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“OPERATION BORRELL”: 
RUSSIAN TRIUMPH, 
EUROPEAN HUMILIATION

8 February 2021

Josep Borrell, the EU’s high representative for foreign affairs, made a horrible 
mistake, viewed as absolutely unacceptable in diplomacy. His decision to go ahead 
with the trip to Russia as planned outraged many while what he said and what he 
did not in Moscow was an even bigger disgrace for the bloc’s top diplomat. Also, 
the EU press service played its part in the failed visit. It seems that Sergey Lavrov 
and the Russian foreign ministry were perfectly prepared for the diplomatic 
clash. Was that just Borrell’s naivety? Rather doubtful.

SOURCE: MID.RU
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Borrell f lew to Moscow shortly after a 
Russian court sentenced the opposition 

figure Alexey Navalny to more than two years 
in prison. While in Moscow for the first time 
since 2017, the EU foreign affairs chief did not 
defend the repressed opposition but focused 
on cooperation with Russia. Although the 
controversial visit raised eyebrows among 
many, Borrell seems not to care about the 
whole fuss. In a statement, he urged to hold 
the dialogue with Russia. Although he did not 
secure a meeting with Alexey Navalny, Borrell 
said that EU diplomats were in touch with 
his lawyers. This comes as somewhat an odd 
explanation as Borrell need not have traveled 
to Moscow to do so. The EU Commission press 
service made a shameful mistake by explaining 
that with the meeting, the EU would legitimize 
the arrest of the Kremlin critic. Upon his return 
from Moscow, Borrell said he had conveyed the 
issue of both Navalny and Ukraine. The problem 
is that he was remembered more for praising 
the Russian vaccine and saying the bloc might 
buy some doses. Another striking thing was 
that Borrell did not immediately condemn 
Russia’s decision to expel three diplomats from 
Poland, Sweden, and Germany, as well as he did 
not react to Lavrov’s lambasting the European 
Union, saying at the joint press conference that 
the European Union was not a reliable partner 
for Russia. The European Union showed bleak 
while condemning these steps upon Borrell’s 
visit.

It is no wonder that the EU diplomat came 
under scathing criticism for his visit from 
both journalists and EU lawmakers. It is worth 
adding that some EU nations, including Poland, 

opposed Borrell’s trip to Moscow from the very 
outset. It was clear that he could not gain any 
advantage, becoming an easy target for the 
Kremlin instead. While manipulating the trip 
to its advantage and smashing the EU foreign 
affairs chief, Putin’s regime sent a strong signal 
to the West to forget any concession on the 
Navalny case. Worse enough, Borrell’s visit was 
actually harmful to Navalny while increasing 
the risk. The European Commission offered 
a disastrous reaction as its spokespeople did 
not comment on Lavrov’s naming the EU as an 

“unreliable” partner. Nor did they answer the 
question of whether it was proper for Borrell 
to visit Moscow in the light of Lavrov’s sour 
words on the European Union. French President 
Emmanuel Macron and German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel condemned the expulsion of 
three EU diplomats by Moscow yet the latter 
politician said talks should continue with Russia 
on Syria, Libya, and disarmament despite the 
Kremlin’s actions. The thing is that the EU 
has not developed its stance on any of these 
three issues. However, this is probably about 
Merkel’s determination to complete the Nord 
Stream 2 gas pipeline. Borrell’s horrible visit to 
Moscow confirms that Russia does not see the 
European Union as a serious partner whose 
opinion matters. Russia is in serious talks in 
Berlin and Paris, but not with eurocrats. Lavrov 
was perfectly prepared for the meeting while 
the timing to announce Russia’s decision to 
expel three diplomats was chosen carefully. 
Russia’s top diplomat knew how Brussels would 
react or rather – how it would not react. What 
could be expected next are further aggressive 
steps Russia might take against the European 
Union and the West on the whole. ■
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SOURCE: TWITTER / @REGSPRECHER

NORD STREAM 2 RETURNS 
AMID FAVORABLE POLITICAL 
CONDITIONS

8 February 2021

Russia’s vessel Fortuna has resumed laying pipes for the Nord Stream 2 gas 
pipeline in Danish waters, as informed back on February 6. Although works were 
suspended amid bad weather conditions, Russia and Germany won a symbolic 
victory, trying to complete the gas link as favorable conditions materialized. The 
United States does not seem to know what to do next while the European Union 
showed its weakness after Josep Borrell’s visit to Moscow. France denied any 
reports that it had anything against the project.
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RUSSIAN PLANE VIOLATED 
NATO AIRSPACE OVER 
BALTIC SEA

9 February 2021

A Russian military cargo plane has violated Estonia’s airspace, an incident that 
prompted the country’s authorities to hand Russia’s ambassador a protest note. 
Moscow denies any incident took place. As NATO’s easternmost territory, Estonia 
is an obstacle for a military connection between the Kaliningrad exclave and the 
rest of Russia.

I n late 2020, the Danish Maritime Agency 
said in a statement that the Russian laybarge 

Fortuna would resume building two parallel 
lines of the gas pipeline in the Danish exclusive 
economic zone in the Baltic Sea in mid-January 
2021. As it turned out shortly after, in one of 
its last decisions, the outgoing Donald Trump 
administration imposed sanctions on both 
Fortuna and its owner KVT-RUS. Nevertheless, 
they started work on February 6. Fortuna is 
assisted by two other Russian support vessels, 
Baltiysky Issledovatel and Murman. Russia is 
playing hard, ignoring plausible sanctions – as 
encouraged by Washington’s indecisive stance 
and most of all the attitude adopted by Western 
Europe, with Germany at the helm. Interestingly, 
Joe Biden already named Berlin as his country’s 
strategic European ally. Asked directly whether 
Germany should change course and renounce 
the Nord Stream 2 natural gas pipeline, Armin 
Laschet, a new CDU leader, made it clear: “For 
50 years, even in the aggressive times of the 
Cold War, Germany has bought gas from the 
Soviet Union, now from Russia. The German 

government is following the right course.” 
Laschet also supported European Union 
sanctions against Russia over the Ukraine 
crisis, arguing that the Nord Stream 2 project 
is another story. He also added that the gas link 
is a “private-sector” project. At the same time, 
Angela Merkel said that different opinions with 
the Biden administration are not that big as it 
might seem and it is important to start talks. 
She reiterated what Laschet said that even in 
the times of the Cold War, Germany bought gas 
from Russia. Most importantly, Merkel’s stance 
was echoed by French President Emmanuel 
Macron who said gas could play a vital role 
in reducing carbon emissions across the EU. 

“Nord Stream 2 is a project of a group of private 
firms,” European Commission Spokesman Peter 
Stano was quoted as saying. “The European 
Union will be unable to suspend the building of 
the Nord Stream 2 pipeline without Germany’s 
approval,” he told a Russian press agency while 
EU top diplomat Josep Borrell was humiliated 
at a meeting in the Russian foreign ministry. ■
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E stonia says the Russian military cargo plane 
Il-76 MD has breached its airspace, the 

country’s military authorities said on February 
4. Estonia’s foreign ministry handed Russia’s 
ambassador in Tallinn a protest note over the 
incident that had occurred on February 3. The 
Russian jet entered Estonian airspace above 
Vaindloo Island in the Gulf of Finland without 
permission and strayed there for approximately 
one minute. The aircraft’s transponder was 
switched on, but the plane maintained no radio 
contact with Estonia’s air navigation service. 
The Russian defense ministry has dismissed 
the reports from the Estonian authorities. 
Officials in Moscow said the plane was flying 
to the Kaliningrad Oblast along a pre-agreed 
route, adding no air borders were violated. 

“The flight took place along a pre-agreed route 
with the transponder turned on. The aircraft 
crew was in constant contact with Estonian 
air traffic controllers, who did not make any 
claims to the Russian crew on the day of the 
flight or the next day,” the Russian defense 
ministry said. Due to its northernmost location, 
Vaindloo Island has seen incursions into its 
airspace – thus that of the North Atlantic 
Alliance – in the past, notably from Russian 
jets. It is worth noting that Russia’s Gogland 

Island is located northeast of the tiny Estonian 
islet and presents major military importance for 
Moscow. This was the first time that a Russian 
plane violated the Estonian air border this year, 
but such intrusions had already taken place 
before. Such incidents or those when Russian 
jets dangerously approach the border of Estonia, 
Latvia, and Lithuania occur during flights from 
and to the Kaliningrad exclave. This area of the 
Baltic Sea is among the world top regions where 
NATO planes most often intercept unknown 
aircraft. In 2020, NATO scrambled its air forces 
across Europe more than 400 times to intercept 
aircraft. Every ninth air intercept involved 
Russian planes. They often do not transmit 
a transponder code indicating their position 
and altitude, do not submit a flight plan, or do 
not communicate with air-traffic controllers, 
posing a potential risk to civilian airliners. The 
Baltic States do not have fighter jets of their 
own. Since their joining NATO, the military bloc 
also has operated a Baltic air-policing mission 
for Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. NATO planes, 
which are quite often scrambled to intercept 
Russian jets violating the air border of the 
Baltic States or approaching it dangerously, are 
stationed in the two bases in Estonia’s Ämari 
and Lithuania’s Šiauliai. ■

SOURCE: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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U.S AND RUSSIAN BOMBERS IN 
TUG-OF-WAR OVER ARCTIC

10 February 2021

The U.S. Air Force said it was preparing to deploy bombers B-1 to Norway for 
the first time. Shortly after, Russia informed its strategic bombers had flown 
for several hours over this part of the Arctic. These events show again that the 
Norway-Russia border and the seas nearby are turning into another strain in 
NATO-Russia ties.

SOURCE: MIL.RU

Two Russia’s Tu-160 strategic bombers carried out a scheduled flight over the Barents 
Sea, the Greenland Sea, and the Norwegian Sea, the Russian defense ministry said on 

February 9. The flight lasted for some 12 hours. The bombers were escorted by fighters of the 
Northern Fleet’s naval air force. Russia’s statement came several dozen hours after the U.S. 
European Command said it would deploy its B-1 strategic bomber squadron and 200 personnel 
to Norway for training flights over the Arctic. No date was set for the drills that are expected 
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to take place in the coming weeks. Unlike 
Russian-made Tu160s, the long-range B-1 was 
nuclear-capable until the mid-1990s, when its 
nuclear capabilities were reduced. Air Force 
personnel from Dyess Air Force Base, Texas, 
arrived at Orland Air Base to deploy four B-1 
Lancer aircraft joining Norwegian F-35 fighters 
and Sea King helicopters. This is the first time 
bombers are deploying to Norway. By doing so, 
the United States portrays the area north of 
Scandinavia as being of strategic importance 
while declaring its readiness to defend allies in 
the Arctic against plausible Russian aggression. 
Before military flights over the Arctic had been 
made by the British air forces. Dispatching 

U.S. forces right off the Russian border shows 
that the United States wants to react faster to 
plausible Russian military activities all the more 
that Moscow builds up its military potential 
on the Kola Peninsula that borders Norway. 
Russia is attaching bigger importance to the 
region as it upgraded its Northern Fleet to 
a new, fifth military district earlier this year. 
Thus, what Nikolay Korchunov, the country’s 
senior diplomat responsible for Moscow’s Arctic 
relations, said on February 3 should be taken 
with a pinch of salt. The official said the threat 
of a military confrontation in the Arctic was 
relatively low. ■

KREMLIN AGAIN PLAYS 
DONBAS CARD AS UKRAINIAN 
TROOPS DIE IN BLAST

15 February 2021

Ukrainian service personnel again died on the Donbas frontline despite the truce 
being in force. At the same time, many signs are that the government in Moscow 
might in the future push harder for its narrative of “serving the Russian-speaking 
population in southeastern Ukraine.” Six years have passed since the so-called 
Minsk agreements were inked, and Russia still has not attained its strategic goal 
of ending the conflict to formally give the occupied part of Donbas back to Kyiv 
while enjoying broad autonomy in the region infiltrated by its proxies, a move 
that might impede Ukraine’s pro-Western course.

T he three service personnel died on 
February 14 when an unknown device 

exploded near the town of Novoluhanske, 
northeast of the occupied Donetsk. According 
to the command of the operational-tactical 
group Sever, the soldiers were killed while they 
were on their way to take positions, marking 
another incident on the frontline. Earlier this 

month, separatists and the Russian military 
intensified efforts to mine the area near the 
Ukrainian positions, also with prohibited POM-
2 anti-personnel fragmentation mines. The 
shelling on the frontline has not been much 
intense after the truce was declared on July 
27, 2020. Six years have passed since the 
inking of the Minsk agreements. On February 
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SOURCE: FLICKR / MINISTRY OF DEFENSE OF UKRAINE

11, Special Representative of the OSCE’s 
Chairperson-in-Office in Ukraine and in the 
Trilateral Contact Group (TCG) Ambassador 
Heidi Grau told a UN Security Council meeting 
on the sixth anniversary of the signing of 
the Minsk agreements that peace talks on 
Donbas had stalled. While visiting Ukrainian 
troops in Donbas later that day, Ukrainian 
President Volodymyr Zelensky insisted on 
putting the Minsk agreements into practice. 
In 2018, 121 servicemen were killed and 799 
were wounded in Donbas. In 2019, 100 were 
killed while 507 were injured. In 2020, the war 
claimed the lives of 50 service personnel while 
injuring 338, Zelensky has prided himself on 
de-escalating tensions in Donbas, one of his 
top promises made at the election campaign. 

“We will never turn our backs on Donbas, no 
matter what,” Vladimir Putin told a meeting 
with editors-in-chief of Russian media outlets, 
fragments of which were aired by the Russian 
state broadcaster. The Kremlin claims that 
incorporating Donbas is not on the agenda yet it 
is worth noting that this question arose anyway. 
Margarita Simonyan, the chief editor of the 
Kremlin’s flagship television network RT, asked 
Putin at the same meeting whether the time 
had come for “the Russian summer” after what 
was known as “the Russian spring” – as Russian 
propaganda outlets named anti-government 
rallies that broke out in southern and eastern 
Ukraine in the spring of 2014 as a prelude 
to the Russian annexation of Crimea and its 
occupation of one-third of Donbas region. ■
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A RECORD-BREAKING DEAL 
IN THE RUSSIAN OIL SECTOR

15 February 2021

Only recently has it been made public that Rosneft and NNK, a firm owned by 
Eduard Khudainatov, were involved in a deal to purchase oil fields in the Taymyr 
peninsula. In fact, it is all about swapping oil-rich deposits of crucial importance 
for Rosneft’s flagship project and already drilled fields elsewhere in Russia. While 
Rosneft is building up its Vostok Oil project, NNK becomes one of the Russian 
top oil producers. Both the current CEO of Rosneft (Igor Sechin) and its former 
president (Eduard Khudainatov) can be satisfied with the deal. Sechin purchases 
oil deposits far below their actual value – and so does Khudainatov.

SOURCE: SOVCOMFLOT.RU
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I t is the biggest transaction since the sale of 
TNK-BP was sold in 2013. Rosneft will pay $11 

billion to its former president to purchase oil-
rich fields in Taymyr. In its financial report for 
2020, the biggest Russian oil company wrote it 
would buy from Khudainatov companies with 
licenses to produce oil in some fields with total 
proven deposits estimated at 1.2 billion tons. It 
is about purchasing Taymyr Neftegaz and other 
companies having drilling rights at the Payakha 
and Irkinsk oilfields and some others. The deal 
is complex and provides that Khudainatov will 
spend part of $1.4 billion that Rosneft paid 
on its already developed mining and service 
assets. Most settlements were made back in 
2020. In consequence, Rosneft has a 90 percent 
stake in Taymyr Neftegaz. In 2021, the state-
run firm should pay the remaining $1.4 billion 
to the Independent Oil Company (NNK), a 
business owned by Khudainatov, and sell its 
assets for $1.1 billion. $11 billion is a considerable 
sum for Rosneft. Where did it get the funds? 
Possibly the Russian oil giant got the money 
after trading a 10 percent stake to the oil trader 
Trafigura in December 2020, a deal worth some 
$8.5 billion. Buying oil assets from Khudainatov 
fits into implementing the Vostok Oil project. 
Oil deposits in the Payakha field will serve as 
the source of raw material for Rosneft’s flagship 
project. Rosneft has estimated its proven 
resources at 6 billion tons. The expected oil 
production capacity is 100 million tons per 
year. For this, Rosneft secured tax reliefs 
upon Sechin’s request to the Kremlin for tax 
deductions for developing the oilfield. Vostok 
Oil is worth some $70 billion, according to the 
estimates from Bank of America.

Interestingly enough, the four largest 
accounting firms (PWC, EY, Deloitte, and 
KMPG) estimated the value of the assets sold 
by Khudainatov at between $30 and $40 billion. 
Allegedly, however, Khudainatov gave a massive 
discount, arguing it was a “country-related risk,” 
as Russian oil assets are cheaper than elsewhere 
in the world. The deal must come as a surprise. 
The reason behind selling Taymyr assets three 
times cheaper than its market value is the 
second part of the deal between Rosneft and 
Khudainatov. With it, Rosneft can trade some 
of its unwanted assets, though also below their 
value. Only two of them – Varyeganneftegaz 
and NNP – were earlier estimated at between 
$3.5 billion and $4.5 billion. NNK paid roughly 
$1.4 billion to purchase all these from Rosneft. 
All businesses that Rosneft sold to Khudainatov 
are said to hold 1 billion tons of oil, with their 
annual production standing at between 10 
and 14 million tons of oil and 4 billion cubic 
meters (bcm) of gas, according to Rosneft 
officials. Once Rosneft sold them, its output 
of liquid hydrocarbons is likely to shrink by 
some 5 percent compared to 2020. At the 
same time, the Independent Oil Company will 
tremendously boost its production that now 
stands at 2 million tons of oil per year. If the 
oil company manages to restore output in 
Varyeganneftegaz, which dropped fourfold in 
2020 amid OPEC+ curbs, its total production 
could grow from 2 to 21 million tons of oil. 
Otherwise, this would mark a boost from 2 to 
11 million tons. Thus, Khudainatov’s NNk will 
earn a market position similar to that of Mikhail 
Gutserev whose Russneft and Neftis have a joint 
annual output of 14 million tons. ■
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R osstat said a total of 2.124 million people 
died in 2020–an increase of 324,000 

compared to 2019. Russia recorded an 18 
percent in mortality year-on-year, figures 
published by the federal statistics service 

Rosstat showed. That is the highest fatality 
count for 70 years, a number that reversed the 
long-term decline in mortality in Russia in the 
past decade. When the COVID-19 pandemic hit 
Russia, the country saw 162,429 coronavirus-

RUSSIA REPORTS BIGGEST 
INCREASE IN MORTALITY 
IN 70 YEARS

16 February 2021

Russia noted a dramatic surge in mortality in 2020 fuelled by the coronavirus 
pandemic. The latest figures from the federal statistics agency Rosstat are far 
more pessimistic than those so far reported by the government. According to 
critics of the authorities, these rushed too much to ease lockdown measures last 
summer, which resulted in a uptick in new infections and deaths.

SOURCE: DUMA.GOV.RU
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ROSNEFT’S NET PROFIT 
DROPS DRAMATICALLY

16 February 2021

Poor financial performance is not surprising for the biggest Russian oil business 
as 2020 was a horrible year for the whole industry, the CEO of Rosneft Igor 
Sechin told at the meeting with Vladimir Putin. It is hard to expect the Russian 
leader to scold the businessman. Rosneft is facing a strategic task that is crucial 
to develop the Kremlin’s high-priority plan to build up the Northern Sea Route 
and the country’s Far North.

R ussia’s largest oil producer Rosneft 
announced a nearly 80 percent drop in 

net profit in 2020 following a record plunge 
in crude oil price caused by the coronavirus 
pandemic. Also, the price war which broke out 
between Russia and Saudi Arabia in March last 
year and where Igor Sechin, the CEO of Rosneft, 
played a part caused an unprecedented collapse 
in oil prices. The state-controlled producer 

declared a net profit of 147 billion roubles ($2.0 
billion) in 2020, down 79 percent compared to 
the previous year. In 2019, Rosneft recorded 
a net profit of 705 billion roubles ($9.5 billion). 
Rosneft’s results suffered in particular during 
the third quarter of 2020, dipping into negative 
with a net loss of 64 billion roubles ($870 
million). It recovered with a net profit of 324 
billion roubles ($4.4 billion) in the fourth quarter. 

related fatalities. A surge in mortality numbers 
was one of the factors behind the decline in 
Russia’s population to the fifteen-year low in 
2020. The number of virus-related fatalities in 
2020 is twice as high as the estimates from a 
government task force to fight the pandemic. 
The discrepancy might have occurred as for 
much of the pandemic Russia only published 
partial figures, counting only fatalities where 
COVID-19 was found to be the primary cause 
of death after autopsy while Rosstat counted 
all such cases as virus-related deaths. More 
than 3.9 million COVID-19 infections have been 
reported in the country, making it the fifth 

country with the highest coronavirus cases in 
the world. At the same time, Moscow officials 
announced an easing of the Russian capital’s 
lockdown. Authorities in Moscow lifted the 
closure of nightclubs and restaurants, theatres, 
cinemas, and concert halls will be allowed to 
increase capacity, and schools and universities 
can reopen fully. Officials in the republic of 
Chechnya and the republic of Udmurtia 
announced that residents would no longer be 
required to wear face masks in public. In Russia, 
some 1.7 million people have already received 
both doses. More than 2.2 million people have 
received the first. ■
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SOURCE: KREMLIN.RU

This was mainly due to the sale of a 10 percent 
share in Rosneft’s giant Vostok Oil project in 
the Arctic to Singapore’s trader Trafigura. As 
reported in early January, Trafigura Group’s 
purchase of a stake in the Arctic oil project 
was funded by a $7 billion loan organized by 
a Russian bank. Rosneft published its financial 
statement on Friday (February 12) and just three 
days later, on Monday (February 15), Vladimir 
Putin summoned him to the Kremlin. Sechin 
prided himself that his company was the only 

global oil giant not to record any losses. The 
CEO of Rosneft earlier said in a statement 
that the results remained positive “despite 
the difficulties of 2020” and allowed for the 
payment of dividends to shareholders. Rosneft 
announced the start of operations for Vostok 
Oil which Sechin described as the “world’s 
largest new hydrocarbon project”. The head of 
Rosneft said production was expected to start 
in 2024 to reach an output of 100 million tons 
by 2030. ■
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SOURCE: KREMLIN.RU

A NUMBER OF GENERALS QUIT 
RUSSIA’S NATIONAL GUARD

17 February 2021

Top generals in charge of key Rosgvardia boards and department have recently 
filed their resignation from the National Guard. No other Russian power structure 
has ever experienced such a wave of dismissals among its senior officers. What 
is the reason? Rosgvardia declined to comment, but there are two top plausible 
reasons behind this.

Among those who filed their resignation 
were L ieutenant Genera l  Nikola i 

Kosyachenko, the chief of the main operational 
directorate, and Lieutenant General Kazimir 
Botashev, the head of the intelligence 
directorate. In total, five department chiefs 

stepped down, among whom was also 
Lieutenant-General Vyacheslav Savkin, the 
head of the financial and economic department, 
and those others, one being in charge of the 
department for implementation of state 
programs and organization of procurements. 
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RUSSIAN FLEET HOLDS NAVAL 
DRILLS IN INDIAN OCEAN

18 February 2021

Russia is carrying out naval drills involving many countries off the Pakistan coast 
simultaneously with other maneuvers in the Arabian Sea and the Gulf of Oman. 
Two units of the Russian navy took part. Moscow is showing interest and flexing 
military muscle in the Indian Ocean, not only in support of Iran.

On February 16, the Iranian and Russian 
militaries kicked off a joint three-day 

naval drill dubbed Maritime Security Belt 
2021 in the northern part of the Indian Ocean, 
spanning a stretch of about 17,000 kilometers. 
India and China were also to join the drills. The 
exercise involved the Russian corvette Stoyky 
and the Kola tanker. This is the second such 
joint Russia-Iran exercise since December 
2019, when the two nations and China held 
an exercise in the Indian Ocean and the Gulf 
of Oman. Iran and China also participated in 

military exercises held in Russia in September 
2020. Iranian warship took part in the strategic 
Caucasus-2020 drills, also in the Caspian Sea.

This year’s joint drills with the Iranian military 
kicked off while other maneuvers codenamed 
Aman-2021 wrapped up farther east, thus in 
the Arabian Sea. A detachment of Black Sea 
Fleet warships moored in the port of Karachi 
to attend the Pakistani drills. The exercise 
was of a non-block nature as Islamabad 
invited the militaries to take part. The Russian 

The reasons for their mass dismissal remain 
unknown, but various theories emerge. Possibly 
it is all about corruption; ten National Guard 
generals were allegedly forced to quit amid the 
FSB special operation. Perhaps at least some of 
them will face criminal charges. The whole case 
could have something to do with the opening 
of a criminal case against a former deputy head 
of the National Guard. Lieutenant-General 
Sergei Mileyko was charged with embezzling 
more than 500 million roubles, or some $6.8 
million. On December 18, 2020, Mileyko was 
ordered to prison by a Moscow military court. 
All generals who resigned had something in 
common: they are called members of the team 
of the former first deputy head of Rosgvardia, 
Colonel-General Sergei Melikov, who became 
the interim head of Dagestan in October 2020. 

When in the National Guard, Melikov favored 
some officers who earlier served along with him 
in the North Caucasus, who in consequence 
got key posts in the central apparatus of 
Rosgvardia. Perhaps the generals stepped 
down to link their future careers with Melikov 
and may become officials in a fragile Dagestan. 
Earlier, Melikov had made a failed attempt to 
hire another National Guard officer. General 
Sergei Chenchik, who resigned in October 2020, 
allegedly was supposed to become the deputy 
head of Dagestan for the power block, but failed 
to get the approval. Meanwhile, Major General 
Boris Gontsov, who resigned from the post of 
first deputy commander of the Eastern District 
of the Russian Guard, was appointed mayor of 
Kaspiysk. ■
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Navy was represented by the frigate Admiral 
Grigorovich, the patrol ship Dmitry Rogachev 
and the rescue tug SB-739, a marine corps unit, 
a mine clearance unit, and a sea-based deck 
helicopter Ka-27. The first stage, attended by 
the Russian military and held between February 
12 and 14, involved drills off the coast. Then the 
Russian navy took part in the maritime phase 

(February 15–16). In addition to the Pakistani 
and Russian militaries, there were five other 
nations involved in the Aman-2021 exercise. Up 
to 45 countries participated in this year’s Aman 
exercise, often as observers: the United States, 
the United Kingdom, and other NATO states as 
well as China, Japan, Indonesia, and Sri Lanka, 
among others. ■

BELARUS, RUSSIA SIGN 
AGREEMENT TO SHIP 
BELARUSIAN EXPORTS 
THROUGH RUSSIAN PORTS

22 February 2021

Whether it likes it or not, the Belarusian regime is meeting further expectations 
from Moscow, most of which Vladimir Putin outlined to Alexander Lukashenko 
during the meeting in Sochi in September 2020. Back then, the latter politician 
secured full support from the Kremlin to thwart massive anti-government rallies, 
making some political and economic concessions instead. While Lukashenko is 
making efforts to postpone any political decisions, his country is becoming more 
and more economically dependent on Russia.

SOURCE: MINOBORON
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B elarus and Russia have closed an 
agreement allowing the former country to 

use Russian ports for exports of its oil products. 
The document was signed by Belarusian 
Transport and Communications Minister Alexei 
Avramenko and Russian Minister of Transport 
Vitaly Saveliyev. The agreement was signed 
for three years, but in fact it is unlimited 
since it provides for automatic prolongation. 
Russian ports can handle total volumes of 9.8 
million tons of Belarusian oil products per year. 
This year, volumes of Belarusian oil products 
exported via Russia will reach 3.5 million, 
according to the deal. “As we are already 
through this year, we are ready to ship some 2 
million tons along with our Belarusian partners,” 
Saveliyev told journalists. In the deal, there is 
a provision favorable to Russia as it involves 
the take-or-pay clause. If an entity in charge 
of the volume delivers it in a smaller quantity 
than agreed in the deal, the sea terminal will 
receive the full payment regardless of the 
reason behind a difference in the cargo. The 

deal on the export of Belarusian oil products 
through Russian ports is not enough as this is 
what could have been expected for a long time. 
After all, Alexander Lukashenko threatened to 
keep his country’s exports away from Baltic 
ports, notably the Lithuanian port of Klaipeda. 
The agreement marks the beginning of a 
whole series of Russian-Belarusian economic 
contracts. The Belarusian transport minister 
said his country plans to ink commercial deals, 
with such Belarusian energy companies as the 
Belarusian Oil Company, New Oil Company, 
Mozyr Refinery, and Naftan. Companies in 
charge of Russian terminals in the Leningrad 
Oblast, which will handle Belarusian cargo, said 
they are ready to reload Belarusian oil products 
and offer discounts provided that Belarus signs 
long-term deals. Both this and the take-or-pay 
clause clearly show that Belarusian exports 
via Russian ports will bring less money to the 
Belarusian budget than those through the 
Baltic countries. ■

SOURCE: SOVCOMFLOT.RU
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ARMENIA INVITES MORE 
RUSSIAN TROOPS TO ITS 
TERRITORY

23 February 2021

After its humiliating defeat last fall, Armenia can only see Moscow as its guarantor 
of security. Yerevan is expressing concerns over the further military expansion 
of Azerbaijan and an ever-bigger influence of the Azeri-Turkish alliance in the 
Caucasus. Recent months have seen a joint Azeri-Turkish military exercise while 
Russia and Turkey agreed to set up an observation center to monitor a ceasefire 
deal in Nagorno-Karabakh. Thus it is little surprising to observe calls – also 
from Armenian opposition politicians – on the Kremlin to cement the Russian-
Armenian alliance.

SOURCE: MIL.RU
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LUKASHENKO, PUTIN CHANGE 
THEIR STRATEGIES AS BOTH 
MEET IN SOCHI

23 February 2021

Russian President Vladimir Putin hosted his Belarusian counterpart Alexander 
Lukashenko for six-hour talks on Monday, February 22, 2021, in Russia’s ski resort 
of Krasnaya Polyana near Sochi. After greeting the Belarusian visitor, Vladimir 
Putin invited him to go skiing. They later held an hours-long talk, mainly on 
some solutions on how to integrate Belarus and Russia. It is certain and now 
Lukashenko is just bargaining the price. His negotiating position this time was 
stronger than the last time both leaders met in Sochi in September 2020.

Armenian Defense Minister Vagharshak 
Harutyunyan told Russia’s RIA news 

agency in an interview on February 22 that 
Armenia would welcome a new Russian military 
facility on its territory and the redeployment 
of a Russian military unit near the border 
with Azerbaijan. “The question of expanding 
and bolstering the Russian military base on 
the territory of Armenia has always been on 
the agenda,” Harutyunyan told journalists. 
Armenian opposition politicians went even 
further than that as they have called for the 
creation of a second Russian base. The existing 
base is located in Gyumri near the Turkish 
border while the second facility would be 
created close to Syunik, wedged between 
Azerbaijan and the Azeri exclave of Nakhchivan. 
This shows where Armenia fears a possible 
offensive from its neighbors. Harutyunyan 
said he saw no need for Russia to formally 
open a second military base. However, the 
two countries are considering deploying a 
military unit from the existing base in Gyumri 
to eastern Armenia, near the border with 

Azerbaijan. Both the stance of the opposition 
and that of the government show that Armenia 
is now fully dependent on its Russian ally, as 
confirmed by the war last fall. Moscow failed 
to offer military aid to Armenia who lost the 
battle with the better armed, armored and 
Turkish-supported Azeri military. After six-
week fighting, both countries signed a ceasefire, 
in which Armenia ceded swathes of territory 
in Nagorno-Karabakh and seven Azerbaijani-
majority districts that Armenia had controlled 
since 1993. Under the deal signed on November 
9, 2020, Russia deployed its “peacekeepers” 
to the disputed region. Yerevan’s recent call 
to build up Russian military presence also in 
Armenia proper means that Moscow has a 
chance to develop a strong military and political 
foothold in this part of the Caucasus. This is 
particularly vital for the Kremlin as Azerbaijan 
grew stronger after its latest victory and – most 
notably – after Turkey entered the game. Not 
only is Azerbaijan – but also Georgia – are 
centered on Ankara. ■
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SOURCE: KREMLIN.RU

R ussia and Belarus have “six-seven 
integration roadmaps left to fine-tune out 

of 33”, Lukashenko said during the meeting. 
“All others are ready to be signed,” he noted. 
Surprisingly, there are “33” of them. In 
December, both states agreed to work on 30 
integration roadmaps after having dropped 
the 31st controversial area for integration 
envisaging the common currency and state 
agencies. The latest meeting brought two extra 
roadmaps that no one had ever heard of. Most 
of the Putin-Lukashenko arrangements must 
be a top secret then. This is something that 
should deeply concern Belarusians as it is not 
known whether the president is trading their 
sovereignty for the power in the country.

This shows a change in Lukashenko’s 
stance; before he had long posed to stop 
the integration and stand for the Belarusian 
sovereignty against Moscow’s actual pressure 
to merge with Belarus. “They treat the idea of 
integration as the incorporation of Belarus. It is 
not integration! It is incorporation!” Who said 
that? Naturally, this was Lukashenko almost a 
year ago (February 14, 2020). However, mass-

scale protests that erupted in Belarus after the 
election last year scared him so much that he 
quit his policy of maneuvering and openly bet 
on Russia. Possibly he hopes that by agreeing 
on a more intense integration and cementing 
economic ties with Russia, thus becoming more 
reliant on Moscow, he will solidify his grip on 
power and the Kremlin will no longer seek to 
replace him with a more “democratic” candidate. 
On the other hand, it seems that Vladimir Putin 
does not want to remove the compromised 
Lukashenko from power – as the Russian 
rhetorics no longer contains the demand of 

“constitutional reform” in Belarus, an argument 
that appeared at the previous meeting in Sochi. 
Putin himself felt so threatened by the recent 
turmoil over Alexey Navalny’s return to Russia 
that he will not take any risk in Belarus. This is 
not the right moment to introduce a controlled 
liberalization or try to form a pro-Russian and 
anti-Lukashenko opposition whose members 
could in the future take power in Belarus.

What both leaders have in common is their 
fear of losing power and a firm grip on their 
respective domestic policies. They both want to 
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T he latest punitive measures against 
Nord Stream 2 came from the Donald 

Trump administration just two days before 
Joe Biden took office. The new administration 
assumed the office more than a month ago 

and – contrary to what Biden said during the 
campaign – it has done nothing to impede 
the pernicious project. While Washington 
remains idle, Russian ships have resumed 
building Nord Stream 2 and are now laying 

NOT ONLY NORD STREAM 2: 
WHAT WILL BIDEN CHOOSE?

24 February 2021

Unfortunately, the Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline is another issue in U.S. foreign 
policy that the new administration tackles somewhat indecisively. Just as the 
United States has not taken any firm measures against Russia amid the Navalny 
case or GRU-linked cyberattacks targeting Washington, Biden and his team now 
are not taking any action towards the Russian-German energy link as promised 
during the campaign – to the growing bipartisan disappointment. A stance of 
the new administration towards Nord Stream 2 will also reflect Biden’s attitude 
to Europe and what policy he plans to adopt there. Will he be simply placing a 
safe bet on Germany or will Washington manage not to lose everything it has 
achieved so far under the Three Seas Initiative?

count one on another, and both came under fire 
from Western nations. New Western sanctions 
on Russia are beneficial for Lukashenko. It is 
not by coincidence that he has repeatedly 
tried to prove that both he and Putin are on 
the same side of the barricade and have a 
common enemy in the West, while the recent 
rallies in Russia are the continuation of those 
in Belarus. Another thing is economy. At the 
beginning of the meeting, Lukashenko said 
he was grateful for the Russian assistance 
while Putin added that his country remained 
the biggest investor in Belarus. Many signs 
are that in Krasnaya Polyana, the two leaders 
discussed the deepening of economic ties so 
possibly Lukashenko will need to “privatize” 
some state-run businesses – or just hand them 
to Putin’s oligarchs – in return for loans and 

cheap oil and gas. It is known that Minsk hopes 
to get another loan from Russia, this time of $3 
billion. One thing is clear: at the latest meeting, 
unlike in September 2020, Lukashenko was no 
longer that weak while Putin was not as strong 
as last year. Why? With tough repression and 
some help from Russia, Lukashenko has in fact 
unleashed a crackdown on anti-government 
protests that brought the situation under 
control. Putin has in turn the problem with 
Navalny while his political ratings in the country 
have lowered over the past six months. Also, 
Lukashenko has survived the top ordeal, or 
the presidential election, while Putin is waiting 
for September’s Duma elections. Furthermore, 
unlike his Belarusian counterpart, the Russian 
leader has to cope with the situation on his own, 
with no help from the outside. ■
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pipes faster to complete the work on time. In 
January, Russia started working at the Nord 
Stream 2 construction site in Danish waters 
while now awaiting a permit from Germany. 
Significantly, speaking at the Munich Security 
Conference, Biden did not say a word about 
the pipeline. Furthermore, the U.S. president 
is not following demands from members of the 
U.S. Congress to impose additional measures 
against the pipeline.

There are two possible explanations why Biden 
is reluctant to continue Trump’s policy on Nord 
Stream 2. The first one – saying that the United 
States does not obstruct the gas pipeline not 
to hinder Russian interests – seems unlikely. 
It is probably the second one as the new U.S. 
administration is seeking to mend ties with 
Germany whose officials asked to pay much 
for this, also by allowing Berlin to complete the 
gas link. This might be the reason why the U.S. 
Department of State did not impose any new 
sanctions on any businesses involved in the 
Nord Stream 2 project. The list includes only 
the Russian battleship Fortuna and its owner 

KWT-Rus, which has already been sanctioned 
by the Donald Trump administration.

Washington did not decide to impose sanctions 
on any German or European companies 
involved in the Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline 
project so as not to conflict with Berlin while 
agreeing to worsen ties with EU and NATO 
member countries and America’s top allies 
such as Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia, 
as well as the strategically important Ukraine. 
Biden still has some time to take action to block 
Nord Stream 2. It is also about time he decided 
whether to return to the idea of Barack Obama 
and delegate both responsibility for European 
affairs and West-Russia ties to Berlin, or to draw 
conclusions from the reset, the 2014 events, 
and the later development of both the Three 
Seas initiative and that of Intermarium plus 
Ukraine. The U.S. administration should not 
ignore Central and Eastern Europe. China is 
just waiting to take advantage of the fact that 
Poland, Ukraine, and other countries in the 
region are bitter about the shift in U.S. policy. ■

SOURCE: THE WHITE HOUSE
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MORE THAN JUST SPIES: PUTIN 
MOBILIZES FSB OFFICERS

25 February 2021

Speaking at a meeting of top officials of the Federal Security Service, or FSB, 
Russian President Vladimir Putin hailed the agency for being efficient in 
disrupting the activities of foreign spies. He focused mainly on what he named 

“the policy of containment of Russia.” The president warned against foreign 
meddling in his country’s domestic affairs before the upcoming State Duma 
elections. He also claimed that foreign intelligence services used terrorists 
against Russia. The issue of the Russian fight against coronavirus and its 
homegrown vaccine was also on the agenda. The speech shows that Putin sees 
the FSB – where he started his career – as the top shield for its regime even amid 
its spectacular trainwreck of the operation to poison Alexey Navalny.
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O n February 24, Vladimir Putin attended 
a board meeting of the FSB as he always 

did in the past. In his belligerent address, the 
Russian leader reported some figures on how 
many foreign intelligence officers and their 
informants were unmasked in Russia, a tally 
that came for the first time in a year. Putin 
said throughout 2020, the FSB disrupted 
the activities of foreign spies, maintaining it 
unmasked 72 foreign intelligence officers and 
423 of their informants. At the meeting last year, 
the president did not specify any exact figures, 
yet saying that these had grown by a quarter 
throughout the whole year. Speaking at the 
FSB board meeting two years ago, Putin said 
the Russian agency thwarted the activities of 
129 foreign officers and 465 of their informants 
in 2018. Back in 2017, these figures were 72 and 
397 while in 2016 – 53 and 386, respectively. 
The past three years have been marked with a 
spy mania in Russia. What resonated in Putin’s 
speech was his attempt to link the activities of 
foreign intelligence agencies to terrorism. Putin 
instructed the agency to “uncover contacts 
between terrorist groups and foreign special 
services.” As for the war against terrorism, 
in December 2020, Federal Security Service 
Director Alexander Bortnikov told the National 
Antiterrorism Committee, or NAK, that Russian 
law enforcement had prevented 41 terrorist 
attacks, killed 49 militants, detained 198 
suspects and 591 helpers, and dismantled 55 
terrorists’ cells that were plotting attacks.

The Russian president made much room to 
familiarize FSB officers with growing threats 
to Russia while urging them what to pay 
particular attention to. Putin pointed at the 

“policy of containment of Russia,” charging that 
it includes efforts to derail its development 
and – most importantly – “provoke internal 
instability.” He accused unnamed countries 
although he certainly meant the Unites States 
and its stance on Nord Stream 2. Without 
naming the gas link, it is sure Putin meant it as 
he added: “they are trying to shackle us with 
economic and other sanctions, to block large 
international projects – those our partners 
are also interested in.” Putin also commented 
on “a targeted information campaign” waged 
against Russia, “unsubstantiated accusations,” 
and “conspiracy theories,” mainly those that 
undermine “Russian achievements in the fight 
against coronavirus.” The Russian leader asked 
the agency to be particularly vigilant before the 
September parliamentary election, saying that 
opposition politicians – or at least part of them 

– were paid to “serve foreign interests” in their 
attempts to destabilize Russia. Focusing on the 
campaign and then the election – as possibly 
also the first days after the ruling United Russia 
party wins the ballot – shows how much the 
Kremlin feels insecure about the vote and the 
public reaction to its rigging. ■
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GAZPROM REAPPOINTS 
ALEXEY MILLER FOR FURTHER 
FIVE YEARS

25 February 2021

There was again no truth in the rumor that the long-serving CEO of Gazprom 
was about to quit the Russian gas giant. The board of directors of Gazprom has 
reappointed Alexey Miller as the head of the group for a new five-year term. If 
Miller completes his tenure, he will be the longest-serving chief executive of 
Russian large state-run companies, with twenty-five years at the helm.

SOURCE: GAZPROM.RU
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“STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP:” 
NEW KYRGYZ PRESIDENT 
VISITS RUSSIA

26 February 2021

Russia as the first destination for new Kyrgyz president Sadyr Japarov was no 
surprise. The new leader of the Central Asian country had a mission to reassure 
his Moscow partners that the latest unrest – and lingering plans to amend the 
constitution to give more powers to the president – would not affect Russian 
political interests in Kyrgyzstan. There are still Russian troops in the country 
(the air base in Kant), and Bishkek is forced to juggle between Russia and China 
as the Central Asian country has become economically dependent on the latter.

T he Moscow visit was vital for Japarov as 
evidenced by the fact that the Kremlin 

threw support to then-President Jeenbekov 
during the October political turmoil as it feared 
nationalist slogans promoted by the country’s 
new leader. So Japarov was tasked with allaying 

Russian fears and that is why he headed to 
Moscow. Furthermore, before the trip, he 
wrote somewhat a policy paper published in 
a state newspaper. “The course to bring our 
ties with Russia to the highest level of allied 
ties and strategic partnership corresponds to 

T he board made a unanimous decision 
to re-elect Miller as chairman of the 

management committee from May 31, 2021. 
Miller has been head of Gazprom since 2001. 
In 2000, he was appointed Deputy Minister of 
Energy of the Russian Federation. The stock 
exchange experienced some declines after the 
decision to keep Miller as the CEO of Gazprom 
was announced. The company’s stock price 
dropped by roughly 1.5 percent. In the past, 
stocks rose amid rumors that Miller might 
quit, most recently in December 2020. Russia’s 
newspaper Kommersant cited some sources 
saying that Miller would leave Gazprom and 
perhaps take a job in a state office once Nord 
Stream 2 was ready. It was all the more likely 
that the board of directors would not reappoint 
Miller as most of his long-time associates left 
the company in the past two years. Two years 

ago, Gazprom’s deputy head in charge of the 
domestic market and exports were relieved 
from their duties. In April 2019, a deputy 
chairman overseeing finances stepped down, 
followed by the head of a Gazprom subsidiary 
responsible for the regions and the company’s 
long-standing chief accountant who retired last 
year. By keeping Miller at the helm of Gazprom, 
Putin may pursue his policy of stabilization in 
the difficult time for the regime. This means 
that Gazprom officials will not put through any 
reforms within the company – as years-long 
plans to split it into mining and transportation 
departments. Perhaps the stock exchange went 
down amid the lack of change in the firm’s 
business model and its further exploitation by 
privately held companies linked to Putin’s inner 
circle. ■
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Kyrgyzstan’s national interests,” Japarov wrote 
in a commentary in Slovo Kyrgyzstana state 
newspaper on February 19. He also said he 
would always oppose “any attempts of political 
manipulations” around the official status of the 
Russian language in Kyrgyzstan. “The Russian 
language is not just an official language but also 
the language of interethnic communication,” 
the president wrote. Two days before his first 
official trip as the country’s leader to Moscow, 
Sadyr Japarov appointed lawmaker Gulnara-
Klara Samat to the post of Kyrgyz ambassador 
to Russia, another signal to the Kremlin 
showing how important the new Kyrgyz 
president deems ties with Moscow.

Sadyr Japarov, who was elected president on 
January 10, stayed in the Russian capital on his 
first foreign trip as the Central Asian state’s 
leader on February 24 and 25. On February 
24, he met with Vladimir Putin in the Kremlin. 

“Undoubtedly, my first trip abroad to Russia as 
the president of the Kyrgyz Republic proves 

the high level of the bilateral ties between our 
nations. We intend to continue strengthening 
strategic partnership and allied ties,” Japarov 
said at the meeting with Putin. Putin expressed 
hope that the political crisis in Kyrgyzstan 
would come to an end, calling ties between 
the two countries “close and privileged.” During 
Japarov’s two-day visit to Moscow, he also held 
talks with other top Russian officials, including 
Prime Minister Mikhail Mishustin and the 
speakers of both chambers of parliament. By 
visiting Moscow, the Kyrgyz leader sought to 
embolden his country’s special relationship 
with Russia, but he cannot forget about China 
as Beijing offered mass loans to its neighbor. 
Two days before he flew to Moscow, Japarov 
had held a phone call with Chinese President Xi 
Jinping who invited the Kyrgyz president to visit 
Beijing. It thus seems that the new authorities 
in Kyrgyzstan will follow the policy adopted 
by their predecessors, betting both on Russia – 
politically and militarily – and China, hoping to 
secure mostly economic aid. ■

SOURCE: KREMLIN.RU
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WHAT ROLE FOR RUSSIA IN 
ARMENIAN TURMOIL?

28 February 2021

The General Staff of the Armenian Armed Forces has demanded the ouster of 
Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan, a move that exacerbated the political turmoil the 
country had plunged into after the defeat in the war with Azerbaijan. Thousands 
of opposition protesters take to the streets of Yerevan every day. However, 
Pashinyan is reluctant to step down. It seems that he can do it only if Moscow 
takes sides with Armenian opposition politicians.

SOURCE: PRIMEMINISTER.AM

T he ceasefire that ended the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict on November 9, 2020, 

was a big success for Russia. It enfeebled the 
Moscow-unfriendly Pashinyan government 
while several thousand Russian peacemakers 
were sent to the region. Deprived of a portion of 

the Nagorno-Karabakh region, Armenia, which 
has for years relied on Russia, is now a hostage 
to the Kremlin’s policy. Tightening cooperation 
with Moscow is now the only sensible strategy. 
The question is how quickly this will take 
place. The republic of Nagorno-Karabakh has 
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introduced a bill to add Russian as an official 
language alongside Armenian while Armenian 
opposition politicians are calling for the 
construction of a second Russian military base 
in the country. Pashinyan’s criticism of Russian-
made weapons was used by his opponents 
to lambaste him even harder in Moscow. 
According to the Russian defense ministry, 
“the Iskander 9K720-E was successfully used 
in Syria against international terrorists and 
is internationally acclaimed as the best in its 
class of weapons. Apparently, Pashinian was 
misled by someone.” Furthermore, by priding 
itself with using the Iskander in Syria, Russia 
accidentally showed footage from Syria on 
which its forces were seen while bombing 
a hospital, thus confirming accusations of 
destroying civilian targets in Syria that have 
been on for years. With a violent reaction of 
Armenian senior military officers who called 
on the prime minister to quit, Pashinyan had to 
mend ties with Moscow amid his little fortunate 
statement. The Armenian prime minister 
phoned Vladimir Putin to seek support and 
announced a reform of the Armenian Armed 
Forces “in close cooperation with Russia.” In 
turn, Armenian army generals can count on 

their Russian colleagues. Importantly, among 
those who attended the rallies was Yuri 
Khachaturov, a former high-ranking officer and 
the head of the Russian-led Collective Security 
Treaty Organization, or CSTO, whose member 
is Armenia. Although Moscow is dissatisfied 
with Pashinyan’s policy, including his latest 
statements, this is probably not enough to risk 
escalated tensions in Yerevan. Moscow may 
fear that if things in Armenia get out of control, 
a fragile ceasefire in Nagorno-Karabakh – to 
where Russia sent its peacemakers – might be 
in danger. The Russian foreign ministry said 
in a statement that the recent developments 
in Armenia are “the country’s internal affairs” 
and that it hopes for its peaceful settlement. On 
February 25, Putin reportedly called for both 
sides to stay calm. On February 26, the Kremlin 
said Armenia should proceed accordingly with 
the peace deal it concluded in November 2020 
with Azerbaijan. Putin’s spokesman Dmitry 
Peskov noted Russia called for a peaceful 
solution, hoping the events would develop in 
line with the country’s constitution. He did not 
comment on whether Russia could mediate in 
the process to regulate the internal situation 
in Armenia. ■

RUSSIA’S AUDIT CHAMBER 
CONFIRMS LARGE DECLINE 
IN OIL AND GAS BUDGET 
REVENUES

28 February 2021

The Audit Chamber, Russia’s government spending watchdog, said the country 
saw a massive drop in budget revenues from selling oil and gas. In 2020, these 
were just a fraction of the federal budget while a relatively modest increase in 
non-related revenues failed to make up for this loss.
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Russia’s Audit Chamber said in its 2020 
budget report that last year was tough for 

the country and its energy sector. The share of 
“oil and gas” revenues dropped to 28 percent 
from 39 percent in 2019. This is bad news 
for the state authorities that see oil and gas 
revenues as of crucial importance for Russia. 
The drop in their budget share stemmed 
notably from more modest profits that stood 
at 7.924 trillion roubles in 2019 and 5.235 trillion 
roubles a year later. Back in 2019, these were 
9.018 trillion roubles. The country is unable to 
plug the gap with any other source of income. 
The only solution is to tap the rainy day fund 
that is made up of oil and gas revenues. But it 

is plunged into a crisis, too. Throughout 2020, 
it was expected that Russia’s National Welfare 
Fund would receive cash from selling oil and gas 
above the price of $42 per barrel. Nonetheless, 
it noted 320 billion roubles worth of loss instead 
of projected revenue of 2.334 billion roubles. 
What were the reasons behind a massive drop 
in revenues from both extracting and selling 
hydrocarbons? This was due to a drop in oil 
prices worldwide, OPEC+ oil curbs, coronavirus 
pandemic, and the decrease in gas exports. In 
April 2020, the price of Urals crude fell to an all-
time low of $16.3 per barrel. This was lower by a 
third compared to 2019 throughout the whole 
year – $41.4 against $63.9 per barrel. ■

SOURCE: MEDIA.GAZPROM-NEFT.COM
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SOURCE: TWITTER / @OPECSECRETARIAT

SAUDI ARABIA AND RUSSIA 
HEAD FOR ANOTHER CLASH 
ON OPEC+ OIL CUTS

28 February 2021

Saudi Arabia says an increase in oil output should be addressed cautiously despite 
a recovery in global oil prices. Officials in Riyadh will keep in force the oil cuts. 
Moscow, on the other hand, is indicating that it still wants to proceed with a 
supply increase.



www.warsawinstitute.org34

O PEC+ gathers on March 4. The two 
leaders of the pact are going into a 

third OPEC+ meeting with diverging views 
on how to manage supply to the market. As 
both leaders of the OPEC group and its non-
OPEC peers are again at odds, they will need 
to reach a compromise. This time the Saudis 
have a new bargaining chip of 1 million barrels 
a day of voluntary cuts after the kingdom had 
pledged to make these extra curbs in February 
and March Riyadh already said it would quit 
its pledge in April. However, now oil curbs may 
be part of a bigger deal, notably with Russia. 
If Saudi Arabia increases its oil production by 
1 million barrels per day, long-term oil prices 
will again start to decline. The Saudis could 
use this argument against those in favor of 
reducing oil curbs as agreed in the OPEC+ deal. 
On the other hand, Russia could play a card 
of growing oil demand, especially after harsh 

winter conditions in Texas affected heavily 
U.S. oil production. Although Russia has not 
taken its stance yet, Russian Deputy Prime 
Minister Alexander Novak said on February 14 
that “the global oil market was balanced,” which 
suggests his possible views at the meeting on 
March 4. “It is too early to declare victory over 
coronavirus and hence oil producers must 
continue to exercise the utmost caution”, said 
Saudi Minister of Energy Prince Abdul Aziz Bin 
Salman. At the same time, in February 2021, 
it was for the first time that Russia produced 
fewer crude oil volumes than agreed last year. 
The expected increase in Russia’s oil output 
of 65,000 bpd has so far failed to materialize. 
Both Russia and Kazakhstan were allowed to 
do so during the latest OPEC meeting. Why? 
Temperatures in east Siberia, where many of 
Russia’s newer oil fields are located, plunged as 
low as -60 degrees Celsius. ■
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