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Talks to end the five-year conflict in eastern Ukraine produced the first major breakthrough
since a lapsed 2015 peace accord, paving the way for an international summit to cement
progress.

Negotiators meeting Tuesday in the Belarusian capital of Minsk agreed on a schedule under
which elections will be held in the breakaway regions and a new law will be passed granting
them special status. The plan was proposed by Frank-Walter Steinmeier when he was
Germany’s foreign minister and is known as the Steinmeier formula.

The agreement comes as new President Volodymyr Zelenskiy targets better relations with
Russia. He reiterated Tuesday that Ukraine wants a cease-fire, a withdrawal of Russian-
backed fighters and control of its border back before ballots are cast.
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“If we want elections under Ukrainian law, we understand the border should be ours,”
Zelenskiy told a news conference in Kiev. Elections can’t be held if “any troops” remain in the
disputed regions, he said.

Ukraine and Russia, one-time allies, have been at loggerheads since protesters in Kiev ousted
Kremlin-backed leader Viktor Yanukovych in 2014. Russia went on to annex Crimea and
foment the conflict in Ukraine’s Donbas region, which has killed more than 13,000 people.

The hostilities have triggered U.S. and European Union sanctions against Russia, rekindling
Cold War rivalries.

“The Steinmeier formula itself carries no threat or betrayal,” Oleksiy Haran, a politics
professor at the Kiev-Mohyla Academy, said by phone. “The Ukrainian position is that
security requirements are fulfilled before elections and that elections are conducted freely. So
the question is: will Ukraine go back on these points, which would be very bad, or will it insist
on them?”

Signs of a detente between Moscow and Kiev were on display last month in a mass exchange
of prisoners, including 24 Ukrainian sailors detained last year in a naval clash with Russia.

‘No Capitulation’

But Zelenskiy has said special status for Donbas won’t include changes to Ukraine’s
constitution, which lays out goals for membership of the EU and NATO. The Kremlin opposes
its neighbor’s plans for Western integration, which sparked tensions between the two former
allies back in 2013.

Special-status legislation will be drafted by parliament in “close cooperation and
consultation with society,” Zelenskiy said. “No red lines will be crossed in the new law. That’s
why there will be no capitulation.”

The next step could be negotiations involving the leaders of Germany and France alongside
Zelenskiy and Russian President Vladimir Putin — the so-called Normandy format for talks.

Tuesday’s development opens the way to such a meeting and steps toward a peaceful
resolution of the conflict, according to Alexei Chesnakov, a former Kremlin official who
continues to consult for the Russian authorities on Ukraine. German Foreign Minister Heiko
Maas said “the door is open” to further progress in the implementation of the 2015 Minsk
peace accord.

“Today, the final obstacles have been removed to holding a summit of the Normandy four,”
Zelenskiy said. “We’ll know the date in the very near future.”
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