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Key Takeaway: The Kremlin increased military and international pressure on Ukraine in May 2020 after
efforts to establish direct talks between Ukraine and Kremlin-controlled proxies stalled. Kremlin
information operations are framing Ukraine as having two options: legitimize the Kremlin’s proxies
through negotiations or admit Ukraine is impeding the peace process. Both options in this Kremlin-
contrived dichotomy advance the Kremlin’s objectives and absolve the Kremlin of responsibility as a
belligerent in the war in Donbas. The Kremlin is continuing to consolidate control over its proxies in
occupied Donbas while posturing internationally as a neutral arbiter aiming for peace. The Kremlin will
likely intensify its pressure on Ukraine to conduct local elections in occupied Donbas in October 2020.

The Kremlin is ramping up pressure on the Ukrainian government after Moscow’s recent failure to force
direct talks between Ukraine and Kremlin proxies. The Kremlin is trying to force Ukraine to formalize the
Advisory Council — a Kremlin-favorable initiative to facilitate direct talks between Ukraine and the Kremlin’s
proxies. The Ukrainian government initially agreed to the Advisory Council in March but later paused the
initiative, largely due to backlash from Ukrainian civil society and logistical complications from the COVID-19

pandemic.’

The Kremlin is exploiting the trap it set with Ukraine-proxy talks to pressure Ukraine into a contrived lose-

lose scenario.

O The Kremlin is presenting Ukraine with a false dichotomy of either legitimizing the Kremlin’s proxies
through direct negotiations or publicly undermining Ukraine’s commitment to the ongoing peace
process. The Kremlin-controlled self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR) issued an ultimatum to
Ukraine on May 16 stating Ukraine must either begin a direct dialogue with the DNR or admit Ukraine is not
committed to the Minsk agreements — the core of the ongoing peace process.? Both options would advance the
Kremlin’s objectives. Direct Ukrainian negotiations with the Kremlin’s proxies legitimize these proxies and,
by extension, Russia’s aggression in Ukraine. The appearance of Ukraine abandoning the Minsk agreements
would reinforce Kremlin narratives that Ukraine is spoiling the peace process and could present a
justification for the Kremlin to escalate the war. The Kremlin’s framing that Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelensky must either legitimize the Kremlin’s intervention in Ukraine or admit Ukraine is an obstacle to
peace, distorts reality, and absolves the Kremlin of responsibility for starting the war.

The Kremlin backed its proxies’ ultimatum with additional military pressure. The DNR and Luhansk People’s
Republics (LNR) mobilized their forces to full combat readiness on May 19.%> The DNR called for dialogue
with Ukraine but stated it cannot remain peaceful without Ukraine’s reciprocation, while the LNR threatened
offensive action to move the front line.* Ukraine’s Defense Ministry reported Kremlin proxy forces again
attacked the Zolote disengagement point on May 27.5

- The Kremlin has intensified its efforts to leverage European states against Ukraine, while framing
Ukraine as a spoiler in peace talks. Dmitry Kozak, the Kremlin’s policy head on Ukraine, met an aide of
German Chancellor Angela Merkel in Berlin on May 13 to restart Ukrainian peace talks.® No Ukrainian
representatives were present at the meeting. In a May 19 call with German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas,
Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov called on Germany to demand Ukraine implement agreements reached
during the December 2019 peace talks, despite Russia’s failure to implement its side of the agreements.’

French and German readouts from the April 30 Trilateral Contact Group (TCQ) meeting, like those of the
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Kremlin, did not mention any Russian responsibility for the stalled peace process.8 European acceptance of
Kremlin narratives and pressure on Ukraine to meet Russian demands will limit Ukrainian freedom of
action.

The Kremlin also continues to frame Zelensky as spoiling the peace process — a campaign that began in
September 2019 and that ISW has tracked in detail.? Russia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs again accused
Zelensky of failing to deliver on peace promises on May 20.” Lavrov accused Ukraine of ceasefire violations
and denied ceasefire violations from the Kremlin’s proxies on April 30."

The Kremlin’s efforts to establish Ukrainian talks with the proxies are slowly progressing. Public backlash
likely compelled Zelensky to take a stronger stance; Zelensky refused to allow Russian citizens to represent
occupied Donbas in the Advisory Council.” Zelensky also reiterated that local elections in Donbas will only take
place if Ukraine regains control over its border with Russia.

Zelensky, however, continues to defend the idea of the Advisory Council as a part of his plan to end the war." His
administration is proposing various ways to accommodate occupied Donbas’ participation in peace talks.
Zelensky’s chief of staff said on May 4 that Ukraine is ready to talk to members of Donbas’ “civil society” who
exclusively hold Ukrainian citizenship, never participated in military operations against Ukraine, and have clean
criminal records." Ukraine’s delegation head to the TCG, Oleksiy Reznikov, said on May 18 that “legitimate”
representatives from Donbas could theoretically include city and regional officials from Donbas elected in 2010,
the last local elections to occur in Donbas before Russian occupation.'”® These criteria, however, still leave room
for the Kremlin to insert its agents under the umbrella of “civil society representatives.”

The Kremlin will likely continue facing setbacks in its effort to establish legitimacy-granting negotiations between
its proxies and the Ukrainian government. Several thousand Ukrainian protesters gathered in Kyiv to protest
Zelensky’s concessions to the Kremlin on May 24.." The most-recent TCG calls on May 14 and May 27 did not
produce Kremlin-favorable results.”” The Kremlin likely deliberately arrived late to the May 27 TCG meeting and
said the DNR and LNR will not decrease their full combat readiness until Ukraine deescalates, reinforcing the

Kremlin’s false claims about Ukraine stalling the process.'®
g P

The Kremlin continues to integrate and consolidate external control over its proxies in Donbas while
pressuring Ukraine to negotiate with them as independent actors and shaping conditions to integrate them
back into Ukraine.

- The Kremlin continues to issue Donbas residents Russian citizenship while setting conditions for them
to remain in Ukraine. The Russian State Duma passed a bill in the first reading to allow applicants for
Russian citizenship to preserve their foreign citizenship on April 14." The Duma passed a bill in the first
reading exempting DNR and LNR residents from paying a fee when receiving expedited Russian citizenship
on April 17.%° The Kremlin will likely pass these bills into law in the near future. The Kremlin is increasing
the number of Russian citizens in Donbas to ensure the Kremlin’s long-term influence in Donbas, especially
as the Kremlin sets conditions for local elections in Donbas.

- The Kremlin is consolidating management of critical infrastructure in Donbas. The DNR and LNR
announced their intent to create a unified electrical grid called "Donbas Energy” on May 4.* The unified grid
will use powerplants in the DNR powered by LNR coal.** The Kremlin consolidated control over the LNR
and DNR’s railway systems in 2019.** The Kremlin will continue to consolidate management of the proxies’
infrastructure, linking the proxies to each other and to Russian structures, even as it attempts to falsely frame
the proxies as independent entities in an “intra-Ukrainian” conflict.

- The Kremlin continues to reinforce its proxies’ military capabilities while posturing for peace. Ukraine’s
Defense Ministry reported the Kremlin used preparations for May 9 Victory Day celebrations as cover to
provide additional Russian command staff, combat-readiness training, and heavy weapons to the DNR and

Luhansk People’s Republic (LNR).%
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Forecasting and implications. The Kremlin will likely intensify its shaping operations to pressure Ukraine to
compel direct Ukrainian talks and hold local elections in occupied Donbas during Ukraine’s upcoming October
2020 local elections.® Zelensky is unlikely to hold elections in occupied Donbas in October 2020 despite
intensified Kremlin pressure to do so. The Kremlin will likely amplify information operations portraying
Zelensky as an obstacle to peace in Donbas when he refuses to grant the Kremlin’s proxies local elections. The
Kremlin will likely similarly malign Zelensky if he continues to refuse direct Ukrainian talks with the Kremlin’s
proxies. Holding elections in Donbas on the Kremlin’s terms - without granting Ukraine control of its border -
would allow Putin to gain a permanent lever of influence over Ukraine’s politics. The Kremlin will likely
continue to use similar false dichotomy traps against world leaders in several international conflicts. The West
should not allow the Kremlin to manipulate Ukraine into a Kremlin-brokered peace agreement that amounts to a
Ukrainian surrender and removes restraints on Putin’s ambitions globally.
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