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NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg (right) gestures during a joint news conference with Ukraine's
Prime Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk (left) after a meeting at NATO headquarters in Brussels Dec. 15, 2014.

Fighting between Kiev's forces and pro-Russian rebels has eased in eastern Ukraine, NATO
Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg was quoted on Monday as saying, although he voiced
concern about the risks to local people.

"We have noticed that there are still Russian military personnel on eastern Ukraine territory
that support the separatists," Stoltenberg told German newspaper Die Welt according
to interview excerpts released in advance.

"But we also observe that there are fewer clashes recently," he said. "Fighting continues
in parts, but there are signs of a slight improvement."

Stoltenberg warned however that the overall situation in eastern Ukraine was still unstable
and difficult. "The humanitarian conditions in the region still remain very worrying," he said.



More than 4,700 people have been killed since last April in the conflict, which has provoked
the worst crisis in relations between Russia and the West since the Cold War.

German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier hosts his counterparts from France,
Russia and Ukraine on Monday in Berlin to discuss the progress on the Minsk peace plan
and assess whether there is enough common ground for a four-way summit.

Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko has invited the leaders of France, Germany and Russia
to talks in Kazakhstan's capital Astana later in the month in an attempt to restore peace.

However, German Chancellor Angela Merkel told President Vladimir Putin on Saturday that
such a four-way summit would not take place until there was progress on issues such as
a cease-fire and security zones along the border.

Last Thursday, Merkel made clear that all 12 points in the Minsk peace plan had to be fully
implemented before the EU could consider easing sanctions against Russia.
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