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Annotation. At the onset of the 21st century,
a shift in ruling power within Russia prompted
a noticeable transition in the theoretical
underpinnings of the state’s foreign policy—
from Westernism to neo-Eurasian ideologies.
This article delves into the evolving geopolitical
landscape following the Cold War across the
former USSR, highlighting the intersecting
interests of Russia with both international and
regional stakeholders in the South Caucasus.
Examining the historical backdrop of geopolitical
rivalries in the region alongside pertinent
political and economic dimensions, the piece
scrutinizes Russia’s South Caucasus policy and
its theoretical framework, rooted in Defensive
and later Offensive realism. Furthermore, it
probes into the drivers behind Russia’s assertive
stance in its South Caucasus policy, analyzing
the methods and strategies employed to combat
contemporary security threats while unraveling
Russia’s geopolitical ambitions in the region.
The main conclusion of the article is that
Russia, which considers the South Caucasus
as a vitally important region, tries to maintain
its presence in the region in order to secure its
geopolitical interests, and creates obstacles for
the strengthening of other actors in this region.

Keywords: South Caucasus, Russia, foreign
policy, geopolitical interests, geopolitical
competition.

Introduction.The South Caucasus (SC) has
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long been a focal point in regional geopolitics,
owing to its geostrategic location and historical
significance, which have rendered it a prime target
for expansion by major powers. Historically, the
SC served as a geopolitical battleground between
the Safavid State and the Ottoman Empire
during the late Middle Ages, and later between
the Russian Empire, Ottoman Empire, and Iran.
In the first half of the 19th century, the Russian
Empire secured full control over the region, a
dominance that persisted until the end of World
War I. However, the tide turned with the February
Revolution in Russia, followed by the Bolshevik
coup, fundamentally altering the political
landscape and geopolitical dynamics in the SC

While the peoples of the SC briefly tasted
independence, Bolshevik occupation swiftly
stripped them of sovereignty, subjecting them
to 70 years of totalitarian rule under the Soviet
Union. The isolationist policies of the Union
republics stifled the flourishing of international
relations, relegating the region to authoritarian
control under Soviet hegemony. Nevertheless,
with the collapse of the Soviet Union, new
geopolitical realities dawned upon the post-
Soviet territory. The SC states, newly sovereign
following the dissolution of the Soviet bloc,
emerged as independent actors in the arena of
international relations.

Although Russia continued to regard the SC
as within its sphere of influence, serving as the
primary economic and trading partner for regional
countries, its erstwhile political dominance
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waned. The activities of international and regional
actors, each pursuing diverse interests within the
SC, posed a perceived threat to Russia’s influence
in the region. Under the presidency of Boris
Yeltsin, the Western-oriented, defense-centric
realism-based foreign policy gave way to a
more assertive realism approach under Vladimir
Putin’s leadership.

Russia, deeming the SC its «backyard,»
perceives the burgeoning influence of other actors
in the region as antithetical to its geopolitical
interests, and thus, unacceptable.

After the collapse of the USSR, the
significance and role of this region experienced
a notable increase. Iran and Turkey, longstanding
adversaries of Russia in the region, cultivated
relationships with South Caucasian countries
during the post-Soviet period to bolster their
influence in the region, achieving success in
their endeavors. The geostrategic position of the
region, coupled with the inherent advantages of
the South Caucasus countries, accentuated their
unique capabilities. Consequently, the region’s
strategic location, serving as both a crucial land
corridor traversing Turkey and Greece, and a
favorable geopolitical hub facilitating the transit
of hydrocarbon reserves and other goods from
Asia to Europe via the Caspian Sea and the Black
Sea, attracted the attention of various international
and regional powers.

As a result, the South Caucasus became
a geopolitical arena during the last decade of
the 20th and early 21st centuries, characterized
by the geopolitical struggle between Russia
and Western states, alongside regional actors
seeking to reassert their influence in the region.
Employing various tempos, methods, and means,
this struggle unfolded amidst shifting power
dynamics.

As the South Caucasian republics gradually
sought to loosen Russia’s grip and pursued
foreign policies conflicting with the geopolitical
interests of their northern neighbor, Russia
remained steadfast in its determination to
maintain dominance in the region. Consequently,
Russia continued to pursue a policy grounded in

aggressive realism, unwilling to relinquish its
position of influence.

Theoretical Principles of Russian South
Caucasus Policy

The collapse of the USSR precipitated a
period of political and economic decline in
Russia and other post-Soviet nations. Once
a dominant force across a vast geopolitical
expanse during the Cold War, the dissolution of
the USSR dealt a severe blow to its successor,
the Russian Federation. This manifested in a
notable decrease in Russia’s political influence
on the international stage, economic downturn,
inflation, technological stagnation in the
military-industrial complex, and widespread
social hardships. Consequently, Russia found
itself regressing by several centuries in terms of
geopolitical significance. Former US Secretary
of State Henry Kissinger aptly remarked, «The
Russian Federation has regressed 300 years in
terms of the shrinking of Western borders and the
limitation of the country’s possibilities in Europe.
With the dissolution of the USSR, Russia returned
to its borders during the time of Peter I»(1:96).
There was a poignant truth in his observation, as
the once formidable USSR, a global superpower
during the Cold War, transformed into a regional
state with frail political, economic, and social
foundations in the turbulent 1990s.

Historically, Russia has wielded considerable
influence in shaping the geopolitical landscape
of Eurasia as a major power. Understanding the
theoretical underpinnings of Russia’s foreign
policy in the modern era is paramount to
deciphering its behavior and discerning its actions
on the international stage. A comprehensive
examination of realism in international relations
theory, particularly its aggressive and defensive
paradigms, offers insight into the motives,
objectives, and strategies guiding Russia’s foreign
policy decisions. Realism, as the prevailing
theory in international relations, posits that states
predominantly act based on power dynamics and
security imperatives. In the South Caucasus region
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and beyond, Russia’s foreign policy often adheres
to realist principles, as it prioritizes safeguarding
national interests and preserving influence within
the global and regional order. Across the post-
Soviet sphere, including the South Caucasus,
Russia’s assertive stance, energy diplomacy, and
military interventions underscore its commitment
to maintaining a balance of power and securing
its sphere of influence.

During the presidency of Boris Yeltsin,
Russia’s foreign policy leaned towards the West
under the guidance of Foreign Minister Andrei
Kozyrev, pursuing a strategy rooted in defensive
realism. However, a significant shift occurred
towards the end of the 1990s, particularly with
Vladimir Putin assuming power, as Western-
centric ideals were supplanted by those advocated
by neo-Eurasianists. Consequently, the theoretical
underpinnings of Russia’s foreign policy
gradually shifted towards offensive realism.
Russia has repeatedly pursued a foreign policy
based on offensive realism towards countries
in the South Caucasus during the post-Soviet
period, exemplified by the war in August 2008,
among other instances. This evolution is evident
in the content of strategic documents adopted
by Russia in recent years, such as the Foreign
Policy Strategy of the Russian Federation and the
Military Doctrine (2,3).

On March 31, 2023, Russia adopted a
new Foreign Policy Concept (FPC), marking
a notable departure from previous iterations.
For the first time, the concept incorporated the
notion of «national interests» and introduced
transformations in the hierarchy of relations with
countries and the delineation of geographical
regions. Notably, concepts such as the «Islamic
World» and the «FEurasian continent» were
absent in previous foreign policy concepts until
2023, replaced by the designation of the «Near
Abroad,» which includes territories formerly
part of the USSR, including the South Caucasus.
Section V of the new concept emphasizes
Russia’s commitment to preventing external
interference in the internal affairs of its allies
and partners, countering «color revolutions,» and

maintaining stability in these states. Additionally,
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it underscores Russia’s efforts to deter the
deployment of military infrastructure by non-
friendly states in the Near Abroad and to deepen
integration with Russia, while also providing
comprehensive assistance to Georgia’s occupied
territories (Abkhazia and South Ossetia)(4).

The new FPC portrays Russia as a «unique
state-civilization, a great Eurasian and Europe-
Pacific Ocean state» possessing significant
resources. It emphasizes Russia’s status as a
permanent member of the UN Security Council
and the successor of the USSR, highlighting
its pivotal role in the international relations
system. The document underscores Russia’s
commitment to countering neo-Eurasianist ideas
and neocolonial tendencies and positions Russia
as a decisive global actor.

Imperial ambitions and the pursuit of great
power status are significant driving forces behind
Russia’s foreign policy. Characterized by a
pragmatic balance among various global and
regional actors, Russia’s foreign policy in the
early 21st century aimed to reduce dependence
on any single power by enhancing alliances and
partnerships—a multivector approach that enables
Russia to maximize its interests in the evolving
global arena. Realism, geopolitics, identity, and a
multivector approach collectively shape Russia’s
behavior and decision-making processes. Despite
Russia’s interest in fostering a multipolar world
order, the institutionalization of such an order is
expected to be a protracted process.

An examination of these theoretical
frameworks offers insights into the motives,
objectives, and strategies guiding Russia’s
international relations. By establishing these
theoretical foundations, policymakers can better
anticipate Russia’s behavior and formulate
effective strategies for engagement.

Russian Geopolitical Interests and
Security in the South Caucasus

The formation of Russia’s foreign policy
is decisively shaped by geopolitical factors,
with its vast territory, abundant resources, and
strategic position bridging Europe and Asia
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influencing its imperatives. Russia’s strategic
focus on safeguarding its borders, controlling key
resources like energy reserves, and projecting
influence in critical regions such as the Arctic and
the Black Sea—underscored in its 2014 Military
Doctrine—illustrates the centrality of geography
in its foreign policy calculus(2). The notion of the
«near abroad,» emphasizing Russia’s interest in
maintaining sway over neighboring states, further
underscores the significance of geographical
proximity in its strategic outlook.

Russia’s  geopolitical aspirations  find
grounding in Sir Halford John Mackinder’s
«Heartland» theory, which posits that control
over Eastern Europe translates to dominance
over the Heartland, Eurasia, and ultimately,
global hegemony. Viewing the South Caucasus as
integral to the Heartland, Russia seeks to reassert
its imperial dominance by bolstering regional
hegemony and safeguarding its southern borders
against potential threats from Turkey and Iran. Its
policies in the South Caucasus reflect imperial
ambitions, employing strategies of division and
control, including support for separatist factions
to maintain a dominant presence in the region.
This approach is exemplified in conflicts like
the Armenia-Azerbaijan dispute, where Russia’s
military, technical, and economic assistance to
Armenia complicates conflict resolution efforts.

The conflicts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia
are intrinsically tied to Georgia’s prospective
NATO membership. By backing the Abkhaz
and Ossetian ethnic groups economically and
militarily, Russia sought to consolidate its grip
over Georgia. The 2008 August War showcased
Russia’s assertive role in the region, with
objectives spanning the curtailment of Georgian
sovereignty in South Ossetia and Abkhazia,
weakening Georgia’s military, thwarting its
NATO and EU aspirations, and sending a message
to other post-Soviet states considering Western
integration, as evidenced by similar actions
against Ukraine in February 2022.

Economic considerations are paramount
in Russia’s geopolitical calculus in the South
Caucasus, particularly concerning the region’s

economic ties with the West, notably in energy
projects. Reluctant to cede its dominant position in
the energy market, Russia wields its energy policy
as a tool to retain influence over European states.
Initiatives like the «Contract of the Century,»
signed in September 1994 to transport Caspian
oil to Europe, and subsequent acquisitions, such
as Russia’s Lukoil acquiring a 10% stake in the
project, exemplify efforts to safeguard its position
in Europe’s energy landscape. In contemporary
times, Russia remains intent on bolstering its
influence across all spheres, particularly in
energy projects, to maintain its grip over the
South Caucasus.

Russia’s geopolitical interests pose significant
challenges to establishing stability in the South
Caucasus, where its military-political presence
is pronounced. Despite Georgia lacking military-
political ties with Russia, the latter maintains a
strong military-political presence in Georgia’s
occupied territories. Meanwhile, Azerbaijan,
despite extensive relations with NATO countries,
including the USA and Turkey, remains a
consistent purchaser of Russian arms and
upholds its relations with Russia, as evidenced by
the February 23, 2022 agreement. Additionally,
following the Second Karabakh War, Russia
deployed a peacekeeping contingent in the
mountainous part of Karabakh (Azerbaijan) and
the Lachin corridor, per the trilateral statement
of November 10, 2020. However, the renewable
five-year mandate of this contingent is met with
negative perceptions within Azerbaijani society.

Armenia stands as a strategic ally of Russia,
heavily reliant on it across various domains such
as economy, military-technical support, and
security. Consequently, Russia’s presence in the
region is underpinned by an institutionalized
network of security relations. Despite Armenia’s
intensive relations with NATO and Turkey, its
strategic security partnership with Russia is
normatively rooted and likely to deepen further.
The Russia-Armenia relations exemplify a form
of partial sovereignty extension, facilitated
by agreements ensuring Russia’s oversight of
the Armenian border. Additionally, Armenia’s
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membership in the Collective Security Treaty
Organization (CSTO) signifies its military
alliance with Russia. Notably, in the occupied
Georgian territories, Russian military-political
integration is observable, further illustrating
Russia’s entrenched presence in the region.

Russia maintains a network of military bases
in the South Caucasus, enabling it to address
security threats and challenges along its southern
borders. Following the dissolution of the USSR,
Russia, as its successor, continued operating
military bases in the region through agreements
with local countries. Azerbaijan was among the
first post-Soviet states to expel Russian troops
from its territory. The radar station in Gabala,
Azerbaijan, designed for missile defense and
staffed by up to 2,000 personnel, ceased operations
on December 10, 2012, due to a failure to reach
a lease agreement (6). Russian troops were
withdrawn from Georgian territory (excluding
South Ossetia and Abkhazia) in November 2007.

Russia’s largest military base in the South
Caucasusissituated in Gyumri, Armenia, equipped
with S-300 missile systems and MiG-29 fighter
jets. It houses a 5,000-personnel garrison under
a 49-year agreement valid until 2044. Another
Russian military base, accommodating up to
4,000 personnel, is located in Abkhazia, while
the military base in Tskhinvali, South Ossetia,
also hosts 4,000 personnel(5). Furthermore,
a Russian peacekeeping contingent has been
deployed in the mountainous part of Karabakh,
within Azerbaijan’s Karabakh economic region,
based on the third clause of the November 10,
2020, trilateral statement, with a mandate until
November 2025.

Some Russian military bases in the South
Caucasus are leased for free, with the host
countries primarily responsible for their material-
technical provision. In certain cases, the expenses
for maintaining the Russian military presence are
partly covered by the host country, as exemplified
by Armenia paying 50% of the expenses for
Russia’s 102nd military base in Gyumri, or fully
leased(5).

In the South Caucasus countries, Soviet or
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Russian-made weapons remain predominant,
with Georgia being the sole exception having
entirely phased out Russian arms, opting instead
for Western models in its military-technical
arsenal. Although Azerbaijan continues to
procure modern heavy weapon systems from
Russia, such as T-90S tanks, BMP-3 vehicles,
Smerch MLRS, and TOS-1A Solntsepek, recent
diversification policies have led to a decline in
Russian arms sales to Azerbaijan. Challengers
to Russia’s dominance in this domain include
Israel, Turkey, and Pakistan, whose successful
incursions have undermined Russia’s position.
Conversely, Armenia has consistently received
a greater volume of Russian arms supplies
compared to Azerbaijan, often acquiring outdated
weapons under domestic prices and favorable
terms. Notably, recent significant military-
technical cooperation agreements with China
and France indicate a gradual erosion of Russia’s
influence in Armenia.

Following the collapse of the USSR, while
official Moscow once played a pivotal role in
training military personnel for South Caucasus
countries, there has been a fundamental shift
in approach and preferences, particularly in
Azerbaijan and Georgia, driven by national
security imperatives and other factors. These
countries now favor Western models over Russian
methods for military personnel training.

Conclusion

Russia remains the most influential
actor in the conflicts of the South Caucasus,
having directly participated in the conflicts in
Georgia. Currently, Russia assumes the role
of a «guarantor» in maintaining the post-war
status quo in Nagorno-Karabakh, while the
West endeavors to strengthen its presence in the
region. This position affords Russia leverage
over both sides of the conflict, yet maintaining
a delicate balance of power, particularly amidst
active efforts by other states, notably Turkey,
to disrupt it, presents a formidable challenge.
The escalation of geopolitical competition for
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the South Caucasus hinges directly on dynamic
processes within the region and the broader
global landscape.

Following Russia’s aggression towards
Ukraine, the involvement of foreign players in
the South Caucasus has surged. Turkey, the US,
and European nations are all vying to expand
their spheres of influence in the region, seeking
to fill the void left by Russia. Simultaneously, the
looming specter of a large-scale conflict between
the West and Russia compels regional countries to
explore alternative avenues for diversifying their
military-political relations, given the inherent
risks associated with deepening ties with Western
nations.

However, Russia’s significant influence in
the security sphere of the South Caucasus renders
it nearly impervious to substantial shifts in the
balance of power, even in the medium term. The
foreign policy constraints faced by other major
powers also curtail their capacity to actively

Jlureparypa:

challenge Russia in the region. Nevertheless,
the presence of such actors and the opportunity
for regional powers to diversify their security
relations through them prevent Russia from
consolidating its influence in the South Caucasus,
thus perpetuating instability in a region prone to
heightened tensions.

Essentially, Russia’s assertive stance in its
South Caucasus policy can be attributed to several
factors. Firstly, Russia views the South Caucasus
as integral to its «great empire» and endeavors to
maintain its preeminent role in resolving conflicts
in the region. Additionally, Russia aims to impede
the participation of South Caucasus states in
Western infrastructure projects, perceiving such
endeavors as threats to the security of its southern
borders. Consequently, Russia does not hesitate
to resort to aggressive tactics to safeguard its
defense potential, thereby exacerbating instability
in the region and undermining the security of
South Caucasus nations.
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3YMPYJ MEJIUKOBA

JoueHT Kadgeapbl MeKTYHAPOIHBbIe OTHOINeHUs, Bakunckuii CiiaBsiHCKHMI YHUBEpPCHTET.
(AzepOaiigkanckas PecnyOiinka)

IO’ KHOKABKA3CKASA IIOJIMTUKA POCCHUH
B KOHTEKCTE EE 'EOIIOJIMTUYECKUX UHTEPECOB

Pe3rome

KiroueBbie ciaoBa: IOxubiii Kapkas, Poccus, BHEWIHSS NOJUTUKA, TE€ONOJUTUUYECKUE HHTEPECHI,
TEOMOIUTHYECKOE COTICPHUYECTRO.

B crartbe nccnenoBaHbl HOBasl TEOMOIUTHYECKAs cpenia, ¢(hOPMHUPOBABLIASACS HAa TEPPUTOPUHU OBIBLIETO
CCCP mnocJie X010 JHOH BOMHBI, CTAIKHBAIOLIMECS! HHTepechl Poccui ¢ MeKAyHApOAHBIMH M PETHOHATIBHBIMU
AKTOpaMMu Ha IOxHOM KaBKa3C, HUCTOpHA T'COMNOJUTHYCCKOrO CONICPHUYECTBA B PCTUOHE, IMOJIUTUYCCKUE U
HSKOHOMHYECKHE ACIEKThI, I0KHOKABKA3CKasl MOJIMTHKAa PoccuM M TeopeTHdyecKkrne OCHOBBI 3TOW IOIUTHKH.
Ha ocHoBe o0meHay4HbIX METOAOB Oblia UccienoBana nonutuka Poccun Ha FOxxHom KaBkaze ocHOBaHHAs
cHagayia Ha oboponuTenpbHOM (defensive), a morom HactymarenmsHOM (offensive) peammsme. Taxxke OBLTH
MPOAaHAIM3UPOBAHbl NPUYMHBI AEMOHCTPALIMM AarpecCUBHOIO MOBeAEHUs PoccuM B OTHOLICHMH DPErHOHA
OxHoro Kakaza, COBpeMEHHBIE CIIOCOOBI M CPEJICTBA, HCIIOIB30BaHHBIE B 00phOE IIPOTUB YIpo3 O€30MaCHOCTH
U TeonoIuTHYecKue nuTepecsl Poccnuu B peruoxe.

B pesynbrare pacnaga Coserckoro Coro3a, Ha MOCTCOBETCKOM MPOCTPAHCTBE MO BO3ACHCTBHEM HOBBIX
TCOTOJIMTHYECKUX peasinii, chOopMHpOBANach MHAs TOJUTHYECKas cpena, a rocyaapcrsa HOxknoro KaBkasa
IIPEBPATWINCH B HE3aBUCUMBIE aKTOPBI MEXXJyHapOIHBIX OTHOLIEHNH. X0Ts Poccust, Bceraa paccMarpuBaromas
HOxup1it KaBkas xak cepy CBOEro BIHMSHUS, OCTAETCS OCHOBHBIM HKOHOMHUYECKHUM U TOPTOBBIM MApPTHEPOM
CTpaH peruoHa, He CMOrJla COXPaHHUTh 3eCh CBOE MOMUTHYECKOE BIHsSHUE. JesTebHOCTh MEXyHAPOTHBIX
U PErHOHANBHBIX aKTOPOB, MMEIOLIMX IIMPOKHUN creKkTp umHTepecoB Ha lOxHom KaBkase, B HampaBiieHHH
paclIMpeHus CBOETO BIMSHUS B pernone, Poccus oneHusa Kak yrposy.

B nepuon npasienus nepsoro npesuenra Poccun bopuca EnpiimHa Kypce BHEUIHEHN TOJIMTUKY 3a11aJHUKOB,
OCHOBAHHBIN HA000POHUTEIBHOM peaIN3Me, Bropl npasienus BnaanmupallyTuna cMeHIIC HACTY HAaTEIbHBIM
peamusmomM. PaccmarpuBas FOK kak cBoil «3aanuii nBop», Poccust cuntaer nesTeabHOCTh APYTHX HIPOKOB
B pETMOHE HENPHEMIIEMOW M MPOTUBOPEYAIEH ee reonoIuTHIeCKUM uHTepecam. [Ipogomkaromasicst 6opsoa
Poccun, 3amagHpIX rocyJapcTB, a TAKXKE PETMOHAIBHBIX aKTOPOB, MBITAIOLIMXCSI BOCCTAHOBUTH CBOE BIIMSIHUE B
peruoHe (Ipyrum TeMIIOM, pa3HBIMU METOIaMH U CPEJCTBaMH) B MOCIIeHEE AecsaTruineTrHe XX BeKa U B Havaje
XXI Beka npesparuin FOxubrii KaBkas B mose reonoiutuyeckoro conepuniectsa. Co BpeMeHeM pecIryOIukn
HOxuoro KaBkasa, BbIH/Is n3-1101 KOHTpoJst Poccnu Hauanu npoBOIUTh NPOTHBOPEUAILYO IT'€OMOIMTHYECKUM
MHTEpecaM CEBEpPHOTO cocella BHEIIHIO MOJUTUKY. Poccus ke, He Kenaromasi TepsTh CBOe JOMUHUPOBAHHE
B PErHOHE, IEMOHCTPUPYET IOJIMTUKY, OCHOBAaHHYIO Ha HACTYIaTEJIbHOM Pealnu3Me.

B wutore, arpeccuBHoe nosenenue Poccum B monmutuke FOK cBsizaHo ¢ pspom (akTopoB: BO-TIEPBBIX,
Poccus cunraer FOK wacThro cBoeii «Bennkoit numnepumn»; Poccust crapaeTcst COXpaHUTh CBOIO JIMAUPYIOIIYIO,
peLIAOIY0 TO3UIMI0 B pa3pelleHu KOH(GIUKTOB B peruoHe; Poccuiickas ®dexepanus mbiTaeTcsl co31aTh
npensaTcTBus B yuactuu crpad FOK B nnppacTpyKTypHBIX IIpoekTax 3amnana; Poccus paccMaTpuBaeT Kaxaylo
TMOIIBITKY MEXIYHAapOAHBIX M PETMOHAIBHBIX aKTOpOB, cBsizaHHBIX ¢ FOK, kak yrpo3y 0e30macHOCTH CBOMX
IOXKHBIX TPAaHUIl U HE THYIIAETCs arpeCCHBHBIM IIOBEIEHHEM, 4YTOObI yOenuTbcs B OOECIEYEHHH CBOETO
000pOHOCIIOCOOHOT0 NOTEHIIHAIA. DTO, B CBOIO OYEPEb, BEACT K HECTAOMILHOCTH B PETHOHE U TIOJIHOM ITOTEpe
ctpanamu FOK yBepeHHOCTH B CBOEH O€30MacHOCTH.
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