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Ambassador Shota Gvineria joined the 
Baltic Defence College as a lecturer in 
Defence and Cyber Studies in July 2019. 
He is also a fellow at the Economic Policy 
Research Center since 2017. Previously, 
Amb. Gvineria held various positions in 
Georgia’s public sector, including Dep-
uty Secretary at the National Security 
Council and Foreign Policy Advisor to the 
Minister of Defense. From 2010-14, he 
served as the Ambassador of Georgia to 
the Kingdom of the Netherlands and later 
became the Director of European Affairs 
Department at the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs. Amb. Gvineria, with an MA in Stra-
tegic Security Studies from Washington’s 
National Defense University, also earned 
MAs in International Relations from the 
Diplomatic School of Madrid and Public 
Administration from the Georgian Tech-
nical University.

Ambassador Temuri Yakobashvili distin-
guishes himself as an accomplished lead-
er in government, crisis management, and 
diplomacy. As the founder of TY Strate-
gies LLC, he extends advisory services 
globally. A pivotal figure in co-founding 
the Revival Foundation, aiding Ukraine, 
and leading the New International Lead-
ership Institute, Yakobashvili held key 
roles, including Georgia’s Ambassador to 
the U.S. and Deputy Prime Minister. With 
the rank of Ambassador Extraordinary 
and Plenipotentiary, he is a Yale World 
Fellow, trained at Oxford and Harvard. 
As a co-founder and chair of the Gov-
erning Board of the Georgian Foundation 
for Strategic and International Studies, 
he actively contributes to global media 
discussions on regional security. His sig-
nificant contributions have merited the 
Presidential Medal of Excellence.

Shota Gvineria
Contributor

Temuri Yakobashvili
Contributor

Dr Sergi Kapanadze is a Professor of In-
ternational relations and European in-
tegration at the Ilia State and Caucasus 
Universities in Tbilisi, Georgia. Dr. Kap-
anadze is a Senior Researcher and Head 
of the International Relations Depart-
ment at the research institute Gnomon 
Wise. He is a founder and a chairman of 
the board of the Tbilisi-based think-tank 
GRASS (Georgia’s Reforms Associates). Dr       
Kapanadze was a vice-speaker of the Par-
liament of Georgia in 2016-2020 and a 
deputy Foreign Minister in 2011-2012. He 
received a Ph.D. in International relations 
from the Tbilisi State University in 2010 
and an MA in International Relations and 
European Studies from the Central Eu-
ropean University in 2003. He holds the 
diplomatic rank of Envoy Plenipotentiary.

Thornike Gordadze, a Franco-Georgian 
academic and former State Minister for 
European and Euro-Atlantic Integration 
in Georgia (2010-12), served as the Chief 
Negotiator for Georgia on the Associa-
tion Agreement and Deep and Compre-
hensive Free Trade Agreement (DCFTA) 
with the EU. From 2014 to 2020, he led 
the Research and Studies Department at 
the Institute for Higher National Defense 
Studies in Paris. A Senior Fellow at the 
International Institute for Strategic Stud-
ies (IISS) from 2021 to 2022, he currently 
teaches at SciencesPo in Paris and is an 
Eastern Neighbourhood and Black Sea 
program fellow at the Jacques Delors In-
stitute. Gordadze, also a Senior Research-
er at the research institute Gnomon Wise, 
holds a PhD in Political Science from Paris 
SciencesPo (2005).

Sergi Kapanadze
Editor and Contributor

Thornike Gordadze
Contributor
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Ambassador Natalie Sabanadze has been 
a Cyrus Vance Visiting Professor in In-
ternational Relations at Mount Holyoke 
College between 2021–23. Prior to this, 
she served as head of the Georgian mis-
sion to the EU and ambassador plenipo-
tentiary to the Kingdom of Belgium and 
Grand Duchy of Luxembourg since 2013. 
From 2005–13, she worked as a senior of-
ficial at the OSCE High Commissioner on 
National Minorities in The Hague, where 
she held several positions including head 
of Central and South East Europe section 
and later, head of the Eastern Europe, 
Caucasus and Central Asia section. She 
holds an MSc in International Relations 
from London School of Economics and 
D.Phil in Politics and International Rela-
tions from Oxford University. Natalie Sa-
banadze has published and lectured ex-
tensively on post-communist transition, 
nationalism and ethnic conflict, Russian 
foreign policy, and the EU in the world.

Natalie Sabanadze 
Contributor

Jaba Devdariani, a seasoned analyst of 
Georgian and European affairs, has over 
two decades of experience as an inter-
national civil servant and advisor to both 
international organizations and national 
governments. His significant roles in-
clude leading the political office of OSCE 
in Belgrade from 2009 to 2011 and serving 
as the Director for International Organi-
zations (UN, CoE, OSCE) at the Georgian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 2011-2012. 
Currently, as a volunteer co-editor for 
Europe Herald, a Civil.ge project (FB/@
EuropeHerald), Devdariani dedicates his 
expertise to elucidating European cur-
rent affairs for a broader audience.

Jaba Devdariani
Contributor

Vano Chkhikvadze is an EU Integra-
tion Programme Manager at Civil So-
ciety Foundation (CSF), specializing in 
EU-Georgian relations and advancing 
projects for Georgia’s European integra-
tion. With a background as a country an-
alyst for the European Stability Initiative 
and prior roles at the Eurasia Partnership 
Foundation and the Office of the State 
Minister on European and Euro-Atlantic 
Integration in Georgia, he has extensive 
experience in monitoring EU program 
implementation in various areas. Vano 
Chkhikvadze also oversees EU projects 
related to regional cooperation. He holds 
a Master’s Degree from the College of 
Europe in European Advanced Interdis-
ciplinary Studies and another from the 
Georgian Institute of Public Affairs in 
Policy Analysis.

Vano Chkhikvadze
Contributor
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With Eyes Wide Shut Blind Spots in 
European Security Can Become 

New Battlefields

T he world’s gaze remains locked on 
Ukraine, where war, diplomacy, and 
geopolitics collide in high-stakes 
negotiations that will shape the 

future of European security. Every military ad-
vance, every peace talk, and every shift in Wash-
ington’s stance dominates headlines, reinforcing 
Ukraine’s centrality in the global order. Yet, there 
are blind spots of European security, which, if un-
addressed, could cause new waves of instability 
down the road. Security guarantees for Ukraine 
and a viable architecture of a new European secu-
rity order are among those. Georgia, meanwhile is 
slipping into the authoritarian abyss, its democ-
racy strangled by the very forces that once rhe-
torically promised European integration. While 
Brussels and Washington scramble to influence 
Kyiv’s fate, Tbilisi’s quiet descent into illiberal 
rule, Russian encroachment, and internal repres-
sion requires more attention. 

The West, once the guardian of Georgia’s demo-
cratic aspirations, needs to realize that the coun-
try’s fate is already an emergency. From USAID’s 
collapse to creeping Russian annexation in Ab-
khazia, from the Georgian Dream’s new authori-
tarian laws to continued hundred days of protest 
by hundreds and thousands of Georgians - the 
warnings are all there—ignored, dismissed, or de-
layed. Make no mistake—Georgia’s unraveling is 
not just a domestic crisis; it is another front in the 
same war for Europe’s future. GEOpolitics contin-

ues to explore these developments through a new 
batch of six articles, focusing on the most relevant 
up-to-date foreign and domestic political topics, 
facing Ukraine, Georgia and the wider region. 

Shota Gvineria opens this issue by analyzing 
the dramatic shift in U.S. policy under President 
Trump, signaling a move from open-ended sup-
port for Ukraine to prioritizing a quick ceasefire, 
even at the possible cost of Ukrainian and Euro-
pean security interests. Russia remains uncom-
promising, demanding Ukraine’s demilitarization, 
NATO exclusion, and territorial concessions, 
while Kyiv insists on security guarantees and a 
full restoration of its sovereignty. Trump’s “trump 
cards” include personal investment in ending the 
war, economic interests in Ukraine’s minerals, 
and a willingness to pressure only Kyiv, signaling 
potential U.S.-Russia bargaining over Europe’s se-
curity architecture. Europe, sidelined but ardent, 
is scrambling to bolster its defense spending and 
ensure Ukraine’s sovereignty remains non-ne-
gotiable. A possible peace deal could revisit el-
ements of the March-April 2022 Kyiv-Moscow 
talks, but fundamental obstacles—territorial in-
tegrity, security guarantees, and Russia’s global 
ambitions—make any agreement precarious. For 
Georgia, the implications are dire—detached from 
Western security debates and politically aligned 
with Moscow, Tbilisi risks being left in a geopolit-
ical no man’s land, regardless of how the Ukraine 
war and peace talks end.
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Thornike Gordadze highlights how Trump’s poli-
cies have finally forced Europeans to confront the 
reality that they can no longer rely on the United 
States for their security. The era of half-measures 
is over—America has either largely withdrawn or 
is no longer a dependable ally. Despite differing 
approaches among Europe’s four major powers 
(France, Germany, the UK, and Italy), a clear con-
sensus has emerged around two key objectives. 
The immediate priority is to provide Ukraine with 
greater and more effective support to compen-
sate for the loss of U.S. backing. The longer-term 
strategic goal is to build an integrated European 
defense system, including a strengthened de-
fense industry. Within this framework, Ukraine is 
set to play a central role, given the strength and 
battlefield experience of its military, as well as its 
growing defense sector. Any responsible govern-
ment in Georgia should align its policies with this 
vision—seeking to follow Ukraine’s path and posi-
tion itself as a strategic part of this new European 
security architecture.

Temuri Yakobashvili examines how Trump’s sec-
ond presidency dismantles the existing interna-
tional system, reshapes U.S. foreign policy, and 
causes global instability. Trump’s administra-
tion is aggressively pushing America First policy, 
abandoning alliances, and questioning Pax Amer-
icana, while simultaneously flirting with Russia 
to weaken its dependence on China. This shift 
manifests in pressuring Ukraine into a miner-
als’ deal without security guarantees, sidelining 
NATO allies, and reconfiguring global econom-
ic and security structures. Meanwhile, China’s 
economic dominance, AI advancements, and 
trade expansion threaten Western leadership, 
yet Trump’s policies risk isolating the U.S. rather 
than strengthening it. With alliances crumbling 
and Russia potentially being courted as a coun-
terweight to Beijing, the world faces a profound 
geopolitical realignment, one that could under-

mine Western unity and accelerate the collapse 
of the rules-based global order.

Vano Chkhikvadze zooms into Georgian reality, 
arguing that Brussels’ passive and reactive ap-
proach to Georgia’s authoritarian drift is no lon-
ger sustainable. The Georgian Dream’s suspen-
sion of the EU accession process, its crackdown 
on civil society and media, and its growing align-
ment with autocratic regimes signal a deliberate 
break from the European path. The Association 
Agreement is under threat, and Georgia may fol-
low Iceland in withdrawing from the EU acces-
sion process entirely, albeit for political survival 
rather than economic pragmatism. Meanwhile, 
economic realignment with Russia and China 
erodes the EU’s leverage, and a diplomatic freeze-
out of European envoys could be next. The EU’s 
previous strategy—offering candidate status “on 
credit” and waiting for the Georgian Dream to 
realign—has failed. Instead, Brussels must im-
pose concrete consequences for democratic 
backsliding, prepare for a worst-case scenario of 
complete disengagement, and strategically reca-
librate its policies to maintain influence. Without 
a harder stance, Georgia risks becoming anoth-
er Belarus or Azerbaijan, and the EU will find it-
self powerless to stop the country’s authoritarian 
transformation.

Jaba Devdariani continues the topic of Georgian 
domestic politics, by examining the devastating 
impact of the abrupt suspension of USAID oper-
ations, which has severely weakened Georgia’s 
civil society sector amid an ongoing authoritari-
an crackdown by the Georgian Dream. With over 
2,000 jobs lost and a collapse in funding for gov-
ernance and democracy programs, the vacuum 
left by USAID’s exit is unlikely to be filled by the 
EU, whose funding is not yet adaptable to local 
CSO needs. This comes at a time when the Geor-
gian Dream is aggressively squeezing indepen-
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dent organizations through new repressive laws, 
disinformation, and intimidation, while also fos-
tering government-sponsored NGOs (GONGOs) 
to absorb foreign aid. As professionals leave or 
pivot to other sectors, the country faces a severe 
brain drain and the erosion of democratic safe-
guards. The article calls on EU donors to overhaul 
their strategy, redirecting funds toward indepen-
dent media, human rights defenders, and rapid 
response aid, while halting governance programs 
that risk legitimizing the ruling party’s autocratic 
consolidation.

Sergi Kapanadze closes the Issue with an analysis 
of the events in and around Abkhazia. The recent 
de facto elections, where Moscow-backed candi-

date Badra Gunba won, reaffirmed Russia’s total 
political control, though local resistance against 

Russian dominance persists. The 2008 recogni-
tion of Abkhazia’s “independence” was, in reality, 
a geopolitical trap, cementing Abkhazia’s reliance 
on Russian financial aid, military oversight, and 
strategic exploitation. To counter Russia’s creep-
ing annexation, the article proposes an anti-an-
nexation policy, status-neutral engagement with 
Abkhazia, an increase in financial spending and 
revitalized higher level efforts to raise the profile 
of the conflict. If Europe continues to ignore Ab-
khazia, it risks allowing another Moscow-orches-
trated annexation—one that could have been pre-
vented with a proactive and strategic response ■

With Respect,

Editorial Team
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The Cost of Peace in Ukraine

V olodymyr Zelenskyy’s White House 
visit on 28 February 2025 was far 
more than just an emotional out-
burst or a moment of political the-

ater – “great television,” as President Trump la-
beled it. It marked a decisive turning point in the 
U.S. approach to the war in Ukraine. After three 
years of strategic ambiguity, during which Wash-
ington avoided clear commitments to the war’s 
objectives or an acceptable endgame, the shift is 
striking. 

The U.S. seems to have now moved from a stance of 
supporting Ukraine “for as long as it takes” to pri-
oritizing a quick resolution and a ceasefire, even at 
the cost of long-term Ukrainian interests. Trump’s 
team made it clear that it now positions itself as 
a neutral broker between Ukraine and Russia in 
pursuit of a peace deal and that Washington has 
its economic interests in Ukraine – rare earth ele-
ments and minerals. 

These developments raise questions about the 
cost and meaning of peace. Rather than explor-
ing theoretical options, we will examine publicly 

stated positions of key stakeholders to assess what 
a peace deal might entail and what the costs and 
long-term consequences of such a deal would be 
for Ukraine, wider European security and Georgia.

Russia’s Wants

In December 2021, Russia issued a series of ultima-
tums to NATO and the U.S. aimed at redefining the 
post-Cold War European security architecture. 
These demands included a legally binding guaran-
tee that NATO would cease any military activity in 
Ukraine and the entire Eastern Europe, effectively 
rolling back the alliance’s presence and posture to 
its pre-1997 status. This would have entailed the 
withdrawal of NATO forces and infrastructure 
from member states that joined after 1997, sig-
nificantly diminishing its footprint not only in the 
former Soviet Baltic region, but even in the area 
covering the former Warsaw Pact in Central and 
Eastern Europe. 

That Russia’s ultimatums were addressed to Brus-
sels and Washington in December 2021, rath-
er than to Kyiv, indicates that the war was never 

Ambassador Shota Gvineria joined the Baltic Defence College as a lecturer in Defence and Cyber Studies in July 2019. He is 

also a fellow at the Economic Policy Research Center since 2017. Previously, Amb. Gvineria held various positions in Geor-

gia’s public sector, including Deputy Secretary at the National Security Council and Foreign Policy Advisor to the Minister 

of Defense. From 2010-14, he served as the Ambassador of Georgia to the Kingdom of the Netherlands and later became the 

Director of European Affairs Department at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Amb. Gvineria, with an MA in Strategic Security 

Studies from Washington’s National Defense University, also earned MAs in International Relations from the Diplomatic 

School of Madrid and Public Administration from the Georgian Technical University.

SHOTA GVINERIA
Contributor

https://apnews.com/article/trump-zelenskyy-vance-transcript-oval-office-80685f5727628c64065da81525f8f0cf
https://politicsgeo.com/article/117
https://politicsgeo.com/article/35
https://mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/rso/nato/1790803/?lang=en
https://mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/rso/nato/1790818/?lang=en
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about Ukraine and that Ukraine could have done 
nothing to prevent it. Putin’s regular attempts to 
twist history to justify Russia’s aggression against 
Ukraine, are well encapsulated in Aleksandr 
Dugin’s statement: “Without Ukraine, Russia can-
not become the empire once more. With Ukraine 
inside the Russian zone of control, it will become 
the empire again.” 

That Russia’s ultimatums were ad-
dressed to Brussels and Washington 
in December 2021, rather than to Kyiv, 
indicates that the war was never about 
Ukraine and that Ukraine could have 
done nothing to prevent it.

On 24 February 2022, President Vladimir Putin 
announced a “special military operation” with the 
stated goals of “demilitarization and denazifica-

tion” of Ukraine, justifying the invasion as a neces-
sary measure to protect Russian-speaking popu-
lations from alleged “humiliation and genocide” by 
the Kyiv regime. Moscow set four key conditions: 
(1) no return to previous agreements such as the 
Minsk Accords, (2) a permanent block on Ukraine’s 
NATO membership, (3) the mandatory demili-
tarization and “denazification” of Ukraine, and (4) 
the full achievement of Russia’s stated military 
goals. 

By requiring Ukraine to strip itself of 
defensive capabilities, accept the loss of 
its sovereign land, and place its security 
in the hands of the very aggressor that 
had invaded it, Russia demonstrated 
that it was never genuinely interested 
in ending the war through compromise.

https://www.prlib.ru/statya-vladimira-putina-ob-istoricheskom-edinstve-russkih-i-ukraincev
https://x.com/Gerashchenko_en/status/1872682724177186986?t=xSPblzOflSEm012dNi_svA&s=03
http://www.en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/67843
https://eadaily.com/en/news/2024/10/31/there-will-be-no-freezing-along-the-front-line-and-ukraines-accession-to-nato-nebenzia
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These goals have remained unchanged throughout 
the war. By requiring Ukraine to strip itself of de-
fensive capabilities, accept the loss of its sovereign 
land, and place its security in the hands of the very 
aggressor that had invaded it, Russia demonstrat-
ed that it was never genuinely interested in ending 
the war through compromise. Instead, its objective 
remains the defeat of Ukrainian resistance and the 
full political and military subjugation of Ukraine. 

In June 2024, Vladimir Putin outlined anew the Rus-
sian vision for stopping the “special military oper-
ation” and bringing a definitive resolution rather 
than a temporary ceasefire. The core demand re-
mains the full withdrawal of Ukrainian troops from 
the Donetsk and Luhansk “People’s Republics” as 
well as the Zaporizhzhia and Kherson regions. In 
return, Putin expressed readiness to engage in im-
mediate negotiations. Alongside this, Ukraine must 
adopt a neutral and non-aligned status, ensuring it 
remains outside military alliances like NATO, while 
also committing to being nuclear-free and under-
going demilitarization and denazification.

A crucial component of Putin’s demands is the 
recognition of new territorial realities, meaning 
Ukraine and the international community must 
formally accept Crimea, Donetsk, Luhansk, Kher-
son, and Zaporizhzhia as part of the Russian Fed-
eration. Moscow also insists on guaranteeing the 
rights and freedoms of Russian-speaking citizens 
in Ukraine, positioning this as a necessary condi-
tion for peace. These terms, according to Putin, 
should be enshrined in international agreements, 
ensuring their long-term enforcement. Addition-
ally, Russia demands the complete removal of 
Western sanctions against Russia, portraying this 
as an essential step toward normalization.

Putin framed this proposal as an opportunity to 
end the war and rebuild global relations between 
Ukraine, Russia, and Europe. By resolving the con-
flict, Moscow suggests that a new era of regional 
stability could emerge, with Russia, its allies in the 
Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) 

and Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), 
and willing European nations working together to 
establish an “indivisible Eurasian security system.” 
In the Kremlin’s view, this would create a frame-
work that accounts for the interests of all nations 
on the continent. 

To sum up, Moscow’s declared goals are still max-
imalist and no real discussion has hitherto taken 
place on what the Kremlin would concede in ex-
change for a stop of the hostilities and which ele-
ments of its articulated positions it is ready to give 
up in a wider peace agreement.

Ukraine’s Needs 

Unlike Russia’s whimsical wants, which effectively 
equal Ukraine’s capitulation, the West’s acceptance 
of Russian territorial expansion, and acquiescence 
to a new Russia-dominated Eurasian security or-
der, Ukraine has actively sought a just resolution 
of the war, largely based on international law and 
the existing rules and principles of the European 
and the global security order.

President Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s 10-point peace 
plan in October 2022 called for the restoration of 
Ukraine’s territorial integrity, the withdrawal of 
Russian troops, and accountability for war crimes. 
It addressed nuclear safety, food security, and en-
ergy stability while demanding the return of de-
ported Ukrainians, including children forcibly tak-
en to Russia.

In October 2024, Zelenskyy introduced a compre-
hensive five-point “Victory Plan” to resolve the on-
going conflict with Russia. The plan included (1) an 
unconditional NATO invitation, (2) military defense 
by strengthening Ukraine’s forces with advanced 
weaponry, partner support, and targeted opera-
tions against Russian aggression, (3) a non-nucle-
ar deterrence strategy aimed at pressuring Russia 
into diplomacy or weakening its war machine, (4) 
leveraging its vast reserves of critical resources—

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-67711802
https://mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/1957107/
https://www.president.gov.ua/
https://www.president.gov.ua/
https://www.president.gov.ua/en/news/plan-peremogi-skladayetsya-z-pyati-punktiv-i-troh-tayemnih-d-93857
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such as uranium, titanium, and lithium—through 
strategic partnerships and (5) a post-war security 
framework in which Ukrainian troops would con-
tribute to NATO’s collective defense, reinforcing 
stability in Europe. Three secret annexes detailed 
further strategic measures, shared only with se-
lect allies. 

The Ukrainian position on the major components 
of the peace agreement has evolved in light of the 
disastrous 28 February Oval Office meeting. On 4 
March, Zelenskyy confirmed that a ceasefire would 
be possible if it entailed “the release of prisoners 
and a truce in the sky — a ban on missiles, long-
ranged drones, bombs on energy and other civilian 
infrastructure — and a truce at sea.” He also stat-
ed that Ukraine is ready to sign the “agreement on 
minerals and security” and that this agreement is 
viewed as “a step toward greater security and solid 
security guarantees.”

Ukraine has made it clear that it is ready 

to engage constructively in the cease-

fire-related talks, however, no broader 

peace deal would be possible without 

serious security guarantees and the res-

olution of the existing territorial dispute 

with Russia.

In summary, Ukraine has made it clear that it is 
ready to engage constructively in the ceasefire-re-
lated talks, however, no broader peace deal would 
be possible without serious security guarantees 
and the resolution of the existing territorial dis-
pute with Russia.

Trump’s Trump Cards

During the White House visit Trump pressed Zel-
enskyy that he holds no cards. However, a fun-
damental question is “What are Trump’s trump 
cards?”.

The first of such a card would be his personal in-
terest in ending the war and a high political stake 
for his administration, after having campaigned on 
it. The personal engagement of U.S. presidents in 
intractable conflicts has often resulted in peace 
deals. Teddy Roosevelt and the Russian-Japanese 
Treaty of Portsmouth, Woodrow Wilson and the 
Fourteen Points, Jimmy Carter and the Camp Da-
vid Accords, Bill Clinton and the Dayton and Good 
Friday agreements all come to mind. Even Trump’s 
personal engagement in the Middle East and the 
2020 Abraham Accords are a good testament to 
what a U.S. president’s full engagement in conflict 
resolution could do. This, however, comes with a 
downside. Oftentimes, personal engagement car-
ries political costs, and the desire to make quick 
deals prevails over the contents of the agreement, 
which is a major fear for Ukrainians.

A second trump card is Trump’s change of stance 
towards Moscow, treating it as an equal and side-
lining Ukraine in bilateral talks with the Russians. 
Before the Munich discussions, Trump called 
Vladimir Putin and only later informed Zelenskyy 
about their conversation. The Kremlin’s official 
readout emphasized Putin’s insistence on address-
ing the “root causes” of the conflict, a phrase that, 
in the context of Russia’s demand for Ukraine’s 
“denazification,” effectively signified a refusal to 
negotiate with Zelenskyy and a strong preference 
for engaging directly with the United States. The 
U.S.-Russian Ministerial meeting in Riyadh also 
showed that Trump gave preferential treatment to 
Russia – a psychological and PR victory for ostra-
cized Putin. It is no coincidence that we have hith-
erto not seen the pressure on Moscow comparable 
to the pressure on Kyiv. Only sticks for Ukraine 
and carrots for Russia could be enough to bring 
the sides to the table; however, this strategy might 
fail once the parties become engaged in negotia-
tions over territories, security guarantees and the 
wider international security order. 

Trump’s third trump card is the “expanding of pie” 

https://x.com/ZelenskyyUa/status/1896948147085049916
https://x.com/TrumpDailyPosts/creator-subscriptions/subscribe
https://x.com/ZelenskyyUa/status/1889737480892719552
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/76259
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for Moscow. On 18 February 2025, U.S. Secretary 
of State Marco Rubio and National Security Advi-
sor Mike Waltz led the delegation to Riyadh, Saudi 
Arabia, for direct talks with Russian officials, in-
cluding Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov. 
These discussions, notably excluding Ukrainian 
and European representatives, focused on explor-
ing economic and investment opportunities con-
tingent upon ending the war in Ukraine. This at-
tempt to “expand the pie” for Russia makes sense 
from the mediation perspective. Effectively, Wash-
ington is signaling to Moscow that if the peace deal 
is agreed with Ukraine, Russia could hope to solve 
other outstanding issues with the U.S. However, 
the major problem in this approach is that Russia’s 
“geopolitical wants” are dangerous and close to 
impossible to accommodate. 

In June 2024, Putin outlined his vision of the “bigger 
pie.” Russia seeks to establish a new Eurasian se-
curity architecture, engaging all willing countries, 
including European and NATO states, in a system 
independent of U.S. influence. Moscow also insists 
that external military powers, primarily the U.S., 
should gradually withdraw from Eurasia, arguing 
that their presence only serves as an occupation 
rather than a real security need. Instead, Russia 
proposes strengthening multilateral Eurasian or-
ganizations such as the Collective Security Trea-
ty Organization (CSTO), the Eurasian Economic 
Union (EAEU), and the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganization (SCO) to promote regional stability. 

Beyond security, Russia also envisions a new glob-
al economic order where Eurasian nations shift 
away from Western-controlled financial systems. 
Moscow accuses the West of undermining glob-
al stability through sanctions, trade wars, and 
the seizure of Russian assets, warning that such 
actions erode trust in Western financial institu-
tions. Russia urges the expansion of alternative 
economic mechanisms, including settlements in 
national currencies, independent payment sys-
tems, and new trade corridors bypassing West-

ern-controlled networks. Additionally, Moscow 
supports the initiative of Belarus to draft a “Char-
ter of Multipolarity” which would formalize a new 
international system to replace what it sees as the 
Western-centric global order. Through this vision, 
Russia positions itself as the core of a redefined 
Eurasian bloc, promoting security, economic inde-
pendence, and regional cooperation as an alterna-
tive to Western dominance.

In short, any concessions on these Russian global 
ambitions could seriously undermine future inter-
national security and economic order. Whether or 
not Trump will accept this is not yet clear. 

Trump’s fourth trump card is his insistence on en-
gaging in Ukraine economically through securing a 
“dig, baby, dig” deal on Ukrainian minerals and rare 
earth elements. Considering that solid reserves of 
these minerals are in the occupied Ukrainian re-
gions, the question of how these minerals will be 
extracted and utilized remains unanswered. With-
out a serious American presence on the ground 
(not just miners but their security protection as 
well), this deal will never work. Hence, the hints 
from the U.S. administration that the economic 
presence of the U.S. is a security guarantee in it-
self makes sense. 

The fifth trump card is his readiness to retaliate 
against the possible deal-breakers and infringers 
of U.S. interests with full economic and diplomat-
ic force. He has not spared his trading strategic 
partners (EU, Canada, Mexico), or Ukraine, when 
U.S. interests (as perceived by the new adminis-
tration) were at stake. At least during his four-
year term, if the cease-fire and peace deals are 
secured, it will be very risky for Russia to violate 
them without expecting serious retaliation from 
Washington. However, Putin is a master strategist 
of exploiting U.S. pre-election periods and power 
transitions. He can only be deterred with force and 
Trump has so far refrained from saber-rattling in 
Russia’s direction, except for the March 7 tweet-

https://ru.usembassy.gov/secretary-rubios-meeting-with-russian-foreign-minister-lavrov/
https://x.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1895566669281636846/photo/1
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/trump-threatens-russia-with-sanctions-until-ukraine-peace-agreed-2025-03-07/
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threat to impose “large-scale Banking Sanctions, 
Sanctions, and Tariffs on Russia until a Cease Fire 
and FINAL SETTLEMENT AGREEMENT ON PEACE 
IS REACHED.”

Finally, the Trump team is willing to give up on 
some issues, which are sacred for Ukrainians and 
Europeans, and play hardball with Kyiv. During 
the February discussions in Brussels, U.S. Defense 
Secretary Pete Hegseth ruled out two of Ukraine’s 
most vital negotiating points, the restoration of 
earlier borders and NATO membership, remov-
ing them from the table as unrealistic objectives. 
The Trump administration’s decision to suspend 
military aid to Ukraine and Zelenskyy’s treatment 
at the White House showed that Trump can twist 
arms. Indeed, the ability to discard the essential 
demands of the parties (so far, only one party) as il-
legitimate could in theory help a mediator achieve 
a deal; however, there is a thin line between suc-
cessful brinkmanship and failed negotiations. At 
the same time, pressing only Kyiv can create an 
impression of impunity for Putin who hitherto 
holds an upper hand in the war. 

The biggest downside of Trump’s strat-
egy so far is that he seems to prioritize 
temporary (even if a four-year-long) 
cease-fire over a permanent peace deal. 
This opens room for Putin to take a 
pause, grab whatever concessions he can, 
rearm, redesign propaganda machinery 
and reengage in military endeavor once 
Trump is gone.

The biggest downside of Trump’s strategy so far 
is that he seems to prioritize temporary (even if 
a four-year-long) cease-fire over a permanent 
peace deal. This opens room for Putin to take a 
pause, grab whatever concessions he can, rearm, 
redesign propaganda machinery and reengage in 
military endeavor once Trump is gone, or once the 

West is in a weaker position to counter Moscow’s 
aggressive plans.

Europe’s (Not So) Common Position

In the run-up to the Munich conference, the main-
stream position of European leaders, as commu-
nicated by the German Defense Minister Boris 
Pistorius, was based on the argument that com-
promising Ukraine’s two most important red lines 
(territorial integrity and security guarantees) even 
before negotiations begin neither makes sense nor 
can lead to lasting solutions. The EU High Repre-
sentative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 
Kaja Kallas was even more direct, stating that con-
cessions to Russia have never worked and that any 
agreement imposed on Ukraine against its will and 
without European consent will be impossible to 
implement. 

 In the aftermath of the game-changing Trump-Zel-
enskyy meeting at the Oval Office, European lead-
ers are compelled to assume a more prominent role 
in supporting Ukraine against Russian aggression. 
British Prime Minister Keir Starmer convened the 
“Securing Our Future” summit in London, resulting 
in a four-point plan: (1) maintaining military aid to 
Ukraine while intensifying sanctions on Russia, (2) 
ensuring that any peace agreement fully respects 
Ukraine’s sovereignty and security, (3) strength-
ening Ukraine’s defensive capabilities post-settle-
ment to prevent future aggression and (4) forming 
a “coalition of the willing” to uphold and enforce 
the terms of the agreement. 

While Europe remains committed to these mea-
sures, European leaders also acknowledge that 
without U.S. backing, implementation would be 
difficult. The remaining fundamental question 
regarding the enforcement of the agreement in-
cludes: where will the personnel, logistics, and po-
litical commitment come from in order to sustain 
a peacekeeping force along a volatile frontline? 

https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/trump-threatens-russia-with-sanctions-until-ukraine-peace-agreed-2025-03-07/
https://x.com/JayinKyiv/status/1889725175735701649
https://edition.cnn.com/2025/03/03/politics/trump-administration-ukraine-aid/index.html
https://x.com/United24media/status/1890450305751343278?t=HPyTcVNyttEpc3_0KfrRNw&s=19
https://x.com/United24media/status/1890450305751343278?t=HPyTcVNyttEpc3_0KfrRNw&s=19
https://thehill.com/policy/international/5143860-kaja-kallas-ukraine-russia-peace-deal/
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2025/03/02/europe-agrees-peace-plan-for-ukraine-but-it-needs-us-backing
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And what happens if those troops find themselves 
in combat on the ground? 

In an attempt to address the most pressing is-
sue of possible security guaranteed to Ukraine, 
French President Emmanuel Macron recently 
proposed leveraging Russia’s frozen assets as a 
deterrent, suggesting their seizure should Russia 
violate any future peace agreements. Additionally, 
Finnish President Alexander Stubb advocated for 
Ukraine’s de facto NATO membership, implying 
that any breach of a future truce by Russia could 
automatically expedite Ukraine’s formal entry into 
the alliance.  Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni 
also called for giving Ukraine NATO Article 5 pro-
tection, without membership. 

The shift in U.S. policy places a significant and 
immediate burden on European nations to sup-
port Ukraine against Russian aggression. Europe-
an leaders are now compelled to assume a more 
prominent role in supporting Ukraine financially 
and militarily. However, internal EU divisions, par-
ticularly the anti-Ukrainian stances of Slovakia 
and Hungary, hinder consensus, making a unified 
European response impossible. Consequently, Eu-
rope may need to rely on a “coalition of the will-
ing,” a group of nations prepared to take collective 
action, which could limit the scope of Europe’s 
strategic options and necessitate innovative ap-
proaches from its leaders.

At a crisis March 6 EU summit, European leaders 
pledged to significantly boost defense spending 
as fears grow that the United States is stepping 
back from its role as Europe’s security guarantor. 
The EU endorsed a plan to mobilize EUR 800 bil-
lion (USD 860 billion) for defense with a proposal 
for EUR 150 billion in EU-backed loans to mem-
ber states. Leaders, including France’s Emmanuel 
Macron, emphasized the need for a stronger, sov-
ereign European defense, while Germany also sig-
naled a shift in its fiscal policies to accommodate 
military expansion. The EU also agreed that the 

peace deal should respect the following principles:

 Ņ There can be no negotiations on Ukraine with-
out Ukraine;

 Ņ There can be no negotiations that affect Euro-
pean security without Europe’s involvement;

 Ņ Any truce or ceasefire can only take place as 
part of a process leading to a comprehensive 
peace agreement;

 Ņ Any peace agreement needs to be accompa-
nied by robust and credible security guaran-
tees for Ukraine that contribute to deterring 
future Russian aggression;

 Ņ Peace must respect Ukraine’s independence, 
sovereignty and territorial integrity.

Amid Trump’s outreach to Russia, European lead-
ers reaffirmed their support for Ukraine, pledging 
EUR 30.6 billion in 2025, of which EUR 12.5 billion 
will be from the Ukraine Facility and EUR 18.1 bil-
lion will be from the G7 extraordinary revenue ac-
celeration loan, paid for out of the windfall prof-
its from Russian immobilized assets. Norway also 
pledged USD 7.8 billion for 2025 and several Eu-
ropean nations, including Germany, are seriously 
considering providing additional military assis-
tance to Ukraine. 

Meanwhile, Britain has drawn closer to the EU on 
defense matters with Prime Minister Keir Starmer 
and Emmanuel Macron advocating a one-month 
truce focused on air, sea, and energy infrastruc-
ture. They are working to bridge gaps between 
Trump and Zelenskyy while rallying support from 
20 nations to back a broader peace deal. 

What Could the Peace Deal Look 
Like?

The contours of a potential peace agreement in 
the Ukraine conflict reveal starkly divergent po-
sitions among the involved parties. Russia re-
mains unwavering in its key demands, insisting 

https://x.com/Maks_NAFO_FELLA/status/1896819580250833078?t=Id_EohEE7QBdj3ffXYafTA&s=03
https://www.barrons.com/news/finland-urges-nato-membership-for-ukraine-if-any-truce-breached-a743a3c1
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-03-06/meloni-backs-giving-ukraine-nato-security-without-membership
https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-leaders-fear-european-commission-power-grab-defense-donald-trumps-exit/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2025/03/06/
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/ckg1r4g08kwo
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on Ukraine’s demilitarization, neutral status, and 
political transformation. By requiring Ukraine to 
renounce NATO membership and severely limit 
its military capabilities, Moscow aims to ensure 
that Kyiv remains within its sphere of influence 
and unable to pose a military threat in the future. 
The demand for regime change remains a core ob-
jective, although not always explicitly stated, with 
the Kremlin signaling that any settlement would 
require leadership in Kyiv that is more accommo-
dating to Russian interests. 

By requiring Ukraine to renounce 
NATO membership and severely limit 
its military capabilities, Moscow aims 
to ensure that Kyiv remains within its 
sphere of influence and unable to pose a 

military threat in the future.

In direct contradiction to these terms, Ukraine’s 
baseline conditions for peace remain the resto-
ration of its territorial integrity and binding secu-
rity guarantees to prevent future aggression. Kyiv 
has consistently emphasized that any agreement 
must include the complete withdrawal of Rus-
sian forces from occupied territories and legally 
enforceable protections, whether through NATO 
membership or alternative credible (not Buda-
pest-like) security commitments.

Negotiations for a peace deal between Russia and 
Ukraine could logically revisit the March-April 
2022 draft agreements as they represent the most 
detailed and structured diplomatic effort between 
the two nations since the war began. Despite its 
flaws and the fact that the treaty was never fi-
nalized, the documents offer a framework both 
sides engaged with at the time, making it a more 
realistic starting point for renewed talks than any 
proposal imposed from scratch. It is noteworthy 
that on 7 March, the Russian ambassador to the 
UK suggested that the new negotiations should be 
based on the April 2022 agreement. 

The 2022 draft addressed core issues such as 
Ukraine’s neutrality (with security guarantees), a 
scaled-down military, and limitations on allianc-
es—terms that, while controversial, remain cen-
tral to Russia’s current demands. Given that both 
Kyiv and Moscow were involved in negotiating its 
terms, a modified version of this agreement could 
serve as a baseline for a new peace initiative, par-
ticularly if Western actors encourage a pragmatic 
compromise that ensures Ukraine’s sovereignty 
while alleviating Russian security (albeit illegiti-
mate) concerns.

However, any attempt to revive the April 2022 
framework must acknowledge the fundamental 
changes on the battlefield and in international dy-
namics since then. Russia has gained further ter-
ritories since April 2022 and the Ukrainian army is 
now occupying part of Kursk. Russia’s continued 
insistence on Ukraine’s disarmament and restric-
tions on its sovereignty remains a major stumbling 
block, making it essential that any modernized 
agreement includes firm international security 
guarantees for Kyiv. Moreover, Moscow’s demand 
for territorial concessions remains highly prob-
lematic, but negotiations could explore transi-
tional arrangements for contested regions under 
international oversight instead of legitimizing 
annexation. Negotiations could also leave the sta-
tus of these territories “outside of the brackets,” 
“agreeing to disagree” on them. If framed with-
in a broader European security framework, with 
mechanisms ensuring Ukraine’s defense capacity, 
a revised version of the 2022 document could pro-
vide a pathway toward ending the war while pre-
venting further Russian aggression. 

There would be, however, several major differenc-
es from the April 2022 negotiations. 

The first major difference will be about the on-
the-ground security guarantees in the form Euro-
pean peacekeeping force and the so-called Amer-
ican backstop. Russia would need to agree to such 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2024/06/15/world/europe/ukraine-russia-ceasefire-deal.html
https://tass.com/ukraine-crisis/1923767
https://foreignpolicy.com/2025/02/27/starmer-trump-security-guarantees-backstop-ukraine-russia/
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presence and it is unlikely that Ukraine would 
agree to anything without the international boots 
on the ground. The mandate and umbrella for such 
a mission would also be a point of disagreement, 
since Russia would only agree to an internation-
al mandate which it can veto at any time (UN Se-
curity Council or the OSCE). In contrast, Ukraine 
would favor bilateral commitments from the Euro-
pean nations. 

U.S. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth suggest-
ed that if foreign troops were to be deployed as 
peacekeepers in Ukraine, they should be part of 
a non-NATO mission, explicitly stating that they 
should not be covered under NATO’s Article 5 se-
curity guarantees. Additionally, he emphasized 
that any such deployment must include robust in-
ternational oversight of the line of contact. Russia 
has consistently viewed the deployment of NATO 
member state forces in Ukraine as a critical red 
line, perceiving it as a direct violation of its De-
cember 2021 ultimatums. 

The second difference is the declared U.S. eco-
nomic interest—particularly access to Ukraine’s 
rare earth elements and minerals. The effective 
operationalization of these interests must include 
a heavy American presence in Ukraine, including 
in the now-occupied regions. Whether or not Rus-
sia would allow this remains an open question. 

The third major difference is about the territories. 
Unlike February 2022, when Russia was on the 
retreat after having failed to capture Kyiv, it has 
been on the offensive since 2023, having annexed 
parts of Ukraine’s eastern regions and incorporat-
ing them into Russian territory. How Moscow will 
return these territories, politically or legally, re-
mains a serious unanswered question. In addition, 
Ukraine now controls part of the Kursk region, the 
first time since World War II that a foreign power 
has occupied Russia’s territory. Clearly, Kyiv would 
love to exchange the territory; however, Moscow 

will likely insist on the full withdrawal of Ukrainian 
troops without preconditions. 

The fourth major stumbling block will be elections 
in Ukraine. Unlike 2022, when Zelenskyy was hold-
ing an undisputed mandate, Putin now disputes his 
legitimacy, arguing that he cannot sign anything 
with a president whose term has expired. Trump 
has also started pressuring Zelenskyy to hold elec-
tions, officially citing concerns over democratic 
legitimacy. Meanwhile, in September 2022 after 
Russia illegally annexed four regions of Ukraine 
— Donetsk, Luhansk, Kherson and Zaporizhzhia — 
Zelenskyy enacted a decree declaring that holding 
negotiations with Putin had become impossible. 
This decree would need to be rescinded to engage 
in peace talks, which can only happen if Russia 
compromises on annexing the four regions, creat-
ing a catch-22 situation. 

Fifth, it remains unclear how the issue of Ukraine’s 
territorial integrity within internationally recog-
nized borders would be agreed. The EU position 
can be traced back to the draft UN resolution A/
ES-11/L.7, which firmly supports Ukraine’s territo-
rial integrity and sovereignty. American, or rather, 
Trump’s position, is not yet clear. The UN Secu-
rity Council resolution that the U.S. (and Georgia) 
sponsored was only about the cessation of hostili-
ties, omitting Ukraine’s territorial integrity, for the 
first time in UN documents. 

These stumbling blocks could stimulate the U.S. to 
push only for a temporary cease-fire, effectively 
freezing the conflict and stopping the bloodshed. 
This in turn could lead to a prolonged stalemate 
that Russia can exploit in the medium-to-long run. 
Such an outcome would overlook the necessity 
for a new and stable European security. The de-
cisions made now, particularly regarding security 
guarantees, will define the next era of stability for 
Europe, shaping the future role of NATO, the U.S., 
and the EU. 

https://www.defense.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/Article/4064113/opening-remarks-by-secretary-of-defense-pete-hegseth-at-ukraine-defense-contact/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/Article/4064113/opening-remarks-by-secretary-of-defense-pete-hegseth-at-ukraine-defense-contact/
https://nypost.com/2025/02/19/us-news/trump-rips-ukraines-zelensky-as-dictator-without-elections/
https://docs.un.org/en/A/ES-11/L.7
https://docs.un.org/en/A/ES-11/L.7
https://press.un.org/en/2025/sc16005.doc.htm
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Implications for Georgia

The implications of the Ukraine-relat-
ed negotiations for Georgia are huge. 
And bleak, too. Georgia is currently 
one of the most vulnerable countries in 
Europe. Like Ukraine, it has occupied 
territories and has long faced Russian 
hybrid warfare.

The implications of the Ukraine-related negotia-
tions for Georgia are huge. And bleak, too. Georgia 
is currently one of the most vulnerable countries 
in Europe. Like Ukraine, it has occupied territo-
ries and has long faced Russian hybrid warfare. 
However, unlike Ukraine, Georgia is a battlefield 
state without an active war—Russia has already 
achieved its objectives not through direct mili-
tary aggression but by successfully exploiting the 
Georgian Dream regime to align with its inter-
ests. This posture has effectively sidelined Georgia 
from discussions about regional security, creating 
a dangerous precedent where political subjugation 
replaces military occupation as a tool for assert-
ing Russian influence even in a vastly pro-Western 
society. 

The Georgian Dream and Bidzina Ivanishvili have 
deliberately distanced Georgia from critical inter-
national security discussions, banking on Russian 
success in Ukraine. One of the most lucid exam-
ples is that Georgian officials were not invited to 
the Munich Security Conference or any high-lev-
el gathering in Brussels on Ukrainian or securi-
ty-related matters. As the fate of Russia’s so-called 
“near abroad” is being decided, Georgia is entirely 
absent from the table. 

This creates a lose-lose situation for Georgia’s 
national interests. If Ukraine manages to secure 
a deal that guarantees its security and indepen-
dence and paves the way for its European integra-

tion, it is highly likely that Georgia will remain in 
Russia’s shadow and will not be part of the West-
Ukraine-Russian arrangements. If, on the other 
hand, Ukraine has to swallow a bad deal, effective-
ly legitimizing Russia’s military and political gains, 
the Georgian situation will be completely hopeless 
as it will be a bonus prize for Moscow after having 
“won” Ukraine on the battlefield and in diplomatic 
talks. 

If Ukraine manages to secure a deal that 
guarantees its security and indepen-
dence and paves the way for its Euro-
pean integration, it is highly likely that 
Georgia will remain in Russia’s shad-
ow and will not be part of the West-
Ukraine-Russian arrangements.

In such a situation (that is, in any scenario), Geor-
gia’s sovereignty is at risk for the first time since re-
gaining its independence. The shortsighted strat-
egy of the Georgian Dream to alienate all friends 
and befriend an aggressor is likely to backfire and 
very soon prove counterproductive and hazardous 
for the country’s independence and sovereignty.

Countering this threat to Georgia’s sovereignty is 
challenging, given Georgian Dream’s positioning. 
However, the West must still continue supporting 
pro-democracy forces, increasing pressure on the 
pro-Russian regime, and keeping the European in-
tegration aspirations of Georgian society high on 
the agenda. The EU and the U.S. must stand firmly 
on the side of democracy, back new elections, and 
ensure that Georgia’s occupied regions and Geor-
gia’s right to choose European Union and NATO 
over Russia, remain a key issue in talks with Russia. 
Yielding Georgia to Moscow’s influence or accept-
ing it as part of Russia’s orbit would be a strategic 
and moral failure, bringing Russia closer to its ob-
jectives in Ukraine, the wider region, and beyond ■
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ReArmed Europe: 
A Trump-Induced Strategic Awakening

T here are decades when nothing hap-
pens and there are weeks when de-
cades happen,” a phrase attributed 
to Vladimir Lenin, has come to the 

minds of many since Donald Trump retook pos-
session of the Oval Office.  

Transatlantic relations have often been 

punctuated by moments of disagree-

ment and internal tensions between 

Europeans and Americans.

Transatlantic relations have often been punctuat-
ed by moments of disagreement and internal ten-
sions between Europeans and Americans such as 
the Iraq war (2003), the unilateral U.S. decision to 
withdraw from Afghanistan (2020), or the inces-
sant debates on burden sharing within NATO. But 
these decisions had no direct impact on Europe’s 
security. 

But today, just several weeks into the Trump 2.0 
presidency, and for the first time since World War 
II, the Western camp is fractured at the heart of its 
raison d’être - the transatlantic defense alliance. 
This divide seems all the more serious as it is ac-
companied by the Trump administration’s attacks 
on the Old Continent, both on the economic (a 
declared war on customs barriers) and the ideo-
logical (the crux of JD Vance’s speech in Munich) 
fronts.

Unintended Architect of 
European Defense 

Some Ukrainians, with a touch of irony and mal-
ice, argue that Vladimir Putin—through his ag-
gression, invasion, and outright denial of Ukraine’s 
sovereignty—has unintentionally done more than 
anyone to forge and solidify the Ukrainian nation. 
While any comparison between Donald Trump and 
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Putin would be entirely misplaced when it comes 
to European defense, Trump’s abrasive and disrup-
tive stance on the transatlantic alliance may well 
become a turning point. Whether he intends it or 
not, Trump could end up being remembered as an 
unwitting architect of Europe’s defense awakening.

Trump’s behavior leaves Europeans with no excuse 
not to make a swift and brutal readjustment. Eu-
rope needs to find a rapid but lasting solution to 
two existential challenges. The immediate objec-
tive is to help Ukraine more and better in order 
to compensate for the loss of the American ally. A 
more fundamental objective is to organize an in-
tegrated defense of European countries, including 
defense industries. 

Preventing Ukraine’s capitulation is 
the key to ensuring that Putin does not 
extend his war to another European 
country in the near future.

Preventing Ukraine’s capitulation is the key to en-
suring that Putin does not extend his war to anoth-
er European country in the near future. The foun-
dation of a common European defense must be 
laid—not necessarily within the EU framework, as 
waiting for the approval of Budapest and Bratislava 
at this stage would be futile and counterproduc-
tive—but through a coalition that actively includes 
the British, Norwegians, and ideally the Turks who 
command NATO’s second-largest army in terms 
of personnel and armored vehicles. Crucially, this 
new alliance must not be formed without Ukraine, 
which deserves a central role given the strength 
and battle-hardened experience of its military, as 
well as Kyiv’s growing defense industry.

To this day, it is difficult to know what will be-
come of the transatlantic alliance. What form will 
NATO take? Relative optimists, including the Brit-
ish and Italian governments, want to believe that 
one could be moving towards a NATO 3.0 with an 
increased role for Europeans and the progressive 

disappearance of the Americans, who will never-
theless remain in the background to ensure a cer-
tain number of functions, given their supremacy 
in intelligence, air surveillance control or even nu-
clear power. 

The more pessimistic outlook, championed by Ma-
cron and Merz in particular, suggests “facing re-
ality” and accepting the end of 80 years of Ameri-
can security guarantees. This implies that Europe 
must prepare to defend itself independently while 
any continued or future U.S. support would be an 
unexpected bonus rather than a false hope that 
wastes precious time. Regardless of the scenar-
io, Europe must reinvent and rebuild its defense, 
securing financial, human, and technological re-
sources on a scale far beyond what currently ex-
ists.

Europe, Still Alive and Kicking

After an initial state of paralysis, European lead-
ers launched an unprecedented diplomatic offen-
sive: multiple mini-summits in Paris and London, 
high-profile visits to Washington, a Kyiv summit 
gathering leaders from 13 European nations, and 
a European Council meeting in Brussels—all with-
in just ten days. While uncertainties remain, the 
broad contours of a European response to the two 
major strategic challenges are beginning to take 
shape. Discussions in Paris and London have cen-
tered on the potential deployment of a European 
force to help stabilize Ukraine. Some countries, 
such as Italy and Spain, remain hesitant, partic-
ularly in the absence of American logistical and 
intelligence support. However, a core coalition is 
already forming with France, the UK, and the Scan-
dinavian nations at the forefront, likely joined by 
others. Türkiye’s participation could significantly 
bolster this effort as Ankara views the evolving 
European security landscape as a strategic oppor-
tunity. In total, up to 20 countries are reportedly 
willing to contribute to a “coalition of the willing” 
aimed at securing a ceasefire in Ukraine.
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The  March 6 European Council in Brussels may go 
down in history as the moment Europe decisively 
rallied around Ukraine and embraced a bold vision 
for its own defense. In a landmark move, European 
leaders endorsed the “Re-Arm Europe” initiative, 
aimed at forging a stronger and more sovereign 
European defense posture. All EU member states 
backed European Commission President Ursula 
von der Leyen’s plan to mobilize EUR 800 billion 
for defense spending. The plan includes relaxed 
fiscal rules to accommodate higher budget deficits 
and a EUR 150 billion package of EU-backed mar-
ket loans for member states.

Adding to the significance of the summit, French 
President Emmanuel Macron proposed discus-
sions on extending France’s nuclear deterrent to 
European partners—an idea once considered un-
thinkable but now gaining traction amid growing 
security concerns. The urgency of these measures 
has been amplified by Donald Trump’s decision to 
suspend all military assistance to Ukraine and his 
repeated remarks casting doubt on U.S. commit-
ments to defend NATO allies in the event of an at-
tack.

London and Rome are working to minimize the 
damage and salvage what remains of transatlantic 
relations, at least holding back Washington until 
Europe can stand on its own. However, there is 
consensus that the U.S. is no longer a reliable ally.

This article focuses on how each of the G4 Euro-
pean states is responding to Trump’s challenge. 
Poland, whose commitment to Ukraine is unques-
tionable and which had already raised its defense 
spending to 4.7% of its GDP even before the Oval 
Office confrontation between Trump and Zelen-
skyy, is not included due to the paper’s limited 
scope. The same applies to the unwavering sup-
port for Ukraine and European defense efforts by 
Denmark, Sweden, Estonia, and Lithuania, whose 
contributions must not be overlooked or under-
valued.

France’s “Told You!” Moment 

France reacted with less panic than others to 
America’s declarations, having long anticipated the 
possibility of Europe standing alone without its 
transatlantic ally. Strategic autonomy has always 
been a cornerstone of French defense thinking, 
rooted in a deep-seated mistrust of U.S. hegemony 
(the De Gaulle-Mitterrand doctrine) and a fierce 
commitment to national sovereignty, exemplified 
by its independent nuclear deterrent.

While recent French presidents (Hollande and 
Macron) leaned more Atlanticist, they never aban-
doned the vision of a strategically autonomous Eu-
rope. The real obstacle was European reluctance—
Germany and Central and Eastern European states 
preferred NATO’s umbrella and U.S. military back-
ing over what they saw as redundant French ambi-
tions. Macron’s 2017 Sorbonne speech and his 2019 
warning about NATO’s “brain death” were largely 
ignored.

Now, as Trump’s policies shake Europe’s security 
architecture, Macron is doubling down on his vi-
sion. The UK partnership, formalized in the Lan-
caster House accords (2010), remains solid, and 
echoes of the 1998 Saint-Malo Declaration, which 
aimed at a European military force, are resurfac-
ing. With Germany under Merz showing newfound 
openness to Gaullist ideas, France seizes the mo-
ment—offering to extend its nuclear deterrent, 
and, perhaps, lead Europe’s defense on its own 
terms.

Macron appears to have moved past his earlier 
attempts to “tame” Putin—a strategy that defined 
the first years of his presidency. Determined to 
succeed where others (Bush, Merkel, Hollande, 
Obama) had struggled, he sought a grand com-
promise with Moscow. His final disillusionment 
came in February 2022 when his diplomatic over-
tures failed to prevent Russia’s full-scale invasion 

https://www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-english/19/2506302/lithuanian-president-welcomes-eu-s-big-step-toward-more-military-spending?srsltid=AfmBOopnzvABECf_2ynABuTid9FcCiZl0anxS5xM6pZ6A_sgz2m164_h
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2025/03/05/macron-says-he-will-open-debate-on-using-french-nuclear-deterrence-to-protect-europe_6738859_4.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/03/us/politics/trump-ukraine-military-aid.html
https://www.elysee.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2017/09/26/president-macron-gives-speech-on-new-initiative-for-europe
https://www.economist.com/europe/2019/11/07/emmanuel-macron-warns-europe-nato-is-becoming-brain-dead
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-france-summit-2010-declaration-on-defence-and-security-co-operation
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of Ukraine. Putin’s blatant lies, coupled with re-
lentless hybrid attacks on French interests, ulti-
mately convinced Macron that Russia was not just 
an unreliable partner, but an imperialist threat to 
France and Europe.

In his impassioned March 5 address to 
the French nation, Macron left no room 
for ambiguity: Russia has turned its 
war on Ukraine into a global conflict.

In his impassioned March 5 address to the French 
nation, Macron left no room for ambiguity: Rus-
sia has turned its war on Ukraine into a global 
conflict. Calling for national resilience, he framed 
Moscow as a direct threat and urged France to step 
up, both militarily and strategically. He floated the 
idea of the French nuclear deterrent to protect 
Europe and vowed to revitalize France’s defense 
industry—signaling a decisive shift from diploma-
cy to deterrence.

Global Britain Back 
to Port Europe

When Boris Johnson championed Brexit, he prom-
ised Britain a geopolitical reset—unshackled from 
Brussels and free to expand its global influence. 
Yet, even as Brexiteers sought new horizons, they 
placed unwavering faith in the “special relation-
ship” with the United States. This partnership, re-
inforced by the Mutual Defence Agreement (MDA), 
remains critical to the UK’s nuclear deterrent, 
ensuring access to nuclear materials, technology, 
and intelligence—despite London’s independent 
operational control over Trident.

But the “special relationship” had already dimmed 
from its Churchill-Roosevelt, Macmillan-Kennedy, 
and Thatcher-Reagan heyday. With Trump 2.0, it 
now hangs by a thread. Nowhere is the rift more 
visible than in Ukraine: a “beautiful ocean” sep-
arates Washington and London on the Russian 

threat. For the first time in recent history, nearly 
all of Britain’s political establishment—except Ni-
gel Farage’s Reform Party—stands firmly against 
the White House’s stance on Ukraine, alongside a 
British public still committed to Kyiv’s defense.

Kier Starmer, the UK’s Labour Prime Minister, has 
grasped the gravity of this “once-in-a-generation 
moment for European security.” His response has 
been twofold: doubling down on military aid to 
Ukraine while forging closer ties with European 
allies. The London mini-summit, convened swift-
ly after the Trump-Zelenskyy clash, underscored 
this realignment. However, unlike Macron and 
Merz, Starmer refuses to concede that America is 
lost. He recognizes that, in the short term, Europe 
alone may struggle to sustain Ukraine’s defense. 
That is why he is deploying all his diplomatic skills 
to prevent an abrupt American retreat, particular-
ly in critical areas such as Air Surveillance Control 
and intelligence sharing.

Should his efforts fail, Starmer might emerge not 
as the bridge to Washington, but as one of Europe’s 
most determined leaders, embracing the conti-
nent’s defense as a British priority.

Today, under vastly different circum-
stances and with a shifting transatlan-
tic landscape, history’s currents seem 
once again to be steering Britannia back 
toward its natural European harbor.

Decades ago, in his famous West Point speech, U.S. 
Secretary of State Dean Acheson remarked, “Great 
Britain has lost an Empire and has not yet found 
a role.” At the time, he urged London to join the 
European Economic Community (EEC), arguing 
it offered greater strategic advantages than the 
Commonwealth or even the “special relationship” 
with the U.S.. The remark offended Prime Minister 
Macmillan and much of the British press, yet by 
1973, the UK joined the EEC. Today, under vastly 

https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2025-03-05/macrons-address-to-the-french-nation-on-ramping-up-defence-spending
https://www.oxfordreference.com/display/10.1093/acref/9780191843730.001.0001/q-oro-ed5-00000015
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different circumstances and with a shifting trans-
atlantic landscape, history’s currents seem once 
again to be steering Britannia back toward its nat-
ural European harbor.

Can Germany’s Budgetary 
“Grand Bazooka” Save Europe?

“Money doesn’t matter anymore!” declared Süd-
deutsche Zeitung on 4 March - a striking headline 
from a country where fiscal orthodoxy has long 
been a near-religious doctrine. For almost a cen-
tury, Germany’s economic policy has been shaped 
by the trauma of post-World War I hyperinflation, 
instilling a nearly sacred commitment to balanced 
budgets. This ethos extended across Europe, set-
ting the tone for the entire eurozone—though not 
all member states adhered to it as devoutly.

Now, faced with the urgency of rearmament, Ger-
many is breaking with its sacrosanct constitution-
al rule of budgetary discipline. Even before finaliz-
ing the coalition agreement—a meticulous process 
that could take weeks—Friedrich Merz reached a 
landmark deal with the Social Democrats to nearly 
double the military budget, raising it to EUR 100 
billion annually, pushing defense spending to-
ward 3% of the GDP. Commentators have already 
dubbed this unprecedented shift a “budgetary 
grand bazooka.”

With Russia looming and the U.S. wavering, Ger-
many is embracing extraordinary measures, echo-
ing Mario Draghi’s famous “whatever it takes” ap-
proach from the 2008 financial crisis. Merz himself 
made the parallel explicit: “In light of the threats to 
freedom and peace, we must apply the same prin-
ciple to defense—‘whatever it takes,’” he declared 
on 4 March 2025.

Germany now faces a triple intellectual revolution. 
First, it must overcome its deep-seated aversion 
to militarism, a postwar cultural taboo. Second, it 
must confront its long-standing opposition to both 

civil and military nuclear power—public opinion 
may resist, but with German industry struggling 
to replace cheap Russian gas while ramping up 
production of Leopards, Taurus missiles, and oth-
er advanced weaponry, nuclear energy is becom-
ing an unavoidable debate. In the military sphere, 
Merz suggests that Germany should rely on an ex-
tended French and British nuclear umbrella rather 
than pursuing its own nuclear capability.

Finally, Germany must remove the constitution-
al and psychological barriers that prevent it from 
taking on debt. This would require a two-thirds 
majority in both the Bundestag and Bundesrat—an 
extraordinary political feat, but one that could be 
achieved by the end of March 2025. If so, it would 
mark the most dramatic economic policy shift in 
modern German history, proving that in times of 
existential threat, even Germany’s deepest dog-
mas can be rewritten.

Merz, a staunch Atlanticist, has already undergone 
this triple transformation in his thinking. Com-
ing from the historically transatlantic CDU, hav-
ing spent his entire career in a Germany that once 
hosted the largest contingent of American troops—
around 200,000 during the Cold War and 35,000 
today—he has long been steeped in the belief that 
security was NATO’s responsibility. Yet, on the 
very night of his election victory, before the final 
results were even confirmed, Merz made a striking 
declaration: “It is clear that this (American) gov-
ernment doesn’t care much about Europe’s fate… 
My absolute priority will be to strengthen Europe 
as quickly as possible so that we can achieve inde-
pendence from the USA.”

Germany, after years of stagnation 
and mild recession, has no intention of 
limiting its transformation to defense 
spending alone.

Germany, after years of stagnation and mild reces-
sion, has no intention of limiting its transformation 

https://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/union-spd-sonderungen-sondervermoegen-usa-li.3213630?reduced=true
https://www.politico.eu/article/germany-turnaround-public-spending-financial-markets-euro-friedrich-merz/
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c981w25y5wpo
https://www.politico.eu/article/friedrich-merz-germany-election-united-states-donald-trump-nato/
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to defense spending alone. Berlin is also launching 
an ambitious EUR 500 billion plan over the next 
decade to modernize its aging infrastructure. The 
link to defense may seem indirect, but in reality, it 
is designed to stimulate economic growth and, in 
time, generate the resources necessary to sustain 
a stronger security posture. Crucially, Merz’s vi-
sion aligns perfectly with Emmanuel Macron’s am-
bitions for a robust Franco-German axis—one that 
never quite materialized under Merkel and deteri-
orated further under Scholz.

Italy and Meloni’s Delicate 
Balancing Act

Italy has long been one of Europe’s most steadfast 
Atlanticist nations, maintaining a close securi-
ty relationship with the United States since 1945. 
Even when Matteo Salvini’s Lega Nord and the 
populist Five Star Movement—both sympathetic 
to Moscow—briefly shared power, the country’s 
transatlantic orientation remained unchanged. 
Since taking office in October 2022, Giorgia Mel-
oni has worked to solidify her standing on the Eu-
ropean stage, offering rare government stability 
while France and Germany struggled with inter-
nal upheavals. By strongly backing Ukraine, ton-
ing down her EU skepticism, and positioning her-
self as a hardliner on illegal immigration, Meloni 
earned credibility among European leaders. With 
Trump’s return to power, the stars seemed per-
fectly aligned—she was the only sitting European 
head of government invited to his inauguration 
and boasted strong ties with his inner circle, in-
cluding Elon Musk. But the recent course of Amer-
ican politics has thrown Meloni off balance.

Since JD Vance’s provocative speech in Munich 
and Trump’s increasingly aggressive rhetoric—
threatening to withdraw from European defense, 
normalize ties with Moscow, and pressure Ukraine 
into a minerals deal—Meloni’s carefully crafted 
political calculus has unraveled. Unlike Merz and 

Macron, who are openly moving toward European 
strategic autonomy, she has been working to keep 
bridges intact, positioning herself as a stabilizing 
force between Washington and European allies. To 
this end, she has proposed a transatlantic summit 
in Rome to defuse tensions. Keen to maintain ties 
with the U.S. while avoiding alienation from Kyiv 
and her European partners, Meloni has reported-
ly advised Ukraine to adopt a more conciliatory 
stance and has allegedly been discreetly deleting 
past pro-Zelenskyy tweets. Despite this, her De-
fense Minister, Guido Crosetto, publicly backed 
Ursula von der Leyen’s initiative to boost European 
rearmament.

Meloni is acutely aware of the emerging geopo-
litical realignment: France, Germany, Poland, the 
Nordic and Baltic states, and soon the UK are co-
alescing around a new European defense axis, pre-
paring for a future without American guarantees. 
Meanwhile, Hungary and Slovakia—historically 
pro-Moscow—are now fully aligned with Trump’s 
Washington. Ideologically closer to the latter 
camp, Italy is nonetheless more deeply integrated 
into the former, leaving Meloni caught in a delicate 
balancing act.

No matter how Meloni maneuvers, Italy 

is bracing for a Europe that may soon 

have to stand on its own.

Despite these dilemmas, Italy is forging ahead with 
plans to increase its defense spending from the 
current 1.5% to 2.5% of its GDP by 2027. And be-
hind the scenes, Rome is preparing for even more 
drastic measures. On 28 February, Corriere della 

Sera revealed the existence of a secret contingen-
cy plan to rapidly convert Italy’s automotive indus-
try into a military production powerhouse should 
the need arise—further proof that, no matter how 
Meloni maneuvers, Italy is bracing for a Europe 
that may soon have to stand on its own.

https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/germanys-conservatives-spd-meet-talks-coalition-major-spending-hike-eyed-2025-03-04/
https://www.lamilano.it/en/esteri/defense-eu-investments-outside-the-stability-pact-the-statement-of-minister-crosetto-and-the-satisfaction-with-the-announcement-of-von-der-leyen/
https://see.news/italy-plans-to-shift-auto-industry-toward-defense-production
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European Defense for Ukraine, 
by Ukraine
 
The war in Ukraine has become both the crucible 
and the betrayal of European defense—a baptism 
in blood without a godfather to fulfill his duty. 
As outlined earlier, Ukraine’s survival is Europe’s 
immediate imperative. Its 900,000 soldiers are 
the ones holding back Russia’s military, led by 
a Kremlin bent on avenging its Cold War defeat. 
This thirst for revenge is all the more dangerous 
given that the United States appears increasingly 
tempted by the idea of striking a deal with Russia 
at any cost—even if it means abandoning Ukraine 
and dismantling the transatlantic alliance into a 
patchwork of transactional arrangements.

Europe’s security, sovereignty, and prosperity now 
rest on Ukraine’s ability to withstand the onslaught, 
and on the collective resolve of European nations 
to support it—militarily, financially, and diplomat-
ically. Beyond the battlefield, Ukraine’s success 
must translate into a lasting peace that ensures its 
sovereignty, deters future Russian aggression, and 
prevents another war, whether against Ukraine 
or any European state. That imperative is already 
shaping European policy, with aid commitments 
doubling—not only at the EU level but also through 
national efforts from the UK, Norway, and other 
key allies.

The ultimate ambition for Europe has always been 
to build a robust and independent defense sys-
tem—one with fully integrated armies, command 
structures, and even a unified arms industry, free 
from reliance on the United States. Today, Ukraine 
stands as one of the most formidable military forc-
es on the continent. For more than three years, its 
army has held off a numerically and logistically 
superior Russian force, carrying out successful 
counteroffensives and even striking within Rus-
sian territory and seizing parts of the Kursk Oblast.

European defense without Ukraine is 
now unthinkable.

Through the crucible of war, Ukraine has not only 
strengthened its military but also cultivated a de-
fense industry capable of large-scale production, 
technological innovation, and battlefield-tested 
advancements. Such a nation cannot be sidelined 
in Europe’s future security framework. Ukraine 
must be at its core. Europeans should push for 
its NATO accession, and if political roadblocks—
whether from Hungary, Slovakia, or even the Unit-
ed States—make that impossible, then alternative 
integration mechanisms must be devised. Europe-
an defense without Ukraine is now unthinkable.

And Georgia? 
 

If Türkiye becomes part of the emerging 
European defense structure, Georgia’s 
chances of inclusion will increase sig-
nificantly.

When Georgia eventually has a government free 
from Russian influence, it should seize the oppor-
tunity to integrate into Europe’s defense archi-
tecture. The country holds strategic assets that 
make it a valuable security partner: its geographic 
proximity to adversaries like Russia and Iran, its 
vital role as a transit corridor for energy (gas, oil, 
electricity), goods, and digital infrastructure, and 
its small but battle-hardened military, which has 
proven its commitment in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
In Afghanistan, Georgia ranked second only to the 
United States in troop contributions relative to its 
population. If Türkiye becomes part of the emerg-
ing European defense structure, Georgia’s chances 
of inclusion will increase significantly.

Trump’s foreign policy is rooted in a starkly dif-
ferent understanding of power. While past admin-
istrations—whether neoconservative or liberal—
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saw force as an instrument tied to broader values 
and legal principles, Trump’s approach seems to 
champion raw power for its own sake. In this worl-
dview, order itself becomes the highest value, un-
burdened by moral constraints, law, or traditional 
alliances. NATO, the longest-standing defensive 
alliance in history, is dismissed as a costly incon-
venience. Trump prefers fleeting transactional 
arrangements, where relationships shift based 
on immediate self-interest rather than long-term 
commitments.

This explains his treatment of allies—disregarding 
them much as he disregards inconvenient truths. 
JD Vance, for example, falsely claimed that NATO 
allies have not fought for decades, ignoring the 
sacrifices of British, French, and other European 
troops in allied operations. Worse still, on 6 March, 
2025, Trump suggested that NATO’s Article 5 obli-
gations were conditional on payments, adding: “Do 
you think France would come to help us if we were 
attacked? I’m not sure.” In response, the French 
President reminded the world that NATO’s only 
invocation of Article 5 followed the 9/11 attacks, 
leading European forces into Afghanistan in soli-
darity with the United States.

Where does Georgia fit into this worldview? De-
spite its steadfast military support for Washing-

ton in Iraq and Afghanistan, the reality is that it 
likely means little to Trump. Seeking connivance 
with his administration might be possible, but 
such relationships are fleeting and unreliable. For 
a small country like Georgia, the only viable path is 
to build lasting alliances.

This brings to mind an anecdote from the Obama 
years. In November 2011, Georgia hosted a North 
Atlantic Council (NAC) visit, bringing NATO’s 28 
permanent representatives and its Secretary-Gen-
eral to Tbilisi and Batumi. On a government-char-
tered plane flying from Tbilisi to Batumi, I found 
myself seated next to a senior European diplomat. 
In casual conversation, I lamented that Georgia 
was not a priority for the Obama administration. 
His reply, half-joking but striking in hindsight, 
has stayed with me: “Consider it good news—he’s 

not interested in Europe either. That means he al-

ready sees you as a European state. Use that as an 

argument to get Europeans to support your EU and 

NATO aspirations.”

Today, as Europe embarks on its own defense 
awakening, Georgia must once again make its 
case—this time, not just as a future NATO and EU 
member, but as an essential player in European se-
curity ■

https://www.gbnews.com/politics/us/donald-trump-france-america-911-nato-europe-ukraine-russia
https://www.france24.com/en/france/20250307-macron-says-france-is-loyal-us-ally-as-trump-casts-doubt-on-nato-solidarity
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The World Order 
That Was Not Ordered

B y the end of 2024, the world had cel-
ebrated the New Year, and Donald 
Trump had celebrated his second com-
ing as President of the United States of 

America. All celebrations surely included a toast to 
a better 2025 and hopes for prosperity, tranquility, 
and peace. It would be perfectly normal if any of 
the celebrants had their own version of “prosper-
ity,” “tranquility,” “peace,” and their way of under-
standing how to achieve it. What most celebrants 
got fundamentally wrong was the assumption that 
all their plans would materialize in an already ex-
isting world order.

It looks like Donald Trump’s agenda, both 

domestically and internationally, aims at 

a fundamental reshuffle, or if you may, 

dismantling of the existing order.

It looks like Donald Trump’s agenda, both domes-
tically and internationally, aims at a fundamental 

reshuffle, or if you may, dismantling of the existing 
order. In 2024, he miraculously dodged an assas-
sin’s bullet, but America’s domestic bureaucracy 
could not dodge the DOGE (Department of Gov-
ernment Efficiency). The international order, in 
turn, could not dodge Donald Trump and his revi-
sionist agenda.

The new (old) American president has been in of-
fice for only a month, yet domestic and interna-
tional earthquakes are already shattering nearly 
every single pillar of “order,” “system,” or “insti-
tutions.” And we are not even in the aftershocks 
phase yet.

Political and business leaders, pundits, bureau-
crats, and ordinary people worldwide are trying to 
guess what his agenda really stands for. It appears 
that the majority of the world’s intellectual popu-
lace is keeping a misty index finger up, trying to 
catch the direction of the new wind and navigate 
accordingly.

Ambassador Temuri Yakobashvili distinguishes himself as an accomplished leader in government, crisis management, and 
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America’s domestic turbulence merits a separate 
analysis and it might be easier to decode the new 
administration’s actions in that context. Regarding 
international affairs, the fundamental shock stems 
from the fear that America is abandoning its more 
than 200-year-old fundamental principles, pol-
icy priorities, and the Pax Americana in general. 
Even though the tsunami of changes is sweeping 
and fast-developing, one can only speculate about 
its causes, the vision behind it, and the reason-
ing of its architects. One phrase often heard from 
members of the new American administration is: 

“The world has changed and we shall adapt to it.” 
So, what has changed and how does the current 
American leadership perceive the changing world?

New Realities

The slogan “Make America Great Again” already 
implies something is seriously wrong with Ameri-
ca. Domestically, these “wrongs” are well articulat-
ed: woke/DEI/identity policies, uncontrolled im-
migration, overblown bureaucracy, inflation, and 
unemployment. The fact is that skillfully address-
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ing these “wrongs” effectively propelled Donald 
Trump to his second-term presidency.

Internationally, the declared “wrongs” also have 
names, such as fixation on climate change, unfair 
trade policies detrimental to American interests, 
uncontrolled international aid (including military 
assistance), the tendency of allies to take Ameri-
can security guarantees for granted, and a growing 
disrespect for America—even from its allies.

It appears that the lenses through which high-lev-
el American decision-makers and opinion leaders 
view the world paint a very grim picture. Let us 
take a closer look at some pieces of that picture.

The Institutions

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization was ini-
tially envisaged as a predominantly Russian foreign 
policy tool for challenging Western dominance on 
the international stage. However, it has now be-
come a highly Sino-centric organization, signifi-
cantly increasing the number of its members and 
observers beyond its original five.

The same can be said about BRICS (Brazil, Russia, 
India, China, South Africa) which has attracted 
countries traditionally considered more or less 
Western allies such as Türkiye and the UAE. Fur-
thermore, within BRICS, ideas of challenging the 
dominance of the U.S. dollar in international trade 
are actively circulating.

The WTO has become an arena where 
the U.S. is challenged by China over 
allegedly unfair tariff policies.

The Bretton Woods institutions—the World Bank, 
IMF, and the WTO—were created right after the 
catastrophic World War II and used to be major 
pillars of international economic development. 
Not anymore. While they are still active, the BRICS 

New Development Bank and China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative now offer viable alternatives for infra-
structural development. The WTO has become an 
arena where the U.S. is challenged by China over 
allegedly unfair tariff policies.

Global Business Practices

During the Cold War, an alternative to Western 
support required at least nominal adherence to 
socialist and communist ideas—often sufficed 
by the presence of prefixes such as “socialist” or 
“people’s” in a country’s name and the monopoli-
zation of the state economy. Today, China offers 
partnerships and investments without ideological 
caveats or regard for the recipient’s performance 
on democracy and human rights. Not bound by 
anti-corruption regulatory restraints, Chinese 
companies happily offer bribes for preferen-
tial treatment by local officials. Chinese compa-
nies largely disregard ecological considerations 
and labor rights laws. With minimal bureaucratic 
procedures, Chinese state-sponsored credits are 
readily available for investment or development. 
These practices significantly shorten project ini-
tiation-to-implementation timelines, producing 
quick and visible results.

All of the above puts Western companies at a dis-
advantage. Western firms are strictly monitored 
by their respective governments and subject to 
extensive compliance regulations and indepen-
dent climate, anti-corruption, and labor rights 
watchdogs. The best business practices adhered to 
domestically in the West have become nearly un-
transferable to the developing world, even if West-
ern technologies are superior or Chinese business 
practices eventually negatively affect local popu-
lations.

Trade

Trade wars between China and the U.S. are neither 
surprising nor new. However, China is now effec-
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tively encroaching on the U.S. market, not only 
with t-shirts and sneakers but also with strategic 
materials critical to the U.S.—materials that are no 
longer produced domestically, thereby increasing 
America’s dependence on Chinese suppliers. Tra-
ditional U.S. markets like Europe are flooded with 
more affordable Chinese alternatives, including 
machinery, automotive products, and consumer 
goods. The same applies to cheaper solar panels, 
telecommunications goods, etc. When it comes 
to financial tools, Visa, Mastercard, and American 
Express are no longer the exclusive players in the 
credit/debit card market, now challenged by Chi-
na’s UnionPay. The list goes on, contributing to a 
worrisome trade deficit for the U.S..

Artificial Intelligence (AI)

Nowadays, practically everyone knows about the 
impact of artificial intelligence on economic de-
velopment. If the two major engines for AI are 
big data and its processing capabilities (powerful 
computer chips), China clearly has an advantage 
in both. With a population of 1.4 billion and un-
restricted access to private data from its citizens 
and global companies, China enjoys an unmatched 
advantage in collecting big data and testing AI 
models. We can add to this the so-called “mined 
data” from Chinese social media platforms (Tik-
Tok), trade platforms (AliExpress), telecom com-
panies (Huawei), and hacking of governmental or 
major business databases.

Such a reality undoubtedly positions China as 
a major competitor. Trump’s every other hectic 
(and often bizarre) step on the international stage 
can be considered against the backdrop of such a 
perception or assumption. If so, a number of vi-
tal questions arise concerning world order—ques-
tions that require analysis and discussion.

Ukraine Under the Wing or the 
Bus?

Departing from the foreign policy agenda of a pre-
decessor is not a new phenomenon in America. 
However, in this particular case, worried voices 
speculate whether the world is experiencing a fun-
damental shift in America’s role—from traditional-
ly siding with the oppressed against evil empires 
and axes of power to legitimizing the actions of 
evildoers by calling it the “new normal” and justi-
fying it as “striving for peace.” Ukraine has become 
a litmus test for such shifting policies.

The Trump administration not only 
changed its rhetoric but also echoed 
false Russian narratives about the war 
in Ukraine.

The promise of ending the war between Ukraine 
and Russia was a constant theme in Trump’s 
pre-electoral speeches and concrete actions fol-
lowed immediately after his inauguration. The 
pace, methodology, and manner of these actions 
left domestic and external observers puzzled 
and worried. The Trump administration not only 
changed its rhetoric but also echoed false Russian 
narratives about the war in Ukraine. 

This shift in rhetoric was followed by concrete 
actions, raising not only eyebrows but also the 
question: Is the U.S. really throwing Ukraine under 
the bus? Pressure on the Ukrainian leadership to 
sign a vague “minerals deal” without any securi-
ty guarantees serves as merely the first step in a 
fundamental change of approach toward this hor-
rific war by the U.S.. The unprecedented berating 
of President Zelensky in a White House meeting 
by President Trump and Vice President Vance, 
although shocking, was a logical outcome of this 
changing attitude. The recently announced pause 
in military assistance to Ukraine and suspension 
of intelligence cooperation reinforce speculation 

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/03/us/politics/trump-ukraine-military-aid.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2025/03/05/politics/us-pause-intelligence-support-ukraine/index.html
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that the U.S. is planning to achieve its desired re-
sults largely at the expense of Ukrainian interests. 
The U.S. leadership is making it very clear what is 
expected from Ukraine—take our offer, even if you 
do not like it, or show us a new President who will 
take our offer.

The U.S. leadership is making it very 
clear what is expected from Ukraine—
take our offer, even if you do not like 
it, or show us a new President who will 
take our offer.

Without U.S. political, economic, or military sup-
port, it will be extremely difficult for Ukraine to 
withstand Russian pressure. However, this situa-
tion is not unprecedented. Last year, due to a dead-
lock in Congress, support for Ukraine was halted 
and delayed for a full six months. Yes, Ukraine has 
seen some retreats, notably in the city of Bakhmut, 
but such delays did not result in the collapse of 
the front line. Yes, today’s Ukraine has fewer sol-
diers to fight and the war is deeply unpopular after 
three years of continuous fighting. Nevertheless, 
European allies appear to be taking the looming 
danger of Ukraine’s military defeat—and its pos-
sible consequences for Europe—far more serious-
ly in the face of shifting American priorities. The 
most recent European summit on Ukraine’s sit-
uation has already resulted in a “coalition of the 
willing” which, at a minimum, can provide financial 
support and boost Ukrainian defense.

Ukrainians, meanwhile, after experiencing pro-
longed disruptions in arms and ammunition sup-
plies, have rapidly developed their own military 
industry, ranging from the domestic production 
of improved small arms to various aerial, terres-
trial, and naval drones, armored and armed vehi-
cles. While still not sufficient in quantity to fully 
replace U.S. supplies, particularly for air defense, 
this development is enough to continue fighting in 
a more technologically advanced manner. Notably, 

according to a recent report from the reputable 
defense think tank RUSI, “tactical UAVs current-
ly account for 60–70% of damaged and destroyed 
Russian systems.” The same applies to personnel 
losses in the Russian army. Various reports indi-
cate that Ukraine currently produces between one 
and two million drones per year, meaning that the 
disruption of U.S. military supplies will not neces-
sarily result in an immediate cessation of hostili-
ties.

This development translates into a race-against-
time scenario where it is unclear whether or not 
America’s changing attitude will expedite peace or 
prove fundamentally problematic for the Trump 
administration.

Is Russia Up for Grabs?

The sudden change of heart toward the war in 
Ukraine and U.S. foreign policies in general, de-
mands some rational explanation.

Today’s Russia is clearly a significantly 

weakened country. Myths of the “second 

army in the world” have been shattered 

by fierce Ukrainian resistance and the 

unparalleled losses of lives and equip-

ment suffered by the Russian army.

Today’s Russia is clearly a significantly weakened 
country. Myths of the “second army in the world” 
have been shattered by fierce Ukrainian resistance 
and the unparalleled losses of lives and equipment 
suffered by the Russian army. The spillover effects 
of the war have extended beyond Ukraine’s bor-
ders with critical infrastructure facilities—such as 
oil refineries deep within Russian territory—be-
coming legitimate targets for Ukrainian drones. 
Heavily sanctioned and politically isolated, Russia 
has lost its lucrative Western (mostly European) 
markets and diverted its hydrocarbon trade to the 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidhambling/2025/02/18/new-report-drones-now-destroying-two-thirds-of-russian-targets/
https://kyivindependent.com/ukrainian-drones-made-up-over-96-of-uavs-military-used-in-2024-defense-minister-says/
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east, mainly to China and India, under significantly 
discounted purchase agreements.

This shift in trade has pushed Russia further into 
China’s orbit, making China its dominant trading 
partner. However, the so-called “partnership” is 
merely a soundbite; in reality, Russia’s dependence 
on China has drastically increased over the past 
three years. Without Chinese electronic compo-
nents and consumer products, Russia’s ability to 
produce more advanced weaponry than Soviet-era 
designs would be severely limited. In return, Rus-
sia has become little more than a raw-material ap-
pendage to China. This growing dependence and 
the further rapprochement between China and 
Russia could pose serious challenges for the West-
ern world, especially the U.S..

Under these circumstances, one can hypothetical-
ly consider the possibility of a special deal between 
the U.S. and Russia—one that convinces Russia to 
turn back to the West, secure its own version of a 
“minerals deal,” and provide more American access 
to Russia’s wealth in exchange for lifting political 
and economic sanctions as well as re-opening 
America for Russian oligarchs to invest or vaca-
tion. Naturally, for such a “restart” of relations, the 
war in Ukraine would need to end as soon as pos-
sible with details of a possible ceasefire appearing 
negligible in the pursuit of greater strategic goals.

Signs supporting this scenario have begun to 
emerge. The Trump administration’s new poli-
cies emphasize changing rhetoric toward Russia—
manifesting almost daily, but most significantly in 
the recent UN resolution on Ukraine and the G7 
meeting communiqué, which avoided calling Rus-
sia an aggressor. The Russian leadership has de-
clared its interest in a minerals deal with the U.S. 
and President Putin has instructed a designated 
state-owned bank to collaborate with Elon Musk, 
among other developments.

Crisis of Alliances?

JD Vance’s scandalous speech at the Munich Secu-
rity Conference clearly stated that the current U.S. 
leadership does not see today’s Europe as an ally 
when it comes to fundamental values. In Vance’s 
(and presumably others’) opinion, Europe is in-
fected with the same “diseases” that the Ameri-
can administration is fighting—namely, “woke/
DEI/identity policies, uncontrolled immigration, 
and overblown bureaucracy.” If European leaders 
endorse these “diseases,” they are no longer con-
sidered allies. Vance’s comments that Europeans 
do not even have battle-proven forces to support 
Ukraine were quickly labeled as “disrespectful” by 
British and French politicians. All signs suggest 
that the current American administration no lon-
ger considers Europeans valuable or capable allies.

Canada and Mexico—America’s two closest (and 
only) immediate neighbors—share the same fate. 
They have found themselves in renewed econom-
ic conflict with their major trading partner due to 
freshly imposed (and for now suspended) 25% tar-
iffs on exported goods.

One might assume that American allies in the Mid-
dle East would avoid confrontation with these new 
policies, but the proposal to resettle Gaza’s popu-
lation and build a “Riviera” there is at odds with the 
Arab leaders’ alternative plan for reconstruction, 
backed by USD 53 billion in pledged funds. It is 
also hard to imagine that Türkiye would be either 
excited about or supportive of the “Riviera Gaza” 
project.

If China is the designated or real foe, 
the value of trusted alliances should 
increase, not diminish.

These realities leave little optimism—if any—about 
the sustainability of the world order which was 

https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c7435pnle0go
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/20/world/europe/us-g7-russia-ukraine-war.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c4gdx7488g5o
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c4gdx7488g5o
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/world/putin-urges-gazprombank-to-partner-with-elon-musk/3489500
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considered a given merely months ago. If China 
is the designated or real foe, the value of trusted 
alliances should increase, not diminish. Unfortu-
nately, we observe the opposite, and history sug-
gests that such scenarios have grim outcomes. 
The growing sentiment of replacing “God Save 
America” with “God Save Us From America” can-
not bode well for world peace, even if attempts are 
made to justify it through fears of rising challenges 

from China. If “America First” means resuscitating 
Russia in the name of Chinese threats and putting 
“Kremlin First”, the European and, for that matter, 
global security order, as we know it might collapse. 
As Benjamin Franklin famously said after signing 
the Declaration of Independence: “We must all 
hang together or, most assuredly, we shall all hang 
separately” ■
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The EU’s Strategic Pit Stop: 
Need to Change Gears and 
Put on Hard Tires

A s the world braces itself, awaiting 
the outcome of the Ukrainian-Rus-
sian-American-European peace talks 
(or attempts), the Georgian Dream 

government continues to build an autocratic re-
gime, adopting totalitarian non-democratic laws 
and firmly placing itself among the Autocracy Inc., 
to quote Anne Applebaum.

The European Union watches these developments 
from a reactive stance. Each political maneuver by 
the ruling party catches Brussels off guard, lead-
ing either to delayed responses or, in some cases, 
to no response at all. The statement by Irakli Ko-
bakhidze on 28 November 2024, effectively halting 
Georgia’s EU accession process, was an unexpect-
ed shock for many in Brussels and key EU capitals. 
The European Union had miscalculated in granting 
Georgia candidate status “on credit,” expecting to 
incentivize the Georgian Dream to realign with the 

European path. However, that expectation proved 
unfounded. Instead, EU-Georgia relations have 
deteriorated to an all-time low.

Despite its extensive global agenda and 
an overload of its plate, the EU must not 
lose sight of Georgia and its people who 
have been protesting continuously for 
over three months.

For those who believe that the ruling party has al-
ready hit rock bottom and cannot do further dam-
age, a reassessment is necessary. The Georgian 
Dream still has multiple avenues through which it 
can deepen the crisis. Despite its extensive global 
agenda and full plate, the EU must not lose sight of 
Georgia and its people who have been protesting 
continuously for over three months. The EU also 
needs to prepare for the worst-case scenarios. 
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Just as a Formula One car must switch from soft to 
hard tires when the asphalt heats up, the EU must 
toughen its stance as Georgia’s political landscape 
intensifies. Adapting to harsher conditions is the 
only way to maintain control and stay ahead of the 
curve.

Unsustainable Status Quo

By suspending the EU accession process until 2028, 
the Georgian Dream has freed itself from the scruti-
ny and pressure associated with reform implemen-
tation. While this move has sparked sustained mass 
protests—the longest-running demonstrations in 
the country’s history—the ruling party appears de-
termined to endure and suppress dissent. Repres-
sion has intensified, with authorities resorting to 
intimidation tactics against protest participants in 
an effort to quash public opposition. Simultaneous-
ly, the Georgian Dream has ramped up its disinfor-

mation campaigns, seeking to erode public support 
for EU accession, undermine the credibility of the 
European Union leadership, and smear the opposi-
tion parties and civil society groups. 

If the fate of Ukraine is negotiated be-
tween Washington and Moscow without 
Kyiv or the EU’s direct involvement, the 
Georgian Dream will undoubtedly use 
this as justification for its pivot away 
from the EU.

The Georgian Dream’s euro-skeptic position will 
be further strengthened if Ukraine and Moldova 
stumble on their EU path, something which could 
be expected. Additionally, if the fate of Ukraine is 
negotiated between Washington and Moscow with-
out Kyiv or the EU’s direct involvement, the Geor-
gian Dream will undoubtedly use this as justifica-
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tion for its pivot away from the EU. So far, Georgian 
Dream leaders have been using every statement by 
the Trump administration for their own political 
gains. Attacks on USAID, the humiliation of Volody-
myr Zelensky in the Oval Office and the narrative of 
Ukraine wanting to continue war have been trans-
formed into domestic propaganda messages.   

AA Under Threat?

Georgia’s democratic backsliding has put the 
EU-Georgia Association Agreement (AA) in jeopar-
dy with the European Parliament now calling for a 
comprehensive audit of EU-Georgia relations. The 
resolution, which urges the European Commission 
to review the agreement, underscores a grim re-
ality: Georgia’s government is openly violating the 
core principles of democracy, rule of law, and hu-
man rights enshrined in the agreement. Article 2 of 
the AA makes it clear that these values are not op-
tional but fundamental to the partnership between 
Georgia and the EU. Yet, the Georgian Dream has 
systematically eroded judicial independence, polit-
icized law enforcement, attacked media freedom, 
and undermined anti-corruption institutions—all in 
direct breach of the commitments it made to the EU 
member states.

These violations are not abstract. They are clear, 
measurable, and deliberate. Article 4 of the AA ob-
ligates Georgia to develop and strengthen dem-
ocratic institutions, guarantee judicial indepen-
dence, and uphold the rule of law. Instead, the 
government has tightened its grip on the judi-
ciary, ensuring that politically loyal judges dom-
inate the system. The so-called “Clan of Judges” 
continues to exert unchecked control, manipulat-
ing court rulings in favor of the ruling elite. The 
judicial appointment process remains opaque and 
politically driven, making a mockery of Georgia’s 
pledge to ensure transparency and impartiality 
in its legal system. Law enforcement, rather than 
being a pillar of stability, has become a political 
weapon—used to harass opposition figures, intim-

idate journalists, and silence government critics.

The Georgian Dream’s attacks on civil society and 
the independent media are an even more blatant vi-
olation of its European commitments. Article 13 of 
the AA explicitly obligates Georgia to promote hu-
man rights, media freedom, and access to justice. 
Yet, the past few months have seen an unprece-
dented assault on independent journalism. Passing 
the new laws regulating media freedom for broad-
casters and even attempting to regulate online 
speech, as announced on 4 March, would further 
undermine the implementation of AA obligations. 

Civil society organizations have also become tar-
gets. The government’s push for a “foreign agent” 
law, modeled after Russia’s notorious legislation, la-
beled NGOs as enemies of the state. The newly an-
nounced and tabled U.S.-type FARA (Foreign Agents’ 
Registration Act) will make it impossible for CSOs 
to continue functioning. This move will be a direct 
violation of Article 13 which guarantees freedom 
of association and civic engagement. The message 
from Georgian Dream is clear: those who challenge 
its grip on power—whether journalists, activists, or 
independent institutions—will face pressure, per-
secution, or prosecution.

The fight against corruption, once a hallmark of 
Georgia’s European path, has also collapsed under 
the Georgian Dream. Article 4 of the AA commits 
Georgia to strengthening its anti-corruption in-
stitutions and ensuring their independence. Yet, 
rather than tackling corruption at the highest lev-
els, the government has transformed the Anti-Cor-
ruption Bureau (ACB) into a political tool, using it 
to investigate NGOs and media outlets while ignor-
ing rampant graft within the ruling elite. There is 
no serious effort to increase transparency in public 
procurement, political party financing, or govern-
ment accountability—all of which were key reforms 
Georgia pledged to undertake. The ACB will likely 
be tasked with implementing new FARA legislation, 
equipping it with more punitive tools.

https://civil.ge/archives/660501
https://georgiatoday.ge/kaladze-u-s-ukraine-clash-reveals-true-war-and-peace-stances/
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/delegations/georgia/eugeorgia-association-agreement_en?s=221
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/RC-10-2025-0106_EN.html
https://civil.ge/archives/659985
https://civil.ge/archives/667060


39

BY VANO CHKHIKVADZE Issue №16 | March, 2025

The broader question that the EU should try to ask 
is whether or not the Georgian Dream is actively 
preparing to dismantle Georgia’s European integra-
tion framework altogether. While the Association 
Agreement is legally binding, Article 427 allows for 
its denunciation by either party. If the government 
intends to fully disengage from the EU, withdrawing 
from the agreement would be its next logical step. 
The first warning signs have already appeared. In 
January 2025, Georgia announced its withdrawal 
from the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of 
Europe (PACE) after the body called for fresh elec-
tions. The move was eerily reminiscent of Russia’s 
decision to quit the Council of Europe in March 
2022, just before fully embracing autocracy and 
cutting ties with European institutions.

If these trends continue, Georgia risks becoming 
the first Eastern Partnership country to willing-
ly abandon its EU aspirations. The consequences 
would be severe, not just for Georgia’s democratic 
future, but for its economic stability, regional secu-
rity, and geopolitical standing. The European Parlia-
ment’s recent resolution may be a warning shot but, 
unless the EU moves beyond rhetoric and begins 
enforcing the consequences of these violations, the 
Association Agreement will become a meaningless 
document—and Georgia’s European path will fade 
into history.

Could Georgia Follow Iceland’s 
Path?

In November 2024 when Irakli Kobakhidze an-
nounced that Georgia would merely “postpone” ac-
cession talks, it was clear that this was more than 
a tactical delay. It was the first major step toward 
deliberately disengaging from the EU enlargement 
process. The Georgian Dream could still formally 
withdraw the country’s EU membership application 
altogether if it deems it necessary for internal po-
litical reasons. 

This scenario is not without precedent. In 2015, 
Iceland became the first country to unilaterally 
withdraw its EU membership application due to a 
combination of political, economic, and sovereign-
ty-related factors. By 2015, Iceland’s economy had 
recovered with its GDP returning to pre-crisis lev-
els, thereby reducing the urgency of joining the EU 
and so the application was dropped. In Iceland, this 
decision was a calculated, pragmatic step based on 
its economic recovery, concerns over sovereignty, 
and a lack of public urgency. In Georgia, however, 
this could happen for totally different reasons - po-
litical hostility from the ruling party, economic re-
alignment with Russia, and growing authoritarian 
tendencies. 

Unlike Iceland, which maintained close economic 
and political ties with the EU despite halting ac-
cession, Georgia’s potential disengagement could 
result in a complete rupture with European institu-
tions. The Georgian Dream has increasingly framed 
the EU as a hostile force, attacking EU diplomats, 
assaulting civil society, and undermining democrat-
ic institutions—moves that signal not just a pause 
but a potential reversal of Georgia’s European path. 
While Iceland chose to step away from EU mem-
bership because it no longer saw a compelling eco-
nomic reason to join, Georgia’s government appears 
to be deliberately severing ties for political surviv-
al, fearing that continued alignment with Brussels 
would limit its authoritarian consolidation.

The key lesson from Iceland’s case is that once a 
government politically commits to reversing EU 
integration, it can do so unilaterally, regardless of 
public sentiment. In Iceland, the decision was made 
without a referendum or full parliamentary approv-
al, despite demands for a national vote. Georgia 
risks following the same trajectory—except in its 
case, the consequences would be far more severe. 
The question is no longer whether or not the Geor-
gian Dream wants to remain on the EU path—it is if 
the Georgian public and opposition forces can re-
sist its retreat before irreversible damage is done.

https://jam-news.net/georgian-dream-quits-pace-after-losing-key-powers/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/russia-formally-quits-council-europe-rights-watchdog-2022-03-15/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/mar/12/iceland-drops-european-union-membership-bid
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To justify such a drastic move, the Georgian Dream 
could attempt to shift blame onto Brussels, pointing 
to the lack of progress for Ukraine and Moldova as 
evidence that EU membership was never a realistic 
prospect. Some Icelandic politicians used a similar 
argument in 2015, claiming that negotiations were 
stalled indefinitely and that there was no point in 
remaining in the queue. If Moldova and Ukraine 
continue to struggle with their accession timelines, 
the Georgian Dream may find it easier to convince 
its supporters that the EU was never serious about 
integrating the country in the first place.

The EU cannot afford to be passive in 
the face of this looming deterioration. It 
must increase its scrutiny of Georgia’s 
democratic trajectory, making it clear 
that withdrawal from the accession 
process would not simply be a political 
maneuver but a catastrophic decision 
with real consequences.

The EU cannot afford to be passive in the face of this 
looming deterioration. It must increase its scrutiny 
of Georgia’s democratic trajectory, making it clear 
that withdrawal from the accession process would 
not simply be a political maneuver but a catastroph-
ic decision with real consequences. Expanding the 
EU Rule of Law Report to include Georgia could be 
one way to keep pressure on the government. The 
visa suspension mechanism, another tool at the 
EU’s disposal, could also serve as leverage. If the 
Georgian Dream believes that it can quietly walk 
away from the European project while continuing 
to enjoy the economic and travel benefits of EU co-
operation, Brussels must prove otherwise. 

No Economic Anchor Either

Economic arguments that once made Georgia’s 
EU alignment seem inevitable are now losing their 
weight. The Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade 

Area (DCFTA), a central pillar of the Association 
Agreement, was once hailed as a game-changer for 
Georgia’s economy, offering businesses privileged 
access to the world’s largest single market. Yet, 
over the past decade, this promise has been steadily 
eroding and the numbers tell a clear story. In 2015, 
Georgia’s exports to the EU accounted for 28.3% of 
total trade. By 2024, that figure had collapsed to just 
8.7%.

The decline in exports is not just a temporary eco-
nomic fluctuation—it is a reflection of a deliberate 
political and economic realignment. Georgian busi-
nesses, once enthusiastic about the EU’s market op-
portunities, now find themselves facing trade barri-
ers, shifting regulatory requirements, and political 
uncertainty. At the same time, economic actors 
closely aligned with the ruling Georgian Dream par-
ty have cultivated deeper financial and commercial 
ties with Russia and China, reducing their reliance 
on Europe. As a result, the once-powerful business 
sector, a key advocate for EU integration, has be-
come noticeably silent. The private sector, which 
previously saw EU trade as a ticket to moderniza-
tion and economic stability, now appears resigned 
to Georgia’s pivot toward alternative markets.

Meanwhile, Russian and Chinese investments have 
surged, providing the Georgian government with a 
new source of financial and political leverage. While 
Chinese infrastructure projects and Russian energy 
investments come with fewer conditions than EU 
assistance, they also create long-term economic 
dependencies that could prove costly for Georgia’s 
sovereignty. In particular, Chinese loans for large-
scale infrastructure projects—often issued without 
stringent transparency requirements—have already 
led to concerns about debt diplomacy. At the same 
time, Russian capital has been flowing into Geor-
gia at an unprecedented rate, especially since the 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine. The influx of Russian 
businesses and individuals fleeing sanctions has 
brought an economic boost to certain sectors but 
at a geopolitical cost: Georgia is increasingly seen 

https://www.geostat.ge/media/22743/FTrade_12__2015_ENG.pdf
https://civil.ge/archives/653667
https://ria.ru/20241106/rossija-1982089762.html
https://transparency.ge/en/post/georgias-economic-dependence-russia-impact-russia-ukraine-war-1
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as a safe haven for Russian money, further straining 
relations with the West.

With fewer economic incentives to remain closely 
aligned with Brussels, Georgia may feel emboldened 
to continue drifting away from the EU. If Europe-
an markets no longer serve as Georgia’s primary 
trading destination and alternative funding sourc-
es from China and Russia continue to expand, the 
government could argue that the EU is no longer 
an economic necessity. This would not only provide 
justification for political disengagement but would 
also further neutralize the business sector as a 
force for pro-European advocacy.

The EU must recognize that its econom-
ic leverage over Georgia is diminishing. 
The benefits of visa-free travel and 
DCFTA access are no longer enough to 
counterbalance the increasingly attrac-
tive offers from China and Russia.

The EU must recognize that its economic lever-
age over Georgia is diminishing. The benefits of 
visa-free travel and DCFTA access are no longer 
enough to counterbalance the increasingly attrac-
tive offers from China and Russia. To counter this 
trend, Brussels needs to rethink its economic en-
gagement strategy, offering stronger investment 
guarantees, trade incentives, and tangible econom-
ic benefits that keep Georgia anchored in the Eu-
ropean orbit. Without a renewed push to deepen 
economic ties, the EU may find itself losing not just 
Georgia’s government but also its business commu-
nity and economic elite.

Forthcoming Diplomatic 
Freeze Out?

Another avenue for the deterioration of Georgian 
Dream-EU relations could be the frontal attack 
against the EU diplomatic missions and its dele-

gation in Georgia. Georgia’s diplomatic retreat is 
already evident. The Georgian Dream has left am-
bassadorial posts vacant in 11 out of 27 EU member 
states as well as in the U.S., and the UK, weaken-
ing engagement with key Western partners. At the 
same time, the ruling party is vilifying European 
diplomats, including the ambassadors of the EU and 
Germany, accusing them of political interference 
and questioning their very presence in Georgia. 
The next logical step would be expelling EU diplo-
mats, a tactic used by Russia, Belarus, and Azerbai-
jan to eliminate international scrutiny. The Geor-
gian Dream has already hinted at invoking Article 
9 of the Vienna Convention, which would allow it 
to declare European diplomats persona non grata, 
further isolating Georgia from Brussels.

The Georgian Dream is also tightening its grip on 
civil society, a crucial counterbalance to its growing 
authoritarianism. The closure of USAID and NED 
operations has already dealt a severe financial blow 
to independent NGOs and the Georgian Dream is 
now establishing a state-controlled funding agency 
to channel Western grants exclusively to pro-gov-
ernment organizations (GONGOs). This mirrors 
Azerbaijan’s crackdown in 2014 when the Aliyev 
regime forced all foreign-funded NGOs to regis-
ter with the state, leading to mass closures. Russia 
and Belarus followed similar paths, using “foreign 
agent” laws to criminalize independent civil society.

The European Union has recognized this threat 
and promised to redirect EUR 120 million in fund-
ing from the Georgian government to civil society 
organizations. However, months later, this promise 
remains unfulfilled, allowing the Georgian Dream 
to continue with its financial suffocation strategy. 
If the EU fails to act swiftly, it risks repeating the 
mistakes made in Azerbaijan and Belarus where 
Western donors were eventually forced out entire-
ly. It cannot be overruled that the ruling party will 
pass the laws, forbidding uncoordinated funding of 
the CSOS by the foreign embassies. In such a case 
(and this could happen soon), the EU and the Euro-

https://civil.ge/archives/665418
https://civil.ge/archives/665861
https://info.imedi.ge/en/politics/4750/parliament-speaker-eu-ambassador-has-no-right-to-assume-role-of-prosecutor-in-georgia
https://frontnews.ge/en/georgian-dream-passes-law-to-fund-ngos-through-gov-t-grants/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/crackdown-in-azerbaijan/
https://jam-news.net/eus-borrell-proposes-redirecting-e100m-aid-to-georgian-civil-society/
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pean embassies have to make a swift decision – do 
they play by the new undemocratic laws or do they 
look for alternative, including clandestine funding 
mechanisms. 

Time to Shift Gears

Irakli Kobakhidze’s announcement on 28 Novem-
ber 2024 was not the final blow to EU-Georgia re-
lations—far from it. The Georgian Dream still has 
multiple levers at its disposal to further deteriorate 
ties. Despite its packed foreign policy agenda, the 
EU must not turn its back on Georgia. The Georgian 
people overwhelmingly support European integra-
tion, and abandoning them would only embolden 
the ruling party’s authoritarian drift.

There will be a need to react and the 
results cannot be ignored. Brussels has 
to figure out what type of immediate 
response it will have.

The Georgian Dream has not finished making 
Georgia an authoritarian state. The work is still in 
progress. The ruling party announced the adoption 
of a new package of legislation that would put yet 
another nail in the coffin of democracy. Once ad-
opted, there will be a need to react and the results 
cannot be ignored. Brussels has to figure out what 
type of immediate response it will have. The moves 
the EU has made so far have not been able to stop 
the Georgian Dream from pursuing its way of build-
ing autocracy. It is time for the EU to move from 
reactive to proactive. Developing a comprehensive 
strategy, assessing risks, and preparing counter-
measures will allow Brussels to shape events rather 
than merely respond to them. A strategic recalibra-
tion is long overdue ■

https://civil.ge/archives/659985
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As USAID Dies, Many of Georgia’s 
“Vibrant” CSOs Face Extinction

The demise of the U.S. aid agency is a 
boon for the ongoing oligarchic coup. 
The decision of Donald Trump’s ad-
ministration to suspend the operations 

of the U.S. Agency for International Development 
(USAID) caused 55 thousand confirmed job losses, 
and an estimated 100 thousand job losses global-
ly, according to preliminary data. In Georgia, the 
news could not have come at a worse time. The 
rapidly autocratizing Georgian Dream regime has 
been squeezing civil society groups through re-
pressive legislation, disinformation and personal 
bullying. Georgian Dream PM Irakli Kobakhidze 
jubilantly called the closure a “black day” for Geor-
gia’s “radical opposition,” adding that the decision 
would “contribute to the stable development of 
the country.” For years, the Georgian Dream has 
accused USAID-funded programs of fomenting a 
coup on behalf of the opposition. Shalva Papuash-
vili, Speaker of the Georgian Dream rump parlia-
ment, accused USAID of “having undue influence 
on Georgia’s domestic politics” undermining the 
friendship between Georgia and the U.S..

Extent of the Damage

For decades, Georgia has been one of the largest 
per capita recipients of U.S. assistance. In 2012-
2023, the years in which the Georgian Dream has 
been in power, total U.S. overseas development 
assistance (ODA) stands at USD 1 billion 920 mil-
lion, according to official data. Of course, the lion’s 
share of that assistance went to the government 
and public administration. 

In 2023, the U.S. government disbursed USD 143.8 
million in aid to Georgia, with USD 84.5 million 
flowing through USAID as the primary administra-
tive channel. USD 77 million of that was allocated 
to governance-related programs, but where did all 
that money go? Once again, most of the assistance 
went to the government and public administration. 
To give a representative example in 2023, the last 
fiscal year when complete data is available, the 
largest share, at USD 42 million, was spent un-
der “conflict, peace, and security” umbrella, while 
USD 34 million fell under “government and civil 
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society.” Of this amount, USD 15 million support-
ed democratic participation and civil society, USD 
6.5 million went toward legal and judicial develop-
ment, and USD 3.5 million was directed at media 
and freedom of information. Human rights pro-
grams received USD 2.1 million, while decentral-
ization efforts got USD 600,000. Meanwhile, USD 
470,000 was allocated to domestic revenue mo-
bilization and USD 450,000 was used to combat 
transnational organized crime.

To put this into perspective, the annual adminis-
trative cost of running the aid programs in 2023 
(USD 18 million) was actually higher than the en-
tire budget narrowly allocated for strengthening 
democratic participation and civil society in Geor-
gia (USD 15 million).

All but one of the USAID programs in 2023-2024 in 
the field of governance were administered through 
U.S. contractors, either U.S.-based CSOs like the 
Citizens Network for Foreign Affairs (CNFA) or cor-
porations like Deloitte. Georgian CSOs are often 
consortium members (sub-grantees) or recipients 
of grant-making projects which usually form a part 
of a larger program. The distinguishing feature of 
most U.S. assistance programs was that they often 
treated non-governmental actors (CSOs, consul-
tancies, etc.) as partners in implementing these 
projects rather than just direct beneficiaries of 
assistance, especially in recent decades. In other 
words, apart from supporting the development of 
local CSOs, regional media programs, or advoca-
cy skills of CSOs, for example, they would actively 
engage the expertise of existing non-governmen-
tal entities to aid the reforms in programs where 
civil servants, ministries, or state agencies were 
the key beneficiaries. As a result, a cohort of lo-
cal professional organizations and individuals was 
formed through the years.

Our considered estimate is that over 2,000 Geor-
gians are likely to lose jobs due to culling USAID, 
given the average number of programs, grants, and 

sub-grants, and the average number of people re-
quired to implement them. Most of them are qual-
ified (first and medium-level) project and program 
managers with foreign language skills as well as 
administrative personnel (e.g., financial officers), 
and other support professions (e.g., media manag-
ers). 

Over 2,000 Georgians are likely to lose 
jobs due to culling USAID, given the av-
erage number of programs, grants, and 
sub-grants, and the average number of 
people required to implement them.

What Kind of Capacity?

The U.S. is not Georgia’s largest ODA provider - 
the European Union is. In 2022 (latest available fig-
ure) the EU chipped in with USD 240 million while 
the U.S. contributed USD 115.5 million. However, 
the way this assistance is being targeted is not the 
same. The whole point of EU funding for coun-
tries like Georgia in the association process is to 
make their legislative and regulatory fields com-
patible with the EU body of laws. Hence, almost all 
the funding goes to the Georgian government and 
its various agencies. The share of direct govern-
ment support is considerably larger than that of 
the U.S./USAID funding. An official EU Delegation 
release said its aid for the Georgian ministries in 
2019-2024 surpassed that of CSOs by a factor of 11.

Crucially, the modality of assistance varies ac-
cordingly. Even when the government is the final 
recipient, as we mentioned, USAID programs of-
ten operate with or through national professional 
groups—CSOs, business consultancies, academia—
to provide services such as technical or capaci-
ty-building assistance. 

By contrast, the EU often favors govern-
ment-to-government modality (like in its twinning 
projects where EU-member country ministries/

https://eu4georgia.eu/eu-assistance-in-georgia/
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agencies share experience with associated or aspi-
rant country counterparts) or provides “technical 
assistance” which often means engaging (mostly) 
European consultants, often ex-officials, almost 
always through European consulting firms. The 
EU’s assistance to CSOs is often part of larger re-
gional calls for applications, or global programs, 
requiring collaboration among many CSOs in re-
gions (for example, the EU Eastern Neighborhood) 
and/or EU member states. By design, these are less 
flexible and less targeted to local needs – which 
has been acknowledged by the EU’s review of ex-
ternal funding instruments. From the EU funding 
providers, the European Endowment of Democ-
racy (EED), an autonomous trust fund established 
by the EU and its member states, comes closest to 
the USAID assistance modality for CSOs. Not sur-
prisingly, the EED has also been a key target of the 
Georgian Dream government’s ire, even though its 
funding volume is considerably smaller than US-
AID’s.

In other words, USAID funding generated an in-
comparably larger footprint in Georgia’s CSO 
scene in terms of local organizational partners, in-
dividual national professionals, and beneficiaries.

An important distinguishing characteristic of the 
U.S. State Department and USAID-funded pro-
grams was their focus on good governance, which 
implied cooperation with civil society actors at ev-
ery level. Combined with the mentioned modality 
of working extensively with local partners,  this 
has nurtured a body of professional CSO organiza-
tions for decades. 

In the mid- to late-1990s and early 2000s, when 
Georgia was widely considered a failed state, such 
professional organizations became a vehicle for 
training and retaining the qualified cadre inside 
the country. Thus, they formed a critical reservoir 
of capacity, providing services to state institutions 
(legal, advisory, training, translation) and citizens 
(humanitarian assistance, legal aid, continuous 

education, language education, information, social 
services). 

The institutionalized CSOs have func-
tioned as a check on authoritarian ten-
dencies in conditions when vertical and 
horizontal accountability were chron-
ically deficient.

These organizations, in effect, have formed the 
“exoskeleton” of democratic governance, even 
when the state’s key functions lacked capacity. 
With the gradual recovery of the state institutions, 
many of the CSO trainees formed the core of the 
new civil service and also entered policymaking 
roles after 2023. But even as the state retained its 
capacity, the institutionalized CSOs have func-
tioned as a check on authoritarian tendencies in 
conditions when vertical and horizontal account-
ability were chronically deficient (see more details 
on this in earlier article).

Georgian CSOs have long inconvenienced and 
were targeted by successive governments display-
ing authoritarian tendencies for playing this role. 
They were also criticized – sometimes correctly – 
for not having sufficient grassroots presence. Yet 
their “professionalization” has served its purpose 
of retaining the cadre that could serve as credible 
partners (and, if necessary, opponents) to govern-
ment officials and international aid officials alike.

Ironically, having tirelessly defended 
themselves from recent efforts to lim-
it the legal space for their operations 
and reduce their ability to solicit funds, 
many such organizations and cad-
res find their livelihoods upended by 
the U.S. government’s decision, which 
happens to coincide with the whims of 
homegrown tyrants.

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/610eff32-1ef8-11ef-a251-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://politicsgeo.com/article/74
https://politicsgeo.com/article/63
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Ironically, having tirelessly defended themselves 
from recent efforts to limit the legal space for their 
operations and reduce their ability to solicit funds, 
many such organizations and cadres find their 
livelihoods upended by the U.S. government’s de-
cision, which happens to coincide with the whims 
of homegrown tyrants.

What Will Happen?

It is now becoming clear that the EU 

will not be able to promptly fill the gap 

left by the unexpected disappearance of 

USAID.

It is now becoming clear that the EU will not be 
able to promptly fill the gap left by the unexpected 
disappearance of USAID. Even though the Geor-
gian Dream government’s antidemocratic moves 
cost Tbilisi USD 130 million in EU assistance, and 
despite the calls of the EU parliament for a redi-
rection of EU committed funds “to enhance the 
EU’s support for Georgia’s civil society; in partic-
ular, the non-governmental sector and the inde-
pendent media,” this money is unlikely to make it 
to Georgia. The interviews of the author with EC 
officials who preferred to keep their anonymity 
suggest that most of this sum was already real-
located to different countries in the EU’s neigh-
borhood and that the modality for disbursing the 
remaining amount was not yet decided upon, cre-
ating mounting risks in Georgia. This suggests that 
no EU decision on redirecting the remaining funds 
will come before the impact of USAID’s withdrawal 
becomes irreversible. 

Even as the protests keep going in the 

streets of Georgia, the ruling Georgian 

Dream party is pushing ever strong-

ly ahead with entrenching repressive 

autocracy.

But, even if the funds were to become available in 
the coming months, they may never reach their 
destination. The Georgian Dream rump parliament 
is rubber-stamping laws to make foreign funding 
all but inaccessible to the established CSOs and 
the independent media. The campaign of the per-
sonal harassment of activists continues unabated. 
Even as the protests keep going in the streets of 
Georgia, the ruling Georgian Dream party is push-
ing ever strongly ahead with entrenching repres-
sive autocracy. It now feels like it has the interna-
tional winds in its sails.

Under these conditions, many of those previously 
employed in USAID programs and projects dealing 
with governance are preparing to turn this profes-
sional page, especially as they are often breadwin-
ners in extended families.

A cursory survey conducted for this article re-
vealed that when asked about their plans for 2025, 
most of the former junior staff consider taking 
up remote jobs with international companies for 
which they are overqualified – such as staffing 
customer service hotlines. Several mid-level man-
agers with professional knowledge and with fam-
ilies are looking for scholarships and plan to con-
tinue their post-graduate studies abroad to “wait 
out” the deterioration. Some are looking forward 
to joining the academic community inside the 
country or to taking up hybrid consultancies with 
UN agencies or other development organizations 
abroad. These are some of Georgia’s highly skilled 
professionals—key players in the country’s devel-
opment. Their exit fuels a growing brain drain, de-
pleting local expertise and weakening governance.

Interestingly, based on this small survey, most 
would prefer to stay in Georgia, even those who 
have been personally threatened. In other words, 
even though the loss of institutional capacity is 
likely to be significant and permanent, active cit-
izens prefer to wait out the worst at home, al-
though in other sectors of the economy.

https://www.commonspace.eu/index.php/news/european-union-cancels-121-million-euros-funding-georgia
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/RC-10-2024-0179_EN.html
https://civil.ge/archives/659985
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There is an important caveat that those organiza-
tions working on human rights protection and le-
gal advice are determined to continue protecting 
their compatriots from the onslaught of arbitrary 
justice and police violence. Even facing consider-
able financial and mounting legal difficulties, on-
line media outlets are also determined to continue 
fulfilling their function. Therein lies the cue for 
policy.

What Can EU Donors Do?

A discussion about any further steps from the 
EU or other donor agencies must start with an 
acknowledgement of the fact – apparent both in 
statements and in actions – that the Georgian 
Dream government has no intention on governing 
Georgia as a liberal democracy. This breaks the key 
assumptions of most aid programs and these need 
to be adjusted. Cramming the discordant reality 
into existing regulatory matrices will only lead to 
aberrations such as a European-funded UN agency 
holding a “gender mainstreaming boot camp” for 
ruling party representatives on the day when the 
same party MPs banned use of the word “gender” 
in official documents. 

The donors must also recognize that 
the Georgian Dream is making tangi-
ble steps to create GONGOs (govern-
ment-sponsored NGOs) that will be 
designed to create an impression of civil 
society engagement and divert foreign 
donor funds.

The donors must also recognize that the Georgian 
Dream is making tangible steps to create GON-
GOs (government-sponsored NGOs) that will be 
designed to create an impression of civil society 
engagement and divert foreign donor funds. In 
2025 elections, such GONGOs – like the Khashuri 
Women Entrepreneur Union – were already used 
as fake observers to validate results.

To be adequate to the existing reality, donors must:

 Ņ Cancel all programs related to governance at 
least until new and democratic elections are 
held in a free and fair manner;

 Ņ Activate, without delay, the programs and in-
struments that are used for shielding the hu-
man rights activists in authoritarian states 
such as the Human Rights and Civil Society 
Program by EU/NDICI or the EU Foreign Poli-
cy Needs facility and the Rapid Response Pillar 
of NDICI;

 Ņ Use such channels to continue supporting – 
individually if necessary – legal aid clinics and 
similar in-country facilities that help the tar-
gets and victims of arbitrary justice and police 
violence;

 Ņ Recognize and explicitly adopt risk appetites 
for the fungibility of EU, UN, and other donor 
assistance targeting; e.g., local business devel-
opment, humanitarian assistance and the like, 
which risk being diverted to GONGOs that in-
filtrate and manipulate processes in favor of 
the ruling party;

 Ņ Promptly establish facilities – preferably in 
the shape of a new trust fund or by using the 
EED – to support independent online media 
and journalists that still operate in Georgia. 
Further, there must be a plan for journalist re-
location and remote work – using the Ukraine 
and Belarus models – in case of a major violent 
crackdown.

While these measures may not fully save Georgia’s 
struggling NGO sector, they would at least keep 
the EU and donors ahead of the curve, enabling a 
swift and timely response to the country’s wors-
ening democratic decline ■

https://civil.ge/archives/664279
https://civil.ge/archives/633816


49

BY SERGI KAPANADZE Issue №16 | March, 2025

A bkhazia rarely makes headlines. It 
remains an afterthought in inter-
national security discussions, over-
shadowed by the war in Ukraine and 

broader geopolitical struggles between the West 
and Russia. Yet, it is a region that carries profound 
implications for Georgia, European security, and 
Russia’s expansionist ambitions. The conflict over 
Abkhazia, like that in Ukraine, is a case study in 
how Russia destabilizes and dominates its periph-
ery, using military force, economic control, and 
political manipulation to advance its influence. It 
is also a story of missed opportunities, irrational 
political decisions and the indecisiveness of the 
leaders on all sides of the dividing lines. 

Since the early 1990s, Abkhazia has been at the 
center of a devastating conflict that resulted in 
the mass displacement of ethnic Georgians. Over 
200,000 people—almost half of Abkhazia’s pre-war 
population—were forcibly expelled in an act that 
meets the criteria of ethnic cleansing – recognized 
by the OSCE documents and UN resolutions. The 

safe and dignified return of the internally dis-
placed persons (IDPs) and refugees remains one 
of the most sensitive political issues in Georgia. 
Russia’s de facto occupation of the region since 
the 2008 war has made it nearly impossible for 
the displaced to reclaim their homes, deepening 
the region’s frozen conflict. Furthermore, Russia’s 
dominance in Abkhazia has brought the region 
under total control of Moscow, raising suspicions 
that Russia is getting ready to annex it at the time 
of earliest convenience. 

Since the early 1990s, Abkhazia has 
been at the center of a devastating con-
flict that resulted in the mass displace-
ment of ethnic Georgians. Over 200,000 
people—almost half of Abkhazia’s pre-
war population—were forcibly expelled 
in an act that meets the criteria of eth-
nic cleansing – recognized by the OSCE 
documents and UN resolutions.

Abkhazia - An Overlooked 
European Shore
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Abkhazia’s strategic significance extends beyond 
Georgia’s borders. The Black Sea basin has become 
a critical zone of competition between Russia and 
the West. Abkhazia is one of the territories where 
Moscow has entrenched its military presence, in-
cluding a naval base. Russian military bases, in-
telligence operations, and creeping annexation 
efforts have effectively turned Abkhazia into a mil-
itary outpost for the Kremlin. This directly affects 
NATO’s security in the Black Sea and the Europe-
an Union’s broader efforts to stabilize its eastern 
neighborhood.

Abkhazia’s unresolved status has also directly im-
pacted Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic integration. The 
EU and NATO have hesitated to advance Georgia’s 
membership due to fears that the unresolved ter-
ritorial conflicts would complicate security guar-
antees and legal commitments. In effect, Russia 
has managed to “lock” Georgia’s European aspira-
tions through its control over Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia. This is precisely the strategy Moscow at-

tempted and is still attempting in Ukraine with 
Donetsk, Luhansk, Crimea, Kherson and Zapor-
izhzhia—using territorial disputes to prevent Eu-
ropean integration.

Ignoring Abkhazia comes with a cost. The same 
tactics Russia perfected in Georgia—military oc-
cupation, hybrid warfare, economic manipulation, 
and political subjugation—are now being applied 
on a much larger scale in Ukraine. Had the West 
taken Russia’s actions in Abkhazia more serious-
ly in 2008, or before, the world might have been 
better prepared to counter Moscow’s aggression 
in 2014 and 2022.

Elections Under the Russian 
Shadow

The recent de facto presidential elections (first 
round on February 15, second round on March 1) 
in Abkhazia showcased Moscow’s continued domi-
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nance over the region. Badra Gunba, the Kremlin’s 
preferred candidate, secured 55% of the vote in 
the second round, defeating opposition leader Ad-
gur Ardzinba. While the election was nominally a 
contest between local political factions, in reality, 
it was yet another demonstration of Russia’s abili-
ty to dictate political outcomes in Abkhazia.

Gunba’s victory was ensured through a combina-
tion of Russian financial backing, administrative 
pressure, and direct media influence. The Russian 
government first cut the financial aid and electric-
ity supply to Abkhazia and then reinstated them 
in the final weeks of the campaign—a clear sig-
nal that voting for the Kremlin’s candidate came 
with tangible economic benefits. Russian political 
strategists also played an active role in shaping 
Gunba’s campaign, ensuring his messaging aligned 
with Moscow’s strategic priorities. Russia opened 
the Sokhumi airport and launched the first direct 
flight from Moscow, which incidentally carried Mr. 
Gunba and a few Abkhaz students studying in Rus-
sia on board of the first “historic” Moscow-Sokhu-
mi flight. 

However, the election process was not with-
out local anti-Russian resistance. Abkhaz society 
has demonstrated its ability to push back against 
Russian economic encroachment. Mass protests 
in November 2024 forced previous leader Aslan 
Bzhania to abandon key Russian-backed economic 
agreements such as the controversial investment 
deal that would have allowed Russian citizens to 
buy property in Abkhazia. Mr. Bzhania had to re-
sign and pave the way for the early elections which 
were scheduled for 2025 anyway. These protests 
reflected a growing undercurrent of dissatisfac-
tion with Russia’s control, even among those who 
are not necessarily pro-Georgian. In fact, strange-
ly, most ardent Abkhaz nationalists, who fought 
and even committed crimes to get Abkhazia’s in-
dependence from Georgia, have now become sit-
uational allies of Georgia in their quest not to see 
Abkhazia annexed by Russia. After all, they fought 

for the independence and if Russia annuls it (as 
it did with the regions of Ukraine), their efforts 
would have been in vain. 

Neither Georgia, nor the West (includ-
ing the EU), are actors in domestic Ab-
khaz politics, leaving the Abkhaz at the 
mercy of the Kremlin and giving a carte 
blanche to Moscow to toy with the local 
politicians at its whim.

Despite the sporadic societal pushbacks, Abkha-
zia’s political process remains firmly under Mos-
cow’s control. Both candidates campaigned on 
being pro-Russian, both strived for attention and 
meetings with Moscow, both spoke the Russian 
language and held Russian citizenship, and both 
candidates considered Abkhazia to be indebted to 
Russia for recognizing their independence. More-
over, the major pillars of Russian presence and 
domination – security assistance, military bases, 
border control, investments, and budgetary sup-
port – were unchallenged during the campaign. 
Not that any candidate had a choice. When an-
ti-Russian sentiments were heard from some op-
position figures, Russia swiftly stripped two prom-
inent local figures of their Russian citizenship, 
effectively locking them in Abkhazia. 

Neither Georgia, nor the West (including the EU), 
are actors in domestic Abkhaz politics, leaving the 
Abkhaz at the mercy of the Kremlin and giving a 
carte blanche to Moscow to toy with the local poli-
ticians at its whim. The West and Georgia are gen-
erally demonized, and most politicians are often 
incentivized to stir anti-Georgian rhetoric to feed 
on the patriotic sentiments of ordinary Abkhaz 
who often find themselves engulfed in Russian dis-
information and a propaganda bubble.

But the 2025 elections offered another interesting 
lesson, too. Even Georgians, who have their prob-
lems with elections and state capture by the oli-
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https://jam-news.net/abkhaz-politicians-stripped-of-russian-citizenship-say-they-are-punished-for-patriotism/
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garch, need to acknowledge that there is a certain 
degree of peculiar popular democracy in Abkhazia 
where power has changed hands several times in 
the last two decades through elections and pop-
ular unrest. The previous leader, Aslan Bzhania, 
was ousted in November 2024 as a result of pres-
sure from the public over the agreements pushed 
by Russia. Bzhania himself came to power in 2020 
when a public uprising ousted his predecessor – 
Raul Khajimba in 2019. Khajimba in turn was elect-
ed in 2014 after a coup earlier in 2014 overthrew 
his predecessor Alexander Ankvab. Yes, Abkhaz 
elections are often criticized as having many ir-
regularities, including vote-buying and the use of 
administrative resources. Yes, ethnic Georgians in 
the Gali region (constituting at least a quarter of 
the total population) are not allowed to vote and 
those who have been massively expelled since the 
1990s are unable to return. Yes, there are no inter-
national observers, except for Russia-paid Mos-
cow-centric European lower-grade politicians. But 
still, whatever elections are held, they still more or 
less represent the will of the Abkhazia residents, 
albeit with the heavy Russian involvement in the 
process.

The Abkhaz have watched cautiously and 
with disdain how the “independence” of 
eastern Ukrainian regions – the Donetsk 
People’s Republic (DNR) and the Luhansk 
People’s Republic (LNR) evaporated with a 
simple signature of Mr. Putin.

The major lesson is clear: while Abkhaz society 
retains a degree of agency, Moscow still holds 
the levers of power. Whenever its political influ-
ence is threatened, Russia intervenes—whether 
through financial pressure, political manipulation, 
or media campaigns. It has not yet used force but 
if the need arises, especially once/when the issue 
of Abkhaz annexation becomes part of Moscow’s 
agenda, nothing can be overruled. The Abkhaz 
have watched cautiously and with disdain how the 

“independence” of eastern Ukrainian regions – the 
Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR) and the Luhansk 
People’s Republic (LNR) evaporated with a simple 
signature of Mr. Putin.  

Abkhazia’s “Lottery” of Recogni-
tion: A Prize of Russian Control

In 2008, Russia’s recognition of Abkhazia was 
framed as a significant diplomatic victory for the 
breakaway region. After a five-day war which Rus-
sia waged against Georgia, preceded by a series of 
steps aimed at legitimizing the Abkhaz authorities 
in response to Kosovo’s recognition by the West, 
Moscow recognized Abkhazia’s independence on 
26 August 2008. Initially, Russia tried to increase 
the number of recognitions through political allies, 
petty bribing of third world leaders, and diplomat-
ic pressure but it succeeded only with Venezuela, 
Nicaragua, Nauru, Tuvalu, and Vanuatu. However, 
Georgia’s non-recognition counter-strategy with 
the support of the Western partners reversed the 
recognitions of Vanuatu and Tuvalu and prevented 
other African, Latin American and Oceania coun-
tries from pursuing the Russian agenda. Only Syr-
ia’s Assad regime recognized Abkhazia and with 
the new government in Damascus, even that hangs 
by a thread. 

The question is, what has Abkhazia truly won since 
that recognition in 2008? If before, the European 
leaders, like Javier Solana, then the High Repre-
sentative of the EU’s Common Foreign and Secu-
rity Policy and Walter Steinmeier, then Germany’s 
Foreign Minister, visited Abkhazia and the level of 
engagement from the Western leaders was high, 
now the contacts are minimal and Abkhazia has 
completely disappeared from the Western agenda. 
In reality, Abkhazia’s independence recognition 
came with a price - complete economic and polit-
ical dependence on Moscow.

For the past 17 years, Abkhazia’s so-called inde-
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pendence has been an illusion, well sold by the 
local political elites, but in reality, it has made 
Abkhazia more susceptible to being swallowed by 
Russia. Russia currently fully controls its borders, 
its military, and its economy. The region’s budget 
is almost 80% subsidized by Russian financial aid. 
Russian military bases and FSB officers oversee 
security, limiting Abkhazia’s ability to act autono-
mously, including on “border” crossing. 

For the past 17 years, Abkhazia’s so-called 
independence has been an illusion, well 
sold by the local political elites, but in 
reality, it has made Abkhazia more sus-
ceptible to being swallowed by Russia.

Russia’s gradual digesting of Abkhazia has unfold-
ed in carefully orchestrated stages, each reinforc-
ing Moscow’s grip on the region’s economy, secu-
rity, and political institutions. The turning point 
came in 2014 when Russia’s annexation of Crimea 
signaled a more aggressive approach to consoli-
dating its control over occupied territories. That 
same year, the Kremlin pushed through the Trea-
ty on Alliance and Strategic Partnership with Ab-
khazia, forcing its de facto authorities to accept 
deeper integration into Russian legal and securi-
ty structures. Despite public resistance, including 
opposition from the de facto parliament and civil 
society, Russia used financial blackmail to impose 
the agreement. It marked a significant step toward 
annexation, cementing Russian dominance over 
Abkhazia’s defense and customs infrastructure.

Russia’s encroachment became even more explicit 
with the de facto annexation of Aibga, a small vil-
lage in Abkhazia’s Gagra district. Moscow unilater-
ally added Aibga to its cadastral register in 2009, 
triggering protests from Sokhumi which insisted 
that the village remained within Abkhaz borders. 
Despite political pushback and public opposition, 
Russia formally incorporated Aibga into Krasno-
dar’s jurisdiction in 2021. The annexation exposed 

the power imbalance between Moscow and Sokhu-
mi—Abkhazia’s leaders could object but they were 
powerless to stop Russia from redrawing the map.

Beyond territorial expansion, Moscow has aggres-
sively pursued economic and legal harmonization, 
further binding Abkhazia to its economy and le-
gal space. The 2020 Program for the Formation 
of a Single Socio-Economic Space mandated that 
Abkhazia align its laws with Russian legislation 
in nearly every sector. The agreement dictated 
changes to citizenship laws, customs regulations, 
and even NGO operations, ensuring that Abkhazia 
would function as an extension of Russia’s legal 
system. While the de facto authorities initially re-
sisted allowing Russian citizens to buy land, Mos-
cow continued to pressure Sokhumi to open the 
real estate market, a move that would dramatically 
shift the demographic balance in favor of the Rus-
sians. So far, the Abkhaz have been resisting this 
change but now with the election of Moscow’s fa-
vorite as the de facto president, it is expected that 
the pressure to allow Russian investments in the 
real estate sector, including the purchase of prop-
erty, will dramatically increase. 

Perhaps the most blatant act of Russian appropri-
ation was the seizure of the Bichvinta (Pitsunda) 
residence. The dacha, a former Soviet government 
retreat on prime coastal land, had long been un-
der informal Russian control but in 2022, Moscow 
moved to formalize its ownership. The de facto 
parliament resisted ratifying the agreement, fear-
ing a public backlash, but Russia escalated its pres-
sure. Eventually, Abkhaz lawmakers were forced to 
ratify the deal under duress, despite mass protests 
and clear public opposition.

Energy dependence has been another crucial tool 
of control. Abkhazia relies on Georgia’s Enguri hy-
droelectric plant for electricity but its growing 
demand, uncontrolled crypto-mining and lack of 
infrastructure have created a crisis. Russia has ex-
ploited this situation to push for the privatization 
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of Abkhazia’s energy sector, ensuring that Russian 
companies would take over critical infrastructure. 
When the de facto government tried to resist, 
Moscow used financial blackmail, demanding that 
Sokhumi pay nearly USD 10 million for Russian 
electricity imports—an amount Abkhazia could 
barely afford. The ultimatum left the de facto gov-
ernment scrambling, proving that Russia could 
manipulate the energy crisis to extract political 
concessions.

Moscow has also moved to suppress indepen-
dent civil society and media in Abkhazia, fearing 
that NGOs could become a source of resistance. 
The Kremlin’s model—already deployed in Russia 
and even Georgia—was to push Abkhazia to adopt 
a “foreign agent” law that would brand indepen-
dent organizations as tools of Western influence. 
Although local activists and some de facto officials 
resisted, Russia continued to pressure Sokhumi 
to restrict foreign-funded NGOs. Until today, Ab-
khaz resistance has yielded results and the foreign 
agents law still remains to be passed. 

Beyond economic and political influ-
ence, Russia has expanded its military 
footprint in Abkhazia, reinforcing its 
position in the Black Sea.

Beyond economic and political influence, Russia 
has expanded its military footprint in Abkhazia, 
reinforcing its position in the Black Sea. In 2023, 
Moscow secured the restoration of Sokhumi’s Ba-
bushera Airport, which started operating under 
Russian control for 49 years this year, likely serving 
dual civilian and military purposes. Additionally, 
the Kremlin announced the construction of a new 
naval base in Ochamchire, providing Russia with 
a strategic outpost that could be used to count-
er NATO’s presence in the Black Sea and protect 
its maritime interests. These military expansions 
make it clear that Russia does not view Abkhazia 
merely as a protectorate but as a critical asset in 

its broader positioning on the Black Sea.

Despite moments of local resistance, Abkhazia’s 
dependence on Moscow—economically, politically, 
and militarily—has made opposition futile. Rus-
sia’s creeping annexation has followed a pattern: 
economic coercion, legal harmonization, territo-
rial absorption, and military entrenchment. The 
ultimate question is not whether Abkhazia will be 
annexed but when and how Russia will decide to 
formalize its control. Moscow has already laid the 
groundwork for full integration and unless deci-
sive actions are taken by local forces, who despise 
the idea of “losing independence,” as well as Geor-
gia and the West, the annexation of Abkhazia may 
only be a matter of time.

Lessons from Russian 
Domination in Abkhazia

Over two decades of Russian domination in Ab-
khazia offers several key lessons for both Georgia 
and Europe. Local political elites could also exploit 
these lessons to benefit the Abkhaz population.

1. Russia’s Hybrid Warfare Playbook Remains 
the Same

What Russia did to Georgia in the 1990s 
and 2008, it has done on a larger scale 
to Ukraine in 2014 and 2022. The West 
should have learned from Abkhazia’s 
case that Moscow’s strategy relies on 
gradually absorbing territories through 
military occupation, economic entrap-
ment, and political manipulation.

What Russia did to Georgia in the 1990s and 2008, 
it has done on a larger scale to Ukraine in 2014 
and 2022. The West should have learned from 
Abkhazia’s case that Moscow’s strategy relies on 
gradually absorbing territories through military 
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occupation, economic entrapment, and political 
manipulation. Abkhazia remains a cautionary tale 
of what happens when the West ignores Russian 
expansionism. Moreover, countering Russia’s dis-
information, hybrid threats and even soft power 
matters, where possible. 

In Abkhazia, the West, as well as Georgia, is por-
trayed as an enemy, even though in reality there 
are no military or belligerent objectives towards 
Abkhazia and the Abkhaz, either in Tbilisi or in-
deed in the Western capitals. Nevertheless, even 
independent media in Abkhazia often picks up an-
ti-Georgian and anti-Western stories to strength-
en the already present narrative of the West un-
dermining Russian influence and Georgia being 
the servant of George Soros and aggressive West-
ern liberals.  

2. Western Engagement Matters

The West currently is not an actor in Abkhazia. 
The limited number of international partners, in-
cluding the UN family in Abkhazia, is not a coun-
terbalance to the ubiquitous presence of Russia. 
Russia outspends the EU and Georgia (combined) 
in Abkhazia 10-to-1. Most Russian money goes di-
rectly into the people’s pockets, through salaries, 
pensions, or social projects while many goods of-
fered by the EU, the U.S., or Georgia are intangible 
and not easily accessible. 

In reality, people in Abkhazia want the same things 
as elsewhere in the world. They would love to have 
access to European education, travel freely around 
Europe, and have the same economic and financial 
opportunities as other Europeans have. However, a 
decades-long conflict has left a mark on the simple 
things that matter in everyday life. For instance, 
the Abkhaz cannot travel because their documents 
(for obvious reasons) are not recognized and they 
only have Russian passports. Currently, when Rus-
sian citizens are facing many restrictions because 
of Putin’s war in Ukraine, the Abkhaz are placed in 

the same category. So far, no one has found a sta-
tus-neutral solution to open Europe for Abkhazia 
residents to travel. 

Similarly, because of the non-recognition of edu-
cation-related certificates and diplomas, the only 
place the Abkhaz can legitimately continue their 
education is Russia. However, in reality, if the EU 
could open its education system for Abkhazia’s res-
idents, many Abkhaz children and students would 
choose the European education system over the 
Russian one. 

The protests in 2024 showed that Rus-
sian dominance in Abkhazia is not 
absolute. Russia would have had less 
leverage if there had been an alternative 
for the Abkhaz regarding financial, eco-
nomic, or diplomatic/political support.

The protests in 2024 showed that Russian dom-
inance in Abkhazia is not absolute. Russia would 
have had less leverage if there had been an alter-
native for the Abkhaz regarding financial, econom-
ic, or diplomatic/political support. This reinforces 
the need for a more proactive European strategy 
towards the contested regions, whether Abkha-
zia or elsewhere on the European continent. It is 
harder to counter Russian influence where Europe 
and the West have little reach. Hence the lesson – 
increase the reach.
 
3. Democratic Backsliding in Georgia Weakens 
Its Position

Georgia’s current political trajectory—marked by 
democratic backsliding and anti-Western rheto-
ric—undermines its position as a credible alter-
native for Abkhazia. Georgia cannot realistically 
compete with Russia’s influence in the occupied 
region without a clear and committed European 
path. The Abkhaz already feel dominated by Mos-
cow and some are even sick and tired from contin-
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uous instructions and blackmail from the Kremlin. 
Mending bridges with another Moscow client gives 
nothing to Sokhumi. It can deal with Moscow with-
out Tbilisi. Where Georgia could be more helpful is 
if it projects the European soft power and the ben-
efits the EU can offer to the Abkhaz population. 
But since Georgia is negating the European path 
and opting for Moscow’s orbit, its attractiveness 
for the Abkhaz decreases significantly. 

4. There is No Peace Process Currently in Place 

Because the conflict has been frozen for almost 30 
years, there is currently no peace process between 
Georgia and Russia related to Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia. The Geneva International Discussions, 
while an interesting all-inclusive format with the 
participation of the EU, the U.S., Russia, the UN, 
the OSCE, Georgia, and Abkhaz and Ossetian rep-
resentatives, lacks status, interest and a level of in-
volvement. Its agenda is limited to discussing the 
highly politicized issues of the non-use of force 
and international security arrangements, as well 
as humanitarian issues, including the return of 
displaced persons. There is no possibility for com-
promise on these issues as all participants have 
learned their talking points and see no interest in 
moving forward. A reinvigoration of the peace pro-
cess through the higher-level engagement from 
the West could stimulate the parties to become 
more creative, especially since some benefits of 
European integration become accessible due to 
these talks. Additionally, embracing status-neu-
tral solutions, be they foreign education, freedom 
of movement, or trade relations, learning from 
other European conflicts, such as Cyprus (or even 
Kosovo), could be helpful. The current approach of 
staying dug into the diplomatic trenches creates 

only a mutually unacceptable but comfortable sta-
tus-quo. 

5. Annexation is a Threat that No One Except 
Moscow Wants

Paradoxically, even the most ardent 
Abkhaz nationalists, who support the 
Russian war in Ukraine, would agree 
with the nationalist Georgians and the 
internationalist Europeans who oppose 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine, that 
the annexation of Abkhazia by Russia is 
unacceptable.

Paradoxically, even the most ardent Abkhaz na-
tionalists, who support the Russian war in Ukraine, 
would agree with the nationalist Georgians and 
the internationalist Europeans who oppose the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine, that the annexation 
of Abkhazia by Russia is unacceptable. This is not 
to say that the intersection of interests might spill 
over into other areas of mutual interest; however, 
on non-annexation there is a tacit agreement. This 
opens a small room of opportunity to find mutu-
ally beneficial areas which could strengthen the 
resistance of the local community in Abkhazia to 
looming Russian annexation. Paradoxically, again, 
strengthening Abkhaz institutions, a non-starter 
for many Georgian politicians for decades, could 
now be an answer to the Russian annexation 
threat. The reality is that if Russia decides to move 
with the annexation without military means, the 
only force that can resist it is the local Abkhaz es-
tablishment ■
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