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ÁKOS PECZÖLI 

Ukraine as a security challenge 

Ukrajna mint biztonsági kihívás 

Abstract 

The author’s aim with the present publication is to describe the background of the 

Ukrainian-Russian conflict, the reasons behind its appearance and escalation, 

and in particular its aspects impacting the European Union’s and Hungary’s inter-

ests. 

Absztrakt 

Szerző célja jelen publikáció keretében bemutatni az ukrán-orosz konfliktus hátte-

rét, megjelenése és eszkalációja okait, különös tekintettel annak az Európai Unió 

és Magyarország érdekeit érintő aspektusaira. 

EU leaders have become increasingly concerned about the 1-year-long Ukrainian-Russian 

conflict that by now has extended into a civil war. The EU is forced to consider in and 

around its broader frontiers: 

— the Arab Spring’s legacy
1
 

— the deepening Syrian civil war
2
  

— the rise of ISIS
3
  

— the illegal migration affecting among others Hungary
4
 

— the EU-internal terrorist threat (e.g. the attack against Charlie Hebdo
5
 and related 

events in Belgium
6
 and Denmark

7
) 
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— the increasing anti-Semitic atrocities and Israel’s response to them
8
 

— the continuous threat of Greece going bankrupt
9
. 

On this agenda characterized by shifting priorities the Ukrainian uprising was first con-

sidered as a “task to be handled” with lower importance. Nevertheless, it has become urg-

ing at the same time as all the other events, which is a telling sign of Pro-Russian sepa-

ratists’ timing. 

The underlying aim of the author with the present article is to prove that: 

1. Global politics have failed to prevent the current Ukrainian situation, going forward 

they can but address the escalating crisis. 

2. The current situation in Ukraine has direct impact on European and in particular 

on Hungarian interests including Hungary’s Eastern relations and national politics. 

3. Hungary as a NATO and EU member is in a position to exert a mutually positive 

influence on the constellation due to its active foreign affairs. 

The current conflict in Ukraine has reached and even exceeded the level of challenge
10

 

(moreover the level of threat/hazard) described in international documents. Though, neither 

the new NATO Strategic Concepts
11

, nor the European Defence Strategy or Hungary’s 

National Defence Strategy
12

 and National Military Strategy
13

 provide an exact definition of 

these terms. 
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The definition of security challenge
14

 is derived from the general meaning of safety: lack 

of physical threat, state of being exempt from threat. Therefore, once the relevant escala-

tion levels are defined, any factor involving threat or danger may be considered as a securi-

ty challenge or provocation. 

Any source of threat against security must be identified pro-actively and provided they 

show activity, must be addressed with the relevant pre-defined countermeasures. 

Challenges are usually rather complex. From a NATO, EU and Hungarian point of view, 

the Ukrainian situation can be described as a geographical (by proximity), military-type, 

direct (non-preventable with immediate impact), and lasting armed conflict with no identifia-

ble end date
15

. 

A conflict of such complexity combines multiple symptoms: 

— decades-long lack of legitimacy characterizing the weak Ukrainian state 

— internal riots 

— rapid impact of the Russian monetary crisis 

— presence of organized crime across every layer of the state. 

The synergy of these factors has by now escalated into regional conflict triggering re-

gional instability from which Hungary is not exempt either. 

To analyse the root-causes and background of the conflict, it is necessary to under-

stand the Ukrainian situation and to depict the country’s profile. 

Ukraine is the second largest country in Europe with an area of 603.550 sq. km. Its cap-

ital city is Kiev; the larger cities are Kharkov, Odessa, Donetsk and Lviv. 

It borders Russia to the east and northeast, Belarus to the northwest, Poland, Slovakia 

and Hungary to the west, Romania and Moldova to the southwest, and the Black Sea and 

Sea of Azov to the south and southeast, respectively. The borderline with Russia is 1.576 

km long. 

Due to its continental climate and its extensive fertile steppe, half of the country is ideal 

for agriculture. The Donetsk-basin in the East is the centre of the country’s heavy industry. 

70% of the population lives in urban areas. 

According to the 2001 Ukrainian Census, the country’s population of 44 million (esti-

mate of 2014) is made up of 77.8% Ukrainians, 17.3% Russian, and smaller nationality 

groups including 0.3% Hungarians. 

Language usage breaks down in a similar way. 67% speaks the constitutional language 

of Ukrainian and 24% the regional Russian dialect. Minority languages such as Hungarian 

are spoken by 9% of the population. 

                                                 
14
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Regarding the organization of the state, Ukraine is a presidential republic. Its parliament 

contains a single chamber. Administratively speaking the country contains 24 districts. Its 

constitution has seen multiple changes recently. 

The current President is the allegedly corrupt “Chocolate King” Petro Poroshenko
16

, a 

candy company magnate who previously held ministerial offices for different political sides. 

His Prime Minister, Arseniy Yatsenyuk
17

 also has experience in the government. Previously 

he supported the unpopular economic reforms. 

The country’s GDP as per a 2014 estimate is of 337.4 billion USD (7400 USD per capi-

ta/ year) 
18

. The state can only avoid defaulting thanks for the continuous monetary aid 

packages of the IMF (International Monetary Fund)
19

. One quarter of the population has 

been living below the poverty threshold since 2010. 

The country’s history has always been full of contradictions. Being on the borderline 

(kraina = frontier, brink in Russian) of the Russian Empire, its sovereignty has been limited 

since the 18
th

 century. 

Following the fall of Tsarist Russia, the country enjoyed a 3-year long independency be-

fore merging into the Soviet Union. The Soviet era started with the first artificial famine. 

Then the country saw the second famine called “holodomor”
20

, before entering World War 

II. Since then Ukrainian foreign affairs and interests have been defined by a Soviet frame-

work. The fall of Soviet Union has launched Ukraine on the same path as other post-soviet 

countries: it has been trying to amalgamate Soviet reflexes with Western ideology without 

success.   

Following the separation from the Soviet Union in 1991, the state built on corruption and 

favouritism of oligarchs functioned only to a limited extent and soon reached complete 

disorder. The political system aligned alongside the two parties, which also reflected the 

country’s ethnic-regional composition
21

. 

The nationalist heritage and the renaissance of Western trends all lead to the “Orange 

Revolution” of 2004-2005, which brought along the victory of Victor Yushchenko at the 

presidential elections. The Western turn however has only been partially successful. Victor 
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Yanukovych returned to power first as Prime Minister before being elected President in 

2010. 

The results of the 2012 elections have been questioned by Western observers due to 

allegations of vote rigging. The clearly pro-Russian move of 2013 triggered protests in 

November and ultimately led to the events of Maiden Square. The situation escalated after 

3 months when the local riot police unit “Berkut” got deployed against the protesters leaving 

dozens of people dead and several wounded. The continuing resistance finally forced the 

President to flee to Russia
22

. 

In the meantime, while the world was watching the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, the 

leadership of the autonomous Crimean peninsula declared independence from Ukraine on 

11 March 2014 and requested admission to the Russian Federation, which has not been 

recognized since by the international community. 

Even though the Crimean events have not seemingly breached international law, they 

have been particularly painful for Ukraine: its sovereignty has been ignored in the interest 

of “protecting a Russian ethnic minority”. The stability of its borders and the principle of 

non-intervention have equally been dismissed
23

. 

International law requires peaceful settlement of any conflict
24

. However, none of the 

parties respect the previously negotiated ceasefires and attempt to gain advantage at any 

opportunity. 

 Before the elections scheduled by the temporary government could be held, the coun-

try saw the eruption of a so-called proxy-war in the region, by definition a war is encour-

aged by one or more greater powers without their direct intervention. 

Comparing the Ukrainian army to the Russian, the latter appeared to be the unques-

tionable winner. Nevertheless, locally trained Russian-speaking minority separatists and 

disguised members of Special Forces (whose clothing, equipment and tactics have 

prompted experts to identify them as members of the Russian regular forces) have become 

engaged in a lasting armed conflict. Russian convoys of camions allegedly carrying aid 

have crossed the frontiers. Among the fighters there are also Russian volunteers
25

 who 

believe in the nation’s “sacred war” and whose equipment has either been provided by 

Russian nationalist groups or stolen from Ukrainians. 

                                                 
22
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It is interesting to mention here that President Putin signed a decree in January 2015 

authorizing foreign citizens to serve in the Russian army
26

. Professional soldiers also serve 

in the Ukrainian ranks though
27

. 

In 2014 Russia spent 90 million USD on developing its high-tech Ratnik infantry equip-

ment
28

. It has grasped the live testing opportunity in Ukraine to try out its other electronic 

warfare as well developed since the last war with Georgia in 2008. These include UAVs 

(drones), communication systems capable of jamming and/or direction-finding and also 

longer range artillery systems. In addition to these (Pro)-Russian forces also have at their 

disposal Buk missile systems, Grad rockets systems and mobile hospital equipment. 

Ukrainian army is clearly outclassed by this modern equipment and cannot prevent the 

country from becoming a live testing ground
29

. 

The Russian army also benefits from the fact that almost each of its ranks has partici-

pated in an armed conflict before (either in Afghanistan, or in Chechnya or Georgia) and 

has thus experience in carrying out operations. As evidence, it is sufficient to note that by 

the time the Ukrainians reacted, the (Pro)-Russian forces already kept multiple strategic 

locations and infrastructure under control and enjoyed full diplomatic support from Russia. 

Russia’s aspirations are limited by the considerable funds needed for building an em-

pire. In addition, since January 2015 they have been facing economic crisis. The central 

bank had to interfere to protect the rouble which had lost half of its value over the last 

year
30

. Even though previously high oil prices made Russia gain considerable reserves 

(385 billion USD in gold and foreign currency), the recent fall of oil prices have hit the mar-

ket already suffering from overproduction. 

At the same time Russia would need funds coming from the sale of hydrocarbons flow-

ing through among others Ukraine to counter-balance the economic sanctions imposed by 

the United States and the European Union. These sanctions increase the costs of foreign 

trade, hinder the establishment of new relationships, discourage capital investment and 

worsen the country’s credit ratings. 

In addition, a weak rouble, being a regional currency, fosters further worries. According to 

the World Bank Tajikistan’s, Moldova’s, Armenia’s, Georgia’s and Kyrgyzstan’s economy 
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(in a descending order) are highly dependent on rouble remittances. The deflation of the 

Russian currency is thus capable of triggering a considerable recession in the region, not to 

mention the difficulties in paying out support to Transnistria, Abkhazia and South Ossetia
31

. 

With regards to the Ukrainian conflict, the NATO Summit held in Wales in September 

2014 has brought some results, even though none of them forecast any quick resolution. 

Member states have been allowed to supply arms and military equipment to Ukraine. In 

response to the armed conflict, the Allies have agreed to a readiness action plan and deci-

sion has been made to establish a new high readiness, adaptable force based in Poland
32

. 

These decisions have been fostered by Russia’s repeated aerial scouting
33

 and submarine 

activities along the European shores
34

. 

In the joint statement of the NATO-Ukraine Commission issued in December 2014, the 

Allies condemn Russia’s deliberate destabilization of Eastern Ukraine, its violation of inter-

national law as well as its support of militants. They also condemn the increased military 

presence in the Black Sea region and recognize Ukraine’s right for independence, sover-

eignty and stability
35

. 

The Alliance’s declaration at the end of January 2015 has been equally firm. NATO 

Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg has expressed his sympathy for Ukrainian losses and 

condemned the attack against Mariupol. He highlighted that Russian-backed separatists 

continue to hinder peaceful settlement of the conflict and called on Russia to stop providing 

logistical support to the militants
36

. 

The opposing parties first gathered at the negotiating table in September 2014 in Minsk, 

Belarus. This was followed by a 16-hour long negotiation in February 2015 between Rus-

sian President Vladimir Putin, Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko, French President 

François Hollande and German Chancellor Angela Merkel. Despite the non-encouraging 

signs of a previous truce, they have agreed in: 

— an immediate bilateral ceasefire 

                                                 
31
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— the withdrawal of heavy weaponry by both sides monitored by the OSCE (Organi-

sation for Security and Cooperation in Europe) 

— a need for local elections 

— amnesty to persons participating in the Donetsk and Luhansk fights 

— a mutual release of prisoners. 

In addition, the parties have agreed in providing humanitarian aid, reviving social and 

economic ties and restoring Ukrainian sovereignty by withdrawing foreign military equip-

ment, restoring the Ukrainian government’s control over rebel-held areas and launching 

constitutional reforms by the end of 2015. 

It is rather telling that on the anniversary of his flight to Russia, previous President Vic-

tor Yanukovich declared his willingness to return to Ukraine to ease people’s lives, which 

could shed lights on Russia’s future plans
37

. 

So far the war has claimed almost 5500 lives, including many children due to regular 

hitting of civilian targets and the figure is likely to continue to increase. An estimate of 150 

tons of ammunition has been used in Eastern Ukraine since the beginning of the conflict. 

Close to Luhansk, tanks and other armoured vehicles kept on crossing the border even 

during the Minsk negotiations. 

Previous settlement plans seem to fail as both parties violate the ceasefire and sepa-

ratists aim at maintaining their control in the currently held regions
38

. President Poroshenko 

has already talked about declaring a state of war with Russia and has requested UN 

peacekeepers to be deployed in the country
39

, which is even more peculiar if we consider 

that Russia is a permanent member of the UN Security Council. In parallel, Ukraine intends 

to purchase weapons despite its lack of relevant resources, which could in the short run 

contribute to refill supplies and to re-equip and train conscript soldiers, but could only pro-

vide actual support in the military operations in the long. 

It can be considered as a positive sign though that the opposing parties have ex-

changed prisoners
40

. In the meantime fighting continued between Ukrainian army and 

separatist around the strategic city of Debaltseve
41

. The lack of relevant supplies on the 

Ukrainian side finally resulted in the city’s falling in the hands of the separatist
42

. 
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The short term impacts of the conflict include a recession of Ukraine’s economy and a 

deepening poverty. These trigger instantaneous national instability, a growing black econ-

omy that pushes the population to search for illegal means of income and can also lead to 

the appearance of alternative public utility services where organized crime ensures public 

order. 

Hungary plays a special role within the European Union, since it neighbours Ukraine 

and shares a large part of its 20
th

 century history with the war-torn country. In addition, 

because of the existence of a Hungarian ethnic minority in Ukraine, Hungary is directly 

involved in the conflict. As Ukraine becomes a passageway, Hungary as the entry point to 

the European Union, has seen a considerable increase in the risk of uncontrolled move-

ment of people and goods.  

Based on available sources of information no Western military involvement can be ex-

pected at this point in time. Instead, a direct supply of weaponry with eventual involvement 

of private companies appears to be more plausible.  

In the long run the conflict will most likely result in a growing regional instability where 

malfunctioning government systems directly impact neighbouring states. The lack of public 

services will hand power over to organized crime and may lead to a humanitarian emer-

gency situation. The new state trying to rebuild itself in such conditions will be forced to 

grant privileges to its supporters.  

Hungary may become a primary transit country, which will further stretch the reinforced 

border patrol services and will require a complex execution of defence plans
43

. 

Considering the complexity of the conflict, the minimum requirements include a close 

follow-up of the events, the continuous gathering of intelligence through all available chan-

nels,  constant analysis and evaluation of the results, the use of ethnic sources and if pos-

sible an official presence on the ground through international organizations. 

During the crisis management it will be necessary to maintain a genuine relationship 

between the two parties. The first step would be to secure an effective ceasefire to protect 

both the civilian population and the infrastructure. This should be followed by the estab-

lishment of sustainable peace conditions. 

From Hungary’s point of view, an active participation in the de-escalation and normali-

zation of the situation will be crucial in the long run, since any influence on the new gov-

ernment will contribute to securing strategic Hungarian interests. 

In conclusion, since due to its geographical location Hungary cannot avoid participation 

in the Ukrainian conflict, it will be impacted in terms of its national and civil defence over the 

coming years, which will require an active participation of its national security forces. 

Key words: Ukraine, Russia, crisis management, war 
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