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Protracted conflicts in Russian foreign policy

Since the collapse of the USSR, Russia has been applying 
protracted conflicts as an important tool of its foreign policy.

Lacking the soft power to keep control over all the post-Soviet republics, 
Russia resorts to “freezing” the parts of territories in those countries that
demonstrate the willingness to leave the Moscow’s orbit:

 Moldova (Transdniestria); 

 Georgia (Abkhazia, South Ossetia); 

 Ukraine (look-alike scenario in Crimea and Donbas).

While keeping control over the conflicts’ dynamic
through “freezing”  or “unfreezing” them, Russia: 

 Tries to influence the foreign and domestic policy of these countries; 

 Exerts pressure on the Western counterparts through creating 
instability in their neighborhood. 



Protracted conflicts as an important factor in 
Russia’s confrontation with the West

Main reasons why Russia cannot withstand fair competition with the 
West for the influence over the common neighborhood:

 Unattractive model of political and economic development;

 Unbridgeable economic lag;

 Lack of trust due to historical subtext.

Russia’s advantages in applying protracted conflicts as a foreign 
policy tool (as it might be seen from Moscow): 

 Russia needs much less resources to maintain the conflicts 
than the West needs to settle them;

 Unlike the EU, Russia does not need quick stabilization on its borders; 

 State of war became a part of Russia’s virtual normality being admitted 
by Russian citizens as an everyday occurrence. 



Hybrid peace scenario 

Basic elements of Russia’s hybrid peace scenario for the West:

 Playing on weaknesses and problems;

 Artificial exaggeration;

 Constant irritation; 

 Obstruction in searching for global systemic solutions;

 Using momentum;

 Keeping distance;

 Pretending for executing influence…

Protracted/frozen conflicts constitute a permanent external irritation 
factor  being a part of Russia’s hybrid peace scenario for the West. 



What makes the “Ukrainian conflict” distinctive?
In Moldova and Georgia Russia has used local proxy forces to present 
the conflicts as internal ones. Russia is doing now the same in the 
Ukrainian region of Donbas.

What makes the Russia-Ukraine conflict a distinctive case? 

 Russia has directly annexed a part of the Ukraine’s territory, the
Crimean peninsula. By this first illegal annexation in Europe
since the World War II, Russia openly challenges the current 
international legal regime.

 Raising the stakes. Unlike relatively “small” Moldova and Georgia, 
Ukraine is one of the largest European countries, and military 
conflict may strongly affect the whole Europe.

 The settlement of the “Ukrainian conflict” is linked by Russia to its 
suggestions on revising the post-Cold War international order => 
Thus, this conflict can be solved only in the wider context.



The “in-between” area as a main battle ground

Moscow broader demands for solving the “Ukrainian conflict” are:

 Western recognition of the Russian exclusive sphere of 
interest in the near neighborhood/near abroad;

 Western consent on maintaining a “grey zone” between the
Russian sphere of interest and the Western block (EU/NATO); 
providing Moscow with a veto power on all issues related to
this “in-between” area, including the “shared” neighborhood.

Opportunities to influence conflict’s dynamic in the “in-between”:

 Direct and indirect support for further confrontation;

 Using proxy methods;      Virtualization of the combat actions;

 Retaining status quo;    Maintaining instability and fragmentation; 

 Controlling the level of escalation, etc.



Conflicts’ dynamic in the “in-between” area 

Conflicts’ dynamic in the area “in-between” could develop 
intermittently with a variable basis for the results to be fixed: 

 Freezing may be a kind of fixing results at a certain level   
(intermediate goal), with a view to prepare the basis for: 

 Either further escalation to achieve more ambitious goal;

 Or further actions towards de-escalation and final solution 
to the conflict (less often option). 

 Unfreezing is an activation of the conflict's phase to change the 
existing level of the results previously gained.

The majority of protracted conflicts in the “in-between” area are initially 
designed for further dynamic evolution to promote interests of outside 
players who trigger and support the conflict process for their own benefit.  
Protracted conflict’s dynamic has rather negative influence on affected 
parties, promoting transition to a new level of confrontation and losses.



Protracted conflicts’ dynamic (“in-between” area)
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Such scheme previously worked in the Russia-Georgia conflict; 
and now is being implemented by Russia in the Ukrainian Donbas. 

Minsk agreements are considered in Moscow as a temporary 
“freezing”, during which Russia is trying to force Ukraine and the 
West to fulfill all the Kremlin's demands. Simultaneously Russia is 
preparing its proxy forces in Donbas for further escalation. 
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The occupied territories in Donbas 

Conflict in Donbas is most probably on its way to freezing. It seems to be the 
only acceptable choice for Kyiv at the present stage, given the lack of 
possibilities to hold free and democratic local elections in the region. 

Freezing would be based on a partial isolation and give time to all sides for 
own maneuvering and strengthening the available potential. 

Main influencing factors for Kyiv:

 High political risks of any clear choice – either isolation, 
or re-integration on Moscow’s terms; 

 Absence of a clear strategy;  

 Shortage of resources; 

 Limited external support.

After the freezing phase, the renewed attempts with options of inclusion, 
isolation or annexation by Russia might be expected, leading to unfreezing 
and a new confrontation.



The illegally annexed Crimea  

The illegally annexed Crimean peninsula has avoided the open 
confrontation and protracted phases in reaching Moscow’s aggressive 
objectives. The Crimean issue has gradually been converted into a kind 
of unresolved dispute to be postponed for indefinite timeframe. 

(!) While silently agreeing to postpone the solution of Crimean issue, 
the West should help Ukraine at least with the humanitarian issues –
for almost every day costs freedom and lives of the Crimean Tatars and 
the Ukrainians living in the occupied peninsula. 

The Crimean issue is considered in Moscow as the most successful 
example of installing Russia’s control over the foreign territories. 

Given the numerous Russian military bases in other post-Soviet 
countries, the repetition of Crimean scenario is highly possible in the 
context of implementation of Moscow’s hybrid peace policy.  



How to find a solution?  

Under the existing external influence and internal political 
developments, there could be no solution coming from within, but for 
maintaining the freezing phase as long as possible. 

All the other possible solutions – either re-integration of the de-facto 
occupied areas on Moscow’s terms, or their isolation – would lead to 
another phase of the conflict development and inevitable escalation.

In case of Donbas annexation by Russia, the protracted conflict would be 
transformed into a kind of long-standing dispute. 

The final solution could be found only in the wider context, with 
engagement of the outside players – both Russia, which initiated and 
supports the conflict, and the West as the major recipient of the 
Moscow’s signals sent by its aggressive policy.



Broader international involvement is needed 

 Given that Russia considers the conflict against Ukraine as a part of its 
global confrontation with the EU and NATO, a more active (rather 
proactive) position of these organizations is needed to find the solution. It 
should not be a kind of separate compromise behinds Kyiv’s back, but a 
common solution based on international law, respect to Ukraine’s 
sovereignty and commitment to the European values. 

 The United Nations Organization should take important part in the 
process. Russia’s ability to veto the Security Council resolutions should not 
be used as an excuse for holding aloof of the conflict. There are a lot of 
tools that can be used within the UN besides the Security Council 
resolutions. 

 There is also a need to enhance cooperation  between the countries 
affected by the protracted conflicts within the framework of sub-regional 
initiatives such as GUAM.



Focus on the OSCE involvement

Existing potential of the OSCE should be increased with an emphasis on 
the field presences through the relevant project activities:

 Full OSCE engagement in preparation and holding local elections in 
Donbas, as well as control measures on Ukraine-Russia border. 

 Sharing the experience and further supporting the engagement of the 
OSCE Project Coordinator in Ukraine in reconstruction process through
the dialogue, preparation for local elections, humanitarian assistance 
on the contact line, environmental assessment in the conflict zone, 
enhancing border security as well as developing security sector reform;

 Organizing close cooperation between the OSCE Mission to Moldova 
and the OSCE SMM to Ukraine while monitoring security 
developments in the border areas.
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