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Ukraine: An American-Russian Wrestling Arena
Zvi Magen and Oded Eran

L ooking from Jerusalem at Washington

While President Obama has been challenged on aemaibnternational fronts in the
course of his five and a half years in office, tRassian invasion of the Crimean
Peninsula presents perhaps the most difficult ditemAccording to his criteria and those
of Secretary of State Kerry, this is a clear violatof both international agreements and
the status quo in Europe, and challenges the cliggdif the United States and NATO.

Obama can take comfort in historical precedentsciedthem in response to those who
criticized him for the decision not to use militdorce. In November 1956, when Soviet
forces invaded Hungary in order to put down tha-emtmunist coup, there was no
serious discussion of a US military option, andrevess for NATO. Whatever the
explanations for this (mainly that five days priwr the invasion, France and Great
Britain, US allies, had invaded Egypt, and the sssent of US intelligence services that
the local Hungarian forces lacked a sufficientlyosty basis to justify outside
intervention), the Soviet Union learned from them¢ of 1956. In 1968, when a similar
coup took place in Prague, the USSR once again md#dry force in order to suppress
it. In this case too, President Johnson chose todaa military response and merely
canceled his planned summit meeting with Sovielded.eonid Brezhnev. Significantly,
the Czechoslovakia crisis proved the founding ewérthe Brezhnev Doctrine, which is
perhaps the basis of Russian intervention in thealdk. According to the doctrine, no
country in the Warsaw Pact can abandon it, andsth®alist government must be
maintained in countries where it exists. In pragdtiterms, this meant that the Soviet
Union would not allow violation of the area undercontrol.

Nevertheless, the fact that even in the past theetlrStates avoided using force in
similar situations and that ultimately the Soviegime collapsed by itself will not bolster
American credibility, already damaged, and to gdaextent by Russian leader Putin.
Secretary Kerry stated that “the last thing anybednts is a military option,” and

presented the following alternative: canceling tineeting of the G-8 scheduled to take
place in Sochi, and perhaps even expelling Russia this forum; isolating Russia in the
international arena, especially economically; in$tig a ban on visas; freezing assets;
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and imposing trade and investments sanctions. Alawgrto Kerry, all of these will be
used unless Russia withdraws its troops from Ulaaiterritory.

The imposition of these sanctions, even if onlythy United States, is a complex issue.
Canceling the issuing of entry visas is ostensgbbgraightforward administrative act, but
implementing it for the thousands of Russians wioiia the United States for work and
study is a complicated matter. Reciprocal tradevben Russia and the United States is
some 50 billion dollars, although two-thirds of tha Russian exports, which can be
harmed with less damage to the American economy the@ Russian economy. Direct
American investments in Russia are estimated atestb billion dollars, and it is
difficult to understand how the administration wskek to stop them. The freezing of
assets is a presidential act undertaken by execatder. This was used against Russia in
the past, when Russian assets in the United Statesected to nuclear enrichment
activity were frozen by Executive Order 13159.

The impact of such measures is ongoing and is la@tya clear, and may be willing to
pay the price for standing firm on what it perceias a vital national interest. That the
Russian action is limited to the Crimean Peninsuld also make a resolute, ongoing
American response difficult, given the historicahckground of the region, which
includes, by agreement, a Russian naval base. Tdresextenuating circumstances for
President Obama, but even Russian willingnessriib the takeover and not expand it to
eastern Ukraine will not completely conceal the gmaf a superpower fleeing from
itself. This could have implications for the talkgh Iran, which include both Russia and
the United States. The American aversion to theofiserce could have ramifications for
the balance of power in the Gulf, and this may afect China’s view of the various
conflicts in its strategic arena. An American pdesit cannot ignore all these aspects. In
the past two years, Putin has been perceived as@swmwho has succeeded in imposing
Russia’s positions on two major Middle East issli@s) and Syria. Moreover, even if the
dialogue that has flourished in recent weeks batv&sro and Moscow is an exercise in
the diplomacy of defiance and nothing more, it @spnts a feeling, which is gaining a
foothold in the region, that the United States siperpower in withdrawal and that it is
both possible and permissible to seek alternatives.

L ooking from Jerusalem at M oscow

The Russian invasion of the Ukraine is part of dingoing competition between post-
Soviet Russia on the one hand, and Europe andritedJStates on the other, for control
of the area that until the early 1990s was undefuh control of the Soviet Union. In the

Putin era, Russia has attempted to recapture atsirst of yore. It tried to do so in

Georgia, and for some years it has been conduetisgjuggle against Ukraine, which
because of its geographical size and its complemodeaphic structure that includes a
significant Russian population constitutes a kesnarfor competition. While the West is
attempting to bring Ukraine closer by strengtheniadies with NATO and the European
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Union, Putin is attempting to control it by obtaigicontrol over the central government
in Kiev — in recent days, through force of arms. Beyondatt#on already taken in the
Crimean, Putin has the option of dividing the Ukmiand severing the eastern, pro-
Russian parts, although at this stage this is alyikThis is an option that would
undoubtedly incur a steep price, but brandishingoitld serve Russia if and when a
diplomatic channel opens to handle the wider isslled “Ukraine.” In such a political
process, Russia would seek to stop the rapprochebetween Ukraine and the West.
Putin has already obtained Western agreement toisithese issues, and therefore, it is
possible that he will make do with the belligeremasures he has taken thus far and
attempt to limit the economic damages that haveadly been caused by the military
operation in the Crimea. However, he will still éathe dilemma of how to end the
current chapter in the struggle for Ukraine. Far ftart, the West will also face a
dilemma: at what “Ukrainian” price can it withdrafinrom the current conflict without
appearing weak and ceding ground to a belligeressRn diktat?

The answers to these and other questions impathesituation in the Middle East.
Russia, the United States, and Europe are pantitSp@a two major processes in the
region, the diplomatic negotiations to prevent Baruclearization, and the efforts to find
a diplomatic solution to the Israeli-Palestiniamitiot. Given Russia’s ability to cause
significant damage to both these processes, the West consider the Russian potential
when examining its various options on the Ukrainissue. Russia can also attempt to
effect a change in Syria in a way that exacerb#ieslilemma facing the US government
when it considers using military force there. Rassan again invoke the “diplomacy of
arms” with actors and countries in the Middle Babtle being prepared to provide types
of weapons that it has thus far refused to supBlen before the crisis erupted in
Crimea, various countries in the region, includithgse considered to “belong” to the
West, were holding talks with Russia on arms sales.

The crisis in Crimea has further sharpened thetouresf the credibility of international
agreements and guarantees, which is relevant to thet Iranian and the Palestinian
contexts. The Budapest Memorandum from Decembe4,1i@which both Russia and
the United States guaranteed the integrity of thkealde, is a good example of the
significant erosion in the quality of assuranced gnarantees and the ability of countries
that provide them to fulfill them.
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