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Russia–Ukraine stand-off ends – For now 
After a period of relative calm, the seven-year-old conflict in eastern Ukraine is heating up again. On the Russian 
side of the border, recent mass deployments of troops and weapons, now ended, led to fears that Moscow was 
considering further military aggression against Kyiv. The EU and its Western partners have expressed concern 
about escalating tensions, and affirmed their strong support for Ukraine.  

A deteriorating situation in Donetsk and Luhansk regions 
Fighting between Ukrainian government forces and pro-Russia separatists in the Donetsk and Luhansk 
regions has already cost 14 000 lives. After a renewed ceasefire in July 2020, the second half of 2020 saw a 
sharp decline in the intensity of violence. Unfortunately, this positive trend was reversed in 2021, with at 
least 30 Ukrainian military casualties since the beginning of the year, compared to 50 in the whole of 2020. 
The number of ceasefire violations is also rising, peaking at 1 642 on 15 April 2021. Meanwhile, the 
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) Special Monitoring Mission to Ukraine (SMM) 
has reported significant obstacles to its work. On several occasions, SMM monitors were denied passage 
through checkpoints by pro-Russian separatists. Unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs, drones), which the SMM 
uses to observe areas non-accessible to ground patrols, were targeted by very frequent GPS signal 
interference and (in the case of mini-UAVs) small-arms fire. Such obstructions make it harder to gain an 
accurate picture of the security situation, thus allowing disinformation to spread. 

Russia’s military build-up along the border with Ukraine 
In parallel with the deteriorating situation in eastern Ukraine, observers recorded large-scale military 
movements since March 2021 on the Russian side of the border, bringing troops and weapons from all parts 
of the country to regions adjoining Ukraine. Newly deployed weapons included tanks, air defence systems, 
and nuclear-capable Iskander missiles. Ten navy vessels, including landing craft and artillery warships, were 
moved from the Caspian Sea to the Black Sea. Moscow had already had a substantial military presence in 
the region (including 28 000 troops in Crimea, which Putin boasts of having turned into a fortress), and an 
estimated 3 000 Russian officers and military instructors in separatist areas of eastern Ukraine. On 13 April, 
Ukraine claimed that Russia had deployed an additional 20-25 000 troops since March, bringing the total to 

80 000, split more or less evenly between Crimea and the 
Voronezh region to the north-east of Ukraine. On 19 April, the 
High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy and Vice-President of the European Commission (HR/VP), 
Josep Borrell, cited undisclosed sources which claimed that this 
number had reached 100 000. These are some of Russia’s largest 
troop movements since 2014, and they were carried out without 
even a pretence of transparency, violating Moscow’s international 
commitment (under the Vienna Document) to inform other OSCE 
countries of major military activities in advance.  
The military build-up was accompanied by several ominous 
statements. While presidential spokesperson Dmitry Peskov 
insisted that Russia’s troop movements were exercises which did 
not threaten Ukraine, Foreign Affairs Minister Sergei Lavrov 
threatened that any attempts to start a new war in eastern Ukraine 
could end up destroying the country. The rhetoric in pro-Kremlin 
media also became increasingly bellicose, with dire warnings of an 
impending genocide. According to Dmitry Kozak, Putin’s deputy 
chief of staff, there was a risk of Ukrainian forces carrying out a 
Srebrenica-type massacre in Donbass. Given that Moscow has 
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granted citizenship to nearly 200 000 residents of Ukrainian separatist regions, there were fears that Russia 
might launch the same kind of armed intervention in eastern Ukraine as its 2008 attack on Georgia, on the 
pretext of protecting compatriots. Such an intervention would tie in with Russia’s 2014 Military Doctrine, 
which argues that Russia has a legitimate right to use its armed forces to protect its citizens living abroad. 
On 22 April, Russian Defence Minister Sergey Shoigu announced an end to the exercises, and said that 
troops would return to their permanent bases. However, heavy weapons will stay in place in preparation 
for more exercises later in the year. 

What were Russia’s intentions?  
Russia claimed that its military movements were part of routine drills to test how ready its armed forces 
were for combat, in response to the threat of an allegedly intensifying NATO presence close to its borders. 
It is certainly not the first time that the Russian military has carried out large and threatening manoeuvres. 
However, for several weeks there were worrying signs that Russia might in fact be preparing to invade 
eastern Ukraine – perhaps in order to give Crimea (which currently faces crippling water shortages 
following a Ukrainian blockade) access to freshwater supplies, or to create a land connection between the 
peninsula and Russia, through seizure of Ukraine’s Azov Sea coast. Escalating violence would also have been 
a convenient pretext for Russia to deploy 'peacekeepers', giving it an official presence in eastern Ukraine. 
On the other hand, many observers were sceptical that Russia would launch a full-on attack against Ukraine, 
noting that the high costs (for example, of additional Western sanctions) were likely to outweigh the 
potential strategic gains. Moscow’s sabre-rattling may therefore have been a bluff, aimed at discouraging 
Ukraine and the West from further rapprochement, or as a response to Kyiv’s recent actions to curb Russian 
influence, for example by closing three pro-Russia Ukrainian TV channels. Russia may also be hoping to 
force concessions from Ukraine on a special status for the separatist territories.  
Russia’s domestic situation also likely plays a role. Its economy is stagnating, and February 2021 saw some 
of its largest protests ever, triggered by anger over elite corruption and the arrest of opposition activist 
Alexey Navalny. Although Putin and his United Russia party are still ahead in opinion polls, their lead is 
gradually shrinking. For United Russia, which currently holds nearly three-quarters of seats, winning 
anything less than a solid majority in the September parliamentary elections would be seen as an 
unprecedented defeat. In a context of escalating tensions, Russia’s allegations of a NATO military build-up – 
one of the pretexts for the manoeuvres – could help to rally public opinion behind Putin, in the same way 
that annexing Crimea boosted his approval rating in 2014.  

EU and international reactions  
Analysts suggested that as Putin’s goals were not clear, the best way to protect peace was to make the cost 
of further military, hidden or open, escalation higher to Russia. In this line, French President Emmanuel 
Macron called for defining clear red lines, breaking of which would activate sanctions. While confirming 
that there was currently no move towards further sanctions on Russia, HR/VP Josep Borrell added that the 
situation may change, recognising that the risk of further escalation was evident. In a meeting of the 
European Parliament’s Subcommittee on Security and Defence, Ukrainian Minister of Defence Andrii Taran 
stated that granting a NATO Membership Action Plan to Ukraine, as envisaged at NATO's Bucharest Summit, 
would be another strong signal preventing further escalation. EU foreign ministers met with their Ukrainian 
counterpart, Dmytro Kuleba, on 19 April 2021. The Council expressed its strong support for Ukraine’s 
sovereignty and territorial integrity, commended Ukraine's restrained response and urged Russia to de-
escalate. Earlier, G7 foreign ministers together with the HR/VP, as well as NATO, expressed their worries. The 
US sanctions against Russia also cover entities connected to Crimea. While supporting recent US sanctions 
on Russia, NATO also explicitly referred to Russian anti-Ukrainian activities. These strong announcements 
were preceded by the US President’s call with Vladimir Putin, during which Joe Biden called on Russia to 
de-escalate tensions and proposed a US-Russia summit 'to discuss the full range of issues'. It is not clear if 
Ukraine was to be on the agenda, but the proposal was refused. The Normandy group (France, Germany, 
Ukraine, Russia) met at advisers’ level on 19 April to conduct confidential negotiations. President Zelensky 
has expressed openness to a Normandy format summit, besides inviting Vladimir Putin to Donbas for 
bilateral talks. The latter invitation met with a cool response from the Russian President. 
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