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Sleepwalking into nuclear World War III, 1990-2021
This background article is an edited excerpt from a memorandum issued by the international Schiller Institute on 31 

December 2021 for urgent circulation. We have provided additional subheads, as well as links and reference notes cit-
ing original sources and additional in-depth material from the Australian Alert Service.

 
You are being lied to. Russia is not planning to invade 

Ukraine. Putin is not a “bad actor” out to recreate the Sovi-
et Empire. Ukraine is not a fledgling democracy just mind-
ing its own business.

The record shows that Ukraine is being used in a geo-
political game by forces in the trans-Atlantic area who 
answer to the bankrupt speculative financial system, as a 
flashpoint to trigger a strategic showdown with Russia. The 
standoff is already more dangerous than the 1962 Cuban 
Missile Crisis, and could easily end up in a thermonucle-
ar war that no one would win and none would survive.

The two draft treaties1 handed by Russian Deputy For-
eign Minister Sergei Ryabkov to US Assistant Secretary of 
State Karen Donfried on 15 December 2021 are neither 
more nor less than the verbal guarantees the George H.W. 
Bush Administration gave the Soviet Union in 1990, that 
NATO would not expand towards Russia. Regarding the 
unacceptability of the placement of offensive or poten-
tially offensive weapons systems close to the other pow-
er’s borders, they mirror what President John F. Kenne-
dy demanded of Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchov during 
the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, when the issue was Sovi-
et missiles in Cuba.

Below we chronicle how the promises of 1990 were 
undone, step by step. It is time to wake up and understand 
how the military confrontation built up, before you sleep-
walk into thermonuclear World War III.

Promises, and their undoing
The collapse of the socialist states of Eastern Europe, 

and then the Soviet Union, in 1989-91 was a moment of 
hope, for an end to the Cold War and the potential for the 
great powers to cooperate in building a new world order 
based on peace through economic development. That mo-
ment was lost and new dangers began to emerge, when 
the Anglo-American elite chose instead to declare itself 
the sole superpower. 

The Anglo-American neoconservative movement and 
war party pushed a concept sometimes called the Wol-
fowitz Doctrine. It is named after Paul Wolfowitz, a De-
fence Department official who was an ideologue of neo-
conservatism, a set of beliefs imported to the USA from 
the UK through people like Bernard Lewis, the strategist 
who wanted to recarve the Middle East into many piec-
es, and is rightly considered a godfather of the ISIS terror-
ists. The confrontationist war party said that with the Sovi-
et Union gone, there was now a one-Empire, or  “unipo-
lar” world, and no country should ever again be allowed 
to rise to the USSR’s former level of power. 

The Anglo-American imperialists sought either to take 
Russia over, or to crush it. The takeover attempt began with 
the installation of agents of the worst possible economic 
policies, the same kind of free trade and privatisation un-
der way in the UK, the USA, Australia and New Zealand 
with “Thatcherism”, deregulation, and unbridled finan-
cial speculation. 

1. “Treaty between The United States of America and the Russian 
Federation on security guarantees”, “Agreement on measures to en-
sure the security of The Russian Federation and member States of the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation”, online at mid.ru.

Promises were made to the Soviet Union—and thus to 
Russia as its recognised legal successor as a nuclear-weap-
ons power—at the outset of this period, all of which have 
been broken over the past thirty years. Already in February 
1990, then-Secretary of State James Baker promised Sovi-
et leader Mikhail Gorbachov and Foreign Minister Eduard 
Shevardnadze that after German reunification, which came 
about later that year, even if US troops remained in Germany  
“NATO’s jurisdiction would not shift one inch eastward 
from its present position”. This was confirmed in official 
US files released in 2017.2 

At that time, the Soviet force structure in East Germany 
consisted of around 340,000 troops and extensive military 
infrastructure, weapons, and equipment. The terms of their 
withdrawal (eventually completed in 1994) and whether 
or not, under German reunification, NATO forces would 
replace them in that formerly Soviet-occupied section of 
Germany, were on the table. Other East European coun-
tries, located to the east of East Germany, were still mem-
bers of the Warsaw Treaty Organisation (Warsaw Pact), 
whose dissolution was not then anticipated; that dissolu-
tion happened in July 1991, the month before the Soviet 
Union itself broke up. 

By October 1990, however, the US Department of De-
fence was already plotting the expansion of NATO east-
wards. Although different policies were debated within the 
US political leadership, planning for expansion was going 
ahead behind the scenes. 

On the surface, Russian relations with the trans-Atlantic 
powers remained non-adversarial for most of the 1990s. In 
the economic sphere, however, the “takeover” proceeded 
apace, with the adoption of the London- and Wall Street-
engineered economic reforms that resulted in the large-
scale deindustrialisation of Russia, and could have led 
to the annihilation of its military might. There was some 
planned dismantling of nuclear weapons in both East and 
West, with US specialists providing on-site assistance in 
the transfer of nuclear weapons from Ukraine, Belarus 
and other now independent ex-Soviet areas to Russia, as 
well as in the disposal of some of Russia’s own weapons.

On 27 May 1997, the NATO-Russia Founding Act was 
signed, establishing the NATO-Russia Council and oth-
er consultative mechanisms. The document declared that 

2. “NATO Expansion: What Gorbachev Heard”, National Security 
Archive, 12 Dec. 2017, online at nsarchive.gwu.edu. Richard Bardon, 
“‘Not one inch eastward’: Declassified docs expose 
broken promises to Russia on NATO”, AAS, 24 Jan. 2018.

President George H.W. Bush (r.) shakes hands with Soviet leader Mikhail 
Gorbachov in Washington, May 1990. Photo: Bush Presidential Library
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https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_25468.htm
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https://citizensparty.org.au/sites/default/files/2021-11/declassified-nato-docs.pdf
https://citizensparty.org.au/sites/default/files/2021-11/declassified-nato-docs.pdf
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“NATO and Russia do not consider each other as adver-
saries”. Its opening paragraph stated that the two sides, 
“based on an enduring political commitment undertaken 
at the highest political level, will build together a lasting 
and inclusive peace in the Euro-Atlantic area on the prin-
ciples of democracy and cooperative security.” 

Nonetheless, a shift began to occur in the late 1990s, 
driven by several events. One was that the imported eco-
nomic reforms, promoting enormous financial specula-
tion and the looting of Russian resources, led to a blow-
out in August 1998 of the Russian government bond mar-
ket (nearly triggering a meltdown of the global financial 
system because of bad bets placed on Russian securities 
by Wall Street and other hedge funds, as ex-Director of the 
International Monetary Fund Michel Camdessus later ac-
knowledged). In the wake of that collapse, Russia’s Lon-
don- and Chicago-trained liberal “young reformers” were 
replaced by a government under the leadership of former 
Foreign Minister Yevgeni Primakov and military-industri-
al planner Yuri Maslyukov, who acted swiftly to stem the 
collapse of the remainder of Russia’s industry.

A second factor in Russia’s troubles at that time was 
the appearance of terrorist separatist movements in Rus-
sia’s North Caucasus region, which Russian intelligence 
services had identified as being backed and egged on not 
only by Saudi-funded Wahhabite Islamic fundamentalists, 
but also by US and UK intelligence agencies directly. In 
summer 1999, these networks attempted to split the en-
tire North Caucasus out of Russia.

Also in the late 1990s, NATO boosted its involvement 
in the Bosnian War and other Balkan Peninsula conflicts 
among the former components of Yugoslavia, which had 
broken up in 1992. This meddling peaked with NATO’s 
bombing of Belgrade, the capital of Serbia, in March-June 
1999 without authorisation from the United Nations Se-
curity Council. This action shocked Moscow with the re-
alisation that NATO was prepared to act unilaterally, as it 
wished, without international consensus. 

In July 1997, at a NATO Summit in Madrid, Poland, 

Hungary and the Czech Republic were in-
vited to join NATO. They formally did so 
in 1999, marking the first of five rounds 
of NATO expansion. In 2004, all three 
Baltic countries (formerly republics with-
in the Soviet Union proper), and Bulgar-
ia, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia were 
admitted. Four more Balkan countries 
joined in the years following, bringing  
NATO’s membership up to its current lev-
el of 30 countries. 

President Vladimir Putin, in his 21 Dec. 
2021 address to an expanded meeting 
of the Russian Defence Ministry Board, 
stressed the importance for Moscow of the 
NATO-Russia Founding Act and its subse-
quent betrayal by NATO. 

The George W. Bush years
The United States under the George 

W. Bush Administration began to disman-
tle the system of strategic arms control as-
sembled during the Cold War. In 2002 the
USA withdrew from the 1972 Anti-Ballis-
tic Missile (ABM) Treaty, just a few months
after Putin had offered strategic coopera-
tion with the United States following the

9/11 attacks. The USA then quickly began unfolding plans 
for a global ballistic missile defence system (BMDS) in Eu-
rope and Asia, which in Europe led to the first sailing of 
an American guided missile destroyer equipped with Ae-
gis anti-missile missiles (the USS Arleigh Burke) into the 
Black Sea in the spring of 2012. In 2016 would come the 
inauguration of an “Aegis Ashore” installation—the same 
system, but land-based—in Romania, and the start of con-
struction of a similar site in Poland.

At a conference in Moscow in May of 2012, then-Dep-
uty Chief of the Russian General Staff Gen. Valery Gera-
simov provided documentation, with video animations, 
of the fact that the BMDS was not aimed primarily at Iran, 
but did, in its intended later phases, represent a threat to 
Russia’s strategic deterrent.3 Putin and other Russian offi-
cials have also emphasised the possibility of the defensive 
(anti-missile) systems being quickly reconfigured as mis-
sile launchers for direct attack. 

An increasingly sharper Russian response to the US/
NATO pursuit of these programs and to the rejection of 
Russia’s offers of cooperation was also evident in the con-
trast between two speeches President Putin gave in Ger-
many: before the Bundestag (Parliament) on 25 Septem-
ber 2001, and at the Munich Security Conference in 2007.

Putin addressed the Bundestag just two weeks after the 
9/11 terrorist attack on the USA in 2001. He had been the 
first foreign leader to call President Bush after the event, 
offering Russia’s support in the moment of crisis. Speaking 
in German—a powerful act, in view of the Nazi invasion 
of Russia just 60 years earlier, in which 27 million Soviet 
citizens lost their lives—he told the Germans, “The Cold 
War is done with”, and posed a vision of global collabo-
ration among the nations of the world. 

The Russian President’s landmark speech six years  

3. “British Crown’s End-game: Financial Crash and Nuclear War”,
New Citizen, June/July 2012 reported in detail on Gerasimov’s pre-
sentation. A “deterrent” under “mutual assured destruction” (MAD)
nuclear weapons doctrine refers to missiles capable of inflicting a
devastating retaliatory strike against an attacker.

The North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) had 12 member countries at its founding in 1949. 
Despite 1990 promises to Soviet leaders by West German and US officials that NATO forces 
would not extend even into the eastern part of a reunified Germany (let alone Soviet then-
allies in Eastern Europe), NATO has relentlessly expanded eastward since 1999. Cross-
hatching shows Ukraine, a NATO “partner” that aspires to membership.

http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67402
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/21340
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/24034
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later,  on 10 
February 2007 
at the annu-
al Munich Se-
curity Confer-
ence, shocked 
the audience. 
The Western 
m e d i a  a n d 
some people 
who were pres-
ent, including 
the war-mon-
ger American 
Sen. John Mc-
Cain, denounced it as belligerent. The Munich speech be-
came a point of departure for the subsequent demonisa-
tion of Putin, but it was not an aggressive speech. Putin 
simply made clear that Russia was not going to be tram-
pled underfoot as a subjugated nation in a unipolar im-
perial world. Almost all international media ignored his 
opening quotation from Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s Fire-
side Chat of 3 September 1939, two days after the Nazi 
invasion of Poland that had marked the outbreak of World 
War II. FDR said, and Putin quoted, “When peace has 
been broken anywhere, the peace of all countries every-
where is in danger.” This speech was a signal that, in stra-
tegic terms, Russia was “back”.

In July 2007 Putin attempted to avert what Moscow 
defined as a fundamental security threat, namely instal-
lation of the American BMDS directly at Russia’s borders. 
On a visit to President George W. Bush in Kennebunkport, 
Maine, he proposed joint Russian-American development 
and deployment of anti-missile systems, including an of-
fer for the Americans to use Russia’s early-warning radar 
in Gabala, Azerbaijan as part of a jointly run missile de-
fence system for Europe, instead of the BMDS planned for 
installation in Poland and the Czech Republic (the latter 
was changed to Romania). Putin also offered to give the 
USA access to a radar facility in southern Russia, and to 
place coordination of the process with the NATO-Russia 
Council. Then-Deputy Prime Minister Sergei Ivanov said 
that Russia wanted to put an end to talk about a new Cold 
War: “If our proposals are accepted, Russia will no longer 
need to place new weapons, including missiles, in the Eu-
ropean part of the country”.

Russian-American negotiations over the proposals were 
conducted throughout 2008, before petering out. Key to 
their failure was the vehemence of Washington’s refusal to 
abandon construction of the BMDS. Statements like then-
Acting Assistant Secretary of State for Political Military Af-
fairs Stephen Mull’s, that the BMDS installations in the 
new East European NATO member countries were “nec-
essary for the security of our interests in Europe”, made it 
clear that the target was not Iran, but Russia. The oppor-
tunity for a new, non-confrontational paradigm was lost. 

At the April 2008 Bucharest summit of NATO, Geor-
gia and Ukraine were promised future membership, al-
though they were not offered formal Membership Action 
Plans (MAP). They were left with hopes of receiving MAPs 
in the future, maybe the near future—enough so that the 
Georgians declared: “The decision to accept that we are 
going forward to an adhesion to NATO was taken and we 
consider this is a historic success.”

In August 2008, while President Dmitri Medvedev 
was on vacation and then-Prime Minister Putin was at the  

opening of the Olympic Games in Beijing, Mikheil Saa-
kashvili’s Georgia attacked Russian peacekeepers in the 
breakaway Georgian province of South Ossetia, leading 
to a short but ferocious war, which Georgia lost. The fact 
that Saakashvili acted on the assumption he would have 
full NATO backing, although it proved wrong in the event, 
was not lost on Moscow and has influenced subsequent 
Russian thinking about what would happen if Georgia or 
Ukraine became full NATO members.

Ukraine
In December 2008, in the wake of Georgia’s military 

showdown with Russia, Carl Bildt and Radek Sikorski, 
the foreign ministers of Sweden and Poland, respective-
ly, initiated the European Union’s “Eastern Partnership”. It 
targeted six countries that were formerly republics with-
in the Soviet Union: three in the Caucasus region (Arme-
nia, Azerbaijan, Georgia) and three in East Central Europe 
(Belarus, Moldova, Ukraine). They were not to be invit-
ed to full EU membership, but were nevertheless drawn 
into a vice through so-called EU Association Agreements 
(EUAA), each one centred on a Deep and Comprehensive 
Free Trade Agreement (DCFTA).

The primary target of the effort was Ukraine. Under 
the EUAA negotiated with Ukraine, but not immediate-
ly signed, the country’s industrial economy would be dis-
mantled, trade with Russia savaged (it was a foregone con-
clusion that Russia would end its free-trade regime with 
Ukraine, to prevent its own markets from being flooded 
with EU goods via Ukraine), and EU-based market play-
ers would grab Ukraine’s agricultural and raw materials 
exports. 

Furthermore, the EUAA mandated “convergence” on 
security issues, with integration into European defence 
systems. Under such an arrangement, the long-term treaty 
agreements on the Russian Navy’s use of its crucial Black 
Sea ports on the Crimean Peninsula would be terminated, 
ultimately giving NATO forward-basing on Russia’s imme-
diate border. Crimea had been a Russian area since the 
18th Century, but was administratively assigned to Ukraine 
within the USSR in the early 1950s; upon the break-up of 
the USSR in 1991 Crimea remained with Ukraine, but Rus-
sia and Ukraine initially kept the ex-Soviet Black Sea Fleet 
under joint command. In 1997 the two countries signed 
a Partition Treaty, under which each of them had a Black 
Sea Fleet headquartered in Crimea.

Turning Ukraine against Russia had been a long-term 
goal of Cold War Anglo-American strategic planners, as 
it was earlier of Austro-Hungarian imperial intelligence 
agencies during World War I. After World War II, up until 
the mid-1950s, the USA and UK supported an insurgency 
against the Soviet Union, a civil war that continued on the 
ground long after peace had been signed in 1945. The in-
surgents were from the Organisation of Ukrainian Nation-
alists (OUN) and remnants of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army 
(UPA). The OUN had been founded in 1929 on a template 
similar to that which produced the Italian and other Euro-
pean fascist movements. Its leader, Stepan Bandera, was an 
on-again/off-again ally of the Nazis, and the OUN-UPA, 
under its own ethnic-purist ideology, slaughtered scores 
of thousands of ethnic Poles and Jews in western Ukraine 
towards the end of World War II. Based in Europe after the 
War, Bandera was sponsored by British MI6 (intelligence), 
while Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) founder Allen Dull-
es shepherded Gen. Mykola Lebed, another OUN leader, 
into the United States, despite strong opposition from US 

President Vladimir Putin greets Members of Parlia-
ment in Germany, after his speech of 25 September 
2001 that hailed the end of the Cold War. Photo: 
screenshot
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Army Intelligence because of Lebed’s record of collabo-
ration with the Nazis and war crimes.

Lebed’s base of operations, the Prolog Research Corpo-
ration in New York City, was funded for decades by Dull-
es’s CIA for intelligence-gathering and the distribution of 
nationalist and other literature inside the USSR. His next-
generation followers staffed the US Radio Liberty facili-
ty in Munich, Germany for broadcasting into Ukraine, up 
into the 1980s.4

When the USSR broke up in August 1991, key Bander-
ite leaders dashed to Lviv, in far western Ukraine—a mere 
1,240 km from Munich, 12 hours by car—and began to re-
build their movement. Lviv Region, which for many years 
had been part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, not the Rus-
sian, was the stronghold of the OUN’s heirs.

The Banderites’ influence got a boost after the 2004 Or-
ange Revolution in Kiev. Backed by the US National En-
dowment for Democracy5 and the private foundations of 
financier George Soros, this was a so-called “colour revo-
lution”, which overturned the results of a Presidential elec-
tion and, in a second vote, installed banker Victor Yush-
chenko as President. He was voted out in 2010 because 
of popular opposition to his brutal austerity policies (gen-
erated by International Monetary Fund [IMF]-dictated for-
mulae for privatisation and deregulation), but not before 
overseeing a revision of the official history of Ukraine’s 
relations with Russia in favour of a radical, anti-Russian 
nationalism. Historically, there had been a strong tenden-
cy among Ukrainian patriots and advocates of indepen-
dence, opposite to the OUN’s ethnic purity beliefs, to pre-
fer a long-term alliance with Russia.

The Lviv-based Banderites, meanwhile, recruited and 
strengthened their movement, and held paramilitary sum-
mer camps for young people in the Ukrainian countryside 
and elsewhere in Eastern Europe. At times, the instructors 
included off-duty military officers from NATO countries. In 
2008 Yushchenko first applied for NATO to grant Ukraine 
a Membership Action Plan.

The turning point for Ukraine’s status as a potential 
trigger in the current war danger came in 2014. Ongo-
ing efforts to get Ukraine to finalise its EUAA were reject-
ed as untenable by the Victor Yanukovych government in 
November 2013, when it became clear that its free-trade 
provisions giving European goods unlimited access to the 
Russian market through Ukraine would bring retaliatory 
measures by Ukraine’s biggest trade partner, Russia. This 
assault on Russia’s own producers would make the EUAA 
backfire against the Ukrainian economy. When Yanukovych 
on 21 November 2013 announced postponement of the 
EU deal, long-laid Banderite plans to turn Ukraine into a 
tool for isolating and demonising Russia were activated. 

Protesters against Yanukovych’s EUAA postponement 
decision began to assemble in Kiev’s Maidan (central 
square). Large numbers of ordinary people turned out, 
waving EU flags, because of the destruction of the Ukrai-
nian economy under “shock” deregulation in the 1990s 
and IMF-dictated austerity throughout the Orange Revolu-
tion years. Many desperately believed, as Ukrainian econ-
omist Natalia Vitrenko once put it, that the EUAA would 
bring them “wages like in Germany and benefits packages 

4. “British Imperial Project in Ukraine: Violent Coup, Fascist Axioms, 
Neo-Nazis”, EIR, 16 May 2014, documents this background, as well 
as the events leading up to the February 2014 coup in Kiev.
5.  Xinjiang: China’s western frontier in the heart of Eurasia, AAS 
special report, March 2021, p. 25-6 reviews the creation and activity 
of the NED.

like in France”. A disproportionately high number of the 
demonstrators hailed from far western Ukraine, and pre-
planned violence by the Banderite paramilitary group Right 
Sector was used for systematic escalation of the Maidan.

Bloodshed and victims, all blamed on the regime, were      
used to keep Maidan fervour and outrage going through 
to February 2014. Neo-Nazi and other fascist symbols 
defaced building walls and placards in the Maidan, but 
did not deter public support of this process by Washing-
ton. Sen. McCain addressed the mob in December 2013, 
while Assistant Secretary of State Victoria Nuland passed 
out cookies in the Maidan and her phone call with US 
Ambassador to Ukraine Geoffrey Pyatt to discuss whom 
to place in office once Yanukovych was ousted caught on 
tape and circulated worldwide. 

On 18 February 2014 Maidan leaders announced a 
“peaceful march” on the Supreme Rada (Parliament), which 
turned into an attack and touched off three days of street 
fighting. Peaking on 20 February, a day of sniper fire from 
high buildings that killed both demonstrators and police, 
these clashes killed more than 100. Scrupulous research by 
Ukraine-born Prof. Ivan Katchanovski of the University of 
Ottawa, using video recordings and other direct evidence 
of these events, has convincingly shown that the majority 
of the sniper fire came from the Maidan’s paramilitary po-
sitions, not the government’s Berkut special police forces.6

On 21 February 2014 a trio of Maidan leaders, includ-
ing Arseniy Yatsenyuk, the man hand-picked by Nuland to 
be Ukraine’s next prime minister, signed an agreement with 
President Yanukovych, committing both sides to a peace-
ful transition of power: constitutional reform by Septem-
ber, presidential elections late in the year, and the surren-
der of weapons. The foreign ministers of France, Germany 
and Poland helped negotiate it, with a representative from 

6.  Ivan Katchanovski, “The Maidan Massacre in Ukraine: Revelations 
from Trials and Investigations”, online at JordanRussiaCenter.org, 8 
Dec. 2021.

Natalia Vitrenko, former MP and leader of the Progressive Socialist Party 
of Ukraine, toured Europe days after the February 2014 coup in Kiev. She 
warned officials in France, Italy, Germany and at the European Parliament, 
that the new leadership was rife with fascists. Here, at a 1 March 2014 
press conference in Frankfurt, she shows photos of “Maidan” placards with 
white supremacist and Nazi symbols and slogans. Photo: Schiller Institute YouTube
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Moscow as an observer. When this document was taken to 
the Maidan, a young Banderite militant seized the onstage 
microphone to lead its rejection by the crowd, and threat-
ened Yanukovych’s life if he didn’t step down by morning. 
Yanukovych left Kiev that night. The Rada unconstitution-
ally installed an acting president. 

Among the new government’s first measures was for the 
Rada to strip Russian and other “minority” languages of 
their status as regional official languages. (As of the 2001 
census, Russian was spoken throughout the country and 
considered “native” by one-third of the population.) This, 
with other measures announced from Kiev, fanned major 
opposition to the coup, centred in eastern Ukraine—the 
Donetsk and Lugansk regions (the Donbass) and Crimea. 
Civil conflict erupted in both areas, with local groups seiz-
ing government buildings. 

In Crimea, the insurgency against the coup-installed 
Kiev regime prevailed. There was no “Russian military in-
vasion of Ukraine”. On 1 March President Putin sought 
and received authorisation from the Federal Assembly (the 
legislature) to deploy Russian forces on Ukrainian territo-
ry, citing threats to the lives of Russian citizens and Rus-
sian-ethnic residents of Crimea; these were troops from 
the Russian Black Sea Fleet facilities in and around Sev-
astopol, already stationed in Crimea. A referendum held 
16 March 2014 in the Autonomous Republic of Crimea 
and the city of Sevastopol (a separate jurisdiction on the 
peninsula), asked voters whether they wanted to join the 
Russian Federation or retain Crimea’s status as a part of 
Ukraine. In Crimea, 97 per cent of the 83 per cent of eli-
gible voters who turned out voted for integration into the 
Russian Federation; in Sevastopol, the result was likewise 
97 per cent for integration, while the turnout was even 
higher, at 89 per cent.

The fate of two Donbass self-declared republics in Do-
netsk and Lugansk Regions, was not settled so quickly. 
Support from within Russia for these insurgents was unof-
ficial, including the involvement of Russian military veter-
ans on a volunteer basis. The Donbass conflict turned into 
heavy fighting in 2014-15, continuing at a lower level un-
til now; more than 13,000 people have been killed in the 
past seven years. Defeats of Kiev’s forces by the Donbass 
militia, including their gaining full control of the Donetsk 
International Airport in January 2015, set the stage for Ki-
ev’s agreement to a ceasefire.

After one false start—the so-called Minsk Protocol of 
September 2014—an interim state of affairs in the Donbass 
was agreed to in the February 2015 “Minsk II” accord be-
tween the regime in Kiev, then under President Peter Poro-
shenko, and representatives of the self-declared Donbass 
republics. Negotiated also by France, Germany and Russia 
with support from the Organisation for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (OSCE), it provided for a ceasefire, 
pullback of weapons, prisoner exchanges, and humanitar-
ian relief, as well as a political settlement within Ukraine. 
This envisaged a special status for the Donbass, with ex-
tensive regional autonomy including the “right of linguis-
tic self-determination”. Re-establishment of Ukraine’s “full 
control” over its border with Russia in the Donbass was to 
occur following provisional granting of the special status 
and after local elections. The special status was to be en-
shrined in the Ukrainian Constitution by the end of 2015. 

The UN Security Council endorsed Minsk II on 17 Feb-
ruary 2015. It remains unimplemented, because Kiev al-
most immediately refused to conduct the elections or ful-
ly legalise the special status, until first being given control 

over the Donbass-Russia border. Today, President Volody-
myr Zelensky’s government in Kiev refuses even to meet 
with Donbass leaders for negotiations, and continues to 
claim that the Donbass is under Russian “occupation”, and 
therefore Kiev should talk only with Russia, not the Don-
bass leaders. Sporadic fighting has continued, with a new 
escalation of shelling across the “line of contact” between 
the Donbass entities and the rest of Ukraine.

A new US war posture
The Trump Administration accelerated the take-down 

of the entire architecture of international arms-control 
agreements by withdrawing the USA from the Intermedi-
ate-range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, signed by President 
Ronald Reagan and Soviet leader Gorbachov in 1987, and 
the Open Skies Treaty, negotiated by NATO and the War-
saw Pact nations in 1992. This left the New START Treaty 
(Measures for the Further Reduction and Limitation of Stra-
tegic Offensive Arms, signed by the US and the Russian 
Federation in 2010) as the last major existing arms control 
agreement, covering heavy intercontinental missiles. Upon 
taking office this year, President Joe Biden extended New 
START for five years, a decision welcomed by Moscow. 

On 19 January 2018, the US Department of Defence 
declared in a new National Defence Strategy, “Great pow-
er competition—not terrorism—is now the primary fo-
cus of US national security”. Then-Secretary of Defence 
James Mattis specified that this referred to “growing threats 
from revisionist powers as different as China and Russia”, 
meaning nations that reject the type of “democracy” the 
Anglo-Americans promote, under which people are free 
to choose their leaders—unless they or the leaders choose 
to reject the global “rules” imposed by the international 
banking oligarchy.

Moscow has consistently protested these confronta-
tional actions, to no avail. “Despite our numerous pro-
tests and pleas, the American machine has been set into 
motion, the conveyer belt is moving forward”, Putin said 
in his 1 March 2018 address to the Federal Assembly, in 
which he announced a new generation of strategic weap-
ons under development. At least two of those, the Avangard 
hypersonic glide vehicle for ICBMs and the Kinzhal aero-
ballistic missile, have since been introduced into service.7

7. Rachel Douglas, “Russian President delivers strategic reality 
shock”, AAS, 7 March 2018.

___________

The strategic tensions whose history is reviewed above 
escalated throughout 2021. The Australian Alert Service 
kept readers informed through the articles listed below, 
with links for online readers.

“Escalation in Ukraine threatens East-West conflagration”, 
14 April, p. 12.

“Russia’s ‘red lines’: Don’t dismiss as bluff or bluster”, 
5 May, p. 9.

“UK-led Black Sea provocations: ‘Global Britain’ in 
action”, 28 July, p. 13.

“AUSMIN and AUKUS make Australia the staging point
for WWIII”, 21 September, p. 11.

“US and Ukrainian military actions raise Black Sea 
tension”, 10 November, p. 13

“Eurasian powers act against headlong war agenda”,
8 December, p. 8.
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