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The post-Cold War design of European security has never been fully realized. After 1991, the
European Union and post-Soviet Russia sought to rethink European security by ingraining the
Helsinki collective security ideals in the new context of relations, building on the idea of the
“European common home” (Gorbachev, 1989). The normative underpinning of the new
security architecture in the Helsinki spirit was formed by the shared interests and concerns of
all participants. The evolving security framework proved, however, to be somewhat exclusive,
mainly due to the reinvention of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) after the
demise of the Soviet bloc and the Warsaw Pact. Why did NATO remain if the Cold War bipolar
division was over? And why did it engage in a policy of enlargement towards the East, if Russia
was no longer “the enemy”? These were questions on Russian minds, which, to Moscow’s
understanding, never got a reassuring answer.
Particularly after NATO’s first enlargement towards the East, in 1999, when former Warsaw
Pact members the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland joined the Alliance, Russia voiced
discontent. In fact, in Russia’s perspective, NATO enlargement became the major external
threat, as stated clearly in main policy documents (Military Doctrine 2010, 2013), and the
Alliance’s militarization policy and arms build-up was recently added as cause of concern
(Military Doctrine, 2015). Despite NATO’s continued affirmation that it “poses no threat to
1

This policy brief is part of a series funded by the Centre for European Studies Jean Monnet European
Union Centre of Excellence (JMEUCE) and the Canada-Europe Transatlantic Dialogue (CETD) at
Carleton University. The JMEUCE is funded in part by a grant from the European Union. CETD
receives funding from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC). The
contents of this publication are the sole responsibility of the author and in no way can be taken to reflect
the views of the European Union, JMEUCE, CETD and SSHRC.
2

Maria Raquel Freire is associate professor in International Relations at the School of Economics of
the University of Coimbra, researcher at the Centre for Social Studies of the same University and Jean
Monnet Chair.

1

any country” (NATO, 2015), Russia has contested the proximity of military equipment and
personnel to its borders: NATO and Russia seem to be locked in the classical security dilemma
in the face of limited dialogue, transparency, and confidence-building measures.
The NATO-Russia Council (NRC, established in 2002) emerged as a forum for consultation,
consensus-building, cooperation, joint decision, and joint action (NATO, 2016), allowing
Russian officials to participate in NATO meetings in a format “NATO at 29” instead of
“NATO+1” (as it was the case under the NATO-Russia Permanent Joint Council). However,
the NRC never succeeded in its role as a trust-builder. Russian officials claim the format
essentially remained the “plus 1” rather than effectively becoming a joint exercise with
Russia’s inclusion. Moreover, after the 2014 events in Ukraine, the NRC suspended its
activities, keeping lines of communication at a minimum (i.e., at the ambassadorial level). The
war in Ukraine and the annexation of Crimea constituted the culmination of a long period of
disagreement and distrust between Russia and the West.3 Moreover, Russia understands current
developments as expressing a “containment policy” promoted by the West, reengaging with
Cold War language (Foreign Policy Concept, 2016). According to Russian Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov (2016), “while [Russia] naturally played an increasing role in European affairs,
the European countries had apprehensions about the nascent giant in the East and tried to isolate
it whenever possible and prevent it from taking part in Europe’s most important affairs.”
The evolving design of European security, in an unintentional way, led to the creation of new
dividing lines. NATO was a central element in the process, as it remained a strong collective
defense organization, well-equipped and even taking on new out-of-area roles (NATO
Strategic Concept, 1999). Russia remained outside of the Alliance, which became the main
guarantor of European security, simultaneously diminishing the role of the Organization for
Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), originally tailored to become the leading provider
of an inclusive European security project. Parallel to NATO’s evolving doctrine and
enlargement policy, the European Union also enlarged and put forward an agenda for building
closer relations with its neighbors, both to the South and East. The European Neighborhood
Policy (ENP) was first received in Russia with little concern, as the format and committed
resources did not seem to be sufficient to promote a fundamental change in the status quo.
However, suspicion grew more intense with the Eastern Partnership (EaP), which was launched
in 2009 and included six former Soviet republics: Belarus, Moldova, Ukraine, and the three
South Caucasus countries (Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia). Russia perceived the EaP as a
“counterweight to Russian influence” (Entin and Entina 2016). Moreover, the color revolutions
that had taken place earlier in the post-Soviet area had put pressure on the status quo, and the
new Association Agreements (AAs), including provisions for Deep and Comprehensive Free
Trade Areas (DCFTAs), offered by the EU, reinforced Moscow’s apprehension. So far,
Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine have signed the new AAs with the EU, despite the fact that
these three countries have territorial disputes that to a degree involve Russia, which further
renders complexity to the security picture. This “escalatory spiral” (Charap & Troitskiy, 2013,
cited in Casier, 2016) ultimately has led to more insecurity.
Russia’s feelings of exclusion led to the development of competing regional projects, with
Russia promoting the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CTSO) and the Eurasian
Economic Union (EEU, originally Eurasian Customs Union) as integration fora seeking to bind
states from the post-Soviet space to Russia. The formats in which these regional cooperation
initiatives developed ended up exacerbating the clashing logic in West-Russia relations, in
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particular with the EU and Eurasian Economic Union requiring incompatible economic
commitments from member states. This has created a further fissure in cooperative integration
possibilities by rendering the project of a pan-European collective security system from Lisbon
to Vladivostok and indivisible security (Medvedev, 2009) difficult to implement. President
Medvedev’s proposal for a new European Security Treaty was perceived in Moscow as
allowing a reframing of issues and actors in a more inclusive way, and one in which Russia
would have a voice and be heard in security matters. “Helsinki II,” as the proposal came to be
known, following on the OSCE steps, never saw the light of the day. These proposals clearly
show that Russia never felt included, or that it had the place and recognition it deserved, in the
European security system. Ukraine became the epitome of this sentiment, with the annexation
of Crimea signaling the revisionist power’s ultimate move to maintain the status quo.
The end result of the latest developments has been the realization that trust has never really
been present in EU-Russia relations, and that the mechanisms in place within NATO and within
the EU-Russia “strategic partnership” were too weak to frame relations. Despite the heavy
interdependence between Russia and the West, we stand now at a dead end. Which alternatives
exist to deal with the current situation?
Back to the past? This scenario of trying to reestablish the status quo ante does not really offer
new alternatives. The “reset policy” of the Obama Administration or the “Partnership for
Modernization” (PfM) with the EU are examples of attempts by the West to revitalize the
relationship with Russia, yet these ad hoc initiatives failed to deliver results. “Moscow’s answer
to the EU’s mantra, [that] ‘there is no return to the business as usual for Russia’ is: we do not
want business as usual” (Romanova, 2016). A deeper reassessment needs to be made.
Back to the future? Turning to the OSCE might build on positive multilateral synergies. Many
common concerns related to transnational terrorism, other illicit transnational practices, and
even energy politics are already part of the OSCE agenda. However, the original aim of the
OSCE (then the CSCE) included confidence-building measures. The West should repurpose
these first steps in rethinking its relations with Russia. This points to the need for the joint
definition of policies and actions, and joint monitoring of results – i.e. co-ownership of
decisions (Casier, et al., 2016) and processes.
Some policy measures aimed at easing restrained relations could include the following.
First is a recognition that security and integration mean different things to Russia and the West.
At the same time it would be important to focus on areas of shared priority and where progress
is easier to attain. Easily identified topics include fighting terrorism, organized crime, illicit
transnational practices, and cybercrime, alongside technological cooperation, educational
exchanges, sustainable development, environment, climate change, and crisis management.
This means that step-by-step, pragmatic and technical cooperation might be a way forward.
But it does not mean that Russia is ready to “allow the problems to be deconstructed into
technical issues until there is a global consensus” (Romanova, 2016). It does mean, therefore,
that structural causes need to be tackled and strong long-term solutions need to be found. Ad
hoc and small scale initiatives might ease tensions, but they will not solve crystalized
differentials. For these, confidence-building measures and constructive dialogue need to be
built from scratch.
Finally, it is important to recognize that the evolution of the European security architecture has
created feelings of exclusion, with Western institutions prevailing. This necessitates a redesign
of the security architecture in a more inclusive way. This does not mean the demise of NATO,
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but it does require a new multilateral format or the refashioning of the OSCE, for example, to
provide new channels to discuss and decide on fundamental matters for European security.
This also does not mean the demise of the Euro-Atlantic dimension of European security, but
it entails thinking about innovative ways of eventually incorporating the Eurasian dimension
of European security in a single (new) project. It clearly means the need to address “the cause,
not the symptoms, of previous failures through negotiation over core principles and norms, and
recalibrating security regimes and institutional arrangements, instead of relying on ad hoc
agreements” (Averre, 2016).
References
Averre, Derek (2016). “The Ukraine Conflict: Russia’s Challenge to European Security
Governance,” Europe-Asia Studies, 68(4), 699-725.
Casier, Tom (2016). “From Logic of Competition to Conflict: Understanding the Dynamics of
EU-Russia Relations,” Contemporary Politics, 22(3), 376-394.
Casier, Tom; DeBardeleben, Joan; Guasti, Petra; Niemann, Arne; and Romanova, Tatiana
(2016). “Policy Report. EU-Russia Relations: Which Way Forward?” Jean Monnet
Multilateral Research Group, EU-Russia Relations: Developing a Transnational
Perspective.
https://www.kent.ac.uk/brussels/studying/research/projects/jeanmonnet.html
(16
March 2017).
Entin, Mark and Entina, Ekaterina (2016). “New Agenda for Russia-EU Relations,” Russian
International Affairs Council Policy Brief, no. 4.
http://russiancouncil.ru/common/upload/PolicybriefRU-EU-eng.pdf (16 March 2017).
Foreign Policy Concept (2016). “Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation,” The
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation. (16 March 2017).
Gorbachev, Mikhail (1989). “Europe as a Common Home,” Address to the Council of Europe,
Strasbourg.
https://chnm.gmu.edu/1989/archive/files/gorbachev-speech-7-689_e3ccb87237.pdf (16 March 2017).
Lavrov, Sergey (2016). “Russia’s Foreign Policy: Historical Background,” Russia in Global
Affairs Magazine: The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation.
http://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news//asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/2124391 (16 March 2017).
Medvedev, Dmitry (2009). “Draft of the European Security Treaty,” President of Russia,
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/6152 (16 March 2017).
NATO Strategic Concept (1999, April 24). “Press Release NAC-S(99) 65,” North Atlantic
Council.
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_27433.htm (16 March
2017).
NATO (2015). “Enlargement.” http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_49212.htm (16
March 2017).
NATO (2016). “NATO-Russia Council.”
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_50091.htm (16 March 2017).
Romanova, Tatiana (2016). “Russia and Europe: Somewhat Different, Somewhat the Same?’”
Russian International Affairs Council Policy Brief, no.5.
http://russiancouncil.ru/common/upload/Russia-Europe-Policybrief5-en.pdf (16 March
2017).
Sakwa, Richard (2012). “Looking for a Greater Europe: From Mutual Dependence to an
International Regime,” Communist and Post-Communist Studies, 45, 315-325.

4

