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quarter of a century after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 
emergence of Russia as the successor state, the euphoria and high 

expectations for stability and prosperity in the region have been re- 
placed by levels of tension, fear and paranoia which some would say 
have not been seen since the Brezhnev years of the Cold War. Before 
turning to the situation today, it is perhaps worth briefly reviewing his 
place in Russian history, which established the immediate backdrop 
to the events which led to the situation we face today. 

Leonid Brezhnev lived from 1906 to 1982. He was grounded in 
industry, agriculture, the Communist Party and the army. His first 
job was in the foundry where his father worked. He was a Russian 
who had arrived in Kamenskoye on the River Dnepr in the Ukrain- 
ian part of Imperial Russia. Nikita Khruschev arrived in Ukraine as 
General Secretary of the Party in 1938, and recalled in 1963 that he 
had appointed the young Brezhnev as provincial secretary at Dne- 
propetrovsk. When the Great Patriotic War, as it is still referred to 
by Russians, started with Hitler’s surprise attack on 22 June 1941, the 
Germans made rapid progress and the Ukrainian capital, Kiev, fell 
on 16 September. Khrushchev escaped to Moscow. Brezhnev stayed 
evacuating heavy machinery and skilled workers and getting in the 
all important harvests. He then became a political commissar in the 
Soviet 18th Army, ending the war as a Major-General. Brezhnev was 
at the victory parade in Moscow on 8 May 1945 and more significantly 
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thereafter at Stalin’s victory banquet. After the war, he returned to 
Ukraine, subsequently holding posts in Moldova and Kazakhstan. 

In the power struggle following Stalin’s death in 1953, Khrushchev 
emerged as his successor, and in February 1956, delivered in secret his 
now famous four-hour speech, which denounced almost every action 
of Stalin’s rule and presaged a less harsh era in the Soviet Union. This 
was a speech Mikhail Gorbachev later recalled as a huge political risk. 
Brezhnev was brought back to Moscow by Khrushchev to be Deputy 
Chairman of the Central Committee of the CPSU. For the next twenty- 
five years, he was never again away from the centre of power. In 
October 1964 Brezhnev emerged seamlessly as the new leader after 
the ousting of Khrushchev. Domestically, his period in office saw the 
era of economic stagnation, which Gorbachev’s reforms were aimed 
at ending, and a reversal of the liberalisation seen under Khrushchev. 
In the international arena, it is for ‘the Brezhnev Doctrine’ that he is 
remembered in the West. 

This Doctrine originated during the Prague Spring in 1968, when 
the Czech leadership sought to introduce political reforms, only to see 
the Soviet Union intervene militarily. Brezhnev’s position was that: 

 
Each Communist Party is free to apply the principles of Marxism- 
Leninism and socialism in its own country, but it is not free to 
deviate from these principles if it is to remain a Communist Party 
… The weakening of any of the links in the world system of so- 
cialism directly affects all socialist countries, and they cannot look 
indifferently upon this.2 

 
The crushing of the Prague Spring sent a clear message to others as to 
what the Doctrine meant in practice. 

The invasion of Afghanistan was unwisely undertaken in part 
in defence of that Doctrine, and it started the collapse of the Soviet 
Union. On 24 December 1979, Soviet forces were sent to the Bagram 
airbase outside Kabul and installed a pro-Soviet government. The 
actual decision to invade was taken two weeks earlier at a meeting 
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of the Politburo with Brezhnev, by then a sick man, in the chair. He 
died in 1982. Three years later the Soviet Union suffered a humiliat- 
ing defeat and, with Mikhail Gorbachev in power, began its pull back 
from Afghanistan. The final withdrawal came four years later, closely 
followed by the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

At the start of 2017, the ‘Doomsday Clock’,* already at the highest 
level it had been since that period of the mid-1980s, was moved for- 
ward by half a minute, to two and a half minutes to midnight. One of 
the contributing factors to the move was that: 

 
The United States and Russia – which together possess more than 
90 percent of the world’s nuclear weapons – remained at odds in a 
variety of theaters, from Syria to Ukraine to the borders of NATO; 
both countries continued wide-ranging modernizations of their 
nuclear forces, and serious arms control negotiations were nowhere 
to be seen. 

 
While the situation is indeed far from stable, it is important to keep 
a realistic perspective and, as mentioned in Chapter Two, note that 
under President Putin we are dealing with a very different country 
than the USSR at the height of the Cold War. It is also important to 
note that despite his long tenor in office and relatively young age, the 
time will come when Russia has a new leader. We must bear in mind 
the need to engage and build relationships with a broad spectrum of 
Russian society, remaining aware of the potential long term impact of 
short term measures. 

Nevertheless, there are increasing, and understandable, fears of 
Russian intentions, particularly the possibility of incursions onto the 
territory of NATO members following its annexation of the Crimea 
region in Ukraine and support for separatists in the east of that 
country. These fears have been exacerbated by wider Russian actions, 

 

* A symbol which represents the likelihood of a human-caused global catastrophe. Maintained 
since 1947 by the members of The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists’ Science and Security 
Board,  http://thebulletin.org/timeline. 

http://thebulletin.org/timeline
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including allegations of extensive cyber warfare and interference in 
elections in a number of countries, not least the US. NATO members 
have been warning of an increasingly aggressive Russian stance and 
Russian efforts to destabilise the situation in neighbouring states. As 
mentioned earlier, recent Russian activity in Syria in support of Pres- 
ident Assad has also been met with widespread criticism. In written 
evidence to the Foreign Affairs Committee in December 2016,3 the 
FCO noted that ‘Russia has become more aggressive, authoritarian 
and nationalist. Internationally and domestically it is increasingly de- 
fining itself in opposition to the West. Russia uses a range of powers 
to pursue its policies – including propaganda, espionage, cyber and 
subversion. It continues with assertive and provocative military activ- 
ity.’ NATO has deployed increased forces in response. The Russians, 
for their part, continue to portray NATO expansion as a threat, and 
have stepped up deployments and large scale exercises in its border 
regions. How did we reach this situation? Should it have come as such 
a surprise? And, most importantly, what can be done, particularly by 
the UK, to counter this dangerous downward spiral? In particular, 
is the current situation symptomatic of Russia returning to type and 
reverting to the tactics honed during the years of the Cold War; or can 
we look forward to a new relationship between Russia and its neigh- 
bours in Europe? Can we see Russia putting its differences with the 
rest of Europe behind it in the way that France and Germany so suc- 
cessfully put their history of confrontation behind them in the years 
following the Second World War through the initial establishment of 
the European Coal and Steel Community and what is now the EU (as 
discussed in detail in Chapter Eight)? 

At the root of many of the tensions is the evolution of Western 
attitudes to Russia’s role in the post-communist world and Russia’s 
reaction to it. To many in the West, the end of the Cold War marked 
a comprehensive victory which left Moscow as merely a bit-player in 
the new world order – albeit one with nuclear weapons – whose views 
countedforlittle. Therewasalsothewidelyheldexpectationthat Russia 
would speedily and fully embrace the Western politico-economic 
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model, which sowed the seeds for future disappointment. Initially the 
messages from Western leaders were ones of support for the chang- 
es being brought about. President Bush, in his address to the nation 
on reducing United States and Soviet nuclear weapons in September 
1991,4 spoke of the ‘peoples of the Soviet Union … [facing] the daunt- 
ing challenge of building fresh political structures, based on human 
rights, democratic principles, and market economies. Their task is far 
from easy and far from over. They will need our help, and they will get 
it.’ However, following the dissolution of the USSR and the collapse 
in the Russian economy as the 1990s progressed, there was a greater 
triumphalism over the demise of the Soviet Union and the West’s part 
in bringing about its downfall, and an increasing readiness to dismiss 
Russia as a serious power. 

Whether this was an active policy decision in some quarters or an 
inadvertent lack of attention can be debated, but the end result was 
the same – a growing feeling of humiliation and resentment in Russia, 
and a harkening for a return to the glory days, as Robert Skidelsky 
highlights in an article entitled ‘Another Reset with Russia?’:5 

 
…Robert Gates, who headed the CIA in the early 1990s, later con- 
ceded that the West, and particularly the US, ‘badly underestimat- 
ed the magnitude of Russian humiliation in losing the Cold War’. 
The spectacle of ‘American government officials, academicians, 
businessmen, and politicians’ arrogantly ‘telling the Russians how 
to conduct their […] affairs’ inevitably ‘led to deep and long-term 
resentment and bitterness’. 

 
In this regard, one of the fundamental lessons of twentieth-century 
history – the failure of the post-First World War settlement – appears 
to have been overlooked, with dangerous results. While it is under- 
standable that many who suffered as a result of the actions of the 
USSR feel that Russia should be made to pay and is not to be trusted 
as a partner in today’s Europe, it is critical that a patient, dispassionate 
approach is taken if we are to see stability return. 
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This is not to say that the Russians themselves did not make many 
mistakes and miscalculations along the way, not least in the manage- 
ment of their economy. Furthermore, the perception of being shut out 
from the developments on Russia’s western borders encouraged them 
to revert to counter-productive tactics designed to demonstrate their 
capacity to disrupt and destabilise, tactics which have only served to 
reinforce the arguments of those who see Russia as a leopard which 
cannot change its spots. However, in the enthusiasm to consolidate 
the roll-back of communism and secure the market-based, liberal 
democratic model, another fundamental diplomatic precept was not 
given the weight it warranted: that was the need to understand the 
point of view of the other side. Edmund Burke’s warning that ‘Nothing 
is so fatal to a nation as an extreme of self-partiality, and the total want 
of consideration of what others will naturally hope or fear’6 can apply 
equally to a group of states. Failure to pay sufficient consideration 
to Russian views, whether fundamentally justified or not, played a 
major part in the current problems facing Europe and the US in their 
dealings with Moscow. This is not, by any means, an argument that 
Russia should have been accommodated at every juncture, or given 
any right of veto over developments outside its own borders then 
(or indeed in the future), but rather there should have been a greater 
willingness to recognise the validity of their holding a different point 
of view over both EU and NATO expansion. Nevertheless, it must be 
acknowledged that the countries which had formerly been part of the 
Soviet bloc had a legitimate right to develop their own economic and 
security relations with the West and define for themselves the form 
they wanted those relations to take. The challenges in squaring this 
circle of differing viewpoints were, and remain, significant. While an 
ambition on the part of Western governments to see them resolved 
quickly was understandable, in retrospect a more considered and 
patient approach might have avoided the situation in which we now 
find ourselves. 

These risks had been flagged almost a decade earlier in an article in 
the New York Times in February 1997, where the veteran US diplomat 
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and Soviet expert George Kennan had warned very clearly of the risks 
of NATO expansion: 

 
The view, bluntly stated, is that expanding NATO would be the most 
fateful error of American policy in the entire post-cold-war era. Such 
a decision may be expected to inflame the nationalistic, anti-Western 
and militaristic tendencies in Russian opinion; to have an adverse 
effect on the development of Russian democracy; to restore the 
atmosphere of the Cold War to East-West relations, and to impel 
Russian foreign policy in directions decidedly not to our liking. 

 
Kennan returned to the charge in May 1998 in an interview with 
Thomas L. Friedman of the New York Times when he commented on 
the US Senate’s agreement on NATO expansion: 

 
I think it is the beginning of a new Cold War. I think the Russians 
will gradually react quite adversely and it will affect their policies. 
I think it is a tragic mistake. There was no reason for this whatever. 
No one was threatening anybody else. This expansion would make 
the founding fathers of this country turn in their graves. We have 
signed up to protect a whole series of countries, even though we 
have neither the resources nor the intention to do so in any seri- 
ous way. [NATO expansion] was simply a lighthearted action by a 
Senate that has no real interest in foreign affairs. 

I was particularly bothered by the references to Russia as a 
country dying to attack Western Europe. Don’t people understand? 
Our differences in the Cold War were with the Soviet Communist 
regime. And now we are turning our backs on the very people who 
mounted the greatest bloodless revolution in history to remove that 
Soviet regime.7 

 
Kennan’s critical distinction between the communist Soviet Union 
and post-communist Russia, for all its shortcomings, has to be borne 
in mind in how we deal with Russia and its people today. 
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However, the path eastwards was embarked upon, by both NATO 
and the EU, and Kennan was shown to have been correct. This was 
highlighted in the conclusions of the House of Lords 2015 report on 
the crisis in Ukraine:8 

 
While we are clear that NATO is a defensive alliance, for the Rus- 
sians NATO is seen as a hostile military threat, and successive 
rounds of NATO’s eastern enlargement have, as the Russians see it, 
brought it threateningly close to the Russian border. EU enlarge- 
ment, as it has become conflated with NATO enlargement, has also 
taken on the aspect of a security threat. These views are sincerely 
and widely held in Russia, and need to be factored into Member 
States’ strategic analyses of Russian actions and policies. 

 
Some would argue that the primary reason why such views are widely 
held is that the state dominated media relentlessly portray NATO 
as such for their own political reasons, and a change in the Russian 
official rhetoric would be a welcome first step in building a dialogue 
based on greater openness and trust. 

The early signs of finding a common framework for cooperation 
and bringing the divided continent back together had been positive. 
German reunification took place in October 1990. In November of 
that year, the leaders of the Conference on Security and Co-operation 
in Europe (CSCE) met and issued the ‘Charter of Paris for New 
Europe’,9 which reaffirmed the commitments of members under the 
UN Charter and the Helsinki Final Act. This noted that ‘The era of 
confrontation and division of Europe has ended. We declare that 
henceforth our relations will be founded on respect and co-operation.’ 
It went on to state that ‘Now that a new era is dawning in Europe, 
we are determined to expand and strengthen friendly relations and 
co-operation among the States of Europe, the United States of Amer- 
ica and Canada, and to promote friendship among our peoples.’ This 
set the framework for a Euro-Atlantic dialogue, and echoed Gor- 
bachev’s earlier references to building a ‘Common European Home’. 
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However, one of the key disputed issues from this period, which 
has influenced the subsequent chain of events, is the matter of what 
was said to the Russian leadership in 1989–90, particularly in secur- 
ing their support for German reunification, and about the future role 
of NATO and its potential expansion. Again, there have been many 
analyses of the events undertaken, and while it is clear that there 
were no explicit, formal undertakings, there does appear to have been 
room for misunderstanding of comments made at the time. This per- 
ception that the West went back on its word has fuelled the stance of 
the current Russian leadership. Gorbachev, in an interview with Der 
Spiegel10 in January 2015, expressed the view that: 

 
NATO’s eastward expansion has destroyed the European security 
architecture as it was defined in the Helsinki Final Act in 1975. The 
eastern expansion was a 180-degree reversal, a departure from the 
decision of the Paris Charter in 1990 taken together by all the Euro- 
pean states to put the Cold War behind us for good. 

 
A major step forward on the security front was the signing of the 
Budapest Memorandum11 in December 1994 by Russia, Ukraine, 
the UK and the US, which saw Ukraine’s accession to the Non- 
Proliferation Treaty and its agreement to the removal of all nuclear 
weapons from its territory. In this memorandum, the signatories 
agreed to ‘respect the independence and sovereignty and the existing 
borders of Ukraine’ and reaffirmed ‘their obligation to refrain from 
the threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or political 
independence of Ukraine’. As we discuss later, Russia’s flagrant breach 
of these undertakings in 2014 brought about the subsequent nadir in 
the post-Cold War relationship. 

The trajectory again appeared to be continuing in a positive 
direction with the signature of the Founding Act on Mutual Relations, 
Cooperation and Security between NATO and the Russian Federa- 
tion12 in May 1997. Under this agreement, NATO and Russia undertook 
to ‘build together a lasting and inclusive peace in the Euro-Atlantic 
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area on the principles of democracy and cooperative security’. This 
acknowledged the cooperation of Russia in support of UN and 
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) 
peacekeeping operations including in Bosnia and Herzegovina, where 
Russian cooperation in securing Serbian support for a settlement had 
been an important milestone. NATO and Russia undertook to ‘seek 
the widest possible cooperation among participating States of the 
OSCE with the aim of creating in Europe a common space of security 
and stability, without dividing lines or spheres of influence limiting 
the sovereignty of any state’, while observing their obligations under 
international law. It also set up a Permanent Joint Council to ‘provide 
a mechanism for consultations, coordination and, to the maximum 
extent possible, where appropriate, for joint decisions and joint action 
with respect to security issues of common concern’. The agreement 
was flagged as a historic achievement at the NATO summit in Madrid 
in July of that year,13 which spoke of a ‘commitment to an undivided 
Europe’ and of a new Europe emerging of ‘greater integration and 
cooperation’. The summit also announced the invitation of the Czech 
Republic, Hungary and Poland to begin accession talks (which led 
to accession in 1999) and the signature of the Charter on a Distinc- 
tive Partnership between NATO and Ukraine,14 which was designed 
to move NATO–Ukraine cooperation onto a more substantive level, 
offer new potential for strengthening our relationship, and enhance 
security in the region more widely. NATO’s journey eastwards was 
now well underway. 

One of the events that Russia has since claimed as evidence that 
NATO was not a purely defensive organisation was the intervention 
in Kosovo in 1999 without UN Security Council authorisation, which 
saw NATO forces mount a sustained bombing campaign against 
Russia’s traditional ally, Serbia. Nevertheless, the dialogue continued 
against the backdrop of growing concerns over international terror- 
ism in the wake of the 9/11 attacks, following which Putin had been 
at the forefront of offering support to President Bush. Putin was also 
to be very supportive of the US in the initial stages of its intervention 
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in Afghanistan and had not raised major issues around the US’s with- 
drawal from the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty in 2002 – actions 
which the Russians later felt had gone unrewarded. 

A key step in deepening NATO–Russia ties was the establishment 
of the NATO–Russia Council at NATO’s summit in Rome in 2002.15 

This built on the Founding Act and set out to provide ‘a mechanism 
for consultation consensus-building, cooperation, joint decision and 
joint action on a wide spectrum of security issues in the Euro-Atlantic 
region’. President Putin, in his statement,16 spoke of Russia having no 
alternative to developing its ties with NATO: 

 
For Russia, given its geopolitical position, the deepening of equal 
interaction with NATO is one instance of its multi-vector approach 
to which there is no alternative and to which we are firmly commit- 
ted. We cannot imagine ourselves outside Europe, as we have told 
some of our colleagues just now. But we believe it is equally incon- 
ceivable to underestimate the role of the time-tested mechanisms of 
cooperation in the CIS and Asia. Only a harmonious combination 
of actions in all these areas opens broad opportunities for creating a 
common security space from Vancouver to Vladivostok. 

 
It is critical that this forum should be able to weather the stresses and 
strains put upon it by the challenging nature of the relationship be- 
tween NATO and Russia, and provide a mechanism for dialogue in 
bad times as well as good. 

2002 saw seven more countries invited to join the alliance – Bul- 
garia, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia. 
The intervening year had seen the second Gulf War, which had been 
strongly opposed by Russia, and Russia was feeling that it was getting 
little in return from the relationship with the West. It was now seeing 
not just NATO but also the EU expand into what it regarded as its 
traditional sphere of influence, with the seven countries mentioned 
above joining in 2004, followed by Romania and Bulgaria in 2007. 
From a Russian perspective, the model was not one of a new European 
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order, but an extension of the existing political and military blocs over 
which Russia felt it had minimal influence. 

With Ukraine and Georgia seeking closer ties with NATO, Russia 
made its increasing concerns about the direction of travel clear. But 
Russian action, such as President Putin’s December 2007 suspension 
of Russia’s implementation of the Conventional Armed Forces in 
Europe Treaty (CFE), a key element in the conventional arms con- 
trol structures in Europe, was also causing concerns in NATO. As the 
Bucharest summit in April 2008 approached, there were significant 
disagreements within NATO about further expansion, with the US 
strongly advocating membership for Georgia and Ukraine, while 
Germany and France were opposed. In the end, while it was agreed 
at the Bucharest summit to begin accession talks with Albania and 
Croatia, the decision on applications for Membership Action Plans 
by Ukraine and Georgia was postponed, although the statement 
noted: ‘We agreed today that these countries will become members of 
NATO.’ Earlier that year in February, Kosovo had unilaterally declared 
independence from Serbia and had been recognised by the US, UK, 
France and Germany amongst others; the Russians rejected the dec- 
laration. This led to a change in Russian approach to the breakaway 
republics of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, with the State Duma calling 
on the government to establish diplomatic links with them (and the 
breakaway Moldovan region of Transnistria). Tensions increased, cul- 
minating in a military clash between Russian and Georgian forces in 
August. The Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the 
Conflict in Georgia, established by the EU, came to two broad conclu- 
sions in its final report.17 Firstly, that shelling by Georgian forces had 
triggered the wider conflict; and secondly, that the Russian response, 
while initially justified, had subsequently been disproportionate and 
a violation of international law. The situation in Georgia was one of 
the scenarios that critics of NATO expansion had feared could lead 
to a potential crisis in the organisation. In such circumstances, given 
the uncertainty in the initial phases, would NATO have stood by its 
Article 5 commitment to mutual defence? Given the circumstances, it 
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seems unlikely that it would have done, but either way it would have 
been an extremely critical and dangerous test of NATO’s role in the 
post-Cold War world. 

2008 saw another attempt by a more assertive and confident Russia 
to broaden the context of the security dialogue in the form of the 
‘Medvedev Initiative’ which, undoubtedly intentional in its timing, 
was launched following the Bucharest summit. In a speech in June 
in Germany, President Medvedev reiterated the point that Russia 
wanted to be seen as an equal partner in the new Europe, and in par- 
ticular highlighted that Russia did not expect to be absorbed into the 
existing structures: 

 
The end of the Cold War made it possible to build up genuinely 
equal cooperation between Russia, the European Union and North 
America as three branches of European civilisation. It is my con- 
viction that Atlanticism as a sole historical principle has already 
had its day. We need to talk today about unity between the whole 
Euro-Atlantic area from Vancouver to Vladivostok. Life itself dic- 
tates the need for this kind of cooperation. But looking at the future 
construction of relations between the countries of Europe, we see 
a worrying tendency to take a selective and politicised approach to 
our common history. It is highly symptomatic that current differ- 
ences with Russia are interpreted by many in the West as a need to 
simply bring Russia’s policies closer into line with those of the West. 
But we do not want to be ‘embraced’ in this way. We need to look 
for common solutions.18 

 
Medvedev went on to develop these themes, approving a new ‘Foreign 
Policy Concept of the Russian Federation’19 in July 2008 and picking 
up on them in his address to the World Policy Conference in Evian 
in October 2008 (the themes were elaborated on in various fora in 
the subsequent years). However, the timing against the backdrop of 
the Georgian crisis led many to see it as a Russian attempt to split the 
Western allies, and lacking in real substance. In particular, there were 
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serious reservations, which continue to exist, over the divergence be- 
tween the statements of principle made in the policy concept, and the 
realities of Russian behaviour. These included undertakings to: 

 
influence global processes to ensure formation of a just and dem- 
ocratic world order, based on collectiveness in finding solutions to 
international problems and supremacy of international law, first of 
all provisions of the UN Charter, as well as relations of equal part- 
nership among States with a central and coordinating role of the 
UN as the key organization governing international relations and 
possessing a unique legitimacy. 

 
and 

 
promote good neighbourly relations with bordering States, to assist 
in eliminating the existing hotbeds of tension and conflicts in the 
regions adjacent to the Russian Federation and other areas of the 
world and to prevent emergence of the new ones. 

 
Such statements rang hollow in the light of events in Georgia and 
elsewhere. Again, this was seen by many as Russia simply paying 
lip-service to global norms while continuing a campaign of disrup- 
tion and destabilisation in what it regarded as its sphere of influence, 
with the ultimate aim of re-establishing its hegemony in part at least 
of the former Soviet empire. Until Russia acknowledges that its days 
of empire are behind it and it must adapt to a new role, in the way that 
others, notably the UK, have done so, it will be difficult to counter the 
argument that revanchist tendencies remain a major threat to peace in 
the wider European region. Acknowledging such a change should not 
be seen as a sign of weakness, but rather a sign of confidence in taking 
a new approach to its role in the world. 

The Russian action in Ukraine in 2014 (and indeed the nature of 
their intervention in Syria, discussed in Chapter Six) served only to 
reinforce this perception that the Russian approach was to make lofty 
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statements about adhering to international norms, while continuing 
to act in a manner that was in direct contravention of those norms; 
thereby leading to a crisis point in Russian relations with the West. 
However, it is critical that the sequence of events, and the way they 
were handled, is examined in context. 

As noted in the House of Lords’ report referred to above, ‘the EU 
had not taken into account the exceptional nature of Ukraine and its 
unique position in the shared neighbourhood’. A number of factors 
contribute to the uniqueness of Ukraine in the Russian mind, from 
the historical ties going back to the ninth-century era of Kievan Rus 
to its critical location as the home for Russia’s major naval base at 
Sevastopol in the Crimea, a region which had been ceded to Ukraine 
by Khrushchev as recently as 1954; not to mention the significant 
numbers of Russian speakers, particularly in the east of the country. 
Equally strongly held views on the Ukrainian side meant that this 
was a potentially highly volatile situation, but, despite all the warning 
signs, as the Lords’ report observes, there was ‘a strong element of 
“sleep walking” into the current crisis’. The report goes on to say that: 

 
Collectively, the EU overestimated the intention of the Ukrainian 
leadership to sign an Association Agreement, appeared unaware 
of the public mood in Ukraine and, above all, underestimated the 
depth of Russian hostility towards the Association Agreement. 
While each of these factors was understood separately, Member 
States, the European External Action Service and the Commission 
did not connect the dots. 

 
When Putin returned to the presidency in 2012, the backdrop had 
moved on since the Georgian conflict of 2008. The economy had 
recovered with a growth in commodity prices, and with it Russian 
confidence about its role in the world. The Russian leadership had 
learnt lessons from their intervention in 2008 and had set about re- 
forming and re-equipping their military to prepare them for more 
flexible engagement, lower level conflicts and ‘hybrid’ warfare, 
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blending conventional and non-conventional techniques, including 
use of disinformation, cyber etc. The situation in Ukraine had also 
been developing, as its leadership tried to maintain a difficult balanc- 
ing act between strengthening ties with the EU and retaining their 
traditional links with Russia. Putin had warned of these challenges 
in his statement following the EU–Russia Summit in January 2014:20 

 
My colleagues and I held a sincere exchange of views regarding the 
Eastern Partnership* initiative. We are concerned about the stability 
and prosperity of our common neighbouring nations. These states 
are striving to cooperate more actively with the European Union 
and simultaneously maintain close historical and cooperative ties 
with Russia. We must certainly help them do this, but it is unac- 
ceptable to create new, dividing lines. On the contrary, we need to 
work together on building a new, unified Europe. 

 
Events came to a head when the Ukrainian president, Yanukovych, 
suspended the signature of the Association Agreement,21 which had 
been negotiated with the EU. This agreement contained language on 
foreign and security policy areas which it should have been recog- 
nised were likely to be highly provocative to the Russians. Key exam- 
ples include Article 7.1, which states: 

 
The Parties shall intensify their dialogue and cooperation and pro- 
mote gradual convergence in the area of foreign and security policy, 
including the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), and 
shall address in particular issues of conflict prevention and crisis 
management, regional stability, disarmament, non-proliferation, 
arms control and arms export control as well as enhanced mutually- 
beneficial dialogue in the field of space. 

 
 

* The Eastern Partnership is a joint initiative involving the EU, its member states and six eastern 
European partners – Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine, https:// 
eeas.europa.eu/topics/eastern-partnership_en 
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Article 10.3 went on to state: The Parties shall explore the potential of 
military-technological cooperation. Ukraine and the European De- 
fence Agency (EDA) shall establish close contacts to discuss military 
capability improvement, including technological issues. 

But their potential impact appeared to have been overlooked or 
ignored by politicians in EU capitals, including London. As the House 
of Lords’ report indicates, this decision ‘triggered the protests now 
referred to as ‘the Maidan’. These protests took both the EU and Russia 
by surprise. Events had begun to take on a momentum of their own 
which neither side could predict or control. 

These events saw President Yanukovych flee Kiev in February and 
the Ukrainian parliament taking steps which were seen as increasingly 
hostile by Russia. In particular, Russia feared that agreements on the 
Sevastopol naval base would be rescinded. Pro-Russian protests took 
place on the Crimean Peninsula, the local government announced a 
referendum, armed men took over key buildings and Russian forces 
took over strategic facilities. The hastily organised referendum was 
held in March 2014, with an overwhelming vote in favour of a return 
to Russia. The vote was widely condemned as illegal and illegitimate, 
including by the EU and US, who imposed sanctions on Russia. 
However, President Putin, who shortly after issued a decree, ‘On the 
recognition of the Republic of Crimea’, remained intransigent and 
drew a comparison to the earlier declaration of independence by 
Kosovo (which Russia had never accepted), saying:22 ‘We keep hear- 
ing from the United States and Western Europe that Kosovo is some 
special case. What makes it so special in the eyes of our colleagues?’, 
going on to reinforce the message about how Russia saw itself in the 
world: ‘Russia is an independent, active participant in international 
affairs; like other countries, it has its own national interests that need 
to be taken into account and respected.’ This use of examples of West- 
ern actions, often controversial in their own right, to legitimise their 
own activity is an area in which the Russians have become adept, even 
though the rationale behind the examples they quote may be com- 
pletely at variance with their own intentions. The situation in Ukraine 
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deteriorated further with armed clashes in eastern Ukraine and the 
pro-Russian Donetsk and Luhansk regions declaring independence. 
Despite a second peace agreement (‘Minsk II’) being signed in Minsk 
in February 2015, the fighting continued and sanctions remained in 
place, with no final resolution in sight. The role of the EU and its 
member states, in managing the negotiations with Ukraine on the 
Association Agreement and ultimately in dealing with the subsequent 
crisis, has come in for much criticism. Richard Sakwa, in his article, 
‘The death of Europe? Continental fates after Ukraine’, wrote: 

 
The Ukraine crisis exposed the flaws in Europe’s post-Cold War 
development… In the Ukraine crisis the EU not only proved inade- 
quate as a conflict regulator but itself became the source of conflict. 
The EU’s ill prepared advance into what was always recognised to 
be a contested neighbourhood provoked the gravest international 
crisis of our era, but once the crisis started Europe was sidelined.23 

 
The UK’s role has also been specifically criticised. Despite its position 
as a signatory of the Budapest Memorandum, mentioned earlier in 
this chapter, the UK has not had a prominent role in trying to find 
a solution to the crisis, with Germany and France taking the lead in 
Europe. This limited engagement was noted by the House of Lords: 
‘As one of the four signatories of the Budapest Memorandum (1994), 
which pledged to respect Ukraine’s territorial integrity, the UK had 
a particular responsibility when the crisis erupted. The government 
has not been as active or as visible on this issue as it could have been.’ 
Playing a key role in reaching a resolution to this crisis and developing 
a new relationship with Russia must form a key plank in any UK for- 
eign policy outside of the EU. It will be by no means easy. 

Finding a common approach with Russia will require patience and 
there are likely to be disruptions on the way, as Russia continues to flex 
its muscles to demonstrate is capabilities. It is essential to recognise 
that in a European context, Russia certainly sees itself as a major player, 
and indeed the West made a number of moves to recognise this, such 
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as the establishment of the NATO–Russia Council mentioned above, 
and bringing Yeltsin’s Russia into the G8. Accepting Russia as a major 
player does not mean acquiescing to every Russian demand; however, 
it does require a much greater level of genuine engagement than has 
been the case in the recent past, and we acknowledge that it requires 
two willing parties to create such engagement. The need for the FCO 
to continue to rebuild its expertise in dealing with Russia is critical. In 
its March 2017 report, the Foreign Affairs Committee noted ‘the FCO 
must once again invest in the analytical capacity to understand Russian 
decision-making in order to develop effective and informed foreign 
policy’.24 It is acknowledged that this is underway, as evidenced by the 
FCO’s submission to the Foreign Affairs Committee25 in January 2017, 
which highlighted the strengthening of resources in this area, though 
more needs to be done. In an era of ‘fake news’ and ‘alternative truth’, 
disciplined, rigorous, well-informed diplomacy is required. Without  a 
clear-headed analysis of the options, an understanding of others’ 
perspectives (which does not require agreement with them) and a 
readiness to compromise where appropriate, we run the risk of repeat- 
ing the mistakes of the recent past. And there is no doubt the risks 
of continuing to talk over or through each other remain high. There 
are fundamental differences of perception about the world order, and 
Russia’s place in it, as can be seen in President Putin’s speech to the 
seventieth UN General Assembly in September 2015:26 

 
We are all different, and we should respect that. Nations shouldn’t 
be forced to all conform to the same development model that some- 
body has declared the only appropriate one … It seems, however, 
that instead of learning from other people’s mistakes, some prefer 
to repeat them and continue to export revolutions, only now these 
are ‘democratic’ revolutions. 

 
The Russian view on the impact of NATO expansion was also reiter- 
ated, portraying Russia as the forward-looking state, in the face of an 
aggressive  threat: 
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Sadly, some of our counterparts are still dominated by their Cold 
War-era bloc mentality and the ambition to conquer new geo- 
political areas. First, they continued their policy of expanding 
NATO – one should wonder why, considering that the Warsaw 
Pact had ceased to exist and the Soviet Union had disintegrated 
… NATO has kept on expanding, together with its military infra- 
structure. Next, the post-Soviet states were forced to face a false 
choice between joining the West and carrying on with the East. 
Sooner or later, this logic of confrontation was bound to spark 
off a major geopolitical crisis. And that is exactly what happened 
in Ukraine. 

 
The failure of the two sides to understand each other’s fundamental 
positions has been flagged in many quarters. In its analysis of the 
development of the crisis, ‘How the EU lost Russia over Ukraine’,27 

Germany’s Der Spiegel came to the conclusion that ‘Russia and Europe 
talked past each other and misunderstood one another. It was a clash 
of two different foreign policy cultures: A Western approach that fo- 
cused on treaties and the precise wording of the paragraphs therein; 
and the Eastern approach in which status and symbols are more im- 
portant.’ In more general terms, Robert Skidelsky had highlighted a 
similar issue of differences in perception or Russia’s behaviour back 
in 2008:28 ‘The issue is complicated by the lack of a common language 
of international relations: what to Russians looks like encirclement 
to western politicians is simply spreading freedom, markets, and de- 
mocracy.’ Overcoming these differences, and in particular ensuring 
Russia lives up to the international obligations it subscribes to, will 
require a rebuilding of trust which has been swept away. 

Rebuilding trust will be key if there is to be any resolution to the 
situation in Crimea. While Russia may see its continuing control of all 
Crimean territory as a fait accompli, the British position must remain 
that the annexation is an illegal act. This does not mean that there 
cannot ever be any discussion on the issue, but this has to be with the 
full engagement of Ukraine. Any final resolution which would result 
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in changes to internationally recognised borders has to be the subject 
of negotiation in the region. 

This may be the time to take a more ambitious path and seek to 
find a solution to the situation in Ukraine in the context of a wider 
agreement around the ongoing disputes over territory in Moldova 
and Georgia, which have been damaging to the wider relationship 
between Russia and the West. Changing boundaries on the map of 
the world is no minor matter; it must be negotiated. As mentioned 
earlier, this is best done in a framework involving the five permanent 
members of the Security Council and Germany, given its influence in 
the region and role to date, should also be involved. There would have 
to be incentives for all the parties to these disputes to engage fully in 
the discussions. In the case of Russia, as well as a path to sanctions re- 
moval, the terms of reference must spell out that one of the objectives 
of the initiative is an agreement on, and the mutual recognition of, the 
defined boundaries of all the parties involved, including the promot- 
ers of the settlement. For Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia, this would 
provide an opportunity to address and remove the major destabilis- 
ing factor which undermines their sovereignty and holds back their 
wider  development. 

As well as disagreements with Russia on the international stage, 
the bilateral relationship was very negatively impacted by the killing 
of former KGB officer and critic of Putin, Alexander Litvinenko, in 
London in 2006 after he was administered a fatal dose of polonium. 
Russia refused a British request to extradite one of the suspects, an- 
other former KGB officer, in 2007. That year, the UK expelled four 
Russian diplomats, which led to four British diplomats subsequently 
being expelled from Moscow. In the report of the public inquiry into 
the death of Litvinenko published in January 2016, the Chairman con- 
cluded: ‘The FSB [Russian Federal Security Service] operation to kill 
Mr Litvinenko was probably approved by Mr Patrushev [head of the 
FSB at that time] and also by President Putin.’ This conclusion clearly 
did not go down well in Moscow, and engaging with Russia against 
this backdrop has been problematical, to say the least. The last visit 
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by a Foreign Secretary, prior to the announcement of a visit by Boris 
Johnson in April 2017 (subsequently postponed), was by William 
Hague in 2012. There is a growing recognition, as we discuss below, 
that it is critical to re-engage with Russia on the political front; we 
should not forget that in other areas, notably in the role City based 
institutions play in supporting Russian business globally, relations 
have remained good. 

The continuing imposition of sanctions on Russia is a heavily de- 
bated topic. While sanctions do not yet appear to have had any real 
influence on Russia’s policy and, in particular, its position on Crimea, 
they have sent a clear signal to Moscow. They should not, however, be 
seen as a long-term weapon, designed to bring Russia economically to 
its knees. That is in no one’s interests. But their removal needs to take 
place in conjunction with Russian delivery on its obligations under 
the Minsk agreements, which may be easier to reach in the wider 
P5 format suggested. It is imperative that Russia is given the clear 
message that, while mistakes of the past have been acknowledged 
and its views and interests need to be taken in to account, it must 
live up to its obligations to abide by international law and respect the 
sovereignty of its neighbours. That does not mean to say that there 
cannot be changes to boundaries, but these must only take place in 
the framework of a negotiated settlement; as part of that, there could 
be a further referendum on the status of Crimea, though there would 
have to be international guarantees that this would be free and fair. 

More broadly, as the Lords’ report on Ukraine mentions, a solution 
has to be found to meet any genuine grievances of Russian ethnic 
minorities, so that these cannot provide ‘a convenient pretext which 
could be used to justify further destabilizing actions in those states’, 
suggesting an investigation in ‘whether more steps could be taken 
to facilitate access to citizenship for ethnic Russians who have long- 
established residency in these states, but limited ability in the official 
language’. Again, such issues should also be addressed in some of the 
other areas of dispute, and form part of any new arrangements in 
Europe. Ensuring recognition of the need for tolerance by all parties 
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involved should be a key part of the UK’s diplomacy in this area, and 
it is well positioned to do so, given the respect in the region for its 
contribution to their re-integration into Europe. 

Progress on this issue would allow the wider issues of a new model 
for European and, indeed, Euro-Atlantic cooperation to be tack- 
led, and an attempt made to find common ground, not least in the 
genuine respect for obligations under the UN Charter. Given that 
the institutional structure is already in place, we would recommend 
reinvigorating the OSCE (which has been involved in the search 
for resolutions to many of these territorial disputes) as a framework 
for broader initiatives to bring all parties in the Euro-Atlantic area 
closer together, rather than establish a completely new framework 
where there would be significant risks of form taking precedence over 
substance. However, this is not without its own challenges. Russia’s 
attitude to this body changed following the OSCE’s 1999 Istanbul 
summit, where it called for a political settlement in Chechnya. Rus- 
sia’s current position, while acknowledging that the OSCE is ‘one of 
the backbone organisations in the Euroatlantic region’, is far from a 
ringing endorsement, going on to state: 

 
Today the OSCE is undergoing a long and systemic crisis. Now, 
almost twenty years after the collapse of the bipolar world, it is yet 
to determine its new destiny, however, it is struggling to uphold its 
primary function as a unique platform for discussion of security 
matters acting on the principles of equality and mutual respect. 
Many countries still use the Organisation instruments to realize 
their own goals, often to the prejudice of other partners’ interests.29 

 
At a time when the populations of many EU member states are look- 
ing for change, this may be the opportunity for some new thinking, 
and the UK, from its post-Brexit perspective, would be well placed to 
take a lead in this. The risk of not acting would be to open the door for 
a much wider regression into nationalism, heightened risks of tension 
and, indeed, confrontation. 
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All is not lost in restoring good relations with Russia. Russia today 
is a hugely better place for Russians and for EU citizens than the 
Soviet Union the West faced in the past, and which we saw invad- 
ing Hungary in 1956, Czechoslovakia in 1968 and then Afghanistan 
in 1979. It has been too easily forgotten how President Gorbachev, 
President Yeltsin and, initially, President Putin all contributed to 
greatly improved relations over two decades. Relations have undoubt- 
edly been very seriously set back over Ukraine and the annexation 
of Crimea, but we are a considerable way from returning to the Cold 
War. Patiently, persuasively and persistently the UK post-Brexit must 
help rebuild the relationship between Russia and the West and be 
prepared to face continued challenges along the way. Prime Minister 
May’s comments in her speech to the Republican Party conference in 
January 2017 provide a good starting point for the rebuilding of the 
UK’s relationship with Russia: 

 
There is nothing inevitable about conflict between Russia and the 
West. And nothing unavoidable about retreating to the days of the 
Cold War. But we should engage with Russia from a position of 
strength. And we should build the relationships, systems and pro- 
cesses that make co-operation more likely than conflict – and that, 
particularly after the illegal annexation of Crimea, give assurance to 
Russia’s neighbouring states that their security is not in question.30 

 
Rather than seeking a grandiose over-arching structure in the first 
instance, it will be important to look at practical steps for rebuilding 
confidence and trust, while encouraging Russia to look forward to a 
new and respected global role rather than harkening back to a past 
era of Russian hegemony which will not and should not return. The 
UK should recognise that its influence with Russia will not be of the 
magnitude of the US or Germany. There are a range of areas in which 
there is potential for cooperation, and where the UK, as a partner in 
the UN Security Council, has a good platform, not least in the com- 
batting of ISIS and international terrorism more generally.  However, 
as the Foreign Affairs Committee notes, this is not straightforward: ‘It 
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is difficult to envisage how to progress this shared interest considering 
the differences between the two countries’ respective definitions and 
analyses of terrorism, and acceptable methods to defeat it. Any dia- 
logue with Russia must be handled with the greatest care, but it is at 
least worth exploring.’31 

The successful engagement of Russia in the P5+1 format to reach an 
agreement with Iran on its nuclear programme sets a good precedent, 
and continued engagement on nuclear non-proliferation, as outlined 
in Chapter Six, remains a key priority. Likewise, the UK should seek 
to reinvigorate discussions around both nuclear and conventional 
forces and ensure that NATO–Russia dialogue is not neglected. If and 
when sanctions are lifted, we should see substantial potential for an 
increase in UK–Russian trade, which can further positively reinforce 
our relationship, as will a return of major Russian companies to the 
London capital markets. But making progress in all these areas will 
require trust, and in that regard, especially given the era of ‘fake news’ 
in which we now live, we should follow the much-quoted approach 
of Ronald Reagan in his dealings with Mikhail Gorbachev – ‘trust, 
but verify’. 
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