
Can US, Russia find
diplomatic ‘off-ramp’
on Ukraine crisis?
KYIV: The United States has called for a diplomatic
solution with Russia to resolve a crisis over Ukraine, but
in public at least, the two powers remain deeply at odds.
Secretary of State Antony Blinken will meet Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov on Friday in Geneva as tens of
thousands of Russian troops remain stationed on
Ukraine’s borders.

Blinken, on a solidarity visit to Kyiv on Wednesday,
called on Moscow to choose the “peaceful path” on
Ukraine, with a US official saying the talks in Geneva will
explore “diplomatic off-ramps” with Russia. But Moscow
has put forward unusually detailed draft security pro-
posals to which Blinken said he will not formally respond,
hoping instead to explore areas of cooperation.

Arms control path?
President Joe Biden’s administration has said it is

willing to look forward with Russia by taking up arms
control or agreeing to greater transparency on military
exercises. In initial talks last week in Geneva, Blinken’s
deputy, Wendy Sherman, proposed a return in sub-
stance to the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF)
Treaty, a Cold War deal that limited missiles in Europe.

Former president Donald Trump’s administration
withdrew from the treaty, accusing Moscow of viola-
tions. Blinken said in Kyiv there were “areas where
clearly, if there is a will, we could make progress on a
reciprocal basis to improve security for everyone”.
Deputy Foreign Minister Sergei Ryabkov, who met with

Sherman, appeared positive that Washington was dis-
cussing the treaty but regretted that the discussion was
tied to Ukraine.

‘Non-starter’ on NATO
Ryabkov, addressing the Valdai Discussion Club, said

Russia wanted legally binding guarantees that NATO
will not expand to include Ukraine, a former Soviet
republic that has faced a bloody pro-Russia insurgency
since 2014. He called for the formal replacement of the
NATO alliance’s 2008 Bucharest declaration that
opened a path for Ukraine as well as Georgia to join
eventually.

“We are seeing a threat from Ukraine becoming
more and more integrated into NATO even without
becoming a formal member of the organization. This is
what lies at the centre of Russia’s security interests,” he
said. Blinken called slamming the door on NATO expan-
sion a “non-starter”, saying that “one nation can’t simply
dictate to another its choice.”

Bill Taylor, a former US ambassador to Ukraine,
doubted there was any way to resolve the differences on
NATO. The Biden administration “has not blinked, despite
all the pressure and temptation, and in my view they are
not going to blink,” said Taylor, now at the US Institute of
Peace. “To do that would be to treat Ukraine not as a sov-
ereign state,” he told AFP. But he said the INF Treaty
offered a way forward so long as Putin pulls back from
invading. “If indeed he would like to have a conversation
on his security concerns, the United States and NATO
have both indicated that they are very willing.”

A new way?
Despite US statements, few expect Ukraine or

Georgia to enter NATO anytime soon, with Europeans
in particular loath to commit to defending nations
already in conflict with Russia. In a recent essay,

Thomas Graham, a top official under former president
George W Bush, and academic Rajan Menon, suggested
a formal moratorium in the accession of Ukraine or any
other former Soviet republic for 20 to 25 years.

They wrote in Politico that such a deal would
require “lots of imagination and skilled wordsmithing”
and face plenty of opposition. But, they wrote,
“Moscow may accept this compromise because it
knows that NATO will never agree to an outright ban.”
Steven Pifer of the Brookings Institution in an essay
noted that any change in the open-door policy would
again require consensus - meaning all 30 NATO mem-
bers would need to agree with Russia. But “a middle
ground of ‘not now but not never’ might offer a way to
kick this thorny can down the road. That is, if Moscow
wishes to defuse the situation.” —AFP

KYIV: Ukrainian military forces servicemen lay flowers to
Memorial Bell at the ministry of defense yesterday as
they take part in honoring the memory of Ukrainian ser-
vicemen who died on this day.  —AFP

MOSCOW: Russia said yesterday it would
hold huge naval drills across four seas, in a new
bout of saber-rattling as tensions with the
West soared to new heights over the threat
that Moscow would march on Ukraine. The
Russian defense ministry’s announcement to
deploy more than 140 warships and supporting
vessels this month and in February to the
Atlantic, Pacific, Arctic and Mediterranean fol-
lowed an angry condemnation from the
Kremlin of what it described as “destabilizing”
remarks from US President Joe Biden.

The American leader had vowed a “severe”
response to any invasion of Ukraine, as he
assessed that Russian President Vladimir Putin
will “move in” on the ex-Soviet nation. With
tens of thousands of Russian troops massed on
the Ukrainian border, fears are mounting that a
major conflict could break out in Europe. In a
bid to defuse the worst tensions between
Russia and the West in decades, US Secretary
of State Antony Blinken is on a whirlwind diplo-
matic tour that took him to Berlin yesterday.

Blinken is huddling with his counterparts
from France and Germany, as well as Britain’s
junior foreign minister, seeking a common
front against Moscow, a day before his crunch
talks with Russia’s Sergei Lavrov. Moscow
insists it has no plans to invade but has at the

same time laid down a series of demands-
including a ban on Ukraine joining NATO - in
exchange for de-escalation.

Washington has rejected Moscow’s
demands as “non-starters” and NATO chief
Jens Stoltenberg this week insisted that the
alliance “will not compromise on core princi-
ples such as the right for each nation to choose
its own path”. Upping the ante, Russia
announced new war games on the seas involv-
ing “more than 140 warships and support ves-
sels, more than 60 aircraft, 1,000 pieces of mil-
itary equipment, and about 10,000 service-
men”. They follow joint military drills
Wednesday between Russian forces and those
of ex-Soviet republic Belarus, which also
neighbors Ukraine. A US official said the exer-
cises could presage a permanent Russian mili-
tary presence involving both conventional and
nuclear forces in Belarus.

High price
The West has repeatedly warned Russia it

would pay a “high price” of economic and
political sanctions should it invade Ukraine.
Hours before Blinken arrived in Berlin to coor-
dinate the possible response to Russia, Biden
sparked controversy as he appeared to indi-
cate that a “minor incursion” might prompt a

smaller reaction from NATO allies. “It’s one
thing if it’s a minor incursion, and then we end
up having a fight about what to do and not do,
etcetera,” he said. But the White House moved
swiftly to clarify the comments, with Press
Secretary Jen Psaki vowing any Russian
movement in Ukraine would face “severe”
retaliation. Statements like that, said Kremlin
spokesman Dmitry Peskov, “can facilitate the
destabilization of the situation because they
can inspire some hotheads in Ukraine with
false hopes”. With both sides’ positions
entrenched, a series of talks between Western
and Russian officials in Geneva, Brussels and
Vienna has failed to yield any breakthrough.

Dialogue preferred
NATO allies have signaled their willingness

to keep talking but Moscow has demanded a
written response on its proposals for security
guarantees. On the Russian wish list are meas-
ures that would limit military activities in the
former Warsaw Pact and ex-Soviet countries
that joined NATO after the Cold War. But in
Kyiv on Wednesday, Blinken said he would not
present such a formal response at Friday’s talks
with Lavrov in Geneva.

Rather, the onus is on Putin to dispel fears
that Moscow is planning an invasion of its pro-

Western neighbor. Ukraine has been fighting
Moscow-backed forces in two breakaway
eastern regions since 2014, when Russia
annexed the Crimean Peninsula from Ukraine.
More than 13,000 people have been killed, and
the latest Russian troop build-up has also
greatly rattled neighbours in the Baltics.

Washington said yesterday it has
approved requests from the Baltic nations to
ship US-made weapons to Ukraine. Britain has
also said it would send defensive weapons to
Ukraine as part of a package to help the
country secure its borders. Kyiv has repeated-
ly pleaded with Germany to send armaments,
a call that has so far been rebuffed. During her
first visit to Ukraine on Monday, Foreign
Minister Annalena Baerbock said Germany
would “do its all to guarantee Ukraine’s secu-
rity”, but again rejected the call for weapon
shipments. In Berlin, the controversial gas
pipeline Nord Stream 2, which is due to dou-
ble supplies of cheap natural gas from Russia
to Germany, could once again surface as a
sticking point among allies. Amid the latest
bout of tensions with Moscow, Chancellor
Olaf Scholz has warned of consequences for
the pipeline, which is operational but not yet in
service as it awaits approval from Germany’s
energy regulator.  —AFP
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This handout photograph released yesterday by Belarus’ defense ministry shows Russian servicemen standing at attention upon their arrival for joint drills in Belarus. —AFP

Baltic states rush
US-made arms
to Ukraine
BERLIN: The United States has given the green
light for Baltic nations to rush US-made weapons
to Ukraine, with Lithuania yesterday saying it
hoped to deter “aggressor” Russia. A State
Department official in Berlin, where Secretary of
State Antony Blinken is holding crisis talks on
Ukraine, said Washington was “expediting autho-
rised transfers of US-origin equipment from oth-
er allies”.

“European allies have what they need to move
forward on additional security assistance (to)
Ukraine in the coming days and weeks,” the offi-
cial said. A source familiar with the authorizations
said the approval was for urgent requests by
Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania to assist Ukraine, a
fellow former Soviet republic. The exact amounts
and types of weapons were not specified but the
Baltic nations’ arsenals include Javelins - portable
missiles capable of destroying tanks.

Lithuanian Defense Minister Arvydas
Anusauskas confirmed that his country was send-
ing defense and other aid to Ukraine in a bid to
deter Russia from attacking. “History shows us
that conceding to the aggressor eventually ends
in a big war. We do not want this. Any country
which is defending itself must have opportunities
to do this,” he told AFP. “Our decision will con-
tribute to the implementation of a deterrence
policy,” he added.

His Latvian counterpart Artis Pabriks had on
Wednesday signaled his country’s intention to
send Ukraine “both lethal and non-lethal defense
equipment”. “We are currently compiling a list of
items that we can give away, but it will be pub-
lished only after everything will be transported to
Ukraine,” he said. Estonia has said it plans to
send “dozens” of Javelin anti-tank missiles and
some 122mm howitzers.

The howitzers originally belonged to East
Germany, then Germany and were bought by
Finland in the 1990s. Finland and Germany would
have to give their approval for Estonia to send
them to Ukraine. Tens of thousands of Russian
troops along with tanks and artillery have been
deployed near the Ukrainian border since late last
year, rattling the three Baltic nations, which are
members of NATO.

President Joe Biden’s administration has
approved $650 million in weapons to Ukraine
since last year, $200 million of it last month amid
fears of war. Ukraine has voiced hope for mili-
tary supplies as quickly as possible, with ship-
ments from nearby countries especially valuable.
Britain has also rushed anti-tank weapons to
Ukraine.  —AFP


