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ABSTRACT

This analysis aims to shed light
on the Donbas crisis and the reasons
behind the recent disquieting developments.

This analysis attempts to explain developments in the Donbas region of Eastern Ukraine,
where a low-intensity armed conflict has been taking place since early 2014. The Kyiv
authorities, on the one hand, and the self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR)
and Luhansk People’s Republic (LPR), on the other, are the two major parties to the
conflict. Meanwhile, Russia is perceived as the main supporter of the two unrecognized
republics of Donetsk and Luhansk.

Since March, as a result of increased clashes and arms reinforcements, the develop-
ments in the region have attracted the attention of the international community. Both
Ukraine and Russia intensified their military mobilization on the borderline. Moreover,
the rhetoric of the leaders started to get harsher along with the tension specifically in the
Donbas region. Whilst the reasons for such actions and discourse remain puzzling, this
study argues that Russian steps were taken mainly in a coercive and preventive manner.
The military posture was conducive to the eruption of a direct conflict, but not a full-
scale war between the two countries.

This work aims to shed light on the Donbas crisis and the reasons behind the re-
cent disquieting developments. In this regard, this essay starts with a brief background
of the Donbas conflict. Following this, it elaborates on the failed diplomatic process
of the crisis, which has two major tracks: the Minsk Agreements and the Steinmeier
Formula. Finally, the paper scrutinizes the recent developments in the Donbas conflict

while trying to yield the reasons behind them.

setav.org 7



ANALYSIS

INTRODUCTION

The year 2021 marks the seventh anniversary
of low-intensity military conflict in Donbas,' a
region located in the eastern part of Ukraine.
The conflict started on April 12, 2014, with the
occupation of the major administrative build-
ings in Sloviansk, Donetsk by a detachment of
the “people’s militia” led by Igor Strelkov (also
known as Igor Girkin).? The conflict turned
into armed clashes on April 14 of the same year,
when then acting president of Ukraine Alexan-
der Turchinov established several divisions in the
Ukrainian Armed Forces to fight with the sepa-
ratists in the region.” Henceforth, April 2014

denotes the beginning of the conflict between

1 Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts are located in the eastern part of
Ukraine.

2 Former commander of pro-Moscow separatists in Donbas.
3 Esrennii Cenpiund. “Kouduuxr B Jlonbacce Uner Vike [lars Jlet.
Yro bymer Hambme?” Znak, 10 April 2019, heeps://www.znak.

com/2019-04-10/konflikt_na_donbasse_idet_uzhe_pyat_let_chto_bu-
det_dalshe (retrieved on March 24, 2021).

the eastern provinces of Ukraine — Donbas - and
Kyiv authorities.

The military operation launched by Kyiv is
known under the name “Anti-Terrorist Opera-
tion” (ATO). The ATO involved all Ukrainian
law enforcement entities including the Ministry
of Internal Affairs, the Security Service (SBU), the
army, and the National Guard.* The ATO’s op-
erational zone initially foresaw three eastern prov-
inces of the country — namely Donetsk, Luhansk,
and Kharkiv — with the latter one being excluded
from the list in September 2014. According to
UN data, up until November 2019, as a result
of the armed confrontation, 13,000 people from
both sides have died and over 30,000 have been
wounded. In addition, 1.3 million people have
been forcefully displaced, and over 3.5 million
people are in need of humanitarian assistance.’

Donbas region, as one of the country’s in-
dustrial heartlands, carries a crucial significance
for Ukraine. Since 2014, the region has been
exposed to Russian hybrid warfare and partially
armed clashes. For over six years, a low-intensity
conflict has been taking place in Donbas. Yet,
it is the recent developments, that is the army
reinforcement, clashes, and leaders’ statements,
that have put Donbas under the spotlight of the

international community.®

4 “Boennsrit Konguukr B Jlonbacce: Kirouessie [later 1 Daxtel.”
BBC News Pycckas ciyoc6a, 14 April 2017, heeps://www.bbc.com/rus-
sian/features-39598555 (retrieved on March 25, 2021).

5 “Munckue Cornauennsi. Micropust u Boinonnenue.”, TACC, 9 De-
cember 2019, https:/tass.ru/info/7297787 (retrieved on March 26,
2021).

6 Conflict (@ConflictTR), “Ukrayna, Donbass’a 90.000 Asker, 450 Tank,
230 BM-21 Grad, 800 topcu, 300 amfibi piyade savas aract ve zirhli arag-
lar, 100°'den fazla ugak-THA takviyesi yapt.”, Twitter, https://twitter.com/
Conflict TR/status/1374100548832616449?5s=20. For example, the BBC
writes, “Ukraine’s army commander Gen Ruslan Khomchak says Russia
has deployed 28 battalion tactical groups near Ukraine’s eastern border
and in Crimea, which would amount to 20,000-25,000 troops. Russian
officials have not confirmed that, nor given any precise figures. According
to Gen Khomchak, Russia also has nearly 3,000 officers and military in-
structors in the rebel units in eastern Ukraine.”
Near Ukraine Alarms Nato”, BBC News, https://www.bbc.com/news/
world-europe-56616778 (retrieved on April 3, 2021).

Russian “Troop Build-up’
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http://www.mil.gov.ua

Source: Ministry of Defense of Ukraine”

" “Briefing of Col. Andriy Lysenko, Ministry of Defence of Ukraine spokesperson on ATO related issues”, MoD of Ukraine, 2 June 2017, https://www.

mil.gov.ua/en/news/2017/06/02/briefing-of-col-andriy-lysenko-ministry-of-defence-of-ukraine-spokesperson-on-ato-related-issues-(video)/

on March 27, 2021).

THE SIGNIFICANCE
OF DONBAS

The Donetsk and Luhansk provinces that com-
prise the Donbas region carry a geopolitical sig-
nificance for both Ukraine and Russia. Donbas is
a coalfield that constitutes 5 percent of Ukrainian
territory and extends to the Russian territories to
the east. It composes the fourth-largest coalfield
in Europe with extractable reserves estimated
at around 10 billion tons. The region is inhab-

ited by only 10 percent of the country’s popula-

(retrieved

tion and yet, it is responsible for 20 percent of
the Ukrainian GDP and makes up a quarter of
the country’s exports. Hence, it is an industrial
heartland. The economic system of the south of
Russia has always been deeply integrated with
the adjacent provinces of southeastern Ukraine.
Thus, the escalation of the crisis has obstructed
circulation of goods in the southwest of Russia
(Southern Federal Okrug of Russia) adjacent to
the aforementioned Ukrainian provinces. For
instance, 2014 marked a quadruple decrease in

the Southern Federal Okrug’s exports to bor-
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Besides the economic significance
of the region, Russia has another

dering Ukrainian provinces. Furthermore, from
2014 onward, trade between Russia and Ukraine
dropped by 75 percent resembling the early
2000s. Consequently, Ukraine’s economy has
shrunken, with its GDP dropping from $183
billion in 2013 to $91 billion in 2015, reaching
$153 billion in 2019.7

Even so, the economic significance of Don-
bas for Russia should not be overlooked. For
instance, numerous Russian space- and defense-
oriented monopolies rely on the supply of raw
materials from the companies in southeastern
Ukraine. For instance, the region produces spe-
cial steel for the tanks of the Russian Armed Forc-
es. Furthermore, the majority of the engines of

Russian helicopters are produced in Zaporizhia.®

reason for its engagement in
the region - the geopolitical
importance of Donbas.

Besides the economic significance of the
region, Russia has another reason for its engage-
ment in the region — the geopolitical importance
of Donbas. Russia perceives any sign of Kyiv’s in-
clination towards the EU and NATO as a threat.
It is the same for any such tendencies by any
other country that Moscow considers under its

privileged sphere of influence and/or interests.’

7 “Ukraine”, World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/country/
ukraine?view=chart (retrieved on March 27, 2021).

8 “The Significance of the Donbas”, Deutsche Welle, 15 April 2014,
https://www.dw.com/en/the-significance-of-the-donbas/a-17567049 (re-
trieved on March 28, 2021).

9 Sophia Dimitrakopoulou and Andrew Liaropoulos, “Russia’s National
Security Strategy to 2020: A Great Power in the Making?”, Caucasian
Review of International Affairs, Vol. 4. No. 1, 2010, pp. 35-42; “National
Security Strategy of the Russian Federation to 2020”, Embassy of the
Russian Federation in the Kingdom of Thailand, https://thailand.mid.
ru/en/national-security-strategy-of-the-russian-federation (retrieved on

April 3, 2021).

Since Ukraine has been perceived under such a
category - known as the “near abroad” or post-
Soviet space - Russia aims to prevent or coun-
terbalance any kind of Western influence. Russia
sees itself responsible for “protecting” Russian-
speaking populations beyond its borders. And,
Donbas despite being a part of Ukraine is mainly
populated by Russian speakers; in this regard,
demographic engineering has been effective. In
short, Russia claims the responsibility of protect-

ing the people living in the region.

DIPLOMATIC PROCESS:
THE MINSK AGREEMENTS
AND THE STEIMEIER
FORMULA

Minsk Agreements

Kyiv recognizes the fragile situation in Donbas.
The region was the target of the “Anti-Terrorist
Operation” (ATO). Meanwhile, for its immi-
nent neighbor, Russia, these provinces are per-
ceived (even though not recognized) as the Do-
netsk People’s Republic (DPR) and the Luhansk
People’s Republic (LPR)." The entities declared
their independence based on their unilaterally
recognized plebiscite results.

With an aim of stabilizing the conflict
in southeastern Ukraine, a package of docu-
ments known as the Minsk Agreements was
introduced. The initial document was adopted
between the Ukrainian government and the
pro-Russian separatists on September 5, 2014,
in Minsk, Belarus. It was a memorandum on
a peace plan regarding the conflict in Donbas.
Both sides agreed upon nine points including the
creation of a buffer zone. Until the ceasefire, ap-

10 Cenbmmn. “Konpmuxr B Joubacce Maer Ve Ilare Jler. Uro
Byner Jlanbuie?”.
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proximately 3,000 people died as a result of the
armed clashes. Moreover, on February 12, 2015,
Germany, Russia, France, and Ukraine (i.e.,
the “Normandy Four”) came up with the set of
measures for the implementation of the Minsk
Agreement which started to be referred to as the
Minsk-2 Agreements."'

Once the Minsk Agreement was conclud-
ed, the ceasefire entered into force the next day,
on September 5, 2014. Then, on September 20,
2014, the contact group and the representa-
tives of the so-called LPR and DPR - Alexander
Zaharchenko and Igor Plotnisky - concluded a
memorandum on the implementation of the
ceasefire.’? The contact group for the peaceful
settlement of the crisis in eastern Ukraine had
been formed in the summer of 2014 and in-
cluded Ukraine, Russia, the Organization for
Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE),
and the representatives of the unrecognized
DPR and LPR.

The Minsk-2 initiative, a 13-point docu-
ment that was backed by the United Nations
Security Council (UNSC), made it binding and
its fulfillment became obligatory for the resolu-
tion of the conflict.”” Among the conditions en-
visaged by Minsk-2 was a withdrawal of heavy
weapons from the contact line, aimed at creating
a 50-kilometer-wide safe zone, while the OSCE
was authorized to monitor this process. Fur-
thermore, there was consensus on the exchange
of prisoners. In addition, it contained amend-
ments - prescribed by the Minsk-2 Agreements
- to the constitution of Ukraine aimed at giving

special status to the provinces of Donetsk and

11 “Munckue Coramenus. HMcropus u Bemonuenne.” TACC, 9
December 2019, https://tass.ru/info/7297787 (retrieved on March 30,
2021).

12 Ibid.
13 Ibid.

Luhansk.! Overall, the Minsk-2 Agreements en-

visage the following measures:"

1. An immediate and comprehensive cease-
fire in Donbas starting on February 15,
2015.

2. Withdrawal of heavy weapons from both
sides for the creation of a security zone of

a minimum width of 50 km.

3. Ensure effective monitoring and verifica-
tion of the ceasefire regime and the with-

drawal of heavy weapons by the OSCE.

4. The launch of a dialogue on local elec-
tions in Donetsk and Luhansk in line
with the laws of Ukraine.

5. The granting of pardons and amnesty to
persons involved in events in certain areas
of Donetsk and Luhansk.

6. The release and exchange of hostages on
both sides.

7. 'The assurance of access, delivery, storage,

and distribution of humanitarian assis-

tance to those in need.

8.  The resumption of socioeconomic ties
between Kyiv and Donetsk and Luhansk
including pensions and all other pay-
ments. Moreover, Kyiv shall reestablish

control of the banking system in Donbas.

9.  The government of Ukraine shall rein-
state full control over the state border
after local elections take place in the Do-
netsk and Luhansk regions. The process
of reinstatement of control over the state
border shall finish after the comprehen-

sive political settlement is finalized.

14 “Package of Measures for the Implementation of the Minsk Agree-
ments”, United Nations Peacemaker, 12 February 2015, https://peace-
maker.un.org/ukraine-minsk-implementation15 (retrieved on March 31,
2021).

15 Ibid.
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10.  The disarmament of all illegal armed for-
mations and the withdrawal of all foreign
armed formations, military equipment,

and mercenaries under the auspices of

the OSCE.

11.  The launch of a constitutional reform in
Ukraine with a new constitution entering

into force by the end of 2015.

12.  The questions regarding local elections in
Donetsk and Luhansk will be raised with-
in the legal framework of the Ukrainian
law “On interim local self-government
order in certain areas of the Donetsk and
Luhansk regions.” and agreed upon in the
framework of Trilateral Contact Group.
Elections will be held in accordance with
relevant OSCE standards and monitored
by OSCE.

13.  The intensification of the work of the
Trilateral Contact Group, especially for
the purpose of the implementation of the

Minsk Agreements.

Steimeier Formula

The Steinmeier Formula is another set of
measures undertaken with an aim to regulate
the confrontation between the unrecognized
DPR and LPR, and Kyiv authorities. It also
intends to ensure the implementation of the
Minsk Agreements. The formula was initiated
in 2015 by Germany’s Minister for Foreign
Affairs Frank-Walter Steinmeier and intro-
duced a special procedure that would simplify
the process for the law on the special status
of Donbas. The formula suggested granting a
temporary special status for the provinces of
Donetsk and Luhansk until the local elections
take place. Following the OSCE report’s con-

firming the legitimacy of the outcome of the

elections, the special status would be consoli-
dated and Ukraine would regain the control of
these territories.

Initially, the suggestion was warmly received
by all the leaders of the Normandy Four; howev-
er, its implementation was suspended due to the
failure to hold elections in the region. Later, on
October 1, 2019, the formula was signed by all
the delegations of the Trilateral Contact Group,
including Kyiv. Yet, according to Ukrainian
President Volodymyr Zelensky, the elections in
those provinces can only be held once Kyiv has
full control of the region.'®

Overall, the major conditions brought by
the Minsk Agreements and the Steinmeier For-
mula have not been met, while the two sides in-
volved blame each other for the stalemate and
underdelivery of the terms. The “special status”
prescribed by Minsk-2 requires a more rigorous
explanation. To elaborate, according to Leonid
Kravchuk, the representative of Kyiv in the con-
tact group on Donbas, whether the “special sta-
tus” for Donbas envisages Ukraine’s federaliza-
tion or something on a much lower scale is open
to interpretation.'” According to Kravchuk, such
a status should suggest only vaster economic and
social freedoms.

Today, Kyiv approaches the implementa-
tion of the Minsk Agreements with suspicion
emphasizing their ambiguous nature. Hence,
Zelensky articulates and reiterates the need for
a detailed deciphering of each clause in order to
identify whether it can be fulfilled or not."

16 “Munckue Cornamenus. Mcropus u Beinonuenune.” TACC.

17 ®apnees, Msan, Hropp. “Kpabuyk 3aseun o Iloaroroske
[peanoxennit Ilo Cucreme Vmpaenenus [lonbaccom.”, PHA
Hogocmu, 3 August 2020. https://ria.ru/20200803/1575298964.html

(retrieved on March 31 2021).

18 “Venosus Ilepemupusi Ha Jlonbacce YrBepuur Hopmanickas
Yersepka,”, Koppecnonoenm, 23 July 2020, https://korrespondent.
net/ukraine/4255517-uslovyia-peremyryia-na-donbasse-utverdyt-
normandskaia-chetverka (retrieved on March 31, 2021).
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RECENT DEVELOPMENTS
IN THE REGION

Since the additional ceasefire measures entered into
force on July 27, 2020, the OSCE’s monitoring
mission has recorded 225 violations as is indicated
in its report of August 1, 2020." Furthermore, on
the first day of the agreed ceasefire, both parties
accused each other of violating it and reported ar-
tillery shelling and unauthorized drone flights.’
Thus, it would be fair to claim that the most re-
cent attempts to bring “peace” to Donbas lasted
only 19 minutes.”! Kyiv basically holds Moscow
responsible for its support of ongoing armed clash-
es in its southeastern provinces as a result of Mos-
cow’s regular supply of weapons, ammunition, and
personnel to Donbas. Most recently, the death of
four Ukrainian military personnel in Donbas has
signaled the escalation of the conflict.??

What makes the recent developments and
ceasefire violations different than the ongoing pat-
tern is the increasing number of military reinforce-
ments by both sides and the frequency of military
exercises, especially held by Russia, since the begin-
ning of 2021 (in Russias Western and Southern
Military Districts). Last month, Russia held a major

military exercise on the Ukrainian border.? In ad-

19 “OBCE BeisBuna 225 Hapymenuit Hosoro Ilepemupus
B Jlonbacce,”, PHA Hoeocmu, 1 August 2020. hteps://ria.ru/
20200801/1575263255.html (retrieved on March 31, 2021).

20 “B JHP 3asewmi o Bspeisax Bosne Ilosmmmit YkpamHCKHX
Cunosukos B Jloubacce.” Paouo Sputnik, 1 August 2020, https://radio-
sputnik.ria.ru/20200801/1575263619.html (retrieved on March 31, 2021).

21 Marseii Illumanos, “Mup B J[lonGacce Ilpomepxkancs 19
Munyt.”, Kommepcanms, 28 July 2020, heeps://www.kommersant.ru/
doc/4433480 (A.D. 31 March 2021).

22 “More Soldiers Killed in Ukraine’s Donbas”, Warsaw Institute, 27
March 2021, https://warsawinstitute.org/soldiers-killed-ukraines-don-
bas/ (retrieved on April 2, 2021).

23 Arda Mevliitoglu (@orko_8), “Bir bagka emare olarak da Rusyanin
Bat ve Giiney Askeri Bélge Komutanliklarinin son 2 ayda tatbikat
sayt ve sikligini artirmast alinabilir. Gegen ay da Ukrayna sinirinda
biiyiik bir tatbikat yaptlar”, Twitter, https:/twitter.com/orko_8/sta-
tus/1373949129651458050; “FOrkHBbIi BOCHHBII OKpYT”, Munucmepcmeo
oboponwl Poccuiickoti @edepayuu, https://structure.mil.ru/structure/ok-
ruga/south/news.htm (retrieved on March 31, 2021); “3ama iHb1# BOCHHBIH
OKpyr”, Munucmepcmeo o6oponwt Poccuiickoti @edepayuu, https://struc-
ture.mil.ru/structure/okruga/west/news.htm (retrieved on March 31, 2021).

dition, the military buildup, which is claimed to be
part of such military exercises, has raised additional
concern. It is verified that both sides have been re-
inforcing their military presence on the borders of
Donbas. Russia has simultaneously reinforced its
presence in Donbas and on the Belarussian border
of Ukraine. Overall, including Crimea, Russian
military build-up on Ukraine’s borders were esti-
mated to exceed 100,000.% As a response, Ukraine
has transferred its army personnel towards the front

line in Donbas.

Kyiv basically holds Moscow
responsible for its support

of ongoing armed clashes

in its southeastern provinces
as a result of Moscow’s regular

and personnel to Donbas.

Contrary to Russias claims, open-source
intelligence material proves that some troops
deployed to the Ukrainian border belong to the
Central and Eastern Military District of the Rus-
sian Federation. However, it is not part of their
jurisdiction to pursue military exercises in that
region. Hence, this confirms that the intentions
do not coincide with the discourse. The current
posture of the Russian army on the border could
lead to a conflict if either side makes an attempt
to attack the other - unlike the ongoing clashes
between separatists and Ukrainian authorities.
Nevertheless, Russia is not prepared, nor does it
intend to ignite a large-scale, invasion-type opera-
tion. The current stage of the mobilization shows

that Russia has been taking precautions and coer-

24 “Russian Military Build-up near Ukraine Numbers More Than
100,000 Troops, EU Says”, Reuters, 20 April 2021, https://www.reuters.
com/world/europe/russian-military-build-up-near-ukraine-numbers-
more-than-150000-troops-eus-2021-04-19/  (retrieved on  April 23,
2021).

supply of weapons, ammunition,
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cive measures. At the outset, the military posture
to conduct a heavier attack has not been formed.
Furthermore, Russian Defense Minister Ser-
gei Shoigu stated that military buildup near the
Ukrainian borders has ended. Field intelligence
confirms that Russian troops are redeploying.
Lately, we have also seen a change in the discourse
of the conflicting parties as well as the discourse
of third parties. Lastly, field activities show that
Russia has started to establish military bases with
the troops located on the Ukrainian border. This
is also another indication that Russia is not inter-
ested in a large-scale, invasion-oriented war. If the
intentions are not a large-scale clash or to start a
war for further terricorial gains, then what were
the reasons behind the harsh rhetoric and recent

military mobility on the border?

Field activities show that Russia
has started to establish military
bases with the troops located
on the Ukrainian border.

The reasons are, in fact, manifold. From
Ukraine’s perspective, the reasons are the fol-
lowing:

e Ukraine’s new national security strat-
egy was signed by Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelensky on March 25,
2021.% The strategy recognizes the ter-
mination of the “temporary occupation
of part of Ukrainian territory by Russia”
among its primary national security pri-
orities.”® In short, it acknowledges Russia

as a threat to national security.

25 “IIpe3uaeHT YTBEPIMI
Vkpaunsr”, [Ipesunent Ykpaussl, 25 March 2021, https://www.presi-

Crpareruto  BOGHHOH 0e301acHOCTH

dent.gov.ua/ru/news/prezident-zatverdiv-strategiyu-voyennoyi-bezpeki-
ukrayini-67361 (retrieved on April 3, 2021).

26 Ibid.

*  The accelerating diplomatic and military
steps that have begun to be taken con-

cerning the new security strategy.
e The consolidation of public support.

e 'The increasing, if not unwavering, sup-
port given by the new U.S. administra-

tion.

*  In order to prevail over the opposition in
the Verkhovna Rada.

When it comes to Russia’s recent military
mobility on Ukraine’s borders, the following rea-

sons are discernible:

. Russian authorities regard the possible
U.S. presence in Ukraine and the Black

Sea as a security threat.

*  Zelensky’s new strategy document and
his pro-Western policies have alarmed

Moscow.

. Ukraine’s desire and growing efforts to
gain full NATO membership. There-
fore, a response and a show-off power
seemed inevitable in order to counterbal-
ance Western influence in a region that is

claimed to be a priority for Russia.

e 'The idea of establishing a military alli-
ance that brings Ukraine, Georgia, and
Moldova together, brought up during
the meeting of U.S. Secretary of State
Antony Blinken and his Ukrainian
counterpart Dmitry Kuleva, is again
perceived by Russia as a national secu-

rity threat.”

e 'The recent steps taken by the Ukraini-

an government against the pro-Russian

27 “Dmytro Kuleba and Antony Blinken Discuss Cooperation between
Ukraine and the United States in Political and Security Fields”, Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine, 31 March 2021, https://mfa.gov.ua/en/
news/dmytro-kuleba-and-antony-blinken-discuss-cooperation-between-
ukraine-and-united-states-political-and-security-fields (retrieved on April

3,2021).
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media and oligarchs (Viktor Medved-
chuk) in the region angered the politi-

cians in the Kremlin.

e The desire to utilize the developments
in Donbas as a means to consolidate
public support in the upcoming parlia-
mentary elections (planned to be held

in September).

CONCLUSION

Despite the seven years and ongoing clashes in
the field, neither peace nor stability has been
achieved in Donbas. The Minsk Agreements and
Steinmeier Formula demonstrate how diploma-
cy has failed to find a solution for the conflict.
However, there appears to be no window of op-
portunity for either side to pursue a military so-
lution despite many may wish or argue otherwise
(recently, the use of force may be acknowledged
as a way out). Having discussed the reasons
behind the recent developments and army rein-
forcements, these mobilizations look inevitable.
Yet, it should be emphasized and reiterated that
the current situation shows us that Russia has
been taking coercive measures while Ukraine is
seeking to prove that it has the capability and in-
tention to liberate its territory. As Dmitri Trenin
argues, the fear of a full-scale confrontation has
passed, if ever it was on the table, but the threat
remains. In other words, the possibility of fur-
ther conflict in Donbas remains, especially con-
sidering the extent of the military presence of
both sides on the borderline.

Concerning the domestic and international
conjuncture, Ukraine might be caught imagin-
ing the existence of a window of opportunity.
However, a possible military operation in Don-

bas could backfire badly. The precedent of Azer-

baijan’s victory in the Karabakh case following

the Turkish involvement® does not seem rel-
evant in the Donbas case in terms of the asym-
metrical power disadvantage of Ukraine vis-a-vis
Russia. Although Ukraine will not be fighting
directly against Russia but rather against pro-
Russian separatists in the region, Moscow will
not tolerate any attempt initiated by Kyiv in
Donbas. At that point, due to the geopolitical
and identity-oriented interests mentioned above,
Russia would directly involve itself in the con-
flict. Hence, Ukraine would find itself facing
both Russia and the separatists in the region.
On the other hand, the growing U.S. sup-
port since Joe Biden took office, has restored the
confidence that was long lost in Ukraine. Biden’s
statement giving full support to Ukraine and his
special emphasis on Crimea-Donbas during his
first telephone conversion with Vladimir Putin
are some of the reasons behind this restoration of
confidence. However, it is crucial for the safety
of both Ukraine and the region that Kyiv accept
the lessons of the past and does not face a simi-
lar scenario to the one that occurred during the
Obama administration in 2014 when it was left
alone against Russia. Considering the capacities
of the parties and the current circumstances as
well as the military presence and asymmetries in
troops, it seems very unlikely that Ukraine will
win on the front against Russia-backed separat-
ists and Russia itself.
28 “Azerbaijan’s victory was possible in large part due to strong Turk-
ish backing, which was a major factor in deterring Russia from direct
or indirect intervention in support of Armenia... Turkey’s leadership role
in drone warfare was confirmed during the recent Azerbaijan-Armenia
conflict, while Ukraine possesses aerospace expertise that Ankara cov-
ets. Ukraine has already acquired a small fleet of state-of-the-art Turkish
battle drones, with Kyiv now understandably eager to purchase more.
Meanwhile, talks are underway over possible joint production of new
models in Ukraine...NATO member Turkey’s superior military training
and equipment gave Azerbaijan a decisive edge and completely over-
whelmed Armenian forces with their Russian training and supplies.”
Taras Kuzio, “Ukraine Can Learn from Azcrbaijan’s Recent Victory”,
Adantic Council, 17 November 2020, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/

blogs/ukrainealert/ukraine-can-learn-from-azerbaijans-recent-victory/
(retrieved on April 3, 2021).

setav.org



DONBAS CRISIS:
GEOPOLITICAL IMPORTANCE,
THE DIPLOMATIC PROCESS,
AND RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

MEHMET CAGATAY GULER

~—— SETA | ANALYSIS D

This analysis attempts to explain developments in the Donbas region of
Eastern Ukraine, where a low-intensity armed conflict has been taking place
since early 2014. The Kyiv authorities, on the one hand, and the self-pro-
claimed Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR) and Luhansk People’s Republic
(LPR), on the other, are the two major parties to the conflict. Meanwhile,
Russia is perceived as the main supporter of the two unrecognized republics
of Donetsk and Luhansk.

Since March, as a result of increased clashes and arms reinforcements, the
developments in the region have attracted the attention of the international
community. Both Ukraine and Russia intensified their military mobilization
on the borderline. Moreover, the rhetoric of the leaders started to get harsh-
er along with the tension specifically in the Donbas region. Whilst the rea-
sons for such actions and discourse remain puzzling, this study argues that
Russian steps were taken mainly in a coercive and preventive manner. The
military posture was conducive to the eruption of a direct conflict, but not a
full-scale war between the two countries.

This work aims to shed light on the Donbas crisis and the reasons behind
the recent disquieting developments. In this regard, this essay starts with a
brief background of the Donbas conflict. Following this, it elaborates on the
failed diplomatic process of the crisis, which has two major tracks: the Minsk
Agreements and the Steinmeier Formula. Finally, the paper scrutinizes the
recent developments in the Donbas conflict while trying to yield the reasons
behind them.
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