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Military tensions  between Ukraine and Russia mounted from March to April  2021. It  

was widely reported that  there was a growing concentration of  Russian t roops  and  

increasing danger of mili tary conflict  in areas such as Voronezh Oblast ,  a part  of  

Russian terr i tory si tuated near  the Eastern part  of  Ukraine ( Donbas region) where  

mili tary conflict  has been ongoing since 2014. President  Volodymyr Zelensky of  

Ukraine appealed to the leaders of various countries of the dangers posed by the Russian  

mili tary,  and held a telephone conference with Prime Minister  Yoshihide Suga of  Japan 

on April  14.1  Will  a mili tary confl ict  real ly arise between Russia and Ukraine,  and will  

i t  escalate to a dangerous level beyond that?  In the fol lowing, we will  see the 

involvement  of the Putin administ ration in the Ukrainian crisis to date as well  as the 

factors behind that  decis ion, and discuss the points that  should be noted about the 

si tuation in 2021.              

 

 

Russia’s operat ion to  annex the Crimean Peninsula between February and March 2014 

marked a significant turning point  in  i ts  relat ionship with Ukraine and many other  

countries .  It  is  believed that  the Putin adminis tration , while understanding i t  would 

receive the hosti l i ty and disadvantageous treatment as a consequence of  i ts  act ions,   

made the decision to  execute this operat ion in order  to avoid unacceptable losses.  This  

was the fear that  the whole of Ukraine would break off t ies with Russia as a result  of 

the poli t ical  upheaval  that  occurred in Kiev in  February 2014,  join the “enemy camp” 

of the North Atlantic  Treaty Organization (NATO), and become a frontl ine for  at tacks 

on Russia.  The proposed Association Agreement  between the European Union (EU) and 

Ukraine,  which had t riggered the poli t ical  upheaval,  included a provision that  ruled out  

the possibil i ty of  Ukraine’s involvement in the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) 

framework promoted by Russia.  If  the Putin administrat ion were to do nothing about  

this problem, there were also fears that  i ts  legi t imacy as the leader of the great  power 

                                                   
1  “Esca la t ion and Russian t roops on  border :  Zelensky hold ta lks  with  Japan’s  Prime Minister,”  

UKRINFORM, Apri l  14,  2021 .  
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Russia would be questioned.  Based on the results  of  psychological  research, i t  has  also  

been pointed out  that  avoiding loss ,  rather than gaining profit ,  provides  greater  

incentive for  people to take actions that  are accompanied by high r isks .2       

In  February 2014, the Russian mili tary announced that  the star t  of a snap inspect ion  

near the Ukrainian border. 3  This is  a  form of mil i tary exercise  that  veri fies that  t roops  

have acted swift ly in response to  a mobilization order that  is  issued suddenly without 

prior  warning. Attention was given to  large -scale movements by the Russian mil i tary,  

which was capable of undertaking mil i tary operations.  Depending on how the si tuation 

in Ukraine develops,  in the event that  the Ukrainian mili tary launches an operation that  

causes  damage to the t roops of  the Russian Black Sea Fleet ,  for  example,  the scenario  

of  an invasion by the Russian mili tary was also highly probable (Russia demonstrated 

this  against  Georgia in August  2008).  In  reali ty,  unofficial  special  t roops had supported  

a regime change by the pro -Russian poli t icians  on the Crimean Peninsula,  and the new 

local government held a “referendum” on the Crimean Peninsula on March 16. As a 

resul t  of  this  “referendum,” the Crimean Peninsula  became a member of  the Russian 

Federation.4    

In  April  2014,  ant i-Kiev forces launched an armed batt le in Donetsk Oblast  and  

Luhansk Oblast  (Donbas region) in the eastern part  of Ukraine.  Russia is  believed to  

have sent  direct  mil i tary support  from July to  August ,  when the Ukrainian mil i tary 

gradually suppressed the conflict .  The armed forces regained stable power,  and 

President Putin proposed  a peace deal  in  September.  A similar  pattern occurred between 

January and February 2015;  this t ime, the leaders of Russia,  Germany,  and France took 

the lead in drawing up the “Minsk II” agreement ,  which remain as the condit ions for 

the realization of peace even today.       

Russia has already suffered losses  such as economic sanctions.  If  i t  were to inject  

mili tary power,  in  addit ion to  the deterioration of  the international  environment ,  i t  also 

has  to  be prepared to incur great  losses  in the regular  Russian army on an extremely 

dangerous batt lef ield .  However,  i f  the Ukrainian mili tary succeeded in suppressing the 

armed forces in the Donbas region, Russia would lose i ts  foothold to intervene by force  

in Ukrainian terri tory.  Hence,  i t  i s  l ikely that  Russia had sent the minimum level of  

mili tary support  needed to prevent  such losses  as i t  sought to  signal  that  i t  would 

                                                   
2  J i tsuo Tsuchiyama,  Anzen Hosho no  Kokusa i  Se i j igaku:  Aser i  to  Ogori  ( In ternat ional  Pol i t ics  
of  Secur i ty :  Impat ience and Pride) ,  second edi t ion,  Yuhikaku  Publ ishing,  2014,  pp. 139-166.  
3  Michae l  Kofman,  Katya  Migacheva,  Br ian Nich iporuk,  Andrew Radin,  Olesya Tkacheva,  

Jenny Oberhol tzer,  Lessons from Russ ia’s  Operat ions in  Cr imea and Eastern Ukraine ,  RAND 

Corporat ion ,  2017 .  
4  Refer  to  the author ’s  papers  and the ir  respec t ive c i ta t ions fo r  de ta i ls  on the use of  diverse  

methods  by Russ ia  and  the  ideas  beh ind  that .  Hiroshi  Yamazoe,  “Russia ’s  Mul t i - layered Means 

of  Confl ic t”  (Br ie f ing Memo),  Nationa l  Ins t i tute  fo r  Defe nse  Studies ,  October  2020 .  Hiroshi  

Yamazoe ,  “Nuclear  Weapons fo r  Russia’s  Inte rna t iona l  S truggle:  Ul t imate  Means,  Conf l ic t  

Loca l iza t ion Means,  and Narrat ive Offensive  Means in  the ‘S tra teg ic  Dete rrence’ Concept ,”  

Kokusa i  Se i j i ,  No.  203 ,  March 2021.       

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1498.html
http://www.nids.mod.go.jp/english/publication/briefing/pdf/2020/briefing_e202010.pdf
http://www.nids.mod.go.jp/english/publication/briefing/pdf/2020/briefing_e202010.pdf
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prevent any number of at tempts by the Ukrainian mili tary to change the status quo.      

In  2015,  the Assad regime had been driven into a corner by rebel  forces  in  the Syrian 

civil  war,  and faced  a dangerous s i tuation . Partly motivated by i ts  refusal  to allow a 

civic movement to  gain momentum and overthrow the government,  the Putin  

adminis tration at tempted to prevent the collapse of the Assad regime by responding to 

i ts  request ,  launching air  operations from September to  ensure the continued survival  

of the regime.  This can also be described as an other example of the decision to exercise 

mili tary force in order  to  prevent heavy losses .     

On the other hand, tensions between Ukraine and Russia mounted after Ukrainian 

naval vessels were captured by Russia in November 2018.  However,  this incident  did 

not  escalate to the level  of  a mili tary conflict .  Furthermore,  mili tary conflicts  have not  

spread beyond the Donbas region  to  other regions such as  Odesa and Kiev, and  to  date,  

there have been no incidents  in Kiev where the people were incited to  overthrow the 

government.         

Based on the above, the Putin adminis tration’s  decision to undertake a mili tary 

operation is l ikely to be tr iggered mainly by the perception of an imminent crisis of  

significant loss of i ts  interests or profits .  At the same t ime, i t  also has the intention of  

l imiting the scope of operation  so as to  prevent unnecessary escalat ion to a serious 

mili tary conflict .  Moreover,  the preparation of mili tary forces that  are not  used in  

real i ty also sends out the signal that  there could be a scenario of even more dangerous 

mili tary conflicts ,  and is  used to l imit  the scope for  the exercising of  force.     

 

 

Are there any reasons for the Putin administ ration in  2021 to shift  to  the 

implementation of  hardline measures ,  driven by  a fear of suffering heavy losses?  While  

i t  seems unlikely that  Russia will  be exposed to  mili tary threat ,  March 2021 saw an 

increase in the poli t ical  confrontations that  Russia would consider  to  be  problematic.         

President Zelensky of Ukraine defeated the incumbent President,  Petro Poroshen ko, 

in the Apri l  2019 presidential  elections by committing to  resolve the Donbas problem, 

including engaging in dialogue with Russia.  In reali ty,  however,  l i t t le progress  was 

made in his at tempts to resolve the issue with Russia .  Recently,  he has begun to 

demonstrate a marked hardline stance, and has announced that  he will  recapture the 

Donbas region and Crimean Peninsula .     

In  a significant move taken from last  year to this year,  President Zelensky has created 

an international cooperative framework called the “Crimea Platform,” with the aim of 

putt ing international  pressure on Russia .5  On March 16, 2021,  which marks seven years  

since the implementation of the “referendum” on the Crimean Peninsula,  President  

                                                   
5  “Crimea  P lat fo rm: Ukraine’s  In i t ia t ive to  Raise  the Cos ts  o f  Russia ’s  Occupa tion,”  Eurasia 

Daily  Moni tor ,  February 15 ,  2021 .  

F ro m  p o l i t i c a l  t e n s i o n s  t o  m i l i t a r y  t e n s i o n s  i n  2 0 2 1  

https://jamestown.org/program/crimea-platform-ukraines-initiative-to-raise-the-costs-of-russias-occupation/
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Zelensky called for internat ional  cooperation  on the Crimea Platform. In response, the  

G7 Foreign Ministers’ Statement  s tated support  for the terri torial  integrity of Ukraine 

and gave posi t ive affi rmation to this  Platform,6  while a  number of  countries including 

Turkey and Li thuania conveyed their  support  for  the Platform.7  With plans to convene 

a summit for the official  launch of the Crimea Platform on August 23, Ukraine’s  

Independence Day,  President Zelensky has  been call ing on President  Biden of  the 

United States and Prime Minister Suga of Japan,  among other  leaders ,  to  jo in the 

Platform.  If  his efforts  gain momentum and become a powerful  force in  reali ty,  i t  is  

l ikely to  threaten  Russia’s  current posit ion and motivate Russia to take action to  l imit  

the extent  of unfavorable developments .   

In  a new move, the Ukrainian authorit ies  also  imposed sanctions on February 20,  

which included freezing the financial  activit ies of  Viktor Medvedchuk, a member of  

the Ukrainian parliament .  Medvedchuk is the leader of  the “Opposit ion Platform – For 

Life,” a poli t ical  party that  advocates peace . He is  also a personal friend of President  

Putin,  and has been perceived in the Ukrainian poli t ical  ci rcles to be working for 

Russia’s interests.  The clamping down on  Medvedchuk can be seen as  a  new and serious 

threat  to Russia’s assets for poli t ical  work in Ukraine.   

According to Dr.  Dumitru Minzarari  from the German Inst i tute for International  and  

Security Affairs (SWP), Russia perceives such moves by Ukraine as poli t ical  aggression  

or  attempts to change the s tatus  quo,  and  may init iate mili tary measures .  He also states  

that  we should not assume that  Russia could not possibly exercise mili tary force,  and 

asserts  that  the mili tary conflict  could develop in  the same way as  the escalation of  the 

Donbas conflict ,  even i f i t  did not  take the form of an open mili tary invasion. 8      

Thereafter,  f rom the end of March, reports on the movements of the Russian Army 

began to emerge. On March 30,  General  Ruslan Khomchak, chief  of staff of the Ukraine 

Armed Forces,  announced that  28 Battalion Tactical  Groups (BTG) of the Russian 

mili tary had gathered near the Ukrainian border and  in the occupied areas.  The 

American newspaper,  the New York Times ,  also reported that  the number of  soldiers was 

estimated to  be about 4,000 , and that  the  United States European Command had raised  

i ts  alert  level. 9  Movements by Russian t roops were witnessed thereafter,  and i t  was 

described as the largest  scale of t roop mobil ization since 2014. German Chancellor  

Angela Merkel held a telephone conversation with President Putin on April  8 ,  fol lowed 

                                                   
6  “Ukra ine :  G7 fore ign  min is te rs’ s ta tement,  18 March 2021 ,”  Uni ted  Kingdom Government ,  

March  18,  2021.  
7  “Over 10  countr ies  a l ready back  Cr imean P latform – Ze lensky 's  spokeswoman,”  UNIAN, 

Apri l  5 ,  2021 .  
8  Dumitru  Minzarari ,  “The Russ ian  Mil i tary Escalat ion  around Ukraine’s  Donbas :  R isks and 

Scenar ios  for  a  Revised EU Policy,”  German Ins t i tu te  fo r  In ternat iona l  and Secur i ty Affai rs  

(SWP),  Apr i l  2021 .  
9  Mason  Clark,  “Russia  In  Review: Russian Deployments  Near  Ukra ine L ikely In tended  To 

Pressure Ze lensky,  Not  Biden ,”  Ins t i tu te  fo r  the Study of  War  ( ISW),  Apr i l  1 ,  2021;  “Zelensky:  

Mil i ta ry th rea t  on  Ukraine 's  borders  pers is tent ,”  UNIAN, Apri l  26,  2021 .  

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/g7-foreign-ministers-statement-on-ukraine
https://www.unian.info/politics/crimean-platform-over-10-countries-already-back-initiative-zelensky-s-spokeswoman-11376982.html
https://www.swp-berlin.org/en/publication/the-russian-military-escalation-around-ukraines-donbas/
https://www.swp-berlin.org/en/publication/the-russian-military-escalation-around-ukraines-donbas/
http://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russia-review-russian-deployments-near-ukraine-likely-intended-pressure-zelensky-not
http://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russia-review-russian-deployments-near-ukraine-likely-intended-pressure-zelensky-not
https://www.unian.info/politics/zelensky-military-threat-on-ukraine-s-borders-persistent-11401366.html
https://www.unian.info/politics/zelensky-military-threat-on-ukraine-s-borders-persistent-11401366.html
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by one between President  Joseph Biden of  the United States and President  Putin on 

April  13, in  which both leaders called for President Putin to withdraw the t roops.  Josep 

Borrell ,  High Representative of the  European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 

Policy,  pointed out that  more than 100,000 Russian  t roops had gathered, and cal led on 

Russia to ease tensions. 1 0            

Michael  Kofman, Senior  Research Scientist  with CNA, an American thinktank on 

naval issues,  pointed  out that  the moves by the Russian mili tary are different from usual  

mili tary exercises ,  and signal i ts  preparations for mili tary actions in  reali ty.  He also  

explained that  the purpose of  these actions is  to  forcibly restrict  Ukraine’s poli t ical  

actions,  rather than to conduct  an invasive operation. 1 1  Dmitr i  Trenin,  Director of  the 

Carnegie Moscow Center,  speculates that  the Kremlin had established credibi l i ty for  

the possible occurrence of  war in  order  to avoid the possibil i ty of a  war occurring in  

real i ty. 1 2  Speaking to the Congress o n Apri l  15,  Tod Wolters ,  Commander of the United 

States  European Command,  stated that  there was “low to medium risk”  of  Russia 

invading Ukraine over the next few weeks, and that  the l ikel ihood of such an invasion 

would wane based on current t rends. 1 3    

 

 

In  the course of the preparations for this  paper,  an important trend of the cooling-off 

of  the si tuat ion was observed. In  his annual  address to the Federal  Assembly  on April  

21,  President  Putin  adopted a s tyle of emphasizing domestic affai rs such as the 

countermeasures against  the spread of the COVID-19 disease .  Apart  from a warning to  

Western countries not to  cross  the l ine,  he did not  deliver  any messages that  could 

heighten mil i tary tensions.  On April  22, Defense Minister Sergey Shoygu announced 

that  snap inspections  would be ended  and troops would be withdrawn from the Crimean 

Peninsula by May 1. 1 4  These t roops include the 58th Army of the Southern Mili tary 

Dist rict ,  41st  Army of the Central  Mili tary District ,  and the 7th,  76th,  and 98th  

Airborne Troops.  As this  was the f irst  official  announcement on some of the t roops 

deployed by Russia,  there is  a need to pay close attention to  future moves. 1 5             

                                                   
1 0  “Russ ian  Mil i tary Bui ld -Up Near  Ukraine Numbers  More  Than  100 ,000 Troops,  EU Says ,”  

Reute rs ,  Apr i l  19,  2021.  
1 1  Michae l  Kofman,  “Russ ia 's  Mil i ta ry Buildup  Near  Ukraine Is  an Int imida t ion  Tac tic ,”  

Moscow Times ,  Apri l  3 ,  2021.  
1 2  Dmitr i  Tren in,  “Russia -Ukra ine  War Aler t :  What’s  Behind I t  and  What Lies  Ahead?”  

Carneg ie  Moscow Center,  Apr i l  13 ,  2021 .  
1 3  “Top genera l :  'Low to  medium r isk '  o f  Russia  invad ing Ukraine in  next  few weeks,”  The 

Hil l ,  Apri l  15,  2021.  
1 4  «Министр  обороны РФ принял  решение завершить внезапную проверку боеготовно сти 

войск Южного,  Западного военных округов  и ВДВ»  Minist ry of  Defense of  Russ ian 

Federa t ion,  Apr i l  22,  2021.  
1 5  Senior  Research Scient is t  Michael  Kofman poin ted  to  the poss ib i l i t y tha t  t roops cou ld s t i l l  

be  in  a  s ta te  o f  mobi l izat ion,  and  that  i t  should no t  conc luded tha t  the Russ ian troops had been 

wi thdrawn as  a  consequence of  the  de ter rence e ffect  by Weste rn coun tr ies .  Michae l  Kofman,  

C o n c l u s i o n  

https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2021-04-19/russian-military-build-up-near-ukraine-numbers-more-than-150-000-troops-eus-borrell-says
https://carnegie.ru/commentary/84308
https://thehill.com/policy/defense/548498-top-general-low-to-medium-risk-of-russia-invading-ukraine-in-next-few-weeks
https://function.mil.ru/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12357389@egNews
https://function.mil.ru/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12357389@egNews
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These developments signify that  Russia  is  easing mili tary tensions for  the t ime being.  

However,  this does not  necessari ly mean that  the si tuation  has  been resolved.  Even at  

the beginning of May,  the United States and Ukraine stated that  Russian mili tary forces  

remained  near the Ukrainian border. 1 6  To begin with,  the confl ict  in the Donbas region 

of  East  Ukraine is  st i l l  ongoing with increasing danger;  from March to  April ,  the  

ceasefi re  agreement  was violated and the number of casualt ies has risen.  There are  

probably people who are motivated to  change the status  quo through the escalat ion of 

the si tuation,  and Kiev and Moscow may not  necessari ly be able to control  the m (for  

example,  in the Nagorno-Karabakh war,  which was considered to be a frozen conflict ,  

large-scale batt les took place in 2016 and 2020, leading to  changes in the status quo).  

Furthermore, as  President  Zelensky plans to  convene a summit meeting for  the Crimea 

Platform in August  to demonstrate his  efforts to recapture the Crimean Peninsula,  

poli t ical  tensions are l ikely to  r ise around this  period.           

As Russia has  demonstrated i ts  abil i ty and will  to escalate poli t ical  tensions to  

mili tary tensions quickly,  such as in  this case,  i t  is  also possible for Ukraine to take 

this into consideration and keep the pol i t ical  tensions within a certa in range (which 

could be Russia’s goal  this t ime).  However,  in the next crisis,  if  there should be any 

miscalculations by one party,  such as underestimat ing the resolve of  the other party,  i t  

could give rise to mili tary tensions and cause an escalation that  cannot be controlled.  

If  that  were to happen, international relations would be greatly destabil ized. Hence, 

there is  also a need for Japan,  despite our posit ion in  East  Asia,  to pay close attent ion ,  

without  underestimating the Ukrainian crisis as  a  past  conflict  in a  remote place.     

 

 

 

 

                                                   
@KofmanMichae l ,  Twi t te r,  Apri l  22,  2021.   
1 6  On May 6,  U.S.  Secre tary of  S ta te  Antony Blinken met wi th  President  Ze lensky and the  

Ukrain ian  leadersh ip  in  Kie v.  “Secreta ry Antony J .  Bl inken and  Ukrain ian Presiden t  Volodymyr  

Ze lenskyy at  a  Joint  Press  Availab i l i ty,”  U.S.  Department  o f  S ta te ,  May 6,  2021.  
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