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Principal Findings 

What’s new? Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine has upended European 
security and created a reality in which EU and NATO member states, on one 
side, and Russia, on the other, view each other as fundamental threats, even as 
the United States is poised to become a less reliable partner for its allies. 

Why does it matter? An unstable Europe has economic and security repercus-
sions globally, not least given the nuclear capabilities of Russia, on one hand, 
and NATO on the other. A deeper understanding of assumptions and threat 
perceptions on both sides can help key players manage the risks of an increasingly 
militarised region. 

What should be done? Diplomacy and deterrence are both required. Kyiv’s 
backers should seek a settlement to the war that ensures Ukraine’s continued 
capacity to defend itself. European allies should reduce reliance on the U.S. and 
– together with Washington – pursue risk mitigation with Russia through lim-
its on weapons deployments and other activities. 
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Executive Summary 

Three years ago, Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine upended assumptions that 
underpinned European security for decades – leaving both Ukraine’s fate and Eu-
rope’s future in the balance. While the conflict has seesawed, Moscow is now making 
slow, painful gains in Ukraine’s east. EU and NATO states, convinced that Russia 
poses an enduring threat, wary of escalation and uncertain of U.S. policy, are backing 
Kyiv, but lack a clear way forward. Neither side has an attractive path to achieving its 
objectives – in Ukraine’s case expelling Russia and in Russia’s gaining sway over Kyiv 
and positioning itself to wield influence beyond. Obstacles to a peace deal or even 
ceasefire are formidable. Still, a change of U.S. administration might offer a chance to 
break the deadlock by drawing on Washington’s leverage and that of Ukraine’s Euro-
pean backers. The most durable outcome would leave Ukraine sovereign; Russia 
chary of the costs of renewed aggression; the European bloc more self-reliant; and all 
parties ready to discuss how to mitigate risks on an increasingly militarised continent.  

Since February 2022, Russian and Ukrainian fortunes have been on a roller-
coaster. The surprises began with Russia’s all-out invasion. Initial shock then yielded 
to that of watching the feared Russian army fail to capture Kyiv and install a Krem-
lin-friendly government. But Moscow stuck with its political aims – a pliant Ukraine 
and a renegotiated European security order – while turning its military focus to 
scrabbling for territory in the Ukrainian east and south. The seeming stalemate that 
followed put Ukraine in a bloody fight for its sovereignty, aided by funds and weapons 
from the West, with the U.S. a key supporter. But, by early 2025, that had changed. 
Russia is now making hard-won but steady progress. At the same time, Ukraine is 
short of soldiers, and Donald Trump – who in the past voiced scepticism of support 
for Kyiv – has returned to the U.S. presidency. 

What happens in Ukraine matters far beyond its borders. For decades, Moscow 
has described the U.S.-led West as a threat to Russian national security, arguing that 
Western efforts to weaken Russia were reasons for both beginning the war in Ukraine 
in 2014 and escalating to a full-scale invasion in 2022. Since then, the Kremlin has 
made clear that it sees war in Ukraine as necessary, but not sufficient to what it be-
lieves will be a long-term project of countering its adversaries. NATO and EU mem-
bers, by contrast, had been divided on the Russian question until 2022, with some 
(particularly on the bloc’s eastern flank) viewing Moscow as an existential threat and 
others (including the U.S.) seeing any danger as contained. But since the all-out 
invasion in 2022, these states have been close to united in perceiving Moscow as a 
menace that they must be able to deter and, if all else fails, defeat. They also know that 
U.S. retrenchment – a real possibility as Trump recalibrates priorities – will make 
that goal a great deal harder. 

Leaders across Europe have good reason to see an emboldened Russia as a danger. 
Russia’s perception of a West bent on its destruction leads it to view neighbourhood 
domination as imperative. The boundaries of this vision do not stop at Ukraine. 
Should Russia achieve its goals there, it could push on to Moldova and beyond. In-
deed, countries backing Ukraine worry that Russia could, if more confident, threaten 
NATO members. Each Russian test of Western resolve could risk a new crisis. Because 
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Russia and three of the countries it counts as adversaries (the U.S., France and the 
UK) all possess nuclear weapons, each crisis would carry terrifying escalatory poten-
tial. Avoiding such crises altogether may not be possible, but Western powers will be 
best positioned if they work together to contain the risks of a changing security order 
through a mix of diplomacy and deterrence.  

The most immediate diplomatic challenge is trying to settle the conflict in Ukraine, 
which now crowds out broader discussions. Given Russia’s battlefield momentum 
and Trump’s scratchy relations with the United States’ traditional trans-Atlantic 
partners (emblemised by his efforts to coerce Greenland away from Denmark), not 
to mention the U.S. president’s seeming affinity for Russian leader Vladimir Putin, 
it is hard to be optimistic.  

Yet there is at least an opening for progress. Fears that Trump would cut all sup-
port to Ukraine and undermine incentives for negotiation have quieted with the news 
that his team sees a six-month (some have said 100-day) window for reaching a deal. 
That time can be put to good use. Trump should take Putin up on his avowed will-
ingness to talk face to face, coming ready to use U.S. advantages. These include Mos-
cow’s desire for a deal with the world’s strongest country and its fear of U.S. capacity 
to make things worse for Russia, including through additional sanctions, which Trump 
has threatened. A further U.S. strength is the ability to marshal the support of its Eu-
ropean allies. Trump should use this too, coming to the table with their backing and 
ready to protect their interests. True, thus far there is no sign that Putin will give up 
on or postpone his goal of vassalising Ukraine, but Moscow has also been waiting to 
see what Trump will do: if he plays his hand well there may be a chance Moscow will 
opt for concessions. The most stable settlement would see Ukraine remain politically 
independent and able to defend itself, even if Russia retains de facto control of terri-
tory it occupies.  

Regardless of what comes next in Ukraine, Kyiv’s European backers need stronger 
militaries and a resilient defence industry to deter Russia. While these countries see 
their security on the line, Trump’s team wants to pull back from Europe and refocus 
on challenging China for primacy in the Indo-Pacific. The European allies need to 
face the inevitability of this transition and work, ideally with the U.S., to make it 
happen – a big but not insurmountable task, especially if Washington recognises its 
interest in bulking up EU and NATO arsenals.  

Finally, even as both sides ramp up in the interest of deterring each other, they 
need to be aware of the risks of doing so. Heightened by Russia’s long-standing in-
security about the West and its European neighbours’ corresponding fear of Russian 
aggression, the challenges of European security will not go away, however the Ukraine 
war ends. The region’s countries can be expected to palliate their sense of vulnerabil-
ity through arms buildups, which are liable to create uncertain deterrence at the cost 
of increased risk and expenditures. These can be managed – though not eliminated 
– by working together to develop arrangements to contain the danger, including 
escalation, of regional militarisation. Moscow, no less than the trans-Atlantic coun-
tries, has a lot to lose from an expensive buildup rife with uncertainty.  
This is, admittedly, an aspirational vision for reaching a new European security order 
but one that, for all its risks, comes to rest at a place of plausible stability. Achieving 
this vision would require Washington and European capitals to remain reasonably 
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aligned – hardly a foregone conclusion given Trump’s penchant for strongarming 
allies – so that they can convince Putin the costs of a maximalist approach are for the 
moment not worth absorbing. Success may also require that the Kremlin is experi-
encing enough economic and political stress that it opts for deal-making. If these 
pieces do not fall into place, then the aspirations for peace in Ukraine and a stable 
future order will take a back seat as, on one side, Russia and, on the other, Ukraine 
and Europe – with or without U.S. support – gird themselves for a longer war, greater 
costs and growing escalatory risk. Mapping out the best way to manage those scenarios 
is beyond the scope of this report, which focuses instead on making the most of the 
openings that present themselves today. 

Kyiv/London/Washington/Brussels, 1 February 2025 
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Ukraine and Beyond: Shaping  
Europe’s Security Future 

I. Introduction 

No longer a stalemate, the war in Ukraine has evolved into an attritional conflict in 
which Russia has the upper hand, but not a clear path to victory. Following the failed 
Ukrainian counteroffensive in 2023, Russian forces have slowly but steadily gained 
ground. Yet these advances have come at enormous human cost to the Kremlin: all 
told, its army has likely suffered over half a million deaths and injuries since the all-
out invasion.1 Russia has also paid in other ways. U.S. and EU member state sanctions 
are taking a bite out of the Russian economy, even if they have not dealt the decisive 
blow for which Western leaders hoped. A distracted Moscow failed to stop rebels from 
ousting Russia’s long-time partner in Syria, Bashar al-Assad, at the end of 2024.  

As for Kyiv, it is not in a good place. The Ukrainian people are tired of war, and the 
military is fighting a bigger, more powerful adversary. Ukraine is struggling to mobi-
lise and train the forces it needs, even as a surprise push into Russia’s Kursk region in 
August 2024 diverted troops from its eastern front, where Moscow is gaining. Ukraine’s 
defences are not on the brink of collapse, but Kyiv would benefit from a breather, 
even if most Ukrainian proponents of a respite say they want it not to attain an end 
to war, but to regroup to fight another day.2 

Enter new U.S. President Donald Trump, who has promised a deal to end the war. 
Whether he can broker one is anyone’s guess. Fundamental issues separate Russia 
from Ukraine and its backers. The issue is not so much whether Russia will yield 
control of the land it occupies. Few, even in Kyiv, expect Moscow to relinquish its hold 
on this territory, which represents roughly 20 per cent of Ukraine’s total landmass, 
any time soon.  

The bigger worry for Kyiv and its European partners will be Putin’s desire to ren-
der Ukraine a demilitarised and, in effect, defenceless vassal state. They do not trust 
Russia to rest within its boundaries if it sees Ukraine’s political independence availa-
ble for the taking. Nor do they think Moscow will confine its strategic ambitions to 
Ukraine, worrying that Moldova could face growing harassment, and beyond that the 
countries on NATO’s eastern flank. Further complicating the picture, Trump has put 
the U.S. commitment to allies into question with his insistence that he will either 

 
 
1 Olga Ivshina, “Death of the military elite: What is known about Russia’s losses in Ukraine as of early 
2025”, BBC Russian, 10 January 2025 [Russian]. 
2 Crisis Group interviews, Ukrainian experts and officials, late 2024 and early 2025. 
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purchase or otherwise “get” Greenland from Denmark, as well as his threats of tariffs 
on the EU and its members.3 

Whatever happens, both European security and Ukraine’s future are being rede-
fined by this conflict, and both will be shaped by the new surge of diplomacy that is 
just beginning. Against this backdrop, this report explores the assumptions and threat 
perceptions that have emerged from and driven the war in Ukraine and that will 
define the emerging European security order. The report also shares proposals for 
grounding policy in more realistic expectations. As far as assumptions, the report 
operates from the premise that – for all the disruption of trans-Atlantic relations 
that flow from the new administration’s recalibration of U.S. foreign policy – the U.S. 
and its European allies will remain more or less aligned with respect to Ukraine. This 
assumption could well prove false, and there are myriad other ways in which Trump’s 
unpredictability or Putin’s intransigence could scuttle efforts to resolve the conflict 
and bring greater stability to the region. How to manage the challenges that Europe 
would face if talks collapse, or do not get started at all, is outside this report’s scope.  

The report builds on prior Crisis Group reporting on European security and, since 
2014, the conflict in Ukraine.4 It draws from over two years of research and dozens 
of interviews. Among the interviewees were officials, diplomats, parliamentarians, 
activists and specialists in and representing Austria, Belarus, Belgium, Bulgaria, 
Canada, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Moldova, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Sweden, Russia, Türkiye, 
Ukraine, the UK, the U.S. and other states in the region and the world, as well as 
representatives of the EU and NATO. The gender breakdown of interlocutors loosely 
reflected the representation of different genders in security policy in these countries.  

 
 
3 David Lawder and Andrea Shalal, “Trump delivers fresh tariff threats against EU and China”, 
Reuters, 22 January 2025; Ian Aikman, “Trump says he believes US will ‘get Greenland’”, BBC, 26 
January 2025. 
4 Select Crisis Group publications include Crisis Group Europe Report N°256, Peace in Ukraine (I): 
A European War, 27 April 2020; Crisis Group Statement, “War in Europe: Responding to Russia’s 
Invasion of Ukraine”, 24 February 2022; Crisis Group Commentary, “The Ukraine War: A Global 
Crisis?”, 4 March 2022; Crisis Group Europe Briefing N°96, Answering Four Hard Questions About 
Russia’s War in Ukraine, 8 December 2022; Crisis Group Commentary, “Why the War in Ukraine 
May Be a Long One”, 7 July 2023; Crisis Group Europe Report N°270, Ukraine: How to Hold the 
Line, 28 May 2024; Crisis Group Commentary, “Toward a Plan B for Peace in Ukraine”, 25 October 
2024; and Simon Schlegel, “Mobilisation, Peacemaking and Deterrence in Ukraine”, Crisis Group 
Commentary, 17 December 2024. See also Olga Oliker, “Putin’s Nuclear Bluff: How the West Can 
Make Sure Russia’s Threats Stay Hollow”, Foreign Affairs, 11 March 2022. 
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II. Misguided Assumptions 

The full-scale war in Ukraine that Russia began on 24 February 2022 has been marked 
by faulty bets and assumptions on the part of those involved. While some have been 
discarded, others persist and continue to guide behaviour.  

A. Off on the Wrong Foot 

Start with Russia: in the lead-up to the invasion, Moscow seems to have assumed 
that a well-prepared Russian military would encounter cooperative regional and local 
Ukrainian officials and a complaisant Ukrainian population, while Western capitals 
would be cowed.5 This last was meant to be assured by Vladimir Putin’s public threat, 
as the invasion got under way, of “consequences … such as you have never seen in 
your entire history” for anyone who interfered.6  

The Kremlin was mistaken on all counts. Ukrainians, who had been at war with 
Russia since 2014, were primed to resist. The Russian armed forces, though perhaps 
better trained than they had been previously, had inadequate gear, the result of a 
system hollowed out by corruption.  

In part because their leaders assumed Ukrainians would not fight, Russian soldiers 
were sent to war with unworkable plans for victory. While some Ukrainian officials 
may have been inclined to cooperate with Moscow, most were not.7 Western states 
saw in Russia’s aggression a threat to their own security, and despite Putin’s language, 
they judged the Kremlin unlikely to escalate to nuclear use if they aided Ukraine. 
Western leaders took care to avoid actions that might lead to a clash between NATO 
and Russian forces, reflecting longstanding assessments that such a direct confronta-
tion would hold unacceptable escalation risks. But they also quickly decided to provide 
Ukraine with intelligence, money, weapons and military training.  

If Moscow got its initial assessments wrong, Western and Ukrainian expert circles 
also misjudged the situation. At first, they shared Moscow’s opinion that it would win, 
albeit perhaps not as quickly or easily as the Kremlin expected.8 These experts based 
their analyses on Moscow’s own reporting on its capabilities as well as on its suc-
cesses in Syria and Ukraine between 2014 and 2022. There were differences among 
experts: some argued that Western states should be willing to take more risks to even 
the odds for Ukraine, for instance with the no-fly zone that Kyiv sought.9 Others, in-
cluding Crisis Group, advocated for (among other things) arms-length aid focused 
on weapons to assist in Ukraine’s defence.10 But in those early days, experts in both 

 
 
5 Crisis Group interviews, Russian specialists, 2021-2022. 
6 Vladimir Putin, “Address by the President of the Russian Federation”, The Kremlin, 24 February 2022. 
7 Crisis Group interviews, experts and officials, Kyiv, January 2023. 
8 Crisis Group interviews, Western and Ukrainian experts, fall 2021-February 2022. 
9 Jonathan Swan, Zachary Basu and Sophia Cai, “Scoop: Zelensky pushes Biden on no-fly zone”, 
Axios, 28 February 2022; Anders Aslund, Stephen Blank, Philip Breedlove, et al., “Open letter calling 
for limited no-fly zone”, Politico, 8 March 2022; Raphael S. Cohen, “Why it could be a strategic mis-
take to rule out a no-fly zone policy”, Fox News Channel, 16 March 2022. 
10 Crisis Group Statements, “War in Europe: Responding to Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine” and 
“Avoiding an Even Worse Catastrophe in Ukraine”, both op. cit. See also Henry Foy, Sam Jones and 
Felicia Schwartz, “Military briefing: Why Ukraine needs air defence, not a no-fly zone”, Financial 
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camps generally failed to foresee that Moscow’s onslaught would sputter so hap-
lessly and that Kyiv, assisted by Western weapons and intelligence, would be able to 
force a Russian retreat.  

B. Persistent Wagers  

1. Russia: Two big bets 

Russia adapted its strategy after many of its best troops perished in a foolhardy multi-
pronged drive on Kyiv in the first days of the all-out invasion.11 It is now effectively, 
if bloodily, focusing on attrition warfare and gaining ground. But its approach to the 
conflict continues to integrate at least two questionable assumptions. 

The first is Moscow’s continued belief that nuclear sabre rattling can yet force 
Ukraine’s backers to desist. While most Western leaders judged from the start that 
nuclear escalation would be a real risk if NATO members and Russia were to clash 
directly, they generally did not view the threat of Russian escalation in the face of 
military aid as credible, even when it became more palpable. A key moment came in 
the fall of 2022, when U.S. government analysts assessed that Russia might resort to 
nuclear use in Ukraine to reverse a series of battlefield losses. Rather than cut off 
assistance, U.S. officials outlined the consequences Moscow would face if it used a 
nuclear weapon, which reportedly included the use of conventional weapons to de-
stroy Russian forces in Ukraine, and Russia backed down.12 Nonetheless, Moscow 
has since repeated the menacing rhetoric and both official statements and Russian 
expert analyses reveal frustration with its failure to deliver as desired.13  

Russia’s second dubious bet is that Western unity in backing Kyiv will fall apart. 
To be fair, Westerners themselves seem to consistently doubt their ability to hang 
together and, at times, they have come close to splintering – notably when the U.S. 
Congress deliberated for months before passing a critical support package in April 
2024. But since 2014, when Russia first invaded its neighbour, despite numerous 
debates and political shifts within countries (including the four years of Trump’s first 
presidential term), the trans-Atlantic consensus on Ukraine – and thus both material 
support for Kyiv and policies such as sanctions on Russia – has held. Indeed, it got 
substantially stronger in the wake of the February 2022 invasion.14  

 
 
Times, 18 March 2022; and Denys Davydenko, Margaryta Khvostova, Dmytro Kryvosheiev and Olga 
Lymar, “Why Advanced Weapons Can Help Ukraine Defeat Russia”, ECFR, 20 April 2022.  
11 Crisis Group interview, Western expert on the Russian military, spring 2023. See also Dara Massi-
cot, “What Russia Got Wrong: Can Moscow Learn from Its Failures in Ukraine?”, Foreign Affairs, 
March/April 2023.  
12 David Ignatius, “The strategist in the hurricane”, Washington Post, 31 December 2024. 
13 Crisis Group interviews, Russian experts, 2023-2024. See also Sergei A. Karaganov, “A Difficult 
but Necessary Decision”, Russia in Global Affairs, 13 June 2023; Ilya S. Fabrichnikov, “Demonstrative 
Restraint as a Recipe against Unnecessary Decisions”, Russia in Global Affairs, 16 June 2023; Ivan 
Timofeev, “A Preemptive Nuclear Strike? No!”, Russia in Global Affairs, 20 June 2023; Dmitry V. 
Trenin, “Conflict in Ukraine and Nuclear Weapons”, Russia in Global Affairs, 22 June 2023; and 
Fyodor A. Lukyanov, “Why We Won’t Be Able to ‘Sober Up the West’ with a Nuclear Bomb”, Russia 
in Global Affairs, 26 June 2023. 
14 Ivan Krastev and Mark Leonard, “Fragile Unity: Why Europeans Are Coming Together on Ukraine 
(and What Might Drive Them Apart)”, ECFR, 16 March 2023. 
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To the extent Russia is still wagering it can outlast Western resolve, it may yet 
win, but it could also lose. Much of Moscow’s strategy has been to wait to see first 
whether Trump, long a sceptic of U.S. support for Ukraine, would win the U.S. presi-
dential election in November 2024 – and then how he will shape U.S. policy. Certainly, 
changes are afoot. But while Trump’s team has indicated that it will lean harder into 
negotiating an end to the war than its predecessor, the new administration’s view of 
an acceptable outcome will likely differ from Moscow’s – just as U.S. interests differ 
from Russia’s – and nothing yet hints that the White House plans to give up the lever-
age it enjoys before a deal is reached. Indeed, Trump’s late January social media 
comments point in the opposite direction, though inconsistencies in tone and content 
make it difficult to distinguish policy plans from off-the-cuff remarks.15  

2. Ukraine, its backers and prospective peacemakers:  
In search of new miracles 

In Ukraine, what felt akin to miracles in 2022 may have fed expectations of more 
wonders in the years that followed – and led to decisions that relied on a combination 
of wishful thinking and looking past grim realities. Ukraine’s leaders have increasingly 
berated its backers for not providing more weapons. They have requested weapons 
systems claiming that these would make all the difference, only to be disappointed 
when each new addition to the arsenal helped, but did not deliver victory. Meanwhile, 
the country has failed to mobilise and train an adequate fighting force. Though the 
Ukrainian army may have as many as a million people formally in its ranks, it has 
consistently lacked sufficient capable troops at the front.16 Kyiv consistently com-
plains that its partners do not send enough or advanced enough weapons. But Ukrain-
ian failure to build adequate fortifications in the war’s first year, and an August 2024 
decision to divert troops to an incursion into Russia’s Kursk region, have likely ena-
bled Russia to capture more territory than it otherwise would have.  

Ukraine’s demand for NATO membership (discussed further below) likewise 
underlines an unwillingness to accept realities regarding its backers’ positions. Be-
cause joining NATO would enable Ukraine to invoke the alliance’s mutual defence 
commitment, it would either compel the Russians to go home or create the direct 
conflict that Western leaders remain set on avoiding. Washington and Berlin, among 
others, have remained consistently unwilling to accept that risk. Moreover, even if 
the White House did support bringing Ukraine into NATO, U.S. Senate ratification – 
which would be required – has never been realistic. 

Other questionable narratives have also held sway at various times in the coun-
tries backing Ukraine. If at the start of full-scale war Russia’s victory seemed assured, 
its early failures led some of Kyiv’s friends to overestimate Russia’s vulnerability.17 

 
 
15 Pjotr Sauer, “Trump threatens Putin with taxes, tariffs and sanctions over Ukraine war”, The 
Guardian, 22 January 2025.  
16 Schlegel, “Mobilisation, Peacemaking and Deterrence in Ukraine”, op. cit. 
17 On prospects of Russia’s defeat, see Tony van der Togt, “Will Putin’s War Lead to the Collapse of 
Fortress Russia and the Dream of a Russian World?”, Clingendael Institute, June 2022; “Setting 
Trans-Atlantic Defence Up for Success: A Military Strategy for Ukraine’s Victory and Russia’s Defeat”, 
Estonian Ministry of Defence, December 2023; Dan White, “Ukraine Can Win a War of Attrition”, 
Focus Ukraine (blog), Woodrow Wilson Center, 25 January 2024; Andriy Zagorodnyuk and Eliot A. 
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Many of the expectations that Russia would run out of steam were (and to some 
extent still are) predicated on the belief that its transition to a partial war economy 
would be unsustainable.18 In the early days of full-scale war, Western officials were 
also sanguine about global support for Ukraine’s cause and confident that sanctions, 
if not decisive in themselves, would further sap Russia’s capacity to funnel money 
into its war machine.19  

Three years later, however, Russia shows little sign of impending failure. The 
impact of sanctions has been less than many hoped, in part because of smart fiscal 
management by Moscow. Incomplete and lax enforcement of sanctions – even by 
members of the coalition supporting Ukraine – has surely also played a role.20 But 
more important is that, even looking past Russia’s direct military support from Iran 
and North Korea, and the economic and other assistance it receives from China, 
many countries outside Europe, including those sympathetic to Ukraine, have chosen 
to hedge. They have kept up their ties with Moscow, rather than abide by a sanctions 
regime that could hurt them financially and which they had no role in defining.21 Rus-
sia’s economy, although far from booming, has therefore survived remarkably well. 

Would-be peacemakers have also tended to nurture hopes or expectations that 
have not panned out. China, Brazil and India, as well as South Africa, have come 
forward to offer peace plans or urge talks. These initiatives have been rejected by 
Russia, Ukraine and Ukraine’s backers as unworkable or insufficiently concrete, and 
they are for the most part very broadly drawn.  

Plans put forward by officials from outside Europe share several characteristics 
with those favoured by some in Trump’s circles, at least when he was a presidential 
candidate.22 A central contention is that the war can be ended through an agreement 

 
 
Cohen, “A Theory of Victory for Ukraine”, Foreign Affairs, 21 May 2024; Keith L. Carter, Jennifer 
Spindel and Matthew McClary, “How Ukraine Can Do More With Less: A Military Strategy to Outlast 
Russia”, Foreign Affairs, 29 May 2024; Olga Tokariuk, “Ukraine’s Gamble in Kursk Restores Belief 
It Can Beat Russia – It Requires a Western Response”, Chatham House, 19 August 2024, Peter 
Dickinson, “Putin Doesn’t Have Enough Troops to Defeat Ukraine and Defend Russia”, Atlantic 
Council, 10 October 2024; S. Fredrick Starr, “Ukraine and Russia’s Collapsing Home Front”, The 
National Interest, 24 November 2024. The prospect of Russian defeat has also featured in Crisis 
Group’s discussions with a variety of U.S., Western European and Baltic state officials over the last 
three years who have argued that it remains possible. 
18 Josep Borrell, “No, Time is Not on Russia’s Side”, European Union External Action Service, 4 April 
2024; Alexander J. Motyl, “A Russian economic meltdown is coming next year”, The Hill, 14 October 
2024. 
19 “Fact Sheet: United States, European Union, and G7 to Announce Further Economic Costs on 
Russia”, The White House, 11 March 2022; Josep Borrell, “The Sanctions against Russia are Working”, 
European Union External Action Service, 16 July 2022. 
20 See Stéphane Bonifassi, Elena Fedorova and Julie Bastien, “A Closer Look at EU Sanctions En-
forcement”, Global Investigations Review, 17 September 2024. 
21 Crisis Group has written extensively about this subject. See, eg, “The Ukraine War: A Global 
Crisis?”, Crisis Group Commentary, 4 March 2022; Richard Gowan, “The Global South and the 
Ukraine War at the UN”, Crisis Group Commentary, 9 March 2023; and Comfort Ero, “Global Politics 
in the Shadow of Ukraine”, Crisis Group Commentary, 23 March 2023. 
22 See, for example, Keith Kellogg and Fred Fleitz, “America First, Russia and Ukraine”, America 
First Policy Institute, April 2024; J.D. Vance, “The math on Ukraine doesn’t add up”, The New York 
Times, 12 April 2024; and Robert F. Kennedy, Jr. and Donald Trump, Jr., “Negotiate with Moscow 
to end the Ukraine war and prevent nuclear devastation”, The Hill, 17 September 2024. 
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by which Russia stops attacking Ukraine and, in return, Kyiv gives up lost territory 
and its hope of NATO membership – that is, a “land for peace” deal.23  

But “land for peace” proposals tend to see the war narrowly as a territorial dis-
pute between Moscow and Kyiv, while Russia views it as a war in which it is taking 
on the entire West in a bid for its security. In Moscow’s view, dominating Ukraine is 
critical to its defence from a hostile, U.S.-led trans-Atlantic order. This view of the 
West also leads Russia to have ambitions that extend beyond Ukraine to revising the 
post-Cold War order in Europe. It thinks it must do so to increase its sway over the 
continent and weaken U.S. influence.24  

The political deal that Russia does want – which would leave it controlling a 
swathe of Ukrainian territory while extracting a pledge of neutrality and the coun-
try’s demilitarisation – would be a step toward Moscow’s broader goals. But neither 
Ukraine nor any of its supporters seems likely to accept such a bargain.25 The former 
would correctly see it as a form of vassalisation, made more bitter by the hardships 
and atrocities Ukraine’s people have suffered during the Russian war of aggression. 
The latter would worry that an emboldened Russia will menace and seek to assert its 
influence over more countries, perhaps starting with Moldova, but maybe also trying 
its luck with others on NATO’s eastern flank. In short, because Russia’s fears and 
goals are broader than Ukraine, Ukraine-only solutions cannot bring stability.  

 
 
23 Ellen Francis, “Ukraine’s European allies eye once-taboo ‘land-for-peace’ negotiations”, Washing-
ton Post, 13 November 2024.  
24 Oleg Ignatov, “Saying the Quiet Part Out Loud: Russia’s New Vision for Taking on the West”, Crisis 
Group Commentary, 2 May 2023. 
25 Crisis Group Report, Ukraine: How to Hold the Line, op. cit.; Crisis Group Commentary, “Toward a 
Plan B for Peace in Ukraine”, op. cit. 
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III. Threat Perceptions: A Fearful Continent 

Both accurate and misguided interpretations of the other side’s motives have affected 
the threat perceptions of Russia, Ukraine and Ukraine’s backers. But if Russia’s 
views have remained largely static, its full-scale invasion of Ukraine has shaken up 
most of the rest of Europe. As a result, today, most of the countries on the continent 
say they see their adversaries as posing an existential threat. 

A. Russia’s View: The Threat from the West 

Since at least the mid-1990s, Moscow has viewed Western policy worldwide as centred 
on weakening Russia and coercing it to act against its own interests. To be sure, 
there have been periods of more cooperation as well as less. Nonetheless, officials in 
Moscow have consistently decried the growth of the NATO alliance (even as Moscow 
worked with it through the NATO-Russia Council) and the EU to incorporate coun-
tries near and bordering Russia. Russian representatives have consistently contended 
that NATO enlargement is a threat to Russia, an argument made prominently by Putin 
himself when he addressed the 43rd Munich Security Conference in 2007.26 

But these are not Russia’s only complaints about the West. Others include efforts 
to promote what Moscow characterises as decadent Western values in Russia’s 
neighbours and Russia itself. Russian leaders reject efforts to promote civil and 
political rights, including the rights of women and LGBTQIA+ people, as well as 
political dissidents. Moscow also condemns EU environmental and regulatory poli-
cies that affect trade with Russia and, not surprisingly, NATO and EU member state 
military activities. This litany of Russian frustrations is not the only factor complicat-
ing Moscow’s relationships with EU and NATO member states, but it has been central 
to the Kremlin’s narrative about the Western threat.27  

Russia’s multifaceted sense of grievance is deeply rooted in what it sees as the 
loss of major-power status when the Soviet Union (to which Russia believes itself the 
rightful successor) dissolved and a sense of vulnerability that flows from having a 
smaller economic and military capacity than the NATO alliance (and the U.S. alone). 
Moscow sees the trans-Atlantic countries and coalitions as threats because of the 
power imbalance. It has emphasised the importance of “regaining” its Soviet-era 
clout as a means of attaining security.28  

 
 
26 For examples of historical views, see Svetlana Savranskaya and Tom Blanton (eds.), “NATO-
Russia charter 1997 was ‘forced step’”, said Yeltsin”, National Security Archive, George Washington 
University. For Putin’s 2007 speech, see Vladimir Putin, “Speech and the Following Discussion at 
the Munich Conference on Security Policy”, The Kremlin, 10 February 2007. 
27 On past Russian policy, see, among many others, Olga Oliker, Keith Crane, Lowell H. Schwartz 
and Catherine Yusupov, Russian Foreign Policy: Sources and Implications, RAND, 2009; Angela 
Stent, Putin’s World: Russia against the West and with the Rest (New York, 2019); Sergei Karaganov, 
“Russia and the U.S.: A Long Confrontation?”, Russia in Global Affairs, 23 September, 2014; 
Ruslan Pukhov, “NATO is the obstacle to improving Russian-Western relations”, Defense News, 28 
March 2019; and Natalia Piskulova, “The European Green Deal: Risks and Opportunities for the EU 
and Russia”, Russian International Affairs Council, 21 April 2021. 
28 See Andrej Krickovic and Yuval Weber, “What Can Russia Teach Us about Change? Status Seeking 
as a Catalyst for Transformation in International Politics”, International Studies Review, vol. 20, 
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Also reflecting the Soviet past, the Kremlin has come to believe that security 
requires domination of others, particularly neighbours.29 Indeed, Russia’s foreign 
policy discourse echoes not just that from the Soviet period, but also imperial Russia, 
leading some scholars to cite the country’s history and geography to explain Moscow’s 
perennial insecurity and desire to control more territory.30 At the same time, Rus-
sian nationalist ideologies tend to see neighbouring peoples as fair game for what is 
essentially colonial domination and Western rights rhetoric as intrinsically “foreign” 
to Russia. Meanwhile, scholars have observed that Moscow’s emphasis on the use of 
force evokes its embrace of a violent, dominant view of masculinity.31 

Whatever the source, perceptions of threats from the West are today more integral 
to Russian policy than at any time since the Soviet Union’s dissolution. In March 
2023, Moscow published a new “foreign policy concept” – a document akin to a 
national security strategy – predicated on the idea that the U.S., which it sees as the 
real decision-maker in the North Atlantic, wants to “destroy” Russia’s “territorial 
integrity”. The Kremlin pledges to counter Washington’s aims by undermining the 
U.S., including by damaging its alliances. NATO and the EU, according to this doc-
ument, pose a danger to the “security, territorial integrity, sovereignty, traditional 
values and socio-economic development of Russia”.32  

Such Russian formulations do not generally posit that a NATO military assault is 
imminent and, indeed, discussions of armed conflict with NATO almost always stress 
the inherent escalation risks, particularly that it could lead to nuclear war – though 
they sometimes proceed to explore how such a war might go.33 Rather, Moscow sees 
the alliance as a U.S.-led enterprise that looks to weaken Russia by a variety of means 
simultaneously. “Russia”, in this usage, refers not just to the country’s territory and 
government but also to a difficult-to-capture vision of Russianness informed by cul-
ture, social mores and ideology. These all have changed drastically over time, and, 
indeed, in the years since Russia launched its full-scale invasion of Ukraine. The 

 
 
no. 2 (June 2018); and Dmitry Gorenburg, “Circumstances Have Changed Since 1991, but Russia’s 
Core Foreign Policy Goals Have Not”, PONARS, January 2019. 
29 Ibid. 
30 See Alfred J. Rieber, “How Persistent are Persistent Factors?”, in Robert Legvold (ed.), Russian 
Foreign Policy in the Twenty-First Century and the Shadow of the Past (New York, 2007); and 
Stent, Putin’s World, op. cit., ch. 1. 
31 Stent, Putin’s World, op. cit., ch. 2. On the “foreign” nature of Western approaches, see Alexander 
Lukin, “Eurasian Integration and the Clash of Values”, Survival, vol. 56, no. 3, June-July 2014, pp. 
43-60. For a rebuttal, see Ivan Timofeev, “Russia and the West: Are Values the Problem?”, Russia in 
Global Affairs, vol. 19, no. 3 (2021). On violent masculinity and Russian policy, see Valerie Sperling, 
“Putin’s Macho Personality Cult”, Communist and Post-Communist Studies, vol. 49, no. 1 (March 
2016). For a general discussion of related topics, see D.A. Saucier, R.J. Webster, J.L. McManus, T.L. 
Sonnentag, C.J. O’Dea and M.L. Strain, “Individual Differences in Masculine Honor Beliefs Predict 
Attitudes toward Aggressive Security Measures, War and Peace”, Peace and Conflict: Journal of 
Peace Psychology, vol. 24, no. 1 (2018).  
32 Kremlin, “Концепция внешней политики Российской Федерации” [Foreign Policy Concept of 
the Russian Federation], 31 March 2023. See also Ignatov, “Saying the Quiet Part Out Loud: Russia’s 
New Vision for Taking on the West”, op. cit. 
33 There are exceptions. See, for example, I.R. Fazletdinov and V.I. Lumpov, “The Role of Strategic 
Missile Forces in Countering NATO’s Strategic Multi-Domain Operation”, Voennaya Mysl, March 
2023 [Russian]. 
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position of Russian strategists appears to be that if the change stems from Kremlin 
decisions, it is appropriate. If it comes from outside, however, it is perilous. This 
stance, too, is consistent with the past: generations of Russian leaders have blamed 
foreign interference for domestic unrest they have seen as a threat to their power.34  

Russian officials and analysts frame the war in Ukraine in terms that reflect these 
perspectives. A 2023 eleventh-grade Russian history textbook explains that Russia 
invaded Ukraine to prevent the latter from joining NATO. Had Kyiv become a member 
of the alliance, the textbook argues, it might have tried to retake territory in Crimea 
or the Russian-backed separatist-controlled parts of eastern Ukraine, which in turn 
might have led to wider war and “possibly the end of civilisation”.35 A Russian analyst 
argued in the spring of 2024 (prior to the Ukrainian army’s sortie into Kursk) that 
Ukraine posed a threat to Russia because even small incursions from its territory 
could undermine Russian stability.36  

Speaking to Crisis Group in late 2022, a prominent Russian expert described the 
West as inherently dangerous to Russia, arguing that Moscow has only its nuclear 
arsenal to deter its adversary. But the perils this expert described were not military. 
“Russia must keep the U.S. from interfering in domestic affairs”, he said, warning 
also of “attempts to pull Belarus to [the Western] side and strengthen Ukraine”. He 
could not explain how nuclear deterrence could prevent these things from happen-
ing. Nor could he say how it would stop anything other than direct military attack by 
NATO, which he agreed was unlikely, saying, “I’m not worried about U.S. missiles 
and the integration of Finland and Sweden into NATO”.37 

At present, Moscow seems to expect the war in Ukraine to end in Russian victory. 
But nothing indicates that the Kremlin thinks victory will bring a peaceful future. 
Rather, Russian leaders seem to think, or at least find it useful to say, that the U.S. 
and its allies will continue to pose a threat comparable to the one they believe exists 
today. According to Russian experts, Trump’s election to the U.S. presidency has not 
yet changed this calculus, though the Kremlin may hope that the new president’s 
vision will align better with its interests. In the meantime, experts say, Moscow is not 
planning to adapt its approach.38  

B. View from the West: A Menace Revealed 

If Moscow’s threat perceptions and expectations of the war in Ukraine have stayed 
remarkably consistent, most of the countries backing Kyiv have shifted their views 
over the decades. 

 
 
34 On historical concerns about domestic unrest, as well as threats from outside, see Ivan Timofeev, 
“The Troika Rears Its Head Once Again”, RIAC, 23 March 2020. On foreign efforts to undermine 
Russia from within, see, for example, Kh. I. Saifetlinov, “Hybrid wars carried out by the USA and 
NATO countries, their essence and direction”, Voennaia Mysl, 31 May 2022 [Russian]. 
35 Vitaly Shevchenko, “Russia’s new schoolbook aims to justify war on Ukraine”, BBC Monitor-
ing, 9 August 2023.  
36 Comments by a Russian analyst in early 2024 at a closed meeting attended by Crisis Group. 
37 Crisis Group interview, Russian security expert, 22 December 2022. 
38 Remarks by Russian analysts in late 2024 at a closed meeting attended by Crisis Group. 
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1. Before the all-out invasion 

Prior to the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the leaders of the three Baltic states and 
Poland disagreed fundamentally with most of their allies about Russia. The former 
had sounded alarms for decades that Russia would one day become aggressive. Es-
tonian, Latvian, Lithuanian and Polish officials saw Russia’s 2008 war in Georgia, 
coupled with its 2014 annexation of Crimea and incitement of separatist rebellion 
in eastern Ukraine as proof of how dangerous Moscow was.39 Other Euro-Atlantic 
governments, including those of France, Germany and the U.S., however, judged 
Russia to be a hazard mostly to itself and to already unstable, non-NATO states near 
its borders – in short, dangerous, but at a low and manageable level. They saw the 
events of 2008 and 2014 as evidence of Moscow’s limited appetite and thought its 
destabilising actions in their own countries, such as spreading disinformation and 
undertaking covert operations, would be controllable.40  

Thus, these countries engaged Moscow through diplomacy and trade even as they 
imposed various sanctions in response to Russian actions over the years.41 They 
talked to Moscow about global and regional issues, bilaterally and multilaterally, 
including through the NATO-Russia Council, established in 2002 to facilitate dialogue 
between the alliance and Moscow, which continued to meet until January 2022. 
Regional states, including Russia, participated in the Organization for Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). The EU and NATO countries generally (or at least 
publicly) agreed that though the OSCE was often hamstrung by divides among 
members, its foundational premise, that it could enable cooperation in some areas 
despite substantial disagreements in others, held true.  

Thus, until recently the West’s overall approach to Russia was rooted in the idea 
that the post-Cold War order was sustainable. To be sure, NATO bolstered its force 
posture, especially in the Baltic countries, starting in 2014, when Russia first invaded 
Ukraine, but as the accompanying statements illustrated, these steps were meant at 
least as much to reassure nervous allies, such as the Baltic states, as to deter Russia.42 
In the same vein, NATO promised that if Russia attacked alliance members, it would 
risk a nuclear response.43 The EU, meanwhile, continued both to engage Russia and 

 
 
39 As Russia moved to occupy Crimea, Lithuanian President Dalia Grybauskaitė stated: “Europe final-
ly needs to realise that what Russia is doing now is an attempt to redraw the post-war map. First it 
is Ukraine, then it will be Moldova, and, in the end, it may be the Baltic states and Poland”. See Dalia 
Grybauskaitė, “Russia is redrawing borders: Moldova and Baltic states might be after Ukraine”, 
Delfi, 6 March 2014 [Lithuanian]. 
40 See Eugene Rumer, “Russia: A Different Kind of Threat”, Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, 20 July 2015; Rem Korteweg and Sophia Besch, “No Denial: How NATO Can Deter a Creeping 
Russian Threat”, Centre for European Reform, 9 February 2016; and “The threat from Russia”, The 
Economist, 22 October 2016. 
41 Christopher S. Chivvis and Thomas Rid, “The Roots of Germany’s Russia Policy”, Survival, vol. 
51, no. 2 (2009); Pierre Vimont, “Special Envoy Explains French Approach to Russia”, French Em-
bassy in London, 19 February 2020. 
42 See Ulrich Kuhn, “Preventing Escalation in the Baltics: A NATO Playbook”, Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace, 2018. 
43 M. Elaine Bunn, “Extending Nuclear Deterrence and Assuring U.S. Allies”, in Charles Glaser, Austin 
Long and Brian Radzinsky (eds.), Managing U.S. Nuclear Operations in the 21st Century (Wash-
ington, 2022). 
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to develop ties with states neighbouring it, in some cases with an eye to eventually 
offering these countries membership, but mainly to foster prosperity, economic 
compatibility and democratic values as the appetite for enlargement dulled.44  

2. After the all-out invasion 

After the all-out invasion in February 2022, most NATO and EU countries thoroughly 
reassessed their longstanding assumptions about European security, with the majori-
ty agreeing that Moscow posed a threat too great to ignore. Importantly, the invasion 
led most European leaders to conclude that the Kremlin was not only aggressive, 
as its earlier incursions in Georgia (2008) and Ukraine (2014) had indicated, but also 
risk-tolerant. In contrast to 2008 and 2014, when the West did not throw substantial 
weight behind deterring Russian aggression, before the 2022 invasion Western lead-
ers warned that Russia would face high costs if it proceeded. While Russia’s decision 
to attack Ukraine anyway did not necessarily mean that it would do something simi-
lar to a NATO member, it was an unwelcome signal. In Western eyes, it suggested an 
imperviousness to time-tested forms of deterrence and magnified fears of a Russian 
menace.45  

Russia’s willingness to ignore warnings was not the only thing that jangled trans-
Atlantic nerves. In December 2021, Moscow made proposals to NATO and the U.S., 
in response to their diplomatic outreach, seeking a commitment from the alliance 
not to deploy forces on its eastern members’ soil, which would have undermined 
these states’ defensive capacities.46 As Russian troops prepared to invade, Putin spoke 
ominously of “consequences … such as you have never seen in your entire history”, 
intimating that any state backing Kyiv might face Russian nuclear attack.47 Moreo-
ver, Moscow consistently slighted the agency of smaller European states, for instance 
by indicating that Washington could negotiate on behalf of all of NATO. Countries 
then outside the alliance, particularly Finland and Sweden, felt that Russia’s rhetoric 
and actions (including its aggression against Ukraine) meant it did not take small 
states such as themselves, or their sovereignty, seriously.48  

Following the all-out invasion, most NATO and EU countries began adapting to 
what they now described as a concrete, insufficiently deterred and (as stated by many 
senior officials) existential threat to specific countries and to Europe as a whole from 
an aggressive, risk-tolerant, unpredictable Russia.49 Finland and Sweden both asked 

 
 
44 See Ian Bond, “EU Enlargement: Door Half Open or Door Half Shut?”, Centre for European 
Reform, 9 October 2017. 
45 Crisis Group interviews, Nordic country officials, October 2024. See also Matti Pessu and Toumas 
Misso Parku, “Finland as a NATO Ally: First Insights into Finnish Alliance Policy”, Finnish Institute 
of International Affairs, December 2022, p. 12. 
46 “Treaty between the United States of America and the Russian Federation on Security Guarantees” 
and “Agreement on Measures to Ensure the Security of the Russian Federation and Member States 
of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization”, Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 17 December 2021. 
47 V. Putin, “Address by the President of the Russian Federation”, op. cit. 
48 Crisis Group interviews, Finnish official, 8 September 2023; Finnish officials, 30 October 2024; 
and Swedish officials, 4 November 2024. See also Pessu and Parku, “Finland as a NATO Ally: First 
Insights into Finnish Alliance Policy”, p. 12. 
49 While serving as EU high representative for foreign affairs and security policy, Josep Borell used 
the term “existential” consistently. “Informal Video Conference of Defence Ministers: Remarks by 
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to join the alliance, after decades of avoiding this step, partly because they consid-
ered Moscow more dangerous than before and partly because they saw the limits of 
how much NATO would support a non-ally.50 The NATO member states nearest to 
Russia’s borders, meanwhile, believed they could no longer count on Moscow’s fear 
of war with NATO – and the associated threat of nuclear escalation – to fend off 
Russian aggression. They worried that they would suffer in the interim between a 
Russian attack and a NATO response, whether or not that response would eventually 
be adequate to recoup lost territory. Afterward, they called on the alliance to ensure 
that Moscow would expect any attack on them not only to have terrible repercus-
sions but also to be doomed to failure.51  

Against this backdrop, Western governments came to assess that a Russia made 
weaker by military failure in Ukraine would take this lesson more readily than one 
whose invasion had succeeded. Thus, when Russian victory did not come rapidly, 
and Russian soldiers were forced to retreat from large parts of Ukrainian territory in 
the spring of 2022, Western states saw an opportunity to help Ukraine while at the 
same time helping themselves by mitigating the longer-term threat from Russia. If 
Russia failed in Ukraine, perhaps its ambitions beyond Kyiv, or at least its capacity 
to attain them, might be tempered. In the best-case scenario, Ukraine would win, 
expelling Russian forces from its territory, and a chastened Moscow would rethink 
aggression.  

To be sure, a lengthy war in Ukraine carried terrible humanitarian costs and cre-
ated its own security risks, including, in the worst case, of catastrophic escalation. 
Thus, support for Ukraine put its backers on a narrow path between what they saw 
as two threats – the one posed by Russian victory and the one that might lead to 
nuclear war. In the Baltic countries, Poland and (increasingly) France, officials seemed 
more focused on the first danger, which for them seemed the more immediate; they 
argued that, as Russia feared NATO, alliance members should ratchet up their support 
for Ukraine, in effect calling Moscow’s bluff.52 But Germany and the U.S., more wor-
ried about the second threat, advocated for gradual increases in assistance in order 
to limit escalation risks.53 The UK was mainly in the first camp, but it also made both 
arguments – that Russia presented “the most acute threat” to its security, on one 

 
 
High Representative/Vice-President Josep Borrell upon Arrival”, European Union External Action 
Service, 28 February 2022; “Informal Meeting of Foreign Affairs Ministers (Gymnich): Press 
Remarks by High Representative Josep Borrell at the Press Conference”, European External Action 
Service, 12 May 2023; “Ukraine: Press Remarks by High Representative Josep Borrell on Russia’s 
Information Manipulation in Its Military Aggression”, Delegation of the European Union to Ukraine, 
2 October 2023; “Ukraine: Press Remarks by High Representative Josep Borrell ahead of EU For-
eign Ministers Meeting in Kyiv”, Delegation of the European Union to Ukraine, 2 October 2023. 
50 Pessu and Parku, “Finland as a NATO Ally”, op. cit. 
51 Crisis Group interview, Baltic state official, summer 2023. 
52 Crisis Group interviews, foreign policy expert, August 2023; Estonian official, September 2023; 
French official, November 2023. 
53 Crisis Group interviews, U.S. officials, March 2023; German foreign policy expert, June 2023. 
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hand, and that the peril of Russian nuclear use was “greater than at any time since 
the Cold War”.54  

Importantly, for all their hopes of weakening Russia, the leaders of almost all 
NATO member countries, and of the alliance as a whole, do not appear to believe 
that the war in Ukraine, however it turns out, will in itself be enough to eliminate a 
long-term military threat from Russia. Nor do they seem confident that nuclear 
deterrence will be adequate to this task. While no official Crisis Group spoke with 
argued that a near-term invasion was plausible, many spoke of dangers down the 
road. In September 2023, a German official argued that even if Russian ground forces 
were greatly diminished, its navy and air force could do great harm to NATO assets.55 
Western intelligence agencies say Moscow could have the capacity to mount a con-
ventional military attack on a NATO member state, leading to potentially protracted 
war, in six years or less.56 Some officials contend that it could do so even sooner.57 

Even after the all-out invasion, some NATO members stand apart from the rest of 
the alliance when it comes to threat perceptions. Hungary does not want to cut eco-
nomic ties with Russia and downplays any risk, near or eventual, of Russian attack.58 
Slovakia, once a staunch supporter of Ukraine, shifted to a more Hungary-adjacent 
position after Prime Minister Robert Fico came to power in October 2023.  

Türkiye, in NATO but not the EU, also does not appear to view Russian aggression 
in Ukraine as an imminent threat to its own security, although it does see Moscow’s 
actions as dangerous to European stability. Officials say Ankara does not want Russia 
– with which it disagrees fundamentally on a range of issues – dominating the Black 
Sea; nor does it want the Kremlin tempted to venture further aggression in Europe.59 
But Türkiye worries far more about internal actors, notably the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party, or PKK, which it (along with the U.S. and EU) terms a terrorist organisation 
and has fought for four decades.60 Ankara has not aligned itself with the full package 
of Western sanctions against Moscow. While Turkish officials point to the weapons 
they have sent to Kyiv, they also say they want Russia to remain a counterweight to 
the U.S. Lastly, they stress their willingness to mediate in the conflict.61 

Finally, the U.S., long NATO’s heavyweight and the source of most of the arms 
delivered to Kyiv to date, may be poised to shift its stance. If most of Washington’s 
European allies see an existential threat to their security, the U.S. has always had a 

 
 
54 On the threat to the UK, see “Integrated Review Refresh”, UK Cabinet Office, 16 May 2023. On 
the threat of nuclear use, see “United Kingdom Defence Command Paper”, UK Ministry of Defence, 
July 2023. 
55 The official made these remarks in a closed-door discussion attended by Crisis Group.  
56 “Russia could be able to attack NATO by 2030: German intelligence”, Defense Post, 14 October 
2024; Ed Arnold, “NATO Societies Must be Ready for War”, RUSI, 26 January 2024. 
57 Arnold, “NATO Societies Must be Ready for War”, op. cit.  
58 Crisis Group interview, Hungarian security expert, 1 November 2023.  
59 Crisis Group interviews, Turkish officials, February 2023; December 2024. 
60 Crisis Group interviews, Turkish officials, February 2023. If the present Turkish initiative to end 
the conflict with the PKK bears fruit, it would eliminate a major headache for Ankara. But it is far 
too early to tell what might happen. 
61 In underlining their mediation capacity, Turkish officials often cite their success in brokering, 
alongside the UN, the Black Sea grain deal between Russia and Ukraine in mid-2022. Crisis Group 
interviews, Turkish officials, February and September 2023; December 2024. 
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bit more distance. As of now, President Trump has yet to clarify his position on the 
war, beyond saying he expects to attain peace, but it is clear that he sees weapons 
supplies as a source of leverage over Ukraine that he could wield in seeking to broker a 
settlement. He is looking to economic measures for leverage over Russia and may be 
inclined to look for opportunities to find other trade-offs, including in global politics, 
to reach a deal. But peace or no peace, there is every reason to think that the new ad-
ministration will do what it can to refocus U.S. priorities on competition with China.62 

 
 
62 Paul Dans and Steven Groves (eds.), 2025: Mandate for Leadership: The Conservative Promise 
(Washington, 2023). 
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IV. Fears into Actions? 

Whether they preceded Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine or are a product of it, 
the threat perceptions now held by Russia, on one hand, and the countries making 
up the trans-Atlantic coalition backing Ukraine, on the other, are now driving policy 
goals and narratives. Turning these into action is a different matter. As all these coun-
tries study how they must adapt their force postures and activities to match their 
fears and intentions, they are also grappling with the limitations imposed by budgets, 
politics, partnerships and other priorities.  

A. Russia: Nuclear Deterrence, a War Economy and Force Expansion 

Moscow has long been preparing for a standoff with Western states. Because Russia 
continues to rely on its nuclear weapons to cow its adversaries, it has sought to find a 
way to make its threats more credible, so it can force those adversaries to change 
their policies and behaviour. At the same time, Russia, which has substantially reor-
dered its society and economy to sustain the war in Ukraine, is preparing to further 
enhance its conventional military might. In both of these realms, Moscow’s ability to 
attain its goals remains far from assured. 

1. The nuclear card 

Moscow makes no secret of its desire to see its nuclear weapons better intimidate its 
foes. It is frustrated that, thus far, all they have done is prevent direct conflict. Aside 
from rhetorical threats, Moscow has continued to use delivery vehicles that it can arm 
with either nuclear or conventional warheads to strike targets in Ukraine, a standing 
reminder of escalation risks.63 But this tool, like verbal warnings, risks losing its util-
ity over time, particularly given the large number of Russian systems that are dual-
capable. 

In November 2024, Moscow published a new, amended nuclear doctrine. This text 
lowers the Kremlin’s stated threshold for nuclear use in an otherwise conventional 
scenario from a threat “to the very existence of the state [Russia or an ally]” to “critical 
threats to [Russia’s and Belarus’] sovereignty and/or territorial integrity”. The new 
doctrine also gives Moscow explicit permission to use nuclear weapons in a conflict 
with countries that do not have nuclear weapons capability but are aligned with others 
that do.64 The immediate threat is, of course, to Ukraine, but the broader warning is 
to all NATO and EU members.  

 
 
63 Sidharth Kaushal and Matthew Savill, “The Oreshnik Ballistic Missile: From Russia with Love?”, 
RUSI, 10 December 2024. 
64 The old doctrine, published in 2020, is available as “Decree of the President of the Russian Federa-
tion of 2 June 2020, No. 355: Basic Principles of State Policy of the Russian Federation on Nuclear 
Deterrence”, The Kremlin, 2 June 2020. The 2024 text is available as “Decree of the President of 
the Russian Federation of 19 November 2024, No. 991: Fundamentals of State Policy of the Russian 
Federation on Nuclear Deterrence”, The Kremlin, 19 November 2024. For comparison of the two 
texts, see the BlueSky thread by Oleg Shakirov, @shakirov2036.bsky.social, Russian foreign policy 
analyst, 7:48am, 19 November 2024.  
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Soon after publishing its new nuclear doctrine, Moscow struck Ukraine with a 
still-in-development intermediate-range ballistic missile called the Oreshnik. Like 
much of the Russian weaponry used in Ukraine, the Oreshnik is nuclear-capable. 
Unlike many of the other systems, it can also reach most (and perhaps all) potential 
targets in Europe. But while the launch could be taken as more nuclear posturing, 
Putin himself indicated the opposite, asserting that the Oreshnik’s deployment will 
bolster Russia’s conventional deterrence, lessening its need to make nuclear threats.65  

Putin may well be having it both ways, brandishing the Oreshnik for its nuclear as 
well as conventional capabilities. While Moscow will likely continue to build nuclear 
weapons and to rely on nuclear coercion, it also has reason to expand its conventional 
capacity, so it can threaten adversaries with weapons they might be more likely to 
believe it will use. Russia has previously sought to build up its conventional deter-
rence into something more credible.66 But its resort to nuclear threats in 2022 and 
since then, as well as Putin’s comments about the Oreshnik, indicate that the Kremlin 
does not think its conventional deterrence is convincing enough. But the risk of esca-
lation to nuclear use will likely remain at the core of any Russian conventional threat 
to its NATO adversaries. Were Moscow’s non-nuclear capabilities considerably more 
robust, it might indeed be able to make more believable threats. But even then, it is 
doubtful that the Kremlin would rely on conventional arms to do the work of deter-
rence (or compellence) on their own, especially against nuclear-armed adversaries.  

2. Society, economy and military 

Aside from the risks, building up military capability is expensive and potentially dis-
ruptive to society. But for Russia, the process is already well under way. Even before 
its full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the Kremlin had been actively militarising society, 
with more emphasis on military education in schools, facilitation of closer relations 
between the Russian Orthodox Church and the armed forces, and an uptick in mili-
taristic government announcements, advertising and other messaging.67 The pace 
has only picked up since the full-scale invasion of Ukraine began. The Kremlin has 
portrayed militarisation to the population as necessary not just for the present war, 
but for the long-term standoff with the West – a narrative in line with past justifica-
tions of similar policies in Russia and elsewhere.68  

The shift of Russia’s economy to a partial war footing also seems poised to continue. 
The state is now officially spending about a third of its budget on defence (the share 

 
 
65 Elena Chernyshova, “Putin announced that ‘Oreshnik’ all but excludes use of nuclear weapons”, 
RBK, 10 December 2024 [Russian]; Kaushal and Savill, “The Oreshnik Ballistic Missile: From Russia 
with Love?”, op. cit. 
66 If the point is to deter war through mutual fear of nuclear escalation, the logic of making lower-
level threats more credible, and thus more likely to be acted upon, seems risky. For more on these 
topics, see Olga Oliker, “Russia’s Nuclear Doctrine: What We Know, What We Don’t and What That 
Means”, CSIS, May 2016.  
67 See Anton Troianovski, Ivan Nechepurenko and Valerie Hopkins, “How the Kremlin is militarizing 
Russian society”, The New York Times, 21 December 2021. For background, see Crisis Group Europe 
& Central Asia Report N°251, Patriotic Mobilisation in Russia, 4 July 2018. 
68 See Andrei P. Tsygankov, “The Paths of Russian Militarism”, Russia in Global Affairs, October/ 
December 2024. 
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had hovered at a bit over 10 per cent in the years prior to the full-scale invasion).69 
Russia’s munitions factories are working around the clock, with several shifts of 
workers.70 This stepped-up production, along with high pay for soldiers willing to 
serve, has invigorated poorer towns where industry had long been closed down and 
employment opportunities were few and far between. With the help of high energy 
prices and trade with China and others, Russia’s economy grew in 2023 and 2024.71  

To be sure, Russia’s economy also faces tremendous challenges: while the rising 
tide of war is lifting some boats, it has left others stranded. Western sanctions – 
despite not having the bite their backers hoped to see – still hurt. As of now, Russia’s 
economic growth is flattening, prices and interest rates are both up, and employers 
are struggling to find workers.72 The number of weapons being produced, mean-
while, is insufficient to meet Russia’s needs (Moscow is, after all, receiving substantial 
amounts of ammunition from North Korea, drones from Iran and electronic subcom-
ponents from China). Further, Russian production relies heavily on refurbishing old 
weapons rather than building new ones, and Russia is running out of the former.73 
But for all the hope among the Kremlin’s adversaries that Russia’s military-first 
approach will eventually prove unsustainable, the Kremlin for now seems to be making 
the opposite bet.  

As for priorities, the overwhelming focus of Russia’s militarised economy, and a 
good deal of its weapon production and military preparation, seems to be on victory 
in Ukraine, rather than over-the-horizon planning for a future conventional war with 
NATO.74 While Moscow is surely also doing what it can to replenish stockpiles, it has 

 
 
69 Crisis Group interview, U.S. official, 5 February 2024. See also Darya Korsunskaya and Gleb Bryan-
ski, “Russia hikes 2025 Defence Spending by 25% to a new post-Soviet high”, Reuters, 30 September 
2024. For spending through 2022, see “Military expenditure (% of general government expenditure)”, 
World Bank Group (drawing on Stockholm International Peace Research Institute data). Note, 
however, that Russian defence expenditure estimates undercount actual defence spending, as some 
spending appears in other budget lines. See Olga Oliker, “Russian Defense Spending: Tricky Math”, 
Russia Matters, 26 April 2017. 
70 “Russia has enough missiles to again hammer Ukraine with massive barrages, but it looks to be 
going after different targets”, RUSI, January 2024. 
71 Alexandra Prokopenko and Alexander Kolyandr, “Russia’s surging budget revenues”, The Bell, 19 
April 2024; “How much oil and gas revenues the new oil price calculation will bring to the budget,” 
RBC, 14 February 2023; “China sees biggest trade increase with Russia in 2023, Chinese customs 
data shows”, CNN, 7 June 2023; “State Duma approves changes in oil taxes to boost budget revenues”, 
RBC, 21 July 2023; Andrew Roth, “‘A lot higher than we expected’: Russian arms production worries 
Europe’s war planners”, The Guardian, 15 February 2024; Aleksandra Prokopenko, “Russian budget 
2025: What’s not right with the strategy ‘all efforts to the war’”, Carnegie Endowment for Internation-
al Peace, 30 September 2024 [Russian]; Sergey Aleskashenko, Vladislav Inozemtsev and Dmitry 
Nekrasov, “The Dictator’s Reliable Rear: The Russian Economy at the Time of War”, Center for 
Analysis and Strategies in Europe, November 2024. 
72 Prokopenko, “Russian budget 2025: What’s not right with the strategy ‘all efforts to the war’”, op. 
cit.; Aleskashenko, Inozemtsev and Nekrasov, “The Dictator’s Reliable Rear: The Russian Economy 
at the Time of War”, op. cit.; Janis Kluge, “The Russian Economy at a Turning Point”, SWP, 29 
November 2024. 
73 Kluge, “The Russian Economy at a Turning Point”, op. cit. 
74 For a discussion of what is being built, assessed sector by sector, see Julian Cooper, “Military 
Production in Russia before and after the Start of the War with Ukraine”, The RUSI Journal, vol. 
169, no. 4 (2024). 
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pulled troops from near its borders with alliance member states in order to free them 
up to fight in Ukraine. This strategy has cost it. Both the rebellion by Yevgeny Prigozhin, 
the late Wagner Group commander, in the summer of 2023 and the Ukrainian 
army’s incursion into Russia’s Kursk region the next year demonstrated how little 
attention Moscow has paid to domestic security and defences. Indeed, Russia accepted 
Pyongyang’s offer to provide North Korean troops, who are now in Kursk helping 
Moscow in its efforts to expel the Ukrainians.75  

Nor is Moscow able to do all it might once have hoped farther afield. Its military 
presence in Africa has continued to grow as the defence ministry takes control of the 
Wagner Group’s private empire, with new outposts in Burkina Faso and Niger. But 
Russia’s partners globally are surely aware of the limits of its power, particularly 
after it was unable to prevent its ally Assad from falling, leaving the future of its Syrian 
bases unclear.  

The Kremlin has also boosted the authorised (that is, target) active-duty size of 
its armed forces three times since February 2022. The last increase, in September 
2024, took that number from just over 1.3 million military personnel to 1.5 million, 
in part, officials said, to ensure the armed forces can counter the threat now presented 
by Finnish membership in NATO.76 While the true size of the Russian armed forces 
is classified, it is unlikely that the authorised number will be attained rapidly. Rather, 
the latest hike betrays the reality that the force has, in fact, been decimated by the war 
and new mobilisations are, if anything, just making up for the resulting gaps. Fur-
ther, analysts believe Russia’s training pipeline remains geared to a force of about 
1 million people, not more.77  

To truly build a larger force, Moscow would have to undertake the massive mobi-
lisation of personnel and resources that it has to date been loath to embark upon, in 
part for fear that it would engender domestic unhappiness.78 Peace in Ukraine would 
help, in no small part because it would stem the loss rate and allow production capaci-
ty to refocus on the future. But with Moscow’s plans for a build-up expressed largely 
in numbers, what it intends for its military in the long run remains unknown, as 
does what exactly counterbalancing NATO means to the Kremlin.79  

Articles in Russian military analytical journals paint a jumbled picture. They 
emphasise “hybrid” threats, many of which are not military, and the risks of escala-
tion. Analysis that postulates a war with NATO presents it as involving a large-scale 
multi-domain attack on Russia, which Moscow can deter if it maintains adequate 
strategic nuclear capacity, perhaps arguing that adequate conventional capabilities 

 
 
75 That North Korea made this offer was reported in Julian E. Barnes and Michael Schwirtz, “Sending 
troops to help Russia was North Korea’s idea, U.S. officials say”, The New York Times, 23 December 
2024. It was also confirmed by Crisis Group in interviews with South Korean government repre-
sentatives in late 2024 and early 2025. 
76 “Putin orders Russian army to expand to become the world’s second largest”, Reuters, 17 September 
2024. 
77 Dara Massicot with Richard Connolly, “Russian Military Reconstitution: 2030 Pathways and Pro-
spects”, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, September 2024; Yuri E. Fedorov, “Russian 
Military Manpower After Two and a Half Years of War in Ukraine”, IFRI, 25 November 2024 
78 Massicot, “Russian Military Reconstitution: 2030 Pathways and Prospects”, op. cit. 
79 Ibid. 
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would also be useful.80 Other analysts look directly at NATO actions and preparations 
to assess the dangers those pose, and to ask what Russia might need to do to counter 
them, from a deterrence or warfighting perspective.81 But as of now, the military litera-
ture, too, is silent about what Moscow plans for its future 1.5 million-person military. 

B. The West: Supporting Ukraine and Bulking Up as the U.S. Retrenches 

The challenge facing North Atlantic strategists since early 2022 has been one of bal-
ancing the effort to supply and back Ukraine with that of rejiggering national, NATO 
and EU capacity to better deter Russia – while at the same time avoiding escalation 
with Russia that could lead to nuclear use. While threat perceptions and policy lines 
for the most part converge, there are differences, and political shifts stand to make 
things harder. Perhaps the most significant such shift to date has occurred in the 
U.S., where Donald Trump’s election to the presidency creates uncertainty about 
Washington’s future role and complicates virtually every element of meeting this 
challenge.  

1. Fortifying Ukraine 

If Russia sees victory in Ukraine as the first stop on the road to its preferred security 
order, the West has seen thwarting this design as its first way station to sustainable 
defence. Arms deliveries and financial support to Kyiv have been at the heart of this 
effort, with the U.S. providing the bulk of the former for most of the conflict. NATO 
has sought to make military aid more sustainable by taking on coordination duties, 
but that arrangement does not guarantee either weapons or funding, both of which 
are now in question due to the change in U.S. administration. The new U.S. president 
and vice president have made comments indicating doubts about the value of contin-
ued military assistance to Kyiv – at least in the volumes sent to date.82  

As gaps appear, the EU will continue to help its members buy more weapons for 
themselves and Ukraine, including likely from the U.S. Non-EU NATO members, 
such as the UK and Türkiye, will also continue to aid Ukraine even as they bolster 
their own arsenals. But while these countries are already doing a great deal, and EU 
military assistance now rivals that provided by the U.S., Kyiv’s other backers would 
still have a huge hole to fill if U.S. support shrinks.83 If Ukraine is to continue fighting, 
it will need a steady influx of weaponry and ammunition (even as Kyiv, itself, will 
have to be responsible for filling its ranks with personnel).84  

 
 
80 I.R. Fazletdinov and V.I. Lumpov, “The Role of Strategic Missile Forces in Countering NATO’s 
Strategic Multi-Domain Operation”, Voennaya Mysl, March 2023 [Russian]. 
81 See Konstantin Bogdanov and Dmitriy Stefanovich, “On the Security Dilemma and Dangers of 
Escalation under Conditions Created by Finland and Sweden Joining NATO”, Sravnitel’naya Poli-
tika, vol. 15, no. 3 (2024) [Russian]. 
82 Holly Ellyatt, “The U.S. election is a make-or-break moment for aid to Ukraine”, CNBC, 5 Novem-
ber 2024. 
83 “Here are the weapons the EU’s 300 million euros may provide for Ukraine”, RFE/RL, 15 Novem-
ber 2024; “Ukraine Support Tracker”, Kiel Institute, 5 December 2024. 
84 On Ukraine’s personnel challenges, see Schlegel, “Mobilisation, Peacemaking and Deterrence in 
Ukraine”, op. cit. 
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In theory, there are other ways to deter Russian aggression in Ukraine. One request 
that Kyiv has consistently made – only to be rebuffed even before Trump took office 
– is for security guarantees. Many Ukrainian and European officials and analysts 
have advocated that NATO grant, or at least promise, membership to Ukraine im-
mediately. Proponents of near-term membership believe that the threat of war with 
NATO implied in the alliance’s security commitments would force Russia to back 
down.85 But even beyond the political obstacles, opponents (who have included offi-
cials in the U.S., Germany, Hungary, Slovakia and Türkiye) argue that NATO mem-
bership for Ukraine could create the very direct war, with all its escalation risks, that 
alliance members have sought to avoid.86  

Analysts and officials have proposed ways to resolve these challenges, such as by 
extending security guarantees only to government-controlled Ukraine, an idea termed 
the “West German model” (in that it echoes West Germany’s membership in NATO 
when the country was divided).87 Some Biden administration officials entertained 
the idea of extending a promise of membership – mainly as a political gesture – even 
though such a pledge already exists, first issued at NATO’s Bucharest summit in 2008 
and reiterated at summits in Vilnius in 2023 and Washington in 2024.88 Others argue 
that any guarantees would have to wait until the war is over, given that all Ukraine is 
currently subject to Russian missile and drone attacks.89 But while such discussions 
may yet recur, the talk of prospective Ukrainian NATO membership seems to have 
died down toward the end of 2024. Indeed, Trump’s election may have silenced it for 
some time to come. 

If not NATO membership, then could other useful guarantees be given? Nineteen 
NATO member states, including the U.S., plus Japan and the EU, have signed bilateral 
security agreements with Ukraine, all promising continued military support for a 
decade. But although the agreements pledge this aid to keep Ukraine’s military capa-
ble and in some cases are even specific about types of weapon systems, they are not 
binding treaties, and even if they were, would only provide so much comfort about 
the volume and quality of assistance, much less any action in Ukraine’s defence.90 

To the extent that NATO members do enter bilateral treaties or multilateral 
arrangements that offer binding security guarantees, these would raise the same prob-
lems as NATO membership. If a NATO member state is bound to join the war on 
Ukraine’s side, and is then attacked by Russia, other members would be obliged to as-
sist it – or risk the alliance’s credibility and future. The same challenges would arise 
if no binding treaty is signed, but NATO allies send forces to help Ukraine. Whether 
they do so while it remains at war or after a tenuous peace that breaks down, should 

 
 
85 Crisis Group interviews, French officials, November 2023; December 2024. See also Crisis Group 
Commentary, “Why the War in Ukraine May be a Long One”, op. cit. 
86 Crisis Group interview, NATO member state diplomat, November 2024. 
87 See François Heisbourg, “How to End a War: Some Historical Lessons for Ukraine”, Survival, 
vol. 65, no. 4 (2023). 
88 Crisis Group interviews, U.S. officials, September-October 2024.  
89 Crisis Group interviews, southern European diplomat, July 2023; French officials, November 2023. 
90 Mykhailo Soldatenko, “Getting Ukraine’s Security Agreements Right”, Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, 8 July 2024. 
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those forces find themselves fighting Russia, NATO could very well be drawn in, 
which, in turn, could lead Russia to strike NATO members and vice versa. 

The same problems would come up should NATO member states deploy peace-
keepers to the war zone once fighting ends. France and the UK have publicly discussed 
this possibility, whose logic is partly that these troops would serve as a tripwire, guar-
anteeing that if war restarts, the countries that sent forces, and their allies, would 
immediately be involved.91 

Finally, the EU’s decision to grant candidate status to Ukraine, Moldova and Geor-
gia also includes the promise of security guarantees, which are enshrined in the EU 
constitutive treaty.92 The decision marked a shift in the bloc’s more risk-averse ap-
proach to enlargement since the 2010s and was intended as a strategic signal of EU 
support for these three countries as well as opposition to Russia’s efforts to exert 
influence.93 (Georgia’s candidacy has since been frozen.94)  

Because of the security guarantees, membership for a country at war or at risk of 
war is fraught, for all the reasons discussed above. Further, because of the overlap 
between NATO and EU members, bringing front-line states into the EU creates new 
possible mutual defence triggers for NATO as well.95 Moldova is defended as long as 
Ukraine controls its own south – Russia cannot reach the country by land (and the 
handful of Russian troops in breakaway Transnistria pose no real threat). But if Russia 
does attain access to Moldova, the latter’s minute military cannot put up much of a 
fight.96 Georgia also has limited capacity on its own.97 EU membership could thus be 
quite a commitment. 

 
 
91 Crisis Group interviews, French officials, Paris, December 2024. See also Julia Struck, “UK weighs 
three scenarios for possible troop deployments to Ukraine”, Kyiv Post, 16 January 2025. 
92 Article 42.7 of the Treaty of the European Union states: “If a Member State is the victim of armed 
aggression on its territory, the other Member States shall have towards it an obligation of aid and 
assistance by all the means in their power, in accordance with article 51 of the United Nations charter. 
This shall not prejudice the specific character of the security and defence policy of certain Member 
States. Commitments and cooperation in this area shall be consistent with commitments under the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, which, for those States which are members of it, remains the 
foundation of their collective defence and the forum for its implementation”. “Consolidated Version 
of the Treaty on European Union”, Official Journal of the European Union, 26 October 2012. 
93 See “Jean-Claude Juncker and EU ‘enlargement fatigue’”, Euronews, 2 March 2018; and Emmanuel 
Macron, “Discours du Président Emmanuel Macron à l’occasion de la conférence des ambassadrices 
et des ambassadeurs”, Élysée, 1 September 2022. 
94 For background, see Crisis Group Commentary, “Georgia: How to Tread Carefully and Preserve 
the EU’s Diplomatic Role”, 15 October 2024; and Crisis Group Statement, “Georgia’s Ruling Party 
Should Call Off Its Crackdown on Dissent”, 4 December 2024. 
95 As noted above, Article 42.7 in fact references NATO, underlining the importance to the EU of 
that alliance as the security infrastructure for the region, but the EU cannot, of course, obligate NATO 
to take any action. 
96 “Russia and Eurasia”, in “The Military Balance 2024”, International Institute of Strategic Studies, 
February 2024.  
97 Ibid. 
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2. Building capacity 

If Russia professes big plans about countering NATO in the long term, EU and Euro-
pean NATO member state schemes not only to support Ukraine over time but also to 
bolster their own capacities for weapon production, force generation and deployments 
have also proven more easily promised than carried out. The increased requirements 
of such plans coincide with a seemingly eroding U.S. commitment to their security 
coupled with pressure from the Trump administration to take responsibility for their 
own defence. To move forward, European countries will have to confront and some-
how overcome the inconsistencies between their stated need to deter a large-scale 
war with Russia and the political challenges inherent in boosting spending and co-
operation, as well as sustaining them into the future.  

When it comes to spending, the trans-Atlantic bloc states have already done a 
lot. NATO member states have boosted defence budgets, many quite substantially.98 
Twenty-three of NATO’s 32 members are on track to spend a minimum of 2 per cent 
of GDP on defence in 2024, as agreed at the alliance’s 2023 summit in Vilnius and 
some are far above this target (in Poland’s case, at over 4 per cent).99 For comparison, 
only three of the alliance’s then 28 members spent 2 per cent or more in 2014.100 But 
if the notable increase reflects a real change in threat perception, Trump has called 
on NATO members to ramp up their defence spending further, to 5 per cent of GDP 
– more than any alliance member, including the U.S., spends at present.101  

Share of GDP is just one metric for progress, however, and it does not cover the 
waterfront. Neither proportional nor direct defence spending is an adequate measure 
of preparedness. Budgets can, after all, be spent well or poorly, depending on what is 
bought and how much is paid for it. Here, the challenges begin. 

On one hand, Europeans have long talked about strategic autonomy in the defence 
industrial sector and the need to be able to “act autonomously when and where nec-
essary”.102 But Europe’s defence industries were not designed for rapid ramp-ups or 
for mass coordinated production at all. Individual states do their own procurement 
and purchasing. About half of what they buy, they buy from the U.S., although Euro-

 
 
98 The 32 members of NATO are Albania, Belgium, Bulgaria, Canada, Croatia, Czechia, Denmark, 
Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, 
Montenegro, the Netherlands, North Macedonia, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, 
Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Türkiye, the UK and the U.S. 
99 The countries meeting the target in 2024 were Albania, Bulgaria, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, 
Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Montenegro, the Netherlands, North 
Macedonia, Norway, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Sweden, Türkiye, the UK and the U.S. “Defence 
Expenditure of NATO Countries (2014-2024)”, press release, NATO Public Diplomacy Division, 17 
June 2024. 
100 “Funding NATO”, North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 28 October 2024. 
101 Joshua Posaner, Laura Kayali, Julius Brinkmann and Oliver Noyan, “Europe splits on Trump’s 
call to dramatically boost defense spending”, Politico, 8 January 2025; Donald Trump, “Remarks by 
President Trump at the World Economic Forum”, White House, 23 January 2025. 
102 Gabriella Perotto, “The Legal Framework of the EU Defence Industry and the Pursuit of Strategic 
Autonomy”, European Papers, vol. 8, no. 1 (2023).  
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pean firms take part in manufacturing U.S. weapons as well.103 European production, 
meanwhile, has been dominated by a handful of multinational companies. They and 
national firms put out a plethora of systems for their European customers, which are 
not as interoperable in reality as in theory. Ukraine has experienced the implications, 
as they have seen their European backers send them an eclectic arsenal akin, a senior 
Ukrainian official told Crisis Group, to what one might see in a video game.104  

Since the start of full-scale war, the EU and its executive, the European Commis-
sion, have sought to make it easier to ramp up and sustain mass production and to 
coordinate standards and needs.105 To ease investment, Brussels has changed policies 
regarding how existing funds can be spent, aiming to help members free up money.106 
The EU is also looking into creative ways to raise funds, including by borrowing, 
perhaps through defence bonds issued jointly by the EU and based on the precedent 
for common borrowing set during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Bloc members can also reach their goals by pursuing closer defence industrial 
between EU member states and European NATO members that are not in the EU, 
like the UK, Norway and Türkiye, and with other states, such as Switzerland or South 
Korea. To an extent, they are doing so already, albeit not without debate. These op-
tions require both overcoming buy-EU arguments and country-specific obstacles, 
such as the Republic of Cyprus (and sometimes other states) using EU member status 
and the bloc’s unanimity rules to block defence industrial cooperation with Ankara. 

They are also looking to keep the U.S. engaged, partly by continuing to purchase 
its weapons and partly by convincing the Trump administration of the value of staying 
committed to Europe.107 The former seems, on the face of it, to be easier than the lat-
ter, as Trump has sought to champion U.S. business and U.S. weapons producers are 
important actors on the U.S. domestic stage. Moreover, given the current levels of 
European dependence on U.S. production, these countries cannot but continue to 
buy U.S. arms even as they build their own capacity and seek other partners.108 It 
seems plausible that U.S. firms will continue to sell as long as European countries 
are buying, especially given how interlinked U.S. and European defence industries are, 
meaning that any transition away from large-scale U.S. defence industrial engagement 
in Europe will almost certainly be gradual. That said, the U.S. defence industry has 
also struggled to meet the combined demands of Washington and its allies – if these 
strains mount, Europeans could lose out. 

 
 
103 Paul McLeary and Suzanne Lynch, “The US wants Europe to buy American weapons; the EU has 
other ideas”, Politico, 14 June 2023; John Paul Rathbone, Henry Foy and Ben Hall, “Can Europe 
defend itself with less American help?”, Financial Times, 25 November 2024. 
104 Crisis Group interview, senior Ukrainian official, Kyiv, fall 2022. 
105 Sean Monaghan, “Solving Europe’s Defense Dilemma: Overcoming the Challenges to European 
Defense Cooperation”, CSIS, 1 March 2023; Nevada Joan Lee, “EU Defense: This Time Might Be 
Different”, Stimson Center, 23 October 2024. 
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Financial Times, 11 November 2024. 
107 Philippe Legrain, “How Europe should woo Trump”, The Strategist (blog), ASPI, 7 November 
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The politics of this balancing act will not be easy for European leaders. Historically, 
reliance on the U.S., and on NATO as Europe’s security coordinating mechanism, 
has shielded European countries from political challenges inherent in boosting de-
fence spending and keeping it high over time, as well as coordinating security priori-
ties among dozens of independent countries. But if the U.S. is less engaged, EU and 
NATO members must find a way to overcome both domestic dissent and their own 
disagreements. Even if leaders largely agree that the threat from Russia is real, Euro-
pean voters, regardless of whether they concur, may be more concerned with econom-
ic security and migration. They may bring to office new governments with different 
priorities, willing to take their countries along new strategic trajectories.  

The consensus-based EU and NATO could thus find themselves hamstrung in 
efforts to move forward on their security agenda. In theory, member states could 
change voting rules to eliminate the need for unanimity on key decisions in the foreign 
policy and defence spheres, thus making it easier to act even if all do not agree. But 
such proposals have made little headway. Member states are loath to give up sovereign 
decision-making authority on such critical topics, and changes of this sort are likely 
to face steep political hurdles, not least because they would require unanimity in their 
own right.109 Another way forward is for countries to act in mini-lateral blocs with 
like-minded partners, using EU and NATO machinery where feasible and advanta-
geous. This option has obvious advantages, but it could also prove divisive, particularly 
if it involves actions on which other member states fundamentally disagree.  

3. Force posture 

When it comes to force posture, planning, and command and control, how European 
countries think about their security has indeed shifted, now aiming to prepare, over 
time, for a large-scale conventional conflict. Further, NATO’s new regional defence 
plans and force deployments are meant to demonstrate to both Russia and alliance 
members NATO’s intent and capacity to defend each member state. The challenges 
may be greatest in the Baltic region, which is why those countries have been so con-
cerned that NATO find a way forward. But the strategic shifts apply to other countries 
as well: a northern European official told Crisis Group in 2023 that past war plans 
had involved ceding territory early in case of Russian attack. These, he said, had been 
jettisoned, replaced by resolve to fight for every centimetre.110  

The ramp-ups since February 2022 did not start from scratch, but they are more 
substantial than those undertaken previously. After 2008’s Russo-Georgian war, 
NATO increased its exercise tempo and began rotating four Enhanced Forward Pres-
ence (EFP) battalion-sized battle groups, drawing forces from various member states, 
through Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland. Since 2022, NATO has upgraded the 
Baltic Air Police missions and created four more EFP battle groups in the Black Sea 
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region. All eight EFP battle groups are to be enlarged into brigades, although some are 
further along in that process than others.111  

The alliance’s new force model is meant to get more troops to any prospective 
fight faster. If the NATO Response Force approach, in place since 2004, could rapidly 
put some 40,000 ground, air, naval and special operations personnel into theatre, 
the new approach, termed the New NATO Force Model, on paper at least draws on 
half a million troops. Of these, 200,000 are meant to be available within ten days.112 
Due in 2024, the transition appears to be behind schedule.113 

Here, too, U.S. retrenchment poses dangers to the alliance. A lot of both NATO’s 
increased capacity and its previously existing capacity depends on the U.S. It is the 
U.S. that has established a new permanent garrison in Poland and signed defence 
cooperation agreements with the Nordic countries. It is Washington that has agreed 
with Berlin that Germany will host U.S. intermediate-range missiles starting in 2026, a 
type of weapon that had been banned by the U.S.-Russian Intermediate-Range Nuclear 
Forces Treaty, from which the U.S. withdrew in 2019.114 Within NATO, U.S. officers 
dominate command structures.  

To be sure, the numbers of NATO member state troops, tanks and aircraft dwarf 
Russia’s even without U.S. forces included. These numbers grow even further if 
non-NATO EU members are added to the mix.115 But their capacity to act at present 
requires U.S. commanders, logistics, naval forces, air defences, uncrewed vehicles, 
specialised troops and systems, and ammunition, among other enabling capabilities.116 
The numbers also mask the reality that some forces are simply better prepared and 
equipped than others, with Germany and the UK’s large force sizes belying significant 
gaps and, conversely, Finland’s small permanent numbers augmentable by a capable 
reserve and Poland’s rapid build-up.117 Thus, if the European allies expect the U.S. to 
pull some, if not all, of its troops out of Europe, they have a heavy lift ahead of them 
in ensuring that they will, in fact, be able to carry out their new plans.  

4. The nuclear dimension 

Then there is the nuclear dimension. Trans-Atlantic planning for a protracted and 
large-scale conventional war, just like Russian planning for such a war, requires offi-
cials either to dismiss the risk of nuclear escalation that has heretofore deterred such 
conflict or to somehow incorporate it. One way of incorporating it is to argue that 
deterrence is needed at a wide range of levels, including both conventional capabilities 
and diverse nuclear capabilities that could, according to this logic, more credibly deter 
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adversary nuclear capabilities of various sorts.118 This thinking is not dissimilar from 
Russian hopes to develop more credible conventional weapons while also maintaining 
a large non-strategic nuclear arsenal and myriad dual-capable weapons, although 
Western planners seem somewhat more nuanced in their approach, speaking of 
deterrence “tailored” to specific adversaries.119  

Such strategies are essentially escalation management strategies: they require one 
side to manage escalation effectively, such that the other side recognises the dangers 
and gives up. It fails, of course, if both sides, in their effort to manage escalation, 
instead continue to escalate. It succeeds if, indeed, the adversary backs down or, 
arguably, if for fear of just those dynamics, neither side acts. 

Given the challenges of escalation management, a future in which both Russia 
and NATO members are trying to make threats more credible is not a secure one. But 
this concern aside, a tailored deterrence strategy is probably impossible for European 
NATO members to pursue without the U.S. The U.S. nuclear arsenal is massively 
larger and more varied than that of the UK or France. The U.S. also provides the 
nuclear weapons now based in non-nuclear NATO member states as part of NATO’s 
nuclear sharing. When advocates call on the alliance to boost its nuclear capacity, it 
is mostly U.S. bombs they are discussing, although some are also entreating multiple 
allies to buy more delivery systems and France and the UK to up their nuclear con-
tributions to the alliance.120  

In terms of building the weapons, the U.S. seems committed. The Trump admin-
istration appears likely to embrace many of the ideas in the Project 2025 Mandate 
for Leadership, published in 2023 and intended as a blueprint for a future Republican 
administration. These include a substantial nuclear build-up with more and newer 
weapons, including the nuclear-armed sea-launched cruise missile program that the 
Biden administration first stalled and then greenlit.121 

What is less clear is whether the U.S. will be thinking about deterring war in 
Europe as it follows this plan. Advocates of a build-up often argue that it is necessary 
to simultaneously deter Russia and China, and Project 2025 itself holds that the U.S. 
should withdraw conventional military support for its European allies but keep the 
nuclear umbrella in place. But President Trump has yet to announce his actual game 
plan. If the U.S. does pull back on this front, as well, European capitals will have to 
rethink their approach to the role of nuclear weapons in their plans for deterring 
Russia – and thus also for whether, when and how to fight a conventional war in the 
nuclear shadow.  
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V. Europe’s Emerging Order 

A. An Unstable Dynamic 

The fact that deterrence has held up to now indicates that the sort of large-scale con-
ventional war for which the countries of Europe are preparing remains unlikely. For 
Russia to attack a NATO or EU member state, it would need to be confident that the 
alliance’s big powers will renege on their security commitments. In fact, Russia seems 
to take those commitments seriously – else it would not be so worried about the pro-
spect of Ukrainian NATO membership. Nor does it seem plausible that NATO or EU 
members would directly attack Russia. 

Yet neither Russia nor the NATO/EU states are likely to be talked out of their fears 
of the other or the impulse to build up their arsenals accordingly, and to worry that 
whatever they are doing is not enough, which brings its own risks. Western states, 
having seen the Kremlin embark on full-scale war in Ukraine at great cost, are disin-
clined to trust Moscow’s rationality or cost-benefit assessments to constrain it from 
future aggression. Russia, meanwhile, has defined its foreign policy around opposing 
a U.S.-led West, which Moscow sees as bent on doing it harm.  

Russian and Western non-military activities also contribute to each side’s view of 
the other as hostile and dangerous. That includes Russian covert actions, including 
support of political parties, outright election interference, cyberattacks, disinfor-
mation campaigns, efforts to instrumentalise migration and apparent plots to bomb 
cargo aircraft and exploit undersea gas line and cable vulnerabilities, to say nothing 
of assassinations.122 For its part, Russia complains about Western critiques of Russian 
domestic policies and shelter for Russian (and Belarusian) dissidents. The two sides 
disparage each other’s leaders and take opposing positions on conflicts around the 
world. The resulting mutual distrust reinforces enmity and increases the tendency to 
see malice in every action.  

While enmity does not immediately translate into war, conflict risks rise when crises 
build up. The most obvious scenario for clashes between NATO and Russia remains 
continued or recurring war in Ukraine, with higher escalation risks the next time 
around if the parties believe that earlier escalation last time might have led to better 
results. But those same perceptions can make disagreements elsewhere more danger-
ous as well, for instance if Moscow seeks to exert control of Moldova, with or without 
use of force. It is also possible that Moscow will test NATO wherewithal by increasing 
military activities near the alliance’s borders, which nearby states might view as a 
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prelude to invasion. Conversely, Russia might misinterpret NATO exercises as the 
first steps in an attack.123 Political crisis raises the chances that concurrent military 
activities will be misinterpreted, while successive crises may make leaders favour a 
forceful (and escalatory) response. 

If states think their adversaries are on the verge of attack, moreover, they may 
believe they must act pre-emptively, especially if they think there are military ad-
vantages to being on the attacking (“first mover”) side.124 In theory, parties could 
mitigate and deter such threats by building up defensively and ensuring the adversary 
knows they would respond forcefully. But it can be difficult to convince one’s adver-
sary that one’s actions are, in fact, defensive. Since 2014, NATO and Russia have each 
said they were deterring and defending as they maintained a high tempo of exercises 
and operations in close proximity to the other’s territory – and thus to the other’s 
exercises and operations.125 Then, as now, each has viewed the military deployments 
of the other as dangerous and aggressive.126 Further, given that Russia did, in 2022, 
invade Ukraine after insisting it had no intention of doing so, it is understandable 
why its adversaries would doubt its words. 

B. Encouraging Stability in an Unstable Order: Diplomacy and Deterrence 

Even in an increasingly tense Europe, the parties have both reason and capacity to 
mitigate (though not eliminate) the risks inherent in the region’s growing militarisation. 
The pillars of this effort will be diplomacy, on one hand, and deterrence, on the other.  

1. Diplomacy 

A critical component of any effort to guide Europe toward a more stable future is set-
tlement of the war in Ukraine. Beyond the drain the conflict creates on all parties, its 
immiseration of civilians caught in the crossfire and the risk of escalation it presents, 
the war’s continuation makes even a conversation about broader arrangements to 
calm regional risks all but impossible to begin.  

Peace in Ukraine requires, first and foremost, that all parties face reality, including 
the reality of one another’s perceptions. While Moscow may believe that the best set-
tlement of this conflict lies in Ukraine’s surrender and demilitarisation, followed by 
its acceptance of Russian dominance, it likely underestimates both the challenges of 
attaining the latter and the implications beyond Ukraine. Even if Kyiv loses decisively 
on the battlefield, Moscow would face a hostile Ukrainian population, which it or its 
Ukrainian proxies would struggle to control. Covertly or overtly, this population will 
almost surely receive aid and support from abroad, with European capitals nervous 
about the Kremlin’s next steps looking to make life harder for it. Tensions between 
Russia and Western states will heighten. Moreover, should Russia use its sway over 
Ukraine to put pressure on Moldova, yet another crisis would ensue.  
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In reality, no stable future is likely if Ukraine does not emerge from the war able to 
defend itself. For Kyiv to retain this capacity, it would not need to regain all the terri-
tory it has lost prior to the end of fighting, although outside powers should go no fur-
ther than acknowledging Moscow’s de facto control to avoid setting the precedent of 
accepting Russian claims de jure. Nor would Ukraine need membership in the NATO 
alliance, either for the country as a whole or for just the part controlled by Kyiv. 
Indeed, the fraught nature of security guarantees means that if these do emerge, it 
will likely be over time and as piecemeal, bilateral arrangements between Ukraine 
and specific partners.  

Rather, unless and until a formula for security guarantees appears that is both 
politically palatable and does not create unacceptable escalation risk, it is critical that 
Kyiv retain a capable military. The Ukrainian armed forces need not only internal re-
forms, as Crisis Group has argued, but also continuing support on this front from its 
Western partners, who will also need to invest in Ukraine’s defence industry.127 Had 
Moscow known the extent of the resistance it would meet in Ukraine when it launched 
its full-scale invasion in 2022, it might well have been deterred. Such deterrence 
should be the aim going forward.  

If peace talks commence, and Moscow goes in believing it holds all the cards, it 
will seek Ukraine’s demilitarisation, and through that its acquiescence and Russian 
access to Moldova. Kyiv, if it is at the negotiating table in part because it needs a peace 
deal to rebuild its military, will have limited capacity to object. But Moscow does not 
hold all the cards. Ukraine’s backers have a substantial amount of leverage over Mos-
cow, because a possible conflict with them is what Russia fears. Of them, the U.S. has 
the most clout, because Moscow wants a bargain with Washington, in part because it 
believes the U.S. can deliver a security deal for the European region.128  

Ideally, Ukraine’s backers would work together and with Kyiv to develop an ap-
proach to first nudge Moscow to the negotiating table and then to maximise the 
chance that it accepts a sustainable deal. For both getting to talks and once they have 
begun, Washington can use Moscow’s worries about the potential that the U.S. will 
boost, rather than trim, its aid to Ukraine and heighten the economic strain on Mos-
cow in the form of secondary sanctions, pressure on Russian trade logistics or an in-
crease in the global oil supply to drive down prices. In consultation with allies, Wash-
ington can also capitalise on Russian hopes that sanctions might be eased to make 
sure negotiations are serious.  
In embarking on talks with Moscow, negotiators should be prepared for tough and 
protracted bargaining. Their position will be strongest if they give nothing away up 
front. NATO membership and Western troop deployments are unlikely even if a 
peace deal is struck. But Moscow may not believe that, and Trump’s unpredictability 
means that nothing can be discounted; in any case, there is no benefit from taking 
either possibility off the table before talks begin. Importantly, U.S. negotiators will 
want to ensure that any concessions on their part are available only in exchange for 
Russian climbdowns – and they should make clear that they cannot make concessions 
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on behalf of other parties, who will not be bound to fulfil someone else’s deal unless 
prior discussions between Washington and other states have laid that groundwork.129 
This could mean a wider negotiating table (although all parties at one table is neither 
likely nor desirable) or coordination as what will likely be multiple simultaneous dis-
cussions between various parties continue. 

Once talks have begun, negotiators should look to states from outside the region 
for support. Brazil, China, India, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, NATO ally Türkiye and the 
United Arab Emirates have all expressed interest in being mediators. While mediation 
may not be needed, these and other countries can help facilitate a better outcome by 
expressing interest in European security in their bilateral conversations with all inter-
ested parties, including by increasing the pressure on Moscow to compromise. Of 
course, different states have different sorts of leverage, and their own priorities – but 
they do share an interest in a sustainable peace in Europe.  

A settlement in Ukraine is inextricable from broader European security, but not 
enough in itself to mitigate risks. Talks about the latter should therefore kick off 
in parallel, though not everything has to be negotiated at once. The very fact of the 
broader talks commencing may help deliver a deal on Ukraine, as such dialogue offers 
opportunities to change Russia’s incentives. While the continuing war makes such 
talks impossible at present, that situation may change in the future. 

The military dimension of European security is one that would benefit from early 
discussions, to lay the groundwork for a series of arrangements over time. Both Russia 
and the Western camp face economic and political constraints that ought to make 
agreed limitations plausible.130 While it is highly improbable that a broad new treaty 
on large-scale conventional forces in Europe can be hammered out, smaller deals 
with Russia, affecting handfuls of NATO member and other countries, might be, 
though participants would need to carefully coordinate with allies and partners as 
they negotiate.  

These, combined, could be the beginnings of a new approach to security in Europe 
– one that is more schematic and arrived at through negotiation with a view toward 
risk and cost reduction rather than something that emerges from assumptions, per-
ceptions and reactive decision-making. Many may take the form of reversible mutual 
or unilateral commitments, which will have the advantage of built-in snap-back 
mechanisms if adversaries do not keep their side of the deal. For example, if Russia 
deploys troops somewhere it had said it would avoid, trans-Atlantic countries can 
walk back one of their own self-imposed constraints and/or reimpose sanctions that 
had previously been eased. 

If such discussions begin even as negotiations over Ukraine continue, they may 
strengthen the prospects for peace in Ukraine. Such an approach can apply to specific 
deployments and exercise schedules and even, in some cases, to the development of 
categories of weapons, and commitments can be directly tied to Ukraine. For instance, 
Washington and Berlin are discussing stationing U.S. intermediate-range weapons 
to Germany. Deployments can be put on hold while Ukraine negotiations are pro-
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ceeding to keep Russia at the table. They could also be traded away later for agreed 
limits on Russian deployments of certain systems, for example its dual-capable 
systems and/or intermediate-range capabilities including (in both cases) its new 
Oreshnik missile. 

Similarly, agreed limitations on aid to Ukraine could be packaged with limits on 
weapons deployed or activities in certain European zones more generally, such as 
the Black Sea and Baltic Sea regions, with concomitant constraints on Russia to ensure 
that European countries feel more secure. Such agreements could also address how 
to manage third-party traffic in the relevant waters. Hotlines and military-military 
channels will also be critical to any path forward, especially for limiting escalation 
risks in a crisis. 

The questions of domestic interference, covert actions and so forth are less amena-
ble to such arrangements because they are so open to denial and interpretation. But 
some specific promises might be possible, and once the parties are talking, these are 
the conversations they may want to have.  

Finally, easing of certain sanctions (excluding those that directly hamper the Rus-
sian war effort) in exchange for Russian fulfilment of key commitments, to Ukraine 
and to other states, is also worth exploring. Here, it is important to differentiate 
between sanctions that limit the Kremlin’s capacity to invest in its military might, 
notably weapons production, dual-use technologies and military industry, and sanc-
tions that were meant to signal discontent and punish Russian officials, such as visa 
bans. Some, notably the sanctions on Russia’s economy as a whole, fall somewhere 
in between. The first category of penalties should remain in place as long as Moscow 
poses a threat to other European countries, which is likely to be a long time. The 
second set can be relaxed, at least for some officials, once talks begin or early agree-
ments are made. The third would require substantial progress. The threat of new 
sanctions should hang over talks until a deal is signed – and remain potential punish-
ment for violations.  

Of course, talks could fail. If they do, conflict could well continue until the parties 
are ready for a deal, with ever-increasing uncertainty and risk for all parties. For 
instance, should President Trump, having decided that Moscow has flummoxed his 
plans, deliver massive amounts of new military aid to Ukraine, as some of his advisers 
have suggested might happen, Moscow would face tough decisions. 

2. Deterrence 

Whether or not diplomacy yields deals will shape how expensive and unstable the 
future will be. But there is no way to escape the reality of substantial instability and 
cost in most likely scenarios. For the EU and NATO member states, there is no way 
forward that avoids a big measure of deterrence. That in turn means tough decisions 
and the assumption of risk, especially with a less involved U.S. If European members 
of NATO and the EU do not stand up for Ukraine and each other, Moscow will likely 
be able to press them for further concessions, with huge economic as well as security 
costs. Moscow may try this gambit regardless of whether it prevails in Ukraine, of 
course, but a record of failures could, over time, start to become dissuasive.  

The question of how to stand up for Ukraine starts with the question of how far, 
and how, the Western deterrence umbrella extends. The war in Ukraine since 2014, 
like that in Georgia in 2008, illustrated the reality that states outside that umbrella’s 
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coverage are unprotected from Russian designs. Extending the umbrella further might 
deter Russia. But it would also increase the risk of nuclear war, for all the reasons 
noted above.  

The existing blocs and their members thus face tough decisions about what com-
mitments they can make and keep. With NATO expansion unlikely, there may be an 
inclination to place greater emphasis on possible EU accession, even though it pre-
sents some of the same knotty issues. In any case, the promise of EU membership 
inherent in candidacy status for Ukraine and Moldova (and Georgia if the current 
hold on accession ends) is conditional on reforms and unlikely to move quickly. Thus, 
for now, the strongest commitment already granted to Ukraine is continued and 
substantial military assistance and coordination, which for all its imperfections has a 
track record.  

Should there be a settlement, Ukraine’s European backers float the idea of deploy-
ing troops as peacekeepers, though it is presently difficult to see how such a mission 
would work, given the escalation risks and Moscow’s opposition. It would addition-
ally be challenging for anything but a very large contingent to cover such a huge 
swath of territory, including Ukraine's borders with Belarus and Russia as well as the 
lines where Ukrainian and Russian forces lay down their arms.131 Trainers may be 
more plausible, despite also posing some of the same risks.  

If NATO weakens as a result of a less engaged U.S., security commitments by 
smaller coalitions of countries become more likely. While it is hard at the moment to 
imagine a coalition of Baltic and Nordic states extending security commitments to 
Ukraine (or Moldova or Georgia) without the rest of NATO’s backing, it may be easier 
to envision a future where they are less confident of NATO already, and have built up 
their own forces substantially. Coalitions that also include France and/or the UK 
would add nuclear deterrence capacity to that side of the equation, as well, though 
they might also increase nuclear risks. Such deals would be a recipe for instability: 
they risk weakening the alliance further, raising questions not just about what com-
mitments it will keep, but also about what it is, in fact, committed to. Still, in a dete-
riorating security environment, states may decide they are better than nothing.  

In part to mitigate the risk of just such a future, the European countries that are 
backing Kyiv need to find ways to develop the military capacity they need independ-
ent of U.S. leadership, engagement and enabling capacity, even as they continue to 
involve the U.S. as much as possible, including in the mission of supporting and sup-
plying Ukraine. They should improve their own capacity for lift, reconnaissance and 
command roles, among other enablers that the U.S. now brings to the table.   

They will also need to expand their defence industry cooperation, not just with 
the U.S., but with non-EU NATO member partners like the UK, Norway and Türkiye 
and maybe other partners like South Korea. They can do so in smaller coalitions, 
which also may help mitigate challenges presented by, for example, Türkiye’s relations 
with the Republic of Cyprus, which is one of several obstacles to extensive military 
industrial cooperation between the EU and Ankara.132 Turkish involvement not only 
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brings substantial capacity to the project, but it also helps cement Ankara’s position 
as a critical European security partner.133 

For the EU to become fit for purpose as a geostrategic actor in its own right, it 
may well need to adapt its voting system to make decisions on defence and foreign 
policy easier.134 For now, and likely for some time to come, however, that is probably 
a bridge too far. Smaller coalitions can, of course, get things done, but they would 
render the EU a facilitator rather than an actor in its own right. If politicians sceptical 
of current policies come to power, however, that may be how the bloc evolves. For 
now, however, the EU as an institution is crucial to strengthening economic measures 
intended to blunt the effects of Russian military renewal (which, after all, would target 
EU members) and to enable its members to coordinate policies and positions. It may 
not be perfect, but it is, for now at least, essential to the project of European security. 

The actions needed to raise the cost to Russia of further aggression are pricey, 
politically difficult and not guaranteed to succeed. They also carry their own inherent 
dangers. Not least of them is that deterrence may fail, and the resulting escalation 
will be even more catastrophic. But there is no way to mitigate risk without accepting 
some measure of it. If deterrence has a good track record of keeping Moscow and the 
West from coming directly to blows, it will be more effective still if coupled with better 
analysis of assumptions and threat perceptions on both sides, and complemented by 
serious, inventive diplomacy to mitigate costs and risks.  

 
 
does not recognise, insists on a bizonal, bicommunal federation. The Republic (along with other EU 
members) has used its EU veto to block initiatives to improve EU-Türkiye ties, including Ankara’s 
participation in various defence cooperation programs. See Crisis Group Commentary, “Building 
Momentum in EU-Türkiye Relations”, 4 October 2023. See also Sinan Ülgen, Sophia Besch and İlke 
Toygür, “Strategic Autonomy as a Dynamic of Convergence in Türkiye-EU Relations”, Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, 22 October 2024.  
133 A Turkish official underlined to Crisis Group the benefits of Turkish engagement and argued 
that allies should not view Turkish alignment as guaranteed. Crisis Group interview, December 2024. 
134 “The EU Debate on Qualified Majority Voting in the Common Foreign and Security Policy. Reform 
and Enlargement”, op. cit.; Von Ondarza and Stürzer, “The State of Consensus in the EU: What is 
the Way Forward in the Debate about Expanding Qualified Majority Decisions”, op. cit. 
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VI. Conclusion 

There is no perfect solution to Europe’s security dilemmas. But the most durable 
way forward starts with an end to war that ensures that Ukraine remains sovereign 
and able to defend itself, and Russia is wary of the costs of renewed aggression. These 
outcomes are both more likely and more sustainable if the trans-Atlantic European 
countries are increasingly self-reliant, while the U.S. also remains engaged, even if at 
a lower level. This future, in turn, will be more attainable, and more enduring, if all 
parties begin to at least discuss how they can cooperate to mitigate risks on an increas-
ingly militarised continent. 

Kyiv/London/Washington/Brussels, 1 February 2025 
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governmental departments and agencies: Australia (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade), Austria 
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Appendix B: Reports and Briefings on Europe and  
Central Asia since 2022 

Special Reports and Briefings 

7 Priorities for the G7: Managing the Global 
Fallout of Russia’s War on Ukraine, Special 
Briefing N°7, 22 June 2022. 

Ten Challenges for the UN in 2022-2023, Spe-
cial Briefing N°8, 14 September 2022. 

Seven Priorities for Preserving the OSCE in a 
Time of War, Special Briefing N°9, 29 Novem-
ber 2022. 

Seven Priorities for the G7 in 2023, Special 
Briefing N°10, 15 May 2023. 

Ten Challenges for the UN in 2023-2024, Crisis 
Group Special Briefing N°11, 14 September 
2023 (also available in French). 

Ten Challenges for the UN in 2024-2025, Spe-
cial Briefing N°12, 10 September 2024 (also 
available in French). 

Balkans 

Managing the Risks of Instability in the Western 
Balkans, Europe Report N°265, 7 July 2022. 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s Hot Summer, Europe 
Briefing N°95, 26 September 2022. 

Northern Kosovo: Asserting Sovereignty amid 
Divided Loyalties, Europe Report N°269, 2 
April 2024. 

Moldova Divided: Easing Tensions as Russia 
Meddles and Elections Approach, Europe 
Briefing N°97, 21 August 2024 (also available 
in Romanian and Russian). 

Cyprus 

An Island Divided: Next Steps for Troubled Cy-
prus, Europe Report N°268, 17 April 2023 (al-
so available in Turkish). 

South Caucasus 

Nagorno-Karabakh: Seeking a Path to Peace in 
the Ukraine War’s Shadow, Europe Briefing 
N°93, 22 April 2022. 

Averting a New War between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan, Europe Report N°266, 30 January 
2023. 

Ukraine 

Responding to Ukraine’s Displacement Crisis: 
From Speed to Sustainability, Europe Briefing 
N°94, 26 September 2022 (also available in 
Ukrainian). 

Answering Four Hard Questions About Russia’s 
War in Ukraine, Europe Briefing N°96, 8 De-
cember 2022. 

Ukraine: How to Hold the Line, Europe Report 
N°270, 28 May 2024. 

A Fraught Path Forward for Ukraine’s Liberated 
Territories, Europe Report N°271, 20 June 
2024. 

Turkey 

An Enduring Challenge: ISIS-linked Foreigners 
in Türkiye, Europe Report N°267, 28 February 
2023. 
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