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Introduction

With the outbreak of major conventional warfare in Europe for the first time in over 80 years, the conflict
in Ukraine brought a new economic and political reality to the continent, transforming foreign policy aims
for governments and security conditions for populations. From the first explosions of the Russian invasion
in the early morning of February 24, 2022, achieving a peaceful resolution to the conflict while punishing
Russia by all means possible short of direct military involvement quickly emerged as the objectives of
Ukraine’s Western allies. Despite Russia’s role as the heavily armed protagonist in the war, major Western
countries and the NATO Alliance, although non-combatants, were however far from passive observers.

The West responded with steadily increasing armament supplies to the defenders combined with an
aggressive policy of economic and political sanctions against the invader and its allies. The sanctions on
Russia, in combination with the collateral disruption to its supplies of energy and curtailment of grain
exports from both Ukraine and Russia, caused commodity market turbulence for several months and was
initially characterized by sharp upward movements in prices of energy and grain prices on major world
exchanges.

However, despite the frantic shuttle diplomacy of world leaders to Moscow which immediately preceded
the attack, and the dislocation of Russia’s economy during the early months of the war, it soon became
clear that a resolution to the conflict through negotiation would not be achievable. Given the terms on
which each side stated its willingness to end hostilities and the determination of Western leaders to
support a powerful defense of Ukraine’s land borders, skies and ports, the fighting evolved towards a see-
saw pattern militarily and a progressive adjustment to wartime conditions economically.

For aggressors and defenders alike, the situation required a radical reordering of resource allocation, with
the concomitant shocks to corporate, public and personal finances that this inevitably entailed. It also
threw into question the sustainability of Europe’s long-term climate change mitigation goals, so
painstakingly negotiated and agreed upon by most nations, powerful as well as poor, at the Glasgow COP26
Summit a few months earlier in November 2021.

Furthermore, as the Ukraine war evolved, with new tactics and oscillating gains and losses for either side
amid a major migration of Ukrainian civilians westwards to countries of refuge, elsewhere in the world the
geopolitical landscape continued far from settled.

From northeast Asia to the Red Sea and from the Horn of Africa to Gaza, tensions between superpowers

and asymmetrical conflict targeting civilians and commercial actors have compounded and, in some cases,
eclipsed the economic consequences of the Russia-Ukraine War. In west Africa, pro-Western elected
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leaders have been overthrown by militias; and drug trafficking-funded gang rule has tightened its
stranglehold on swathes of Central America. These developments have also given rise to massive
migrations of civilian populations seeking security in European and North American host nations.

Blindfolded to Risk, Blinkered in Conflict

From the final week of February 2022, a decades-long European foreign policy approach to Russia based
on nuance, economic cohabitation and a degree of covert communications at the highest levels was
literally blown to pieces. Foreign policies crafted to appeal to voters with pacifist leanings and economic
policies prioritizing the aims of an ecologically inclined electorate were swept away in a stroke. The new
reality of strategic vulnerability and heightened military threat would require heavier allocation of
resources to the defense of an ally of the West and the security, at acceptable cost, of basic food, energy
and strategic mineral supplies for Europe and elsewhere.

In this latter need, the miscalculation of those countries which prioritized policies including sustainable
energy sourcing and the elimination of nuclear power sources in favor of gas has been laid bare. For
Germany as well as others, an energy mix prioritizing cost reduction as well as greener, non-nuclear power
at the expense of supply security and diversification represented a vulnerability which was sorely
underestimated.

In a later section on stockpiling and commodity supply preparedness, this article looks at how far the EU
and to a lesser extent the U.S. remains from being able to secure progress towards its economic goals in
the absence of certain critical mineral inputs. Focus is on a selected group of critical minerals, where
Russia and/or China stand in potentially controlling position with respect to global supply. The current
paper does not go into detail of the oil sanctions regime and the performance of the price cap strategy,
which has been widely covered elsewhere.

But first the focus of this analysis will be to ask the question as to why sanctions as a meaningful tool of
economic warfare or punishment of the aggressor have not achieved their aim. The answer might be most
succinctly summarized under three broad themes: Interdependence, Preparedness and Substitution.

With these three themes in mind, then, we ask how did the EU get to where it was at the outbreak of the
war and, two years on, how have the adjustments made in terms of security of supply affected the bloc’s
progress in achieving its strategic and environmental goals? On the U.S. side, what measures have been
taken to bolster reserves of critical materials which Russia and its allies could be in a position to control?

In her address to the European Parliament days after the outbreak of war, EU President Ursula von der
Leyen set the tone for Europe’s future policy imperatives. “We must no longer be reliant on Kremlin gas,”
she declared. “We need to redouble our efforts ... to put Europe’s energy security on a stronger footing ...
In the long run it is our switch to renewables and hydrogen that will make us truly independent ... Every
kilowatt of solar, wind, hydropower or biomass, reduces our dependence on Russian sources ... It is a
strategic investment.”
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Fighting words but words which would entail a major reversal of decades of economic interdependence
and a strategy based on collaboration, not confrontation with Russia.

Figure 1
Major European Economies: Dependence on Russian Gas, 2020

Volume of Russian Gas Supply to Europe in 2020
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The early years of Angela Merkel’s 16-year chancellorship, which began in 2005, had been an era of steadily
building commercial ties and growing economic collaboration with Russia, culminating in the inauguration
of the first of the Nord Stream 1 network of gas pipelines between the two countriesin 2011. Evenin later
years as bilateral relations soured, a consensus at the top in German government and business believed
the country could weather the political crises sufficiently to keep bilateral trade on an even keel, despite
increasingly belligerent Russian actions towards its former Soviet neighbors.

However, with the invasion in February 2022 of a large European neighbor with aspirations to EU
membership, everything changed. The Western Alliance strove to coordinate its response with
progressively stronger sanctions, which included for most, the goal of eliminating as far as possible,
imports of Russian gas supplies. In Germany’s case however, this would mean finding a replacement
source for over half of all gas consumed in the country, presenting an immediate dilemma and in the short
term, an insurmountable challenge.

Germany Holds the Thin Green Line
In deference to the strength of feeling of its powerful domestic anti-nuclear movement, in the wake of the

2011 Fukushima disaster and 1986 Chernobyl meltdown, the German government had promised to close
all of the country’s remaining nuclear power plants by the end of 2022.
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However, as the Ukraine crisis unfolded, and with the risk of supply curtailment in the first winter of the
war, the shutdown deadline for two of the country’s remaining three plants was extended to April of 2023,
after which Germany had no nuclear-generated energy. The shortfall has been largely made up by an
aggressive expansion of renewable fuel sources, particularly wind and solar energy.

In contrast, other countries continued and indeed strengthened their programs of nuclear power
expansion, with France, the leading producer in Europe announcing the development of six new reactors
in February of 2022, taking the proportion of nuclear power in their economy to 75 per cent.

German energy policy had previously been geared towards becoming a large low-cost gas market at the
heart of Europe, providing cheap energy to households and industry while also acting as a trading hub at
the crossroads of the continent.

Clash with Climate Emergency Goals

With the outbreak of war in Ukraine it became clear that hard choices would have to be made and many
observers believed that some politically uncomfortable policy reversals might become necessary in respect
of targets for phasing out fossil fuels and in Germany’s case, nuclear fuels too.

Although Russian gas continued to flow westwards in the early months of the war through several
established pipelines, by 2023 the majority of these had been closed off either by Western sanctions or by
closure from the Russian side. Russia cut off supplies totally to countries refusing to pay for gas in Rubles
—a Kremlin strategy to circumvent foreign exchange sanctions —and then in August of 2022 cut off supplies
totally from the Nord Stream 1 pipeline, while Germany followed suit by cancelling the development of
the controversial Nord Stream 2 (long opposed by successive U.S. administrations).

Furthermore, explosions assumed to be sabotage occurred a month later in both pipelines, rendering any
resumption of operations impossible in the short term. Lastly, Ukraine also ended transshipment of
Russian gas through its territory, thus taking a total of three major gas pipelines to Europe out of action by
the end of 2022.

The proportion of European gas supplied by pipeline from Russia fell from 40% to 12% in the two years to
Q3 2023, according to Eurostat, the statistical office of the European Union while overall, gas as a
proportion of energy consumption fell by 18% as green energy substitution policies were steadily
implemented. In Germany’s case, timely implementation of a deal with Norway allowed a massive ramp
up of purchases from its non-EU neighbor to the north, effectively replacing most Russian supply with
Norwegian gas by the end of 2023.

At the same time as these curtailments, however, arguably counterproductive substitution measures
towards LNG continued unhindered. Although the U.S. stepped in to fill the gap, supplying as much as
40% of Europe’s LNG by 2023, Russian LNG shipments, which were not subject to the West’s sanctions
regime, also continued, and LNG sold to the EU actually increased over the first two years of the conflict.
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Figure 2
Europe’s Total LNG Imports: 2022 vs 2021
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While switching of supply sources, adequate stockpiles, combined consumption restrictions and a mild
winter of 2022-23 all went a long way to salvaging energy security for Europe, longer term goals in some
areas slid further out of reach in the battle for sources of power. China, already making rapid inroads into
the solar panel and battery markets where it controls 70% and 60% of the world market respectively, has
effectively shut large-scale European production out of the electric vehicle (EV) market with its low cost,
quality vehicles and a scale of output now close to unassailable by Western producers.

Busted Sanctions Strategy

After several months of war, it became clear that the economic sanctions imposed by the West would not
lead to a rapid collapse of the Russian economy — with many core commodity exports being diverted to
willing Chinese and Indian buyers, among others. Furthermore, despite a tightening of financial sanctions
at different stages in 2022 and thereafter the measures introduced by Western governments were often
more symbolic (e.g., travel bans and seizures of oligarchs’ properties and yachts) and their impact was
mostly short-term.

Sanctions targeting the Russian central bank were initially successful as the Ruble exchange rate against
the dollar plunged initially, but it then stabilized over time as alternative inflows of foreign exchange
increased and it currently stands weaker than pre-war levels but by no means totally devalued as a result
of fallout from conflict and Western sanctions against Russia.
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Figure 3
FX Changes (RUB vs. USD)
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Lessons of the Crimean Campaign

Critics of sanctions policy might point to the experience of a decade ago, when Russia’s 2014 invasion of
Crimea prompted several rounds of Western sanctions, albeit less far-reaching ones than those imposed
in 2022. However, at that time, Russia’s overall preparedness for the Western response was weaker,
militarily, diplomatically and financially and while Kremlin hawks had argued for the dispatch of 150,000
Russian troops waiting at Ukraine’s borders to extend the conflict beyond Crimea and overturn Ukraine’s
“Orange Revolution,” the balance of deeper sanctions threats and Russian unpreparedness deterred
further aggression.

But in 2022 the pre-war build-up of reserve funds in Moscow’s various grey reserve accounts, the obschak
or central Kremlin slush fund as well as substantial physical commodity reserves, in advance of the invasion
was far greater than in 2014. Stockpiling of commodities and materiel took place for a long period before,
and Russian preparedness was certainly more thorough and robust than it had been in 2014.

After a period of adjustment and dislocation, hard currency once more began to flow from new sources
and Russia’s ability to continue financing a lengthy war was not severely compromised. While Russia did
technically default on a small repayment of Eurobond interest in June of 2022, the amount involved was
too small to trigger any cross-defaults of larger obligations and the consequences were ultimately
negligible.
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At the same time, while the invader had failed in its early military objectives it still showed no interest in
coming to the bargaining table - instead it was intent on preparing for a much longer, probably costlier
phase of conflict ahead.

Background to a New Post-War Commodity Order

The post-Ukraine invasion commodities order is developing against a very different geopolitical landscape
than that of the previous decade. The stability of what then still remained of the post-Cold War “balance
of power” — with relative Western predominance centered on a United States still broadly supported by
neutral and developing countries —is no longer the dominant theme, with a new multipolar landscape fast
becoming the strategic reality. At the same time, Western attitudes have been shifting, with many
electorates moving broadly to the right and/or focusing on pro-nationalist objectives rather than favoring
the centrist democratic parties and multilateralism of the preceding decades.

It was against this backdrop that Vladimir Putin flew to Beijing in the month prior to sending his forces
across the border towards Ukraine, acceding to Xi Jinping’s request to delay military action until the end
of the Winter Olympics in China. Following the leaders’ summit, a 5,000-word communiqué underlining
the two countries’ collaboration, diplomatically and economically, was released, effectively signaling the
failure of many months of U.S. diplomacy aimed at deterring China from supporting Russian territorial
ambitions.

Late Flush of Appointees for Least Favored Continent

Elsewhere, by the early 2020s Moscow was also gaining friends and supporters in formerly neutral
countries, as well as cultivating sympathetic electorates in Western Europe. Russia was eager to fill a U.S.
influence vacuum left by four years of a Trump Administration all but devoid of interest in Africa - not to
mention failing to dispatch ambassadors to several key countries in the region until very late in his
presidency. Trump’s pick for South Africa, Lana Marks, was confirmed in December 2018, while the U.S.
ambassador to the continent’s most populous nation, Nigeria, Mary Beth Leonard finally presented her
credentials in Abuja in December 2019.

Considerable diplomatic repair and strategic reengagement with Africa has occurred since 2021,
particularly in the struggle against Islamic Jihadism, but a significant loss of ground has occurred. In March
of this year, Niger, which had been hosting 1,000 U.S. military personnel to aid its fight against Islamist
terror, announced that foreign troops were “unauthorized” on the country’s soil and would have to leave.
This follows the final departure in December 2023 of the remaining French troops, marking an end to
engagement of the former colonial power.

It is against this backdrop of a hiatus in diplomacy and stalling Western support that many key nations go
to the polls in mid-late 2024. The United States sees a probable second face-off between incumbent
President Joe Biden and populist, nationalist, latent isolationist Donald Trump.
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EU parliamentary elections will be held in June, where the recent advances made by right-wing parties in
Germany, France, Italy, Portugal and Eastern Europe in which candidates have significant support could set
the stage for a markedly changed political landscape. The United Kingdom looks almost certain to swing
away from the current Conservative ruling party that has been a strong backer of Ukraine, and while the
mainstream opposition Labour Party is favored to win, nationalist parties in England and Scotland have
made inroads threatening to upset the long-standing U.K. two-party order.

India has not overtly taken sides in the Ukraine conflict, although its trade, defense and diplomatic
collaboration with Russia is long-standing. A mutual defense pact was signed in 1971 between the two
countries and Russia supports India’s bid for a seat on the U.N. Security Council, among other aims. Like
China, it has continued if not increased its trade with Russia during the conflict. The world’s largest
democracy holds elections in what could be a renewed endorsement of Premier Modi’s stellar
performance at the helm of the new emerging economic superpower.

Figure 4
African Minerals Critical to EU Energy and Digital Transitions: Location and Relative Size of Deposits
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Strategic Mineral Preparedness: An Opportunity Waiting to be Lost?

Beyond the energy markets, always at the forefront of economic headlines, non-energy mineral markets
have also seen surging demand in recent years related not only to their strategic and military uses but also
their clean energy properties. In many of the strategic minerals which have risen in price or experienced
supply curtailment recently, either Russia or China is the dominant Eurasian producer/supplier, with
southern and central Africa in several cases featuring prominently in reserves, and frequently in output
too.

For example, Russia is near the top of the global league in production of uranium, while China has rapidly
come to dominate cobalt supply and production. Cobalt, along with graphite, are used in lithium-ion
batteries for electric cars. The world’s largest cobalt producer is the Democratic Republic of Congo but
today Chinese ownership of mining facilities there has mushroomed, filling a void left by disinterested
Western operators. While cobalt supply globally is in surplus with prices tumbling, China has recently
taken advantage of the glut to buy up unprofitable facilities, increasing its control over world output.

A similar creeping Chinese dominance is emerging in lesser known but nevertheless equally critical
minerals used in semiconductor chip-making, such as germanium and gallium, now subject to export
restrictions by Beijing in retaliation for the U.S. CHIPS and Science Act, which curbs technology exports to
China.

In lithium refining capacity, China is already dominant, if not yet in stranglehold position. Furthermore,
Beijing has recently imposed export restrictions on graphite, another green economy commaodity where
its dominance is established, increasing to an estimated 30% of its total output of critical minerals subject
to such curbs, according to the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development.

China currently has 65% of world production, with mining facilities of global producer number two
Mozambique located in an insurgency-plagued region of that country. The southern African nation, a
facade democracy, which has undergone oscillating and at times duplicitous financial involvement with
would-be Western allies, goes to the polls in early October 2024, following the elections of regional
powerhouse South Africa in May this year.

“China owns basically 70-80% of the supply chain for new electric vehicles, lithium-ion batteries and
therefore energy storage,” said Stuart Crow, chair of Lake Resources, a major Australian-listed lithium
producer in a Financial Times interview in 2022. “There simply isn’t going to be enough lithium on the
face of the planet,” he concluded. More recently prices have fallen as the supply crisis for lithium has
eased, with the slowdown in China and falling Western EV demand, although the longer-term supply
backdrop remains unchanged.

A further case is uranium, where the United States was once the largest producer globally and is now an
insignificant player in world production. With the importance of uranium-fueled nuclear power generation
as a component of the future green energy mix for many countries, the vulnerability to supply interruption
in the current climate is real.
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While Kazakhstan’s uranium output represents close to half of world output, Western supply depends on
Australia and Canada, both in the top five globally. However, also in the top ten producers worldwide are
Russia, China, India, Niger and Ukraine, with Russia the only significant European source of supply. France
has historically imported its needs from central Asia, Australia and Niger, although the latter source has
been thrown into doubt following last year’s anti-Paris coup in Niamey.

Now, finally there are signs of remediation emerging, with several U.S. uranium facilities, mothballed in
the wake of the Fukushima accident in 2011, reopening in Texas, Wyoming, Arizona and Utah, not least in
response to the upward surge in world prices. As nuclear power has once again come back into favor,
exploration activity for new deposits has resumed as uranium prices have surged from around $30/Ib in
2021 to over $80/Ib in early 2024.

Situation Critical, but not yet Serious

Taking a step back to the 1980s, with the Cold War into its final decade and Ronald Reagan in the White
House, the U.S. and many of its allies embarked on programs of strategic minerals stockpiling, at a time
when China’s role was negligible and the primary threat was, as it is today, from Russia. U.S. lack of
preparedness at the outbreak of the Korean war had been an important factor in galvanizing support for
a minerals stockpiling program from the 1960s onwards.

In the Cold War years, or even just prior to the souring of economic relations between the U.S. and Beijing,
Chinese expansion into a controlling position in a range of minerals would have been worthy of monitoring
but perhaps not rung alarm bells too loudly. But today with heightened U.S.-China tensions and a clear
trend of stronger partnership between Beijing and Moscow since early 2022, Chinese dominance in several
strategic and critical minerals should be prompting more resolute Western action.

Forty years on, Russia is once again the principal adversary, and China now represents a major force in its
own right, and African sources for several critical minerals are more crucial than ever in ensuring the
superpowers’ strategic security of supply.
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Figure 5
U.S. Mineral Import Reliance
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Note: The chart shows the percentage of imports from 1990 to 2022 of U.S. apparent consumption for 51 critical nonfuel
mineral commodities in the USGS’ “Final List of Critical Minerals.”

Source: United States Geological Survey (USGS) Mineral Commodity Summaries, 1990-2023 editions.

But as described above, in numerous important areas, the degree of preparedness in critical minerals by
the West has been poor, if not non-existent. The U.S. currently stockpiles less than S1bn worth of non-
fuel commodities, compared with an estimated strategic requirement of $13.5bn, according to a
November 2023 U.S. Congressional Research Service (CRS) Report. The CRS report warns that “[a]s of April
2023, ... inventory mitigates less than half of estimated strategic and critical materials shortfalls for military
requirements; less than 10% of essential civilian demand shortfalls; and approximately 6% of total net
shortfalls in ‘base case’ national emergency scenarios.”

Oscillating Global Wheat Market a Moscow-Beijing Opportunity

While not a party to the military conflict in Ukraine, for China the fast-evolving situation in early 2022
presented opportunity as well as risk in a broad range of commodity markets. At a time of spreading
financial instability domestically for China with the world price of wheat soaring and trade tensions with
the U.S. increasing, an irresistible opportunity in agricultural crops presented itself.

Relatively self-sufficient in a normal year, in 2021 Russia’s wheat exports to China were a tiny 12,300 tons,
out of a global Russian total of 26m. Shortly after the outbreak of the Ukraine war, China lifted restrictions
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on the import of Russian grains, committing to buy its wheat exports in unlimited quantities and granting
access to China’s deep-sea ports, even in preference to traditional suppliers.

Russia was well prepared. It is unlikely to be a coincidence that its wheat crop the season prior to the
invasion of Ukraine was near to 100m tons compared to a previous record of around 80m tons; and in the
spring of 2022 there were willing buyers globally at premium prices. Another unquantifiable source of
gain, in the areas that it occupied was the potentially systematic theft of Ukrainian grain. Much of this
may have found its way at a discount to Russia’s contract foreign buyers.

China’s total domestic wheat production rose in the 2021-22 crop year, according to the USDA, to a record
137m tons, despite a catastrophic flood-impacted winter wheat crop. This weather shock was the mirror
image of the similar stress to North American winter wheat crops, for whom the impact of droughts
accentuated the price surges already underway.

Figure 6
Prices Received for Wheat by Month — United States
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Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture’s National Agricultural Statistics Service.

A year later in 2023, with a recovery of war-impacted harvested areas and the restoration of Ukrainian
exports both via land to Europe as well as by the traditional channel through the Black Sea, export
shipments increased. Initially with the help of a U.N.-brokered safe corridor and later, when Russia
declined to renew the U.N. arrangement, with a Ukraine drone-patrolled naval channel which allowed
further significant supply to be brought back to the world market.

As harvests in conflict zones recovered, crops in traditional major producing countries, including Russia
were also plentiful; in consequence wheat prices were tumbling by mid-2023, leading to a new
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phenomenon for American farmers: China’s cancellations of U.S. import deals in favor of lower-priced
sources of supply from elsewhere.

In late October 2023, with world prices back at more attractive levels, Beijing signed a long-term deal with
the U.S. to buy grain, oilseeds and other agricultural produce, restocking reserves which had been depleted
in the wake of poor harvests in the prior season.

But by early 2024, wheat had become a serious buyers’ market and China began cancelling U.S. export
deals at a record pace; prices on the Chicago Board of Trade dropped to less than half their 2022 post-
invasion levels reversing the crisis situation of two years prior.

Figure 7
China’s Record U.S. Wheat Cancellations (in tons)
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Sources: U.S. Department of Agriculture and Bloomberg News.

Tractors Grind Forward to the Capitals as Prices Swing into Reverse

By 2024 a reversal of market dynamics had occurred. In 2022 the world saw images of bread queues across
North Africa, mostly in countries that had imported wheat from Ukraine where prices spiraled and whose
supplies were in danger of being cut off; by this year however they have been replaced by images of
demonstrations in wealthier countries by farmers demanding government support for prices and further
loans and subsidies to compensate for low prices and sluggish domestic demand.
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New deals were being struck in the West too as a result of the changed commodity dynamics of wartime.
Following the outbreak of war, France was able to maintain wheat deliveries to Algeria and Morocco,
countries formerly controlled by Paris, as the largest existing supplier to the Maghreb countries. Then in
August of 2022 President Macron flew to Algeria to pave the way for an accord for increased long-term
gas supplies from Algeria’s national energy company Sonatrac to minority government-owned French
supplier Engie.

While in 2022 M. Macron’s government was interested in securing supplies of gas in exchange for
increased French wheat exports, this year his energies have often been diverted to dealing with events
closer to home. February 2024 saw angry French farmers blockading major routes into Paris while others
took their tractors down the Champs-Elysées and to the front door of the EU Headquarters in Brussels.
Their demands were for compensation for rising operating costs and low sales prices and an end to imports
of cheap agricultural products from - among others - North Africa.

The Grain from Ukraine Stays Mainly on the Train

While Western European capitals suffered the tractor fumes of militant farmers, to the east, disgruntled
Polish, Slovakian and Hungarian farmers complained about shipments of grain from Ukraine. When an
existing tariff arrangement expired and following the closure of Black Sea export routes during the conflict,
Ukraine’s duty-free grain was increasingly being shipped westwards by rail or road through their countries.

Tempers between formerly friendly nations became frayed and Polish farmers blocked a key border
crossing from Ukraine while their government refused to allow further shipments into their territory. In
response, Ukraine brought a complaint action in the World Trade Organization before ultimately the EU
stepped in to offer compensation to the disgruntled Eastern bloc countries.

In response to the furor, Ukraine pleaded innocent, appealing to its Western military supporters to calm
the dispute. Speaking to the BBC World Service in late February 2024, the Chairman of the Ukraine
Agricultural Council, Dykun Andrii, expressed dismay at the Polish arms freeze among other unjust
measures, as he saw it. He stated that the cargos from Ukraine were mostly intended for transit and are
transshipped to European ports for dispatch for final destination well beyond Europe’s borders. In any
case, Poland and others receive payment from the EU to compensate for lost income as a result of any
imports, so there is no true threat to their interests according to the Ukrainian argument.

Indeed, after two years of war, a sharp juxtaposition remains between the non-combatant countries where
competing consumer and producer interests remain paramount, versus the daily struggle for food, light
and security on the front line of Ukraine’s battleground regions. While at a military level there has been a
stronger level of agreement on the need for increased spending and mutual sacrifice, in daily life, for the
time being at least, Ukraine’s troubles often seem more of a nuisance than a pressing matter of concern
to ordinary European citizens.

A further asymmetry exists in the massive financial and materiel support, albeit fluctuating, given by the
West to back Ukraine’s outmanned and outgunned army, which combined with superior tactics gave them
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the upper hand in the early stages of the war. But as Moscow shows all signs of preparing to dig in for the
long term while western electorates remain fickle, the call for a change in approach grows louder. The
current hybrid approach to war will come under further pressure if commodity markets bring further pain
to consumers and migration pressures confound liberal-leaning voters in the major democracies. |If
effective involvement is seen to stall, electorates may turn instead towards the policies of an isolationist
alternative.
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