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Global power structure has undergone profound changes since the unexpected collapse of the USSR just 20 years ago. On August 21, 1991, “the failed putsch effectively ended an experiment in totalitarian socialist rule that had lasted some 74 years.”
 The world ceased being bipolar and was left with only one widely recognized superpower, the USA. Ironically, its administration didn’t seek this and was trying to save its bitter cold war foe from disintegration before its very end.
 
Coming out of the Soviet ruins Russia remains a significant party in many global developments. It still enjoys the largest territory, scale of mineral deposits, and nuclear weapons stockpile. Since 1991 the Russian economy has profoundly changed, “transitioning from a state controlled, socialist structure to a more market-based and globally integrated economy.”
 Russia has joined the G8 and BRIC, as well as WTO now. One can notice some progressive economic changes going on.
But 20 years were not sufficient for building an open democratic civil society in Russia. It remains an authoritarian country with murky elections and a corrupt bureaucracy, occupying 143th line in the Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index. Since Putin became president in 2000, Russia began reclaiming its status as one of global superpowers as well as its area of influence within the borders of former USSR, pressing the neighboring countries with political and economic leverage as monopolist energy supplier. As Freedom House marks in its report, “this development has had the single most significant impact on the state of democracy in the region” because “under Putin sense of uncertainty, with all of its potential for good or ill, was steadily eliminated.”

Russia receives an enormous portion of its budget from hydrocarbon exports and remains one of the largest global oil and natural gas exporters. As some observers emphasize, the new Russian energy strategy tries to capitalize on the geopolitical placement of Russia between East and West.
 The current situation in the region increases Russian energy influence. The civil unrest in the hydrocarbon exporting countries of Africa and the Middle East as well as surge in demand for energy products all raised their market prices in times. The devastating earthquake and tsunami in Japan add to this effect.
Putin “showed great skill in melding his economic and energy policies with foreign relations, moving aggressively to shoulder aside Europe’s other potential energy suppliers, and then brandishing the energy weapon to silence European criticism of his increasingly repressive regime.”
 In order to realize its strategy Russia develops several fundamental infrastructure projects. As it pushes for them irrespective of their cost-efficiency, they look more like political than business initiatives. 
German chancellor Angela Merkel is going to halt use of nuclear energy after the crisis in Japan. Natural gas supplied by Russian OAO Gazprom may be the easiest substitution for it. But increasing imports of gas from Russia deepen ties to the East making Germany more reliant on Russia. They include the Nord Stream AG Baltic Sea gas pipeline, “the project that underscores Europe’s dependence on Russia as an energy supplier”.
 
Even more complex is the situation with Russia pursuing its political goals with the energy projects on the South-Western direction. Several pipeline projects are competing for the southern gas corridor, and the best-known of them is Nabucco. But other projects “like Russia's South Stream, even have the potential to becoming Nabucco 'killers' by making the flagship EU project irrelevant.” 
 
At the opposite tip of the continent Russia and China earlier in 2011 decided to start discussion of the natural gas supply contract. The contract will cover a 30 year period, with annual supply reaching 30 billion cubic meters of gas. 
 . By 2011 Russia has built and started operating its first East Siberia Pacific Ocean pipeline (ESPO) to China. 

Putin was also “assertive in stoking nationalism and stirring up trouble for neighbouring democracies, at various times using intimidation tactics against Poland, the Baltic countries, and Ukraine,”
 not to mention invasion of Georgia in 2008. By all means Russia is seeking to use its monopolist energy supplier position in order to achieve its political goals and to expand its sphere of political and economic influence. Besides, “Russia under Putin has functioned as an “enabler” for despots in surrounding countries.”

Weak policies toward Russia include overlooking “the rampant corruption, distorted legal system, muzzling of the press, and smothering of the opposition” 
 in Putin’s Russia. With Putin running for third term of Russian presidency, Western democracies must develop structured incentives for democratic reforms to their Eastern neighbours in order to finally make the end of the experiment in totalitarian rule irreversible.
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