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Key Takeaway: Pro-Western Moldovan politician Maia Sandu won the Moldovan presidential election by defeating pro-Kremlin incumbent
President Igor Dodon on November 15, 2020. Sandu’s election limits the Kremlin's opportunity to expand its influence toward the eastern Balkans
and presents the United States with an opportunity to reverse the Kremlin’s recent gains. However, the Kremlin will likely exploit its control in the
Moldovan Parliament to contest Sandu’s electoral mandate. The United States and its allies should support Sandu’s efforts to expand, strengthen, and
intensify cooperation agreements with Western countries as well as Sandu’s stated objective to end Russia’s military presence in the breakaway region
of Transnistria to limit a dangerous Kremlin position in the eastern Balkans and on Ukraine’s western border.

Pro-Western Moldovan politician Maia Sandu defeated pro-Kremlin incumbent Igor Dodon in Moldova’s
presidential election on November 15, 2020, presenting an opportunity to reverse the Kremlin’s influence in
this key state between Ukraine and the eastern Balkans.” Sandu leads the European-focused Action and Solidarity
Party (PAS). She lost the 2016 presidential race to Dodon, but then became Moldova’s prime minister in 2019.
Dodon’s pro-Kremlin Party of Socialists of the Republic of Moldova (PSRM) ousted her in a no-confidence vote
later in 2019.% Sandu won in 2020 with a platform focused on Moldova’s economic crisis, anti-corruption judicial
reforms, and Dodon’s poor response to the COVID-19 pandemic.? Sandu promises to integrate Moldova with the
West and increase diplomatic and economic relations with Romania and Ukraine.* Dodon pushed for closer
integration with the Kremlin and with Transnistria, the Kremlin-occupied breakaway region in Moldova.?Sandu’s
focus on anti-corruption reform rather than Western versus Kremlin rhetoric likely won her the election.

Sandu was not the Kremlin’s preferred candidate, but Russian President Vladimir Putin accepted the results of the
election and expressed willingness to cooperate with Sandu.® The Kremlin did not contest the election results
despite running a previous information campaign claiming the West was preparing a color revolution in Moldova,
a common Kremlin narrative in the post-Soviet space.” Dodon’s re-election would have allowed the Kremlin to
further its campaign to gain suzerainty over Moldova and further embed its military presence without serious

. . . . 8
contestation in Transnistria

Sandu’s election challenges the Kremlin’s efforts to use Moldova as a base for increased Russian military
pressure against western Ukraine and influence in the eastern Balkans. The Kremlin uses Moldova’s breakaway
region of Transnistria as a military stronghold on Ukraine’s western border and to prevent Moldova from
increasingly aligning with NATO and other Western structures.? The 1500 Russian troops in Transnistria do not
directly militarily threaten the rest of the Balkans but could support the deployment of advanced air defenses or
other systems that could pressure NATO member Romania. Russia can use the base to support other subversive
actions in western Ukraine and the Balkans and more broadly act as a symbol of Russian military power in the
western former Soviet Union.™

Sandu will challenge the presence of Russian troops in Transnistria and the Kremlin’s effort to secure
concrete guarantees of Moldova’s status as a neutral state. The Kremlin seeks to legitimize the enduring Russian
military presence in Transnistria and prevent Moldova from aligning with Western organizations. Despite the
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presence of Russian troops, Moldova's constitution states Moldova is “permanently neutral;” does not accept the
stationing of foreign troops on its territory; and cannot join military, political, or economic alliances aimed at war
preparations.” The Kremlin is pushing for Moldova and Western actors such as NATO and the EU to make
statements that guarantee Moldovan “neutrality.” The Kremlin seeks to ensure that Moldova will not join any
Western structures. Russian leaders have evinced concern that further Moldovan integration with Western
structures could allow the West to contest both Russia’s military presence in Transnistria and pro-Kremlin policies
promoted by Dodon’s PSRM party.™

The Kremlin has set concrete guarantees of neutrality as a precondition for any discussion of the status of its forces
in Transnistria. Dodon made efforts toward these concrete guarantees, seeking pledges from the EU and NATO in
2019 and stating that he wanted "international recognition of Moldovan permanent neutrality.””® Dodon made this
request after multiple visits to the Kremlin and likely sought favor with the Kremlin in exchange for discounted
natural gas.” This effort to obtain Western guarantees that Moldova would not integrate with Western structures
was never likely to succeed—meither NATO nor the EU has a strong enough reason to make any such pledges.”
Sandu will likely contest Kremlin-instigated guarantees of neutrality as she has pledged to increase outreach to the
West and seeks to end Russia’s peacekeeping presence in Transnistria.”® She has already stated her plans as
president-elect to require Russia to withdraw its troops in favor of a civilian mission under the auspices of the
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE).”

Sandu’s presidency exacerbates the Kremlin’s losses in Moldova earlier in 2020. The Kremlin has steadily lost
ground since its successful ousting of Sandu as prime minister in November 2019. Russia effectively used
preferential economic measures in multiple sectors to co-opt the Moldovan government after supporting the no-
confidence vote against then-Prime Minister Sandu in November 2019.”® Dodon’s pro-Kremlin government made
several deals with Russia, including an infrastructure loan and a major gas deal.” The Kremlin additionally secured
several bilateral agreements to draw Moldova closer into Kremlin-dominated structures like the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS) and away from Western institutions.?® The Kremlin faced setbacks to its influence of the
Moldovan government in 2020, after PSRM’s coalition eroded.* The Kremlin lost a comfortable Kremlin-
amenable majority in Parliament and the Moldovan Constitutional Court blocked a Kremlin-backed loan which it
ruled would have influenced Moldovan politicians to advance Kremlin political interests in April 2020.** The
Kremlin seemingly abandoned Dodon during his re-election campaign and de-prioritized Moldova after these
losses. The Kremlin may turn to other, more reliable Moldovan actors to advance its campaigns, particularly as
regards to campaigns to further integrate Transnistria with Russia. Current Speaker of Parliament and PSRM party
leader Zinaida Greceanii is a strong candidate for Kremlin influence due to her strong pro-Russian rhetoric and

Kremlin ties.?3

The Kremlin will contest Sandu’s election through the pro-Kremlin PSRM party while still ostensibly
cooperating with her. The majority of Moldova’s Parliament opposes many of Sandu’s proposed policies, and
Dodon’s PSRM faction is attempting to create a new coalition that would effectively limit Sandu’s domestic
actions.** The PSRM party pushed a bill through Parliament to effectively take the security services out of the
president’s control; Sandu derided the bill as an attempt to seize power on December 3.7 It is unclear if the Kremlin
influenced this move, but it is still a milestone for the Kremlin’s in its efforts to undermine Sandu’s power over
Moldova’s domestic affairs. Sandu has pledged to call snap elections in early 2021 and will likely secure enough
seats to ensure the PSRM’s coalition cannot completely block her actions.?® However, the elections present the
Kremlin another chance to contest Sandu and the PSRM is clearly preparing to shift its efforts to Parliament after
losing the presidency. The party will likely attempt to handicap Sandu's powers using means beyond limiting
security service control. Sandu is pro-European but not explicitly anti-Kremlin. She has voiced her willingness to

cooperate with the Kremlin so long as that cooperation does not lead to corruption or political manipulation.*

Sandu’s election presents the United States with new and unexpected opportunities in Moldova to develop
democratic institutions, assist the country’s integration with Europe, and push back against Russian influence
in Eastern Europe and the Balkans. Sandu intends to strengthen Moldova’s economy by enhancing working
relationships with the United States and forming new relationships with Ukraine and Romania.*® Moldova is one
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of the top three recipients of the United States Agency for International Development’s (USAID) economic aid in
Europe.?® Sandu intends to build on Moldova's existing status as a member of NATO’s Partnership for Peace
program, and seeks to join the EU.%° While Moldova will not be joining NATO anytime soon, Sandu can take steps
to increase the Moldovan military’s alignment with NATO standards to increase cooperation. The United States
should politically support Sandu in these efforts and increase aid for projects aimed at economic growth, poverty
reduction, and anti-corruption reforms to seize the opportunity Sandu presents to reverse the Kremlin’s dangerous
gains in 2019 and to balance against the Kremlin’s efforts to influence Moldova through the pro-Kremlin faction
in Parliament.
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