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 Is Economic Warfare the 
Theme for 2015? 
Is the Russian Ruble becoming financial 
rubble as consequence of targeting by 
the U.S. and its allies? The dramatic fall 
in oil prices and commensurate drop in 
the Russian currency, is this coinciden-
tal to broader global economic trends or 
an orchestrated assault? Will economic 
warfare become the weapon of choice 
for 2015 as contrary agendas bring both 
old adversaries and some longer stand-
ing allies into conflict? The UN will be 
the forum for diplomatic debate where 
some sharp differences like a long sub-
merged iceberg are now appearing 
above the surface of a new cold war, 
from Ukraine to Syria, to the East and 
South China Seas. However, the equity, 
debt, currency and commodity markets 
may be where the scores are settled. 
Punishing Putin for Ukraine and 
Syria via Oil Trading and Prices? 
The drop in oil prices, as was its rapid 
rise over the last two decades, cannot be 
explained by fundamental economics of 

demand and supply. In part, the moves 
probably have been exaggerated by 
financial speculation. Banks and hedge 
funds have been players stampeding 
commodities markets, energy and other 
resources from metals to food stuffs. 
Gunvor, a Putin-associated energy 
"trading firm" has long been connected 
with the rise of oil prices and with mak-
ing the Russian strongman and his cro-
nies billions in profits by effectively 
controlling that country's petroleum 
sales. Gunvor was one of the first tar-
gets of U.S. and allied sanctions post 
Crimea annexation and Russia's contin-
ued intrusion into Ukraine. (Read our 
post from spring 2014 - "Has Putin 
Been Manipulating Energy Prices?") 
Putin's effective manipulation of oil 
prices and self-enrichment may have 
been in part tolerated by multiple U.S. 
administrations. Republicans saw it 
benefiting their oil constituency. De-
mocrats saw higher petroleum costs as 
rationalizing alternative energy as well 
as dampening fossil fuel demand and 
emissions. During both Republican and 
Democratic administrations dating back 
to the fall of the Berlin Wall there was 
also the vision, now more like a distant 
mirage, that Moscow would be a partner 
if not ally to the Euro-Atlantic democra-
cies. Putin's abuses -- from the suffoca-
tion of domestic opposition, to brutality 
in Chechnya, to bullying of neighbors -- 
were tolerated in large part in the hope 
of co-opting the cooperation of the 
Russian regime. The sharp rise of en-
ergy was a costly premium to pay, but it 
allowed Putin to economically stabilize 
a deteriorating Russia, even if the base 
was not solid but rather fluid. 
Paying for a Resurrected "Imperial 
Agenda" 
The rise in oil and other commodities 
though also allowed Vladimir Putin to 
put into action a new imperial project. 
The invasions of Georgia and Ukraine 
are only the most visible of the effort 
for the Moscow leadership to reassert its 
influence on regional proxy despots and 
strongmen. The new riches had also 
facilitated Putin's narrative.He has 

deftly mixed windfall energy profits 
tossed at real economic pain and injured 
national pride with personality cult. 
However, with the illusion of new Mos-
cow fading and the old Kremlin style 
reappearing, in Europe and Washington 
tolerance for Putin's excesses has also 
gone. 
Saudi Arabia is the Stick on Putin's 
Donkey? 

The role of Saudi Arabia in effectively 
talking prices down has been the topic 
of much speculation. Some attribute it 
to the world's largest oil producer's 
simple strategy of maintaining its share 
of the market by forcing other produc-
ers, OPEC and non, to decrease their 
production. Some though argue that this 
is a Saudi effort to subvert new U.S.-
based and higher cost-production in-
cluding fracking. Others still see it as an 
economic assault upon competing re-
gimes in Iran and Iraq.Often there is no 
explicit "conspiratorial" agreement, but 
in this instance there is an implicit un-
derstanding that U.S., EU, and Saudi 
interests do converge particularly on 
punishing Putin for his support of the 
Assad Regime in the Syria conflict and 
diminishing the potential rise of a new 
axis that spans from Moscow to Cara-
cas. U.S. and Saudi interests converge 
more frequently than the rhetoric which 
makes OPEC and "Arabs" convenient 
flogging targets in U.S. domestic poli-
tics. Saudi Arabia has much to remedy 
in terms of its human rights standards. 
However, it has been a reliable Wash-
ington and EU ally as well as purchaser 
of consumer goods and weapons. 
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