
 
EU-Russia relations under strain: what are the
causes?
 
Russia’s military attack on Ukraine  is just one of the latest sources of tension in the
country’s relations with the EU. Find out more.
 

EU-Russia relations have become increasingly strained over the past decade, not least because
of the Kremlin’s interference in Ukraine following its 2014 annexation of Crimea. The Russian
government’s support for separatists in eastern Ukraine and Russia’s military intervention in
Syria have only exacerbated matters. Another source of tension is Russia’s disinformation
campaigns and cyber-attacks, as well as attempts to interfere in Western democratic processes.
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A Ukrainian Military Forces serviceman walks along a  trench on the frontline with the Russia-backed separatists  ©AFP/Anatolii
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https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/ukraine
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/syria/20160930STO44539/hell-on-earth-meps-debate-aleppo-and-role-of-russia-in-syria-conflict
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/syria/20160930STO44539/hell-on-earth-meps-debate-aleppo-and-role-of-russia-in-syria-conflict
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/disinformation
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/disinformation


Ukraine 
The EU and various western countries have pledged their support to Ukraine following Russia’s
massing of troops along the country’s borders in December 2021 and January 2022. In a
resolution adopted in December 2021, the European Parliament called on Russia to withdraw its
troops threatening Ukraine and said any aggression by Moscow must come at a high economic
and political price.
 
Members of Parliament’s foreign affairs committee and security and defence subcommittee
went on a fact-finding mission to Ukraine from 30 January to 1 February 2022.
 
This is far from the first time that the Parliament’s has pushed back against Russian interference
in the country and supported Ukraine’s wish for closer ties with the EU.
 
In a resolution adopted on 29 April 2021, Parliament expressed grave concerns about the large
Russian military build-up at the border with Ukraine and in illegally occupied Crimea. MEPs
warned that the price for a Russian invasion of Ukraine would be severe. They also condemned
the involvement of Russian intelligence services in the 2014 explosion of an ammunitions depot
in the Czech Republic and again reiterated their call for the immediate and unconditional
release of opposition leader Alexei Navalny.
 
On 15 September 2021, Parliament adopted a resolution stating the EU must push back against
aggressive policies while laying the groundwork for cooperation with a future democratic Russia.
 
 
 
MEPs called for a united response and voiced support for Ukraine in a debate on EU-Russia
relations, European security and Russia’s military threat against Ukraine on 16 February 2022.
Parliament President Roberta Metsola and the political group leaders also issued a statement
on the situation in Ukraine.
 
 
On 22 February, leading MEPs strongly condemned Russian President's Vladimir Putin's
recognition of the non-government controlled areas of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts of Ukraine
as independent entities.
 
 
Two days after that, Parliament President Roberta Metsola and the political group leaders
denounced Russia's military attack on Ukraine within hours of it taking place and announced a
special plenary session on 1 March.
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https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20211210IPR19223/russia-must-immediately-withdraw-its-forces-threatening-ukraine
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20211210IPR19223/russia-must-immediately-withdraw-its-forces-threatening-ukraine
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20220131IPR22207/european-parliament-delegation-ends-visit-to-ukraine
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20210422IPR02623/russia-meps-deplore-military-build-up-attack-in-czechia-and-jailing-of-navalny
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20210910IPR11925/meps-call-for-new-eu-strategy-to-promote-democracy-in-russia
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20220210IPR23007/russia-s-threats-against-ukraine-are-a-wake-up-call-for-europe-meps-say
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20220210IPR23007/russia-s-threats-against-ukraine-are-a-wake-up-call-for-europe-meps-say
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20220216IPR23409/statement-on-ukraine-by-european-parliament-s-leaders
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20220216IPR23409/statement-on-ukraine-by-european-parliament-s-leaders
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20220222IPR23806/the-decision-of-russia-s-president-is-a-serious-violation-of-international-law
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20220224IPR24001/statement-on-ukraine-by-european-parliament-s-leaders
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20220224IPR24001/statement-on-ukraine-by-european-parliament-s-leaders


Arrest of Alexei Navalny 
Having recovered from a near-fatal poisoning in 2020, Alexei Navalny was detained on his
return to Russia on 17 January 2021.
 
 
In a resolution adopted four days following the arrest, Parliament called for significantly tighter
EU sanctions against Russia, as well as for the immediate and unconditional release of Navalny
and of all those detained in relation to his return to Moscow.
 
In December 2021, the European Parliament awarded the Sakharov Prize for Freedom of
Thought to Navalny for his fight against corruption and the Kremlin's abuses of human rights. It
was accepted by Daria Navalnaya on behalf of her imprisoned father.
 
EU sanctions against Russia 
Since the annexation of Crimea in 2014, EU economic sanctions target Russia’s financial,
defence and energy sectors. Russia has responded with counter-sanctions, banning around half
of its agri-food imports from the bloc. Before Christmas, EU leaders unanimously decided to
extend the sanctions until 31 July 2021. The measures, which are renewed twice a year, have
hit Russia hard: by late 2018, its economy was thought to be 6% smaller due to EU and US

Protesters clash with riot police during a rally in support of jailed opposition leader Alexei Navalny in  Moscow. ©Irill KUDRYAVTSEV/AFP
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https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2020/652078/EPRS_ATA(2020)652078_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20210119IPR95904/parliament-demands-significantly-tighter-eu-sanctions-against-russia
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/sakharov-2021/20211209STO19125/sakharov-prize-2021-parliament-honours-alexei-navalny
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/sakharov-2021/20211209STO19125/sakharov-prize-2021-parliament-honours-alexei-navalny
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/sanctions/ukraine-crisis/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/652030/EPRS_BRI(2020)652030_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/652030/EPRS_BRI(2020)652030_EN.pdf


sanctions.
 
The EU also imposed sanctions on Russian officials in response to Navalny's poisoning.
 
In a resolution adopted in December 2021, Parliament called for further sanctions in the case of
Russian aggression against Ukraine.
 
Nord Stream 2 
Another aspect of EU-Russia relations is energy. Controversy over the new Nord Stream 2
pipeline has highlighted the country’s leverage as the Union’s main energy supplier. In a
resolution adopted in January 2021, MEPs called on the EU to immediately stop work on the
controversial pipeline, which would link Germany directly to Russia.
 
No longer a "strategic partner" 
There are many areas where both the EU and Russia have common interests and concerns.
For instance, Russia played a constructive role in negotiations on the Iran nuclear deal, both the
EU and Russia advocate a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and both are
signatories of the Paris climate agreement. The EU is still by far Moscow's biggest trade and
investment partner (accounting for 42% of Russian exports in 2019).
 
 
However, in view of the Russian government’s course of actions, Russia can no longer be
considered a “strategic partner”, a European Parliament resolution stated in March 2019. Closer
relations will only be possible if Russia fully cooperates to end the war in eastern Ukraine and
starts respecting international law, the text said.
 
EU-Russia relations
Is Russia planning a new conflict in Ukraine? (December 2021)
The EU and Russia: a fragile neighbourhood [What think tanks are thinking] (December 2021)
2021 Sakharov Prize laureate: Alexey Navalny (December 2021)
Fact sheet about Russia
MEPs condemn decision by the Russian authorities to expel three EU diplomats (8 February
2021)
MEPs criticise visit of EU foreign policy chief to Moscow (9 February 2021)
Briefing
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https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/15/use-of-chemical-weapons-in-the-assassination-attempt-on-alexei-navalny-eu-sanctions-six-individuals-and-one-entity/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2017/608629/EPRS_ATA(2017)608629_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2017/608629/EPRS_ATA(2017)608629_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/world/20200109STO69926/iran-can-the-eu-help-to-defuse-the-situation
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/israel-palestine
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/climate-change/20180404STO00910/infographic-timeline-of-climate-change-negotiations
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20190307IPR30737/russia-can-no-longer-be-considered-a-strategic-partner-say-meps
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2021/698853/EPRS_ATA(2021)698853_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/698855/EPRS_BRI(2021)698855_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_ATA(2021)698823
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/177/russia
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20210208IPR97332/meps-condemn-the-decision-by-the-russian-authorities-to-expel-three-eu-diplomats
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20210208IPR97332/meps-condemn-the-decision-by-the-russian-authorities-to-expel-three-eu-diplomats
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20210204IPR97118/meps-criticise-visit-of-eu-foreign-policy-chief-to-moscow
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/652030/EPRS_BRI(2020)652030_EN.pdf

