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Jose Manuel Barroso, who stepped down as head of the European Commission in October
2014, gave a spirited defense of the European Union's actions during the Ukraine crisis in an
address to the Association for the Study of Nationalities at Columbia University on April 25.

Barroso described President Vladimir Putin's decision to annex Crimea as "the most blatant
violation of international law since the end of World War II." Barroso noted that Russia had
never raised the question of self-determination for Crimea with the international community
in the previous two decades.

The fact that Putin suddenly adopted the language of national identity and religious
difference was equally disturbing, cutting against the grain of European efforts to build ethnic
and religious tolerance. "The EU is based on opposition to extreme nationalism," Barroso
said, but now you have a powerful country promoting nationalist thinking.

Barroso suggested that the shift in Putin's position was a response to the rising protest
movement in Russia from 2011-12, though he insisted that the EU did not try to promote
regime change in Russia.
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Barroso also argued that "Putin and the Russian leadership have not intellectually,
emotionally and politically accepted the independence of Ukraine and the Baltic countries."
Actual membership in the EU has never been on the table for Ukraine, since the EU is suffering
from "enlargement fatigue," and "Ukraine is a systemically corrupt country."

But contrary to those who claim that Putin is irrational or "living in a different world," as
German Chancellor Angela Merkel remarked in March 2014, Barroso said that "I understand
Putin, but that does not mean I agree."

Barroso has met Putin 25 times — more times than he has met any other leader outside
the EU — and spoken with him by phone many times more. Barroso continued: "Putin is
a product of resentment at what happened to Russia and the Russian people in the 1990s." But
Putin "has been successful in convincing many of the Russian people that there is
a conspiracy of the West to weaken Russia."

Regarding sanctions, Barroso said they were "a step forward showing how much we care,
even though we don't have any illusions that they change things fundamentally."
The sanctions were a way of signaling the EU's "political condemnation" and have had
a profound "psychological effect" beyond the impact on the Russian economy.

Barroso insisted that "Putin respects the EU. He may say the opposite but I know." The EU was
a partner in the Minsk cease-fire process, and successfully brokered a deal under which
Russia has continued to supply natural gas to Ukraine throughout the crisis.

The tradition of consensus in EU decision-making made it very hard for dissenting countries
to derail the policy of sanctioning Russia — "some members did not agree, but would not
oppose." A decision not to impose sanctions would have been much more divisive. The same
logic applies when it comes to prolonging the sanctions when they expire in July. Barroso said
that "a line has been crossed" and "there is a perception that we cannot easily go back
to business as usual."

Some members of the audience criticized the EU for taking the military option off the table,
thereby giving a green light to Russian aggression. Barroso replied that the EU is
an aggregation of democracies, none of which are prepared to start a war with nuclear-armed
Russia.

The European Union was fortunate to have a statesman of Barroso's caliber at its helm during
the tumultuous events of the past decade. Certainly in his speech at Columbia he showed
an impressive ability to grasp the logic of Russia's position while at the same time standing up
for the political principles on which the European Union was founded.
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