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A Matrix Game of the Russo-Ukrainian Conflict 

by Tim Price 
  



Background1 

The crisis in Ukraine began with protests in the capital city of Kiev in November 2013 against Ukrainian President 

Viktor Yanukovych’s decision to reject a deal for greater economic integration with the European Union. A violent 

crackdown by state security forces created greater protests and escalated the conflict, and Yanukovych fled the 

country in February 2014.  

In March 2014, Russian troops took control of Ukraine’s Crimean region, before formally annexing the peninsula 

after Crimeans voted to join the Russian Federation in a disputed local referendum. Russian President Vladimir Putin 

cited the need to protect the rights of Russian citizens and Russian speakers in Crimea and southeast Ukraine. The 

crisis heightened ethnic divisions, and two months later pro-Russian separatists in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions 

of eastern Ukraine held a referendum to declare independence from Ukraine.  

Violence in eastern Ukraine between Russian-backed separatists and the Ukrainian military has killed more than 

10,300 people and injured 24,000 since April 2014. Although Moscow has denied its involvement, observers have 

reported the build-up of Russian troops and military equipment near Donetsk and Russian cross-border shelling. 

In July 2014, the situation in Ukraine escalated into an international crisis and put the United States and the 

European Union (EU) at odds with Russia, when a Malaysian Airlines flight was shot down over Ukrainian airspace, 

killing all 298 onboard. Dutch investigators concluded in October 2015 that the plane had been downed by a Russian 

missile. In September 2016, investigators said that the missile system was provided by Russia, determining it was 

moved into eastern Ukraine and then back to Russian territory following the downing of the airplane. 

Since February 2015, France, Germany, Russia, and Ukraine have attempted to broker a cessation in violence 

through the Minsk Accords. The agreement includes provisions for a cease-fire, withdrawal of heavy weaponry, and 

full Ukrainian government control throughout the conflict zone. However, efforts to reach a diplomatic settlement 

and satisfactory resolution have been unsuccessful.  

In April 2016, NATO announced that the alliance would deploy four battalions to Eastern Europe, rotating troops 

through Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland to deter possible future Russian aggression elsewhere in Europe, 

particularly in the Baltics. These battalions were joined by two U.S. Army tank brigades, deployed to Poland in 

September 2017 to further bolster the alliance’s deterrence presence. 

Ukraine has been the target of a number of cyberattacks since 2014, creating large scale power blackouts following 

attacks on utility companies. In June 2017, government and business computer systems in Ukraine were hit by the 

NotPetya cyberattack; the crippling attack, attributed to Russia, spread to computer systems worldwide and causing 

billions of dollars in damages. 

Recent Developments  

The conflict in eastern Ukraine transitioned to a stalemate after it first erupted in early 2014, but shelling and 

skirmishes still occur regularly, including an escalation in violence in the spring of 2018. 

The US administration has pressured Russia over its involvement, including targeted sanctions and the sale of anti-

tank weapons to the Ukraine Government, bringing the total amount of aid provided since 2014 to $1 billion. 

In October 2018, Ukraine joined the USA and seven other NATO countries in a series of large-scale air exercises in 

western Ukraine, in response to large scale Russian exercises in September 2018. 

Since late March 2021, Russia has moved an estimated 80,000 troops and large quantities of military equipment to 

its Ukrainian border. It is not just the size of the redeployment that has attracted attention. Its broad composition, 

including short-range ballistic missile systems, plus a strengthening of the Black Sea fleet, has many of the 

components of a force military experts say could attack Ukraine, with the possible exception of combat aircraft. 

“This movement stands out as possibly the largest unannounced movement of troops since Russia’s invasion of 

Crimea,” said Thomas Bullock, an analyst at Janes. It is speculated that this could lead to a full-scale invasion.  

 
1 Source: Global Conflict Tracker www.cfr.org and the BBC (edited) 

http://www.cfr.org/


The Matrix Game Construction Kit 

The ultimate matrix game design kit 

In a "matrix game” there are few pre-set rules limiting what players can do. Instead, each is free to undertake any 
plausible action during their turn. The chances of success or failure, as well as the effects of the action, are largely 
determined through structured argument and discussion. This process allows for imaginative game dynamics that 
are lively and open-ended, and yet also grounded in reality. 

 

Matrix games are particularly well-suited for complex conflicts and issues involving multiple actors and stake-
holders, varying interests and agendas, and a broad range of (diplomatic/political, military, social, and economic) 
dimensions. The game system crowdsources ideas and insight from participants, thereby fostering greater analytical 
insight. 

First developed by Chris Engle, matrix games have been played by hobbyists for years. They have also been used as 
serious games for training at the US Army War College, National Defense University, the Central Intelligence Agency, 
and elsewhere; for defence planning, capability assessment, and acquisitions in Australia, Canada, the UK, and US; 
for security planning for the Vancouver Olympics; as a research and analytical support tool at the UK Foreign Office; 
and as an educational method in various universities. They are particularly well-suited for multi-sided conflicts or 
other issues that involve a broad range of capabilities and interaction. 

MaGCK contains everything that is required to play two different matrix games, or to design your own matrix games 
addressing almost any aspect of modern conflict: 

• A core set of matrix game rules. 

• Player briefings and supplementary rules for ISIS CRISIS, a matrix game that explores the rise and decline of 
the so-called “Islamic State” insurgency in Iraq. Two scenarios are included: "The Caliphate Reborn?" (set in 
September 2014) and "Road to Mosul” (starting January 2016). 

• Player briefings, map tiles, and supplementary rules for A RECKONING OF VULTURES, a game that explores 
coup plotting and political skullduggery in a fictional dictatorship. 

• 255 large blank game tokens in eight colours, together with over 700 stickers depicting various unit types, 
other assets, capabilities, and effects. The stickers are used to customize the game tokens, offering 
enormous flexibility for matrix game designers. 

• 80 smaller discs in the same colours as above, which can be used to indicate damage, supplies and 
resources, political influence, or other characteristics. 

• 10 two-sided tracking mats, with various scales (+/-3, 1-3, 1-10, days, months, and so forth) 

• Assorted dice. 

In addition, purchasers of MaGCK gain access to templates so they can print additional stickers using readily-

available sticker sheets and any laser printer—thus making it possible to produce an unlimited number of games and 

scenarios. See: https://www.thegamecrafter.com/games/magck-matrix-game-construction-kit   

https://www.thegamecrafter.com/games/magck-matrix-game-construction-kit


Abbreviated Matrix Game Rules 

How to Play a Matrix Game  

In a Matrix Game, actions are resolved by a structured 
sequence of logical "arguments". Each player takes 
turns to make an argument, with successful 
arguments advancing the game, and the player's 
position. There are a number of ways you can do this, 
depending on the size of the game and the purpose 
(each has their own strengths and weaknesses), but 
the one recommended for this game is: 

The "Pros and Cons" System 

In this system, each argument is broken down into: 

• The active Players states: Something That 
Happens and a Number of Reasons Why it Might 
Happen (Pros). 
• The other Players state: A Number of Reasons 
Why it Might NOT Happen (if they can think of any) 
(Cons). 
 
The game needs a Facilitator to adjudicate on the 
arguments, but if you have a limited number of 
players, you can take it in turns to be the Facilitator – 
this works out much better than you might imagine 
and helps reinforce the idea that your role in the 
game might be in conflict with others, but you are all 
working together to generate a credible narrative. 

The advantage of this system is that you formalise the 
Pros and Cons of an argument and the role of the 
Facilitator becomes that of ensuring that the Pros and 
Cons carry equal weight - perhaps making compelling 
reasons worth two Pros and two or three weaker 
reasons against only worth one Con. You need to 
ensure you don't end up with a laundry list of trivial 
reasons, or the player re-stating a reason already 
accepted in a slightly different way in a desperate 
attempt to gain points.  

One very useful benefit of the "Pros and Cons" system 
is that it provides reasons for failure should the dice 
roll not succeed. You can also more easily run the 
game with very knowledgeable players.  

Notes about arguments  

The important thing to remember in a Matrix game is 
that arguments can be made about anything that is 
relevant to the scenario. You can argue about your 
own troops or about the enemy, the existence of 
people, places, things or events, the weather, plague, 
disease or public opinion. The actions and 
consequences of arguments are reflected in the 
placement of the generic counters on a map 
(examples are enclosed below), forming narrative 

markers for the game; or by writing the results on a 
whiteboard or flipchart so the players can keep track 
of what is going on. 

Some things can seem a little odd to new players – 
"how can he argue about my troops?" – It is true, he 
can't give them orders, but he could argue that their 
morale and motivation are low because they haven't 
been paid in months. The only criteria for judgement 
is the likelihood of the event taking place. With a bit 
of imagination, common sense and rational thinking, 
it is possible to present persuasive arguments as to 
what should happen in any scenario - from traditional 
military campaigns to the strange world of defence 
procurement. 

A common error in Matrix games is for a player to 
argue about another player being influenced by 
something or them agreeing to a course of action. The 
player is present and can simply be asked – so that a 
little time between turns to allow the players to 
negotiate with each other (in secret if necessary) 
makes for a better game. It might be that a player 
wants to argue that all parties come to negotiations – 
in which case let them state their case, then ask the 
other players if they want to come along. If they agree 
then the argument is an automatic success. 
Arguments are for measurable actions – if the players 
want to negotiate with each other, they can do that in 
between turns. 

Sometimes players get carried away with their 
arguments and try to do several different things. This 
isn't allowed in a Matrix game – you only get to do 
one action a turn because part of the insight comes 
from deciding what the highest priority is. The action 
itself could be large (like a general mobilisation of the 
Militia), but it must be a single action, so mobilising 
the Militia and providing the Police with heavy 
weapons would be two separate actions – which one 
do you want to do first? 

If two arguments are in direct opposition ("This 
happens" - "No it doesn't") they represent a Logical 
Inconsistency since they cannot both be true. The 
earlier argument has already happened, so it is 
impossible for it not to have happened. The later 
player may argue that the event is reversed, but this 
tends to make for a poor narrative in the game and 
should be discouraged. 

Reasonable Assumptions and Established 
Facts 

It is important that the Facilitator understands the 
difference between "reasonable assumptions" in the 
game, such as the proposition that well trained and 
equipped Special Forces soldiers are going to be much 
more effective in combat than untrained protestors; 



and "established facts" which are facts that have been 
specifically mentioned in the game briefings or have 
become established during play as the result of 
successful arguments.  

The former can be deployed as supporting reasons 
(Pros and Cons), but the latter need to have been 
argued successfully in order for them to be included. 
Many inexperienced players will make vast all-
encompassing arguments full of assumptions that are 
not reasonable. For example: It is not a reasonable 
assumption that an unarmed Protestor counter could 
fight off trained Police. It is reasonable to assume that 
the Police are trained, armed, equipped and quite 
capable of dealing with a group of protestors (after 
all, that is their job). It would be necessary to argue 
for large number of Protestors, argue that they had 
weapons of some sort or argue that they were 
especially devoted or fanatical about their cause, for 
them to have a reasonable chance of beating the 
Police.  

Of course, you might argue that your Protesters 
undergo special training, get access to firearms, or are 
simply fired up with enthusiasm by the powerful and 
impassioned speech from their leader, so they get a 
bonus. In this case, you should mark the counter with 
a +1 or something similar (depending on the strength 
of the argument) to show their improved status. 

Game Length and Turn Length 

The game should last a minimum of 6 turns as it is 
essential that sufficient turns are allowed to develop 
the narrative and force the players to have to live with 
the consequences of their actions from earlier in the 
game.  Each turn represents a deliberately vague 
period defined by the game Facilitator and the 
arguments are the "headline events" that took place 
in the period.  

End of Turn "Consequence Management" 

At the end of each game turn (a cycle of player 
arguments) the Facilitator should go over those 
successful and failed arguments that have generate 
new "established facts" in the game. They should also 
review situations that are on-going, such as the 
generation of refugees from fighting or the arrival of 
new recruits to a popular cause. If these have not 
been countered during the turn by a successful 
argument, the Facilitator should make them continue 
until someone does make an argument to stop them.  

It might also be that some of the arguments, when 
considered as a whole, will have additional or even 
unintended consequences that are reasonable to 
expect to arise. It is therefore worth taking time to 
consider the consequences of the players’ arguments 

beyond their immediate results. Invite the players to 
consider the events of the turn, suggest possible 
consequences and then agree on the most likely that 
should be taken forward to the next turn.  

In some games, it is worthwhile having an individual 
(if you have one to spare) who is particularly 
experienced about the sort of subject that the Matrix 
Game is focussed on, make “the law of unintended 
consequences” arguments at the end of a turn. This 
can help to formalise the process and provide good 
examples to widen the players’ understanding of the 
consequences of their actions. 

Inter-Turn Negotiations 

As we have already said, the actual “arguments” of 
the Matrix Game are about actions that take place in 
the course of the game. In most cases, the actors 
represented by the players may well want to engage 
in face to face negotiation with each other in an effort 
to strike a deal. Players attempting to make 
Arguments saying that they want to “influence the 
Prime Minister” are essentially pointless if the Prime 
Minister is represented by another player. If they 
want to strike a deal, then they had better head off to 
a quiet corner of the room and try a little influence in 
real life. Of course, if a player wants to make an 
argument about a position or group not represented 
by another player, they are welcome to do so in the 
normal way. 

In analytical games, it is important to record the 
essential elements of these discussions. What was 
suggested? Was agreement reached and why? If no 
agreement was reached what were the private and 
public reasons why the negotiations were 
unsuccessful? Analysis of these “off-table” 
negotiations and the reasons the players felt why they 
were successful or failures can provide important 
insights.  

Secret arguments  

There will be some cases where you want to hide 
from the other players the thing you want to argue 
about. It could be that you have booby trapped a 
piece of equipment you think your opponent will use, 
or that you have swapped the vital blueprints for a set 
of fake ones in case the safe is broken into. In this 
case, you simply write down your argument on a piece 
of paper and present it to the Facilitator announcing 
to the other players that you are making a secret 
argument. The Facilitator will make a judgment and 
you will roll the dice normally, but the other players 
have no idea what it is about. 

You should be careful, however, that the players don't 
make too many secret arguments. This can ruin the 



game's atmosphere and reduce the focus, so that the 
game drags on unnecessarily. They also depend on 
the judgement of the Facilitator as to their success of 
failure, rather than being decided on a consensual 
basis from the participants. They must only be 
permitted when they refer to quite specific things or 
events. An argument about gathering information 
from a spy, in most games, will be quite a generic 
argument and should be argued openly. Similarly 
Arguing about the placement of an IED to catch forces 
moving down a route should be made openly as the 
results will take effect the same turn. It is only really 
for secret things you need to establish several turns in 
advance. 

Measures of Success 

In many arguments success or failure may not be a 
simple "Yes" or "No" proposition. There might well be 
a sliding scale of success or failure in terms of 
numbers or the quality of the outcome, which is 
usually represented by the score on the dice. If you 
needed a 7+ to succeed and rolled a double-six (12), 
this can indicate an especially notable success. 
Conversely, a roll of a double-one, it could represent a 
disastrous failure. 

More information 

There has been quite a lot of discussion about Matrix 
games, on the “PAXsims” Blog that are worth reading: 
https://paxsims.wordpress.com/?s=Matrix+Game  

Professor Rex Brynen was interviewed by the 
“GrogCast” Podcast here (31-minute mark): 
http://grogheads.com/?podcast=grogcast-season-2-
episode-12 w. 

Conduct of the Game: 

The players should be formed into teams around the 
Actors in the game. They should be provided with the 
introductory background (above) and their Actor 
brief; and provided with a short period in which to 
study the brief. They should then write down a few (3 
or 4) short, pithy, objectives they would wish to 
achieve in the game in accordance with their briefs. 
One of these should be a longer-term objective, in 
order to ensure that the players address something 
other than short-term goals and reactions to other 
player's actions in the game. Play should then 
commence in the normal way. The final turn should 
be followed by a discussion of the objectives, and 
comparison made with the Actor's achievements 
during the game.

Full rules here: https://www.thegamecrafter.com/games/pdf-only-magck-matrix-game-construction-kit-user-guide  

Game Turn Length: 

The length represented by a game turn may be variable during the game based on the events taking place, but are 
intended to be over a period of about a week to a fortnight.  

Actors in the Game and Order of Play: 

• Russia 

• Ukraine 

• Ukrainian Separatists 

• The USA 

• The EU 

• Other global Actors, including China, COVID-19/Economic factors, and Refugees. 

 

"Bandera" 

The title of this Matrix Game comes from the title of a Ukrainian War Song by Serhii Faifura2, discovered when 

reading Iryna Shuvalova's PhD Thesis: "Voices of the War in Donbas:  Exploring Identities in the Affected 

Communities Through the Prism of War Songs", June 20193.  

  

 
2 Serhii Faifura, ‘Bandera’, YouTube, 3 August 2015 (https://youtu.be/QJRhJhlWEbM) [accessed 1 July 2019]. 
3 https://www.repository.cam.ac.uk/bitstream/handle/1810/304292/Shuvalova%20-%20PhD%20dissertation%20-
%20deposit.pdf [accessed 21 April 2021]. 

https://paxsims.wordpress.com/?s=Matrix+Game
http://grogheads.com/?podcast=grogcast-season-2-episode-12
http://grogheads.com/?podcast=grogcast-season-2-episode-12
https://www.thegamecrafter.com/games/pdf-only-magck-matrix-game-construction-kit-user-guide
https://youtu.be/QJRhJhlWEbM
https://www.repository.cam.ac.uk/bitstream/handle/1810/304292/Shuvalova%20-%20PhD%20dissertation%20-%20deposit.pdf
https://www.repository.cam.ac.uk/bitstream/handle/1810/304292/Shuvalova%20-%20PhD%20dissertation%20-%20deposit.pdf


Is Russia preparing to invade Ukraine?4 

Multiple sources have reported large Russian military movements towards the eastern Ukraine border and into 

Crimea, which Russian forces annexed from Ukraine in March 2014. Many of these reports have appeared on 

Twitter, such as tweets by Jane's intelligence information group about Iskander short-range missiles. 

 

The Kremlin has not given details. President Vladimir Putin's spokesman Dmitry Peskov said moving troops across 

Russian territory was an "internal affair". Some of the troops, including units in Crimea, have been on exercises. But 

Mr Peskov also accused Ukraine of staging "provocations". 

Ukrainian intelligence sources told the BBC that the extra forces amount to 16 battalion tactical groups, which would 

be up to 14,000 soldiers. In total, according to the Ukrainian presidency, Russia now has about 40,000 on the eastern 

border and about 40,000 in Crimea. 

On 13 April Russian Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu accused NATO of "threatening" actions and said Russia had 

responded by sending two armies and three formations of airborne troops to its western borders, to conduct 

exercises. He gave no detailed figures or locations. 

Is this an invasion force? It could be, but analysts say a big 

invasion is unlikely. Infiltration would be more Russia's tried-

and-trusted method. Russian special forces without insignia - 

nicknamed "little green men" - took over Crimea in 2014. 

NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg called the new 

Russian build-up "unjustified and deeply concerning" and 

said it was "the largest massing of Russian troops since the 

illegal annexation of Crimea". 

Ukraine, NATO and Western governments have also long 

accused Russia of deploying regular units and heavy 

weapons in separatist-held eastern Ukraine. The Kremlin 

denies that and calls any Russian troops there "volunteers". 

Speaking at the NATO HQ in Brussels, Ukrainian Foreign 

Minister Dmytro Kuleba said Russia was "openly threatening 

Ukraine with war and destruction of our statehood". But 

unlike in 2014, he added, "Russia won't be able to catch 

anyone by surprise anymore". 

 
4 Source: BBC 



Russian–Ukrainian Friendship Treaty5 

The Treaty on Friendship, Cooperation, and Partnership between Ukraine and the Russian Federation was an 

agreement between Ukraine and Russia, signed in 1997, which fixed the principle of strategic partnership, the 

recognition of the inviolability of existing borders, and respect for territorial integrity and mutual commitment not to 

use its territory to harm the security of each other. The treaty prevents Ukraine and Russia from invading one 

another's country respectively, and declaring war. Ukraine announced its intention not to renew the treaty in 

September 2018. By doing so the treaty expired on 31 March 2019.  

Until 2019 the treaty was automatically renewed on each 10th anniversary of its signing, on the condition that one 

party advised the other of its intention to end the treaty six months prior to expiration. 

Russia–Ukraine relations have deteriorated since the 2014 Russian annexation of Crimea and Russian support for 

separatist forces in the war in Ukraine's Donbass region. In response, Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko signed a 

decree not to extend the treaty. 

Contents of the treaty 

Under the agreement both parties ensure the citizens of the other countries' rights and freedoms on the same basis 

and to the same extent that it provides for its citizens, except as prescribed by national legislation of States or 

international treaties. 

Every country protects in established order of the rights of its citizens living in another country, in accordance with 

commitments to documents of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe and other universally 

recognized principles and norms of international law, agreements within the Commonwealth of Independent States. 

The agreement, among other things prematurely confirms the inviolability of borders of countries, regardless that 

Russia and Ukraine have never agreed on the final ratification and demarcation of a border between the two 

countries. 

Under Article 2: 

In accord with provisions of the UN Charter and the obligations of the Final Act on Security and Cooperation in 

Europe, the High Contracting Parties shall respect each other′s territorial integrity and reaffirm the inviolability of the 

borders existing between them. 

The Treaty document stipulates in Article 40 that the Treaty is entered into for a period of 10 years and renews 

automatically unless one of the parties notifies the other of its intention to curtail the Treaty. 

Termination 

On 19 September 2018, Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko signed a decree not to extend the treaty. On 

December 3, 2018, President Poroshenko drafted a legislation to Parliament to end the Treaty of Friendship 

immediately as well as drafting legislation to parliament to declare war on Russia; with support coming from 

Western allies within the United Nations Security Council. According to Poroshenko the non-renewal "does not 

require a vote" in the Ukrainian parliament Ukraine announced that on 21 September 2018, it would notify the 

United Nations and other relevant organizations on the termination of the treaty. Russia's Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

said that it was notified on 24 September 2018 of the treaty's termination by Ukraine, expressing regret. 

On 3 December 2018 Poroshenko did submit a bill on the termination of the treaty to parliament; 277 MPs support 

the termination of the treaty, while 20 legislators voted against it. 

  

 
5 Source: Wikipedia. 



Nuclear Weapons and Ukraine: The Budapest Memorandum6 

On December 5, 1994 the leaders of Ukraine, Russia, Britain and the United States signed a memorandum to provide 

Ukraine with security assurances in connection with its accession to the Non-Proliferation Treaty as a non-nuclear 

weapon state. The four parties signed the memorandum, containing a preamble and six paragraphs. The 

memorandum reads as follows: 

The United States of America, the Russian Federation, and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern 

Ireland, welcoming the accession of Ukraine to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons as non-

nuclear-weapon State, taking into account the commitment of Ukraine to eliminate all nuclear weapons from its 

territory within a specified period of time, noting the changes in the world-wide security situation, including the end 

of the Cold War, which have brought about conditions for deep reductions in nuclear forces. 

Confirm the following: 

1. The Russian Federation, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the United States of 

America reaffirm their commitment to Ukraine, in accordance with the principles of the Final Act of the Conference 

on Security and Cooperation in Europe, to respect the independence and sovereignty and the existing borders of 

Ukraine. 

2. The Russian Federation, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the United States of 

America 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 except in self-defence or 

otherwise in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations. 

3. The Russian Federation, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the United States of 

America reaffirm their commitment to Ukraine, in accordance with the principles of the Final Act of the Conference 

on Security and Cooperation in Europe, to refrain from economic coercion designed to subordinate to their own 

interest the exercise by Ukraine of the rights inherent in its sovereignty and thus to secure advantages of any kind. 

4. The Russian Federation, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the United States of 

America reaffirm their commitment to seek immediate United Nations Security Council action to provide assistance 

to Ukraine, as a non-nuclear-weapon State party to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, if 

Ukraine should become a victim of an act of aggression or an object of a threat of aggression in which nuclear 

weapons are used. 

5. The Russian Federation, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the United States of 

America reaffirm, in the case of Ukraine, their commitment not to use nuclear weapons against any non-nuclear-

weapon State party to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, except in the case of an attack on 

themselves, their territories or dependent territories, their armed forces, or their allies, by such a State in association 

or alliance with a nuclear-weapon State. 

6. Ukraine, the Russian Federation, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the United States 

of America will consult in the event a situation arises that raises a question concerning these commitments. 

France and China's commitments 

France and China also provided Ukraine with assurances similar to the Budapest Memorandum, but with some 

significant differences. France's pledge does not contain the promises laid out in paragraphs 4 and 6 above, to refer 

any aggression to the UN Security Council, nor to consult in the event of a question regarding the commitments. 

China's pledge is similar to France's, and does not pledge to involve UN or consultative mechanisms in case of crisis. 

However, it does pledge to respect the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Ukraine. 

  

 
6 Source: Wikipedia. 



Minsk Protocol7 

The Protocol on the results of consultations of the Trilateral Contact Group, or commonly known as the Minsk 

Protocol, is an agreement to halt the war in the Donbas region of Ukraine, signed by representatives of that country, 

the Russian Federation, the Donetsk People's Republic (DPR), the Luhansk People's Republic (LPR), and the 

Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) on 5 September 2014. It was signed after extensive 

talks in Minsk, Belarus, under the auspices of the OSCE.  

The agreement, which followed multiple previous attempts to stop the fighting in the Donbas, implemented an 

immediate ceasefire. It failed to stop fighting in Donbas, and was thus followed with a new package of measures, 

called Minsk II, which was agreed to on 12 February 2015. This too failed to stop the fighting, but the Minsk 

agreements remain the basis for any future resolution to the conflict, as agreed at the Normandy Format meeting. 

Normandy Format 

The Normandy Format talks involve the representatives of four countries, Germany, Russia, Ukraine and France, who 

met informally during the 2014 D-Day celebration in Normandy, and who aim to resolve the war in Donbas. It has 

been also known as the Normandy Contact Group. 

The group was created on June 6, 2014, when leaders from France, Germany, Russia, and Ukraine met on the 

margins of the 70th anniversary of the D-Day allied landings in Normandy. It operates mainly through telephone calls 

between the leaders and their respective ministers of foreign affairs. The Normandy Format has sometimes been 

expanded to include Belarus, Italy and the United Kingdom. 

Negotiations and talks were stalled from 2016 until autumn 2019. 

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskiy, in his May 2019 inaugural address made peace talks with Russia his top 

priority. He reaffirmed that priority in July that year when he invited via YouTube his co-equal to a dialogue with the 

words: "Let's discuss who Crimea belongs to and who isn't in the Donbas region." 

On 18 July, a "comprehensive" cease-fire was agreed with arbitration by the Trilateral Contact Group on Ukraine. 

The revelation in late September 2019 of a phone call between US President Donald Trump and Zelenskiy in which 

the latter described the support of France and Germany as lukewarm damaged Zelenskiy's image in Europe. On 10 

October, Zelenskiy repeated his statement in a public news conference. On 21 September, "continuing bickering" 

had been cited as causing "a political tug-of-war" over the preliminaries to negotiations, as they had been ever since 

the Normandy Format meeting in 2016 at Berlin, but the 9 September agreement between French President 

Emmanuel Macron and Russian President Vladimir Putin to reconvene quadripartite talks was duly remembered, and 

the decision to hold new talks was cemented at a joint Franco-German leaders meeting on 16 October. 

Due to the ongoing COVID-19 

pandemic, the March 2020 

summit in Berlin, Germany, 

has been indefinitely 

postponed, along with many 

other large, high-profile 

gatherings, like the G-20 

summit and 2020 Summer 

Olympics. 

 

  

 
7 Source: Wikipedia. 
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Russia8 

Moscow Calls on Kiev and NATO to Refrain from Actions That Could Lead to Further Escalation 

Russian Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu said that Ukraine's military and political leadership keeps trying to 

destabilise the situation in Donbass, while the United States and NATO continue their provocations in the Black Sea 

and its airspace. 

Moscow currently has no plans to convene an urgent meeting of the United Nations Security Council on Donbass, it 

will further focus on developments on the ground, and keeps calling on Kiev and its partners in NATO to abstain from 

any steps leading to regional escalation.  

Russia believes that the conflict in Donbass can only be settled through political and diplomatic measures on the 

basis of the Minsk agreements, the diplomat reaffirmed. 

Tensions have been high in eastern Ukraine as the country’s leaders vowed to liberate Donbass by force and 

deployed the military in the surrounding areas. 

In 2020, NATO recognized Ukraine as an enhanced opportunities partner. This status is given to countries that make 

significant contributions to NATO operations and missions. 

In February 2019, the Ukrainian parliament approved amendments to the constitution that secured the country's 

aspirations to join NATO and the "irreversibility of the Euro-Atlantic course." The military doctrine of 2015 also 

ensured compatibility of Ukrainian Armed Forces with NATO standards. Since his election in 2019, Zelenskyy has 

supported strengthening ties with the Alliance. 

In April 2014, the Ukrainian authorities launched a military operation against the self-proclaimed Donetsk and 

Luhansk people's republics (DPR and LPR) in Donbass, which declared independence after the coup d'etat in Ukraine 

in February 2014. According to the latest UN data, about 13,000 people lost their lives in the conflict. 

Putin Says Russia Will Find a Way to Protect Its Interests If Other Countries Refuse Dialogue 

The president's remarks come amid a new round of tensions between Russia and the West, including fresh sanctions 

against Moscow by Washington, claims about cyberattacks and election meddling, and mutual recriminations over 

the escalating civil conflict in Ukraine. Moscow will find "asymmetrical" ways to defend its national interests if other 

nations refuse dialogue, Russian President Vladimir Putin has said. 

"The practice of organizing coups and attempts to organize assassinations of heads of state is just too much. All 

boundaries have been crossed," Putin said, referring to the recent discovery of a plot, uncovered by Russian and 

Belarusian security services, to assassinate Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko and members of his family 

and to carry out a coup d'etat in Belarus, believed to be backed by US intelligence services. The State Department 

denied any involvement in the plot. 

"Unfriendly actions toward Russia are ceaseless," Putin said. "In these circumstances, we behave ourselves with 

utter restraint, one may even say humbly, oftentimes leaving without response not only unfriendly actions but also 

blatant rudeness." 

"In some countries, a nasty custom has taken root - to attack Russia on any pretext. It's like some kind of sport... We 

truly do not want to burn bridges, and want to have good relations with all members of the international 

community. But if someone perceives our goodwill as indifference or weakness, and is prepared to completely burn, 

or even blow up, those bridges, Russia's response will be asymmetrical, speedy and tough," Putin warned. 

The president added that he hoped no foreign nation would attempt to cross any of Russia's "red lines," and 

compared countries trying to "bully" Russia to the tiger Shere Khan and Tabaqui the jackal from Rudyard Kipling's 

novel "The Jungle Book." 

 
8 Source: Sputnik 



Ukraine9 

Interlocking crises have battered Ukraine last year — and are conspiring to make the coming year even worse. 

2020 was a particularly challenging year for Ukraine. From economic and health crises caused by the coronavirus 

pandemic to the ongoing Donbas conflict and anticorruption setbacks, Ukraine has struggled to address critical 

issues on multiple fronts. Moreover, Ukrainian citizens have started to wonder if their political leaders are up to 

addressing these problems. Simply put, things have not gone all that well in the last year. 

The biggest challenge going forward remains the coronavirus pandemic. According to the Kyiv Post, over one million 

Ukrainians have contracted the coronavirus while roughly 22,000 have died from the disease. Ukrainian hospitals 

have struggled to cope with the pandemic, as many hospitals were ill-equipped and ill-prepared to take on such an 

influx of patients. 

Beyond the stresses to the healthcare system, the pandemic also had a significant impact on the Ukrainian economy. 

According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), Ukraine lost roughly 8 percent of its GDP due to the pandemic. 

Such a blow, in turn, cripples Ukraine’s efforts to further improving its pandemic mitigation efforts, which only 

prolongs and deepens the crisis. Worries abound that a kind of doom loop is emerging that will keep Ukraine 

struggling well beyond this year. 

The Ukrainian government will also have to address the ongoing Donbas conflict. April 2021 will mark a grim seven-

year anniversary. Over 14,000 people have died from the conflict and nearly 2 million are displaced. The Minsk 

Agreements have failed, and the Normandy Summits have been postponed due to the pandemic. The ongoing war 

has cost the Ukrainian government billions. During the 2019 Ukrainian presidential campaign, Volodymyr Zelensky 

stated that he would make resolving the Donbas conflict his priority. His efforts have yielded some of the country’s 

largest prisoner swaps with Russia. The conflict itself, however, slowly grinds on. 

Ukraine faces additional threats along its borders. Tensions have ratcheted up on the Black Sea. Russia captured 

Ukrainian sailors during the Kerch Strait incident in late 2018, and persisted in its aggressive behaviour in 2019. 

Though there have not been many headline-grabbing incidents last year, Russia has continued to militarize its naval 

presence in the area, limiting Ukraine’s access to the Black Sea. Rumours abound that Russia may nuclearize the 

Crimean Peninsula, with some concerned about a renewed Russian offensive in southern Ukraine, in a final effort to 

establish a land bridge from Ukraine’s Donbas to Moldova’s Transnistria. It is hard to judge how likely this is, but the 

siege mentality is taking a political toll domestically. 

Ukrainians are also facing internal problems, in the form of continued reform backsliding in the Ukrainian 

government. This has been evident since at least March of last year, when Zelensky replaced his cabinet with 

politicians with ties to Russia. In July, the governor of the National Bank in Ukraine resigned due to “systemic 

political pressure.” The biggest setback was when the Constitutional Court of Ukraine decided to reverse the 

mandate of the National Agency for the Prevention of Corruption, ruling that Ukrainians no longer needed to declare 

their official income and assets online. Zelensky’s government is undoing much of the anticorruption reforms that 

were passed during the Euromaidan years. Should this backsliding continue, the IMF may halt its efforts in Ukraine. 

This trend could also cost Ukraine its visa-free status to the European Union. 

Zelensky and his Servant of the People party are beginning to lose the support of the Ukrainian people. After their 

surprising win in the 2019 presidential and parliamentary elections, Zelensky’s party was embarrassed during the 

October 2020 local elections. Zelensky is seeing major declines in his approval ratings, and there are reports that his 

party is fragmenting. Zelensky’s collapse would likely lead to greater decentralization and more regional divisions, 

thus making Ukraine’s politics even more unwieldy. This could strengthen pro-Russian forces in Ukraine, and it could 

undo much of Ukraine’s progress since its revolution. 

Overall, Ukraine’s challenges ahead are daunting, and all are negatively self-reinforcing. All is not yet lost, but all 

eyes are on Zelensky now. Without strong political leadership and vision, 2021 could easily prove worse than the 

awful year we have just left behind. 

 
9 Source: Mark Temnycky, CEPA (https://cepa.org/a-daunting-future-for-ukraine-in-2021/) 



Ukrainian Separatists10 

The Donetsk People's Republic (DPR) and Luhansk People's Republic (LPR) are self-proclaimed states in the eastern 

Ukrainian oblasts of Donetsk and Luhansk. The capital city of DPR is Donetsk, with a population of approximately 1.8 

million and Denis Pushilin has served as the DPR head of state since 2018. In Luhansk, Luhansk is its capital, the 

population of the republic is approximately 1.5 million, and the current head of state is Leonid Pasechnik. 

This region of the Ukraine is predominately Russian-speaking with a high proportion of ethnic Russians in the 

population. Following the election of the pro-Russian President, Viktor Yanukovich,in 2010 many in the region 

believed that relations between Moscow and Kiev could be improved. In 2013, the President declined to sign an 

association agreement with the European Union, a treaty that had been in development for several years and one 

that Yanukovich had earlier approved of, instead favouring closer ties with Russia. This sparked the Euromaidan 

protests in the capital city of Kiev. A violent crackdown by state security forces created greater protests and 

escalated the conflict, and Yanukovych fled the country in February 2014. However, leaders of Russian-speaking 

eastern regions of Ukraine were opposed to closer ties with the EU and declared continuing loyalty to Yanukovych. 

One of the first actions the new parliament took was to annul a bill that provided for Russian to be used as a second 

official government language in regions with large Russian-speaking populations. The proposal alienated many in the 

Russian-speaking regions of Ukraine and sparked counter protests, supported by Russia. 

Russian-backed fighters seized government buildings in two eastern Ukrainian cities, in 2014, and proclaimed the 

independent Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics (D/LPR). The ensuing conflict continues to fester, with neither 

the Ukrainian nor the Russian government seeming willing to take decisive steps to end it. As Russia has distanced 

itself from either annexing the de facto republics, as it did with Crimea, or recognising their independence, many 

separatists have fallen out with the Kremlin. The wider population feels neglected by both Kyiv and Moscow. 

In the near term, Russia is helping ensure the D/LPR’s hold on the territories they have gained, mainly to maintain 

leverage over Ukraine but also out of fear of reprisals were Ukrainian forces and militias to enter separatist-held 

areas. In the longer term, Russia aims to make the east’s reintegration into Ukraine less costly to the separatists and 

more advantageous to Moscow – that is, it wants a reintegrated Donbas with substantial autonomy or special status. 

To a large extent, the second Minsk agreement formalised these goals. While this new approach suited Moscow’s 

plans, it was not what the separatist leaders sought. Indeed, many of those who continue to fight against Ukrainian 

forces in Donbas still seek a Russian protectorate – even if Moscow seems less enthusiastic about the notion. 

Moscow’s apparent abandonment of plans to annex the territory or recognise its independence has left the 

separatist movement in the east splintered. Meanwhile, shifts in the D/LPR leadership have solidified Moscow’s 

control over those in charge, while also removing from power some who had enjoyed a measure of grassroots 

support. The result is three distinct groups in the east: a proxy leadership financially and politically dependent on 

Moscow but with no clear policy goals or local base of its own; ideological separatists whose hopes of joining Russia 

have been dashed; and the majority of the population, worn out by war and frustrated at the seeming indifference 

of both Kyiv and Moscow. 

The Ukrainian View 

Ukraine regards the DPR, LPR, the Autonomous Republic of Crimea, and Sevastopol - as one of four temporarily 

occupied territories of Ukraine as a result of Russian military intervention. Ukraine's legislation describes the areas as 

a "temporarily occupied territory", and the governments of D/LPR as an occupying administration of the Russian 

Federation. The September 2014 Minsk agreement was meant to stop the conflict and reintegrate rebel-held 

territory into Ukraine in exchange for more autonomy for the area, but the agreement was never fully implemented. 

Both DPR and LPR remain unrecognized by any UN member state, including Russia – however, since February 2017 

Russia has recognised identity documents, diplomas, birth- and marriage-certificates, and vehicle registration plates 

issued by the DPR, and has said that it will continue to do so until a "political settlement of the situation" in 

separatist-controlled regions, based on the Minsk II agreement, is reached.  

 
10 Source: Wikipedia and International Crisis Group (Edited). 



The United States of America11  

The United States established diplomatic relations with Ukraine in 1991, following its independence from the Soviet 

Union. The United States attaches great importance to the success of Ukraine as a free and democratic state with a 

flourishing market economy. U.S. policy is centred on supporting Ukraine in the face of continued Russian aggression 

as it advances reforms to strengthen democratic institutions, fight corruption, and promote conditions for economic 

growth and competition.  

The United States does not, and will not ever, recognize Russia’s attempted annexation of Crimea, and continues to 

work with our partners to seek a diplomatic solution to the Russia-instigated conflict in eastern Ukraine. The U.S.-

Ukraine Charter on Strategic Partnership highlights the importance of the bilateral relationship and the continued 

commitment of the United States to support enhanced engagement between the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

(NATO) and Ukraine. 

U.S. Government assistance to Ukraine aims to support the development of a secure, democratic, prosperous, and 

free Ukraine, fully integrated into the Euro-Atlantic community. 

The United States has granted Ukraine market economy status and terminated the application of the Jackson-Vanik 

amendment (a 1974 provision in United States federal law intended to affect U.S. trade relations with countries with 

non-market economies (originally, countries of the Communist bloc) that restrict freedom of emigration and other 

human rights) to Ukraine, giving Ukraine permanent normal trade relations status.  

The United States and Ukraine have a bilateral investment treaty. U.S. exports to Ukraine include coal, machinery, 

vehicles, agricultural products, fish and seafood, and aircraft.  U.S. imports from Ukraine include iron and steel, 

inorganic chemicals, oil, iron and steel products, aircraft, and agricultural products. The U.S.-Ukraine Council on 

Trade and Investment was established under the countries’ agreement on trade and investment cooperation and 

works to increase commercial and investment opportunities by identifying and removing impediments to bilateral 

trade and investment flows. 

Ukraine and the United States belong to a number of the same international organizations, including the United 

Nations, Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, International Monetary Fund, World Bank, World 

Trade Organization, and Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council. Ukraine also is an observer to the Organization of 

American States. 

The United States approved the sale of Javelin anti-tank missiles to Ukraine, among other measures including 

funding in support of the Government. Most recently the Biden administration approved a $125 million military aid 

package. The package is funded through the Ukraine Security Assistance Initiative, a Pentagon fund whose money 

was authorized by the FY21 NDAA. The biggest items included are two Mark VI patrol boats produced by SAFE Boats 

International, bringing Ukraine’s fleet up to eight of the vessels. 

“Ukraine is a critical ally to the United States, and I am so pleased to see our country provide this long-overdue 

assistance in Ukraine’s fight to push back against growing Russian aggression,” Iowa Republican Sen. Joni Ernst, chair 

of the Senate Armed Services Subcommittee on Emerging Threats, said in a statement. “Providing lethal aid to 

Ukraine shows that the United States is serious about protecting the interests of our nation and our allies.” 
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The European Union12 

Relations between the European Union (EU) and Ukraine are shaped through the Ukraine–European Union 

Association Agreement and the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA). Ukraine is a priority partner 

within the Eastern Partnership and the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP). The EU and Ukraine are seeking an 

increasingly close relationship with each other, going beyond co-operation, to gradual economic integration and 

deepening of political co-operation. 

The association agreement was initiated in 2012, but the Ukrainian government suspended preparations for signing 

the association agreement on 21 November 2013, during the presidency of pro-Russian Viktor Yanukovych, who 

attended the EU summit in Vilnius on 28–29 November 2013 where the association agreement was originally 

planned to be signed, but it was not. The decision to put off signing the association agreement led to the pro-EU 

Euromaidan movement. These led to the removal of Yanukovych and his government by parliament after the 2014 

Ukrainian revolution in February 2014. Since then, Ukraine has been striving towards integration and accession to 

the European Union, which is enshrined in the Constitution of Ukraine of February 21, 2019. 

The political part of the Association Agreement was signed on 21 March 2014 by the new Prime Minister, Arseniy 

Yatsenyuk. Meanwhile, the EU has attempted to stabilize Ukraine by freezing assets of allegedly corrupt Russians 

and Ukrainians and by granting financial aid to Ukraine.  

The economic part of the Ukraine–European Union Association Agreement was signed on 27 June 2014 by the new 

President, Petro Poroshenko. On 1 January 2016, Ukraine joined the DCFTA with the EU. Ukrainian citizens were 

granted visa-free travel to the Schengen Area for up to 90 days during any 180-day period on 11 June 2017 and the 

Association Agreement formally came into effect on 1 September 2017. 

Attempts to change the French constitution are currently being carried forward in order to remove the compulsory 

referendum on all EU accessions of countries with a population of more than 5% of the EU's total population; this 

clause would apply to Ukraine and Turkey. 

Since 2009, with the accession of Ukraine to the World Trade Organization, economic relations between the EU and 

Ukraine have to respect the WTO rules. The EU has always believed that WTO membership can play a key role in 

supporting Ukraine's economic reform, especially in the context of a transition economy. In joining the WTO, Ukraine 

benefits from secure access to the markets of all WTO members and commits to providing the kind of stable trade 

and investment environment that will attract further trade and investment. 

In February 2021, the leader of the presiding Christian Democratic Union of Germany, Armin Laschet, who is 

considered a likely successor to Angela Merkel as Chancellor of Germany, supported the idea of EU enlargement and 

giving Ukraine a European perspective: "The question of Ukraine’s accession to the EU does not arise at the moment, 

but it will inevitably arise in the future. We must support Ukraine on its difficult path and at the same time open a 

European perspective." 

On February 11, 2021, the European 

Parliament published a report on Ukraine's 

success in implementing the Association 

Agreement with the European Union. The 

document highlights both the main successes 

of Ukraine on this path, as well as failures or 

moments that hinder the reform process in 

the country. In general, the European Union 

is not yet ready to officially talk about the 

prospects of Ukraine's accession to the ranks 

of member states, but Ukraine's European 

perspective is recognized. 
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Other Factors 

China13 

The bilateral relations between Ukraine and the People’s Republic of China represent the strategic partnership, while 

reflecting longstanding traditions of friendship and cooperation between the two countries.  China invariably 

supports Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity. Ukraine remains firmly committed to “one China” policy. 

Given ongoing transformation and reforms in Ukraine in recent years, the two sides are currently undertaking 

measures aimed at launching a new phase of development of bilateral relations with the view to bringing them up at 

a new level. 

On January 24, 2019, President of Ukraine Petro Poroshenko met with Vice President of China Wang Qishan. They y 

agreed to continue the development of bilateral trade, economic and investment cooperationy. Wang Qishan also 

confirmed full support for Ukraine's independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity within its internationally 

recognized borders. 

COVID-1914 

The pandemic highlighted a health system chronically underfunded and insufficiently prepared.  There was no 

infection, prevention and control programme in hospitals, contributing to a high number of infection cases among 

healthcare workers, and the lack of a testing, tracking and tracing programme until May undermined effective 

containment after the lockdown. The adaptive quarantine approach adopted by the Government of Ukraine did not 

consider the situation in the various regions or the capacities of their local health systems. This led to a fast increase 

in the infection rate and reiterated extensions of the quarantine. 

The combination of informality, unemployment, low savings rates and reliance on remittances, highlights the 

vulnerability of large segments of society to a prolonged economic downturn. The social protection system has 

limited coverage and outreach, and is burdened with difficult access procedures; the pension system does not 

guarantee minimum levels and is financially unsustainable; and the education system has limited capacity for an 

inclusive online learning programme. 

The response to the COVID-19 pandemic triggered an unprecedented economic crisis in Ukraine as lockdown 

measures involved temporary closure of most businesses, particularly in the service sector, almost halting economic 

activity altogether except for the key sectors such as transport, food production and sale, agriculture, and 

pharmaceutical production and sale. 

Projections for Ukrainian GDP growth changed from +3 per cent in January to -6 per cent in July 2020. In case strict 

lockdown measures are prolonged or re-instated to mitigate further waves of infections, assessments indicate 

greater long-term damage with a possible reduction of GDP by -11.2 per cent and of investment leading this decline. 

The effectiveness of the response to the pandemic depends on the level of trust in society. There is high prevalence 

of conspiracy thinking in Ukraine, which is normally considered a precursor to conflict escalation. The impact of 

emergency measures on fundamental freedoms and human rights is pervasive and diminished access for the most 

disadvantaged groups in particular. 

Refugees15 

Refugees in Ukraine face an uphill battle when it comes to being welcomed into their host communities. Not only do 

they struggle to obtain legal protection in Ukraine, but even those that do achieve long-term legal presence in the 

country continue to face obstacles to local integration. More than three years of conflict has left more than 2 million 

Ukrainians displaced from their homes. One million Ukrainians have sought asylum in neighbouring countries. Many 

fled with barely anything in search of safety, including single parents, the elderly and people with disabilities or 

chronic illnesses.   

 
13 Source: Embassy of Ukraine in the People’s Republic of China. 
14 Source: UN Assessment of the Socio-Economic Impact of Covid-19 in Ukraine. 
15 Source: UNHCR. 
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