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The European Union and the Ukraine crisis.   
 
 
Introduction 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea in March 2014 marked a turning point in a serious 
confrontation between the European Union and a permanent member of the UN 
Security Council. This event, a significant escalation in a broader Ukraine crisis, 
represents an unwelcome return of power politics in Europe. It follows a quarter 
of a century during which most European states enjoyed a relatively benign 
security order, which respected their territorial integrity and was based on the 
principle that conflicts would be settled by peaceful means. 
 
Of course, geopolitical considerations have never been far away from the 
development of European integration. After 1945, two broad challenges faced 
European governments. The first, the possibility of German revanchism, was 
resolved within the context of “community Europe”; the second, the threat of 
Soviet expansion, was endured in the form of the Cold War. When that 
confrontation ended (1989-1991) the need for a further revision of this system 
was reflected in the transformation of the European Community into the 
European Union (EU). Freed from the constraints of a bipolar global order, this 
body was expected to play a more proactive and overtly political role in the 
world than its predecessor.  
   
The European Union deals with the rest of the world on a very wide range of 
issues. The euro is a major element in the global financial system, and the 
current agenda of what is called “external action” includes climate change, trade 
negotiations with the United States, development policy and the nuclear non-
proliferation regime. The EU clearly matters in an increasingly complex and 
volatile international order, and the nature of that order shapes the prospects of 
the EU. 
 
The Ukraine crisis is a significant and difficult item on the EU agenda.  In order to 
understand how the EU is involved, this paper reviews the evolution of its 
“common foreign and security policy” over the last twenty five years, as part of a 
unique and complex political system. After outlining the ways in which it has 
responded to the Ukraine crisis so far, the paper poses questions concerning the 
future of the crisis, its impact on the EU and the implications it has for Ireland. 
 
The EU’s foreign policy from Maastricht to Lisbon: rules of the game 
Foreign policy was one of the three major themes in the debate on European 
integration after the Cold War ended, along with institutional reform and 
economic and monetary union.  A new policy making process was developed, 
reflected in the relevant treaties and institutional structures which together form 
the “rules of the game”.  
 
Previously the Member-States of the European Community had held regular 
foreign policy consultations since 1970, under the label of European Political 
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Cooperation (EPC). However, these took place outside the Community 
framework and were not incorporated in a formal treaty until the Single 
European Act (1986), which in Ireland’s case led to the requirement of referenda 
to ratify treaty change. A more ambitious form of constitutional architecture 
evolved through the series of treaty reforms starting with Maastricht (1992), 
then Amsterdam (1997), Nice (2001), and Lisbon (2007) – the latter owing much 
to the aborted Constitutional Treaty (2004).   
 
Maastricht saw the establishment of a Common Foreign and Security Policy 
(CFSP) for the new union. This presumed the existence of common interests and 
values, and in emphasising “security” seemed to approach what had hitherto 
been a no-go area since the failure of the proposed European Defence 
Community 1954, that of military power. But not quite yet – the wording 
reflected the preference of most Member States for NATO as their prime 
framework of military cooperation, and Member States, like Ireland, which 
preferred not to get involved in this sort of activity at EU level. 
 
The new policy - the Union’s “second pillar” - did not adopt the distinctive 
“community method” of decision-making on the basis of Commission initiatives 
by qualified majority vote (QMV); rather, it followed the more conventional 
intergovernmental model of unanimity. This also involved a different 
institutional balance, favouring the Council of Ministers and the European 
Council of Heads of State and Government against the Commission, the European 
Parliament and, especially, the European Court of Justice. Subsequent treaties 
developed this basis, in particular adding the post of High Representative of the 
CFSP, to be held initially by the Secretary General of the Council of Ministers. 
 
Following a British-French initiative at St. Malo in 1998, a European Security and 
Defence Policy (ESDP) was established and then incorporated in the treaty of 
Nice (2001). This reflected an attempt to find a more satisfactory division of 
labour alonside NATO, which was still the preferred military organisation of 
most EU Member States. The ESDP was to focus on peace support and 
humanitarian missions, and a rationalisation of military capabilities. The 
question of territorial defence – the defence of national borders against military 
attack, and the main focus of defence policy during the cold war – had now 
receded, to the point where it was rarely seen as a serious issue in the context of 
NATO and not at all in the EU. 
 
Institutional changes included the development of a Political and Security 
Committee composed of Member State representatives at ambassadorial level 
and based full-time in Brissels. In this committee, which meets twice weekly, all 
relevant issues are debated with measures proposed for decision by foreign 
ministers and ultimately by Heads of State and Government in the European 
Council. 
 
Finally, in the treaty of Lisbon (2007) we see an overall revision of the Union’s 
institutions, and the “constitutional” and policy-making framework for its foreign 
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policy that operates today1. Four important changes reflect an attempt to 
reconcile the different policy making cultures within the Union. First, all of the 
Union’s policies with an external dimension were brought under a single label – 
“external action” – thus formally combining the trade, development assistance 
and monetary policy areas with those of foreign policy. As a result the 
differentiated “pillar” system was ostensibly abandoned even as distinct decision 
making regimes were retained. In other words, while decisions on trade, aid and 
development issues might be made using qualified majority voting and in 
partnership with the European Parliament, defence and military matters 
remained in the territory of national government control and national vetoes.  
 
In a second innovation, the High Representative is now a senior post both within 
the Council and, as Vice-President, in the Commission.  This was designed to give 
greater coherence to the wider foreign policy agenda and to give a “single face” 
to EU foreign policy as a whole.  Third, the Union now has a quasi-foreign 
ministry, the European External Action Service (EEAS), staffed by officials from 
the Council secretariat, the Commission and Member States. A significant change 
from the previous system is that the High Representative now chairs the Foreign 
Affairs Council (comprised of national foreign ministers) on a permanent basis.  
Moreover, officials of the EEAS (who report to the High Representative) now 
chair the Political and Security Committee and the regional and functional sub-
committees. Thus the system of rotating national Presidencies and national 
chairs of committees has ended in the foreign policy areas, except for a small and 
diminishing number of specialised committees. 
 
A fourth change within the Lisbon Treaty, the establishment of a permanent 
President of the European Council, has foreign policy implications, and 
represents a reinforcement of the intergovernmental bias in the rules of the 
game. All told, the mode of decision-making does not appear to have changed 
significantly with Lisbon; the foreign policy actor is still “the EU and its Member 
States” In effect, this may be seen as a unique form of “hybrid diplomacy”.      
 
Playing the game.  
The European Union – indeed the whole experience of integration in Europe – 
attempts to create a political system in which a cooperative approach to the big 
problems would be the norm, with the probability of win-win solutions for all. If 
the global order was no longer Eurocentric, the EU would nevertheless retain a 
significant presence through its “soft power” – its economic weight, development 
assistance, and the attraction of its humanitarian and democratic values.  Even at 
the level of operational policy on the more conflictual security issues, this is seen 
in what is known as the Union’s “comprehensive approach” – the fact that unlike 

1 For descriptions of the policy making system, see (in ascending order of detail):  
EUISS(2015) The European Union’s External Action: CFSP basics, Paris: European 
Union Institute for Security Studies;  Barry, L. (2012) European Security in the 
21st Century: The EU’s Comprehensive Approach, Dublin: Institute of International 
and European Affairs;  EUISS(2015) EUISS Yearbook of European Security 2015, 
Paris: European Union Institute for Security Studies.  The former ESDP is re-
labeled as the CSDP – “Common” for “European”. 
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other regional organisations it can call in a coordinated way on a wide range of 
policy instruments (political, economic, legal and even military).  The EU was in 
effect designed as a role model for the new world order of the early 1990s.  
 
But in practice, so far as the Union’s foreign policy was concerned, this image 
was blurred from the start. A recent analysis of European integration stresses 
the point that while a considerable part of the union’s external action, 
particularly the economic issues, were dealt with in an inner, treaty-bound 
sphere, the security aspects of foreign policy related to an outer, geopolitical 
sphere, where reaction to contingency and crisis management was the name of 
the game2. The break-up of Yugoslavia, from 1991 on, was the first test for the 
new Union; an initial attempt to maintain a Yugoslav state was blown away by 
“facts on the ground”. This failure on the Union’s doorstep acted as a spur to the 
further evolution of the CFSP at the turn of the century. 
 
Hence we have witnessed the development of its “security and defence” aspect, 
under the generic label of crisis management. The EU currently deploys five 
military operations and since 2007 has a system of rotating standby forces 
(“battle groups”). But this hint of hard power is deceptive. In practice, many 
Member States are reluctant to act without a UN mandate, the forces involved 
are modest, and so far none of the battle groups has ever been deployed. Most of 
the current CSDP missions are civilian in composition and intent, and the overall 
ethos of the EU’s security policy is one of soft power. While it is an innovative 
experiment in many respects, it is only part of a bigger game3. 
 
Hard experience has shown that the solidarity of the Member States cannot be 
taken for granted. The main moves are made in national capitals, and exceptions 
to this rule are as likely to come from below as from Brussels. Policy has even 
been shaped directly by national publics. Mass demonstrations against 
intervention in Iraq in 2003 - one of the major events this century - had the effect 
ultimately of dividing the Member States so that the EU as such was neither 
involved nor had a coherent position on that crisis.  A more recent example was 
the relatively lukewarm attitude in a number of Member States to the initial 
round of sanctions against Russia, which only hardened following the 
destruction of a Malaysian airliner (MH17) over Ukraine in July 2014. 
 
Limitations in the foreign policy game should, however, be set against what can 
be seen as the most significant transformation in the European Union’s place in 
the international order, the enlargement of the Union’s membership. Twelve 
Member States were at Maastricht; now there are twenty eight. It is not so much 
that “size matters” (though it does), but rather that the enlargement process 
helped provide stability in a part of Europe which had not often known it.  Such 
an outcome was not pre-ordained when the process was started in the early 

2 The distinction between different spheres of action is an important thread in 
van Middelaar, L. (2013) The passage to Europe: How a continent became a union, 
Newhaven and London: Yale University Press. 
3 Tardy, T. (2015)  CSDP in action – What contribution to international security,  
Chaillot Paper No. 134, Paris: European Union Institute for Security Studies. 
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1990s, and the process was far from easy. It has been widely argued that the EU’s 
own enlargement is its greatest “foreign policy” success to date. However, now 
enlargement seems to have come close to its limits. The process of admitting new 
members has stalled, leaving several candidates for membership in something of 
a limbo. In addition, the goal of projecting stability beyond the Union’s southern 
and eastern borders, encapsulated in the ”European Neighbourhood Policy 
(ENP)” since 2004, is in crisis. 
 
Paradigm shift in the neighbourhood – a darker shade of grey? 
While the globalised world order deals with big issues such as trade or climate 
change, these negotiations sit uneasily alongside three major areas of 
geopolitical concern – China’s maritime claims, Russia’s confrontation with 
Ukraine and other neighbours, and the spread of revolutionary Islam in a chaotic 
Middle East and northern Africa. The last two involve the European Union 
directly, in ways which may foreshadow a shift in the post-Cold War paradigm of 
win-win solutions to global issues. In both cases the European Neighbourhood 
Policy has been in question, raising a serious challenge to the credibility of EU 
foreign policy as a whole. 
 
Following the EU’s enlargement to include states in Central and Eastern Europe 
in 2004, the ENP was designed as a sub-set of EU foreign policy to provide 
economic and technical assistance to neighbouring states, on the assumption 
that over time mutually beneficial relationships could be achieved. In retrospect 
several weaknesses emerged4. On the EU side, the policy was implemented as a 
technocratic process which underestimated political obstacles, particularly those 
with broader geopolitical repercussions. For their part, the numerous and very 
diverse neighbours did not always share the political values which underlay the 
EU’s image of a “good neighbour”. The Eastern Partnership, established in 2009, 
was from the outset viewed by the Russian government in zero-sum terms, in 
competition with its own projected Eurasian Economic Union5. By the autumn of 
2013, this competition set the stage for a much more serious confrontation with 
Russia. 
 
The Ukraine crisis  
In November 2013, President Yanukovitch of Ukraine abruptly reversed his 
apparent support for an agreement with the EU in favour of a deal with Russia, 
thereby triggering a sustained public protest – the “Maidan movement” - fuelled 
by a broader critique of his regime6.  In February 2014, this led to a change in the 
regime in Kiev, and shortly afterwards a radical response by Russia. Within a 

4 Lehne,  S. (2014) Time to reset the European Neighborhood Policy Brussels: 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. 
5 Popescu, N. (2014) Eurasian Union: the real, the imaginary, and the likely, 
Chaillot Paper No. 132, September 2014, Paris: European Union Institute for 
Security Studies. 
6 Wilson, A. (2014) Ukraine Crisis: what it means for the West, Newhaven and 
London: Yale University Press. 
Menon, R. and Rumer, E.  (2015)  Conflict in Ukraine: The Unwinding of the Post-
Cold War Order, Cambridge, Mass. 
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month the Crimean region was formally annexed to the Russian Federation, an 
act which represented a repudiation of two basic legal elements of the European 
security order – the four-power Budapest Memorandum of 1994 guaranteeing 
Ukraine’s territorial integrity, and the more general principle that state 
boundaries were inviolable, a cornerstone of the Helsinki Final Act of 1975. 
 
President Putin’s display of quasi-imperial entitlement may owe much to the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, a gain for Ukraine but a humiliation for 
Russia. But previous examples of his attitude, such as his military intervention in 
Georgia in 2008 and his ambitions for the projected Eurasian Union7, existed 
alongside a general policy of integrating Russia in the global economic system. 
His sudden move on Crimea could be interpreted as an atypical and 
opportunistic gamble or as part of a strategic plan to revert to a European order 
based on geopolitical spheres of influence (amounting in this case to 
domination). An alternative view puts more emphasis on the way in which the 
broader European security order was skewed against Russia by the dissolution 
of its alliance system set against the continuation and enlargement of NATO8. 
These different interpretations are greatly amplified in the polarised “blame 
game” which marks the public rhetoric associated with the conflict. 
 
Russian encouragement and material support for the subsequent rebellion in the 
Donbas region in south eastern Ukraine suggests Putin has crossed his Rubicon. 
The domestic popularity of the annexation of Crimea makes a reversal all the 
more difficult. The president’s public justifications, through a comprehensive 
propaganda campaign by the largely state-controlled media, have increasingly 
been framed as a demand to revise the existing European order. This is an 
integral part of what has been described as a “hybrid war”. It involves violence 
and intimidation by local militias acting as Russian proxies, alongside covert 
Russian special operations units and volunteers, backed by the shadowy threat 
of troop deployments behind the Russian frontier.  
 
Paradoxically, the claims of Russian involvement are met with increasingly 
unconvincing denials, though every time Ukrainian forces look like prevailing 
their opponents receive sufficient reinforcements to maintain their presence. In 
the autumn of 2014 a military stalemate (favouring the rebels) led to a fragile 
ceasefire (the Minsk agreements) which failed to provide a basis for serious 
negotiations, and was so ineffective on the ground that it had to be resuscitated 
in a “package of measures for the implementation of the Minsk agreements” – 
generally called Minsk II - in February 20159. 
 
The EU response   
The Ukraine crisis is a huge challenge for the European Union, with its interest in 
maintaining a benign and on the whole mutually beneficial relationship with its 
largest continental neighbour. However, the other major actor involved, the 

7 Lucas, E. Cold War: Putin’s Threat to Russia and the West (2014 revised edition), 
London: Bloomsbury. 
8 Sakwa, R. (2015) Frontline Ukraine: crisis in the borderlands, London: I.B.Tauris. 
9 For the Minsk II agreement, see Annex.  
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United States, features more strongly in the one thing the EU does not do – hard 
power. The US, like the EU, has rejected a military solution from the outset, and 
in general there is little public support for increased militarisation of the conflict. 
But if there is no military solution, there is undoubtedly a military situation, 
which has led to a need for reassurance and military deterrence. The question of 
territorial defence is back, but the business of responding to troop deployments 
behind the Russian frontier or the increasing number of pinprick intrusions in 
the Baltic region is NATO business. There is a CSDP mission in Ukraine, but it is a 
civilian mission in support of civil security reform. It is a reminder, too, that for 
the 22 EU Member States which are also members of NATO, the Atlantic Alliance 
is the preferred vehicle for hard power, though with declining defence 
expenditure in most of its members in recent years the degree of “hardness” is 
questionable10. 
 
It is perhaps tempting, therefore, to see the Ukraine crisis as more about the US 
than the EU. Much media presentation of the conflict reinforces the conventional 
image of a monolithic “West” reminiscent of the Cold War era. That conflict was 
waged largely over the heads of the Europeans (in both camps), and the Soviet 
mindset was, before Gorbachev, dismissive towards Brussels. If European states 
mattered it was as ordinary members of their respective alliances. It may still be 
more flattering to Moscow to see Washington as the prime rival. Yet the West is 
not monolithic; the EU has much more at stake than the US, in terms of economic 
interests and geopolitical proximity, and the Obama administration would in any 
case probably be much happier pivoting to the (far) east. Indeed, US 
policymakers may see Russian revanchism as a regional issue rather than any 
recurrence of any substantive global challenge. Within the West, debates 
between hawks and doves – particularly on the question of the extent of military 
assistance to Ukraine - are to be found in both camps. Future historians may find 
a more complex picture of the transatlantic partnership than is generally 
understood.   
 
In so far as the EU deploys coercive instruments, it is in the form of economic 
sanctions. This plays to the Union’s overall economic weight, but in practice the 
effect of sanctions is ambiguous. The early sanctions against targeted individuals 
were generally seen as symbolic only, as a signal of intent; stepping up the policy 
from mid-July 2014 has had more substantial effects on the Russian economy, 
and elicited a direct Russian response in terms of its own trade sanctions. 
Against the background of falling oil prices, Russia has experienced a major 
currency crisis, the abandonment of the South Stream pipeline, some flight of 
capital and negative credit ratings - but so far without a direct impact on Russian 
behaviour in Ukraine. And, of course, sanctions are not cost–free; the disruption 
to existing patterns of trade and exposure to retaliatory measures mean that 

10 For a concise account of NATO’s role in the Ukraine crisis, see Menon and 
Rumer, op.cit., pp. 132-144. 
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both sides are in effect engaged in a game of chicken, which is difficult to 
sustain11. 
 
Given the significance of Russia’s role as the major energy supplier to many EU 
Member States, the Ukraine crisis has provoked a renewed attempt to establish 
an energy policy which will reduce Russia’s capacity to use the supply of gas as a 
political weapon.  General market conditions have so far favoured this approach, 
but it is hard to be so optimistic about the central element of the EU’s soft power 
strategy — support for the new Ukrainian regime. At the political level this 
started with declaratory policy, publicly endorsing the legitimacy of the newly 
elected president and parliament but at the same time requiring the reform of a 
corrupt political culture and a tradition of administrative incompetence. This 
was complemented by financial and economic assistance to an economy which 
lies on the brink of disaster, continually threatened by the conflict with Russia.  
 
The principal overall instrument of this approach has been the signing of the 
Association Agreement, which had been rejected by the previous Ukrainian 
administration. From the EU’s point of view this does, however, beg two 
questions in the longer term. First, can the EU sustain the economic capacity and 
political will to meet such an open-ended commitment? Does it not involve a 
programme of economic and political support on a larger scale than that 
currently experienced in the case of Greece? Also, how does it deal with 
Ukrainian expectations of future EU membership, in the context of “enlargement 
fatigue” within the Union, and Russia’s geopolitical neuroses outside it? 
 
Finally, the EU response to the crisis rests on the instrument of diplomatic 
persuasion. Here the EU works alongside other partners, especially of course the 
United States. Though the High Representative plays a facilitating role in seeking 
and maintaining consensus between the Member States, with regard to 
diplomacy at the highest level of authority the focus is on the Member States 
rather than the Union. The main “contact group” (the so-called “Normandy 
format”) consists of Ukraine, Russia and, for the EU, France and Germany.12 At 
first sight, this reflects both the traditional role of the Franco-German “motor of 
integration” and the two countries’ involvement in the early stages of the crisis.  
Although a signatory of the Budapest Memorandum, the United Kingdom stood 
aside (and thus avoided the domestic embarrassment of being seen to serve 
under the EU flag). In practice, the German chancellor has been de facto chief 
negotiator for the EU, both in face to face meetings and in numerous telephone 
contacts. However, in the face of a Russian stance which combines an air of 
injured innocence with a claim to the right to protect ethnic Russians wherever 
they may be found, diplomacy has proved to be less persuasive than facts on the 
ground. Persistence with the Minsk process – notwithstanding multiple and 

11On sanctions, see Drayer, I. and Luengo-Cabrera, J. (2015) Sanctions against 
“aggressors” – seven lessons, Alert No. 23, Paris: European Institute for Security 
Studies.  
12 The first face to face meeting of the respective leaders was at the D-day 
commemoration in Normandy, 6 June 2014. 
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ongoing breaches on the ground - has been the main diplomatic achievement so 
far.  
 
The politics of solidarity 
The EU’s response to the Ukraine crisis illustrates the importance of the extent of 
solidarity between the Member States. Agreement on a common interest 
assumes the existence of convergent interpretations of the issue at stake, but 
with regard to Ukraine a diversity of views has been evident.  To some extent 
this has a geographical basis. In the north east, the Baltic region includes three 
former Soviet Republics (Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania), a former satellite 
(Poland) and two neutrals (Finland, Sweden).  There is a lot of dark history here, 
and Estonia and Latvia with significant Russian minorities, and Lithuania and 
Poland – adjacent to the Russian exclave and military base in Kaliningrad – 
cannot take Russian claims lightly. It is not surprising if the current crisis is often 
viewed here in existential terms. 
 
At the other extreme, some Member States favour a mindset disposed to regard 
the crisis as a transient nuisance. The Hungarian premier has even displayed a 
“sneaking regard” for President Putin as a role model, an attitude seen in several 
Eurosceptic parties throughout the Union, advocating assertive nationalist 
leadership. More often this reflects a hard-headed focus on the Member State’s 
commercial interests, and in particular the degree of its dependence on Russia 
for the supply of energy resources. Here the price and availability of gas, and the 
location of pipelines, are the currency of the debate on sanctions policy.  
 
Some of this is seen in Germany, which as in so much of EU policy is the key 
Member State13. Although Russia is as dependent on the German demand for gas 
as Germany is on Russian supply, there are many significant and politically 
influential commercial interests at stake. Yet just as important (or more so?) is a 
foreign policy tradition of prioritising relations with Moscow. A disastrous 
confrontation in the first half of the last century was followed by a partitioned 
Germany’s Ostpolitik from the early 1970s which acted as an important driver of 
détente in the Cold War. The Chancellor’s early critics included a predecessor 
from this era, Helmut Schmidt, and her immediate predecessor, Gerhard 
Schroeder, who is directly involved with the development of a pipeline in the 
Baltic. It took time (and the MH17 disaster) to harden German opinion, and there 
remains a clearly articulated rejection of the militarisation of the conflict as well 
as a significant political constituency which is sensitive to Russian interests and 
motives. 
 
The other large Member States have also shaped sanctions policy by their 
reluctance to expose particular interests.  The United Kingdom (Russian assets in 
the City of London) and France (delivery of naval vessels to Russia) were only 
persuaded to increase the scope of sanctions in mid-July following the lead of the 
United States (much less dependent on Russia than the European countries) and 

13 For German foreign policy, see Murphy, P. (2015), Germany and Russia: A 
Difficult Partnership, Dublin: Institute of International and European Affairs. 
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partly in response to the loss of hundreds of lives in the destruction of the MH17 
airliner.  
 
If solidarity is clearly an essential prerequisite of credible policy, achieving it is 
the core of the EU’s foreign policy process.  The overtly pro-Russian attitude of 
the new Syriza-led Greek government in February 2014, suggesting a 
problematic linkage with the debate on the euro, serves to underline the point; 
lowest common denominator outcomes are more likely than not.   
 
What now?  (A) Scenarios for the Ukraine crisis  
It is hard to see a straightforward return to the status quo ante, if for no other 
reason than the annexation of Crimea – a territory which is claimed to have 
“sacred meaning” for President Putin and a large majority of his people. Also, the 
Maidan Revolution and the subsequent loss of life and destruction have 
ratcheted up the stakes for nation-building in Ukraine. The most that can be 
hoped for at this stage is the scenario implied in the Minsk agreements – a 
negotiated resolution of the Donbas rebellion and the restoration of sovereign 
Ukrainian control of its international frontier in that region. 
 
At the malign end of the spectrum of possible future scenarios is a further 
escalation of the conflict to a situation sometimes referred to as a “new cold 
war”. This label demands an important qualification. While the old Cold War 
introduced an ideological antagonism into the global order, Russia does not now 
possess a messianic appeal or a global network of satellite states or allies. It is 
reduced to a role of a major regional player. What it still does possess, however, 
is that badge of geopolitical superiority, a nuclear military force. President Putin 
has already revealed that he had been prepared to put his forces on nuclear alert 
during the annexation of Crimea, and has announced plans to increase his 
arsenal of intercontinental ballistic missiles14. This may be sabre-rattling – 
Russia has no interest in participating in a nuclear exchange – but the prospect of 
escalation to another sterile confrontation in terms of the language of mutually 
assured destruction – a sort of “MAD minus Marx” scenario – still cannot be ruled 
out.  Even if we take at face value the repeated insistence by all governments 
party to the dispute that there is no military solution, there remains a real risk of 
“bottom-up” escalation in the activities of paramilitary groups. 
 
A less threatening but still unappealing prospect is that of a “frozen conflict”, a 
pattern of uneasy mutual suspicion punctuated by crises but without leading to a 
resolution of the issues. Expectations of such an outcome are common; one 
participant in the hybrid war envisages it as “many years of an Ulster-like 
scenario”15.  The Russian president does not seem to be interested in annexing 
the Donbas; for him it may suffice to continue to destabilise the Ukraine regime 
with a policy that exerts maximum leverage for minimum cost, and one which 
can be turned on and off as circumstances require – from a Russian perspective. 
 

14 Press reports, 15 March 2015 and 16 June 2015. 
15 Wilson (2014) op cit, p.143. 
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As of now (mid-September 2015) the best hope for a more positive scenario is 
the fact that at least the space for diplomatic negotiation exists, if increasingly 
precariously. The potential of the United Nations Security Council may be 
hostage to the veto power of its five permanent members, four of which are 
parties to the conflict but the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in 
Europe (OSCE) can fill this gap to some extent. This surviving element of the 
European security order already chairs a contact group with Russia and Ukraine, 
and facilitated agreement on the Minsk ceasefires. It monitors the situation on 
the ground, but has a minimal presence on the border with Russia16. But six 
months after Minsk II, the ceasefire is still not in force, incursions and shooting 
continue on a near daily basis, and there is little sign of substantive negotiations 
on its political aspects. This delay suggests the conflict is still frozen, as we 
approach the deadline for full implementation at the end of the year.  
 
What now?  (B) Implications for the European Union. 
Some eighteen months after the annexation of Crimea, with all that event implied 
for the European security order, it is perhaps too early to ask whether it has 
served as a transformative shock to the EU or has the policy response been just 
more of the same? Unlike some of the other major challenges the Union faces, for 
example the fate of the euro or the referendum on British membership, there has 
been little talk about treaty change. The recent proposal by the president of the 
Commission, Jean-Claude Juncker, that it was time to consider the creation of a 
European army, was the nearest suggestion of radical reform17. But this kite 
failed to fly far. Moreover, looking ahead to the British referendum a European 
army is one of the least likely demands to be made by London. 
 
If there has been no sign as yet of major “constitutional” change, there has been 
some adaption to the detail of the “rules of the game”. The choice of the High 
Representative, in what is something of a political lottery, contingent on the 
allocation of other EU posts across Member States, political alignment and 
gender, produced a High Representative with a considerable background in 
foreign policy in the context of parliamentary and party politics, but only a few 
months of executive experience as Italian foreign minister. This was arguably a 
more promising profile than her immediate predecessor, but far from that of the 
first HR, an experienced foreign minister and former Secretary General of NATO. 
 
However, any deficit in executive experience may be compensated by the fact 
that the High Representative, who is also a Vice-President of the Commission, 
now operates in a more coherent policy process. A cluster of Commissioners 
with foreign policy relevance (trade, enlargement and neighbourhood policy, 
international cooperation and development, humanitarian assistance and crisis 
management) is answerable to Ms. Mogherini. This complements her managerial 
authority in the Foreign Affairs Council.  Also, the new President of the Council, 
Donald Tusk, an experienced Polish Prime Minister, has an international 

16 On the OSCE’s role, see Lessons learned for the OSCE from its engagement in 
Ukraine, Interim Report and Recommendations of the Panel of Eminent Persons 
on European Security as a Common Project, OSCE June 2015. 
17 Press reports, 8 March 2015. 
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presence, and so far as relations with Russia are concerned, is sometimes seen as 
the hawk to Ms. Mogherini’s dove. Yet the lead role in diplomatic contacts clearly 
remains with a small number of national leaders assisted by their foreign 
ministers. 
 
The way the game is played raises more intractable questions on matters of 
substance.  Since Minsk II it has been tempting to see the Ukrainian crisis in 
terms of “all quiet on the eastern front”. The issue has to some degree been 
overtaken by two other major challenges to the solidarity of the EU - the 
increasing chaos in the middle east and northern Africa and the consequent 
plight of refugees fleeing to Europe, followed by the divisive negotiations on a 
third Greek bailout within the euro. If Russia has not budged on the Ukraine 
issue, at least potential collateral damage has been avoided on other major 
issues, notably with regard to cooperation to prevent nuclear proliferation by 
Iran. 
 
However, this may be a deceptive pause, as the deadline for full implementation 
of Minsk II approaches. As we have seen, that requires the Ukrainian government 
being in physical control of its frontier with the Russian Federation, which in 
turn requires a wholescale political and constitutional resolution of the rebellion 
in eastern Ukraine. Neither condition seems close to realisation at this stage. The 
EU has renewed its sanctions up to the start of 2016, but decision on a further 
extension – the benchmark of EU solidarity – would be fraught if the fate of the 
Minsk agreements is negative or even ambiguous.  
 
All of this suggests that a continuation of intensive diplomatic persuasion will be 
necessary (including through whatever back-channels are available). It is a tall 
order to deflate the bubble of Russian paranoia and hubris, put Ukraine back 
together and provide the basis for a general recalibration of the European 
security order. The jury is still out in the trial between the EU’s hybrid diplomacy 
and Russia’s hybrid war. 
 
 
What now?  (C) The implications for Ireland. 
For a small state like Ireland, conducting foreign policy within the EU is arguably 
as good as it gets.  A rule-bound policy process with access to partners large and 
small and a wide range of information; shared values forming a basis for the 
definition of common interests; the possibility of building alliances to promote 
particular policies; a multiplier of influence – these advantages are either not 
available or more difficult to attain in broader settings such as the United 
Nations, or from an isolated stance.  
 
Of course, there is an obvious and inescapable downside.  As in all groups of 
formally sovereign states the influence of larger states has greater weight – size 
still matters. Although they too are constrained by the rules of the game, the 
overall format of a tour de table of 28 Member States may not favour full 
discussion of all issues, and smaller states will more often than not put up with 
being followers rather than leaders.  However, it is the case that smaller Member 
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States frequently develop “niche” areas of foreign policy or in taking up specific 
issues or causes and effectively promoting them with partners. 
 
Ireland has been comfortable with the value-oriented nature of EU policy and the 
emphasis on soft power. Programmes of development assistance, humanitarian 
aid, the promotion of human rights and the provision of peace support missions 
blending civilian and military elements, are all consistent with our national 
traditions. However, the Ukrainian crisis is a geopolitical challenge reflecting 
negative trends in international politics – blockage by veto in the UN Security 
Council, collateral diplomatic damage to EU-Russian cooperation, a lower 
priority for the promotion of human rights, the economic costs of sanctions and 
the risk of overall damage to economic recovery. This raises an awkward 
question: are we still in our comfort zone? 
 
Since the annexation of Crimea in March 2014, Ireland’s parliamentary and 
general media treatment of foreign policy has more often been focused on other 
concerns – in the summer of 2014 on the tragedy of Gaza and throughout this 
year on the increasing drama of refugees in the Mediterranean region. These are 
undoubtedly major issues, touching directly on a tradition of responding to 
humanitarian disasters with the instruments of soft power. But in looking south, 
are we failing to look east? There is a humanitarian crisis there too, as well as a 
major geopolitical conundrum. There are some striking parallels between 
Ireland’s difficult history with a domineering big neighbour and the predicament 
which Ukraine finds itself in today; in both cases there are memories of famine 
and the continuing strains of divided societies. 
 
However, up to now our geographical remoteness from the “frontline” of the 
Ukraine crisis and a relative freedom from dependence on Russian energy 
resources have allowed us to absorb the costs of sanctions without political 
controversy. This may change as the negative effects of Russia’s retaliatory 
sanctions on agricultural products make an impact at the EU level, but so far the 
government’s position of “loyal Member State” has been maintained with a fairly 
low profile. 
 
All of this has tended to overlook the fact that the question of territorial defence 
and tensions between the major powers in Europe are back on the agenda for the 
first time since the Cold War. If this has posed questions for NATO it has also 
renewed interest in what it means not to be a member of the alliance.  So far, that 
status has been raised in two contexts. First, it is quite widely mooted as a 
necessary condition for Ukraine in any successful negotiations with Russia 
(though many Ukranians will find this extremely hard to swallow, given their 
recent history).  
 
A different debate is taking place in Finland and Sweden, where the question of 
joining NATO has been on the agenda since the crisis started. As the Russian 
military has ostentatiously set out to test their neighbours’ national defences 
through unannounced and unauthorised military overflights, submarine 
manoeuvres and “war games”, both Finland and Sweden have sought and 
secured “enhanced” relations with NATO and closer regional defence 
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cooperation with EU and non-EU partners. Official threat assessments do not 
envisage a direct attack on their national territories, but concern about regional 
security is evident. In both countries, public opinion polls suggest a tentative 
shift towards support for joining the alliance. 
 
Meanwhile, the EU’s other Baltic member states look to strengthen their NATO 
membership: making the Alliance’s security guarantees stronger, more visible 
and more tangible. The vulnerability of Estonia and Latvia, with large 
Russophone minorities, and Lithuania, bordering Kaliningrad, comes too close 
for comfort to replicating the Ukrainian pattern of asymmetric togetherness. The 
Baltic region is, therefore, very much on the front line. 
 
Are there any parallels with Irish experience? Considering the predicament of 
small states in the shadow of much more powerful neighbours in stressful 
circumstances, De Valera’s “certain consideration” for Britain during the Second 
World War comes to mind. However, more recent Irish debates on what is now 
generally referred to in Europe as “military non-alignment” — but which we still 
describe as “military neutrality” — have rarely reflected practical strategic 
realities18. In any case, membership of the European Union involves no 
compelling pressure to change this stance, whatever we call it, so long as NATO 
covers territorial defence. 
 
Nevertheless, the Ukraine crisis has been an important factor leading to a more 
explicit consideration of Ireland’s security environment. The recent White Paper 
on Defence states that “the probability of a conventional attack on Ireland is 
currently assessed as low. However, any potential conflicts affecting Member 
States of the EU presents (sic) serious concerns for Ireland and the future 
outlook is likely to remain unpredictable in the coming years19. Arguably, what 
membership of the EU requires in this context is solidarity with other members, 
on the basis of those EU policies which have been agreed to that end. In so far as 
that includes support for Ukraine, Ireland can mobilise both state and NGO 
assets in the fields of conflict resolution, administrative reform and 
humanitarian aid. With regard to the more controversial measures, particularly 
sanctions against Russia, our support for EU policy suggests that it is a case of so 
far, so good; but whether this support is well-grounded in parliamentary politics 
and broader public opinion is open to question.  
 
One of the measures taken by Sweden is a unilateral declaration of solidarity, to 
make it clear to third parties, to its partners and, perhaps above all to its own 
public, that military non-alignment does not mean indifference to the plight of 

18 As a consequence of EU treaty reforms, military neutrality has what amounts 
to constitutional protection, in that any change (in the EU context) requires a 
referendum. The policy is described in a recent official document – in bold type – 
as a “core element of Irish foreign policy”. This is presented as a self-evident and 
presumably desirable fact, without further explanation: see The Global Island: 
Ireland’s Foreign Policy for a Changing World, p. 29. Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade, Dublin 2015.   
19 White Paper on Defence, August 2015, Chapter 2.4. 
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EU partners, particularly the smaller and more vulnerable. Notwithstanding the 
particular characteristics of Sweden’s strategic situation, both Sweden and 
Ireland share a common interest in the restoration of the European security 
order. The volatility of the situation in Ukraine, the complexity of EU foreign 
policy making, the precarious nature of the EU’s response to date and the high 
stakes involved arguably require a more broadly considered and proactive 
approach in this country too. In the long term, the Ukraine crisis is about our 
own regional security environment. 
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Annex  
 
Minsk II 
 
1. Immediate and comprehensive ceasefire in certain areas of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions of 
Ukraine and its strict implementation as of 15 February 2015, 12am local time. 
 
2. Withdrawal of all heavy weapons by both sides by equal distances in order to create a security zone 
of at least 50km wide from each other for the artillery systems of caliber of 100 and more, a security 
zone of 70km wide for MLRS and 140km wide for MLRS Tornado-S, Uragan, Smerch and Tactical 
Missile Systems (Tochka, Tochka U): 
-for the Ukrainian troops: from the de facto line of contact; 
-for the armed formations from certain areas of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions of Ukraine: from the 
line of contact according to the Minsk Memorandum of Sept. 19th, 2014; 
The withdrawal of the heavy weapons as specified above is to start on day 2 of the ceasefire at the 
latest and be completed within 14 days. 
The process shall be facilitated by the OSCE and supported by the Trilateral Contact Group. 
 
3. Ensure effective monitoring and verification of the ceasefire regime and the withdrawal of heavy 
weapons by the OSCE from day 1 of the withdrawal, using all technical equipment necessary, 
including satellites, drones, radar equipment, etc. 
 
4. Launch a dialogue, on day 1 of the withdrawal, on modalities of local elections in accordance with 
Ukrainian legislation and the Law of Ukraine “On interim local self-government order in certain areas 
of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions” as well as on the future regime of these areas based on this law. 
Adopt promptly, by no later than 30 days after the date of signing of this document a Resolution of the 
Parliament of Ukraine specifying the area enjoying a special regime, under the Law of Ukraine “On 
interim self-government order in certain areas of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions”, based on the line 
of the Minsk Memorandum of September 19, 2014. 
 
5. Ensure pardon and amnesty by enacting the law prohibiting the prosecution and punishment of 
persons in connection with the events that took place in certain areas of the Donetsk and Luhansk 
regions of Ukraine.  
 
6. Ensure release and exchange of all hostages and unlawfully detained persons, based on the principle 
“all for all”. This process is to be finished on the day 5 after the withdrawal at the latest. 
 
7. Ensure safe access, delivery, storage, and distribution of humanitarian assistance to those in need, on 
the basis of an international mechanism. 
 
8. Definition of modalities of full resumption of socio-economic ties, including social transfers such as 
pension payments and other payments (incomes and revenues, timely payments of all utility bills, 
reinstating taxation within the legal framework of Ukraine).  
To this end, Ukraine shall reinstate control of the segment of its banking system in the conflict-affected 
areas and possibly an international mechanism to facilitate such transfers shall be established. 
 
9. Reinstatement of full control of the state border by the government of Ukraine throughout the 
conflict area, starting on day 1 after the local elections and ending after the comprehensive political 
settlement (local elections in certain areas of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions on the basis of the Law 
of Ukraine and constitutional reform) to be finalized by the end of 2015, provided that paragraph 11 
has been implemented in consultation with and upon agreement by representatives of certain areas of 
the Donetsk and Luhansk regions in the framework of the Trilateral Contact Group.  
 
10. Withdrawal of all foreign armed formations, military equipment, as well as mercenaries from the 
territory of Ukraine under monitoring of the OSCE. Disarmament of all illegal groups. 
 
11. Carrying out constitutional reform in Ukraine with a new constitution entering into force by the end 
of 2015 providing for decentralization as a key element (including a reference to the specificities of 
certain areas in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions, agreed with the representatives of these areas), as 
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well as adopting permanent legislation on the special status of certain areas of the Donetsk and 
Luhansk regions in line with measures as set out in the footnote until the end of 2015.  
 
12. Based on the Law of Ukraine “On interim local self-government order in certain areas of the 
Donetsk and Luhansk regions”, questions related to local elections will be discussed and agreed upon 
with representatives of certain areas of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions in the framework of the 
Trilateral Contact Group. Elections will be held in accordance with relevant OSCE standards and 
monitored by OSCE/ODIHR. 
 
13. Intensify the work of the Trilateral Contact Group including through the establishment of working 
groups on the implementation of relevant aspects of the Minsk agreements. They will reflect the 
composition of the Trilateral Contact Group.  
 
Participants of the Trilateral Contact Group: 
Ambassador Heidi Tagliavini___________________ 
Second President of Ukraine, L. D. Kuchma___________________ 
Ambassador of the Russian Federation 
to Ukraine, M. Yu. Zurabov___________________ 
A.W. Zakharchenko___________________ 
I.W. Plotnitski___________________ 
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