis of root causes and possible future methods of settlement is 
based on a belief that legal solutions and definitions, including those cast in terms of international law, 
are nothing but signifier for the signified, which comes in the form of a legitimate social contract 
grounded on a foundation of actual interests of all social actors, without prejudice to race, language, 
ethnicity, class, political or economic status.  Methodology of the report is based on a multidisciplinary 
approach, which incorporates elements of social anthropology, political discourse analysis, sociology 
and social psychology. The material includes a series of over 30 in-depth interviews with politicians, 
ministers, civil servants, civic activists, leaders of some political parties and extra-parliamentary 
opposition groups, community leaders, members of the Joint Control Commission (international body 
overseeing the compliance with the ceasefire and confidence measures agreements between the 
conflicting sides), former combatants; data corpus on Transnistrian war, ethnic diversity, language 
situation and Chi� in� u-Tiraspol relation based on a large sample of print media discourse in Moldovan 
and Russian languages and two focus groups conducted in Chi� in� u and Co� ni�a (a Moldova-controlled 
left bank village) in December 2008.  
 
1. Background 
 

As of 2004, the Republic of Moldova's total 
population constituted 3,383,332 people. 
Ethnic Moldovans represent an 
overwhelming majority of 75.8%, while  
2.2% have stated their ethnic affiliation as 
Romanian. Other ethnicities include 
Ukrainians — 8.4%, Russians – 5.9%, 
Gagauz – 4.4%, Bulgarians – 1.9%, other 
unspecified minority groups account for 
another 1.0%. The urban to rural 
populations breakup is 38.6% to 61.4%. 
Only 2.8% of ethnic Moldovans claim that 
their native language is other than 
Moldovan/Romanian (mainly Russian). Out 
of ethnic Ukrainians 31.8% stated Russian 
as native language. Out of Gagauz 5.8% 

claim that they speak Russian as native. Among Bulgarians 13.9% stated Russian as native tongue. The 
figures of  58.8%/16.4% for those who 'usually speak Moldovan/Romanian', and 16% who claim that 
they 'usually speak Russian' rather adequately reflect the two major languages that dominate Moldova's 
linguistic landscape and their relative political weight3. Linguistic situation in Moldova's major urban 

                                                 
3 The data is based on the most recent official census of 2004 - Caracteristici demografice, na�ionale, lingvistice, culturale. 

Basic facts (2004 figures):

30%

28%

26%

16% Moldovan

Ukranian

Russian

Other

Moldova
Population:     3,383,332

Urban / Rural: 38% / 62%

Transnistria:
Population:     558,000
Urban / Rural: 68% / 32%

78%

9%

6%
4%3%

Moldovan /
Romanian
Ukranian

Russian

Gagauz

Other

Ethnic composition: Ethnic composition:

While the conflict cannot be labeled as inter-ethnic, ethnicity is a factor, that had 
a serious impact on the conflict dynamics and formation of regional identities 



3 

centers is still the other way round — Russian is rather more often heard on the streets of Chi� in� u, 
while an obvious minority of people either do not speak any Russian at all or have a very rudimentary 
knowledge of it, these include the younger generations of urbanites and some of those who come from 
the rural areas. Most of the government daily communications both written and verbal are performed in 
Moldovan/Romanian, which includes the sessions of the Parliament and the Cabinet broadcast on the 
local TV channels. In most of the public areas — such as supermarkets, restaurants, bookshops etc. 
Moldovan and Russian code switching  usually occurs without any obvious strain, while in most cases 
the service providers would address the customer in Moldovan language and switch to Russian if 
needed. The use of other languages — such as Gagauz, Ukrainian and Bulgarian is limited to the areas 
where respective groups constitute local majority populations.  
 
The most recent figure for the Transnistrian population  (2004 census) is 558,000. According to the 
PMR Parliament chairman Evgeniy Shevchuk, about one third of the population has left the region 
since 1990. The urban to rural populations breakup is 68% to 32%4.  Most often quoted proportions for 
ethnic breakup of Transnistria are 30% - for Moldovans, 28% - Ukrainians, and 26% - Russians. 
Minority groups also include Bulgarians, Jews and Poles. Most Russians reside in the cities while many 
Ukrainians and Moldovans live in villages (often monoethnic ones). Although the PMR government 
has adopted three languages as official ones (Russian, Moldovan and Ukrainian), Russian language 
dominates not only the urban linguistic landscape but the entire public sphere, including the 
government, education, service sector and media. Moldovan and Ukrainian languages functioning in 
the public sphere is limited mainly to some symbolic functions (some street names, banknotes, few 
government offices signboards are duplicated in Moldovan Cyrillic script, much less frequently in 
Ukrainian and often with spelling mistakes). Moldovan is used as a language of instruction in some 
secondary schools, Cyrillic Moldovan-based schools are in fact bi-lingual ones with most or all 
subjects except for the native language taught in Russian. There are six Latin script-based secondary 
schools, which follow the Moldovan ministry of education-approved curriculum. A single newspaper of 
small size and circulation is issued in Cyrillic-based Moldovan. Moldovan is widely spoken in rural 

areas, where the Moldovan TV is also being 
widely received. In urban areas dominated 
by cable TV systems Moldovan and 
Romanian programs are never part of the 
package.      
Brief history of the events that lead to an 
armed conflict alongside the Dniester river 
and to the  breakup of what used to be 
Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic (1940 – 
1991) into an internationally recognized 
state under the name of Republic of 
Moldova and a de-facto autonomous but 
unrecognized entity that goes under the 
appellative of   Dniestrian Moldavian 
Republic (Pridniestrovskaia Moldavskaia 
Respublika – henceforth, PMR) includes: 

                                                                                                                                                                        
Recens� mîntul popula�iei 2004: www.statistica.md/public/files/Recensamint/Recensamintul_populatiei/vol_1/6 

4 Note the diametrically opposite patterns of urban to rural population breakup in mainland Moldova and Transnistria, 
which marks the former as largely rural and the latter as a more urbanized areas.   

Location:
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1. 1988-1989 – the rise of ethnic nationalism in Moldova lead by the Popular Front of Moldova 
(PFM), Moldova's movement toward independence from the Soviet Union with a strong focus on  
upgrading the status of the ethnic majority language to that of a sole national language of the 
newly independent state, with unionism as one of the catch words of the day – meaning re-
unification with Romania based on the return to the status quo ante of 1940 when the Soviet 
Union had recaptured Bessarabia province as part of Molotov – Ribbentrop deal (an idea that 
hardly enjoyed  enough popular support, but resulted in the Romanization of many important 
symbols, including  the name of the state language, the national anthem, the flag and the court of 
arms). In response to these trends, an opposition movement  mounted in Transnistria in support of 
Russian language and against Romanization of Moldovan (the change of script from Cyrillic to 
Latin and the renaming of the language to Romanian) . 

2. 1989- spring of 1990 – Moldovan declared the state language and Latin script adopted as an 
obvious sign of a shared linguistic identity with the neighboring Romania (31 August, 1989). A 
strike movement (the so called language strikes) unfolds in the key industrial cities of the left 
bank (since August, 1989). February – March 1990, elections to the Supreme Soviet of Moldova 
(Parliament): on the left bank supporters of the USSR win majority seats, the right bank is 
dominated by members of the nationalist Popular Front of Moldova who promoted 
rapprochement with Romania. 

3. 12 March, 1990 – the Tiraspol authorities forbid the use of the Latin script in the left bank areas 
under its de-facto control.  

4. 27 April, 1990 – the Moldovan Parliament adopts the Romanian-styled tricolor as the national 
flag. The local authorities on the left bank and Bendery refuse to adopt the new flag and continue 
using the red Soviet flag in its stead. Moldovan tricolor is being regularly torn down on the 
government offices on the left bank. 

5. June 2, 1990 – the congress of the “Transnistrian deputies of all levels” held in the Parkany 
village calls on Chi� in� u to give Transnistria the status of a free economic zone with Russian as 
its official language. Chi� in� u refuses. The congress marked the beginning of power consolidation 
on the regional scale – before that Transnistria had no single regional government.  

6. 23 June, 1990  – the Moldovan Parliament adopts the Declaration of Sovereignty; Moldovans 
widely discuss the Ribbentrop-Molotov pact of 23 August, 1939 and the nationalists call for its 
denunciation, which subsequently resulted in Chi� in� u Declaration of 28 June, 1991 that declared 
the Pact void ab initio. Transnistrians interpreted theses ideas as an attempt to call into question 
the borders of the Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic and hence the inclusion of left bank areas 
into the Moldovan state. Referendums  are held in Transnistria in support of declaring  Dniestrian 
Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic as part of the USSR (the latter phrase meaning that the 
republic should be directly subordinated to Moscow not Chi� in� u). An important right bank city 
of Bendery (part of historic Bessarabia province) is actively engaged in the mounting revolt 
against Chi� in� u.  

7. 2 September, 1990 – the 2nd congress of Transnistrian deputies of all levels declares the Dniester 
Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic as part of the USSR (taking out the word 'autonomous' of the 
official name meant an upgrade of the entity's status to equal with Moldova).  A similar event 
occurred in August 1990 in Gaguzia. 

8. 2 November 1990 – Moldova's police attempt to take Dubossary in order to take under control the 
government offices, which result in clashes with local militias. Three persons dies as a result of 
police fire. The Moldovan police pulled back.  
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9. 6 May, 1991 – the Transnistrian Supreme Soviet takes under Transnistrian jurisdiction the law-
enforcement, courts and state prosecutors on the left bank. 

10. 25 August, 1991 – In the wake of the failed August coup in Moscow, the Transnistrian Supreme 
Soviet declares full independence of the self-proclaimed Transnistrian republic.   

11. 27 August, 1991  – the Moldovan Parliament declares Moldova's full independence. 
12. 29 August, 1991 – the Transnistrian leader Igor Smirnov goes to Kyiv seeking support of Ukraine 

and is arrested by the Moldovan police. 
13. 1 December, 1991 – referendum in Tiraspol for the establishment of an independent state, On 

December 11 the Moldovan Parliament declares the results of the referendum void. 
14. 13 December, 1991– failed Moldovan police attempt to take control of Dubossary. Seven 

peopled, 18 wounded, several dozen taken prisoners by the Moldovan police. 
15. February – March 1992 – Russian Cossacks arrive in Transnistria; local self-governments on the 

left bank gradually come under control of Tiraspol.  
16. 2 March, 1992 – Moldova becomes member of the UN. The Transnistrian war begins with 

Moldovan police assault on Dubossary and fights near Co� ni�a and Cocieri. On March 14, the 
Transnistrian militias blow up two bridges across Dniester leading to Dubossary. A ceasefire 
agreement reached.   

17. 19 March, 1992 – the Moldovan Parliament adopts resolution on the normalization of situation, 
which offers Transnistria the status of a free economic zone; 9-10 May, an emergency congress of 
the Transnistrian workers demands recognition of Transnistria and transferring Soviet 14th Army 
stationed on the left bank under its jurisdiction; 18 May, ceasefire broken by shelling Moldova-
controlled villages on the left bank. 23 May, the Moldovan President appeals to the UN, claiming 
that the 14th Army was involved in the conflict.  

18. April 1992 – situation around Bendery deteriorates, 15 April, an international disarmament 
commission established, including military observers from Russia, Ukraine, Romania, Moldova 
and Transnistria.  18 June – the Moldovan Parliament adopts decision on a peaceful resolution of 
the crisis. 

19. 19 June, 1992 – the beginning of Moldova's assault on Bendery. The military engagement 
between the two sides soon reaches its peak. 

20. 21 July, 1992 – peace agreement is signed in Moscow, which marks the end of hostilities, the 
establishment  of a security zone along the front line under the joint control of Russian, Moldovan 
and Transnistrian peacekeepers and a long-lasting political stalemate in the relations between the 
two conflicting sides. 

 
 
Before we move on, few key questions may be formulated: 
 
1. Why would Moldova's political landscape change so rapidly and the ideology of ethnic and linguistic 
nationalism, and even of irredentism, as represented in unionist idea, which had been long banned from 
the public domain would dominate the mainstream of local political debate to soon become the most 
powerful mobilizing force and key element in shaping the local political agenda? Similar processes 
were going in some neighboring countries, such as Ukraine, without provoking any serious inter-ethnic 
clashes or separatist trends. 
 
2. Why would the Transnistrian elite and public in late 1980s – 1990s so vehemently reject the 
independence of Moldova from the Soviet Union and set on a track that would lead them subsequently 
to a secession and declaration of their own independent state? While similar movements occurred in at 
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least three regions in Caucasus – South Osetia, Abkhazia, and Nagorno-Karabakh, the situations there 
seemed are marked with a clear ethnic divide which is not so obvious in the case of Transnistria. 
 
3. How did it happen that a newly independent Moldova having no militarily capabilities, neither 
having taken a basic account of the strategic situation would find itself immersed in a regional armed 
conflict  with long-term consequences going far beyond the young nation's capacity to cope both 
militarily and politically? 
 
2. Why did Transnistrians oppose Moldovan independence? 
While many analysts insist that there was no much difference in terms of culture or the ethnic make-up 
of populations living on the left and right bank of Dniester, there are several good reasons to challenge 
these views.  
 
The historic political geography of the region which left a deep imprint in the mental geography of the 
place – the way two populations viewed each other – over a long period of time point to the river 
Dniester as important frontier. While ethnic Moldovan villages existed on the left bank from long 
before, Moldovan ethnic culture long viewed the right bank Bessarabia as the real ethnic heartlands, to 
which the left bank villages did not belong. During the Russian Empire, since 1812, it did not really 
matter, as many ethnic communities were divided between several administrative unites. Left bank 
territories became politically important when on 12 October 1924, they formed the base for the 
Moldovan Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (MASSR), within the borders of Ukraine, that 
Stalin's government decided to create in order to substantiate his claim for Bessarabia that by that time 
became a province of Romania.  The Soviet authorities considered Bessarabia as occupied by Romania. 
In 1940, the Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic was established as a result when the Red Army 
recaptured Bessarabia after the Molotov – Ribbentrop Pact. The Communist government of the 
MASSR then moved from Tiraspol to Chi� in� u. When in the course of the WWII Romania regained 
control over Bessarabia – for many Moldovans it meant the return of the Ancien Régime, for the left 
bank Moldova it clearly meant occupation, as it did in fact for the Romanians themselves. The 
treatment of the local population differed – while Bessarabians were treated as citizens, the left bank 
population were aliens under occupation. The freedom of movement for them was restricted – they 
could not go to the right bank without special permits.    
 
In 1944, Moldova territory was again under the Soviet control. In 1948 – 1949, in the course of 
NKVD-led “Yug” (South) operation, scores of Moldovan were deported to Siberia. While on the left 
bank the victims were branded as 'nationalists', in Bessarabia the 'socially alien elements' had been 
deported. The difference in the way various authorities treated the two population left a deep trace in 
the collective memory. The Soviet authorities continued to regard the left bank Moldovans as more 
reliable throughout the Soviet period. They tended to appoint ethnic Moldovans from the left bank as 
party and governmen leaders to Chi� in� u. This point found reflection in political folklore of the Soviet, 
as a common saying goes, “dac�  vrei sa fii ministru trebuie s�  fii frumos, prost � i de peste Nistru”(if 
you want to be a minster, you need to be handsome, stupid and from across Dniester).  The folk culture 
of the right bank also singled out the left-bank compatriots as a distinct community. The left-bank 
Moldovans spoke a dialect, which differed phonetically and lexically, as it has incorporated many 
newly coined words such as gâtleg� u for 'tie' as opposed to  cravat� .  Soviet language policies on the 
left bank, which subsequently were carried on in the united republic, envisaged the creation of a new 
Moldovan language. The right bank Moldovan took to call their left-bank kinsmen a nickname � anti� ti 
– for a characteristic left-bank dialect shibboleth  � anti – 'ostensibly.  
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During the Soviet period, after the WWII, extensive industrialization has changed the social and ethnic 
make-up of the left bank and Bendery5. The ethnic Moldovans remained mainly rural part of its 
population, while the industrial cities that developed rapidly with the influx of workers and 
professionals coming mainly from Russia and Ukraine became Russian-speaking areas. Chi� in� u's 
authorities' during the Soviet period had largely been a rubber-stamps subsidiary to Moscow's de-facto 
control over the major regional assets (the so called 'Union-subordinated factories'), that played an 
important role also in the construction of local identities. 
 
Before late 1980s Transnistria had not existed as a single administrative unit, the left bank Moldova 
was comprised of six separate rayons – Grigoriopol, Dubossary, Kamenka, Rybnitsa, Slobodzeia and 
Tiraspol. Some sense of commonality of culture and language identity perhaps existed among Russian-
speaking industrial cities of Tiraspol, Rybnitsa and the adjacent right-bank Bendery. Transnistrian 
common identity came into being in the course of resistance to Chi� in� u in 1989 – 1992 and the 
development of the new self-proclaimed local government institutions. Tiraspol as the largest and most 
industrially and culturally developed city on the left bank soon became a natural center of attraction 
and capital of the rebellious region. During 1992 war, however many left-bank combatants were 
motivated to fight not for Transnistria but for their own cities (see photo 1 in the Annex, the text on the 
tank lid says “For native  Bendery) . 
 
Much of what is now referred to as Transnistria and today's Republic of Moldova represented two 
largely disconnected cultures, which co-existed in a complementary way – each dominating in its own 
domain, while economic transactions were fairly limited between the Russian-speaking industrial 
sector and agricultural Moldovan one.  
 
Some sort of competition for cultural superiority between Chi� in� u and Tiraspol existed already in the 
Soviet times. Local culture scene had been structured differently: Tiraspol had only a pedagogical 
institute, while almost all 'ideological' specialties were only in Chi� in� u – journalism, history, lawyers 
etc. Tiraspol's major  item of pride were its factories, while Chi� in� u had the academy of sciences, 
theaters etc. Industry was pivotal for Tiraspol while it had not been so much a focus for Chi� in� u.  
Dmitriy Soin says:  
 As a native of Tiraspol - I witness that competition always was there. As young people, while on trips to 
 the seaside we would always fight guys from Chi� in� u and form coalitions with anyone else – guys from 
 Odessa, Belgorod-Dniestrovsky (Ukraine) but never with the guys from Chi� in� u. As conscripts in the 
 Soviet Army we would always insist that we are from Tiraspol – not Moldova – that we are 
 Tiraspolchane not Moldovane6.  
 
3. Why did Moldova go to war – what did the Transnistrian fight for? 
Major question is could the war be avoided? According to one of the Moldova's Popular Front leaders 
Oazu Nantoi, some form of conflict had been apparently unavoidable coming from the 'quality of 

                                                 
5 Bendery's population has changed almost totally to become overwhelmingly Slavic and Russian-speaking , while the 

adjacent town of Varni�a population remained mainly ethnic Moldovan. Bendery's close geographical proximity to 
Tiraspol (5 minutes drive across the bridge) is another factor, why its citizens felt more strongly affiliated to Transnistria 
rather than Moldova during the mounting conflict. Varni�a's citizens, on the other hand, supported Moldova and now the 
town remains in Moldova's control.     

6 Among conscripts, as well as officers, regional and ethnic origins were an important – sometimes decisive – factor 
defining one's social status within the group, with certain minority group members risking to be outcasts or underdogs.   
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human material' on both sides of Dniester river and the policies of Kremlin. In Oazu Nantoi's words, 
'we had been just too Soviet'. Nantoi describes the dominant political culture of those days as non-
compromising, disinclined to any form of meaningful dialog with the opponents, always on the outlook 
for an enemy. 'Democracy was understood as the right of the majority to dictate its will to the minority'. 
The majority was ethnically and culturally defined, which effectively meant that there appeared three 
centers according to respective dominant ethno-cultural groups: Gagauzia, Transnistria and mainland 
Moldova.   
 
The period of Gorbachov's perestroyka produced large numbers of civic activists who referred to 
themselves as 'democrats', but in fact many of them appeared to be nationalists or democratic 
nationalists in the best case. On both sides of Dniester in late 1980s many members of local 
intelligentsia – who were in tacit opposition to the communist regime – were becoming increasingly 
politically active forming various non-governmental organizations that soon turned into political 
movements. Transnistria in that sense – although now often portrayed as a museum of communism – 
was no exception. Even its current authoritarian leader Igor Smirnov openly opposed communist 
ideology and still shows an obvious contempt to the communist party. The language issue and ethnic 
nationalism proved to be the fault line that soon divided this loose community of pro-reform activists 
into two opposed camps.   
 
The political strike movement was going on in Transnistria from 21 August through 25 September 
1989. Striking committees were established throughout Transnisria, more than 200 factories were 
involved. As a method of protest, strikes bore specific credibility for the Soviet citizens, there 
legitimacy stemming from the working class myth popularized over decades of communist propaganda. 
In collective memory these strikes have remained as 'language strikes' as their main motivation was the 
adoption of the law on official language by the Moldovan Parliament on 31 August. Language of the 
leaflets calling for protests emphasized democratic but also anti-nationalist messages --  'real power for 
the local Councils', 'social justice', 'support for perestroika and glasnost from below', 'harmony of 
interests of all nationalities'7 . Based on factory striking committees and the local self-governments a 
region-wide umbrella organization – the United Committee of Working Collectives (Obiedinennyi 
komitet trud� vykh kollektivov – henceforth, OSTK) has been established. The Transnistrian uprise 
against Chi� in� u authorities is still often branded as a 'red directorate's revolt. This perception is 
grounded on the obvious fact that the former directors indeed appeared at the helm of subsequently 
proclaimed republic, the reality seems, however to be quite different. The initial movement had been 
largely grass-root based, local self-governments also played a role in supporting and organizing it, 
while the local Communist Committees have taken the Chi� in� u side. Activists of the movement when 
recalling these vibrant days still refer to this period as a 'revolution', which reflects a commonly shared 
perception of its largely democratic character. The directors initially – and reluctantly – appeared as the 
movement’s important resource base8. For some time they still hoped to find common language with 
Chi� in� u using there seats in the Moldovan Parliament. On 22 May 1990, the Transnistrian MPs were 
humiliated by a mob on the exit from the Moldovan Parliament, and never came back to it again9. Once 
they finally failed to find grounds in Chi� in� u, the directors moved on to take firmer control over the 

                                                 
7 Vse na referendum 28 yanvaria (leaflet calling for the referendum of 28 January, 1990), A.Z.Volkova. Referendumy v 

Pridnestrovskoi Moldavskoi respublikie (1989 – 2006). Tiraspol. 2006. Annexes.  
8 Interview with Alexander Porozhan, Dubossary, December 2008.  
9 The Transnistrian delegation continued to participate in the Parliamentary sessions until Moldova declared its 

sovereignty on 23 June 1990. 
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OSTK-led initiative and to lead it to a greater degree of the regional autonomy. The OSTK-led de-facto 
regional authority has resorted to two key methods of local support mobilization the  'civic 
disobedience acts' and a system of regular local referendums which turned to be an affective 
mechanism of defining the geographic scope of the popular support. Subject of referendums changes 
over time but always emphasized anti-nationalist sentiment. For instance, a series of referendums was 
held in Bendery: on the use of Romanian-styled tricolor on the Bendery municipal territory; on the 
association of the cities of Bendery and Tiraspol in the framework of the local self-government law; on 
the inclusion of Bendery to the Transnistrian autonomous republic in case of its establishment; on 
changing the name Bendery to Tigina (the latter one promoted by the Moldovan nationalists)10. The 
later borders of the Transnistrian self-proclaimed republic were defined by the outcomes of these 
referendums to be slightly adjusted in the course of the 1992 war.   
 
The Moldovan central authorities invested much time in what saw as communication with local 
population in Transnistria. High level officials went on visits to villages to speak to the local citizens ad 
hoc assemblies to talk them out of the idea of participating in local referendums. In 1989, in the face of 
the mounting separatist sentiments, once the central authorities realized that the city of Dubossary is 
influencing the situation – they divided the city and rayon authorities11. Such strategies turned out to be 
ineffective because the central government officials failed to adequately assess the nature of the local 
dissent and deliberately excluded local opinion-makers – both formal and informal from the negotiation 
process. A characteristic case in point was the Tsibuliovka village assembly on the issue of holding a 
local referendum, when the Moldovan KGB chief and the Prosecutor General addressed the public and 
insisted on not giving  floor to the Dubossary council members calling them  impostors12. On the other 
hand, the Transnistrian de-facto authorities maintained a much closer contact and indeed relied on the 
grass-root activists and self-government members.  
 
On 23 June 1990, the Moldovan Parliament votes for sovereignty, while Kremlin sees it as a threat of 
Moldova's imminent accession to Romania. The de-facto authorities of both Comrat (Gag� uzia) and 
Tiraspol both interpret the event in a similar way and proclaim their independence of Moldova (19 
August - Comrat, 2 September Tiraspol), which Moldova sees as threatening its sovereignty and 
territorial integrity. Mass rallies were going on on a daily in Chi� in� u, lead by the Moldova's Popular 
Front, one of the slogans of the day was � ara moldovei e in pericol. To�i la apararea patriei (The 
Moldovan state is in danger. Everybody stand up to defend the Fatherland!') .   
 
Radicalization of the entire Moldovan political scene began in 1990 with the Gagauzia campaign (25-
30 October) spearheaded by the Moldovan nationalist Popular Front against the Gagauz region, which 
declared itself independent Soviet republic meaning that it was threatening with secession from 
Moldova.13  Some Transnistrian volunteered to fight against Moldovans on the Gagauz side.  
 
The Gagauz conflict highlighted three major features that proved to be decisive in shaping the 

                                                 
10 A.Z.Volkova. Referendumy v Pridnestrovskoi Moldavskoi respublikie (1989 – 2006). Tiraspol. 2006. P. 47-48. 
11 Interview with Alexander Porozhan.  
12 One of these 'imposters' had been our interlocutor A.Porozhan. Interview with Alexander Porozhan, Dubossary, 

December 2008.  
13 The campaign highlights the power relations between the FPM and the central government, as well as the characteristic 

style of decision-making process. The idea of campaign had been conceived and promoted publicly by the activists of 
the FPM and soon adopted by the Resolution of Mircea Druc's Government under the heading of 'volunteer campaign to 
preserve the territorial integrity of Moldova'. (Interview with Oazu Nantoi, December 2008).  
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subsequent  flow of events: (1) that Chi� in� u was prepared to use violence14, (2) that the central 
Moldovan government have not enough means and/or desire to prevent the violent course of events, 
and, importantly, (3) for all its visible enthusiasm the nascent Moldovan nationalist elite appeared to be 
quite week on the side of mobilization and strategic organizational potential in the face of real military 
force (the assault campaign was abruptly stopped once the Moscow government sent in tanks). 
 
For Moldovan nationalists, lessons learned from Gagauzia campaign have been rather more tactical 
than strategic – they seem to have learned only one lesson that mobs do not win the battles (while 
armies do) and invested their further efforts into mobilizing the potential of the state institutions – 
police, local KGB departments, and the military enlistment offices (Military Commissariats).   
 
By September 1990, when Transnistria declared itself independent, it had an efficient mobilization 
system, its own paramilitary force and a complete system of government.  
 
Sliding into violence  
Be the end of 1990, the central Moldovan authorities increasingly felt a power vacuum on the periphery 
and the need to somehow ensure a greater degree of control. A 5,000-strong police force was sent to 
Dubossary to ensure control over important government offices (rayon prosecutor's office and police 
districts). The Moldovan authorities were increasing deploying a volunteers in support of police 
operations, whose mobilization base was the activists of the nationalist Popular Front. In a situation 
when Moldova has already declared its sovereignty but had not acquired a full internationally 
recognized independence former government officials, including police, KGB and military officers 
found themselves in an awkward situation of split loyalties and high personal risk, which for many of 
them resulted in a tactic of trying to formally fulfill their duties15, while members of the Popular Front 
were increasingly taking the lead. Leadership of Popular had been co-opted into the new government, 
PF leader  Mircea Druc even became Prime-Minster.    
 
In early 1990s Transnistria started to form paramilitary units – initially by strengthening the old system 
of 'Volunteer Popular Guards' (DND) and 'workers units in support of militia' (ROSM), which operated 
mainly in the cities. In 1991-1992 – these units were converted into the National Guard16. Afghan 
veterans, particularly those who serves in airlifted troops and marines, formed the core, local councils 
were responsible for the enlistment of volunteers. Only very few professional army officers have 
joined17. While the National Guard was styled as an elite force newly established territorial forces also 
included Militias, which enlisted mainly civilians. Local territorial units were reinforced by external 
paramilitaries mainly from Russia and 30-40 militants of UNA/UNSO18 from Ukraine. Russian 

                                                 
14 The Moldovans did not intend to arrest the secessionist government but mobilized a crowd of ethnic Moldvans for a 

punitive action targeted at ethnic Gagauz population.  
15 Former chief of the Chi� in� u police academy colonel Mudrov represents a characteristic case in point – having found 

that no one has illegally taken control of the Prosecutors Office and police districts in Dubossary (the official pretext to 
police force deployment to Dubossary city in November 1990), he refused to send his subordinates into the city, and 
subsequently was sent to an early retirement – interview with Alexander Porozhan, Dubossary, December 2008.  

16 The development of Transnistria militias went in parallel to the steps taken by Moldova to build up its military, the latter 
was seen as a direct threat to Transnistria – cp. the Decision of the Podoima and Podoimitsa villages citizens assembly 
on strengthening local DND in response to the establishment of Carabinieri force. - A.Z.Volkova. Referendumy v 
Pridnestrovskoi Moldavskoi respublikie (1989 – 2006). Tiraspol. 2006. Annexes.   

17 Interview with Alexander Porozhan, Dubossary, December 2008.  
18 UNA/UNSO – (Ukr. 'Ukrainska Natsionalna Asambleia/Ukrainska Narodna Samooborona') - Ukrainian Popular Self-

Defense – Ukrainian National Assembly's paramilitary wing founded in 1991 in reaction to Moscow August 19 putsch.  
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volunteers included mainly Cossacks from Southern Russian regions. Soviet military units were 
relocated from the right bank, and on April 1, 1992 Yeltsin issued a Decree on Russia's jurisdiction over 
the 14th Army.  According to Nantoi some officers of the 14th Army were resigning formally and 
engaging in newly organized Transnistrian militias. Women in Transnistria were rallying at the gates of 
the 14th Army bases demanding weapons, and some weapons and ammunition were indeed given out to 
the Transnistrian self-defense units19. 
 
Once the 1992 war began, these diverse paramilitary forces appeared to have no single operational 
command – each paramilitary group occupied a sector of defense and planned its own operations with a 
poor sense of coordination and a lack of strategic purpose. Various units competed for resources and 
ammunition and sometimes even clashed with each other. There was no clear division of 
responsibilities between the local civilian authorities and the military commanders. For instance, 
Tiraspol-based political leadership interfered in the course of military operations in Dubossary via its 
local self-government20. Uniformed Moldovan units were primarily composed of police forces, who 
lacked military skills and experience, and volunteer units often operating on their own initiative. The 
Tiraspol branch of the Moldova Popular Front having denounced Chi� in� u government for its inability 
to protect the ethnic Moldovan population of the left bank formed its own independent small unit under 
the name of Moldovan Liberation Army21.  
 
Acts of violence were occurring on both sides some time before the open armed conflict actually 
commenced. In 1991 village mayor who organized the single meeting that Mircea Snegur had gone to 
on the left bank in the course of his presidential campaign, affectively a plebiscite for independence  - 
was killed. On 14 May 1990, a 16-year old ethnic Russian boy Dima Matiushin was attacked and killed 
by a mob of Moldovan nationalists rallying on a Chi� in� u street22. Tiraspol University and Bendery 
Paramedical School were expelled from Transnistria after adopting the Latin-based Romanian as the 
language of instruction.  
 
On June 18, 1992 the Moldovan Parliament adopts a decision aimed at peaceful settlement of the 
Bendery crisis. On June 19, 1992 Moldovan police force enters the city of Bendery. The severe fighting 
in the city marks the beginning of the war. The situation caught everyone off guard – not only the left 
bank but many Moldovans too. An overnight change of course from a decision on a peaceful resolution 
of the crisis to the use of military force clearly indicates the collapse of central power in Chi� in� u. 
Decision-making centers have shifted from formal institutions of the state – including Parliament – to 
more informal settings that involved the leaders of the Popular Front. The President's role as a final 
signatory in the erratic decision-making process hardly followed any formal procedures and certainly 
did not envisage any degree of transparency. According to witnesses and many key participants, 

                                                                                                                                                                        
UNSO militants participated in regional conflicts in Transnistria, Abkhazia and Chechnya (the 1st Chechen war).  From 
late 1990, UNSO transformed into a right-wing nationalist political party, soon breaking into several splinter groups; 
after the Orange revolution of 2004 UNSO has practically disappeared form the political scene.  

19 Former Dubossary Council chairman Alexander Porozhan admitted his role in organizing such rallies – AMES 
interviews, Transnistria, December 2008. 

20 When the need appeared to blast the bridge leading from Chi� in� u to Dubossary in order to check the Moldovan assault 
the National Guard refused to do it and Smirnov resorted to the local council chairman who has hired an explosives 
expert to undertake the operation for a bottle of vodka. AMES interviews, Transnistria, December 2008.   

21 Resolution #6 of the Tiraspol branch of the Moldova Popular Front of 17 September, 1990. A.Z.Volkova. Referendumy v 
Pridnestrovskoi Moldavskoi respublikie (1989 – 2006). Tiraspol. 2006. Annexes.  

22 Interview with Oazu Nantoi, December 2008.  
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Bendery operation had no sign of a preliminary planning. Mircea Snegur approved operation on an 
emotional impulse, which might have been caused by skirmishes around Bendery police district.  
According to the minister of the national security of Moldova Anatol Plugaru (1990 - 1992), neither his 
office nor the minister of defense Ion Costa�  had been aware of the assault operation until it already 
happened. The forces that were thrown into battle at the initial phase included only police commandos 
(OPON)23.  
 
Yet another time the situation in Moldova and Transnistria highlighted two diametrically opposite 
trends. While Moldova's state institutions were collapsing, Transnistrians were re-building their 
government institutions based on elements of local self-government and industrial administration 
structures, incorporating much of the grass-root-based initiative and self-organization. The directors of 
the local factories proved to be more efficient administrators than the largely agricultural Moldovan 
communist nomenklatura. Democratic elements in Transnistria cooperated with the enterprise-based 
authorities and penetrated the self-governments already at an earlier phase, while Moldova's communist 
elite collided with the grass-root based nationalist activists on many issues and it took time for it find 
the right balance. The emergency state, which served as an early prelude for the armed conflict giving 
legal powers to President Snegur to command the troops to fight without consulting the Parliament was 
declared for an absolutely different purpose. Snegur declared the emergency when he had been 
informed that the Popular Front was planning to organize a rally on March 26, 1992 in support of 
Moldova's re-unification with Romania – not because of the Transnistria crisis24.  
 
The ideology of the civic and military mobilization during the war merits a specific comment. In their 
minds, Transnistrians fought against Romania, not there Moldovan former Soviet compatriots (see 
photos 2 and three in the Annex, the text on the side of the truck runs: “Death to the Romanian 
cannibals”, and on the class board: “Death to Romanians”). Moldovans, in their turn, fought what they 
saw as imperial Russia that as they saw it wanted to take their newly-won country away bit by bit (see 
photo of the Chi� in� u war memorial, the text on the monument runs: Razboi pentru independen�a si 
integretatea – 'The war for independence and [territorial] integrity'. In Oazu Nantoi's words: 
  
 In 1992 – part of the population from the right bank struggled for the territorial integrity of Moldova and 
 the other part – from the left bank fought against the unification with Romania. Now write up these two 
 slogans and find a contradiction between them – it does not exist25. 
 
Even now, for many these notions remain an article of faith, and media in both Moldova and 
Transnistria still reiterate images of the war as being driven by some external forces. A possible 
repetition of the hostilities is also most often attributed to an interference of some malign foreign forces 
(including Romania, Russia, and the West)26, while many, including the former combatants believe that 
their local former adversaries really would not want and never wanted to fight. Paradoxically, even the 
local opponents of the government, inside modern Transnistria, are sometimes branded 'Romanians', 
while they may in fact be ethnic Russians.  When in August - September 2004, when the PMR 
authorities took control over the Bendery railway station, the railways workers, including many former 
combatants, who fought for Transnistria in 1992, protested against this decision fearing that the railway 

                                                 
23 AMES interviews, Plugaru interviews in Valeriy Demidetski documentary Valeriy Demidetski documentary of 2001 

'Pridnestrovie: vremia sobirat kamni' (Transnistria: a time to gather stones)– courtesy of Valeriy Demidetski 
24 Interview with Oazu Nantoi, December 2008.  
25 Interview with Oazu Nantoi, December 2008. 
26 AMES interviews Chi� in� u, Tiraspol, Dubossary – December 2008.  
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would become dysfunctional and they would lose their jobs. Authorities used law-enforcement to 
disperse the rally, and while the police were beating up the protesters, according to eyewitnesses they 
were shouting at them 'Romanians! You have sold yourselves to Romania'27.   
 
4. Current situation 

4.1 Divided societies. 
It is often said that, while 16 years have passed after the end of hostilities, populations on the both sides 
of the de-facto border, which used to be the front line, now live in peace and freely communicate with 
each other. The Transnistrian conflict is often called a 'strange one' as no clear animosity existed from 
the outset and nobody was ever killed since it has ended. No one, however, at least to our knowledge, 
ever tried to verify these views. In order to do so we conducted two focus groups – one in Chi� in� u and 
the other one in Moldova-controlled left bank village of Co� ni�a, much affected by the 1992 events and 
located in the security zone right next to a Transnistrian check point. We initially planned to have 
another focus group in either Tiraspol or Bendery, which unfortunately proved difficult to realize. 
Individual in-depth interviews conducted in Tiraspol and Dubossary to some extent compensated for 
this omission. Some on-site observations of the material culture in each of Chi� in� u, Tiraspol and 
Co� ni�a have been also conducted — as an element of a very basic contrastive analysis of the patterns 
of the public space organization. 
 
Key question that we tried to address included: what is the actual level of of exchange between the two 
populations, what are the usual patterns of daily transactions for various social groups. How does the 
public opinion now regard the issues that proved to be the key triggers of disputes and violence in 
1992: language, perceptions of other ethnic groups and cultures, the assessment of the Transnistrian 
war and the political relations between Chi� in� u and Tiraspol. 
 
Moldova and Transnistria – the images of collective Other 
The purpose of the focus groups was to identify collective auto- and heterosteretypes that exist among 
members of two populations living in areas controlled respectively by the Republic of Moldova and 
PMR; to what extent such collective stereotypes may potentially hinder a peaceful settlement of the 
crisis. 
 
Focus group findings 
 
1. Traveling over de-facto borders  
After the end of hostilities, residents of Chi� in� u have significantly limited their contacts on the left 
bank; some younger ones never actually had them; with a relative degree of regularity only of each 12 
participant visit these areas. Most often they travel to Ukraine, Russia and Romania. The most usual 
purpose of travel is visiting relatives, friends and recreation. 
 
Residents of Co� ni�a most often travel to Chi� in� u, somewhat less often they go to Dubossary  (PMR-
controlled neighboring town - ), two of the group members – travel to Odessa on vacations, one (a 
driver) visit Ukraine on a regular basis.  
 
2. Cities that 'look like' Chi� in� u  

                                                 
27 Materials provided by Andrei Safonov, Tiraspol, 2008  
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Most often participants mentioned Ukrainian cities (Vinnitsia, Chernivtsi, Donetsk, Southern and 
Central Ukraine in general), Romania (Ia� i, Bucharest). One female participant – mentioned Prague 
(the way it looks on the photos, while she never actually visited the city). Cities that do not look like 
Chisinay include Riga, St.Petersburg (city-museum), Moscow (beautiful, but people there are uncivil), 
provincial Russian cities (Yaroslavl, Orel – low level compared to Chi� in� u), coastal cities — Odessa 
and Gala�i. Residents of Ukraine over all are similar to Moldovans, but are “tougher” in the way they 
behave themselves. One participant (ethnic Belorussian) is planning to emigrate to Belarus for 'all is 
going on the right way there'. 
 
Common stereotype of Chi� in� u is 'city-garden', comfortable place, but in decline compared to 1980s. 
“Before one would be proud to say that one lives in Chi� in� u”, “Apartment in Chi� in� u could swapped 
to Moscow 1 to 1”. Negative stereotypes: modern architecture is not interesting, historic monument are 
dilapidated, there is little there for the tourists to see. 
 
Co� ni�a, same as Chi� in� u, is perceived by the residents as a unique, beautiful and comfortable place. 
Some participants were at a loss what to compare Co� ni�a to, others compare it Ukraine (somewhat 
alike) or Romania (but their villages are different). A female participant, youngest in the group, 
compared her native place to France (as a TV image, 'some day we will be like them'). 
 
Hence, an obvious positive stereotype could be identified based on the above data: Moldovans are 
people who live in comfort and value beauty. Less obviously: Moldovans try to avoid rudeness in 
social interactions, impolite person – means “bad” person. These are shared by both the ethnic 
Moldovans and local residents of other ethnicities successfully acculturated in Moldova. 

 
3. Borders: issues they solve, and problems they create. 
 
Chi� in� u residents have two contrasting opinions: 
- borders are only a nuisance  
- absence of borders means chaos; if they are eliminated all young people will leave the country 

 
A third, compromise position is that: borders are generally needed, but the current procedures of 
crossing them is unfair and discriminatory for residents of Moldova. Foreign visas and other permits 
are in first place a source of illicit gains for those, who issue them. Those who wish to violate the visa 
regime or custom rules will do so anyway. Customs may altogether be abolished, while the functions of 
combating smuggling transferred to the police.  
 
Participants mention the non-transparent procedures of custom control, crossing borders by cars, quotas 
for carrying liquors; extortion by customs officers, border guards, police, including the Ukrainian ones. 
Transnistrian custom officers appear in the most negative light (“milkmaids”, ”beggars”) as well as the 
already officially abolished duty of 7 Leu for crossing the Transnistrian borders; temporary registration 
procedures in neighboring countries and Transnistria.  
 
Positive impressions of borders: an unimpeded traveling across the former Soviet Union, visa-free 
entry among the EU member-states. A closely controlled border is needed only if the neighboring 
countries are totally different, e.g. “if Iran were right beside Moldova”. 
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Co� ni�a residents appear to be united in the opinion that: borders only impede the movement of 
vehicles and people, primarily – the border between Moldova and Transnistria, as the nearest one to 
where they  live. Problems with crossing it include: one needs to always passport, a very limited term 
for temporary stay, and extortions by customs officers. Part of the farming lands of former collective 
farms are now located across the Transnistrian border. Authorities on both sides of Dniester are the 
ones to be blamed for the fact that the borders still exist as well as for all the negative effects related to 
them. 
 
4. Transnistria as a collective Other  
The image of Transnistria as a collective Other if formed primarily by the officials, as the informal 
contacts between residents of the two divided territories are limited by the complicate procedures of 
border crossing and temporary registration requirements; it is more difficult for the residents of 
Moldova to travel to PMR than the other way round. While the registration-free term in Moldova is 3 
months — Transnistria only allows for 12 hours — to three days on seemingly arbitrary description of 
the migration officers. Borders seem to be the main means of sustaining PMR's distinctiveness as 
language and culture barriers are not so significant. If residents of Moldova have any perceived enemy, 
it is:   
- PMR government, which does not want to re-unite, 
- “people, who line up their pockets on borders”, 
- Sheriff company (the largest Transnistria-based corporation), which have monopolized the 

economy, and 
- at background, but rather implicitly – the Russian Army, which guarantees the persistence of PMR 

as a separate entity 
 

In any case, the enemies do not include common residents of Tiraspol and other left-bank cities, neither 
the former combatants. Responsibly for the problems is also partly attributed to the Moldovan 
government and the “nationalists”. 
 
While trying to explain the difference between themselves and Transnistrians, Moldovan residents 
claim that they are 'somewhat unhappy, fearsome and closed' because they have been intimidated. 
Economically, Transnistrians lived better before, but now they are poorer. For the Transnistrian 
farmers, its easier to go sell their produce in Chi� in� u, than on the left bank. Most commonly shared 
view goes that: “they lived better, because Russia assisted them, while we managed on our own”, 
“They get cheap gas and electricity from Russia”. In Co� ni�a situation is better as “we get our salaries 
here on time”. Of these data one may conclude that the Moldovan participants value their sense of 
social optimism and self-reliance as their distinctive trait.  
 
Both focus groups believe that the intensity of the conflict has now decreased, but some of its root 
causes are still actually important. 
 
Interestingly, the ethnic Russian residents of Chi� in� u demonstrate an characteristically ambivalent 
attitude. On the one hand, they strive to understand and maintain contacts with the ethnic Moldovan 
compatriots, for “we are all normal people”, while on the other hand – they have a phobia toward the 
Moldovan nationalism, and share a somewhat superior attitude toward the ethnic Moldovans.  
 
Some characteristic quotation from the material of the Chi� in� u group: 
 (1) Such nationalism as during the early years is not there any more, but no Russian schools remained 
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 (some  others participants disagree). All Moldovans wanted to talk Russian! When a Russian teacher 
 would  come [to Moldova], he/she would leave everything behind, go to the unknown, and teach these 
 ignorant Moldovans from villages! – (some participants feel clearly offended)…Moldovans are good 
 people. My husband is a Moldovan, all relatives are Moldovans. How could it be that there was no 
 Moldovan language in Moldova? (an ethnic Russian woman) 
 
 (2) My female neighbor until now permits herself to say: «…talk a human language, please», when I 
 speak Moldovan»28. (a Moldovan male) 
 
 (3) We are accused of nationalism, for we just want to talk Moldovan. And how should I call a person 
 who here in Chi� in� u makes me talk Russian?  (an ethnic Moldovan male) 
 
 (4) …There were times in 70s-80s, when for talking Moldovan one could be hit on the head. Of all the 
 subjects only Moldovan language was taught in Moldovan.(Moldovan male of about 50) 
 
Some characteristic quotes from Co� ni�a group: 

(1) Outside of the village we usually talk Russian, Russians only know one language. Managers [a the 
work place] are mainly Russian-speakers, one has to…Factories – are more in Russian. 

 
 (2) In Transnistria, all shops are in Russian; in Moldova one comes across Moldovan. 
 
5. Is language really an issue? 
The point of departure for this brief inquiry could be formulated as follows: while for the Transnistrian 
crisis of late 1980s — early 1990s the language was certainly an issue, in view of possible future 
reconciliation between Chi� in� u and Tiraspol, Moldova's internal language situation and its language 
policies obviously stand to be revisited.  
 
On the part of Russian-speaker, the attitudes that they demonstrate could hardly be described as 
xenophobia. It's rather some sort of the lack of adaptation of those who share the cultural practices 
established in the Soviet period to a new language situation, some persisting shock they may have 
experienced when instead of peaceful Moldovans, who obviously agreed to their lower social status  in 
the Soviet times, some 'nationalists' have appeared on the scene, who insist that their cultural rights 
should be respected. 
 
The Romanization causes a pronounced negative reaction on the part of Russian-speakers in Moldova, 
they see as a threat to the status quo. They still have to come to grips to the situation that they have lost 
their status as a majority group, which they enjoyed in Soviet Union, to a minority status within 
independent Moldova. In country, which is gradually becoming more integrated into the cultural space 
of Romania, they fear to become a socially invisible, assimilated group. At least two participants of the 
Chi� in� u have demonstrated protective suppression regarding Romanization. They tried to insist that 
Romania is of no use to Moldova and is doing nothing for it.  
 
Possibly, the situation of a latent conflict between the language communities is sustained also because 
of a tendency to in-group closedness in the Moldovan ethnic culture, whose key idea of collectivity is 
based on the concept of Neam, which although usually translated as 'people' or 'nation' in its underlying 

                                                 
28 This seems to have been one of the catch phrases in the 1970s – early 1980s Chi� in� u – as other interviewees outside of 

the focus groups also mentioned it while recollecting the past.  
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semantic structure refers to a kindred community — a group knit together by commonly shared blood 
links, that not so easily opens up to aliens29. Of course the degree of such in-group closedness is a 
relative phenomenon and differs significantly across cultures. In some Middle Eastern, Caucasian and 
other tribal societies the closedness goes to the extent of taboos on mixed marriages and many other 
social transactions with aliens, which is certainly not the case in Moldova. The focus group materials 
have produced only some indirect proves of the importance of this cultural construct, but the 
Moldovans apparently are not inclined to take an active position toward acculturation of aliens, their 
social inclusion; they rather allow for a certain degree of apartness of various groups within Moldova  
as a social norm. While some of them expect Russian-speakers to learn the state language the usual 
argument sounds rather utilitarian — it is for their own benefit to do so as everyone else speaks 
Moldovan around.  The other side of the self-image as kindred community is the image of other ethnic 
groups in Moldova as outsiders, who arrived here from the external world and do not really belong. It is 
reflected in the term venitici ('the ones who came', although the dictionaries usually give 'aliens' as an 
equivalent, the word clearly stems from the verb a veni — 'to come').  
 
It merits to note here, that the cultural pattern that includes the concepts of self as kindred community 
and others as newcomers evolved as a defensive mechanism that had preserved Moldovan culture over 
centuries, when ethnic Moldovans lived mostly in the rural areas and the country was governed by 
rulers coming from outside: Ottoman-controlled Istanbul Greeks – Fanariots (1711 - 1812), Russian 
administrators (since 1812, when Bessarabia became part of Russian Empire, though much of the 
Soviet period). When in 1970s,  ethnic Moldovans were increasing moving into the cities for many of 
them it meant acculturation to the non-Moldovan urban cultures. The value of Romanian culture and 
even the Romanian identity should be seen in light of this cultural situation. The power of attraction to 
the Moldovan intelligentsia that Romania continues to present could be accounted by its capacity to 
compensate for the relative weakness of Moldova's urban cultural component, while the sense of a 
shared linguistic identity and ideas of a common origin and history help the Moldovan intellectual 
elites anchor it in kindred community ideas (Neam) as the core principle of self-image. While for the 
intelligentsia, adoption of Romanian culture, language name and even identity was possible, for most 
common ethnic Moldovans it still remains an issue, why Moldovans and Romanians should be part of 
the same neam, even though the obvious language similarity and the elimination of artificially-
constructed communication barriers are strengthening the sense of shared linguistic identity.     
 
In our opinion, in both Moldova and Transnistria there exist some taboos as to discussing the ethnic 
issues with foreigners. It seems like they are stepping on some slippery ground when they are made to 
talk about it. At the same time people eagerly speak about their own ethnic and regional roots 
particularly when they try to somehow explain their personal attitudes and positions. 
 
Among the ethnic Moldovan residents of Chi� in� u, the fact that the Moldovan language has been 
officially renamed Romanian and the Standard Romanian spelling and style norms are being promoted 
in the educational sphere is received with calm as an accomplished fact. In daily practice they however 
usually call the language Moldovan. The group self-identification is usually 'Moldovans' and not 
'Romanians'. A new strand of Moldovan nationalist ideology, promoted by the ruling Communist Party 
, the so called 'Moldovenism', which emphasizes the difference between Moldova and Romania — an 
idea antithetic to unionism of the early Popular Front leaders,  remains not discussed and largely 

                                                 
29 Neam concept is featuring in the 1992 war Moldovan slogan 'Pentru �ara, pentru neam' (for the country/land, for the 

people). 
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unknown to the society.  
 
A brief analysis according to Geert Hofstede cultural dimensions principles30, allows us to suggest the 
following: 
- the power distance  – significantly higher in Transnistria31; 
- collectivism – shows roughly equal values (above the average) in both Moldova and Transnistria. 

However, the difference in social structure manifests itself in the fact that Moldova shows more 
characteristics of a horizontal collectivism, while Transnistria — a vertical one32; 

- high tendency to avoid uncertainty in Moldova seems to be a normal situation for such community.  
On this backdrop, Transnistria represents an attempt to create a community with a high degree of 
uncertainty avoidance albeit on totally different foundations.  

 
Persistent uncertainty of the future of Transnistria produces a collective neurotization of the society on 
both sides of Dniester, according to our observations a somewhat higher one on the left bank. A larger 
power distance is often conducive to a legal nihilism on the part of the officials and a systemic human 
rights abuse. For situations when individual's life or freedom is threatened, the large part of the 
interview material indicate emigration as most usual way out. Officials, on their part when talking of 
dissidents would say: “they all are free to leave''33.  
 
Moldovan kindred-based collectivity concept (Neam) sharply differs from the industrial urbanite 
Russian one, which in  based on a factory-community type of relations (working collectives have been 
the basic social units on which the entire modern Transnistria's social and political fabric has been re-
built – see above on the OSTK role). Accordingly, in the Russian version we have a closer social 
distance (openness) to the aliens, albeit with a higher degree of expected conformity ('likeliness') to a 
common prototype and more severe social sanctions toward those who fail to fully comply with the 
informal social co-existence norms. 
 
 
6. Residents of the left bank as a community 
The Transnistrian government, education system and the media since recently have been promoting the 
concept of 'Transnistrian people', which seems to represent an attempt to construct some sort of a new 
Staatsnation. Given the patchy geography and the ethnic diversity of the region, its history as a set of 
several disconnected localities with their own sense of local belonging – most people still attribute 

                                                 
30 Hofstede, G. Culture’s Consequences: International Differences in Work Related Values – Newburry Park, CA: Sage, 

1984. 
31 Power distance (PD) measures the social acceptance of an unequal power distribution. In high PD societies, hierarchic 

type of leadership is perceived as a norm and at least some authoritarianism is acceptable. In a low PD society, people 
might be not sure who is the leader and formal leadership is less important. The way authority is functioning in high PD 
societies could be summarized as follows: X is the boss �   (s)he is always right. In low PD society: X is an important 
part of a team, but when (s)he makes a mistake it is normal to argue. 

32 The concept of horizontal and vertical collectivism was introduced in Triandis, H.S. Culture and Social Behavior – New 
York, McGraw-Hill, 1994.  The concepts of individualism vs. collectivism refer to an opposition of relatively 
independent self and mutually dependent members of a group. However, groups may also be differently structured – 
based on two different ideas about collectivism. Vertical collectivism implies stronger subordination and discipline; 
horizontal collectivism is build upon kinship, friendship or other types of informal inclusion. These two types appear as 
trends and not two mutually exclusive models of social organization, it has been observed, though, that in each specific 
group one of the two trends appears to be dominant. 

33 AMES interviews, Transnistria, December 2008 
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themselves by their native city names rather than the regional appellative, two questions could be 
posed. To what extent has the recent shared historic experience helped forge a distinct community of 
the PMR residents? What is this community, and what are the elements that help sustain it? 

According to a Transnistrian sociologist Elena Bobkova, 'Transnistrians are a small Soviet people', for 
younger one the opposition of us as Transnistrians and them as Moldovans already exists. The size, 
however, seems to matter: «we shouldn't been ashamed of the fact that there are entities more primitive 
than nations. There are small states as Luxemburg or even tribes. Transnistrian are also a tribe!». The 
local elite's perception of PMR as a downsized version of the USSR or part of the «Soviet civilization» 
also fits into this pattern. Official cult of the Transnistrian war is modeled on that of the «Great 
Patriotic War» (WWII). Much as the latter provided a platform for a common Soviet identity 
construction, the 1992 events commemoration rituals serve as the most usual pretext for the official 
speeches about the «people of Transnistria». 

While we had no chance to talk to young Transnistrians in order to verify the above observations of 
Elena Bobkova, the older generations do not clearly identify themselves as Transnistrians, they rather  
identify with their native cities – Tiraspol, Dubossary, etc. Some proudly emphasize their identity as 
indigenous (5th generation) Tiraspolchanin (i.e. a native of Tiraspol). 

Identity of Transnistrians could certainly not be attributed as a civic one, as PMR-issued documents are 
not recognized by the neighboring countries, many have acquired another or multiple citizenships, 
which has become not so much a matter of affiliations to any nation as a means of survival – many 
Transnistrians work abroad.   

Discussions on ethnic issues are usually quite reluctant. A dominant theme in majority of the sample 
was to emphasize the fact that 'we do not have any divides'. Consider the following quote: «I would not 
say we have divisions on a national basis. We have one single nation, upon whom the national identity 
really presses — Bulgarians».  

While talking of issues related to political preferences and choices, particularly, not only recalling the 
conflict, but also talking of some current political events, such as elections, many ethnic Russian 
interviewees, would specifically stress that “even Moldovans supported ...” (stress added), which 
obviously implies a certain degree of suspicion toward this ethnic group. For all the 'internationalist' 
rhetoric of the Transnistrian regime – ethnic Moldovans do not hold any important public offices34 and 
do not feature as leaders of the Transnistrian secessionist movement. Political representation of ethnic 
Moldovans in Transnistria is limited to only few Parliamentary seats,  by far not corresponding to the 
proportion of ethnic Moldovan in the Transnistrian population breakup35. 

Social structure of Transnistria does not seem to include the middle class in the true sense of this word, 
which implies autonomous citizens economically independent from the government. In its stead the 
social base of a rather weak civil society could be described as the Soviet-style intelligentsia. Many of 
them, including some aging activists of the 1989-1992 'revolution' former OSTK and trade union 
leaders remain mental prisoners of the Soviet values, and, although, often unhappy with the reality 
around them, particularly, corruption and unfair distribution of the region's resources, with very few 
exceptions feel too weak to raise their voice. 
 

                                                 
34 The only exception is the former chairman of Parliament Grigorii Maracu�a and the local administrations of 

predominantly ethnic Moldovan villages.  
35 Transnistria has a Union of Ukrainians but no similar structure for Russians – which still remain a dominant group.  
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Practically all interviewees support the idea of a final settlement of the conflict although the views as to 
the modality of it differ. Conditions for it include: for almost all – preserving the status of Russian 
language; for some – to keep Russian troops in Transnistria, guarantees for business, guarantees for 
non-accession to the Western blocks, official evaluations of the 1992 events. Officials insist on the 
independence. 

The usual actors that take blame for the lack of settlement include the PMR leader Smirnov and the 
government of Moldova. But 'nationalist' is perceived as the main enemy in Transnistria, for the entire 
social spectrum of interviews.  

 

Sociology components conclusions: 

- the major division between 'us' and 'them' in this conflict is hardly ideological; it largely is within 
the cultural domain, defined by a mix of elements – such as linguistic identity, social practices 
(urban vs. rural; concepts of collectivity: factory vs. kindred community; social norm preferences: 
uniformity vs. diversity; value differences: economy vs. culture/folklore, etc.) and in part is 
sustained artificially by interested parties who have an appropriate administrative resource, 
primarily by sustaining the administrative border and other regulations affectively limiting the 
social transactions; 

- a sustainable group identity seems rather to be a desire of PMR leadership than a social reality; a 
deeper research would more likely find a whole set of various local identities including the ethnic 
markers or even more peculiar ones, which does not exclude a possibility to locate a specific  sub-
group of people who prefer to identify themselves as 'Transnistrians' (Pridniestrovtsy).  

 

Based on media discourse analysis and the interviews the following most current stereotypes reflecting 
the images of Self and Other and most popular views of the Transnistria-Moldova conflict could be also 
added. 
 
 
Transnistrian stereotypes auto- and hetero-stereotypes (of Moldova and Moldovans) 
- the less population the better for Transnistria – as a rational justification for it officials often refer to 
the need to pay less social payments and the fact that the region had been overpopulated in the Soviet 
times which is unnatural for it36; 
- authorities find the common language easily when it concerns their business interests, unresolved 
situation is to their benefit – a view held by many members of intelligentsia, media and opposition;  
- “Moldovans are a small people”, as opposed to 'big' people such as Russians (sometimes Ukrainians), 
a view which is certainly difficult to reconcile with status of Moldova as a mainland or Chi� in� u as a 
capital city; 
- the idea of Transnistria's belonging to a 'single Slavic space', which also would collide with a notion 
of it as part of 'small' Moldova 
- the 'big' group members are also stronger, and when the 'small' one see strength they become yielding, 
the 'small' one interpret kindness as weakness.  
 
The most frequent messages circulate in the Transnistrian media include: 
                                                 
36 This comes up in many interviews with the Transnistrian officials, AMES interviews, Transnistria, December 2008 
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- If the current government of Igor Smirnov will go, «Romanians will come» or «the war will begin»; 
- We may isolate ourselves from Moldova, seal the borders, but not betray the memories of those who 
fell in 1992 and the 'Slavic world'. 
- In PMR the government has preserved the industrial potential and has no external debts (the actual 
debts are attributed to enterprises and the debts of Moldova). 
- Transnistria as times go by will anyway be recognized by Russia and be part of the Russia and 
Belarus Union State. 
- PMR has a good example to follow in the CIS  —  Belarus with Alexander Lukashenko as its leader.  
- Democracy is an alien idea, based on a «foreign value system, imported from the West». 
 
Some common stereotypes that may often be encountered in Moldova's media include: 
- Transnistria is a zone of occupation of Russia  and the separatist leaders are Russian marionettes. 
(Transnistria este zona de ocupatie a Federatiei Ruse si liderii separatisti sunt marionetele unor 
grupari de interese din Federatia Rusa37) 
- Most who participated in 1992 war on Transnistrian side were aliens (venetici) – this view suggest 
that at least in the public perception for ethnic Moldovans the 1992 had been an ethnic conflict; 
(Nu se poate spune, repet, c�  în acea perioad�  a avut loc o mi� care separatist� , când majoritatea 
persoanelor implicate direct în acest r� zboi erau venetici)38; 
- For ethnic Russians and aliens (those 'who came' - veneticii) Moscow will always be attractive, while 
they wish to live on the Moldova's territory as part of Russia 
(etnicii ru� i � i veneticii vor fi atra� i de c� tre Moscova, dorind s�  locuiasc�  pe teritoriul Moldovei în 
cadrul Rusiei39) 
- Transnistria is a 'black whole', which implies organized crime, insecurity and corruption. 
( noul presedinte al Ucrainei era constient de proportiile crimelor economice, realizate prin "gaura 
neagra" a Transnistriei40) 
 
War rituals significance in Transnistria and Moldova  
In Tiraspol, the regular ritual of commemorating 1992 war  is performed on the Independence day 
(September 2), and, in Bendery, the scene of the most ferocious  fights, on June 19, the day when the 
Moldovan police entered the city. In many ways, these rituals continue the war memorial practices that 
mark the 'Great Patriotic War of the Soviet People' (WWII), which served as a key element in the 
Soviet identity construction. Similarly, the purpose of such memorative rituals is to strengthen 
Transnistrian identity. Aesthetics of the Transnistrian commemorations – that usually take the form  of 
military parades and out-of-door performances staged on the city squares enacting scenes of 
Transnistrian history – in some ways resemble the modern Middle Eastern cult of martyrs. The public 
display of photos representing mutilated human corpses revitalize the collective traumatic experience.     
 
In Moldova, the 1992 war is commemorated on March 2 (Dubossary armed conflict, which marked the 
beginning of the war). In sharp contrast to the Transnistrians, who tend to emphasize the sufferings,  
Moldovan  former combatants usually use the date to criticize Moldovan government particularly for 

                                                 
37 Moldova Azi web-resource: http://azi.md/news?ID=37202  
38 Regim separatist sau regim de ocupa�ie? Cotidian Na�ional, Nr.200840 din 06 martie 2008 
39 Ibid. 
40 Moldova Azi web-resource: http://www.azi.md/news?ID=34597 
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the neglect of their needs41. 
 
4.2 Points of friction:  
This section will try to list out the most acute problems that occur in the relations between two entities 
and populations. While larger scale disputes indicate patterns of conflicts that may reiterate in the 
future, of a particular interest are troublesome situations that happen on a regular, sometimes daily 
basis, in relations between citizens living in the so called 'security zone' in which none of the 
conflicting parties seem to be able to execute full sovereignty - areas that to varying degree are under a 
triple control of the PMR, the RM and the Join Control Commission (JCC). Some of these events may 
be seen as the most likely flashpoints that potentially may trigger off a renewed cycle of violence.  On 
the other hand, they highlight the most obvious weaknesses and deficiencies of both governments in the 
institutional, legal and policy dimensions. Below we propose to use the conventional local appellatives 
for these events in the local public discussion, which is both for economy reasons and because we find 
them quite telling.  
 
Telephone war 
In 2003, a decision was passed that Moldova transfers to a new digital telecommunications system. In 
this context Transnistria was expected to get a lower quality of telephone communications compared to 
what it had before. The old system allowed Transnistria to have regional communications 
independently, paying Moldova for the channel as a private user. Chi� in� u offered to Transnistria to 
connect fully to Moldovan system. Transnistria asked for one digital channel – Moldova offered 
separate channels for cellular communication, ground communications, etc. Transnistrians then would 
not be able to control the entire system of communications at the regional level. When the 'telephone 
war' began for 4 months cellular communications did not work in Chi� in� u because of mutual jamming 
(September – early December 2003). The conflict was very deep and ended only after the interference 
of the International Telecommunication Union42. Moldova and Transnistria are now connected through 
IP telephony and the ground communications with Transnistria  are 3-4 times more expensive that 
Moldova domestics calls, the roaming is more expensive than connecting to Russia from Moldova.  
Since 2006, the roaming is given by Moldova-based major providers and Transnistrian 
InterDniestrCom (IDC). Since 2003, Transnistria does not pay to Moldova for its international channel 
and according to some unverified information is renting it either from Ukraine or the USA. 
 
In late 2003 – early 2004, a incense was issued to the Transnistrian IDC company to operate in 
Moldova in CDMA format for a rate of 1 million USD. IDC had to register in Moldova. However, IDC 
– same as many other Transnistrian economic agents – has been registered on a temporary basis, which 
calls for an annual renewal of license. The issuance of this license marked the end of the 'telephone 
war'. However, the license was taken back unilaterally by the Moldovan government, without 
compensating the costs. The final refusal to refund the money was formulated in 2006 on the grounds 
that 'no such permanently registered agent as IDC exist'. The temporary registered agents, however, 
should enjoy the same legal rights as the permanently registered ones.  Transnistrians have a solid case 
prepared for the international courts, while Moldova's has little if any chances to win the case if it were 

                                                 
41 Interviews with former Moldovan combatants in Valeriy Demidetski documentary Valeriy Demidetski documentary of 

2001 'Pridnestrovie: vremia sobirat kamni' (Transnistria: a time to gather stones)– courtesy of Valeriy Demidetski. See 
also Veterany voiny na Dniestre trebuiut otstavki komunisticheskogo pravlenia (Veterans of the war on Dniester demand 
resignation of the communist government). Moldova Azi: http://old.azi.md/print/17733/Ru  

42 Interview with Galina Salari, executive director, Center for Strategic Studies and Reforms, Chi� in� u, December 2008.  



23 

reviewed. Transnistrians however, are not taking any move preferring apparently to keep it as a 
compelling argument in possible future bargains with the Moldovan side.  
 
School war 
In January 2004, the Transnistrian ministry of education moved to close the six Latin-script based 
Moldovan schools, which follow the Moldovan ministry of education approved curriculum on the 
pretext of their failure to comply with PMR registration procedures. The decision would become 
effective for the 2004-2005 school year. While the school refused to comply a tense situation arose 
around Bendery boarding school, which was besieged the Transnistrian militia for about one month. 
Rybnistsia new school, which was funded by the Moldovan government still remains closed. The 
dispute  has not been fully regulated and may re-occur again 43.  

 
Railway war 
In August 2004, during a period of renewed tensions in the relations between Tiraspol and Chi� in� u, 
PMR government established its own independent state railway enterprise to include Tiraspol, Bendery 
and Rybnitsa stations and took hold of all the assets that had previously been under control of Moldova. 
PMR began to charge transit fees for shipments and inspect the cargo. In response, Moldova, on 
September, 2005 has launched a 42 km by-pass rout R� vaca–Cainari. Since March 3, 2006 when the 
new internationally controlled border regime was enforced, traffic on the Transnistria-controlled 
railway section came to a halt. All shipments went by-passing Transnistria. Moldova has then increased 
the transit fees, and Ukraine incurred a loss.   On September 8,  2006, on Ukraine's demand the cargo 
transit was renewed and on December 8,  2006 a Russia-Ukraine-Moldova protocol was signed on the 
renewal of the passenger traffic, as a result, one Moscow – Chi� in� u passenger train began to function. 
The most popular Chi� in� u – Odessa diesel train remain dysfunctional, the disputes between the two 
sides continue. Moldova insists on a full return of all assets, while Tiraspol is threatening by the 
renewal of the blockade of shipments.  
 
Border problems: disputes and uncertainties related to the export/import duties regime  
The regime on the Moldovan – Transnistrian borders is the same as on the international borders. 
Transnistrian exports are charged a 0,18% duty for crossing Moldova's territory. The duty regime went 
into effect by Cabinet Resolution 812  of 2005, and is prolonged on an annual basis. There is no 
provision for an automatic prolongation of the regime, although the usual practice is to do it by the end 
of the year by specific government resolution. Uncertain situation with prolongation is creating regular 
concerns on the part of Transnistrian exporters who fear that they may incur losses in case if Moldova 
suddenly decides not to prolong the regime, while the flow of exports is transiting Moldovan 
territory44.   In 2007, an earlier prolongation of the regime (September, 2007) produced even greater 
havoc among both Moldovan and Transnistrian media than a delayed decision would do. As each side 
is extremely suspicious of other one's moves, 'it did not occur to anyone – neither on the left or the right 
bank – that the new decision was simply better then the usual delay practice'45.   
 
A real control over the Transnistrian exports was enforced in 2006 when the European Union Border 
Assistance Mission (EUBAM) was established. All Transnistrian exports have been channeled via 

                                                 
43 For more details on the school war see the International Crisis Group Report 'Moldova and Trandniestria: time to act. 

April 2005.  
44 Although, no such case ever occurred. 
45 Interview with Galina Salari, December 2008. 
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Moldovan custom points while the Ukrainian – Transnistrian crossing point Kuchurgany has been 
excluded. Transnistrian exporters each have their specifically designated crossing points whereby many 
of them have to go irrationally long distances by circling around Moldova and large areas of Ukraine in 
order to access Odessa port facilities, which normally would be directly accessed through Kuchurgany 
point ( the distance is up to 10 times longer). The Kuchurgany point is open for the scrap metal only 
which comes from Odessa port to the Rybnistsia based metal works (MMZ) as the internationally 
enforced border control regime for which EUBAM is responsible only covers exports and has no 
provision for import. Moldovan authorities want to restrict these shipments too, although channeling 
scrap metal through Moldova would render the operations economically meaningless.  The logic is 
clearly to make Transnistria as much dependent on Moldova as possible.  
 
Moldova has no customs regime for individual petty shipments on its border with Transnistria, while 
the Transnistrians have a full scope of border services including customs, passport and police control. 
Transnistrians have imposed a 100% custom duty for most Moldovan goods. Recently, for some 
industrial products the duty has been lifted. For major Moldovan exports – foodstuffs – the duty is still 
affective, as a result of it no Moldovan foodstuffs are sold in Transnistria. 
 
Security zone problems  
From time to time conflicts occur between the law-enforcement agencies. The most tense clashes 
occurred as a result of the seizure of the Bendery railway junction by the PMR on 6 September, 2004, 
in which Transnistrian commandos were involved. Generally the two border cities of Bendery and 
Dubossary represent major conflict areas. Since 1998, regular disputes happen, when Moldovan police 
from the right bank, responsible for  patrolling the village of Cocieri (left bank area under Moldova's 
jurisdiction), are not allowed to use the nearby dam to cross the river. After Post 5 near between 
Co� ni�a and Grigoriopol had been closed by the peacekeepers, a Transnistrian post appeared instead, on 
Tiraspol – Rybnitsia highway 100 m further to the West on the road leading to Co� ni�a. Later on, more 
posts appeared, most important one among them, the customs and border control terminal near Bendery 
(constructed in 2004), on the Moldovan side. Another post was established on the entry to the village of 
Doro�coe from the Rybnitsa – Tiraspol highway. Moldova's authorities were protesting against these 
developments, which in their view violate agreements regulating the security zone regime and lead to 
changing the balance between the two sides as established after the ceasefire46.     
 
Farming land belonging to the communities in the area of Co� ni�a are located across the highway and 
beyond the PMR customs/border control post on the Transnistrian side. Farmers complain of regular 
harassment by the Transnistrian customs when bringing their crops back home during the harvesting 
season. Transnistria usually claims that it has to install a traffic police post for the reasons of security 
control, but subsequently such post is being re-enforced with other uniformed departments including 
border guards and customs. In 2004, the Transnistrian side also attempted to construct a border control 
terminal on the entry to the village of  Doro�coe, which resulted in a conflict between law-enforcement 
units from the two sides. The situation was discussed at all levels including JCC for a year, in the 
meantime the Transnistrian side prevented the farmers from Doro�coe to cultivate their land across the 
highway. The issue was only resolved after the interference of the OSCE in 2005.   
 
Transnistrian tactic seems to follow an aim of strengthening the borders with Moldova by creating facts 
on the ground which subsequently would be hard to change. It has been easier to build such terminals 

                                                 
46 Interview with the Moldovan JCC co-chairman Ion Solonenco, December 2008.  
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on the Ukrainian border, where Transnistrian de-facto border coincides with the national borders of the 
Republic of Moldova. Moldova tries to prevent Transnistrians from doing so, referring to international 
legal instruments regulating the regime of the Security Zone (1992 and 1998 Agreements), but in some 
instances had to give in. The borders certainly have an important symbolic value for the Transnistrians. 
As Dmitriy Soin has emphasized: “If you think that PMR does not exist – just go and touch our border 
guards”47. On the other hand, it is obvious that the Moldovan side is taking only very limited measures 
to ensure control over its de-facto borders with Transnistria (usually only one police car at the PMR 
checkpoints) and generally does not prevent the free movement of people and goods.  Freedom of 
movement also means a freedom of choice. By limiting the freedom of movement the Transnistrian 
authorities are also affecting the freedom of opinion and political choice in a more general sense, for 
those who live in the limbo situation of the security zone (divided villages and villages, whose status is 
being permanently challenged in one way or another).  
 
PMR government attempts to increase its police presence in the Moldova-controlled areas in the 
Security Zone. In the village of Doro�coe, according to 1992 Agreement, there are two local police 
inspectors from both sides. In November 2008, Transnistrian side without a warning attempted to 
deploy a complete police district of five officers in the village.  The Transnistrian side, also complained 
that their inspectors were not let into the village in December 200848. Such incidents are could be seen 
as reasons for a serious concern in light of the Transnistrian territorial claims to parts of Moldova-
controlled areas on the left bank, which are  included in the Transnistrian Constitution and other legal 
acts. For many local citizens police represents the most obvious embodiment of power on the local 
level. The Transnistrian side also claims that half of retired persons in Doro�coe receive pensions from 
Tiraspol. It also claims that apart from Moldovan mayor, the village hosts Transnistrian-backed local 
authorities, which, nevertheless, are not to be found on the site and all local official buildings are 
decorated with Moldova's national flags without any obvious symbols of Transnistrian presence. The 
Transnistrian checkpoint on the driveway to Doro�coe can hardly be justified by any economic or 
serious security concerns on the Transnistrian side.  The Transnistrian checkpoint does not let anyone 
into the village except for the local citizens. The nationals of Moldova and foreigners are not allowed to 
enter the village from the Rybnitsa - Tiraspol highway and need to go around to the Moldova-
controlled village of Co� ni�a.  
 
5. The political strategies of Moldova and Transnistria toward each other 
 
According to Moldova's minister of integration Vasilii  � ova49, there had been three windows of  
opportunity for Moldova to achieve the final settlement with Transnistria: 
 
The 1st period: 1995-1996 - when Moldovan experts drafted a Law on Transnistria as autonomous 
republic. The draft, however, was not coordinated with all Moldova's political parties. The proposal of 
an autonomy status had positively surprised Tiraspol and for some time the initiative remained on 
Moldova's side. Moldova also gave Tiraspol a customs stamp, which enabled the Transnistrian 

                                                 
47 Interview with Dmitriy Soin, Tiraspol, December 2008. 
48 This could have been a reciprocal move on the part of the Moldovans – once Transnistrian prevented the Moldovan 

police from entering Cocieri by the dam in Dubossary rayon, the Moldovans threatened that they won't let Transnistrian 
inside Dorotkaia.  

49 The Ministry of Integration is an institution of the Moldovan government responsible for the negotiations with 
Transnistria, it is also involved in the resolutions  of problems that occur in the Moldova-controlled left bank territories 
in their relations with the PMR authorities.  
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enterprises to freely operate on international markets – an issue which still remains a priority in 
Moldova -Transnistria negotiations. The Moldovan authorities tend to explain the subsequent lack of 
success of these moves by the interference of the 'external factor', which, in their view was just not 
prepared 'to rush'. The reality, however, was a bit more complex. 
 
In the hindsight, for the supporters of Transnistrian independence, this period, which they usually refer 
to as Lucinski's period, had been 'the most dangerous one'. According to Dmitriy Soin, Lucinski's 
policy could be briefly summarized as follows: 'guys let's be friends, lets step by step find points of 
tangency'. On the surface the relations between the two elites seemed to be exceptionally warm looking 
from today's perspective. The Transnistrian leader Igor Smirnov,  Dmitriy Soin, and even the PMR 
MGB head general Antiufeev were all regularly flying to Moscow via Chi� in� u. None of them now 
would be allowed to freely cross the check point.  
 
Few positive conclusions could be made based on the retrospective analysis of Lucinski's period: (1) it 
showed that confidence measures could erode much of the other side's defense system and possibly 
even eliminate some differences; (2) for Lucinski's successors this experience most clearly highlighted 
the internal political risks that could follow from a rapprochement with Transnistrians; importantly, the 
period coincided with the start of large scale privatization in Moldova, which significantly raised the 
stakes of internal political competition inside the country50. Once over, this experience probably 
prompted the leaders of both parties to strengthen their controls over the negotiations process 
effectively narrowing the scope of opportunities for resolution. Privatization opened a new dimension 
in the Moldova – Transnistria conflict – as Moldovan elite could now question the ownership of 
Transnistria's major assets – the issue which is still a major concern for the Transnistrian side. In 
Transnistria the formal privatization that happened later than in Moldova in 2000, and legalized the 
ownership over the already divided assets marked the end of a period of premature democracy, which 
many participants of the 1989-1992 events still describe as a 'revolution'. The remaining democratic 
elements in the public offices were either subjugated or sidelined by those who now 'owned' the region 
with some of them going into opposition, which was never more allowed a chance to a fair 
participation in local politics51.  
 
The 2nd period: 2002-2003 – a period that opened with the new Moldovan President Voronin's 
initiative of a federal Moldovan state. The proposal was based on an idea of an asymmetric federation – 
with Gagauzia getting less and Transnistria more autonomy. The first would be to have a joint 
Constitutional Commission, which would draft a new Federal Constitution. Moldova's internal 
positions appeared then to be more consolidated with regard to this proposal, but the international 
situation, according to Minister  � ova, was again not favorable. The Moldovan government was largely 
inspired by the Serbia – Montenegro model. In the meantime Moldova wanted to preserve a strong 
federal center.  Moldova sent requests to Russia, Ukraine and the OSCE (3+2 format) asking to suggest 
a model for a federative Moldova. But, according to Minister, the Moldovans got no clear reply from 
neither Russia, or Ukraine, while the OSCE has demonstrated only some degree of interest. The period 

                                                 
50  Lucinski period  - since 1993 as the chairman of the Parliament and in 1996  - 2001 as President was marked by the 

unfolding of large scale privatization in Moldova (Three Privatization Programs were adopted then – the 1st one for 
1993-1994. the 2nd one for 1995 – 1996, which  covered large factories, and the 3rd one – for 1997 - 1998). 

51 Staunch oppositionist Buchatsky (Transnistrian Social Democratic Party) and former 1992 combatant, who now 
occupies  a run-down office in downtown Tiraspol, was made to leave the post of the chairman of the Tiraspol city 
council in 2000. His main complaint about the current Transnistrian government is that 'these people have robbed the 
country'. - AMES' interviews Tiraspol December 2008.  
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concluded with 2003 Kozak Memorandum, which the Minister of integration sees as not connected to 
the above initiative. Kozak Memorandum still remains the most often quoted documents on for both 
sides. Most analysts attribute its failure to the lack of the EU support for the preservations of the 
Russian troops in the area, which had been a point the Moscow much insisted upon. 
 
The period had highlighted the growing gap between the opportunities available for the parties to 
achieve some sort of mutually acceptable final settlement and the growing uncertainties – in various 
areas, which the re-unification might rather widen than decrease.  
 
In 2003 the Moldovan expert community was striving to develop some sort of a comprehensive 
strategy for re-integration, which would address both the vertical and horizontal dimensions (meaning 
the relations between various groups inside the two entities, and a set of issues of mutual concern – 
such as business, economy, justice, health and education52. In the meantime, the country's political 
leadership appeared to be increasing concerned with a set of uncertainties on the domestic level, 
particularly, with the variety of views toward Transnistria across the whole political spectrum. This has 
led to the narrowing of the circle of entities and people involved in negotiations with Tiraspol in a fear 
that some other political force, as opposed to the ruling Communist Party, which has come to power 
with a strong commitment to resolve the crisis, could outmaneuver the communists on the Transnistrian 
venue and hence gain more political capital. The whole process has affectively been pinned on the 
political weight and future of one single politician – the President Voronin, which has also added too 
much personal flavor to the entire negotiations process.  
 
By mid-2004 Moldova, came to a conclusion that a new approach is needed. The Ukrainian Orange 
Revolution of 2004, seemed to open a new venue for the settlement process. President Voronin came to 
Kyiv, and subsequent rapprochement between Moldova and Ukraine bore a fruit of Yuschenko's  7 
steps proposal. The new approach was based on finding resolution through the democratization of 
Transnistria. A detailed project was drafted by Kyiv and Chi� in� u experts and presented at the Chi� in� u 
summit (GUAM countries). This effort found support of all political parties in Moldova.  
 
Outcome of the period for Moldova, was the adoption by the Moldovan Parliament of July 22, 2005  
Law 'On Basic Provisions of the Special Legal Status of Localities from the Left Bank of the Dniester', 
which the Moldovan government sees as its major achievement so far as the political parties for first 
time have unanimously approved a common vision regarding Transnistria.  However, the law had 
hardly  changed anything for the Transnistrians, whose position has remained unshaken.  
 
In 2005, major problems between Moldova and Russia began with a ban on wine and fruit exports. The 
Moldovan government interpreted this move as a reaction to its greater engagement with GUAM and 
specifically with Ukraine. In February 2006, new customs regime on the Ukrainian – Moldovan 
(Transnistrian) border was introduced with the European Union Border Assistance Mission (EUBAM) 
as its key instrument. The Transnistrian enterprises had now to register in Moldova. By mid-2006,  
Moldova has improved its relations with Russia, and the embargo was lifted. While Moldova has 
suffered much from the embargo, its elites received a greater push to re-restart negotiations on 
Transnistrian issue, with a renewed impression that only Russia can make Transnistrians agree. It 
resulted in the so called package approach to the resolution.  
 

                                                 
52 AMES interviews, Chi� in� u, December 2008. 
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The 3rd period: 2007 – 2008. Chi� in� u managed to re-build relations with both Russia and secured 
some support of Europe, the Moldovan government felt that a real chance of breakthrough on the 
Transnistrian issue had arrived.  Moldova felt particularly encouraged by the Russian decision to take a 
different approach to the Transnistrian quest for independence as opposed to Abkhazia and South 
Osetia. The notion of 'final solution' appeared in the Russian diplomatic rhetoric regarding the 
Transnistrian issue53. The EU has also extended economic preferences to both Moldova and 
Transnistria's exports. The Moldovan government is still perplexed as to why the so called 'package 
agreement' failed. 
 
In our opinion, the major problem is that no one party involved including the three most important ones 
– Moldova Transnistria and Russia – have a clear vision for the future. In order to move on, at least one 
party should see some type of settlement as a clearly much better option. Presently, each party only 
sees the risks. These risks are different for everyone involved. And a very narrow overlap among them 
produce a situation with very little maneuvering space for possible resolution. Transnistria's risks are 
usually seen as mainly economic, but they also are political. For an unrecognized entity any change  
may mean the endgame. For Moldova, priority risks appear to be mainly political and administrative. 
Perceived economic risks resulting from an unrestricted operations of Transnistria's economic agents 
are probably considered too – no one needs another competitor. Moscow's risks are more international 
rather than local. Moldova seems to (rather naively) believe and build their strategy upon the premises 
that Moscow as the strongest party involved has the key and therefore Chi� in� u needs to talk to 
Moscow in the first place. Moscow in its turn – for all apparent capacity to influence both Moldova and 
Transnistria – has the narrowest scope of interests – basically to maintain the presence and some degree 
of control. Any movement forward on the Transnistrian issue seem to just widen the scope of perceived 
risks for all the parties involved. The de-facto strategies of all participant governments – for the 
variation in rhetoric – could be summarized as hedging against the risks. Summary result is a no go 
situation – maintaining status quo for as long as it takes, tactics of both conflicting parties are more 
about strengthening defenses instead of achieving a greater openness to each other. The two parties are 
both unwilling and unprepared mentally to explore any new venues. 
 
Moldova seems to be unprepared to take in Transnistria wholesale. Many elements of the Transnistrian 
regime cannot be trusted. These include most of MGB, parts of the local administration, including 
Smirnov himself, his immediate entourage, other key officials such as the mayor of Tiraspol – 
Kostyrko. An official list of unwanted persons now includes some 17 names54, effectively banned from 
traveling abroad (except Russia and Ukraine).  Should the re-unification happen, the Transnistrian 
could not be sure whether such restrictive approach could not extended even much further.   
 
While Transnistrians still seriously fear that Moldova could some day re-join Romania, the Moldovan 
hedging tactic, which envisages the inclusion of a special provision in the Constitution allowing 
autonomous regions to secede, seems to be a rather weak argument. The Moldovans themselves tend to 
see as a humiliating concession55.  On the other hand, such provision implies a possibility that Moldova 
may loose its sovereignty, which certainly undermines the merits of the deal in the eyes of the 
Transnistrians.   
 

                                                 
53 Interview with Vasilii  � ova, the Moldovan minister of integration, December 2008. 
54 Interview with the Mayor of Tiraspol – date .  
55 AMES interviews, Chi� in� u, December 2008. 
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Justice and human rights situation  
Although Transnistrian human rights activists and lawyers are proud of some successful cases when 
local court decisions were passed in favor of the defendants, the whole situation of international justice 
vacuum creates favorable conditions for the infringement of civic rights. According to some defense 
lawyers, if the higher authorities would really press for specific court decision, there is nothing they can 
do about it and event the defense attorney may face serious problems. One lawyer said that he always 
keeps his Russian passport with him to be ready for a quick escape. Appeals to the International Court 
of Human Rights are redirected to Russia, as the single international actor that can influence the 
Transnistrian authorities, which by alienating the latter only produces more strain in multilateral 
relations between the conflicting parties and international mediators. The obvious deficiency of civic 
redress is to a large extend compensated by Russian political parties and diplomatic mission. According 
to the local LDPR leader and representative of the vice-chairman of the Russian Parliament Roman 
Khudiakov, reviewing individual complaints accounts for most of his office's daily operations.   
 
 
Section conclusions 
There is a need for a more comprehensive strategy with a broader base in the political elite and other 
groups, including the political parties, business community, civil society media etc. Also a broader 
scope and a more open discussion is needed of the whole range of issues that arise in the context of a 
possible settlement and presently. For the decision-makers, the positive side of a broader engagement 
with other social and political actors also means risk sharing as one single politician or even party 
cannot absorb all real and perceived risks and uncertainties. The current President – to President 
negotiations format is largely ineffective.  
 
6. Outlook for the future 
A wide scope of possible future scenarios is discussed by both Transnistrian and Moldovan experts 
wish to discuss, including the PMR becoming part of Russia (which is the 2006 Transnistrian 
referendum' underlying theme: 'independence and subsequent free accession to Russia); Transnistria 
becoming part of Ukraine, or even enforcing Ukrainian jurisdiction and national symbols in a unilateral 
way56, Transnistria's becoming a really independent small state on Luxembourg model57, and a 
federation or a confederation with Moldova with various options as to how it should materialize. This 
seeming diversity by no means points to an atmosphere of an open creative discussion, as on the top 
political level it's only two option that really are discussed. What it reveals to us is rather a lack of a 
clear vision of future, uncertainty and a very low capacity to adequately assess the actual reality of the 
regional political environment. They also highlight the prevailing inclination to avoid responsibility for 
taking political risks, the neglect the human dimension of the crisis. In effect, what all the current 
negotiations would bring – if no dramatic change happen – will be a continued status quo situation.  
   
May the hostilities re-occur? 
Transnistrian government and much of its elite still seriously consider a possibility of a large scale 
Moldova's assault on the same model as Moldovans attempted to follow in 1992 - of wedging inside 
the region via Dubossary, Bendery and an all out attack along the former front line. The reasons why 
Transnistria is considering such an option are multiple – on the military strategy side, Moldova's 
defense capacity has increased and mobilization capacity and level of organization are much higher 

                                                 
56 Interview with Dmitriy Soin, Tiraspol, December 2008. 
57 Interview with the PMR former minister of foreign affairs Valeriy Litskai, Tiraspol, December 2008. 
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than in 1992, despite an almost equal size of the enlisted military force on both sides the size of 
Moldova's mobilization base is up to seven times larger.  The other important factor is that 
Transnistrians have only a very limited capacity to objectively assess internal political trends in 
Moldova – as their exposure to Moldova's domestic politics is very limited – they talk to far few people 
in Moldova than needed. Transnistrian elite fails to adequately assess the external political factors – 
including the Western agenda for the Western CIS region (the EU, the US, and Romania in its new 
capacity as an EU member state). Much in line with a dominant trend in modern Russian political 
rhetoric, Transnistrian politicians still believe that the West's primary although much concealed goal in 
this region is expansion, as opposed to ensuring a greater stability and predictability. Transnistrian self-
perception is largely driven by analogy thinking, which prompts them to constantly draw a comparison 
between what has been going on in other frozen conflict areas – primarily in the Caucasus. In their 
analysis, the August 2008 war in Georgia was a Western-backed attempt of a pro-Western government 
in Tbilisi to retrieve its territories from local separatist movements. In the context of Transnistrian 
domestic politics the fear of Moldova's aggression (moreover, Romanian nationalist aggression in local 
political vernacular) is a pivotal element of public opinion mobilization and the Transnistrian 
Staatsnation building. Hence, even those politicians, who do not believe in it will talk about it publicly 
on every occasion, if anything, for the lack of any other positive idea or program that they may offer 
their constituencies.  What these apprehensive analysis, whether accidentally or deliberately, fails to 
capture is that Moldovan political class and much of general public – including the organized former 
combatants and most of the staunch nationalists – have come to realize is that any repetition of 1992 
evens for Moldova would be a disaster. Even the most conservative nationalists in Moldova (who now 
are mostly on the political margin), who do not accept any degree of Transnistrian autonomy in a 
unified state, still see a peaceful negotiation process – not war – as a necessary precondition for the 
fulfillment of their vision of the future. They rather would loose Transnistria forever, than go for a 
military solution. In this context, the only conceivable worst case scenario may be built around the one 
volatile area – the so called security zone – primarily the Moldova-controlled left bank and 
Transnistria-controlled right bank and divided towns and villages that legally are still disputed between 
the two conflicting sides. If anything goes wrong there, Moldovan nationalist parties will be 
immediately engaged and increasingly politically active and the Moldovan government will hardly be 
able to come up with a good policy to defuse the crisis without resort to some kind of military means 
(rather an increased police deployment).  
 
Future forecast, including the international expert opinions, that excludes the possibility of unfreezing 
the conflict is mostly based on a feeble premises of the 'lack of desire to fight', and the absence of signs 
of an open ethnic animosity. It fails to consider the following set of counterarguments: 
 
(1) the failure to understand the nature of modern low-intensity conflict, which appears to be the most 
likely modality of a possible Moldova – Transnistria conflict; 
 
(2) the decreasing level of communication and growing cultural and political gap between the two 
polities and populations, and 
 
(3) the elite disputes inside both Transnistria and Moldova with the former being more likely to turn 
explosive and if Transnistria goes internally violent this may also resonate inside Moldova. 
 
While the phenomenon of split loyalties of the ethnic Moldovan populations on the sides of Dniester – 
as evidenced in referendums for PMR independence and the engagement at the armed conflict phase –  
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serve as a common argument for the still widely-shared perception of the 1992 war as a non-ethnic 
conflict, now the ethnic divide may become a more clearly visible fault line in case of any hostilities on 
whatever pretext.  The de-facto Russification policies of the PMR over the last couple decades coupled 
with more extensive exposure of Moldovan populations in the areas controlled by PMR to the TV and 
radio channels from the other side of the river, deepening of social divides between predominantly rural 
ethnic Moldovans and Russian-speaking urban groups, the minority status of Moldovans within PMR 
as opposed to the considerably more  assertive majority status of their kinsmen in the Moldova's 
mainland – all these factors may contribute to Transnistrian Moldovans shift of loyalty to Moldova in 
case of an open confrontation. Russian-speaking populations inside Moldova, as their acculturation and 
accommodation to a new political, cultural and linguistic situation is going on, will rather tend to stay 
away from a possible crisis.  
 
The concept of low-intensity conflict describes an armed confrontation, in which only small groups of 
variable membership participate in armed engagement at disparate moments of time, while much larger 
populations may express and actually demonstrate their loyalty and material support to the combatants 
in a variety of ways; it is also significant that there's no clear divide between the combatants and non-
combatants, as members of armed groups may be engaged in armed combat at one moment of time and 
in totally peaceful activities at another. Specific groups inside Transnistria, whose history is linked to 
the 1992 war – so called Cossacks – represent one such volatile group, particularly that in view of 
Moldova's restrictive approach to the future citizenship issue, those who arrived after the Sovereignty 
Declaration of 1990 will have no chance to acquire the citizenship and therefore have little interest in 
the settlement of disputes with Moldova.  Large part of them serve as border guards and other 
uniformed servicemen – which means their livelihood largely depends on the perpetuation of crisis.  
 
The most obvious points of risk in the short-time perspective include a likely elite clash over the 2010 
Parliamentary and 2011 Presidential elections in Transnistria. 
 
Given that, in contrast to the Caucasus cases, the Transnistria conflict level of internationalization is 
higher, and such instruments as the JCC, OSCE and Russian-controlled peacekeeping force are 
operating on the ground, the extent of such negative scenario and its possible lasting effect for all the 
parties involved will depend on a set of local and international variables. These include the capacity for 
a rapid reaction and adequate military capability on the part of both observers and peacekeepers, the 
level of consensus in the 5+2 format and the degree of political temperature inside Moldova and 
Transnistria.   
 
 
Conclusions: 
If Moldova takes the re-integration seriously, it stands to confirm its democratic credentials on the 
domestic level at the first place. Uncertainties that various sectors of the Transnistrian society feel in 
connection to their future within a unified state are usually portrayed as lying primarily in the economic 
and business areas. Moldovan negotiators have long come to realize that and try somehow to adjust. 
But while Moldova still does not look like a rule of law state, assurances of property rights respect do 
not sound convincing to the Transnistrian elite. In reality, the issue is even much broader in scope. It 
includes such fully legitimate concerns as the future of the entire political class and local bureaucracy, 
their income and carrier structures, the language policies, and last and not least the reliable guarantees 
for all these concerns to be addressed, once the deal is signed and the central government controls are 
re-established. In order to ensure that such guarantees do not remain just words on paper, an 
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international system of observers and case-by-case review needs to be put in place. One way to do it is 
to establish a special international properly authorized body, similar to the current system of 
international courts of justice, that should review all complains and the entire process of the transition. 
Internal level is, however, even more important. And here the issue of internal checks and balances, and 
the political representation come to the fore. How would the interests of Transnistrians be advance and 
safeguard on the national level? Presently, Moldovan legislation does not allow much space for it: 
regional parties cannot be established and the Transnistrians will have to either cooperate with existing 
national political parties or face a challenge of establishing their own nation-wide party – similar to the 
Party of Regions in Ukraine – a project that have chances to fail or have only a very modest degree of 
success.    
 
The international body – which stands to be instituted in the 5+2 format - should not necessarily follow 
the court of justice model in all details. It may address specific large cases by re-directing them to the 
courts of justice proper, while accumulating the flow of specific complaints and conditioning the 
international support given to Moldova for its transition to a unified state on an installment basis on its 
capacity  to address these complaints in a generic way. Moldova may feel that such mechanism 
significantly limits its sovereignty. It does not seem likely, however, that in its current state it will be 
able to cope on its own. Our findings suggest that a rather wide cross section of both Moldovan and 
Transnistrian societies will accept it and even take it as a window of opportunity.  
 
Before the final settlement perspective is approached there is a need for seriously consider effective 
confidence building measures between the too sides. So far, confidence measures have been either not 
more than rhetoric or were seen as part of bargaining process between the two sides. “Not more than 
raids and PR actions”, according to a prominent Moldovan re-integration expert. These measures 
should be addressed as a matter on its own standing – a precondition rather than a part of final 
settlement process. Such measures should focus on addressing real need of people leaving on the other 
side of the divide, whose interests are all too often neglected by the Moldovan and Transnistrian 
legislators respectively. Findings of our brief sociological inquiry indicate that freedom of movement is 
an enormous concern for both Moldovans and Transnistrian alike and the persistence of the status quo 
situation – although members of both elites have largely accustomed to it and even benefit from it 
sometimes – engenders a further growing division between the two populations and decreases 
opportunities for mutual understanding and the elites capacity to compromise. It also is a stressful 
situation from the social psychology point of view and an explosive one from the regional security 
perspective.   
 
A key word for true confidence building is reconciliation, based on the notion of equal suffering, 
social trauma inflicted by the 1992 war on both populations.  So far reconciliation has been a missing 
component.  
 
The scope of discussion should be broadened within Moldova, coming from an understanding that final 
settlement could not be achieved if only Voronin talks to Smirnov with periodical tours to Moscow and 
Brussels. No agreement in such case would be legitimate and gain enough public support. More 
specifically: 
 
- all political parties should be engaged in negotiations and domestic discussion; 
- legislation of Moldova should consider the needs of Transnistrian citizens and economic agents in all 
its legal acts, as the potential citizens and subjects of part of a unified state in the future and as citizens 
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and entities with specific needs as of now, who should be treated preferentially and not as aliens let 
alone criminals who only stand to be collectively punished; 
    
In order to achieve greater progress and efficiency, several sets of issues should be split and considered 
separately: 
 - the legal status of Transnistria; 
 - legal status and daily concerns of citizens living in the area – all citizens should be treated 
 equally and this does not need necessarily be interpreted as political recognition – it includes 
 equal access to at least key services – health, transport (Chi� in� u airport etc., transit of private 
 vehicles etc., Moldovan citizens transiting Transnistria – no fees, no young people harassment 
 on the pretext of checking their conscription documents, no confiscation of vehicles on the 
 grounds of politically-wrong plate numbers) - citizens should not be taken hostage to political 
 processes; 
 - legal status of economic agents – which should be regulated on a longer term basis; 
 - foreign and domestic military presence; and last but not least  
 - language policies,  that needs to be re-assessed, to provide a better access to state language 
 education for allophones in Moldova, a better access to all government services in at least major 
 languages; ethnic labeling issue of both minorities and the majority in the public space and 
 media should also be addressed – in order to introduce a culture of political correctness some 
 legal steps perhaps need to be taken (e.g. a fine for calling non-Moldovans venetici, or 
 Romanian fascists as a label for Moldovan 'nationalists' in Transnistria; the issue of hate 
 speeches in media and elsewhere will need a specific effort on the part of experts and civil 
 society), as measures to ensure a greater social cohesion and a necessarily prerequisite of 
 building a viable civic nation.  
 
For greater confidence: 
- channels of communication should be improved;  
- expert discussion on both sides needs an upgrade – too many destructive stereotypes are  preventing 
both parties from openly discussing even the most urgent issues; this calls for a specific analysis which 
will help sort out legitimate concerns from ungrounded fears and myths; 
- it is vital for building confidence and reconciliation between the two divides communities to generate 
an open academic discussion on the history of the conflict – in order to help the public and decision-
makers depart from a one-sided views that dominate public debate on both sides of Dniester; our 
research findings have demonstrated that apart from a normal difference in assessment of various social 
facts and realities, far too much false information and faked facts are circulated in media on both sides, 
a deeper and less biased analysis of the war history and pre-history would also help public find a more 
balanced common perspective on the painful experiences that they had to live through, although there 
always is a risk that such an academic discussion may often focus people's attention on past wounds 
and grievances, and generate more disputes than mutual understanding.  
- in contrast to what many international reports on the Transnistrian issue state – culture plays most 
important role in creating and perpetuating the divisions between two societies and also the elites (the 
latter are often even more prone to stereotypes then their respective constituencies).  
 
A role for the civil society 
Civil society in Moldova is stronger than in Transnistria. There certainly exists a greater degree of 
openness, higher level of public discussion (both quality-wise and quantity-wise) – a much greater 
range of issues are discussed and affected by civil sector in Moldova. The Transnistrian 3rd sector 
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Photo 1: Sign on the APC: “For our native 
Bendery 

members acknowledge that they positively benefit from opportunities made available for them in 
Moldova and internationally, although donors, international community and Moldova could still do 
better and re-visit the common practice of avoiding a direct cooperation with Transnistrian NGOs.  
 
The civic society on both sides, but primarily in Moldova, may lead a process of civic reconciliation 
which so far been a missing component. The former combatants attempted several times to organize 
meetings and even joint masses for the perished comrades in arms from both sides but were prevented 
from doing so by the authorities58. While people continue to suffer their traumatic experiences alone – 
in divided communities and the authorities on both sides continue to prevent the former combatants 
from even talking to each other (several initiatives of former combatants themselves and some attempts 
of Moldovan NGOs were aborted primarily as a result of government interference) – no settlement of 
the crisis, that would look legitimate in the eyes of both Moldovan and Transnistrian societies could 
ever be achieved.  Such civic reconciliation process should of course be seen as if not a sufficient 
condition for the final settlement then certainly a necessary one, which can also help take a lot of strain 
in the relations between divided communities. 
 
The issues that reinforce barriers in communication between the two sides, that the civic groups can 
address better, include media hate speech and negative rhetoric. Reconciliation – which is obvious not 
seen as a prerequisite for resolving the Transnistrian issue by neither party to the negotiations at the 
moment – is impossible without an open public discussion on issues like 'nationalism vs. nation-
building', language policies. Framing of 1992 war as an 'elite conflict' and 'non-ethnic conflict' – help 
only shift responsibility. Society presently lacks a  clear perspective as to how much of this 
responsibility is in fact shared between the two sides of the conflict and before these painful subject is 
not widely discussed – primarily by the civil society - reconciliation could not be taken seriously.  
Before entering into any serious final status negotiations a wholesale reassessment of the conflict and 
its social consequences needs to be done by both sides. Now, on the contrary, the negotiations are 
effectively an elite business, which characteristically lacks transparency and engagement with broader 
public and media. Politicians on both sides seem to believe that they can regulate the whole range of 
issues themselves and/or by putting pressure on international actors in hope that the latter would be 
able to somehow affect the other party's position. Their actions are rather built on a tacit presumption 
that the Transnistrian issue is not a problem of ALL Moldovans.   
 
 
 
 
 

 
ANNEX  

 
 

Photos taken from the exposition of the Bendery 
1992 War Museum: 

                                                 
58 Interviews with former Moldovan combatants, Valeriy Demidetski's documentary of 2001 'Pridnestrovie: vremia sobirat 

kamni' (Transnistria: a time to gather stones)– courtesy of Valeriy Demidetski. 
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Photo 2: Signs on the truck: “Death to Romanian 
cannibals!” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Photos from 1992 (by A.Kamenshikov): 
 
Building of Bendery city council after 3 days of 
intense fighting 
 

 
 
 
Lists of missing persons in the aftermath of the conflict: 



36 

 
 
Many combatants (especially on the Transdniestrian side) were irregulars: 

 
 
Russian planes arriving with a peacekeeping force: 
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Photos taken during the assessment mission: 
 
Monument for victims of the conflict in Koshnica: Similar monument on the other side (only a 

few miles away): 
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Slogan: “Bessarabia is Romanian land”: Slogan: “Transdniestria, South Ossetia 

Abkhazia shall be!” 
 

 


