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Who wants to arm Ukraine?

SUMMARY

Against the backdrop of the intensifying conflict in eastern Ukraine, Kyiv's calls for
defensive military assistance are becoming increasingly urgent. Ahead of the peace
talks in Minsk on 11 February, where Ukraine, Russia, France and Germany plan to
negotiate a peace deal after months of fighting, fears of an escalation of the already
violent conflict are mounting.

Russia denies accusations by Western countries and Ukraine that Moscow is sending
troops to eastern Ukraine and supplying the rebels, and Putin has warned the West
that sending arms to Ukraine could worsen the crisis. Although US President Barack
Obama and German Chancellor Angela Merkel agreed to continue sanctions and
diplomatic measures, pressure in the US to send defensive weapons to Ukraine is
increasing. Some EU countries – including Germany, France, the UK, and Finland –
remain very cautious in the face of these demands, warning that sending weapons to
Ukraine could escalate the conflict. Lithuania and Estonia, however, have spoken out
in favour of sending arms to Ukraine, and Poland has signalled support for the US
position, albeit stating that military support would be 'worth avoiding'.

On a similar note, experts from renowned think-tanks are divided on the issue. While
some believe that the West should not provide arms to Ukraine, arguing that the West
still needs Russia as a partner, others warn that Russia could be preparing for 'another
major Russian/separatist offensive' in Ukraine, and thus urge direct military assistance
in the form of defensive lethal weapons.

In this briefing:
 Kyiv's calls for military assistance
 Looming rifts ahead of Minsk talks
 Mounting pressure to arm Ukraine
 Should the West arm Ukraine? Experts

differ
 Main references



EPRS Who wants to arm Ukraine?

Members' Research Service Page 2 of 4

Kyiv's calls for military assistance
Ukraine's President Petro Poroshenko has repeatedly urged military assistance from
Western countries. He has specifically called for defensive weapons, communications
equipment and counterbattery radar in order to counter pro-Moscow separatists, who
are constantly being re-armed.1

Ahead of the 11 February peace talks in Minsk, and against a backdrop of intensifying
conflict in eastern Ukraine, Western leaders disagree on whether or not to provide
defensive arms to Ukraine.

Germany, France, the UK and Finland have responded cautiously to the growing
demand in the US to send lethal weapons to Ukraine, warning that this could escalate
the conflict. On the other hand, Estonia and Lithuania favour arming Ukraine, while
Poland seems to have modified its previous supportive stance. Experts also have
diverging views on the matter.

EU postpones sanctions to give talks 'a chance'
On 9 February, the European Union's Foreign Ministers adopted sanctions against an
additional 19 persons and nine entities from Russia, but agreed to delay
implementation until 16 February in view of the planned peace talks. EU High
Representative, Federica Mogherini, stated that, 'In order to give space for our
diplomatic efforts in these hours to be developed with the maximum of chances for
success, we decided unanimously, united, to put the entry into force of the measures on
hold until Monday 16 February, as we believe it is our duty to give this attempt that we
are doing a chance'.

Looming rifts ahead of Minsk talks
While opponents of arming Ukraine prefer sanctions and diplomatic measures, arguing
that lethal weaponry would only escalate the conflict, supporters say that Russia's
aggression in eastern Ukraine calls for defensive weapons supply from the West.

Obama delays final decision on Ukraine, supporting Merkel's diplomatic efforts
Speaking at a 9 February joint press conference in Washington, DC, with German
Chancellor, Angela Merkel, US President, Barack Obama, said he was looking at 'all
options' and continued to 'encourage' a diplomatic solution, adding that he had not yet
decided whether or not to arm Ukraine against Russian-backed rebels. Obama said that
he and Merkel had agreed that sanctions must stay, and that Moscow's isolation would
worsen if it continued on its current course. For him, 'The measure by which I make
these decisions is: Is it more likely to be effective than not?'

Speaking at the Munich Security Conference on 7 February, Merkel opposed arming
Kyiv: 'I understand the debate but I believe that more weapons will not lead to the
progress Ukraine needs. I really doubt that.' Merkel argues that sending weapons to
Ukraine could escalate the already violent conflict, a position echoed by French
President, François Hollande. Finnish Prime Minister, Alexander Stubb, has also rejected
calls for arming Ukraine, citing the importance of avoiding a full-blown military conflict.
British Foreign Secretary, Philip Hammond did not feel that, 'supply of arms would be a
helpful contribution' at present, adding that, 'the focus must be on finding a political
solution'. Russian defence analysts argue that Moscow would perceive military aid to
Ukraine as a declaration of war and trigger an escalation in the conflict.

http://carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceurope/?fa=59004
http://eeas.europa.eu/statements-eeas/2015/150209_02_en.htm
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/02/09/remarks-president-obama-and-chancellor-merkel-joint-press-conference
http://www.bundesregierung.de/Content/DE/Rede/2015/02/2015-02-07-merkel-sicherheitskonferenz.html
http://www.helsinkitimes.fi/finland/finland-news/domestic/13230-stubb-rejects-proposal-to-arm-ukraine.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/ukraine/11397900/Ukraine-crisis-Do-not-try-to-scare-Putin-warns-Merkel.html
http://www.themoscowtimes.com/business/article/u-s-military-aid-to-ukraine-would-be-declaration-of-proxy-war-russian-defense-analysts/515654.html
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Lamberto Zannier, Secretary-General of the Organisation for Security and Co-operation
in Europe (OSCE), said in Munich that he supported reform and non-lethal support to
the Ukrainian army. But he warned against supplying lethal weaponry, arguing that this
could lead to an expansion of the conflict: 'the risk is that this will strengthen a narrative
we are seeing already appear on the side of the separatists, that they are fighting a war
against NATO and against the West'.

Mounting pressure in the US and the EU to arm Ukraine
While the Obama administration officially remains opposed to arming Ukraine, more
and more voices within the Republican-controlled Congress argue that diplomatic
means have failed, since Russia has ignored the September 2014 Minsk ceasefire
agreement, and accuse Obama of being weak and indecisive. According to Republican
Senator John McCain, speaking in Munich, unless the West boosts its support to
Ukraine, Putin could seize the port of Mariupol in eastern Ukraine with a view to
creating a land bridge from Russia proper to Crimea, which the Kremlin annexed in
March 2014. The US Senate and House unanimously passed legislation in December
that authorised arms supplies for Kiev. Obama signed the measure, but he can still
decide whether or when to implement it. However, congressional aides said on
9 February that the Democratic and Republican leaders of the House of
Representatives' Armed Services Committee are drafting legislation seeking to commit
the US government to providing 'defensive lethal assistance' for Ukraine.

The pressure on the Obama administration to supply Ukraine's army with weapons is
supported not only by an increasing number of high-ranking officials from within the
administration itself – including Secretary of State, John Kerry – but also by EU countries
such as Estonia and Lithuania. Linas Linkevičius, the Lithuanian Foreign Minister stated
on 9 February that arming Ukraine is a 'logical move', adding that, although 'no one
wants war', 'we cannot trust a single word of Russian leadership'.

Estonia's President Toomas Hendrik Ilves said on 3 February that, 'If we take into
account the fact that Ukraine is defending itself with 20 to 30-year old weapons, it's
clear that Ukraine will be the one that loses the war'. Warsaw's position is less clear.
While Poland's Defence Minister and Deputy Prime Minister, Tomasz Siemoniak, has
previously stated that Warsaw supports the US position and is 'not afraid of cooperation
with Ukraine in the military area', he told Polish media on 10 February that, 'Supplying
arms to Ukraine is the last potential option, and it is worth avoiding it'.

Should the West arm Ukraine? Experts differ
International experts from renowned think-tanks represent a variety of views on the
issue, from opposition to arming Ukraine to full support for lethal weapons. Among the
most prominent voices, the following main lines illustrate the breadth of the debate:

 Asked by Carnegie Europe's Judy Dempsey, Federiga Bindi, Senior fellow at the Center
for Transatlantic Relations at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International
Studies, clearly opposes, as 'an approach consisting only of sticks will (...) only reinforce
Russian President Vladimir Putin domestically'. She concludes that 'Western nations
must be realistic and not let pride guide them. The West still needs Russia as a partner
– to achieve peace in the Middle East, to fight international and cyber terrorism, to
help contain China (rather than let the two become allies), and even to go back and
forth from the International Space Station. Arming Ukraine could just be the last straw
that leads to world disaster. The West should keep calm and think again.'

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/feb/08/arming-ukraine-army-escalate-conflict-ocse
http://my.chicagotribune.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/08/world/europe/divisions-on-display-over-western-response-to-ukraine-at-security-conference.html
http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/02/09/us-ukraine-crisis-congress-weapons-idUSKBN0LD26820150209
http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/02/09/us-ukraine-crisis-congress-weapons-idUSKBN0LD26820150209
http://www.bloombergview.com/articles/2015-02-09/kerry-tells-lawmakers-he-s-for-arming-ukraine
http://www.nasdaq.com/article/arming-ukraine-is-a-logical-move-says-lithuania-minister-20150209-00083
http://www.euronews.com/2015/02/09/eu-delays-sanctions-amid-push-for-ukraine-peace/
http://www.helsinkitimes.fi/finland/finland-news/domestic/13230-stubb-rejects-proposal-to-arm-ukraine.html
http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/02/10/us-ukraine-crisis-poland-arms-idUSKBN0LE0GA20150210
http://carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceurope/?fa=58959
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 Samuel Greene, director of the King's Russia Institute at King's College, London,
argues that: 'Rather than ratchet up the violence in Ukraine’s eastern Donbas region,
the West should invest more heavily in isolating Russian President Vladimir Putin,
making it clear to Beijing, New Delhi, and São Paolo, as well as Astana and Yerevan,
that they have no common cause with a government that revels in such a bloodbath.
Should the front push farther to the south and west, this calculation may change (...).
Until then, better to speak softly but firmly, saving the big stick for later.'

 In a report published by the influential independent think-tank, Brookings Institution,
eight experts and 'former practitioners' from different US think-tanks warn that
Russia could be preparing for another major Russian/separatist offensive in Ukraine.
They argue that, 'Russian success would fatally undermine Ukraine's stability and
embolden the Kremlin to further challenge the security order in Europe', tempting
President Putin to use his 'doctrine' of protecting ethnic Russians and Russian
speakers in the Baltic States, 'provoking a direct challenge to NATO'. The report
concludes that the West needs to bolster deterrence in Ukraine, urging direct
military assistance in the form of defensive lethal weapons, adding that former
Eastern-Bloc countries like Poland and the Baltic States should deliver weapons to
Ukraine, because their weapons are compatible with Ukraine's arms.

Main references
Joint Press Conference: President Obama and Chancellor Merkel, 9 February 2015

Munich Security Conference (highlights), 6-8 February 2015

'Preserving Ukraine’s Independence, Resisting Russian Aggression: What the United States and
NATO Must Do' Brookings report, February 2015

Carnegie Europe: Should the West arm Ukraine? 4 February 2015

Endnotes
1 Speaking at the Munich Security Conference on 7 February, Poroshenko argued that diplomacy had to be backed up

by strong defences. He ruled out making any further territorial concession in return for a ceasefire: 'The Minsk
accord is not a buffet in the Bayerischer Hof,' he said, referring to the conference venue.
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