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The Minsk Peace: A Critical Analysis

On February 11, 2015, representatives from the Russian Federation, Ukraine, the 

Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), and Aleksandr 

Zakharchenko and Aleksey Karyakin, presidents of the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s 

Republics respectively, signed the Minsk II agreement. This document consisted of 13 

points and was an attempt by the negotiating powers to establish a lasting peace in 

Ukraine, and provide the conditions necessary for a permanent end to hostilities. Three 

years later, the war in Ukraine rages on, and over 9,000 lives have been lost (United 

Nations. “Escalation of Hostilities Has Exacerbated Civilian Suffering”) with over 

800,000 having been displaced by the war (IDMC, “Ukraine”). Given the desperate 

desire for peace on both sides of the conflict, and the seemingly endless violence in the 

region, it is important to take a critical look at why the Minsk II agreement failed, and 

what can be done to establish more successful negotiations in the future.

   The buildup to the Crisis

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Ukrainian government sought to 

establish itself as a neutral state, outside of Russian and NATO influence. In 2010, 

however, Viktor Yanukovych, who had strong pro-Russia leanings, was elected 

President of Ukraine. These leanings manifested subtly at first, beginning with an 



extension of the Russian lease on the port of Sevastopol in April of 2010 until the year 

2042, in exchange for lowered natural gas prices (Ray, Michael. “Viktor Yanukovych” 

Encyclopædia Britannica). This measure was so controversial that members of 

Ukrainian Parliament went as far as throwing eggs and lighting smoke bombs to protest, 

although the measure narrowly passed. Yanukovych seemingly began a western lean in 

April of 2013, when he offered to release an important prisoner before signing an 

association agreement with the EU. Days before this agreement could be signed, 

Yanukovych pulled out of the deal, sparking mass demonstrations and protests in Kiev. 

In February of 2014, more than 70 people had been killed in clashes with the police, 

and Parliament voted to impeach Yanukovych on the 22nd. Yanukovych denounced this 

as a coup, and fled to Russia where he is currently in exile.

Following the protests, a pro-western interim government was established to 

maintain order in Ukraine. In March, heavily armed pro-Russian separatists, with the aid 

of Russian troops, declared Crimea an independent nation, and swiftly voted to be 

annexed into the Russian Federation. This move sparked a series of similar revolts in 

Eastern Ukraine. Government security forces were initially unable to hold of these 

rebellions, and many considered Russian intervention as a possibility, given similar 

actions in Georgia in 2008. The conflict quickly spiraled from there, with Western 

powers levying heavy sanctions against Russia, and many Russian Speaking 

Ukrainians flocking to the east to fight for the Donetsk and Luhansk Governments, 

which claim sovereignty from Ukraine (Ray, Michael. “Ukraine Crisis.” Encyclopædia 

Britannica).

   The Minsk II Agreement



After almost a year of armed conflict, a ceasefire agreement was finally signed 

on February 11, 2015. This agreement consisted of 13 points, which included the 

immediate end to hostilities in the regions of Donetsk and Luhansk by February 15th 

2015, along with the withdrawal of all heavy weapons in the area, among demands for 

“immediate dialogue” and “pardon and amnesty” for fighters in Donetsk and Luhansk. 

The agreement was immediately met with skepticism and critique, and was often 

portrayed as being overly complex, and lacking any ability to enforce its terms 

(Corissajoy. “A Case Study of the Minsk II Accords.”). For a short time however, the 

ceasefire was held, as the President of Ukraine and the leaders of both the Donetsk and 

Luhansk People’s Republics called for forces in the areas specified under the treaty to 

stand down, with the exception of Debaltseve, where rebel forces used the excuse that 

it was not explicitly mentioned in the treaty . By 2016 however, over 320,000 ceasefire 

violations had been reported (2016 OSCE “SMM Activities in Figures, Ukraine”), and 

both sides failed to uphold most if not all of the clauses of the Minsk II agreement.

   Why it failed

There are innumerable factors that played into the failure of the Minsk II 

agreements to provide results. The first big reason is that the OSCE was tasked with 

upholding the agreement, despite their failure to uphold the similar Minsk Protocols, and 

their inability to prevent attacks on facilities necessary for the survival of populations on 

both sides of the frontline, such as the reported hundreds of daily ceasefire violations 

near the Donetsk Filtration Station as recently as May 7, 2018 (OSCE Chief Monitor in 

Ukraine “Ongoing Failure to Implement Minsk Agreements Jeopardizes Donetsk 

Filtration Station”). It is also important to mention that while the leaders of both the 



Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics personally signed the agreement, both 

President Petro Poroshenko of Ukraine and President Vladimir Putin of Russia failed to 

personally sign the agreement, and not a single representative from the United States, 

one of the powers most significantly involved in the conflict, signed the document. 

It is also important to recognize that the Russian Federation has faced 

encroachment by Western powers and their influence consistently since 1991, and is 

incredibly fearful of that influence. By 2004, NATO directly shared a border with Russia 

through the Baltic States, and many in Russia were fearful that Ukraine would follow 

suit. These fears were not unfounded, as in 2008 in point 23 of the Bucharest Summit 

Declaration, NATO leaders stated their interest in bringing Ukraine into the Military pact 

(NATO. “Bucharest Summit Declaration” Point 23). A survey done in 2017 by the Levada 

Center, a long-lived and successful non-government polling organization in Russia, 

indicates that as many as 84% of Russians feel that the impeachment of Yanukovych 

was an illegal coup, and that as many as 44% believe that the main reason the protests 

against Yanukovych began was efforts by the west to draw Ukraine into its sphere of 

influence (Levada Center “PROTEST IN KIEV”). Despite the Russian GDP dropping 

dramatically as a result of sanctions put in place to counter Russian support of the 

Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics (“Russia GDP | 1989-2018”), President 

Vladimir Putin’s approval rate remains around 81% (Levada Center “Indicators.”). The 

failure of the involved parties to uphold the agreement may also be a result of “Spoiler 

Theory”, originally outlined by former UN Assistant Secretary General Stephen John 

Stedman (Corissajoy. “A Case Study of the Minsk II Accords.”). Spoiler Theory 



essentially states that leaders may act as “spoilers” and attempt to disrupt an ongoing 

peace process as they feel it threatens their position in some way. 

Every single belligerent nation has a vested interest in stalling out the peace 

outlined under the Minsk II agreement, as all of them have more to gain from winning 

the conflict than making peace. In the case of Ukraine, many patriotic and even 

ultranationalist groups exist that either are strongly opposed to the political concessions 

under the Minsk II agreements, seeing them as “unwanted concessions to the 

Kremlin” (Crisis Group “Peacekeeping in Ukraine's Donbas: Opportunities and Risks.”), 

and in the case of the “Right Sector”, an ultranationalist paramilitary, reject not only the 

Minsk II agreement, but also the Ukrainian Government’s right to rule or even enforce 

such a ceasefire, declaring it unconstitutional, and stating that the 2014 revolution was 

“an unfinished revolution” (United Nations. “Ukraine: Information on the Right Sector”). 

The “Right Sector” is generally understood to be opposed to Democracy, and seeks to 

supplant the Ukrainian Government with an authoritarian one. The United States and 

Russia both may seek to continue hostilities to challenge one another’s influence, with 

the Russians seeing it as necessary for survival against Western military and economic 

pressure pushing increasingly eastward, and the United States seeing it as a means to 

combat the growing ambition of Vladimir Putin to reclaim Russia’s status in the world.

   What can be done for peace

While the Minsk II agreement was most certainly a disaster, recent developments 

and successful ceasefires in other conflicts present opportunities to resolve the conflict. 

During a Special Briefing in Washington D.C. on November 3, 2017, US Ambassador 

Kurt Volker stated that “Russia went to the UN and proposed a UN protection force for 



eastern Ukraine”. This statement was followed up with “Now, the Russian proposal was 

only on the line of conflict and only to protect the OSCE monitors”, but nonetheless this 

opens an opportunity for negotiations (US Department of State “U.S. Special 

Representative for Ukraine Negotiations Kurt Volker”). Ambassador Volker, during the 

same briefing, touched on the possibility of expanding such a U.N. mandate to include 

peacekeeping operations across the entire Donbass area (The collective term for the 

Donetsk and Luhansk regions), however nothing concrete has been decided in regards 

to that possibility. 

Ambassador Volker also states that “I don’t think anyone wants a Cyprus 

solution”, in reference to the ongoing peacekeeping operations in the area since 1964, 

which have seen an actively patrolled border region administered by the United Nations, 

and has left the nation divided for over 50 years (UNFICYP “Supervision of the Cease-

Fire”). Something important to note is that while UN peacekeepers have been active in 

Cyprus since 1964, their activity on the island has acted to distribute significant 

humanitarian aid during the initial conflict, manage countless incidents and prevent 

them from escalating into international disputes, preventing all-out war between Turkish 

and Greek Cypriots (“Peacekeeping on Cyprus: A Conclusion”). Such a solution may be 

considered for Ukraine, as this limits the desire of “spoilers” by A: allowing for 

humanitarian aid to reach the estimated 800,000 displaced peoples in both rebel and 

government occupied Ukraine, B: providing a non-partisan UN peacekeeping force to 

ensure that the ceasefire is maintained, and C: removing the threat of Western influence 

spreading closer to Russia through the de facto acknowledgement of the buffer states of 

Donetsk and Luhansk.



This may not be a perfect solution however, as US Ambassador Volker has 

stated that “Would it (Russia) like to create another frozen conflict, occupied territory, 

like Abkhazia or South Ossetia or Transnistria, which as I said carries with it very high 

costs”, in reference to Russia’s actions in Georgia and Moldova, where Russia has 

supported other rogue states that exist in Russia’s sphere of influence, and their 

potential desire to maintain the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics. An alternative 

would be to take action similar to that conducted in Sierra Leone between 1999 and 

2005 (United Nations “UNAMSIL: United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone”). The action 

conducted in Sierra Leone saw the UN effectively occupy Sierra Leone, in order to 

oversee negotiations between the Federal Government and the RUF, while also 

providing substantial humanitarian and financial aid, disarming a significant number of 

child soldiers and other conscripts, and helping establish local and federal level 

democracy, and build a democratic culture in a society that lacked a strong history of 

Democracy (United Nations “Major Peacekeeping Operations”). Sierra Leone was a 

much different situation from Ukraine, however, as no major power was acting directly to 

support either warring faction, and a total occupation of Ukraine by the UN would likely 

encourage groups like the “Right Sector” and aid their recruitment, due to anger towards 

an occupying force. Something that is important to consider however, is that both sides 

of the Ukrainian conflict already have active government institutions, and provide for the 

wellbeing of their citizens, meaning a total occupation would not be necessary to protect 

the people of Ukraine, beyond an occupation of the frontline itself, and may make 

conditions similar to those in Cyprus more tenable within Ukraine.



   In Conclusion

Taking into consideration the successes of UN peacekeeping in the past, and by 

addressing the failures of the Minsk II agreement, it is possible to present a solution for 

the Donbass War following the model of peacekeeping established during their actions 

in Cyprus. For the thousands of refugees and displaced persons in Ukraine, freezing the 

conflict rather than ending it may be their best chance for survival. Such a plan allows 

for humanitarian efforts and relief to reach the suffering civilians in waitron areas, and 

would provide a stable environment for normal life to resume. A Cyprus-style plan in 

Ukraine also avoids conflicts with “spoilers”, by removing the possibility of either side 

being able to outright win the conflict. Such a plan would create conditions where 

negotiations on lasting peace can begin, and stability and hope can be brought back 

into the lives of thousands of suffering people trapped in this conflict.
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