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INTRODUCTION

Russia has become a very different country since it annexed Crimea
three years ago. By breaching international law, its relations with
the West are now fraught with tension, even in areas where there
was once hope of cooperation. In a bid to reduce its dependence
on Europe, Russia has touted its pivot to Asia and its Eurasian
Economic Union, but those wheels have been slow to turn. Inside
the country, three years of economic stagnation have followed
that historic takeover of 2014. Sanctions are biting, and so are low
global oil prices. Within the government bureaucracy itself, power
struggles are underway: new ideologies and new faces are jostling
for prominence.

The aim of this book is to provide an analysis of these trends
providing a road map for anyone seeking to understand the workings
of “post-Crimean” Russia. It includes studies of Russia—West
relations, the role of sanctions, Western policy towards Ukraine,
anti-Americanism, Russia’s military doctrine, the fate of its army’s
modernization plans, migration, the increasing “weaponization” of
history, and the government’s attempts to build a new “Crimean
consensus” with Russian society, a reworked social contract
emphasizing traditional values and a vastly different understanding
of human rights to that in the West.

The authors of the book are experts from Germany, Poland,
Russia and United Kingdom. Ulrich Speck, James Sherr, Ernest
Whyciszkiewicz, Petr Bologov, Barttomiej Gajos, Pavel Luzin, Tatiana
Stanovaya, Ben Noble, Fabian Burkhardt, Vladislav Inozemtsev,
Olga Gulina, Olesya Zakharova, Stepan Goncharov, Olga Irisova,
Denis Volkov and Anton Barbashin are among the regular and ad
hoc contributors to Intersection: Russia/Europe/World, an online
publication on Russian foreign and domestic affairs.

The Intersection is a new-generation online magazine that
combines features of a think-tank, regional studies journal and an
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online commentary outlet. Its goal is to provide in-depth analysis of
political, economic, legal and social developments in Russia, and
their regional, European and global ramifications. Launched in May
2015, Intersection has featured more than 350 articles published in
Russian and English, it has given voice to over a 100 experts, both
established scholars as well as many aspiring voices from Russia,
Ukraine, Europe and beyond. Founded and concieved by a team
of Russian researchers, established and funded by the Centre for
Polish-Russian Dialogue and Understanding, Intersection is run by
an international team from Russia, Poland, Germany, the United
States and the United Kingdom. This publication is the first printed
book edited and co-authored by the Intersection team.

The Intersection Editorial Team



ULRICH SPECK

RUSSIA’S CHALLENGE
TO THE LIBERAL INTERNATIONAL ORDER

Russia “is back” on the international scene. But not as a “responsible
stakeholder” of the existing international system, as the West
had hoped for years. Instead, Russia has become an increasingly
aggressive power, using military force in Ukraine and Syria to
advance its goals. By confronting the West in both these countries,
Russia has boxed itself back into the global super league of powers.

A few years ago, there was a consensus among observers that
the U.S. and China have become the two most powerful countries;
experts talked about a world run by the “G2.” Today many see the
world more in terms of a G3. For example, Zbigniew Brzezinski,
a leading American strategic thinker, talks about the United States,
China and Russia as “the three principal shareholders of global
power.”!

Surprisingly, Russia’s rise into the top league of powers
happened at a time when Russia was in economic decline. Today
Russia is only the 12% biggest economy in the world, featuring
between Korea and Australia. Its GDP for 2016 is projected at
$1,267 billion. For the U.S., it’s 18,561 billion; for China, 11,391;
Germany, 3,494.2 The Russian economy has not diversified; it

' Zbigniew Brzezinski’s interview to Huffington Post on 23 December 2016,
www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/zbigniew-brzezinski-america-influence-china_
us_585d8545e4b0d9a594584a37.

2 Nominal GDP, cf. http://statisticstimes.com/economy/countries-by-projected-
gdp.php, referring to World Economic Outlook Database, October 2016.
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remains overwhelmingly dependent on the extraction of natural
resources, with the help of Western technology.

How can this disjunction between economic means and
foreign policy ambitions be explained? Why is Russia so keen to
play in a league with two countries whose economy is many times
bigger; why is it not trying to find its place among mid-sized powers
such as France, Britain, Japan and Germany? In other words, what
is driving Russian foreign policy?

THE “REALIST“ INTERPRETATION OF RUSSIAN FOREIGN POLICY

A standard explanation is “wounded pride.” According to this view,
Russia is first and foremost a “proud” country that has been hit hard
by the loss of empire and influence since the fall of the Soviet Union
in 1991. Itis craving for status and recognition. But the West has not
accommodated those needs and aspirations. Instead it has enlarged
NATO and constantly “humiliated” Russia. U.S. president Barack
Obama’s remark about Russia as a “regional power” is often cited
as proof for the alleged disrespectful treatment. This interpretation
of Russian foreign policy cites the speeches of Russian president
Vladimir Putin, who is regularly attacking America as the power
that dominates the world and denies other powers their proper
status.

An important proponent of this view is one of the leading
thinkers of the “realist” school in foreign policy, the academic John
J. Mearsheimer. According to him, Russia is just behaving the way
great powers do: “Putin’s pushback [in Ukraine] should have come
as no surprise. After all, the West has been moving into Russia’s
backyard and threatening its core strategic interests, a point Putin
made emphatically and repeatedly.”?> For many foreign policy
“realists,” it is obvious what Russia wants: being recognized as
a “great power,” with a “sphere of influence”—or “backyard“—and
a seat on table when it comes to major global decisions.

3 ].J. Mearsheimer, “Why the Ukraine Crisis Is the West's Fault,” Foreign Affairs,
18 August 2014, www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russia-fsu/2014-08-18/why-
ukraine-crisis-west-s-fault.
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It often follows from this analysis, implicitly or explicitly, that
the way forward it to give Russia what it wants. As a “satisfied”
power, Russia would not anymore challenge the status quo; instead
it would contribute to the greater common good and partner with
other countries where their interests converge. A Russia that
is globally respected, and can freely dominate its “backyard,”
would be a constructive partner for America and share with it the
burden of global governance—such as non-proliferation—and the
stabilization of unruly regions such as the Middle East.

While the “realist” interpretation of Russian behavior is
consistent in itself, and consistent with the theory of realism, it fails
to properly identify the drivers of Russian foreign policy. Russian
foreign policy comes wrapped into the language of “realism.” But
the way Russia is acting is not consistent with classical great power
politics.

If Russia’s aim would be to become a truly great power,
the Russian regime would focus on building the domestic and
international foundations for such a role—the way China does. It
would first and foremost seek to reform its economy, in order to
have the material resources for the projection of power, in a world
where economic power is at least as crucial as military power.

Secondly, Russia would try to build a system of friendships
and alliances. The history of the state system in Europe until the
World War Il is first and foremost a history of treaties and alliances.
Today Russia is isolated in Europe and no longer a member of
the G7. China is not treating Russia as a true ally; it looks down
on Russia as a second-rate power. Neither the Shanghai Treaty
Organization nor the BRICS have turned into true alliances. In
its “near abroad,” in the post-Soviet space, Russia has alienated
many potential allies. And its closest partners—mainly Belarus,
Kazakhstan and Armenia—regularly demonstrate deep unease with
Russia’s aggressive foreign policy.

The only relevant power resource Russia has, in order to back
up its huge international ambition, is military power, especially
nuclear power. When it comes to the number of nuclear warheads,
Russia is on eye level with the United States. It is therefore not
surprising that Moscow is keen to use this power resource to
advance its goal. Nuclear intimidation has been at the center of
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Russia’s strategy in its confrontation with the West over the last few
years. Fear of an accidental escalation has grown in Europe; and
under Obama America has been keen not to be drawn into a proxy
war with Russia in Ukraine and Syria.

ACCOMMODATING RUSSIA IS NOT GOING TO WORK

The “realist” view of Russia as a “great power” is not only
analytically unconvincing. It is also leading to problematic policy
recommendations. For “realists,” accepting a Russian sphere of
influence is the way ahead. The West should make clear to Russia
that NATO and EU are not going to be enlarged further east. It
should accommodate Russia by accepting that the post-Soviet
space (minus the Baltic countries) is the sphere of Russian influence,
and not challenge Russia there.

Such an approach however is not just inconsistent with the
UN system based on state sovereignty. It is also not going to lead to
better Western relations with Russia for a number of reasons.

First, it has not worked in the past. Accommodation of Russia
has been, de facto, the policy the West has pursued from the break-
up of the Soviet Union 1991 until 2014 when the West reacted to
Russian aggression against Ukraine with sanctions.* Out of all the
successor states of the Soviet Union, only Russia got the West’s real
attention. Russia’s claim to inherit the UN Security Council Seat
from the Soviet Union and its nuclear weapons has been supported
by the West. America and Europe have put their hopes on a strong
Russia that would transform into a liberal democracy and a market
economy over time. The West has not objected to Russia’s use
of military force in the post-Soviet space as a tool to keep other
countries unstable and dependent on Moscow (especially Moldova
and Georgia). American and European leaders have seen Russia as

4 On the Ukraine conflict see: U. Speck, The West’s Response to the Ukraine
Conflict: A Transatlantic Success Story, Transatlantic Academy, April 2016,
www.transatlanticacademy.org/publications/west%E2%80%99s-response-
ukraine-conlict-transatlantic-success-story.
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the key partner and interlocutor, accepting Moscow’s view of the
“near abroad” as a sphere of influence, or better, sphere of control.

This approach has failed, not because of Western meddling but
because of Russia’s inability to produce a stable environment. The
way Russia has exerted influence in the post-Soviet space—through
intimidation, use of military power, support for corrupt leaders—
has provoked resistance. Russian influence has been, in Ukraine,
Moldova, Georgia and Armenia, a major obstacle to economic and
political modernization. Reformers in these countries turned to the
West for help: to counterbalance Russian influence and to support
their reform agendas.

In other words, the conflicts between Russia and post-Soviet
countries are homegrown. They are not going to disappear if the
West decides to abandon the approach of limited engagement it has
pursued with reform-minded countries in the post-Soviet space. If
the West cuts those relationships in order to accommodate Russia,
the result is likely to be more conflict and desperation in those
countries, leading either to more war or emigration; certainly not
to stability.

The second reason why accommodation is not going to work
is that it would probably not lead to satisfaction but to even more
hunger. Instead of becoming a reliable, constructive partner, Russia
would likely double down on its attempts to gain more influence
abroad using coercion and subversion, pushing back against
Western influence. If the West accepts the claim of an overall very
weak Russia to global pre-eminence, it strengthens those forces
in Russia who want to reverse history and restore further imperial
glory.

Russia is a former empire that is looking for a role. If the only
role it can conceive of is an imperial one, then it is a revisionist
threat to its neighbors. Empires don’t have borders, unlike nation
states. But for European stability, it is key that Russia starts to accept
the reality of borders in the post-Soviet space: the fact that Russia
is only one of 15 successor states of the Soviet Union, and that the
other 14 are equally sovereign and should be treated as such.

Stability in the post-Soviet space is only going to be available
if Russia buries its former imperial self, accepts the current borders
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and starts treating neighbors as equals. Russia is not the first country
that went through such a painful transformation from imperial
grandeur to the identity of a nation-state, indeed many European
countries did: Turkey, Austria, France, Spain and Britain did, among
others.

The third reason why accommodation is not going to work is
that Russia can only project the image of a leading global power as
long as it acts as a spoiler. Without a solid economic background,
without much soft power and without real friends and allies, Russia
is not in a position to play a constructive role, to build and shape
order. It lacks the economic tools of statecraft, and it remains very
vulnerable itself to economic pressure. Only as an aggressive,
confrontational player that is disrupting the designs of others,
Russia can stay on the top of the international game.

But the fourth reason is by far the most important one:
Russia’s great power ambition is just the ideological surface of
the operation. What is really driving Russian foreign policy is the
fight of the regime for survival. It is this fight that is pushing Russia
towards an endless conflict with the West. The dangerous enemy
against which the Kremlin is fighting is democratic contagion.

WHAT IS THE RUSSIAN STRATEGY?

Russian foreign policy is the external dimension of a broader regime
survival strategy. The goal is to keep the current elites in power,
with Putin on the top. And the main threat is the democratization
of Russia.

It is a fear that is not unfounded. Putin has seen many
autocratic regimes fall: in Central Europe, in Eastern Europe, in the
Middle East. He was in Dresden as a KGB agent when the East-
German regime broke down. And with the “Colored Revolutions”
in Georgia and Ukraine, the threat of democratic revolution came
closer to Russia. With the anti-Putin protest in Moscow in December
2011, the wave reached Russia itself.

There are several dimensions to the Kremlin’s strategy of
regime preservation. At a basic level, it tries to protect Russia from
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democratic “contagion,” through the control of the political system
and of the flows of information. As a country that depends on
economic and technological exchange with the West, and whose
elites like to move in and out of the country, Russia however cannot
simply close the borders. Unlike in Soviet times, control cannot be
done in this sort of totalitarian manner. That is why Putin has put
in place a more sophisticated system, keeping up the impression of
a certain amount of openness.

On asecond level, the strategy of regime preservation is about
building a “cordon sanitaire.” If a major post-Soviet state becomes
a successful liberal democracy, then the risk of contagion would
be high. In the Kremlin’s view, Russia’s neighbors must remain
part of the autocratic sphere. Only decisive Russian influence can
guarantee that.

Thirdly, the strategy is about weakening the West. Putin
appears to see the spread of democracy not as a bottom-up
movement but as a sophisticated Western, primarily American,
operation to undermine his rule. He has regularly made clear that
he sees Western NGOs and politicians as the main driving forces
behind democratic uprisings in the post-Soviet space. A weak,
divided West that is unwilling and unable to stand in the way of
Russian foreign policy designs is one of the Kremlin’s goals. The
way to get there is a) to strengthen pro-Kremlin politicians in the
West; b) to weaken transatlantic cooperation; and c¢) to undermine
the EU’s attempts to build a joint foreign policy.

The fourth dimension of this strategy is to reverse the
global trend towards democracy, or “to make the world safe” for
autocracy. By keeping the Syrian dictator Assad in office, after U.S.
president Obama said he “must go” Putin wanted to demonstrate
that Western democracy promotion is no longer working, and that
Russia is a reliable patron for autocrats that want to stay in power.
The new world order Russia would like to see is one in which
autocracy is a legitimate, unchallenged form of governance.
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HOW TO DEAL WITH PUTIN’S RUSSIA

The assumption of the “realist” approach is that by granting Russia
the status of a great power and accepting its claim to a sphere
of influence, Russia can be turned into a partner of the West,
a “responsible” stakeholder in the liberal international order,
regardless of the nature of its regime. The argument made here
is that the nature of the regime is crucial to its foreign policy: it is
the insecurity of the ruling elites that is forcing Putin to pursue an
aggressive foreign policy aimed at keeping the threat of democratic
change at bay.

If regime survival is indeed the driving force, and if the fight
against democracy is the key rationale behind Russian foreign
policy, then it is impossible to appease, accommodate or satisfy the
Kremlin by accepting a Russian sphere of influence and treating the
country as a global power. The fight against democratic change is
a much bigger operation which puts Russia at odds with the West
not for what the West does, but for what it is.

For the Russian regime, the West remains toxic, as Europe
and America continue, through their very existence, to demonstrate
the superiority of liberal democracy and a market economy over
autocracy and a state-controlled economy. Undermining and
weakening Western strength and its ability to push back on Russian
aggression—this is what will remain at the center of Russian foreign
policy. And given the fact that the only true power resource Russia
has is military power, including nuclear power, the relationship is
going to remain tense and difficult. A “cold peace,” peaceful co-
existence, with Russia seems to be the best option available.®

In other words, Europe and the U.S. must play the long game.
Their best bet is to be firm and united, and to send clear messages
to Moscow about the West’s red lines: credible security guarantees
for NATO partners, and the threat of further sanctions in case
Russia decides to further move into the territory of Ukraine and
Georgia. Europe and the U.S. should continue to make the case for

> U. Speck, A Cold Peace with Russia, Carnegie Europe, December 2014,
http://carnegieeurope.eu/2014/12/09/eu-must-prepare-for-cold-peace-with-russia-
pub-57443.
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the liberal international order and reject the principle of spheres of
influence. And they should keep the door open for EU and NATO
membership in principle. Officially denying such a perspective
would be tantamount to denying them full sovereignty, something
they have according to the UN charter. At the same time they
should signal to Moscow that the West is ready to cooperate in
a transactional manner, case-to-case, and signal to the Russian
people that the West is not anti-Russian.

In other words, the West’s response to Russian aggression
against Ukraine is a good template. The main challenge remains to
stay the course: to work in a united manner, to stay firm and calm,
and to set clear conditions for the Russian side. Russia needs the
West more than the other way around. If there is no European and
transatlantic unity and determination, however, the Kremlin can
advance an agenda that is not producing stability but undermining
the liberal order.

Dr. Ulrich Speck is a senior research fellow at the Brussels office of
the Elcano Royal Institute. In 2015-2016, he was a senior fellow at
the Transatlantic Academy (GMF) in Washington DC. From 2013 to
2015 Speck was a visiting scholar at Carnegie Europe in Brussels and
a foreign policy columnist for Swiss newspaper Neue Ziircher Zeitung.






JAMES SHERR

A DUBIOUS SUCCESS: THE WEST’S POLICY
TOWARDS UKRAINE AFTER CRIMEA

In March 2014, Russia’s annexation of Crimea provoked
a comprehensive and far-reaching reorientation of Western policy.
From the end of the Cold War until that point, policy towards
Russia had been governed by a paradigm of “partnership” that
came increasingly under strain. In some domains, notably defence,
intelligence and counter-intelligence, a paradigm shift had begun
unobtrusively years before “polite little people” appeared in
Simferopol. But upon Crimea’s annexation, the shift became official.

Then and since, it often has appeared that Western policy
towards Ukraine is more influenced by Russia than by Ukraine itself.
This is because, in the words of France’s Permanent Representative
to the UN following Crimea’s annexation, Russia by its actions
had “vetoed the Charter of the United Nations.”! Even in the days
when Russia’s war in Ukraine was mainly a war of stealth, the West
grasped what it failed to perceive after Russia’s invasion of Georgia
in 2008: that by attacking its neighbour, Russia was attacking the
security order of Europe as a whole.? Since 1991 Russia had served
as an enabler of—and impediment to—the West’s Ukraine policy.

' 15 March 2014—Security Council—Ukraine—Statement by Mr. Gérard Araud,
Permanent Representative of France to the United Nations, www.franceonu.org/
15-March-2014-Security-Council.

2 In the words of the Wales Summit Declaration of NATO, “Russia’s aggressive
actions against Ukraine have fundamentally challenged our vision of a Europe
whole, free, and at peace,” 5 September 2014, www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/
official_texts 112964.htm.
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Paradoxically, after Ukraine’s “Revolution of Dignity,” the Russian
factor became even more important than it was before.

Although the West's focus on Russia has corralled more unity
with regard to Ukraine than might otherwise have been the case, it
is an infirm foundation for Ukraine’s own security, not to say its long
expressed aspiration to be “a full member of the European family
of civilised nations.”? For one thing, it compensates but cannot
substitute for Western confidence in Ukraine’s determination to
confront its own serious problems. For another, it leaves Western
support perilously hostage to Russia’s policy and the West’s own
image of it. Three years after Russia launched its so-called hybrid
war in Crimea and Donbas, these events are no longer a horrifying
novelty. They are a wearisome and deceptively stable set of facts
that can be cast into the shadows by others, scarcely foreseen
several years ago: ISIS, refugee crises, the disunity of Europe and
the advent of Donald Trump.

These concerns do not diminish the fact that in 2014, the
West displayed a quality that for much of the post-Cold War era
it lacked: clarity. As Angela Merkel declared in especially resolute
form:

Old thinking in spheres of influence [and] the trampling
of international law will not succeed ... [Such a policy
will be opposed] no matter how long it will take, however
difficult this might be and however many setbacks it might
bring.*

Nevertheless, clarity and resolution have yet to triumph.
Whilst Western policy has been more cohesive than many
expected, it has neither been coercive nor compelling. Political
rivalry, financial interest, disillusionment and fatigue can dissipate
the forces mobilised by geopolitical threats. But nothing is more
harmful to a battle plan than misjudgement of the opponent.
Fortitude and timidity, wisdom and misjudgement can be seen
across every dimension of Western policy: diplomacy, sanctions,
economic support and military assistance.

> V. Horbulin, “Ukraine’s Place in Today’s Europe,” Politics and the Times,
October-December 1995, p. 15.

4 Comments following the November 2014 G20 summit.
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POLICY

The events of 2014 forced the West to confront what it knew and
long pretended not to know. Over many years, Russia had come
to define its interests in opposition to the post-Cold War security
order and the Helsinki principles underpinning it. Since the Russia-
Georgia war of 2008, neither Russian revisionism nor its ability to
seize the initiative should have been in doubt. Then and since the
key questions have been: what influence can the West exert on
a Russian state oblivious of Western disapproval, determined to
advance its own interests and willing to pay a high price for doing
so? What leverage does the West possess in a zone of perceived
advantage to Russia?

Before 2014, these questions were largely sidestepped. The
Obama “reset” proceeded as if worthy agreements of importance to
the United States would diminish Russia’s grievances and the threat
they posed. The EU’s Eastern Partnership offered opportunities to
countries vulnerable to Russia, whilst ignoring Russia. Warnings
that the Eastern Partnership summit in Vilnius is “likely to resemble
the [NATO] Bucharest summit of 2008” in its consequences had
little impact.®

Since 2014, these questions have been addressed, but with
insufficient realism and rigour. The West’s initial aims were bold
and unequivocal. The first was to bring Russia back into compliance
with international law and restore Ukraine’s sovereignty and
territorial integrity. The second was to protect NATO’s eastern
allies from the “hybrid” threats that had befallen Ukraine. But the
means to these ends have fallen short of the challenge: sanctions
(introduced in March 2014 and progressively strengthened) and
enhanced “assurance” and “adaptation measures” codified in
NATO’s Newport summit of September 2014.

For a time, the hope that these means would prove effective
was understandable. Whilst not dire in themselves, sanctions
were bad news for an economy with chronic and unaddressed

> . Sherr, Ukraine and Europe: Final Decision?, Russia and Eurasia 2013/05,
Chatham House, July 2013, p. 12.



22 James Sherr

structural problems and precariously dependent on falling oil
prices ($59 a barrel end 2014, $40 a barrel end 2015). Moreover,
Ukraine had displayed an astonishing resilience. By 1 July, its
newly formed and largely volunteer “anti-terrorist” units regained
control of 23 out of 36 districts seized by the insurgents. But in late
summer 2014, perceptions dramatically shifted, as did the baseline
of Western policy.

DIPLOMACY

Until Russia threw its conventional forces into the scales in
August 2014, Western diplomacy was in the background, though
far from idle. Its aims were to assist in the formation of a unified
Western response and impress upon Russia the West’s resolve
and seriousness. Whilst the charges of “isolating Russia” and
“abandoning dialogue” were belied by the high level discussions
that did take place, their purpose was to discern, clarify and warn,
not to negotiate or compromise. This abruptly changed after the
Russian military offensives of August 2014 and January 2015,
the immediate consequences of which were, respectively, the
Protocol on the Results of Consultations of the Trilateral Contact
Group (Minsk-I, 5 September) and the Package of Measures for
Implementation of the Minsk Agreements (Minsk-1l, 15 February),
both negotiated under the auspices of the OSCE. From that point
onwards, diplomacy moved into the foreground, and there it has
remained.

The Minsk accords were the product of military coercion and
information war. The January offensive, accompanied by threats
of still greater escalation was a shock to the metabolism of those
in Berlin adamant that there could be no “military solution” to
the conflict. Minsk-Il was negotiated without proper consultation
with allies, without military input (on the Western side) and with
precipitate haste. It was a bad agreement, ridden with provisions

® For a comprehensive and measured assessment of the state of Russia’s

economy under sanctions, see P. Hanson, “An Enfeebled Economy,” in: The
Russian Challenge, Chatham House Report, June 2015, pp. 14-22.
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that were ambiguous, abstruse and, on the basis of the sole official
Russian text, exploited to advance Russia’s vision of how the
conflict should be solved.

Minsk-Il in particular committed the parties to a settlement
that would compromise Ukraine’s prerogatives as a sovereign
state. A Russian installed leadership, backed by what the first
defence minister of the “Donetsk People’s Republic” described as
“brigades of gangsters” had been placed on a par with Ukraine’s
state authorities.” Ukraine was now obliged to devise provisions
for local elections and “special status” in coordination/accord
[soglasovanie] with the representatives of the “separate districts”
[otdelnyye rayony] of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts [hereafter
ORDLQO], who control 4% of Ukraine’s territory.® The special
status provisions are to be based on Ukraine’s Law on Interim Self-
Government (Point 4), but also must accord with the provisions
of Point 11, Footnote 1, including far-reaching autonomy, along
with the right to independent relations with contiguous Russian
regions.’ Instead of the “de-centralisation” put forward by Kyiv, the
republics demand, under the guise of “federalisation,” a veto over
Ukraine’s foreign policy.°

From the time the Western Normandy partners (France and
Germany) signed the accord and the USA endorsed it, the aim of
Western policy ceased to be restoration of the status quo ante. It
became the implementation of Minsk. Even from this new baseline,
the West’s negotiating record has fallen short of the challenge
confronting it.

Whereas Russia has been determined to impose its own
interpretation of the Minsk provisions, the West has not pressed
its advantage where it exists. Minsk calls for a process of accord

7 1. Strelkov, “Eto vse, na chto vy sposobny?,” Vzglyad, 18 May 2014, www.vz.ru/
world/2014/5/18/687251.html and www.youtube.com/watch?v=-T68YLCVOHA.
8 Most English translations of the accord (none of which have official status)
dubiously translate soglasovanie as “agreement,” but unlike soglashenie (the more
traditional term) soglasovanie implies a joint process, not just a result.

9 The Minsk accords accurately refer to the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s
Republics as “Separate [or ‘certain’] Districts of Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts”
[Otdelnyye rayony Donetskoy i Luhanskoy oblastey].

10 K. Sazonov, Boyeviki ozvuchili trebovania. Na Minske mozhno postavit’
tochku, 28 January 2016, http://glavcom.ua/articles/37520.html.
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with the republics but does not require Kyiv to accept their
diktat. It is silent about what should occur if there is no accord.
“Federalisation” is not mentioned in the text. Minsk allows properly
elected leaders in the ORDLO to maintain “militia” [militsia], the
Russian term for normal police, but it does not license the current
unelected authorities to maintain opolchenie, the militarised
“militias” presently waging war on Ukraine. The Ukrainians do not
violate the accord by standing firm on these points or any demand
beyond the Minsk provisions. Instead of standing firm with them,
the West meekly calls for progress from “both sides.”

The West has not extracted advantage from those aspects of
Minsk that brook no ambiguity in interpretation: complete cease-
fire, unrestricted access of the OSCE Special Monitoring Mission
and (following OSCE supervised elections) “reinstatement of full
control of the state border by the government of Ukraine” (Point 9).
When Putin’s representative, Vladislav Surkov, informed U.S.
Under-Secretary of State Victoria Nuland in January 2016 that
Russia would countenance only a cosmetic implementation of
the Minsk border provisions, the U.S. had every reason to issue
a formal démarche. Instead, Nuland was obliged to pursue further
discussions and advertise the determination of the White House
to see elections held in the ORDLO before President Obama left
office."

More than once, the West has drawn lines and moved them.
After Ukraine passed the first reading of its constitutional reform
in July 2015, Nuland stated that Ukraine had “done its job” and
assured Kyiv “there would be no excuses on the other side for
renewed violence.”'”> When Russia sharply escalated attacks in
November 2015 one month after re-committing itself to a full cease-
fire, the Western powers protested, but discussions then resumed in
the Normandy format as if nothing had happened.'

V. Socor, “Surkov-Nuland Talks on Ukraine: A Non-Transparent Channel,”
Parts 1 and 2, Eurasia Daily Monitor 13, no. 103, 26 May 2016.

12 Kyiv Press Conference, 16 July 2015, http://ukraine.usembassy.gov/statements/
nuland-07162015.html.

13 “Parizhskie Soglasheniya. O chem dogovorilis’ Poroshenko i Putin,”
LigaNovosti, 3 October 2015, http://news.liga.net/articles/politics/6785404-
parizhskie_soglasheniya o chem_dogovorilis_poroshenko i putin.htm.
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Over the past two years, Washington, Paris and Berlin have
embraced as their own the Minsk process that Russia forced upon
them. “Implementation of Minsk” has become a piety that no
one dare question irrespective of its evident flaws. Most Western
governments are aware that Moscow does not view autonomy
for the ORDLO as an end in itself, but as a means of pressure
on Ukraine. Yet they incongruously act as if Russia will respect
Ukraine’s (residual) sovereignty once such autonomy is conceded.
It is indeed possible that if the Minsk process collapsed, the risk of
a wider conflict would be greater than it is today. Demonstrations
of risk-aversion and restlessness do not diminish this risk, which
arises not because of the merits of Minsk but the limitations that the
West has placed upon itself.

SANCTIONS

It is scarcely the fault of the U.S. Coordinator for Sanctions Policy,
Daniel Freed, his team of State and Treasury Department experts
and their counterparts in the European Commission that sanctions
form the only coercive component of Western policy. In the current
conflict as in the wider scheme of things, four factors determine the
effectiveness of sanctions: the adequacy of their design, the unity of
action underpinning them, their duration and their integration with
other instruments of policy.

The West’s sanctions are both considered and coherent.
Neither templated nor generic, they have been crafted by those
who understand the particularities of Russia’s political system
and its economy. It is understood that sanctions place further
burdens on the dysfunctionalities of this economy rather than take
precedence over the ills that Russia has imposed upon itself. In the
enhanced format adopted in September 2014 (Tier 3), the sanctions
encompass “restrictive measures” (asset freezes and travel bans)
as well as “economic” measures (restrictions on access to capital
markets and dual-use technology transfer).' The separate package
of sanctions on Crimea, which can be ramped up at a time of the

4 Europa, https://europa.eu/newsroom/highlights/special-coverage/eu_sanctions_en.
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West’s choosing, also encompasses asset freezes, travel bans, as
well as prohibitions on investment, travel and contact. According to
some experts, as many as 800 Russian weapons systems depend to
some degree on Western components, a number of which are now
subject to restriction. Energy projects reliant on advanced Western
technology are now off the table. Circumvention of these sanctions
by means of import substitution (well in evidence) does not in itself
nullify the potency of the sanctions if they impose diseconomies on
Russia. Russia’s counter-sanctions (e.g. on Western food exports)
add to Russia’s losses, even if political benefit is derived from
persuading Russian consumers that these are Western sanctions
rather than Russian own goals. Although sanctions appear to have
stimulated necessary economic reforms in limited areas, their
overall impact is damaging even if, for a finite period of time,
bearable.

The biggest threat to Western unity (which has survived
repeated forecasts of its demise) would be the defection of one
or more significant parties from the sanctions regime. A unified
response is reinforced de facto by collateral effects, notably the
assessment by international investors that Russia constitutes an
investment risk, even outside currently restricted domains. But
unity also can be threatened in insidious ways. Whereas many
international companies refrained from attending investment
conferences in Russiain 2015, an upturn occurred in 2016, including
an illjudged appearance by then UN Secretary General Ban Ki-
moon. Several companies have been inventively circumventing the
Crimea sanctions package and have done so with some degree of
success. For all this, it is political changes in the EU and USA that
constitute the biggest risk to the unity of the sanctions regime. Dire
forecasts, not to say certainties on this point are premature.

Inseparable from the issue of unity is the issue of duration.
The impact of sanctions is necessarily cumulative, and this certainly
is true of those that neither strangle nor decapitate. Yet Western
“common sense” continues to prevail over experience about the
tenacity of Putin’s Russia, its willingness to shrug off Western
opprobrium, tolerate penalties and raise the stakes in the face of
warnings and risk. Scheduled reviews of the sanctions package
at six-monthly intervals inform Russia that the West’s patience is
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short compared to Russia’s own. Without a long game against this
opponent, there is no game that can be won.

Yet the greatest handicap to sanctions is the expectation that
they should carry the burden alone. That they are an asymmetrical
response to Russia’s use of force is no demerit in itself. After all,
the asymmetrical response is Russia’s method of choice, and it has
been used to telling effect. Nevertheless, one cannot combat an
armed assailant by robbing his bank account, not least when he has
put his arms to use and is poised to use them again.

ECONOMIC SUPPORT

Economic support of Ukraine is not a response to Russian
aggression. It has been a mainstay of Western policy from the time
Ukraine joined the IMF in September 1992." Its enhancement
since 2014 has not been stimulated by Russia for the most part but
by the change of power in Ukraine and the expectations aroused by
the Revolution of Dignity in the West.

Much as Ukrainians are loath to hear it, this is as it should
be. Whatever the threat to Ukraine, money has to be spent where
it will deliver results. An unreformed and unreformable state will
not do so. Money wasted earns no friends in Western capitals and
does no good to those Ukrainians who do the fighting and have
to live with its consequences. The exception to this maxim proves
the rule. Ukraine has received and properly utilised IMF assistance
to shore up macro-economic stability, and it is precisely in this
sphere that Ukraine has performed competently and to the benefit
of the country. The IMF has been right to withhold disbursements
of the current Extended Fund Facility (EFF) in other spheres where
Ukraine has promised but not delivered.

At the same time, the IMF and other Western donors, in short
the EU and USA, need to broaden their perspective. First, they need
to remind themselves thatthe principles the West is defending are not

15 A “systemic transformation facility” was established in October 1994 and the
IMF’s first three-year Extended Fund Facility in September 1998, www.imf.org/
external/country/UKR/index.htm2pn=0.
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contingent on maintaining Euro-Atlantic standards of governance.
Neither the UN Charter, the Paris Charter of 1990, the Budapest
Memorandum of 1994 nor the other agreements that concluded
the Cold War hold the rights of sovereignty, territorial integrity and
freedom of choice to this standard. They are rights deemed inherent
by virtue of UN and OSCE membership. By comparison with other
OSCE member states in the former USSR, Ukraine is more Euro-
Atlantic in its ethos and performance than most.

Second, they need to absorb a dosage of self-criticism and
humility. Very few outside experts, let alone entities, have produced
a practical programme for reforming, i.e. transforming Ukraine.
Most reform programmes present a picture of what Ukraine should
look like after systematic reform takes place. The reality is that,
whatever President Poroshenko’s shortcomings, he is a weak
monarch in a feudal system whose real authorities are business
oligarchs. Even if he were a disciple of Christine Lagarde and not
the product of this deformed system, he would lack the authority
and instruments required to meet all of the IMF’s expectations. Even
Vladimir Putin, the strong monarch in a stronger feudal system,
would not have the power to do so. The issue is not what should
be done in Ukraine, but how it is to be done given the powers,
the people and the mindsets that actually exist. Such a programme
needs to be produced, and it will be a sobering and humbling task
if it is done.

Moreover, the West should not forget that Ukraine is
fighting a vicious war against a nuclear power. Despite this, it has
undertaken several praiseworthy reforms, albeit few that lessen the
idiocies and iniquities that beset ordinary people dependent on the
state or determined to be free of it. The strength of Ukraine lies in
its alternative state, its so-called civil society, whose motif is “we
rely only upon ourselves.” It is in this domain that Russia is weak.
In Ukraine, it is the state that is weak, but as three years of war have
shown, the country is strong, and it deserves the West’s support.
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MILITARY ASSISTANCE

Since the fall of Viktor Yanukovych, force and the threat of force
have been Russia’s principal means of imposing its will on Ukraine
and its Western supporters. The Russians are fighting not because
they love fighting but in order to achieve specific political ends: to
undermine Ukraine, to undermine confidence in Ukraine and to
secure a formal agreement that would neutralise Ukraine, fragment
it and subordinate it to Russia. If force is Russia’s most effective
tool, then the tool has to be devalued and ultimately neutralised.

As we have already argued, sanctions are neither a sufficient
nor a timely answer to this problem. The strengthening of
deterrence on Ukraine’s Eastern border is an answer to a different
problem. Russia’s military instrument will remain both dangerous
and credible until a system of containment and deterrence is
constructed inside Ukraine. The aims of such a system should be:
to constrain rather than defeat Russia and its separatist allies, to
reinforce Ukraine’s capacity for self-defence, to diminish incentives
for military action, to underscore the unviability of the separatist
enclaves and to increase incentives for diplomacy on terms
consistent with Ukrainian interests. In operational terms, Ukraine’s
forces must be able to slow down the battlefield and impose risks
and costs on the attacker inconsistent with his political objectives.

This goal is eminently realisable, and already is on the
way to being realised. The Russian battle groups that intervened
decisively in August 2014 and January 2015 possess formidable
capability. But they also are designed for specific purposes.
They are not occupation forces. They strike and withdraw. They
lack the numbers and infrastructure to invade and hold most of
the country. Even the establishment of a land bridge to Crimea
is problematic. Since the devastating offensive of January 2015,
Ukraine’s armed forces and National Guard units have acquired
considerable proficiency and hard capability. In the recent six-day
engagement surrounding Avdeyevka, Ukraine outmanoeuvred and
defeated a Russian-commanded separatist force despite the latter’s
considerable advantage in artillery. It is likely that a replay of the
January 2015 scenario would prove more difficult for Russia and its
allies today. Nevertheless, they would still prevail.
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If it is to be effective, Western assistance must aim to reinforce
Ukrainian strengths and remedy weaknesses. There are no “silver
bullets” in this exercise. It must be an evolving and cumulative
process, emphasising the skill sets of institutions, as well as units
and commanders. Whereas at the tactical and sub-tactical levels
(regiment, battalion and below), the competence and experience
of Ukraine’s military commanders is on a par with and arguably
superior to the Western teams advising them, Ukraine’s deficiencies
lie at the operational level: high intensity, manoeuvre warfare
between large combined arms formations. This is Russia’s strength.
The advisory task is complicated by the fact that it is no longer
a NATO strength. With the exception of Russia itself, Ukraine’s
experience of hybrid (but full spectrum) war is unique in Europe.
That experience is producing a new generation of operational
commanders. NATO firmness is needed in pressing Ukraine’s
ultra conservative military leadership to give these commanders
responsibility commensurate with their battle experience. In
other respects, the advisory relationship must be a collaborative
enterprise, not a pupil-teacher relationship.

Transfer of military hardware must be approached with care
but without taboos. Ukraine’s defence-industrial complex (OPK)
has the means to supply its forces with the vast majority of hardware
they require. What Ukraine lacks most of all is adequate intelligence,
surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) capability against Russia’s
electronic warfare and reconnaissance-strike complexes. These are
neither “lethal” weapons nor politically toxic. Yet in their absence,
even a well trained and highly motivated force risks evisceration on
the battlefield.

An augmentation of Western military assistance to Ukraine
is not without risk. It is politically symbolic assistance of limited
military that is likely to “provoke” Russia rather than measures that
actually strengthens Ukraine’s capability. It is the deficiency of such
capability that leaves Ukraine vulnerable to an opponent who has
shown no respect for the restraint of others.
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IN CONCLUSION

Since the annexation of Crimea, a number of Western commentators
have claimed that Russia holds all the cards. Had this been so,
the Ukrainian state would have collapsed by summer 2014. Russia
has been constrained by the nature of its objectives (which have
transformed friends into enemies), by its misjudgement of Ukraine
(where national consolidation is stronger than contempt for the
country’s leadership) and by limits on its own national power and
capability (which is in decline). Russia’s aim is not to preserve
a “frozen conflict” in Ukraine. This most fluid and volatile conflict
has been from the start a means to securing Ukraine’s subservience.
Once that objective is no longer achievable, the ORDLO loses its
utility to Russia.

Russia’s principal assets in this conflict are tenacity, the
acumen and ruthlessness of its authorities, the professionalism
of its military and diplomatic establishments, and its willingness
to assume risks and pay a high price in defence of its perceived
interests.

The greatest liability in this conflict is the West’s fear of
playing the cards at its disposal. Risk is inherent in a dangerous
situation. The danger is created by Russia’s aims and its febrile
and conspiratorial view of the world. Fear of “provoking” Russia
enhances risk. Although we do not know how Russia will respond
to a more resolute defence of Western interests in Ukraine, we do
know how it responds to weakness. It is time we also learnt that
Russia has no respect for opponents who are stronger but unwilling
to use their strength.

James Sherr is an associate fellow at Chatham House (the Royal Institute
of International Affairs) and the author of Hard Diplomacy and Soft
Coercion: Russia’s Influence Abroad (published by Chatham House and,
in Russian, the Razumkov Centre, Kyiv).
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CRIME BRINGS PUNISHMENT:
THE IMPORTANCE OF SANCTIONING RUSSIA

This is not another piece seeking to answer questions like “are
sanctions effective?” or “how much damage have they done to
the economy of Russia or the EU?” These common-sense inquiries
are a bit misleading. The first one is too general, and actually
unsolvable, since there are simply no convincing benchmarks
to precisely quantify the effectiveness of sanctions. The second
question narrows the whole problem down to a purely economic
dimension, sidestepping the fact that sanctions are a political tool
dressed in an economic costume.

This essay focuses on the functions of sanctions that go
beyond economic “pain-gain” logic. After all, sanctions are not just
about directly seeking policy reversals through economic coercion;
their success lies in constraining future possibilities and signaling
political willpower.

TIP OF THE ICEBERG PERSPECTIVES ON SANCTIONS

Generally, the effectiveness of sanctions is measured crudely: has
the target of sanctions moderated or reversed their policies? This
logic applied to the current situation reads: Western efforts to put
an end to Russia’s proxy war in eastern Ukraine and to reverse the
annexation of Crimea have brought no tangible results so far, thus
they should be lifted.
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What is problematic with such an approach? Actually, if
applied, it would automatically make any sanctions against any
actor dead on arrival. The optimal tactic for the wrongdoer would
be then just to wait and see and do nothing for a while. Yet, any
101 on sanctions starts with an obvious claim that they are a long-
run endeavor and require patience and perseverance. To expect
an instant effect is to misunderstand (or purposefully distort) the
meaning of sanctions as well as their function. Sanctions are not
an economic equivalent of Blitzkrieg. They contribute to a gradual
rise of economic and political costs for the target, and the necessary
extent, intensity and duration of sanctions has to vary case by case.’

Put it this way. Success—understood as policy change—
in the short-term is rare, in particular when sanctions are used
against a state that has accumulated significant resources and has
consolidated a developed system of power capable of absorbing
significant external shocks. Were sanctions really imposed just to
change the behavior of an autocrat ruling over a huge country with
significant financial reserves, relatively low state debt, enormous
natural resources and political ambitions? If so, then those standing
behind such an understanding of sanctions must have been very
naive.

Some other observers are preoccupied with the exact costs
of restrictions. There is nothing wrong with such an approach
as long as it is based on serious examination of data, and not on
hasty generalizations drawn from problematic assumptions. There
are studies that incorrectly identify a decrease in EU-Russia trade
as a direct effect of sanctions.? They significantly overestimate
the impact of trade restrictions, which creates an impression that
they are self-serving and more focused on advocacy than sound
research. It becomes visible in comparison to less reductionist and

' For in-depth analysis of sanctions, their evolution, functions and effectiveness,
see: M. Eriksson, Targeting Peace. Understanding UN and EU Targeted Sanctions,
Burlington: Ashgate, 2010.

2 E. Christensen, O. Fritz, G. Streicher, Effects of the EU-Russia Economic
Sanctions on Value Added and Employment in the European Union and
Switzerland, WIFO Study, Austrian Institute of Economic Research, Vienna, July
2015; M. Crozet, J. Hinz, “Collateral Damage: The Impact of the Russia Sanctions
on Sanctioning Countries’ Exports,” Working Paper CEPII, June 2016, www.cepii.fr/
PDF_PUB/wp/2016/wp2016-16.pdf.
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more comprehensive studies that revealed rather insignificant costs
of sanctions for EU economy.?

Obviously, economic sanctions are meant to attach a price
tag to a target’s behavior, but their actual impact is always very
complex and context-dependent. Sanctions never operate in
a vacuum. Lots of other factors carry weight such as the general
economic situation of the target, the nature of its political system,
the scope and intensity of mutual cooperation, as well as the
availability and introduction of other coercive measures.* Identical
measures used at another time, against different target and under
different circumstances would bring diverse consequences. Any
effort to disentangle sanctions from other intervening factors—be
it oil price movements, currency devaluation, halted structural
reforms or changing moods of investors—would prove futile.

Both cases—be it preoccupation with visible and rapid
policy change or dollar-denominated impact—illustrate the tip
of the iceberg perspective, when people try to reduce complex
phenomenon to a one-dimensional issue. In some cases it is just an
error, in others it is quite a useful self-serving tactic.

What really matters is the political function of restrictions for
the EU and its members. A simple truth is that sanctions are very
often more about the sender than the target. In particular, when
the sender is a collective body that needs to reach unanimity and
consensus.

Interestingly, the same political explanation can be offered
when it comes to Russian countermeasures introduced in response
to Western actions. What initially might have been thought simply
as retaliatory means quickly transformed into a more sophisticated

3 D. Gros, F. Mustilli, The EU’s Economic Impact of Sanctions against Russia:
Much Ado about Little, Centre for European Policy Studies (CEPS), November
2015; The Effects of Sanctions and Counter-Sanctions on EU-Russian Trade Flows,
Centre for European Policy Studies (CEPS), July 2016; R. Giucci, W. Walter, The
Economic Impact of EU-Russia Sanctions on the EU Plausibility Check of Existing
Studies Using a Simple Estimation, Berlin Economics, February 2017, http://berlin-
economics.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/BE_Economic-impact-of-EU-RUS-
sanctions-on-EU_17-Feb-2017.

4 More on efficiency of sanctions, see G.C. Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions
Reconsidered, 3™ Edition, Washington: Peterson Institute for International
Economics, 2007.
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tool. True, a ban on agricultural imports was supposed to hit
influential interest groups across the EU to make them allies in
a battle for lifting sanctions. However, the direct economic effect of
these restrictions turned out to be negligible. Instead of social unrest
it rather triggered the only rational response from those dependent
on the Russian market: namely, a drive for diversification.

Russian counter-sanctions should be seen from the very
beginning as a tool to reinforce a rally around the leader effect.
Most of all by proper burden sharing, i.e. nation-wide redistribution
of costs among various social groups. In other words, the authorities
nationalized risks associated with sanctions to feed anti-Western
feelings and divert public attention from regime’s failures, as well
as to protect a circle of cronies from excessive losses.

RATIONALE FOR EU SANCTIONS

How can we apply this broader perspective to the actions of
the European Union? Sanctions are defined in EU documents as
follows: “not punitive, but designed to bring about a change in
policy or activity by the target country, entities or individuals.”
Sadly, no time horizon of this desirable change is given, which
makes rigorous appraisal of success or failure impossible by
definition at such an early stage. Yet, at the same time “sanctions
are one of the EU’s tools to promote the objectives of (its) Common
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP): peace, democracy and the
respect for the rule of law, human rights and international law.”*
To clarify, EU sanctions indeed are supposed to lead to the policy
change of the targeted nation or company, but at the same time
they are designed to defend fundamental norms and values. The
EU wants to deter third parties from doing damage to these values,
as well as to reassure its members that it would strongly resist such
behavior. Purposefully ambiguous Brussels language is not helpful,
of course, but at least it shows that sanctions are not just about

> EU Restrictive measures. Factsheet, Brussels, 29 April 2014, www.consilium.
europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2014/04/pdf/factsheet-eu-restrictive-measures.
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goods and services but actually about defending values that make
up EU interests.

Restrictions against Russia were gradually imposed from
March 2014 as a consequence of the EU’s non-recognition policy
of the illegal annexation of Crimea and Sevastopol and in response
to deliberate Russia-sponsored destabilization of Eastern Ukraine.
First rounds of sanctions (asset freezes, visa bans, limited economic
restrictions) were specifically targeted at people and entities directly
involved in acts of undermining Ukrainian territorial integrity.
They were followed by broader sectoral economic sanctions as
a response to Russian meddling in the Donbass. These measures
later on were linked to the complete implementation of the Minsk
agreement, which so far has not happened and led to subsequent
prolongations of the regime (the latest one in December 2016).

The rationale for introducing a sanctions regime was
reinforced in the Declaration by the High Representative on
behalf of the EU on Crimea® of March 2015 “one year on from
the holding of the illegal and illegitimate ‘referendum’ and the
subsequent illegal annexation of Crimea and Sevastopol by the
Russian Federation, the European Union remains firmly committed
to Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity. The European
Union does not recognize and continues to condemn this act of
violation of international law. The illegal annexation of Crimea and
Sevastopol by the Russian Federation is also a direct challenge to
international security, with grave implications for the international
legal order that protects the unity and sovereignty of all states. The
European Union will remain committed to fully implement its non-
recognition policy, including through restrictive measures.”

So, restrictions were introduced to pave the way for the conflict
resolution built upon preservation of Ukraine’s independence,
sovereignty and territorial integrity. Desirable modification of
Russian behavior should be thus in line with above principles.

Sanctions were imposed to signal unequivocal disapproval
for blatant violation of basic norms of international law and order.
It means actually that they might be open-ended, assuming the

¢ See www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2015/03/16-declaration
-high-representative-crimea.
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current unwillingness of Russian government for any concessions.
And at least when it comes to measures related directly to Crimea
there is no way out of current situation apart from an annulment
of annexation (illegal by definition) and laying legally sound and
politically acceptable solutions on the table.

Linking the removal of sectoral sanctions to the Minsk
agreement was supposed to provide stakeholders with credible way
out of the stalemate. Yet, it quickly turned out that the agreement
is not to be implemented any time soon due to its inherent flaws
and thus this delusional face-saving option for each stakeholder is
dead and buried.

SANCTIONS AND DETERRENCE

True, sanctions might not have generated sufficient costs to make
the Kremlin fully reverse its policy. However, it does not mean
they had no impact at all on Russian military plans in Ukraine.
One should not dismiss the “what if” question. What if sanctions
had not been imposed? What would Russia’s offensive in Ukraine
have looked like? Would Russian troops have gone further? What if
sanctions were lifted or eased without any concessions? Obviously
counterfactual arguments cannot be verified (as well as falsified)
but certainly they should not be ignored just because of a lack of
access to a nontransparent Russian decision-making system. It is
impossible to prove beyond any doubt how exactly the expected
costs of sanctions impacted the situation on the ground—or how
much impact came from a recurring threat of strengthening them
(such as rumors on removing Russia from SWIFT system in 2014 that
emerged during Russia’s offensive in Ukraine). A lack of direct
information sources requires using indirect ones, such as Russian
narratives built around sanctions as well as official reactions. If
restrictions meant nothing, then they should not have come up in
discussions so often. Indeed, Russia’s propaganda machine made
an effort to dismiss Western policy as useless. Superficial messages
are supported by allegedly professional and comprehensive studies
to undermine the whole concept of sanctions and in particular their
effectiveness when it comes to Russia. The latest study by the Russian
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International Affairs Council” is illustrative. It gives the reader a lot
of objective information on sanctions, their legal basis, types etc.,
but the final message is as follows: “sanctions often fail to bring
the intended result and sometimes generate opposite outcomes, i.e.
triggering more objectionable actions of the sanctioned entity” or
“the biggest effect comes from sectoral and comprehensive sanctions
that harm the population of the sanctioned country.” The problem
is that issues discussed by researchers and contested by many are
presented as self-evident truths and broader functions of restrictions
are totally ignored. This and other recurring efforts to question
effectiveness of sanctions in this specific context reveal indirectly
that Western measures restricted Russian room for maneuver and
might have prevented Russia from even more aggressive actions.

Sanctions in Russia’s case turned out to be quite painful, but
not just because of their design or scope, but due to them hitting
at the same time as Russia was in need of restructuring its oil
and gas dependent economy, a flaw since 2011, which left the
country exposed to a fall in global oil prices. Political and military
adventurism under such circumstances did not pay off economically,
leading to a currency crisis, dwindling reserves, rising inflation,
a three-year long recession, and a decrease in production, trade and
investments. However, Russia might have had more opportunities
to mitigate the harmful effects of its own policy, had there been no
sanctions that denied access to necessary capital. It is not risky to
say that those constraints might have put on hold some political or
military plans. Yet, it is true that the longer the sanctions regime
exists, the less economic impact it has due to the adaptation of all
actors involved in a “new normal.” The longer restrictions operate
the more significant political signaling becomes.

The continued determination and intensity of Russian efforts
to make the West lift sanctions can serve as a valid though indirect
confirmation that their costs are significant. But it also might show
the Kremlin’s awareness of a broader meaning to restrictions. The
strategy is not only to get economic relief, and access to Western
capital, but—more importantly—to regain room for maneuver in

7 One of the latest effort of that kind was done by Russian International Affairs
Council, see: V. Morozov, Sanctions: Everything you want to know about how
sanctions work, RIAC, 2017, http://russiancouncil.ru/en/sanctions.
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Ukraine and to undercut an intra-EU and EU/U.S. consensus about
policy towards Russia.

It seems rather unlikely that sanctions alone could force
Russia to redefine its policy, but each and every government has
certain capability to endure hardship. The West, if indeed interested
in defending the rules of the game in the face of offenders, should
just wait, identify loopholes and eliminate them. Sanctions should
stay untouched, unless real not fake concessions are made. A clear
signal of ”strategic patience” when it comes to sanctions should
have been another deterrent. Recurring correlation between debates
on lifting sanctions and increased tensions due to the activities of
quasi-separatists shows indirectly what might happen if restrictions
are eliminated too soon and without Russian withdrawal from
Ukraine. Sanctions still protect Ukraine and Europe from further
escalation as they make it potentially much more expensive both
economically and politically. Russia hides this behind a narrative
that sanctions are an obstacle to normalization; as a matter of fact,
they are an obstacle to deterioration.

SANCTIONS AND REASSURANCE

Restrictions are important not only as a deterrent, but also as
a symbol and practical expression of Western unity, resolve and
consolidation that managed to overcome deep internal divisions;
they represent a remarkable consensus on several rounds of
economic restrictions against the EU’s neighbor to the east. Many
observers were taken by surprise when the EU managed to escape
from a convenient trap of empty expressions like “grave concerns,”
when it overcame internal divisions and found common ground
with the U.S.

It might not have ended up like this, had Russia not overplayed
its hand by continuous escalation in order to test the West to the
limit. It has been almost forgotten that in the period between the
annexation of Crimea and the destabilization of Donbass, many
in the West were ready to accept it as a fait accompli. Had Putin
stopped then and there, probably neither the EU nor U.S. would
have been interested in reaching for harsher measures than those
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already imposed, which at the time were lighter measures like visa
bans or asset freezes—perfect as a face saver for political inaction.

Russia, though, wanted to seize the day and get the full prize:
total subjugation of Ukraine through instigating conflict in Donbass
and other regions. Political costs of inaction were rising for Western
governments and reached critical mass on July 17 when Russia-
sponsored mercenaries, possibly with participation of Russian
officers, shot down the civilian aircraft MH17 with almost three
hundred people on board. This crime paved the way for economic
sanctions: it turned the Russia-Ukraine war from a relatively distant
and abstract issue (at least for Western societies) into a wake-up call
for EU governments to do something so as not to pay the political
price.

Up to this point, many observers considered the divergent
levels of exposure to Russia would mean that reaching a common
position on sanctions would be unlikely. Restrictions jointly
supported by the U.S. and EU should not be taken too lightly even
if they seem not optimal and did not meet high expectations. They
should not be belittled in particular given the naive but deep faith
in many EU capitals in a brand new world of economic and energy
interdependence with Russia as a mutual guarantee of security and
welfare. Overcoming a diverse sensitivity and vulnerability of EU
economies associated with the scope of their interconnectedness
with Russia was a meaningful achievement. It was not easy to put
aside political illusions and economic self-interest in exchange for
mutual consent to pay a certain price for a long-awaited but rare
solidarity.

Sanctions, therefore, constitute the most important material
confirmation of common political and legal assessment of
annexation of Crimea and ongoing violations of Ukraine’s territorial
integrity. Logical conclusion should therefore be that sanctions
could be lifted only after return to status quo ante, no matter how
improbable this return might seem.

Taking a broad view, the West faces following dilemma:
either to give up, lift sanctions and let Russia go with Crimea,
Donbass, Ukraine’s surrender and Putin’s regime consolidation
under anti-Western rhetoric or to realize finally that the conflict is
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not only about Ukraine but about the whole concept of the West
as a community able and willing to defend its constitutive values.

CRIME AND PUNISHMENT

Targeted sanctions were chosen correctly, given the nature of
the Russian regime entrenched in personal loyalties and informal
redistribution of privileges. The system responded in a very
peculiar way. It imposed a ban on agricultural imports from the EU
and other countries, which officially was supposed to be an act of
reprisal to inflict similar damages on adversaries. Yet, as a matter
of fact the regime sanctioned its own society in order to achieve
rally around the leader effect. That mission has been accomplished.
Elites nationalized the risks associated with their policies, charged
their own citizens and successfully put the blame on the West.

Interestingly, critics of sanctions use this Kremlin-crafted anti-
Western mobilization as a proof of failure of Western policy and
an argument for doing away with restrictions. But it only proves
that the Russian government quickly found a way to neutralize the
West’s intention not to hit Russia’s society too hard. Targeted and
sectoral sanctions were invented some time ago to replace all-out
economic measures that usually made the people suffer more than
their kleptocratic elites and thus led to political mobilization around
them. Russian elites realized risks associated with such an approach
and decided to increase the public costs of sanctions. Results of
countermeasures—that partially led to an increase in inflation and
had influence on daily life (access to products, decrease in quality
etc.)—were instrumental for the mobilization of citizens around
the slogan that it was the West to be blamed for any worsening
of their well-being. Their response may have an impact on future
handbooks on sanctions, but it should not be used as an argument
for changing Western policy. It would be a clear advice for any
other would-be EU adversary on how to get sanctions lifted cheap
and fast.

So, it was the West which hesitated to impose costs on
ordinary Russians, regardless of their general approval of Putin’s
actions. Restrictions were designed to reduce pain for the society
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while increasing costs for the elites. The EU’s mantra that sanctions
are not a punitive measure turned out to be at least partially true.
The Russian government recognized such a tactic as dangerous, so
it decided to punish its compatriots with inflation, limited access to
certain products and a general decrease in the standard of living.
So, those who repeat constantly that sanctions should be lifted to
lend a helping hand to Russian citizens and diffuse anti-Western
rhetoric simply rely on misleading cause and effect link.

Last but not least, sanctions are the consequence of an
aggressive, reprehensible Russian policy towards Ukraine and the
European order—not the cause of deterioration in Russia-West
relations. The general support of Russian society for Kremlin’s
aggressive policy has turned it into an accomplice, and so must
take partial responsibility and pay associated costs. Addressing the
punishment instead of the crime as a way of returning to “business
as usual” would only deliver a blow to sanctions as policy tool. It
would not lead to conflict resolution.

PATIENCE REQUIRED

As time went by, Russia’s government and Russian companies
invented various ways of escaping from restrictions, for example
by asset transfers from sanctioned banks and firms to other entities.
Plenty of other measures were used to circumvent sanctions or
exploit loopholes, often with a helping hand given by some Western
consulting companies. Some allude to these practices to mock
sanctions, but it is a too hasty conclusion. Even if punished Russian
companies managed to survive and develop, it required a lot of
effort from them and significantly increased their transactional costs.

Time is of the essence. Russia’s vulnerability to the EU’s
economic pressure is of amedium-term to long-term nature, although
structural weaknesses are being revealed on daily basis. Within
Russia’s elite, the most valuable currency is loyalty—guaranteed
either by proper redistribution of resources within the elite or by
intimidation when necessary, or both. It is hard to identify weak
points in Russia’s body politics, namely those who win and those
who lose. But it is evident that competition for more and more
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limited resources to be allocated among cronies has already started.
The number of surprising comings and goings in 2016 can serve
as indirect proof of a highly competitive environment around and
within the Kremlin, and a manifestation of ongoing power struggles.
The current Russian leadership went so far in its information war
that coming back to business-as-usual is highly unlikely anytime
soon. Putin and his inner circle have effectively become hostages
of their own propaganda. Their domestic credibility relies now on
an antagonistic attitude towards the West, in particular the U.S.
Russia’s leadership has managed to plant in their compatriots’
minds the idea of a pre-planned conspiracy having been executed
by the West to dismember the Russian Federation.®

It is unlikely that a potentially more Russia-friendly new
U.S. administration under Donald Trump (which still needs
to be confirmed by deeds not just fond words) can change this.
When it comes to Crimea-related sanctions the situation seems
clear. According to the U.S. State Department announcement of
16 March 2017: “Crimea is a part of Ukraine. The United States
again condemns the Russian occupation of Crimea and calls for its
immediate end. Our Crimea-related sanctions will remain in place
until Russia returns control of the peninsula to Ukraine.” President
Trump’s position is less clear but domestic constraints'® and a lack
of any convenient pretext—at the time of writing (March 2017)—
made lifting sanctions difficult despite such signals having been
disseminated. So there should be no illusions about the prospects
for real change in America’s policy towards Russia under the current
administration. Putin—after the annexation of Crimea—needs an

8 See December speech of President Putin in which he said that “even if Maidan
had not happened the West would have come up with sanctions” or interviews
of Nikolay Patrushev, Head of Security Council, to Rossiyskaya Gazeta in
which he deciphered the whole U.S.-led conspiracy aimed at destroying Russia
and taking over its resources. |. Yegorov, “Vtoraya Kholodnaya,” Rossiyskaya
Gazeta, 15 October 2014, www.rg.ru/2014/10/15/patrushev.html; 1. Yegorov,
“Patrushev: Tsel’ SShA—oslabit’ Rossiyu,” Rossiyskaya Gazeta, 10 February 2015,
www.rg.ru/2015/02/10/patrushev-interviu-site.html (both in Russian).

9 See www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2017/03/268482.htm

19 See The Russia Sanctions Review Act of 2017—bipartisan effort to codify
into law large portions of U.S. sanctions regime on Russia and provide for
congressional review of any proposed sanctions relief by the President,
www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/1059.
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anti-Western and anti-U.S. posture as a source of legitimization to
stabilize his fractured political system.

What the West needs right now is patience and far better
management of expectations rather than self-serving or naive
claims about their alleged total uselessness. The fate of economic
sanctions against Russia will tell us more about the West than the
targeted state in question. And these sanctions should be analyzed
beyond naive “pain-gain” logic. They are about Western readiness,
responsibility and capability to act jointly in defense of fundamental
values and interests. First and foremost they are to signal unity
and resolve, to deter and reassure, and only then to punish and
stigmatize. To increase chances of success, the unimpressive
“wait-and-see” approach should become the lowest common EU
denominator. Further aggression should elicit further sanctions.

Ernest Wyciszkiewicz is a political scientist and the director of the Centre
for Polish-Russian Dialogue and Understanding. He is the editor-in-chief
of Intersection. Previously he was a senior research fellow at the Polish
Institute of International Affairs (PISM) and served as the head of its
International Economy and Energy Security Programme.
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RUSSIA AND ITS NEIGHBORS AFTER CRIMEA

On 19 December 2016, a vote at the UN General Assembly
served as a useful indicator for how countries around the world,
particularly Russia’s neighbors, are responding to the annexation of
Crimea. A majority voted for and adopted a resolution' on human
rights violations in Crimea, urging Russia to allow the presence of
international observers on the peninsula. Drafted and proposed
by Ukraine, 70 countries backed it, 26 voted against it? and
77 abstained. Despite the outcome of the vote being in Ukraine’s
favor, it means that three years after the peninsula’s annexation, the
majority of UN member-countries refused to take action against
Russia’s illegal occupation of Crimea, or at least preferred to remain
silent.

In March 2014, only ten countries® refused to classify
the Crimean referendum as illegal (with only 58 UN members
abstaining), and about a hundred countries opposed the Kremlin.
Two-and-a-half years later, the countries that sided with Russia
in the Crimean conflict were followed by India, China, South
Africa and Iran. Four CIS countries also now support the Kremlin,
particularly in its Crimean policy: two key post-Soviet Central Asian

' United Nations, Seventy-first session, Human Rights Promotion and Defence:
Reports from Special Rapporteurs and Representatives on the Human Rights
Situation, 31 October 2016.

2 Angola, Armenia, Belarus, Bolivia, Burundi, Cambodia, China, the Comoro
Islands, Cuba, North Korea, Eritrea, India, Iran, Kazakhstan, Nicaragua, Philippines,
Russia, Serbia, South Africa, South Sudan, Sudan, Syria, Uganda, Uzbekistan,
Venezuela and Zimbabwe.

3 UN News Centre, Backing Ukraine’s territorial integrity, UN Assembly
declares Crimea referendum invalid, 27 March 2014.
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republics—Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan—have joined Armenia
and Belarus in voicing their backing. Does this indicate that the
Kremlin’s influence has been growing in the post-Soviet space over
the last three years?

Not necessarily. It is hard to compare the political weight
of the two resolutions. In 2014, it concerned open aggression and
the seizure of another country’s land. 2016’s resolution was about
protecting minorities for the most part. Secondly, India, China,
South Africa, Iran, and the post-Soviet countries now supporting
Russia number among the world’s leading human rights violators
themselves, so they were not likely to condemn practices that they
in turn could be accused of; besides, their consolidated voting may
be based on corporate interests.

Nevertheless, the question arises as to how relations between
the CIS countries and Moscow have changed since the annexation
of Crimea, and to what extent these changes have been affected
by the Russian authorities themselves and their actions in Ukraine.

The referendum in Crimea triggered a chain of events which
directly influenced Russia’s relations with its neighbors. The war in
Donbas has generated fears in Belarus and Kazakhstan—Russia’s
closest allies—of a repeat of the “Ukraine scenario” on their territory.
Equally, the economic sanctions imposed on the Russian Federation
by Western countries sent tremors through the neighborhood on the
eve of another Kremlin-initiated integration process—the Eurasian
Economic Union. The acute escalation of tensions between Moscow
and Washington has also made some post-Soviet republics rethink
their future development prospects; a number of countries are still
dithering between the EU’s Eastern Partnership, Russia’s EEU, or
closer ties to China through its “New Silk Road.”

Crimea and its aftermath are just a regional component of
the processes taking place in the post-Soviet region over the past
three years. The war in Syria, the Russian-Turkish conflict which
finally resulted in rapprochement between Moscow and Ankara,
the EU’s internal problems, the U.S. presidential elections, falling
energy prices, and the growing Islamist threat—all these factors
affected those processes no less than the “Ukrainian crisis.” Finally,
the ex-Soviet republics themselves witnessed a range of events
absolutely unconnected with Kremlin or White House policies,
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but which could potentially tip the balance of power of certain
regions towards one of the leading political players. In turn, China
has joined Russia and the U.S. as a leading political power with its
fast-growing influence on the post-Soviet political space, especially
in Central Asia.

Therefore, even if Moscow has clearly strengthened its
position within the CIS in the last three years, it did so through
political manoeuvring and speculation performed mostly outside
the post-Soviet territory. This makes the Kremlin’s nascent diktat
highly unstable, since it only rarely has something feasible to
propose to its neighbors, if one counts cooperation within the EEU
as such, for example.

CLOSEST ALLIES

Even before Crimea fell de facto under Russian control, there was
intense talk that the next region where “green men” might pop up
could be in Northern areas of Kazakhstan, where small Russian-
speaking communities still reside. However, although a threat of
separatism did exist* in the republic after the collapse of the USSR,
it has almost vanished in the last quarter of a century, and exists
more in the heads of political scientists and journalists than in
reality. So it makes little sense to draw parallels between Ukraine
and Kazakhstan, at least while Nursultan Nazarbayev is in power.

Astana’s official position regarding Crimea was expressed by
the Kazakh MFA, which issued a statement that “Kazakhstan, once
again, accentuates its commitment to the fundamental principles
of international law, according to the United Nations Charter,” but
“understands the Russian Federation’s decision under the current
circumstances.” Astana viewed the Crimean referendum itself as
“a free expression of will”—to quote the wording of the Kazakh
MFA’s official statement® on this issue.

4 Three Threats to Nazarbayev: How Stable Is Kazakhstan, Carnegie Moscow
Centre, 25 August 2016.

> “MFA: Kazakhstan views the referendum held in Crimea ‘as a free expression
of will of the Autonomous Republic’s population’,” Zakon.kz, 18 March 2014.
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This point of view has seen few significant changes since
then. At some point Nursultan Nazarbayev attempted® to act as an
intermediary in settling the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, but later,
probably after realizing the futility of this process, preferred to
concentrate on resolving the main problems in Kazakhstan, such
as falling hydrocarbon prices which provoked a devaluation of the
local currency, and the threat of religious extremism. At the same
time, after the Crimean crisis and the start of the war in Donbas—
where abolishing the law’ protecting the rights of linguistic
minorities was used as pretext to take up arms—certain minor
concessions to the Russian-speaking population were introduced
in Kazakhstan. Nazarbayev himself later spoke? in defense of the
Russian language and called for Kazakhstan to remain an officially
bilingual country.

In the summer of 2016, when Kazakhstan was rocked by
a series of terrorist attacks, it became obvious that, even without
“green men,” Astana now had a fight within its borders. Although
the standard of living in Kazakhstan is higher than in Ukraine, this
does not imply that people would not become actively involved
should attempts be made to fuel a conflict, for example, on religious
grounds. Moreover, we also need to consider that a change of power
is likely to happen in the near future (Nazarbayev will turn 77 in
2017), which could trigger a conflict between groups of influence
close to the president and would instantly affect society. This also
happened in Kazakhstan back in the Soviet times.

Still, despite the potential threat of Russian intervention in
the republic’s internal affairs after Nazarbayev’s departure from
the political stage, Kazakhstan currently remains Russia’s most
consistent ally in the post-Soviet space. Up until recently, Belarus
could also have been considered similar, but Moscow’s foreign
policy shift in priorities from West to East, towards India and China,
and a basic freeze in its relations with the European Union, plus

¢ “Nazarbayev is ready to be an independent mediator in resolving the crisis in
Eastern Ukraine,” Radio Ozodi, 22 December 2014.

7 The Ukrainian law “On the principles of the state language policy,” 2 July
2012.

8 “Nazarbayev: officials have no right to ‘forget’ the Russian language,” Rosbalt,
16 February 2016.
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endless trade wars, have led to a situation where Russia’s erstwhile
“most-brotherly” country has wound up on the periphery of the
Kremlin’s interests. The Belarusian economy has been experiencing
a prolonged crisis® since 2011 (despite a relative stabilization,
a decline in all the main economic indicators was recorded'
in 2016—GDP, volume of foreign trade, industrial output, and
housing construction). Yet Kazakhstan—with its gigantic oil, gas
and uranium deposits—is a much more attractive partner for Russia
right now, the infamous “Slavonic brotherhood” notwithstanding.

The start of the Ukrainian crisis seemed to offer golden
opportunities for Belarusian president Aleksandr Lukashenko when,
at the end of 2014, he shot to fame as Europe’s main peacemaker
by mediating negotiations between the Donetsk separatist leaders
and Kyiv. It should be noted that the Belarusian leader is highly
experienced in manipulation regarding the status of other pro-
Russian enclaves in post-Soviet territory—Abkhazia and South
Ossetia—which he has yet to recognize, despite encouraging
benefits received from the Kremlin. This is why Lukashenko decided
to support Russia in the Crimean issue by agreeing'' that the
peninsulais a de facto part of Russia (apart from him, only the Kyrgyz
MFA has called the Crimean referendum and its consequences an
“objective reality”'?). In a remarkable twist, Lukashenko also stated
that Ukraine “should remain united, whole and undivided.” Minsk
still adheres to this position, although Lukashenko’s comments on
Crimea and the Eastern Ukrainian situation have varied significantly
over the last three years—ranging from all but justifying the Russian
aggression, to promising to fight'* Putin should he “encroach on
Belarusian soil.”

% Ye. Pozhidayev, “Belarusian Crisis: Devaluation of Lukashenko,” EADaily,
29 December 2016, https://eadaily.com/en/news/2016/12/29/belarusian-crisis-
devaluation-of-lukashenko.

% National Statistical Committee of the Republic of Belarus, Main socio-
economic indicators of the Republic of Belarus in January 2017.

" “Lukashenko stated that Crimea is now a de facto part of Russia,” BBC News
Russian Service, 23 March 2014.

12 “Kyrgyz MFA recognised the results of the Crimean referendum,” Forbes—
Kazakhstan, 20 March 2014.

13 “Aleksandr Lukashenko to Ksenia Sobchak: | will fight whoever encroaches on
Belarusian soil. Even if it is Putin,” Dozhd TV channel, 21 May 2014.
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This latter intention is also indirectly reflected in the new
Belarusian military doctrine adopted in summer 2016. It mentions
both “hybrid war” and “neutralizing an internal armed conflict”
which could be provoked from the outside.

While the Russian-Ukrainian conflict itself has only affected
Moscow’s relations with its closest partners indirectly, the economic
sanctions imposed on Russia by the West and the retaliatory
food-import ban turned out to be quite painful for Belarus and
Kazakhstan, effectively phasing out all agreements that had been
reached hitherto inside the Customs Union. After all, neither
Astana nor Minsk are subject to Western sanctions (largely due to
their cautious rhetoric concerning Crimea) and, therefore, had no
reason to toughen their own economic policies towards Western
countries. This automatically led to the re-establishment of internal
limitations on the movement of goods within the Customs Union,
thus rendering the union pointless.

After refusing to show solidarity with Moscow in its economic
confrontation with the West, Belarus continued to supply banned,
imported EU products to Russia by replacing their labels. As
a result, in recent years Russian customs have regularly rejected
large shipments of food products from Belarus, invariably invoking
outraged criticism from Lukashenko. To a lesser extent, a flow
of banned products is also entering Russia from Kazakhstan, but
goods transit is not as significant for Astana as it is for Minsk, so
such issues have never reached an inter-state level.

At the end of 2014, the situation was aggravated further by
the sharp devaluation of the Russian rouble, making Belarusian
and Kazakh goods less profithan Russian produce. As a result,
the members of the EEU, founded at the start of 2015, have been
engaged in a slowly progressing trade war with one another ever
since.

The Eurasian Economic Union’s project itself, whose main
parameters were proposed by Russia, has been seriously modified
following pressure from Kazakhstan. Provisions relating to the
sovereignty of member countries (which went beyond economic
integration) have now been excluded: articles concerning common
citizenship, foreign policy, inter-parliamentary cooperation,
passport and visa systems. So far, the EAEU’s economic component
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is not very impressive either. “It doesn’t matter how our union
evolves—first it was a Customs Union, then a United Economic
Space, now it’s the EEU—the amount of trade restrictions has not
changed and has remained level at 600. What’s more, after signing
the agreement, our internal trade is only falling,” said Lukashenko
in May 2016. In fact, foreign trade is also in decline’*—the volume
of EAEU trade with other countries dropped 17.2% during the first
nine months of 2016, compared to the same period in the previous
year, reaching $361.7 billion.

Table 1. Reciprocal trade between EAEU countries during the first year
of the EAEU’s existence

Internal bilateral trade Dynamics S?;ﬁel?utrii\tgfl
Armenia—Kyrgyzstan 108.1 0.00
Armenia—Russia 91.2 2.82
Armenia-Belarus 86.9 0.07
Kyrgyzstan—Russia 78.3 3.20
Armenia—Kazakhstan 75.8 0.01 “25%
Belarus—Russia 73.8 57.14
Belarus—Kyrgyzstan 72.4 0.15
Kazakhstan—Russia 74.0 33.45
Kazakhstan—Kyrgyzstan 71.2 1.90
Belarus—Kazakhstan 60.8 1.26

Source: “Eurasian Economic Union. What is happening in the wings of Putin’s
project,” Ukrainian Realities information agency, 2 March 2016.

Amid constant wrangling between Minsk and Moscow
over trade restrictions, rumors again began to circulate about
Lukashenko’s alleged plans to turn towards the West. This may
be based on the partial lifting of sanctions against the Belarusian
authorities. However, such rapprochement is out of the question
without real reforms inside that country; its political system is
tailored to one person. Lukashenko has yet to show any desire to
bring Belarusian legislation closer to European standards. So no

4 “Foreign trade turnover of the EAEU countries is falling for the second year in
arow,” EurasiaNet.org, 4 January 2017.
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matter what steps Minsk makes towards rapprochement with the
EU and USA, they could be eradicated at any moment by another
loan or gas discount from Russia, which is exactly what Lukashenko
is striving for. This is a decades-old tradition already, so it would be
extremely naive to expect any changes on that front.

Kyrgyzstan and Armenia, which joined the EEU in January
2015, have felt the least impact of the Ukrainian events. Their
integration into the Russian sphere of influence is purely pragmatic.
Similarly to other members of the union, Bishkek is interested
in lifting the existing trade restrictions (above all on the border
with Kazakhstan) and attracting Russian and Kazakh investment
(Gazprom has already taken control of the republic’s gas-
transportation system). For Armenia, which seems to have forgotten
about its European prospects altogether, the priority issue is security,
so it will join any union which would guarantee its protection from
external aggression.

However, the deterioration of the Nagorno-Karabakh
situation in April 2016 demonstrated that none of the EEU countries
are prepared to stand up openly for Yerevan. This sad fact led the
Armenian president Serzh Sargsyan to make a statement' at the
union’s last summit: “Either our partners will consider the Eurasian
Economic Union as a territory for economic development, stability
and security, in which investments can be made and long-term
plans envisaged, or everyone will become accustomed to it being
a permanent hotbed of tension and discord.” Russia responded
to this statement by sending Iskander missile systems to Armenia
which, as Yerevan experts are convinced, will somewhat restrain
Azerbaijan’s military zeal.

POTENTIAL FRIENDS

Straight after the Crimean referendum in 2014, the authorities in
Uzbekistan, where Islam Karimov was still in power, refused to
comment directly on the situation on the peninsula and urged the

5 “Armenian president: escalation of the conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh is
a serious challenge for the EAEU’s security,” EADaily, 31 May 2016.
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conflicting sides—Russia and Ukraine—to come to the negotiating
table. At the same time, Uzbekistan abstained from voting on the
UN resolution condemning the annexation of Crimea. Three years
later, in the vote on Human Rights violations on the peninsula,
Uzbekistan supported Russia. Above all, this is connected to
the fact that the head of state was not Karimov, who was always
extremely careful in making foreign-policy decisions, but Shavkat
Mirziyoyev, a man with much less diplomatic experience than his
late predecessor, but who is potentially inclined to a Russian style
of governance—i.e. restricting civil liberties, strict control over the
economy, and dialog with neighbors based on his own military and
technical superiority.

Karimov, who headed probably the most difficult of all the
post-Soviet republics, in terms of ethnic and religious conflicts,
managed to balance skillfully between Russia and the West for
a quarter of a century without letting either side impose its will on
Tashkent. The former president’s decisions were the pinnacle of his
diplomatic talent: he easily joined military unions (CSTO) initiated
by Moscow, only to leave them equally easily later; then he let
NATO establish military bases on Uzbek territory, only to evict
them’® at the first sign of interference in the country’s internal affairs
(criticism of Karimov’s actions to suppress an uprising in Andijan).

His successor has already demonstrated that Uzbekistan’s
foreign policy will not become more open and direct under
his rule. Mirziyoyev curtailed local conflicts with immediate
neighbors—Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan—and, on 29 November
2016, Russian minister of defense Sergey Shoygu, together with
his Uzbek counterpart Qobul Berdiyev, signed'” an agreement
on developing technical and military cooperation and plans for
bilateral collaboration between the two ministries in 2017. As part
of that agreement, Uzbekistan might receive weapons from Russia,
which is what the late Karimov was previously hoping for from
the USA. Mirziyoyev is refraining from any categorical assessments

6 R. Wright, A. Scott Tyson, “U.S. evicted from air base in Uzbekistan,” The
Washington Post, 30 July 2005, www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/
article/2005/07/29/AR2005072902038.html.

7. “Russia and Uzbekistan have signed a military and technical cooperation
agreement,” Sputnik, 29 November 2016.
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of Eurasian integration—unlike his predecessor, who felt that
Uzbekistan had no place in the EEU. This in itself makes a dialog
on this issue possible.

We can assume that Uzbekistan, which had distanced itself
from Russia in the “noughties,” will continue to move closer to the
Kremlin under Mirziyoyev’s rule. A similar course was sometimes
plotted so carefully by Karimov that it was hard to understand which
side Tashkent was on—that of Moscow, Washington, or maybe
Beijing. Russia’s policy regarding Ukraine does not bother the
Uzbek authorities, as they have no borders with Russia. The same
goes for Human Rights violations in Crimea—since Uzbekistan itself
has some of the lowest civil-liberties ratings in the world. Another
matter is that Tashkent’s ambitions could hinder its rapprochement
with Moscow, since it has always positioned itself as a regional
leader on an equal footing with Astana.

It was expected that Tajikistan would apply to join the EEU
by the end of this year. Its president, Emomali Rahmon—who was
declared the “leader of the nation” and the “founder of peace and
national unity” in his home country—guaranteed himself lifetime
rule in May 2016. The republic is considered one of the poorest in
the CIS, but it also houses the largest Russian military base (No. 201)
and a significant part of its active population are migrant workers in
Russia. Nevertheless, Rahmon is in no hurry to join the EEU so far.

Most probably, having close economic ties and a sizeable
trade turnover with Beijing, which is also the biggest investor
in country’s economy, Tajikistan will use its position to balance
between Moscow’s and Beijing’s interests. This could potentially
bring similar benefits, as it used to for Tashkent, when it used to
alternate between a pro-Russian and a pro-American line.

In addition, Dushanbe is evidently concerned about the
EAEU’s common customs tariffs. The example of Kyrgyzstan (which
raised its tariffs after joining the union) showed that importing cheap,
mass-produced Chinese goods—which is what the local population
mainly consumes—became too expensive and unprofitable.
However, irrespective of whether Tajikistan joins the EEU, it is
currently doomed to remain in Russia’s sphere of influence, since to
a large extent the Russian army will guarantee the country’s stability
should the situation in neighboring Afghanistan deteriorate.
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Figure 1. Tajikistan’s main trading partners (in January—September 2016)
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Source: “Tajikistan’s external trade turnover has decreased by over $1.4 billion in
two years,” ASIA-Plus, 17 October 2016.

The reasons for a possible rapprochement between Russia
and Turkmenistan are somewhat different, although the Afghan
factor is also present. Having sold the major part of its natural gas
to China for several years in advance, Ashgabat found itself gripped
by a hard-currency deficit, since Turkmenistan only receives
about a third of China’s gas payments in “real” money. The rest
goes towards repaying loans from China. The instability of the
hydrocarbon market, on which the local economy is founded, has
forced the Turkmen government to abandon its former self-isolation
and neutrality policies and forge links with the Kremlin. Their aims
are still unclear, but it could be military cooperation in securing the
Afghan-Turkmen border or joint gas-related projects, even possibly
letting Gazprom take control of the country’s gas-transport system.

NEUTRAL COUNTRIES

Azerbaijan, which is located on the opposite side of the Caspian
Sea from Turkmenistan, took Russia’s annexation of Crimea pretty
badly, due to its own territorial conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh. The
republic’s president, Ilham Aliyev, has not changed his position
in the last three years. Nonetheless neither this, nor dispatching
Iskander missiles to Armenia have stopped Baku from maintaining
the status quo in its relations with Moscow: the trade turnover
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between the two countries is growing, and both countries’ leaders
pay each other regular visits. If the Kremlin had opted to escalate the
conflict with Ankara after the Turkish military shot down a Russian
fighter-plane, it would have probably affected the Azeri stance. But
now that Russia and Turkey are allies again, Baku cannot fail to take
this into account, although the Azeri authorities prefer Pakistan and
Israel to Russia for technical and military cooperation.

Georgia, having experienced its own “Ukrainian scenario,”
has not altered its course of careful rapprochement with Russia
following the annexation of Crimea. This was adopted after
the coalition led by businessman Bidzina Ivanishvili won the
2012 parliamentary elections. Even though the two countries
have not restored diplomatic ties, Russia is still Georgia’s third-
largest trading partner, and tourists from the Russian Federation
already account for a third of visitors to the country. Nevertheless,
the republic’s future is connected to the EU, and relations with
Russia will always be dimmed by the problems of Abkhazia and
South Ossetia, which, like in the case of Azerbaijan and Nagorno-
Karabakh, take priority over any events in Ukraine.

Up until recently, relations between Russia and Moldova have
been developing in a similar pattern, making even a theoretical
union between the countries impossible due to the unresolved
conflict in Transnistria. On the other hand, forecasts that Moscow
would try to connect Donbas to Transnistria by capturing southern
parts of Ukraine, thus creating a single anti-Ukrainian front,
have—fortunately—not come true. They also failed to frighten
the Moldovan population, half of whom (according to numerous
surveys) see their country’s future as linked to Russia, a traditional
market for local agricultural produce.

The authorities in Chisinau, who supported European
integration, have lived through numerous political scandals and
battles in recent years. These overshadowed the events in Ukraine
and led to the Socialist party leader, Igor Dodon, winning the
presidential elections in November 2016. The new head of state,
a known espouser of pro-Russian rhetoric, did not hesitate to
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promise' he would hold a referendum on the already signed EU
association agreement and the possibility of joining the EEU. The
outcome of such a plebiscite would primarily depend on events in
the European Union itself, as well as Brussels” ability to successfully
counteract the centrifugal forces inside the EU.

ENEMIES

Taking all the above into account, we must admit that, although
the “Crimean issue” did cause growing tension and mutual mistrust
between some former USSR republics, on the whole it did not lead
to Russia being isolated—or even reduce its influence on its nearest
neighbors. Even the economic sanctions imposed by the West did
not deter Moscow’s traditional allies, although the EEU’s future is
uncertain (while the existing imbalance remains, expect decreased
cooperation between Russia and the EU, and increased contacts
between Brussels and other EEU countries).

The “Ukrainian crisis” practically annihilated the economic,
social and cultural ties between Kyiv and Moscow. Trade turnover
between the two countries had reached™ almost $45 billion in
2014; it had fallen to just 4.7 billion? in the first half of 2016. This
demonstrated that the Kremlin has not only maintained its influence
over CIS countries despite the economic crisis but is also prepared
to use force to reaffirm such influence. Maybe, to some degree,
even thanks to the economic crisis, because Russia turned out to be
better prepared for an environment of inflation than the economies
of countries which depend directly on it—e.g. Belarus.

Of course, Moscow was helped by the disarray and dithering
inside the EU, which led to Brexit and the rising popularity across
the continent of local nationalist parties which, as a rule, seem
to revere the Kremlin’s policies. The outcome of the presidential

8 “Media: Igor Dodon intends to hold a referendum on the abolition of the
Association Agreement with the EU,” TASS, 14 November 2016.

19 Ukrainian MFA. Trade and economic cooperation between Ukraine and
Russia.

20 “Trade turnover between Russia and Ukraine declined by 57.8% in the first
half of the year,” Vedomosti, 12 August 2016.
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elections in America—which traditionally retains its influence
not only in Ukraine, but also the Caucasus and Central Asia—
could also potentially contribute to a growing Russian presence
in neighboring countries. Especially if Brussels’ and Washington’s
formerly consolidated position on sanctions against Russia falls
apart due to the actions of Donald Trump’s Administration, and
a fading American interest in the post-Soviet space. Any steps
forward regarding the status of Crimea, or even the White House's
readiness to discuss the issue, would only strengthen Russia’s
influence in the post-Soviet space—a boost for Vladimir Putin’s
aspiration to reverse the effects of the “major geopolitical disaster
of the 20" century,” as the Russian leader once called? the collapse
of the USSR. But a reversal done in the spirit of Moscow’s interests,
of course.

Translation: Alexandra Godina

Petr Bologov is a Russian journalist covering the post-Soviet space. He has
worked in a number of Russia’s major news outlets, including Lenta.ru,
RBC and Republic.ru (former Slon.ru). His work has also appeared in
Russkaya Planeta, Novoye Vremya, Meduza and Carnegie.

21 Vladimir Putin: “The collapse of the USSR is a major geopolitical disaster of the
century,” Regnum.ru, 25 April 2005.
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HISTORY AS A WEAPON

History has often been used and misused for political purposes.
Over the last few years, the Kremlin has turned to history as an
“information weapon” to outflank opposition to its annexation of
Crimea. Its instrumentalization of the past has succeeded so far in
mobilizing domestic support for the regime; on the peninsula itself,
it has helped create a degree of acceptance for Russia’s de facto
rule.

However, its effect has been much more limited elsewhere.
The Kremlin’s politics of memory' has not led to the international
recognition of Crimea that Russia might have hoped for; neither has
it convinced the Crimean Tatar minority, politicians in Kyiv, most
of the Ukrainian public, or policy makers in the West.?

HISTORY AND INFORMATION SECURITY

No doubt, the Kremlin has intensified its use of history as a form
of propaganda since the beginning of the Ukrainian Revolution of
2013-2014. It increased further after the Winter Olympics finished
in Sochi, and Russia embarked on its annexation of Crimea.

' The term “politics of memory,” used in the article, is understood as conscious
promotion of historical interpretations and statements by politicians aiming at
reaching political goals. Propaganda does not need to be, but might be a part of
politics of memory.

2 While some anti-establishment nationalist politicians across Europe have
embraced Russia’s historical interpretations, those in the political mainstream are
still largely skeptical.
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However, only the intensity is new. The regime of Vladimir Putin
has long paid special attention to the past and has usually looked
at it through a military lens. The Information Security Doctrine of
the Russian Federation was adopted as early as September, 2000. It
described “historical traditions” as a part of the country’s “spiritual
life,” which can be harnessed for the purpose of defending the
Russian Federation.?

Continuity in that respect was preserved in several other
documents on security issues, mostly those dealing with information
warfare and youth education programmes.* Every attempt to
promote a vision of history that deviates from the Kremlin line has
long been treated as a danger to Russian security. That emphasis
has remained largely the same. The latest Information Security
Doctrine of the Russian Federation, adopted on 5 December
2016, defines how, in what is termed “the information sphere,”
the protection of “historical and moral values” in Russia is part
of the national interest. The document describes the influence of
information from the West in general terms, but with a defensive
tone: “There is a growing information pressure on the population
of Russia, primarily on the Russian youth, with the aim to erode
Russian traditional spiritual and moral values.”*

Russia’s main goal in this regard, the document contends,
is a neutralization of information, especially any that could
undermine historical and patriotic traditions. This document claims
to be purely defensive, above all with the collective memory of its
own citizens in mind. Yet it does not rule out the use of its politics
of memory for power projection beyond Russia’s borders. Indeed,
the Russian government refers to the past frequently as a means of
convincing the international community that its actions in Central

3 Doctrine of Information Security of the Russian Federation adopted in

September 2000, www.pravo.gov.ru.

4 National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation to 2020 adopted in May
2009, www.pravo.gov.ru; National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation
adopted in December 2015, www.pravo.gov.ru; The State Programme “Patriotic
Education of the Russian Federation’s citizens” 2016-2020, http:/government.ru/
media/files/8qqYUwwzHUxzVkH1jsKAErrx2dE4qOws.pdf.

> Doctrine of Information Security of the Russian Federation adopted in
December 2016, www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/official_documents/-/asset
publisher/CptICkB6BZ29/content/id/2563163.
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and Eastern Europe can be justified. Appeals to international law, in
the Kremlin’s statutory interpretation, appear secondary to Russian
officials; arguments based on historical rights are given precedence.
Historically, of course, the Kremlin’s control over the region
spanned far beyond Russia’s borders with an ease that international
law today explicitly rules out.

CYBER TACTICS AND “FASCIST” LABELS

On a number of occasions, the Kremlin has shown a willingness
and ability to use political and technological measures, including
cyberattacks, to uphold a Soviet interpretation of the World War 1.
The importance of this interpretation is that it paints Russia as
a liberator in Central and Eastern Europe, rather than an occupier
and oppressor. When this is questioned by other governments,
the Kremlin has kicked back fiercely. For instance, the Estonian
government in 2007 decided to relocate the Bronze Soldier
Monument and bodies of Red Army Soldiers. Russia condemned
this move. Shortly after, a cyberattack against Estonia’s government
servers was launched. Though never proven, the Kremlin was
widely suspected of being behind the attack.

Another conflict flared up when the European Parliament
debated the responsibility of the USSR for the outbreak of World
War Il, condemning crimes committed by the Soviet regime. In
2008, Parliament established the European Day of Remembrance
for Victims of Stalinism and Nazism to be commemorated on
23 August, when the Ribbentrop-Molotov treaty was signed. Then
in July 2009 the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly adopted a resolution
“Divided Europe Reunited,” saying that both Stalin’s USSR and
Hitler’s Nazi Germany are responsible for various crimes, including
genocide.®

¢ “Resolution on divided Europe Reunited: promoting human rights and civil
liberties in the OSCE region in the 21 century,” in: OSCE Parliamentary Assembly
and Resolutions Adopted at the Eighteenth Annual Session. Vilnius, 29 June to
3 July 2009, pp. 48-49.
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The moves by European institutions clashed with Russia’s
view, which was far more sympathetic towards the Soviet Union’s
actions. By and large, the Kremlin contends that the Soviet Union
forced into signing a treaty with Germany because of the duplicitous
appeasement policies of France and Great Britain. So the Kremlin
established a special Commission designed to dispute the OSCE
and the European Parliament, which was called “the Presidential
Commission of the Russian Federation to Counter Attempts to
Falsify History to the Detriment of Russia’s Interests,” and which
was dissolved over three years later, in 2012. The State Duma and
the Federation Council both also issued an official protest against
the OSCE resolution.”

PUTIN SETS THE STAGE

All arguments spread by Russia during its conflict with Ukraine
are based on its conviction that the latter is an “artificial state,”
as stated by Putin in 2008. Thus, Kyiv should not be allowed to
pursue its foreign policy independently and all other states should
accept Ukraine as Russia’s sphere of influence. History served as
a platform to advance such arguments. Once the protests in Kyiv
broke out in November 2013, Moscow started to wage a high-
intensity information assault with arguments based on the past.

Kremlin-controlled media depicted the Maidan as a fascist
movement, inspired or even organized by the West, so as to
frighten Russian-language speakers living in the eastern parts of
Ukraine who still held strong ties to Russian news and culture.
Maidan supporters were presented as heirs to the Organization of
Ukrainian Nationalists—responsible for collaboration with Nazi-
Germany during the World War ll—and in the same vein as the
Ukrainian Insurgent Army, which committed many war crimes,
including genocide against the Poles. It showed one side of the

7 Zayavlene Soveta Palaty Soveta Federacii Federal’nogo Sobraniya Rossiyskoy
Federacii i Soveta Gosudarstvennoy Dumy Federal’nogo Sobraniya Rossiyskoy
Federacii v svyazi s prinyatem Parlamentskoy assambleey OBSE rezolyucii
“Vossoedineniye razdelennoy Evropy: pooshchrenie prav cheloveka i grazhdanskikh
svobod v regyone OBSE v XXI veke,” www.duma.gov.ru/news/273/58991.
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truth, but deliberately omitted the other—that both organizations
are also perceived by many Ukrainians as a force fighting for the
independence of Ukraine, defenders against enforced Sovietization.®

The essence of historical propaganda spread by Kremlin
during the Maidan and after the annexation of Crimea is
encapsulated in Putin’s speech of 18 March 2014.° Although his
speech was directed first of all to Russian citizens as a way of
generating domestic support, messages based on history that are
addressed to foreign countries are also easily noticeable.

Russia’s president focused on two periods: the medieval
Ruthenia (Rus’) and the epoch of the Soviet Union. His speech
reflected two general convictions which are widespread in Russia.
According to the first one, the medieval Ruthenia (Rus’) was an
exclusively Russian state.’® The second belief says that Ukrainians
and Russians are de facto the same people.

He stated in the speech that Vladimir/Volodymyr the Great,
having baptized himself in Chersonesus in the 10" century, had
established a civilizational basis, which links Russians, Ukrainians
and Belarusians. But this ideological conception of the all-Russian
nation appeared only in the 17" century, and only became a firmly
established idea and ideological concept of the Russian Empire in
the 19" century. According to it, the pan-Russian nation consists
of three “tribes:” Great Russians (Muscovites, later Russians), Little
Russians (Ruthenians, later Ukrainians) and White Russians (White
Ruthenians, later Belarusians). Although Lenin and his comrades
in the first years of the Bolshevik regime rejected it as a bourgeois
and a “product” of Tsarist imperialism, in the Stalin-era the “three
tribes” theory was revived in a modified form as a concept of “three
fraternal nations.”

Further, the president of Russia referred to the Soviet times,
presenting himself as a man who brings back historical justice. His
negative statement concerning Bolsheviks’ national policy could be

8 Stavlennya do vyznannya OUN-UPA, zhovten’ 2015, http://ratinggroup.ua/
files/ratinggroup/reg_files/rg_upa_ua_102015.pdf.

° Address by President of the Russian Federation on 18 March 2014,
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/20603.

9 The Russian language, in comparison to English, Polish and Ukrainian, does
not distinct between terms “relating to Ruthenia” and “relating to Russia.”
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treated as an announcement of the upcoming Russian intervention
in Eastern Ukraine. In other words, not only does the Kremlin use
history to justify its actions retrospectively, but also in advance of
its next ones. A form of preparing the ground.

Putin expressed his profound disappointment that the
Bolsheviks after the Revolution incorporated “the sizable territories
of historical Southern Russia.”" By that he meant several Ukrainian
oblasts: Donetsk, Dnipropetrovsk (now Dnipro), Zaporizhzhya,
Mykolayiv, Kherson, Odessa. In April 2014 those lands became
a main goal of the operation “Russian Spring” launched by the
Kremlin, which aimed at the dismemberment of the Ukrainian
state, or, as a minimal goal, making the Ukraine dysfunctional.
One month later Putin used a historical term “Novorossiya,” a term
coined in the 18™ century, as a way of describing South Eastern
Ukraine.™

Thereafter, the president of Russia exploited the Soviet period
in order to boost his popularity and present himself as a man who
repairs historical failures by conducting a “referendum” on the
peninsula. He condemned the Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev for
having made Crimea a part of the Ukrainian SSR in 1954. This was,
in Putin’s view, a betrayal of local inhabitants, who had supposedly
not been consulted. Putin omitted any mention that the majority of
Crimea’s inhabitants voted in 1991 in a referendum for Ukraine’s
independence.

The Kremlin has actively sought to dampen any revolutionary
idealism emanating from Kyiv’s Maidan movement, the subsequent
ousting of President Yanukovych, or from the reforms that have
followed. History once again has been useful. Equating the history
of the “Great Patriotic War” with the current situation engages
Russian citizens and draws in Russian volunteers, who join the
self-declared “Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics.” Such
analogies constitute emotional bond between Russians and
their government, which can present itself as a guard of national
memory. Meanwhile, accusing the Ukrainian government of
“fascism” has been damaging. Firstly, it aimed at delegitimizing

" Address by the President of the Russian Federation..., op.cit.
2 |bidem.
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the new Ukrainian government in the eyes of European public
opinion. Secondly, similar to the case of Russian citizens, appeals
to the history of the World War Il provide one of many ideological
motivations for foreign mercenaries from Serbia, lItaly, France,
Spain, who joined the side of Russia-backed separatist republics in
the Eastern Ukraine.

In order to strengthen the credibility of this argument on
3 April 2014, the Russian Ministry of Defense published selected
declassified reports from the World War Il: those concerning
the collaboration of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA) with
Germany."” The supposed threat of Ukrainian fascism has been
heralded by the Kremlin, regardless of the results of the last
parliamentary elections in Ukraine in October 2014, where the far-
right party Svoboda won just 4.7%, and the similarly nationalist
Right Sector got only 1.8%.

Putin’s statements have been repeated throughout the
conflict. The one historical argument that fell into disuse almost
immediately was a parallel between the “reunification” of Crimea
and the unification of West and East Germany in 1989.

A public opinion poll, conducted in Russia shortly after the
annexation of Crimea and Putin’s speech, showed this strategy
worked well in terms of mobilizing support of the society for the
regime. Putin’s tactic of positioning himself as a true defender of
national history, who brings historical justice, earned him gains
in approval ratings. His approval increased by 25% compared
to January 2014, reaching a level of 80%." A poll, conducted in
February 2017, showed that almost every second Russian citizen
is proud of the “return” of Crimea (43%)."> Furthermore, the vast
majority of Russian citizens (97%) agree with a statement that
Crimea is as a part of Russia, with 78% claiming that its “accession”

3 Deyatel’nost’ organizaciy ukrainskikh nacionalistov v gody otechestvennoy

voyny, http://mil.ru/files/morf/una.pdf.

' “Martovskie reytingi odobreniya i doveriya,” Levada.ru, 26 March 2014,
www.levada.ru/2014/03/26/martovskie-rejtingi-odobreniya-i-doveriya-2.

5 “Gordost’” i styd,” Levada.ru, 1 March 2017, www.levada.ru/2017/03/01/
gordost-i-styd.
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brought a benefit for Russia.'® This success in terms of mobilizing
the public by means of referring to history contains an emotional
dimension. For 79% of respondents, the annexation of Crimea
demonstrates a “return to the traditional role of Russia,” namely
a great power."” 41% (the highest number in last 10 years) of
Russian citizens believe that Russia is among the most influential
countries.'

On the other hand, the Kremlin’s politics of memory
concerning the peninsula was far less successful at the international
level and did not prevent an imposition of sanctions by the West.
The international community has not recognized Crimea as a part
of Russia.

NEW CIRCUMSTANCES AND CHANGE OF PRIORITIES

The intensity of Kremlin anti-Ukrainian historical propaganda
decreased after signing the second round of ceasefire agreements
brokered in Minsk, known as Minsk Il. The intensity diminished
as it became less likely that Russia would be able to impose its
vision of a “federalized” Ukraine. In Putin’s annual addresses to the
Russian Federal Assembly in 2015 and 2016 there were scarcely
any mentions of Ukraine. Overall, it seems that the political project
“Novorossiya” has been put on ice, if not abandoned completely.
Moreover, hardly any new narrative concerning Ukraine has been
developed by Russia up to this point. After Minsk-Il, other events at
the international level took Russian attention away from Ukraine. In
September 2015, Russia officially intervened in the Syrian civil war.

' The methodology of this survey is questionable. The question “Do you agree
with a statement that Crimea is Russia?” is biased and suggests affirmative answer.
“Krym i Sevastopol’: tri goda s Rossiey,” VTSIOM, 16 March 2017, https://wciom.
ru/index.php? id=236&uid=116112. However, a public opinion poll, conducted
by the Levada Centre in April 2016, showed similar result: 87% of Russians think
that Crimea ought to be a part of Russia. “Krym dva goda spust’ya: vnimanie,
ocenki, sankcyi,” Levada.ru, 7 April 2016, www.levada.ru/2016/04/07/krym-dva-
goda-spustya-vnimanie-otsenki-sanktsii; “Krym i Sevastopol’: tri goda s Rossiey,”
op.cit.

17 “Krym dva goda spust’ya...,” op.cit.

18 “Sankcii ne strashny,” Levada.ru, 31 Jannuary 2017, www.levada.ru/2017/01/
31/sanktsii-ne-strashny.
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Although Moscow’s main goal is still active—it aims at
changing Ukraine into a Russian protectorate—is priorities have
changed. Russia is trying to lift Western sanctions, shift the axioms
of world order and bring about desirable, from its own point of
view, leadership change in the most influential states.

The general downgrading of Ukraine historical themes
was clearly visible in a TV interview “Direct Line” with Putin in
April 2015. Having said that Ukrainians and Russians were “one
people,” he criticized Kyiv for changing when it celebrated Victory
Day—May 8 instead of Russia’s (and the USSR’s) May 9. Further,
Putin remarked that this was an another attempt aiming at depriving
“those who treasure historical memory of our common victory.”"

The commemoration of the 70" anniversary of the end of
the World War Il demonstrated even more vividly this shift in
Moscow’s priorities. Putin did not refer to Ukraine, but pointed out
the spirit of cooperation between the U.S., the USSR, France and
Great Britain, which had led to the defeat of the Third Reich. This
claim served as a platform to advance a political proposal, namely
“a creation of a system of equal security.”? In other words, Putin
projected a vision of a new Yalta, which would anew recognize
and re-establish sphere of influences.

The article on Russian foreign policy published by Minister
of Foreign Affairs Sergey Lavrov on 3 March 2016 unpacked
those claims extensively.?' The text was addressed to Western
leaders. A vision of global affairs and prospective role for Russia,
presented by Lavrov, is based on historical determinism: each
country is doomed to play a role which stems from its history.
The most important message for Western politicians: any attempt
to exclude Russia from the top table are doomed to failure, and
would only prompt destabilization. To back this up, Lavrov pointed

9 Direct Line with Vladimir Putin on 16 April 2015, http://en.kremlin.ru/events/
president/news/49261.

20 Vystuplenie Prezidenta Rossii na parade, posvyashchyonnom 70-letiyu
Pobedy v Velikoy Otechestvennoy voyne, 9 May 2015, http://kremlin.ru/events/
president/transcripts/49438.

21 S, Lavrov, Russia’s Foreign Policy: Historical Background, The Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 3 March 2016, www.mid.ru/en/foreign_
policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJEO2Bw/content/id/2124391.
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to the lessons of the past, which showed Russia had been playing
a positive stabilizing and peacekeeping role since the 10" century.
In that context only Russia was mentioned by Lavrov as a successor
of Kyivan Rus’. Therefore, one may assume that no other country
has a right to consider Kyivan Rus’ as a part of its own history and
national heritage. Every time when the stability of Europe was in
danger Moscow was a stabilizing and peacekeeping factor. The
Vienna Congress 1815 was the most vivid example of it, according
to the Russian MFA.

Lavrov devoted special attention to the USSR. He stressed
its positive role by securing victory over the Nazis in the World
War Il and its impact on the Western project of welfare state, which
was developed because of socialist ideas emanating from the
Soviet Union. The subjugation of the Eastern and Central European
countries by Moscow after the year 1945 was not mentioned.

Instead, Lavrov stated that any description of the World War Il
as “the clash of two totalitarianisms” is “groundless and immoral.”
He noted, as an aside, that the upcoming 100" anniversary of
the Russian Revolution 1917 might be used by “many” to wage
“information attacks on Russia.”

Russia, in Lavrov’s vision of history, repaired mistakes made by
other countries. Having underscored the essential cultural difference
of Russia, he called for “the partnership of civilizations.” One of the
obstacles to overcome on the way to such a partnership, according to
Lavrov, was “the Ukraine crisis caused by the coup in Kyiv.”

On the basis of Lavrov’s vision, one may assume that Central
and Eastern European countries are treated by Russia rather as an
object of international relations, not with their own independent
ability to act. The Kremlin believes that the “liberation” of those
countries by the Red Army in 1944-1945 gave Russia “a special
title” and Russia has a right to protect its “legitimate interests”
in these states, de facto—hence depriving them of a part of their
national sovereignty.
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RUSSIAN MONUMENTAL DIPLOMACY

In this battle over historical frameworks in Central and Eastern
Europe, monuments still play a key part. A good illustration of
Russian claims might be the Polish-Russian debate over the so-
called monuments of gratitude to Soviet soldiers. These objects
were erected by Poland’s communist regime soon after the end
of the World War Il, and have been slowly dismantled after 1989.
Russia’s actions in Ukraine damaged Russia in the eyes of Polish
public opinion, and some communities decided to remove various
monuments from their neighborhoods, perceived as symbol of
the Polish submission to the Soviet Union. Russia reacted swiftly.
In September 2015, shortly after one of these decisions, Russia’s
Ambassador to Poland, Sergey Andreev, claimed that Poland had
been partly responsible for being invaded in 1939. He also criticized
a taking down of the monument to General Ivan Chernyakhovsky,
who most Polish historians hold largely responsible, along with
General Ivan Serov, for the repression of the Polish underground
national forces—a part of allied armed forces—in 1944.2% Later,
a spokesman for the Russian MFA, Maria Zakharova, equated the
dismantling of Soviet monuments in Poland to acts of terrorism in
the Middle East. Then, on December 18, the Russian Duma adopted
a special resolution with similar analogies.?

The case of monuments in Poland is also specific because of
a treaty which regulates this issue. Its official texts drawn up differs
significantly in each language. The Russian version is imprecise,
and can be interpreted as providing protection to “monuments of
gratitude,” whereas the Polish version refers unambiguously only
to graveyards.?*

22 Interv’yu Posla Rossii v Pol’she S.V.Andreyeva korrespondentu pol’skogo
telekanala TVN 24 Brygide Grysyak 23.09.2015, available on the website of the
Russian Embassy to Poland: http://poland.mid.ru/ru_RU.

2O nedopustimosti oskverneniya i razrusheniya mest pamyati i zakhoroneniy
sovetskikh voynov v Respublike Pol’sha, Gosudarstvennaya Duma, 16 December
2015, http://asozd2.duma.gov.ru/main.nsf/(ViewDoc)?OpenAgent&arhiv/a_dp.nsf/
BylD&1380269032D6418A43257F250050C29B.

% More, see £. Adamski, “Russia’s “Monumental” Anti-diplomacy,” Intersection,
20 December 2015, http://intersectionproject.eu/article/russia-europe/russias-
monumental-anti-diplomacy.
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THE RUSSIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH AS A SPECIAL ACTOR

Although Russian Orthodox Church policy of memory in certain
spheres differs from the Russian government, as for instance in the
case of remembering Stalin, its vision of Ukrainian history is by
and large compatible with Kremlin views. It is a true believer of the
All-Russian nation conception and propagates the idea of a Russian
World (Russkiy Mir). The first ever meeting between the head of the
Catholic Church and the head of the Russian Orthodox Church on
12 February 2016, is a good indication of how the Church could be
used as a herald of an historical narrative that undermines Ukraine.

The declaration accepted by Pope Francis and Patriarch
Kyrill supports the Russian interpretation of the history of Eastern
Europe, and the disavowal of Polish, Ukrainian and Belarusian
ones. The translation of the title of Kirill, “the Patriarch of All Rus””
into English as “of all Russia” demonstrates acceptance, perhaps
in an unconscious way, of the Russian tradition to identify Rus’
with Russia.?® It promotes indirectly a vision of history, according
to which Belarusians and Ukrainians emerged as de facto
“separatists”—a community broken away from the naturally united
people of Rus’—Russia.

Further, the situation in Ukraine was described in “Aesopic
language.” In the declaration hardly any mention about Russia’s
role in the war can be found (see paragraph 26). The lack of such
a claim reinforces the leitmotif of Russian propaganda that a civil
war is raging in Ukraine.

The speeches held by Kyrill during an unveiling of the
monument to the Vladimir/Volodymyr the Great in Moscow
on 4 November 2016 demonstrate more vividly that the idea of
an All-Russian nation, presented in the Joint Declaration, is still
strongly supported by the Orthodox Church. Having said that the
continuity of the Russian statehood from medieval Ruthenia (Rus’)
to the Russian Federation exists, the Patriarch Kirill emphasized
that the grand Prince of Kyiv is a symbol of unity of all peoples

25 “Joint Declaration of Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill,” Vatican Radio,
12 February 2016, http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2016/02/12/joint_declaration_
of pope francis_and_patriarch_kirill/ 1208117.
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of historic Ruthenia (Rus’). Interestingly, he did not mention the
USSR at all. A comfortable accompaniment to Putin’s parallel
between Vladimir’'s/Volodymyr’s state and the Russian Federation,
where Putin claimed that the ruler of the Kyivan Rus’ back in the
10" century had centralized his state and united Russian (russkiye)
lands.?®

HISTORY MATTERS

The Kremlin has not succeeded in its attempts to isolate and exhaust
Ukraine. Moscow also has not convinced Western countries that
their policy of sanctions is useless and stabilization might be
reached only if Moscow’s proposals are accepted. On the other
hand, the Kremlin’s stated aim, defined as a preservation of the
stability of the regime, has been achieved.

The year 2017 will mark three very important anniversaries
in Russia: the centennial of the February and October revolutions
and the 80" anniversary of the Great Purges. Together with the
elections that are to be held in EU countries (Germany, France, UK)
and the ongoing presidency of Donald Trump in the U.S. the year
2017 bring a new chapter in international relations.

The Kremlin has several times shown that it misuses history
and treats it as a means to destabilize and undermine the sovereignty
of other countries. Since Russian officials believe that Russian
interests, including claims based on history, ought to be superior
than the confines of international law, one can hardly hope that
Moscow will cease to use history as an “information weapon.”

Barttomiej Gajos is a research fellow at the Centre for Polish-Russian
Dialogue and Understanding and a PhD student at the Institute of History
in the Polish Academy of Sciences.

%6 Monument to Vladimir the Great opened in Moscow on Unity Day,
4 November 2016, http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/53211.
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2014-2016: A NEW RUSSIAN ARMY GOES TO WAR

Several factors explain the current state of the Russian armed forces
and their various deployments over the last few years. First of all,
Russia’s ruling elite strives to maintain power in the country and
strengthen its world stage presence at all costs. Secondly, Russia’s
military-industrial complex depends on increased state spending.
Thirdly, the experience of the 2008 Russo-Georgian War has
played an important role, in much the same way as lessons were
learned from the campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq carried out by
the U.S. and its allies.

Russia’s military engagements since 2014 show increased
quality and quantity. Clearly, Russia’s military now has greater
potential to project force. However, these conflicts have also
revealed that the Kremlin’s options are somewhat limited.

LESSONS FROM GEORGIA: REFORM AND REARMAMENT

Russia’s war with Georgia in August 2008 made it clear to Kremlin
officials that the Russian army was ill-prepared for modern warfare.
The victory over the Georgian army came at a heavy cost. This
military unpreparedness was accompanied by a total lack of
efficiency. Russia’s growth model, already under strain, struggled
with the inclusion of poorly coordinated military spending and
planning. Against the backdrop of ever more confrontational
relations with the West, a question arose: How was the ruling
elite going to maintain Russia’s foreign-policy status? After all, it
was precisely the status of the “great superpower” which afforded
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representatives of this very class the chance to maintain their
power, wealth, immunity against potential criminal prosecutions
and to count on integration with the European establishment.

Reform of the armed forces, enacted shortly after the conflict
in Georgia, proved to be an effective corrective. This has led the
Kremlin to rely on its military force increasingly ever since in terms
of developing policy aimed at system and power preservation.

Underlying these reforms was a clear objective: to build
a modern, combat-capable army characterized by high mobility
and equipped for victory in the event of a short-term local conflict
beyond Russia’s borders. This has led to brigades becoming the
main component of ground forces, and their rearmament has
become one of the key tenets of these reforms. Another keynote
of these reforms were a focus on speeding up deployment and
boosting the capacity of communication and intelligence systems.

The number of combat-ready troops the Kremlin hopes to have
at its disposal is somewhere between 120-150 thousand personnel
until 2020, though it does not have a time frame for exactly when
this will be a reality. There approximately 80 thousand combat
ready troops today and less than 30 thousand prior to the reform.!
Among other things, the 120-150 thousand target has come from
heeding the experience gained by the U.S. and other NATO
countries during the Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts, where 150-160
thousand boots were on the ground at any given time. There is
also a technical aspect to the reform: changes designed to fit with
contemporary communication and intelligence systems, effective
in providing troops with information and operation management.

At the same time, the reform was not meant to pose a threat
to the Russian political regime as such. On the contrary, regardless
of all these changes, it was devised to maintain power relations
associated with a vast army and to exclude even the faintest
possibility of politicizing the most combat-ready units. Although
the term of compulsory military service has been reduced to 1 year,
the conscription program very much remains in force (nearly
130-150 thousand men aged 18-27 are conscripted twice a year).

T “Kolichestvo batal’onnykh takticheskikh grupp v rossiyskoy armii vozrastet
pochti vdvoye,” TASS, 14 September 2016, http://tass.ru/armiya-i-opk/3620165.
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Russian authorities are resistant to changing the military education
system.

One of the most significant milestones in the preparation
of the Russian army for 215 century warfare came in the form of
attempts to purchase European arms and establish military industrial
relationships with European arms manufacturers. Relations with
France (Mistral helicopter carriers), Germany (a contract with the
Rheinmetal company to equip a military training center in Mulino)
and Italy (Iveco armored vehicles and Centauro wheeled tanks) were
the most notable examples. Cooperation with European countries
enabled the procurement of a wide range of equipment (from radio
stations for tanks to industrial machines) and even paved the way
for the development of Russia’s military space program.

There was no contradiction between the anti-Western vector
in Russian politics and cooperation with individual EU member
states. After all, Moscow has a history of forging “special relations”
with individual countries. The notions of North-Atlantic or EU unity
are alien to Russia in this regard.

Attempts to equip Russian forces with arms manufactured
partly in Europe have resulted in an acute conflict between the
Russian Ministry of Defense and the Russian military industry
represented, by and large, by the Rostec state-owned corporation.
The conflict was further aggravated (and lasted until Minister
Anatoly Serdyukov was replaced by Sergey Shoygu in 2012) when
the 20 trillion ruble State Armaments Program for 2011-2020 (SAP
2020) was adopted in early 2011.

Moreover, as little as 15% was allocated for the rearmament
of ground forces as part of the SAP while a further 14% was
allocated specifically for military communications, intelligence and
management systems. 24% was to be spent on the purchase of new
aircraft and helicopters, and another 17% on air and missile defense,
radars and military satellites. Nearly a quarter of the program’s
budget was earmarked for the navy. The rearmament of Russia’s
Strategic Missile Forces included new intercontinental ballistic
missiles, which accounted for 5% of all of planned spending.?

2 Gosudarstvennyye programmy vooruzheniya Rossiyskoy Federatsii: problemy
ispolneniya i potentsial optimizatsii, Center for Analysis of Strategies and
Technologies, 2015, p. 23.
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As little as 2.5 trillion rubles had been spent under the SAP
2020 by 2014 and the authorities planned expenditure for the
first year of the war against Ukraine totaled 1.4 trillion rubles.?
However, the results of changes and increased military spending
have been reflected in the invasion of Crimea and the subsequent
conflict in the Donbas.

Military capability was overtly lagging far behind schedule
by this time. On the plus side, the Russian authorities came to
realize that the West did not speak with one voice when it came
to defending principles. This realization came about as a result of
the diplomatic game which commenced in the aftermath of the
Russo-Georgian War, the events of the Arab Spring, and the Syrian
civil war.

First of all, Moscow noted in August 2008 that unlike the
U.S., the “old” EU member states were willing to turn a blind eye to
Russia’s ambitions of establishing a sphere of “special interest” in the
post-Soviet space. Secondly, the West demonstrated indecisiveness
when it came to Middle Eastern affairs for the first time in centuries
during the 2011 Arab Spring. Thirdly, the level of apprehension
reached its zenith with the “chemical weapons deal” concluded
in Syria in September 2013—the U.S. eagerly agreed to it, having
abandoned any intention of using force, which was interpreted by
the Kremlin solely as a sign of weakness.

As a result, Russian policy makers aimed at fostering the
deterioration of relations between the U.S. and Europe. The idea
was to create special conditions for Russia’s existence against the
backdrop of the country’s inability to adapt to contemporary global
norms. Yet this was inevitably fraught with potential for conflict.

Admittedly, the Kremlin was growing less wary of this prospect
and hence it resorted to the use of force without a second’s thought
in response to the Revolution of Dignity in Ukraine. The Kremlin
perceived that through this revolution, the system of distribution of
power and ownership was under threat.

3 P. Luzin, “The degree of militarism,” Intersection, 12 December 2016,
http:/intersectionproject.eu/articles/security/degree-militarism.
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CRIMEA AND THE DONBAS: NON-LINEAR ENGAGEMENTS

“Hybrid warfare”—that is, non-linear war—is often described as
strikingly novel but is actually nothing of the sort.* This classic tactic
was introduced back in Tsarist Russia and was ultimately mastered by
the Bolsheviks. At the core of this ploy is the requirement for troops
to engage under the guise of supposedly local and independent
political forces, rebelling against the incumbent authorities and/or
coming to the rescue of such forces. In reality, the political leaders
of these rebels have been under Russia’s control from the very outset
and these troops have often been on standby should the need for
them to be called in arise. The Bolsheviks themselves seized power
in Russia in 1917 under the pretext of an alleged national uprising
and had the backing of the organized military force of the Petrograd
Garrison.

The annexing of Crimea and the onset of hostilities in the
Donbas followed a similar scenario which it is not necessary to
revisit here as it is rather more pertinent to focus on key military-
and-political aspects of Russia’s aggression against Ukraine.

The very fact of the annexation of Crimea and the subsequent
“Novorossiya” project meant that the Kremlin was certain: it would
be able to dismantle Ukrainian statehood as such. It is noteworthy
that given the number of combat-ready units, military occupation
of all regions of Ukraine and protracted warfare were out of the
question. According to the Russian plan, activists loyal to Moscow
along with militants and instructors were to paralyze authorities
in large industrial Ukrainian cities and establish control over
them. Encouragement could be taken from the fact that following
the 2009 terrorist attack in Mumbai, it had become clear that
a well-organized group can be capable of immobilizing an entire
metropolis.

In this situation, Russian troops should have, at the very
least, operated within the framework of humanitarian aid and/or
peacekeeping missions launched from the territory of Russia and

4 However there are different interpretations of the Russia’s non-linear warfare,

for example: M. Galeotti, “Hybrid War or Gibridnaya Voina? Getting Russia’s non-
linear military challenge right,” Mayak Intelligence, 2016.
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Crimea. The goals would have included: extinguishing outbursts
of organized resistance of the Ukrainian army; the taking of key
infrastructure and the demoralization of Ukraine’s leaders and the
entire elite as such. Officially, they would have only been interested
in the disengagement of the warring parties in the civil conflict
and Moscow would have held all the diplomatic cards under such
circumstances.

However, this was a miscalculation. Deeply underestimated
was the role of Ukrainian civil solidarity. Overestimated was the
will of local residents in large Ukrainian cities (except for Donetsk
and Luhansk) that would be loyal to Russia. On the battlefields, the
unexpectedly robust resistance put up by the Ukrainian army was
also a stumbling block for Russia.

So how could Russia implement its initial plan, maintain
potential for a diplomatic maneuver and avoid becoming engaged in
a protracted, conventional war? Moscow was forced to address this
question in the context of the West demonstrating an unexpectedly
high level of solidarity when assessing these developments.

The Russian army, continually rearming and increasing the
number of combat-ready units, faced a difficult task. The army
had to act as a deterrent to the Ukraine’s military by constantly
maintaining a threat originating from Russian territory. It was tasked
with supplying militant units operating on behalf of the Donetsk
People’s Republic (DNR)/ Luhansk People’s Republic (LNR) and
engaging on the battlefield with composite groups—formed by
soldiers from various units—independent of any air support and
under the guise of “militant-volunteers.”

The Kremlin discarded the idea of a fully-fledged
“humanitarian” invasion of Ukraine as early as in August 2014 in
the aftermath of the downing of the MH17 flight with the use
of a Russian Buk-M1 air defense system and the serious losses
suffered in the battle of llovaisk. However, in the absence of such
a prospect, the objectives behind all the planned changes including
the rearmament program had to be readdressed.

Consequently, the Russian army could not act alone in pursuit
of Moscow’s political goals. It became necessary to impose such
conditions on Ukraine in order to retain the territory of the DNR/
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LNR and exert further military and political pressure on Ukraine in
the hope of prompting a new casus belli.

As a result, these ploys, designed to entrap Ubkraine,
continued, spanning the stillborn Minsk-1 ceasefire agreement and
the developments of January-February 2015 when the Ukrainian
army was defeated in a skirmish with militant groups and Russian
troops in the battle of Donetsk airport and in the city of Debaltseve.
The Minsk-2 ceasefire agreement was concluded and accordingly,
Russia became empowered to consolidate the status quo
indefinitely, to feel safe in the knowledge it had leverage to exert
diplomatic pressure on Kyiv and, at the same time, leave room for
maneuver in negotiations with the West.

The Kremlin focused on the expansion and strengthening
of deployed armed forces in the following three locations against
the backdrop of the ensuing confrontation with the West: 1) an
area around Moscow and to the south of it, towards the Ukrainian
border; 2) the Kaliningrad Oblast; and 3) occupied Crimea. Joint-
forces troops have been bolstered and enhanced in all three
locations.

Thus, the Kaliningrad Oblast and Crimea are, in fact, turning
into relative strongholds. These strongholds serve to ensure that
NATO is at risk of incremental escalation of the conflict including
nuclear confrontation in the case of any, even hypothetical, attempt
to suppress the deployed Russian troops with the use of force. It
should be made clear that the Russian authorities have their own
interpretation of the causes and results of the overthrows of Saddam
Hussein and Muammar Gaddafi when implementing policy.

Alongside the fortification of Kaliningrad and Crimea, the
headquarters of the 20" army were re-deployed to the Voronezh
Oblast from Nizhny Novgorod, closer to the border with Ukraine.
The first Guards Tank Army was formed near Moscow which attests
to the offensive nature of these units.

Itis also noteworthy that the Russian National Guards, created
in 2016 on the basis of up to 400 thousand Interior Ministry troops,
can officially be used outside Russia, for example, in anti-guerrilla
(formally called anti-terrorist) operations. In other words, National
Guard troops can take over the task of establishing and maintaining
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the occupational regime in territories where the Russian army has
carried out a successful offensive.

However, it should be emphasized that successful anti-
guerrilla operations are only possible in situations where the
majority of locals are either loyal or indifferent towards the
incumbent authorities. In other words, the large-scale use of the
Russia’s National Guards abroad is largely confined to the post-
Soviet space.

It turns out that the Kremlin began to develop the Russian
armed forces in three ways simultaneously based on the experience
of the war with Ukraine. Initially, the policy of creating a mobile
and combat-ready contingent of up to 150 thousand, equipped with
efficient communications and intelligence systems was continued.
These troops should be prepared for a modern blitzkrieg with
regular armies outside of Russia (even including the use of tactical
nuclear weapons).

Secondly, the Russian regime was to be afforded sufficient
military guarantees in the case of an attempt by some kind of
Western or even NATO coalition to defeat it as a response to its
continued aggressive foreign policy.

Thirdly, Moscow was to ensure that it was capable not
only of defeating a regular enemy army on its territory but also
of establishing a loyal political regime further afield by taking
advantage of the loyal or indifferent local population. Clearly, there
are only a few countries in which Moscow would be willing to fight
for the establishment of a loyal regime yet it is highly likely that
Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan are among them.

For a variety of reasons, the army has become the main
tool for Kremlin self-preservation in the global arena since 2014.
Moreover, a departure from this vector will only be possible in the
event of a radical political and economic change to the Russian
regime.
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RUSSIA IN SYRIA: LIMITED POWER

Unlike in the case of the war with Ukraine, major operations of
the 2015-2016 Syrian campaign were performed by the air force
and navy. Russia tried to avoid putting boots on the ground as far
as possible (if we put Russian mercenaries aside)—mainly special
operations forces were engaged there. Military police units were
deployed in Aleppo after the city was taken in late 2016. The units
were largely made up of natives of Chechnya whose faith was
closest to the religion practiced by remaining local residents.

The key long-term objective behind Russia’s actions in Syria
remained unchanged: to maintain its status as a great superpower
which would guarantee that the ruling class retains both its power
and control of assets. There are several aspects to achieving this
goal in the Middle East.

Russia is trying to forge an alliance with the West (with the
United States in the first place) against the Islamic State as it plans to
exploit this later when bargaining over issues vital to the Kremlin.
Moreover, Russia is trying to occupy political positions so as to
become a key player in the region without the presence of whom
no important quandaries can be addressed.

In addition, fighting on the side of Bashar al-Assad, the
Kremlin is trying to introduce its own global rules and its own
interpretation of the notion of state sovereignty. There is no room
for the social contract theory, the concept of human rights or any
other values other than power as such.

However, limitations as regards the Kremlin’s military
capability have been highlighted over the course of this campaign.
These hurdles will prove insurmountable in the foreseeable future.
Thus, for example, it became clear in Syria that Russia had after
all failed to obtain effective precision weapons and was therefore
forced to conquer cities the way it was done back in the days of the
World War Il—i.e. by completely obliterating them regardless of
the potential for civilian casualties. The use of Kalibr-NK long-range
cruise missiles serves as evidence that the Russian military industry
is incapable of mass producing advanced weaponry and that the
reliability of these missiles is relatively low.



84 Pavel Luzin

Apart from strategic submarine cruisers, the Russian navy
is capable of performing only auxiliary functions. The chances
of conducting fully-fledged overseas operations remain rather
slim. It is noteworthy that the famous “Syrian Express”—used for
transporting cargo from Novorossiysk to Syria—functions thanks to
large landing ships and second-hand bulk carriers purchased from
Turkey.

Russia is short of missile cruisers, which it needs to maintain
the Mediterranean squadron of the Russian navy formed back in
2013 in connection with the situation in Syria. The crux of the
matter is that the squadron mainly provides cover for the Syrian
coast as well as Russian units deployed across the country and, de
facto, for Bashar al-Assad and his entourage. This cover provides
protection against potential air strikes given confrontation with the
West and Moscow’s unsuccessful attempts to force the international
coalition, headed by the U.S., to establish an alliance with it.

Only 5 Russian missile cruisers and 1 aircraft carrier armed
with S-300 air defense systems are currently deployed as flagships
in the Mediterranean squadron. The “Moskva” and “Varyag” missile
cruisers will undergo maintenance work in 2017 after the “Marshal
Ustinov” guided missile cruiser has left the repair dock. The
“Admiral Nakhimov” nuclear-powered battle cruiser is currently
undergoing long-term revamping which won’t be completed until
2018. After that, the “Pyotr Velikiy” nuclear-powered battle cruiser
will likely be modernized. Therefore, only 2 or 3 out of 5 ships
will be available to take part in squadron rotation over the coming
years.

Although the deployment of the only Russian aircraft
carrier, the “Admiral Kuznetsov,” on the Syrian coast in the fall of
2016 caused a stir, it very quickly led to a non-combat loss of two
carrier-based aircraft. The remaining deck-based fighters capable of
missile-and-bomb strikes against Assad’s enemies actually operate
from the Russian Latakia air base. When the political opportunity
appeared at the beginning of 2017, the “Admiral Kuznetsov” was
withdrawn from Syria. She will also undergo repair.

Of course, the deployment of an aircraft carrier in Syria
was meant to boost the Kremlin’s diplomatic potential. The logic
behind it was simple: despite the ineffectiveness of the “Admiral
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Kuznetsov,” only the U.S. and France are equipped to deploy
aircraft carriers in contemporary military campaigns aside from
Russia. However, in the long run, Moscow’s potential to project its
military might far beyond its borders will remain unchanged and
could even diminish when the “Admiral Kuznetsov” goes under
repair.

Still, a few years ago, Russia negotiated the procurement
of two French Mistral helicopter carriers and the construction of
a further two such ships in Russia under license. New capacity for
overseas campaigns was supposed to strengthen Russia’s position in
terms of political bargaining with the West and in the international
arena in general. However, American and European sanctions,
imposed in the aftermath of Russia’s aggression against Ukraine,
put an end to these plans, much to the surprise of the Kremlin.
Consequently, it will be precisely troops on the ground which will
be Moscow’s main military means of achieving its foreign-policy
goals.

Russia’s options in terms of the Syrian campaign are few given
the objective limitations of its military capabilities. If negotiations
with the West (first and foremost with the United States) are
unsuccessful, Russia will either have to agree to a partition of Syria
between Bashar al-Assad, his warlords, opposition forces and ISIS
or increase the number of Russian boots on the ground.

Although the idea of more boots on the ground has already
been given a dry run by the Russian army during drills, supplying
a large contingent on the ground far from Russian borders could
prove a difficult task for Moscow. Moreover, it is worth remembering
that the modernization of the Russian army is intended to enhance
efficiency in confrontations with regular armies and large-scale
operations against combatants who have the support of the local
population. This remains an altogether different challenge to
deployments in a country like Syria.

In other words, the Kremlin has most probably plumped for
diplomacy involving separate talks with key players in the region.
Regardless of how long the Syrian conflict continues, Moscow will,
by all means necessary, try to maintain its presence on the ground
at the current level, with only special operation forces engaging in
tactical operations.
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Still, this might result in a vicious cycle. Moscow is unlikely
to rest on its laurels for very long, even in the case of the conclusion
and implementation of a most favorable agreement in Syria. Any
diplomatic victory will soon turn into a Pyrrhic victory against
the backdrop of the economic impasse and the inability to offer
an attractive future to Bashar al-Assad (not to mention the Syrian
people). It turns out that capability and readiness to fight remains
the only tangible embodiment of Russia’s foreign-policy status—
which means that, in a bid to break the deadlock in one war, the
Kremlin will almost certainly lunge headlong towards another,
even against the wishes of some of its leaders.

Translation: Natalia Mamul

Pavel Luzin is a senior lecturer at Perm University’s Faculty of History
and Political Science. He was previously a fellow at the Institute of World
Economy and International Relations (IMEMO, Russian Academy of
Sciences).
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LEADERSHIP AND BUREAUCRACY
IN “POST-CRIMEAN" RUSSIA

The events of March 2014, including both the annexing of Crimea
and wider geopolitical changes, left a deep imprint on President
Vladimir Putin’s regime and triggered a bifurcation: the country
began moving in a different direction, followed by a shock period
which lasted until around early 2016. The country’s leadership and
bureaucracy needed nearly two years to adapt itself to completely
unfamiliar and uncomfortable conditions, and to adjust its internal
mechanisms to a new reality and new challenges.

“THE TRANSITION PERIOD” OF 2014-2015

The Color Revolutions in the post-Soviet space posed a major
threat to Putin’s Russia in the early 2000s. Until 2014 Putin’s policy
response was an attempt to divide influence between Russia and
the U.S.; tactical and strategic moves were crafted in the hope of
obtaining a guarantee that the U.S. would not interfere in processes
occurring within “Russia’s traditional sphere of interest.” In practice,
this has turned out to be wishful thinking. Lacking leverage to
protect its own interests, Russia took a radical step and crossed
a red line by annexing Crimea in March 2014, which instigated
a profound transformation. Not only in his country’s relations with
Ukraine and the West, but dramatically reshaping his own regime.
Until then, stability had been the priority of his regime; it had
been unable and unwilling to undergo major structural changes in
government branches or in the wider economy.
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The shift was slow; government needed nearly two years
to digest the geopolitical crisis and begin to transform itself. The
country was in the grip of an absolutely unprecedented crisis: the
geopolitical disaster unrolled hand in hand with plummeting global
commodity prices that constituted the fundamentals of the Russian
economy. The crisis was unprecedented in that it was associated
not only with the country’s downsized financial resources, but
also new challenges that Putin’s regime had never encountered
before. Sanctions and a policy of deterrence in general based on an
unexpectedly strong alliance between Western Europe and the U.S.
created a sense of deadlock. Even the military campaign in Syria,
which started in September 2015, had tactical rather than strategic
objectives: to force the West into a partnership with Russia in the
face of international terrorism, in the hope of breaking the deadlock
over Ukraine.

In 2014 and 2015, the regime hesitated over whether to
choose a conservative stance clearly visible from the beginning
of the Vladimir Putin’s 3™ presidential term,' or opt for reforms,
as urgently demanded by systemic liberals.? A proposal for an
early presidential election in an attempt to implement speedy but
unpopular reforms with minimal political risks—i.e. the re-election
of Putin followed by reforms—was put forward by Alexey Kudrin
in 2015. This period was also marked by Putin’s almost total
withdrawal from decision-making on domestic policy: the president
focused entirely on geopolitical issues. The bringing forward of the
election to the State Duma from December to September 2016 was
symbolic: the aim was to minimize social and political risks, given
the feeling of uncertainty and growing fears for developments in the
country. That period was characterized by a feeling of uncertainty
and the absence of a plan for dealing with the fully-fledged crisis.
The regime was, as is traditional, moving by inertia towards ultimate
collapse.

' I. Bunin, A. Makarkin, “Nikakogo totalitarisma, tolko konservatsiya i inertsiya,”
Vedomosti, 22 October 2012, www.vedomosti.ru/opinion/articles/2012/10/22/
ot_konservatizma_do_inercii.

2 A. Kudrin, “Kak vernut doverie mezhdu vlastyu, obshchestvom i biznesom,”
Vedomosti, 21 November 2014, http://info.vedomosti.ru/opinion/news/36287891/
kak-vernut-doverie.
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The first signs of internal transformation and adaptation to the
new reality appeared as late as in early 2016, when Vladimir Putin
re-embraced a domestic agenda. This was also the onset of the most
profound “perestroika” in the entire history of Putin’s rule, in the
retrogressive, historic sense of the word. Such an unprecedented
revision of the very essence of the regime’s HR policy? had not
even been seen during the watershed years of 2004 and 2012. New
characteristics of the regime were formed two years following the
annexation of Crimea, becoming indicative of the development of
the country under “mature” Putin during his 3™ term.

TOWARDS A POST-CRIMEAN PSYCHE

The psychology of any government bureaucracy often absorbs that
of its leader. As is often said of Putin, he is a tactician not a strategist.
He is an advocate of realpolitik, who talks of his pragmatic approach
to foreign policy. (In contrast to the U.S. policy of furthering its
interests based on an idealist concept of “democratization”). His
focus is on fostering interdependence mechanisms on energy-
related issues* and new security architecture, and minimization of
geopolitical competition via the re-establishment of tacit spheres
of influence. Yet Putin had grown fully disappointed with the
potential of this approach by the beginning of his 3" term in office.
The strongest conservative wave, an isolationist trend, a “tightening
of the screws” and a reactionary policy® were all observed in early
2012. All were in line with a policy of internal political “shriveling,”
a search for new “pillars” for the regime and the “spiritual bonds”
first mentioned by the president in December 2012. Domestic
policy embraced an axiological component which remained an
absolutely propagandist, secondary and reactive element of last

3 T. Stanovaya, “Putin’s New Personnel Policy,” Carnegie.ru, 16 August 2016,
http://carnegie.ru/commentary/?fa=64331.

4 T. Stanovaya, “Energeticheskaya strategiya Rossii: ispytanie krizisom,”
Politcom.ru, 27 April 2009, http://politcom.ru/8064.html.

> Vlast’'—elity—obshchestvo: kontury novogo obshchestvennogo dogovora,
Moscow School of Political Science, February—March 2013, www.msps.su/
files/2013/04/VlastElityObshestvo.pdf.
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resort in foreign policy—a sign of deep disappointment with the
possibilities of coming to terms with the West.

Following Putin’s lead, the Russian government has utterly
changed the psychology behind its policy. Legal depreciation and
denigration are some of the most significant manifestations of these
changes: the reduced legal and political value of international and
national legal norms in the aftermath of the Crimea annexation and
Russia’s involvement in the Donbas conflict has been noticeable.
Having crossed the rubicon of the permissible, the regime has
automatically reduced its level of respect for formalized rules,
restrictions or principles. It now needs to legitimize its illegal actions.
Thus, legal depreciation becomes an inevitable consequence of the
entire set of policies targeted at Ukraine.

Another—and by no means less important—consequence
of the annexation of Crimea is Russia’s attempt venturing beyond
what it saw as its own spheres of interest prior to March 2014.
Just look at the key policy statements and speeches of the Russian
leader during his first two terms in office, when he emphasized the
priority of principles such as non-interference with the affairs of
other states, territorial integrity and non-violent methods of conflict
resolution. Moscow was informally delineating its direct spheres
of interest in those days, within the borders of the former Soviet
republics. The annexation of Crimea marked Moscow’s violation
of its own previously declared foreign policies and actively
protected principles. Russia went far beyond its “traditional sphere
of influence” afterwards, getting directly involved in the Syrian
conflict and attempting to affect the domestic political affairs of
Western countries.

Vladimir Putin gave up any attempts at finding understanding
in the West in 2015-2016, switching tactics to one of active
participation in a game with European countries and the U.S. by fair
means or foul. A new approach followed: supporting Euro-skeptics
across the continent, nationalist right-wingers, and any politicians
sympathetic to Russia and its leader.

This “Extra-zonality,” i.e. going beyond the traditional spheres
of influence, manifested itself in the emergence of the new threat
of cyber-attacks from Russia, which have now become a means of
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influencing and intimidating Western states. Moscow has moved®
from anti-Western propaganda and promotion of traditional values,
shared primarily by Russian society, to active involvement with
external target audiences. The aim being to strengthen the political
voice of those that oppose the traditional Western political elite,
and to weaken the West’s value-based approach to foreign policy—
that is, the promotion of democracy around the world as a tool for
geopolitical expansion. It would be hard to imagine Germany being
afraid of Russia’s influence on its 2017 parliamentary election five
years ago, and that “Putin’s interference”” would become one of
the hottest topics of the presidential race in the U.S. The Russian
regime’s new psychology means that Moscow is no longer confined
to the boundaries of its own “backyard,” and is actively expanding
its influence far and wide. As long as its resourcefulness is either
relatively stable or growing, the borders of its “backyard” could be
moved further into previously unthinkable areas.

“NEW PUTINERS”
—THE MAIN PILLAR OF POST-CRIMEAN BUREAUCRACY

A shift from a policy of ensuring stability to a policy of administrative
mobilization took place in 2016. Stability has always been the
highest priority throughout Putin’s rule. Highly valued and treated
as a safeguard against the loss of control, it in fact concealed the
regime’s fear of change, both with respect to HR and to structural
policy.

Puti