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A Matrix Game of the Russo-Ukrainian Conflict 

by Tim Price 
  



Background1 

Russia invaded Ukraine on 24 February 2022, marking a steep escalation of the Russo-Ukrainian War, which began in 

2014 following the Ukrainian Revolution of Dignity. The invasion has caused Europe's largest refugee crisis since 

World War II, with more than 5.7 million Ukrainians leaving the country and a quarter of the population displaced. 

At the start of the war in 2014, Russia annexed the south Ukrainian region of Crimea, and Russian-backed separatists 

seized part of the south-eastern regions of Ukraine (the Donbas; in Luhansk and Donetsk oblasts), sparking a regional 

war there. In 2021, Russia began a large military build-up along its border with Ukraine, amassing up to 190,000 

troops along with their equipment. In a televised address shortly before the invasion, Russian president Vladimir 

Putin espoused irredentist views, questioned Ukraine's right to statehood, and falsely accused Ukraine of being 

governed by neo-Nazis who persecute the ethnic Russian minority.  

Putin also said the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) constituted a threat to Russia's national security by 

having expanded eastward since the early 2000s, which NATO disputed. Russia demanded NATO stop expanding and 

bar permanently Ukraine from ever joining the alliance. Multiple nations accused Russia of planning to attack or 

invade Ukraine, which Russian officials repeatedly denied as late as 23 February 2022. 

On 21 February 2022, Russia recognised the Donetsk People's Republic and the Luhansk People's Republic, two self-

proclaimed statelets in Donbas controlled by pro-Russian separatists. The following day, the Federation Council of 

Russia authorised the use of military force abroad, and Russian troops overtly entered both territories. The invasion 

began on the morning of 24 February, when Putin announced a "special military operation" to "demilitarise and 

denazify" Ukraine. Minutes later, missiles and airstrikes hit across Ukraine, including the capital Kyiv, shortly 

followed by a large ground invasion from multiple directions. In response, Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelenskyy 

enacted martial law and general mobilisation of all male Ukrainian citizens between the ages of 18 and 60, who were 

banned from leaving the country. 

As the invasion began on 24 February 2022, the northern front launched from Belarus towards Kyiv, with a 

northeastern front attack on the city of Kharkiv; the southeastern front was conducted as two separate spearhead 

fronts, including a southern front (originating in Crimea) and a separate probative southeastern front (launched at 

the cities of Luhansk and Donetsk).  

On 8 April, the Russian ministry announced that all troops and divisions deployed in southeastern Ukraine would 

unite under General Aleksandr Dvornikov, who took charge of combined military operations, including the 

redeployed probative fronts originally assigned to the northern and north-eastern fronts, subsequently withdrawn 

and reassigned to the second phase on the southeastern front. By 17 April, progress on the southeastern front was 

impeded by remaining troops continuing to hold out in the Azovstal iron and steel works in Mariupol. On 19 April, 

Russia launched a renewed invasion across a 300-mile front extending from Kharkiv to Donetsk and Luhansk, with 

simultaneous missile attacks again directed at Kyiv in the north and Lviv in western Ukraine. 

The invasion was internationally condemned as an act of aggression. A United Nations General Assembly resolution 

demanded a full withdrawal of Russian forces, the International Court of Justice ordered Russia to suspend military 

operations and the Council of Europe expelled Russia. Many countries imposed new sanctions, which have affected 

the economies of Russia and the world, and provided humanitarian and military aid to Ukraine.  

Protests occurred around the world; those in Russia were met with mass arrests and increased media censorship, 

including banning the use of the words "war" and "invasion". Numerous companies withdrew their products and 

services from Russia and Belarus, and Russian state-funded media were banned from broadcasting and removed 

from online platforms. The International Criminal Court opened an investigation into war crimes that occurred in 

Ukraine since the 2013–2014 Revolution of Dignity through to war crimes in the 2022 invasion.  

 
1 Source: Wikipedia 



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 fortnight to a month (with the aim of looked at the next 6 months).  

Actors in the Game and Order of Play: 

• Putin 

• The USA 

• Russian Military 

• Ukraine 

• The Oligarchs/Siloviki 

• The EU 

• China  

 

"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


Russia-Ukraine war: What would a victory look like now to Putin?4 

President Vladimir Putin has failed at his aim to take over Ukraine, a country he wrongly assumed would be a 

walkover. Tactical mistakes led to catastrophic Russian losses that the United Kingdom estimates at 15,000 over just 

two months. What the world thought was a relatively modern and well-equipped army performed shockingly badly. 

Supply lines were attacked and stretched as troops scattered on too many fronts. The Russians underestimated their 

much smaller adversary or that a unified West would firehose billions of dollars of military support to Ukraine. 

Beaten back from Kyiv, the Russians have recalibrated to the Donbas region in the south and east to solidify territory 

they have occupied since 2014. Over the past week, that offensive, too, has struggled to gain any significant ground.  

Winning means different things to different people. Having failed to occupy all of Ukraine, it remains unclear what 

victory would mean to Putin at this point. The highly motivated Ukrainians continue to enjoy Western support and 

will fight fiercely to defend their territory. On some level, one could argue that Ukraine has already won strategically 

because it united NATO and demonstrated effective wartime leadership. The vastly outnumbered Ukrainian military 

prevented the fall of their capital and pushed back against massive force. 

The war now seems to be entering an attritional phase, where each side will try to wear the other down with no 

clear advantage by either. As the war on which he staked his tough-man reputation, as well as his country’s 

economy, fails to meet any of its objectives, how will Putin frame “victory” on May 9? And what are his military 

prospects for the months to come? 

‘Putin’s proven himself quite capable of twisting truths’  

Margarita Konaev research fellow at Georgetown’s Center for Security and Emerging Technology 

Konaev expects that to save face, Putin will try to distract from the reality of the war and double down on the 

narrative that has worked thus far: a call to nationalism and the argument that this is a war forced on the Russians 

by NATO expansion and that Ukraine is not a real country. “He will insist that the US and NATO are willing to risk 

continued violence and economic downturn around the world just to humiliate Russia and limit its power in the 

international order,” she says. 

“Since it is May 9, they will evoke the Great Patriotic War and portray this moment as another when the Russian 

people must be steadfast and heroic while under attack,” she says. “Putin’s proven himself quite capable of twisting 

truths and reorganising the narrative in a way that might seem logically unsound but resonates nonetheless. It’s not 

his first rodeo or Russia’s with propaganda.” 

In terms of how the war evolves, she expects the fighting to drag on through the northern summer, over modest 

patches of territory that might change hands back and forth, with small villages and towns destroyed in the process 

and Russia occasionally bombarding cities to frighten the population and demonstrate force. On the political side, 

she sees no real incentive for either side to compromise. 

Ukraine has several advantages, Konaev says. It can move weaponry to the front lines faster than the Russians, even 

though what they need is coming from outside the country on the western flank. They have the benefit of internal 

supply lines and, with the help of Western backers, can gather good intel to avoid, prevent and retaliate against 

attacks. 

Additionally, Russia thus far has suffered from a regimented top-down style of command that does not allow 

leadership on the ground to be flexible. “The Ukrainians strike as the situation unfolds on the ground as opposed to 

what they expect it to be,” Konaev says. 

Yet it would be a tremendous challenge to push Russian forces completely out of Ukraine, including Crimea, which it 

has occupied since 2014, and the separatist areas of Donetsk and Luhansk. Russia has airpower and favourable 

positions in the east. It also has math on its side: 900,000 active personnel and two million reservists. In contrast, 

Ukraine’s entire standing army, consisting of active-duty troops and reservists, numbers less than 300,000 (not 

 
4 Source Al Jazeera 



counting the civilians who have joined the war effort). Russian forces will expand even more if Putin declares a mass 

mobilisation, although newcomers will need time to become combat-ready. 

While Ukraine is receiving weaponry that gives them the ability to attack tanks and supply lines, like howitzers and 

drones with intelligence gathering radar systems, the survivability of equipment is important, too. “It’s not clear if 

they have enough parts and skills to maintain them as they wear down,” Konaev says. But six months from now, 

“who knows where we will be,” she adds. “We’ve continued to be surprised by the incompetence of the Russian 

military and the defences of the Ukrainians.” 

‘A long way from winning militarily’  

Tracey German, professor of conflict and security at King’s College, London 

German noted that there is a big difference between a military and a political victory. One can win on the battlefields 

but not politically. “And they’re a long way from winning militarily.” For that reason, she believes, the Russians have 

made great fanfare domestically about “liberating” Mariupol, the strategic port that has been levelled by the worst 

carnage of the war. Putin’s rationale for invading was to free Ukrainians from a “genocidal” government and restore 

them to Mother Russia. For sure, controlling this strategic port would curtail Ukraine’s industrial and agricultural 

exports, and help Russia create a land bridge between the separatist regions and Crimea. It also scores a propaganda 

win. Another pretext for the war was to “de-Nazify” Ukraine, and the city’s defence has included the members of the 

far-right Azov battalion. 

But “liberation” from what? The bombardment of a city that, as of today, is still putting up resistance has shattered 

90 percent of its buildings and left 20,000 dead. More than three-quarters of the 450,000 residents have fled. Those 

who remain struggle to find food, water, heat and electricity. 

“What’s interesting is that the Russians were keen to make a big song and dance about something,” German notes. 

The new offensive has gone so badly that she finds it hard to speculate what a victory for Putin could look like. The 

point of refocusing to the east and south was to solidify and gain more territory to encircle Ukraine from all sides. 

“Whether any of this is feasible right now, who knows,” she says. 

Her gut is that Putin will manage to cling to power, even as sanctions begin to bite in a few months and if he calls an 

unpopular mass military mobilisation to plump up depleting forces. Putin has surrounded himself with loyalists who 

fear him and are as paranoid about threats to both him as a leader and to the regime more broadly. They buy into 

his conviction that a demonic West wants to break up the country, which makes a palace coup unlikely, she believes. 

“I think Putin is aware, if you look back at Soviet imperial history, that there’s a long history of leaders dying in 

office.” 

‘A war of attrition that will last ‘as long as Putin is in place’  

Mathieu Boulege, senior research fellow at the Chatham House think tank in London 

Boulege believes that, after initially receiving poor intelligence, Putin is finally cognisant that his forces are 

overstretched. He now knows that all in all, there is only so much his military can achieve. But he cannot be seen to 

be looking desperate. “Putin will not admit defeat. The Kremlin will not compromise,” Boulege says. “Right before 

May 9 there will be a big moment for Putin to say, mission accomplished, this is my version of history. This is my 

legacy. It needs to be presented as a mission accomplished. Forget about taking over Kyiv. We’ve flattened Mariupol, 

we’ve liberated more parts of Donbas. Maybe they will announce a republic in Kherson [a city in the south that has 

been under Russian occupation since March].” 

Going forward, he predicts a war of attrition that will last “as long as Putin is in place.” Boulege points out that much 

is unknown about his state of mind, and how far he is prepared to take down the country with him. “He’s a spent 70-

year-old Russian man,” Boulege says. “There might be something that we don’t know about his mental or physical 

health. This is about the hubris of a man who wants to make a stand, have a legacy. And it happens to be in 

Ukraine.” 

Would he resort to nukes? “As far as I am concerned, he is destructive but not suicidal,” Boulege says. “Unless 

proven otherwise. All scenarios are on the table.”  



Political Cartoons 

 

 

  



Azov Battalion5 

The Azov Special Operations Detachment is a neo-Nazi unit of the National Guard of Ukraine 

based in Mariupol in the coastal region of the Sea of Azov, from where it derives its name. Azov 

formed as a volunteer paramilitary militia in May 2014, and has since been fighting Russian 

forces in the Donbas War. It first saw combat recapturing Mariupol from Russian forces and 

pro-Russian separatists in June 2014. It initially operated as a volunteer police company, until it 

was formally incorporated into the National Guard on 11 November 2014. In the wake of the 

2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine, the battalion gained renewed attention for its use by Russia 

in justifying the invasion and during the Siege of Mariupol for its role in the defence of the city. 

The battalion drew controversy over allegations of torture and war crimes, as well as 

association with neo-Nazi ideology. Azov uses controversial symbols, including the Wolfsangel 

insignia used by divisions of the Waffen-SS and Wehrmacht during World War II. 

In March 2015, Andriy Diachenko, a spokesman for the Azov Brigade, told USA Today that 10% to 20% of the group's 

members are Nazis. A provision in the Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2018, passed by the United States Congress, 

blocked military aid to Azov due to its white supremacist ideology; in 2015, a similar ban had been overturned by 

Congress. Members of the battalion came from 22 countries and are of various backgrounds. In 2017, the size of the 

regiment was estimated at more than 2,500 members, but was estimated to be 900 members in 2022. 

Before the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine, Azov was the subject of a propaganda war, Russia used the Regiment's 

incorporation into the National Guard, as one of the proofs to paint the Ukrainian government and military as Nazi-

leaning or under Nazi control, justifying the "denazification" casus belli. The Regiment on the other hand, was also 

noted for its own propaganda, producing well-produced drone videos and other media of its military activities. The 

Daily Telegraph called Azov a "well-oiled publicity machine", and outsiders have noted how their participation in the 

war and defence of Mariupol have increased national and international notoriety and popularity of the group. 

In late February as the Russians closed the siege around Mariupol, the National Guard released a video appearing to 

show an Azov fighter greasing bullets in pig fat to be used against Chechen troops as an insult (Chechens are mostly 

Muslims and pork consumption is forbidden by Islamic law). The video was made in response as the Chechens' 

deployment was touted as "psychological warfare against the Ukrainians". 

Most of the Azov Regiment was stationed in Mariupol at the beginning of the invasion. In March 2022, Deutsche 

Welle reported that the battalion was the primary unit defending Mariupol in the Siege of Mariupol. As the battle 

raged, Azov became notable for its fierce defence of the city. On 19 March 2022, President Volodymyr Zelenskyy 

awarded a Hero of Ukraine title to its commander in Mariupol, Lieutenant Colonel Denys Prokopenko. On 9 March 

Russia carried out an airstrike on a maternity hospital, killing multiple civilians, and justified the bombing by the 

alleged presence of Azov troops in the building; similarly, on 16 March, the Mariupol theatre, which was holding 

civilians, was bombed, Russia accused Azov of having perpetrated it instead, trying to frame Russia for it. As civilians 

fled the city, Russian checkpoints stopped men and stripped them, looking for tattoos identifying them as Azov. 

Refugees in "filtration centres" were interrogated if they had any affiliation with Azov or knew someone in the 

regiment. On 22 March, Azov's military headquarters in the northern Kalmiuskyi District were captured by Russian 

and DPR soldiers, although it was already abandoned. 

By early April, Azov Regiment, together with other local Ukrainian forces, started to retreat into the Azovstal iron 

and steel works, a massive steel mill built to resist military attacks and bombing. The final pockets of Ukrainian 

resistance inside the city, formed by Ukrainian Marines, non-Azov National Guard and Border Guards did operations 

to breakthrough into Azovstal, with Azov doing operations to support and rescue them. By 21 April, most Ukrainians 

forces were based in Azovstal. In 21 April, President of Russia Vladimir Putin officially stated that Mariupol was 

"liberated" and placed an order for his forces to not storm of the complex, but instead blockade it. The following 

days saw bombing and shelling of Azovstal. On 3 May, the Russian forces in Mariupol restarted their attacks on 

Azovstal. The following day it was reported that the Russians had broken through inside plant. 

 
5 Source Wikipedia (with edits) 



 

  



The spectre of tactical nuclear weapons use in Ukraine6 

As Russia flounders on the battlefields of Ukraine, the once-unthinkable possibility of nuclear weapons use is now on 

the rise, as President Vladimir Putin’s options for victory narrow.  

Tactical nuclear warheads were created to give military commanders more flexibility on the battlefield. In the mid-

1950s, as more powerful thermonuclear bombs were being built and tested, military planners thought that smaller 

weapons with a shorter range would be more useful in “tactical” or military situations. 

Tactical weapons were meant to be used against troop concentrations, ships, marshalling yards, airfields, etc. During 

the Cold War, they were integrated into every level of military planning by both NATO and its communist equivalent, 

the Warsaw Pact. Any such exchange could very quickly escalate to strategic nuclear use with most of the United 

States, the Soviet Union, France and the United Kingdom all being destroyed within the space of an afternoon.  

With the stakes being so high, why would anyone take that risk? Russia has done badly in this war, the myth of its 

new professional armed forces lying in tatters, the country’s international prestige at rock bottom. Inefficient, inept 

and clumsily brutal, Russia’s military has one more chance to reverse its misfortunes on the battlefield as a new 

wave of reinforcements, culled from overseas, begin to make themselves felt. If Putin cannot come out of this war 

with something that looks like victory or there is an occasion where Russian soldiers are being seen to be generally 

routed, the chances of nuclear use by Russia to shore up its status as a world power start to grow.  

So, if Russia detonated just one nuclear weapon, say over a military target, would the United States risk climbing the 

escalatory ladder by retaliating in kind, with global destruction waiting on the top rung? President Biden recently 

signed a memorandum allowing the US nuclear weapons use in retaliation for a chemical or nuclear attack. Ukraine 

is not a NATO member though, so would Biden retaliate in kind to protect Ukraine, while running the extreme risk of 

destroying a country already ravaged by war. One of the ironies of nuclear weapons, not lost on the Ukrainian 

people, is that not only did they not deter Russia from invading Ukraine, but the potential use of nuclear weapons 

has in fact deterred NATO from coming to Ukraine’s aid. 

With the war going so badly in Ukraine, the scenarios President Putin could claim as victorious or successful for 

Russia are rapidly diminishing and Putin’s political survival is now increasingly tied to the outcome of the conflict. 

Weakened leaders – with a strong sense of survival, their armed forces failing and the country’s prestige at rock 

bottom – might well be tempted to remind the world that while they didn’t win this conflict, no one would win the 

next and that Russia might be down but is not out. 

   

 
6 Source Al Jazeera 



Russia7 

President Vladimir Putin has pledged Russia would triumph in all of its “noble” war aims in Ukraine, using his first 

public comments on the conflict in a week to goad the West for failing to bring Moscow to heel with economic 

sanctions. Addressing the war in public for the first time since Russian forces retreated from northern Ukraine after 

they were halted at the gates of Kyiv, Putin said the situation in Ukraine was a tragedy. 

However, Russia had no choice but to fight, he said, because it had to defend the Russian speakers of eastern 

Ukraine and prevent its former Soviet neighbour from becoming an anti-Russian springboard for Moscow’s enemies. 

“Our task is to fulfil and achieve all the goals set, minimising losses. And we will act rhythmically, calmly, according to 

the plan originally proposed by the General Staff,” Putin said on Tuesday during a televised news conference. 

Asked if the operation in Ukraine would achieve its goals, Putin said, “Absolutely. I don’t have any doubt at all.” “Its 

goals are absolutely clear and noble,” Putin said. “There is no doubt that the goals will be achieved.” “That blitzkrieg 

on which our foes were counting on did not work,” Putin said of the West’s crippling sanctions imposed after Putin 

ordered a full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24. 

Putin, who has said Ukraine and Russia are essentially one people, has cast the war as an inevitable confrontation 

with the United States, which he said was threatening Russia by meddling in its back yard. 

The West has condemned the war as a brutal imperial-style land grab of a sovereign country. Ukraine has said it is 

fighting for its survival after Putin annexed Crimea in 2014 and on February 21 recognised two of its rebel regions as 

sovereign. 

Putin, who appeared frequently on Russian television in the early days of the war, has largely retreated from public 

view since Russia’s withdrawal from northern Ukraine this month. His only public appearance in the past week was 

at the funeral of a nationalist legislator, where he did not directly address the war. On Monday, he met the visiting 

chancellor of Austria at a country residence outside Moscow but no images of that meeting were released. 

The Russian president dismissed claims Moscow’s army was struggling against the Ukrainian resistance and was 

forced to withdraw from around major cities, including the capital Kyiv. “Our actions in certain regions of Ukraine 

were just related to containing [enemy] forces, destroying military infrastructure, creating conditions for a more 

active operation in Donbas,” Putin said referring to a region in eastern Ukraine, parts of which are controlled by pro-

Russia separatists. Asked about reports of the discovery of hundreds of dead bodies of civilians in the town of Bucha 

outside Kyiv after the withdrawal of Moscow’s troops, Putin dismissed them as “fake”. 

Kremlin chiefs have long cited the Soviet Union’s success in space – just more than a decade after the devastation of 

World War II – as a cautionary tale about Russia’s ability to achieve spectacular results against the odds. Russia’s 

Cold War space successes such as Gagarin’s flight and the 1957 launch of Sputnik 1, the first artificial satellite from 

Earth, have a particular pertinence for Russia: Both events shocked the United States. The launch of Sputnik 1 

triggered the public phase of the Cold War space race and prompted US President Dwight D Eisenhower to create 

the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA). 

Still, Russia’s economy is tiny compared with that of the superpower Soviet Union – and has fallen behind the United 

States and China on most technological fronts. Last year, Russia’s nominal economic output was just $1.6 trillion – 

smaller than Italy’s – and approximately 7 percent of the $22.9 trillion US economy. Russia’s economy is on track to 

contract by more than 10 percent in 2022, the worst decline since the years following the 1991 fall of the Soviet 

Union, former finance minister Alexei Kudrin said on Tuesday. 

Meanwhile, Putin said Ukraine’s “inconsistency” during peace talks with Russia was slowing down the process. 

“Yesterday evening, the Ukrainian side changed something again. Such inconsistency on fundamental points does 

create certain difficulties in reaching final agreements,” he said, adding that until an agreement is reached, “the 

military operation will continue until the full completion of [its] tasks.” 

  

 
7 Source: Al Jazeera 



The United States of America8  

 In Poland, after a long train trip to Kyiv to meet Ukrainian 

President Volodymr Zelenskyy, Defence Secretary Lloyd 

Austin was blunt about U.S. goals in the conflict in 

Ukraine. "We want to see Russia weakened to the degree 

that it can't do the kinds of things that it has done in 

invading Ukraine," he said Monday. 

The United States and its allies now believe Ukraine can 

win the war against Russia. It's a significant change in thinking, bolstered by the successes of the Ukrainian military in 

holding its own and pushing Russia's military back from Kyiv, over the course of two months of combat. "We believe 

that we can win — they can win if they have the right equipment, the right support," Austin said. 

The U.S. is rushing in long-range artillery, other weapons and ammunition as the battle shifts to the east and south 

of Ukraine. Washington has delivered $3.7 billion in security assistance to Ukraine since Russia's full-scale invasion 

began in February, according to the State Department. The most recent deliveries include howitzer cannons, which 

Pentagon officials believe will be useful in the flat terrain of eastern Ukraine's Donbas region.  

Secretary of State Antony Blinken, who also visited Kyiv last weekend, has repeatedly said the war in Ukraine would 

be a "strategic defeat" for Russian President Vladimir Putin and will leave Russia weakened. This marks a shift for the 

U.S. in its war aims, which originally were to help Ukraine defend itself against a larger, stronger power, and now 

involve defeating Russia. The shift is aided by massive U.S. arms shipments to the Ukrainian forces. That raises the 

risk of potentially widening the conflict, analysts say. It increases the threat of a weakened Russia resorting to the 

use of nuclear weapons and could further destabilize an already fragile global economy. 

"We don't want Russia to be a total basket case, reviving the sort of loose nukes fears of the 1990s and so on, or to 

become an incorrigible international spoiler," says Samuel Charap of Rand Corp. At some point, Ukraine might want 

the U.S. to ease up on sanctions against Russia if that will help Kyiv reach a negotiated settlement with Moscow. The 

sanctions and arms shipments could also provoke a more direct confrontation between Russia and NATO. It is 

difficult to know where Russia's red line is. "Nobody knows what step ... will send Putin over the edge," Charap says. 

Russia says Western military aid convoys into Ukraine are "legitimate targets" but has not not managed to slow the 

shipments. On Monday, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov said no one should underestimate the possibility of a 

nuclear confrontation and that he viewed NATO as being engaged in a proxy war with Russia by supplying Ukraine 

with weaponry. State Department spokesman Ned Price described the statement as "deeply irresponsible" and a 

"continuation of the Russian government's very clear attempts to distract from its failure in Ukraine." 

Eventually, the U.S. and Russia have to start talking again, says Rose Gottemoeller, a former U.S. arms control 

negotiator who served in the Clinton and Obama administrations. "I do think at some point we are going to have to 

reopen some discussions with Russia, at least about constraining and controlling nuclear weapons and see where we 

can go from there, because it's not in our interest to have a great big pariah state with nuclear weapons," she told 

NPR. For now, though, the Biden administration wants to help Ukraine defeat Russia. 

Gottemoeller, a former deputy secretary general of NATO, says she's betting on "NATO's military industrial complex 

against the Russian military industrial complex." But she says allies need to be ready for "a big investment of 

resources and a big investment of time." The Kremlin has already suffered one big loss, she says. Putin wanted NATO 

pushed back to its 1997 lines, before the alliance opened its doors to former Soviet bloc countries. "Instead," she 

says, "he has a NATO more coherent, more together and more resolved to work together to really defeat this threat 

to its partner, Ukraine." 

 

 
8 Source: www.npr.org 



Russian Military9 

Rumours are swirling in Moscow that a number of former generals and KGB officials are preparing to oust Russia’s 

president Vladimir Putin and plan to end the war in Ukraine, which is increasingly seen across Russia as a strategic 

mistake and, above all, an economic disaster. 

The top of Putin’s former employer – the Russian security service FSB – is said to be so frustrated about the lack of 

military progress in Ukraine that it has reached out to a number of generals and former army officials, according to 

various analysts and local media reports. In particular a group called the ‘Siloviki’ – which comprises of former FSB 

officers who are active in Russian politics – is said to be pushing hard to replace Putin, together with former officers 

from the GRU, KGB and FSO, other Russian intelligence units. 

The idea a coup may be increasingly likely is further strengthened by social media activity across Russia and Eastern 

Europe, which has gone into overdrive in the last 24 hours. The Russian president is reportedly “very worried” and 

has tightened security in and around the Kremlin. “Does it matter? It matters a lot,” said Russian security expert 

Andrei Soldatov told The Center for European Policy Analysis. “The Russian President has been bracing for a coup for 

some weeks as has faced fierce criticism over his “special operation” in Ukraine and he has purged around 150 of his 

spies over the constant failures,” Soldatov explained. Moreover, rumours are also going round Putin’s health has 

taken a hit since the start of the war. On a number of videos the Russian president looks tired and irritated. 

It has become evident that the relationship between the FSB and Putin has deteriorated since the start of the war. 

Last month, two senior officers in the FB, were put under house arrest by Putin. Andrei Soldatov who runs, the well-

informed investigative website Agentura, reported that Sergei Beseda, the head of the Fifth Service – the FSB’s 

foreign intelligence branch – and his deputy had been detained and put under house arrest. 

Of course, Putin’s ruthless purging of the upper ranks of the military, may discourage most from committing to a 

coup attempt, as the penalty for failing would be extreme. This means, however, that while the military might not 

itself actively move against Putin, it is also very unlikely to move to save him. 

In 2020, Transparency International’s Government Defence Integrity Index had found Russia to have high corruption 

risk in its defense sector. The increased secrecy surrounding the industry limited the civilian oversight of companies 

engaged in corrupt deals with the Ministry of Defense without competition. Unsurprisingly, most of Russia’s defense 

companies expressed either low or very low commitment to anti-corruption action and transparency.   

For example, in 2012, a Russian arms company received about $26 million to develop an aircraft system for the 

interception of nonstrategic missiles, according to local press reports. But the research never took off, as the firm 

signed fraudulent contracts with shell companies, some of which were registered to the addresses of public toilets in 

Russia’s Samara region.  

Corruption in Russian defense is not limited to the military-industrial complex. It penetrates the political level as 

well, likely altering the incentive structure for Russian President Vladimir Putin’s top security officials. Recent 

investigations show that top officials in the Russian Defence Ministry own property that significantly outmatches 

their income, pointing to possible involvement in corrupt deals.  Maintaining a luxurious lifestyle disincentivizes top 

security officials from giving expert advice that might disappoint the autocrat and cost them access to corruption 

networks. In the case of Ukraine, this would have meant the risk of reporting to Putin that the country he wanted to 

invade would put up a fight. In this way, the corrupt loyalty of Putin’s top officials might have backfired and 

contributed to intelligence failures and erroneous risk assessments in Ukraine.   

Of course, corruption in the Russian security sector does not predetermine the outcome of the war. Russia still has 

extensive capabilities and numerous troops to be thrown into combat. But whatever gains the military might make, 

they will have done so while battling the challenges caused by rampant corruption, from erroneous risk assessment 

at the top to expired military rations on the ground.  

 
9 Source: City AM and Politico (Edited) 



Ukraine10 

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, a comedian who had no experience of politics when elected less than three 

years ago, has suddenly emerged as a convincing war leader. He has rallied the nation with his addresses and video 

selfies and given voice to Ukrainian anger and defiance of Russian aggression.  

These pronouncements have revealed a side that many critics - including a large chunk of the intelligentsia - had not 

seen coming. Ukrainian intellectuals were upset when he was elected president in April 2019, as many had no faith 

in his ability to lead a government, but Ukrainians have rapidly warmed to their president. "Full support and respect 

came, I think after Russia started its war - all Ukrainians have closed ranks around Zelensky. He is playing a uniting 

and I would say inspiring role, partly by his own example. He is leading a government that is repelling Putin's army, 

and for that many sincerely admire and respect him." 

Zelensky enjoyed the support of oligarch Ihor Kolomoisky during his presidential campaign, leading many to fear he 

would turn out to be a puppet leader, controlled by a man who is under investigation in the US for possible fraud 

and money-laundering. He has in fact proved to be more independent than the sceptics thought, refusing for 

example to allow the re-privatisation of PrivatBank, which was owned by Kolomoisky before it was nationalised. 

On the other hand, corruption remains deep-rooted in Ukraine, and there are concerns that a new anti-oligarch law 

could be used to restrict the activities of some oligarchs and not others. Corruption charges aimed at Zelensky's main 

rival, Petro Poroshenko, are regarded by some Western officials as politically motivated. 

No Ukraine ceasefire deal without Russian withdrawal: Zelenskyy 

Zelenskyy has said his country could not accept a deal with Moscow that would allow Russian troops to remain in 

occupied territory. He said Ukrainian forces had halted the Russian offensive in what he described as the first stage 

of the conflict. In the second stage, he said, Ukraine would expel Russian troops from its territory and in the third, 

would move to fully restore its territorial integrity. Zelenskyy said he would not accept a ceasefire deal that would 

allow Russian forces to remain in their current positions ‒ insisting that “we will not accept a frozen conflict” ‒ but 

gave no further details as he addressed the Wall Street Journal CEO Council Summit on Wednesday. 

Military Assistance 

Defence and security links between Ukraine and NATO members and other Western countries, started soon after 

Ukraine’s independence in 1991. They intensified further when Russia annexed Crimea in 2014, but primarily took 

the form of training and the provision of non-lethal military equipment. 

Since Russia’s military operations against Ukraine began on 24 February 2022, a large number of NATO members 

started supplying or approved supplying lethal weapons to Ukraine, including Belgium, Canada, the Czech Republic, 

Estonia, France, Germany, Greece, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, the 

United Kingdom and the United States. For some countries such as Germany this was a significant reversal of their 

previous defence policies, which had ruled out providing offensive weapons. The European Union announced it 

would provide a €450 million lethal arms support package through its European Peace Facility (EPF), the first time 

the bloc had in its history approved the supply of lethal weapons to a third country. It has since announced another 

€500 million increase to the EPF Ukraine military assistance package. 

The US announced an additional $350 million of military assistance to Ukraine once Russian military operations 

began, and then later in March a further $800 million, taking the total security assistance the US had approved for 

Ukraine to $2 billion over the past year.  

The UK Government has said that there is no prospect of UK or NATO forces providing active military support in 

Ukraine itself, and no NATO alliance member has proposed putting troops on the ground. The UK has also ruled out 

creating a no-fly zone over Ukraine, and this is the position of the other NATO allies including the US.  

 
10 Source: BBC (edited) and https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9477/ 



The Oligarchs and Siloviki11  

In his first years in power, Putin (who was a relatively junior KGB officer) could be regarded as “first among equals” 

in a top elite of friends and colleagues. No longer. Increasingly, even the siloviki have been publicly reduced to 

servants of the autocrat — as was graphically illustrated by Putin’s humiliation of his foreign intelligence chief, Sergei 

Naryshkin, at the televised meeting of the National Security Council on the eve of war. Such contemptuous 

behaviour towards his immediate followers could come back to bite Putin, as it has so many past autocrats. 

The inner core includes defence minister Sergei Shoigu (former emergencies minister and not a professional soldier); 

Nikolai Patrushev, former head of domestic intelligence and now secretary of Russia’s National Security Council; 

Naryshkin; and Igor Sechin, the former deputy prime minister appointed by Putin to run the Rosneft oil company. 

Insofar as top economic officials with “patriotic liberal” leanings were ever part of this inner core, they have long 

since been excluded. 

These men are known in Russia as the “siloviki” — “men of force”, or perhaps even, in the Irish phrase, “hard men”. 

A clear line should be drawn between the siloviki and the wider Russian elites — large and very disparate and 

disunited congeries of top businessmen, senior officials outside the inner circle, leading media figures, top generals, 

patriotic intellectuals and the motley crew of local notables, placemen and fixers who make up the leadership of 

Putin’s United Russia party. 

Among some of the wider Russian elites, unease at the invasion of Ukraine and its consequences is already apparent. 

Naturally enough, this has begun with the economic elites, given their deep stakes in business with the west and 

their understanding of the catastrophic impact of western sanctions on the Russian economy. Roman Abramovich, 

his discomfort clear enough as he sought buyers for Chelsea Football Club, found the sale halted this week when his 

UK assets were frozen. Mikhail Fridman, chairman of Alfa Group (already severely hit by western sanctions) and one 

of the surviving former “oligarchs” from the 1990s, has called for an early end to the war, as has aluminium magnate 

Oleg Deripaska. 

If there is no peace agreement and the war drags on into a bloody stalemate, the economy declines precipitously 

and the Russian people see a steep fall in their living standards, then public unrest, state repression and state 

attempts to dragoon and exploit business will all inevitably increase radically, and so will the unhappiness of the 

wider elites. 

These, however, lack the collective institutions and, perhaps more importantly, the collective identities that would 

allow them to combine easily to unseat Putin. The Duma, or lower house of Russia’s parliament, was succinctly 

described to me by a Russian friend as “a compost heap full of assorted rotten vegetables”. This is a bit too unkind — 

the Duma does contain some decent people — but it would be futile to look to it for any kind of political leadership. 

The army, which elsewhere in the world would be the usual institution behind a coup, has been determinedly 

depoliticised, first by the Soviet state and now by Putin’s, in return for huge state funding. It is also now committed 

to military victory in Ukraine, or at least something that can be presented as victory. 

On the other hand, Putin’s ruthless purging of the upper ranks of the military, along with the apparent incompetence 

with which the high command has steered the invasion of Ukraine, could lead to considerable future discontent in 

the army, including lower-rank generals. This means that while the military might not itself move against Putin, it is 

also very unlikely to move to save him. 

The siloviki are naturally attached to the idea of public order, an order that guarantees their own power and 

property, but which they also believe is essential to prevent Russia falling back into the chaos of the 1990s and the 

Russian revolution and civil war. The disaster of the 1990s, in their view, embraced not just a catastrophic decline of 

the state and economy but socially destructive moral anarchy — and their reaction has been not unlike that of 

conservative American society to the 1960s or conservative German society to the 1920s. 

  

 
11 Source: Financial Times 



The European Union12 

In the wake of Russia’s invasion, Ukraine has redoubled its efforts to gain an EU membership perspective, while 

Georgia and Moldova have submitted formal applications. In a significant step, member states have charged the 

European Commission with assessing these applications. However, at two summits in March, in Versailles and 

Brussels, leaders expressly declined to grant candidate status or even the lesser step of a membership perspective. 

While those supporting membership portrayed summit statements recognizing “Ukraine’s place in our European 

family” as a positive opening, most Western European governments’ pronouncements are still doubting and 

negative rather than enthusiastic and encouraging. The question has gained urgency as it has been raised in peace 

talks between Ukraine and Russia. 

The arguments of those sceptical of enlargement to these three countries look increasingly questionable on their 

own terms. But the EU will also need a different and much more politically engaged approach to accession to make a 

membership perspective relevant to the current context and challenges, especially in Ukraine.  

The EU’s response to date has been inconclusive and divided. European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen 

has said “We want them in.” Central European and Baltic states are pushing for the EU to grant a membership 

perspective; the European Parliament also voted in favor of this. France, Germany, the Netherlands, Denmark, Spain, 

and others have responded more negatively, placing far more stress on the unlikelihood of enlargement happening 

soon. On March 7, the member states asked the European Commission to begin screening the three membership 

applications, bringing hope of a breakthrough change of position. Yet at their two summits since then, leaders 

prevaricated and failed to give a watertight, unequivocal commitment to the Association Trio. 

The decision over further enlargement is a difficult one, involving strategic trade-offs and complex interlinkages 

between different areas of policy. But on balance, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and its consequences tilt these 

considerations in favor of granting a membership perspective. This is the case across several dimensions and in each 

of these the changed context renders the rejectionist case more questionable. 

From the ashes of war, the EU will need to revisit its political strategy toward Ukraine and other Eastern European 

states. There has been much commentary about how the invasion has spurred new European unity and pushed the 

EU into steps previously unthinkable—in particular, the provision of weapons to Ukraine. But the self-congratulatory 

tone that has emerged risks being taken as tasteless across the EaP countries, because the EU and the international 

community have failed to prevent such numbing tragedy in Ukraine. For all the talk of the EU adopting 

unprecedented steps, of it becoming a geopolitical power, and of “everything being different” today, in practice 

there is for now much continuity in its core eastern strategy: a desire to support the Association Trio without being 

deeply or fully committed to them. 

While there are reasoned arguments on both sides of the enlargement debate, on balance the case for granting 

these states a membership perspective has strengthened and the reasons for denying them have lost force. If some 

member states refuse to grant them one, this would leave EU rhetoric about supporting Ukraine sounding hollow. 

Still, the crucial question is how to marry a membership perspective with a more political and proactive approach to 

supporting democratic self-preservation in Ukraine and elsewhere in the region. Rather than unimaginatively listing 

the known difficulties of achieving accession, politicians and analysts should focus on adapting the pre-accession 

process to work as a vehicle for recuperating sovereignty and defending democracy, not just for technical 

harmonization. 

After the EU’s mistakes in reading the strategic dynamics in Eastern Europe prior to the invasion, a more Ukraine-led, 

more political approach to the enlargement process is now apposite. While member states have strengthened their 

defense commitments, the EU will also need a more positive vision and more effective leverage over political trends 

across the region. Against this backdrop, the objections to giving a membership perspective to Georgia, Moldova, 

and Ukraine now look less convincing on their own terms and the case for a more political eastern strategy much 

stronger. 
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China13 

China's abstentions on U.N. votes to condemn Russia's invasion of Ukraine are a "win", said the U.S. envoy to the 

United Nations, underscoring how Beijing's balancing act between its partner Russia and the West may be the best 

outcome for Washington.  

Beijing has refused to call Russia's actions in Ukraine an invasion and has repeatedly criticized what it says are illegal 

Western sanctions to punish Moscow. But U.S.-led pressure on China, including the spectre of secondary sanctions 

should it provide material support for Russia's war, appears to be helping keep Beijing on the fence over the conflict. 

China abstained from two non-binding U.N. General Assembly votes last month that criticized Russia for the ongoing 

war and its humanitarian costs. 

China and Russia declared a "no-limits" strategic partnership several weeks before the Feb. 24 invasion and have 

been forging closer energy and security ties in recent years to push back on the United States and the West. In a tilt 

toward Moscow, China's leader Xi Jinping has discussed the conflict in Ukraine during calls with leaders of many 

major countries, but has yet to offer such diplomatic validation to Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskiy. 

While Beijing has given some humanitarian aid to Ukraine – about $2.37 million worth of items such as blankets and 

baby formula – those contributions are outmatched by much smaller donors. Analysts say they have yet to see any 

major indication that China is violating strict Western sanctions on Russia, but there are strong signs that China is 

hedging its bets, particularly on the economic front. China's state oil refiners are avoiding new oil contracts with 

Russia despite steep discounts, sources told Reuters. State-run Sinopec, Asia's biggest oil refiner, also suspended 

talks for a major petrochemical investment and a gas marketing venture in Russia.  

More than a quarter of China's global trade was with the EU and the United States last year, against just 2.4% with 

Russia, an EU official said. Sanctions on Russia should give China a "good understanding" of the consequences it 

could face if it provides material support to Moscow, U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Wendy Sherman warned.  

China appears unlikely to back away from its tacit diplomatic support for Russia – even in light of graphic images 

showing widespread civilian killings in the Ukrainian town of Bucha, north of the capital Kyiv. Moscow rejects 

Western charges of war crimes. 

Zhang said China did not want to be dragged into the crisis. "The focus is really for the parties concerned to find a 

solution as quick as possible, instead of trying to look at some indirect party, and to drag those indirect parties into 

this crisis," Zhang told Reuters. China, which itself has been accused by Washington of committing genocide towards 

its Uyghur population, voted no on Thursday on a resolution that suspended Russia from the U.N. Human Rights 

Council. Before the vote, Zhang called it a "hasty move" that forced countries to choose sides. 

U.S. President Joe Biden has leaned heavily on allies to help make the case - as he did in a call with Xi last month - 

that there would be consequences for supporting Russia. Following a virtual summit between EU and Chinese 

leaders last week, China's foreign ministry said it was not deliberately circumventing sanctions. It has also denied 

being asked for, or supplying, any military support for Russia. 

Experts say the United States' ability to monitor and track small-scale Chinese sanctions violations is limited, as 

shipments could be driven over land borders where U.S. monitoring does not occur. They say preventing Chinese 

firms from large sanctioned trade with Russia should be the goal. 

"The realists are going to win this one and understand that the Chinese are going to play both sides toward the 

middle and they'll take what few victories they can get," said Donald Pearce, a former export control attaché at the 

U.S. embassy in Moscow who works with Torres Trade Advisory. 

"If you've got at least a tacit admission that China respects the idea that the U.S. could start imposing secondary 

sanctions, that may be enough," Pearce said.  
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