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Background

This chapter concentrates on Ukraine, but it also serves as the “scene-
setter,” by providing much of the early history of the Soviet Union as it 
pertains to the nations on its periphery. It also describes Lenin’s theories 
on nationalities, and how those theories evolved over the years. The role 
of Ukraine in World War II is discussed, and the promises that Russia 
made after achieving independence. A discussion ensues on one of the 
principle strategic interests of Russia, namely Ukraine’s role as an energy 
transit state. The chapter then turns to the events of modern times: 
Ukraine’s efforts to change allegiances from the East to the West, and 
the disastrous results of those efforts (See Fig. 2.1).

Ukraine is an ancient land on the north side of the Black Sea, shaped 
roughly like an American football with an appendage. The Crimean 
Peninsula, home of the Charge of the Light Brigade, juts out into the 
water. The country is bounded on the northwest by Belarus, and on the 
northeast and east by Russia. To its south lies the Black Sea, and its west-
ern border is shared by Poland, Slovakia, Romania, and Bulgaria.

Ukraine’s capital, Kyiv, is an ancient city founded in 482, almost 
700 years before Moscow’s founding in 1147. According to the mythol-
ogy surrounding the creation of the Russian state, Kyiv is the birthplace 
of Mother Russia. In 879, Oleg the Viking established the first Eastern 
Slavic state, and shortly later made Kyiv its capital. (Russians claim 
that the founders were not Vikings but Slavs despite the fact that the 
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Slavic term “Rus” means Viking.) In 988, the kingdom (the Kyivan Rus 
Duchy) converted to Eastern Orthodox Christianity, which the Russian 
Orthodox Church marks as one of its founding moments.

The line from Kyiv to Moscow is not that direct, however. It is true 
that a group of Slavs followed a Kyiv prince north and founded Vladimir-
Suzdal, later known as the Grand Duchy of Moscow. The Kyivan Rus 
Duchy continued on an independent course. In 1169, the Moscow prince 
Andrew the Pious sacked Kyiv and burned the city. The Kyivan Rus Duchy 
was finally destroyed by the thirteenth-century invasion of the Mongols. 
Various parts of the principality were absorbed by surrounding states. In 
1325, the metropolitan (bishop) of Kyiv relocated to Moscow, marking 
the collapse of the last tie between Moscow and Kyiv. Most of the territory 
of modern Ukraine was then annexed by Poland and Lithuania.

One of Russia’s claims to Ukraine is the Pereyaslav Treaty of 1654, 
agreed upon by the ruler of the recently created Cossack state (central 
Ukraine) and the representative of the Czar of Russia. Even this claim is 
less than meets the eye, as the treaty was never put in writing. It appears 
that Russia recognized the Cossack state, but the Hetman (leader of the 
Cossacks) only wanted a military alliance and not a vassal relationship. 

Fig. 2.1  Ukraine. Source http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/ukraine.html. 
Ukraine (small map) 2016. Ukraine. 2016: US Central Intelligence Agency, 
University of Texas Libraries. Web. http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/cia16/
ukraine_sm_2016.gif
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Additional details were hammered out the following year in Moscow, 
and the Hetman surrendered the right to make independent foreign pol-
icy. Negotiators believed they had written an agreement of unity between 
two independent entities.1

In 1667, the territory of modern Ukraine was divided between 
Poland and Russia. The country’s modern-day division between a 
European-leaning west and a Kremlin-oriented east is thus centuries old. 
When Poland was partitioned in 1793, almost all of Ukraine was inte-
grated into the Russian empire by Empress Catherine II (the Great).

Ukraine Enters the Soviet Union2

Ukraine’s history is one of contested nationalisms. Over the centuries, 
parts of the country have been ruled by Poland, Lithuania, the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, the Ottoman Empire, and Russia. When the Russian 
empire collapsed in the February 1917 Revolution, Ukraine declared its 
independence. What followed was 5 years of political intrigue, civil war, 
and foreign occupation. The rural western part of Ukraine supported 
the nationalist government in Kyiv, while the industrialized east was 
inclined to support the Russian-sponsored Bolsheviks. For their part, the 
Bolsheviks were uncertain as to how to proceed, divided philosophically 
between their support for nationalities and their support for a worldwide 
dictatorship of the proletariat. The Ukrainian nationalists viewed their 
struggle against the Bolsheviks as a continuation of their centuries-long 
struggle against Russian rule.

In a foreshadowing of modern events, the Russians decided they 
could no longer work with the nationalists in the Rada (Parliament). 
Russian troops began to flood into eastern Ukraine, with the first five 
regiments dispatched on December 1, 1917. On Christmas Eve, the 
Bolsheviks in Kharkov—protected by Russian troops—declared the crea-
tion of a Soviet Ukrainian Republic, to be ruled by a Central Executive 
Committee they had chosen. Moscow was delighted, and in mid-January 
1918, Russian military units occupied Kyiv, unseating the Rada.

The Red victory was short-lived, however. Moscow was desperate to 
end Russia’s involvement in World War I, and in the Treaty of Brest-
Litovsk accepted a number of German demands. The Communists guar-
anteed the independence of Ukraine and withdrew all Russian troops 
from Ukrainian soil. The Soviets in Kyiv were forced to flee, taking sanc-
tuary inside Russian territory. The capital was then occupied by German 
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troops. The Rada was restored to power, controlled by right-wing sup-
porters of the German occupation. The Bolsheviks called for a Ukrainian 
uprising against the Germans, but few listened.

The Germans did not stay on top for long. After imperial Germany 
signed an armistice with the Allied powers on November 11, 1918, the 
German troops withdrew from Ukraine. The right-wing government was 
forced to flee. The Red Army invaded Ukraine for the second time and 
reinstalled the Soviet Republic. Soon, however, the pendulum reversed 
directions again. This time, Ukraine became a battleground between 
the Red Army and the White Russians.  By August 1919, the Bolsheviks 
were again thrown out of the country. By 1920, however, power shifted 
for the last time and the Bolsheviks—now fully under the authority of 
Moscow—were again in control of the eastern part of the country. They 
signed a Treaty of Alliance with Moscow. The west was absorbed into 
Poland. Finally, on December 29, 1922, representatives of the four 
Soviet republics (Russia, the Transcaucasian Federation, Ukraine, and 
Belarus) signed a treaty of union forming the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (USSR).

Ukrainian nationalism did not end with the birth of the USSR, how-
ever. The struggle continued, but within the newly created state. Ukraine 
had a firm, theoretical defense of their desire for a stronger nationalist 
presence, Lenin’s writings on nationalism. Lenin warned against Great 
Russian nationalism as something that could separate the workers—
particularly those workers from the peoples living on the edge of the 
Russian empire, such as Ukrainians. He accused the Russians of being 
an oppressor nation, with a nationalism that was feudal in nature. The 
leaders of the Communist Party in Ukraine pushed this interpretation of 
Lenin’s work:

Whether the Ukraine, for example, is destined to form an independent 
state…we firmly uphold something that is beyond doubt: the right of the 
Ukraine to form such a state. We respect this right; we do not uphold the 
privileges of Great Russians with regard to Ukrainians; we educate the 
masses in the spirit of recognition of that right, in the spirit of rejecting 
state privileges for any nation.3

Initially, the Bolsheviks found little support in the west of the country. 
There, Communists were supporters of another group, the Socialist 
Revolutionary Party (the Borotbists). These leftists were much more 
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nationalistic than the Kremlin-supported Bolsheviks. To consolidate their 
hold, the Bolsheviks merged with the Borotbists, and many Borotbists 
assumed leadership roles in the party. This cemented a nationalist wing 
into the party.

Ukrainian nationalism flourished within the Soviet system in the early 
part of the 1920s. The markers of this nationalism were language and 
culture. Russian was spoken in the industrial east, but Ukrainian was 
the language of the more rural West. Lenin’s successor, Joseph Stalin, 
accepted the independent path the Ukrainians were taking. “It is clear 
that a Ukrainian nation exists and that the development of its culture is 
an obligation for Communists,” he wrote. “It is impossible to go against 
history. It is clear that although Russian elements still predominate in the 
cities of the Ukraine, in the course of time these cities will inevitably be 
Ukrainized.”4

For Stalin, Ukrainian nationalism was essential in his plan to increase 
the Ukrainian people’s desire to be part of the great Soviet proletariat:

The second weak point of Soviet power is the Ukraine… The situation in 
the Ukraine is complicated further by certain peculiarities of the industrial 
development of the country…the composition of the proletariat of these 
industries is not local, not Ukrainian in language. And this peculiarity leads 
to the result that the cultural influence of the city over the countryside 
and the joining of the proletariat with the peasantry has been considerably 
delayed by these differences in the national composition of the proletar-
iat and peasantry. All these peculiarities must be taken into account in the 
work of transforming the Ukraine into a model republic.5

Ukrainian nationalism probably reached its peak in 1926.  Afterward 
Stalin began asserting a more Moscow-centric policy. Stalin said that 
mandatory Ukrainization would oppress minorities within the Republic, 
and even foster opposition among those oppressed minorities to the 
Ukrainian government. He also criticized nationalists who were trying to 
keep Ukraine estranged from general Soviet culture and life. Stalin char-
acterized this effort as opposition to Moscow and suggested that more 
Marxists (i.e., Russians) be included in the leadership of the Ukrainian 
Communist Party.6

For the next decade and a half, Ukrainian nationalism slowly waned. 
Nationalist leaders were purged, and nationalist writers and poets were 
exiled. The fear of Great Russian chauvinism, so important in the 
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writings of Lenin, was forgotten. Among the leadership, Ukrainian 
nationalism all but disappeared before the outbreak of World War II.

Not so, however, among the peasantry in the countryside. Here, 
opposition to Soviet-style collectivization ran strong. The peasantry 
refused to work on collective farms, and productivity plummeted. With 
no food available, the Soviets allowed the peasants to starve. This man-
made catastrophe reached its peak in the 1932–1933 Holodomor, in 
which somewhere between 2.5 and 7.5 million Ukrainians perished. 
(The current government of Ukraine memorializes the Holodomor 
annually as a USSR-induced genocide of the Ukrainian people.)

World War II
In 1939, following the completion of the Ribbentrop-Molotov non-
aggression pact, Germany invaded Poland from the west and the USSR 
invaded from the east. The Soviets captured approximately three-fifths of 
Poland, including those portions of Ukraine that had been lost 20 years 
earlier. Germany captured the rest. Most of Ukraine was thus reunited by 
Soviet conquest.

Stalin did not consider Ukraine an inalienable part of Russia. 
According to the Russian historian Nikita Petrov, the Soviet premier 
authorized the head of the NKVD intelligence service to offer Ukraine 
to the Germans to save the Russian heartland.7

Within Ukraine, nationalists took advantage of the war’s unrest. 
The leading group advocating for Ukrainian independence was the 
Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN). This group was split 
into two camps: one advocating independence through cooperation with 
Nazi Germany; the other, led by Stepan Bandera, advocated forcing the 
Germans to accept Ukrainian independence.

Bandera originally agreed to cooperate with German military intel-
ligence. He created two military units, code named “Roland” and 
“Nachtigal.” The Germans planned to use these movements to further 
their occupation. Instead, the members of these units swore allegiance 
to the Ukrainian national cause.8 On June 30, 1941, after the Germans 
had already launched Operation Barbarossa (the June 22, 1941, invasion 
of the Soviet Union), the Bandera faction declared the establishment of 
a Ukrainian state centered on the western town of Lviv. The movement 
was put down by the Nazis who jailed thousands of western Ukrainian 
nationalists. It is ironic that even as large numbers of Ukrainians deserted 
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the Red Army for the shelter of the German lines, thousands of 
Bandera’s followers starved in Hitler’s prisoner of war camps.9

As the Nazis cracked down, the Bandera movement went under-
ground. In 1942, they organized the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA) 
to fight both the Soviets and the Germans. While many Ukrainians 
fought with the nationalists against the Soviet Union, far more 
Ukrainians fought for the USSR against the Germans. The vast majority 
who fought did so in the uniform of the Red Army, and more Ukrainians 
were killed fighting the Wehrmacht than American, British, and French 
soldiers combined.10

Bandera’s historical reputation was sullied by his triggering massacres 
of the Polish population in Volhynia and Galacia in 1943. After the war, 
the UPA continued the struggle against Soviet occupation, as an under-
ground partisan movement.

Crimea Joins Ukraine

Crimea has always held a special place in Russian mythology. Russia liber-
ated the Crimean Khanate from the Ottoman Empire during the Russo-
Turkish War of 1768–1774, ratified by the treaty of Kucuk Kaynarca. 
Russia formally annexed the peninsula a decade later in 1783. Empress 
Catherine the Great then founded a naval base at Sevastopol which 
became the home of the Russian Black Sea Fleet. Over the decades, 
Crimea became the home to a large population of Russians who were 
originally assigned to the naval base.

Before the recent conflict, Crimea is probably best known in the 
English language as being the location of Arthur Lord Tennyson’s 
“Charge of the Light Brigade.” This took place during the 3 year war 
(1853–1856) that pitted the Russian empire against an alliance of the 
Ottomans, Britain, France, and Sardinia. During the Russian Civil War 
after the October 1917 revolution, Crimea became a center of White 
Russian resistance to the Bolsheviks. In 1921, it achieved autonomy as 
the Crimean Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic.11

There was considerable fighting in Crimea during World War II, par-
ticularly during the Defense of Sevastopol (1941–1942). The Axis pow-
ers had seized most of the peninsula in the opening days of Operation 
Barbarossa, but the port city held out. When military attacks failed to 
secure the city, the Germans launched a siege. Sevastopol remained free 
of Nazi occupation for almost a year,12 delaying German efforts to seize 
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the Caucasus oil fields. This deprived the Wehrmacht of much of the fuel 
it needed to sustain its warfighting operations. Sevastopol’s efforts to 
hold out against the Nazis may have contributed to Germany’s ultimate 
defeat.

Russia shed blood for Crimea in the Russo-Turkish War, the Crimean 
War, the Civil War, and World War II. Perhaps in recognition of this, in 
1945 the Soviet Union transferred the peninsula to the Russian SSR as 
the Crimean Oblast. Less than a decade later, however, on February 19, 
1954, the Presidium of the USSR Supreme Soviet adopted a resolution 
transferring Crimea from the Russian SSR to the Ukrainian SSR.13 The 
reasons for the transfer were obscure, with the reasons given by members 
of the Presidium making little sense. They claimed the transfer marked 
an anniversary that had nothing to do with Crimea, and they cited 
Crimean cultural affinity with Ukraine when the vast majority of inhab-
itants of the peninsula were Russian. Kramer speculates that Premier 
Nikita Khrushchev had two reasons for the transfer: He wanted to win 
the support of Oleksiy Kyrychenko, first secretary of the Ukrainian 
SSR, in his internal power struggle with Soviet Prime Minister Georgii 
Malenkov; and he wanted to insure the loyalty of Ukraine by diluting the 
numbers of nationalists in Ukraine with the large Russian population in 
Crimea.14 While there is no firm evidence to support Kramer’s interpre-
tation, he cites circumstantial evidence: Before the transfer, Khrushchev 
and Kyrychenko had been at odds, and afterward, Kyrychenko’s support 
proved politically useful to Khrushchev. Further, Stalin had used a similar 
strategy of encouraging ethnic Russians to migrate to the Baltic States to 
dilute nationalist numbers in that region. So, there was a precedent for 
mixing populations to secure an area’s loyalty.

Russian President Vladimir Putin would later claim that the transfer 
of Crimea had been illegal. According to Putin, the USSR did not follow 
proper procedures; his actions to restore Crimea to Russia thus fixed a 
historical wrong. In fact, however, procedures were followed. Article 18 
of the Soviet constitution of 1936 prohibited the altering of territories of 
a Union Republic without the consent of the territories involved. From 
the Presidium proceedings, it appears that this consent was given.

Comrade M.P. Tarasov, a member of the Presidium and Chairman 
of the Presidium of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic 
(RSFSR) Supreme Soviet, reported, “The Presidium of the RSFSR 
Supreme Soviet with the participation of the executive committees of 
the Crimean Oblast and Sevastopol City Soviet of Workers’ Deputies has 



2  UKRAINE   31

examined the proposal…the Presidium of the RSFSR Supreme Soviet 
considers it advisable to transfer the Crimean Oblast to the Ukrainian 
Soviet Socialist Republic.” Similarly, Comrade D.S. Korotchenko, 
Chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the Ukrainian 
SSR, spoke for his side. “The Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the 
Ukrainian SSR completely shares the proposal about the transfer… 
The Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist 
Republic expresses its heartfelt gratitude to the great Russian people 
for that exceptionally remarkable act of fraternal aid.” The motion to 
approve the transfer, as read by Comrade N. M. Pegov, was a joint sub-
mission of the Presidiums of the RSFSR and Ukrainian Supreme Soviet. 
The decree was adopted unanimously.15

Independence and Denuclearization

In August 1991, Soviet Premier Mikhail Gorbachev went for a vacation 
in his dacha in Crimea. A group of communist hardliners in Moscow, 
believing the collapse of the USSR was imminent, decided to save the 
state by overthrowing him. The August Putsch, as the incident later 
became known, collapsed after two days—but it did lead to the disso-
lution the coup leaders had feared. In December 1991, the leaders of 
Belarus, Russia, and Ukraine annulled the 1922 treaty that had created 
the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union officially dissolved on December 
26, 1991.

Ukraine had not waited. As Gorbachev reclaimed his government on 
August 24, 1991, Ukraine declared its independence. Almost immedi-
ately, RSFSR leader Boris Yeltsin threatened that if Ukraine seceded from 
the USSR, Russia might reclaim the Russian-speaking eastern and south-
ern parts of the country. In May 1992, after Russia’s own secession from 
the Union, the Russian Duma declared the 1954 transfer of Crimea from 
Russia to Ukraine to be illegitimate.16 This pronouncement was subse-
quently ignored for many years by Presidents Yeltsin and Putin, who rec-
ognized Ukraine with Crimea as a part of it.

Ukraine inherited a share of the Soviet nuclear stockpile, becom-
ing the third largest nuclear power in the world upon independence. 
The country gained 15% of the Soviet weaponry: 130 liquid-fuel SS-19 
missiles (six warheads each); 46 solid-fuel SS-24 missiles (ten war-
heads each), and two types of strategic bombers with a total of 1081 
nuclear cruise missiles. While Kyiv held the hardware, Moscow kept the  
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launch codes.17 This prevented Ukraine from using the weapons, but 
also allowed Russia to launch Ukrainian weaponry—even against Kyiv’s 
wishes. General Zhivitsa stated, “Administratively, strategic forces are 
under Ukrainian control although, operationally, they are subordinated 
to the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS).”18

The Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START I) had been negotiated 
with the USSR, but by the time it was to be ratified and implemented, 
the Soviet Union had ceased to exist. The treaty now had to be ratified 
by four countries to take effect, instead of it being a bilateral treaty with 
the USA. While the Ukrainian parliament made multiple declarations 
that it would not use, have or make nuclear weapons, the government 
took no measures to approve the treaty or eliminate the weapons from 
its soil. In January 1992, parliamentarian Serhiy Holovaty made it known 
that he considered the nuclear weapons a bargaining chip.

Our deputies don’t care where these things are aimed…I can tell you that 
Ukraine has been so burned by Russia in financial and economic matters, 
that after a year of this we will not lightly give up any more assets. We 
would never give up the nuclear weapons now, at least without something 
in return. We don’t want to be the fool.19

Despite nationalist opposition, the Ukrainian Foreign Minister Anatoliy 
Zlenko finally committed the country to respect the Soviet commitments 
in START I by signing the Lisbon protocol in May 1992. He promised 
Ukraine would accede to the Non Proliferation Treaty (NPT) as a non-
weapons state.20

Reports surfaced by the end of 1992 that Ukraine was attempting to 
break the launch codes. Russian officials feared Kyiv would succeed by 
the end of 1993 at the latest.21 By August 1993, Ukrainian parliamen-
tarian and chair of the foreign relations committee Dmytro Pavlychoko 
claimed Ukraine had “technical control” over the launch codes for the 
46 SS-24 nuclear missiles that had originally been made in that coun-
try.22 Following his statement, Ukrainian government repeatedly denied 
the assertion.

In September 1993, Ukrainian President Leonid Kravchuk and 
Russian President Yeltsin concluded a bilateral agreement at the 
Massandra (Crimea) summit to transfer the weapons to Russia, but the 
agreement collapsed over competing interpretations of the agreement’s 
clauses. Russia then tried to intimidate Kravchuk into surrendering the 
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weapons. In November 1993, Russian Foreign Ministry officials sug-
gested economic pressure against Ukraine until the warheads were sent 
to Russia for destruction.23 US Secretary of State Warren Christopher 
joined the Russians, by threatening to withhold from Ukraine over $300 
million in aid.24 In the end, the USA promised Kravchuk a half billion 
dollars in aid, Russian low-enriched uranium to be shipped to Kyiv, 
Russian forgiveness of Ukraine’s energy debt, and the security guarantees 
found in the Budapest Memoranda (see below). Ukraine then transferred 
the warheads back to Mother Russia. The Rada voted in November 1994 
to join the Non Proliferation treaty as a non-nuclear state. By the end of 
May 1996, Ukraine was nuclear-free. The last delivery vehicle, an SS-24 
missile silo, was turned over to the Kremlin in 2001.25

Budapest Memoranda

On December 5, 1994, at a summit meeting of the Conference on 
Security and Cooperation in Europe, Ukraine formally acceded to 
both START I and to the NPT. In return, the nuclear weapons states 
of Russia, the USA, and the UK gave Ukraine the security guarantees it 
had been seeking. They signed three memoranda. The following excerpts 
indicate the solemn promises Russia gave at that time, signed by Russian 
President Boris Yeltsin:

1. � The Russian Federation, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland and the United States of America reaffirm their 
commitment to Ukraine…to respect the independence and sover-
eignty and the existing borders of Ukraine;

2. � The Russian Federation…reaffirm their obligation to refrain from 
the threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or political 
independence of Ukraine, and that none of their weapons will ever 
be used against Ukraine…;

3. � The Russian Federation…reaffirm their commitment…to refrain 
from economic coercion designed to subordinate to their own 
interest the exercise by Ukraine of the rights inherent in its sover-
eignty and thus to secure advantages of any kind…26

These commitments were later reaffirmed in 2009 by Russian President 
Dimitri Medvedev in a joint statement marking the end of the START 
treaty: “The United States of America and the Russian Federation 
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confirm that the assurances recorded in the Budapest Memoranda will 
remain in effect after December 4, 2009.” As would be discovered in 
2014, however, the memoranda lacked any enforcement measures. 
Paragraph six only made the vague promise of the three nuclear pow-
ers to “consult” with Ukraine in the event a situation arose that raised a 
question concerning the Budapest commitments.

In 1997, Russia signed a bilateral Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, 
and Partnership with Ukraine, again reaffirming respect for the territorial 
integrity of the latter. Article 2 stated, “the High Contracting Parties” 
(Russia and Ukraine) “shall respect each other’s territorial integrity and 
reaffirm the inviolability of the borders existing between them.” Article 
3 committed the parties to “mutual respect for their sovereign equal-
ity, territorial integrity, inviolability of borders, peaceful resolution of 
disputes, non-use of force or the threat of force, including economic 
and other means of pressure…non-interference in internal affairs…” In 
Article 4, “the parties shall make efforts to ensure that the resolution of 
all contested problems should take place exclusively by peaceful means, 
and cooperate in the prevention and resolution of conflicts and situations 
that affect their interests.” Article 6 was equally interesting: “Each of the 
High Contracting Parties shall abstain from participation in, or support 
of, any actions whatsoever directed against the other High Contracting 
Party, and obligates itself not to enter into any agreements with third 
countries directed against the other Party. Neither of the Parties will per-
mit its territory to be used to the detriment of the other Party’s secu-
rity.”27

Taken together, the Budapest Memoranda and the Treaty of 
Friendship represent firm recognition by Russia of the sovereignty 
and independence of Ukraine, that Crimea and the Donbas are part of 
Ukraine, that Russia recognized these facts, and promised to take all nec-
essary steps to maintain Ukraine’s independence within its internation-
ally recognized borders. Vladimir Putin would later ignore these solemn 
commitments made by his predecessors on behalf of the Russian state.

Ukraine as an Energy Transit State

No interest is more important to the Kremlin and the West than 
Ukraine’s role in the energy trade. If Europe became hooked on cheap 
Russian energy, and that energy needed Ukraine as a transit route, 
then Ukraine became essential to Europe’s well-being. This appeared  
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to be an American concern when the USSR began negotiating energy 
deals with the West during the Cold War. Ukraine’s energy role is 
both an area of competition between East and West for influence and 
power; and it is a major area in which Kyiv struggled to achieve inde-
pendence from action to ally with Europe. In 1981, advisors to US 
President Ronald Reagan took note of Soviet plans to build transit 
pipelines across Ukraine in order to provide cheap energy to Europe. 
“Our strategy is aimed at limiting Soviet economic leverage over the 
West,” wrote Pentagon officials. Reagan got the message. “President 
Reagan clearly understood at the time that Russia was not interested in 
being part of the family of nations,” said former State Department offi-
cial Larry Eastland. “Anytime you allow someone to have their hand 
on the spigot, you’ve not only given them economic power, you’ve 
given them military power, as well.”28 Despite Reagan’s opposition to 
the project, European economic interests overcame Cold War fears and 
large swaths of Europe became dependent on the Kremlin to heat their 
homes in winter.

When Ukraine declared its independence from the Soviet Union in 
1991, Russia continued to supply Europe through the old Soviet-era 
pipeline network. The continent quickly found the truth of Eastland’s 
Cold War observation when Russia blocked natural gas exports to 
Ukraine in the winter of 1992, to pressure Ukraine to cease its efforts to 
steer a course independent of the Kremlin.29

As the 1990s continued, Ukraine consumed domestically up to 50 
billion cubic meters (bcm) of natural gas for which it was unable to 
pay. Gazprom halted gas supplies to the debtor nation on several occa-
sions. As the debt mounted, the Russian energy giant Gazprom lent its 
Ukrainian counterpart, Naftogaz, sufficient funds to pay off the past 
liens.30 A pricing dispute arose in the 2004–2005 time period, and 
Gazprom threatened to cease providing Ukraine with its domestic gas 
supply. Ukraine responded with threats of its own: It would make up any 
shortfall by confiscating transit gas in the pipeline. A compromise was 
reached, but the battle lines were drawn.

By late 2005, Gazprom proposed to increase the price of natural 
gas delivered to Ukraine, so that it would match the price the com-
pany was charging its downstream European customers. Gazprom 
Deputy Chairman Alexander Medvedev said, “It is now clear that the 
time when Ukraine could have considered $160/mcm (thousand cubic 
meters) to be a market price has now passed… the generally accepted 
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pricing formula ($230 per mcm) will apply to Ukraine from 2006.”31 
Ukraine thought it could circumvent Gazprom by purchasing gas from 
Turkmenistan. Gazprom, however, preempted the Ukrainians by buying 
the entire Turkmen production for the first quarter of 2006.32 When the 
Ukrainians rejected Gazprom’s price demands, Gazprom cut off the gas 
flow on January 1, 2006.

The effect was felt in Europe almost immediately. Ukraine began 
siphoning gas to meet its needs, and Europe began to grow cold. “By 
January 2, Hungary was reported to have lost up to 40% of its Russian 
supplies; Austrian, Slovakian and Romanian supplies were said to be 
down by one third, France 25–30% and Poland by 14%. Italy reported 
having lost 32 million cubic meters, around 25% of deliveries, during 
January 1–3. German deliveries were also affected.”33 The crisis ended 
on January 4, when Gazprom and Naftogaz signed a 5-year contract. 
Henceforth, Ukraine would be wholly dependent on Gazprom.

The West reacted with accusations that Russia was trying to punish 
Ukraine for its pro-Western government. While it was true that there 
was a price dispute, went the logic, Moscow was providing subsidized 
gas to a number of other countries on its periphery. Surely, the reason 
for punishing Ukraine had to be political. The Swiss newspaper Le Temps 
editorialized, “There is less blood and less sand than in the conquest of 
Mesopotamia, but Russia is acting in the same strategic context driven by 
might and hydrocarbons.”34

Not everyone agreed with this analysis. Jonathan Stern pointed out 
that neither Gazprom nor the Russian government made any political 
demands, and it is uncertain as to what kind of demands it could make.35 
The 2006 cutoff appears to have been because of a commercial dispute, 
and not because of politics. Stern does acknowledge, however, that the 
energy crisis wounded the pro-Western Ukrainian President Yushchenko 
politically 2 months before the March 2006 parliamentary elections.

In 2008, negotiations with Gazprom faltered again. The two sides 
renewed their threats to either halt or siphon transit gas. Finally, in a 
series of October 2008 agreements, Ukraine accepted that the price 
of gas would be raised to market prices. Russia agreed this would 
take place over a 3 year period. The 2006 agreement was annulled. 
By December the two sides were squabbling over the amount of 
debt Naftogaz owed Gazprom. The Ukrainians accepted a $1 billion 
charge, but the Russians wanted $2.195 billion. Russian Prime Minister 
Vladimir Putin said that if the debt were not paid, and if there was any 
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interference with transit gas, Russia would again cut off supplies to 
Ukraine.36

True to their word, Russia ceased supplying Ukraine on January 1, 
2009—3 years to the day since the last break in the supply. Ukraine 
began to siphon gas from the transit line, calling the purloined fuel 
“technical” gas to which they were entitled. Russia tightened the 
screws and began to reduce the flow of transit gas. Prime Minister 
Putin upped the ante and personally insisted no gas should cross the 
border.37 By January 7, all natural gas transiting Ukraine to Europe 
ceased to flow. The effect was immediate. Eighteen European nations 
reported either major shortfalls or complete cutoffs of their Gazprom 
supplies.38

The European Commission (EC) had been silent as the crisis built, 
but reacted immediately to the cutoff. The EC’s President Manuel 
Barroso negotiated the creation of a monitoring mission and demanded 
the immediate resumption of the gas flow. Barroso condemned the situa-
tion, but did not blame either side specifically.39

Gazprom offered to renew gas deliveries on January 12. Naftogaz 
rejected the offer, citing the lack of a written agreement. In reality, 
Naftogaz had reversed the flow of gas in the pipeline to feed the energy-
hungry east of Ukraine, depriving Europe of its deliveries. Without an 
agreement to regulate future domestic gas deliveries, it made no sense 
for the Ukrainians to alleviate European pressure on Moscow by accept-
ing new Russian transit gas.40

The crisis was resolved on January 19, when Naftogaz and Gazprom 
signed a 10 year contract. Gas flows were resumed the following day, 
and by January 22, deliveries to Europe returned to their normal levels. 
The new contracts called for the delivery of 40 bcm of gas to Ukraine 
in 2009, and 52 bcm annually during the period 2010–2019. The price 
would move to the European market price in two steps: Ukraine would 
pay 80% of the European price in 2009, and 100% commencing in 2010. 
If Ukraine were to fall into arrears, Gazprom would require Naftogaz to 
pay in advance for any gas deliveries.41

Unlike in 2006, when commercial considerations seemed to domi-
nate Russian calculations, it appears that the 2009 shutoff may have been 
more politically motivated. Cutting off supplies to Europe and endanger-
ing Russia’s reputation as a stable energy supplier to punish Ukraine was 
against Gazprom’s long-term interests. It suggests that Prime Minister 
Putin was more interested in geopolitical considerations.42
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An alternative explanation, less plausible, is that Putin lost control 
of his emotions and ordered the cutoff in a fit of pique. “The critical 
Russian decision to cut back deliveries on 5 January was an unneces-
sarily risky and commercially irrational action at that stage of the dis-
pute,” wrote Oxford energy analysts. “That decision may have reflected 
Prime Minister Putin’s anger and frustration, and been aimed at punish-
ing Ukraine for its repeated threats to disrupt transit. These emotions 
may have been personalized to President Yushchenko, given the his-
torical animosity of Russia towards the Orange Revolution and towards 
Yushchenko’s subsequent policy orientation away from Russia.”43

In the wake of the 2009 gas crisis, the European Union proposed the 
creation of the Nabucco pipeline that would make Europe less depend-
ent on Russian energy. This pipeline was designed to take 32 bcm per 
year of natural gas from the Caspian to Central Europe. The Kremlin, in 
response, proposed the South Stream project which roughly paralleled 
Nabucco but would carry 65 bcm per year. The sources of the natural 
gas for this latter pipeline were the same fields in western Siberia that fed 
the Ukrainian transit pipelines. Both of the rival pipelines would reduce 
Europe’s reliance on transit gas from Ukraine. Ukrainian officials had 
two concerns with these developments: the loss of transit revenues on 
the gas traveling to Europe and the loss of a domestic gas supply.

Ukraine wanted access to some product for its domestic market in the 
event of another Russian energy cutoff. In 2013, it began to negotiate 
with Slovakia for a compact that would allow Ukraine to receive natural 
gas from Europe by reversing the flow through existing pipelines. The 
amount that could be provided, however, was miniscule: analysts con-
cluded it would be a “drop in the bucket.”44

On April 15, 2014, the German company RWE began making deliv-
eries to Ukraine, based on a 2012 framework agreement that would 
allow delivery of up to 10 bcm of gas per year.45 Ukraine also renewed 
imports from Poland, maxing out the carrying capacity of that pipeline.46 
Finally, in late April, Slovakia came on board. In talks that stretched from 
April 24 to 26, the Slovak pipeline company Eustream and Naftogaz 
reached an agreement to use a pipeline to deliver “reverse flow” gas to 
the beleaguered nation.47 The gas would use a small, disused subsidi-
ary pipeline that could only carry 10% of Ukraine’s needs. Naftogaz had 
requested the reverse flow use the spare capacity in the main trunk lines, 
but Eustream said secret agreements with Gazprom prohibited them 
from fulfilling the Ukrainian request.48 Although the agreement was 
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signed, Slovakia did not begin to supply any gas because it feared offend-
ing Russia.

Russian President Putin increased Russia’s demands. He gave Ukraine 
1 month to settle its gas import debts to Russia,49 now having grown 
to an estimated $3.4–11.4 billion. The Russians refused any negotia-
tions until the Ukrainians came up with the money. “We are saying that 
in order to discuss any compromise, the debts must be paid first,” said 
Russian Deputy Energy Minister Anatoly Yanovsky. “Pay the debts and 
then we can agree on something.”50

US Vice President Joe Biden came to Kyiv to offer $50 million to 
repair the energy transit system. Ukrainian officials did not judge it suf-
ficient to overhaul the aging Soviet infrastructure. Ukrainian Energy 
Minister Yuri Prodan said $3–4 billion would be needed just in the first 
stage of modernization.51

Gazprom notified Ukraine they accepted the debt level at the low end 
of the spectrum, at $3.5 billion. They also said that as of June, gas for 
consumers would only be delivered if Ukraine paid for the commodity in 
advance.52

Slovakia now came forward after Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov 
announced that Slovakia’s agreement did not violate any agreements. 
The chairman of Eustream predicted they could ship 8–10 bcm by 
September, provided a way could be found to guarantee Ukrainian pay-
ment for the product.53

With days remaining before the threatened Russian gas cutoff, 
Ukraine paid Gazprom $786 million for February and March gas deliv-
eries, calculated at the concessionary price of $268 per tcm. This was the 
price Russia had previously promised Ukraine at a different stage of the 
negotiations.54 In response, Gazprom declared there was still an out-
standing balance and gave Ukraine an additional week to pay the remain-
der of the bill.55

Russia insisted Ukraine pay the price in the original contract of $485 
per tcm. Ukrainian acting Prime Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk branded 
the Russian proposal a political price, not a market one.56 Russia finally 
offered $385 per tcm. Ukraine said no, because the offer was com-
ing from the Russian government rather than from Gazprom. The 
Ukrainians pointed out that if the government could grant the discount, 
they could just as easily take it away.57

Ukraine was seeking an agreement with more permanency. Still look-
ing for compromise, it computed its outstanding gas bill at $1.95 billion 
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and offered a cash payment of $1 billion with more to be paid later. 
Russia, however, was through. Gazprom cut the delivery of gas to the 
country’s domestic market, but pledged to continue supplying Europe 
through the transit pipelines. Gazprom CEO Alexei Miller was firm that 
Ukraine would now only be a cash customer, paying in advance for any 
fuel it received.58

The European Union almost brokered an agreement that would 
provide Ukraine with enough gas to last the winter, but it was scut-
tled by the Russian side. At a meeting in Brussels on September 25, 
Russia agreed to provide at least 5 bcm of gas over a 6 month period. 
Ukraine would pay the discounted price that Russia had offered previ-
ously of $385 per tcm and a prepayment of $3.1 billion. The agreement 
met all of Russia’s preconditions. At the last moment, however, Russia 
announced the prepayment would not be used to pay for gas deliver-
ies, but would be applied to Ukraine’s outstanding debt, calculated at 
$5.3 billion. No gas would be provided. Further, the $385 price was not 
a fixed price, but a discount that would expire in the spring.59 Such a 
Russian rejection of a deal that met its own terms showed that the dis-
putes were not about energy, but a continuation of the political/military 
conflict that had broken out between the two countries.

Both sides finally signed onto the compromise in mid-October, with 
Ukraine promising to make the payment by December.60 The EU would 
act as guarantor for the gas purchases, in a package that totaled $4.6 
billion. The money would come from Ukraine and the International 
Monetary Fund.61 Ukraine then made a prepayment of $378 million to 
Gazprom on December 5.62

The Russian gas began to flow. Europe also began to increase the 
amount of “reverse flow” gas it was providing. Slovakia continued its 
sales, and Hungry resumed sales at the beginning of 2015. European 
energy Chief Maros Secovic said the amount returning to Ukraine could 
climb from 31.5 to 40 tcm.63

The IMF then agreed to lend the Ukrainian pipeline company 
Ukrtransgaz $186 million to upgrade the pipeline to Europe.64 The 
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) followed 
thereafter with an equal loan, the first time the EBRD ever agreed to 
invest in the Ukrainian pipelines.65

Russia continued to use the energy weapon in a different way, how-
ever. After the 2014 Ukrainian conflict began, authorities in Kyiv cut off 
natural gas to the rebel-held areas in the east. Russia began supplying gas 
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directly to the Donbas region, supposedly as a humanitarian gesture.66 
Because the Donbas is legally a part of Ukraine, however, Gazprom 
billed Naftogaz for the deliveries. President Putin even renewed the 
threat to halt the flow of gas to Europe if payment were not made.67 
When a ceasefire with the rebels took hold on 12 February 2015, how-
ever, Gazprom said it would exempt gas supplies to rebel-held regions 
from the contract with Naftogaz.68

With other sources coming on-line, Ukrainian Energy Minister 
Volodymyr Demchyshyn announced that Kyiv would stop purchasing 
Russian gas on April 1, 201569. This threat had its desired effect, and 
Gazprom agreed to sell gas to Ukraine in the second quarter at $248 
per tcm, a significant discount from the $329 per tcm it paid in the 
first quarter.70 President Putin tried to put a positive spin on Moscow’s 
retreat, claiming to be providing the discount for humanitarian rea-
sons. “We understand that Ukraine’s economy today cannot support 
the prices of Russian gas that are stated in the contract,” the president 
said. “In principle, we are not required [to give discounts], but we think 
this is reasonable and we are meeting them halfway.” Putin said it was in 
Russia’s interest for Ukraine to have a strong economy so Ukraine could 
be a prosperous trading partner.71

The discount only lasted a month before President Putin insisted on 
raising prices because of the fall in world oil prices. “We cannot provide 
the same discount as earlier,” he said in a government meeting. “The 
price for Ukrainian customers should be…in line with nearby coun-
tries like Poland.”72 Ukraine would not agree to the new price and 
announced another suspension in Russian gas purchases.73

Finally, the two sides came to terms. In discussions brokered by the 
European Commission, Russia agreed to provide Ukraine with natural 
gas at $227 per tcm through December 2015. Russia also agreed that 
future prices would be changed quarterly and would be close to the price 
being charged Poland. For their part, the European Commission agreed 
to organize financing.74

While the talks ultimately reached a consensus, such maneuvers were 
not to Gazprom’s liking. Russian Energy Minister Novak announced 
the company planned to let its transit contract with Ukraine lapse after 
it expired in 2019. The Russians were counting on the construction 
of an alternative pipeline that would allow them to continue supplying 
Europe while bypassing Ukrainian territory.75 When discussions with 
neighboring Turkey over this alternative route bogged down, Russia did  
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an about face. Gazprom’s CEO Alexei Miller said he was willing to enter 
into negotiations to continue using the Ukrainian route. “When the 
contract is coming to an end, we… will hold talks on a transit deal with 
our Ukrainian colleagues,” Miller told the press. “We have a direct order 
from the President of the Russian Federation, Vladimir Vladimirovich 
Putin.”76 But, added Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev, “We 
won’t extend the transit contract with Ukraine on disadvantageous 
terms.”77

In September 2015, the Russians announced a new pipeline route 
that would make Ukraine superfluous, Nord Stream-2. Russian ana-
lysts were aware that there was no business motive for the new pipe-
line. When the EU Commissioner for energy commented that Russian 
pipelines to Europe were well below capacity, the deputy director of the 
Energy Research Institute of the Russian Academy of Sciences, Vladimir 
Likhachev, said that Russia wanted to bypass Ukraine regardless of cur-
rent capacities.78 The new pipeline route, like the other bypass proposals, 
was thus a political project.

Should Russia succeed in finding a way to bypass Ukraine, it could 
prove costly to Gazprom. The Soviet-era pipeline network travels to 
Europe via Slovakia and Bulgaria. While the Ukrainian contract expires 
in 2019, the contract with Slovakia runs until 2028 and with Bulgaria 
until 2030. Under these contracts, Gazprom is obligated to pay approxi-
mately $1 billion in transit fees whether it ships gas through the coun-
tries or not.79

The Orange Revolution

Post-Soviet politics in Ukraine consisted of competition among regional 
oligarchs. The citizenry only began to form a popular opposition move-
ment to these rentiers after 2000, when investigative journalist Georgiy 
Gongadze was abducted and murdered. This crime became a sensation 
when audiotapes were released of President Leonid Kuchma demanding 
Gongadze’s abduction. The tapes highlighted the president’s involve-
ment in high-level corruption and the criminal harassment of politi-
cal opponents. Opposition politicians, civic groups, and students joined 
demonstrations under the banner “Ukraine without Kuchma.”80 The 
movement failed to change the system. In the 2002 parliamentary elec-
tions, the opposition may have won the popular vote—but were deprived 
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of the fruits of victory by political maneuvering. The opposition resolved 
to not let it happen again.

In 2004, the Supreme Court ruled President Kuchma was eligible 
for reelection, but Kuchma realized his extreme unpopularity meant 
he could not win. The establishment candidate Viktor Yanukovych, 
supported by outgoing President Kuchma, became prime minister. 
The prime minister was supported by three oligarchic groups: Rinat 
Akhmetov’s System Capital Management, in Donetsk; Viktor Pinchuk’s 
Interpipe, in Dnipropetrovsk (Pinchuk being married to Kuchma’s only 
daughter); and the Kyiv-based oligarchs Hrihoriy Surkis and Viktor 
Medvedchuk.81 The opposition candidate was former Prime Minister 
Viktor Yushchenko, who had been sacked in 2001 after reforming 
the government’s finances. He was supported by a series of business-
men such as Ukraine’s chocolate king, Petro Poroshenko. Yushchenko 
was also in an uneasy alliance with former Deputy Prime Minister Yulia 
Tymoshenko, an oligarch who had made her money controlling United 
Energy Systems of Ukraine with her partner, former Prime Minister 
Lazarenko.

The public was galvanized when someone poisoned the opposition 
candidate Yushchenko with dioxin. He was seriously disfigured, but 
recovered. Yanukovych tried to portray Yushchenko as an American pup-
pet who would disrupt good relations with Russia. His campaign strat-
egy was to deliberately accentuate ethnic and regional divisions within 
Ukraine, mobilizing the Russian-speaking voters in the east against the 
Ukrainian-speaking supporters of Yushchenko in the west.82 His prop-
aganda themes were accompanied by massive fraud, such as ballot box 
stuffing, busing voters around the countryside to vote in multiple poll-
ing places, creating false parties and candidates to splinter the opposition 
vote, etc. The most flagrant abuse, however, was the remote accessing 
of the computers of the Central Election Commission and changing the 
vote tally to ensure a Yanukovych victory.83

The first round of voting gave Yushchenko a slight lead over 
Yanukovych, 39.9–39.2%, with the remaining 20.9% divided among 
22 other candidates. In the second round of voting, a runoff between 
the top two candidates, pollsters from the Kiev International Institute 
of Sociology predicted a Yushchenko 53–43% win, but the authori-
ties announced Yanukovych’s 49–47% victory—before 35% of the votes 
had even been counted.84 Demonstrators took to the street throughout 
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Ukraine, but the heart of the protest was in Kyiv. A tent city that some-
times swelled to a half million put tremendous pressure on the authori-
ties. This seventeen-day street demonstration became known as the 
Orange Revolution.

The revolution was not a mass movement. According to a 2005 poll, 
4.8% of respondents reported they had taken part in the protests in Kyiv, 
and another 12.8% claimed to have been involved in other towns. While 
these numbers are impressive, it meant that even larger numbers did not 
protest the results. A quarter of the people surveyed did not fully sup-
port the demonstrations, and another fifth were uncommitted.85

The demonstrations had not been spontaneous. Yushchenko’s people 
planned the street demonstrations months in advance, anticipating the 
election results would be falsified. Truckloads of tents, mats, and food 
supplies, secured weeks before, quickly appeared.86 Yushchenko tried 
to end the controversy by taking the oath of office on November 23 
in a rump meeting of the legislature in front of 191 parliamentarians. 
Ukraine had two elected presidents. There had to be a way to break the 
impasse.

Under the watchful eye of the world press, the US government, and 
the European Union, 307 out of 450 members of the Rada (Parliament) 
voted on November 27 to invalidate the second round of voting. The 
Parliament then reversed itself three days later, recognizing the vote. 
Yanukovych tried to put pressure on the reformists by accusing them 
of tearing the country apart. On November 28, 2004, he arranged 
for two planeloads of foreign journalists to fly to Severodonetsk to 
observe a demonstration that urged the Donetsk region to separate 
from Ukraine. The star of the rally was Moscow’s mayor, Yuri Luzhkov. 
President Kuchma offered to use his influence with these early separa-
tists if Yushchenko used his influence to dissolve the encampment on the 
Maidan, Kyiv’s main square. Prime Minister Yanukovych was clear that 
he was seeking a trade-off: “all the turmoil in the region will disappear, 
in the East, in the South, and everything that unfolded will disappear 
when we calm the people down.”87

Western countries, including the USA, were pouring hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars into civil society groups for the purposes of democracy 
promotion. Most of the money was directed toward Yushchenko sup-
porters. On the other side, Moscow had begun supporting Yanukovych 
as early as the summer of 2003. The Kremlin believed cooperation with 
outgoing President Kuchma had been best for Russian foreign policy; 
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so, whomever Kuchma chose as his successor became the Kremlin’s can-
didate.88 As economic incentives for Ukrainians to support Kuchma’s 
candidate, Russia reduced Ukraine’s gas debt from $2.2 billion to $1.4 
billion, abolished quotas for Ukrainian steel pipes, and signed a taxa-
tion agreement that yielded an extra $800 million in payments to the 
Ukrainian treasury.89 A Russian political technologist wrote a plan that 
foreshadowed events of 2014. “Our task is to destabilize the situation in 
the regions (maybe involving political games, but not the everyday econ-
omy)” in something called “directed conflict….The task of the media is 
to interpret this as an ontological ‘East-West’ conflict.”90 Russian busi-
ness interests, possibly including state-controlled Gazprom, provided 
$300 million to the Yanukovych campaign.91

Russian President Putin visited Ukraine twice to back Yanukovych 
during the election, doing so just before each round of voting.92 Russian 
efforts to influence the election failed. On December 3, 2004, the 
Supreme Court ordered the second round of the vote to be rerun, since 
authorities had committed so much fraud it was impossible to determine 
the will of the people.93 In the third round, Yushchenko emerged as the 
clear winner, defeating Yanukovych by 52–44%. Putin declared contemp-
tuously, “A repeat of the second round would yield nothing. Are you 
going to conduct it three, four, maybe 25 times?”94

The Kremlin decision to publicly intervene in the Ukrainian election was 
a conscious effort by Yanukovych to rally support among Russian-speakers 
in the east. A month before the election, he agreed to make Russian an 
official language in Ukraine, to recognize dual Ukrainian-Russian citizen-
ship, and to abandon efforts to join NATO. In an analysis of the Russian 
intervention, Petrov and Ryabov pilloried the Kremlin for incompetence. 
“The problem is not that the Kremlin gambled on a candidate who lost, 
but that the Kremlin’s involvement was so conspicuous and crude. The 
Kremlin seemed not only to want to win, but also to demonstrate that 
Ukraine remains a part of Russia’s vital sphere of influence, where the 
Russian government has a right to act as it would within its own bor-
ders…The result was not simply a defeat, but also a scandalous humilia-
tion.”95

Paul D’Anieri analyzed the election’s effects on foreign policy as revolu-
tionary. “The events of late 2004 caused a fundamental re-evaluation of 
Ukraine by key actors… Better relationships with the West, and member-
ship in NATO and the World Trade Organization (WTO) became real 
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possibilities… Russia’s efforts to control Ukraine seemed to have been 
decisively rejected.”96

Viktor Yushchenko, whose party had received the most votes, became 
president and appointed Yulia Tymoshenko his prime minister. This 
marriage of convenience would only last 8 months. Once Tymoshenko 
began to undermine Yushchenko, the president dismissed her in 
September 2005.97

Against a background of an economic slowdown, high inflation, and 
ballooning energy prices, the country went back to the polls in March 
2006 to elect a new parliament. The allies of defeated presidential candi-
date Viktor Yanukovych won a plurality of votes (32.4%).98 His Party of 
the Regions made a spectacular comeback from the relative oblivion in 
which he had been cast by the Orange Revolution. Yanukovych accom-
plished this by a relentless focus on the discontent of Ukrainian voters 
with Yushchenko’s inability to deliver on the promises of the revolution.

After months of negotiations, Yushchenko appointed Yanukovych, 
the leader of the largest party in parliament, as his new prime minister.99 
Yanukovych immediately began to strengthen his power base, by con-
vincing members of Yushchenko’s party to defect to his own. One of 
the most influential parliamentarians to change sides was Yushchenko’s 
former national security advisor, Anatoly Kinakh. The Yanukovych coa-
lition grew to 260 members, out of 450. Leaders of the grouping pre-
dicted they would soon reach a veto-proof two-thirds majority of 300. 
Faced with the possibility of Yanukovych handing him a string of legis-
lative defeats, the president ordered the parliament to be dissolved on 
April 2, 2007. The deputies defied the order, voting the decree of dis-
solution was unconstitutional.100 Finally, in late May, Yanukovych and 
the Socialist speaker of the Parliament Oleksandr Moroz agreed to new 
elections for September 30, 2007. The Party of the Regions received 
34.37% of the votes, once again giving them the lead to negotiate a gov-
erning coalition. It did so by merging with the second place finisher, Yuri 
Lutsenko’s Bloc of Our Ukraine.101

To counter the parliament, President Yushchenko brought back 
his sometime-ally Yulia Tymoshenko as prime minister. She spent her 
years in that position continuing to undermine the public’s support for 
Yushchenko, by accusing the president of corruption and incompetence. 
When war with Russia broke out next door in Georgia in September 
2008, Tymoshenko refused to condemn Russia for its actions in South 
Ossetia. She then joined with the Party of the Regions in an attempt to 
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limit presidential powers.102 Speaker of the parliament Arseniy Yatsenyuk 
dissolved the Parliament, again.103 Instead of new elections, however, 
Yushchenko and Tymoshenko reconciled and created a new coalition.104

Presidential elections were scheduled for January 2010. Despite 
being occasional allies, Yushchenko and Tymoshenko spent the cam-
paign cycle attacking each other. Viktor Yanukovych managed to win the 
prize with 48.95% of the vote. Although it was not a majority, it was 
enough to beat out second place Yulia Tymoshenko who had 45.47%. 
The OSCE declared the election a fair and impressive display of democ-
racy.105 Yanukovych’s winning platform called for improved ties with 
the Kremlin, and opposition to Ukraine’s membership in NATO.106 
Commentators considered the election a rebuke to the pro-Western 
forces that had backed the Orange Revolution and a clear victory for 
Moscow.107

International Relations

Ukraine applied to join the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
in 2008, raising Russian President Putin’s ire. At the April 2008 NATO 
meeting in Bucharest to which he was invited, Putin even questioned the 
legitimacy of Ukraine as a state. He intimated, instead, that Ukraine was 
an area of exclusive Russian interest:

In Ukraine, one third are ethnic Russians. Out of forty- five million peo-
ple, in line with the official census, seventeen millions are Russians. There 
are regions, where only the Russian population lives, for instance, in the 
Crimea. 90% are Russians. Generally speaking, Ukraine is a very com-
plicated state. Ukraine, in the form it currently exists, was created in the 
Soviet times… (I)t received huge territories from Russia in the east and 
south of the country. It is a complicated state formation. If we introduce 
into it NATO problems, other problems, it may put the state on the verge 
of its existence…I want that all of us, when deciding such issues, realize 
that we have there our interests as well…The Crimea was merely received 
by Ukraine with the decision of the KPSS Political Bureau. There were not 
even any state procedures on transferring this territory.108

Putin told US President George W. Bush that Ukraine was not a state, 
that most of its territory was “given away” by Russia, and—fore-
shadowing the future—if Ukraine joined NATO it would cease to 
exist as a state. According to an unidentified foreign delegate to the  
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summit, Putin threatened to encourage the secession of the Crimean 
Peninsula and eastern Ukraine.109 He had thus given warning to the 
West 6 years before he took any action.

Ukraine was not the only former Soviet republic whose legitimacy 
the Kremlin challenged. Shortly after the 2008 NATO meeting, Dmitri 
Medvedev became president of the Russian Federation. Putin stepped 
down to be prime minister. In September 2008, the new president out-
lined his Medvedev doctrine. He asserted various Russian rights over 
the countries of the near abroad. “There are regions in which Russia 
has privileged interests…The countries on our borders are priorities, of 
course, but our priorities do not end there.” Medvedev began laying 
down the marker that Russia had responsibility for Russian speakers in 
other countries.110 He expanded this the following year when the Duma 
passed a resolution allowing him to send troops abroad anywhere he 
decided “to defend the interests of the Russian Federation and its citi-
zens.”111 Clearly, the question of sovereignty of other countries was not 
a consideration in the passing of this legislation.

Ukrainians were lukewarm to the idea of joining NATO. A September 
2009 poll found that 51% of Ukrainians opposed membership in the 
western bloc. This sentiment was particularly strong among ethnic 
Russians (74%) and in the eastern part of the country (72%).112 On June 
3, 2010, the Ukrainian parliament voted against integration into NATO 
and rejected the possibility of a NATO Membership Action Plan.113 The 
lure of the West remained strong, however. In 2012, Yanukovych ini-
tialed an Association Agreement for a customs union with the European 
Union. While NATO may not have been attractive to the majority 
of Ukrainians, membership in the EU was perceived as a mark of civi-
lization. In September 2013, he urged the parliament to pass whatever 
laws were needed to bring Ukraine into compliance with European 
demands.114 The goal was for Ukraine to sign the agreement at the 
Vilnius NATO summit in late November.

It never happened. Moscow asked Yanukovych to delay signing the 
association agreement, and the president obliged. President Putin (after 
another title swap with Medvedev in 2012) stated that Ukraine’s sign-
ing of an agreement with the European Union would have been a major 
threat to the Russian economy.115 (The agreement would not be signed 
until June 2014, by Yanukovych’s successor Petro Poroshenko).116 
Instead, Yanukovych traveled to the Kremlin and met personally with 
Putin in mid-December. Putin promised that, in return for Ukraine 
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maintaining a pro-Kremlin orientation, he would give the country a loan 
of $15 billion and reduce the price of natural gas from $400 per tcm to 
$268 per tcm.117

Russian pressure and enticements were certainly attractive to the 
Ukrainian president. Yanukovych was in a tight spot. For political pur-
poses, he had been playing up the possibility of the association with the 
EU. In reality, however, such an association would have been extremely 
costly for Ukraine. EU Association would mean that they would get tar-
iff relief on trade with the European bloc, but at the cost of increased 
tariffs on trade outside the bloc (meaning, with its major trading partner, 
Russia). Yanukovych had hoped Brussels would offer him some sort of 
financial package to ease the blow, but none was forthcoming.118 The 
president tried to convince the masses the aid package from the Kremlin 
was a great victory, but the people were not listening. A small, pro-West-
ern demonstration in the center of Kyiv exploded into the Maidan move-
ment, the “Revolution of Dignity.”

University students and intellectuals flooded Kyiv’s Independence 
Square, the “Maidan.” They remained there peaceably for days and were 
joined by opposition politicians. Then, on November 30, 2013, riot 
police tried to disperse the crowd. In the days of fighting that followed, 
at least 100 protestors died. Although the Russian propaganda machine 
tried to make it appear the protestors were neo-Nazis, the majority 
were members of the middle class who had become disgusted with the 
Yanukovych government.119

Russian Reaction to Ukraine’s Turn to the West

Russian speakers in Crimea and eastern Ukraine did not understand what 
the new demonstrations were about. Only one of the activist leaders, 
Vitali Klychko, spoke Russian so the activists could not easily communi-
cate with the south and east of the country. Russian speakers in Crimea 
and the Donbas had to rely on official Russian TV reports that were hos-
tile to the movement.120

Some within Russia recognized the Maidan as an opportunity to 
expand Russian control over Ukraine. Russian oligarch Konstantin V. 
Malofeev circulated a memorandum urging the Kremlin take advan-
tage of the chaos to annex Crimea and a large portion of southeast-
ern Ukraine. The memo, published by Russian opposition newspaper 
Novaya Gazeta, predicted President Yanukovych would be overthrown.  
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The Kremlin should then take advantage of the “centrifugal forces” tear-
ing Ukraine apart to merge Crimea and Kharkiv with Russia. Kremlin 
spokesman Dmitry S. Peskov dismissed the memo as a hoax.121

Responding to the demonstrations, on February 22, 2014, the 
Ukrainian parliament removed President Viktor Yanukovych from power. 
Later that day, the Ukrainian Parliament voted to reverse the 2012 
law that made Russian an official language, although Ukrainian acting 
President Turchynov refused to sign the repeal. That evening, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin met with his security chiefs. Putin was con-
vinced there might be an assassination attempt against his Ukrainian 
ally, and the original purpose of the meeting was to devise a plan to save 
Yanukovych’s life. As the evening wore on, Putin settled on an adven-
turous course of action. About 7 am the following morning, he told 
his special forces commanders to begin working to bring Crimea back 
into Russia.122 Putin asked the Russian parliament for permission to use 
troops in Ukraine.

Yanukovych fled to Russia. The USA took no position on the legal-
ity of Yanukovych’s removal, but supported the interim government that 
followed. “We believe that Yanukovych has lost his legitimacy as he abdi-
cated his responsibilities. As you know, he left Ukraine—or left Kyiv, and 
he has left a vacuum of leadership,” said the US State Department.123

Russia rejected the American reasoning. They pointed out that the 
Ukrainian constitution provided four ways a president could be removed: 
resignation, health, death, or impeachment. A vote to remove the presi-
dent, rather than an impeachment proceeding, was therefore an uncon-
stitutional act and Yanukovych remained the legally elected president. 
The new government, in the Russian view, was the product of a coup 
d’etat.

Fall of Crimea

With Russia unhappy with the overthrow of its ally Viktor Yanukovych, 
on March 1, 2014, Gazprom demanded payment of an estimated $1.55 
billion it claimed Ukraine owed for natural gas. Ukrainian Energy 
Minister Yuriy Prodan did not deny the debt, but said he did not know 
when he could make the payment. In response, Gazprom CEO Alexei 
Miller threatened, “Either Ukraine makes good on its debt and pays for 
current supplies, or there is a risk of returning to the situation of early 
2009.”124
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European Commissioner for Energy, Gunther Oettinger, said the 
EU would pay the Ukrainian gas bill.125 Within days, the European 
Commission announced $15 billion in long-term economic aid to the 
country. The Europeans pressured Slovakia to sign the “reverse flow” 
agreement from 2013, while assuring themselves they had enough gas in 
reserve so there would not be a repeat of the 2009 shortages.

Energy was only one of the ways that Russia was using to pressure 
Kyiv. “little green men,” Russian-speaking troops with non-Ukrain-
ian accents, in uniforms without insignia, began appearing throughout 
Crimea. On March 2, these forces seized control of government build-
ings and airports on the peninsula.

President Putin denied there had been a Russian invasion. Speaking 
to the Federal Assembly on March 18, 2014, he said, “Russia’s Armed 
Forces never entered Crimea; they were there already in line with an 
international agreement. True, we did enhance our forces there; how-
ever… we did not exceed the personnel limit of our Armed Forces in 
Crimea, which is set at 25,000, because there was no need to do so.”126 
At the same time, however, he made it sound very much like Russia was 
active in the conflict. “Millions of Russians live in both Crimea and the 
Ukraine. Russia found itself in a position that it could not back down 
from. If you push the spring too hard, it will recoil.”127 The president 
outlined his world view. Russia saw itself as the core of a Russian civiliza-
tion and assumed the role of the defender of this world. Further, mem-
bership included “compatriots” who lived beyond Russia’s geographic 
borders.128 In other words, Russia was assuming the role of defender of 
Russians wherever they lived.

For almost a year, Putin denied active Russian military involvement 
in Crimea. He reversed himself and admitted Russia’s role in a television 
documentary entitled: “Crimea, Return to the Motherland.” He refuted 
all his carefully worded denials of Russian involvement. “We needed 
specialists,” he said. “I gave orders to the ministry of defense—what is 
there to hide?—to send military intelligence special troops, marines and 
paratroopers there under the guise of strengthening the protection of 
our military bases in Crimea.”129 Not only did he discuss Russian forces 
in the Crimea, but he admitted he was willing to put Russia’s nuclear 
weapons into a state of combat readiness to support the seizure of the 
Crimea.130

At the United Nations, Russia presented a letter signed by the 
deposed President Yanukovych (still living on Russian soil) requesting 
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military assistance to return himself to Kyiv as the legitimate ruler of 
the country. “As the legitimately elected President of Ukraine, I wish to 
inform you that events in my country and capital have placed Ukraine 
on the brink of civil war… I therefore call on President Vladimir Putin 
of Russia to use the armed forces of the Russian Federation to establish 
legitimacy, peace, law and order and stability in defense of the people of 
Ukraine.”131

Immediately after Russian troops seized Crimea’s government build-
ings, the Ukrainian National Security and Defense Council met on 
February 28, 2014. Acting president Oleksandr Turchynov raised 
the possibility of fighting back, but he was opposed by Prime Minister 
Arseniy Yatsenyuk. “We’re talking about declaring war on Russia,” 
Yatsenyuk said. “Right after we do this, there will be a Russian statement 
‘On defending Russian citizens and Russian speakers who have ethnic 
ties to Russia.’ That is the script the Russians have written, and we’re 
playing to that script.” Yatsenyuk said the government had no military 
ability to defend Kyiv if Russia invaded. As if on cue, Russia’s speaker 
of the parliament called Turchynov to relay threats from Vladimir Putin. 
Russia was ready to make tough decisions on Ukraine for persecuting 
Russians and Russian-speaking people, Putin warned. That might include 
sending troops, and not just to Crimea. If a single Russian died, the 
Kremlin would declare the Kyiv government war criminals. The Council 
heeded the Russian threats, as well as American and German government 
assessments that Putin would invade, and voted not to fight back.132

In reaction to the Crimean takeover, the USA, UK, and Canada sus-
pended preparations for a scheduled June meeting of the G-8 that was 
to take place in Sochi, Russia. The action was immediately branded inef-
fective by analysts.133 Russia then opened negotiations with Western 
countries rather than Ukraine’s officials. The Kremlin demanded a new 
Ukrainian constitution converting the unitary state into a federal repub-
lic, with each region receiving autonomy on questions of language and 
finances. It also requested a United Nations resolution declaring that 
Ukraine was, and always would remain, a neutral nation.134

President Putin did not annex Crimea immediately. His first step 
was to recognize the peninsula’s independence from Kyiv. The “gov-
ernment” of Crimea organized a referendum on Sunday, March 16. 
The official results showed an 83.1% participation rate and, echoing 
the staged Soviet elections of the past, a full 96.77% voted that Crimea 
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should leave Ukraine and join Russia. The Crimean parliament voted the 
next day to follow the referendum’s lead.135

Putin then used the election results to justify annexation. He pre-
sented to the Duma a bill to absorb the Crimean Peninsula. In his 
speech, the Russian president said that Crimea had always been part of 
Russia and that the people of Crimea had corrected the “historical injus-
tice” of being part of Ukraine.136 Crimea’s inclusion in Ukraine after 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union was a robbery, in broad daylight. 
Putin reviewed Russian involvement on the peninsula from the birth of 
Prince Vladimir to the death of Soviet soldiers fighting the Nazis. “All 
these places are sacred to us,” he said. He hinted that Russia could lay 
claim to larger parts of Ukraine, stating, “We are one nation. Kiev is 
the mother of all Russian cities.” Despite that, however, the president 
renounced any claim on the remainder of the nation. “Don’t believe 
those who say Russia will take other regions after Crimea. We don’t 
need that.”137 The parliament then approved the reunion of Crimea 
with Mother Russia.

“Given the declaration of will by the Crimean people in a nationwide 
referendum held on March 16, 2014, the Russian Federation is to recog-
nize the Republic of Crimea as a sovereign and independent state, whose 
city of Sevastopol has a special status,” read an official Kremlin state-
ment.138

Putin underlined the permanency of the annexation in August 2015 
by making a three-day visit to the peninsula. The purported purpose 
of the visit was to explore how to develop Crimea and promote tour-
ism there. He made it a point to underline its new membership in the 
Russian Federation. “Crimea is essentially a mirror of multi-ethnic 
Russia. Here, like everywhere in Russia…” he said.139 He also took con-
crete steps to solidify his hold, by permanently relocating an additional 
20,000 Russians to the area. The majority locating near the Black Sea 
fleet in Sevastopol. A large number were soldiers. The influx was so large 
it caused a housing shortage, with over three thousand soldiers waiting 
for a place to live.140 At the same time, however, approximately 22,000 
displaced persons fled from Crimea into Ukraine.141

The Kremlin continued to solidify its hold on the peninsula in 
2015. Russia’s naval Chief, Admiral Viktor Chirkov, announced plans 
for a major rearmament of the Black Sea Fleet stationed in Sevastopol. 
The most frightening announcement came from the head of the 
Russian Foreign Ministry’s Department for Nuclear Non-Proliferation  
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and Weapons Control: “I don’t know if there are any nuclear weapons 
there at the moment and I am not aware of such plans, but in principle 
Russia can do this,” Mikhail Ulyanov told a press conference in Moscow. 
“Naturally Russia has the right to put nuclear weapons in any region on 
its territory if it deems it necessary.”142

Some of the strongest opponents to Russian annexation were the 
Crimean Tatars, a non-Russian ethnic group who represented approxi-
mately 12% of Crimea’s population. They had suffered at the Kremlin’s 
hands under Stalin. Even though they had lived in Crimea for a 
1000 years, in 1944 Stalin ordered 180,000 deported to Central Asia. 
Many were sent to labor camps under suspicion of having cooper-
ated with the Nazis. According to Soviet archives, 30,000 died within 
2 months of their deportation; activists estimate as many as 100,000 died 
as a result of this Soviet action.143 The Tatars feared what would hap-
pen to them under Russian control. They found out almost immediately. 
Crimean Deputy Prime Minister Rustam Temirgaliyev announced that 
the Tatars would have to vacate part of their land for “social needs.” He 
promised, however, the Tatars would be well represented in the new gov-
ernment. “We are ready to allocate and legalize many other plots of land 
to ensure a normal life for the Crimean Tatars,” he said.144 Normal life 
included prohibition of the Crimean Tatar Memorial Day of Deportation; 
the declaration that the Crimean legislative body, the Mejlis, was ille-
gitimate; seizure of the Mejlis’ and a Tatar charity’s property and bank 
accounts; a search of the main mosques in Simferopol (center of the Tatar 
population); and a demand that the Tatar’s accept Russian citizenship or 
leave.145 In 2015, Moscow closed ATR, a Crimean Tatar television sta-
tion. Authorities also shut down several other media outlets owned by 
ATR’s holding company, including a children’s TV channel and two 
radio stations.146 The European Parliament adopted a resolution con-
demning “the unprecedented levels of human rights (violations) perpet-
uated against Crimean residents, most notably Crimean Tatars, who do 
not follow the imposed rule of the so-called local authorities.”147

The Kremlin’s crackdown on the Tatars was both practical and ide-
ological. On the one hand, the Russian government considered the 
Crimean Tatar community to be the primary organized opposition group 
to its occupation and annexation of the peninsula. On the other, the 
Russian ideological claim that Crimea was always Russian had been weak-
ened by the Ukrainian government’s recognition that the Tatars were the 
native people of Crimea.148
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Opposition to the post-invasion crackdown was not limited to the 
Tatars, however. Any businessman who had profited under the Kyiv 
government soon found himself in trouble. Russia seized an estimated 
4000 enterprises, providing no compensation to the owners. Instead, 
the authorities claimed the corporations were guilty of unauthorized 
activities, or were of strategic significance. Still more were expropriated 
after March 1, 2015, when many companies missed a Russian registra-
tion deadline.149 Crimea’s Prime Minister, Sergei Aksyonov, justified the 
property seizures as redressing the wrongs created by the Kyiv-backed 
government. “Over the past 10 years, the majority of state property was 
illegally stolen from the government,” he said. “Enterprises were privat-
ized via fraudulent schemes and the sate didn’t receive any money.”150

Two Ukrainian energy companies went to the Permanent Court of 
Arbitration in The Hague seeking compensation for gas stations they 
lost on the Peninsula.151 Ihor Kolomoyskiy, the former governor of the 
Dnipropetrovsk region, also sued Moscow in The Hague. He claimed 
the annexation and subsequent property seizures had unfairly deprived 
him of his right to operate a civilian airport in Crimea. Moscow claimed 
the court had no jurisdiction in the matter and would refuse to par-
ticipate in the proceedings.152 Instead, Russia took Kolomoyskiy and 
three associates to court in London, charging them with defrauding the 
Russian oil company Tatneft. The court ordered a lien on $380 million 
worth of the tycoons’ property in England and France.153

Ukrainians remained unreconciled to the loss of the peninsula. On 
the second anniversary of the Euromaidan protests, on November 20, 
2015, someone tried to cut electrical power transmission from Ukraine 
into Crimea by bombing two transmission towers on Ukrainian terri-
tory. When that effort failed to halt the energy flow, another bomb blast 
the following night took out the towers. The bomb blasts were located 
near where Crimean Tatar activists were staging a Crimea “blockade.”154 
Tatars then tried to block Ukrainian repair teams from replacing the 
damaged cables.155

Power was partially restored by December 8. Prime Minister 
Yatsenyuk announced, however, that trade with Crimea—including elec-
tricity—would be cut by mid-January156 Faced with months of limited 
electricity until Russia could lay an additional two cables under the Kerch 
Strait connecting the peninsula to the Russian grid, Crimea considered a 
new contract. They rejected the terms, however, which included a state-
ment that Crimea and Sevastopol were still part of Ukraine.157
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Ukrainian Reaction to the Fall of Crimea

Desperate to reverse the dismemberment of his country, Ukrainian 
Prime Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk tried to remove Russian objections by 
renouncing any plans to join NATO. In a televised address to the nation, 
he alluded to the loss of Crimea as the reason for his decision. “For the 
sole purpose of preserving the unity of Ukraine, the issue of accession to 
NATO is not on the agenda,” he said. “The country will be defended by 
a strong and modern Ukrainian army.” Yatsenyuk hoped Ukraine’s pro-
gress toward an economic association with the EU would not alienate 
the Russians further. “We do not see relations with the EU and Russia 
according to the ‘either-or’ principle… I will do all in my power to pre-
serve peace and build a true partnership and good neighborly relations 
with Russia.”158

Russia was not appeased by Yatsenyuk’s remarks. Rejecting the gov-
ernment in Kyiv as a group that had overthrown a democratically elected 
government, Moscow refused to recognize the government or the results 
of the Ukrainian elections until a new constitution was adopted. Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov explained the new constitution had to be unani-
mously approved by all regions of Ukraine and had to transform Ukraine 
from a unitary to a federal state. In other words, he proposed that the 
Russian-speaking part of Ukraine be able to veto any initiatives of the 
central government. In addition, the various regions would be author-
ized to conduct their own foreign and economic policies. Both Russian 
and Ukrainian would be recognized as official languages. Kyiv saw these 
demands as a recipe for the dismemberment of the state, and rejected the 
plan as unacceptable.159

Once Russia declared the border between Crimea and the rest of 
Ukraine a “state border,” Ukraine began to take action to emphasize 
Russia’s responsibility for the occupied territory. To begin, it cut the 
North Crimea Canal, which provided Crimea with 80% of its freshwater. 
Echoing Russian complaints about Ukraine and natural gas deliveries, 
canal authorities cut the flow to the lowest technically feasible volume 
claiming that Crimea had accumulated a huge debt for water supplied 
the previous year.160 The immediate effect was the loss of Crimea’s rice 
harvest.161 Russian army engineers eventually partially solved the prob-
lem by flying engineering battalions 2000 km to construct a series of 24 
pipelines, to connect water from artesian wells in Crimea’s west to the 
canal.162
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Round One: The Donbas

The drumbeat for additional Russian action in Ukraine began slowly, 
with Russian Duma deputy speaker Vladimir Zhirinovsky sending offi-
cial letters to Poland, Hungary, and Romania, suggesting those coun-
tries annex portions of Ukraine. Zhirinovsky was proposing the country 
be divided along the lines proposed in the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop 
Soviet-Nazi non-aggression pact.163 President Putin also reminded peo-
ple of Russia’s ties to eastern Ukraine. He called the area New Russia, 
Novorossiya, a medieval term for the area; and he pressed the legiti-
macy of Russian claims to the land. “The question is to ensure the 
legitimate rights and interests of Russian and Russian-speaking citizens 
of the south-east of Ukraine—to remember the terminology from more 
royal times, this is Novorossiya (New Russia): Kharkov, Lugansk (sic), 
Donetsk, Kherson, Mykolayiv, Odessa were not included in the Ukraine 
during tsarist times. They were all territories that were transferred to 
Ukraine in the 20s by the Soviet government. Why they did that, God 
knows.”164

Russia issued appeals for volunteers to go to Ukraine and fight the 
illegal junta that had seized Kyiv. Interim Ukrainian President Oleksandr 
Turchynov decided to show some teeth. Rather than passively resisting 
Russian actions as Ukraine had in Crimea, he told the army to “accept 
battle” if there were further encroachments on Ukrainian soil. On March 
17, 2014, the parliament mobilized 40,000 into the military and began 
to form a National Guard with a goal of 20,000 volunteers.165 The Air 
Force took several MIG-29 Fulcrum fighter jets out of mothballs and 
returned them to combat service, but Defense Minister Ihor Tenyukh 
admitted the armed forces were in an unsatisfactory condition. He said 
that out of 507 combat planes and 121 attack helicopters, only 15% were 
serviceable. In addition, only 10% of Air Force crews had proper training 
and were capable of performing combat tasks.166 Meanwhile, Moscow 
massed thousands of troops near the Ukrainian border.

Kyiv and Moscow began to trade spy charges. Kyiv accused the 
Russian FSB (descendent of the KGB) of having sent 30 agents to the 
Ukrainian capital during the Maidan demonstrations to organize anti-
government protestors. The FSB, in turn, announced the detention of 
25 Ukrainians for planning terrorist attacks while Crimea held their ref-
erendum on joining Russia. The detainees included three members of 
the ultra-nationalist group, Right Sector.167
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On April 5, 2014, the Ukrainian state security service detained 15 
people in the Luhansk region on suspicion of planning to overthrow the 
government. It confiscated 300 automatic rifles, an anti-tank gun, and 
large numbers of grenades, petrol bombs, and knives.168

The arrests were not enough to halt the coming storm. Protestors 
broke into regional government buildings in Donetsk and Kharkiv, but 
soon left the Kharkiv building. The next day, they seized state secu-
rity buildings in Donetsk and Luhansk. Gunmen stormed a TV build-
ing in Donetsk but were driven off. On April 7, 2014, a Russian speaker 
appeared before the Donetsk assembly, in the seized government build-
ing, and declared the creation of the sovereign state of the People’s 
Republic of Donetsk. He then asked for a referendum on the region’s 
future, to be held on May 11. He also asked that Russia send a “peace-
keeping contingent” to protect the separatists. The rebels seized as many 
as ten towns over the period 12–13 April.169

The Kyiv government was not under any illusion as to the backers of 
the protestors. Interim Prime Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk laid the blame 
at the feet of the Russians. He pointed out the protestors’ accents were 
Russian, not Ukrainian. “The plan is to destabilize the situation, the plan 
is for foreign troops to cross the border and seize the country’s territory, 
which we will not allow.” Interim President Oleksandr Turchynov called 
the move an attempt by Russia to dismember the state. Foreign Minister 
Andriy Deshchytsya warned that Kyiv would go to war with Russia if it 
sent troops into eastern Ukraine.170

Ukraine’s interior minister Arsen Avakov confidently predicted the 
situation would be resolved in 48 hours. He said there was an anti-
terrorist operation underway, and the rebels could either talk or face 
military action. “For those who want dialogue, we propose talks and 
a political solution. For the minority who want conflict they will get a 
forceful answer from the Ukrainian authorities.” In response, agitators in 
Luhansk renewed calls for Russian intervention, identifying themselves as 
Putin’s fighters. “Mr. Putin, have mercy on your fighters. If you lose us 
then you will lose the last hope to create a good neighbor.”171

Russia increased the alert level to high for its troops on the Ukrainian 
border. Senior NATO military officers released commercial satellite 
images from DigitalGlobe of fast aircraft, tanks, armored vehicles, artil-
lery, and temporary troop bases. They said the Russians were deployed in 
more than 100 makeshift bases and could move within hours of getting a 
command. NATO’s Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen said the 
troops were ready for combat.172
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Refusing to be cowed by the presence of Russian troops on its bor-
der, Kyiv sent troops into the field to oppose the separatists. On April 
13, commandos engaged in gunfights at roadblocks and stormed a 
rebel-held police station in Slovyansk. Interim President Turchynov 
issued an ultimatum that separatists should vacate occupied buildings 
or face a “large-scale antiterrorist operation” that would involve the 
Ukrainian military.173 Government forces made little headway, and ren-
egades rejected the government’s demands. Moscow was furious Kyiv 
was ignoring its wishes. The Russian Foreign Ministry issued a statement 
accusing Kyiv of threatening violence “against anyone who does not 
agree with the nationalist-radicals, chauvinistic and anti-Semitic actions,” 
and that the violence was being carried out “with direct support from 
the United States and Europe.”174

The threatened government operation began the next day. Things 
went badly for the army. Russian television reported 300 Ukrainian 
troops sent to Slovyansk agreed to lay down their arms and go home. 
One activist reported that the troops had been flying a Russian flag. 
Similarly, in the town of Kramatorsk in the Donetsk region, Ukrainian 
armored personnel carriers—some also flying Russian flags—were sur-
rounded by locals and surrendered.175 Acting President Turchynov told 
parliament that the unit, the 25th parachute brigade, would be demobi-
lized and the servicemen brought before a court.176

In Donetsk, a leaflet appeared signed by the Donetsk People’s 
Republic’s chairman, Denis Pushilin. Three masked men carrying a 
Russian flag distributed them around the Donetsk synagogue, demand-
ing that Jews register with the separatists’ administration. “Because 
Jewish leaders have supported the illegal junta in Kyiv and are not 
friendly to the Orthodox Donetsk republic and its citizens, the leader-
ship of the Donetsk republic decrees that all citizens of Jewish nationality 
older than sixteen report to Room 514 in the Donetsk state administra-
tion for registration,” read the leaflet. Jews who failed to register would 
have their property confiscated. Pushilin subsequently repudiated the 
leaflet. The leaflet, however, included the official stamp of the separatists’ 
movement.177

Ukraine launched another attack a month later, in late April. 
Commandos, backed by armored vehicles, engaged insurgents at check-
points outside of Slovyansk. Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu 
warned that if the Ukrainian military machine were not stopped, Moscow 
would be forced to react. He then ordered military exercises along the 
Ukrainian border, including elements of the Russian air force.178
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Town after town fell to the rebels. In Donetsk, a “Ukrainian Unity 
March” was broken up by several dozen militants who arrived in buses, 
beat the demonstrators with bats and batons, and then left.179 In despair, 
acting Ukrainian President Turchynov described the situation as hope-
less. He admitted that security forces could not defend Ukrainians in 
Donetsk and Luhansk, nor could they control the militias demanding 
greater autonomy from the central government. He also confessed that 
some members of the Ukrainian military were cooperating with separa-
tists.180

Security specialists warned the government that regional police in 
Donetsk could not be trusted, as was proven when police stood by as 
renegades seized the regional television center.181 Ukrainian General 
Vasily Krutov said his men were facing special forces with experience in 
many global hot spots, who were operating extremely professionally,182 
an obvious reference to the Russian military.

Further evidence of Russian involvement was the commander of rebel 
forces in the east, Russian special forces Colonel Strelkov. His real name 
was Igor Girkin, a Russian citizen from Moscow. According to Russian 
Media, Strelkov previously served in Transnistria, Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and Chechnya.183 The Atlantic Council said that Strelkov was a member 
of the Russian Federal Security Service.184 Strelkov was named defense 
minister of the Donetsk Peoples Republic.

Round One: Moves Toward Separation

Agitators in the east began to emulate the Crimean model. After gain-
ing control of many towns and cities, the rebels called on the citizens 
of Donetsk and Luhansk to hold a referendum declaring the regions 
sovereign republics. Kyiv immediately called the measure illegal, but 
Russian state media began covering the upcoming vote. Organizers 
were confident the vote would embrace independence, since in a com-
bat zone only separatist supporters were likely to vote. “I will consider 
the referendum successful no matter what,” said Roman Lyagin, the self-
proclaimed chairman of the Donetsk People’s Republic Central Electoral 
Committee.185

In a surprise move, Russian President Putin called on the separatists 
to postpone the referendum.186 “We are asking representatives in the 
southeast of Ukraine and supporters of federalization to postpone the 
referendum scheduled for the 11th of May,” he told reporters. Putin said 
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that postponing the referendum would help create the “necessary condi-
tions of dialogue” with the government in Kyiv.187 Putin’s call for a post-
ponement may have been designed to highlight his role as a peacemaker, 
rather than to be considered a serious request. Almost immediately, rebel 
leaders in both Donetsk and Luhansk announced the referendum would 
proceed as originally planned.188

Ukraine’s Interior Minister Arsen Avakov offered amnesty to any pro-
tester who had not committed a felony. “We are ready to negotiate with 
the protesters and their representatives,” he said, “but there will be no 
clemency for terrorists and armed separatists.”189 The Ukrainians were 
confident they had the upper hand and surrounded Slavyansk. They suc-
ceeded in retaking the television tower, and the separatists retreated deep 
into the city.190

In Odessa, a city on the Black Sea in the south of Ukraine, the situa-
tion was more mixed. The Trade Union Hall, where pro-Russian protes-
tors were huddled, caught fire. The cause was not clear: Some sources 
claimed the hall was set on fire by a pro-government mob that sur-
rounded the building. The government, however, claimed the building 
was being used as a Molotov cocktail factory, and one of the cocktails 
dropped. At least 42 people died, 30 of whom were inside the build-
ing. Police then arrested the pro-Russians as they escaped the building. 
Russian supporters then stormed the police headquarters, freeing the 
prisoners.191

In Mariupol, Ukrainian forces captured Donetsk People’s Republic 
“defense minister” Igor Kakidzyanov, thereby opening the position for 
Strelkov to fill. Separatists seized the city council building.192 Later, a 
number of insurgents were killed as Ukrainian forces tried to drive sepa-
ratists out of the police headquarters.193

As the fighting continued, journalist Anna Nemtsova reported that 
a power struggle had broken out among the separatist leaders. All were 
agreed on wanting independence, but were divided over who should rule 
the new government. The factions took their disputes into the street. Order 
was finally restored when billionaire industrialist Rinat Akhmetov ordered 
his employees to patrol the city.194 Akhmetov said the people were tired of 
living in fear and accused separatists of leading Ukraine toward genocide. 
In response, Donetsk leader Denis Pushilin threatened to “nationalize” 
Akhmetov’s holdings for failure to pay taxes to separatist forces.195

Separatists had another problem as well: They still had not won the 
support of the majority of residents in their area. According to the Kyiv 
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International Institute of Sociology, only about 10% of the region sup-
ported independence. Another poll in mid-April poll showed only 15.4% 
of residents in the south and east supported seceding from Ukraine 
and joining Russia, while 64.2% wanted to remain part of a unitary 
Ukraine.196 These numbers made sense, as they roughly corresponded 
with the split between the Russian-speaking and non-Russian-speaking 
population in the area.

Despite a Pew Research poll showing that 70% of the population in 
the east wanted to remain in a united Ukraine, Donetsk election com-
mission spokesman Roman Lyagin announced 75% of the population 
had voted, and 89% of the votes had been in favor of self-rule.197 There 
were no independent poll watchers or international monitors, separatists 
were responsible for counting the votes, and some individuals were seen 
voting multiple times. Russian President Putin issued a statement that 
Moscow respected the will of the population and hoped that implemen-
tation of the referendum results could proceed peacefully.

The first thing the separatists did after the vote was to call for uni-
fication with Russia. “Based on the will of the people and on the res-
toration of a historic justice, we ask the Russian Federation to consider 
the absorption of the Donetsk People’s Republic into the Russian 
Federation,” said Denis Pushilin. “The people of Donetsk have always 
been part of the Russian world. For us, the history of Russia is our his-
tory.”198 Putin ignored Pushilin’s request. Journalist, Christian Caryl 
opined that Putin probably preferred a nominally independent east, 
because a Crimea-style annexation would make Moscow responsible for 
repairing the region’s decrepit infrastructure and for supporting an aging 
population.

Ukrainian security forces finally took the offensive. On May 14, sol-
diers destroyed two rebel bases near Slovyansk and seized control of a 
5 km zone around the television tower that had again been seized by the 
separatists.199 In Donetsk, rebels seized the airport but took major losses 
(over 100) as the government used fighter jets and helicopter gunships 
to repel the invasion.200 At least 30 insurgents were killed when a truck 
carrying wounded rebels from the airport was attacked by a unit with a 
grenade launcher.201

As the tide of battle turned against the separatists at the airport, Denis 
Pushilin turned defiant. “We are not going to leave, and we are not 
going to surrender,” he said. “This is our land and our home.” Pushilin 
hinted that more direct Russian intervention was in the offing. He said 
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volunteers would be arriving over the borders of friendly regions and 
states as reinforcements. Local residents reported hearing fighters with 
South Ossetian or Chechen accents.202

The rebels hit back. In one of the deadliest attacks against govern-
ment forces, members of a militia unit from Horlivka waved Ukrainian 
soldiers through a checkpoint near Donetsk. The attackers then shot the 
soldiers at point blank range, killing at least 14.203

Fighting moved to Luhansk where a Ukrainian National Guard regi-
ment was besieged by 300 armed fighters. The government troops held 
out until they ran out of ammunition. The rebels also seized a border 
post in Luhansk after two days of fighting.204 As sporadic firefights con-
tinued to erupt, Ukrainian Interior Minister Arsen Avakov announced he 
would deploy police into the east and threatened to fire any who refused 
to go. Avakov promised appropriate ammunition and body armor to 
those who faced combat and pointed out that he had already fired 21 
police officers for refusing to go.205

In Mariupol, government troops successfully freed the city from the 
rebels. The victory was almost overshadowed, however, by reports that 
rebels in Donetsk had obtained T-64 tanks. Kyiv claimed the tanks had 
come from Russia, while the separatists said they had looted them from a 
military warehouse.206

The end of round one fighting resulted in a military draw between 
government forces and the rebels. The government reclaimed some 
important locations such as Mariupol, but its success triggered more 
direct military support from Russia.

Round One: Russian Support for Separatists

Pro-Russian demonstrators seized the opera theater in downtown 
Kharkiv on April 7, 2014. The fact that they were Russian “volunteers” 
instead of natives of the city was demonstrated by their proud but mis-
taken announcement that they had liberated the city hall, not knowing 
the difference between the two buildings.207

On April 30, 2014, Ukrainian Security (SBU) arrested a Russian mil-
itary attaché and charged him with receiving classified material from a 
colonel in the Ukrainian armed forces. The information reportedly dis-
cussed Ukraine’s cooperation with NATO during the recent events. 
Officials declared the attaché persona non grata, turned him over to the 
Russian embassy, and ordered him out of the country.208 As the conflict 



64   J.J. COYLE

moved into May 2014, rebel forces downed two Ukrainian army heli-
copters in Slovyansk, killing the pilot and a serviceman.209 The Ukrainian 
Defense Ministry said that the use of shoulder-fired anti-aircraft missiles 
to down the MI-24 helicopter gunships was proof that Russian special 
forces were in the town.210 In retaliation, Ukraine banned Russian pas-
senger planes from flying to Donetsk and Kharkiv.211

On the diplomatic front, Russia apparently played a role in releasing 
OSCE observers whom the separatists had captured in late April 2014, 
although the Kremlin obfuscated exactly what that role was. Russia sent 
an envoy, Vladimir Lukin, to negotiate the release. After the captives 
were freed, however, Lukin said the separatists had allowed them to go 
voluntarily. President Putin’s spokesman, Dmitry Pesov, continued to 
deny Moscow’s hand in the east. “From now on Russia essentially has 
lost its influence over these people because it will be impossible to con-
vince them to lay down arms when there’s a direct threat to their lives,” 
he said.212 Another two teams of OSCE observers were captured in May, 
possibly by Cossack businessman Nikolai Kozitsyn. A Cossack member of 
the Russian parliament, Viktor Vodolatsky, was involved in negotiations 
to get them released.213

As fighting flared in Donetsk after the May 11 separatist referen-
dum, Ukrainian prime minister openly accused Russia of supporting 
the rebels. “Russia is already engaged,” said Prime Minister Yatsenyuk, 
“in supporting Russian-led protesters and terrorists.” Defense Minister 
Mykhaylo Koval was more specific. “In our eastern regions we have an 
undeclared war. Our neighboring country unleashed the war, sending 
special forces and saboteurs into our territory.” The Ukrainian public 
seemed confused. In a poll by the Kyiv-based Razumkov Center, two-
thirds of respondents called Russia brotherly and friendly; at the same 
time, 56% believed they were at war with Russia and 53% wanted to join 
the European Union.214

Sergei Lavrov, Russian foreign minister, denied that his country had 
any plans to invade eastern Ukraine.215 President Putin agreed. Asked 
during a call-in television program if there were Russian units in the east, 
he said the charge was complete nonsense. “There are no Russian troops, 
no special forces, no instructors. It’s all local citizens.”216

Russia continued to increase psychological pressure. When Ukraine 
scheduled presidential elections for May 25, Russia announced it would 
hold military exercises on the same day, and for much of the week pre-
ceding the elections.217 This decision was then reversed by President 
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Putin, who ordered the troops to return to their own bases. Both NATO 
and the US Department of Defense issued statements, however, that 
they had seen no indications of a troop withdrawal. BBC diplomatic cor-
respondent Jonathan Marcus pointed out it was the third time Russia’s 
units were ordered to withdraw. “There was supposedly a partial with-
drawal at the end of March. Only one battalion moved. A full withdrawal 
was ordered in early May… now a withdrawal order has come from the 
Kremlin again… President Vladimir Putin clearly decided that, whatever 
the public pronouncements, the threat of 40,000 troops on Ukraine’s 
border was a powerful tool whether they were used or not.”218 Finally, 
almost ten days later, US Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel reported 
Russia had withdrawn most of the troops from the border region, but 
thousands still remained.219 Military analyst Pavel Felgenhauer assessed 
Putin may have been trying to achieve his goals by non-military means. 
“They see no need to take the risky move of invasion, which would trig-
ger serious sanctions.”220

On the eve of the election, Ukraine announced its border guards had 
seized armed men in several vehicles trying to illegally cross the frontier 
from Russia.221 The foreign ministry protested a further concentration of 
up to 40 truckloads of armed men, some of whom may have succeeded 
in crossing the border into Luhansk. “There are grounds to believe that 
Russian terrorists are being sent onto Ukrainian territory, organized and 
financed under the direct control of the Kremlin and Russian special 
forces,” it announced.222

The reports continued to come in. On Thursday, May 29, Reuters 
correspondents saw coffins loaded onto a vegetable truck. Rebels said 
they were Russian volunteers whose remains were being repatriated. A 
border guard said they allowed the coffins to leave because “We don’t 
need them to fertilize the land of Ukraine.” The next day, Ukrainian 
border guards arrested 13 people attempting to cross from Russia. The 
smugglers were traveling in two cars, containing guns, machine guns, 
grenade launchers, sniper rifles, and 84 boxes of ammunition.223

Rebels shot down a government helicopter on the 29th, inflaming the 
situation. As events in Donetsk continued to deteriorate for the rebels, 
their militia was replaced by the Vostok Battalion, a disciplined group 
traveling with an armored personnel carrier and anti-aircraft guns. It 
was believed that the Vostok Battalion consisted largely of Russians. The 
battalion with its weaponry “disappeared” the next day, but many of its 
members were still seen in the area wearing civilian clothing.224
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At the same time, Russia requested permission to send humanitarian 
aid to eastern Ukraine. When Kyiv rejected the request for fear it would 
be a cover for weapons smuggling, Russia began to provide it anyway. 
“We are providing aid with the support of self-defense forces,” said 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov.225

Ukrainian Ambassador to the EU presented a document to that body 
purportedly proving Russian support for the rebels. It included sev-
eral photographs of Russian equipment used by the separatists, including 
drones and Grad rockets. There were also photographs of a T-64 battle 
tank registered to a Russian military base. Other photographs included 
Russian 18th infantry brigade army trucks crossing into Ukraine, and 
an armored personnel carrier (APC) with Russian federation shielding. 
There were also photographs of Russian mortar shells, grenade launchers, 
and IGLA missiles.226 The US State Department released grainy satellite 
imagery showing a row of self-propelled artillery on the Russian side of 
the border, all aimed toward Ukraine. They also showed crater impacts on 
the Ukrainian side of the border they said were created by shells fired from 
self-propelled or towed artillery. Labels on the photographs said they “pro-
vided evidence that Russian forces have fired across the border at Ukrainian 
military forces, and that Russia-backed separatists have used heavy artillery, 
provided by Russia, in attacks on Ukrainian forces from inside Ukraine.”227

Round One: Internal Politics  
and the Presidential Vote

Like the rebel leadership in the east, the government in Kyiv faced inter-
nal challenges. Anxious to procure legitimacy for its government, Kyiv 
held presidential elections on May 25, 2014. The OSCE provided over 
1000 observers to assure the validity of the process. In the east, several 
polling places remained closed: Only 426 polling stations out of 2430 
were open in the region, with none in the city of Donetsk.228 Russian 
President Vladimir Putin announced he would respect the choice of 
the Ukrainian people and would work with the new authorities. “By all 
means, we will respect the choice of the Ukrainian people and will be 
working with authorities formed on the basis of this election,” he told 
foreign journalists. Separatists vowed to neither participate in the elec-
tions nor recognize the results.229

As the votes were counted, Russian state television issued a fraudulent 
statement that far-right politician Dmytro Yarosh of the Right Sector was 
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winning the election. Channel One reported that with 37% of the vote 
counted, Yarosh held a comfortable lead.230 Such a result would have 
supported the Kremlin’s propaganda line that the government in Kyiv 
was run by fascists. In reality, preliminary results showed Yarosh had less 
than 1% of the vote. Billionaire chocolate king Petro Poroshenko won 
the election with 55% in the first round of voting.

Poroshenko took his oath of office on June 7, 2014. The new presi-
dent took a hard line in his remarks, but he also did something of tre-
mendous symbolic significance: He delivered a portion of his speech in 
Russian instead of Ukrainian. He also offered amnesty to those who did 
not have the blood of peaceful civilians on their hands, and safe passage 
home for Russian nationals in the rebel ranks.231 These gestures of rec-
onciliation did little to appease the insurgents.

Poroshenko’s first concrete move was to order the creation of human-
itarian corridors for civilians to flee conflict zones.232 This was an impor-
tant concession to the Russians, who had been rebuffed at the UN the 
week before when they proposed this step in a draft Security Council 
Resolution.

Round One: Western Reaction

As Russian-backed forces seized Crimea, the international commu-
nity stirred itself into limited action. Both the USA and the European 
Union imposed sanctions on Kremlin “cronies.” The USA initially froze 
the assets of seven Russians and four Ukrainians, and banned their travel 
to the USA. The EU moved against 13 Russians, seven Crimeans, and 
a Ukrainian naval commander who had switched sides. Switzerland 
imposed restrictions on military exports to Russia. Professor Anatol 
Lieven at King’s College, London, dismissed the sanctions and fore-
shadowed the next steps in the conflict. “Crimea is lost,” he said. “In 
practice, there’s no way that Ukraine is ever going to get it back. The 
question now, and it’s a vastly greater strategic question, is what happens 
in eastern Ukraine.”233

Russian reaction to the sanctions was mixed. Deputy Foreign Minister 
Sergei Ryabkov threatened to destroy the P5+1 nuclear talks with Iran. 
“We wouldn’t like to use these talks as an element of the game of raising 
the stakes… but if they force us into that, we will take retaliatory meas-
ures here as well,” he blustered.234
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The EU signed the association agreement with Ukraine on March 21, 
but was reluctant to increase sanctions. Lilit Gevorgyan, the senior sov-
ereign risk analyst at HIS Global Insight in London, suggested future 
sanctions would hurt Europe as well as the Russian target: “It is not just 
energy dependence on Russia but also intertwined bilateral commercial 
relations, counting at an annual turnover of billions of U.S. dollars that 
makes EU decision-makers cautious.”235

The greatest opponent to sanctions was German chancellor Angela 
Merkel. She had to protect German economic interests which were 
deeply intertwined with Russia. In 2013, there were 6000 German com-
panies doing business in Russia with investments worth 20 billion Euros. 
Trade between the two countries was at 76 billion Euros, and 300,000 
German jobs were dependent on good economic relations between the 
two countries.236

Merkel’s reluctance was not based solely on economic realities. She 
also had to contend with the fact the majority of Germans were sympa-
thetic to Russia. A public opinion poll by Der Spiegel showed that 55% of 
respondents showed either a lot of or some “understanding” for Crimea 
being part of a Russian zone of interest.237 In the USA, there was a sim-
ilar reluctance for more active measures. A Pew poll showed that 56% 
preferred the Obama administration “not to get involved in the situation 
with Russia and Ukraine,” and only 29% wanted the USA to take a firm 
stand against Russia.238

German businessmen were positively apologetic on behalf of the 
Russians. Heinrich Hiesinger, the CEO of ThyssenKrupp, noted, “We 
have a situation here where Russia clearly sees itself pushed into a cor-
ner.” Frank Appel, CEO of the German Mail, argued, “One should think 
in advance about the results of a policy bringing about political change in 
the forecourt of a great power.” Joe Kaeser, CEO of Siemens, traveled to 
Moscow and met with Putin. Afterward, he said, “Siemens would not let 
its long term planning suffer from short-term turbulences.”239

The international community did not abandon Ukraine, however. The 
International Monetary Fund agreed to provide an immediate $14–18 
billion aid package, with the possibility of an additional $27 billion pos-
sible over the next 2 years. The EU and the USA also promised addition 
billion dollar grants, and Canada agreed to chip in $200 million.240

On April 1, 2014, NATO foreign ministers issued a statement con-
demning Russia for violating international law and acting in contradic-
tion to a number of documents. Other than words, however, NATO’s 
response was feeble. It suspended “all practical civilian and military 
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cooperation” between NATO and Russia, but would allow political dia-
logue in the NATO-Russia Council to continue.241 NATO Secretary 
General Rasmussen characterized the annexation of Crimea as the gravest 
threat to Europe in a generation.242

Ukrainians pointed out that, just as Russia had violated the Budapest 
Memoranda by seizing Crimea, the USA and Great Britain were failing 
to uphold their Budapest promises to guarantee the territorial integrity 
of the country. Citing the memoranda’s lack of enforcement provisions, 
however, America took the position that the agreements’ guarantees 
were non-binding.243

The credit rating agency Moody’s Investors Service downgraded 
Ukraine’s government bond rating from Caa2 (extremely speculative) 
to Caa3 (default imminent with little prospect for recovery), citing its 
current political crisis and diminishing economic outlook. Due to the 
country’s sizable fiscal deficit, the agency predicted a significant contrac-
tion of GDP, and a sharp currency depreciation as the debt to GDP ratio 
reached 55–60% by the end of 2014.244

At the Carnegie Council, the Director of the Russia and Eurasia 
Program, Eugene Rumer, said the crisis in Ukraine had caught every-
one by surprise. “The West consistently underestimated Vladimir Putin’s 
commitment to the goal of consolidating Russia’s influence around 
its periphery and the capabilities of the Russian military. At the same 
time, Europe and the USA overestimated Putin’s desire for good rela-
tions with the West.” Visiting Scholar Ulrich Speck agreed, noting that 
Russia’s tactics were to gain as much control over eastern Ukraine as 
possible without being punished by the EU.245 Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergei Lavrov called again for legal guarantees of Ukraine’s neutrality 
and warned NATO not to try to add Ukraine to its alliance.246

On April 13, 2014, Russia demanded an emergency meeting of the 
United Nations Security Council. Russian envoy Vitaly I. Churkin called 
on world leaders to condemn the “henchmen of the Maidan,” and 
called on world powers to stop Kyiv from using force. In reply, British 
Ambassador Mark Lyall Grant accused Russia indirectly of “a well-
orchestrated campaign to destabilize the country.”247

The European Union extended a hand by temporarily removing 
94.7% of EU tariffs on Ukrainian industrial goods, and 100% of the tar-
iffs on Ukraine’ agriculture exports.248 It also issued a statement strongly 
condemning the “illegal annexation of Crimea and Sevastopol to the 
Russian Federation.” The European Council pledged not to recognize 
Russian actions.249
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Russian President Vladimir Putin escalated the war of words. Using 
his annual Russian telephone call-in show, he claimed the right to invade 
Ukraine. “I very much hope that I am not obliged to use this right and 
that through political and diplomatic means we can solve all the acute 
problems in Ukraine,” he said.”250 He continued to deny, however, that 
Russia was involved in the conflict.251

Washington increased its sanctions against Russia, adding 17 compa-
nies owned or controlled by Russian politicians to its list. The new list 
included Igor Sechin, chairman of Rosneft. The European Union fol-
lowed the American government’s lead the next day, adding 15 names to 
their own list of sanctions. The European list included Russian Deputy 
Prime Minister Dmitry Kozak, Russian military Chief Valery Gerasimov, 
and the leader of the “Donetsk People’s Republic,” Denis Pushilin.252 
President Putin acknowledged that sanctions were hurting Russia, 
although how much of the damage was the result of sanctions and how 
much was from the weak oil market is debatable.

As Western sanctions tightened around Moscow, the oil industry went 
out of its way to assure the Kremlin that it wanted to continue “busi-
ness as usual.” Shell CEO Ben van Beurden met with President Putin on 
April 18 to reassure the Russian leader that Shell wanted to increase its 
role in the Russian Federation. BP’s CEO suggested the company could 
act as a bridge between Russia and the West. Norway’s Statoil reaffirmed 
its desire to stay in the market, while ExxonMobil continued to explore 
partnership opportunities with Rosneft. France’s Total also signaled its 
willingness to continue cooperation. “Basically, they are torpedoing 
whatever the United States and the EU are trying to do, which is rat-
tle Putin’s cage,” said oil analyst Fadel Gheit. “I’m very surprised the 
oil companies are going out of their way to assure Russia and Putin that 
they are going to do business as usual.”253

Standard & Poor’s downgraded Russia’s sovereign credit rating to 
BBB, lowest of the investment grade rankings. Consensus estimates for 
Russian GDP growth was below 1%, and the US Treasury reported capi-
tal flight out of Russia had hit $60 billion for the year. The Russians had 
to raise their interest rates on bonds, and at least one bond auction was 
canceled because of investor demand.254

More sanctions would follow. American and European investments in 
Russia dried up, putting many long-term development projects on hold. 
Especially, hard hit were the energy projects. By the end of 2015, major 
projects designed to carry oil and natural gas to China, Turkey, and 
Germany had all stalled.255
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As an added insult to the Kremlin’s economic injury, Russia was 
excluded from the annual meeting of the G-8. The body convened 
in Brussels as the G-7. US President Barack Obama used the occa-
sion to meet with Ukraine’s new president-elect Poroshenko. German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel outlined the group’s three-step approach: 
“Support Ukraine in economic issues, talks with Russia, and should there 
be no progress on all those issues… the possibility of sanctions, tougher 
sanctions, remains on the table.”256

Europe upped the ante, turning to a proposed strategic asset of 
Russia. The Kremlin had long espoused the construction of the South 
Stream pipeline, which would allow Gazprom to ship 63 bcm annually 
of natural gas while bypassing Ukraine. The pipeline had been under fire 
by European regulators, for failing to meet the requirements of the EU 
Third Energy Package. This series of regulations was designed to increase 
competition in the energy field and required, among other things, that 
Gazprom divests itself of ownership of either the pipeline or the product 
moving through it. Brussels brought heavy pressure on Bulgaria, the first 
European country where the pipeline would achieve ground fall after 
crossing the Black Sea. Sofia caved to the pressure and announced it was 
halting preparations for construction of the pipeline until Russia and the 
EU could come to terms. Analysts, such as Jonathan Stern of the Oxford 
Institute for Energy Studies, said that such an agreement would depend 
on a political solution in Ukraine.257

As a cease fire on the battlefield went into effect in the beginning of 
September, the EU passed a new round of sanctions targeting exports 
of equipment used for exploration and exploitation of oil. In a tip of the 
hat to Russian efforts aimed at stopping the fighting, however, the EU 
decided to delay their application. “Taking into account the situation 
on the ground, the EU is willing to reconsider the sanctions approved 
in whole or in part,” said European Council President Herman Van 
Rompuy.258

Round One: Peace Efforts

As the crisis in Crimea unfolded, the Ukrainian Ambassador to the 
United Nations Yuriy Sergeyev presented a letter to the Security Council 
requesting an urgent meeting of that body to discuss Ukraine’s territorial 
integrity. The members met on March 15, 2014 to discuss an American-
sponsored resolution calling on the Ukrainian government to respect the 
rights of all citizenry, including (unnamed Russian-speaking) minorities. 
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The 13-1-1 vote to approve the resolution was vetoed by Russian 
ambassador Vitaly Churkin (with China abstaining.) The superpowers 
traded charges. The Russian ambassador repeated the Kremlin’s line that 
the situation in Crimea was the result of the February 2014 “unconsti-
tutional armed coup d’etat” in Kyiv. In reply, US Ambassador Samantha 
Powers accused Russia of using its veto as “an accomplice to unlawful 
military occupation.”259 As a first step in a potential peace process, it was 
not a promising beginning.

In early April 2014, Ukraine’s interim Prime Minister Arseniy 
Yatsenyuk began talks with billionaire industrialist Rinat Akhmetov, who 
had played a pivotal role in maintaining order in Donetsk. Yatsenyuk 
offered to devolve more powers to the eastern regions, and he pledged 
that Russian would keep its status as one of the country’s two official 
languages.260 Separately, in Geneva, the governments of the EU, Russia, 
the USA, and Ukraine agreed to meet on April 17, 2014. Before the del-
egates could get into the room, however, Russia tried to use the meet-
ing as a platform for additional threats. When the Ukrainian government 
began its “counter-terrorist operation” on April 15, 2014, Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov warned that any use of force by the 
Ukrainian government in the east could undermine the planned talks.261 
“One cannot issue invitations to talks while at the same time issuing 
criminal orders for the use of armed force against the people there,” he 
said in Beijing. “You can’t send in tanks and at the same time hold talks, 
and the use of force would sabotage the opportunity offered by the four-
party negotiations in Geneva.”262

The diplomats agreed to immediately end all violence in the east and 
called on “illegal armed groups” to surrender their weapons and leave 
official buildings. By illegal armed groups, the separatists meant the 
Right Sector. For the Ukrainian government, illegal armed groups meant 
the insurgents in the east. The rebels ignored the diplomats. Four days 
later, pro-Russian militants continued to occupy at least nine towns and 
cities in the Donetsk region.263

The Geneva ceasefire was supposed to be monitored by the 
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) whose 
representatives fanned out to ten eastern cities to explain the accord. 
Then, on April 25, 2014, OSCE officials said they had lost contact with 
a group of their military observers in the east. The group consisted of 
three German soldiers, a German translator, and military observers from 
Czech Republic, Poland, Sweden, and Denmark.264 They were escorted 
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by five Ukrainian Army soldiers. Ukraine’s Interior Ministry reported 
that rebel forces had seized the bus on which the observers were trave-
ling, and refused to release the observers until they had spoken to “com-
petent authorities in Russia.”265 The self-proclaimed mayor of Slovyansk, 
who was holding the prisoners, accused the group of being NATO spies 
and denied having any communication with Russian authorities over the 
detention.266 Russian television showed the observers being paraded, 
bloodied, blindfolded, stripped of trousers and shoes, with arms bound 
with packing tape. Initially, the Swedish officer was released from captiv-
ity for medical reasons.267 Finally, after a week’s captivity, the observers 
and their Ukrainian escorts were released.

In May, following a telephone conversation with German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel, President Putin said it was necessary for Kyiv authori-
ties to establish a direct dialogue with pro-Russian representatives in 
Ukraine’s southeast.268 In response, under the auspices of the OSCE, 
officials from the Ukrainian interim government met with religious and 
business leaders, two former Ukrainian presidents, a German diplo-
mat, and some lawyers and mayors from the east. The meeting quickly 
fell apart, but the attendees agreed to hold a second round of talks in 
Donetsk. In reply, Denis Pushilin (who was not in the talks) said the 
only thing his government would discuss with Kyiv was an exchange 
of hostages and the removal of “occupation forces” from the east.269 A 
spokesman for the Donetsk People’s Republic gave authorities a 24 hour 
ultimatum to remove all government forces from the Donbas. If the 
withdrawal did not take place, everything [would] be destroyed and 
burned.270

Unable to meet in Donetsk, the group held its second session in 
Kharkiv—still without any separatist participation.271 Former Ukrainian 
President Leonid Kravchuk said the talks were more open, with rep-
resentatives present from Russian-influenced regions. Acting Prime 
Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk introduced proposals calling for the protec-
tion of the Russian language and for the decentralization of power.272 A 
third session was held in the southern shipyard city of Mykolayiv.

Ukraine’s new President, Petro Poroshenko, made a number of offers 
designed to appeal to the separatists and Russian allies. He met most of 
their demands except independence or federation. Poroshenko proposed 
a devolution of power to the regions, giving mayors and city councils a 
greater say in spending. In addition, Prime Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk 
again guaranteed protection for the use of the Russian language.
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“No one will ever limit the Russian language and the right to speak it 
in Ukraine,” he said. Yatsenyuk also offered to never repeal the 2012 lan-
guage law that guaranteed regions the right to declare an official second 
language when it is spoken by at least 10% of the population.273

Russia opened the month of June trying to involve the United 
Nations in the negotiations. Taking advantage of their month-long presi-
dency, the Russians introduced a draft Security Council resolution, call-
ing for an immediate end to the fighting and creation of a humanitarian 
corridor in eastern Ukraine. The text urged fighters to commit them-
selves to a “sustainable cease-fire.” The State Department branded the 
move as hypocritical, since Russia was doing “nothing” to stop the sepa-
ratists from attacking new targets.274

Poroshenko finally met with rebel leaders toward the end of June. 
In a meeting brokered by former Ukrainian President Leonid Kuchma, 
separatists, Russian, European, and Ukrainian government officials 
agreed to honor a week-long ceasefire that Poroshenko had unilaterally 
declared.275 In response to the direct talks between the government and 
the separatists, President Vladimir Putin sent a letter to the Russian par-
liament asking that they rescind the March 1 authorization for Russia to 
use force in Ukraine.276 The upper house complied the following day. 
The ceasefire held for 10 days, but, once it expired, Ukrainian troops 
launched a full-scale military operation attacking rebel bases and strong-
holds with aircraft and artillery.277 President Poroshenko said the rebels 
had met none of his demands for peace talks, such as releasing hostages, 
allowing international monitors on the borders, or halting weapons flows 
from Russia.278

On August 5, 2014, Russian ambassador Churkin again proposed 
the UN Security Council authorize a peacekeeping mission that would 
authorize sending Russian troops into eastern Ukraine. His proposal did 
not pass.279

World leaders decided to have a summit meeting in Minsk later in 
August. Presidents Putin and Poroshenko met with other European lead-
ers; it was the first face-to-face meeting for the two antagonists. Putin 
took the position that the Ukraine crisis could only be solved in negotia-
tions with representatives of eastern Ukraine, who had not been invited 
to the meeting.280

Following the summit, the contact group and separatists met again in 
Minsk. The rebels told Russian media they desired a special status for 
their regions that would leave the leaders of the insurgency in charge of 
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security. They also demanded amnesty from prosecution and recogni-
tion from Kyiv that their more autonomous eastern region would require 
“deepening economic integration” with Russia.281

Round Two: Russian Support for the Separatists

Violence characterized much of the negotiation period. Following the 
end of the June ceasefire, the government launched a military offensive 
against the rebel positions. Within a week, they forced the separatists to 
evacuate the city of Slovyansk: It was a major victory for Kyiv.282 The 
rebels regrouped in Donetsk, where they held a rally. Donetsk Defense 
Minister Strelkov vowed to continue combat operations, while learn-
ing from past mistakes.283 In preparation for the upcoming battle, three 
bridges leading into the city were destroyed, probably by the rebels.284 
Within insurgent ranks, there were signs of dissension over the retreat 
from Slovyansk, and reports of fighting among rebel groups.285 As rebels 
launched a failed attack against troops at the Donetsk airport, separatist 
leader Alexander Borodai threatened Russia: If no reinforcements were 
coming, Russia would have to deal with a flood of civilian refugees. 
“This will be hundreds of thousands of people. This is an inevitability we 
have to face,” he said.286

Ukrainian forces appeared to be on the verge of recapturing Donetsk 
and Luhansk, a development that would not have been in Russia’s geo-
political interests. By early August, a government spokesman claimed 
Kyiv controlled three-quarters of the territory the rebels had once con-
trolled.287 The Kremlin decided to increase its support to the rebels, 
while still denying it was playing an overt role in the conflict. According 
to a group of satellite imagery analysts, military forces began shelling 
Ukrainian forces from artillery positions inside Russia.288

Ukrainian warplanes pummeled the rebel bases in and around 
Luhansk. Government security forces reported a convoy of 100 armored 
vehicles and trucks crossed into Ukraine carrying fighters from Russia. 
Russia also accused Ukraine of firing an artillery shell into Russia itself, 
killing a Russian citizen. In turn, Russian threatened Ukraine with “irre-
versible consequences.”289 Ukrainian President Poroshenko claimed 
there were Russian staff officers leading rebel forces. NATO reported 
that the Kremlin was rebuilding its forces on the border and that some-
one shot down a government military transport plane. The rebels took 
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credit for the downing, but Kyiv officials said the plane was out of range 
of the rebel missiles.290 Rebels then claimed the downing of two fighter 
jets.291 Ukrainian government forces seized tanks emblazoned with the 
insignia of the Russian Airborne troops, while the local Russian com-
mander promised to expand his operations beyond Russian Federation 
territory.292

Russia announced military exercises near the Ukrainian border, to 
include missile-firing practice, and coordination between aviation and 
anti-missile defense. Russia’s latest bomber, the SU-24, was taking part, 
as well as the SU-27 and MIG-31 fighter jets.293 All told, there would be 
100 aircraft.294 The military vehicles, “far more advanced than the Soviet 
divisions that were pointed at NATO,” had emblems painted on them 
stating they were peacekeepers.295

As the government tightened the noose around rebel forces, the 
Ukrainian 72nd motorized brigade split into two groups. One of the 
groups ran out of ammunition, and the Ukrainian soldiers fled across the 
Russian border to avoid the heavy fighting.296 Most returned to Ukraine 
almost immediately.

The government offensive was slowly succeeding; the so-called prime 
minister of the Donetsk Republic, Moscow native Alexander Borodai, 
resigned his position. A Donetsk native, Alexander Zakharchenko, took 
his place.297 Borodai was followed by the head of the Luhansk repub-
lic, Valery Bolotov, who said he was injured and could not carry on.298 
Bolotov had previously served in the Soviet Army in the late 1980s and 
was deployed to Nagorno-Karabakh in 1989–1990.299 Donetsk Defense 
Minister Alexander Strelkov also resigned.300 In another sign of cracks in 
the rebel leadership, a senior rebel leader announced the introduction of 
military tribunals to judge cases of treason, espionage, attempts on the 
lives of leadership, and sabotage. The tribunal would have the ability to 
impose the death penalty.301

Russia switched tactics, announcing it was going to send a humanitar-
ian convoy of 198 trucks to eastern Ukraine under the auspices of the 
International Red Cross. The IRC, however, said there were insufficient 
security guarantees for them to participate.302 Kyiv originally approved 
the mission but then withdrew its approval, claiming that there was an 
affiliation between the convoy and the Russian military.303 The convoy’s 
trucks had Russian military license plates.304 It finally entered Ukraine on 
August 22, without Ukrainian approval and without the Red Cross.305 
Whether the purpose of the convoy was to smuggle weaponry to the 
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rebels may never be known, but President Putin’s total disregard of the 
border and international law demonstrated again his contention that 
Ukraine was not a real country. The final OSCE count was 227 white 
trucks, all of which were covered. Observers were unable to confirm or 
deny Russian claims the contents were only humanitarian aid. Almost 
immediately, the Russians announced they were preparing a second con-
voy.306 The second convoy crossed into Ukraine in early September. Like 
the first convoy, the majority of the 220 trucks were not inspected by 
Ukraine’s government or by international observers.307

Reports of more Russian equipment entering Ukraine continued. The 
foreign minister of Lithuania, Linas Linkevicius, said he had received 
reports that 70 pieces of Russian equipment had crossed into Ukraine 
on the night of August 14–15.308 The convoy of Armored Personnel 
Carriers (APCs) was observed by Ukrainian forces, and President 
Poroshenko claimed to have destroyed most of them with artillery fire. 
The Kremlin denied the reported destruction, saying no Russian military 
vehicles were in Ukraine. Western reporters from the British newspapers 
Guardian and Telegraph, however, saw the APCs with full Russian iden-
tifying markers, including license plates.309

The new Donetsk Prime Minister Zakharchenko, perhaps not appreci-
ating the sensitive nature of the issue, boasted in a video that the rebels 
were receiving 1200 fighters who had spent 4 months training in Russia, 
along with 150 armored vehicles, including 30 tanks.310

In late August, it became obvious that Russia was augmenting its 
support to the separatists. Ukrainian forces detained a group of armed 
Russian paratroopers who had crossed into the country. The soldiers had 
traveled by train to the Rostov region in Russia and joined “a march” in 
a column of dozens of armored personnel carriers. The soldiers said they 
thought they were on a military training exercise, but the commanders 
knew they were going into Ukraine. The USA reported that Russian 
tanks and armor had crossed the border. Ukrainian military spokesman 
Andriy Lysenko reported that two Russian MI-24 helicopters had fired 
on a border post, killing four and wounding three border guards. He 
also reported that Russian military vehicles flying insurgent flags had 
entered Ukraine and engaged in firefights with Ukrainian forces.311 
Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk accused Russian units of operating in 
eastern Ukraine. “This information, coming from NATO and confirmed 
by our intelligence, is in fact unequivocal.”312
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According to NATO and the US Department of State, two columns 
of tanks and military vehicles, accompanied by at least 1000 Russian 
troops, were up to 30 miles inside Ukraine. The unit included sophis-
ticated weaponry that required well-trained crews and command and 
control elements.313 The combined Russian-separatist troops seized the 
town of Novoazovsk, with their ultimate goal the seizure of the port 
of Mariupol. Russia issued its usual denial that it had any troops in the 
area, but a member of Vladimir Putin’s advisory council on human rights 
disagreed. “When masses of people, under commanders’ orders, on 
tanks, APCs and with the use of heavy weapons, (are) on the territory 
of another country, cross the border, I consider this an invasion,” said 
Ella Polyakova.314 Russian oppositionists eventually published a report 
that documented 150 Russian soldiers had died in August at the battle 
for Ilovaisk, a small town in the Donetsk region.315 With the infusion of 
Russian support, rebels pushed government forces out of the Luhansk 
airport and captured two platoons of Ukrainian soldiers at the Donetsk 
airport.316

A ceasefire went into effect September 4–5, but low-level fighting 
continued. It was shattered, however, the following week when rebels 
attacked the Ukrainian government troops holding Donetsk airport.317 
Shelling at the airport damaged two OSCE vehicles, although the watch-
dogs did not identify the source of the fire.318

Support in the international community for the ceasefire and accom-
panying peace plan continued to build. Implementation of the plan 
would have been contrary to Russia’s goals of keeping Ukraine weak 
and divided, so the Kremlin needed to destabilize the situation further. 
Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu announced that foreign forces 
were building up near Russia’s borders. He called for the deployment of 
reinforcements to Crimea and southern Russia. In response, Ukrainian 
Prime Minister Yatsenyuk called for the country to have full battle readi-
ness. The Poroshenko peace plan did not mean “relaxing the work of the 
defense and interior ministries.”319

Round Two: Fighting Continues

Fighting continued throughout the east. A dynamite factory was shelled 
near Donetsk, fighting continued at the airport, and rebels were repulsed 
after shelling a couple of villages. Russia sent another convoy of humani-
tarian aid, while rebel forces and pro-Russian militias reorganized under 
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the banner of the “Army of Novorossiya.”320 Kyiv announced it would 
not withdraw its military forces until the pro-Russian forces stopped fir-
ing, and the Russian troops left the area.321 Rebels launched tank assaults 
on the Donetsk airport.322

Insurgents renewed their push to seize the port city of Mariupol. 
They attacked the town of Shyrokyne, about 6 miles from the port 
city.323 Unmarked green military trucks were spotted by the OSCE 
headed toward Donetsk. Five of the trucks were towing 120-mm how-
itzers, and another five carried multi-launch rocket systems. Heavy artil-
lery fire then rocked the city. General Philip Breedlove, NATO supreme 
allied commander in Europe, said the violence was increasing daily. 
“The cease-fire is in name only at this point,” he said.324 Ukraine’s rep-
resentative to the OSCE pronounced the ceasefire all but dead. Ihor 
Prokopchuk noted, “Since the Minsk agreement… we have more than 
2400 breaches of the ceasefire by militant groups. More than 100 
Ukrainian soldiers and dozens of civilians have been killed.”325

In November and December, a number of Ukrainian cities away from 
the front lines were rocked by a series of bombings. In Odessa, a bomb 
destroyed a wall and shattered windows in a store called “Patriot” that 
sold items depicting Ukrainian national symbols. Another blast shattered 
glass and crumbled the wall of a building that housed an organization 
collecting donations for the army.326 In Kharkiv, a bar collecting money 
for soldiers, a military hospital, an anti-aircraft unit, and a National 
Guard base were bombed.327 The National Flag Memorial was also 
hit.328

More explosions followed in Odessa and Kyiv in December. 
Authorities foiled a plot for a bombing in Kyiv on December 17. Police 
arrested a woman from Luhansk with a large handbag filled with 3 kg 
(6.6 lb) of TNT. According to the Ukrainian Security Service, the 
woman was under the direction of Russian military intelligence, the 
Main Intelligence Directorate (GRU).329

In April 2015, Ukraine’s Ministry of the Interior reported they had 
arrested three people under suspicion of organizing the bombing cam-
paign in Odessa. The detainees were suspected of being members of the 
pro-Russian “Anti-Maidan” movement.330

As 2015 opened, President Poroshenko presided over a rearming of 
Ukraine’s military. He was personally present when fighter jets, how-
itzers, and armored cars were delivered to the town of Zhytomyr in 
the north of the country.331 Russia’s resupply effort to the rebels also 
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continued. “Tanks, howitzers, Grad systems, Smerch, Buk,” counted off 
Ukrainian Prime Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk. “Radio-electronic surveil-
lance stations are not on sale in the Donetsk market—they are only to 
be had from the Russian defense ministry and Russian military intelli-
gence.”332

To break the deadlock, the Ukrainian government tried for a military 
solution. It broke the on-again, off-again cease-fire with a mass operation 
to reclaim territory around the Donetsk airport. Russian Deputy Foreign 
Minister Grigory Karasin indirectly threatened Ukraine with dismember-
ment if the attack were not halted. “It’s the biggest, even strategic mis-
take of the Ukrainian authorities to bank on a military solution to the 
crisis,” he said. “This may lead to irreversible consequences for Ukrainian 
statehood.”333 The government attack proved unsuccessful. Within three 
days, rebel fighters drove government troops out of the airport’s main 
terminal, a significant symbolic defeat.334 Ukrainian military spokesman 
accused Russia of coming to the defense of the separatists with two bat-
talions of the Russian army and threatening the border with three addi-
tional battalions on the Russian side.335

Separatists attacked a grouping of Right Sector nationalists in Kharkiv 
with a hand grenade—the first time a bomb attack in that city had been 
directed at people instead of buildings.336 In Donetsk, the Ukrainian 
government said separatists had seized 190 square miles of territory 
beyond the originally agreed upon front line boundaries. In Luhansk, 
separatists advanced on a second front. An Associated Press reporter per-
sonally saw self-propelled howitzers, anti-tank cannons, Grad multiple 
rocket launchers, and 15 tanks in an area from which heavy weaponry 
was supposed to have been withdrawn.337

In January, rebel forces moved on Debaltseve in the north. They 
announced their objectives: to capture all of the Donetsk oblast, and 
push the Ukrainian heavy artillery out of range of the city center. At first, 
they were repulsed, only able to capture relatively small areas in the face 
of unexpectedly strong resistance. Things changed in the first or second 
week of February, when Russian troops, armor, artillery, and senior offic-
ers appear to have been deployed. Russian crews apparently manned the 
new tanks and heavy artillery pieces the separatists had acquired since 
October 2014.338 As many as 70 Russian soldiers died in the battle, 
according to Russian oppositionists.339 Mariupol was hit with long-range 
GRAD missiles.340 The Ukrainian National Guard fought back and went 
on the offensive.341
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With peace talks scheduled to resume in Minsk in mid-February 
2015, Russia announced a new series of military exercises on the border 
of Ukraine. Two thousand Russian reconnaissance troops began large-
scale exercises in the southern military district, and 600 soldiers began 
training in Crimea.342

As a reflection of its direct military involvement, Russian casual-
ties were reported (and quickly removed by censors) by the Russian 
magazine Business Life. In a pro forma report entitled “Increases in 
Pay for the Military in 2015,” the publication released the following 
data: “The Russian government… approved compensation for families 
of military personnel who were killed taking part in military action in 
Ukraine of three million rubles (about $50,000). For those who have 
become invalids during military action, the compensation is one a half 
million rubles (about $25,000). A payment of 1800 rubles is envi-
sioned for contract fighters (kontraktny) for every day of their presence 
in the conflict zone. In all, as of February 1, 2015, monetary compen-
sation had been paid to more than 2000 families of fallen soldiers and 
to 3200 military personnel suffering heavy wounds and recognized as 
invalids.”343

Another telling aspect of Russian support to the separatists emerges 
by examining what became of the separatist leaders as the second round 
of fighting ceased: Virtually, all absconded to Russia. Alexander Borodai, 
the former prime minister of Donetsk, returned to his native Moscow 
and resumed his former job of running a public relations firm. His aide 
in Donetsk, Sergei Kavtaradze, returned to Russia to work on a film 
adaptation of his doctoral dissertation. Marat Bashirov, former prime 
minister of Luhansk, was back in Moscow working as a government rela-
tions consultant. He also chaired a committee on government relations 
at the Russian Managers Association.344

Round Two: Internal Politics and Elections

In the midst of all the turmoil, President Poroshenko decided he needed 
to rid the Rada of Yanukovych supporters. He ordered the legislature 
dissolved and new elections to be held on October 26, 2014. The elec-
tion was as comprehensive as possible under the circumstances, but 
about 10% of the population (4.8 million voters) in Crimea, Donetsk 
and Luhansk could not vote. As a result, the decision was made to leave 
27 seats vacant in the 450-member parliament.
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The election lacked the excitement of previous campaigns, but one 
candidate from Prime Minister Yatsenyuk’s party was shot at and came 
under a grenade attack as he left his home. The Peoples’ Front Party 
issued a statement that Volodymyr Borysenko had survived because he 
had been wearing body armor.345

It was a resounding victory for the president. His coalition received 
57% of the vote, with the prime minister only receiving 6%. The 
Communist Party did not even cross the 5% threshold.346

Kyiv scheduled local elections in the east for December. 
Demonstrating their refusal of Kyiv-granted autonomy, however, rebels 
announced they would hold local elections on November 2, a month 
before the date for elections set by the Ukrainian parliament.347 Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said the separatist elections would be 
important “to legitimize the authorities there.”348

The rebel elections confirmed Alexander Zakharchenko as head 
of the Donetsk People’s Republic, and Igor Plotnitsky in charge of 
Luhansk.349 The newly elected leaders demanded to be included in 
direct negotiations with Kyiv, something the central government 
rejected immediately. In retaliation for holding the elections, which 
asserted their independence from the Ukrainian government, the central 
authorities announced they were canceling all government payments to 
the rebel regions. This included money for schools, hospitals, and other 
infrastructure.350

A poll conducted in December by political scientists from Oxford 
University demonstrated the manufactured nature of the separatists’ 
November elections. As with previous polls looking at the populations 
of southern and eastern Ukraine, including rebel-held areas, the poll 
showed fewer than 5% of respondents favored breaking up Ukraine. A 
majority of respondents favored maintaining a unitary system of govern-
ment. While 18% demonstrated support of a federal solution to accom-
modate ethnic differences, this finding only held if the federalism was 
designed to preserve a strong central government. In Donetsk, only 
6% believed rebel territories should be granted independence or join 
the Russian Federation. The number was even lower in Luhansk, at 4%. 
Most respondents preferred an increased use of government military 
force rather than see the occupied territories split from Ukraine.351 The 
elections failed to provide the rebels the legitimacy Foreign Minister 
Lavrov had been seeking.
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Round Two: Diplomacy

Worried that he was not receiving the aid he needed to oppose Russian 
subversion, in early September 2014 President Poroshenko said he 
would ask the next parliament to formally end Ukraine’s status as a 
neutral nation, thereby freeing it to join NATO. This was met with a 
frigid response from the Kremlin. Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov 
threatened continued conflict in the east if Ukraine tried to join the 
western bloc. Specifically, he warned that a Ukrainian attempt to aban-
don neutral status by joining the NATO alliance could “derail all efforts 
aimed at initiating a dialogue with the aim of ensuring national secu-
rity.”352 Undeterred, Poroshenko created a Secretariat for Security 
Cooperation with NATO and the European Union; he appointed for-
mer Prime Minister and Defense Minister Yevhen Marchuk to head the 
new body.353 Parliament repealed the neutrality legislation on December 
23,354 and President Poroshenko signed it into law on December 29. 
He predicted Ukraine would meet NATO membership criteria “in 5 or 
6 years,” at which time the people of Ukraine could choose to join or 
refrain from NATO membership.355

Faced with evidence of the late August direct Russian intervention 
into the conflict, France announced it was canceling its long-anticipated 
sale to Russia of two, Mistral-class helicopter carriers. It was a gallant and 
expensive decision, as the sale had been worth as much as $1.6 billion 
to the French defense industry.356 France eventually agreed to reimburse 
Russia the advance payments for the ship and return all Russian equip-
ment that had been installed.357

German Chancellor Angela Merkel tried unsuccessfully at the G-20 
to understand what President Putin wanted in Ukraine. “He radiated 
coldness,” said an official. “Putin has dug himself in and can’t get 
out.” German officials confessed that, after the Chancellor had over 
three dozen telephone calls with the Russian president, they had run 
out of ideas. As a result, Berlin was girding itself for a long stand-
off.358

French President Francois Hollande had better luck. In preparation 
for a planned summit scheduled for Astana, Kazakhstan in mid-January 
2015, Hollande spoke directly to Putin. Afterward, he told reporters, 
“Mr. Putin does not want to annex eastern Ukraine… what he wants is 
to remain influential.”359
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EU foreign policy Chief Federica Mogherini circulated a confiden-
tial memo to European foreign ministers, suggesting the time might be 
right to begin talking with Moscow about the lifting of sanctions and 
restoring normal relations. Of course, the Kremlin would have to assist 
in the implementation of the Minsk peace agreement. As fighting around 
Donetsk airport renewed, however, the EU said there were no grounds 
for lifting sanctions. Lithuanian Foreign Minister Linas Linkevicius com-
mented that Russia, not the EU, had to think about how to re-engage. 
Mogherini backpedaled on the earlier initiative. “There is no normaliza-
tion, there is no ‘back to business as usual’ in any way,” she said.360

In late January 2015, the Obama administration leaked that it was 
considering supplying lethal weaponry to Ukraine. The USA was con-
cerned that the Kremlin was seeking to replace the Minsk agreement 
with a new accord that would create an economically viable enclave for 
the separatists.361 This may have been triggered by a letter from Putin 
to Poroshenko with his latest proposals to halt the fighting. A Western 
diplomat characterized the new ideas as “a road map to creating a new 
Transnistria or Abkhazia in Ukraine. It is a cynical effort to get out of all 
the commitments made in Minsk.”362

The leak proved ephemeral. President Obama said it would be 
unlikely that Ukraine could rebuff the Russian military and that the 
military alternatives the White House had been considering were sym-
bolic and fraught with danger. Instead, he backed German diplomacy. 
In a joint press conference with German Chancellor Angela Merkel, the 
president said he was sending delegates back to talks in Minsk instead 
of weapons to Kyiv.363 Obama’s statement did not quell the division 
within the American administration, however. Secretary of State John 
Kerry told lawmakers he supported sending lethal aid, Vice President 
Biden said he would support Ukraine’s security needs, and Secretary of 
Defense-nominee Ash Carter said he was inclined to send arms to Kyiv. 
Meanwhile, State Department spokesperson Jan Psaki tried to paper over 
the differences. Internal debates were good, she said, but “The bottom 
line is there is no military solution and right now our focus remains on 
supporting the diplomatic process.”364 Denied lethal aid from the West, 
President Poroshenko signed agreements with the United Arab Emirates 
and a South African company to assist with his military’s moderniza-
tion.365

While lethal aid was off the table, training was not. US Army Europe 
Commander Lt. General Ben Hodges announced a battalion of US 
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soldiers would train three battalions of Ukraine’s Interior Ministry 
troops, beginning in March 2015. The training was designed to include 
defensive measures, such as protecting themselves against artillery and 
rockets, securing roads and other infrastructure, handling of casualties, 
and how to operate in an area where communications were jammed. 
Hodges used the announcement of training support to accuse Russia of 
supporting the rebels. “I think it’s very important to recognize these are 
not separatists, these are proxies for President Putin,” he said. He cited 
Russian supplies as evidence of Russian involvement. “It is obvious from 
the amount of ammunition, the type of equipment, that there is direct 
Russian military intervention in the area around Debaltseve.”366

In April 2015, 300 paratroopers from the US Army’s 173rd Airborne 
Brigade arrived in Yavoriv, near Lviv in western Ukraine, on a 6 month 
training deployment.367 When the Americans arrived, Russia’s foreign 
ministry called the trainers’ presence in Ukraine a provocation that 
threatened Russia’s security.368 The American move was matched in form 
by Britain, whose Prime Minister David Cameron also renounced lethal 
force in favor of training. Cameron said he would send up to 75 British 
soldiers in four teams to provide medical, logistics, intelligence, and 
infantry skills.369

In July, the American and British troops were joined with forces from 
15 other NATO countries, and Ukraine’s own soldiers, for an 1800 
troop military exercise, Rapid Trident. The Kremlin warned that there 
would be explosive consequences to the maneuvers, and ordered naval 
live rocket fire drills off Crimea in response.370

The international community continued financially to prop up the 
government in Kyiv. The International Monetary Fund had provided the 
country with a $17 billion emergency bailout after troubles in Donbas 
had begun. Now, they announced a new, 4 year arrangement for $17.5 
billion to replace the original emergency measures.371 It did not prove 
enough, and the IMF soon followed with a debt restructuring. Private 
owners of Ukraine’s Eurobonds agreed in August 2015 to a 20% haircut, 
which would reduce the country’s financing needs by $15 billion over 
4 years.372 Russia, however, refused to accept such repayment terms. As a 
result, Prime Minister Yatsenyuk announced Ukraine refused to repay $3 
billion in Eurobonds that the Kremlin owned.373

NATO commander Air Force General Philip Breedlove, continued 
to keep up the pressure on the east’s Kremlin sponsors. “Let’s examine 
what Mr. Putin has done already: well over a thousand combat vehicles, 
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Russian combat forces, some of their most sophisticated air defense, bat-
talions of artillery. I would say that Mr. Putin has already set the… ante 
very high,” he told Pentagon reporters. “Air defense systems that have 
never really been used anywhere outside Russia until now are being used 
in that area. Literally now we see that Mr. Putin is all in.”374

The USA remained hesitant to take any steps that might endanger the 
shaky ceasefire. The White House decided to postpone sending another 
military training mission to Ukraine, to give diplomacy a chance to oper-
ate.375 In the meantime, officials continued to withhold approval of 
the military’s recommendations to arm Ukraine. While the military was 
proposing to send 1000 military vehicles, including 220 M1A1 Abrams 
main battle tanks, Bradley Fighting Vehicles, and self-propelled 155 mm 
howitzers to the country by the end of 2015, US Assistant Secretary of 
State for European affairs Victoria Nuland reported President Obama 
had not yet decided to arm the Kyiv government.376

Whatever aid the West did provide Ukraine often proved to be sub-
standard. Equipment included Humvees with plastic doors and windows, 
truck tires that blew apart after a few hundred kilometers, and obso-
lete bulletproof vests. The Americans defended the substandard equip-
ment as being all that could be mustered in haste, but Ukrainian soldiers 
reported distrust of Americans and low morale because of the shoddy 
equipment.377

As 2016 began, the EU-Ukraine free trade treaty went into effect. 
This was the same agreement whose cancelation by the Yanukovich gov-
ernment led to his eventual overthrow. In retaliation, President Vladimir 
Putin canceled Ukraine’s free trade privileges with Russia, citing a fear 
that cheap European goods would be re-exported by Ukraine and flood 
the Russian market. President Poroshenko said that Ukraine was pre-
pared to pay the price of the lost Russian trading partner in return for 
freedom and the choice of Europe.378

Round Two: Peace Process

President Putin called President Poroshenko on the morning of 
September 3, 2014, and outlined a seven-point peace plan. Putin 
believed he had obtained Poroshenko’s approval of the broad principles 
in the plan, but Ukrainian Prime Minister Yatsenyuk denounced it imme-
diately as something that would destroy Ukraine and resurrect the Soviet 
Union.
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Putin called for a ceasefire, during which time the Ukrainian gov-
ernment should withdraw its forces out of range of combat operations. 
International observers could then enter the region to ensure no further 
hostilities would take place. He then called for humanitarian aid corri-
dors to be opened, an exchange of prisoners, an end to combat air opera-
tions, and for repair brigades to be allowed to rebuild infrastructure. 
The plan was silent on the political status of rebel-held territory.379 This 
meant the ceasefire would keep the rebels in charge of the eastern urban 
centers.

Putin’s plan was expanded into a 12-point cease fire agreement signed in 
Minsk. The document was only one and a half pages long, but it became 
the basis for all future peace negotiations. Known as the Minsk Accords 
or the Minsk Protocol, the plan called for n immediate bilateral ceasefire, 
and the decentralization of power—giving more power to local govern-
ments in the east. It also called for OSCE monitoring of a ‘buffer zone’ on 
the Russia-Ukraine border, a prisoner release, and an amnesty for eastern 
rebels. There would be early local elections, under Ukrainian law, and a 
withdrawal of ‘illegal militant groups’ from Ukraine.380

What was missing was any discussion of sequencing. Which came first, 
a ceasefire or elections? Withdrawal of militias or control of the Russia-
Ukraine border? Also missing from this Putin-Poroshenko plan was any 
agreement with the militants to abide by the proposals. A truce had 
been arranged to begin September 4–5. It was marred almost immedi-
ately by violations.381 This should have surprised no one as the truce was 
opposed by both Ukrainian volunteer battalions (militia groups support-
ing the Kyiv government) and the rebels. “We will continue pursuing 
our goal of seceding from Ukraine,” declared the new leader of Luhansk, 
Igor Plotnitsky.382

Despite the violations, at the end of the first week, the truce held pre-
cariously. President Poroshenko announced that 70% of Russian troops 
who had entered Ukraine had now returned to Russian territory. Pleased 
with the progress, he announced he would submit a bill to parliament 
proposing a special status for the rebel areas. At the same time, how-
ever, he rejected the insurgents’ demands for full independence, or for 
a Russian-proposed federalization that would have left the Donbas in 
the thrall of the Kremlin. “The Minsk Protocol envisages the restora-
tion and preservation of Ukrainian sovereignty on all the territory of the 
Donbas,” said the president.383
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Poroshenko took the Minsk agreement and turned it into a 1200-
page peace plan that he presented to Parliament. It included self-govern-
ment for the east for 3 years, general amnesty, the right to speak Russian 
in state institutions and an independent law enforcement establishment. 
Separatist leaders continued to reject it out of hand. “We will take care 
of our land by ourselves,” said Alexander Zakharchenko. “On our land, 
it will be our people and our laws. There have been no discussions about 
staying within the territory of Ukraine.”384 Russia also protested the 
peace plan, but the EU formally ratified the agreement that was sched-
uled to be implemented at the end of 2015.385

The government and rebel leaders signed an amended cease fire, 
calling for the withdrawal of heavy artillery from the front lines. Each 
side was to withdraw all artillery larger than 100-mm caliber about 10 
miles, leaving a 19-mile buffer zone. Also to be removed from the front 
were armored vehicles, military aircraft, and “foreign mercenaries.” The 
rebels began to implement the plan but, according to Ukrainian National 
Security and Defense Council spokesman Colonel Andriy Lysenko, “not 
as massive as we expected.”386 Russia withdrew most of its forces from 
Ukraine, but Canadian Lt. Colonel Jay Janzen reported Russian special 
forces remained.387

A Ukrainian team and a 76-member group of Russian officers met 
with OSCE representatives north of Donetsk to work out details of the 
withdrawal from the front lines. The Russians must have considered the 
meeting clandestine because, when word leaked, they denied the pres-
ence of any Russian forces in Ukraine and denied the meeting had taken 
place. One monitor, however, reported the Russian side had been led by 
a general.388 In December, Russian General Valery Gerasimov, Chief of 
the General Staff of the Armed Forces, finally admitted there was a small 
Russian military mission in eastern Ukraine. These troops were present at 
the invitation of the Kyiv government, assisting the OSCE.389

The Donetsk People’s Republic then issued a statement on its web-
site calling for the Kremlin’s favorite policy tool in the near abroad: the 
imposition of a Russian peacekeeping mission. Pointing out that Kyiv 
had cut off government payments to rebel-held areas, and not explaining 
how peacekeeping troops would encourage Kyiv to restore the payments, 
the website nevertheless said the UN Security Council should approve 
the peacekeeping force to “resolve the humanitarian and social situa-
tion.”390
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The OSCE Special Monitoring Mission tried flying a drone over 
rebel-held areas, but it proved a dangerous undertaking. On a least three 
occasions, the unmanned aerial vehicle was subjected to military-grade 
GPS jamming.391

At the Donetsk airport, a glimmer of hope appeared. Ukrainian and 
Russian representatives agreed to a temporary ceasefire to go into effect 
December 5, with heavy weapons to be withdrawn on December 6.392 
Hope was dashed the next day, however, as rebels shelled Ukrainian 
forces.393 Another ceasefire was promised for December 9.394 Both the 
insurgents and the government appeared to support the effort. President 
Poroshenko called for a “Day of Silence” at the front line, which might 
lead into a longer term cease fire. The Ukrainian chief of the General 
Staff, Viktor Muzhenko, said the truce was open-ended. Even the 
Russians struck a conciliatory tone, with Foreign Minister Lavrov stating 
the rebels were ready to restore “a common economic, humanitarian and 
political space” with Ukraine.395

The following day, however, Kyiv’s envoy to the talks said a new 
round of negotiations should not take place because rebels were still 
violating the cease-fire. The envoy, former Ukrainian President Leonid 
Kuchma, said he did not consider the meeting expedient when the sec-
ond party (whether he meant the Russians or the Ukrainian insurgents 
was not clear) was unable to ensure the cease-fire.396 Donetsk deputy 
speaker of their “peoples council” Denis Pushilin announced the rebels 
had begun to withdraw artillery units with a caliber greater than 100 mm 
from the south of the area.397

On December 12, the conflict reached a milestone: 24 hours passed 
without a single military casualty. “We have a real ceasefire in Ukraine,” 
declared President Poroshenko.398 The two sides agreed to an exchange 
of prisoners: 222 rebels in exchange for 145 Ukrainian troops from 
Donetsk, and an additional 5 from Luhansk. Ukrainian authorities said 
they would be willing to exchange a handful of rebels still being held in 
prison in return for approximately 500 soldiers held by the other side. 
The prisoner swap was arranged, but the comprehensive peace plan that 
had been promised failed to materialize.399

The OSCE tried to take a step toward implementation of Article 4 
of the Minsk Protocol, restoring to Ukrainian control the border with 
Russia. It planned for more extensive border monitoring, but the 
Russians blocked implementation of the plan.400
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The ceasefire continued to be broken by sporadic violence, but 
movement for peace had been sufficient for the Minsk Group to hold a 
summit meeting in Astana, Kazakhstan, on January 15, 2015. At a pre-
liminary meeting of foreign ministers held in Berlin three days before the 
scheduled talks, however, diplomats decided to postpone the summit.401 
Four-way talks among the Normandy Quartet continued, however. This 
was a group, usually represented by their foreign ministers, consist-
ing of French President Francois Hollande, German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel, Russian President Vladimir Putin, and Ukrainian President Petro 
Poroshenko. On January 21, the German foreign minister announced a 
possible breakthrough. The diplomats had agreed to establish a demar-
cation line and security zones between the competing forces. They 
ruled out a summit until “tangible progress” was made on the Minsk 
Protocol.402 Talks in Minsk collapsed January 31.403

As a new round of fighting took place at Donetsk airport, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin encouraged Kyiv to have direct talks with the 
insurgents. In reply, the Ukrainian parliament declared the republics of 
Donetsk and Luhansk to be terrorist organizations. This effectively elimi-
nated the possibility of direct negotiations. The parliament also officially 
declared Russia to be an “aggressor state,” and called on the UN, the 
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE), and other 
parliamentary organizations to recognize Russia accordingly.404

Negotiators in Minsk tried again. In mid-February 2015, they met 
in two different groups: the Normandy Quartet and a trilateral contact 
group, consisting of Russia, Ukraine, and the OSCE. This latter group 
discussed with rebel leaders various proposals for settling the conflict. 
The contact group and the separatists signed a Package of Measures for 
the Implementation of the Minsk Agreements, which included another 
ceasefire.405 The guns would stop after three days, and the withdrawal 
of heavy weapons would follow. All prisoners would be released, and 
the government in Kyiv would issue an amnesty for those involved in 
the fighting. Foreign troops and weapons would be withdrawn from 
Ukrainian territory, and “illegal groups” would be disarmed. Ukraine 
agreed to postpone for a year their key demand of regaining control 
of the international border and also agreed to constitutional reform to 
allow greater self-rule for the rebel areas. The ceasefire would be moni-
tored by a handful of OSCE observers.406

The Normandy Quartet issued a declaration of support for the pack-
age, but President Putin immediately pointed out the declaration was 
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unsigned. This immediately gave rise to questions about the leaders’ 
commitment to the process. Putin appeared pleased with the results, 
counseling the warring sides to avoid unnecessary bloodshed while with-
drawing heavy weaponry.407

At least one commentator, Paul Gregory, said Vladimir Putin had 
emerged the clear winner. In the agreement, Russia pledged to use its 
influence on the separatists, but Russia had always claimed it had no 
influence on the insurgents. In other words, it had committed to noth-
ing by accepting this proviso. Similarly, while the accord demanded for-
eign troops and mercenaries to withdraw, there was no deadline for this 
action. Russian troops could remain inside Ukraine, and they would not 
be violating the letter of the agreement. In fact, Russia reiterated it was 
not a party to the conflict and was therefore not bound by any part of 
the agreement. “Russia is the country that was called by the parties of 
the conflict,” said Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov. “Russia is not one 
of the parties to fulfill these measures. This is the country that is acting as 
the guarantor… obviously, it’s not a party that needs to take any actions 
for (the fulfillment). We simply can’t do this physically because Russia is 
not a participant in the conflict.”408 Since Ukraine would not regain con-
trol of its international border for almost a year, Russia could continue 
to resupply separatists with impunity, until such time that Kyiv gave the 
rebels more self-rule. In short, with the West refusing to provide Ukraine 
lethal aid, and Russia continuing to give rebels all the weaponry they 
needed, Russia obtained a comparative victory for its allies.409

Fighting continued in the pocket of Debaltseve. The implementation 
of the ceasefire was delayed three days to give the separatists the oppor-
tunity to seize the strategic railway junction. The accord did not address 
the fate of an additional 500 km2 the separatists had seized in violation 
of the first Minsk proposals.

Ukrainian President Poroshenko called on UN peacekeepers, or a 
police mission from the EU, to be deployed as monitors. Russia imme-
diately condemned the proposal as a violation of the ceasefire agree-
ment.410 Rebels pushed the defenders of Debaltseve hard, even after the 
cease fire’s implementation date. Rebel commanders said that, since they 
had surrounded the town before the deadline, it should be considered 
theirs. Since government forces had not surrendered, the rebels believed 
they were within their rights to keep fighting in this salient.411 On the 
fourth day of ceasefire violations, February 18, the rebels consolidated 
their hold on Debaltseve. Ukrainian troops retreated, leaving at least  
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90 soldiers captured and 82 missing.412 Hundreds of tanks, armored 
vehicles, and other equipment were left behind, including two 
US-provided lightweight, counter-mortar radar systems.413 According to 
insurgents’ reporting, the battle was won by three battalions of Russian 
troops under the command of Russian Lt. General Aleksandr Lentsov.414 
The ceasefire began to take hold along most of the front, although fight-
ing east of the port city of Mariupol continued.

With Debaltseve consolidated, rebel commanders insisted there 
would be no more fighting. They also invited reporters from the world 
press to observe their withdrawal of heavy weapons from the front line. 
“However many there are, they will all be withdrawn,” said Commander 
Eduard Basurin of the Donetsk Republic. “The mission of the OSCE 
will monitor all the sectors and confirm whether or not we are lying.”415

The OSCE chief monitor in the east, Ambassador Ertugrul Apakan, 
expressed frustration. Despite a gradual decrease in ceasefire violations, 
he reported, there continued to be “daily exchanges of small arms fire, 
rocket propelled grenade launchers, heavy machine guns and 82 mm 
mortars.” He complained that both the government and the separa-
tists were only providing partial information, and he rejected a pro-
posed doubling of OSCE monitors because they would not be able to 
do their work. “Only if the special monitoring mission has full access to 
all parts of eastern Ukraine, including all territories currently not under 
government control, and all areas along the Ukraine-Russian Federation 
state border, can it make full use of increased personnel resources,” he 
reported. “Until such issues are resolved, additional monitors will have 
little impact on the ability of the mission to monitor the implementation 
of the Minsk package.416

Kyiv confirmed the rebels had begun the withdrawal of heavy weap-
onry. The Defense Ministry announced there had been no Ukrainian 
casualties in the previous 48 hours, a precondition they had set 
before beginning their own pullback. Such progress did little to off-
set the profound distrust that permeated the conflict, however. OSCE 
Parliamentary Assembly President Ilkka Kanerva complained he was 
“profoundly disturbed” by rebels’ refusal to give unlimited access to 
OSCE monitors.417

In early March, President Poroshenko confirmed the insurgents had 
withdrawn a “significant” amount of heavy weapons. He also confirmed 
that the government had withdrawn the “lion’s share” of its rocket 
and heavy artillery systems.418 Artillery exchanges continued, however, 
around the ruined Donetsk airport.419
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Word began to leak of separatist human rights abuses. Amnesty 
International procured a film showing four Ukrainian soldiers being 
interrogated by rebel militia. Later pictures of the prisoners showed them 
dead, with bullet wounds to the head consistent with summary execu-
tions. One rebel unit commander bragged that he had personally shot 
dead 15 Ukrainian soldiers.420

Both sides remained suspicious of the other. On April 29, gun-
men raided the Donetsk office of the British aid organization, the 
International Rescue Committee, and seized 37 staff members as possi-
ble spies. Most of the workers were put on a bus to Kyiv. Five of the staff 
were international workers and forced to leave the country; two, how-
ever, were Americans who were held by the Donetsk “Ministry of State 
Security” for 10 days before their release.421

The ceasefire continued to be marked with periodic outbreaks of vio-
lence. In early April 2015, OSCE monitors observed an intense clash north 
of Donetsk, which included the use of tanks, heavy artillery, grenade launch-
ers, and mortars. Ukrainian Colonel Andry Lishchynskyi blamed the out-
break on “a highly emotional state and personal animosity” between the 
fighters on both sides.422 Separately, four Ukrainian soldiers were killed 
when separatists fired on their vehicle near Luhansk. Two more soldiers were 
killed when their vehicle hit an anti-tank mine near Mariupol, and three sol-
diers were killed when their vehicle ran over a mine near Donetsk.423

As the month ground to an end, OSCE monitors were prevented 
from visiting rebel strongholds in the eastern port of Shyrokyne, near 
Mariupol. Despite the interference, they witnessed heavy fighting that 
included the rebel use of tanks. In the town of Avdiivka, near Donetsk, 
insurgents used GRAD multiple rocket launchers against government 
forces, again demonstrating a willingness to use heavy weaponry that was 
to have been removed from the front lines.424

Seeking to head off a new outbreak of greater violence, the Quartet’s 
foreign ministers met in Berlin. They called for the withdrawal of tanks 
and other heavy weapons by all sides, characterizing the situation as 
“tense because of numerous cease-fire violations.”425

In May, the Ukrainian parliament took the largely symbolic move of 
suspending military cooperation with Russia. The action had one con-
crete result, however: It cut the transit route between Russia and its 
Transneister separatist allies in neighboring Moldova.426

June opened with the first serious battles in months. The Ukrainian 
Defense Minister reported rebels tried to seize the town of Maryinka, 
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near Donetsk. Up to 1000 insurgents were in the battle, supported by 
tanks. The separatists denied they had launched the assault, but admitted 
that 15 people had been killed when the Ukrainian army fired artillery 
into rebel-held territory near the city.427 Large-scale shelling continued 
through the month.

Russian, Ukrainian, and separatist delegates met in Minsk in early July, 
focusing on the removal of smaller caliber weapons from the front lines. 
The talks proved unsuccessful over the question of planned rebel-held 
local elections in the fall. The two sides clashed militarily the following 
day.428

Some progress, however, was made in Luhansk. Insurgents decided 
to take the initiative and began pulling back weapons with a caliber 
smaller than 100 mm. The head of the Luhansk militia, Sergei Kozlov, 
said “This is our unilateral step towards peace. We are showing the 
whole world that we are fulfilling the Minsk agreement.”429 Ukrainian 
President Poroshenko announced he would create a 30 km buffer zone 
in the area, although shelling continued elsewhere in the Donbas.430 The 
OSCE subsequently reported fighting near Donetsk, and Kyiv reported 
400 rebels supported by tanks attacking a village outside Mariupol.431

In fulfillment of promises made in Minsk, President Poroshenko 
introduced a bill into Parliament to give the east limited self-rule. The 
lawmakers voted 288-57 to refer the proposal to the Constitutional 
Court to determine the bill’s legality.432 Self-rule would require amend-
ing the constitution, and that would require two-thirds of the 450 par-
liamentarians for passage. The bill passed its first reading on August 
31, prompting the Radical Party to leave the ruling coalition. This 
reduced the government’s majority to 281, leaving it 19 votes short of 
the required 300.433 The vote also engendered violent street protests. 
Protestors and opposition politicians were concerned that the constitu-
tional amendment would authorize Donetsk and Luhansk to create their 
own militias and grant amnesty to those who fought against the Kyiv 
government.434

Ukrainian officials and the pro-Russian militants agreed that, effective 
September 1, both sides would attempt to halt truce violations.435 As for 
the heads of state, the Normandy Quartet remained unsatisfied. “The 
ceasefire agreement hasn’t been fully implemented and that’s meant 
that there have been more and more victims,” said Germany’s chancel-
lor. “We are here to implement the Minsk deal, not to call it into ques-
tion.”436
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Another OSCE drone was jammed on August 31 as it attempted to 
monitor the ceasefire. When the Special Monitoring Mission tried to visit 
its last known location, they were prevented by armed rebels. The mis-
sion was able to observe burned patches on the ground in the area they 
could not visit.437

As the ceasefire entered its shaky 6th month, former Ukrainian 
President Leonid Kuchma assessed that the Kremlin benefited from the 
result. “The situation now is going in the direction of a frozen conflict, 
neither peace nor war, and this is of course in the interests of our neigh-
bor.”438 There was another skirmish on the front line near Luhansk. 
Rebels ambushed a Ukrainian army vehicle engaged in an anti-smuggling 
operation. Two civilians were killed, and 6 soldiers were wounded. But 
it appeared the new efforts were paying off: The army reported six truce 
violations on September 1, but none on September 2.439 Within a week, 
the Ukrainian Defense Minister went on record that fighting had fallen 
to its lowest level in 18 months. Attacks were down to only 2–4 times 
per day.440 President Poroshenko announced that a real truce had begun, 
and ordered forces to begin withdrawing tanks in the Luhansk area.441 
It should be noted that this drop in fighting corresponded with the 
Kremlin’s preparations for a larger military role in Syria.

In Berlin, the Normandy Quartet foreign ministers sounded a hope-
ful note. German Foreign Minister Steinmeier said significant progress 
had been made and that the warring sides were close to a deal that would 
see the withdrawal of heavy weapons from the front. Russian Foreign 
Minister Lavrov said the deal was “90% ready.”442

There were a number of exchanges of prisoners to further the Minsk 
process. In August 2015, the government and the rebels exchanged 12 
prisoners each.443 In October 2015, Ukraine swapped 11 prisoners with 
the rebels, in return for eight soldiers and one civilian being held by the 
separatists. The swaps were primarily symbolic. Kyiv believed that, after 
the October exchange had been completed, the rebels still held 148 pris-
oners, including 59 civilians. The insurgents believed that Kyiv was hold-
ing 2400 fighters and civilians.444

Fighting picked up again in early November, as separatists launched 
a series of attacks along the entire ceasefire line. As the fighting flared, 
Ukraine threatened to return its artillery and mortars to the front line 
to defend Ukrainian positions.445 By December, things had resumed the 
same level of fighting as in summer. Ukrainian presidential spokesman 
Col. Oleksandr Motuzyanyk reported, “The adversary got back to the 
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tactics of large-scale use of heavy weapons as it was in summer. Thus mil-
itant groups used mortars, 122-mm artillery, tanks and Grad systems.” 
The Colonel said there had been no casualties, as the fire was not very 
precise.446 While fighting continued near Donetsk, signs of hope con-
tinued to emerge in Luhansk. Rebels announced they had completed 
the withdrawal of small caliber artillery, completing a move begun in 
September.447 The region also reopened to UN agencies.448

Round Three: Continued Russian Support 
for Separatists

American officials believed Russia was using any respite resulting from 
the cease fire agreement to resupply its separatist allies. NATO Supreme 
Commander General Philip M. Breedlove commented, “We continue 
to see disturbing evidence of air defense, command and control, resup-
ply equipment coming across a completely porous border, so there are 
concerns whether Minsk is being followed or not.” Assistant Secretary of 
State for European Affairs Victoria Nuland seconded Breedlove’s analy-
sis: “We’ve seen, month on month, more lethal weaponry of a higher 
caliber” from “separatist Russian allies.”449

Former National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski opined that 
such behavior might continue for some time, as Russia sought to weaken 
the West economically. “I’m not sure that, at this stage, we have suc-
ceeded in convincing the Russians that we are prepared to deter the 
kind of steps they are adopting,” he said. “The Russians may pursue an 
assertive policy toward Ukraine just far enough to avoid a military con-
frontation but produce the result of the total collapse of the Ukrainian 
economy, the wasting of billions of dollars that came from the West.”450

Proof of direct Russian involvement continued to pour in: photo-
graphs on the internet, military burials, grief-stricken mothers who 
refused to remain silent, satellite imagery, Russian POW testimony. One 
soldier, a tank driver burned in the battle for Debaltseve, gave a detailed 
report of Russian involvement:

I was called to service on November 25, 2013. I got here (Ukraine) vol-
untarily. Only contract soldiers could be sent here, but I came to Rostov 
as a conscript soldier… Closer to autumn, October (2014), they started 
to gather contract soldiers from all battalions of our unit in order to form 
one battalion… We were told that we were going to have maneuvers, but 
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we knew where we went. All of us knew where we went. I was morally 
and mentally ready to go to Ukraine. We painted over the tanks in Ulan-
Ude. Just while they were in the train set. We painted over the plates. 
Some tanks were marked with the guard sign—we painted them over, 
too. We took off the arm patches and chevrons here…for conspiracy rea-
sons… There are a lot of such training camps. Tent camps. One group 
arrives, another leaves. We met people from previous echelons there. The 
Kantemirovskay Brigade from the Moscow Oblast came after us. They had 
paratroopers and one tank squadron of low power… Our tank battalion 
has 31 tanks…

One month of the training passed, the second month, the third month 
already. Well then, this meant we really came for training! Or, maybe, to 
show that our sub-unit is at the boundary, so that Ukrainians got a lit-
tle bit more scared…Then, suddenly, we got a signal. We started out…
on February 8, I think. The captain of our group just said: “This is it, 
guys, we are going, full alert.”…When we were about to leave the train-
ing range, they said to leave our phones and documents there. We left 
Kuzminskiy towards the Russian boundary…Then we got the signal. That 
was it…They said: “We are starting the March.”… All of us understood 
that we were crossing the boundary. What else could we do? We couldn’t 
stop then. We had to follow orders…

In Donetsk, we parked in the shelter… We found Sputnik radio. And lis-
tened to the radio discussion: are there Russian soldiers here, in Ukraine? 
And all the discussion participants said: “No-no-no.” And our company 
was lying in the beds saying: yeah, sure…

We entered company by company. Ten tanks in each company. They added 
three ICVs, one medical vehicle and five Urals with ammunition per each 
dozen of tanks. This was the numerical strength of the tactical group of 
one company. The tank battalion is about 120 people—three tank squad-
rons, a support platoon, and a communication platoon. Plus infantry, of 
course. Approximately 300 people entered…

They (Ukrainian separatist fighters) would take one border, and, when 
they should proceed to lean on the enemy, they refuse to go. They would 
say: “We won’t go there, it is dangerous.” And we have an order—to con-
tinue the attack… So you go further… The rebels are strange. They shoot 
and shoot. Then they stop. It seems they go to work. No organization at 
all. No leader, military commanders.451

Another Russian soldier, Dmitry Sapozhnikov from St. Petersburg, 
summarized Russian involvement: “Naturally, all operations, especially 
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large-scale ones like encirclements, are directed by Russian soldiers, 
Russian generals.”452

Ukrainian government officials charged that over the last week-
end in March 2015, 22 tanks crossed from Russia into Luhansk, head-
ing toward the city of Sverdlovsk for maintenance. The deputy head of 
Ukraine’s anti-separatist military operations accused rebels of firing Grad 
missiles at a government-controlled city, stating the missiles had arrived 
as part of a Russian “humanitarian convoy.”453

As the ceasefire gradually took hold, NATO commander Breedlove 
told the Senate Armed Services Committee that it appeared Russia had 
used the lull in fighting to reposition forces for another offensive. Other 
American officials said Russia had significantly deepened its command 
and control of the militants. State Department spokeswoman Marie Harf 
noted an increased use of Russian drones, a Russian deployment of air-
defense systems, and increased troop levels near Kharkov.454

In May 2015, Ukrainian officials captured two Russians who con-
fessed to being on a reconnaissance operation in the Luhansk region. 
They said they were members of a Russian army brigade that had been 
deployed in Ukraine for more than a month. Before the 200 men 
crossed the border, they were ordered to surrender their dog tags and 
military identification. They had to swap their military uniforms for 
mismatched camouflage fatigues. The Ukrainians claimed the two were 
active officers in Russia’s Main Intelligence Directorate, the GRU; Russia 
said they were not active duty military but in Ukraine as volunteers.455

A Reuters reporter personally observed Russia massing troops, mobile 
rocket launchers, tanks and self-propelled howitzers at the Kuzminsky 
firing range in Russia, the same staging area from which the tank driver 
had come. The situation was similar: Vehicles had license plates, and 
identifying marks removed, soldiers had no insignia on their fatigues. 
Over a 4 day period, the reporter saw transports arriving filled with at 
least 26 tanks, 30 Uragan launchers, dozens of trucks, several armored 
personnel carriers, and self-propelled howitzers. A dirt road from the 
base to the Ukrainian border had been freshly prepared. Reuters did not 
observe any of the men or material crossing the border, and the Russian 
Ministry of Defense refused to comment on the buildup.456

In July 2015, Ukrainian border guards detained a Russian major 
assigned to a rocket-artillery unit. The officer was driving in a military 
truck containing 200 cases containing grenades and ammunition, includ-
ing rocket-propelled shells. He was accompanied by a self-acknowledged 
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pro-Russian rebel fighter. The major had apparently gotten lost and 
driven directly up to a border checkpoint loyal to Kyiv.457

Russian efforts to destabilize Kyiv included political measures, as well 
as support to the separatists. In Moscow, Putin allowed former Ukrainian 
Prime Minister Mykola Azarov to form a government-in-exile, the 
“Ukraine Salvation Committee.” The goal of the organization was the 
overthrow of the Poroshenko government. The government of Ukraine 
already wanted Azarov on charges of embezzlement and abuse of power. 
Others in the group included former pro-Russian MPs Vladimir Oleynik 
and Viktor Markov; and former speaker of the so-called Parliament of 
Novorossiya Oleg Tsarev.458

As a new effort to respect the ceasefire took effect on September 1, 
Russia began building a major military base on its side of the border. 
Plans called for the capability to house 3500 soldiers, and to store rock-
ets, artillery weapons, and other munitions. The 6000 m2 unit would 
also house a large training complex and an infirmary that could be 
expanded in case of a “massive influx of wounded.”459

In early November, Moscow sent its 44th convoy into the east. The 
line of more than 100 vehicles delivered more than 1000 tons of cargo 
to the separatists.460 The Russian military presence appeared to have 
shrunk considerably. According to US Lt. General Ben Hodges, com-
mander of US Army-Europe, as many as 10 battalions of Russian forces, 
between 5000 and 6000 troops, had left the area. As they departed, the 
Russians left behind their heavy equipment and other infrastructure.461

In December, Putin contradicted himself over an official Russian 
presence in eastern Ukraine, just as he previously reversed his denials of 
Russian military involvement in Crimea. As recently as April 2015, he 
said “I will say this clearly. There are no Russian troops in Ukraine.” 
Putin took the position that, if there were Russians there, they were vol-
unteers.462 Now, in a Moscow press conference, he said “We never said 
there were not people there who carried out certain tasks including in 
the military sphere.” However, he continued to deny there were regular 
Russian troops in the area.463

Russian military forces continued to be spotted, even in Kyiv and 
Kharkiv. In December 2015, Ukrainian special forces captured auto-
matic weapons, grenades, thousands of rounds of ammunition, and parts 
of explosive devices when they broke up a sabotage group. The leader 
of the group, a member of a Russian special operations unit, was killed; 
three of the seven who were captured were Russian citizens.464 Senior 
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Donetsk officials admitted Russian units capable of responding swiftly to 
any military emergency were positioned around Donetsk city and other 
parts of the oblast, and had almost certainly taken part in armed clashes 
with Ukrainian forces at least twice since the February 2015 ceasefire. 
Rebel militias were commanded, from the battalion level up, by Russian 
officers.465

Economically, Russia assumed responsibility for salaries and social pay-
ments in the breakaway regions. The rebels declared the ruble the offi-
cial currency. The Russian costs are large. According to the International 
Crisis Group, “Approximately $40 million a month (is) for DNR 
(Donetsk) pensioners alone. If over 410,000 LNR (Luhansk) pensioners 
are added, the total exceeds $700 million a year. Social benefit payments 
were due to reach some $3.5 million in December for about 110,000 
DNR recipients. Government salaries are not known, but Moscow’s total 
outlay in pensions, allowances and state salaries is likely to exceed $1 bil-
lion a year in the east.”466 Donetsk national security secretary Alexander 
Khodakovsky admitted Russian material support to the rebel government 
was 70%, excluding military aid.467

Round Three: Internal Politics

Both sides of the ceasefire line faced continuing political controversies. 
In July 2015, the Ukrainian government decided to move against a radi-
cal group of its supporters, the Right Sector. This group, whom Russia 
often accused of harboring neo-Nazi sentiments, had developed into 
an independent power center. In the city of Mukacheve, on the bor-
der with the EU, police entered into a firefight with the 20-man Right 
Sector volunteer battalion. What the group was doing was not certain: 
Right Sector claimed it was cracking down on cigarette smugglers in lieu 
of central government authority, while the central government claimed 
it was the Right Sector who were the smugglers. There were a number 
killed and wounded, and Kyiv sent armored reinforcements to the area. 
The Right Sector then established a roadblock outside of the capital, 
demanding the resignation of the Interior Minister and other officials.468

Right Sector was not the only group of armed volunteers trying to 
defend the Ukrainian state. President Petro Poroshenko decided many of 
these groups, including those on the front lines in the east, were becom-
ing a problem. The government ordered the Aidar battalion, formed 
by parliamentarian Serhiy Melnychuk, to merge into the Army’s 24th 
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Assault Battalion. This followed accusations by Amnesty International 
that the Aidar group had committed war crimes. For his part, Melnychuk 
was under investigation for robbery and forming a criminal group. 
Melnychuk did not deny his loyalists had looted the east, but he said 
efforts to control the group were criminal, and were provoked by 
Russian propaganda.

Poroshenko was especially worried about the potential of militias to 
align with political parties. “No political force should have, and will not 
have, any kind of armed cells. No political organization has the right 
to establish… criminal groups,” he said. One such group, loyal to the 
billionaire governor of Dnipropetrovsk, raided the offices of the state-
owned oil company UkrTransNafta after his ally was fired as chairman. 
Poroshenko was forced to remove him from his government position.469

Kyiv scheduled local elections for October 25, 2015. The OSCE 
said the elections were competitive and well organized, but there was a 
need for further reform. Ihor Kolomoyskyi, the oligarch who President 
Poroshenko forced out of office as governor of Dnipropetrovsk when his 
supporters attacked the oil ministry, was the big winner. His candidates 
emerged on top in Dnipropetrovsk, Kharkiv, and Odessa.470 All told, the 
citizens elected 10,000 mayors and 160,000 city council members.

In the rebel-controlled East, the local elections again had to be 
canceled after authorities decided they could not guarantee voter or 
polling place safety.471 In Mariupol and Krasnoarmeysk, the elections 
were postponed over the potential for fraud. The elections in Mariupol 
“were aborted… due to the improper preparation of election ballots, 
the absence of control over their printing and number, and reliable stor-
age,” said the Solidarity party.472 Opposition leaders claimed, however, 
the elections were canceled or postponed because pre-election polls 
had shown that they would have beaten Poroshenko’s Solidarity party 
23–8%. “Over 300,000 voters in the largest Ukrainian-controlled city of 
Donbas could not exercise their constitutional right because the authori-
ties decided to hide their total loss by disrupting the election,” stated the 
Opposition Bloc.473

The Donetsk and Luhansk republics announced their own elec-
tions for October and November 2015. NATO Chief Jens Stoltenberg 
denounced the plans as fake elections that would not be recognized 
by any NATO ally. German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s spokesman, 
Steffen Seibert, denounced the plans as a “serious breach” of the Minsk 
peace plan. Russia said it understood the decision of the rebels to hold 
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elections and viewed the decision as forced on the separatists by Kyiv’s 
violations of the truce. Siebert decried Russia’s failure to distance itself 
from the planned plebiscite.474 In early October, the separatists delayed 
the elections until sometime in 2016, apparently in response to pressure 
via President Putin.475

The insurgent republics took other steps to build their claim of state-
hood, although it is debatable as to whether the changes meant greater 
independence or greater integration with Russia. In August 2015, rebels 
announced a reform of the eastern educational system—bringing it more 
into line with that of Russia. Ukrainian national symbols were removed 
from report cards, the grading system was changed, and the curricu-
lum revised. Russian history would receive more emphasis, as would the 
geography of Russian territories. Russian language and literature was 
increased, and Ukrainian was reduced from 8 hours per week to 2 hours. 
Graduates would receive Russian certificates, qualifying them to enter 
higher education institutions in the Russian Federation.476 In September, 
the Russian ruble became the official currency for taxes, budget, wages, 
pensions, and social benefits. Russia also announced it was considering 
issuing Russian passports to the residents.477

President Poroshenko announced another series of sanctions against 
individuals and entities. He banned Russian airlines from the country’s 
skies, and Russia reciprocated by banning Ukrainian flights over Russia. 
Russia’s transport minister estimated the mutual bans would cost the two 
countries around $110 million per year.478

Kyiv was now forced to deal with a major corruption scandal. A poll 
showed how pervasive the problem had become: 40% of all respondents 
admitted having bribed someone in the previous 12 months, and only 
7% thought the government’s fight against corruption was yielding any 
results. Three-quarters were unhappy with the government’s efforts, and 
two-thirds believed the government was not doing enough to fight cor-
ruption.479

Corruption had always been a leitmotif in the post-Soviet elections. 
As reports of official corruption in the Yanukovych regime circulated, 
holdovers from that era were not lucky. On January 29, 2015, the for-
mer head of the Kharkiv regional government, Oleksiy Kolesnyk, was 
found hanged. One month later, Serhiy Valter, the mayor of Melitopol 
was found hanged and Oleksandr Bordyuh, former deputy police chief in 
the same city, was found dead in his home. A former party deputy chair-
man, Mykhaylo Chechetov, apparently jumped from a window and died. 
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Former MP Stanislav Melnyk was found shot dead in his bathroom on 
March 9. Former regional governor Oleksandr Peklushenko was found 
dead on March 12, apparently of a suicide.480

President Poroshenko appointed a group of reformists to govern-
ment positions. In February 2016, these reformists began to flee the 
administration. In his resignation, Minister of the Economy Aivaras 
Abromavicius accused several minister of corruption, and added 
“Neither I nor my team have any desire to be a cover for open cor-
ruption, or to be a marionette of those who want to establish control 
over state money.”481 One of the accused was prosecutor general Viktor 
Shokin, who was accused of blocking investigations into top officials 
in the Yanukovych government. Several of Shokin’s underlings were 
arrested, after piles of cash and diamonds were found in their apart-
ments.482 Shokin fired Deputy Prosecutor General Davit Sakvarelidze 
after he arrested Kyiv’s top prosecutor whose office housed a treasure 
trove of cash, gold, and precious stones. Shokin submitted his letter 
of resignation on February 16; Parliament accepted it 6 weeks later.483 
Signaling that nothing would change with Shokin’s resignation, the new 
Prosecutor General Yury Lutsenko announced he would not fire any of 
Shokin’s top lieutenants.484

Prime Minister Yatseniuk accused the reformists of seeking to dis-
credit his government to gain power and access to state revenues.485 
President Poroshenko turned on his long-time governing partner and 
called on the prime minister to resign. Poroshenko said he wanted to 
avoid early elections and urged “a complete government reboot.”486 
Yulia Tymoshenko withdrew her party’s support of the ruling coalition, 
calling it an alliance of clans that had brought the nation to the point of 
destruction.487

Yatseniuk took to the floor of the Parliament to defend his actions. 
After hours of debate, his fellow MPs overwhelmingly voted his report 
“unsatisfactory.” This made Yatseniuk vulnerable to a no-confidence 
vote. A group of lawmakers loyal to various oligarchs walked out of the 
chamber, however, and three dozen legislators from Poroshenko’s party 
voted against the motion. To bring down the government, reformers 
needed 226 votes; they only got 194.488 Under parliamentary rules, this 
meant the legislature could not bring another no-confidence motion 
until its next session in September 2016.489

The pressure against Yatseniuk continued to build until April 
10, when the prime minister announced his resignation. President 
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Poroshenko immediately nominated a close confidant, Voldymyr 
Groysman. Controversy temporarily subsided, but the underlying issue 
of corruption remained. As the European Council on Foreign Relations 
put it, “The appointment of Volodymyr Groysman as Ukraine’s young-
est-ever prime minister does not mark the end of the current political 
crisis, but only its midpoint.”490

Round Three: War and the Peace Process

In 2016, the situation in the east deteriorated again. According to the 
deputy chief of the OSCE’s mission to Ukraine, both sides continued to 
violate the provisions of the Minsk accord. Heavy weapons remained in 
the conflict zone, the two sides still held prisoners, Kyiv had not granted 
amnesty to separatists or amended the constitution to allow more auton-
omy in the east, the OSCE still was unable to visit all parts of the sepa-
ratist regions, and Russia had not returned control of the border to the 
Ukrainian government.491 The head of the OSCE mission, Ertugrul 
Apakan, reported that in April the OSCE had seen the highest number 
of ceasefire violations in months. He said that the artillery and mortars 
prescribed by the Minsk accords were being used in increased numbers. 
Many of the permanent storage facilities for these banned weapons were 
empty and completely abandoned.492

The first uptick in fighting began with the New Year. In January 
2016, Ukrainian officials were reporting up to 71 attacks a day. The 
OSCE reported the return to use of both Grad multiple-launch rocket 
systems and 152-mm artillery.493 Ukrainian military spokesman 
Oleksandr Motuzyanyk reported that every third enemy attack was from 
a heavy weapon or mortar banned by the ceasefire agreement.494

Most of the renewed fighting took place around the government-con-
trolled town of Avdiivka. Located about 10 miles from the rebel strong-
hold of Donetsk, the town sat on two major roads. This location gave it an 
outsized strategic significance. According to Alexander Hug, deputy chief 
of the OSCE’s Special Monitoring Mission, the reason for so much fight-
ing was that the two sides were physically too close to each other, some-
times within 50 meters of one another’s positions.495 He said there were 
88 tanks visible on the rebel side of the cease fire line. “They just sit there, 
armed and battle-ready, within easy reach of the contact line,” he said.496

President Putin’s advisor Vladislav Surkov visited Donetsk in late 
April 2016 and exhorted the rebels to better perform two tasks: chase 
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government forces away from the town of Avdiivka, and distribute 
Russian military and financial aid. According to Ukrainian intelligence, 
Surkov’s visit corresponded with the arrival of Russia’s 10th special 
forces brigade in the area south of Donetsk, the return of 24 repaired 
tanks to Luhansk, and the delivery of 320 tons of ammunition and 1000 
tons of diesel fuel.497 While Russia would not confirm its forces were 
inside rebel territory, it did announce a snap combat readiness exercise 
on the border.498

The peace talks continued to grind along without any progress. 
Russian deputy foreign minister Grigory Karasin told a Russian business 
magazine that Russia would not return control of the Ukrainian bor-
der to the Kyiv government until after a comprehensive settlement was 
achieved.499 The leader of the Donetsk People’s Republic, Alexsander 
Zakharchenko, said he would refuse to allow elections be held under 
Ukrainian law, only allowing a ballot under the law of the separatists.500

On the diplomatic front, Britain announced in March 2016 it was 
signing a 15-year defense pact with Ukraine, to replace a previous one 
that expired in 2006 under the Yanukovych government. The agreement 
authorized additional joint training exercises, as well as the sharing of 
military intelligence.501

The Saga of MH-17
The continuous cycle of the cessation and resumption of conflict was 
notably eclipsed by the downing of Malaysian Airlines flight 17 (MH-
17), which garnered the region an immediate increase in international 
attention. On July 17, 2014, the commercial flight was crossing Ukraine 
in an officially designated corridor for international flights. The plane 
was flying at an altitude of 33,000 ft when it was hit by a Buk missile. 
The plane crashed near the village of Grabovo in an area under the con-
trol of armed pro-Russian militants. 298 people died, including 210 EU 
citizens. Because so many of the dead were natives of the Netherlands, 
the Dutch Safety Board led the investigation into the crash.

The government of Ukraine immediately denied the plane had been 
downed by any of their missiles.502 The rebel response was more nuanced. 
Commander of the rebel Vostok brigade Alexander Khodakovsky admitted, 
“I knew a Buk came from Luhansk… that Buk I know about… I think 
they sent it back.” He then raised the theory that government forces had 
downed the plane to cast blame on the rebel cause.503
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Attempts to reach the crash site were stymied. Remnants of the 
plane were taken to Kharkiv, to the Malyshev factory. In August, rebels 
attacked the factory with flamethrowers, possibly seeking to destroy 
evidence. Police arrested six Kharkiv locals, who were in possession 
of Russian-sourced flamethrowers, anti-tank mines, and Kalashnikov 
rifles.504

Investigators recovered the Boeing airplane’s black box recorders. 
After reviewing the data, as well as photographic and radar evidence and 
satellite imagery, the Dutch issued an interim report in September 2014 
stating the plane had been downed with “high energy objects.” Local 
citizens provided eyewitness testimony to journalists that they had seen a 
rocket launch from rebel territory that destroyed the plane.505

The Dutch issued their final report a month later. They said a Russian-
developed Buk missile detonated less than a yard away from the cockpit, 
causing the plane to break up so quickly it is likely the passengers barely 
understood what happened before they died. The report did not iden-
tify responsibility for the crash. They did, however, identify the area from 
which the missile was fired: a 123 square mile area, most of which was 
in the hands of the rebels. They also dismissed the Russian theory that 
the plane had been shot down by a Ukrainian air force jet. The Dutch 
findings were immediately denounced as biased by the Russian Deputy 
Foreign Minister, Sergei Ryabkov.506

The British-based Bellingcat group of citizen journalists turned over 
a report in December that said a Buk mobile launcher had been spot-
ted on the day of the crash in an area controlled by the separatists and 
that this missile launcher came from a military convoy from Russia’s 53rd 
Antiaircraft Brigade. This is a unit normally based in Kursk, but it had 
been sent on maneuvers near the Ukrainian border. Bellingcat’s founder 
said there were at least 20 Russian soldiers who “probably” either fired 
the missile or knew who fired it. “We have the names and photos of the 
soldiers in the June convoy who traveled with the MH17 Buk, their 
commanders, their commanders’ commanders, etc.,” he said. Dutch 
prosecutors said they would investigate the report.507

Families of Australian victims filed a lawsuit against the Russian gov-
ernment in the European Court of Human Rights. The claimants argued 
that the Russian Federation had worked to keep its involvement hidden, 
had failed to conduct an internal investigation, and had refused to par-
ticipate in a cockpit reconstruction. It also argued that the federation’s 
“Pawn Storm” cyber warfare unit hacked into the Dutch Safety Board 
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investigative website.508 As of publication, the results of this legal action 
were unknown.

The circumstantial evidence points to separatist forces operating a 
Russian-supplied anti-aircraft weapon as the perpetrators. According to 
Paul Gregory, “Intercepted phone calls show the Russian side celebrating 
when the plane came down and then panicking when they learned it was 
a civilian plane. Social media shows the offending BUK entering from 
Russia, being moved to the firing location, and then skedaddling back to 
Russia. Most important, the simple explanation says the shooting down 
was an accident, which makes sense because the Russian side had nothing 
to gain and everything to lose from the incident.”509

Nadiya Savchenko

One of the more confusing incidents in the war was the case of 
Ukrainian fighter pilot Nadiya Savchenko. This female veteran of the 
war in Iraq was arrested in Russia in mid-June 2014. Russian authori-
ties claimed that she had crossed the border voluntarily, raising the ques-
tion as to why Russians would arrest a defector. In contrast, Savchenko 
told a Ukrainian diplomat in mid-July that she had been captured by 
rebels, and smuggled across the border in handcuffs with a sack over her 
head.510

The Russian charges were heavy: that she directed artillery fire from 
a Ukrainian volunteer battalion at Russian journalists, killing two. Her 
motivation was supposedly hatred for all Russians. Savchenko vigor-
ously denied the charges. She rapidly became a hero to the people of 
Ukraine, a symbol of resistance against Russia. She received the nick-
name of Ukraine’s “Joan of Arc.”511 In September 2014, 3 months after 
her capture, she was elected in absentia to Ukraine’s parliament and to 
Ukraine’s delegation to PACE.

During her trial in Rostov, the fighter pilot remained defiant. “You 
have no right to judge me,” she told the court. “I am an officer of the 
Ukrainian Armed Forces. I had every right to defend my country, and I 
was doing my job.”512 Savchenko’s defense attorneys presented evidence 
showing she had been captured by pro-Russian separatists at least an 
hour before the journalists were killed.

The Russian news agency Meduza published a report that supported 
the defense’s case. They interviewed Luhansk separatist lieutenant colo-
nel “Ilim” who claimed to have captured Savchenko before the mortar 
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attack began. “The battle began around eight in the morning, and by 
noon Savchenko had already been handed over personally,” he told 
Meduza. “She acted as a spotter from Stukalova Balka, and by the time 
shelling killed the journalists she had already arrived in Luhansk… It (the 
mortar fire) had been an hour since we retained her.”513

The court did not call Ilim to the stand, but relied on the testimony 
of two others who claim to have transported Savchenko. The judge 
found Savchenko guilty on March 22, 2016. She was sentenced to 
22 years in prison. It took almost eight hours to read the verdict, which 
consisted of detailed descriptions of how the Russian journalists were 
killed. There was no mention in the text, however, about Savchenko’s 
direct involvement in the case.514

To protest her conviction, Savchenko went on a hunger strike, refus-
ing all food or water for almost two weeks. She abandoned her strike 
after speaking to President Poroshenko on the phone. The president was 
hopeful that Ukraine could obtain her release in a prisoner swap. To that 
end, the Ukrainian government arrested two Russian intelligence offic-
ers, whom the Kremlin claimed were fighting in Ukraine in a private 
capacity. President Poroshenko pardoned the Russians, while President 
Putin pardoned Shevchenko, supposedly for humanitarian reasons. After 
2 years in prison, Savchenko returned to her native country a “Hero of 
the Ukraine.” By contrast, the Russians were met quietly at the airport 
by their wives.515

Cyberespionage: The New Front

Hackers have consistently used low-level cyberespionage tactics to 
advance Russian goals in Ukraine, marking the first time this phenom-
enon has been seen on a large scale. A dedicated group of hackers 
successfully infected the e-mail systems of the Ukrainian military, coun-
terintelligence, border patrol, and local police. The goal was to steal 
information. Hackers used a spear-phishing attack in which malware 
was hidden in an attachment that appeared to be an official Ukrainian 
government e-mail. For the most part, the technologies have not been 
advanced but they have been persistent.516 Lookingglass, a cybersecurity 
firm, suspects the Russian Federal Security Service (FSB) was the culprit 
behind the virus dubbed Operation Armageddon.517

Rather than independent hackers, the Russian government may have 
been behind an even more dangerous virus, dubbed Snake. Since 2010 
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BAE Systems has been monitoring the activities of this malware, and 
numerous digital footprints point to a Russian hand. Moscow time zone 
stamps were left in the code, and Russian names were written into the 
software. Other clues point to the Kremlin. “It’s unlikely to be hack-
tivists who made this. The level of sophistication is too high. It is very 
well written—and extremely stealthy,” observed Dave Garfield, BAE’s 
Managing Director for cyber security.518

According to the IT security company Symantec, since 2012 Snake 
has infected dozens of computers in the office of Ukraine’s Prime 
Minister and at least ten Ukrainian embassies.519 Snake was used against 
the Belgian Ministry of Foreign Affairs to access documents on the 
Ukraine crisis.520 The malware establishes a “digital beachhead” that 
allows its operators to deliver malicious code to the targeted networks.

So far, Russian cyberattacks have been relatively low key. There’s an 
obvious reason why: the Kremlin already has access to Ukrainian tel-
ecommunications. Russia built the system, even the monitoring sys-
tem Ukraine uses against its own citizens. The “System for Operative 
Investigative Activities” or SORM was originally developed by the 
Russian KGB. When Russia invaded Crimea, it gained access to the 
national telephone company’s operations center on the peninsula. If the 
Russian government wanted to shut down Ukraine’s power and telecom-
munications, it could do so easily. “And there’s nothing that Ukraine 
could do to stop it,” said Jeffrey Carr, CEO of the cybersecurity firm 
TAIA Global.521

In addition to espionage, Russia has used cyber activity kinetically 
as it seized Crimea.522 Ukrainian law enforcement agencies reported 
Russian cyberattacks had collapsed the communication systems of almost 
all Ukrainian forces that could pose a danger to the invading Russian 
troops. Mobile telephone services were blocked, Russian naval ships 
jammed radio communications, Crimean government websites were 
knocked offline, telecommunications offices were raided, and cables 
were cut.523 Cyberattacks increased in frequency around the time of mili-
tary action, possibly indicating that the attacks were part of the overall 
offensive. The number of callbacks—computer communications show-
ing someone is hacking a computer—to Russia increased as the turmoil 
rose.524

The war in Ukraine may have also made US technology vulnerable: 
Russia claimed (and the Pentagon denied) that it used its control of the 
cyber battlefield to intercept a US drone as it patrolled Crimean skies 
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on March 14, 2014.525 A Russian hacker group exploited a security flaw 
in Microsoft Windows software to spy on NATO, Ukraine, and several 
other targets. Dubbed Sandworm Team after researchers discovered 
references in the code to the Dune series of science fiction novels, the 
group used a “zero day” attack—a flaw in the software that has not been 
previously identified and for which there is no preexisting fix—which is 
usually associated with deep pockets. In Ukraine, the malware was tar-
geted at regional governments,526 another clue that the hackers were not 
criminals.

The group has repeatedly carried out reconnaissance opera-
tions against European energy firms, according to iSight Partners. In 
December 2015, this computer security firm identified Sandworm as the 
group almost certainly responsible for disrupting the power to 700,000 
people.527 The hackers launched a denial of service attack from Russian 
telephone lines against three power distribution companies and then 
flooded those companies’ call centers with fake calls to prevent genuine 
customers from reporting the outage.528

A similar attack was launched in January 2016 against Kyiv’s main air-
port. Malware similar to what was found on the energy companies’ com-
puters was found in the airports IT network. “The control center of the 
server, where the attacks originate, is in Russia,” reported Ukrainian mil-
itary spokesman Andriy Lysenko.529

There is no real way to determine with certainty who is behind the 
various attacks. The results would appear to support Russian efforts to 
force Kyiv to accept its dependency on the Kremlin’s good graces. But 
there is insufficient data to determine whether the hackers are Russian 
security services, private hackers whose actions are orchestrated by the 
security services, or hackers who are self-radicalized Russian “patriots.” 
One thing is certain, however; Ukraine demonstrates the effectiveness of 
cyber operations in a conflict zone. Almost as certain, more cyber opera-
tions in other theaters will follow.

Just as Russia and its secessionist allies have used the computer to fur-
ther its efforts, the government of Ukraine has also belatedly plunged 
into the field. Since hostilities began in 2014, a group of volunteers 
known as the Cyber Forces of Ukraine have fought the rebels online by 
freezing their bank accounts, blocking propaganda websites, and locat-
ing their GPS coordinates. On March 15, 2016, President Poroshenko 
approved a cyberstrategy, which is a conceptualization of the country’s 
cyber direction, rather than a plan with concrete projects and budgeting. 
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The strategy focused primarily on cyber defense, but called for the crea-
tion of an offensive cyber command unit.530

Analysis

Looking at Ukraine from a sub-national level, we see that there is a clear 
division between two groups: Western-oriented individuals loyal to the 
central government, and Russian-oriented individuals in Crimea and the 
Donbas. These two groups are separated by historical circumstance, lan-
guage, ethnicity, and culture. Ukrainian national unity would be difficult, 
at best, in the post-Soviet world. Kyiv has tried to call upon ideology, an 
affinity for Ukrainian nationalism, to unite the disparate groups. Their 
attempt to use the French school of nationalism to unite the country 
failed, however, possibly because the levels of corruption in the govern-
ment kept the country in perpetual disunity.

Elites in Crimea and in the Donbas used the German school of 
nationalism, the reliance on ethnic and linguistic markers, to rally peo-
ple behind their own oligarchic activities. When Kyiv decided to pursue a 
pro-Western foreign and economic policy, the Kremlin exploited the dif-
ferences between West and East to weaken the country. Providing direct 
and indirect support to Russian-oriented rebels, Russia forced the coun-
try into a civil war.

Putin says that protecting ethnic Russians in Ukraine is a duty that 
may require him to intervene directly; in fact, Russia reserves the right 
to intervene anywhere ethnic Russians are threatened. “In connection 
with the extraordinary situation in Ukraine, the threat to the lives of citi-
zens of the Russian Federation, our compatriots, and the personnel of 
the armed forces of the Russian Federation on Ukrainian territory (in the 
Autonomous Republic of Crimea)… I submit a proposal on using the 
armed forces of the Russian Federation on the territory of Ukraine until 
normalization of the socio-political situation in that country,” the presi-
dent told the Duma.531 Foreign Minister Lavrov echoed his boss’ sen-
timents, “This is a question of defending our citizens and compatriots, 
ensuring human rights, especially the right to life,” he told the United 
Nations.532 His words have a universal tone that is disquieting to eastern 
European countries with Russian populations of their own.

The Russian president’s desire to help Russians beyond his borders is 
a relatively new phenomenon. He ignored his co-ethnics in Ukraine for 
the first 14 years of his rule. His “duty” to protect them only emerged 
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once he was in conflict with the Ukrainian government over its pro-
Western orientation. Much more likely is that Russia has destabilized 
its neighbor for geopolitical reasons. Efforts to keep Ukraine within the 
Kremlin’s sphere of influence have been a constant theme of Presidents 
Yeltsin, Medvedyev, and Putin. The West may well have moved too far, 
too fast in discussing Ukraine’s eventual membership in the EU and in 
NATO.

One thing is certain: The unrest since 2014 has had a catastrophic 
impact on Ukraine. The economy contracted 18% in 2 years. The current 
exchange rate is only one-third of what it was in 2014, public expendi-
tures have been cut from 53 to 46% of GDP. Special pensions have been 
reduced, and 63 out of 180 banks have closed.533 The cost in human 
suffering has been catastrophic: the exodus from Crimea and eastern 
Ukraine has left 1,476,226 internally displaced persons (IDPs) across 
Ukraine,534 and fighting throughout the state has left over 9000 dead 
and 20,000 injured.535 Ukraine’s European neighbors seem to have shut 
the door in the face of its hailstorm of problems, stating that Ukraine’s 
accession to NATO or the EU is not likely to happen for another 
20–25 years.536

Crimea seems to be weathering the storm better than most areas of 
Ukraine, bolstered by the Russian naval base that has always been central 
to the area. The Kremlin is spending an estimated $4.5 billion per year 
maintain and modernize the peninsula.537 In the east, where Russian aid 
is more indirect, things are worse. There is no more talk of Novorossiya, 
or of the unity of the Russian-speaking people. Donetsk, the former 
financial and industrial capital of the region, became a ghost town in a 
matter of a few months. Kyiv will pay pensioners their monthly stipends, 
but only if they can travel out of rebel-controlled areas to collect from 
Ukrainian banks. The region’s economy has fallen by two-thirds. The 
price of essential commodities has risen 50–60% on average, while real 
mean income has fallen by 65–75%.538 The situation has become so bad 
that the former Donetsk minister of defense, Igor Strelkov, said the sepa-
ratists have created “a pigsty and a mess.” Strelkov added that, “Those 
people who a year and a half ago were ready to really fight for Russia and 
proudly move forward, now consider themselves betrayed. They believe 
that Russia has betrayed them.”539

At the level of the nation-state, realist political theory has a great deal 
of explanatory power in the Ukrainian conflict. From Kyiv’s perspective, 
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Ukraine needed to increase its power by obtaining external alliances to 
balance against the Russian threat. They turned to the USA, NATO, and 
the European Union for help.

Looking at the same situation from Donetsk and Luhansk, rebels 
needed external alliances to balance against the central government. 
They bandwagoned with an eager Kremlin who sought to increase its 
own power against NATO. President Putin warned the West continu-
ously that bringing Ukraine into the West’s sphere of influence directly 
threatened Russian national interests. Looking at the West as a poten-
tial threat to these interests, Putin cannot find allies with sufficient 
military power to balance against NATO. Seeking to increase his rela-
tive power against his perceived threats and unable to increase his own 
power, Putin launched an operation to weaken the power of a coun-
try on his periphery that he saw as a Western entranceway. Through 
his seizure of Crimea and his support of rebels in the east, Putin has 
kept the country weak and divided. Further, through its position as a 
“peacekeeper” in the Minsk process, the Russian government perpetu-
ates negotiating positions that keep the war going. Russia has the abil-
ity to increase or decrease the tempo of the fighting to meet its own 
requirements. It is probably no coincidence that rebel attacks have 
recommenced within a week of the new American President, Donald 
Trump, taking office.

Despite earlier talk of Novorossiya, however, it is clear that President 
Putin is not interested in absorbing eastern Ukraine into Russia. He 
wants neither the responsibility nor the costs of rebuilding the wartorn 
area. The continuing conflict is a low-cost method of expanding his 
influence, and Putin uses Russia’s position as an arbiter to keep the coals 
stoked. His unwillingness to compromise on the sequencing of steps in 
the Minsk Protocol prevents the cessation of hostilities and perpetuates 
an expanded Russian footprint.

The Kyiv government cannot join NATO, because NATO requires a 
government to have control over all its territory before joining the alli-
ance. The country is weak, dependent on Moscow for most things. The 
Russian Black Sea Fleet is secure in its base, and the east is controlled 
by people who owe their position to the Kremlin. Moscow can veto any 
peace plan of which it disapproves, either through its control of the dip-
lomatic process or its control of events on the ground. As long as the 
status quo holds, Russia is the clear winner.
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