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Independent Commentary on a Fractured World

June 2025: (From left to right) Anténio Costa (President of the European Council), Volodymyr Zelenskyy (President, Ukraine), NATO
Secretary General Mark Rutte and Ursula Von Der Leyen (President of the European Commission)

For Europe, nothing learned will be expensive

In a dynamically changing environment, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky will be forced to
take a position on the Trump administration's peace plan within the next few days, which leaves
him little room for improvement. US President Donald Trump is leaving him with almost no choice
but to “take it or leave it,” and Zelensky's European allies can offer him little support (1). Zelensky
is essentially on his own.
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This article was first published on GlobalBridge.com

The military situation in Ukraine is deteriorating rapidly, and last week Zelensky also came under pressure on the domestic
front.

The pace of the Russian advance in eastern Ukraine has increased significantly in recent weeks, with the Russians now
advancing up to 5 km a day and capturing even larger settlements at a speed that has not been seen before. Overall, the
Russians have repelled Ukrainian counterattacks in at least three areas in recent days and have launched attacks of their own
in several locations. It can be assumed that the Russians recognized the Ukrainians' preparations for attack and felt able to
cope with their counterattacks without having to abandon their own attacks elsewhere. This means that in the coming days —
which may be decisive — they will be in a position to increase military pressure on Ukraine. Several thousand Ukrainian
troops are now surrounded in several locations. They face death or capture. Rescuing these Ukrainian troops in the
encirclements is likely to be the Ukrainian government's most important negotiating goal at present, alongside gaining time.
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Map: Situation at the front. Source: Live UA Map, additions by author (2)

It is questionable whether the Russian side will agree to this, as this approach is familiar from spring 2015, when Ukrainian
soldiers were surrounded in Debaltsevo in brigade strength and Chancellor Merkel and President Hollande rushed to Minsk
to rescue these troops because they were needed to continue the war (3).

Little prospect of improvement

The war with long-range weapons, in which Ukraine has achieved a number of successes in the past, is also developing
unfavorably. The Russians, on the other hand, have intensified their use of ballistic missiles and cut off the power supply to
large parts of Ukraine. At the same time, the interception rate of Ukrainian air defenses has fallen and is currently reported
to be only around 15 percent (4). In addition, the budget dispute in the US has led to an interruption in arms deliveries, which
will continue to have an impact for some time even after they resume (5).

In the meantime, a strip of land up to 25 km wide has developed along the front line, in which Russian drones not only attack
vehicles and large weapon systems almost at will, but also literally hunt down individual soldiers. One type of drone is
apparently controlled by artificial intelligence and attacks detected weapon systems independently, while others are
controlled by wire, rendering Ukrainian radio jamming powerless (6). However, Russian reports about the use of laser
cannons that can shoot down drones should be treated with caution, as this requires clear atmospheric conditions, which are
by no means guaranteed, especially in the cold season (7).

Numerous videos showing forced recruitment by the TZK recruitment agency suggest that the Ukrainian army is having
difficulty recruiting new personnel. Even if some of these videos are undoubtedly fake, it cannot be assumed that they are all
fake (8). The Ukrainian army's problem with mass desertion is credibly documented. The number of deserters is now said to
have risen to 40,000 per month (9).

The fact that the Zelensky government has allowed seven age groups of young men to leave Ukraine, which came as a
surprise to many, only makes sense if one assumes that it considers the war to be lost and wants to bring the younger
generation to safety so that they will be available for reconstruction (10). However, if these young men have prospects for a
new life in the West—perhaps even in Russia—they will not want to return to a devastated country where a still-corrupt elite
only grants opportunities for advancement to those who have connections.

An oligarch returns

Domestically, Zelensky came under pressure when a major corruption scandal involving his inner circle came to light. His
closest friend and business partner from his comedy days, Timur Myndich, is suspected of embezzling $100 million in
defense funds (11). However, the Zelensky government had long been under suspicion of corruption. The timing of the press
headlines is probably no coincidence, as his government team has recently found itself in a new situation: Last July, a British
court ordered Ukrainian oligarchs Igor Kolomoisky and Timur Mindych to pay no less than $3 billion for defrauding



PrivatBank (12). Kolomoisky was subsequently taken into custody in Ukraine, and Mindych is likely to face a similar fate.
Another of Kolomoisky's business partners, Gennady Bogolyubov, was able to leave Ukraine last summer (13). Mindych
probably did not commit this embezzlement alone; he may simply have been the cashier and organizer for others, and the
hundred million may only be a fraction of what was actually siphoned off.

In 2019, Igor Kolomoisky supported Zelensky's election campaign in order to take revenge on Petro Poroshenko for
nationalizing his PrivatBank in a questionable manner. For a while, ATMs belonging to PrivatBank would also ask customers
if they were willing to donate to Ukrainian volunteer organizations, primarily the two private battalions that Kolomoisky
had established (14). Zelensky's decision to remove his patron shortly after his election as president sparked relentless hatred.
Kolomoisky has already announced that he will drive Zelensky around Ukraine in a cage. He just has a penchant for theatrical
statements.

Smuggled out, not fled

Timur Mindych left Ukraine a few days ago under highly revealing circumstances: on November 10, at 2 a.m., a few hours
before a house search was due to take place, he left Ukraine for Poland — apparently in a luxury taxi belonging to a
businessman from Lviv (15). There is no question of him fleeing abroad with forged papers under cover of night and fog via a
remote smuggler's path; no, he crossed the border at a guarded border crossing. Ukrainian border officials check men leaving
the country very carefully, as the departure of men of military age must be prevented at all costs (16). In this context,
speculation that the Ukrainian anti-corruption agency NABU was involved and instructed the border authorities accordingly
is considered entirely plausible. There had been speculation for some time that NABU could also serve as a tool to remove
virtually any unpopular politician from Ukrainian politics. But NABU's intervention alone was probably not enough, as there
was still the border crossing to Poland, where checks are also very thorough. It can also be assumed that Mindych had more
than the permitted 10,000 euros with him when he entered Poland. Overall, the impression is that a channel for Mindych's
departure had been opened up. In concrete terms: he did not flee, but was smuggled out. This makes it clear that influential
circles in Ukraine and in the West helped Mindych to leave the country.

A new front has opened up for Zelensky: now he is not only in danger from extreme nationalists who attack anyone who
talks about a ceasefire or peace, but also from an oligarch who still has a lot of influence. For many people in Zelensky's
circle, it is now a matter of sheer survival, because those around him know that he will have to make a few sacrifices so that
his Western European partners do not abandon him. Energy Minister Svitlana Hrynchuk was certainly one of the potential
scapegoats, resigning before she was dismissed by parliament (17). In this context, the intensification of the Russians'
combined missile and drone campaign could play a role, because it showed that funds earmarked for the protection of critical
infrastructure were also being embezzled (18). Regardless of how much bribe money Hrynchuk accepted, she was in danger
of having to take the rap for the Russians literally cutting off Ukraine's electricity. She should have made the power supply
system virtually weatherproof.

Western Europe without alternatives

A few days of bad publicity are unlikely to be enough to get Zelensky off the hook, because Mindych—and Kolomoisky too—
have every interest in continuing the mudslinging campaign against Zelensky to the point where Western Europeans can no
longer whitewash him.

These days, the West is paying the price for overlooking all the mistakes and weaknesses of the Ukrainian leadership,
especially after the Russian attack in February 2022, for giving the likeable Zelensky unconditional support, for showing no
self-criticism, and for never presenting its own peace plan. This, in turn, reveals the nature of EU foreign policy and its
dilemma: it must continue to unconditionally support an administration whose corrupt character has become abundantly
clear. Without corruption, it cannot continue the war against Russia; with corruption, it cannot win it.

On the other side of the Atlantic, US President Trump has already abandoned Zelensky and has been negotiating the terms of
a peace treaty with Putin for some time—possibly during their summit meeting in Anchorage. Donald Trump can currently
watch coldly as the elites in Ukraine tear each other apart, while the army in the east of the country is losing ground at an
ever-increasing rate. He knows that Zelensky will eventually have to agree to the negotiated terms. One of Sun Tzu's
strategies is to kill with someone else's knife. That is exactly what Trump is doing at the moment.

Ukraine's gray eminence, Andriy Yermak, is also in danger. As head of the presidential administration, he largely controlled
the Ukrainian government's affairs and was not very popular. If Zelensky does not bow to Trump's peace terms, Trump may
force him to fire Yermak as well. That would weaken Zelensky even further.



However, domestic political pressure also has its limits: there is unlikely to be a second “Maidan,” as some Russian observers
are ranting about, because unarmed demonstrators would be mercilessly beaten down as traitors, if not by the police, then by
nationalists. They would need the protection of the army, as would any Ukrainian politician who even wants to negotiate
with Russia — the fate of Denis Kireev has not been forgotten (19). Zelensky can now only make peace if he remains abroad
immediately after signing some kind of agreement.

New faces, new policies?

Speculation is already circulating about a possible successor to Zelensky, including former Chief of Staff Valerii Zaluzhnyi,
who was transferred to the ambassadorial post in London after criticizing Zelensky's conduct of the war (20). However, it is
questionable whether a change in the Ukrainian leadership will change anything at all. A new strongman in Kyiv still faces
the fanaticism of radical nationalists who want to continue the war coute que coute, and the expectations of Western
Europeans, who also demand a continuation of the war against Russia. Resources are limited in every respect and are
shrinking daily. A man like Zaluzhnyi may base his warfare somewhat less on the needs of the information war and
occasionally let military logic prevail, but even he cannot turn the tide. At best, he can limit the damage. For his part,
Zelensky may now seek a distraction from the corruption scandal and launch spectacular military actions, no matter how
pointless and costly they may be. And Zelensky knows what the West wants to hear: he can now pretend to negotiate and
tearfully demand an improvement in the harsh peace terms.

Having taken office as the self-proclaimed honest leader who wanted to eliminate the oligarchy and bring about peace,
Volodymyr Zelenskyy had little to show for himself in the first phase of his term before February 2022 because he was
unable to deliver on his campaign promises (21). Both of his main tasks proved to be more complex than he and his
government team had anticipated.

In the meantime, even a total fiasco of EU foreign policy cannot be ruled out in the medium term, which could result in a
renversement des alliances. Former Ukrainian opposition politician and Putin confidant Viktor Medvechuk spoke out again a
few days ago, referring to Ukraine changing sides (22). Western Europe cannot provide military assistance to Ukraine and
will not be able to rebuild Ukraine within an acceptable timeframe. However, Western support, which ultimately proved
ineffective, did not come free of charge. Rejecting Western claims for repayment and nationalizing the businesses already
bought up by the West would be an opportunity, but one that can only be seized if Ukraine can be protected from its former
allies. This is likely to be the background to Medvedchuk's statements. The Europeans have learned nothing since 2015 and
may soon have to pay dearly for it.
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