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European Union High Representative Federica Mogherini (L) speaks to Latvia's Minister of Foreign
Affairs Edgars Rinkevics before the family photo at the opening event of Latvia's presidency in the
European Union in Riga on Jan. 8, 2015.

RIGA — Latvia, which has taken over as chair of European Union government meetings,
believes Russia may be more willing to negotiate a deal to ease tensions over Ukraine, its
foreign minister said on Wednesday.

"There is a kind of opening we can use," Edgars Rinkevics told reporters, saying the problems
the Russian economy was suffering as a result of Western sanctions and falling oil prices
appeared to have made Russia more willing to negotiate.

"We have a feeling that they really want to see some softening of sanctions," added Rinkevics,
who will travel to Kiev and then to Moscow this weekend. He is due to meet Russian Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov on Monday.

He declined to comment on whether a summit was likely between Russian President Vladimir



Putin and his Ukrainian, German and French counterparts following plans for the four foreign
ministers to meet. Rinkevics said he had spoken to German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter
Steinmeier on Wednesday.

Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko said last week that he would meet Putin, French
President Francois Hollande and German Chancellor Angela Merkel in the Kazakh capital
Astana on Jan. 15. The meeting has yet to be confirmed.

Latvian Prime Minister Laimdota Straujuma later told a news conference marking the start
of her government's six-month presidency of EU ministerial councils that the four-way
Astana summit would be an opportunity for a negotiated solution.

There have been new signs of division among the 28 EU states on whether sanctions
on Russia, which expire in March and in June, should be renewed. Hollande, voicing concern
about Russia's economy, said this week that sanctions should be lifted if there were progress
toward a settlement on Ukraine.

Latvia has been a strong supporter of sanctions in the past but is now obliged to act as
consensus-builder in the EU. It is also suffering as a result of economic problems in Russia,
a major buyer of its exports, Straujuma said, adding that sanctions should only be a means
to promote a negotiated deal.

However, she warned, if Russia caused the crisis to escalate, EU leaders could agree to step up
sanctions or other measures when they meet in March to discuss the renewal.

Rinkevics said that if Moscow was clearly implementing the terms of a peace plan agreed with
Ukraine and pro-Russian Ukrainian rebels at Minsk in September, "we would support
an easing of some sanctions." If it was not, then the EU should be ready for a further use
of such measures.

"If there is progress, we have to act accordingly. If there is no progress, we cannot lift
sanctions," he said. It was vital, he stressed, for the EU states to remain united.
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