
Awhole year has passed since Russia launched 
its invasion into Ukraine on Feb. 24, 2022, 
a move that has since been recognized as a 

political *Zeitenwende* (watershed). War uproots 
our sense of time, and time has passed both quickly 
and painstakingly slowly since February 2022. Amid 
images of Russian war atrocities in Irpin, Bucha, 
Mariupol and elsewhere, time seems to have been 
suspended altogether. In historical terms, the German 
government’s decision to send military assistance to 
Ukraine and German society’s support for this deci-
sion mark a radical shift. But for Ukraine, each step 
along the way has been excruciatingly protracted. 
A type of warfare that seemed inconceivable to 
most Europeans has become an everyday reality. 
The initial shock runs the risk of becoming the new 
normal. It is our duty to remain alert as we listen, 
communicate and make tough policy decisions.

A lot has changed in the past year, but some things 
prove strangely persistent. First, there is terminol-
ogy. Phrases like “the Ukraine war” or “conflict 
in Ukraine” are still frequently used in Western 
media and public discourse. Terminology matters, 
especially during war. The words we use to refer to 
something on a conscious and subconscious level 
shape our perceptions, the conclusions we draw and 
the actions we are willing to take as policymakers or 
accept as citizens. So, let’s be as clear as can be: This 
is Russia’s war against Ukraine. It is a war aimed at 
the destruction of the Ukrainian state and the Ukrai-
nian nation. Russian President Vladimir Putin and 
the elites close to him have explicitly stated that, in 
their view, the Ukrainian state and an independent 
Ukrainian nation are artificial constructs. Russian 

state rhetoric has moved on from evoking the myth 
of Ukraine as Russia’s “little brother” to invoking 
a denial of Ukraine’s right to exist. 

Second, it is important to date this war cor-
rectly. The war did not start on Feb. 24, 2022 
– although the phrase “when the war started…” 
is almost always linked to 2022. Russia’s war in 
Ukraine began much earlier, with the occupation 
and annexation of Crimea in February and March 
of 2014. It continued with the conflict in the Donbas 
(2014–2022), where Russia intervened militarily 
from the very start, and then escalated into a full-
scale invasion on Feb. 24, 2022. On this day, the 
Russian troops that had been amassing along the 
Russian-Ukrainian border since spring 2021 moved 
into Ukraine while air strikes were launched against 
cities across the country. 

Russian tanks and trucks quickly lined the long 
roads to Kyiv and Kharkiv, but Russian military 
tactics and poorly prepared soldiers with little infor-
mation or equipment at their disposal exposed the 
severe miscalculations at work. How could Russia 
have gotten things so wrong? Russian elites, above 
all Putin, seem truly to have believed that Russian 
troops would march into open arms among at least 
parts of the Ukrainian population, and that they 
could rapidly bring about regime change in Kyiv. 
In hindsight, this assumption is much more surpris-
ing than the military and civilian resistance put up 
by so many Ukrainians, which astonished people 
around the world. It seems that Putin and his inner 
circle had become trapped in their own propaganda. 
As far as we can glean from opinion polls and the 
accounts of journalists, Russian history, Russian 
politics and media saturation had also nurtured a 
lack of knowledge about, interest in or even empathy 
toward Ukrainians in Russian society. 

In the first months after Feb. 24, there was a 
tendency – perhaps more so in Germany than else-
where – to refer to the invasion as “Putin’s war.” 
This label highlighted the crucial role the Russian 
president plays in this war, but it also served to 
conceptually separate the Russian president from 
the system around him and from Russian society at 
large. However, an authoritarian leader like Putin 
cannot be separated from the political system he 
helped create and the society this system relies on 
for its legitimization. Yes, Putin as president and 
commander-in-chief gave the order to invade – just 
as he gave the order to occupy and annex Crimea 
and to ignite and sustain the war in parts of the 
Donbas region. But war is too complex a matter to be 
reduced to one person, even if he or she is at the core 
of a highly centralized and repressive authoritarian 
system. Putin is best understood as the catalyst who 
retaliated in a context of multiple interconnected 
developments. Calling Putin a catalyst in no way 
diminishes his role – a catalyst remains the critical 
element in explaining causation – but it does draw 
our attention to what enables the catalyst in the first 
place. A more nuanced explanation of this war is 
essential to understanding the policy mistakes made 
and our options for the future.

The key developments in this regard are the 
emergence of an increasingly authoritarian system 
in Russia, with its growing neo-imperial ambitions, 
and a trend toward democratization and westward-
leaning ideas in Ukraine. This gap, underpinned by 
fundamentally different state identities that took 
decades to develop, marks the key axis along which 
this war is fought. At its core, Russia’s war against 
Ukraine is a systemic conflict; it’s not a war about 
territory or NATO enlargement, and it’s not a proxy 
war. This is not to say that the war globally pits 

democratic countries against authoritarian coun-
tries. That would be an oversimplification, as we can 
see from the breakdown of votes and abstentions 
on the UN resolutions concerning Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine and the range of countries benefiting 
from cheap Russian energy exports induced by 
Western sanctions. Moreover, in Africa and Latin 
America, we can see how European imperial legacies 
undermine solidarity with Ukraine and the West, 
while solid relations with Russia can function as an 
insurance policy in those regions with low levels of 
trust in Western countries. 

The evolving relationship between Russia and 
the West has also shaped the potential for war. We 
see this in particular with regard to a widening dis-
crepancy in perceptions of security and the growing 
contradictions in Western policies toward Russia. 
Security perceptions are not the same as actual secu-
rity threats but, ultimately, perceptions can suffice 
to inform policy and mobilize elites and society. As 
for contradictory policies vis-à-vis Russia, Germany 
offers the clearest example. Berlin, on the one hand, 
took the lead in piecing together and maintaining 
the first EU-wide sanctions regime against Russia 
in the aftermath of the annexation of Crimea and 
the conflict in the Donbas. On the other, it pushed 
ahead with the Nord Stream 2 pipeline project, 
which bypassed Ukraine, thereby further entrench-
ing Germany’s overdependence on Russian gas. Such 
contradictions sent clear signals to the Kremlin. 
They highlighted divisions among Western allies, 
in particular within the EU, where Putin plays his 
long game of reinforcing existing divisions. These 
divisions and contradictions have provided Russia 
with considerable scope for action. 
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Toil & Trouble

The Munich Security Conference (MSC) is 
a unique forum for debating international 
security policy. Every year, numerous heads 

of state and government come together to discuss 
openly and constructively the world’s most pressing 
security concerns. 

A less well-known fact is that, since 2018, the MSC 
has also been bringing together heads of intelligence 
services for an exchange of ideas and for dialogue 
with decision-makers and government officials. At the 
MSC, intelligence is unequivocally seen as an inherent 

part of foreign and security policy – and intelligence 
services as key actors in our security architecture. 
It provides a perfect stage for candid and informal 
discussions, and the large number of intelligence 
heads present at this year’s conference is a great sign 
of appreciation for this unique forum of exchange.

The types of exchange and debate fostered at the 
MSC are key to advancing international coopera-
tion. The past year has shown the immense value 
of this cooperation – between policymakers as well 
as intelligence services. 

Prompted by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on Feb. 
24, 2022, NATO, the European Union and the G7 
showed great resolve to act in concert in response to 
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s ruthless attack 
on the Ukrainian people. Their determination to 
cooperate closely manifested itself both in unprec-
edented sanctions imposed against the Russian 
regime and in military as well as financial support 
for Ukraine. 

The intelligence services, for their part, showed 
a new quality of exchange of information starting 

as early as November 2021. In the run-up to the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine, intelligence services 
repeatedly shared detailed information on Russia’s 
plans for attack and, by doing so, spoiled Putin’s 
attempts to spread lies to justify his actions.

Under these new circumstances, German intel-
ligence services can build on sound cooperation 
at the international level, be it through bilateral 
cooperation, at the European level or at NATO. 

By Wolfgang Schmidt, Federal Minister for Special Tasks
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The Federal Intelligence Service 
(BND) alone, for example, is in 
contact with around 450 intelli-
gence services in over 160 coun-
tries and values its cooperation 
with its partners world-wide.

As the war continues, sharing 
intelligence remains of crucial 
importance, in particular for 
detecting false flag operations 
that serve Russia’s interests. 
This partly even includes making 
information gathered by intelli-
gence services, which is tradition-
ally reserved for the eyes of key 
decision-makers only, available 
to the public.

More cooperation rather than 
less – this is an outcome few 
would have expected from a 
war waged at Europe’s eastern 
flank. Twelve months into Rus-
sia’s war against Ukraine, Putin 
has not managed to divide the 
coalition of countries support-
ing Ukraine. He assumed that 
the “collective West” and its 
democracies were weak, unsta-
ble and easily manipulated into 
distrusting their elected leaders. 
He underestimated the capabil-
ity of democratic leaders to take 
responsibility for bold decisions 
and ensure their citizens’ sup-

port in the long run. Citizens 
in democracies might just prove 
to be more resilient – precisely 
because their leaders are expected 
to explain themselves in order to 
gain their support. 

This concept of explaining deci-
sions to a critical audience and 
tolerating dissent is, of course, 
very far from Putin’s own under-
standing of governing. A promi-
nent member of the international 
intelligence community recently 
commented that in Russia, “it is 
not a career-enhancing moment 
to tell the president the truth.” 
This naturally leads to poor polit-
ical decision-making as policy 
choices are based on a selection 
of facts deemed acceptable to 
President Putin.  

Gaining his citizens’ support 
for his course and making sure 
people trust his decisions on their 
behalf has been one of German 
Chancellor Olaf Scholz’ most 
important tasks in the past year. 
He is aware of the responsibility 
he carries as citizens hope and 
expect that their chancellor keeps 
his nerve.

In democracies, democratic con-
trol is vital in order to ensure 
citizens’ trust in the decisions of 
their elected leaders. This must, of 
course, also hold true for the work 
of the intelligence services. Ger-
many’s three federal intelligence  

services – the Federal Office for 
the Protection of the Constitu-
tion (Bundesamt für Verfas-
sungsschutz, BfV), the Federal 
Intelligence Service (Bundesnach-
richtendienst, BND) and the Mili-
tary Counter-Intelligence Service 
(Militärischer Abschirmdienst, 
BAMAD) – are rooted firmly in 
a system of parliamentary and 
governmental control, executed by 
the Parliamentary Oversight Panel 
and other entities. 

Having to justify their work 
vis-à-vis control bodies has sig-
nificantly enhanced the quality 
and constitutional compliance of 
the intelligence

 services’ work. What is more, 
the oversight bodies also keep 
track of cross-service coopera-
tion in order to prevent duplicate 
structures and to leverage syner-
gies – thereby further encourag-
ing effective burden-sharing and 
a joint approach of the services.

While democratic control of 
the German intelligence services 
guarantees public oversight of the 
services’ operations, trust in their 
capabilities and constitutional 
compliance can also be fostered by 
systematically reaching out to the 
broader intelligence community. 
To this end, Chancellor Scholz’ 
government committed to expand-
ing cooperation with the science 
community, think tanks and other 

actors in the strategic community 
in its coalition agreement. 

Just as important as ensuring 
quality and control of the intel-
ligence services, however, is the 
ability of the services to present 
their insights to decision-mak-
ers. Formats at the interface of 
security authorities and decision-
makers – such as the well-estab-
lished weekly intelligence brief-
ings between key actors from the 
security community and the heads 
of the three German intelligence 
services at the Federal Chancel-
lery – serve this goal. At the same 
time, such formats ensure strate-
gic cooperation between the three 
intelligence services.

To make this cooperation sus-
tainable in nature, the intelligence 
services are further encouraged 
to conduct a joint threat assess-
ment that is used as a basis for 
cross-service overall analyses. The 
resulting picture can then also 
serve as a basis for a renewed divi-
sion of labor between the services. 

The last year has brought 
fundamental changes that our 
government could not have fore-
seen when delivering our oath of 
office on Dec. 8, 2021. With less 
than 100 days in office and just 
three days after the Russian inva-
sion of Ukraine, Chancellor Olaf 
Scholz addressed the German 
Bundestag, calling this moment 
in history a Zeitenwende, a 
watershed moment marking a 
turning point that fundamen-
tally separates the before from 
the after. 

For Germany, this meant 
departing from some long-
standing habits and decade-old 
principles. 

In his speech at the Bundestag, 
the chancellor announced a spe-
cial fund of €100 billion for the 
armed forces, promised to end 
dependency on Russian gas and 
agreed to send weapons to a 
conflict zone – with every single 
one of these measures signifying 
a substantive shift in policy. 

In the months that followed, 
the German government con-
tinued to send a strong mes-
sage of support to the Ukrainian 
people. Germany showed that 
it was a reliable partner and 
willing to lead in lock-step with 
its allies in all areas, extending 
from sanctions against Russia, 
weapons deliveries and aid pack-

ages to Ukraine, to the intake of 
Ukrainian refugees. In its latest 
decision and after careful con-
sideration, Germany agreed in 
January 2023 that “Leopard 2” 
main battle tanks will be sent to 
Ukraine. 

At the same time, Germany 
decreased its reliance on Russian 
gas imports within months – from 
pre-war levels of 55 percent to 0. 
It diversified its energy imports, 
extended the use of renewable 
energy sources and rapidly sped 
up planning processes. In less 
than twelve months, Germany 
managed to build two LNG ter-
minals, when it formerly had 
none. And Germany continues to 
accelerate the energy transforma-
tion that aims for the country to 
be net zero by 2045 – an under-
taking that is all the more urgent 
in light of Russia’s war against 
Ukraine. 

The crisis of the past year has 
shown what Germany is capable 
of. And we know precisely what 
needs to be done for the country 
to come back stronger from this 
crisis. If anything, the Zeitenwende 
has left Germany more determined 
to foster trust in its international 
alliances, to reach out more deci-
sively to other leaders and partners 
and to assume responsibility by 
becoming unwaveringly future-
proof.

Lastly, the years-long escalation 
in Russia’s war against Ukraine 
gave both Western powers and 
Russia the time to adapt men-
tally and in practical terms to 
developments. Russia adjusted its 
economy in order to mitigate the 
impact of the EU’s initial sanc-
tions. For its part, the West grew 
too accepting of a new political 
reality in which the annexation of 
Crimea, though not recognized by 
international law, was accepted 
as the de facto status quo. Simi-
larly, the war in the Donbas could 
not be resolved on the basis of 
the Minsk I and II agreements, 
and Russia’s control over ter-
ritories in the region was tacitly 
accepted. Together, these very 
different developments increased 
the likelihood of war, and enabled 
Putin to engage in escalation. 

One of the biggest surprises in 
the last year has been the resis-
tance waged by the Ukrainian 
military and civilians. The nature 
of the escalation of Feb. 24, 
2022, including the air strikes 
that hit cities across the country’s 
territory, along with President 
Volodymyr Zelensky powerful 
move to reject the offer of a safe 
exit and embrace the role of 

a wartime leader, immediately 
mobilized nearly all Ukrainians. 
But longer-term developments, 
overlooked or underestimated by 
most Western observers, explain 
the power of Ukraine’s sustained 
bottom-up resistance. Ukraine is 
a country that has gone through 
several cycles of mass mobiliza-
tion, in particular the Orange 
Revolution of 2004 and the 
Euromaidan in 2013–2014. Pro-
tests like these are rare phenom-
ena. Their repeated occurrence, 
with hundreds of thousands of 
protesters in the streets, are even 
more rare. Such events imprint 
themselves on a society’s DNA 
and have long-lasting effects that 
reach beyond a leadership change 
at the top. They come with a set 
of experiences, and they shape 
attitudes and expectations. They 
create networks among activists 
but also among ordinary citizens; 
they strengthen trust in others 
and become reference points in 
a country’s collective memory. 
Framed in inclusive and rights-
based terms, Ukraine’s mass 
mobilizations contributed signifi-
cantly to a sense of a Ukrainian 
civic duty and identity. Over the 
years, including those shaped by 
the Covid-19 pandemic, opin-
ion polls recorded a remarkable 
increase in civic engagement in 
the form of volunteering as well 

as a rise in pro-democracy views. 
This stands in stark contrast to 
developments in many estab-
lished democracies. 

This type of engagement extends 
beyond the already high density 
of institutionalized Ukrainian 
NGOs and presents an important 
resource for the bottom-up mobi-
lization of society. The country’s 
ongoing decentralization, which 
gave local governments new 
responsibilities and incentives 
through budgetary powers, and 
the experience of the Covid-19 
pandemic further honed bottom-
up initiatives. The exposure to 
war since 2014 had compelled 
previous Ukrainian governments 
to invest in the modernization 
of the Ukrainian army. Already 
prior to 2022, Russia had forced 
the experience of war and dis-
placement upon a sizeable part 
of the population. These experi-
ences, coupled with an existential 
threat to their state as a whole, 
served to prepare Ukrainians for 
their biggest test yet. Ukrainian 
society quickly channeled its abil-
ities to self-organize and mobilize 
into defense and resilience. Tests 
of societal resilience are diffi-
cult to predict before an extreme 
event takes place, but in the case 
of Ukraine, the tools needed to 
act with profound defiance were 
clearly in place. 

Bearing witness to this pro-
found resilience and the all-too 
apparent weaknesses of Russian 
tactics were important factors 
behind the West’s rethinking its 
commitment to provide Ukraine 
financial and military support. 
It is fair to say that without the 
US government’s quick and sub-
stantial military assistance, it’s 
unlikely that Ukraine would have 
been able to reconquer territory 
in the offensives in Kharkiv and 
Kherson regions in autumn 2022. 
For NATO’s Central and Eastern 
European members, providing 
Ukraine military support is a 
non-negotiable aspect of their 
own defense. By contrast, the 
governments of western NATO 
countries have tried to assure 
their populations that they are 
not and will not be directly 
involved in this war. In the West, 
it is increasingly difficult to culti-
vate a political consensus for each 
new decision involving stepped-
up military support.

The dichotomy between the 
political systems of Ukraine and 
Russia is also reflected in the 
way both countries fight this 
war. The contrast in their com-
munication strategies could not 
be starker. Whereas Putin has 
opted to deliver only the occa-
sional speech, recorded at his 
old-style office desk, Zelensky 

has addressed his fellow citizens 
on a daily basis since Feb. 24, 
both from the seat of government 
and from other locations. He fre-
quently communicates via social 
media, including self-recorded 
mobile phone messages. He 
broadcasts potentially dangerous 
visits to the frontline and recently 
de-occupied territories. Through 
virtual meetings, he maintains 
close links with world leaders and 
delivers speeches to international 
institutions, foreign parliaments, 
universities and other organiza-
tions. He continuously presents 
himself as one Ukrainian citizen 
of many as well as a member of 
a larger government team, rather 
than the leader who makes all the 
decisions by himself. Large num-
bers of Ukrainians are actively 
involved – if they are not fighting 
in the army or territorial defense 
units, they are crowdfunding for 
military equipment or generators 
and engaging in a wide range of 
self-help initiatives. By contrast, 
Russian society has for the most 
part remained passive, accepting 
or even supporting the “special 
military operation” as presented 
by state media outlets. The Rus-
sian army relies on its sheer 
dominance in terms of equipment 
and manpower, and the Russian 
leadership is clearly willing to 
recruit and use insufficiently 

trained personnel as it quashes 
the truth about the war and its 
costs. The Russian army com-
mand structures have remained 
strictly hierarchical, whereas the 
Ukrainian army employs more 
flexible command structures able 
to adjust more adeptly to the 
situation at hand. Little can be 
done to improve the low morale 
of the Russian soldiers; Ukrainian 
soldiers know what they are fight-
ing for. 

A full year into Russia’s full-
scale invasion, an end to this war 
is not in sight. The Ukrainians are 
not in a position to negotiate, and 
the Russian leadership lacks the 
political will to negotiate. When 
Putin or his spokesperson talk 
about the possibility of nego-
tiations, they aim only to con-
fuse Western audiences as they 
demonize Ukraine and the West 
for continuing to fight. The sad 
reality is that any negotiations 
on a “freezing” of the frontline 
can now have only one effect: 
providing Russia time to regroup 
for a new attack on Ukraine in 
the near future. This is the main 
lesson of the ongoing three-stage 
war begun in 2014. 

The fact that Zelensky put a lot 
on the table for negotiations in 
the early days and weeks of the 
current fighting is often forgotten. 
In return for security guarantees, 
he offered to return to the line 
of contact (as of Feb. 23, 2022) 
in the Donbas, table the issue of 
Crimea for 15 years and commit 
to neutrality. However, since the 
atrocities waged in Irpin, Bucha 
and Mariupol, Zelensky and 
Ukrainian society have turned 
against accepting any territorial 
concessions. Opinion polls regu-
larly show a consensus on refus-
ing such compromises and the 
will to reconquer Crimea. Zelen-
sky has adapted his approach to 
negotiations to the dynamics of 
the war and can be expected to 
continue doing so. 

However impressive Ukraine’s 
political and societal resilience 
has been, this alone will not suf-
fice to ensure its survival; every-
thing depends on what type of 
military assistance arrives ahead 
of an expected Russian offensive 
in spring and on a long-term 
Western commitment to military 
and financial assistance. One 
year on, a political consensus on 
stepping up assistance remains a 
fragile one – in both Europe and 
the US.
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Paint it black: Putin mural in Kashira near Moscow.

P
IC

T
U

R
E

 A
LL

IA
N

C
E

 / 
R

E
U

T
E

R
S

 | 
E

V
G

E
N

IA
 N

O
V

O
Z

H
E

N
IN

A

Continued from Page 1

Controlling the narrative

Continued from Page 1

Of f icial intelligence


	ST_Feb23_130223_screen 1
	ST_Feb23_130223_screen 4

