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When demonstrations started in the streets of Kiev early last December, the OSCE was holding its 

annual ministerial meeting in the capital city of its chairman in office. A few ministers declined to 

appear but minister lavrov was, as usual, present throughout the meeting. The meeting was 

considered a moderate success with three texts on the human dimension adopted in spite of non-

progress being made on the so-called frozen conflicts. The Ukrainian Chairmanship of the OSCE in 

2013 was the second in the history of the organization by a former Soviet Union member after 

Kazakhstan in 2010 and it was a smooth show with no major glitch. On the 15th of May the OSCE, 

now chaired by Switzerland, helped mediate a national dialogue between many parties within the 

territory of Ukraine and co moderated it with two former Ukrainian Presidents.   

This contrast encapsulates the complex relationship between Ukraine and the OSCE in the course of 

the last five months. The presence at the helm of the organization of Ukraine was a sign of the 

maturity of the participating states of the organization, sharing a remarkable body of commitments 

designed to ensure a multidimensional security framework and addressing twenty first century 

security challenges. Five months later, its successor, one of the last remaining neutral countries in 

Europe was struggling to avoid the return of the sort of events which led to a decade of conflict in 

former Yugoslavia. 

Seen from a distance the sequence may be hard to grasp for outsiders and they can be forgiven for 

not understanding the multiplicity of OSCE missions and declarations related to the Ukrainian crisis, 

there have been no less than eleven different actions by OSCE bodies since the beginning of the year 

regarding Ukraine. These can only be explained with some background on the complex construction 

that is OSCE. Thereafter one can address the question of how it has progressively emerged as a key 

tool and an active factor in containing the crisis in Ukraine and seeking to solve it. It will therefore 

require a little patience from you in first describing how the OSCE became what it is, before turning 

to recent events and the role of the OSCE which Minister Steinmeier described as the international 

instrument best suited to address the developments in Ukraine.   

Let me also point, from the outset, the fact that, as a very active and generous Asian partner of the 

OSCE, Japan which sits around the table with the other pS in Vienna is fully involved in this process 

and that it is actively committed to the organization to promote peace and stability. 

The CSE was conceived as a political process to manage the cold war and contain its potentially 

catastrophic consequences. The CSE/OSCE process is therefore founded on the need to keep talking 

in times of confrontation and avoid undesired violence. It is therefore a permanent conference 

where states with different philosophies and interests meet regularly to insure regular contact and 

communication. Today, this means meetings of the forum for security cooperation on Wednesdays 

and meetings of the permanent council on Thursdays. These work like a UNSC with 57 members? 

Decisions being taken by consensus. They are inclusive, putting all pS on an equal footing. 

 

 



Events in Kiev during the end of last year  and the first two months of this year were related to 

Ukraine’s relationships with the EU and then to a major protest movement that was centered on 

Maidan square in Kiev. In terms of the OSCE, they were a manifestation of the relative decline that 

the organization has been experiencing. The debate was set as a competition between the EU and 

Russia on trade and economic issues. When it appeared that the pro-European demonstrations were 

threatening the stability of the country, it was three EU ministers which brokered, on the 21st of 

February, a political compromise in the presence of a Russian representative. This package was 

expected to consolidate President Yanukovich until new presidential elections were held. Sharp 

debates emerged in the permanent council in Vienna but these are not unusual. 

Things started to change when challenges to the Kiev authorities emerged in Crimea and when 

masked and heavily armed men presenting themselves as self-defense forces began to occupy public 

buildings and surround garrisons. This is when a number of OSCE pS looked at the options they had in 

the OSCE toolbox, specifically the Vienna document on confidence building measures. They 

discovered that they had the possibility of sending a mission to verify unusual military activates 

which can be decided with the consent of the host State but without requiring a consensus 

agreement, therefore did not require explicit Russian approval. These are the men in military 

uniforms that were shown on television trying to enter Crimea on at least three occasions and 

prevented to do so by local militias. These observers therefore could not fulfill their function but they 

served to reveal the intentions of the local forces which clearly excluded any organized transparency 

towards the outside world. This mission is now over. It was complemented by request for 

consultation and cooperation regarding military activities by a number of pS. These led to joint 

FSC/PC sessions in April 7 and 17, to which Russia declined to participate.   

Simultaneously, the HCNM visited Crimea in early march and addressed the Tatar minority problem. 

The outcome in Crimea is known. A referendum was hastily arranged on the 16th of March which led 

to the proclamation of the independence of the province and to a call for its integration to the 

Russian federation. This call was accepted and the province was proclaimed to have become part of 

the Russian federation although this change of borders has received only very limited recognition in 

the international community.  This development raises serious questions in terms of the most basic 

texts adopted in the CSE/OSCE framework. The inviolability of borders and the respect for the 

territorial integrity of states were cardinal principles of the Helsinki Decalogue (respectively 3 and 4 

among ten immediately followed by the peaceful resolution of disputes and the non-interference in 

internal affairs). Changes in the composition of states have been understood to be conceivable only 

following a methodical process of consultations and acceptance by all parties concerned. The 

separation between Serbia and Montenegro is a case in point. Respect for all the guarantees involved 

in a democratic process and for the rights of the minorities are key element of the OSCE practice. The 

debate on these points of principle had already taken place following events in Kosovo and in 

Georgia in 2008. They are now amplified by the fact that the separated province has rejoined 

another OSCE ps.   

While events were fast progressing in Crimea, the CIO tried to create a contact group bringing 

together the main interested state parties. Russia declined to participate and the group never 

formally met. But the consultations that then took place were useful to shape a framework for the 

OSCE special monitoring mission. Therefore, the CIO took the lead and taking advantage of the 

presence in Vienna of all the concerned delegations put to use the potential of the process.    

The special monitoring mission in Ukraine was created on the 21st of March by the PC operating on a 

consensus basis. The mission is tasked with gathering information and report on the security 



situation. It is expected to establish facts in response to incidents, to establish contacts and facilitate 

dialogue on the ground to reduce tensions and to promote the normalization of the situation. Initially 

100 monitors are to be deployed and the number is being expended to 500 persons. Its mandate 

goes on until the 21st of September and then it will have to be renewed. It is deployed throughout 

Ukraine west and east with a head office in Kiev. It is financed on a voluntary basis and its members 

are seconded by pS. By early May, there were already more than 200 staff members and they were 

sending Vienna a regular stream of information shared by all the pS. The head of the mission is a 

senior Turkish diplomat. 

    The mission is the only international presence on the ground and includes members from Russia. 

Its presence is fully supported by Ukraine which has signed a mou with it. The information it provides 

has to be carefully calibrated in order to take into account the widely differing sensitivities among 

the pS. Russia has recently voiced criticism about the lack of emphasis in the report about the 

activates of Ukrainian security bodies. But it is the members of the mission who are now being 

tasked to seek to implement the contents of the road map.  

The work of the mission was prepared by a low-key initiative using the office of the project 

coordinator which required only the consent of Ukraine and was funded by extra budgetary sources. 

The national dialogue project in Ukraine was deployed in March calling on fifteen experts under the 

leadership of an experienced Croatian politician. It visited the east and the south of the country and 

delivered a cautious report on 30 of April. It highlighted the existence of deep divisions within the 

country and recommended the promotion and support of a broad based national dialogue in the 

context of the constitutional process in Ukraine in order to prepare it. This process has to be fully 

owned and led by Ukrainians. This was OSCE operating as a catalyst for political dialogue within a 

crisis affected area and assembling experts to sponsor a national debate.  

    

The Geneva talks provide the opportunity to build on the instrument which had just been created. 

The OSCE was given a significant role in addressing the Ukrainian crisis. On the 17th of April, Russia, 

Ukraine, EU and the US met in Geneva and adopted a set of measures to encourage de-escalation: 

       -  A call to all parties to abstain from acts of violence and intimidation or provocation.  

       - The disarmament of illegal groups. The evacuation of public buildings that are occupied. 

        - Amnesty for those who have surrendered their weapons except for individuals which 

committed blood crimes.  

         The OSCE special mission is tasked by the four participants to the meeting with helping or 

implements this package. It should establish contacts with national and local authorities in order to 

identify those buildings which are illegally occupied facilitate the collection of weapons and 

encourage dialogue. It has no mandate to collect the weapons or to disarm persons or groups. In 

effect, since no follow-up mechanism was inscribed in the Geneva text, it is the reports of the 

mission to the pc that perform this information function. 

        This is a very demanding task which can be performed only if each observer team manages to 

establish relationships based on trust with the key parties in its area of responsibility. Effective 

support by key pS in this endeavor is critical experience in past OSCE mission proves that this can be 

achieved but that it usually requires time and very capable personalities. It is hard to foresee for how 

long the mission will be deployed. It is safe to assume that it will remain as long as there is a political 

process involving all Ukrainian sides to support. If events were to take a turn towards partition, the 



Crimean precedent teaches us that it is unlikely to continue to be welcome.  The mission is deployed 

and patiently trying to fulfill its tasks. It cannot perform miracles but it can assist whenever there is a 

willingness to reestablish communication and cooperation. Formally Russia supports the work of the 

mission while condemning the military activities that continue to be undertaken by Kiev forces. 

 

On the basis of this success and with the explicit backing of the EU, US and of Ukraine ? The CIO has 

continued his endeavors  and elaborated a  road map  during the  extensive consultations  that took 

place on the  margins of a meeting of the council of ministers of the council of Europe in Vienna on 

the 7th and 8th of May. He met with the Russian and Ukrainian ministers. On the 9th of May and tested 

the contents of the road map... It was presented by him in Moscow to President Putin and on the 8th 

and in Brussels on the 12th of May to the 28. The US was informed by telephone and expressed 

unhappiness at the process of preparations. Germany has been a driving force in encouraging the CIO 

to field this proposal 

It is based on the Geneva declaration of the 17th of May. Its framework is the preparation of the 

presidential elections on May 25th and June 15th. It is composed of four main pillars: 

- Non-violence. Parties should abstain from any form of violence or provocations. The parties 

to the Geneva agreement should express support for this. Any violent act should be 

submitted to an inquiry and punished. OSCE observers should be involved in establishing 

facts. The legitimate use of force should be exercised in a proportional way. The illegal 

referenda were acts of provocation and should not be validated by an international 

recognition.  The amnesty law in Ukraine should be well prepared and was a cab.  

- Disarmament. The OSCE military observers should strengthen their capabilities for fact 

finding. The pS states should provide assistance for mediation and security building. A formal 

request by Ukraine was necessary for new experts to be called upon. 

- National dialogue. It is up to Ukrainian authorities to determine what sort of dialogue they 

intend to sponsor. Such a dialogue is urgent and should be on its way before the election. 

The OSCE has chosen a co-moderator for this round table Wolfgang Ishinger and Kiev should 

also designate its own co-moderator. This dialogue should address the constitutional 

process.  

- Presidential elections on the 25th may. All parties should fully participate in this process. 

Observers from ODIHR would be actively involved in it. 

This plan was criticized by some for having been prepared with not enough participation from Kiev 

(Balts, Pol, US). It has been welcomed by many as the best chance to prevent civil war from 

developing. In spite of reservations by some, the EU rallied in support of the plan presented by the 

OSCE CIO at its foreign affairs council on the 12th of May in its contents but not in its entirety. The EU 

communique welcomes the action of OSCE and calls for a new Geneva meeting. 

President Putin expressed to the CIO his support for the plan on the 12th. Yet on the same day he 

called for the respect of the will of the eastern Ukrainians that had just voted in a self-styles 

referendum and had requested to become members of the Russian federation. 

On the 14th the first national roundtable was held. While the name of the OSCE facilitator Wolfgang 

ishinger had been known for a few days, the Ukrainian facilitators did not appear until the last 

moment and turned out to be former President’s Kouchma and Kravchuk. The event seems to have 

been a relative success. The radical separatists from eastern Ukraine were not present but other 



representatives from eastern Ukraine were involved. Further round tables at the regional level 

should be organized. 

 

Under current circumstances, the preparation of the presidential elections and their fairness are 

particularly critical. In this regard, the OSCE is applying its standard methodology, having deployed, 

on the invitation of Ukraine, a team of 100 long term observers which are following the campaign 

country wide and preparing the way for more than 1000 short term observers to be present on 

polling day. On the 26th? The representatives of ODIHR, the OSCEPA and the COE will jointly give an 

assessment on how the polling has reflected the commitments that Ukraine is bound by.  This will 

inevitably have a significant impact on the credibility of this process, both nationally and 

internationally 

What lessons can be drawn from the role of OSCE in the current crisis in terms of the work of 

international institutions in such circumstances? 

- The availability of an independant and proactive actor that can make proposals and promote 

them is crucial. One cannot underestimate the importance of the having Swiss chair the 

OSCE during this crisis. Because of its impeccable reputation and of the high standards of its 

diplomacy, Swiss carries a special authority that allows it to take some risks without being 

accused of partiality. 

- The existence of a permanent forum for discussion is helpful because it constitutes a 

permanent channel for communication and insures a minimum of transparency for all 

parties. The regular exchanges of harsh words may sound pointless but they provide a way 

of assessing the respective positions and of seeking solutions. 

- The possibility of drawing on a diversified toolbox of existing instruments touching on all 

aspects of security is very valuable. States did not have to improvise and negociate on each 

of the type of mission or on their logistics. The variety of processes on which the OSCE 

parties can draw is also in itself a guarantee: some actions can be undertaken without 

consensus, some are crucial to seeking a democratic outcome to resolve a crisis; some are 

real guarantees in the military field.  

- The reference to principles however solemn and sophisticated may not be the most effective 

barrier when things start to get out of control. Major interests and initiatives then start to 

play the biggest role. But those principles remain in the background and provide 

architecture when the time comes to draw exit plans. Sadly the same can be said of existing 

mechanisms for consultation and arbitration. 

- Of course, ultimately the responsibility to find a solution to any crisis lies with the parties 

themselves and with the states that have a direct impact and interest in its solution. They 

will use the organization to the extent they need it at a given moment. The OSCE has the 

experience of being patient and of adapting to a long drawn out time framework. It also has 

the potential of providing a rather neutral structure where the plan can be agreed by all and 

implemented by those who are willing to provide resources. 

- Also there is real competition among ios for the role in crisis management, OSCE has a real 

legitimacy in the greater European area because it has been involved in managing the frozen 

conflicts and it has always been a key element of the relationship between Russia and the 

rest of the pan European family. Characteristically, the EU which has become a central 

competitor to the OSCE in many areas has become the main source of funding for its 

activities in Ukraine. A proactive regional organization relieves the burden on the UN which 

is not in the first line of fire in this crisis; 



- Last, it is obvious that the crisis in Ukraine is a belated consequence of the disaggregation of 

the Soviet Union and that the OSCE is back to its previous role in addressing it. It returns to a 

former type of involvement where it is basically a conference between different groups and 

sheds some of its more ambitious further objectives. This may look regrettable but it is a fact 

of life. 

 


