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BUSY FEBRUARY AGENDA: UKRAINE ON THE FOCUS

 

Three very important meetings took place last week that deserve high attention by the 
international community: Munich Security Conference which was held between the dates 
6-8 February, Minsk Summit on 12th of February (started in the evening on 11th of 
February) and NATO Defense Ministers Meeting which was held on 5th of February. All 
three meetings are linked to each other because of common security concerns of the Euro-
Atlantic Countries but mainly Ukraine was a hot topic at the meetings: increasing tensions 
and crisis in Ukraine, security and stability of Eastern borders of Euro-Atlantic region.

 

Some NATO member countries such as Poland and Lithuania were trying to draw attention 
to the security concern in this region for a while. Coming from the latest developments 
the main motivation of the member countries is to put both in the southern and eastern 
region on the table with a special attention and improve NATOs capabilities as NATO 
should be ready to response any threats, from anywhere and anytime. At the meeting 
NATO focused on the new strategy called Readiness Action Plan giving more detail about 
the capabilities, military bases and main focus areas. Readiness Action Plan was declared 
in September right after the NATOs Wales Summit which was organized in September, 
2014.[1] The main idea behind this new plan is to get prepared to tackle new threats 
emerging from beyond the southern and eastern borders, being able to give a quick 
response to the crisis and provide security guarantees both NATO member countries and 
partners, to a certain extent, that are in a close collaboration with NATO. NATO Secretary 
General Jens Stoltenberg summed up this strategy by saying that the decisions would 
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ensure that we have the right forces, in the right place, at the right time.[2] In the 
framework of the plan, there will be two forces responsible from providing stability and 
security in the eastern and southern borders of NATO: NATO Response Force (NRF) which 
currently consists of 30.000 troops[3] will be enhanced and a new joint task force within 
NRF called Spearhead Force will be established as a multi-national force consisting of 
approximately 5.000 units.[4] Moreover, headquarters of the Multinational Corps 
Northeast in Szczecin, Poland will be improved as the capabilities should be a hub for 
regional cooperation, while command systems of the capabilities in the Baltic States and 
Poland, eastern border to Euro-Atlantic Alliance, will be provided via this headquarter.[5]

 

The Secretary General of NATO stated that being prepared and taking measures do not 
necessarily mean that NATO will adopt a policy against Russia. NATOs Secretary General 
said in many occasions that NATO is willing to cooperate with Russia but only if Russia 
respects international law and territorial integrity of Ukraine: A strong NATO is essential if 
we are to engage Russia with confidence. A constructive NATO-Russia relationship would 
benefit the Euro-Atlantic community. And the entire international order. But international 
rules must be respected – not rewritten. And certainly not violated.[6]

 

Russian officials see this new plan as a countermeasure against Russias policy on Ukraine. 
For Russian officials, West[7] (as Russian officials refer to) ignores Russias security 
concerns and ties with the countries in Eastern Europe, today namely Ukraine. Whereas 
increasing capabilities in the Eastern border, although being aware of the fact that this 
region is important for Russia within her near abroad policies, might increase the tension, 
it will also increase NATOs credibility among NATO Member countries showing that NATO 
will take measures to be ready to face challenges anytime and anywhere in Euro-Atlantic 
Region. However, this act might increase Russias skepticism over West, damage trust and 
put the relations on the bases of insecurity which will have a negative long-term effect.  
This process is a good example of security dilemma theory.

 

Another very important meeting, the annual Munich Security Conference was held in 
Munich, Germany. The conference provides a forum of discussion for very critical security 
issues of high relevance concerning the international community, particularly crisis in 
Ukraine but as well as developments in the Middle East, changing nature of security 
threats and extremist acts by religious groups such as ISIS[8]. There are a few important 
points that need to be underlined: Russia and West made attributions to Helsinki Act 
signed in 1974[9] to support their own positions stating that there is a violation of the UN 
Charter and Helsinki principles, US officials adopted a stronger language than EU officials 
stating that their aim is neither to weaken Russia nor giving damage to Ukrainian people, 
but Biden made it very clear that US will not give up on Ukraine (neither Russia) 
(  ☀⤀倀爀攀猀椀搀攀渀琀  Putin has to make a simple, stark choice: Get out of Ukraine or face 
continued isolation and growing economic costs at home.[10]At the same speech Biden 
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also touched upon energy security issue, recent TTIP[11] agreements, importance of 
NATO and the need for contributions to NATOs budget from member states in order to 
improve NATOs capabilities. US and EU countries might have further discussions on the 
budget issues and crisis management methods concerning Russia. Considering the 
damage caused by the Euro-Crisis and recently the effects of the developments in Greece, 
need for new budget strategies to tackle the emerging unconventional threats will be a 
challenge for the Alliance.

 

Clearly, EU uses a softer tone when it comes to relations with Russia compared to the US. 
This has at least two reasons: first, the crisis in Ukraine has direct economic and political 
impact on the EU; second, EU member states and the Union in general is highly 
dependent on Russia for energy imports, a major factor which Russians do not hesitate to 
use if her interests are neglected. At her speech High Representative of the Union for 
Foreign Affairs and Security Policy / Vice-President of the Commission Federica Mogherini 
underlined the fact that EU is ready to consider all options, from economic sanctions to 
dialogue with Russian officials, to find an urgent solution to the crisis in Ukraine. She 
stated that  ☀䔀唀猀  relations with Russia had been partnership for prosperity and security.
[12] Thus, Mogherini underlines the importance of dialogue, while however EUs 
determination to never compromise in the situation of violation of international principles 
and law. [13]

 

Foreign Minister of Russia, Sergey Lavrov also made an interesting speech at the 51st 
Munich Security Conference. It was an important self-expression in terms of 
understanding the Russias motivations behind her actions in her near abroad region. He 
stated that even though Western officials claim that Russia is the party violated UN 
Charter and Helsinki principles, it was Western countries themselves who undermined the 
structure of stability [14] through their actions in Yugoslavia, Iraq, Libya, and NATOs 
expansion (as Russia perceives) policies   ጀꀀ  meaning NATOs increasing number of 
deployments around the region that Russia calls near abroad. These developments put 
relations between Russia and the West in a situation that the spirit of illusions and beliefs 
of the winners of the cold war[15] has not been overcome. According to FM Lavrov, for 
this reason the idea of common European home which aims to create an environment 
with the mutual respect and work of Russia and European Union, to provide stability and 
peace particularly among Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) failed.[16] He 
highlighted that Russias interests and ties with CIS have been ignored by West. On the 
most critical topic of self-determination in Crimea, he referred to the case of Kosovo, 
which is frequently mentioned by the Russians. In reply to a question Lavrov also said that 
the Nuremberg-based Ukrainian rating agency GfK Ukraine has recently conducted an 
opinion poll in Crimea. The survey shows that over 90 percent of Crimean residents 
support the peninsulas reunification with Russia. Only two percent said they were against 
it, and another three percent admitted they so far dont have a clear idea of what is going 
on.[17] He also stated that there was no referendum took place in Kosovo, as well as in 
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Germany for unification. This is how Russia is justifying the results of the referendum in 
Crimea, trying to show that the referendum had a legal base and was a more legit action 
comparing to the results in Kosovo and Germany. He is basically trying to justify the 
annexation by saying that it wasself-determination right because it was a decision taken 
by the people of Crimea with their free will.

 

Despite the different tones of the officials, apparently all parties display keen interest to 
keep channels of communication open and seek options to find a mutually acceptable 
solution to the current crisis in Ukraine. Neither Russia nor EU can afford disruption in 
mutual multilateral relations in the medium and long run resulting from the crisis in 
Ukraine. Even though Russia seems to approach Asia particularly China to find new 
markets[18], Europe continues to keep its place as the major importer for Russian 
economy[19]. The most important issue to be solved is putting interests and concerns of 
the all concerned parties on the table.

 

The Minsk Summit, which was held on 12th of February aimed to address humanitarian 
crisis in Ukraine. Main topics were: withdrawal of the forces, legislative regulations on 
decentralization of Ukraine and new dialogue forms among EU Countries, Ukraine and 
Russia. 'Normandy 4' - The leaders of Germany, France - as the mediator parties -  Russia 
and Ukraine  ጀ reached a ceasefire agreement after a 15-hour long meeting.  According to 
the ceasefire, heavy weapons of Ukrainian army in the territories of separatists  ጀ mainly 
Donetsk and Luhansk - are expected to be withdrawn and in return, separatists are 
required to retreat back to the border that was drawn at the previously held Minsk 
Summit in September.[20] The process is expected to take 14 days starting from Sunday, 
at 00:00 on 15th of February.[21] François Hollande, President of France, stated that there 
is still a long way to go, but a ceasefire is a good beginning and will make the situation 
better.[22] He added that it was a long debate, but in the end, both sides agreed to 
compromise. Moreover decentralization of Ukraine and renewing the banking system 
according to the new governing model were presented as promising terms for future 
possible peaceful resolution. According to SputnikNews (the)he Minsk deal calls for 
legislation on the special status of the southeastern regions of Donetsk and Luhansk. 
Ukrainian parliament, Verkhovna Rada, must pass a bill on the special status of Donbas 
within 30 days, the document reads.[23] European Council Chair Donald Tusk commented 
on the Minsk Summit saying that: I welcome the development. It gives hope, but hope is 
not enough[24]. Johannes Hahn, Commissioner for European Neighbourhood Policy and 
Enlargement Negotiations also stated on his official twitter account that he is hoping for 
  ☀搀甀爀愀戀氀攀  ceasefire and swift withdrawal of heavy weapons from Eastern Ukraine. Even 
Petro Poroshenko, President of Ukraine, said that The main thing which has been achieved 
is that from Saturday into Sunday there should be declared, without any conditions at all, 
a general ceasefire[25] which was the sign of a general optimistic spirit on the outcome of 
the Minsk Summit. Right after the summit IMF took an important step in this direction; IMF 
declared the new aid plan for Ukraine, according to which a $17.5 billion funding within 
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the framework of a new financial rescue plan will be provided for the recovery of 
Ukrainian economy. [26]

 

There is a disagreement on how to deal with Russia among EU Countries and US. While US 
adopted a tougher stand on the issue, EU countries considering their geological location  ጀ 
closer to the crisis  ጀ and dependency on Russian gas, showed more willingness to solve 
the problem with a dialogue. US officials mentioned sending arms to Kiev in order to 
support Ukrainian government several times; however, EU countries particularly Germany, 
wanted to solve this problem via other instruments mainly heavy economic sanctions and 
other diplomatic tools. According to some scholars the way the West deals with the crisis 
in Ukraine is about the role of United States in Europe[27]. But it is also about Europes 
and Russias roles in the Eastern Europe and South Caucasus. Countries in these regions 
have different preferences. For instance; Armenia and Belarus decided to continue with 
Eurasian Union, which is not a compatible agreement with EUs Association Agreements 
and Association Agreement and the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area with their 
current structure, coming from security perceptions even though Armenia have strong 
military ties with Russia  ጀ but also cooperating with NATO as well - experienced problems 
with Russian soldiers in Gyumri, where the only Russian military base in the Caucasus is 
located. Georgia stands on a very critical and sensitive point after the war with Russia, 
having strong relations with West namely European Union and NATO. Azerbaijan with rich 
resources trying to build balanced relations both with Russia and the West but also deals 
with Nagorno-Karabakh conflict which makes the stability and security concerns even 
more fragile in the region. EU is trying to build different forms of relations via various 
channels; meanwhile Russia is coming up with new projects and offers within the 
framework of Eurasian Union. Therefore, it is true that US and EU adopted different 
positions towards the current crisis in Ukraine, but it is not only about role of US in 
Europe, it is also about how EU   ጀ Russias neighbor - will choose to handle the relations 
with Russia and its near abroad in the long run. 

 

Even though a ceasefire agreement has been reached at Minsk Summit, Western leaders 
are cautious with their future plans and long-term policies towards particularly Eastern 
Europe. Crisis in Ukraine made it clear one more time that the Western leaders should be 
careful with their Neighborhood and partnership strategies and take Russias reactions into 
account. A possible chain of effects starting in the Ukraine threatens stability in the wider 
region such as Eastern Europe   ጀ  Moldova is one of the fragile cases, Balkans and 
Caucasus because of the complex nature of security perceptions, societal dimensions, 
economic ties, energy dependency and relations of CIS countries - plus Georgia, which 
withdrew from CIS in 2006 - both with each other and with powerful actors such as Russia, 
EU, NATO and United States.
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