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Introduction

Using a very sharp wording in the press brief 
after the meeting in Moscow with the Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and the Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, the US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson highlighted 
that “until full progress is made under the 
Minsk Accords, the situation in Ukraine will 
remain an obstacle to improvement in 
relations between the U.S. and Russia” (Press 
release Department of State. 12 April 2017).

The world and even Europe has different 
things on the agenda currently. Still, the 
warmest of the “frozen con�licts” on the 
continent has received a signi�icant attention 
by the US and Russian of�icials at their 
meeting on 12 April. The mention was 

essential as many experts have feared a 
possible “grand bargain” between the new US 
administration and the Russian at the expense 
of the states with “frozen con�licts”. 

… “frozen con�licts” received 
less attention from Western 
leaders until the Russian 
military intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, despite the 
importance they play for the 
European security and 
generally for the geopolitical 
situation in Eurasia.

Even with this good sign, “frozen con�licts” 
received less attention from Western leaders 
until the Russian military intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, despite the importance they 
play for the European security and generally 
for the geopolitical situation in Eurasia. 
Abkhazia, Nagorno-Karabakh, South Ossetia, 
and Transnistria were all territories that 
formally belong to a country, but they did not 
follow the laws of the central authorities, 
rather the instructions from Moscow. After 
2014, Crimea and the Donbas have been 
added to the list, both being formally 
territories of Ukraine, currently under the 
direct or indirect control of Russia.

All these territories involved in “frozen 
con�licts” have disruptive common features: 
they all score very badly when it comes to 
modernisation, economic results and human 
rights. Their ranking, according to Freedom 
House, depicts that they generally have the 
second lowest mark in terms of freedom, civil 
liberties and political rights.

The long list of un�inished business in the 
former Soviet space

These “frozen con�licts” are very much 
dependent on the level of uncertainty of the 
people living in the area. All these disputes in 
the ex-Soviet space have a core issue based on 
historical background, determined by the 
concept of identity. The population swap 
mechanisms implemented during both the 
imperial age and the Soviet times have primed 
social con�licts to be utilized for political 
reasons. Moscow managed to hold the ethnic 

differences low during the Soviet era, but the 
�ire ignited just before the collapse of the USSR. 

The population swap mechanisms 
implemented during both the 
imperial age and the Soviet times 
have primed social con�licts to be 
utilized for political reasons.

Given the large number of the problems 
existing between the former Soviet republics, 
generating an international structure in the 
early ‘90s that would be able to build trust 
among them was an illusory proposal. The 
Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC) 
created through the initiative of Turkey soon 
became ineffective, due to the obvious Russian 
nuisance to consider its former satellites in 
the Soviet Union as equals. Thus, if control 
through an international organization seemed 
impossible, Russia has decided to do so by 
creating a real allegiance of the local leaders 
from the secessionist regions in the former 
Soviet republics. Conducting an active and 
more assertive policy, Russia gained 
momentum in the regional geopolitics and 
became aware that the “frozen con�licts” could 
be a tool to use in order to regain the 
undisputed leading role in the region and to 
jump back into the world affairs.

As the frontier of the EU and NATO were set 
after 2007 on the Black Sea, it started to 
determine the process of “frontier 
phenomena”, triggering reactions from Russia, 
as Moscow seemed uncomfortable with the 
closeness of the Euro-Atlantic community. 

variety of its population. The explanation is that 
Russia is interested in fuelling as well as 
contributing to refreeze the con�licts outside its 
borders, but makes sure that it ruthlessly 
suppresses any attempt toward secession 
within its own federal jurisdiction. The two 
wars in Chechnya, the war in Dagestan, as well 
as the insurgency in Ingushetia have all involved 
an overwhelming response from the Russian 
military forces. 

Managing carefully the “frozen con�licts” in the 
Black Sea area, Russia ensured its dominance in 
the region and transformed the Black Sea into a 
Russian lake. More recently, Russia has 
developed a very complicated situation in 
Eastern Ukraine, following the illegal 
annexation of Crimea. The Minsk-2 agreement is 
far from reaching outstanding results, but, as it 
has been previously pointed out, it is the only 
instrument to avoid a large scale war in Ukraine.

The role of the EU 

The former Soviet space could signi�icantly 
improve its chances of increasing security 
within its frontiers if the countries would 
improve their resilience. The concept has been 
the pivot of the EU Global Strategy on Foreign 
and Security Policy �inalized in 2016 and has 
since been at the core of the EU measures in the 
area. The document points out that the 
countries in the former Soviet space deal with 
numerous challenges, some characteristic to the 
post-communist countries, but some speci�ic to 
this region. Moreover, it highlights that the EU 
has invested a considerable effort and 
signi�icant resources in order to contribute to 

the improvement of the overall situation in the 
former Soviet space.

… the EU has invested a 
considerable effort and signi�icant 
resources in order to contribute to 
the improvement of the overall 
situation in the former Soviet 
space. 

 

All the measures undertaken have been 
triggered by the will of the EU to rely on 
consolidated neighbours. Still, the EU has not 
managed to record major or decisive 
achievements when it comes to “frozen 
con�licts”. The efforts and funding arriving from 
Brussels have been regarded by many leaders of 
the countries with “frozen con�licts” on their 
territory as a source of maintaining the power, 
not a real instrument of transforming the 
country. By covert or visible gestures, these 
leaders have expressed in front of the people 
that the bene�its obtained from the EU 
represent their personal success, not the plan of 
the EU to modernize the countries in the area. 
While it was not so, the EU lacked a tailored 
public diplomacy that would show to the people 
of the former Soviet space its full commitment 
to increase their resilience. 

The danger of fragmentation through 
federalization 

Whatever the perspective on “frozen con�licts”, 

Several ex-Soviet countries in the wider Black 
Sea have showed their will to join the 
transatlantic security and economy driver, but 
the renewed assertive Russian policy was 
meant to pull these republics back: by means of 
threat, blackmail and war.

Armenia followed rapidly the line as it needs 
Russian military backing to guarantee its 
survival in the war with Azerbaijan. Other 
countries like Republic of Moldova, Ukraine 
and Georgia have already shown their intention 
to integrate at some point into the EU. Even the 
war in 2008 did not change Georgia’s decision, 
but removed more land out of Tbilisi’s control 
and reinforced the leaders in the two “frozen 
con�licts” existing on its formal jurisdiction. 

The powerbroker in Moscow

The temptation of some of the countries of the 
former Soviet space to embrace Western values 
and speed up the process of aligning to them 
triggered the Russian reaction as a re�lex in the 
area being considered the Russian courtyard. 
The fact that the “frozen con�licts” have not 
been solved, but actually intensi�ied (the 
clashes in Nagorno-Karabakh culminating with 
the war in April 2016) and increased in 
number in the last years, demonstrates that 
Russia has succeeded in keeping the area in a 
political limbo, if it could not control it formally. 
Moscow achieved its aims through its very long 
experience in dominating the peoples in the 
former imperial and Soviet space, some being 
under Russian imperial rule for over 300 years. 

Thus, Moscow has understood and shaped 
carefully the political thinking of the local 
leaders in the rebel regions. Therefore, the fact 
that Russia keeps track of its institutional 
memory has been a bene�it in dealing with the 
“frozen con�licts”.

Engaging diplomatically in all 
these years with an array of 
con�licts at its border made 
Russia more comfortable with 
its security dilemma and 
enhanced its con�idence in 
dealing with the West.

Moreover, in almost three decades since the fall 
of the Soviet Union, Russia has shown that it has 
learned how to deal with the complex problems 
at its borders. The West was certain that Russia 
has lost for good its control over the former 
Soviet Republics in the 90’s. Engaging 
diplomatically in all these years with an array of 
con�licts at its border made Russia more 
comfortable with its security dilemma and 
enhanced its con�idence in dealing with the 
West. Moreover, it slowly reinforced Moscow’s 
assertiveness in the region. As an imperial 
re�lex, Russia has increasingly shown its will to 
interfere with the other republics of the former 
Soviet space.

But if there is an array of unsettled con�licts 
within the space of the other former Soviet 
republics, Russia does not have any within its 
borders, despite its enormous territory and the 

attempts to �ind a settlement, as the leaders of 
these entities have developed not only the taste 
for power, but some knowledge on how to run a 
polity. Furthermore, the EU con�idence crisis’ 
worrying effect is that the “frozen con�licts” 
seem to fuel the ambitions of the local leaders 
controlling the secessionist regions. 

The process of settling the “frozen con�licts” is 
becoming even harder as a new generation of 
young people was raised in Transnistria, 
Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia or South Ossetia 
as citizens of “unrecognized” entities. Providing 
arguments to increase their dissonance with 
the policy of the of�icial state is not needed 
anymore, as enough social isolation has been 
ful�illed already. Genuinely, the damage done to 
the population of the self-proclaimed states is 
severe. As the local leaders have no real 
instruments to negotiate in the name of a state, 
they are deprived of the capacity to ensure 
sustainable growth to the people. 

The EU integration dream will not be 
accomplished for all the countries that have a 
“frozen con�lict” on their territory. Ukraine has 
shown clear intention to bend towards the West 
in 2013 but the initiation of a con�lict between 
the Russian supported rebels and the poorly 
prepared Ukrainian military forces halted the 
process. The military clashes have developed 
into a “frozen con�lict” as the Normandy format 
reuniting Germany, France, Russia and Ukraine 
agreed to sign a settlement that would “freeze” 
the hostilities, but would leave the situation on 
the ground untouched. The self-proclaimed 
Republics of Donetsk and Lugansk have 
received the power to “warm” the confrontation 

the situation on the ground is utterly 
complicated. However the West looks at the 
“frozen con�licts”, they are all under Russia’s 
control. Given this, the West should not 
abandon these states, but support them in 
increasing their resilience. When dealing with 
“frozen con�licts” in Republic of Moldova, 
Ukraine, Georgia and Azerbaijan, the EU could 
do more to bridge the gap between the 
secessionist regions and the central authorities. 
This would be particularly important as the 
central authorities in the countries with “frozen 
con�licts” have a very hard time in managing 
relations with the self-proclaimed local leaders, 
and most of the time have to address Russia to 
solve a speci�ic issue. 

These Russian proxies want to prove that they 
are trustworthy decision makers. Almost all of 
the secessionist leaders, with the exception of 
Nagorno-Karabakh, show their commitment 
only to Moscow. They aim to demonstrate that 
their resolute will can hold back any plans to 
reunite that land with the central 
administration of the state. For this reason, the 
Russian military presence in the rebel 
territories is considered a reason for 
maintaining peace, rather than fomenting 
social stress. 

The proposal to reintegrate the rebel regions 
by federalizing the former Soviet republics will 
provide Russia a veto in these states. If the 
federalization process seems impossible to 
accept in Chisinau, Tbilisi or Kiev, it is also 
worrying that small separatist republics have 
developed survival skills based on the power of 
the tutor. This process is only weakening the 

when receiving instructions from Moscow. The 
situation will prevent Ukraine from joining the 
EU in the decades to come. 

One of the best things that the 
states can do is to make sure that 
they become attractive for the 
people living under rebel control.

One of the best things that the states can do is to 
make sure that they become attractive for the 
people living under rebel control. If Republic of 
Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia would provide 
dazzling proofs that they made great progress 
in �ighting against corruption, that the 
conditions are favorable for modernization, and 
if the transformation would indeed be visible, 
this would only provide incentives for the 
people living in secessionist entities to actually 
increase the will to align more with the central 
authorities.

Conclusion

Even with the apparent power Moscow enjoys 
in the “frozen con�licts”, one should not see 
Russia in everything and everywhere. One key 
component has been the decrease of the 
number of people being able to speak Russian. 
Over the last 20 years, a 20% decrease of 
Russian language skills has been recorded 
among people living in the former Soviet Union 
space. The loss of a natural link between people 
has been doubled by the effects of the “frozen 
con�licts”. Many citizens in Georgia, Republic of 

Moldova and Ukraine would not have favored a 
split from the East if Russia had not supported 
the “frozen con�licts” on their territories. This 
feeling is most striking in Ukraine, a country 
considerably connected with Russia, but which 
has been estranged by the support Moscow 
provided to the rebels in Donbas. Experts have 
shown interest for the decision of the war 
veterans to stop the trade between the 
self-proclaimed republics in Donbas and 
Ukraine. Moreover, the citizens in these former 
Soviet republics have been convinced by now 
that their prosperity can be increased 
signi�icantly not by returning to the East, but by 
continuing to align to the West. These are only 
several arguments that might actually weaken 
Russia’s position in its neighborhood in the 
coming years. 

… the citizens in these former 
Soviet republics have been 
convinced by now that their 
prosperity can be increased 
signi�icantly not by returning to 
the East, but by continuing to 
align to the West.

Such societal resilience would be the hardest 
obstacle to tackle for the power brokers in 
Moscow. A peaceful and mutual rewarding 
outcome for these countries would be to 
continue their commitment to Western values 
while Moscow would gradually reduce the 
threat of reinitiating the con�lict while 
developing closer ties with the EU by commonly 

agreeing to improve the security environment 
in Eastern Europe. Most probably, 2016 has 
been the hardest year for the EU after the fall of 
the Soviet Union. With the current premises, 
2017 will be the �irst step towards a new 
reshaped EU after Brexit. Highly probable, 
France and Germany will have likeminded 
leaders by the end of the year and will get the 
support of the already more constructive and 
resolute US President Donald Trump through 
NATO. Paris and Berlin would be able to 
continue the effort of bringing the EU closer to 

its citizens and responding better to their 
needs. Idealistic as it may sound, the crisis of 
con�idence overcome, there would be little for 
other major actors with regional interests in 
Eastern Europe to halt the modernizing 
process of the EU in the area. 

Dr. Cosmin Ioniță, Head of Research 
Programmes, New Strategy Center, Romania; 
Assistant Professor, Faculty of History, 
University of Bucharest, Romania

1 I am grateful to Prof. Dan Dungaciu, Director of the Institute for Political Science and International Relations 
(ISPRI) of the Romanian Academy and member of the New Strategy Center Scienti�ic Council for his insightful ideas 
and support. 
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Introduction

Using a very sharp wording in the press brief 
after the meeting in Moscow with the Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and the Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, the US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson highlighted 
that “until full progress is made under the 
Minsk Accords, the situation in Ukraine will 
remain an obstacle to improvement in 
relations between the U.S. and Russia” (Press 
release Department of State. 12 April 2017).

The world and even Europe has different 
things on the agenda currently. Still, the 
warmest of the “frozen con�licts” on the 
continent has received a signi�icant attention 
by the US and Russian of�icials at their 
meeting on 12 April. The mention was 

essential as many experts have feared a 
possible “grand bargain” between the new US 
administration and the Russian at the expense 
of the states with “frozen con�licts”. 

… “frozen con�licts” received 
less attention from Western 
leaders until the Russian 
military intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, despite the 
importance they play for the 
European security and 
generally for the geopolitical 
situation in Eurasia.

Even with this good sign, “frozen con�licts” 
received less attention from Western leaders 
until the Russian military intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, despite the importance they 
play for the European security and generally 
for the geopolitical situation in Eurasia. 
Abkhazia, Nagorno-Karabakh, South Ossetia, 
and Transnistria were all territories that 
formally belong to a country, but they did not 
follow the laws of the central authorities, 
rather the instructions from Moscow. After 
2014, Crimea and the Donbas have been 
added to the list, both being formally 
territories of Ukraine, currently under the 
direct or indirect control of Russia.

All these territories involved in “frozen 
con�licts” have disruptive common features: 
they all score very badly when it comes to 
modernisation, economic results and human 
rights. Their ranking, according to Freedom 
House, depicts that they generally have the 
second lowest mark in terms of freedom, civil 
liberties and political rights.

The long list of un�inished business in the 
former Soviet space

These “frozen con�licts” are very much 
dependent on the level of uncertainty of the 
people living in the area. All these disputes in 
the ex-Soviet space have a core issue based on 
historical background, determined by the 
concept of identity. The population swap 
mechanisms implemented during both the 
imperial age and the Soviet times have primed 
social con�licts to be utilized for political 
reasons. Moscow managed to hold the ethnic 

differences low during the Soviet era, but the 
�ire ignited just before the collapse of the USSR. 

The population swap mechanisms 
implemented during both the 
imperial age and the Soviet times 
have primed social con�licts to be 
utilized for political reasons.

Given the large number of the problems 
existing between the former Soviet republics, 
generating an international structure in the 
early ‘90s that would be able to build trust 
among them was an illusory proposal. The 
Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC) 
created through the initiative of Turkey soon 
became ineffective, due to the obvious Russian 
nuisance to consider its former satellites in 
the Soviet Union as equals. Thus, if control 
through an international organization seemed 
impossible, Russia has decided to do so by 
creating a real allegiance of the local leaders 
from the secessionist regions in the former 
Soviet republics. Conducting an active and 
more assertive policy, Russia gained 
momentum in the regional geopolitics and 
became aware that the “frozen con�licts” could 
be a tool to use in order to regain the 
undisputed leading role in the region and to 
jump back into the world affairs.

As the frontier of the EU and NATO were set 
after 2007 on the Black Sea, it started to 
determine the process of “frontier 
phenomena”, triggering reactions from Russia, 
as Moscow seemed uncomfortable with the 
closeness of the Euro-Atlantic community. 

variety of its population. The explanation is that 
Russia is interested in fuelling as well as 
contributing to refreeze the con�licts outside its 
borders, but makes sure that it ruthlessly 
suppresses any attempt toward secession 
within its own federal jurisdiction. The two 
wars in Chechnya, the war in Dagestan, as well 
as the insurgency in Ingushetia have all involved 
an overwhelming response from the Russian 
military forces. 

Managing carefully the “frozen con�licts” in the 
Black Sea area, Russia ensured its dominance in 
the region and transformed the Black Sea into a 
Russian lake. More recently, Russia has 
developed a very complicated situation in 
Eastern Ukraine, following the illegal 
annexation of Crimea. The Minsk-2 agreement is 
far from reaching outstanding results, but, as it 
has been previously pointed out, it is the only 
instrument to avoid a large scale war in Ukraine.

The role of the EU 

The former Soviet space could signi�icantly 
improve its chances of increasing security 
within its frontiers if the countries would 
improve their resilience. The concept has been 
the pivot of the EU Global Strategy on Foreign 
and Security Policy �inalized in 2016 and has 
since been at the core of the EU measures in the 
area. The document points out that the 
countries in the former Soviet space deal with 
numerous challenges, some characteristic to the 
post-communist countries, but some speci�ic to 
this region. Moreover, it highlights that the EU 
has invested a considerable effort and 
signi�icant resources in order to contribute to 

the improvement of the overall situation in the 
former Soviet space.

… the EU has invested a 
considerable effort and signi�icant 
resources in order to contribute to 
the improvement of the overall 
situation in the former Soviet 
space. 

 

All the measures undertaken have been 
triggered by the will of the EU to rely on 
consolidated neighbours. Still, the EU has not 
managed to record major or decisive 
achievements when it comes to “frozen 
con�licts”. The efforts and funding arriving from 
Brussels have been regarded by many leaders of 
the countries with “frozen con�licts” on their 
territory as a source of maintaining the power, 
not a real instrument of transforming the 
country. By covert or visible gestures, these 
leaders have expressed in front of the people 
that the bene�its obtained from the EU 
represent their personal success, not the plan of 
the EU to modernize the countries in the area. 
While it was not so, the EU lacked a tailored 
public diplomacy that would show to the people 
of the former Soviet space its full commitment 
to increase their resilience. 

The danger of fragmentation through 
federalization 

Whatever the perspective on “frozen con�licts”, 

Several ex-Soviet countries in the wider Black 
Sea have showed their will to join the 
transatlantic security and economy driver, but 
the renewed assertive Russian policy was 
meant to pull these republics back: by means of 
threat, blackmail and war.

Armenia followed rapidly the line as it needs 
Russian military backing to guarantee its 
survival in the war with Azerbaijan. Other 
countries like Republic of Moldova, Ukraine 
and Georgia have already shown their intention 
to integrate at some point into the EU. Even the 
war in 2008 did not change Georgia’s decision, 
but removed more land out of Tbilisi’s control 
and reinforced the leaders in the two “frozen 
con�licts” existing on its formal jurisdiction. 

The powerbroker in Moscow

The temptation of some of the countries of the 
former Soviet space to embrace Western values 
and speed up the process of aligning to them 
triggered the Russian reaction as a re�lex in the 
area being considered the Russian courtyard. 
The fact that the “frozen con�licts” have not 
been solved, but actually intensi�ied (the 
clashes in Nagorno-Karabakh culminating with 
the war in April 2016) and increased in 
number in the last years, demonstrates that 
Russia has succeeded in keeping the area in a 
political limbo, if it could not control it formally. 
Moscow achieved its aims through its very long 
experience in dominating the peoples in the 
former imperial and Soviet space, some being 
under Russian imperial rule for over 300 years. 

Thus, Moscow has understood and shaped 
carefully the political thinking of the local 
leaders in the rebel regions. Therefore, the fact 
that Russia keeps track of its institutional 
memory has been a bene�it in dealing with the 
“frozen con�licts”.

Engaging diplomatically in all 
these years with an array of 
con�licts at its border made 
Russia more comfortable with 
its security dilemma and 
enhanced its con�idence in 
dealing with the West.

Moreover, in almost three decades since the fall 
of the Soviet Union, Russia has shown that it has 
learned how to deal with the complex problems 
at its borders. The West was certain that Russia 
has lost for good its control over the former 
Soviet Republics in the 90’s. Engaging 
diplomatically in all these years with an array of 
con�licts at its border made Russia more 
comfortable with its security dilemma and 
enhanced its con�idence in dealing with the 
West. Moreover, it slowly reinforced Moscow’s 
assertiveness in the region. As an imperial 
re�lex, Russia has increasingly shown its will to 
interfere with the other republics of the former 
Soviet space.

But if there is an array of unsettled con�licts 
within the space of the other former Soviet 
republics, Russia does not have any within its 
borders, despite its enormous territory and the 

attempts to �ind a settlement, as the leaders of 
these entities have developed not only the taste 
for power, but some knowledge on how to run a 
polity. Furthermore, the EU con�idence crisis’ 
worrying effect is that the “frozen con�licts” 
seem to fuel the ambitions of the local leaders 
controlling the secessionist regions. 

The process of settling the “frozen con�licts” is 
becoming even harder as a new generation of 
young people was raised in Transnistria, 
Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia or South Ossetia 
as citizens of “unrecognized” entities. Providing 
arguments to increase their dissonance with 
the policy of the of�icial state is not needed 
anymore, as enough social isolation has been 
ful�illed already. Genuinely, the damage done to 
the population of the self-proclaimed states is 
severe. As the local leaders have no real 
instruments to negotiate in the name of a state, 
they are deprived of the capacity to ensure 
sustainable growth to the people. 

The EU integration dream will not be 
accomplished for all the countries that have a 
“frozen con�lict” on their territory. Ukraine has 
shown clear intention to bend towards the West 
in 2013 but the initiation of a con�lict between 
the Russian supported rebels and the poorly 
prepared Ukrainian military forces halted the 
process. The military clashes have developed 
into a “frozen con�lict” as the Normandy format 
reuniting Germany, France, Russia and Ukraine 
agreed to sign a settlement that would “freeze” 
the hostilities, but would leave the situation on 
the ground untouched. The self-proclaimed 
Republics of Donetsk and Lugansk have 
received the power to “warm” the confrontation 

the situation on the ground is utterly 
complicated. However the West looks at the 
“frozen con�licts”, they are all under Russia’s 
control. Given this, the West should not 
abandon these states, but support them in 
increasing their resilience. When dealing with 
“frozen con�licts” in Republic of Moldova, 
Ukraine, Georgia and Azerbaijan, the EU could 
do more to bridge the gap between the 
secessionist regions and the central authorities. 
This would be particularly important as the 
central authorities in the countries with “frozen 
con�licts” have a very hard time in managing 
relations with the self-proclaimed local leaders, 
and most of the time have to address Russia to 
solve a speci�ic issue. 

These Russian proxies want to prove that they 
are trustworthy decision makers. Almost all of 
the secessionist leaders, with the exception of 
Nagorno-Karabakh, show their commitment 
only to Moscow. They aim to demonstrate that 
their resolute will can hold back any plans to 
reunite that land with the central 
administration of the state. For this reason, the 
Russian military presence in the rebel 
territories is considered a reason for 
maintaining peace, rather than fomenting 
social stress. 

The proposal to reintegrate the rebel regions 
by federalizing the former Soviet republics will 
provide Russia a veto in these states. If the 
federalization process seems impossible to 
accept in Chisinau, Tbilisi or Kiev, it is also 
worrying that small separatist republics have 
developed survival skills based on the power of 
the tutor. This process is only weakening the 

when receiving instructions from Moscow. The 
situation will prevent Ukraine from joining the 
EU in the decades to come. 

One of the best things that the 
states can do is to make sure that 
they become attractive for the 
people living under rebel control.

One of the best things that the states can do is to 
make sure that they become attractive for the 
people living under rebel control. If Republic of 
Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia would provide 
dazzling proofs that they made great progress 
in �ighting against corruption, that the 
conditions are favorable for modernization, and 
if the transformation would indeed be visible, 
this would only provide incentives for the 
people living in secessionist entities to actually 
increase the will to align more with the central 
authorities.

Conclusion

Even with the apparent power Moscow enjoys 
in the “frozen con�licts”, one should not see 
Russia in everything and everywhere. One key 
component has been the decrease of the 
number of people being able to speak Russian. 
Over the last 20 years, a 20% decrease of 
Russian language skills has been recorded 
among people living in the former Soviet Union 
space. The loss of a natural link between people 
has been doubled by the effects of the “frozen 
con�licts”. Many citizens in Georgia, Republic of 

Moldova and Ukraine would not have favored a 
split from the East if Russia had not supported 
the “frozen con�licts” on their territories. This 
feeling is most striking in Ukraine, a country 
considerably connected with Russia, but which 
has been estranged by the support Moscow 
provided to the rebels in Donbas. Experts have 
shown interest for the decision of the war 
veterans to stop the trade between the 
self-proclaimed republics in Donbas and 
Ukraine. Moreover, the citizens in these former 
Soviet republics have been convinced by now 
that their prosperity can be increased 
signi�icantly not by returning to the East, but by 
continuing to align to the West. These are only 
several arguments that might actually weaken 
Russia’s position in its neighborhood in the 
coming years. 

… the citizens in these former 
Soviet republics have been 
convinced by now that their 
prosperity can be increased 
signi�icantly not by returning to 
the East, but by continuing to 
align to the West.

Such societal resilience would be the hardest 
obstacle to tackle for the power brokers in 
Moscow. A peaceful and mutual rewarding 
outcome for these countries would be to 
continue their commitment to Western values 
while Moscow would gradually reduce the 
threat of reinitiating the con�lict while 
developing closer ties with the EU by commonly 

agreeing to improve the security environment 
in Eastern Europe. Most probably, 2016 has 
been the hardest year for the EU after the fall of 
the Soviet Union. With the current premises, 
2017 will be the �irst step towards a new 
reshaped EU after Brexit. Highly probable, 
France and Germany will have likeminded 
leaders by the end of the year and will get the 
support of the already more constructive and 
resolute US President Donald Trump through 
NATO. Paris and Berlin would be able to 
continue the effort of bringing the EU closer to 

its citizens and responding better to their 
needs. Idealistic as it may sound, the crisis of 
con�idence overcome, there would be little for 
other major actors with regional interests in 
Eastern Europe to halt the modernizing 
process of the EU in the area. 

Dr. Cosmin Ioniță, Head of Research 
Programmes, New Strategy Center, Romania; 
Assistant Professor, Faculty of History, 
University of Bucharest, Romania
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Introduction

Using a very sharp wording in the press brief 
after the meeting in Moscow with the Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and the Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, the US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson highlighted 
that “until full progress is made under the 
Minsk Accords, the situation in Ukraine will 
remain an obstacle to improvement in 
relations between the U.S. and Russia” (Press 
release Department of State. 12 April 2017).

The world and even Europe has different 
things on the agenda currently. Still, the 
warmest of the “frozen con�licts” on the 
continent has received a signi�icant attention 
by the US and Russian of�icials at their 
meeting on 12 April. The mention was 

essential as many experts have feared a 
possible “grand bargain” between the new US 
administration and the Russian at the expense 
of the states with “frozen con�licts”. 

… “frozen con�licts” received 
less attention from Western 
leaders until the Russian 
military intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, despite the 
importance they play for the 
European security and 
generally for the geopolitical 
situation in Eurasia.

Even with this good sign, “frozen con�licts” 
received less attention from Western leaders 
until the Russian military intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, despite the importance they 
play for the European security and generally 
for the geopolitical situation in Eurasia. 
Abkhazia, Nagorno-Karabakh, South Ossetia, 
and Transnistria were all territories that 
formally belong to a country, but they did not 
follow the laws of the central authorities, 
rather the instructions from Moscow. After 
2014, Crimea and the Donbas have been 
added to the list, both being formally 
territories of Ukraine, currently under the 
direct or indirect control of Russia.

All these territories involved in “frozen 
con�licts” have disruptive common features: 
they all score very badly when it comes to 
modernisation, economic results and human 
rights. Their ranking, according to Freedom 
House, depicts that they generally have the 
second lowest mark in terms of freedom, civil 
liberties and political rights.

The long list of un�inished business in the 
former Soviet space

These “frozen con�licts” are very much 
dependent on the level of uncertainty of the 
people living in the area. All these disputes in 
the ex-Soviet space have a core issue based on 
historical background, determined by the 
concept of identity. The population swap 
mechanisms implemented during both the 
imperial age and the Soviet times have primed 
social con�licts to be utilized for political 
reasons. Moscow managed to hold the ethnic 

differences low during the Soviet era, but the 
�ire ignited just before the collapse of the USSR. 

The population swap mechanisms 
implemented during both the 
imperial age and the Soviet times 
have primed social con�licts to be 
utilized for political reasons.

Given the large number of the problems 
existing between the former Soviet republics, 
generating an international structure in the 
early ‘90s that would be able to build trust 
among them was an illusory proposal. The 
Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC) 
created through the initiative of Turkey soon 
became ineffective, due to the obvious Russian 
nuisance to consider its former satellites in 
the Soviet Union as equals. Thus, if control 
through an international organization seemed 
impossible, Russia has decided to do so by 
creating a real allegiance of the local leaders 
from the secessionist regions in the former 
Soviet republics. Conducting an active and 
more assertive policy, Russia gained 
momentum in the regional geopolitics and 
became aware that the “frozen con�licts” could 
be a tool to use in order to regain the 
undisputed leading role in the region and to 
jump back into the world affairs.

As the frontier of the EU and NATO were set 
after 2007 on the Black Sea, it started to 
determine the process of “frontier 
phenomena”, triggering reactions from Russia, 
as Moscow seemed uncomfortable with the 
closeness of the Euro-Atlantic community. 

variety of its population. The explanation is that 
Russia is interested in fuelling as well as 
contributing to refreeze the con�licts outside its 
borders, but makes sure that it ruthlessly 
suppresses any attempt toward secession 
within its own federal jurisdiction. The two 
wars in Chechnya, the war in Dagestan, as well 
as the insurgency in Ingushetia have all involved 
an overwhelming response from the Russian 
military forces. 

Managing carefully the “frozen con�licts” in the 
Black Sea area, Russia ensured its dominance in 
the region and transformed the Black Sea into a 
Russian lake. More recently, Russia has 
developed a very complicated situation in 
Eastern Ukraine, following the illegal 
annexation of Crimea. The Minsk-2 agreement is 
far from reaching outstanding results, but, as it 
has been previously pointed out, it is the only 
instrument to avoid a large scale war in Ukraine.

The role of the EU 

The former Soviet space could signi�icantly 
improve its chances of increasing security 
within its frontiers if the countries would 
improve their resilience. The concept has been 
the pivot of the EU Global Strategy on Foreign 
and Security Policy �inalized in 2016 and has 
since been at the core of the EU measures in the 
area. The document points out that the 
countries in the former Soviet space deal with 
numerous challenges, some characteristic to the 
post-communist countries, but some speci�ic to 
this region. Moreover, it highlights that the EU 
has invested a considerable effort and 
signi�icant resources in order to contribute to 

the improvement of the overall situation in the 
former Soviet space.

… the EU has invested a 
considerable effort and signi�icant 
resources in order to contribute to 
the improvement of the overall 
situation in the former Soviet 
space. 

 

All the measures undertaken have been 
triggered by the will of the EU to rely on 
consolidated neighbours. Still, the EU has not 
managed to record major or decisive 
achievements when it comes to “frozen 
con�licts”. The efforts and funding arriving from 
Brussels have been regarded by many leaders of 
the countries with “frozen con�licts” on their 
territory as a source of maintaining the power, 
not a real instrument of transforming the 
country. By covert or visible gestures, these 
leaders have expressed in front of the people 
that the bene�its obtained from the EU 
represent their personal success, not the plan of 
the EU to modernize the countries in the area. 
While it was not so, the EU lacked a tailored 
public diplomacy that would show to the people 
of the former Soviet space its full commitment 
to increase their resilience. 

The danger of fragmentation through 
federalization 

Whatever the perspective on “frozen con�licts”, 

Several ex-Soviet countries in the wider Black 
Sea have showed their will to join the 
transatlantic security and economy driver, but 
the renewed assertive Russian policy was 
meant to pull these republics back: by means of 
threat, blackmail and war.

Armenia followed rapidly the line as it needs 
Russian military backing to guarantee its 
survival in the war with Azerbaijan. Other 
countries like Republic of Moldova, Ukraine 
and Georgia have already shown their intention 
to integrate at some point into the EU. Even the 
war in 2008 did not change Georgia’s decision, 
but removed more land out of Tbilisi’s control 
and reinforced the leaders in the two “frozen 
con�licts” existing on its formal jurisdiction. 

The powerbroker in Moscow

The temptation of some of the countries of the 
former Soviet space to embrace Western values 
and speed up the process of aligning to them 
triggered the Russian reaction as a re�lex in the 
area being considered the Russian courtyard. 
The fact that the “frozen con�licts” have not 
been solved, but actually intensi�ied (the 
clashes in Nagorno-Karabakh culminating with 
the war in April 2016) and increased in 
number in the last years, demonstrates that 
Russia has succeeded in keeping the area in a 
political limbo, if it could not control it formally. 
Moscow achieved its aims through its very long 
experience in dominating the peoples in the 
former imperial and Soviet space, some being 
under Russian imperial rule for over 300 years. 

Thus, Moscow has understood and shaped 
carefully the political thinking of the local 
leaders in the rebel regions. Therefore, the fact 
that Russia keeps track of its institutional 
memory has been a bene�it in dealing with the 
“frozen con�licts”.

Engaging diplomatically in all 
these years with an array of 
con�licts at its border made 
Russia more comfortable with 
its security dilemma and 
enhanced its con�idence in 
dealing with the West.

Moreover, in almost three decades since the fall 
of the Soviet Union, Russia has shown that it has 
learned how to deal with the complex problems 
at its borders. The West was certain that Russia 
has lost for good its control over the former 
Soviet Republics in the 90’s. Engaging 
diplomatically in all these years with an array of 
con�licts at its border made Russia more 
comfortable with its security dilemma and 
enhanced its con�idence in dealing with the 
West. Moreover, it slowly reinforced Moscow’s 
assertiveness in the region. As an imperial 
re�lex, Russia has increasingly shown its will to 
interfere with the other republics of the former 
Soviet space.

But if there is an array of unsettled con�licts 
within the space of the other former Soviet 
republics, Russia does not have any within its 
borders, despite its enormous territory and the 

attempts to �ind a settlement, as the leaders of 
these entities have developed not only the taste 
for power, but some knowledge on how to run a 
polity. Furthermore, the EU con�idence crisis’ 
worrying effect is that the “frozen con�licts” 
seem to fuel the ambitions of the local leaders 
controlling the secessionist regions. 

The process of settling the “frozen con�licts” is 
becoming even harder as a new generation of 
young people was raised in Transnistria, 
Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia or South Ossetia 
as citizens of “unrecognized” entities. Providing 
arguments to increase their dissonance with 
the policy of the of�icial state is not needed 
anymore, as enough social isolation has been 
ful�illed already. Genuinely, the damage done to 
the population of the self-proclaimed states is 
severe. As the local leaders have no real 
instruments to negotiate in the name of a state, 
they are deprived of the capacity to ensure 
sustainable growth to the people. 

The EU integration dream will not be 
accomplished for all the countries that have a 
“frozen con�lict” on their territory. Ukraine has 
shown clear intention to bend towards the West 
in 2013 but the initiation of a con�lict between 
the Russian supported rebels and the poorly 
prepared Ukrainian military forces halted the 
process. The military clashes have developed 
into a “frozen con�lict” as the Normandy format 
reuniting Germany, France, Russia and Ukraine 
agreed to sign a settlement that would “freeze” 
the hostilities, but would leave the situation on 
the ground untouched. The self-proclaimed 
Republics of Donetsk and Lugansk have 
received the power to “warm” the confrontation 

the situation on the ground is utterly 
complicated. However the West looks at the 
“frozen con�licts”, they are all under Russia’s 
control. Given this, the West should not 
abandon these states, but support them in 
increasing their resilience. When dealing with 
“frozen con�licts” in Republic of Moldova, 
Ukraine, Georgia and Azerbaijan, the EU could 
do more to bridge the gap between the 
secessionist regions and the central authorities. 
This would be particularly important as the 
central authorities in the countries with “frozen 
con�licts” have a very hard time in managing 
relations with the self-proclaimed local leaders, 
and most of the time have to address Russia to 
solve a speci�ic issue. 

These Russian proxies want to prove that they 
are trustworthy decision makers. Almost all of 
the secessionist leaders, with the exception of 
Nagorno-Karabakh, show their commitment 
only to Moscow. They aim to demonstrate that 
their resolute will can hold back any plans to 
reunite that land with the central 
administration of the state. For this reason, the 
Russian military presence in the rebel 
territories is considered a reason for 
maintaining peace, rather than fomenting 
social stress. 

The proposal to reintegrate the rebel regions 
by federalizing the former Soviet republics will 
provide Russia a veto in these states. If the 
federalization process seems impossible to 
accept in Chisinau, Tbilisi or Kiev, it is also 
worrying that small separatist republics have 
developed survival skills based on the power of 
the tutor. This process is only weakening the 

when receiving instructions from Moscow. The 
situation will prevent Ukraine from joining the 
EU in the decades to come. 

One of the best things that the 
states can do is to make sure that 
they become attractive for the 
people living under rebel control.

One of the best things that the states can do is to 
make sure that they become attractive for the 
people living under rebel control. If Republic of 
Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia would provide 
dazzling proofs that they made great progress 
in �ighting against corruption, that the 
conditions are favorable for modernization, and 
if the transformation would indeed be visible, 
this would only provide incentives for the 
people living in secessionist entities to actually 
increase the will to align more with the central 
authorities.

Conclusion

Even with the apparent power Moscow enjoys 
in the “frozen con�licts”, one should not see 
Russia in everything and everywhere. One key 
component has been the decrease of the 
number of people being able to speak Russian. 
Over the last 20 years, a 20% decrease of 
Russian language skills has been recorded 
among people living in the former Soviet Union 
space. The loss of a natural link between people 
has been doubled by the effects of the “frozen 
con�licts”. Many citizens in Georgia, Republic of 

Moldova and Ukraine would not have favored a 
split from the East if Russia had not supported 
the “frozen con�licts” on their territories. This 
feeling is most striking in Ukraine, a country 
considerably connected with Russia, but which 
has been estranged by the support Moscow 
provided to the rebels in Donbas. Experts have 
shown interest for the decision of the war 
veterans to stop the trade between the 
self-proclaimed republics in Donbas and 
Ukraine. Moreover, the citizens in these former 
Soviet republics have been convinced by now 
that their prosperity can be increased 
signi�icantly not by returning to the East, but by 
continuing to align to the West. These are only 
several arguments that might actually weaken 
Russia’s position in its neighborhood in the 
coming years. 

… the citizens in these former 
Soviet republics have been 
convinced by now that their 
prosperity can be increased 
signi�icantly not by returning to 
the East, but by continuing to 
align to the West.

Such societal resilience would be the hardest 
obstacle to tackle for the power brokers in 
Moscow. A peaceful and mutual rewarding 
outcome for these countries would be to 
continue their commitment to Western values 
while Moscow would gradually reduce the 
threat of reinitiating the con�lict while 
developing closer ties with the EU by commonly 

agreeing to improve the security environment 
in Eastern Europe. Most probably, 2016 has 
been the hardest year for the EU after the fall of 
the Soviet Union. With the current premises, 
2017 will be the �irst step towards a new 
reshaped EU after Brexit. Highly probable, 
France and Germany will have likeminded 
leaders by the end of the year and will get the 
support of the already more constructive and 
resolute US President Donald Trump through 
NATO. Paris and Berlin would be able to 
continue the effort of bringing the EU closer to 

its citizens and responding better to their 
needs. Idealistic as it may sound, the crisis of 
con�idence overcome, there would be little for 
other major actors with regional interests in 
Eastern Europe to halt the modernizing 
process of the EU in the area. 

Dr. Cosmin Ioniță, Head of Research 
Programmes, New Strategy Center, Romania; 
Assistant Professor, Faculty of History, 
University of Bucharest, Romania
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Introduction

Using a very sharp wording in the press brief 
after the meeting in Moscow with the Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and the Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, the US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson highlighted 
that “until full progress is made under the 
Minsk Accords, the situation in Ukraine will 
remain an obstacle to improvement in 
relations between the U.S. and Russia” (Press 
release Department of State. 12 April 2017).

The world and even Europe has different 
things on the agenda currently. Still, the 
warmest of the “frozen con�licts” on the 
continent has received a signi�icant attention 
by the US and Russian of�icials at their 
meeting on 12 April. The mention was 

essential as many experts have feared a 
possible “grand bargain” between the new US 
administration and the Russian at the expense 
of the states with “frozen con�licts”. 

… “frozen con�licts” received 
less attention from Western 
leaders until the Russian 
military intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, despite the 
importance they play for the 
European security and 
generally for the geopolitical 
situation in Eurasia.

Even with this good sign, “frozen con�licts” 
received less attention from Western leaders 
until the Russian military intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, despite the importance they 
play for the European security and generally 
for the geopolitical situation in Eurasia. 
Abkhazia, Nagorno-Karabakh, South Ossetia, 
and Transnistria were all territories that 
formally belong to a country, but they did not 
follow the laws of the central authorities, 
rather the instructions from Moscow. After 
2014, Crimea and the Donbas have been 
added to the list, both being formally 
territories of Ukraine, currently under the 
direct or indirect control of Russia.

All these territories involved in “frozen 
con�licts” have disruptive common features: 
they all score very badly when it comes to 
modernisation, economic results and human 
rights. Their ranking, according to Freedom 
House, depicts that they generally have the 
second lowest mark in terms of freedom, civil 
liberties and political rights.

The long list of un�inished business in the 
former Soviet space

These “frozen con�licts” are very much 
dependent on the level of uncertainty of the 
people living in the area. All these disputes in 
the ex-Soviet space have a core issue based on 
historical background, determined by the 
concept of identity. The population swap 
mechanisms implemented during both the 
imperial age and the Soviet times have primed 
social con�licts to be utilized for political 
reasons. Moscow managed to hold the ethnic 

differences low during the Soviet era, but the 
�ire ignited just before the collapse of the USSR. 

The population swap mechanisms 
implemented during both the 
imperial age and the Soviet times 
have primed social con�licts to be 
utilized for political reasons.

Given the large number of the problems 
existing between the former Soviet republics, 
generating an international structure in the 
early ‘90s that would be able to build trust 
among them was an illusory proposal. The 
Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC) 
created through the initiative of Turkey soon 
became ineffective, due to the obvious Russian 
nuisance to consider its former satellites in 
the Soviet Union as equals. Thus, if control 
through an international organization seemed 
impossible, Russia has decided to do so by 
creating a real allegiance of the local leaders 
from the secessionist regions in the former 
Soviet republics. Conducting an active and 
more assertive policy, Russia gained 
momentum in the regional geopolitics and 
became aware that the “frozen con�licts” could 
be a tool to use in order to regain the 
undisputed leading role in the region and to 
jump back into the world affairs.

As the frontier of the EU and NATO were set 
after 2007 on the Black Sea, it started to 
determine the process of “frontier 
phenomena”, triggering reactions from Russia, 
as Moscow seemed uncomfortable with the 
closeness of the Euro-Atlantic community. 

variety of its population. The explanation is that 
Russia is interested in fuelling as well as 
contributing to refreeze the con�licts outside its 
borders, but makes sure that it ruthlessly 
suppresses any attempt toward secession 
within its own federal jurisdiction. The two 
wars in Chechnya, the war in Dagestan, as well 
as the insurgency in Ingushetia have all involved 
an overwhelming response from the Russian 
military forces. 

Managing carefully the “frozen con�licts” in the 
Black Sea area, Russia ensured its dominance in 
the region and transformed the Black Sea into a 
Russian lake. More recently, Russia has 
developed a very complicated situation in 
Eastern Ukraine, following the illegal 
annexation of Crimea. The Minsk-2 agreement is 
far from reaching outstanding results, but, as it 
has been previously pointed out, it is the only 
instrument to avoid a large scale war in Ukraine.

The role of the EU 

The former Soviet space could signi�icantly 
improve its chances of increasing security 
within its frontiers if the countries would 
improve their resilience. The concept has been 
the pivot of the EU Global Strategy on Foreign 
and Security Policy �inalized in 2016 and has 
since been at the core of the EU measures in the 
area. The document points out that the 
countries in the former Soviet space deal with 
numerous challenges, some characteristic to the 
post-communist countries, but some speci�ic to 
this region. Moreover, it highlights that the EU 
has invested a considerable effort and 
signi�icant resources in order to contribute to 

the improvement of the overall situation in the 
former Soviet space.

… the EU has invested a 
considerable effort and signi�icant 
resources in order to contribute to 
the improvement of the overall 
situation in the former Soviet 
space. 

 

All the measures undertaken have been 
triggered by the will of the EU to rely on 
consolidated neighbours. Still, the EU has not 
managed to record major or decisive 
achievements when it comes to “frozen 
con�licts”. The efforts and funding arriving from 
Brussels have been regarded by many leaders of 
the countries with “frozen con�licts” on their 
territory as a source of maintaining the power, 
not a real instrument of transforming the 
country. By covert or visible gestures, these 
leaders have expressed in front of the people 
that the bene�its obtained from the EU 
represent their personal success, not the plan of 
the EU to modernize the countries in the area. 
While it was not so, the EU lacked a tailored 
public diplomacy that would show to the people 
of the former Soviet space its full commitment 
to increase their resilience. 

The danger of fragmentation through 
federalization 

Whatever the perspective on “frozen con�licts”, 

Several ex-Soviet countries in the wider Black 
Sea have showed their will to join the 
transatlantic security and economy driver, but 
the renewed assertive Russian policy was 
meant to pull these republics back: by means of 
threat, blackmail and war.

Armenia followed rapidly the line as it needs 
Russian military backing to guarantee its 
survival in the war with Azerbaijan. Other 
countries like Republic of Moldova, Ukraine 
and Georgia have already shown their intention 
to integrate at some point into the EU. Even the 
war in 2008 did not change Georgia’s decision, 
but removed more land out of Tbilisi’s control 
and reinforced the leaders in the two “frozen 
con�licts” existing on its formal jurisdiction. 

The powerbroker in Moscow

The temptation of some of the countries of the 
former Soviet space to embrace Western values 
and speed up the process of aligning to them 
triggered the Russian reaction as a re�lex in the 
area being considered the Russian courtyard. 
The fact that the “frozen con�licts” have not 
been solved, but actually intensi�ied (the 
clashes in Nagorno-Karabakh culminating with 
the war in April 2016) and increased in 
number in the last years, demonstrates that 
Russia has succeeded in keeping the area in a 
political limbo, if it could not control it formally. 
Moscow achieved its aims through its very long 
experience in dominating the peoples in the 
former imperial and Soviet space, some being 
under Russian imperial rule for over 300 years. 

Thus, Moscow has understood and shaped 
carefully the political thinking of the local 
leaders in the rebel regions. Therefore, the fact 
that Russia keeps track of its institutional 
memory has been a bene�it in dealing with the 
“frozen con�licts”.

Engaging diplomatically in all 
these years with an array of 
con�licts at its border made 
Russia more comfortable with 
its security dilemma and 
enhanced its con�idence in 
dealing with the West.

Moreover, in almost three decades since the fall 
of the Soviet Union, Russia has shown that it has 
learned how to deal with the complex problems 
at its borders. The West was certain that Russia 
has lost for good its control over the former 
Soviet Republics in the 90’s. Engaging 
diplomatically in all these years with an array of 
con�licts at its border made Russia more 
comfortable with its security dilemma and 
enhanced its con�idence in dealing with the 
West. Moreover, it slowly reinforced Moscow’s 
assertiveness in the region. As an imperial 
re�lex, Russia has increasingly shown its will to 
interfere with the other republics of the former 
Soviet space.

But if there is an array of unsettled con�licts 
within the space of the other former Soviet 
republics, Russia does not have any within its 
borders, despite its enormous territory and the 

attempts to �ind a settlement, as the leaders of 
these entities have developed not only the taste 
for power, but some knowledge on how to run a 
polity. Furthermore, the EU con�idence crisis’ 
worrying effect is that the “frozen con�licts” 
seem to fuel the ambitions of the local leaders 
controlling the secessionist regions. 

The process of settling the “frozen con�licts” is 
becoming even harder as a new generation of 
young people was raised in Transnistria, 
Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia or South Ossetia 
as citizens of “unrecognized” entities. Providing 
arguments to increase their dissonance with 
the policy of the of�icial state is not needed 
anymore, as enough social isolation has been 
ful�illed already. Genuinely, the damage done to 
the population of the self-proclaimed states is 
severe. As the local leaders have no real 
instruments to negotiate in the name of a state, 
they are deprived of the capacity to ensure 
sustainable growth to the people. 

The EU integration dream will not be 
accomplished for all the countries that have a 
“frozen con�lict” on their territory. Ukraine has 
shown clear intention to bend towards the West 
in 2013 but the initiation of a con�lict between 
the Russian supported rebels and the poorly 
prepared Ukrainian military forces halted the 
process. The military clashes have developed 
into a “frozen con�lict” as the Normandy format 
reuniting Germany, France, Russia and Ukraine 
agreed to sign a settlement that would “freeze” 
the hostilities, but would leave the situation on 
the ground untouched. The self-proclaimed 
Republics of Donetsk and Lugansk have 
received the power to “warm” the confrontation 

the situation on the ground is utterly 
complicated. However the West looks at the 
“frozen con�licts”, they are all under Russia’s 
control. Given this, the West should not 
abandon these states, but support them in 
increasing their resilience. When dealing with 
“frozen con�licts” in Republic of Moldova, 
Ukraine, Georgia and Azerbaijan, the EU could 
do more to bridge the gap between the 
secessionist regions and the central authorities. 
This would be particularly important as the 
central authorities in the countries with “frozen 
con�licts” have a very hard time in managing 
relations with the self-proclaimed local leaders, 
and most of the time have to address Russia to 
solve a speci�ic issue. 

These Russian proxies want to prove that they 
are trustworthy decision makers. Almost all of 
the secessionist leaders, with the exception of 
Nagorno-Karabakh, show their commitment 
only to Moscow. They aim to demonstrate that 
their resolute will can hold back any plans to 
reunite that land with the central 
administration of the state. For this reason, the 
Russian military presence in the rebel 
territories is considered a reason for 
maintaining peace, rather than fomenting 
social stress. 

The proposal to reintegrate the rebel regions 
by federalizing the former Soviet republics will 
provide Russia a veto in these states. If the 
federalization process seems impossible to 
accept in Chisinau, Tbilisi or Kiev, it is also 
worrying that small separatist republics have 
developed survival skills based on the power of 
the tutor. This process is only weakening the 

when receiving instructions from Moscow. The 
situation will prevent Ukraine from joining the 
EU in the decades to come. 

One of the best things that the 
states can do is to make sure that 
they become attractive for the 
people living under rebel control.

One of the best things that the states can do is to 
make sure that they become attractive for the 
people living under rebel control. If Republic of 
Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia would provide 
dazzling proofs that they made great progress 
in �ighting against corruption, that the 
conditions are favorable for modernization, and 
if the transformation would indeed be visible, 
this would only provide incentives for the 
people living in secessionist entities to actually 
increase the will to align more with the central 
authorities.

Conclusion

Even with the apparent power Moscow enjoys 
in the “frozen con�licts”, one should not see 
Russia in everything and everywhere. One key 
component has been the decrease of the 
number of people being able to speak Russian. 
Over the last 20 years, a 20% decrease of 
Russian language skills has been recorded 
among people living in the former Soviet Union 
space. The loss of a natural link between people 
has been doubled by the effects of the “frozen 
con�licts”. Many citizens in Georgia, Republic of 

Moldova and Ukraine would not have favored a 
split from the East if Russia had not supported 
the “frozen con�licts” on their territories. This 
feeling is most striking in Ukraine, a country 
considerably connected with Russia, but which 
has been estranged by the support Moscow 
provided to the rebels in Donbas. Experts have 
shown interest for the decision of the war 
veterans to stop the trade between the 
self-proclaimed republics in Donbas and 
Ukraine. Moreover, the citizens in these former 
Soviet republics have been convinced by now 
that their prosperity can be increased 
signi�icantly not by returning to the East, but by 
continuing to align to the West. These are only 
several arguments that might actually weaken 
Russia’s position in its neighborhood in the 
coming years. 

… the citizens in these former 
Soviet republics have been 
convinced by now that their 
prosperity can be increased 
signi�icantly not by returning to 
the East, but by continuing to 
align to the West.

Such societal resilience would be the hardest 
obstacle to tackle for the power brokers in 
Moscow. A peaceful and mutual rewarding 
outcome for these countries would be to 
continue their commitment to Western values 
while Moscow would gradually reduce the 
threat of reinitiating the con�lict while 
developing closer ties with the EU by commonly 

agreeing to improve the security environment 
in Eastern Europe. Most probably, 2016 has 
been the hardest year for the EU after the fall of 
the Soviet Union. With the current premises, 
2017 will be the �irst step towards a new 
reshaped EU after Brexit. Highly probable, 
France and Germany will have likeminded 
leaders by the end of the year and will get the 
support of the already more constructive and 
resolute US President Donald Trump through 
NATO. Paris and Berlin would be able to 
continue the effort of bringing the EU closer to 

its citizens and responding better to their 
needs. Idealistic as it may sound, the crisis of 
con�idence overcome, there would be little for 
other major actors with regional interests in 
Eastern Europe to halt the modernizing 
process of the EU in the area. 

Dr. Cosmin Ioniță, Head of Research 
Programmes, New Strategy Center, Romania; 
Assistant Professor, Faculty of History, 
University of Bucharest, Romania
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Introduction

Using a very sharp wording in the press brief 
after the meeting in Moscow with the Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and the Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, the US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson highlighted 
that “until full progress is made under the 
Minsk Accords, the situation in Ukraine will 
remain an obstacle to improvement in 
relations between the U.S. and Russia” (Press 
release Department of State. 12 April 2017).

The world and even Europe has different 
things on the agenda currently. Still, the 
warmest of the “frozen con�licts” on the 
continent has received a signi�icant attention 
by the US and Russian of�icials at their 
meeting on 12 April. The mention was 

essential as many experts have feared a 
possible “grand bargain” between the new US 
administration and the Russian at the expense 
of the states with “frozen con�licts”. 

… “frozen con�licts” received 
less attention from Western 
leaders until the Russian 
military intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, despite the 
importance they play for the 
European security and 
generally for the geopolitical 
situation in Eurasia.

Even with this good sign, “frozen con�licts” 
received less attention from Western leaders 
until the Russian military intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, despite the importance they 
play for the European security and generally 
for the geopolitical situation in Eurasia. 
Abkhazia, Nagorno-Karabakh, South Ossetia, 
and Transnistria were all territories that 
formally belong to a country, but they did not 
follow the laws of the central authorities, 
rather the instructions from Moscow. After 
2014, Crimea and the Donbas have been 
added to the list, both being formally 
territories of Ukraine, currently under the 
direct or indirect control of Russia.

All these territories involved in “frozen 
con�licts” have disruptive common features: 
they all score very badly when it comes to 
modernisation, economic results and human 
rights. Their ranking, according to Freedom 
House, depicts that they generally have the 
second lowest mark in terms of freedom, civil 
liberties and political rights.

The long list of un�inished business in the 
former Soviet space

These “frozen con�licts” are very much 
dependent on the level of uncertainty of the 
people living in the area. All these disputes in 
the ex-Soviet space have a core issue based on 
historical background, determined by the 
concept of identity. The population swap 
mechanisms implemented during both the 
imperial age and the Soviet times have primed 
social con�licts to be utilized for political 
reasons. Moscow managed to hold the ethnic 

differences low during the Soviet era, but the 
�ire ignited just before the collapse of the USSR. 

The population swap mechanisms 
implemented during both the 
imperial age and the Soviet times 
have primed social con�licts to be 
utilized for political reasons.

Given the large number of the problems 
existing between the former Soviet republics, 
generating an international structure in the 
early ‘90s that would be able to build trust 
among them was an illusory proposal. The 
Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC) 
created through the initiative of Turkey soon 
became ineffective, due to the obvious Russian 
nuisance to consider its former satellites in 
the Soviet Union as equals. Thus, if control 
through an international organization seemed 
impossible, Russia has decided to do so by 
creating a real allegiance of the local leaders 
from the secessionist regions in the former 
Soviet republics. Conducting an active and 
more assertive policy, Russia gained 
momentum in the regional geopolitics and 
became aware that the “frozen con�licts” could 
be a tool to use in order to regain the 
undisputed leading role in the region and to 
jump back into the world affairs.

As the frontier of the EU and NATO were set 
after 2007 on the Black Sea, it started to 
determine the process of “frontier 
phenomena”, triggering reactions from Russia, 
as Moscow seemed uncomfortable with the 
closeness of the Euro-Atlantic community. 

variety of its population. The explanation is that 
Russia is interested in fuelling as well as 
contributing to refreeze the con�licts outside its 
borders, but makes sure that it ruthlessly 
suppresses any attempt toward secession 
within its own federal jurisdiction. The two 
wars in Chechnya, the war in Dagestan, as well 
as the insurgency in Ingushetia have all involved 
an overwhelming response from the Russian 
military forces. 

Managing carefully the “frozen con�licts” in the 
Black Sea area, Russia ensured its dominance in 
the region and transformed the Black Sea into a 
Russian lake. More recently, Russia has 
developed a very complicated situation in 
Eastern Ukraine, following the illegal 
annexation of Crimea. The Minsk-2 agreement is 
far from reaching outstanding results, but, as it 
has been previously pointed out, it is the only 
instrument to avoid a large scale war in Ukraine.

The role of the EU 

The former Soviet space could signi�icantly 
improve its chances of increasing security 
within its frontiers if the countries would 
improve their resilience. The concept has been 
the pivot of the EU Global Strategy on Foreign 
and Security Policy �inalized in 2016 and has 
since been at the core of the EU measures in the 
area. The document points out that the 
countries in the former Soviet space deal with 
numerous challenges, some characteristic to the 
post-communist countries, but some speci�ic to 
this region. Moreover, it highlights that the EU 
has invested a considerable effort and 
signi�icant resources in order to contribute to 

the improvement of the overall situation in the 
former Soviet space.

… the EU has invested a 
considerable effort and signi�icant 
resources in order to contribute to 
the improvement of the overall 
situation in the former Soviet 
space. 

 

All the measures undertaken have been 
triggered by the will of the EU to rely on 
consolidated neighbours. Still, the EU has not 
managed to record major or decisive 
achievements when it comes to “frozen 
con�licts”. The efforts and funding arriving from 
Brussels have been regarded by many leaders of 
the countries with “frozen con�licts” on their 
territory as a source of maintaining the power, 
not a real instrument of transforming the 
country. By covert or visible gestures, these 
leaders have expressed in front of the people 
that the bene�its obtained from the EU 
represent their personal success, not the plan of 
the EU to modernize the countries in the area. 
While it was not so, the EU lacked a tailored 
public diplomacy that would show to the people 
of the former Soviet space its full commitment 
to increase their resilience. 

The danger of fragmentation through 
federalization 

Whatever the perspective on “frozen con�licts”, 

Several ex-Soviet countries in the wider Black 
Sea have showed their will to join the 
transatlantic security and economy driver, but 
the renewed assertive Russian policy was 
meant to pull these republics back: by means of 
threat, blackmail and war.

Armenia followed rapidly the line as it needs 
Russian military backing to guarantee its 
survival in the war with Azerbaijan. Other 
countries like Republic of Moldova, Ukraine 
and Georgia have already shown their intention 
to integrate at some point into the EU. Even the 
war in 2008 did not change Georgia’s decision, 
but removed more land out of Tbilisi’s control 
and reinforced the leaders in the two “frozen 
con�licts” existing on its formal jurisdiction. 

The powerbroker in Moscow

The temptation of some of the countries of the 
former Soviet space to embrace Western values 
and speed up the process of aligning to them 
triggered the Russian reaction as a re�lex in the 
area being considered the Russian courtyard. 
The fact that the “frozen con�licts” have not 
been solved, but actually intensi�ied (the 
clashes in Nagorno-Karabakh culminating with 
the war in April 2016) and increased in 
number in the last years, demonstrates that 
Russia has succeeded in keeping the area in a 
political limbo, if it could not control it formally. 
Moscow achieved its aims through its very long 
experience in dominating the peoples in the 
former imperial and Soviet space, some being 
under Russian imperial rule for over 300 years. 

Thus, Moscow has understood and shaped 
carefully the political thinking of the local 
leaders in the rebel regions. Therefore, the fact 
that Russia keeps track of its institutional 
memory has been a bene�it in dealing with the 
“frozen con�licts”.

Engaging diplomatically in all 
these years with an array of 
con�licts at its border made 
Russia more comfortable with 
its security dilemma and 
enhanced its con�idence in 
dealing with the West.

Moreover, in almost three decades since the fall 
of the Soviet Union, Russia has shown that it has 
learned how to deal with the complex problems 
at its borders. The West was certain that Russia 
has lost for good its control over the former 
Soviet Republics in the 90’s. Engaging 
diplomatically in all these years with an array of 
con�licts at its border made Russia more 
comfortable with its security dilemma and 
enhanced its con�idence in dealing with the 
West. Moreover, it slowly reinforced Moscow’s 
assertiveness in the region. As an imperial 
re�lex, Russia has increasingly shown its will to 
interfere with the other republics of the former 
Soviet space.

But if there is an array of unsettled con�licts 
within the space of the other former Soviet 
republics, Russia does not have any within its 
borders, despite its enormous territory and the 

attempts to �ind a settlement, as the leaders of 
these entities have developed not only the taste 
for power, but some knowledge on how to run a 
polity. Furthermore, the EU con�idence crisis’ 
worrying effect is that the “frozen con�licts” 
seem to fuel the ambitions of the local leaders 
controlling the secessionist regions. 

The process of settling the “frozen con�licts” is 
becoming even harder as a new generation of 
young people was raised in Transnistria, 
Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia or South Ossetia 
as citizens of “unrecognized” entities. Providing 
arguments to increase their dissonance with 
the policy of the of�icial state is not needed 
anymore, as enough social isolation has been 
ful�illed already. Genuinely, the damage done to 
the population of the self-proclaimed states is 
severe. As the local leaders have no real 
instruments to negotiate in the name of a state, 
they are deprived of the capacity to ensure 
sustainable growth to the people. 

The EU integration dream will not be 
accomplished for all the countries that have a 
“frozen con�lict” on their territory. Ukraine has 
shown clear intention to bend towards the West 
in 2013 but the initiation of a con�lict between 
the Russian supported rebels and the poorly 
prepared Ukrainian military forces halted the 
process. The military clashes have developed 
into a “frozen con�lict” as the Normandy format 
reuniting Germany, France, Russia and Ukraine 
agreed to sign a settlement that would “freeze” 
the hostilities, but would leave the situation on 
the ground untouched. The self-proclaimed 
Republics of Donetsk and Lugansk have 
received the power to “warm” the confrontation 

the situation on the ground is utterly 
complicated. However the West looks at the 
“frozen con�licts”, they are all under Russia’s 
control. Given this, the West should not 
abandon these states, but support them in 
increasing their resilience. When dealing with 
“frozen con�licts” in Republic of Moldova, 
Ukraine, Georgia and Azerbaijan, the EU could 
do more to bridge the gap between the 
secessionist regions and the central authorities. 
This would be particularly important as the 
central authorities in the countries with “frozen 
con�licts” have a very hard time in managing 
relations with the self-proclaimed local leaders, 
and most of the time have to address Russia to 
solve a speci�ic issue. 

These Russian proxies want to prove that they 
are trustworthy decision makers. Almost all of 
the secessionist leaders, with the exception of 
Nagorno-Karabakh, show their commitment 
only to Moscow. They aim to demonstrate that 
their resolute will can hold back any plans to 
reunite that land with the central 
administration of the state. For this reason, the 
Russian military presence in the rebel 
territories is considered a reason for 
maintaining peace, rather than fomenting 
social stress. 

The proposal to reintegrate the rebel regions 
by federalizing the former Soviet republics will 
provide Russia a veto in these states. If the 
federalization process seems impossible to 
accept in Chisinau, Tbilisi or Kiev, it is also 
worrying that small separatist republics have 
developed survival skills based on the power of 
the tutor. This process is only weakening the 

when receiving instructions from Moscow. The 
situation will prevent Ukraine from joining the 
EU in the decades to come. 

One of the best things that the 
states can do is to make sure that 
they become attractive for the 
people living under rebel control.

One of the best things that the states can do is to 
make sure that they become attractive for the 
people living under rebel control. If Republic of 
Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia would provide 
dazzling proofs that they made great progress 
in �ighting against corruption, that the 
conditions are favorable for modernization, and 
if the transformation would indeed be visible, 
this would only provide incentives for the 
people living in secessionist entities to actually 
increase the will to align more with the central 
authorities.

Conclusion

Even with the apparent power Moscow enjoys 
in the “frozen con�licts”, one should not see 
Russia in everything and everywhere. One key 
component has been the decrease of the 
number of people being able to speak Russian. 
Over the last 20 years, a 20% decrease of 
Russian language skills has been recorded 
among people living in the former Soviet Union 
space. The loss of a natural link between people 
has been doubled by the effects of the “frozen 
con�licts”. Many citizens in Georgia, Republic of 

Moldova and Ukraine would not have favored a 
split from the East if Russia had not supported 
the “frozen con�licts” on their territories. This 
feeling is most striking in Ukraine, a country 
considerably connected with Russia, but which 
has been estranged by the support Moscow 
provided to the rebels in Donbas. Experts have 
shown interest for the decision of the war 
veterans to stop the trade between the 
self-proclaimed republics in Donbas and 
Ukraine. Moreover, the citizens in these former 
Soviet republics have been convinced by now 
that their prosperity can be increased 
signi�icantly not by returning to the East, but by 
continuing to align to the West. These are only 
several arguments that might actually weaken 
Russia’s position in its neighborhood in the 
coming years. 

… the citizens in these former 
Soviet republics have been 
convinced by now that their 
prosperity can be increased 
signi�icantly not by returning to 
the East, but by continuing to 
align to the West.

Such societal resilience would be the hardest 
obstacle to tackle for the power brokers in 
Moscow. A peaceful and mutual rewarding 
outcome for these countries would be to 
continue their commitment to Western values 
while Moscow would gradually reduce the 
threat of reinitiating the con�lict while 
developing closer ties with the EU by commonly 

agreeing to improve the security environment 
in Eastern Europe. Most probably, 2016 has 
been the hardest year for the EU after the fall of 
the Soviet Union. With the current premises, 
2017 will be the �irst step towards a new 
reshaped EU after Brexit. Highly probable, 
France and Germany will have likeminded 
leaders by the end of the year and will get the 
support of the already more constructive and 
resolute US President Donald Trump through 
NATO. Paris and Berlin would be able to 
continue the effort of bringing the EU closer to 

its citizens and responding better to their 
needs. Idealistic as it may sound, the crisis of 
con�idence overcome, there would be little for 
other major actors with regional interests in 
Eastern Europe to halt the modernizing 
process of the EU in the area. 

Dr. Cosmin Ioniță, Head of Research 
Programmes, New Strategy Center, Romania; 
Assistant Professor, Faculty of History, 
University of Bucharest, Romania
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Introduction

Using a very sharp wording in the press brief 
after the meeting in Moscow with the Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and the Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, the US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson highlighted 
that “until full progress is made under the 
Minsk Accords, the situation in Ukraine will 
remain an obstacle to improvement in 
relations between the U.S. and Russia” (Press 
release Department of State. 12 April 2017).

The world and even Europe has different 
things on the agenda currently. Still, the 
warmest of the “frozen con�licts” on the 
continent has received a signi�icant attention 
by the US and Russian of�icials at their 
meeting on 12 April. The mention was 

essential as many experts have feared a 
possible “grand bargain” between the new US 
administration and the Russian at the expense 
of the states with “frozen con�licts”. 

… “frozen con�licts” received 
less attention from Western 
leaders until the Russian 
military intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, despite the 
importance they play for the 
European security and 
generally for the geopolitical 
situation in Eurasia.

Even with this good sign, “frozen con�licts” 
received less attention from Western leaders 
until the Russian military intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, despite the importance they 
play for the European security and generally 
for the geopolitical situation in Eurasia. 
Abkhazia, Nagorno-Karabakh, South Ossetia, 
and Transnistria were all territories that 
formally belong to a country, but they did not 
follow the laws of the central authorities, 
rather the instructions from Moscow. After 
2014, Crimea and the Donbas have been 
added to the list, both being formally 
territories of Ukraine, currently under the 
direct or indirect control of Russia.

All these territories involved in “frozen 
con�licts” have disruptive common features: 
they all score very badly when it comes to 
modernisation, economic results and human 
rights. Their ranking, according to Freedom 
House, depicts that they generally have the 
second lowest mark in terms of freedom, civil 
liberties and political rights.

The long list of un�inished business in the 
former Soviet space

These “frozen con�licts” are very much 
dependent on the level of uncertainty of the 
people living in the area. All these disputes in 
the ex-Soviet space have a core issue based on 
historical background, determined by the 
concept of identity. The population swap 
mechanisms implemented during both the 
imperial age and the Soviet times have primed 
social con�licts to be utilized for political 
reasons. Moscow managed to hold the ethnic 

differences low during the Soviet era, but the 
�ire ignited just before the collapse of the USSR. 

The population swap mechanisms 
implemented during both the 
imperial age and the Soviet times 
have primed social con�licts to be 
utilized for political reasons.

Given the large number of the problems 
existing between the former Soviet republics, 
generating an international structure in the 
early ‘90s that would be able to build trust 
among them was an illusory proposal. The 
Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC) 
created through the initiative of Turkey soon 
became ineffective, due to the obvious Russian 
nuisance to consider its former satellites in 
the Soviet Union as equals. Thus, if control 
through an international organization seemed 
impossible, Russia has decided to do so by 
creating a real allegiance of the local leaders 
from the secessionist regions in the former 
Soviet republics. Conducting an active and 
more assertive policy, Russia gained 
momentum in the regional geopolitics and 
became aware that the “frozen con�licts” could 
be a tool to use in order to regain the 
undisputed leading role in the region and to 
jump back into the world affairs.

As the frontier of the EU and NATO were set 
after 2007 on the Black Sea, it started to 
determine the process of “frontier 
phenomena”, triggering reactions from Russia, 
as Moscow seemed uncomfortable with the 
closeness of the Euro-Atlantic community. 

variety of its population. The explanation is that 
Russia is interested in fuelling as well as 
contributing to refreeze the con�licts outside its 
borders, but makes sure that it ruthlessly 
suppresses any attempt toward secession 
within its own federal jurisdiction. The two 
wars in Chechnya, the war in Dagestan, as well 
as the insurgency in Ingushetia have all involved 
an overwhelming response from the Russian 
military forces. 

Managing carefully the “frozen con�licts” in the 
Black Sea area, Russia ensured its dominance in 
the region and transformed the Black Sea into a 
Russian lake. More recently, Russia has 
developed a very complicated situation in 
Eastern Ukraine, following the illegal 
annexation of Crimea. The Minsk-2 agreement is 
far from reaching outstanding results, but, as it 
has been previously pointed out, it is the only 
instrument to avoid a large scale war in Ukraine.

The role of the EU 

The former Soviet space could signi�icantly 
improve its chances of increasing security 
within its frontiers if the countries would 
improve their resilience. The concept has been 
the pivot of the EU Global Strategy on Foreign 
and Security Policy �inalized in 2016 and has 
since been at the core of the EU measures in the 
area. The document points out that the 
countries in the former Soviet space deal with 
numerous challenges, some characteristic to the 
post-communist countries, but some speci�ic to 
this region. Moreover, it highlights that the EU 
has invested a considerable effort and 
signi�icant resources in order to contribute to 

the improvement of the overall situation in the 
former Soviet space.

… the EU has invested a 
considerable effort and signi�icant 
resources in order to contribute to 
the improvement of the overall 
situation in the former Soviet 
space. 

 

All the measures undertaken have been 
triggered by the will of the EU to rely on 
consolidated neighbours. Still, the EU has not 
managed to record major or decisive 
achievements when it comes to “frozen 
con�licts”. The efforts and funding arriving from 
Brussels have been regarded by many leaders of 
the countries with “frozen con�licts” on their 
territory as a source of maintaining the power, 
not a real instrument of transforming the 
country. By covert or visible gestures, these 
leaders have expressed in front of the people 
that the bene�its obtained from the EU 
represent their personal success, not the plan of 
the EU to modernize the countries in the area. 
While it was not so, the EU lacked a tailored 
public diplomacy that would show to the people 
of the former Soviet space its full commitment 
to increase their resilience. 

The danger of fragmentation through 
federalization 

Whatever the perspective on “frozen con�licts”, 

Several ex-Soviet countries in the wider Black 
Sea have showed their will to join the 
transatlantic security and economy driver, but 
the renewed assertive Russian policy was 
meant to pull these republics back: by means of 
threat, blackmail and war.

Armenia followed rapidly the line as it needs 
Russian military backing to guarantee its 
survival in the war with Azerbaijan. Other 
countries like Republic of Moldova, Ukraine 
and Georgia have already shown their intention 
to integrate at some point into the EU. Even the 
war in 2008 did not change Georgia’s decision, 
but removed more land out of Tbilisi’s control 
and reinforced the leaders in the two “frozen 
con�licts” existing on its formal jurisdiction. 

The powerbroker in Moscow

The temptation of some of the countries of the 
former Soviet space to embrace Western values 
and speed up the process of aligning to them 
triggered the Russian reaction as a re�lex in the 
area being considered the Russian courtyard. 
The fact that the “frozen con�licts” have not 
been solved, but actually intensi�ied (the 
clashes in Nagorno-Karabakh culminating with 
the war in April 2016) and increased in 
number in the last years, demonstrates that 
Russia has succeeded in keeping the area in a 
political limbo, if it could not control it formally. 
Moscow achieved its aims through its very long 
experience in dominating the peoples in the 
former imperial and Soviet space, some being 
under Russian imperial rule for over 300 years. 

Thus, Moscow has understood and shaped 
carefully the political thinking of the local 
leaders in the rebel regions. Therefore, the fact 
that Russia keeps track of its institutional 
memory has been a bene�it in dealing with the 
“frozen con�licts”.

Engaging diplomatically in all 
these years with an array of 
con�licts at its border made 
Russia more comfortable with 
its security dilemma and 
enhanced its con�idence in 
dealing with the West.

Moreover, in almost three decades since the fall 
of the Soviet Union, Russia has shown that it has 
learned how to deal with the complex problems 
at its borders. The West was certain that Russia 
has lost for good its control over the former 
Soviet Republics in the 90’s. Engaging 
diplomatically in all these years with an array of 
con�licts at its border made Russia more 
comfortable with its security dilemma and 
enhanced its con�idence in dealing with the 
West. Moreover, it slowly reinforced Moscow’s 
assertiveness in the region. As an imperial 
re�lex, Russia has increasingly shown its will to 
interfere with the other republics of the former 
Soviet space.

But if there is an array of unsettled con�licts 
within the space of the other former Soviet 
republics, Russia does not have any within its 
borders, despite its enormous territory and the 

attempts to �ind a settlement, as the leaders of 
these entities have developed not only the taste 
for power, but some knowledge on how to run a 
polity. Furthermore, the EU con�idence crisis’ 
worrying effect is that the “frozen con�licts” 
seem to fuel the ambitions of the local leaders 
controlling the secessionist regions. 

The process of settling the “frozen con�licts” is 
becoming even harder as a new generation of 
young people was raised in Transnistria, 
Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia or South Ossetia 
as citizens of “unrecognized” entities. Providing 
arguments to increase their dissonance with 
the policy of the of�icial state is not needed 
anymore, as enough social isolation has been 
ful�illed already. Genuinely, the damage done to 
the population of the self-proclaimed states is 
severe. As the local leaders have no real 
instruments to negotiate in the name of a state, 
they are deprived of the capacity to ensure 
sustainable growth to the people. 

The EU integration dream will not be 
accomplished for all the countries that have a 
“frozen con�lict” on their territory. Ukraine has 
shown clear intention to bend towards the West 
in 2013 but the initiation of a con�lict between 
the Russian supported rebels and the poorly 
prepared Ukrainian military forces halted the 
process. The military clashes have developed 
into a “frozen con�lict” as the Normandy format 
reuniting Germany, France, Russia and Ukraine 
agreed to sign a settlement that would “freeze” 
the hostilities, but would leave the situation on 
the ground untouched. The self-proclaimed 
Republics of Donetsk and Lugansk have 
received the power to “warm” the confrontation 

the situation on the ground is utterly 
complicated. However the West looks at the 
“frozen con�licts”, they are all under Russia’s 
control. Given this, the West should not 
abandon these states, but support them in 
increasing their resilience. When dealing with 
“frozen con�licts” in Republic of Moldova, 
Ukraine, Georgia and Azerbaijan, the EU could 
do more to bridge the gap between the 
secessionist regions and the central authorities. 
This would be particularly important as the 
central authorities in the countries with “frozen 
con�licts” have a very hard time in managing 
relations with the self-proclaimed local leaders, 
and most of the time have to address Russia to 
solve a speci�ic issue. 

These Russian proxies want to prove that they 
are trustworthy decision makers. Almost all of 
the secessionist leaders, with the exception of 
Nagorno-Karabakh, show their commitment 
only to Moscow. They aim to demonstrate that 
their resolute will can hold back any plans to 
reunite that land with the central 
administration of the state. For this reason, the 
Russian military presence in the rebel 
territories is considered a reason for 
maintaining peace, rather than fomenting 
social stress. 

The proposal to reintegrate the rebel regions 
by federalizing the former Soviet republics will 
provide Russia a veto in these states. If the 
federalization process seems impossible to 
accept in Chisinau, Tbilisi or Kiev, it is also 
worrying that small separatist republics have 
developed survival skills based on the power of 
the tutor. This process is only weakening the 

when receiving instructions from Moscow. The 
situation will prevent Ukraine from joining the 
EU in the decades to come. 

One of the best things that the 
states can do is to make sure that 
they become attractive for the 
people living under rebel control.

One of the best things that the states can do is to 
make sure that they become attractive for the 
people living under rebel control. If Republic of 
Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia would provide 
dazzling proofs that they made great progress 
in �ighting against corruption, that the 
conditions are favorable for modernization, and 
if the transformation would indeed be visible, 
this would only provide incentives for the 
people living in secessionist entities to actually 
increase the will to align more with the central 
authorities.

Conclusion

Even with the apparent power Moscow enjoys 
in the “frozen con�licts”, one should not see 
Russia in everything and everywhere. One key 
component has been the decrease of the 
number of people being able to speak Russian. 
Over the last 20 years, a 20% decrease of 
Russian language skills has been recorded 
among people living in the former Soviet Union 
space. The loss of a natural link between people 
has been doubled by the effects of the “frozen 
con�licts”. Many citizens in Georgia, Republic of 

Moldova and Ukraine would not have favored a 
split from the East if Russia had not supported 
the “frozen con�licts” on their territories. This 
feeling is most striking in Ukraine, a country 
considerably connected with Russia, but which 
has been estranged by the support Moscow 
provided to the rebels in Donbas. Experts have 
shown interest for the decision of the war 
veterans to stop the trade between the 
self-proclaimed republics in Donbas and 
Ukraine. Moreover, the citizens in these former 
Soviet republics have been convinced by now 
that their prosperity can be increased 
signi�icantly not by returning to the East, but by 
continuing to align to the West. These are only 
several arguments that might actually weaken 
Russia’s position in its neighborhood in the 
coming years. 

… the citizens in these former 
Soviet republics have been 
convinced by now that their 
prosperity can be increased 
signi�icantly not by returning to 
the East, but by continuing to 
align to the West.

Such societal resilience would be the hardest 
obstacle to tackle for the power brokers in 
Moscow. A peaceful and mutual rewarding 
outcome for these countries would be to 
continue their commitment to Western values 
while Moscow would gradually reduce the 
threat of reinitiating the con�lict while 
developing closer ties with the EU by commonly 

agreeing to improve the security environment 
in Eastern Europe. Most probably, 2016 has 
been the hardest year for the EU after the fall of 
the Soviet Union. With the current premises, 
2017 will be the �irst step towards a new 
reshaped EU after Brexit. Highly probable, 
France and Germany will have likeminded 
leaders by the end of the year and will get the 
support of the already more constructive and 
resolute US President Donald Trump through 
NATO. Paris and Berlin would be able to 
continue the effort of bringing the EU closer to 

its citizens and responding better to their 
needs. Idealistic as it may sound, the crisis of 
con�idence overcome, there would be little for 
other major actors with regional interests in 
Eastern Europe to halt the modernizing 
process of the EU in the area. 
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Introduction

Using a very sharp wording in the press brief 
after the meeting in Moscow with the Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and the Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, the US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson highlighted 
that “until full progress is made under the 
Minsk Accords, the situation in Ukraine will 
remain an obstacle to improvement in 
relations between the U.S. and Russia” (Press 
release Department of State. 12 April 2017).

The world and even Europe has different 
things on the agenda currently. Still, the 
warmest of the “frozen con�licts” on the 
continent has received a signi�icant attention 
by the US and Russian of�icials at their 
meeting on 12 April. The mention was 

essential as many experts have feared a 
possible “grand bargain” between the new US 
administration and the Russian at the expense 
of the states with “frozen con�licts”. 

… “frozen con�licts” received 
less attention from Western 
leaders until the Russian 
military intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, despite the 
importance they play for the 
European security and 
generally for the geopolitical 
situation in Eurasia.

Even with this good sign, “frozen con�licts” 
received less attention from Western leaders 
until the Russian military intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, despite the importance they 
play for the European security and generally 
for the geopolitical situation in Eurasia. 
Abkhazia, Nagorno-Karabakh, South Ossetia, 
and Transnistria were all territories that 
formally belong to a country, but they did not 
follow the laws of the central authorities, 
rather the instructions from Moscow. After 
2014, Crimea and the Donbas have been 
added to the list, both being formally 
territories of Ukraine, currently under the 
direct or indirect control of Russia.

All these territories involved in “frozen 
con�licts” have disruptive common features: 
they all score very badly when it comes to 
modernisation, economic results and human 
rights. Their ranking, according to Freedom 
House, depicts that they generally have the 
second lowest mark in terms of freedom, civil 
liberties and political rights.

The long list of un�inished business in the 
former Soviet space

These “frozen con�licts” are very much 
dependent on the level of uncertainty of the 
people living in the area. All these disputes in 
the ex-Soviet space have a core issue based on 
historical background, determined by the 
concept of identity. The population swap 
mechanisms implemented during both the 
imperial age and the Soviet times have primed 
social con�licts to be utilized for political 
reasons. Moscow managed to hold the ethnic 

differences low during the Soviet era, but the 
�ire ignited just before the collapse of the USSR. 

The population swap mechanisms 
implemented during both the 
imperial age and the Soviet times 
have primed social con�licts to be 
utilized for political reasons.

Given the large number of the problems 
existing between the former Soviet republics, 
generating an international structure in the 
early ‘90s that would be able to build trust 
among them was an illusory proposal. The 
Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC) 
created through the initiative of Turkey soon 
became ineffective, due to the obvious Russian 
nuisance to consider its former satellites in 
the Soviet Union as equals. Thus, if control 
through an international organization seemed 
impossible, Russia has decided to do so by 
creating a real allegiance of the local leaders 
from the secessionist regions in the former 
Soviet republics. Conducting an active and 
more assertive policy, Russia gained 
momentum in the regional geopolitics and 
became aware that the “frozen con�licts” could 
be a tool to use in order to regain the 
undisputed leading role in the region and to 
jump back into the world affairs.

As the frontier of the EU and NATO were set 
after 2007 on the Black Sea, it started to 
determine the process of “frontier 
phenomena”, triggering reactions from Russia, 
as Moscow seemed uncomfortable with the 
closeness of the Euro-Atlantic community. 

variety of its population. The explanation is that 
Russia is interested in fuelling as well as 
contributing to refreeze the con�licts outside its 
borders, but makes sure that it ruthlessly 
suppresses any attempt toward secession 
within its own federal jurisdiction. The two 
wars in Chechnya, the war in Dagestan, as well 
as the insurgency in Ingushetia have all involved 
an overwhelming response from the Russian 
military forces. 

Managing carefully the “frozen con�licts” in the 
Black Sea area, Russia ensured its dominance in 
the region and transformed the Black Sea into a 
Russian lake. More recently, Russia has 
developed a very complicated situation in 
Eastern Ukraine, following the illegal 
annexation of Crimea. The Minsk-2 agreement is 
far from reaching outstanding results, but, as it 
has been previously pointed out, it is the only 
instrument to avoid a large scale war in Ukraine.

The role of the EU 

The former Soviet space could signi�icantly 
improve its chances of increasing security 
within its frontiers if the countries would 
improve their resilience. The concept has been 
the pivot of the EU Global Strategy on Foreign 
and Security Policy �inalized in 2016 and has 
since been at the core of the EU measures in the 
area. The document points out that the 
countries in the former Soviet space deal with 
numerous challenges, some characteristic to the 
post-communist countries, but some speci�ic to 
this region. Moreover, it highlights that the EU 
has invested a considerable effort and 
signi�icant resources in order to contribute to 

the improvement of the overall situation in the 
former Soviet space.

… the EU has invested a 
considerable effort and signi�icant 
resources in order to contribute to 
the improvement of the overall 
situation in the former Soviet 
space. 

 

All the measures undertaken have been 
triggered by the will of the EU to rely on 
consolidated neighbours. Still, the EU has not 
managed to record major or decisive 
achievements when it comes to “frozen 
con�licts”. The efforts and funding arriving from 
Brussels have been regarded by many leaders of 
the countries with “frozen con�licts” on their 
territory as a source of maintaining the power, 
not a real instrument of transforming the 
country. By covert or visible gestures, these 
leaders have expressed in front of the people 
that the bene�its obtained from the EU 
represent their personal success, not the plan of 
the EU to modernize the countries in the area. 
While it was not so, the EU lacked a tailored 
public diplomacy that would show to the people 
of the former Soviet space its full commitment 
to increase their resilience. 

The danger of fragmentation through 
federalization 

Whatever the perspective on “frozen con�licts”, 

Several ex-Soviet countries in the wider Black 
Sea have showed their will to join the 
transatlantic security and economy driver, but 
the renewed assertive Russian policy was 
meant to pull these republics back: by means of 
threat, blackmail and war.

Armenia followed rapidly the line as it needs 
Russian military backing to guarantee its 
survival in the war with Azerbaijan. Other 
countries like Republic of Moldova, Ukraine 
and Georgia have already shown their intention 
to integrate at some point into the EU. Even the 
war in 2008 did not change Georgia’s decision, 
but removed more land out of Tbilisi’s control 
and reinforced the leaders in the two “frozen 
con�licts” existing on its formal jurisdiction. 

The powerbroker in Moscow

The temptation of some of the countries of the 
former Soviet space to embrace Western values 
and speed up the process of aligning to them 
triggered the Russian reaction as a re�lex in the 
area being considered the Russian courtyard. 
The fact that the “frozen con�licts” have not 
been solved, but actually intensi�ied (the 
clashes in Nagorno-Karabakh culminating with 
the war in April 2016) and increased in 
number in the last years, demonstrates that 
Russia has succeeded in keeping the area in a 
political limbo, if it could not control it formally. 
Moscow achieved its aims through its very long 
experience in dominating the peoples in the 
former imperial and Soviet space, some being 
under Russian imperial rule for over 300 years. 

Thus, Moscow has understood and shaped 
carefully the political thinking of the local 
leaders in the rebel regions. Therefore, the fact 
that Russia keeps track of its institutional 
memory has been a bene�it in dealing with the 
“frozen con�licts”.

Engaging diplomatically in all 
these years with an array of 
con�licts at its border made 
Russia more comfortable with 
its security dilemma and 
enhanced its con�idence in 
dealing with the West.

Moreover, in almost three decades since the fall 
of the Soviet Union, Russia has shown that it has 
learned how to deal with the complex problems 
at its borders. The West was certain that Russia 
has lost for good its control over the former 
Soviet Republics in the 90’s. Engaging 
diplomatically in all these years with an array of 
con�licts at its border made Russia more 
comfortable with its security dilemma and 
enhanced its con�idence in dealing with the 
West. Moreover, it slowly reinforced Moscow’s 
assertiveness in the region. As an imperial 
re�lex, Russia has increasingly shown its will to 
interfere with the other republics of the former 
Soviet space.

But if there is an array of unsettled con�licts 
within the space of the other former Soviet 
republics, Russia does not have any within its 
borders, despite its enormous territory and the 

attempts to �ind a settlement, as the leaders of 
these entities have developed not only the taste 
for power, but some knowledge on how to run a 
polity. Furthermore, the EU con�idence crisis’ 
worrying effect is that the “frozen con�licts” 
seem to fuel the ambitions of the local leaders 
controlling the secessionist regions. 

The process of settling the “frozen con�licts” is 
becoming even harder as a new generation of 
young people was raised in Transnistria, 
Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia or South Ossetia 
as citizens of “unrecognized” entities. Providing 
arguments to increase their dissonance with 
the policy of the of�icial state is not needed 
anymore, as enough social isolation has been 
ful�illed already. Genuinely, the damage done to 
the population of the self-proclaimed states is 
severe. As the local leaders have no real 
instruments to negotiate in the name of a state, 
they are deprived of the capacity to ensure 
sustainable growth to the people. 

The EU integration dream will not be 
accomplished for all the countries that have a 
“frozen con�lict” on their territory. Ukraine has 
shown clear intention to bend towards the West 
in 2013 but the initiation of a con�lict between 
the Russian supported rebels and the poorly 
prepared Ukrainian military forces halted the 
process. The military clashes have developed 
into a “frozen con�lict” as the Normandy format 
reuniting Germany, France, Russia and Ukraine 
agreed to sign a settlement that would “freeze” 
the hostilities, but would leave the situation on 
the ground untouched. The self-proclaimed 
Republics of Donetsk and Lugansk have 
received the power to “warm” the confrontation 

the situation on the ground is utterly 
complicated. However the West looks at the 
“frozen con�licts”, they are all under Russia’s 
control. Given this, the West should not 
abandon these states, but support them in 
increasing their resilience. When dealing with 
“frozen con�licts” in Republic of Moldova, 
Ukraine, Georgia and Azerbaijan, the EU could 
do more to bridge the gap between the 
secessionist regions and the central authorities. 
This would be particularly important as the 
central authorities in the countries with “frozen 
con�licts” have a very hard time in managing 
relations with the self-proclaimed local leaders, 
and most of the time have to address Russia to 
solve a speci�ic issue. 

These Russian proxies want to prove that they 
are trustworthy decision makers. Almost all of 
the secessionist leaders, with the exception of 
Nagorno-Karabakh, show their commitment 
only to Moscow. They aim to demonstrate that 
their resolute will can hold back any plans to 
reunite that land with the central 
administration of the state. For this reason, the 
Russian military presence in the rebel 
territories is considered a reason for 
maintaining peace, rather than fomenting 
social stress. 

The proposal to reintegrate the rebel regions 
by federalizing the former Soviet republics will 
provide Russia a veto in these states. If the 
federalization process seems impossible to 
accept in Chisinau, Tbilisi or Kiev, it is also 
worrying that small separatist republics have 
developed survival skills based on the power of 
the tutor. This process is only weakening the 

when receiving instructions from Moscow. The 
situation will prevent Ukraine from joining the 
EU in the decades to come. 

One of the best things that the 
states can do is to make sure that 
they become attractive for the 
people living under rebel control.

One of the best things that the states can do is to 
make sure that they become attractive for the 
people living under rebel control. If Republic of 
Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia would provide 
dazzling proofs that they made great progress 
in �ighting against corruption, that the 
conditions are favorable for modernization, and 
if the transformation would indeed be visible, 
this would only provide incentives for the 
people living in secessionist entities to actually 
increase the will to align more with the central 
authorities.

Conclusion

Even with the apparent power Moscow enjoys 
in the “frozen con�licts”, one should not see 
Russia in everything and everywhere. One key 
component has been the decrease of the 
number of people being able to speak Russian. 
Over the last 20 years, a 20% decrease of 
Russian language skills has been recorded 
among people living in the former Soviet Union 
space. The loss of a natural link between people 
has been doubled by the effects of the “frozen 
con�licts”. Many citizens in Georgia, Republic of 

Moldova and Ukraine would not have favored a 
split from the East if Russia had not supported 
the “frozen con�licts” on their territories. This 
feeling is most striking in Ukraine, a country 
considerably connected with Russia, but which 
has been estranged by the support Moscow 
provided to the rebels in Donbas. Experts have 
shown interest for the decision of the war 
veterans to stop the trade between the 
self-proclaimed republics in Donbas and 
Ukraine. Moreover, the citizens in these former 
Soviet republics have been convinced by now 
that their prosperity can be increased 
signi�icantly not by returning to the East, but by 
continuing to align to the West. These are only 
several arguments that might actually weaken 
Russia’s position in its neighborhood in the 
coming years. 

… the citizens in these former 
Soviet republics have been 
convinced by now that their 
prosperity can be increased 
signi�icantly not by returning to 
the East, but by continuing to 
align to the West.

Such societal resilience would be the hardest 
obstacle to tackle for the power brokers in 
Moscow. A peaceful and mutual rewarding 
outcome for these countries would be to 
continue their commitment to Western values 
while Moscow would gradually reduce the 
threat of reinitiating the con�lict while 
developing closer ties with the EU by commonly 

agreeing to improve the security environment 
in Eastern Europe. Most probably, 2016 has 
been the hardest year for the EU after the fall of 
the Soviet Union. With the current premises, 
2017 will be the �irst step towards a new 
reshaped EU after Brexit. Highly probable, 
France and Germany will have likeminded 
leaders by the end of the year and will get the 
support of the already more constructive and 
resolute US President Donald Trump through 
NATO. Paris and Berlin would be able to 
continue the effort of bringing the EU closer to 

its citizens and responding better to their 
needs. Idealistic as it may sound, the crisis of 
con�idence overcome, there would be little for 
other major actors with regional interests in 
Eastern Europe to halt the modernizing 
process of the EU in the area. 

Dr. Cosmin Ioniță, Head of Research 
Programmes, New Strategy Center, Romania; 
Assistant Professor, Faculty of History, 
University of Bucharest, Romania

Ured u ZagrebuInstitute for Development and International 
Relations - IRMO

Lj. F. Vukotinovića  2, Zagreb, Croatia
www. irmo.hr

Hanns Seidel Stiftung
Amruševa 9, Zagreb, Croatia

www. hanns-seidel-stiftung.com.hr

© Institute for Development and International Relations – IRMO, ISSN 1849-9155

Institut za razvoj i međunarodne odnose
Institute for Development and International Relations 

IRMO


