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In early 2014, Russia began supporting armed separatist forces in the eastern––predominantly Russian-speaking––part 

of Ukraine. Subsequent fighting was halted in September 2015 by a cease-fire agreement known as Minsk II. But, 

despite ongoing diplomatic efforts, few other aspects of the agreement have been implemented. Heavy fighting could 

resume and precipitate an even deeper crisis between Russia and the West. As a 2009 Council on Foreign Relations 

(CFR) Contingency Planning Memorandum “Crisis Between Ukraine and Russia” argued, a major Ukraine-Russia 

confrontation has significant implications for the United States.  

NEW CONCERNS 

Aside from the recent cease-fire in eastern Ukraine, Russia has done little 

to implement the Minsk II provisions. As of September 2015, Russian 

military personnel and heavy weapons remain in the eastern Donbas 

region, while major questions persist about Russia’s support for other aspects of Minsk II. The likely prognosis is a 

frozen––or not-so-frozen––conflict, which will pose substantial risks for Europe and U.S. interests. 

 

Moscow could choose to escalate tensions in eastern Ukraine by applying additional military pressure in an effort to 

further destabilize Kiev, force the West to relax its sanctions on Russia, and/or distract the Russian public from a 

deteriorating economic situation at home. Fighting in the Donbas could also be ignited by local separatist forces 

seeking to change the status quo.  

The unsettled conflict makes it more difficult for 

Kiev to pursue reforms and turn around the 

faltering Ukrainian economy. Gross domestic 

product is expected to decline by more than 10 

percent this year, and domestic politics have 

become more complicated as the public becomes 

increasingly frustrated with austerity measures 

and the slow fight against corruption. Meanwhile, 

right-wing political forces oppose Minsk II and a 

negotiated settlement. A new political crisis in 

Ukraine would hinder Kiev’s ability to pursue 

reform. It could also tempt Moscow to make 

further efforts to weaken Kiev’s position at a time 

when Ukrainian public opinion toward Russia has 

hardened and Ukrainian President Petro 

Poroshenko is less free to maneuver. The crisis also continues to complicate U.S.-Russia relations, which are at their 

lowest point since the Cold War. Russian military activity near North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) borders 

has also markedly increased, raising the risk of a deadly accident or miscalculation.  

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

The absence of a political settlement in Ukraine will continue to affect the prospects for cooperation with Russia on 

a range of challenges, such as counterterrorism, nonproliferation, and the deteriorating situation in Syria. Increased 

tensions with Russia could also strain U.S. relations with those European Union (EU) countries that may oppose 

further sanctions and increased assistance to Ukraine, especially while they remain burdened with the ongoing 
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migrant crisis. Meanwhile, other European countries, especially in the Baltics and central Europe, will be looking to 

the United States for further reassurance about their security. The 2016 NATO summit will likely review the 

alliance’s stance toward Russia and consider new defense requirements in the Baltics and central Europe. The 

emergence of another frozen conflict in Ukraine will make it harder to resolve the festering situations in Transnistria, 

South Ossetia, and Abkhazia. The Crimea problem will also remain. While Kiev has wisely postponed that question, 

the post-Cold War order in Europe, based on the fundamental principle that force should not be used to change 

borders, has been undermined and needs to be reinforced.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The more the West can bolster NATO’s conventional deterrence and use economic sanctions on Russia and 

assistance to Ukraine—and other “in-between” countries such as Moldova and Georgia—to constrain and reduce 

the Kremlin’s ability to interfere, the more likely that there will be a productive dialogue with Moscow. The United 

States should aim to support Ukraine, assure nervous allies, and sustain unity with Europe, while leaving the door 

open for broader discussions with Russia if it changes its Ukraine policy. Specific recommendations for 

Washington include the following: 

 

 Press the Ukrainian government to avoid political infighting and move faster on reform—particularly on 

deregulation, anticorruption measures, and liberalization of the energy sector—by offering the carrot of 

greater Western financial assistance. Washington should counsel Kiev to do all it can to implement Minsk II, so 

that if the agreement is seen to fail, the blame rests on Moscow and the separatists. (This step could prove 

fundamental to keeping Europe on board with implementing sanctions.) 

 Continue close coordination with EU nations–Germany in particular—on how to support Ukraine, including 

with additional U.S. and EU financial aid (about $5 billion to $7 billion), and persuade Russia to change its 

course. This will require continued transatlantic unity on sanctions. The United States should also work more 

directly in the settlement negotiation process if it seems that such involvement could make a difference. 

 Work with NATO to bolster conventional defense capabilities in the Baltics and central Europe to deter Russia 

and to assure allies. This includes a larger rotational presence of alliance ground forces, with a goal of 

maintaining three hundred to six hundred NATO ground troops in each of the Baltic states and Poland. 

 Work with individual NATO allies, such as Poland, Britain, and Canada, to provide greater military assistance 

to Ukraine. Doing so would allow the Ukrainian army to drive up the costs of any further Russian or separatist 

offensive actions in the Donbas. 

 Work with NATO to seek a military-to-military dialogue with Russia on reducing the risk of accidents or 

miscalculation between armed forces. In addition to building on arrangements such as the 1989 Prevention of 

Dangerous Military Activities agreement, NATO should explore updating the Organization for Security and 

Cooperation in Europe’s (OSCE) 2011 Vienna Document on Confidence- and Security-Building Measures. 

This could lower the threshold for prenotification of military exercises, which would be useful given the 

increasing frequency of exercises on both sides. 

 Work with Germany, which assumes its chairmanship of the OSCE in 2016, and other allies to reestablish an 

accord between the West and Russia on the security rules for Europe. U.S. and European officials will need to 

decide the timing, circumstances, and venue to discuss this issue with Russian officials. 

 Continue to press Moscow to change its policy and facilitate a settlement of the crisis by stressing the 

importance of restoring a broader dialogue between the United States/West and Russia. 
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