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			Has the US strategy reached an impasse? What is the Russian conduct of military operations? When will the Ukrainian counter-offensive take place? Does Western weaponry really make a difference in Ukraine? Who are the winners of this war? What changes in the world are we witnessing since February 24, 2022? What is the reality of the losses, on the Ukrainian and Russian sides? Can Western industry compete with Russian industry in Ukraine? Why is a negotiated solution not being sought? How is our perception of the conﬂit serving Ukraine? 

			To answer these questions and many others, Jacques Baud relies on information from Western intelligence services and American documents that were leaked in April 2023. After the best-sellers Putin, Game master? and Operation Z, whose analytical work has been praised worldwide, the author returns to the war in Ukraine by analyzing the facts and nothing but the facts. Whether one is for or against the position of Ukraine, one is condemned to return to the field of operations and to analyze what is happening there. This is the only way to find a path to peace, not by relying on illusions.
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			1. Understanding the conflict 

			The way in which a crisis is understood determines the way in which it is resolved. This statement, which I often repeat, seems simple. Yet we are unable to do so. This was already the case with George W. Bush’s “war on terror”, which all Western countries rushed to follow in Afghanistan, Iraq and elsewhere, where we supported the aggressor (even though we knew he was lying). 

			All these wars have been lost, our soldiers, the civilian victims of war (including those of terrorist attacks) have died for only one reason: we did not want to understand these conflicts, their nature, and their actors before we got involved.

			You can’t win a war by convincing yourself that you’ve won.

			Learning the lessons of a conflict should not only allow us to revisit our doctrines of engagement and the orientation of our armament policies, but also - and this is essential - to avoid the emergence of new conflicts. To think that a conflict is the product of a single cause (“Putin is crazy!”) is childish. Conflicts are always the result of a cluster of causes, whose relative importance varies over time. 

			The identification of these causes and their interactions is the task of the intelligence services and of those who are supposed to enlighten our decision-makers. However, in France more than elsewhere, the thinking on the conflict, whether it comes from “pro-Russians” or “pro-Ukrainians”, is not based on facts, but on convictions. The problem is not limited to military conflicts, but to all crises. We remember the statement of Olivier Véran, Minister of Health, on February 18, 2020, whose intonations strangely recalled General Gamelin in 1939...

			I don’t need to check that France is ready. France is ready! And it is ready because we have an extremely solid healthcare system1.

			In France, military “experts” such as Generals Dominique Trinquand, Michel Yakovleff, and colonels such as Pierre Servent or Michel Goya are in this tradition. They base their judgment on their perception (even their prejudices) and not on facts. This pleases our media, but it leads to defeat. 

			This phenomenon is exemplified by the French Senate’s information report, published in February 20232. It is built on prejudices, unfounded accusations, and rumors, while elements essential to the understanding of the conflict have been dismissed. Each event is described as if it had fallen from the sky, without reason. The result is a fatalistic reading of the problems, which is necessarily emotional, which is understood only through “punch lines” and which makes in-depth solutions impossible. 

			We can already predict that it will satisfy those who speak on television, but will perpetuate the mistakes that have been made over the last thirty years and that have systematically led to disasters. The problem is that this report has the ambition to guide the reflection for the future of the French armed forces.

			That being said, the Swiss Annual Security Report3, published in September 2022, suffers from exactly the same shortcomings. 

			In the western French-speaking world, our reading of the Ukrainian conflict suffers from a cruel lack of honest, scientific and academic reflection. In Europe, more than in the United States, problems are judged without being analyzed in order to condemn and not to find solutions. This is true both for those who adhere to the official narrative and for those who reject it. Everyone seems to see it as a reflection of their own concerns, without really asking whether it corresponds to the reality on the ground.

			We adapt the facts to our conclusions instead of adapting the conclusions to the facts. This is the way political problems in all fields seem to be treated. 
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			2. The actors 

			2.1. The United States 

			The conflict in Ukraine is often presented as a conflict between Russia and NATO. This is partly true, but it would be more accurate to say that it is a conflict between the United States and Russia. NATO being, conceptually, only the armed arm of the American strategy in Europe (and perhaps in Asia too, as we shall see). 

			The understanding of the Ukrainian conflict inevitably starts from the study of the global American strategy, which the Americans call “Grand Strategy”. It is imbued with a complex combination of philosophical, societal, political and military elements that have been the subject of numerous books. We will not go into detail here and focus on some of the salient aspects. 

			There is a messianic dimension to American culture that stems from its religious past, which assumes that the United States is the bearer of a moral and economic truth that justifies its presence in the world. Both paternalistic and missionary, the United States believed it had a role to play in the development of the world. This sentiment emerged at the end of World War II with the accession of the United States to nuclear power, and it became even more pronounced after the fall of communism in 1989 and the Gulf War in 1991. 

			In his book “The Grand Chessboard,” Zbigniew Brzeziński gives us a glimpse of the American perception of the world. But, as relevant and interesting as it is, this reading must be qualified. In 1997, when he wrote his book, Brzeziński was no longer “in business.” His vision is essentially that of the 1980s. For example, he does not perceive the emerging structural weakening of the United States, nor the growing role of China in a globalized system. It also fails to take into account the emerging economic powers (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa or BRICS) and their potential to challenge Western leadership. 

			That being said, he correctly observes that the relationship between Ukraine and Russia is of a special nature. He shows how US policy can use Ukraine as a lever to affect Russia and that the goal is less to develop Ukraine than to prevent Russia’s re-emergence as a superpower.

			The real element that allows us to understand the “Grand Strategy” of the United States in the post-Cold War era is the “Wolfowitz doctrine”. 

			2.1.1. The Wolfowitz doctrine

			Europeans have a poor understanding of American domestic and foreign policy. Many have stuck to a 1940s reading that linked Americans and Europeans in a community of civilization and destiny. 

			Since 1945, spared by the war, the American continent has been able to benefit from an industrial and technological advantage that it had never had before. But with the onset of the Cold War and the possession of nuclear weapons, the idea of a community of destiny evolved into a form of protective paternalism of which the Marshall Plan and NATO are the expression. The United States gradually felt that it had a mission to lead the free world in its crusade against tyranny. 

			This perception culminated with the fall of communism in the USSR. A fall in which the West had nothing to do with. It was the communist system that imploded and not the somewhat far-fetched idea that the West had pushed the USSR into exorbitant military spending. 

			On March 7, 1992, the New York Times published a draft of the Pentagon’s Defense Planning Guidance 1994-1998, which outlines a post-Cold War strategy for the United States4:

			Our first objective is to prevent the re-emergence of a new rival, on the territory of the former Soviet Union or elsewhere, which represents a threat of the order of that which the Soviet Union once represented.

			After the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the success of the first Gulf War, the United States appeared all-powerful. This strategy advocates maintaining its dominant position in the world, even at the expense of its closest allies:

			While the United States supports the goal of European integration, we must seek to prevent the emergence of uniquely European security arrangements that could weaken NATO, particularly the Alliance’s integrated command structure.

			This document triggered an outcry, forcing the Department of Defense to water down its final version of April 16, 1992. It remains known as the “Wolfowitz Doctrine” and continues to permeate American strategy today. It has the particularity of announcing that in order to achieve these objectives, the United States cannot rely on UN mechanisms: 

			While the United States cannot become the world’s policeman and assume responsibility for solving all international security problems, neither can we allow our critical interests to depend solely on international mechanisms that may be blocked by countries whose interests may be very different from our own.

			Wolfowitz is obviously referring to the United Nations Security Council, which allows the other permanent members (P5) to oppose the United States, thanks to the veto power. He concludes that the United States must be able to act outside this mechanism. This is what happened in 2001 for the war in Afghanistan and in 2003 for Iraq. Thus, with the Wolfowitz Doctrine, the United States distanced itself from the “law-based international order” (LBIO) that emerged from the Second World War, to define a more flexible “rules-based international order” (RBIO)5. 

			It is on the basis of this doctrine that the United States will base its war on terrorism, foreign kidnappings, the practice of torture, its interventions in the internal affairs of its adversaries (for example by supporting materially and financially the opposition movements), and to encourage secessionist movements in certain countries. 

			2.1.2. The trap of Thucydides

			As long as the United States had the material, economic and military capacities to ensure its role as leader of the Western world, the Wolfowitz doctrine was consistent with a kind of natural order of things. But this did not last. 

			The fall of the Berlin Wall heralded a new era. Whereas the Cold War had been driven by the notion of “division”, the idea of globalization was to emerge from that of “integration”, as Thomas Friedman explained6: 

			The symbol of the Cold War system was a wall, which divided us all. The symbol of the globalization system is the World Wide Web, which unites us all.

			In synergy with technological evolution, globalization is the system of movement and ubiquity, whereas the Cold War was essentially a static system, symbolized by the notion of “blocs”. 

			The end of the cold war is the most important event of the end of the 20th century, but it is only one element of a convergence of factors at that time. Technological evolution, the fall in the cost of communications, economic integration mechanisms, free trade agreements, industrial relocation and the resulting (imperfect) social harmonization, give rise to the notion of a “global village” with growing interdependencies. 

			Particularly in the United States, globalization is not simply seen as an economic phenomenon, but above all as a mental attitude, a philosophy. Its ambition is to reshape the world into a network of actors who are both partners and competitors, whose relationships are determined by their comparative advantage. 

			Initially, globalization proposed better international cooperation and interdependence as a guarantee of stability. Everyone contributed to the global edifice according to their means. This was a noble idea, but it has drifted. Western countries quickly began to exploit the differences in resource costs to their advantage without fulfilling the promise of development for the countries of the South. Only countries like China and India, with their high level of education and almost unlimited manufacturing capacity, were gradually able to acquire the necessary know-how. 

			The world began to divide itself into a financialized West and a manufacturing “rest of the world.” In the 2000s, as in the Vietnam War era, entangled in costly wars, the U.S. focused on maintaining its military-industrial complex, and gradually abandoned civilian industry to the “rest of the world.” 

			The United States has failed to evolve with its own globalization project and has thus been overtaken by it. Its society is increasingly polarized7. Poverty and deprivation are on the rise. There are more prisons than universities in the country8 and the quality of education is in free fall9. The prison system has become an economic activity10 and generates a turnover of nearly 74 billion dollars per year, more than the GDP of 133 countries in the world11! Let’s remember that, according to the 13th amendment of the United States Constitution, slavery has not been abolished for prisoners, and that many American companies take advantage of this to produce at low cost. The financialization of the economy has led to the gradual disappearance of know-how and skills, resulting in a backwardness in terms of innovation12. The offshoring of cheap services, such as call centers or credit card management, has been replaced by the offshoring of high value-added managerial or engineering services13. 

			America’s wealth no longer comes from its ability to manufacture goods, but from its ability to generate financial profits. For example, McDonald’s® ice cream machines make more money when they break down than when they work14. Today, the United States has the most power outages of any industrialized country15. 

			A model of economic and industrial development in the 1960s, the United States is now in decline. The growing gap between its geostrategic dominance and its economic performance is gradually pushing it into the “Thucydides trap.” In other words, unable to rise, they seek to lower others. Europe is following the same path.

			This explains Joe Biden’s statement during his March 31, 2021 speech16: 

			The rest of the world is closing in [on us] and closing in fast. We can’t allow this to continue.

			The winner of this economic competition is undoubtedly China. That is why it has become the main adversary of the United States. 

			But the Americans have another fear. They see themselves in competition with three “challengers”: China, a powerful adversary that is on the verge of overtaking them; Europe, an important power, but not an adversary of their size; and Russia, which they see as an important power because it is nuclear, but far from being a threat to their leadership. In the short and medium term, with the exception of China, none of these “challengers” is really in a position to compete individually with the United States in terms of influence and power.

			So why this obsession of the United States to literally “destroy” Russia? Simply because they know that inevitably, Russia must get closer to one or the other of its main adversaries (Europe or China) giving them a decisive advantage, thanks to its position, its size and its inexhaustible energy resources. 

			It is the alliance with Russia that will determine the balance of great powers in the future. By forming a “Eurasian bloc” with Europe, Russia would confront the United States with two adversaries (Eurasia and China) strong enough to challenge its global leadership in the long run. By partnering with China, Russia would certainly strengthen it into a strong “Asian bloc,” but the United States would retain its European ally and thus have only one real adversary, caught between the two. 

			This is why the American strategy towards Russia during the Ukrainian crisis, seeing that it had literally pushed it into the arms of China, is not really incongruous. 

			The ideal, for the United States, remains a fragmented world over which it can exercise its hegemony. This is why keeping Europe away from Russia has long been a US priority. As early as September 1982, in a Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) classified as SECRET, the CIA had already mentioned the risk of a too close relationship between Europe and the USSR based on energy resources17. That same year, President Ronald Reagan had (already!) authorized a clandestine operation to destroy the Bratsvo gas pipeline18, forty years almost to the day before the destruction of the Nord Stream 1 and 2 gas pipelines!

			A Europe with abundant and cheap energy would eventually mean a loss of influence for the United States. With the fall of communism, the risk of a rapprochement between Europe and Russia beyond a simple supply of energy has only reinforced this prospect. 

			Significantly, Europe’s “dependence” on Russia did not really appear in the European discourse until the arrival of Donald Trump. His objective is then to make the United States great again (“Make America Great Again!”). Unable to rise, it is necessary to keep the heads of potential competitors under water. This is why the Trump administration quickly applied sanctions to China, to Germany for Nord Stream 2 and literally to the whole planet for Huawei.

			Russia’s role in the American strategic perception 
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			Figure 1 - U.S. perception of Russia’s role as a pivot, which could give its rivals (Europe and China) a decisive advantage. Russia, as a source of strategic materials, could give Europe the advantage in a Eurasian bloc (1) or China in an Asian bloc (2). 

			In order to reduce their adversaries, the United States systematically undertakes to fragment them. It is the old Roman principle of divide and impera (divide and rule) that they applied in the former Yugoslavia, Iraq, the Middle East and Syria, and that they are already trying to apply in China. This is also the strategy advocated by Israel in the Middle East (Yinon plan19). It is a perfect illustration of the idea of a “rules-based international order”, which is being put in place in defiance of the United Nations Charter.

			Russia has perceived this risk; and its determination to resist it is systematically mocked by those who reject international law. Yet the threat is real. Under the title “Decolonization of Russia”20 a project has been developing in Europe since the early 1990s21 under the patronage of the United States. It aims to dismember Russia into 19 or 34 independent states (depending on the model) according to their ethnic components. It is strange to note that it is supported by the same politicians who want more integration in Europe! Our politicians, encouraged by our media, are trying to do in Russia what they tried to do in Africa and elsewhere...

			A first “Forum of Free Nations of Russia” was held in Warsaw in May 2022, followed by a second one in Prague on July 23-24, 2022, a third one in Gdansk on September 23-25, 2022 and a fourth one on January 30, 2023 in the European Parliament, in Brussels 

			Paradoxically and ironically, our propaganda systematically contradicts what the Ukrainian leaders say. Thus, on the Swiss state media RTS, Vladimir Putin’s “paranoia” is regularly mentioned, as by Michel Eltchaninoff, philosopher22, or Patrick Lemoine, psychiatrist23. But on March 3, 2023, Oleksiy Danilov, secretary of the Council of Defense and National Security of Ukraine, declared on this same media24:

			The West must prepare for the decolonization of Russia. Russia will soon cease to exist within its present borders. This does not depend on us. The beginning of Russia’s collapse was caused by Putin on February 24, 2022. [...] The processes that led to the collapse of the USSR are now underway in today’s Russia.

			It confirms what he had already stated a month earlier in The Kyiv Independent, that the disintegration of Russia is the goal of Ukraine25. This is perfectly consistent with what Oleksei Arestovich said in March 2019: the destruction of Russia is the condition for Ukraine to join NATO and enter the Western community on a full footing. Whether this is an objective reality or a vision of the mind is certainly debatable, but it is the vision and reading of the American and Ukrainian leaders. 

			Map of the post-Russian free states - Decolonization and reconstruction of Russia26

			 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Figure 2 - Map shown on freenationsrf.org with a 34-state partition.

			Singularly, while the Anglo-Saxon media quite regularly evoke the project of dismantling Russia27, the French-speaking media systematically conceal the events and facts that could contradict their narrative. 

			The management of this crisis shows that neither the Americans nor the Europeans have any compassion for Ukraine. Moreover, Kevin McCarthy, the successor of the highly publicized Nancy Pelosi as Speaker of the House of Representatives, has agreed to reduce aid to Ukraine in exchange for the votes necessary for his election28! In fact, he will refuse Zelensky’s invitation in March 2023. This shows what our “values” are all about!...
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			Figure 3 - Map presented at the Forum of Free Nations of Russia on July 23-24, 2022 in Prague. It shows another version of the partition of Russia broken down into 19 independent states.

			2.1.3. The RAND Corporation Strategy (2019)

			The observation of events in Ukraine and around Russia since 2020 highlights a very coherent pattern. Contrary to what journalist Jean-Philippe Schaller asserts, one does not have to be an agent of Putin to read the strategy outlined in 2019 by the RAND Corporation29 “for the United States and its allies”, with the objective of “putting Russia under tension and unbalancing it”30. 

			This is a set of two documents prepared by the Pentagon’s main think tank: “Extending Russia: Competing from Advantageous Ground31” and “Overextending and Unbalancing Russia32”. They total about 350 pages and outline a complex strategy to create situations of social and economic tension that place Russia permanently on the defensive, on several fronts at once, to destabilize and weaken it politically internally and externally. 

			Its principle is based on the myth - very widespread in France33 - that the USSR collapsed as a result of a “surge” in its capabilities, caused by Ronald Reagan’s “Star Wars” project... The problem is that this is false. As a CIA report of the time already noted, the USSR never engaged in this race34. The USSR did not collapse because of Western action, it was the communist system that imploded, because it was not viable. 

			The myths that make up our knowledge of Russia are at the root of the unfortunate - and stupid - decisions we make today. 

			What is striking about this document, which has about 30 major recommendations, is that at no point does it mention the promotion of human rights or the rule of law. It is clear here that it is not about promoting democracy, improving the situation in Russia, or helping Ukraine, but about advancing American interests.

			However, it is often forgotten that the RAND Corporation warned policymakers against implementing this strategy, as it could provoke Russian intervention in Ukraine:

			[...] Such an action could also have a significant cost for Ukraine and for the prestige and credibility of the United States. It could result in disproportionate human and territorial losses for Ukraine, as well as refugee flows. It could even lead Ukraine to a disadvantageous peace.

			So we knew very well, as early as 2019, that our policy of destabilizing Russia by relying on Ukraine could generate a catastrophe... 

			Options to destabilize Russia
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			Figure 4 - RAND Corporation analysis of options for destabilizing Russia in geopolitical matters. It recognizes many elements that were attempted by the United States in 2020-2023. But we also see that the RAND Corporation had identified that these actions would have a low probability of success. The problem is that our politicians do not read and are generally uneducated. This explains the failure of the Western strategy. [Source: “Overextending and Unbalancing Russia,” RAND Corporation, 2019 (p. 4).

			2.2. The Ukraine

			2.2.1. The objectives of Ukraine

			We know the goals of Ukraine from the interview given by Oleksei Arestovich, a close adviser to Zelensky, on March 18, 2019: it is to enter NATO, and then enter the European Union. The problem is that the tensions with Russia, NATO can not accept Ukraine into its fold without running the risk of activating Article 5 of the Atlantic Charter. It is a bit like taking out an insurance policy for a risk that has a 100% probability of occurrence! 

			The Minsk agreements could have made a decisive contribution to calming these tensions and making it easier for Ukraine to join NATO. But the confessions of Angela Merkel and François Hollande show that the West sought to maintain these tensions, the interest of Ukraine being only a secondary objective. 

			Ukraine’s entry into NATO is therefore only possible if Russia is unable to threaten it. It is therefore necessary to make it suffer a crushing defeat that will destroy its economy, provoke a revolution and a change of regime, or even the dismantling of Russia into smaller entities. This is exactly what Arestovich says: “Our price for joining NATO is a war against Russia and its defeat”. He even gives the probable date of this war: “2021 or 2022”35! 

			But the price will be higher than expected, as we will see. 

			In March 2022, during an interview on CNN, Zelensky himself acknowledged that he had been manipulated and instrumentalized by the Americans to join NATO36:

			I asked them personally to say frankly if they were going to accept us into NATO in a year or two or five, to say it directly and clearly, or just say no [...] And the answer was very clear, you will not be a member of NATO, but publicly, the doors will remain open.

			This mechanism that should lead to the collapse of Russia and later to the expansion of NATO is not a Ukrainian creation, but an American one. 

			It is a question of pushing Russia into a conflict, which should allow the massive and brutal application of a deluge of sanctions. It is about isolating Russia in a form of “strategic mobbing” aimed at banning it from the international community and thus bringing about regime change. Published in April 2019, the two documents describe exactly what we will see in 2022-2023. 

			As Oleksei Arestovich explains, Ukraine’s membership in NATO must necessarily involve the destruction of the Russian state or the overthrow of its government (with Western help). In other words, for Ukraine the total defeat of Russia is an “enabling objective”, while for the United States it is an “end goal”. 

			It is to push them to revolt that Western sanctions also hit Russian citizens. In September 2022, Volodymyr Zelensky declared that he would only agree to negotiate with Russia if Vladimir Putin was no longer in power37. He issued a decree a few days later, forbidding any negotiations with Russia until Vladimir Putin left38. In other words, peace negotiations do not depend on the situation in Ukraine, but on that of Russia. This confirms that the West is not looking for Ukraine’s victory, but for Russia’s defeat. 

			As stated by Oleksei Arestovich in March 2019, this is the price Ukraine has to pay. Therefore, for our politicians, it does not matter what the price is. As Republican Senator Lindsey Graham says, it’s about letting the Ukrainians fight to the last39. This is the same formulation used by François Hollande during an interview where he was tricked by comedians Lexus and Vovan who pretended to be Petro Poroshenko40. It is a quasi-millennialist vision, which the West has been quick to embrace, that pushes a country to self-destruction in order to create a renewal of the European geostrategic space. 

			2.2.2. The Ukrainian strategy

			Ukraine knew that an offensive against the Donbass would trigger a reaction from Moscow. As Oleksei Arestovich makes abundantly clear in March 2019, it entered this conflict knowing that it would have to fight. But it seems that Volodymyr Zelensky was lured by American promises that massive sanctions would bring Russia to its knees very quickly and that after brief battles, Ukraine would be victorious, The sanctions against Russia were part of the Ukrainian and Western strategy. 

			Process leading to Ukraine’s accession to NATO
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			Figure 5 - Ukraine’s accession to NATO requires the disappearance of Russia as a geostrategic power. The process of destroying Russia as a strategic power and allowing Ukraine’s integration into NATO. This process is described by the RAND Corporation and Oleksei Arestovitch, advisor to Volodymyr Zelensky in 2019. It explains why the West attaches more importance to the defeat of Russia than to the victory of Ukraine. Victory whose criteria could never be articulated. 

			This is why, although the West knew there would be a Russian intervention, no precautionary measures were taken to evacuate the Ukrainian population from the predicted combat zone. In fact, the Ukrainian government believed that the Russians would be stopped by the economic, societal and political consequences of their intervention before they could even carry it out. 

			But the resilience of the Russian economy and society decided otherwise. The fighting has literally swallowed up the Ukrainian army. Today, Zelensky is caught between the demand for victory imposed on him by his political class, which will not accept a negotiation after so many sacrifices, and a desperate fight. 

			This is the reason why Volodymyr Zelensky can afford to be demanding with the Westerners. With the risk that this will generate growing irritation. For example, American parliamentarians have asked Joe Biden to stop arms deliveries41. But by promising a quick victory, the Americans have clearly acquired a debt towards Ukraine. That is why Joe Biden and Jens Stoltenberg were forced to promise aid “for as long as it takes” to Zelensky42. 

			2.3. Russia

			2.3.1. Russia’s objectives

			Whatever our preferences, judging a conflict - and even more so, a war - with bias leads to bad decisions. This is what happened with our reading of Russia’s objectives, which created an artificial image of Russian foreign policy and strategy and thus pushed Ukraine toward an irreparable deterioration of the situation. 

			For Russia, the war started already in 2014, and the Minsk agreements were supposed to end it. It was the determination of the Ukrainians, Germany, France, the United States and Britain not to implement them that led to a new phase of the conflict, which pushed the Russians to intervene. This new phase had no other purpose than to impose by force what the Minsk Agreements should have brought: security for the people of Donbass. This is why the Russians see their intervention as a “Special Military Operation” (Spetsialnaya Voïennaya Operatsya or SVO).

			On February 24, 2022, Vladimir Putin stated the two objectives of this operation: “demilitarization” and “denazification”. He derived these terms from the four objectives formulated by the Allied Control Authority in July 1945 at the Potsdam Conference for Germany. 

			Having failed to listen to and understand Vladimir Putin, the West has systematically advised and helped Ukraine in the wrong direction. In a somewhat cynical way, one could say that the Russians should thank our media who have done everything to make Ukraine take the wrong decisions. In fact, the West has favored the narrative over the reality on the ground. 

			Firstly, the objectives expressed by Vladimir Putin are not linked to a physical element (territory, city, etc.), but to a dynamic element (destruction of forces). This means that the way to achieve the objective is linked to the evolution of forces on the ground and not to a pre-established political project. 

			Second, one must understand the philosophical framework within which the Russians operate. They have a Clausewitzian perspective, in which war and (foreign) policy have the same purpose. Thus, the achievement of operational and military objectives can be exploited to achieve strategic and political objectives. This means that the objectives achieved on the ground will be used as a lever to achieve other objectives, for example, the neutrality of Ukraine. 

			2.3.1.1. Western alternative narratives on causes - the false friends

			In order to understand the dynamics of the conflict (and if possible to resolve it) it is therefore necessary to carefully distinguish between the causes of the military intervention and the objectives that this intervention would allow to achieve. 

			Our irrepressible tendency to replace the discourse of the protagonists by our own “impressions” detached from the facts invariably leads us to a deterioration of the situation. This applies to the media that relay the ideas of Ukrainian neo-Nazis, but also to analysts who are sometimes considered “pro-Russian”. These so-called experts have developed a whole series of discourses that seek to explain the Russian intervention, not on the basis of what the Russians have said, but on that of their own perceptions or expectations. Peace is not built on chimeras, but on facts. 

			2.3.1.1.1. The Russian intervention would be the expression of a conflict of civilization

			Propagated by both the far right and the far left, this narrative explains the war in Ukraine as a confrontation between a traditionalist civilization inspired by religion and a “wokist” West43. This is not true. If there are indeed two “great” ways of understanding society on the European continent, its fault line is not on the Russian border, but between Western Europe (the “old Europe” according to Donald Rumsfeld) and Eastern Europe (the “new Europe”). Like Russia, the Baltic countries, Poland, Belarus, Hungary or Ukraine belong to a more traditional culture that has a healthier and more balanced vision of society. Russia is not fighting a war of civilization. One could even say that it is the opposite. Westerners feel that only their way of seeing things is right and that the rest of the world must adopt the same worldview. Russians, on the other hand, believe that every society has a positive aspect, and that there is no need to impose one way of seeing. 

			2.3.1.1.2. The Russian intervention would be caused by the extension of NATO to the East

			This is the justification given by the anti-NATO community. This is not true. It is important here to distinguish between the reasons for tension between the West and Russia and the reason why the latter decided to intervene in Ukraine.

			Russia sees the possibility that Ukrainian territory could be used by NATO to deploy troops and weapons systems as an existential threat. On November 30, 2021, Vladimir Putin warned NATO against such a deployment, and stated that this would represent a red line for Russia that would provoke a strong response44.

			Since the end of the Cold War, NATO has slowly moved closer to the Russian border. Western promises not to expand the Alliance to the East were never kept because they were not backed by a treaty. At first, the Russians did not perceive NATO expansion as a threat. In the early 1990s, they even held out the hope of being part of a NATO that had been redesigned as a system of collective security based on cooperation rather than confrontation, along the lines of the OSCE. This position was maintained by Vladimir Putin in the early 2000s. This changed in 2002, when the Americans, under President George W. Bush, began to withdraw from all disarmament treaties. 

			Unlike Westerners, whose strategic thinking is rooted in a balance of forces, Russians think in terms of “correlation of forces” (Соотношение Сил), a phrase too often translated in the West as “balance of forces.” While Westerners see war as a clash of forces, Russians understand war as a combination of factors that range from the tactical to the strategic, with objectives that fit together in political and strategic coherence. The notion of “correlation of forces” thus reflects a holistic vision of war that Westerners do not have. This is why the West has failed in Vietnam, the Middle East, the Sahel and in the fight against terrorism. 

			Thus, NATO expansion was not a problem for the Russians as long as the United States respected arms control agreements. It was their gradual withdrawal from these agreements, followed by the decision to deploy missiles in Eastern Europe, which created Russian concern, expressed in the speech of February 10, 2007 in Munich. Vladimir Putin then noted that the West was playing with international law, not only in the Middle East, but also in Europe. It is not, therefore, as Benoît Vitkine, Le Monde’s Moscow correspondent, claims, a “hostile speech against the unipolar world and therefore against the United States”45, but the translation of a concern, faced with a West that seems to set no limits. 

			Until the beginning of 2022, Russia considered the evolution of NATO as a political problem, which should have a diplomatic solution. Therefore, in mid-December 2021, it submitted proposals to the United States and NATO. But with the deterioration of the situation in Donbass in February, Russia decided to intervene for the benefit of the people of Donbass and to seize the opportunity to exploit a victory in Ukraine as leverage to find a solution for both the security of the Russian-speaking people of Ukraine and for its own security. 

			2.3.1.1.3. The Russian intervention would aim at reconstituting the tsarist empire or the Soviet Union (we don’t really know)

			This is the narrative carried by neo-Nazis (or similar) in the Baltic states, Poland and Ukraine. It is a form of conspiracism, based on the writings of Alexander Dugin, whom the tabloid press46 and our state media47 describe as “a close friend of Vladimir Putin”48. This is simply a lie, because not only does it appear that the two men have never met49, but Dugin sees Putin as a “liberal” and openly criticizes him50. He was even reportedly expelled from Moscow University for his extremist comments in 2014, according to the Ukrainian media outlet Euromaidan Press51. Our media is lying once again, but it was probably their rhetoric that encouraged Ukrainians to carry out a terrorist attack against him in August 2022. This could explain why our media did not condemn this act! 

			Vladimir Putin (ex-member of the KGB, of course!!) is also said to be nostalgic for the former USSR, declaring that “the destruction of the USSR was the greatest geopolitical catastrophe in the history of the 20th century52”. This phrase is periodically used in the media, such as RTS53, Le Monde54, Le Figaro55 or France 2456, to illustrate his ambition to restore the “greatness” of the USSR. This is propaganda. In reality, the sentence is taken from a speech of April 25, 2005, where Putin does not regret the Soviet regime, but the chaotic way in which the transition to democracy took place for Russian society57. Unlike Alexander Lukashenko, President of Belarus, Vladimir Putin is not nostalgic for the communist world. On the contrary, he has promoted very “Western” economic policies. Moreover, Alexander Solzhenitsyn and Alexander Dugin, who are described as his sources of inspiration, were virulent opponents of the Soviet system. 

			2.3.1.1.4. Russian intervention would deny the existence of the Ukrainian people

			The Ukrainian far-right propaganda is relayed by our journalists who attribute to Vladimir Putin the idea that Ukraine “is a country that does not exist and that he does not recognize the existence of Ukraine as a country.”58

			In support of this argument, an article by Vladimir Putin published on July 12, 2021, entitled “On the historical unity of Russians and Ukrainians” is invariably cited59. The journalist Paul Gogo (nomen est omen), correspondent of La Libre in Moscow, sees in it a conspiracy by Vladimir Putin to unite the two countries by force60. 

			In fact, those who have taken the trouble to read this article can see that at no time does Vladimir Putin speak of annexation or even of reuniting Ukraine with Russia. He reminds us that Russians and Ukrainians share a common heritage, but he unambiguously recognizes the existence and sovereignty of Ukraine and defines it as a “free state”. His intention is clearly to make Ukraine understand that it has no reason to discriminate between its citizens based on their origin. 

			What the ultra-nationalist or neo-Nazi media and journalists are hiding is that with this article, Vladimir Putin is responding to the “Law on Indigenous Peoples of Ukraine” which was just adopted on July 1st, 202161. This law is reminiscent of the Nuremberg racial laws of the 1930s, and grants different constitutional rights to Ukrainian citizens, depending on their ethnic origin. 

			Since 2014, political life has been influenced by extreme right-wing elements, which have considerable leverage through corruption and violence. Those who try to deny their existence under the pretext that they would not have a parliamentary majority or that Volodymyr Zelensky is Jewish, have understood nothing about the situation in Ukraine. These elements advocate the “racial purity” of Ukrainians (“Idea of Nation”), a discourse which does not appear verbatim in our media, but which our journalists seem to have largely espoused, as we shall see below. 

			The article in La Libre62 reflects a phenomenon that has been observed since 2014: the belief that the authorities in Kiev and “the idea of nation” are supported by the population as a whole. 

			2.3.1.1.5. The Russian intervention would be motivated by hatred of the West, of Europe and/or of their democracy 

			Vladimir Putin is said to have started a war against the West out of hatred for democracy. This argument is based on the allegation that Vladimir Putin started this war in 2014 because he opposed the treaty between Ukraine and the European Union63. This is disinformation pure and simple. In 2013, when it wanted to join the EU, Ukraine wanted a solution that would have better taken into account its traditional economic ties with Russia. It was José-Manuel Barroso, then president of the European Commission, who himself imposed a choice on Ukraine, while Russia had offered a compromise solution64. 

			In reality, neither Russia nor Vladimir Putin was opposed to the EU. On the contrary, Russia saw the opportunity to have a counterweight to American hegemony. This is why Russia has always been in favour of creating an autonomous European defence capability, which the United States has systematically opposed (Wolfowitz doctrine). 

			2.3.1.2. The real reasons for the military intervention

			The different narratives seen above are neither the motives nor the cause of the Russian military intervention in Ukraine. They are only “enabling factors” that exist in the background and that contribute to widening the gap between the West and Russia, but that Russia has never considered as justifying a military confrontation. 

			These narratives make the war in Ukraine a fatality that cannot be influenced by negotiations. That is why they are (re-)appearing on our media in order to show that there is no point in opening a dialogue65. These are revisionist constructions of events, which are based on no concrete evidence and are similar to conspiracy theories. 

			The tensions between Ukraine and Russia result from two main problems. A geostrategic problem, the interest of the Americans to extend NATO to Ukraine, and a social problem, the treatment of the Russian minority in Ukraine, to which Russian society as a whole is sensitive. 

			The geostrategic problem was deliberately created by the Americans, by piloting the Maidan coup and placing in power an ultra-nationalist and neo-Nazi minority whose actions were known to lead to tensions in the country, including rapprochement with NATO. Six years earlier, on February 1st, 2008, William Burns, then U.S. ambassador to Moscow (now director of the CIA) sent a confidential memo to Washington warning:

			[NATO’s expansion into Ukraine] could potentially split the country in two, leading to violence or even, according to some, civil war, which would prompt Russia to decide whether to intervene.

			In February 2014, the new authorities in Kiev resulting from Euromaidan converged these two problems. But for the Russians, both problems had to be solved by diplomatic solutions.

			The languages that divide Ukraine

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Figure 6 - The exclusion of the Russian language from the official languages in 2014 and then the continuation of a policy of ethnic cleansing to eradicate Russian culture in Ukraine is the source of the internal tensions that the Minsk agreements should have resolved. No Western politician has expressed opposition to this policy since 2014, allowing hatred to fester. 

			Vladimir Putin counted on a) the implementation of the Minsk agreements (with the commitment of Germany and France) to resolve the issue of minorities in the Donbass, and b) a discussion on the basis of proposals to NATO and the United States in December 2021.

			But neither the Ukrainians nor the West, led by Germany and France, had any intention of implementing the Minsk agreements. In June 2022, Petro Poroshenko confessed that he had signed the Agreements only to allow Ukraine to rearm66 and was even tricked by journalists on the phone about this67. Coming from Poroshenko, whose xenophobic remarks against his own Russian-speaking citizens were known (but did not elicit any reaction in our media...), such duplicity was predictable.

			The real surprise came on November 24, 2022, from Angela Merkel in the magazine Der Spiegel. She confirms that Ukraine did not sign the Minsk agreements in order to apply them, but to gain time and get its army back on its feet and she reveals that she herself signed them without really intending to apply them68. A confession that she will confirm on December 8 in Die Zeit69, and which will be followed by a similar confession from François Hollande, former president of France70. The picture will be completed on February 9, 2023, when Volodymyr Zelensky confesses in turn to Spiegel that he had told Emmanuel Macron and Angela Merkel that he would not implement these agreements71. 

			This confirms that Germany and France were accomplices of Ukraine, and were not willing to fulfill the task for which they had committed themselves. So much for the honor of countries that claim to have “European values” but have no word. Not only does this confirm - and reinforce - Vladimir Putin’s statements, but it shows the “rest of the world” the duplicity of the West, with a significant impact on the nature of our relations with other continents.

			To this is added stupidity and incompetence. In June 2022, the verbatim of the telephone conversation of February 20, 2022 between Emmanuel Macron and Vladimir Putin was published. Not only did it show that the French president had simply never read the Minsk agreements, of which he was supposed to be the guarantor, but that he had had this conversation in the presence of a journalist72. Vladimir Putin will keep the image of a boaster who does not know his files and who cannot be trusted. 

			In other words, the main Western players in the Minsk agreements admit to having committed themselves with the idea of not respecting their signature. They have lied to the Russians, to the people of Donbass and to the Ukrainian people. With the help of our media, they have done everything to prevent solutions. For example, until February 2022, researchers and journalists systematically used the term “separatist” to refer to the autonomists of Donbass, who were ready to remain under the authority of Kiev, as it was provided in the Minsk agreements. 

			As for the Russian proposals of December 2021, concerning the enlargement of NATO to Ukraine, they were immediately rejected by the West, without any discussion. 

			In order to understand the Russian position, we must recall the situation of the people of Donbass. 

			2.3.1.2.1. The situation of the Russian-speaking minority in Ukraine

			For the Russians, since 2014, the Russian-speaking population of Donbass has been the victim of a war that Vladimir Putin has called “genocide”73. The term seems excessive to us, as it is usually associated with major cases, such as the Jewish Holocaust. Our media widely criticized Vladimir Putin’s use of this word, but did not hesitate to use it themselves a year later to describe the transfer of children to Russia, intended to save them from the bombing of the city of Donetsk74. 

			For the media that propagate nauseating ideologies in the West, the discrimination against Russian-speaking Ukrainians is only Kremlin propaganda. In reality, they are hiding the reality. 

			In early July 2021, just after the adoption of the Law on Indigenous Peoples of Ukraine, Oleg Seminsky, from the presidential party “Servants of the People” and deputy of the Rada, declared75:

			Russians are not an indigenous people in the sense of the law, so they will not be able to fully enjoy all human rights and fundamental freedoms defined by international law and provided for by the Constitution and laws of Ukraine. 

			This is the Ukrainian variant of the Nuremberg Laws of 1935, which covers exactly what a Euromaidan activist told the BBC in March 201476: the notion of “one nation, one people and one country”. This is the “Idea of Nation”, which the superimposed letters “I” and “N”, forming the emblem of the AZOV regiment, symbolize. In other words, Ukraine belongs only to Ukrainian-speaking Ukrainians, while others (such as Ukrainians of Russian origin) cannot be fully part of it. 

			Strangely enough, no media, nor any European government protested against this law which penalizes Ukrainian citizens for what they are and not for what they do. This is exactly what we have been trying to fight since the 1930’s, so that ethnicity is no longer a criterion in the way laws are applied. 

			The abuses suffered by the Russian-speaking minority in Donbass are a legitimate reason for intervention. This is why our media deny their existence. This is the case of the RTS, which only sees propaganda from the Kremlin77. In March 2022, in a surreal exchange with Gennady Gatilov, the Russian ambassador, the Swiss journalist Philippe Revaz denied the existence of the victims of Donbass, in a mixture of bad faith and imbecility and in a rather abject manner, made fun of the crimes of the neo-Nazi militias in Ukraine78. 

			For, to claim that Vladimir Putin started a war on February 24, 2022, one must deny everything that preceded. Yet the Russian president was clear79: 

			The purpose of this operation is to protect the people who, for the past eight years, have been subjected to humiliation and genocide by the Kiev regime. To this end, we will seek to demilitarize and denazify Ukraine, as well as bring to justice those who have perpetrated numerous bloody crimes against civilians, including citizens of the Russian Federation.

			The existence of neo-Nazis in Ukraine according to the American media
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			Figure 7 - For journalist Jean-Philippe Schaller of RTS, the presence of neo-Nazis in the Ukrainian ranks is only an invention of Russian propaganda. This is not the opinion of most of the media and it shows that the hatred towards Russians goes far beyond the respect of facts...

			Ukrainian neo-Nazi militias that operated in the Donbass region consider Russian speakers as “Untermenschen”. By their silence on these crimes, our media - and our politicians - show that they have adopted the same language and are in line with the ideological line adopted by Ukraine after the February 2014 coup. But because they do not want to be equated with neo-Nazis, they seek to minimize their importance in the Ukrainian security and repressive system. 

			The Atlantic Council, a media outlet linked to NATO and the U.S. government, had long warned that “The Azov Regiment has not depoliticized80”  and that “Ukraine has a real problem with far-right violence (and no, RT did not write that headline)81”. In March of this year, NBC News wrote that “the Nazi problem in Ukraine is real”82, contrary to RT’s claim83, while the American centrist media outlet The Hill says it has nothing to do with Kremlin propaganda84. Our media obviously have very curious political preferences85 and I would like to believe that they do not have neo-Nazi sympathies, but their analyses do not show this. We have already seen that some journalists of the Swiss public service entertain theories about an Islamist conspiracy that would threaten the West and would aim to “replace us”86, and inspired Anders Breivik, responsible for the Utoya massacre87!

			This disregard for Russian-speaking Ukrainian victims is mirrored today with respect to “Ukrainian-speaking” victims. Western resistance to any form of negotiation between Ukraine and Russia is largely due to the perception that the war causes casualties only among Russians: the Ukrainians are fighting a victorious war without casualties. 

			2.3.1.2.2. Respect for international law

			The Russian intervention in Ukraine is invariably described as a violation of international law, particularly because it is “unprovoked and unjustified”. But is this really the case?

			The events between March 2021 and February 2022 in Ukraine suggest that a situation was sought in which Russia would be forced to intervene. It is likely that the events in Georgia in 2008 served as a model.

			In August 2008, Western promises of NATO membership encouraged the Georgian government to bomb the Russian-speaking population of Tskhinvali in South Ossetia. An attack that a report commissioned by the European Union88 deemed illegal and disproportionate89:

			The question arises whether the use of force by Georgia in South Ossetia, starting with the bombing of Tskhinvali on the night of August 7-8, 2008, was justifiable under international law. It was not.

			It was therefore the Georgian government that provoked the Russian intervention, as noted by Heidi Tagliavini, the Swiss ambassador in charge of the fact-finding mission on the events of 200890:

			From the Mission’s point of view, it was Georgia that started the war by attacking Tskhinvali (in South Ossetia) with heavy artillery on the night of August 7-8, 2008.

			It is thus the responsibility to protect (R2P) that pushed Dimitri Medvedev (and not Vladimir Putin, as claimed by the host Caroline Roux on France 591) to decide to intervene. 

			After the dissolution of the USSR, large Russian-speaking minorities found themselves unwillingly on the territory of new countries with exacerbated nationalism and treated with disdain and distrust by the new countries. In some countries, differentiated statuses have been created for ethnic nationals and Russian speakers, who - sometimes - are not even considered citizens. This situation has led Russia to be concerned about the fate of these minorities and to conclude treaties with these countries to guarantee the rights of Russians. 

			In Ukraine, the Treaty of Friendship, signed on May 31, 1997, was to guarantee Russian speakers “the protection of the ethnic, cultural, linguistic and religious originality of national minorities on their territory92.” The abolition of the Kivalov-Kolesnichenko law on February 23, 2014, was a violation of this treaty and triggered protests throughout southern Ukraine, and led Crimea to claim its January 1991 status under Moscow, which it had just before Ukraine’s independence in December. 

			Because the regular Ukrainian army was reluctant to fight its Russian-speaking compatriots, the new government in Kiev, with the help of Western countries, set up paramilitary militias, composed of ultra-nationalist and neo-Nazi fanatical militants to supplement the military. From then on, Kiev’s abuses against Russian-speaking Ukrainians have multiplied and are well known and documented. It is not surprising that one year after its annexation to Russia, the population of Crimea “preferred Moscow to Kiev”, according to the American magazine Forbes in 201593.

			There was a negotiated solution to this situation: the Minsk agreements. By becoming Resolution 2202 (2015) of the UN Security Council, not only the two guarantor powers for Ukraine (Germany and France), but also the other four permanent members of the Security Council, and a fortiori, the other UN member countries, had to help Ukraine implement it. 

			Not only did the West declare that it had no intention of enforcing these agreements, but it did absolutely nothing to protect the people of the Donbass and - on the contrary - armed the Ukraine. Clearly, the West has deliberately refused to enforce international law. 

			By the end of March 2021, after Volodymyr Zelensky issued a decree ordering the recapture of Crimea and the south of the country94, troops were deployed to the borders of the Donbass. From that moment on, OSCE observers noted an increase in jamming against their drones patrolling along the ceasefire line95. For the Russians, the indicators for a Ukrainian operation against Crimea and the Donbass are perceived as a new threat against the Russian-speaking minorities. 

			Number of explosions recorded by OSCE in Donbass (August 2020 - February 2022)96
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			Figure 8 - It is in March 2021, after the publication of the decree on the recapture of Crimea and the south of the country, the beginning of the Ukrainian deployment on the borders of the Donbass and a first intensification of bombing, that the Russians expect a Ukrainian operation. That is why they are deploying troops in their Southern Military District from April 2021.

			It was this threat that prompted Russia to activate its forces in the Southern Military District as early as April 2021 with “contingency planning” to prepare for intervention in Ukraine should the threat materialize. This happened in mid-February 2022, with the intensification of artillery preparation against the Donbass97. 

			It is likely that the Russians saw an opportunity to turn an operational success in protecting the people of the Donbass into a strategic success by not allowing Ukraine to join NATO. Some will say that R2P was merely a pretext for Russia. It is possible, but we did everything to give it this pretext, which is perfectly legitimate in itself. 

			Because in this perspective, thanks to the conditions created by Ukraine and its Western allies, the Russian intervention has become legitimate. That is why the victims of Donbass are never mentioned, because the objective of the Western narrative is to derationalize the Russian decision. 

			In fact, Russia has only applied the principle of “responsibility to protect” (R2P), defined as follows by the United Nations98:

			The responsibility to protect (often referred to as “R2P”) rests on three equal pillars: the responsibility of each state to protect its population (Pillar I); the responsibility of the international community to assist states in protecting their population (Pillar II); and the responsibility of the international community to protect when a state is clearly failing to protect its population (Pillar III).

			In other words, the responsibility to protect lies primarily with the state vis-à-vis its population (Pillar I) (in this case, Ukraine), but when they do not do so, and the international community (Pillar II) does not help them to do so (such as Germany and France, which were guarantors of the implementation of the Minsk agreements), external actors are empowered to do so under Article 51 of the United Nations Charter (Pillar III). This is what the Russians have done. 

			Simply put: if our diplomats had fulfilled their mission, enforced IHL and R2P between 2014 and 2022, and sought to enforce the Minsk agreements, we would not be where we are.

			Because we ignored the real causes of the conflict in Georgia, we did not pay attention to the events that were likely to create the same effects in Ukraine. But we “had” to ignore these root causes in order to claim that the Russian reaction is irrational, unjustified or “unprovoked”. In fact, it was the conspiracy theory developed by our media that contributed to the outbreak of the war in Ukraine. 

			Process that led to the Russian intervention in February 2022
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			Figure 9 - The process that led to the decision to intervene in Ukraine. This is the scenario that the Russians openly explained and presented in our media between February 15 and 24. But it was quickly forgotten, because it shows that the Russians had a perfectly rational approach to launch their operation. Moreover, it is the only process that is consistent with the military actions on the ground.

			2.3.2. War as a continuation of politics

			The objective of “demilitarization” was to destroy the military potential of Ukraine that threatened the population of Donbass. One could say that this goal has already been achieved twice before the spring of 2023:

			
					In June 2022, the material potential of the Ukrainian army99 and a large part of the human potential are destroyed. On June 12, 2022, President Zelensky signed a decree authorizing the engagement of units of the Territorial Defense (Terroborona) in the fighting100. It was at this time that Radio France International (RFI) declared that the Ukrainian army had exhausted its equipment and armaments of Soviet or Russian origin and was therefore completely dependent on Western aid101.

					By the end of 2022, the human potential is practically destroyed. The Ukrainian authorities amended the law on recruitment, which broadened the spectrum of mobilizable personnel102. At the same time, the military law was tightened to discourage desertion and punish insubordination more severely103. There was an upsurge in forced recruitment, which seemed to concern minorities in particular, the Magyar minority104. We will come back to this.

					In the spring of 2023, the “third” Ukrainian army, made up of reservists, foreign volunteers and Western equipment, is ready for a spring counter-offensive that raises many uncertainties...

			

			The objectives stated by Vladimir Putin on February 24, 2022 were clear and relatively limited. The situation allowed Russia to go beyond these objectives in order to have space for negotiation. For example, on March 29, 2022, Moscow withdrew the troops encircling Kiev as a goodwill gesture after Volodymyr Zelensky made his proposal in the Istanbul negotiations. The West saw this as a retreat, but in reality, with only 22,000 troops, Russia never deployed enough to take a city of nearly 3 million people. 

			Having troops encircling Kiev had an operational function (to fix Ukrainian forces), but also a strategic function as a bargaining chip. The withdrawal at the end of March 2022 was therefore most likely planned a long time ago105, but the Russians turned it into a political asset. They have withdrawn troops from an area of secondary importance to them in order to strengthen their position in the Donbass area, where their priority objective is. This is a way of turning operational success into strategic success. 

			One can imagine that the Russians see the spring offensive expected by the West in 2023 in the same way. In the event of an offensive, they would seek to obtain higher gains than they would like, so that they could use them in a later negotiation. 

			As Serguei Lavrov reminded us in his July 20, 2022 interview with several Russian media, Russia’s objectives are not geographical or territorial. As Vladimir Putin said on February 24, it is a matter of “demilitarization”, in other words, neutralizing the military threat to the Donbass. This obviously translates into an advance on the ground, but the ground is not the objective. As Lavrov says, if the West provides missiles with a range of 300 km to Ukraine in order to achieve their objective, Russian forces will have to advance 300 km to destroy these missiles or have a 300 km buffer zone106. 

			2.3.3. Russia ready to negotiate from the start

			The inability of our “armchair strategists” to understand a logic different from their own is exactly at the origin of our economic, political and military failures. For example, Patrick Martin-Genier, who is regularly seen on France 5 or LCI, declares that “Vladimir Putin does not want to negotiate anything, he wants to exterminate the Ukraine107”. This is a pure and simple lie, based on nothing. 

			In reality, Vladimir Putin has always favored a negotiated solution. These were the Minsk agreements, whose implementation he has repeatedly demanded! It is because the Westerners (Germany and France in the lead) refused to implement them, and because Ukraine was preparing to adopt a military solution as early as March 2021, that we have moved to a more confrontational mode. 

			On February 25, 2022, the Russians advanced dramatically, destroying most of Ukraine’s critical military capabilities in one day. Realizing that the planned scenario would turn to Ukraine’s disadvantage, Volodymyr Zelensky called for negotiations108. He contacted Igniazio Cassis, the Swiss Minister of Foreign Affairs, to arrange mediation and a peace conference109. 

			Russia declared itself ready to discuss and a first round of talks was held in Gomel, near the Belarusian border. But the European Union did not agree and arrived on February 27 with a 450 million euro arms package to encourage Ukraine to fight110. 

			A “witch hunt” then began in Ukraine, targeting those who supported the negotiation process. Denis Kireyev, a member of Ukrainian military intelligence (GUR), who was part of the negotiating team, was assassinated on March 5 by the Ukrainian secret service (SBU)111, as Kyrylo Budanov, director of the GUR, would later confirm112. Other assassinations followed. On March 2, Vlodymyr Struk, mayor of Kreminna, was eliminated by the SBU after having established contacts with the Russians. The Anglo-Saxon press reported on this at113, but no French-speaking journalist condemned it. On March 7, Yuriy Prilipko, mayor of Gostomel, was assassinated after trying to negotiate an evacuation of civilians with the Russians. 

			A month later, the same scenario is repeated. Volodymyr Zelensky makes a proposal that includes the neutrality of Ukraine, the ban on nuclear weapons on its territory, the non-violent resolution of the situation in Crimea and Sevastopol, the identification of the Donetsk and Lugansk regions as “separate zones”, the renunciation of NATO membership and the deployment of foreign military bases and contingents on its territory114. The Russians are ready to discuss it and a resolution of the crisis is expected115.

			But once again the European Union and Great Britain threatened Zelensky with withdrawal of support and arms shipments if he persisted in negotiating. So he withdrew his proposal. The Ukrainian media Ukraïnskaya Pravda then noted that the West was the main obstacle to peace116. 

			In March 2022, the Russians achieved their objective of “denazification”, with the encirclement of Mariupol. In June, they reach their objective of “demilitarization”. We can therefore say that from June 2022, the Russians would have had no reason not to want a negotiated solution. 

			But it is at this point that the situation becomes complicated. Seeing that they have lost the game, the West begins to deliver weapons to Ukraine, in order to keep the conflict “active”. Western propaganda talks about Ukrainian “counter-offensives” and that Russia “lost the war”, but the opposite is true. 

			Ukraine and the West are captives of the “sunk cost fallacy” theory117. Known in economics, this theory describes the tendency to persist in an action whose costs exceed its benefits, but in which one has already invested significant resources118. The problem is that this type of obstinacy inevitably leads to a higher final price, even if the objective is achieved. This is the price the Ukrainians paid in Mariupol, Severodonetsk and Lysychansk...

			The longer the conflict goes on, the more resources and territory Ukraine loses. The Russians believe that the worse the situation gets for Ukraine, the more it will lose in a negotiation process and the more difficult it will be. This is exactly what Sergei Lavrov and Vladimir Putin said in July 2022: “The longer the conflict goes on, the more difficult the negotiations will be”119.

			On August 18, 2022, President Tayyip Erdogan met with Volodymyr Zelensky in Lvov and offered to arrange a meeting with Vladimir Putin120 and to mediate with Moscow121. But on the 24th, Boris Johnson paid an impromptu visit to Zelensky to declare that “this is not the time to propose some lame plan for negotiation”122 and provided additional aid of £54 million for weapons. 

			On September 14, 2022, in her State of the Union address, Ursula von der Leyen declared that “this is a time for determination, not appeasement”123. At this point, the Europeans are convinced by propaganda that Kiev is on a winning streak and they have invested so much in this conflict that they cannot go back. 

			Believing that the West cannot lose face in this exercise and that they will continue to support Ukraine all the more as their own economic situation deteriorates, the Russians change their strategy. They decide to systematically destroy the Ukrainian potential. This is what General Sourovikine explains in October124. 

			Support for negotiations among the Russian population [%].
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			Figure 10 - The Russian population’s willingness to negotiate is weakening. Arms shipments to Ukraine, terrorist attacks on Russian soil and the sabotage of Nord Stream 2 have increased support for the military operation in Ukraine. [Source: Levada Center]

			In November 2022, driven by the impending failure of the mid-term elections, the American government seems to have understood this dynamic and encourages Volodymyr Zelensky to negotiate125. However, on the set of RTS, Claude Wild, the Swiss ambassador in Kiev, asserts that it is Russia that is asking to negotiate, because it is in a weak position126. Nothing could be further from the truth. In fact, it is exactly the opposite. For the Russians, neither the Ukrainians nor the Westerners are trustworthy interlocutors. On December 9, during his press conference in Bishkek (Kyrgyzstan), Vladimir Putin declared that the level of trust with the West was “almost at zero”127.

			The Russians are not opposed to negotiation, but since October 2022, they have come to terms with the fact that the West is dragging them into a war of attrition and they are in no hurry. They will only negotiate if they have solid guarantees that Ukraine and the West will not try to do again what they did with the Minsk agreements. 

			In Russia, opinion remains more or less on the same line as the government. The figures of the Levada Center128 (considered a foreign agent in Russia) are very close to those of a “secret” poll, revealed by the Russian opposition media Meduza, whose origin and authenticity could not be verified129.

			In other words, the prolongation of the conflict desired by the West seems to strengthen popular support for the Russian government. While in European countries, people are demonstrating for their countries to stop fuelling the conflict, in Russia, it seems that popular support for Vladimir Putin remains strong. 
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