Why the build-up of Russian forces on the Ukraine
border?
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President Joseph
Biden and Russian
President Vladimir
Putin spoke for two
hours by video
conference—Biden
in the White House

Situation Room,

Putin in his palatial

President Putin in his video meeting Tuesday with President Biden. residence in Sochi
overlooking the
Black Sea—about

the build-up of Russian forces near Ukraine, Putin explaining the rationale and Biden warning about

the possible consequences of their use.

Last sprin‘g‘;l/;s the U.S. and its NATO allies began their large-scale DEFENDER-Europe 21 joint
exercise, Russia moved roughly 100,000 troops plus equipment to territory immediately adjacent
to eastern Ukraine, a substantial portion of which has been controlled since 2014 by pro-Russian
separatists. After the DEFENDER-Europe 21 exercise concluded, most of the Russian troops were
withdrawn. But much of their equipment was left in place—in effect, forward-positioned for
possible future use. In SeptembeKlg,C}Qussia and Belarus began Zapad-2021, a large-scale joint military
exercise that takes place every four years and that, according to the Russian ministry of defense,

this year involved 200,000 Russian troops plus tanks and other armored equipment. After the



exercise concluded, a significant number of the Russian troops were deployed in territory to the
north and east of Ukraine as well as in Crimea, annexed by Russia in 2014. The Ukrainian
government has estimated that more than 100,000 troops, of which more than 90,000 are ground
troops, have been re-deployed to Russian territory adjacent to northern and eastern Ukraine and to

Crimea.

Why so many Russian troops have been positioned in territory immediately adjacent to Ukraine has
been the subject of considerable speculation. Some think that, after seven years, Russia is__ti_red of
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/7 the inconclusive “frozen confli%/lagﬁ.&ter\_/nUkrame and wants to settle it by sendlng in addltlonal
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7% troops to secure the portions of Luhansk and Donetsk regions that are  now tenuously held by the
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pro-Russian separatists. Others think Russia wants to make it clear that it won’t abandon the pro-
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gonstltutlonal autonomy for those regions. Still others think Russia, alarmed by the military
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SS|stance the U.S. and other NATO countries have prowded Ukrame as well as recent NATO
\ activity in the Black Sea fears that Ukraine, pOSSIbIX with NATO NATO support, may move militarily
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against the pro-Russia separatists who control substantial portions of eastern Ukraine. And some
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thlnk in Ilght of Rusma s recent deployment of troops to Crimea, which, after its annexatlon is of
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k*j support, might even attempt to retake some or all of Crimea, and perhaps damage or otherwise
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/ incapao[ca;e_&g55|a s large naval base at Sevastopol. After all, Ukraine hosted Sea Breeze, a
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“ multinational naval exercise in the Black Sea this summer that included a NATO fleet, and after Sea

Breeze, NATO conducted Breeze 2021, its annual naval exercise in the Black Sea.
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As plausible as some if not all of those possible explanations may be, there is a simpler explanation
fp,rﬂ:]%p Itis one that Putin discussed in considerable detail in his long article entitled “On
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the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians” publlshed in July, his speech on November 18 at the
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November 30 and a Krw formgv_lmwmted foreign ambassadors gn December 1,
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« Ukraine has a long history of discussion with NATO that eventually evolved into discussions over
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In 2/Q2<che Commission adopted a Ukraine-NATO Action Plan. And then, after the Orange
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Revolution of 2004 that brought President Vlktor Yushchenko in early 2008 theg\overnment

Action Plan MAP) and asked NATO to consider

proposed that Ukralnejom NATO’s Membersh|
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MAP but the Secretary General sald that both Ukralneanc_lge’o_r_gla would eventually join, and in 11
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" December 2008 NATO decided it would prepare an Annual National Pro ramme for Ukraine to
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k\ assistitinimplementing the reforms needed injoin WIthout referrlng to an MAP and the 2009
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The electlon of President Vlktor Yanukov ch in 2010 reversed Ukraine’s progress in the long
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pWs that mlgh\te_verltua_uesult in membership. Yanukovych, from eastern Ukraine

and closely tied to Putin, said the current Ievel of cooperation W|th Wt andthat

accessmn was unnecessary. And to ensure that it wouldn_tha_ppen leglslatlon was enacted that
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membershlp specnflcally Yanukovych of course fled in the mldst of the Maldan uprising in February
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later, Pr|me Minister Arsenii Yatsemuk announced he would ask the parliament to put U Ukrame ona
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non- allgned status and endorsed greater cooperatlon with NATQ in order to meet the criteria for
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to the list of asplrlng memb_e_r’s_(%lopgw_liosnla and Georgla) in September 2018, the
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forelgn policy; and in February 2019, the const|tut|on was amended to enable Ukralne to join the EU
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: September 2020 he approved Ukraine’s new National Security strategy, said %mep@_s an
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8 EU and NATO the main objectives of Ukraine’s
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MAP and expressed his hope that Ukraine would r |ve that at the NATO su mlt sch led for
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| lan (MAP) as an mtegral art of the process; we reaffirm all elementsof t cision...We stand
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Biden and Putin spoke for two hours in Tuesday’s video call. The White House readout of the call
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said, “President Biden voiced the deep concerns of the Unit
a \p_)/_\ of the United States and owan Allies about
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Russia’s escalatlon of forces surroundlng Ukraine and made clear that the U S and our Allles would
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respond with strong economlc Wag@ln\he ev

Blden reiterated his support for Ukraine’s soverel gnty a nﬂe@%gnty and called for de-
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surprisingly, to NATO rather than to Russia, saying that NATO “is maklng dangerous. efforts to
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conquer Ukrainia itory.” The statement also gave a blt more mformatlon about the follow-up

talks. It said Rus‘sia\/ls senously interested in receiving reh\abl\e :Iegallydbl/n,dlng gg@‘gnje_es rullng out
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Russia in close proximity” to it—both of which were conceins_Py\tln had described in his comments
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on December 1. The Kremlin statement also said Biden and Putin had “agreed to task their
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Putin elaborated on the Kremlin’s statement the next day in a press conference after his meetlng
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with Greek Prime Mlnlster Kyrlakos Mitsotakis. Asked about his comments last week about
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agency in Moscow shows that the alliance is unfrlendly to us, to put it mildly. In addition, they
M \_——-—/_'

—

declare Ru55|a to be an adversary.” In regard to his conversation with Biden, he said, “We discussed
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UkralneJ0|n|ng it. This is one of the key i lssues behind ensuring Russia’s security in the m m term
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partners know that this is unacceptable for us...No doubt every country is entitled to choose the
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most acceptable way to ensure its security, but this should be done so as not to encroach.on the

interests of other parties and not to undermine the security of other countries in this case, Russia.”
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Whlle emphasizing that his conversation with Biden was “very open, substantive and, | would say,
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Ukralne s potentlal acceSSIon tgﬁﬁg\because this debe.LoWyment of

correspondln ) troop contlngents bases and weapons ti that threaten.us \We proceed from the
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premise thit/otu;conx:erns will be_hﬂgat least this time. That salg\ol/ez_tbe pastff—ew—de@es we
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continuously expressed our concerns and asked out partners to abstain from certain actions but

nonetheless NATO mfrastrugtwewtably moved closer to our borders and now we-are seeing
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constructlve ” Putin nevertheless reiterated, “We are bound to be concerned over the prospect of ) ,_’,JC
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same will happen in Ukrame if NATO \TO accepts it. How can we not think about this? Looklng on
\/ G T ——— /\___..___—-
helplessly at - what is happenmg there would be simply criminal negligence. This i is exactly what our
———— ai

(

NG|

Mk 14 missile defense sys7t§ms in Egl’a/ngarld/Romama We have every reason to belleve that the )\(
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must admit that the US President put forward this idea. | agreed with it and said that we will soon
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submit our ideas and proposals in this regard.”
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In his April 2005 State of the Nation address, Putqu_bmg‘_ﬁabd referring to/ e 20th century,
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identify the greatest political catastrophe of this century, he would no doubt say the eastward
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expan510n oiL\lA%'O —specifically, the threat to its security Russia will face if Ukraine joins NATO.
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What if anything, he can and will do about that remains to be seen.
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“The demise of the'Union was the greatest political catastrophe of the century " If he were asked to
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