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Black Sea & Balkans

MAIN TAKEAWAY of the month

This month has marked one year since the start of Russia’s brutal invasion of Ukraine. On the
frontlines, Bakhmut remains the main battleground. Ukraine continues receiving significant
military and financial support, especially from the United States and the EU member states.

Russia has increased its collaboration with relevant regional and global powers from Asia and
Africa - but they hesitate taking a clear stance on the Ukrainian war. Iran continues to help Russia
in drone production, while setting up ways to facilitate Russian parallel trade, China proposed a
peace plan for the war without setting clear follow-ups, while Belarus has become more
aggressive towards Ukraine, and threatens to enter the conflict while preparing a volunteer
military force.

The Republic of Moldova has been a victim of Russian hybrid warfare, as reports appeared,
which claimed that Russia is preparing a coup in the country. Russia has also stated that it will
protect Transnistria, a separatist republic which is de facto part of the Republic of Moldova, in
the case of an alleged Ukrainian attack. Romania continues aiding Moldova, especially through
the energy crisis.

In the Balkans, elections are looming in both Bulgaria and Turkey. The recent tensions between
Kosovo and Serbia led to both parties accepting the EU updated proposal on normalizing the
relations between the two countries. Tirana was shaken by anti-government protests.



7Z WAR in Ukraine

At the beginning of the month, Ukrainian officials assessed the possibility of a new Russian
offensive, with more than 300,000 mobilized soldiers to mark the first year of war against Ukraine.
Later this month, NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg stated that the offensive had started.
More Russian troops were introduced on the battlefield in the East of Ukraine attacking Ukrainian
defensive areas in Luhansk and Kharkiv oblasts. On February 10, Russia launched multiple
missile and drone strikes across Ukraine targeting critical infrastructure and entering Moldovan
airspace. The most intense battles are now taking place in the city of Bakhmut in northern
Donetsk, as both sides are struggling to claim their victory. Meanwhile, Moscow-installed
occupation authorities in the Kherson region are preparing to "escape" to Russian-occupied
Crimea, fearing a Ukrainian counter-offensive, the General Staff of the Ukrainian Armed Forces
reported on February 27. According to the Ukrainian army, local collaborators have begun to
leave the region for the cities of Bakhchysarai, Simferopol and Kerch in Crimea as early as 21
February.

Meanwhile in Belarus, Belarusian anti-government activists declared they blew up a
sophisticated military surveillance aircraft in a drone strike on an airfield near Minsk, a claim
neither Russia nor Belarus has confirmed. As a response to this incident, Belarusian authorities
have increased security measures at the border crossing point Brest-Terespol. However, an
official from the Belarusian foreign ministry has claimed that the aforementioned news is fake.

On February 20, US President Joe Biden visited Kyiv ahead of the first anniversary of Russia’s
full-scale invasion of Ukraine, where he announced that the US will provide an additional $500
million in military assistance to Ukraine, including howitzer shells, anti-tank missiles, air
surveillance radars, and other forms of aid. After that, the United States Department of Defense
reaffirmed a $2 billion package for Ukraine, including HIMARS systems and Unmanned Aerial
Systems.

During his speech in Warsaw marking the first year of war, Biden reaffirmed the US’s support for
Ukraine and mentioned that in one year of war, the West became stronger and united in front of
the Russian threat to the free democratic world.

On the same day, Russian President Vladimir Putin held a speech in Moscow in front of the
Parliament, claiming that Russia was always open for dialogue with the West, but instead they
received “hypocritical, incoherent actions”. Putin has accused the West that they transformed
Ukraine into an “anti-Russia” state, which is part of a vindictive policy towards Russia, to create
centers of instability and conflict right next to its borders. Putin also underlined that Russia is not
fighting against the Ukrainian people, but the Ukrainian people themselves have become
hostage to the Kyiv regime and its Western masters, who have effectively occupied the country
politically, militarily and economically, destroyed Ukrainian industry for decades and plundered
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its natural resources. He also added that the West is accountable for the war in Ukraine and it
wants to inflict a “strategic defeat on Russia”.

On February 22, the leaders of Bucharest 9 held a joint statement declaring that the Kremlin's
actions led to a drastic degradation of the security environment in the Euro—Atlantic and Russia
is the most significant and direct threat to Allied security, and the Allies will react accordingly, in
an united and responsible manner. At the Bucharest 9 meeting, US President Joe Biden and
NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg were also present, which served as a testimony to
the strength of the transatlantic bond. U.S. President Joe Biden and Secretary Jens Stoltenberg,
reassured the B9 leaders that strengthening NATO's eastern flank is among the alliance's
priorities.

Later on this month, the UN has adopted the resolution "Principles of the Charter of the United
Nations that underline the comprehensive, just and lasting peace in Ukraine", which calls for
ending the war in Ukraine and demands Russia’s immediate withdrawal from the country.

Saudi Arabia has announced humanitarian aid worth $400 million for Ukraine, while the minister
of Foreign Minister Prince Faisal bin Farhan Al Saud, met with President Volodymyr Zelensky
and senior Ukrainian officials on February 26 in Kyiv. It was the first visit by an official Saudi
delegation to Ukraine since establishment of diplomatic relations between the two countries in
1993.

7% RUSSIA - external policy evolutions

In the first part of the month, Russia denied the US’s accusations that it is infringing the New
Start treaty, regulating nuclear weapons. Eventually, Putin announced suspending Russia’s
participation from what was the last US-Russia arms control treaty. The Kremlin stated that the
decision is reversible, as long as Washington will “make conscientious efforts for a general de-
escalation and create conditions for the resumption of the full functioning of the Treaty”.

Meanwhile, Moscow’s collaboration with Tehran has reached new heights, as Iran is planning to
build a drone facility in Russia, which could produce around 6000 drones with enhanced
capabilities. Furthermore, Iran, by using its “ghost fleet”, has been aiding Russia in transporting
oil, thus avoiding Western sanctions. While Iran is currently one of Russia’s closest allies, there
are other nations which are normally much closer to Western powers that have facilitated the
Kremlin. As such, the United Arab Emirates approved a license for the Russian MTS Bank, thus
permitting the formation of a new tax haven and a new means to escape sanctions for Russian
oligarchs. Furthermore, OPEC+ has also entered into Moscow’s economic strategy, by refusing
to fill in for the Russian oil cutbacks and to stabilize the market, which has a compounding effect
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on Europe especially. Conversely, North Korea, which previously has shown its intentions of
aiding Russia’s war effort, has since backed off.

Meanwhile, a historically close ally of Russia, Belarus, has stated, through its dictatorial leader,
Alexander Lukashenko, that it is ready to continue providing territory for Russia’s war effort and
to join Russia’s war if attacked. In that sense, Lukashenko is considering creating a volunteer
military force, to counter any alleged aggression, which would consist of 100.000-150.000
individuals.

In the second half of the month, China started showing an increasing involvement in the Russia-
Ukraine war dynamics, which it views as a platform to challenge the United States. As such,
Beijing has transmitted to Washington not to intervene in its relationship with Russia, as China’s
Foreign Minister is preparing a Moscow visit. China has also proposed a peace plan for the war,
which would allegedly support UN Charter principles, while also addressing Russia’s security
interests. The plan also focuses on reducing nuclear risks and maintaining the agricultural and
industrial supply chains in the area. While Western countries have guestioned China’s legitimacy
as a negotiator, Zelensky has been much more receptive to it. This is somewhat peculiar, since
there have been reports that China is negotiating supplying 100 drones to Russia, which only
obscures Beijing’s position on the war. Meanwhile, the Kremlin stated that it would take the plan
into account, but that it does not see any current perspectives for peace.

Russia’s relations with NATO countries have only become more tense, as Chechen leader
Ramzan Kadyrov declared that Russia should denazify Poland next, after finishing the same
process in Ukraine. Also, there have been accusations that Russia has attempted to sabotage
Dutch critical eolian offshore infrastructure in the North Sea.

India has shown its reluctance towards sanctioning Russia, as Moscow remains the top oil
exporter to New Delhi. Indian importing of Russian oil has increased by 9.2% since the end of
last year. At a foreign policy level, India has been reticent towards discussing sanctions on
Russia during a G20 meeting, calling for open dialogue and diplomacy, a position similar to that
of China. As said, Russia solidified its position in India due to its oil exporter position and to its
role as India’s biggest supplier of defense hardware. Although India is trying to diversify its
sources of defense imports, it is still highly dependent on Russia (20% of Russia’s current order
book). Military collaboration with Russia has also been noticed in South Africa, as Moscow’s
warship with hypersonic missiles was welcomed and conducted joint exercises in the Richards
Bay port, along with China.
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7# Evolutions in the Republic of MOLDOVA

The beginning of February saw the Moldavian government prolong the state of emergency, as
a result of the refugee crisis, and the energy and food security concerns faced by the country.
On February 10th, Prime Minister Natalia Gavrilita’s decision to resign led to the formation of a
new government led by Dorin Recean, a national security advisor experienced in dealing with
Tiraspol. He was sworn in after receiving a confidence vote in the Parliament.

The new cabinet braced for protests only days after its investment, sponsored by the pro-
Russian opposition party “Sor”, by blocking the access of citizens from Moscow-friendly
countries, including from the Balkans. The demonstrators, whose travel costs were covered by
the “Sor” Party, demanded the removal of President Maia Sandu, but did not cause any
significant incidents.

The effects of the war in Ukraine are being felt in Moldova, with intensifying trafficking of arms,
people and goods urging former Prime Minister Natalia Gavrilita to ask for more EU support.
The remnants of a Russian rocket, charged with 80 kilograms of explosives, was found in the
north of the Republic of Moldova. This is the fourth such incident since the start of the war in
Ukraine. Fears of Russian meddling culminated in Maia Sandu’s warning that Russia was
planning a coup d’etat against the pro-Western government in Chisinau. She stated that such
an action would employ subversive means, such as Russia sending military trained saboteurs
camouflaged as civilians to remove the government from power. Meanwhile, the Council of
Elders from Gagaduzia, a recognized autonomous region from within Moldova, met with the
Russian ambassador, further causing a rift between Chisinau and the province. The discussion
underlined "the mutual intention to maintain the traditionally close collaboration and to promote
the implementation of new humanitarian projects”. The popular assembly of Gagauzia also
expressed its deep concern regarding the alleged intention of the Ukrainian government to
launch a military invasion in the territory of the Republic of Moldova, referring to a potential
pre-emptive strike undertaken by the Ukrainian Armed Forces against Transnistria, an
unrecognized separatist region where Russia has stationed military units.

This month, Russia made a series of aggressive moves against the Republic of Moldova, as
well. On February 21st, Russian President Vladimir Putin canceled the decree of May 7, 2012,
regarding Russia’s foreign policy towards Moldova. This act included Russia’s position on the
conflict between Transnistria and the Moldovan authorities in Chisinau, with Moscow
committing to “continue active participation in the search for ways to resolve the Transnistrian
problem based on respect for the sovereignty, territorial integrity and neutral status of the
Republic of Moldova in establishing the special status of Transnistria”. Three days later, in a
statement on its official website, the Russian Ministry of Defense accused Ukraine of preparing
an attack against Transnistria. At the same time, the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs warned
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the United States, NATO, and Ukraine that an attack against its military personnel and
“compatriots” in Transnistria will be considered an attack against the Russian Federation.

This month, Romania continued to aid the Republic of Moldova, especially through its energy
crisis, by sending large amounts of firewood at the beginning of February. In the military field, a
Romanian and a Moldovan special operation battalion have participated in joint drills in Romania,
to increase interoperability.

7% The Balkans

candidate by the opposition, whose prospects in the upcoming elections have already been
damaged by imamoglu’s indictment and the Peoples' Democratic Party’s choice to propose a
separate candidate. The opposition was due to select a common candidate by February 13",

The earthquake might hit Erdogan’s ratings, especially in the regions most affected by it, such
as the southeastern regions. The sitting president had to accept the shortcomings of his
government and apologize for the delays in the rescue operations.

In Serbia, President Alexander Vucic signaled that he considers calling an early election in
September, after far-right protests in Belgrade demanded his resignation. The announcement
also pointed at the Socialist Party (SPS), whose behavior as a coalition partner has been
criticized by the President. Meanwhile, EU’s chief diplomat Josep Borrell and EU Special
Representative for the Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue Miroslav Lajéak have been hosting
discussions between Albin Kurti and Aleksandar Vucic this month. Kurti has said that he accepts
the Franco-German proposal put forward in 2022, regarding the normalization of relations
between Belgrade and Pristina, showing that EU mediation is bearing fruit. According to a senior
EU official, both countries are expected to accept this updated proposal, which is said to include
the “de-facto recognition” of Kosovo, besides the common recognition of official documents and
increased financial support. The text of the agreement has not been made public, allowing the
two leaders to present the proposal to their constituencies as they consider.

Two former Bulgarian ministers, members of the pro-European “We Continue the Change” party
(PP), are under investigation for allegedly having generated great losses for the Bulgarian state,
after reorienting Bulgaria’s gas imports away from Russia. Another ally of former Prime Minister
Kiril Petkov, Stamen Yanev, former head of the agency for foreign investments, had been
charged for damaging the image of the agency. Only two months ahead of the fifth Bulgarian
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elections in two years, the charges have obvious political implications. Meanwhile, the President
and his interim government have put efforts into stopping Bulgaria’s arms deliveries towards
Ukraine. Both President Radev and Acting Minister of Defense Dimitar Stoyanov have made
statements underlining that Bulgaria will stop sending weapons to Kyiv, even though there are
reports of Bulgarian soviet-era military factories reopening. However, the government signaled
that it will continue to sell petroleum (made from Russian oil) to Ukraine, even though Radev is
not renouncing his traditional pro-Kremlin stance. He announced that Bulgaria will veto any
European sanctions on using Russian nuclear fuel. Regarding the Euro-Atlantic integration of
Balkan countries, it became clear that Bulgaria will not meet its target of joining the Eurozone by
January 2024, as it does not fulfill the necessary requirements. Inflation seems to be the main
issue facing the country’s bid. European Commission Vice President Valdis Dombrovskis
signaled on February 24" that the country might switch to the single currency in January 2025.

February has also seen political turmoil in Albania. Three protests have taken place in Tirana in
one week, with the protesters being backed by the former ruling party, Democratic Party, and
left-wing Freedom Party. The demonstrations demanded the resignation of incumbent Prime
Minister Edi Rama, citing high costs of living and corruption scandals. No major incidents were
reported. Albania will face local elections in less than two months, and it remains to be seen
whether the ruling Socialist Party will retain its current absolute control over almost every
municipality.
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In the meantime

The United States, through the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), plans
to work with Congress to provide $300 million to help the Government of Moldova address
the severe energy crisis exacerbated by the Russian Federation’s brutal invasion of Ukraine
and attacks on the Ukrainian energy grid.

The EU's 10th package of sanctions against Russia has been approved, targeting military
and political decision-makers, individuals involved in the abduction of Ukrainian children,
those who spread disinformation, Iranians involved in sending drones to Russia, and
members and supporters of the Wagner Group mercenaries, including its activities in
Africa.

G20 finance ministers failed to adopt a joint closing statement, after China blocked
references to Russia and the war in Ukraine. Russia accused the United States, the
European Union and the G7 nations of disrupting the ministers' meeting by trying to force
through a joint statement on Ukraine.

Montenegro will hold its presidential election on March 19. Milo Djukanovic, Montenegro's
incumbent president, launched his bid on Saturday to run for a third term. The country is
gripped by a year-long political deadlock marked by no-confidence votes in two separate
governments and a row between lawmakers and Djukanovic over appointing a new prime
minister-designate.
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