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The Special Monitoring Mission (SMM) of the 
OSCE has been observing the situation in Ukraine 
already since March 2014; since September, it 
has been monitoring the ceasefire agreed upon 
in Minsk. The EU Advisory Mission (EUAM) for 
Civilian Security Sector Reform Ukraine was 
mandated in July 2014 to advise Ukraine in the 
conception and implementation of reforms in  
the civilian security sector (police, security  
forces and the judiciary). The two mandates 
address two specific aspects of the conflict but 
do not cover the entire spectrum of both of the 
conflict dimensions.1 

Maidan:  
The internal conflict dimension  

The three-month-long mass protests on Kiev‘s 
Independence Square, the Maidan, came about  
in November 2013 as a reaction to the decision  
of then President Yanukovich to suspend the  
signing of the Association Agreement that had 
been negotiated with the EU. The agreement,  
however, was only the trigger, i.e. the political 
symbol that was used to call for an alternative  
to the steadily increasing cleptocracy, nepotism 
and arbitrary exercise of bureaucratic power. 

On 1 December 2014, the EU Advisory Mission (EUAM) for Civilian Security Sector 
Reform Ukraine began its activities as the second international civilian mission in 
the country. The missions’ contribution to conflict transformation depends on their 
embedding into a comprehensive strategic approach, which covers both conflict 
dimensions in Ukraine: an internal Maidan dimension, which relates to a social 
conflict about the country’s institutional make-up, governance and foreign policy 
orientation; and a mainly external destabilization dimension, which is in large part 
determined by Russian hegemonic policy. It is therefore important, on the one 
hand, to support the reform process towards an inclusive society based on the rule 
of law and, on the other hand, to bolster the resilience of Ukraine.  
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1 Cf. Andreas Wittkowsky, Anna Kadar: Die OSZE und der Waffenstillstand in der Ukraine: Vermitteln, Beobachten, Überwachen [The OSCE 
and the ceasefire in Ukraine: Mediating, observing, monitoring]. Berlin, Center for International Peace Operations, ZIF kompakt, October 
2014. On the mandate of the EUAM, cf. Council Decision 2014/486/CFSP, 22 July 2014.
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There were also demonstrations in Ukraine’s 
regions in support of the Maidan movement – 
including in eastern Ukraine. In the east, however, 
there was less overall support and also more skep-
ticism with regard to nationalistic aspects of the 
protest movement. But even in the strongholds of 
the president, who came from Donetsk, frustration 
about his policies had been increasing. 

Confrontations escalated, initially due to dispro-
portionate police operations, pro-government 
gangs of strongmen and a violent core of protes-
tors; then, in early 2014, further escalation was 
triggered in particular by the use of firearms by 
security forces. This led to the death of several 
police officers and over 100 protestors. An attempt 
to mediate on the part of the foreign ministers of 
Germany, France and Poland on 21 February did 
not bring an end to the protests, and the president 
fled the city that same evening. Now a process 
culminated that had begun in the weeks leading 
up to these events: The president lost his support 
in parliament as well, the members of parliament 
declared him to be deposed and appointed an 
interim government. 

With the victory of Petro Poroshenko in presiden-
tial elections in May and the formation of a new 
government following parliamentary elections in 
October 2014, the dramatic phase of the Maidan 
– the period of protests on the street – came to an 
end. Now the challenge is to deal with the under-
lying causes of the conflict by creating legitimate 
government institutions and a framework based 
on the rule of law, which will provide for political 
and economic freedoms.  

Destabilization: 
The external conflict dimension  

Despite the differing political attitudes that have 
existed in eastern and western Ukraine ever since 
the country achieved independence in 1991, there 
has been increasing support over the years for 
the establishment of closer ties to the EU, also in 
the east of the country. The co-existence of the 
Russian and Ukrainian languages in everyday life 

was also unproblematic. However, in particular  
in the heavily industrialized east of the country, 
the expectation that independence would bring 
rapid welfare gains were disappointed. In addi-
tion, citizens rarely perceived the Ukrainian  
state to be a service provider oriented to their 
needs. Nevertheless, these sentiments did not 
foment into separatism. Even in autonomous 
Crimea, surveys showed that the majority of  
the popu la tion did not demand unification with 
Russia.

Therefore, starting in February of 2014, sepa-
ratism in Crimea and the Donbas needed to be 
fostered systematically. Although this was carried 
out in part by local actors, Russian actors played 
a much more decisive role.2 The overthrow of 
parliament in Crimea, the hastily organized ref-
erendum on independence (for which there is no 
reliable data on voter turnout and results) and the 
annexation of Crimea by Russia in March of 2014 
would not have been possible without the tactical 
deployment of unmarked Russian units.

In eastern Ukraine as well, the situation did not 
escalate until irregular troops began to infiltrate 
across the Russian border, increasingly with 
heavy arms at their disposal. Their most prominent 
lead ers came from the Russian Federation and 
had close ties to security structures there. For 
this reason, those fighters can be considered to 
be more ‘para-Russian’ than pro-Russian. Only a 
minority of the population welcomed them. The 
subsequent attacks, assaults and forced recruit-
ment measures that were carried out by these 
fighters led to a further decline in support. Their 
impending defeat at the hands of the Ukrainian 
‘Anti-Terrorist Operation’ was again averted only 
through the intervention of unmarked Russian 
units. Following an esca lation of the fighting at 
the end of August, the contact group initiated  
by the OSCE was able to mediate a cease-fire on  
5 September in Minsk. 

The dramatic phase of the destabilization dimen-
sion, however, is still ongoing. The cease-fire is 
not holding and many of its key aspects remain 

2 Cf. Nikolay Mitrokhin: Infiltration, Instruktion, Invasion. Russlands Krieg in der Ukraine [Infiltration, instruction, invasion. Russia’s war 
in Ukraine]. OSTEUROPA 08/2014, pp. 3–16; Konrad Schuller, Friedrich Schmidt: Ein offenes Staatsgeheimnis. Russlands Soldaten in der 
Ukraine [An open state secret. Russia’s soldiers in Ukraine]. Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 22 Nov. 2014, p. 10.
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unsettled. The para-Russian separatists want  
to create their own government structures,  
for which they continue to receive the support 
of Russia. In addition, the material damage and 
casualties caused by the Ukrainian ‘Anti- 
Terrorist Operation’ have also fueled mistrust  
in government institutions. In the long term, 
therefore, it will pose an enormous political  
challenge to re-integrate the eastern Ukrainian 
territories into constitutional Ukrainian state  
structures.

Progress depends in large part on the actions  
of Russia, which is increasingly using existing 
unresolved conflicts in the post-Soviet space to 
assert the agenda of the Eurasian Union as a 
Russian hegemonic project, and to exert influence 
on the foreign policy orientation of its neighbors. 
In eastern Ukraine, the emerging minimal goal 
is the creation of another ‘hybrid state,’ which 
would be characterized by a co-existence of de 
facto existing and virtual government functions 
(Transnistria II or Abkhazia II on Ukrainian  
territory). However, Novorossija is used as a 
buzzword that stands for much more farreach - 
ing territorial ambitions. 

Elements of a comprehensive 
approach to conflict management

For both conflict dimensions, it is important to 
support the further development of an inclusive 
political nation that does not define itself along 
ethnic and linguistic lines, but rather through  
a liberal model of society. The relaxed bilingual 
culture that is practiced in Ukraine provides a 
sound basis for such an approach.

In order to transform the Maidan dimension, 
priority must be placed on the establishment of 
legitimate government institutions and the pro-
motion of social reconciliation. Visible progress 
in these areas would have a positive effect on the 
population and contribute to a greater degree of 
social coherence. In order to support the neces-
sary reform agenda, focus should be placed on 
three priority areas: 

1. Governance | Comprehensive improvements 
of governance, the creation of a reliable legal 
and economic framework as well as the estab-
lishment of corresponding institutions require 
considerable financial aid, expert support as 
well as political backing. 

2. Legitimacy and justice | Particular atten-
tion should be given to areas that are crucial 
for the creation of social legitimacy: adequate 
social safeguarding of the effects of reforms, a 
fair implementation of the lustration process, 
the continuation of a liberal language policy 
as well as credible security sector reform. The 
EU Advisory Mission (EUAM) can make an 
important contribution to the latter aspect. 
Furthermore, there must be conclusive inves-
tigations into the violence on the Maidan and 
dialogue measures at national and local level. 

3. Civil society | Strong cooperation partners 
exist in the form of the diverse civil society 
initiatives, which are calling for societal par-
ticipation in the political processes and have 
taken on watchdog functions. Support should 
also be given to the independent media, as 
well as to initiatives promoting social recon-
ciliation. This includes activities promoting  
a historical dialog that calls into question the 
polarizing interpretation of key identity-shap-
ing events of contemporary Ukrainian history, 
while at the same time highlighting cohesive 
elements.

For the transformation of the destabilization 
dimension, the resilience of Ukraine must be 
strengthened, but without neglecting the inter-
relationship with the Maidan dimension; here  
too, the focus should be on three priority areas:

1. Internationalization | In its role in the  
escalation of the conflict, Russia violated  
key principles of international law and the 
collective security architecture in Europe, but 
also the security assurances that it extended 
to Ukraine in exchange for nuclear disarma-
ment in the Budapest Memorandum of 1994. 
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Collective international efforts to solve the 
conflict are therefore compulsory. At the same 
time, Ukraine must be granted maximum pos-
sible room for maneuvering.

In addition to its Monitoring Mission, the 
OSCE’s mediating activities, especially within 
the established Contact Group format, should 
continue to be utilized. This mediation will 
only prove fruitful if it is underpinned by 
strong diplomatic efforts and a credible con-
tinuation of sanctions. 

An important step in mobilizing the institu-
tions of international law was taken with the 
UN General Assembly Resolution of 27 March 
2014, which declared the Crimea referendum 
to be void and confirmed the territorial integ-
rity of Ukraine.3 A referral to the International 
Court of Justice regarding aspects of the con - 
flict that pertain to international law could 
also be effective. 

2. Strengthening of national defense capa-
bilities | It is a commonplace to state that 
ultimately the conflict can only be solved at 
political level. However, Ukraine was forced 
into a military conflict that cannot be solved 
by political means alone. Had Ukraine not  
put up legitimate resistance, it would have 
been forced to accept far more disadvanta-
geous political compromises. For this reason, 
the resilience of its civilian institutions and  
its security forces must be strengthened. 

A resolute implementation of the reforms  
of the Maidan dimension would contribute  
to this. In the economic field, the reform of  
the energy sector has a high priority. Here, 
the vulnerability of Ukraine to foreign  
policy blackmail is at its greatest. So far, 
because of the politically guaranteed mono-
poly rents generated from energy imports,  
the greatest resistance to reforms was to  
be found in this area. 

International support should also extend to 
equipment and training for Ukrainian security 
forces, until the danger of further aggression 
is credibly removed. At the same time, the 
Ukrainian leadership should be deterred from 
taking reckless action and engaging in alarm-
ist rhetoric. 

3. Citizen-centered regional policy | In the 
response to the Maidan there also lies an 
opportunity to support democratization 
through sensible decentralization measures. 
Federalization, however, should be strongly 
discouraged, as there is a significant risk  
that it would be exploited for the purpose  
of further destabilization (it is for exactly  
that reason that Russia backed out of many  
of its own such arrangements).

In eastern Ukraine, government institutions 
will also be judged by the effectiveness of 
reconstruction efforts. For the time being, the 
Ukrainian government will hardly have access 
to the areas controlled by the separatists. The 
challenge here is to safeguard the individual 
civil rights of the population – also in terms  
of social and compensatory services. Ulti-
mately, it is essential to prevent a further loss 
of trust and to maintain options for the future 
political process. 

The internal and external challenges of the 
Ukraine conflict are enormous. The process of 
conflict management requires a cohesive and 
consistent approach on the part of the EU and 
the West. A successful contribution of the civil-
ian missions depends largely on how they can 
be embedded into the comprehensive approach 
outlined here.

Dr. Andreas Wittkowsky is head of the Peace and  
Security project funded by the Federal Ministry of Economic 
Cooperation and Development and coordinates the Working 
Group on the Comprehensive Approach at ZIF.

3 Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 27 March 2014: Territorial integrity of Ukraine. A/Res/68/262. 


