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Putin can win without a shot fired

Global perspective

Moscow’s troops are not there
to fight a war, but to frighten
Paris and Berlin into giving
Russia the eastern provinces
of Ukraine on a plate.

Marko Pavlyshyn

On Thursday, Ukraine, Russia, France
and Germany commenced a new round

- of talks within the so-called Normandy
Format with the aim of de-escalating the
crisis-level tensions ignited by Russia’s
massing of more than 100,000 troopson
Ukraine's northern and eastern borders
and in occupied Crimea on the south.

Thesidesagreed torespectthe

ceasefire thatis supposed tohave been in
placeall along, and to reconvene for
further talksin two weeks.

toanew understanding and make an
invasion less likely.

But the talks could also become a
gateway to giving Russia what it wants
withouta shot being fired.

Whatever is said at the talks, the most
significant fact about them iswhois
taking part, and who is not. The United
States and Britain, which have
consistently helped Ukraine with
defensive weaponry and diplomatic
support, are not party to the discussions.
Both countries have made tough
statements about the costs Russia will
bearifitinvades.

France and Germany havebeen
lukewarm at best. Germany has been
unwilling to rule out opening the Nord
Stream 2 gas pipeline in the eventofa

Lithuania, Latvia or Estonia to put their
German-made weaponsat Ukraine’s
disposal. Many in Kiev see Germany’s
offer to send Ukraine 5000 military
helmets asa form of mockery.

Parties to the Normandy Format talks

i have agreed that the starting point for

i negotiations should be the Minsk

: agreements, whose goal was tostop the
¢ fightingin eastern Ukraine and to find

¢ grounds fora peaceful settlement.

Neither the firstagreement, signed in

i Minskin 2014, nor Minsk I (February
i 2015) succeeded.

The war, in which Russia actively

i supportsits proxies with its active-service
i personnel, matériel and money, has

i continued asa generallylow-intensity

i conflictwith occasional flare-ups ever

i since. The death toll to date s 14,000. The
: internallydisplaced number L5 million.

The terms of Minsk I have not been

: implemented —fortunately for Ukraine,

i fortheyarea threat to Ukraine's security,

i stability and, indeed, its sovereignty.

i Under MinskII, Ukraine would be forced

: tochangeits constitution, conferring

: special status and broad autonomy on the
i easternregions that Russia controls

i throughits puppets, the so-called Donetsk
i and Luhansk people’s republics. This

. Putin’s victory will

: have been handed to

¢ him by the very

. Europe that Ukraine so

This mightsound likea stepin theright
direction, signalling negotiations thatlead :

ardently yearns to join.

i specialstatus would include the right to

¢ form local militia units and toengage in

: “cross-border co-operation” with regions
: ofthe Russian Federation.

Effectively, implementation of the

i accord would create a Russian-controlled
: province in Ukraine - which, however,

; ‘would be represented in Ukraine’s

: Parliament. Ascriticsof Minsk Il in and

i outside Ukraine have pointed out, Russia
¢ would be able to destabilise or paralyse

: thecountryat times of its choosing,

Ukraine's efforts to integrate with the

¢ European Union and NATO, for which

: currently there is broad political and

: popular support, would be stymied. The
i prospectsof Ukraine remaininga
Russian invasion and hasrefused toallow
i thatauthoritarianism s not the only

: pathway for countries in the post-Soviet
: space, would be eroded.

functioning democracy, demonstrating

In December 2021, the Institute for the

: StudyofWar,a US-based think tank,
i prepared ameticulously researched and

¢ documented setof reports on the conflict.
i Thefirstof these arguesthat Russian

i PresidentViadimir Putin may have putin
i place the components of an imminent

: threatofinvasion withoutin fact

i intending toinvadeatall.

The purpose of staging the plausible

i semblance ofa threat may be to entice

: Europe and the USintodiplomatic

: negotiations intended to de-escalate the

¢ conflict—extracting, as the price of Putin’s
i notdoing what he had nointention of

: doing anyway, concessions that

i correspond to what he wanted toachieve
i inthefirst place,

The report'sauthors note that the

i economic costofa conventional war and

¢ occupation would stretch the capacities of
i the Russian economy. The human cost of
i thewarand of combatinga fierce

i Ukrainian insurgency would stir

i discontent even inan authoritarian state

: with controlled media. A serious war

i would require an information campaign

i preparing the Russian population to

; expectand acceptsacrificesand deaths.

: There has been no such campaign so far.

: Forthesereasons, thereportargues, full-

i scale war may not be Russia’s primary aim.

If the outcome of the Normandy

i Formatnegotiationsis thatFranceand

i Germany push Ukraine intoaccepting

i anything like the terms of Minsk II, Putin
: will have won.

Moreover, his victory will have been

handed to him by the very Europe that
i Ukraine soardently yearns to join.

He will have brought Ukraine into

i Russia’s orbit, scoring a major symbolic

¢ victory overthe West, which will again

i serveto prove that the West will not

i defend democracy if that defence involves
i inconveniences, such asendangering the
: gassupply.

If, on the other hand, the West shows

: firmnessand solidarity, and refuses to be
¢ hoodwinked into believing thata

i geopolitical defeatis a diplomaticvictory,
! the Russian Federationcan fall backon

i the military option.

Thatis why the West must do two

: things simultaneously: use the resources
: ofdiplomacyto obtain a peace that

: strengthens, rather than jeopardises,

¢ Ukraine's sovereignty; and emphasise the
: costsin the formof sanctions and

: diplomaticisolation thatitwillimpose,

: should Russia invade.

: Marko Pavlyshyn is emeritus professor of
i Ukrainian studies at Monash University.
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