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Residents of the Donetsk People’s Republic wait for a train at the Donetsk-2 railway station as they
evacuate to Russia’s Rostov-on-Don Region. Nikolai Trishin / TASS

The situation in the Donbas conflict zone has reached a critical phase. Russia and the world
wait in tense expectation of what decision Moscow will make.

Only a week ago, there was good reason to think the most dangerous phase of the crisis over
Ukraine had passed and that the situation was starting to improve.

Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov assured President Vladimir Putin when they met on Feb. 14
that the possibility for a diplomatic solution to the security crisis remained and that Russia
should continue its dialogue with the West.

German Chancellor Olaf Scholz sounded a generally positive note during his visit to Moscow
on Feb. 15 and suggested that an agreement might be reached on some kind of moratorium on
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Ukraine joining NATO.

The Russian Defense Ministry also announced that several units of the western and southern
military districts had completed exercises near the Ukrainian border and were being sent back
to their original posts.

Of course, the Russian State Duma’s proposal that Putin recognize the independence of the
breakaway Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics in Eastern Ukraine looked somewhat out
of place against this backdrop. However, the president responded to this suggestion very
evasively, citing the importance of fulfilling the Minsk agreements.

Many observers concluded that Putin was simply leveraging for more bargaining power over
Kyiv.

But all of this has changed in the last few days.

Related article: ‘We Have No Idea What’s Going On’: Evacuees From Ukraine’s Breakaway
Donbas Region Take Stock

The epicenter of the crisis shifted from the Russian-Ukrainian border to the Donbas, where
hostilities began escalating rapidly on the morning of Feb. 17. Shelling increased sharply
along the entire line of contact between the opposing forces, with both sides accusing the
other of ceasefire violations and the use of heavy weaponry.

The next day, DPR and LPR heads Denis Pushilin and Leonid Pasechnik announced the start of
a general mobilization and the evacuation of the region’s civilian population across the border
into Russia. Moscow blamed Kyiv for the events, while Washington held Moscow responsible.

The impression arises that, regardless of who is to blame for the recent escalation, events in
Donbas might unfold as they did in Georgia in 2008. Under this scenario, Moscow would
recognize the independence of the self-proclaimed republics then send its troops into the
region, thereby guaranteeing that the conflict in Donbas would last for years, if not decades to
come.

The other option of evacuating the entire population of the DPR and LPR into neighboring
regions of Russia and returning the now-depopulated territory of Donbas to Kyiv appears
much less likely.

Apparently, by stepping directly into the conflict on the side of the self-proclaimed republics,
Russia could intimidate Kyiv into refraining from any more armed clashes in Donbas. But this
is about the only advantage of granting formal recognition to the self-proclaimed republics.

The inevitable negative consequences of such a move would be both numerous and varied.
This comment first appeared in Kommersant.
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