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Introduction 

Relevance 

 In the past, transnational disputes, notwithstanding the due exceptions, were 

generally settled through the use of force. However, the technological development 

permitted to engage in very serious conflicts that were the main agents of drastic 

bloodsheds and brought the international community to consider alternative ways to 

settle inter-states disputes. Economic sanctions, and related measures, have been 

widely used by the Western countries across the twentieth century to the point that they 

became one of the main instruments to quickly respond to international crises. In turn, 

the different performances of sanctions opened a long-lasting debate about the 

efficiency of this measure. 

 Today, the issue is extensively discussed among the scholars because they can 

assert the long-term consequences of sanctions and judge the level of their efficiency.    

Despite the criticisms, sanctions remain a common practice to pursue foreign and 

security objectives. Moreover, the argument acquired relevance when the West decided 

to impose sanctions on Russia in response of the annexation of Crimea and the military 

activities in Eastern Ukraine that were attributed to the Russian Federation.  

 The main difference from the other cases is that economic coercive measures 

were implemented on a great power that, differently from the former Soviet Union, is 

more embedded in the global economy, particularly in the energy sector, and a deep 

economic downfall could imply substantial costs to the sanctioning countries. Second, 

the long promulgation of sanctions seems not to push the target to compel with the 

senders’ demands. Rather, they provide him the incentive to diversify its relations and 

adapt to the presence of sanctions. The difference from precedent cases of sanctions is 

that, when a great power starts to promote a new foreign agenda, it intrinsically 

indicates the willingness of diverge from the current status of international relations 

and transit to a new balance of powers that better represents him. Such transition could 

implicate significant security issues for those states that still obtain benefits from the 

current international structure. Consequentially, Russia’s interest in the conflict is very 



5 

 

high because it does not only concern the Ukrainian crisis but questions the prominence 

of United States and its allies over the rest of the world. Despite the opposing views, 

Western countries not only continue to adopt sanctions against Russia, but they even 

widened their scope, suggesting that the objectives of sanctions are broader and more 

complex than it could seem. 

 The purpose of this dissertation is to provide an opinion on the efficiency of 

sanctions as a security instrument in the international relations by applying the main 

academic findings to the case of Russia. The perseverance of adopting such measure 

suggests that there are multiple security objectives of the countries in question. 

Analysing the case of Russia can be useful to assert whether sanctions can be a useful 

mean to settle conflicts with great powers, or they require the implementation of 

alternative measures, like diplomatic or military efforts, to actually achieve the security 

agenda of the sanctioning countries. At the same time, the outcome of this dissertation 

could reveal the best scenarios in which sanctions work to settle conflicts and the 

possible recommendations for their use in the other issues.  

Scope of the Analysis 

The scope of this dissertation will consider in depth the case of Russia, from 

asserting the security objectives of the sanctioning countries to the political and 

security impact they had on the Eurasian giant.  In order to ensure a better analysis, this 

dissertation will consider the academic opinion of the abovementioned scholars who 

studied several cases of sanctions and proposed several arguments in assessing their 

efficiency. However, the research presents few limits that should be outlined.  

First, several countries have imposed economic restrictions against Russia in 

response of the annexation of Crimea. However, including all of them into the analysis 

would be too long and risk to miss the point of the research, which is evaluating the 

efficiency of sanctions. Therefore, I decided to limit the research on the two main 

sanctioning entities that, despite not being directly involved in the conflict, consider 

the Ukrainian issue a threat to their security. These entities are the United States and 

the European Union. 
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Second, the European Union is composed of sovereign countries whose security 

agenda, sometimes, concede and, other times, conflicts with each other. In the case of 

Russia, they demonstrated to have more common security objectives than diverging 

ones, but the cultural and economic differences of the members imply that they might 

be willing to achieve other points of their political agenda in the future. To make more 

effective the analysis, it would be necessary to consider the security objectives of all 

the EU members and why they promote measures that could be conflicting with their 

main security interests. Yet, also in this case it would be redundant and risk of getting 

out the scope of the research. Therefore, I found convenient to take the example of one 

single EU middle power, namely Italy, that will give a quick insight of the internal 

dynamics of the union. 

Finally, this dissertation is limited on the case of sanctions imposed on Russia in 

2014 and it does not make appropriate parallels with other cases. However, the first 

chapter of this dissertation considers the opinions of scholars that had studied several 

precedent cases and provides the opportunity to construct solid grounds to comprehend 

the impact of sanctions on Russia. Hence, despite the lack of an effective comparison 

of various cases, the thesis will generally consider the existing academic literature, 

allowing to draw conclusions on the efficiency of sanctions in pursuing security 

objectives. 

Aim and Tasks of the Research 

The aim of this author is to understand the reasons that bring countries to impose 

sanctions and assess the efficiency of the same in pursuing their security objectives. 

The tasks of the thesis are: 

• Explaining what economic sanctions are and how they became a tool of foreign 

policy. 

• Clarifying what are the security objectives of countries that impose sanctions 

and how they influence the target state. 

• Exploring and determining the circumstances in which economic sanctions can 

be an effective security instrument.  
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• Explaining the rationale of the 2014 sanctions against Russia. 

• Determining whether the security objectives of the Western countries concede 

and how their objectives affect the efficiency of sanctions. 

• Analysing the perspective of an EU middle power, notably Italy. 

• Understanding the Russian narrative of the conflict and evaluating the 

consequences that sanctions provoked on the target. 

• Considering third factors that could have eventually amplified the effects of 

sanctions. 

Object and Subject of the Research 

The object of the research is  the use of economic sanctions as a security 

instrument in international relations.  

The subject of the study will be the sanctions imposed by the United States and 

the European Union on Russia in 2014 and the consequences of these sanctions.  

Research Questions  

 The research questions are:  

• Are economic and related sanctions efficient in achieving the security objectives 

of the sanctioning countries in the case of Russia?  

• Can sanctions be considered the best instrument to attain security objectives of 

countries in the international relations? 

General Hypothesis 

The initial hypothesis is that the current sanction regime against Russia is not 

efficient in pursuing the security interests of sanctioning states. It is mainly because of 

the importance of the conflict for the target, the economic and geopolitical size of the 

sanctioned country and the differences in the US and EU security agendas. This would 

confirm the great criticism behind the use of sanctions in the twenty-first century and 

give reasonable grounds of why sanctions are not an efficient security instrument in 

the international relations. 
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Methodology of the Research 

Scholars have produced several studies with the purpose of analysing the 

efficiency of sanctions on various cases. However, the considerable number of 

variables that affect the success of sanctions brought the scholars to have different 

opinions. Therefore, in the first place, this thesis will consult the academic literature to 

define a methodology, that would try to be objective and consider all the factors 

relevant to the case. This brought to identify various levels of objectives that push the 

countries to impose sanctions. Thanks to this hierarchy, it will be possible to identify 

the main variables that influence the success of these objectives, especially in the 

security framework. 

Once the methodology is found, it will be applied on the sanctioning entities that 

are subject to this research, notably United States, European Union, and Italy. Then, 

the economic, political and security variables that were identified as relevant to the 

case will be considered in assessing the impact of sanctions on the Russian Federation. 

Finally, this dissertation will briefly include possible factors that could have amplified 

the effect of sanctions. 

Literature Review 

I will use a broad literature that studies the nature of the economic sanctions and 

the history of their gradual implementation as a foreign policy strategy. This part is 

useful to see how sanctions come in different forms and they do not affect only the 

economic sphere, but they can also hit the financial and diplomatic sectors. However, 

they are often referred with the term of economic sanctions because it is within this 

framework that the consequences of this measure are the most evident. To this purpose, 

I studied the works of Davis and Engerman, in History Lessons, Sanctions: neither War 

nor Peace, Kern Alexander, in Economic Sanctions: Law and Public Policy, Margaret 

Doxey, in International Sanctions in Theory and Practice, and the revised paper of 

Hufbauer, Schott and Elliott who analysed the subject of sanctions all across the 80s 

and proposed updated versions of their work in Economic Sanctions Reconsidered. 
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Once the historical grounds on the use of economic sanctions are explained, this 

dissertation will analyse the academic literature to search the right methodology to 

determine the success of sanctions and assess their efficiency. In order to guarantee the 

most objective analysis on the case of Russia, I decided to consult the works of scholars 

that did not treat the 2014 sanctions. The work made by James Barber in Economic 

Sanctions as a Policy Instrument is a comprehensive study on the use of sanctions and 

their efficiency on various levels and it is very convenient to the purpose of this 

research. Moreover, Barber considered the following cases of sanctions in his analysis: 

League of Nations against Italy when invaded Abyssinia; The British sanctions against 

Rhodesia; and the US sanctions against Cuba. I will also include the opinions of other 

scholars, among which I report here Anna Schreiber, in Economic Coercion as an 

Instrument of Foreign Policy, and John Galtung, On the Effects of International 

Economic Sanctions: with Examples from the Case of Rhodesia. 

On the effects of economic sanctions, I will list the variables identified by 

Oxenstierna and Olsson, in The Economic Sanctions Against Russia, which was an 

empirical study built on two main data sets. Both of these include successful and failed 

sanctions as well as series of potential explanatory variables. The most widely cited, 

the HSEO13 dataset, has been created and updated by Hufbauer et al. (2007). It 

contains cases from 1915 to 2000 of which the majority were imposed by the US. The 

later Threat and Imposition of Economic Sanctions (TIES) data set was constructed by 

Morgan et al. (2009) and contains cases of threatened and imposed sanctions during 

the period 1971–2000 and is used by Bapat et al. (2013) as well. Obviously, I will also 

include other sources of the academic literature that I found relevant to assess the 

variables that contribute to the success of sanctions, such as Daniel Drezner, in 

Bargaining Enforcement, and Multilateral Sanctions, Miers and Morgan, in 

Multilateral Sanctions and Foreign Policy Success, and Kaempfer and Lowenberg, in 

The Political Economy of Economic Sanctions. 

On the efficiency of sanctions, I will propose the conclusions of most of the 

scholars abovementioned. In particular, regarding the efficiency of achieving primary 

sanctions, I will consult the work of the scholars that are the most cited on this 
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argument, among which there are Otto Wolff von Amerongen, in Economic Sanctions 

as a Foreign Policy Tool?, Robert Pope, in Why Economic Sanctions Do Not Work, 

Doxey, Galtung and Elliott et al. that were previously mentioned. On the efficiency of 

the secondary objectives of sanctions, I will introduce the research of MacLean and 

Whang, who studied how voters’ preferences can influence and design the foreign 

policy of a democratic country. Finally, the efficiency of tertiary objectives will be 

assessed through the analysis of the ideology that dominates the current international 

system, namely liberalism. To this purpose, it will be made an insight of the liberal 

vision on the security issues, considering the main exponents, such as Deutsch et al. 

(1957), Burton (1972) Rosenau (1980s and 1990s), Russett and Oneal (2001), Haas 

(1964). 

Completed the part concerning the theories of using the economic sanctions, this 

dissertation will consider the studies made on the specific case of Russia. It will focus 

on the works of those authors that gave more attention on the reasons that brought the 

Western states to consider Russia as a threat and the security implications of the 

sanctions. To this purpose, I will propose the studies of Prezelj and Harangozo, in 

Confidence and Security-Building Measures in Europe at a Crossroads, Angela Stent, 

in Putin’s World, and Larrabee, Wilson and Gordon IV, in The Ukrainian Crisis and 

European Security: Implications for the United States and the US Army. 

 In addition, I will insert the official statements of the countries in question (such 

White Papers, Foreign Policy Concepts, Brief Reports of the Parliament and speeches 

of the highest representative of the state) and articles available online that I found 

relevant to this research. Especially in the case of the United States and European 

Union, I will try to focus on the official documents produced by their institutions. 

In the literature review is also present the paperwork of the most prestigious 

research centres of the countries in concern because they well reflect their own national 

interests and the dynamics of their relations before and after the imposition of 

sanctions. In the case of Italy, I will particularly consider the studies produced by the 

Istituto per gli Studi di Politica Internazionale (ISPI), Istituto Affari Internazionali 

(IAI) and Limes, an important Italian magazine about geopolitical issues. While in the 
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case of Russia, I will focus on the research made by the Russian International Affairs 

Council (RIAC) and the Valdai Discussion Club. 

These sources will contribute to comprehend the consequences of sanctions and 

assess the level of their efficiency.  

Structure of the Dissertation 

 The following dissertation will have four chapters. The first chapter will explore 

the existing academic literature concerning the nature of sanctions and their efficiency 

as political and security instrument. This chapter is not only useful to understand the 

opinions of the scholars from other sanctions cases, but it will attempt to figure the 

ideal scenario in which sanctions can be effective. 

 The second chapter will analyse the reasons that brought the Atlantic alliance to 

consider Russia a threat and implement sanctions to safeguard their security. In detail, 

the chapter will explore the various levels of security objectives of the USA and the 

EU. It will also be considering the eventual changes that occurred in their security 

agenda since 2014. The aim is to understand whether the Atlantic bloc shares the same 

goals, or they pursue different objectives. 

 The third chapter is a short insight in the position of Italy on the Russian 

question. Italy represents an EU middle power which has interests in both imposing 

sanctions but would also benefit in loosen them up or completely lift them. Such insight 

is necessary to understand that EU members have to come to terms with the security 

regime that regulated Europe since the end of World War Two, sometimes at the 

expenses of their national interests. But it also outlines how delicate is the unitary 

consensus of the EU on the question of sanctions. 

 The fourth and last chapter will focus on the Russian narrative and the impact of 

sanctions. It will briefly explore the economic consequences and, later, it will analyse 

the impact on the population and the national interests after the fatidic 2014. This 

chapter will not only outline the Russian Foreign policy priorities, but the strategy that 

was implemented to counter the restrictions and that probably would not have been 

adopted if the sanctions were not imposed in the first place.   
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 In conclusion, there will be made considerations on the level of efficiency of 

sanctions in pursuing the security objectives of the senders in the case of Russia. 

Finally, it will be made a reflection whether economic and related sanctions can be 

considered as a useful instrument to enforce security in the international relations. 
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Chapter I – Sanctions: Economic Instrument for Security Purposes 

The promotion of national interests has been at the basis of countries’ foreign 

policy for centuries. Trade and scientific cooperation have demonstrated to be useful 

means to achieve peace and focus on the economic and cultural development of the 

countries that adopt them. At the same time, history has shown how often national 

interests collide with the policies of other states or they are source of security concern. 

However, where leaders preferred not engaging in warfare to settle a conflict, they 

opted the adoption of economic coercive measures demonstrating that, throughout 

history, economic sanctions have been an integral part of foreign policy of most nation-

states1. 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the definition of economic sanctions in 

all its forms. What are economic sanctions? How did economic sanctions become a 

tool of foreign policy? What are the security objectives and how they influence the 

target state? Is an effective instrument for security enforcement? In what circumstances 

can economic sanctions be effective? When are they not effective? 

By answering to these questions, it will be possible to construct solid grounds to 

understand the consequences of the sanctions imposed on Russia in 2014 and assess 

whether they had fulfilled their purpose as a security instrument of international 

relations or, on the contrary, they were unable to attain their objectives, demonstrating 

that economic sanctions are not an efficient security tool. 

1.1. What are economic sanctions? 

There exist different definitions of economic sanctions, but they generally agree 

that sanctions are restrictive economic measures implemented in the pursuit of foreign 

and security policy aims. The definition offered by the Council on Foreign Relations 

is quite simple and intuitive, “Economic sanctions are defined as the withdrawal of 

 
1Kern Alexander, Economic Sanctions: Law and Public Policy (Palgrave: Macmillan, 2009) p. 8. 
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customary trade and financial relations for foreign and security policy purposes2”. They 

can take a variety of forms and target either specific individuals or entire countries. In 

the nineteenth century, economic sanctions consisted primarily of pacific blockades, 

notably the deployment of a naval force whose purpose is interrupting commercial 

intercourse with certain ports or coasts of a state with which these countries were not 

at war3. However, sanctions also include the refusing of diplomatic recognition, the 

boycotting of athletic and cultural events and confiscating individuals’ properties of 

targeted countries. Those that usually attract the greatest attention and seem to have 

higher impact are those composed of various restrictions on international trade, like the 

embargoes abovementioned, limits on financial flows or the movement of people4. 

In principle, sanctions may seem appealing when compared to wars. They may 

provide lower-cost strategy of punishing countries that deviate from international 

standards of conduct and of resolving disputes between states. Yet, it took centuries 

before such instrument of security enforcement became an integral part of the foreign 

policy of countries. This because the rules regulating the correct behaviour of 

implementing sanctions were late in emerging and not clearly defined as those for 

wartime.  

Before the nineteenth century, economic sanctions were used for a variety of 

reasons but mainly as subordinate tools of military policy during war times5. Several 

examples date back to the ancient Greece, when Athens banned trade with the city-

state of Megara in 432 B.C. during the Peloponnesian War. During the religious wars 

of Europe’s reformation, trade embargoes and other economic sanctions were a useful 

mean to compel compliance with treaty obligations and, therefore, provide protection 

to the Christian minorities6. Yet, the adoption of economic sanctions was not a common 

practice as it is nowadays. 

 
2Jonathan Masters, ‘What are Economic Sanctions?’, Council on Foreign Relations, August 7 2017. Available 

at: https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/what-are-economic-sanctions  [Accessed 28.02.2020] 
3Lance Davis and Stanley Engerman, ‘History Lessons// Sanctions: neither War nor Peace’, Journal of 

Economic Perspective, 2003, 17 (2), p. 188. 
4Lance Davis and Stanley Engerman, ‘History Lessons// Sanctions: neither War nor Peace’, p. 187. 
5 Kern Alexander, Economic Sanctions: Law and Public Policy, p. 8. 
6 Ibid. 

https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/what-are-economic-sanctions
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Since the end of World War One, the absolute and legitimate right of nation-

states to resort to war came to an end and it was generally recognized that modern 

warfare implied mass destruction of human life and the devastation of nations’ cultural 

heritage7.  Following the enactment of the League of Nations Covenant, states were 

authorized to use economic coercive measures to punish countries’ aggressive actions 

against other states. The word “sanction” does not feature in the text of the League 

Covenant or later in the UN Charter, although it has always been used to describe the 

measures envisaged8. Despite a relative success in solving some conflicts in post WWI, 

the League of Nations was unable to provide an efficient economic sanctions regime. 

Together with the lack of real engagement of its members and the support of USA as 

main economic actor at that time, it meant the collapse of the League and the outbreak 

of new unprecedent bloodshed9. 

The shortcoming of the weak sanction regime proposed by the League of Nations 

were mostly solved in the aftermath of World War Two. First, export controls and asset 

blocking orders were largely used during the conflict and mostly maintained for a short 

period following the end of war. However, in the case of the United States, economic 

controls were later extended into a comprehensive system of economic and financial 

restrictions against the Soviet Union, other communist countries of concern and 

international terrorists10. The need of establishing alternative coercive measures that 

would not trigger the use of nuclear weapons brought the USA and its allies to consider 

the economic sanctions as one of their foreign policy tools. This practice gradually 

contributed to the formation of a sanction regime. Second, the use of economic 

sanctions as political punishment became an internationally accepted practice within 

the United Nations. According to art. 39 of Chapter VII of the UN Charter, the Security 

Council (UNSC) is charged of identifying the existence of any threat to the peace, 

breach of peace, or act of aggression and shall make recommendations to maintain or 

restore international peace and security. In this regard, the UNSC was enabled to decide 

 
7Makio Miyagawa, Do Economic Sanctions Work? (Palgrave: Macmillan, 2016) p. 4. 
8Margaret Doxey, ‘International Sanctions in Theory and Practice’, Western Reserve Journal of International 

Law, 1983, 15(iss2) p. 274. 
9Kern Alexander, Economic Sanctions: Law and Public Policy, p. 9. 
10 Ibid. 
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what measures shall be taken in accordance with Articles 41 and 42, whose words leave 

intended the ability to recommend sanctions. Moreover, the prerequisite for the use of 

sanctions was simplified to the sole agreement of the five permanent members and at 

least four non-permanent ones in the Security Council. This implied that, differently 

from the previous League Covenant, the grounds for UN sanctions were broad and 

easier to be adopted. Sanctions were expected to serve a wider community with the 

purpose establishing peace and good order and not accomplish the interests of 

individual states11. Finally, following the 9/11 attack, US President George W. Bush 

declared war on terror, and he was immediately supported by several leaders like the 

Russian President Vladimir V. Putin. Consequentially, a vast international regime of 

financial and economic sanctions was established against recognized terrorists and the 

entities that supported them12. 

Considering all the above mentioned points, the sanctions imposed since the end 

of World War Two registered a dramatic increase along the twentieth century. 

Considering eleven cases of sanctions imposed by the United Nations (often 

implemented thanks a significant US role), there were 15 cases in the 1950s, 20 in the 

1960s, 37 in the 1970s, 23 in the 1980s and at least 50 in the 1990s13.  At this point, 

economic sanctions became the most acceptable and attractive mean to refrain states 

from the threat or use of force but, in any case, able to respond to the rule-breaking act 

of another state. Since the 1960s, economic sanctions have been usually imposed 

unilaterally by the United States, but, starting from the 1990s, intergovernmental 

coalitions started cooperating in such framework to increase the impact of their actions 

on the sanctioned country. Thus, the European countries and their regional organization 

has a legacy of coordinated sanctions with the United States that continued until today. 

Nevertheless, great criticisms still exist regarding its efficiency. Analysing what 

determines the success of sanctions and, consequentially, assess their efficiency as 

instrument of security policy will be the focus of the next sections. Before all, it is 

 
11Margaret Doxey, International Sanctions in Theory and Practice, pp.274-275. 
12Kern Alexander, Economic Sanctions: Law and Public Policy, p. 10. 
13Gary Clyde Hufbauer, Jeffrey J. Schott, and Kimberly Ann Elliott, Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 2d 

rev. ed., 2 vols. (Washington, D.C.: Institute for International Economics [IIE], 1990). 
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necessary to discuss what sanctions can achieve and what are the main objectives in 

the pursuit of foreign and security aims. In this regard, the academic literature focuses 

on several perspectives, reason for which scholars’ assessment of the efficiency of 

economic sanctions varies significantly. In the attempt of offering the best analysis of 

this argument, I consider the work made by James Barber in Economic Sanctions as a 

Policy Instrument very complete. Together with the evaluations of other scholars, it is 

possible to propose a comprehensive study on the use of sanctions and their efficiency 

on various levels.  

1.2.  Primary, secondary and tertiary objectives of sanctions 

In his article, James Barber made an analysis of some cases of sanctions14 and 

realized that the reasons for which such instrument is imposed are far from simple and 

straightforward. Generally, they can be grouped into three categories. There are 

‘primary objectives’ which consider the actions and behaviour of the target state – 

the state or regime against whom the sanctions are directed15. In this concern, scholars 

usually identify the purpose of sanctions to achieve at least one of the following aims. 

First, whenever the purpose is to deter future behaviour, that is dissuading a country 

from carrying out further unacceptable actions. Deterrence can occur within two 

modalities. Deterrence by punishment which imposes further costs if the target state 

continues to transgress the accepted code of conduct. Otherwise, countries may deploy 

the deterrence by denial whose purpose is weakening the capabilities of the sanctioned 

state by imposing costs or refusing to transfer fundamental tangible or intangible 

assets16. For example, a technology transfer embargo or acquiring energy from third-

markets may impose impossible costs on the target state and oblige it to adopt an 

acceptable behaviour.  Second, sanctioning countries may be not only concerned in 

 
14James Barber considered the cases of sanctions imposed by the League of Nations against Italy when invaded 

Abyssinia; The British sanctions against Rhodesia; and the US sanctions against Cuba. See James Barber, 

‘Economic Sanction as a Policy Instrument’, International Affairs (Royal Institute of International Affairs 

1944), 1979, 55 (3), pp. 367-384. 
15Ivi., p.370. 
16Nigel Gould-Davies, ‘Economic Effects and Political Impacts: Assessing Western Sanctions on Russia’, 

Bank of Finland: BOFIT Institute for Economies in Transition, 2018, Policy Brief (8), p.6. 
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preventing future transgressions but also willing to reverse past behaviour. Then, the 

purpose in this case is not deterrence, but compellence17. However, actions taken in 

this regard tend to be inefficient. For example, Russia was punished for the annexation 

of Crimea which, according to the Western view, it violated the integrity of Ukraine’s 

territory. Yet, despite the costs imposed by the sanctions, it is very unlikely that Russia 

would reverse its decision because it has already created new political realities, stakes 

and commitments. It is inherently easier to persuade a country not to attempt a wrong 

action rather than undo a fait accompli. Third, sanctions can target a specific political 

authority and push toward a regime change. The threat or the imposition of economic 

restrictions can translate into unbearable costs, to the point that the government steps 

down voluntary or following the popular pressure18. Fourth, the purpose of sanctions 

may be willing to condemn transgression of generally accepted norms and standards. 

In this sense, they can translate into sporting boycott or limited military strike19. 

Furthermore, the measures implemented have not only concrete consequences, but as 

well include symbolic repercussions, reason for which they could easily fit into the 

secondary objectives explained by Barber. Indeed, all the points before mentioned may 

not be part of the primary objectives and, therefore, not given the most emphasis. 

However, they could be considered a secondary or tertiary purpose. 

Driving away the attention from the most evident reasons of imposing sanctions, 

there are ‘secondary objectives.’ They concern the status, behaviour and expectations 

of the imposing state or sender– the one or multiple governments imposing the 

sanctions20. They are related both to home and international levels and have positive 

and negative aspects. On the positive side, imposing countries seize the opportunity to 

demonstrate at national and international level the effectiveness of their policy. On the 

other hand, “the purpose may simply be to anticipate and deflect criticism21”. Countries 

may impose sanctions to be coherent with the public opinion or their allies. For 

instance, the USA was willing to punish Russia for what it perceives as a breach of the 

 
17Ibid. 
18Ibid. 
19Ibid. 
20J. Barber, Economic Sanction as a Policy Instrument, p.370. 
21Ivi., p.380. 
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international law. On the other hand, USA would not have undertaken military action 

against Russia unless strictly necessary and it would not have deployed the NATO 

forces in defence of Ukraine that is not even a member. Therefore, imposing sanctions 

was the best immediate solution. It gave the illusion at national and international level 

of USA taking care of the issue and avoiding substantial criticism, at least in the first 

period22. 

Secondary objectives may be symbolic and contain elements that express a sense 

of morality. The importance of secondary objectives should not be undermined.  

Several scholars justify the persistence of introducing and applying economic sanctions 

because they accomplish secondary purposes. Anna Schreiber maintains that “it is 

mainly its symbolic functions that makes economic coercion a tempting policy for 

governments23”. Equally Johan Galtung remains sympathetic to the use of sanctions 

because whenever “[they] do not serve instrumental purposes, they have expressive 

functions24”. Consequentially, sanctions remain a popular foreign policy tool.  Indeed, 

they can accomplish a considerable number of goals in the respect of the international 

norms and national interests. For example, countries appreciate economic sanctions 

because they can be designed and implemented quickly. Second, the initial impact is 

immediate and visible. Third, it is easy to explain their rationale when they respond to 

unwanted international actions. Fourth, economic sanctions can be implemented to a 

relatively small or large international incident. Finally, sanctions provide an invasive 

yet non-military response when military action is impossible for one reason or 

another25. Yet, if sanctions are meant to accomplish both foreign and security aims, 

when analysing their efficiency, it is necessary to assess whether security policy can 

be achieved through symbolic functions26.  

 
22Further analysis on the case-study of Russia will be made in the next chapter.  
23See Anna P. Schreiber, ' Economic Coercion as an Instrument of Foreign Policy', World Politics, 1973, 25 

(3), p.413. 
24Johan Galtung, ‘On the Effects of International Economic Sanctions: with Examples from the Case of 

Rhodesia’, World Politics, 1967, 19(3) p. 412.  
25John Forrer, ‘Economic Sanctions: Sharpening a Vital Foreign Policy Tool’, Atlantic Council: Global 

Business &Economics Program, June 2017, Issue Brief, p. 2. 
26Further discussion on this point will be made on 1.4. The Efficiency of Sanctions. 
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Finally, there are ‘tertiary objectives’ related to broader international 

considerations, such as the structure and operation of the international system which 

may reflect a unipolar or multipolar world27. Consequentially, tertiary objective may 

have the purpose of ensuring that a certain pattern of behaviour in the international 

relations is imposed. For instance, the League of Nations was created with the attempt 

of outlawing aggression as undeniable instrument of states in setting disputes. Despite 

the failure of the organisation, international law developed substantially throughout the 

twentieth century. In the late 1930s, the Chantam House group maintained that 

“[international law] could not be analogous to criminal law within a state because there 

was no way in which a state could be perceived or treated as a criminal28”, but this 

perspective is now challenged and considered too restrictive. Countries can be 

considered as criminals by the international community when they breach generally 

accepted norms. Hence, sanctions have become an international pattern of deterrence 

for the respect of international norms and punishment of those who violate them29. 

Another aspect of tertiary objectives regards the support for a particular 

international structure, which depends on the way the international relations are 

perceived. Sanctions may be used to protect the current balance of power, or to 

safeguard the status quo of regional grouping and their interests, or to prevent the 

spreading of ideological and religious doctrines30. This kind of behaviour is recurrent 

in US and Russian foreign policies. The former takes actions in Central and South 

American and the latter in former Soviet states in order to preserve their interests in the 

regions and maintain the balance of powers unchanged. Moreover, preserving the 

diplomatic structure concerns also the international organisations that regulate such 

system. Indeed, if countries do not retain useful to handle common issues through 

international forum, like the UN, then that organisation in question results inefficient 

and it is necessary to establish a new one. The transition may bring periods of great 

uncertainty and threat to peace. Therefore, countries willing to preserve the 

 
27J. Barber, Economic Sanction as a Policy Instrument, p.370. 
28Ivi., p.382. 
29Ibid. 
30Ivi., p.383. 
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international system are also incentivized to support existing international 

organizations. 

Finally, tertiary objectives may be used to furthering existing structure or 

organizations, intended both as an alliance or an international body. Consequentially, 

those that deviate from the existing model or challenge the new trend proposed by the 

most important actors of the international community are subjected to the sanctions. 

The case of sanctions against Rhodesia, for example, could be interpreted as the 

attempt of implementing a new international norm that promoted racial equality31. 

In sum, economic sanctions are imposed for a variety of reasons that range from 

international and domestic considerations. The more the aims of the other international 

actors are taken into account, the more imposing sanctions finds a justification. Stating 

this, the next session will consider the factors that contribute to the success of sanctions. 

1.3. Effects of economic sanctions  

Assessing the factors that contribute to the success or failure of economic 

sanctions is fundamental to draw conclusions on their efficiency. Susanne Oxenstierna 

and Per Olsson identified several variables within the literature32. Departing from the 

simple model proposed by Blanchard and Ripsman (2015:16-17), Oxenstierna and 

Olsson have analysed the international factors and domestic features of the target that 

strengthen or weaken sanctions costs and they made a list of ten variables. 

1. the academic literature generally agrees that sanctions costs are fundamental in 

determining their success. The higher the cost of sanctions, the more likely it is 

that the target will change its political behaviour33. Nevertheless, high costs on 

 
31Ibid. 
32Susanne Oxensierna, Per Olsson, ‘The Economic Sanctions Against Russia’, Swedish Defence Research 

Agency, Sep. 2015, pp. 23-27. Their empirical study was built on two main data sets; both of these include 

successful and failed sanctions as well as series of potential explanatory variables. The most widely cited, the 

HSEO13 dataset, has been created and updated by Hufbauer et al. (2007). It contains cases from 1915 to 2000 

of which the majority were imposed by the US. The later Threat and Imposition of Economic Sanctions (TIES) 

data set was constructed by Morgan et al. (2009) and contains cases of threatened and imposed sanctions during 

the period 1971–2000 and is used by Bapat et al. (2013) as well. 
33Navin A. Bapat, Tobias Heinrich, Yoshiharu Kobayashi & T. Clifton Morgan, ‘Determinants of Sanctions 

Effectiveness: Sensitivity Analysis Using New Data’, International Interactions, 2013, 39 (1), p.89. 
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the target do not ensure success. The sanctions against Iraq, despite they were 

considerably high and impacting the entire population, were not sufficient to 

overthrow Saddam Hussein. On the contrary, achieving the main political 

objectives came at enormous human costs.  This is why scholars started to 

support sanctions whose costs are borne by the right people in the target state 

and not by the entire country (Cortright and Lopez 2002; Morgan and 

Schwebach 1996). 

2. The level of trade dependency between target and sender prior to sanctions 

plays an important role. High mutual trade increases the effect of sanction, 

making them more efficient. At the same time, the sender state could be hurt as 

well and, therefore, be disincentivised from adopting an economic strategy. 

Empirical studies show different results, but the research of Major (2012) and 

Bapat et al. (2013:90) support that trade dependency is positively associated with 

sanction success. 

3. The duration of sanctions can be ambiguous in the determining their success 

or failure. If sanctions are not lifted for a long time, the target faces higher 

accumulated costs and is pushed toward compliance. On the other hand, once 

passed a first period of disorder, the target may reorganize its internal and 

external structure and adapt to the sanctions. The literature reveals that the last 

scenario is more likely to occur when sanctions are not lifted, undermining the 

success of this measure. Yet, by the late 1990s, it became clear that the US 

sanctions against Libya, in place since 1969, was depriving the target of 

necessary technology. Thus, in this case, the duration of sanctions has impacted 

positively the outcome of the policy. 

4. As a matter of fact, as we considered the costs for the target, we have to take into 

account the sanction costs for the sender. High costs can severely hurt the 

sender’s economy and prevent it from sustaining or escalating sanctions. Yet, 

sanctioning state may be willing to accept considerable costs if this contributes 

to further pressure on the target. In any case, it is rare that countries impose 

sanctions when their population would bear serious costs as a result. In this 
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regard, Hufbauer et al.34 maintain that there is no conclusive support that cost 

for the sender can influence positively or negatively the outcome of sanctions. 

5. Counterintuitively, empirical studies have demonstrated that multiple senders 

do not contribute to the success of sanctions, but rather the opposite35. Where 

the common sense suggest that multilateral cooperation may be more effective, 

it forgets that countries have different agendas and, therefore, they create 

confusion and competition which can be used at the advantage of the sanctioned 

state. Multiple senders but each with their own individual sanctions decrease the 

pressure on the target to correct its behaviour. Dawid Walentek (2019) presented 

his research with the purpose to analyse the negative correlation between 

multilateral economic sanctions and their effectiveness. He extracted three 

theoretical frameworks from the literature to explain this anomaly36. First, the 

selection effect (Drezner 2003) suggests that only issues of high importance 

stimulate joint action. Coalitions are difficult to manage, and only critical threats 

sufficiently motivate states to organise and implement multilateral sanctions. 

Second, multilateral coercion can be considered a public good (Martin, 1992) 

and, consequentially, each sender has incentives to deviate. With the lack of 

appropriate supervision mechanisms, multilateral effort is less effective than 

unilateral sanctions. Finally, Miers & Morgan (2002) proposed the spatial theory 

which links the success of sanctions on the number of demands made by the 

senders. In other words, if there are several countries backing a single demand, 

it is expected to be more effective than a unilateral action. On the contrary, on 

multi-issue demands are better performed by unilateral sanctions.   

6. International institutions usually play an important role in coordinating 

multilateral action, thereby alleviating the negative effect associated with 

multiple senders that act unilaterally. Organisations like the UN can outline the 

guidelines for its members and serve as a platform for negotiations and comprise, 

 
34Gary C. Hufbauer, Jeffrey J. Schott, Kimberly A. Elliott, Barbara Oegg, Economic Sanctions Reconsidered 

3rd edition, (Washington DC: Peterson Institute for International Economics), 2007, p. 177. 
35Bapat et al., ‘Determinants of Sanctions Effectiveness: Sensitivity Analysis Using New Data’. pp. 88-89 
36Dawid Walentek, ‘Instrumental or Symbolic? The Role of Multilateral Economics Sanctions’, presentation 

paper to ECPR General Conference, Warsaw, 4-7 Sep. 2019. 
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reducing the costs of senders. Moreover, they provide sufficient supervision and 

prevent countries from deviation37. Finally, within international organisations 

multi-issue demands can be more effective than unilateral sanctions38. 

7. Black knights or third-party countries may mitigate the cost of sanctions for 

the target39. Indeed, some countries may disagree with the imposition of 

sanctions for several reasons, either because they sympathise with the target, 

they do not retain necessary the use of such coercive measure, or because 

sanctions provide them important commercial opportunities. They can be 

alternative markets for exports and investment and undermine the efficiency of 

sanctions.  

8. The literature approves the idea that sanctions tend to have a greater negative 

effect on democracies, while authoritarian regimes have, in principle, little 

political opposition and the capability to repress eventual domestic protests. As 

a consequence, authoritarian regimes tend to be tougher in dealing with 

sanctions than countries whose system is based on popular consensus40. 

Certainly, state control over media and resource distribution greatly contribute 

to prevent criticism against the regime. Yet, they are not completely immune to 

economic sanctions. Research like the one presented my Major (2012) 

demonstrates that also authoritarian regimes are sensitive to domestic protests, 

strikes and elections, although on a lower level. The demand for free election, 

whether it is consented or not, poses a symbolic danger to the stability of the 

regime. 

9. State capacity of the target is important in determining its vulnerability. 

“Vulnerability to economic sanctions is defined as a country’s susceptibility to 

 
37Daniel Drezner, ‘Bargaining, Enforcement, and Multilateral Sanctions: When Is Cooperation 

Counterproductive?’, Cambridge University Press, 2000, 54 (iss1), pp. 73-102. 
38Anne Miers, T. Morgan, ‘Multilateral Sanctions and Foreign Policy Success: Can Too Many Cooks Spoil 

the Broth?’, International Interactions, 2002, 28(2), pp. 117-136. 
39William Kaempfer and Anton D. Lowenberg, ‘The Political Economy of Economic Sanctions’, Handbook 

of Defence Economics,2007, 27 (2), p. 894. 
40See David Cortright and George Lopez, The Sanctions Decade, (Boulder CO: Lynne Reiner) 2000; Irfan 

Nooruddin, ‘Modeling Selection Bias in Studies of Sanctions Efficacy’, International Interactions, 2002, 28 

(1), pp.  59–75; Risa Brooks, ‘Sanctions and Regime Type: What Works and When?’, Security Studies, 2002, 

11 (4), pp. 1–50; Susan Allen, ‘The Determinants of Economic Sanctions Success and Failure’, International 

Interactions, 2005, 31 (2), pp. 117–138. 
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economic losses resulting from an economic sanction41”. The real economic 

losses are determined by the unique circumstances of any given country, such as 

its economic size, its market structure, the geographical characteristics and so 

on. The stronger the political infrastructure and the economic system, the higher 

will be its resilience against the sanctions.  

10.  Finally, despite the factors listed until now have a considerable impact on the 

success of sanctions, it must be taken into account the importance of the 

conflict, for both the target and the sender, for which sanctions were imposed in 

the first place. It is generally assumed that a sanctioned country is less likely to 

compel with the requests of the sender when the conflict is very significant for 

its foreign policy and conceding in the face of sanctions could damage its 

reputation at international and domestic level. The same discourse is valid for 

the sanctioning state. Empirical evidence in support of these assumptions are 

offered by the study of Bapat et al.42 

Susanne Oxenstierna and Per Olsson did not consider the secondary or indirect 

effects in their report. Nevertheless, they acknowledge that international and domestic 

factors do not work in isolation from each other and they suggested to extend the model 

for further research. For instance, the sender may take the domestic development of the 

target into account throughout the sanctions process. Equally, domestic actors within 

the target state will position themselves according to the international response to 

economic sanctions43. In other words, the factors above mentioned should be seen in 

the perspective of a globalized economy, which poses significant challenges to design 

successful economic sanctions. Despite the growing opinion that globalization is 

reversing, the scale, volume and efficiency of interstate trade steadily increased since 

the 1970s, when the modern transportation systems and distribution networks made 

possible and very profitable to trade across great distances44. Consequentially, 

 
41Hossein Askari, John Forrer, Jiawen Yang, Tarek Hachem, ‘Measuring Vulnerability to US Foreign 

Economic Sanctions’, Business Economics, 2005, 40 (2), p. 43. 
42 Bapat et al. ‘Determinants of Sanctions Effectiveness: Sensitivity Analysis Using New Data’, 2013, pp. 89–

90. 
43Susan Oxensierna, Per Olsson, ‘The economic sanctions against Russia’, p.24. 
44John Forrer, ‘Economic Sanctions: Sharpening a Vital Foreign Policy Tool’, p. 6. 
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countries can easily adjust and find black knights to mitigate the negative effects of 

sanctions. If the sanctions disrupt the economic structure of the target in the short-run, 

it does not imply they will not adapt and exploit new openings of the global market and 

be better off in the long run within the new setting of the international relations. John 

Forrer duly refers to this problem, maintaining that “in a globalized economy, 

sanctioned countries have many more opportunities to evade sanctions […], including 

dark pools of global financing that exist outside the reach of domestic regulations or 

international policing45”. On the other hand, the interconnectedness of countries can 

make industries highly dependent on business sectors of specific states, recalling the 

research of Major and Bapat and al. Therefore, a complex global economy can 

undermine the purpose of sanctions as much as it can strengthen them turning into an 

effective foreign policy tool.  

The long-term effect of sanctions is difficult to assess unless many years have 

passed from their implementation or their end and it is also the reason why their 

effectiveness is still object of debate. Usually, the sanctions against South Africa in 

protest of the apartheid have been considered successful. Iran has accepted to negotiate 

a deal regarding its nuclear program, the JCPOA, after years of costly sanctions. On 

the contrary, the long and restrictive sanctions against Cuba have not reached the 

political change the USA wished, and, for this reason, they are believed to have failed. 

Similarly, North Korea has not come yet to terms with other countries and it remains a 

regional and global threat. For the cases of Myanmar and Russia, the success of 

sanctions is widely contested46. 

 Another reason why the success of sanctions is debated is its association with 

internal changes in a target. Most of the studies emphasize the state as key actor and, 

from this perspective, the behaviour of a state, with its capabilities and strategies are 

the focus of sanctions policy. Considering the complexity of contemporary 

international relations and global economy, such state-centric approach could appear 

reductive. Private companies and business corporations are targets too, especially with 

 
45 Ibid. p.7. 
46Ibid. pp.4-5. 
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the rise of smart sanctions in the last years47. Indeed, concerns about human security 

emerged at the same time of the terrible humanitarian and political consequences that 

Iraq sanctions caused to its population. The failure of the sanctions to yield immediate 

desired effects against Saddam Hussein brought the scholars to rethink sanctions 

strategy, concluding that comprehensive economic measures “disproportionately hurt 

political weak groups and benefited target regime sympathizers48”. Consequentially, 

the regime sympathizers are able to manipulate the sanctions at their advantage and the 

aggregate cost of the economic restrictions have minimal impact on the target 

government. Such discourse recalls what abovementioned, authoritarian regimes are 

less inclined to change behaviour with comprehensive sanctions. This is why smart 

sanctions have emerged as a better instrument of foreign policy. The first main 

advantage is they hurt key elites and spare the mass public, which appears to increase 

the chances of success. Furthermore, smart sanctions provide the opportunity of 

cooperation among hegemonic actors and recalcitrant members of the Security 

Council49. Recent research seems to support the target sanctions as a more humane 

policy tool50 and such label brings little criticism from the civil society. However, 

supporters of a state-centric approach have highlighted the shortcomings of smart 

sanctions. For instance, Drezner (2011) maintains that targeted sanctions are more 

humanitarian respectful but tend to be less effective than comprehensive measures. If 

the target state is a democracy, full-scale sanctions are more likely to trigger quick 

concessions. If the ultimate purpose is regime change, then measures yielding large 

costs have greater chances of success. These considerations suggest that the modality 

of sanctions depends on the hierarchy of sender’s goals. If the sender relies more 

importance on the symbolic functions of sanctions, that is demonstrating the state is 

‘doing something’ against the wrong actions of the target state but it does not want to 

hurt excessively its populations, then smart sanctions are preferable. On the other hand, 

 
47Ivan N. Timofeev, ‘Rethinking Sanctions Efficiency’, Russia in Global Affairs, 2019, 17 (3), p. 89. 
48Daniel W. Drezner, ‘Sanctions Sometimes Smart: Targeted Sanctions in Theory and Practice’, International 

Studies Review, 2011, 13, p. 99. 
49Ibid. p. 100. 
50Ella Shagabutdinova, Jeffrey Berejikian, ‘Deploying Sanctions While Protecting Human Rights: Are 

Humanitarian “Smart Sanctions Effective?’, 2007, Journal of Human Rights, 6 (1), pp. 59-74. 
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if the sender perceives the actions of the target state as a threat to its security or the 

international security regime, smart sanctions are too blunt to be effective and the 

sender would definitely adopt a tougher economic measure where a military action is 

impossible to be deployed. 

The effect of secondary sanctions should not be underestimated too. They are the 

punishment of individuals and entities that are dealing with sanctioned states or entities 

violating the restrictions51. The United States often threat or impose secondary 

sanctions against American and foreign businesses and can result in affecting their 

behaviour and pushing them to abstain from cooperating with target states, reducing 

the number of black nights. According to the business-based approach analysis offered 

by Ivan Timoteev, there is enough evidence to suggest businesses tend to show 

conformity and agreeableness with sanctions, fearing costs that could result from the 

violation. Non-conformism cases are exceptional or denouncing reckless behaviour. 

States, on the contrary, act more rationally and may violate regulations for the sake of 

national or security interests at the expenses of the economic sector52. Despite the limits 

of Timofeev’s analysis, his research suggests that indirect effect of sanctions may 

adversely impact their success. Business centres whose main purpose is making profits 

will certainly prefer complying with sanctions measures if this means avoiding 

additional costs. Yet, if the state or the globalized economy provide opportunities to 

evade sanctions and increase incomes, corporations and similar would try to take it 

advantage. 

In sum, there are several variables that contribute or mitigate the success of 

sanctions. At the same time, these international and domestic factors cannot be 

considered in isolation and the state is not the only actor involved. Rather, the analysis 

 
51Ivan N. Timofeev, ‘Rethinking Sanctions Efficiency’, p. 89. 
52Ibid. p. 104. However, Timofeev underlines that his results are still limited. First, the data on businesses 

cover only those of them which experienced OFAC investigations. There are far more companies that may 

change their intentions to violate the regulations, being threatened by an investigation or communicating with 

OFAC and other regulators in other ways. Also, the database presented in this study does not cover OFAC’s 

SDN-measures against violators, which could reveal different patterns of behavior. There are some important 

methodological issues. The first and most acute one is the lack of information and a considerable amount of 

missing values. Future research could aim at a more sophisticated statistical analysis of the existing data. 

 



29 

 

of sanctions should consider both the humanitarian and the business aspects and how 

they can contribute to the success of sanctions. Recalling the stratifications of 

objectives, the efficiency of sanctions depends on what the sender(s) wants to achieve. 

Moreover, the effects of sanctions can be amplified by side factors. Events such as oil 

price crisis, the denial of international legitimacy and the encouragement of 

revolutionary groups may not have been intended when sanctions were designed but 

they can have an adverse impact upon the target.   

Stating this, the next session will consider the efficiency of sanctions at every level, 

especially in pursuit of security policy aims. 

1.4. The efficiency of sanctions 

As previously anticipated, the efficiency of sanctions as instrument of foreign 

and security policy is widely discussed. The diversity in scholars’ opinion depends on 

the factors on which they focus the most their attention. Although identifying the 

stratification of purposes for which sanctions have been applied helps analysing their 

consequences, it remains difficult to estimate their effectiveness. Indeed, it is almost 

impossible to isolate all the variable at stake, the effect of circumstances and objectives 

which change over time.  

Achieving primary objectives 

Even if able to consider all these difficulties, “there is a striking consensus in the 

literature that economic sanctions alone have been ineffective in the fulfilment of their 

primary objectives53”. Margaret Doxey concluded that in none of the cases she 

analysed “the economic sanctions succeeded in producing the desired political results”, 

rather they reduce the chances of settling the conflict because they provoke a limitation 

of the channels of communications and reaching an understanding becomes more 

 
53James Barber, ‘Economic Sanction as a Policy Instrument’, p.374. 
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difficult to achieve54. Otto Wolff von Amerongen duly criticized embargo policies 

because they are spontaneous reaction in a case of tension rather than based on a careful 

cost-effective analysis. Thus, sanctions “resemble a tiger without teeth or claws, a tiger 

unable to do more than growl a little55”. In the section above, it was shown that the 

effects of sanctions can be controversial and, consequentially, it is difficult to design a 

successful strategy even if able to consider all the variables. Robert Pope was very hard 

in judging the efficiency of sanction and seriously doubted that economic restrictions 

can achieve major foreign policy goals. In most of the cases that he has examined he 

concluded that were wrongly labelled as examples of success because it had not been 

made a clear distinction between the effects of economic sanctions and the use of force. 

Indeed, Pope believed that usually the use of force or the threat of it was both sufficient 

and necessary to oblige the target to make concessions, while economic sanctions had 

played a little role56. As concluding remark, Pope asserted that, despite their 

inefficiency, sanctions can cause economic pressure and should be employed together 

with force. Therefore, Pope assumed that sanctions alone cannot attain security goals.  

Nevertheless, despite the numerous scholars underlining economic sanctions are 

rarely efficient, such measures are still implemented in foreign and security agenda. 

According to Pope, leaders may overestimate the prospects of sanctions. They 

contemplate the use of force as ultimate resort and economic sanctions can enhance 

credibility of subsequent military threats, or sanctions have greater domestic benefits57. 

From a different perspective, Johan Galtung noted that, despite the inefficacy of 

sanctions in the case of Rhodesia, it does not imply they are not a useful instrument 

and cannot work under any condition58. What most authors claim is that it is a mistake 

to expect economic sanctions alone to accomplish the desired primary objectives, 

instead of implementing this measure in a broader strategy that could involve different 

 
54Margaret Doxey, Economic Sanctions and International Enforcement (London: Oxford University Press for 

the RIIA), 1971, p. 140.  
55Otto Wolff von Amerongen, ‘Economic Sanctions as a foreign Policy Tool?’, International Security, 1980, 

5 (2), p. 160. 
56Robert Pope, ‘Why Economic Sanctions Do Not Work’, International Security, 1997, 22(2), pp. 90-136. 
57James Barber, ‘Economic Sanction as a Policy Instrument’ p. 109. 
58J. Galtung ' On the Effects of International Economic Sanctions: With Examples from the Case of Rhodesia. 
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types of diplomatic efforts59. For example, the American policy of nonrecognition of 

territorial changes in violation of international treaties was developed between 1931-

1933 as response to the Japanese invasion of Manchuria and it is still considered as a 

significant coercive diplomatic tool. However, when the Hoover-Stimson doctrine was 

implemented, President Hoover did not support the League of Nations in emanating 

sanctions against Japan. He considered the nonrecognition policy as a sufficient 

measure and a substitute of economic pressure or military force. On the other hand, in 

the thinking of the Secretary of State, Stimson, nonrecognition policy was rather part 

of a broader strategy and became not a substitute but a preliminary measure to 

economic and military sanctions. In the end, his vision prevailed, reason for which the 

Stimson doctrine bears the name only of the Secretary of State60. In this light, the 

economic sanctions can be a contributing factor when it is not the main element that 

oblige the target to make concessions and such qualification avoids creating excessive 

expectations upon its efficiency61. 

Scholars are unable to give a simple answer to why primary objectives are 

difficult to achieve. However, it widely depends on the variables that the most affect 

the behaviour of the target and the capability and the incentives of the sender to impose 

the sanctions. If the multilateral action is well coordinated through an international 

organisation and the senders perceive as critical the threat, then the primary objectives 

of sanctions could be achieved. At the same time, if the issue is very significant for the 

target too, it will make little or no concessions in order to safeguard its credibility at 

home and abroad. Moreover, if the state capacity is sufficiently strong to handle the 

sanctions and the target has the possibility to accede to third-markets, the measures 

result to be little effective. Therefore, as Von Amerongen suggested, there is an 

absolute need to make careful analyses and consult economic experts before deploying 

economic weapons for the pursuit of policy and security purposes62. At the same time, 

 
59James Barber, ‘Economic Sanction as a Policy Instrument’ p.374. 
60Richard N. Current, ‘The Stimson and the Hoover Doctrine’, The American Historical review, 1954, 59 (3) 

pp. 541-542. 
61James Barber, ‘Economic Sanction as a Policy Instrument’ p.374. 
62Otto Wolff von Amerongen, ‘Economic Sanctions as a foreign Policy Tool?’, p. 160. 
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if we consider sanctions part of a wider strategy and pursuing different objectives, then 

the manoeuvre may relieve to be more efficient. 

Achieving secondary objectives 

Scholars have often relied on secondary objectives to justify the introduction of 

sanctions. It will be recalled that secondary objectives of sanctions concern the status, 

behaviour and expectations of sender. As well in this case, secondary purposes are 

difficult to reach, and they are obviously related to the primary objectives. For instance, 

if the latter are accomplished it would be easier to achieve the status the sender wants 

to get at domestic and international level, as well as the symbols is trying to condemn 

have greater significance.  However, although primary goals cannot be achieved, it 

does not imply that secondary objectives have also failed to be attained63.  Sanctions 

provide the possibility to take a general stance in the international relations and, 

therefore, demonstrating to be active and concerned of the issue at stake. But most 

importantly, imposing sanctions gives government precious time to evaluate the 

circumstances and, simultaneously, deflects criticism at home and abroad that could 

emerge if the sender does not act at all. Policymakers also focus on avoiding negative 

distributional consequences for special interest groups. Indeed, the risk of 

implementing sanctions is increasing economic distortions and give comparative 

advantage to some domestic groups at the expense of others. Therefore, policymakers 

tend to include measures in the package of sanctions with the purpose of minimizing 

special groups’ economic losses and, hence, government’s political costs64. This 

behaviour suggests that policies affecting international trade depend in part on the trade 

policy preferences of their core constituents and they aim to avoid detrimental actions 

to foreign commerce65.  

 
63James Barber, ‘Economic Sanction as a Policy Instrument’, p.381. 
64Elena V. MacLean, Taehee Whang, ‘Designing Foreign Policy: Voters, Special Interest Groups, and 

Economic Sanctions’, Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 51, No. 5, pp. 589-602. 
65Scott Kastner, ‘When Do Conflicting Political Relations Affect International Trade?’, Journal of Conflict 

Resolution, 2007, 51(4), p. 670. 
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We derive that democratic leaders cannot ignore the public opinion in foreign 

affairs if they want to maintain domestic support for government’s actions abroad. 

Elections serve as instrument of assessment of leaders’ accountability and voters use 

their power to check whether the policymakers respect their preferences regarding the 

disputes they are aware of. However, voters are also little involved in the bureaucratic 

process once the sanctions are implemented, meaning the public leaves it up to the 

political class to manage the course of action when it comes to the specifics of the 

policy66. Therefore, an immediate response can help to maintain stability at domestic 

level in the short run, satisfying important political and security aims. The public 

opinion tends to retain more confidence in the government’s ability to handle the 

situation. In the medium-long run, the popular support can slip away, but the issue of 

sanctions may be no more central in the domestic politics and the probability of internal 

destabilisation is lower. At this point, the effectiveness of economic sanctions is 

irrelevant, and the sanctions are merely a domestic political game. These 

considerations find echo in the empirical results of Whang (2011), where it was 

concluded that policymakers reliably benefit from sanctions because they increase 

public support. “Sanctions can be used to placate the domestic populace when few 

other options that cost as little are available and elevate the popularity of incumbent 

leaders67”. 

Achieving tertiary objectives 

We recall that tertiary objectives are related to the structure and behaviour of the 

international system and, within this context, sanctions usually aim to defend or 

furthering existing structures or organisations. Tertiary objectives have also a deterrent 

element. As the previous two sets of objectives, there are a lot of problems to evaluating 

the effects of tertiary goals, if not even more difficult. The variables at stake in the 

international system are too numerous to be able to isolate the effects provoked by the 

 
66E. V. MacLean, T. Whang, ‘Designing Foreign Policy: Voters, Special Interest Groups, and Economic 

Sanctions’, p. 591. 
67Taehee Whang, ‘Playing to the Home Crowd? Symbolic Use of Economic Sanctions in the United States’, 

International Studies Quartely, 2011, 55 (3), p. 799. 



34 

 

sanctions, reason for which there are a variety of interpretations68. Indeed, across the 

centuries, mainly the realist and liberal tradition have worked to construct theories of 

international relations and give their own interpretation of security. 

Since the end of World War Two, the structure of the international system and 

the organisations within which countries cooperate have promoted mainly liberal 

values. Indeed, the G7 is supposed to be the intergovernmental organisation 

representative of the most influential countries in the political, economic and military 

spheres and its members have all constitutions based on liberal principles. As well 

international organisations, like the United Nations, have liberal bases.  Therefore, we 

assume that the current international system is dominated by the liberal vision, reason 

for which it will be necessary to briefly overview the basic assumptions of liberalism 

before trying to interpret the tertiary objectives of sanctions. 

The liberal tradition assumes that the agenda of the international relations is 

broad and diversified, and it derives that also the definition of security is not only 

comprehended in the military framework. Second, liberals believe that states are not 

unitary actors and, therefore, it is necessary to take a multicentric approach. Finally, 

states are not rational actors because their decision derive from bargaining processes 

between different domestic actors whose interests cannot be considered completely 

objective, but rather reflecting their preferences.  Furthermore, decision makers can 

have incomplete or wrong information and, as a consequence, their decisions result 

biased.  

From these basic assumptions departed various forms of liberalism, but which 

generally propose a similar framework of security. The sociological liberalism69, 

developed since the 1950s, analysed impact of trans-national relations and concluded 

that the intensification of relations between individual and groups from different 

nation-states increases security and decreases nationalism. In the end, it forms a 

security community, a space in which war becomes unthinkable. A clear example are 

the European countries that have maintained a stable peace since 1945. The 

 
68James Barber, ‘Economic Sanction as a Policy Instrument’, p.383. 
69See Karl W. Deutsch et al. Political Community and the North Atlantic Area, (London: Lynne Rienner) 1957; 

John Burton, World Society, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press) 1972; J. N. Rosenau 1980s-1990s. 
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transatlantic relations brought to share a set of common values and the USA provided 

stability ensuring the security umbrella to the old continent.  

The commercial liberalism grounds on the economic interdependence and the 

stimulus toward further integration. The goal of people is (economic) wellness and 

international free commerce is a cheaper strategy to gain primary goods than it is an 

expansionary war or the mercantilist approach. The costs of war are generally greater 

than its benefits and its profits tend to be highly concentrated in the state hands. On the 

other hand, “international trade is good not just to bankers and captains of industry, but 

also to their workers, consumers, suppliers, and the whole network of secondary 

economic beneficiaries: the automobile dealer who sells cars to those who sell factories 

that export abroad, those workers’ grocers and restaurant owners, and many others70”.  

Functionalism71 and neo-functionalism72 promote the gradual process of inter-

state association, integration through international agreements, in order to stimulate not 

only free trade, but designing joint solutions for common needs and technical issues. 

Therefore, a spill over effect jeopardizes the scope of the economic cooperation also in 

other technical sectors, increasing mutual trust and developing the grounds for political 

integration. This opens the doors to new benefits. First, it decreases nationalism and 

creates new international actors. Second, shared values foster peace and security. The 

ultimate scope is to maximize the concept of integration by forming a world 

government.  

In brief, we can assume that the goal of the liberal tradition is to promote a 

platform for cooperation and integration starting from pursuing common economic 

benefits and slowly expand collaboration also in other sectors. In this way, common 

values and similar political structures allows to construct strong security frameworks 

whose members do not fight each other. Consequentially, the liberal rhetoric has 

developed the definition of collective security. It is something that all actors in the 

international system can make use of, even those who do not contribute to its origin 

 
70Bruce Russett John R. Oneal, Triangulating Peace: Democracy, Interdependence, and International 

Organisations, (New York: The Norton Series in World Politics, 2001), p. 130. 
71See David Mitrany 1942 and 1966. 
72See Ernst B. Haas, Beyond the Nation State, (Stanford: Stanford University Press), 1964. 
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and maintenance and reason for which several critics address the risk of free riders and 

high taxes. Collective security is based on two basic legal principles73. First, the 

principle of nonaggression among its members. Any attempt of use of force, even the 

mere threat, is prohibited and, thus, all states renounce war as a means for solving 

disputes. The only two exceptions admitted war waged by a single state in self-defence, 

and in participation of a collective action that was started by the international 

community. The second fundamental principle is anti-(counter) aggression.  All states 

commit themselves to reaction in case one or more actors violate the first rule. Any 

breach to the use or threat of force is legally a matter of concern to the whole 

community and not confined to the nations that are immediately affected or directly 

damaged in the first place. States should intervene to assist the countries victims of the 

violation and to contribute some way to the restoration of peace. These two principles 

work, in one hand, to ensure that all members of the community enjoy peace and 

security, on the other hand, the obligation of mutual assistance incentivises countries 

to respect the prohibition of force74. The are several benefits of adopting such system. 

First, it becomes easy to identify those breaking the rules. Moreover, collective security 

provides states with procedures for handling crises and have clear guidelines to assist 

countries (or peoples) under aggression. From the ideological point of view, it 

promotes the idea that war is illegitimate, if not an exception, and reduces military 

conflicts. Finally, it can legitimate multinational military operations75.  

This discourse influenced the international order of post-WWII and it persisted 

until today. At the moment, the order brought concrete benefits to its member and 

deeply penetrated in the states’ structures, both at political and economic level. 

Countries should encounter high costs if willing to abandon the system or eliminate it.  

However, realists criticized the liberal model because they believe that the effect 

of interdependence on global security is quite limited. On the contrary, 

interdependence accentuates the vulnerabilities of countries to external shocks, such as 

 
73E. Hula, ‘Fundamentals of Collective Security’, 1957, Social Research, 24 (1), pp 1-2. 
74Ibid. 
75See Simone Pasquazzi, ‘Liberalism and Security’, lecture of Security Studies, (LUISS Guido Carli 2017-

2018).  
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the crisis of 1929, the oil shock in 1973 and the economic and financial crisis in 2008. 

Constructivists76, instead, bring the discourse beyond the material variables and 

emphasize the ideational factors and their effects. From this assumption, security is 

socially constructed and, for instance, depends on culture, discourses, languages and 

how people frame their reality. It derives that anarchy is what states make of it and 

peace can be built in the mind of people.  

Regarding collective security, critics to the liberal model also point out the 

shortcomings that the system has presented. For instance, it brought only minor 

changes in the international relations. Most importantly, it is missing a uniform 

criterion to take imperative decisions, revealing the different interests and objectives 

of each state. Furthermore, states continue to engage in internal and/or external 

balancing, which is particularly true when countries have to protect their interests in 

key regions. It is possible that such system increases insecurity because it incentivises 

states to reduce the military expenses and not invest into self-defence, or it pushes some 

countries to have wider military capabilities to protect the free riders. The multicentric 

approach can be beneficial when well-coordinated, but the presence of several actors 

slows down the entire decision-making process and favours crises escalation. 

Moreover, the cases in which a joint action appeared to have worked was in the context 

of small and peripherical crises. Collective security does not work when the aggressor 

is a great power77. 

Therefore, the current system of collective security has tried to combine realist 

and liberal elements, proposing the UN Security Council as intergovernmental 

decision-making centre rather than recurring to a supra-national body. Furthermore, 

the balance of powers established in the post-war required to implement five permanent 

members capable to veto fundamental issues, excluding the possibility to pass 

resolutions with the majority rule in all cases. As result, The UNSC is resolutive in 

some circumstances but paralysed in others, especially when the permanent members 

 
76See Greenwood Onuf, World of Our Making, (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press), 1989; 

Alexander Wendt, ‘Anarchy is What States Make of It: The Social Construction of Power Politics’, 

International Organization, 1992, 46 (2), pp. 391-425.  
77See Simone Pasquazzi, ‘Liberalism and Security’. 
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are involved. Then, realists believe that collective security can only work when states’ 

interests are compatible. In reply, liberals argue that, even accepting this assumption, 

coordinating joint actions is an impossible, ineffective or inefficient task unless 

collective security organs are involved. As empirical evidence stands the pacification 

processes which work much better within multilateral context.  

 We assume that countries supporting the current international structure will 

implement sanctions as coercive measure to protect the system from the violators, an 

aim that falls into the framework of tertiary objectives as it was explained in the 

previous sections. Therefore, we can consider the sanctions to be efficient when the 

structure of the international relations remains unchanged or the aggressor was unable 

to carry significant distortions. Another aspect of tertiary objectives that it was 

previously explained referred to the use of sanctions as to furthering existing structure 

or organizations, intended both as an alliance or an international body. In this case, 

efficiency of sanctions can be perceived when the new trend proposed by the 

international community (or the most important actors of this system) is implemented. 

Consequentially, those that deviate from the existing model or challenge the new trend 

proposed are subjected to the sanctions. It implies that the state-members of security 

organisations, such as NATO, whose decision making power is relatively low have to 

weigh the consequences of participating joint actions against the costs of not doing it. 

The conformation of the international relations and the responsibilities deriving from 

collective security sometimes oblige countries to take counterproductive actions in 

fostering other foreign policies, but the costs of not respecting alliances could be more 

damaging. A clear example is Japan and its sanctions imposed on Russia. Japan has 

followed the Western countries to signal complicity and respect to USA, as Japanese 

key ally in security matters. However, sanctions are an obstacle to solve the territorial 

issue of the Kuril Islands, a problem that have impeded the conclusion of a peace treaty 

between Russia and Japan since the end of World War Two.  Both countries believe 

that investing in trade and economic cooperation would accomplish the goals of their 
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negotiations, but sanctions undermine such argument78. In this case, if countries lack 

the political will to impose sanctions, they will probably try to circumvent them, factor 

that can undermine the entire efficacy of the sanctions. 

 In sum, the current international system mainly reflects the liberal rhetoric and 

promote the idea of collective security within international organisations, such as 

UNSC, or within multilateral or bilateral security agreements where the use or threat 

of force is severely prohibited and it is imperative to assist the members against the 

violators of such rule. USA is the leading country of this approach and provides the 

security umbrella to most of its allies. The European Union also shares this view. 

Although each European country has its own interests and may not agree to joint 

actions, The European Union undeniably provides economic benefits to its members. 

Hence, the common European foreign policy to regional and global issues is not 

dictated by the willing to take a step toward further political integration. Rather it 

comes by the need to present a stronger front against new threats and to avoid costs 

derived from not respecting European rules. Consequentially, the efficiency of tertiary 

objectives is reflected in the changes that occur in the international structure. If they 

eventually occur, success is perceived when the alternations reflect the preferences of 

the community or of its most important members.  

1.5. Conclusions to the Chapter 

Economic sanctions have developed since the end of the World War One as 

instrument to attain foreign and security goals. An international sanctions regime was 

determined slowly since the formation of the United Nations and reflected the liberal 

tradition of the most important countries of the international community. However, 

countries use such instrument also unilaterally, considering that under certain 

circumstances the unilateral action of one country is more effective than a disorganized 

multilateral effort. 

 
78Ivan N. Timofeev, Russia-Japan Dialogue: the Sanctions Factor, RIAC, Jan 21 2019. 

https://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/analytics/russia-japan-dialogue-the-sanctions-factor/ 

[Accessed 7.04.2020]  
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Sanctions allow to attain three levels of objectives. The primary objectives aim 

to condemn the wrong actions of the target. In the pursuit of this security goal, sanctions 

are a valid alternative to military threat or use of force, reducing the probability of 

conflicts. Therefore, it can work as means of deterrence or to oblige the target to adopt 

a different behaviour or government. Another advantage derives from the flexibility of 

sanctions because they can be designed to target specific people when the sender 

prefers mitigating the negative impact of this measure on the rest of the population.  

The second level of objectives concerns the sender itself and what it wants to 

demonstrate at home and abroad. With sanctions, countries are enabled to quickly 

respond to threats or the wrongdoing of a specific country. In this way, they gain time 

and analyse what to do next and, at the same time, deflect eventual domestic or 

international criticism that would rise from not acting at all. Moreover, countries can 

contemplate the negative distributional consequences sanctions can create to some 

special interest group and adjust the sanctions in order to avoid important economic 

distortions. In this context, sanctions play an important symbolic role in avoiding 

internal destabilization. 

Finally, sanctions work to maintain or furthering existing structures or 

organisations at international level. These goals are referred in this text as tertiary 

objectives. At the present time, the international security regime is represented by the 

UNSC which provides a mix of the liberal and realist tradition in the attempt to respect 

the dominant liberal views of prominent countries, like the USA and EU, and observe 

the critics of other significant states, like China and Russia, that oppose such opinions. 

However, the liberal concept of collective security is promoted also in other 

organizations such as NATO or simply through bilateral and multilateral arrangements. 

As a consequence, the decision of a country to impose sanctions refers also to the desire 

to protect the current structure of international relations, or it could be dictated by 

diplomatic arrangements that regulate foreign and security relations among single 

countries.  

In the right circumstances, all the above mentioned factors positively contribute 

to achieve security aims. Yet, great criticism emerged regarding its efficacy.  The 
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variables that affect the success of sanctions are numerous and difficult to isolate, 

reason for which scholars mostly believe that primary objectives of sanctions are hard 

to be realized. The triumph of sanctions widely depends on the variables that the most 

affect the behaviour of the target and the capability and the incentives of the sender to 

impose the sanctions. Additionally, in certain circumstances, sanctions reveal to be a 

mere domestic and international political game. In the home front, democratic leaders 

cannot ignore the public opinion when the latter is active in the country foreign action, 

otherwise it could cost them the re-election or cause internal instability. In the long-

run, voters tend to drive away their attention to more prominent issues and, at this point, 

the effectiveness of sanctions is irrelevant. Abroad, the efficiency of tertiary objectives 

reflects the status of international relations. Sometimes, imposing sanctions can be 

counterproductive for a country agenda but fundamental to maintain the international 

structure and security insurances that enjoyed until that moment. This discourse 

demonstrates that sanctions can be just a façade to avoid critics and instability in the 

short run. 

Nevertheless, sanctions can result useless when the target is able to circumvent 

or adapt its economy to the presence of sanctions. The latter scenario is highly probable 

when sanctions are not lifted for a long time, and this could cost the credibility of 

sender(s)’ policies. Furthermore, in the long run, policymakers are less concerned on 

the public opinion and they are likely to shift their attention to other issues, where 

sanctions could be regarded just as an obstacle. With this light, sanctions can be 

detrimental to pursue security aims.   

In conclusion, what is the difference between successful or failed sanctions? 

Sanctions are successful or efficient when they are deliberately designed by sender(s) 

to be sufficiently costly for the target. Therefore, the decisionmakers who are the most 

involved in the issue and strongly wish to correct the wrong behaviour of the target 

cannot pretend sanctions alone to accomplish primary objective. On the contrary, 

sanctions should be part of a broader strategy that includes other diplomatic efforts. A 

joint action could positively contribute but only if managed within an international 

organization. Moreover, governments should invest in careful analyses of domestic and 



42 

 

international constraints of the sender and the target before the emanation of such 

measure. Their results could be fundamental in calculating the prospects of success of 

implementing sanctions in the pursuit of foreign and security purposes, or of its failure 

and, eventually, study an alternative strategy.  

 

This chapter served to investigate the existing literature in the efficiency of 

sanctions. The next chapters will analyse the desired objectives and the consequences 

of the sanctions imposed on Russia in 2014 with the purpose of determining whether 

they had fulfilled their purpose as a security instrument of international relations. In 

the case of the opposite, it would analyse they were unable to attain their objectives, 

demonstrating that economic sanctions are not an efficient security tool. 
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Chapter II – Western Security Objectives in Imposing Sanctions on Russia 

 The 2014 sanctions on Russia have a clear link with the Ukrainian crisis. The 

outcome of the Crimean referendum was labelled as illegitimate by the Western 

countries and they subsequently condemned its annexation to Russia as an act of 

aggression and a violation of Ukraine’s territorial integrity, while the Russian 

authorities believe that the recognition of the results of the referendum and the 

consequent unification with Crimea were legal79. For the West, Russian behaviour 

posed a threat to peace and security in Europe and, in order to prevent future 

aggressions, Washington and Brussels decided to impose both economic and financial 

sanctions to Moscow80. Later, also other countries joined the sanctions apparently to 

echo the critics made by the Western countries and reflect their support to the Euro-

Atlantic alliance. On the other hand, Russia had a completely different perception of 

the events that characterised the Ukrainian crisis and describes its actions in Crimea as 

an attempt to protect the Russian ethnic and Russian speaking citizens who were 

endangered by the Ukrainian sensitive political situation. In the eyes of the President 

Vladimir Putin, the post-Soviet space is a fragmented Russian World that Russia has 

no right to forget81”. The real threat in the European security are the Western countries 

themselves, whose activities led to the coup d’état in Kiev and the destabilisation in 

the region. These mutually contradictory narratives have one common ground: West-

Russia relations cannot be normalised unless one of the actors reverses its actions. The 

West requires the Russians to withdraw from Crimea while, for Russia, the West 

should lift sanctions82. 

 
79Since this chapter analyses the Western approach, it will use the terminology widely accepted in the Western 

political community (e.g. annexation) and not the terminology used in Russia (e.g. reunification). 
80Iztok Prezelj, Daniel Harangozo, Confidence and Security-Building Measures in Europe at a Crossroads. 

(Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2018) p. 44. Available at: https://www.perlego.com/book/1064560/confidence-and-

securitybuilding-measures-in-europe-at-a-crossroads  
81Sergey Utkin, The Ukranian Crisis: Russia’s Official Position and How the Situation Can Be Resolved, 

RIAC, October 22 2014. Available at: https://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/analytics/the-

ukrainian-crisis-russia-s-official-position-and-how-the-/ [Accessed 15/04/2020] 
82Stefan Wolff, Philipp Remler et al., OSCE Confidence Building in the Economic and Environmental 

Dimension: Current Opportunities and Constraints, OSCE Network Study, 2017, pp. 4-11. Available at : 

https://www.fes-

vienna.org/fileadmin/user_upload/documents/OSCE_Confidence_Building_in_EED_Full_Report.pdf 
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https://www.fes-vienna.org/fileadmin/user_upload/documents/OSCE_Confidence_Building_in_EED_Full_Report.pdf
https://www.fes-vienna.org/fileadmin/user_upload/documents/OSCE_Confidence_Building_in_EED_Full_Report.pdf


44 

 

 However, as we already noted in the previous chapter, the motivations behind 

sanctions are not as obvious as they can look. The Ukrainian crisis was the consequence 

of a chain of events that have characterised the West-Russia relations since the first 

expansion of NATO in 1999 and the bombing in Serbia in the same year. The evolution 

of the international scene in the 2000s brought the United States and Russia further 

apart and the expansion of the Western world into the Russian sphere of influence 

created tensions also with the European states. 

 Therefore, this chapter will focus to answer to the following questions: What is 

the rationale of the 2014 sanctions on Russia? Do the security objectives of the Western 

countries concede? How do their objectives affect the efficiency of sanctions? 

2.1. The rationale of 2014 sanctions on Russia: the security threat 

 Territorial conflict and the change of borders by force had been forgotten in 

Europe and it was considered a practice belonging to the past83. The Ukrainian crisis 

represents the biggest security threat to the post-Cold War era because it challenges the 

two main assumptions that were made after the dissolution of the Soviet Union: first, 

“Europe is essentially stable and secure, thereby freeing the USA to focus greater 

attention on other areas, particularly Asia and the Middle East” and, second, “Russia 

had become more of a partner than an adversary84”. The annexation in Crimea and the 

conflict of Donbass pose a clear threat to the security regime of the continent and 

obliged the USA and EU to reconsider their policy agenda. A review of the escalation 

of events that triggered the Ukrainian crisis could help to better understand the rationale 

behind the sanctions and why the West considers Russia a security threat. 

 Russia has security interest in preserving the former-Soviet states within its 

sphere of influence. Since the Cold War, the Eastern European and Caucasus countries 

have been a buffer zone between USSR mainland and NATO forces. Despite the pro-

 
83Eugene Rumer, Andrew S. Weiss et al., What Implications of the Ukraine Crisis?, Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, March 27 2014. Available at :https://carnegieendowment.org/2014/03/27/what-are-

global-implications-of-ukraine-crisis-pub-55112#europe [Accessed 15/04/2020] 
84F. Stephen Larrabee, Peter A. Wilson, John Gordon IV, The Ukrainian Crisis and European Security: 

Implications for the United States and US Army, (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporations, 2015), p. VII. 

https://carnegieendowment.org/2014/03/27/what-are-global-implications-of-ukraine-crisis-pub-55112#europe
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Western attitude that was assumed after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Russia 

changed its foreign strategy with the minister of foreign affairs Yevgeny Primakov, 

who considered unacceptable the unipolar world proposed by USA. He offered a new 

doctrine which stipulated85: 

1.  Russia should strive toward a multipolar world that would have counterbalanced 

US unilateralism.  

2. Russia should insist on its primacy in the post-Soviet space and lead integration 

in the region.  

3. Russia should contrast NATO enlargement.  

This tougher attitude against the West resulted when NATO showed not to be 

trustworthy and planned, throughout the 1990s, the expansion of the institution to the 

East. Since 1990, Russia has struggled to improve relations with the West, but it could 

never accept a new security regime in which it was not included or not given equal 

voice. Russia needed to be assured that its interests where respected in Europe given 

that new state was smaller than ever and lacking the security space that was 

fundamental to its defence strategy. Strengthening ties with NATO undeniably brought 

benefits, but it did not manage to give equal voice in European security matters86. The 

only ways to make it possible was either by including Russia in a reformed NATO; or 

construct a completely renewed security architecture where NATO ceased to exist 

and/or a new multilateral organisation was created; or OSCE had acquired new 

responsibilities. However, the Western bloc, especially the USA, was never keen to 

realize any of the above mentioned scenarios87.  

The first expansion in 1999 originated great criticism.  Russian officials argued it 

was not in conformity with what USA promised to USSR before its dissolution88 and 

went beyond what agreed with Yeltsin in 1993, when the Clinton administration 

 
85Eugene Rumer, The Primakov (Not Gerasimov) Doctrine in Action, Carnegie Endowment for International 

Peace, June 5 2019. Available at: https://carnegieendowment.org/2019/06/05/primakov-not-gerasimov-

doctrine-in-action-pub-79254 [Accessed 16/04/2020] 
86Dov Lynch, Misperceptions and Divergencies, in ‘What Russia Sees’, edited by Dov Lynch, EU Institute for 

Security Studies, 2005, Chaillot Paper (74), p. 9. 
87Prezelj, Harangozo, Confidence and Security-Building Measures in Europe at a Crossroads, p. 46.  
88Angela Stent, Putin’s world: Russia Against the West and with the Rest, (New York: Twelve, 2019), p. 115. 

The US Secretary of State, James Baker, promised to the last Soviet President, Mikhail Gorbachev, that Russia 

should not have feared NATO’s expansion even of one inch to the East.  
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assured Yeltsin that the Partnership for Peace (PfP) offered to former Warsaw Pact 

countries did not imply future membership in NATO.  The following bombing to 

Serbia, compromised Russia position as pro-Western state and started to promote the 

return to a new concert of powers. However, the West believes that it could not have 

acted differently in the Balkans. The disintegration of Yugoslavia and the chaos that 

emerged risked bringing instability to the rest of the continent and undermining the 

image of Europe as whole, free and at peace that was able to maintain since the end of 

World War II.  On the other hand, Russia, as promoter of the integrity of national 

sovereignty and an ally of Serbia, always opposed a foreign intervention in Yugoslavia. 

Yet, the European security regime, represented by NATO and OSCE, disregarded 

Russian interests and principles89.  

Despite the positive climate for cooperation after the 9/11 and from which resulted 

an intense collaboration in counter-terrorism matters, other events contributed to the 

slow deterioration of West-Russia relations. The withdrawal of USA from the Anti-

Ballistic Missile Treaty (ABM) and of Russia from the Strategic Arms Reduction 

Treaty (START) endangered the global status quo that regulated the Cold War and, 

additionally, encouraged both governments toward a modernisation to its nuclear 

potential, especially Russia90. The Big Bang NATO enlargement of 2004 englobed the 

Baltic States, usually considered by the Kremlin a red line and dangerously close to the 

Kaliningrad exclave. Russia eventually accepted their membership into NATO but, 

after the Ukrainian crisis, Moscow initiated a campaign of naval and air harassment of 

the Baltic states, together with cyberattacks. The aim was to raise questions whether 

NATO was a trusted ally and would have come to countries in critical positions as 

Tallinn, Riga and Vilnius. In response, Obama flew to Tallinn, in September 2014, 

assuring that USA would have defended every NATO ally recalling the wording of 

article 591. Finally, the wave of democratization and westernisation also contributed to 

the hard response that came from Moscow in the Ukrainian crisis.  With the Bucharest 

 
89Prezelj, Harangozo, Confidence and Security-Building Measures in Europe at a Crossroads, p. 47. 
90Sergei Karaganov, Russia and the International Order in ‘What Russia Sees’, edited by Dov Lynch, EU 

Institute for Security Studies, 2005, Chaillot Paper (74), p. 31. 
91 White House, Office of the Press Secretary, ‘Remarks by President Obama to the People of Estonia’, news 

release, Sep. 3, 2014.  
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Summit of 2008, the Bush administration tried to reach out the Membership Action 

Plan (MAP) for both Georgia and Ukraine, when, at the same time, the NATO-Russia 

Council was trying to improve relations. The NATO meeting ended dramatically when 

the summit concluded by not offering the MAP to Georgia and Ukraine but welcomed 

them in the organisation, promising they would become members in the future92. From 

that moment, Russia could assert that two red lines would eventually join NATO in the 

future, threatening the Russia defence strategy. The subsequent recognition of Kosovo 

independence in 2008 created a dangerous precedent, especially when the same 

countries had an opposite opinion regarding Abkhazia and South Ossetia93. Shortly 

after, following months of mutual provocations, Russian troops marched into Georgia 

in response of the latter attack to South Ossetia and the bloody clash between Georgian 

guerrillas and Russian peacekeepers. It was the first time Russia had breached its 

commitment of respecting post-Soviet border, but it justified its action in the name of 

self-determination, invoking Kosovo example94. Therefore, the West started to realize 

that Russia would have attempted any action, including military ones, to see its 

interests respected. Yet, Western countries did not fully comprehend how far Russian 

action could go to protect its interests. In 2009, EU launched the Eastern Partnership 

(EaP)95 persevering its initiative of democratisation of former Soviet states. This 

further attempt to create a stronger economic cooperation with the EU and transfer 

Western values to the partners was disliked by Russia, which found the EU was 

trespassing on its sphere of influence96. 

Nowadays, the role of Ukraine in the eyes of Russia did not change, and Moscow 

needs Kiev to stand between the Western democratic lifestyle and the Russian state-

centric approach. Putin never hided the importance of Ukraine in this role. Referring 

to the mass protests that characterised the Orange Revolution, Putin affirmed “We saw 

the West expanding their political power and influence in those territories, which we 
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considered sensitive and important for us to ensure our global strategic security97”. The 

pro-Western approach promoted by President Yushchenko disturbed Russian security 

strategy in the continent. Nevertheless, Moscow retained an important leverage over 

Kiev: the gas trade. Gas from Russia was significantly subsidized with Ukraine paying 

only one third for Russian gas as Europe. Moscow showed off his energy leverage for 

the first time in 2006, when Ukraine refused the new higher price proposed by Gazprom 

and the latter turned off the gas tap, repeating the same manoeuvre in 2009. Such 

leverage disrupted Kiev’s freedom to decide its own foreign and security agenda 

throughout the entire Yushchenko presidency98. At the same time, such coercive 

approach directed to Ukraine, involuntary damaged the Russia-EU energy relations.  In 

2006, 80 percent of the exports to Europe passed through Ukraine and Kiev siphoned 

off gas destined to Europe to safeguard itself, contributing to the further deterioration 

of relations between its neighbours. This event left Europe to wonder whether Russia 

could represent a threat to EU security energy in the future. Eventually, the EU found 

necessary to reduce the energy dependency on Russia. This is why, when the Gazprom 

turned off gas again in 2009, European countries were more prepared and continued a 

policy of diversification of the energy supply99. 

 Despite the West challenged the legitimacy of the Pro-Russian President back in 

2004, the Obama administration decided to work with the Yanukovych government 

elected in 2010, with the aim not to endanger the reset policy undertook with Russia. 

Yanukovych was decisive to improve ties with Moscow and, therefore, reversed all the 

policies implemented during Yushchenko time. Moreover, he asserted that Ukraine 

would not have attempted to accede to NATO. However, Yanukovych demonstrated 

to have interests in the European markets, specially to satisfy the Eastern oligarchs who 

aspired to accede to metals and industrial equipment and sought closer ties with the 

European Union regardless of the Russian opinion. At this point, President Obama 
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changed its foreign strategy and encouraged the EU allies to improve relations with 

Ukraine and motivate it toward new democratic reforms.  

 Specifically, the EU-Ukraine talks started to work to initiate the Association 

Agreement and a Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement. If Russia was 

indifferent to these activities in the first moment, in 2013 the negotiations were nearly 

concluded, and Moscow realized the consequences of Ukraine signing such 

agreements. First, it would have impeded Kiev to participate in the Eurasian Economic 

Union, an organisation that wanted to compete with the EU market. Second, the 

Russian and Ukrainian economies are quite interdependent, and the EU deal implied a 

series of economic measures that would have damaged Ukraine’s economy in the short 

run, in return for a prosperous future that would have come some undefined day100. 

Third, from 2009 to 2013, Russia was the third-largest buyer of Ukrainian defence 

equipment. Although the overall amount of Russian military imports coming from 

Ukraine is quite small (between 2-4 percent), it was reckoned that several branches of 

the military sector would have suffered without those products and services, slowing 

down the entire process of modernisation of the defence arsenal101. Immediately, the 

Kremlin acted and deployed a mix strategy of sticks and carrots to dissuade 

Yanukovych to sign the deal with the EU. Indeed, on November 21, 2013, Ukraine 

suspended the talks in favour of building up improved cooperation with Russia, which 

involved a loan of 15 billion US dollars102.  

 If, on one side, Moscow believed to have stopped Ukraine to slip away from its 

sphere of influence, it did not consider the possible reaction of that part of the 

population that protested in the streets during the Orange Revolution. When the 

Yushchenko left office, Ukraine ranked down from 122nd to 146th of the Transparency 

International’s corruption perception index, on a par to Russia and Zimbabwe, and 
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seemed to have only slightly improved in the following years103. However, the reality 

is, Yanukovych administration became increasingly corrupted, spending public 

savings for everything but helping Ukrainians. A clear example of its excesses was the 

palatial estate in north of Kiev, which housed zoo with wild bears and hold luxury 

goods such as vintage automobiles and golden toilets104. The pro-Euro Ukrainians 

believed that signing an agreement with EU would have fostered more democracy and 

less corruption in the country. Then, they poured into Kiev’s main square, naming their 

movement the EuroMaidan, and after three months the protestors grew to 800,000 

demanding to reverse the latest policy. The protests were alternated from episodes of 

violence from the police forces on the crowd, but the worse occurred between February 

18 and 20, 2014, when Ukrainian snipers of the special forces were ordered to shoot 

on Maidan square, killing one hundred people and wounding even more.  

 The efforts of European and Russian brokers which engaged to settle the conflict 

through an agreement, that Russia decided not to sign, seemed to be vain when 

Yanukovych fled to Rostov, in Southern Russia, and the relation between Ukraine’s 

neighbours inflamed. Both parties gave a different narrative and blame the other to be 

behind the disorders in Ukraine. Putin supported Yanukovych as legitimate elected 

leader of Ukraine that was removed by force and, as ally, Russia helped him. Putin also 

blamed the West for fomenting protestors against the government and outstanding 

Yanukovych105. On the contrary, the West supports the line that Yanukovych left the 

country before any attempt to overthrow him were made and he just fled the country 

fearing to face the consequences of the bloodshed he provoked. 

 Within days after Yanukovych fled, Putin ordered a surprise military exercises 

of ground and air forces on Ukraine’s borders. All at a sudden, hundreds of little green 

men walked through Crimea and seized Sevastopol’s municipal buildings, raising the 

Russian flag, and repeated such gesture throughout the peninsula, intimidating the 

Ukrainian naval forces in Sevastopol. Sergei Lavrov, the minister of foreign affairs, 
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was apparently not consulted but seemed to be the independent action of unidentified 

soldiers who intervened to protect the Russians in Crimea from the oppression of the 

“illegal fascist junta” in Kiev. The Ukrainian forces in Crimea did not challenge the 

military men, on advice of the United States. Shortly after, Crimea held a referendum 

whose results claimed that 96 percent of the 82 percent of the eligible population voted 

to be annexed to the Russian Federation. The annexation took the entire world by 

surprise. Such events declared the end of the post-Cold War consensus on European 

security106. The West never considered legitimate the referendum and considered it as 

an aggression against the sovereignty of Ukraine.  

On 18 March 2014, two days after Russian annexation of Crimea, the USA and 

EU imposed the first restrictions, which assumed the form of smart sanctions. On 

March 27, the UN General Assembly adopted Resolution 68/262 which stressed that 

the Crimean referendum was not valid, and the international community was invited 

not to acknowledge as legitimate107. Moreover, the Kremlin was accused of supporting 

the separatists in Donbass, who favoured closer ties to Russia and to be behind the 

disorder that occurred in Donetsk and Luhansk. In April 2014, it was proclaimed The 

Donetsk People’s Republic and Luhansk People’s Republic, to which the separatists 

referred with the shorter name of Novorossiya, recalling Catherine The Great108. The 

immediate concern verted to the former Soviet states in Central and Eastern Europe, 

particularly Poland and the Baltic countries, which feared that the wave of 

destabilization could reach their borders. 

 The downing of the Malaysia Airlines on July 17 just complicated the security 

situation. Russia always denied any involvement, while the West assumed that it was 

launched by Russian-backed rebels, who probably believed MH17 was a Ukrainian 

military jet109. Consequentially, EU decided to extend the sanctions imposed in June 

and introduce new economic sanctions, while the US had already implemented harder 
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sanctions targeting banks, the energy sphere, and the armament categories110. In 

retaliation, the Kremlin imposed counter-sanctions on European agricultural imports. 

Among the several reasons, Moscow wanted to signal the international community that 

Russia can react and to strive advantage of the situation by stimulating the home 

production111. 

In sum, the Ukrainian war is the first security crisis that endangered the post-

Cold War consensus and revealed the tensions that emerged between the West and 

Russia since the years of the 1999 NATO expansion and the Kosovo conflict. The crisis 

concerns a hybrid war against Ukraine, which includes acts of military aggression and 

targeted disinformation campaigns112. Following the Western perspective, Russia 

slowly decided to stop cooperating and disrupted the process of integration into the 

West. The fear of the spread of democratic movement in the post-Soviet space and the 

eventual expansion of NATO close to Russian borders brought the Kremlin to start 

using force in parts of Ukraine and Crimea. This behaviour has been considered in 

contrast with the principles of the Helsinki Final Act, which respects the sovereignty 

of any single state.  

The perception of Alexander Vershbow, the NATO Deputy Secretary General, 

is that Russia is opting to return to a kind of Yalta 2 based on spheres of influence. In 

other words, it is auspicating to re-create a concert of powers on the example of the 

post Vienna Conference 1815. Therefore, Russia and NATO have conflicting visions 

of how the European security should be performed, but diplomatic effort is still in 

force. The West is trying to address the problem through the appropriate negotiation 

channels, and the OSCE is the first of the list. Moreover, it was proposed to renovate 

the Vienna Document to promote transparency and risk reduction among the actors 

that regulate the European security framework. The prospects of settling the conflict 

rely also on the success of Minsk II agreement, a cease fire and package of measures 

negotiated by the Normandy Four. However, the political stand adopted by Russia 

represents a great obstacle for the normalization of relations. Alexander Vershbow 
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maintained “as long as Russia is not ready to back away from its aggression against its 

sovereign neighbour, Ukraine, the suspension of practical co-operation that’s been in 

place in recent years in the NATO-Russia framework will remain. The implementation 

of the Minsk Agreements would be one step away from the current impasse. But 

Crimea will still be illegally annexed, and that will not be solved overnight – it might 

take years, even decades113”. 

At this point, it was acknowledged why Russia represents a security threat to the 

West. However, despite the evident common objectives to adopt this measure, USA 

and EU are dictated by different domestic and international actors. Therefore, in the 

next sections there will be analysed the objectives that these two entities want to pursue 

with the implementation of sanctions. 

2.2. US objectives 

 Since 2014, the United States has imposed more than 60 rounds of sanctions 

covering nine issue areas, namely defence, energy, financial, government, intelligence, 

metals and mining, technology, transportation and Russian individuals that were found 

related to human rights violations, corruption, involved in the Crimea annexation and 

so on114. From Obama to Trump, the essentials of the sanctions did not greatly change, 

and are reflected in the national security strategy of each administration. Both of them 

described the increasing level of distrust toward Russia that could undermine the 

stability of the European and global security regime. Nevertheless, within the Trump 

administration, the objectives of sanctions addressed also other security issues different 

from the Ukraine crisis, such as the interference in the 2016 US elections.  

Examining the US National Security Strategy (NSS) of 2015, it explicitly refers 

to Russia’s aggression as “ a violation of Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity, 

as well as its belligerent stance toward other neighbouring countries, endangers 

international norms that have largely been taken for granted since the end of the Cold 
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War115”. Therefore, the first and most evident primary objective of sanctions is 

condemning a transgression of generally accepted norms, reason for which the 

sanctions were not only economic in nature but also implied the nonrecognition of 

Crimea, travel bans and restrictive financial measures for specific targets. Moreover, 

US wants to impose considerable costs in order to encourage Russia to comply with 

the Minsk agreement. Second, the Obama administration wanted to use soft and, if 

necessary, hard powers to deterring future acts of aggression and provocation, 

demonstrating to its allies and partners that they can rely on the US security 

commitments. Such assertion implies that US sanctions are part of a wider strategy that 

could involve diplomatic efforts and military means. Indeed, the NSS 2015 clearly 

states that USA would have invested in their capabilities of coercion, use sanctions or 

other means to impose costs on the actors that breach international norms and develop 

wider regional strategies in order to strengthen the Western bloc116. Finally, US 

sanctions are also intended to provoke a regime change in Russia. US fears the security 

implications of Russian deceptive propaganda117 and dependency of Europe on Russian 

energy supply. In this regard, US declared the willingness to fight misinformation and 

promoted “the diversification of energy fuels, sources, and routes, as well as encourage 

indigenous sources of energy supply118”. With the new administration, these objectives 

have not greatly changed. However, the most recent sanctions119 showed to be less 

related to specific policy objectives, denouncing greater scope.  

 The secondary objectives, at the time of Obama administration, addressed the 

importance of the United States in leading the world during this time of significant 

political change. The values that dictate US citizens lifestyle were threatened by 

authoritarian states that oppose democratic forces and the USA had to help the advance 

of liberty and rule of law worldwide120. With the Trump administration, the approach 

changed from a liberal to a realist strategy, but which basically proclaimed the same 
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values for its citizens. However, Trump’s campaign was more explicit to promote first 

and for most the national interest and well-being of US citizens and the first pillar of 

its NSS of 2017 stressed to protect Americans and the American way of life. In order 

to satisfy its electorate, Trump strives for a balance of powers in which the USA is 

strong enough to compete with its rivals, such as Russia and China, that promote anti-

Western views. Such approach implies an administration more focused on the 

outcomes rather than ideology, hence a realist approach. Trump’s strategy involves 

revitalising the US economy, preserving peace through strength by rebuilding its 

military capability, protecting borders and sovereignty, and advancing US values121. 

The renewal of sanctions with the CAATSA 2017 were made in response of the 

Russian interferences in the 2016 US presidential campaign and were extended to other 

single individuals, with the oligarch sanctions, to prevent them from profiting from a 

“corrupt system” and persevering their wrong behaviour around the world122. 

At this point it is possible to already draw few conclusions in the 

accomplishment of the secondary objectives, given that they are related to the home 

front and there will not be specifically addressed in the next sections. The 2015 Chicago 

Council Survey demonstrated that American foreign policy preferences remained 

committed to engagement in the world. Regarding the Ukrainian crisis, Americans 

generally opposed direct US military involvement, with only one third favouring the 

deployment of US troops in the case Russia extended its aggression to the rest of 

Ukraine123. Regardless of their political affiliation, US citizens in 2015 polls did not 

perceive Russian territorial ambitions as a direct threat to the United States, especially 

if compared with other more prominent issues such as terrorism, Iran’s nuclear 

program and Islamic fundamentalism. Therefore, the US engagement in Ukrainian 

crisis through coercive not military means reflected the security preferences of its 

electorate and not only its national agenda.  
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On the contrary, US public opinion radically changed in the following years. The 

Chicago Council Survey of 2017 recorded that a solid majority of the US electorate 

supported maintaining (39 percent) or increasing (38 percent) US sanctions on Russia 

“in response to its actions in Ukraine and its interferences in the 2016 presidential 

election124”. Those supporting sanctions believe that Russia is working against USA 

also in the areas of common interests, like Syria and cyberterrorism125. In February 

2019, 78 percent of the Americans viewed Russia as a rival and the perception of 

Moscow as greatest threat to US security has risen significantly since 2017. Because 

of the mutual suspicious, Americans believe that Washington should contain Russia’s 

power rather than striving for cooperation126. Therefore, despite Trump’s campaign of 

2016 was willing to improve ties with Russia, the public opinion and the strong 

opposition of Democrats obliged the administration to adopt a harder policy against 

Russia and, eventually, expand the scope of sanctions in order to punish those actions 

that directly and indirectly threatened US security. 

As often happens, there are several factors that could be linked to tertiary 

objectives of imposing sanctions. In this case, the main tertiary objective reflects the 

Buzan theory127 about the power-security dilemma. In brief, the dilemma emerges 

when countries compete for power and security at each other expenses, meaning that 

country X cannot be stronger unless making Y weaker. This struggle can be easily 

referred to as the conflict between revisionists and status quo powers, where the latter 

supports the existing structure of international relations because it receives great 

benefits from it, while the former feels dissatisfied and not well represented. Knowing 

this, the USA, and to some extent the West in general, can be considered the status quo 
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power that wants to preserve the post-Cold War consensus in which Washington 

prevailed over the others. On the contrary, Russia under Putin is the revisionist power 

that considers the current status of the international community as alienating and 

aspires to change it. 

From Obama to Trump, despite opposite approach to international relations, they 

have reflected this objective in the political and security agenda. The NSS 2015 

stressed that America had the opportunity, or even an obligation, to lead the way in 

wave of democratisation that has characterised the 21st century. “The modern-day 

international system currently relies heavily on an international legal architecture, 

economic and political institutions, as well as alliances and partnerships the United 

States and other like-minded nations established after World War Two. Sustained by 

robust American leadership, this system has served us well for 70 years, facilitating 

international cooperation, burden sharing, and accountability128”.  

Within the Trump administration, such objective is even more evident. The 

emphasis on promoting a more competitive country with the slogan “Make America 

Great Again” announces that the main tertiary objective is preserving and 

strengthening the security architecture that saw the USA as the world leading country 

since the Cold War. However, Trump brought a new unaccepted approach to the 

international and security affairs that has been widely criticised. Instead of respecting 

the traditional foreign policy of the previous presidents, the new security agenda 

“resembles a business strategy of a company struggling to increase its market share129”. 

In this regard, Donald Trump continuously denigrated NATO members for not 

spending enough on the shared costs of defence and leaving the USA to carry the entire 

burden. During a closed-doors NATO meeting in Brussels, 2018, it seems that Trump 

had warned that United States would have “gone on their own way” unless the Atlantic 

alliance had stopped to be a drain of US savings130. Although there are not official 

recordings and the EU and US governments did not confirmed such statement,  the 
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Brussels Summit Declaration asserted that the allies would have progressively 

increased their spending in order to meet the goal of 2 percent of their GDP on defence 

by 2024131. Moreover, Trump administration not only engaged into a war trade with an 

economic rival of the US, namely China, but he was intentioned to turn its “trade 

bazooka” on Europe if they could not find a more favourable trade agreement soon132. 

In contrast to the previous administration, Trump appeared not to agree with sanctions 

and willing to improve ties with Russia. Trump often referred to Putin as a great leader 

and even phoned to congratulate him for his re-election, against the suggestions of his 

national security team133. However, the Russiagate and the opposition of the democrats 

complicated their relations.  

This surprising strategy of approaching the Russian enemy and criticising the 

allies highlights two other tertiary objectives. The NSS 2017 aims to advance American 

influence in the world with the purpose to enhance the conditions for peace and 

prosperity and develop successful societies. Despite Russia is destabilising Europe by 

restoring its great power status and establish its sphere of influence on its border134, the 

United States wishes to improve relations with revisionist countries by creating 

enduring relationships that advance common political and security interests. Indeed, 

Russia and United States continued to cooperate in space and cybersecurity, but there 

are also other areas in which higher collaboration would not only improve their ties but 

also result in a re-stabilisation of the world order, namely in Syria, Ukraine, North 

Korea135 and, recently, Iran. Second, the hard approach on the allies can be justified 

only in the perspective of preventing unfavourable shift in Europe, both in the case the 

latter gets closer to Russia and/or that EU acquires more independence in the security 

framework. Trump wants to implement new norms that pursue a realist perspective and 

in which USA remains dominant. Always to this concern, the USA is enabled to impose 

 
131NATO, “Brussels Summit Declaration”, July 11 and 12, 2018. Available at:  

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_156624.htm 
132Keith Johnson, ‘Europe is the New Front in Trump’s Trade War’, Foreign Policy, January 23, 2020. 

Available at: https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/01/23/europe-new-front-trump-trade-war-davos-wef/ [Accessed 

on 21/04/2020] 
133Angela Stent, Putin’s world: Russia Against the West and with the Rest, p. 334. 
134Russia as a threat to national security is extensively discussed in “The National Security Strategy of the 

United States of America”, December 2017. 
135Angela Stent, Putin’s world: Russia Against the West and with the Rest, p. 338. 

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_156624.htm
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/01/23/europe-new-front-trump-trade-war-davos-wef/


59 

 

secondary sanctions on foreign entities that violate the restrictive measures taken 

against Russia136.  

Yet, Trump administration was extensively and repeatedly criticised by the 

European leaders. “These positions and actions actually started to disintegrate the unity 

also in the Western bloc, NATO and the EU137”. An anonymous senior EU diplomat 

believes that EU is a paralysis to the Ukrainian crisis and to solving the Russian threat, 

while the US is emerging as the weakest point of the Western bloc138. Is it possible that 

the European Union would emancipate its defence industry in order to strive for more 

autonomy in the security decisions? 

2.3. EU objectives 

 The European Union has imposed three sanctions regimes in response to 

Russia’s aggressive behaviour against Ukraine and to related events (like the downing 

of MH-17). First, they made a list of individuals and legal entities that were found 

involved in compromising the territorial integrity, sovereignty and independence of 

Ukraine and they have frozen their assets in the EU areas. Second, they were 

implemented restrictions, and later total embargo on the EU imports of products 

coming from Crimea or Sevastopol. Finally, they were implemented economic 

sanctions against Russia with the purpose of restricting the use of EU financial markets, 

forbidding the export of armaments, dual use goods and of equipment and services to 

the oil industry. Differently from USA, the European sanctions affect EU citizens and 

EU registered firms and organisations and cannot extend their scope to other entities 

that violate the norms139. The EU Commission has worked as facilitator and cohesive 

entity of the multi-agenda of its members and given the diversity of EU countries it 
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shall be considered a great achievement140. In March 2016, EU’s Foreign Affairs 

Council agreed on five guiding principles for EU-Russia relations141: 

1. The key condition for any substantial change in the EU's stance towards Russia 

is in the implementation of the Minsk agreement. 

2. Increasing relations with the EU's Eastern Partners and other neighbours, 

particularly in Central Asia. 

3. Improving the EU resilience (for example in the areas of energy security, hybrid 

threats, or strategic communication). 

4. Need for selective engagement with Russia on issues of interest to the EU which 

could enhance better ties with the two parties. 

5. Need to engage in people-to-people contacts and support Russian civil society. 

The Council of the EU renewed the restrictive measures for a further six months in 

order to leave the possibility to the Council to assess whether Russia compelled with 

the Minsk agreement or not. Obviously, the wording and the policies implemented are 

broader and smaller in scope than USA because, on one hand, Russia and EU had more 

intensive relations than the USA at the time of the Ukrainian crisis and it faced more 

costs in consequence of this decision. On the other hand, the EU is not a single unitary 

entity, but a supranational union of sovereign states, with common ideals but different 

national agendas. Yet, as abovementioned, the EU-members have not concretely 

diverged from the sanction regime highlighting that, despite the different interests, they 

support the same security agenda. 

 The primary objectives of the European Union are almost the same as those of 

USA. EU condemned the actions undertook by Russia at the expenses of Ukraine, 

namely the annexation of Crimea and the support of rebels in Donbass, Donetsk, and 

Luhansk. Second, posing the implementation of the Minsk agreements as the key 

condition to improve EU-Russia relations implies that EU aims at deterring future 

aggressive behaviours from Russia toward its continent. Finally, according to the 

 
140Susanne Oxensierna, Per Olsson, ‘The Economic Sanctions Against Russia’, p.20. 
141See “EU Sanctions Map’’, Available at : 

https://www.sanctionsmap.eu/#/main/details/26/guidances?search=%7B%22value%22:%22Russia%22,%22s

earchType%22:%7B%22id%22:1,%22title%22:%22regimes,%20persons,%20entities%22%7D%7D 

https://www.sanctionsmap.eu/#/main/details/26/guidances?search=%7B%22value%22:%22Russia%22,%22searchType%22:%7B%22id%22:1,%22title%22:%22regimes,%20persons,%20entities%22%7D%7D
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Sanctions Guidelines of the Council of EU142, restrictive measures are generally 

applied to bring about a change in policy or activity of the target country or government 

and so on. Not at the same extend as United States, the EU aims to provoke a regime 

change which compels with the internationally agreed norms and would not pose a 

threat to the European security framework. Following the Western perception, the EU 

unity on sanctions has annoyed Moscow, reason for which it has been supporting any 

movement or national trends that would undermine the union. The emergence of 

political parties from the Right and the Left that do not support the European Union 

have usually found approval from the Kremlin, given that the key to Putin’s policy 

relies on the untouchability of state sovereignty143. Several Western analysts often 

claimed that Russia would have been glad for Brexit to happen, although the Kremlin 

tried not to give his opinion on this topic. Instead, it criticised those media and 

politicians that would make claims on Russia’s positions and role in the results of the 

referendum144. Despite the certainty of these facts, the West perceives Putin’s 

government as supporting and working to weakening the union. The Skripal case145 

just added tensions in this delicate situation146. The Skripals survived but, almost 

immediately, the British government blamed the Kremlin of the poisoning. The foreign 

Secretary at that time, Boris Johnson, echoed the death of Alexander Litvinenko as 

another example of Russian aggression on UK soil. Johnson maintained “It is clear that 

Russia is, I am afraid, in many respects now a malign and disruptive force […] I 

increasingly think that we have to categorise… as acts of war147”. Whatever were the 

reasons behind the poisoning, it gave the West another excuse to wish for a regime 

 
142Council of the European Union, “Sanctions Guidelines- Update”, May 4, 2018. Available at: 

http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-5664-2018-INIT/en/pdf 
143Angela Stent, Putin’s world: Russia Against the West and with the Rest, p.61. 
144Russia Today, ‘Putin on Brexit: No One Wants to Support Weak Economies’, June 24, 2016. 

https://www.rt.com/news/348201-putin-brexit-weak-economies/ [Accessed on 21/04/2020] 
145Angela Stent, Putin’s world: Russia Against the West and with the Rest, pp. 71-73. 
146Sergei Skripal was a former GRU double agent of MI6 and was arrested in Russia in 2004. He was later 

released during a spy exchange of 2010, which involved ten sleeper agents in the United States. Despite the 

normal practice of leaving the former agents alone, Skripal and his daughter had been poisoned in 2018 with 

a nerve agent, at the medieval cathedral of Salisbury in Southern England. The nerve agent used was the 

Novichok, usually developed in the Soviet Union.  
147James Landale, ‘Russian Spy : What Now for the UK/Russia Relationship?’, BBC News, March 7, 2018. 

Available at:  https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-43318103 [Accessed on 22/04/2020] 

http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-5664-2018-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.rt.com/news/348201-putin-brexit-weak-economies/
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-43318103
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change and attack Russia with not military means, namely the expulsion of Russian 

diplomats and through new rounds of economic sanctions. 

The secondary objectives reveal an important symbolism. Generally speaking, 

EU sanctions are imposed not only to safeguard its fundamental interests and security, 

but also to preserve EU values and peace in the continent148. Therefore, the union 

wanted to demonstrate to its members and its citizens that it would stand together 

against external threats that touch the stability of the continent, both on the security 

and political level.  

The EU managed to remain united, although the economic consequences have 

touched more this sender than the US. Indeed, in 2015, Russia was third largest trade 

partners for EU, representing the 8.4 percent of total trade, and the latter was the largest 

trading partner for Russia, constituting 48 percent of Russia’s foreign trade149. 

However, because of sanctions and the recession on the Russian, the trade volume 

between EU and Russia largely decreased. Moreover, Russia retaliated with an 

embargo on certain EU agricultural products which undeniably caused some losses. 

Between 2013 and 2016, EU exports to Russia annually declined by 20.7 percent 

(while it had increased by 20 percent per year between 2009 and 2012). The shares of 

Russia in total exports of the Baltic States, as also Poland, Czech Republic, Austria and 

Hungary decreased significantly and much more than for the EU as whole. In absolute 

terms, the major EU exporters lost the most, such as Germany150. Despite the European 

Commission usually summarises the economic losses of sanctions and 

countersanctions as contained and various economists believe that EU had easily 

reconfigured its trade market151, the impact of adopting this measure was greater than 

its ally across the ocean. Consequentially, the imposition of sanctions implies, on one 

 
148Council of the European Union, “Sanctions: How and when the EU Adopts Restrictive Measures”, Last 

Reviewed on March 6, 2020. Available at: https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/sanctions/ 
149European Parliament, “Economic Impact on the EU of Sanctions over Ukraine Conflict”, Briefing October 

2015. Available at: 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/569020/EPRS_BRI(2015)569020_EN.pdf 
150Ivan Timofeev, ‘The Sanctions Against Russia: Escalation, Scenarios and Countermeasures’, RIAC Report, 

2018 (37). 
151Oliver Fritsz, Elisabeth Christen, Franz Sinabell, Julian Hinz, “Russia’s and the EU’s Sanctions: Economic 

and Trade Effects, Compliance and the Way Forward”, European Parliament: Directorate-General for External 

Policies, 2017. Available at: 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/603847/EXPO_STU(2017)603847_EN.pdf 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/sanctions/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/569020/EPRS_BRI(2015)569020_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/603847/EXPO_STU(2017)603847_EN.pdf
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hand, that the costs on EU were not unsurmountable, but it decided not to target those 

sectors on which it depends the most, namely the gas sector. Second, this factor remarks 

the common concern of the European Union regarding the Ukrainian conflict. Despite 

the costs, the EU preferred assuming a non-military coercive policy against Russia 

demonstrating that the consequences of its actions inherently brought political and 

security consequences that EU could not ignore.  

Finally, the EU sanctions needed to have a cohesive measure of all members to 

demonstrate that the EU internal issues did not affect the union in this situation. 

Following the implementation of the first rounds of sanctions, the main security 

concerns for the European Union were directed to migration, the protection of the 

Southern-borders and terrorism, issues that were undermining the cohesion and the 

efficiency of the European institutions and brought the rise of Eurosceptics. Moreover, 

Putin often discussed the importance of improving ties with Europe, but only a 

fragmented Western alliance would best serve Russia’s interests152, adding more 

concern on those EU diplomats that still believe in the European project and the 

security structure constructed with the USA. In a moment of uncertainty for the future 

of the union, the EU had to demonstrate to have a unitary external action at least in the 

matter of Russia. At the present, it appears to have attained its secondary objectives.  

The tertiary objectives aim to consolidate and support the Post-Cold War 

consensus. Indeed, among the key objectives when adopting sanctions153, it is found 

the importance of preventing conflicts and strengthening international security. 

However, this assertion has a positive and negative connotation. Collective security, in 

the liberal sense of the term, was always at the basis of the reconstruction of the 

European societies since the end of the World War Two.  Therefore, enforcing a unitary 

front against those countries that seem to undermine the collective security is consistent 

with the security regime of NATO, OSCE and UN that the EU always supported. On 

the negative side, the Cold-War permitted the EU to rely on the security umbrella 

provided by the United States, but it brought the former to not sufficiently invest in its 

own defence industry.  Saving up on the defence industry, European countries were 

 
152Angela stent, Putin’s world: Russia Against the West and with the Rest, p. 348. 
153Council of the European Union, “Sanctions: How and when the EU Adopts Restrictive Measures”. 
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motivated to invest more effort in soft powers and the growth of the European 

Community in the economic, political and social spheres. Still, the actual EU 

bargaining power remains lower than USA, which retains more discretionary power in 

the international affairs154.  

This gap in bargaining power becomes evident when the foreign policies of the 

two allies do not concede. For instance, US new sanctions on Iran in 2018 were in net 

contrast to EU interests, which believes that the JCPOA can prevent further chaos in 

the Middle East. Despite the implementation of countermeasures to the US legislation, 

lessons from the past taught that, without the US support, EU effort might be 

insufficient to achieve the expected goals155. The Trump administration is promoting a 

new model of relations with the allies that does not necessarily reflect EU needs. 

Highlighting the differences in the approach of foreign affairs, it brought the European 

countries to wonder whether it would be more responsible to take the lead of its own 

defence156.  

With all these stated, it is evident that the tertiary objectives between US and EU 

are different because the former is dictated by the need of maintaining its leading 

position and the other to protect its territory within the institutions that always regulated 

security matters, that is collective security. The US has been promoting a new uncertain 

model of international relations that emphasized more the outcomes than the 

ideologies. On the contrary, the EU remains closer to the past liberal dictation. Yet, 

despite the increasing differences between the allies, the EU is generally not willing to 

change its security regime. It is not ready and sufficiently united to deal with the long-

term costs of emancipation157. Therefore, EU countries remain partially conditioned to 

US strategy when planning their external action. 

 
154See Daniel Fiott, ‘The Poision Pill: EU Defence on US Terms?’, European Union Institute for Security 

Studies, January 14, 2019. Available at: https://www.iss.europa.eu/content/poison-pill-eu-defence-us-terms 

[Accessed on 22/04/2020] 
155Aniseh Bassiri Tabrizi, ‘Europe-Iran Relations: Back to the Future?’, ISPI, February 8, 2019. Available at: 

https://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/europe-iran-relations-back-future-22232 [Accessed on 22/04/2020] 
156See Daniel Fiott, ‘Strategic Autonomy: Towards European Sovereignty in defence?’, European Union 

Institute for Security Studies, 2018, Brief Issue 12.  
157Ibid. 

https://www.iss.europa.eu/content/poison-pill-eu-defence-us-terms
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2.4. Conclusions to the Chapter  

 The Western sanctions have been designed to target as many individuals and 

entities are connected to the regime and minimise the impact on the population158. 

Primary objectives mostly concede but the motivations behind secondary and tertiary 

objectives diverge.  

Indeed, as defined by Bebler159, the contextual interests and aims of sanctions of 

EU and US are somewhat different. The USA use the sanctions to reflect its global 

strategy in which Russia is a revisionist power trying to destabilise the post-Cold War 

equilibrium. Obama believed it was an opportunity to promote US values around the 

world and strengthen the Atlantic alliance. Trump assumed a different approach that 

aims to protect American values, like Obama did, but also wanted to revitalize US 

global position at the expenses of the enemies and, eventually, allies. Moreover, the 

concern of Americans toward Russian behaviour increased with the latest development 

of US-Russia relations and, consequently, Trump’s strategy tried to reflect the 

electorate preferences and its security agenda by widening the scope of sanctions.  

On the contrary, the EU sanctions do not treat Russia as an enemy and creating 

an economic damage to the latter is not really in its interests. Russia was third largest 

trade partner, and despite the lower intensity of their exchange, EU continued to have 

important energy relations with Russia. Rather, EU wants to maintain the collective 

security guarantees that enjoyed until this moment. This is why EU sanctions are 

focused to solve the Ukrainian conflict and strive for the implementation of the Minsk 

Accords. It wants to promote its values in Eastern Europe with the purpose of 

maintaining peace across the continent and preserving the support of the members for 

the EU institutions. Not all European countries perceive Russia as a threat, but all rely 

on the same security regime. A good example is Italy. There were never events that 

directly brought Rome to contrast Moscow or vice versa, but Italy always had to come 

to terms with the Atlantic alliance160.  

 
158Susanne Oxensierna, Per Olsson, ‘The Economic Sanctions Against Russia’, p. 20. 
159Anton Bebler, Izzivi Vojne in Miru, (Ljubljana: Zalozba FDV, 2017), pp. 424-425. 
160Pietro Figuera, L’Italia Può e Deve Aiutare La Russia a Rientrare in Europa, in ‘Una Strategia per L’Italia’, 

Limes, February 2019, pp. 91-99. 
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Therefore, what abovementioned reveals that sanctions on Russia are not 

dictated by an international organisation, but they remain unilateral in nature. They 

addressed mostly common areas (like finances, oil sectors, defence industry and 

violation of human rights) but the US sanctions are wider in scope (they can impose 

secondary sanctions) and addressed also Gazprom, while EU decided not to target the 

gas sector given its dependency on Russia’s supply161. As mentioned in section 1.3, 

multiple senders tend to hinder the success of sanctions, especially when they present 

a multi-issue agenda. Moreover, the costs on the sender have been larger for the EU 

than USA, compromising the efficiency of such measure. At the same time, the conflict 

is quite important for the EU, but it became a greater issue to US electorate only when 

Russia seemed to have interfered in the 2016 presidential elections. This means that, 

first, the purpose of the sanctions has been changing for the EU and USA. Second, they 

will probably remain in place for many years, hindering even further the probability of 

success. Finally, despite the common action, the EU is facing the dilemma of US 

aspirations and the divergences of its members which could bring the EU to revise its 

strategy.  Bebler believes that the EU finds itself caught up into a trap and the sanctions 

have become somehow counterproductive and not helping to find a solution to the 

Ukrainian crisis. 

  

 To assert whether this is true or not, it could help to analyse the perspective of a  

middle power that is involved in this situation but does not completely agree with the 

hard position of its allies against Russia, notably Italy. The next chapter will consider 

the security agenda of Italy and the reasons that pushed the Republic to impose 

sanctions on Russia.  

 
161Susanne Oxensierna, Per Olsson, ‘The Economic Sanctions Against Russia’, p.20. 
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Chapter III- The Perspective of a Middle Power: Italy’s position regarding 

Russia 

 The external perception of the European Union is of a well accomplished 

regional integration that stands as a model to other organisations in the world. 

However, it often forgets to consider that the union is not a federation and its members 

still retain significant sovereign powers. This implies that unitary action of the union 

is a great accomplishment but also very difficult to maintain, especially when the 

national interests of its members do not completely concede and are subject to change 

as time passes. The sanction regime imposed on Russia is no exception. This is why, it 

should be analysed the security agenda of the middle powers that compose the union 

in order to better comprehend the reasons that, despite the different interests, brought 

them to support the same sanction regime. However, fearing of getting out of the scope 

of the thesis, I decided to analyse only one country and I took, for instance, the case of 

Italy.  

 All this stated, the following chapter will attempt to answer the following 

questions: what is Italy’s security agenda as middle power in the Atlantic alliance? 

What are the objectives of imposing sanctions on Russia and to what level it supports 

such measure? Does Italy consider the sanctions efficient in achieving its main security 

objectives? 

3.1. Italian Security Agenda 

 Differently from major powers, like the United States and the Russian 

Federation, “Italy does not have a National Security Strategy on the strict sense of the 

word162”, or at least, at the beginning of the 2000s it did not felt the necessity to produce 

such document to identify the medium to long term security threats to its country. 

 
162Federica Di Camillo, Lucia Marta, ‘National Security Strategies: The Italia Case (WP)’, Real Instituto 

Elcano, 2009. Available at:  

http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/wps/portal/rielcano_en/contenido?WCM_GLOBAL_CONTEXT=/elcano

/elcano_in/zonas_in/dt39-2009 
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Rather, Italy preferred producing several documents that would instruct the 

institutional responsibilities for the external and internal security threats. 

 The reason of paying little attention to the defence sector was dictated by the 

conditions of the Cold War, in which Italy had chosen to belong to the Atlantic alliance 

and took full advantage of that security framework. Enjoying the security benefits of 

such alliance, Italy and the other Western democratic countries gradually decreased the 

level of defence investments. Despite the emergence of new security threats, they had 

further reduced the sensitivity toward defence topics given that the consequences of 

the financial and economic crises created greater concerns163.  

 In 2015, the Italian defence ministry published a new White Paper, a more 

elaborate document than the one issued in 2002 which just collected the reforms in the 

military and defence sector that occurred since the White Paper released in 1985164. It 

claimed that the setting of the international relations was quickly changing and brought 

to the emergence of new significant security threats that Italy was unprepared to handle 

because of the little attention the Republic paid to reforming the defence structure 

across the new century. Particularly, the White Paper denounced three main areas of 

the international security and defence sectors in which Italy was lagging behind: 

political and institutional participation in the defence debate; the structure and 

functioning of the administration; and the relationship between Italian citizens and 

Defence165.  

  Reforming the Italian defence structure implies cooperation for stability and 

international security. Of course, such a concept is part of the collective responsibility 

of the international organisations Italy belongs to, notably NATO, the EU and the UN, 

and the bi/multilateral agreement that have been signed ad hoc, such as in occasion of 

the US-led mission in Iraq which concluded for Italy in 2007166. The engagement of 

 
163“White Paper for International Security and Defence”, The Ministry of Defence of the Republic of Italy, 

July 2015, p. 8. Available at: 

https://www.difesa.it/Primo_Piano/Documents/2015/07_Luglio/White%20book.pdf  
164Ester Sabatino, ‘The Innovation of the Italian White Paper: Defence Policy Reform’, Istituto Affari 

Internazionali (IAI), July 2017. Available at: https://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/iaiwp1734.pdf 
165“White Paper for International Security and Defence”, The Ministry of Defence of the Republic of Italy, p. 

7. 
166Federica Di Camillo, Lucia Marta, ‘National Security Strategies: The Italia Case (WP). 
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Italy with the Atlantic and European initiatives was confirmed also in the 2015 White 

Paper, reflecting the willingness of the Republic to be active not only in regions of its 

interest but also in other security theatres. Indeed, the commitment of its allies in 

dealing with major issues that threaten the Italian security (such as counterterrorism 

and the instability of the Balkans) requires, in exchange, Italy’s engagement elsewhere, 

like in Iraq or Afghanistan. Consequentially, Italy’s defence policy “cannot be 

separated from a broad and diverse vision of ongoing problems and global dynamics, 

with multiple dimensions167”.  

 Among the main threats that concerns Italy’s security168 there is terrorism, whose 

attacks in the continent undermine the stability and the freedom of the Western states. 

The Mediterranean area where the country is historically, politically, and economically 

located cannot ignore the rising of new and violent criminality and bloodshed that is 

provoking a dramatic flow of immigration and militants into Europe169. Finally, 

preserving stability and security in the Euro-Atlantic region. Italy acknowledges that 

the world has deeply changed, and several factors are adversely affecting the future of 

the international security scenario. In particular, the White Paper mentioned the 

variation of the global balance of power, resulting from the entrance of new emerging 

nations that could pose political, economic or military challenges to the existing 

institutions170.  Those challenges require a coordinated reaction from all the members 

and the institutions that compose the EU, NATO and UN, the main points of reference 

of Italy’s security framework. 

 The White Paper was among the first proposals of strengthening the industrial 

cooperation in defence at the EU level. Although it not an immediate necessity, Italy 

believed it could be a great advantage, on the one hand, to build sophisticated 

technologies that would be too expensive to bear at national level and, on the other 

hand, to consolidate the EU defence market. The propensity of Rome to develop the 

defence structure at EU level is recalled also in the initiatives of the Europeans Defence 

 
167“White Paper for International Security and Defence”, The Ministry of Defence of the Republic of Italy, p. 

21. 
168See Ivi., p.8. 
169Ivi., p.27. 
170Ivi., p.22. 
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Agency (EDA) and the Organisation for Joint Armament Cooperation (OCCAR), as 

well as in the decision of the European Commission in 2016 to allocate 90 million 

euros on defence research until 2020171. 

 The Euro-Atlantic area is vital for Italy from the economic point of view, 

considering the high level of industrial interdependence and that 68 percent of the 

imports and 75 percent of exports are made in this area172. Therefore, despite the 

willingness of deepening cooperation in the European Union, strengthening the 

fundamentals of collective security is a cornerstone of the Italian security strategy and 

NATO remains the “sole international actor able to deter, dissuade and defend against 

any kind of threat173”. 

 Nevertheless, the financial and economic crisis and the need to contain the public 

debt have been an obstacle to provide the country all the necessary resources to address 

these challenges and perform the improvements proposed in the White Paper. Then, 

the document remains a laudable effort and retains significant strategic importance174, 

but implementation lags behind and the defence sector remains of low concern in the 

Italian politics. 

3.2. Why imposing sanctions? 

 The Italian position regarding Russia is quite eclectic. Often, other EU countries 

considered Rome’s approach to Moscow as excessively accommodating but only 

because Italy’s relations with the Eurasian partner were always limited to the economic 

sphere. At the time of the Ukrainian crisis, Italy had deep economic and energy ties 

with Russia and was never extremely concerned with the political dynamics of those 

countries that Russia considers part of its sphere of influence175. Italy’s main interests 

lays in the Mediterranean region, which is source of profits for the Republic but also 

 
171Ester Sabatino, ‘The Innovation of the Italian White Paper: Defence Policy Reform’. 
172“White Paper for International Security and Defence”, The Ministry of Defence of the Republic of Italy, p. 
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173Ester Sabatino, ‘The Innovation of the Italian White Paper: Defence Policy Reform’.  
174Ibid. 
175Nathalie Tocci, ‘How Should Europe Respond to Russia? The Italian View’, in ECFR’s Wider Europe 

Forum, November 18, 2014. Available at: 
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of several issues. Consequentially, the Italy-Russia relations were always very 

pragmatic.  

 During the Cold War, Italian companies, namely ENI and FIAT, began to import 

gas and oil from the Soviet Union and Rome maintained a good working relationship 

with the Eurasian partner. After its dissolution, it became the second largest costumer 

in the EU, after Germany, of Russian energy supply176. Italian politicians were usually 

the greatest supporters of Russian integration in the Western structures. Rome cheered 

of the creation of the NATO-Russia Council in 2002 and it attempted to mediate and 

preserve the relations with Russia during delicate events, such as NATO’s expansion 

to the East and the 2008 Russian-Georgian war177. Together with the significant trade 

and energy relations, their relation was stable thanks to “the belief among Italian 

policymakers that European Security could not be achieved without the inclusion and 

active participation of Russia178”. 

 Nevertheless, the Ukrainian crisis posed a dilemma on the Italian cooperative 

approach in the foreign policy toward Russia. When the military presence in Donbas 

increased in the summer 2014, the Western media asserted that troops present in the 

territory belonged to the Russian army and also the Italian Prime Minister at that time, 

Matteo Renzi, maintained that Russia’s action was triggering an intolerable escalation 

whose consequences were very serious179. Indeed, Italy condemned the annexation of 

Crimea and have been supporting the EU sanctions regime renewed every six months. 

The following year, the Italian defence ministry published the White Paper 

abovementioned and the proximity of these events leaves intended that Italy 

understood the deep geopolitical implications that the Ukrainian crisis provoked and 

concluded that, if summed together with other emerging threats, there could be serious 

 
176Marco Siddi, Privileged partners? Italy should use its leverage for constructive policies towards Russia, 
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179“Ucraina, Renzi a Putin: ‘Intollerabile escalation’. Obama: ‘Gravi costi per Russia’”, Rainews, 29 August 
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problems in maintaining the Euro-Atlantic institutions that are at the bases of its 

security regime. 

 Bearing this in mind, the primary objectives that I consider in conformity with 

the line of EU and USA are condemning the annexation of Crimea and deterring future 

aggression on the continent. The disapproval of the Crimean referendum was widely 

criticised by the Italian policymakers, especially when the Kosovo question was used 

as precedent by the Russian officials to legitimize such action. Italy was always 

concerned on the stability of the Balkans, given their proximity to the peninsula, and 

since September 6, 2013, the Italian forces assumed the leadership of Mission 

KFOR180. The high involvement in the Kosovo question brought Italy to deny any 

assimilation of the Crimean independence process to the one that occurred in the 

Balkans. The Italian Senate noted that the advisory opinion issued by the Court of 

International justice in 2010, which legitimized the independence of Kosovo and was 

also recalled during a statement in the Parliament of Crimea, actually highlighted that 

the autonomy of Kosovo was a consequence of decade-long discriminations against 

the Albanian majority and occurred only after years of administration as protectorate 

of the International Community181. Hence, the Crimea referendum is considered by the 

Italian legislation as breaching the norms of international law and not comparable with 

the case in the Balkans. 

 On the other hand, the 2015 White Paper never directly mentions Russia as a 

security threat. However, it asserts that Italy and its allies should create the conditions 

to establish a sufficient deterrence that would be functional in preventing future 

conflicts both in the Euro-Atlantic and Mediterranean areas182. Considering that Italy 

fully supports the European sanctions, it can be assumed that the policy of deterrence 

is directed also toward Russia. At the same time, Italy did not demonstrate any interest 

 
180“Kosovo-KFOR-Joint Enterprise’’, Ministry of Defence of the Republic of Italy. 

https://www.difesa.it/OperazioniMilitari/op_intern_corso/KFOR/Pagine/default.aspx [Accessed on 
08/05/2020] 
181The Italian Senate, “Gli Sviluppi della Crisi Ucraina”, 17th Legislation, Dossier n.33, April 1, 2014. 

Available at:  

https://www.senato.it/japp/bgt/showdoc/17/DOSSIER/0/757700/index.html?part=dossier_dossier1-

sezione_sezione2-h1_h13&spart=si 
182“White Paper for International Security and Defence”, The Ministry of Defence of the Republic of Italy, p. 

14. 
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in supporting a regime change as other Western countries. The friendly stance that 

characterise Russia-Italy relationship before the Ukrainian crisis continued in the 

following years where it was possible. Indeed, Italy decided not to sign the multilateral 

declaration within which USA, Germany, UK, France, and Canada solicited Moscow 

to disclose its defence programme on Novichok as part of the investigations of the 

Skripal case183. Italy also refuted the Western assumptions that Russia attempted to 

interfere in the referendum hold in 2016, that brought to the resignation of the Italian 

Prime Minister Renzi184. 

 The secondary objectives are not very clear. According to the surveys issued by 

the Laboratori Analisi Politiche e Sociali (LAPS) in 2019, the Italian opinion on the 

foreign policy toward Russia is very divided185. With only 6 percent of the population 

believing that the Russian interferences in political events of third country are just 

propaganda made by the enemies of Moscow, the rest of the sample is equally divided 

in two. One part thinks that concerns on Russian interferences are well motivated and 

the other part, instead, perceive them as an exaggeration. Simultaneously, the opinion 

on annexation of the Crimean referendum is very confused. The majority does not have 

a precise opinion, while 34 percent of the sample generally disagree, and the remaining 

14 percent approves it.  

 Finally, the topic of sanctions did not assert a clear position of the Italian public 

opinion either. On one side, 42 percent of Italians remains favourable to maintaining 

sanctions, with four points higher than the one registered in 2017. On the other side, it 

also increased the percentages of those willing to loosen up sanctions, from 32 to 37 

percent. Any drastic options, from completely lifting to strengthening sanctions, found 

low consent in the sample. The LAPS also examined the personal opinions of the 

sample with their political affiliation and found that the centre-left electorate tends to 

be oriented toward maintaining the sanctions. On the contrary, the voters of the Five 

 
183Maurizio Caprara, ‘L’Italia e il caso Skripal, una Poco Dignitosa Acquiescenza con Mosca’, Il Corriere 

della Sera, September 22, 2018. Available at : https://www.corriere.it/opinioni/18_settembre_22/italia-caso-

skripal-poco-dignitosa-acquiescenza-mosca-b43a1a20-be9c-11e8-b1b9-790a44cac897.shtml [Accessed on 
08/05/2020] 
184Marco Siddi, ‘Italy’s Middle Power Approach to Russia’, p. 128. 
185See LAPS-IAI 2019 pp. 40-43 
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Star Movement and the League prefer to loosen up the sanctions. Controversially, the 

centre-right electorate counts people who favour maintaining sanctions but also a 

substantial number of voters willing to completely lift them.  

 Therefore, the public opinion is confused on the right approach to adopt 

regarding Russia, or generally does not pay enough attention on the issue. Indeed, 

LAPS also asserted that the three main topics of concerns of the Italian are ordinately 

the relations of Rome with the European Union, the migratory question, and the 

decisions adopted by the Trump administration in commercial and security field, 

confirming that also the Italian social sphere is highly embedded in the Euro-Atlantic 

dynamics. In this regard, Italians generally distrust the ability of their country to have 

a substantial influence on the international scene and feel a mix of frustration and hope 

regarding the foreign policy of its allies. 

 The tertiary objectives that brought Italy to impose sanctions are the most 

relevant to this case. As abovementioned, the Italian security policy cannot be apart 

from the Euro-Atlantic context and the 2015 White Paper highlighted the need to 

increase the engagement of its members to defend the security framework that always 

regulated Europe. Therefore, Italy is not only interested in preserving the Euro-Atlantic 

institutions in place since World War Two, but it strives to reinforce them. Moreover, 

such economic and security interdependence always obliged Italy to consider the 

positions of the great powers in the alliance, namely USA, and to coordinate its foreign 

decisions with the general opinion of the EU members.  

 The only fact that Italy never attempted to obstruct the renewal of sanctions, 

notwithstanding the losses, implies that there are intrinsically higher political risks of 

not aligning the Italian policy with the rest of the union. In the first instance, vetoing 

the next renewal of sanctions would set a precedent and would seriously undermine the 

credibility of the European Union within the international community. In addition, 

using its veto power would isolate Italy in the union and hindering the support of the 
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EU institutions in other issues that are more prominent in the Italian security agenda, 

such as migration186. 

 In brief, Italy shares at least two of the three main primary objectives of imposing 

sanctions that are condemning a wrong action that breaches international law and 

deterring future aggression on the continent, although it was not strictly referred to 

Russia. The home front does not have a clear opinion on the sanctions and it is reflected 

in the claims of the Italian political parties, with the centre-left favourable to 

maintaining sanctions as they are and the green and yellow parties which prefer to 

loosen up the economic restrictions. This confusion on the foreign policy toward 

Russia is also dictated by the fact that sanctions and the Eastern countries do not fall in 

the main security concerns of Rome as, instead, EU-Italy relations and illegal 

immigration do. Finally, the tertiary objectives are connected to Italy’s commitment to 

the Atlantic alliance. The high economic and security interdependence with the Euro-

Atlantic countries is a double-edged sword. On the positive side, Italy strives to 

maintain the current security regime and proposed a series of internal reforms to 

reinforce it. On the negative side, such interdependence implies limits on the political 

policies that Italy can adopt, despite it theoretically retains the powers to bloc and 

implement a different strategy.   

 

3.3. Italy’s current position regarding Russia 

 The Ukrainian crisis might have changed the foreign policy toward Russia, but 

it did not change the Italian approach. Since the outbreak of the conflict, Italy invited 

the other allies to carefully weigh the pros and cons of implementing sanctions. On one 

hand, economic and financial sanctions are quick to implement and guarantee an 

immediate response without the deployment of military forces. On the other hand, 

although sanctions seem to have a negative effect on Russia’s economy, Italy believes 

 
186Eleonora Tafuro Ambrosetti, Matteo Villa, Francesco Rocchetti, ‘Fact Checking: Russia e Sanzioni’, ISPI, 

January 31, 2019. Available at: https://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/fact-checking-russia-e-sanzioni-

22134 [Accessed on 08/05/2020] 
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they are also accelerating Moscow’s pivot to the East, hindering the main goals of 

sanctions. Therefore, Italy sought to propose a cooperative approach with Moscow. 

Especially when the Ukraine’s conflict is settled, The European Union should prioritize 

a positive engagement with Russia to avoid the setting up of new dividing lines as at 

the time of the Cold War187. 

 As abovementioned, Italy’s approach was often criticized by its allies and to be 

in contrast with the interests of the alliance. However, there are three features that 

encourage Rome and Moscow to maintain friendly ties in spite of the Western opinion. 

First, some scholars argue that the Italian stance towards Russia is dictated by the 

concept of middle power, meaning that “Italy is a middle-ranking power  with limited 

natural and military resources and one that can only achieve its foreign policy goals by 

expanding its influence in international organizations and through bilateral relations 

with larger powers188”. Considering this definition, it becomes easier to understand 

why Rome has been seeking ties with a larger power and, specifically, with Russia.  

 With economic contacts already established in the past, the Eurasian partner 

turned to be a good recipient for specific products ‘Made in Italy’ and sought to 

maintain these relations during the 1990s and 2000s. Although it did not represent the 

main trading partner, Italy was the second largest EU exporter to Russia, and it was a 

good source for trade diversification from the other Western countries. Aligning with 

the sanction regime meant that the Italian exports to Russia basically halved in few 

years, moving from 14.3 billion of dollars in 2013 to 7.4 billion in 2016, with a 

contained improvement in 2017 with 9 billion of total exports189. Obviously, in relative 

values, the economic losses costed only 1 percent of the total export and it had a low 

negative impact to the overall economy of the Republic. However, it does not imply 

that the impact at sectorial and local level was equally insignificant.  

 Differently from the political opinion, the agribusiness was not largely damaged 

by the implementation of Russian countersanctions and it does not even figure among 

the 10 most hit sectors. Italian machineries, instead, registered a contraction of over 2 

 
187Nathalie Tocci, ‘How Should Europe Respond to Russia? The Italian View’.  
188Marco Siddi, ‘Italy’s Middle Power Approach to Russia’, p. 124. 
189Eleonora Tafuro Ambrosetti, Matteo Villa, Francesco Rocchetti, ‘Fact Checking: Russia e Sanzioni’. 
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billion of euros, representing the most hit sector by the implementation of economic 

and financial sanctions. Immediately after, the fashion, footwear and furniture 

industries appear as the most damaged and, still in 2017, the contraction of their exports 

amounted to 35-55 percent respect to 2013190. Together with the exports, the service 

sectors also enjoyed the presence of Russia in the Italian market. Between 2008 and 

2013, Russian tourist flows nearly doubled and, despite the economic crisis, it 

remained quite substantial in the following years. These data suggest why the public 

opinion is very divided and the category of Italians that support to loosen up sanctions 

usually belongs to the commercial sector191.  

 The energy relations have also been a fundamental point of Russia-Italy 

interactions. On average, Italy acquires around 15 percent of its oil and 30 percent of 

its gas from Russia192, registering peaks and downs since 2014. At the time of the Cold 

War, Rome was one of the first Western countries to agree to long-term energy 

relations with the Soviet Union and they were maintained even with its collapse. ENI 

and Gazprom, for instance, remained close partners and worked together at the 

construction of the Blue Stream pipeline that would have crossed Russia and reached 

Turkey. They continued to cooperate even during the sanctions, as demonstrated by the 

signing of a Memorandum of Understanding in March 2017, which reflected the 

mutual interests of the two energy companies of developing the Southern European 

corridor for gas supply193.  

 Consequentially, the commercial and energy ties fostered a good and stable 

political relationship, based on the pragmatic interests of the two countries. The centre-

left governments of Romano Prodi, Mario Monti and Enrico Letta194 stand as examples, 

and particularly during the Silvio Berlusconi’s three mandates195 it was developed a 

close friendship among the leaders of the two states. Even during the sanction regime, 

Italy tried to maintain cooperation in some strategic fields. Hence, the Italian stance 

 
190Ibid.  
191Marco Siddi, ‘Italy’s Middle Power Approach to Russia’, p. 125 
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193ENI.com, ‘ENI signs MoU with Gazprom’ Media Press Release, March 21, 2017. https://www.eni.com/en-
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toward Russia is generally positive because based on pragmatic economic and energy 

relations. In 2019, the Italian Ambassador to Russia, Pasquale Terracciano, confirmed 

these assumptions. Putting beforehand that Italy supports the European policy and it is 

not willing to depart from it, he claimed that the economic consequences are much 

stronger on Italy’s economy than the rest of union and that the country strives to solve 

the Ukrainian crisis and lift sanctions afterwards196.  

 The second feature that describes the collaborative approach of Italy toward 

Russia is dictated by the common fact that the two countries perceive the lack of 

international recognition of their national aspirations197. This characteristic is 

fundamental to understand Russian stance in the Ukrainian crisis and its foreign policy 

in general and ,although at a different level, Italy is also frustrated by the lack of support 

and authority in the decision-making process of Europe and the Mediterranean. 

Historically, Russia always wanted to be more integrated with Europe and, since the 

glorious return of Russia to the Middle East, it has been slowly engaging in the 

Mediterranean region. It is obvious, then, two countries complaining about the lack of 

support and recognition would seek for mutual support when their interests concede in 

the same regions. 

 Finally, quite relevant to their relations is the absence of Russophobia in Italy’s 

politics198. Some scholars argue that it is due to cultural affinities, but definitely the 

lack of historical invasions or occupations by either the Russian empire or the Soviet 

Union prevented Italy to see the Eurasian giant as the enemy at the same level that its 

allies did and some still do. It also contributed the geographical distance that never saw 

Moscow and Rome in a direct conflict. Neither they fought for the global leadership, 

as with France, United Kingdom, Germany and, obviously, the United States. 

Therefore, Italy lacks the geopolitical need to create an anti-Russian narrative and these 
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three characteristics always brought Italy to seek for cooperation rather than 

confrontation with Russia. 

 Yet, Italy never used its veto power to halt sanctions, neither during the yellow-

green or Giuseppe Conte’s governments, but the choice of acting in continuity with or 

the other executive powers should not be surprising199. As abovementioned, Italy main 

security interests are maintaining a good position in the current security framework and 

the Russian question does not fall into its main priorities. Even Vladimir Putin 

recognized that Italy is legally and politically tied to the European institutions and, 

consequentially, cannot pretend too much from their Italian friends200. At the same 

time, some of Italy’s actions toward Russia retain important political symbolism that 

seem contesting the line of its allies. The Prime Minister, Matteo Renzi, was the first 

European leader to visit Moscow after the Ukrainian crisis, Enrico Letta participated 

to the ceremony of Sochi Olympics and several times Italy attempted to decrease the 

pressure of the economic restrictions on Moscow. All moves that were little 

appreciated by Washington, but which denounce the frustration of Italy regarding its 

current status in the Euro-Atlantic relations. 

 Finally, the complex situation of the Russian question brought to the emergence 

of some paradoxes. In particular, the intertwined use of aids and sanctions by both the 

West and Russia highlighted the conflict within the Euro-Atlantic alliance and the 

different national interests of its members201. A recent example was presented by the 

Russian aides to Italy in support of the sanitary crisis of Covid19 that broke out in 

February 2020. Such action was very controversial and some criticized Moscow to 

have put Italy in a difficult situation with the other allies, while others greatly 

welcomed Russian aid especially considering the cold absence of Europe202. The 

paradoxes are present also with the other EU countries. Germany, for example, is 
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clearly divided by its rigid position against Russia to condemn its actions in Crimea 

and Ukraine and the economic benefits of maintaining ties with Russia203. Indeed, 

Berlin was the main EU exporter for Russia and the construction of the Nord Stream 

and Nord Stream 2 visibly is an advantage for Germany. 

3.4. Conclusions to the Chapter: Are sanctions efficient in achieving the security 

objectives of Italy? 

 As far as the sanctions have been imposed, it seems they have been efficient in 

achieving the most important primary objective, punishing Russia for the annexation 

of Crimea and denounce the act as no in conformity with the precedent of Kosovo. 

Regarding the tertiary objectives Italy finds itself into a dilemma. Rome mainly wants 

to respect and protect the interests of the Atlantic alliance but, simultaneously, cannot 

accept the status quo. Indeed, Rome fears that the Ukrainian conflict could deteriorate 

if the Minsk Agreements are not implemented in the short-run and maintaining 

sanctions will only push further Russia into China’s hands. Given the steep decline in 

US-Russia relations and the limited progress made within the European institutions, it 

seems that it would be the case. 

 Nevertheless, Italy will not renounce to the Euro-Atlantic security umbrella and 

it denies any attempt from the Kremlin to use Italy as its way through to halt sanctions. 

Recently, Conte confirmed this position and claimed to be offended about those media 

and politicians which assumed that Russian aids to cope with Covid19 were issued as 

leverage on sanctions204. Besides, Western criticism and the difficulties of promoting 

its interests in the Euro-Atlantic relations should not stand as motives to get aside in 

the Ukrainian crisis. Italy should not leave the others the task to negotiate with 

Moscow, but rather should take advantage of its pragmatic and positive relationship to 

let Russia approach Europe again205. 
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 Scholars like Pietro Figuera suggests that Italy should take a different approach, 

which is not limited only in commercial and energy affairs, but it would stress common 

values and the historical position of Russia in the Old Continent. Both features that 

cannot be ignored by the European security institutions, that are the Council of Europe 

and OSCE, to which Russia is still a member. In the framework of NATO-Russia 

Council and the G8, Italy’s middle power strategy can do little because in these cases 

the United States should be involved206. Therefore, Italy’s role as mediator should 

focus on the European framework and solving the Ukrainian crisis could be the 

opportunity to regain credibility within its institutions and turn this zero-sum game to 

a positive one. 

 

Now that the security objectives of the Western countries were asserted, the next 

chapter will examine the Russian position in this matter and the geopolitical 

consequences provoked by sanctions.  
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Chapter IV – The impact of Sanctions on Russia 

Finally, after having analysed the rationale behind the sanctions and the main 

goals that the senders want to pursue to protect and improve their security agenda, it is 

the moment to examine the question through the Russian perspective. 

It was already anticipated in the second chapter that Russia had a completely 

different perception of the events that have characterised the Ukrainian crisis. Russia 

does not perceive its actions as a violation of the international law. Rather, as an attempt 

to protect the Russian ethnic and Russian speaking citizens who were endangered by 

the Ukrainian sensitive political situation. The tensions that resulted between Russia 

and the West are a consequence of not having included Moscow in the European 

security framework in spite of the collapse of the Soviet Union. At the present moment, 

the Kremlin claims that the real threat to the European security are the Western 

countries themselves, whose activities led to the coup d’état in Kiev and the 

destabilisation in the region. Yet, the economic and financial consequences of 

sanctions were perceived and oblige Moscow to change approach. 

Therefore, this chapter does not merely aim to describe the Russian Foreign 

policy priorities, but to analyse the response adopted by the Kremlin to counteract the 

objectives of sanctions. Russia worked to demonstrate home and abroad that its 

behaviour was not wrong, and it will not accept to settle the conflict unless Western 

countries prove to be willing to come toward Russian requests. To this purpose, the 

chapter will focus to answer to the following questions: What is the Russian narrative? 

What were the consequences for Russia? Would the Russian Foreign policy have been 

the same without the implementation of sanctions? Have third factors amplified the 

effects of sanctions? 

4.1. Russian narrative 

Where there is a wide narrative that sees Russia as the aggressor, it exists also a 

different tale that is in full contrast with the Western view. Russia blames the Atlantic 

alliance for the deterioration of their relations and for having supported destabilising 
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actions that brought to the Ukrainian crisis. Russia believes that Western countries did 

not seriously engage in creating a common European security system, leaving their 

values and interests to takeover. The end of the Cold War brought Western institutions 

to expand at the expenses of Moscow, regardless of its opinion on the European 

security matters that directly involves it given Russia’s presence on the continent. 

Generally speaking, two events are identified as the beginning of the slow 

decline in West-Russia relations, the NATO enlargement in 1999 and the Kosovo 

conflict that brought the Atlantic institutions to military intervene in the Balkans. Both 

events triggered great criticism from Russia. On one side, modern Russia considers 

NATO expansion as one of the main reasons of discord with the West207, given that it 

was not in conformity with what decided with Soviet and Russian leaders. On the other 

side, as promoter of the integrity of national sovereignty, Moscow always opposed a 

foreign intervention in Yugoslavia. The attack on Serbia, “destroyed the perception 

that NATO was a benign and defensive alliance208”. 

The Primakov’s doctrine was the Russian response to an international 

community that alienated a great power. Russia would have been pursuing its national 

interests, whether it found the West approval or not. Since that moment, Russia made 

its views clear and known at the right time, but as often happened in the West-Russia 

relations, nobody listened. The existing multilateral institutions, from OSCE to UN, 

are West-oriented and did not well addressed or punished the actions of these actors in 

the international scene, such as the US-led invasion of Iraq and the West involvement 

in the turmoil of the Middle East and Libya209.  

As the 2000s went through, Russia had the increasing belief that the West was 

adapting the international structure to its own interests, discarding the emerging and 

historical great powers. Information and media clearly have become the key theatres 

of international confrontation and Western countries have been using the information 
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campaigns to discredit Russia210. For instance, Putin criticised the European reluctancy 

to acknowledge the legitimacy of Russian actions and the integration process that is 

progressing in the post-Soviet space, that is the Customs Union and the Eurasian 

Economic Union, when it is completely alike the European project. However, if it takes 

place in Europe, the process is referred to as integration, but in the case of the former 

territories of the Soviet Union, it is seen as an attempt to restore the old empire211. 

Considering these facts, it becomes logic that Russia assumed a defensive, rather than 

aggressive, approach where the international institutions did little or nothing to protect 

its interests at regional and global level. “The very notion of national sovereignty 

became a relative value for most countries […]. The greater the loyalty towards the 

world’s sole power centre, the greater this or that ruling regime’s legitimacy212”. 

According to Angela Stent, the core of Putin’s world is getting the West to treat Russia 

as it remained the Soviet Union. Such quest was summarised in seven key propositions 

which, together with other sources, can explain Russian foreign policy213 and the 

counter-strategy to sanctions: 

1. Russia has the right to seat at the table on all major international decisions and will 

insist on inclusion if the West prevents it. 

2. Russia’s interests are as legitimate as those of the Western countries and will urge 

the Atlantic alliance to recognize such assertion. 

3. Russia has the right to a sphere of privileged influence in the former-Soviet 

countries because it is vital to its security strategy. Indeed, Russia perceives the 

post-Soviet space as a fragmented “Russian World” that Moscow has the obligation 

to safeguard214. Any attempts from NATO and EU to include these countries in 

their institutions would be regarded as a threat to Russian interests. In this regard, 

 
210Andrey Sushentsov, ‘Three Fronts of Russian Foreign Policy’, Valdai Discussion Club, October 5, 2018. 
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Russia has only responded to the threats and does not comprehend why American 

and NATO actions are not regarded as manifestation of aggression215. 

4. Some states are more sovereign than others. Great powers like China, India, Russia 

and United States enjoy absolute sovereignty, meaning they are free to choose 

which alliances they join. Other middle powers, instead, have to come to terms 

with their security regimes and economic dependency, reason for which they might 

undertake foreign policies that do not completely reflect their national needs. 

Russia, however, is powerful enough to face the countries that challenge its 

national agenda, such as US unilateralism, and cooperate with the same in other 

issues of global concern that requires a joint action, like the nuclear proliferation 

or counterterrorism. 

5. Russia is a supporter of international conservatism and of an international structure 

that respects established leaders. Consequentially, the Kremlin’s position in the 

settlement of conflicts will come in support of those leaders that were legitimately 

elected, such as Yanukovych in Ukraine, Assad in Syria and Maduro in Venezuela. 

6. Russia believes its interests are best served by a fractured Western alliance. Not all 

European countries fear a possible aggression from Russia and the latter has always 

wished to be more integrated with Europe. “We never treated Europe as mistress” 

said President Putin in an interview “We have always proposed a serious 

relationship216”. Yet, the United States was often an obstacle to this purpose. In the 

same interview, Putin presumed that America does not want Russia’s 

rapprochement to Europe and used the Ukrainian crisis to create an external enemy 

to ensure its leadership217. Therefore, a fragmented Western alliance would 

contribute to reconciliate at least with those European countries that do not place 

Russia among their top security threats. 

7. Russia has no claims to world leadership but promotes a new multilateralism and 

a post-West order that reflects the current great powers. World stability could be 

only achieved if the key participants of the international affairs harmonise basic 

 
215Luciano Fontana, ‘Vladimir Putin’s Interview to the Italian Newspaper Il Corriere della Sera’.  
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interests, set reasonable limits to their power and give a positive and responsible 

example of leadership. Russia invited the world community to identify where 

unilateral actions end and increase the application of multilateral mechanisms to 

solve the dilemma of ensuring security and human rights and the principle of 

national sovereignty and non-interference in domestic affairs218. 

Bearing this in mind, the Russian narrative developed on the concept that Moscow 

was given the Versailles treatment. The Crimean annexation was a natural reaction 

given the increasing instability of Ukraine and the subversive actions of the West in 

the state. Moreover, Russian officials justified the actions in Crimea with the right of 

self-determination promoted by the UN Charter. In this concern, Russian authorities 

referred to the well-known Kosovo precedent – “a precedent our Western colleagues 

created with their own hands in a very similar situation, when they agreed that 

the unilateral separation of Kosovo from Serbia, exactly what Crimea is doing now, 

was legitimate and did not require any permission from the country’s central 

authorities219”-. 

 Additionally, Russia takes a different position regarding the use of sanctions in 

the international relations. The Russian Federation considers the UN Security Council 

as the only legitimate source of sanctions220. As representant of the international 

security regime, the UN Security Council should jointly discuss the issues at stake and 

evaluate whether sanctions can accomplish the tasks of maintaining peace and security. 

Similarly, China and other developing countries take a similar position. Of relevance 

is the Declaration of the Summit of Heads of State and Government of the Group of 

77+ China that took place in Santa Cruz. The participant states affirmed their rejection 

of unilateral economic measures of coercion, proposing their eradication from the 

practice of international affairs221. 
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The Russian perspective clearly claims that the conflict in question is not only 

important, but it almost represents a struggle of the legitimization of its interests in the 

international community. Within this context, it appears improbable that Moscow will 

desist and compel with the requests of the senders. Therefore, what have been the 

consequences of sanctions? Has the Russian narrative gained popular support? Has 

Russia managed to adapt to sanctions? If yes, how does it affect the security agenda 

and the sanctions objectives of the Western countries? 

4.2. Economic impact and domestic reaction  

The opinion on the impact of sanctions regarding the Russian economy differs 

between Western and Russian analysts. Generally, the formers tend to figure greater 

losses than those estimated by the Russian counterparts222. The different findings are 

the result of a different application of the methodology. However, the damages caused 

to the Russian economy were not only a consequence of sanctions, but the fall in oil 

prices and the weakening of the ruble are also responsible for the economic decline in 

2015.  

Nevertheless, Russia survived the sanctions in the short-term. According to 

Chris Miller, it occurred for three main reasons223. First, after the budget crises suffered 

in 1991 and 1998, Russia has prioritized macroeconomic stability. Since when Putin 

took office in 1999, the government has limited deficits and kept government debt 

levels low. Macroeconomic stability is now embedded in Russia’s rulers, who 

understand the costs of deviating from such behaviour. Thanks to this strategy, Russia 

has saved up by paying down debt and accumulating reserves. Second, as 

beforementioned, the greatest economic problems for Russia did not derive from the 

sanctions, but from the oil crush of mid-2014. It was mainly caused by the US oil firms 

which unexpectedly doubled production between 2007 and 2015, leading to a surplus 

of oil in the world. As response, Putin kept its budget deficit low by adopting a sharp 
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ruble devaluation. “If the ruble falls against the dollar, each dollar of oil taxation brings 

in more rubles224”. Then, ruble devaluation is a deliberate strategy used to balance the 

budget. Third, privately owned banks were able to borrow dollars from Russia’s central 

bank, which were used to provide loans to sanctioned firms. Thus, even the most 

leveraged firms under the sanctions survived.  

Notwithstanding the economic policies assumed by the Kremlin, sanctions did 

not aim to push Russia on its knees but to weaken those individuals and entities that 

were found responsible for the destabilization of Ukraine and related events. The 

international community is not indifferent to Russia’s position in the global 

economy225. Russia’s ranks as world’s sixth biggest economy (in terms of Purchasing 

Power Parity, PPP). Additionally, Russian trade/GDP ratio is around 40 percent, 

making the country only limitedly dependent on trade. Furthermore, the greatest share 

of exports of the Russian economy consists in raw materials. Consequentially, it is 

unthinkable an oil and gas export embargo on the levels applied in the case of Iraq and 

Iran. Pulling Russia out the global energy market would provoke great damages to most 

of the countries in the world. This feature links to the fact that Russia, as a great power, 

cannot be isolated in the way that smaller sanctions targets have been. With the West 

pursuing its sanctions policy, Moscow can create and deepen economic relations with 

other countries, notably China. Most importantly, Russia can retaliate with measures 

on its own. It has been one of the few countries having responded with 

countersanctions. The law was signed on June 4 which gives the government the 

authority to restrict or ban trade of most goods and services with countries that 

“implement unfriendly moves toward Russia226”. These measures did not break down 

the economy of the senders, but definitely provoked short-term losses, especially to 

those countries that were interacting the most with Russia. Germany and Italy can stand 
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as examples. Finally, the country as a whole is not dependent to the global economic 

and financial system as the economic elite that was targeted by sanctions.  

At the same time, Russia faced significant economic losses following the 

imposition of sanctions. Trade encountered deficits, but the financial sector was 

severely hit in connection with the great decline of investment volumes227. Financial 

sanctions are usually more invasive because they are easier and quicker to implement 

and significantly more difficult to circumvent, especially when the US leading role in 

world finance ensures that those measures will be respected228. Moreover, despite 

owning the means of retaliation, Russia cannot afford to cut out all the senders’ imports 

from its economy. Indeed, the countersanctions have only focused on the agricultural 

sectors. Although it has registered some initial difficulties, the EU seems only limitedly 

hit by the countersanctions. Then, it is logic that two main implication of adopting 

countermeasures were, first, to show to its citizens the economic leverage and political 

power of the country in contrasting the sanctions. Secondly, Moscow seized the 

opportunity to remove cheap imports and clear the way to re-boost domestic 

production, with the so-called import substitution policy. Despite the limited success 

of this measure229, it promotes the idea of Russian resilience. 

Consequentially, these features imply that Russia owns the state capacity to 

deal with sanctions and retaliate with its own means, hindering the effectiveness of 

sanctions as whole. However, sanctions affected Russian foreign trade, the 

competitiveness of its companies and its investment attractiveness. Therefore, 

sanctions managed to disrupt Russian economy to some degree but, instead of pushing 

it toward compliance with Western terms, the Kremlin has been pushing for the 

diversification of trade and economic relations with non-Western countries. 

The choice of privileging macroeconomic stability policies was mostly made at 

the expenses of the population. Indeed, the political costs have been a sharp decline in 

the real wages in 2015 and a lowering in the purchasing power of Russian consumers. 

 
227Fritsz et al., “Russia’s and the EU’s Sanctions: Economic and Trade Effects, Compliance and the Way 
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Despite this, it did not undermine popular support for President Putin, “in large part 

because Russia blamed its economic problems on external factors and foreign 

enemies230”. Indeed, a survey made by the Levada-Center, in October 2016, found that 

the majority of the respondents believed Russia should not be paying heed to Western 

criticism because their actions were moved by the willing of weakening the 

federation231. A different survey, submitted later in April 2017, also showed that most 

of the people interviewed did not perceive sanctions creating serious problems for them 

and their families232. Always in 2017, in a Chicago Council survey, Russians generally 

opposed making concessions toward lifting the sanctions, such as reversing the 

annexation of Crimea and renouncing to support rebel forces in Eastern Ukraine. The 

majority of Russians also say that their country is more respected now (55 percent) 

than it was 10 years ago. (See Fig. 1) 

Furthermore, the latest assessments show that Russians have greatly changed 

their perception toward other countries. 85 percent of Russians believe the United 

 
230C. MILLER, PUTINOMICS cit., p. 161. 
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Fig.1 Levada-Analytical Centre, February 14-20, 2019 (n=1613) 
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States and Russia are mostly rivals and they have perceived the deterioration of 

relations with EU too. On the contrary, Russians started to see positively the relations 

with China, meaning that the Kremlin demonstrated to be capable of adapting to 

sanctions and reconfigure the economic, political and security policy toward new 

partners. The positive opinion toward Germany reveals that, despite the Frostpolitik 

performed by the Chancellor Angela Merkel, Germans remain deeply divided 

regarding Russia. Moreover, the continuous attacks against Germany by the Trump 

administration marked a great distance between Washington and Berlin and left the 

latter to wonder whether to reassess relations with Moscow or not233. With all these 

stated, there three significant implications for the effectiveness of sanctions. First, 

Russians perceive sanctions as unjust and, consequentially, they perceive USA and EU 

mostly negatively and as pursuing policies to weaken their country. Second, Russian 

public opinion generally agrees that the government demonstrated to be resilient, 

especially in the short-run, increasing the support of the population. Third, the 

contradicting opinions regarding USA and single members of the EU leave intended 

that also the population believe a divided West retains more possibility of lifting 

sanctions without Russia making great concessions. 

According to the Western perspective, such popular support is a consequence of 

the authoritarian regime, whose state-control on mass media permit to diffuse deceptive 

propaganda. Instead, from the point of view of Ivan Timofeev, “sanctions can often 

lead to the consolidation of the political system and society against external challenges; 

[they] are a convenient excuse for centralising power234”. Russia is no exception and 

sanctions have to be blamed for the higher centralisation of state control. Furthermore, 

widening the scope of sanctions does not help to hamper the support of Russians toward 

the government. For instance, the Skripal case did not damage Putin’s reputation in 

face of 2018 elections, in which he received more than 76 percent of the votes235.   
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Therefore, it can be assumed that the Russian narrative is dominant in the target 

country. However, the economic consequences of sanctions have worsened the quality 

of life of citizens and the economic development of the country. If translated into a 

serious technological backwardness, economic sanctions can be very detrimental to 

target’s national security in the long-term236. Hence, either Russia decides to compel 

with the senders’ requests, scenario that is very improbably, or it manages to efficiently 

diversify its relations, which is the strategy adopted by the Kremlin since the imposition 

of sanctions. 

4.3. Geopolitical re-orientation: Russian foreign and security strategy 

Russia’s attitude has not changed under the sanctions237.  The historical objective 

of Russian foreign policy is pursuing the strategy as great power. The geopolitical re-

configuration toward key regions, notably Euro-Atlantic, Eurasia and Asia-Pacific, 

was dictated by the unfriendly relations imposed by the Western countries.  

The Minister of the Foreign Affairs Sergey Lavrov maintained that, before the 

Ukraine crisis, Russia has tried more than once to establish cooperative relations with 

Western partners. However, as beforementioned, the latter preferred to promote their 

own political and security agenda, ignoring Russian interests238.The Russia’s Security 

Strategy to 2020 remarked the increasing network of US military equipment, from the 

deployment of strategic nonnuclear defence systems to biological laboratories, 

expanding on the territories of states adjacent to Russia and how this behaviour. 

Together with the expanding of NATO, Western actions have been creating a threat to 

Russian national security and Moscow provided to improve its national defensive 

potential and the allocation of sufficient resources for this purpose239. Consequentially, 

Russia has maintained the main economic and political relations with Europe where 

possible, notwithstanding the presence of sanctions and the countersanctions. Still 
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today, Russia is prompt to improve cooperation with European Union with all possible 

means, with the purpose of forming an open system of Euro-Atlantic collective 

security. At the same time, it strives to create an equitable and valuable strategic 

partnership with the United States, giving priority on the establishment of new 

disarmament and arms control agreements, and other issues of common concern240. 

Yet, NATO’s behaviour remains unacceptable to Russia and, despite the willingness 

to improve relations, there will not be progress in the European security regime if 

NATO-Russia interactions are not based on equality.  

The mutual suspicious only further deteriorates the confidence on the security 

building measures in Europe, notably OSCE and, in particular, the Vienna Documents. 

A clear example is the Russian and Belarus military exercise Zapad 2017. Western 

representants seriously doubted that the participant troops were truly below 13,000241 

and questioned the transparency of this exercise. Russian and Belarus officials claimed 

that the number corresponded to 12,700 troops and stated that NATO was, instead, 

strengthening its presence on the border with Russia. Eventually, it turned out that the 

Zapad 2017 respected the terms of the Vienna Convention, demonstrating that the 

atmosphere of distrust across Europe are creating a security dilemma242 and pushed 

Russia to diverse its relations. 

The near abroad 

Given the circumstances with the Euro-Atlantic players, it provided an impetus 

for strengthening partnerships in the Asian continent, in particular in the Eurasian area. 

Proponents of the Eurasian view were already existing before the sanctions, but Yeltsin 

preferred privileging a higher collaboration with the West. On the contrary, 

representatives of the statist and civilizationist thinking highlighted the historical role 

of Russia as geopolitical empire and how it should have preserved the Eurasian region 
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as part of its sphere of influence243. By choosing discontinuity in its identity, Russia 

lost its role as centre of the Eurasian continent and most of political analysts agree that 

its geopolitical situation changed for the worse244. Later, Russia came to realise that its 

survival and prosperity were dictated by the quality of partnership with all its 

neighbours, notably both the Euro-Atlantic and Asia-Pacific communities. Already 

with the Primakov Doctrine, it was requested to give higher attention on the “near 

abroad”. The supporters of the Eurasian strategy argued, first, that Russia is a bridge 

between two continents and should take advantage of this position to achieve its 

national interests. Second, they saw in the Eurasian model as the optimal economic 

solution for keeping its status of great power. Finally, this strategy, if efficiently 

developed, could foster cooperation toward the European Union, the Asian countries 

and North America245. Therefore, the Eurasian project was initiated to pursue a greater 

plan of integration, the “Greater Europe246”, a vision supported even immediately after 

the 2014 events. Following sanctions, fostering the development of the Eurasian 

Economic Union became the new strategic goal to avoid isolation. “Eurasian 

integration is a chance for the entire post-Soviet space to become an independent 

centre for global development, rather than remaining on the outskirts of Europe 

and Asia247”.  

To this end, Russia aims to build up cooperation within the Commonwealth of 

Independent States (CIS) to deal with common challenges and threats. In particular, 

the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO) works as “one of the main 

elements of the modern security system in the post-Soviet space248”. The task of the 

Russian foreign policy 2018 was transforming the CSTO into a universal international 

organisation able to respond to the pressure of global and regional actors and remained 
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consistent in the foreign and security strategy in the following years. It is worth to 

mention that Russia’s objective is not only strengthen the security perimeters with the 

CIS countries, but also to foster a new regional community that could compete with 

EU and USA. The Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) was established in 2014, to 

increase the economic integration already initiated with the Eurasian Economic 

Community found in 2000. In this regard, if EAEU is compared to the most notorious 

European Union, the Eurasian integration looks little efficient and very slow. However, 

if the bar is set lower and EAEU is compared with other regional integration projects, 

such as NAFTA, MERCOSUR e ASEAN, we see that the organisation works generally 

well249. Definitely, EAEU is a significant framework where Russia enhances its 

leadership at regional level and develops its soft powers. 

Pivot to the East, or to Beijing 

Since Vladimir Putin took office, Moscow and Beijing consistently tried to 

enhance strategic trust and establish an institutional infrastructure to strengthen their 

cooperation in the military and general security issues250. The creation of Shanghai 

Cooperation Organisation (SCO) in 2001 was the attempt to improve relations between 

Central Asia and China focusing on regional security issues. With the deterioration of 

West-Russia relations, Sino-Russian collaboration in the framework of security and 

economic development was first enhanced through SCO, in order to accelerate the so-

called Russian pivot to the East. The recent expansion of the organisation, with India 

and Pakistan as new members in 2017, has displayed a new model of international 

security cooperation, although it not intended, yet, to challenge the status quo251. 

Moreover, the trade war initiated by the Trump administration rolled down US-China 

relations, pushing Russia and China to deepen even further their collaboration.  
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Even prior to Ukrainian crisis, there were several advantages of a higher Sino-

Russian relations. First, Russia would have reduced its security concerns regarding the 

“yellow peril” at its border. Second, Beijing has a high demand for Siberian natural 

resources and Russian armaments. China figures as the second largest importer of 

Russian military hardware and in 2018 it made a total expenditure of 1.30 billion US 

dollars for Russian military products252. Despite Russia’s reluctancy in the past to sell 

its most sophisticated arms to China, fearing it would have figured the engineering 

behind them, in 2015 Moscow agreed to sell to Beijing Su-35S fighter jets and S-400 

surface to air missiles, upgrading its military defence system253. Currently, the two 

countries are each other’s closest partners in the defence and security field among the 

major powers. The participation of the Chinese to the Russian strategic level exercise 

Vostok 2018 is not only an example of the frequency of their joint military exercise, 

but it also reveals they are influencing their strategic cultures and adopting various 

trust-building measures254. China is also very interested to Russian energy supply, 

which indeed composes the majority of Russian exports directed to the Asian partner. 

In May 2014, it was financed a 400 billion US dollars deal to build a gas pipeline, “the 

Power of Siberia255”. Third, China represented a source for light manufacturing and its 

agricultural products could have compensated the supply problems in Eastern Russia. 

Forth, both countries had a common interest in reaching stability in Central Asia, given 

that both perceived the threat of spill-over of disorder in the rest of the continent256. 

Finally, but most importantly, both countries promote a multipolar world and are firm 

opponents of interfering in states’ internal affairs. China supported Russia in the 

Ukrainian crisis, although it remained tacit for most of it because its economic interests 

could have been damaged if it had openly defended Russia. In 2017, Putin welcomed 
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the Belt and Road initiative257 with the double intent of fostering the Eurasian 

Economic Union and contribute to a global infrastructure that would challenge the 

economic supremacy of USA.  

Are all these military and political interactions evidence that Russia and China 

are close to form a new bloc? The parties condemn the very idea of military and 

political alliances. Creating collective security is not part of the historical defence 

strategy of the two countries. Moreover, such alliance could be very dangerous from 

the NATO perspective258 and it is quite wise of the Chinese and Russian leaders to 

avoid giving wrong signals. But most importantly, Russia and China are just 

instrumental partners given the significant asymmetrical power balance that 

characterise their relations. They share common views in the international relations, 

but China is much more valuable trade partner for Russia than vice-versa. An alliance 

in the next future would oblige Russia to bandwagon to Chinese interests and adopt 

only a subordinated role in the world community259. 

In order to balance Chinese influence, Russia tried to diverse its relations also in 

the rest of the continent by continuing to sell arms to India and Vietnam260. The 

Russian-Chinese Dialogue of 2019 highlighted that the development of Russia-India-

China strategic triangle remains a priority of Russian strategy261. Moscow also has been 

increasing interaction with multilateral fora, such as G8 and G20 and BRIC262. Finally, 

it has been considering other important actors in the region, such as Japan and South 

 
257“By proposing this initiative, President Xi Jinping has demonstrated an example of a creative approach 

toward fostering integration in energy, infrastructure, transport, industry and humanitarian collaboration, about 

which I have just talked at length”. Vladimir Putin, Speech at the opening of the One Belt, One Road 

International Forum in Beijing, May 14, 2017. Available at:  http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/54491 
258Vassily Kashin, ‘Russia and China: Union or Strategic Uncertainty?’, RIAC, August 29, 2019. Available at: 

https://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/analytics/russia-and-china-union-or-strategic-

uncertainty/ [Accessed on 27/04/2020] 
259Elina Sinkkonen, ‘China-Russia Security Cooperation: Geopolitical Signaling with Limits’, Centre for 

Security Studies, February 2, 2018. Available at : https://isnblog.ethz.ch/international-relations/china-russia-

security-cooperation-geopolitical-signalling-with-limits 
260Ibid. 
261S.G. Luzyanin et al.; Zhao Huasheng et al.; I.S. Ivanov; Russian–Chinese Dialogue: The 2019 Model, 

(Moscow: Russian International Affairs Council (RIAC), 2019) Report 

46.https://russiancouncil.ru/papers/Russia-China-Report46-En.pdf 
262National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation to 2020”, May 12, 2009.  

http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/54491
https://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/analytics/russia-and-china-union-or-strategic-uncertainty/
https://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/analytics/russia-and-china-union-or-strategic-uncertainty/
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Korea263. Indeed, Russia can be a useful player in deterring the nuclear power of North 

Korea and, in the case of Russia and Japan, new cooperation could help to solve the 

territorial issue of the Kuril Islands. However, the level of interaction with the rest of 

the Asian continent is not yet comparable to the relations between Moscow and Beijing. 

In this regard, if the Kremlin really wants a pivot to the East, and not only to Beijing, 

it should work harder to diverse its relations with the rest of continent. 

The new broker in the Middle East 

The Middle East did not represent a top priority during the Soviet time as, 

instead, does nowadays. The return of Russia in the region is “one of Putin’s major 

foreign policy achievements264”. Attempts to restore the old ties and create new ones 

were part of the Kremlin’s strategy also before the Ukrainian crisis. Nevertheless, it 

was the military intervention in Syria in September 2015 and the uncertain American 

role in settling the conflict that brought Russia out its isolation and inserted as a major 

player in the region265. The main interest of Moscow in the Middle East and North 

Africa is to tackle the threat of international terrorism and the spread of extremist 

ideology that could jeopardize to Russian borders. According to the foreign policy 

strategy of 2016, Russia consistently advocates strengthening international security 

and enhance regional stability. It nominates Middle East and Northern Africa (MENA) 

as top priorities for the establishment of free zones, avoid the exchange of WMD and 

the spread of radicalism and terrorism by fighting at its roots. Therefore, the first 

interest of Moscow in the region is about providing security to its borders and fight 

against international threats266.  

Bearing this in mind, Russia is trying to take advantage of its intervention in the 

Middle East to enhance also other interests. Differently from the past, Russia is not 

interested in an ideological fight with the USA, but it engaged with a pragmatic 

 
263Magnus Lundsrtom, ‘Why Are US Allies Japan and South Korea Drawing Closer to Russia?’, The Diplomat, 

March 20, 2018. Available at: https://thediplomat.com/2018/03/why-are-us-allies-japan-and-south-korea-

drawing-closer-to-russia/ [Accessed on 04/05/2020]  
264Angela Stent, Putin’s world: Russia Against the West and with the Rest, p. 259. 
265Ibid. 
266“Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation”, November 30, 2016.  

https://thediplomat.com/2018/03/why-are-us-allies-japan-and-south-korea-drawing-closer-to-russia/
https://thediplomat.com/2018/03/why-are-us-allies-japan-and-south-korea-drawing-closer-to-russia/
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approach. As promoter of stabilization in the region, Russia wants to enhance its role 

of mediator remaining consistent with its role as permanent member of the UN Security 

Council. Putin believes that the only way to achieve stability in the region is by 

reversing the Arab Springs of 2011 and restoring and strengthening the legitimate 

governments that still exist267. The return of Russia as active player in MENA, but 

especially the Middle East, was mostly seen positively by the countries involved and 

largely due to the disappointed reactions to US role in solving the crises. This is 

consistent with the promotion of the conservative values in the international affairs and 

moves another critic against the huge mistakes that Western countries made in the 

region. The failure of the American policy paved the way to Russia “to introduce itself 

as a decent broker and mediator while maintaining close ties with different players and 

factors268”. Indeed, Russia was able to build several relationships with all parties, 

despite the contradictions among them.  

Regardless of the high tensions after the downing of the Russian fighter jet, 

Erdogan managed to loosen the friction between the two states and Putin seized the 

opportunity of the coup to normalize relations. The interactions between Putin and 

Erdogan was also a result of the international isolation of EU and USA against Ankara. 

Moscow is also a member of the Quartet since its formation in 2002 and several experts 

agree that Russia will become the main engine to resolve the Palestinian crisis, greatly 

due to the fact that it managed to have close ties with both Palestinians and Israel269. 

Indeed, the situation for Jews in Russia, nowadays, is the best than ever and it was 

fundamental to warm ties with Israel, where one sixth of the population emigrated from 

the USSR270. Similarly, Saudi Arabia understands the role of Russia as great power 

balancer in the region and tried to exploit its close ties with Teheran at Riyadh’s 

advantage, to foster higher energy collaboration and purchase Russian armaments to 

 
267Anton Bespalov, ‘Russia’s Return to the Middle East: War and Diplomacy’, Valdai Discussion Club, July 

8, 2019. Available at: https://valdaiclub.com/a/highlights/russia-s-return-to-the-middle-east-war-and-diploma/ 

[Accessed on 28/04/2020] 
268Ibid. It was declared by Amal Abou Zeid, a member of the Lebanese parliament from the Free Patriotic 

Movement. 
269Ibid.  
270Angela Stent, Putin’s world: Russia Against the West and with the Rest, p. 279. 
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improve its defence system271.  The current security interaction between Iran and 

Russia is remarkable and the two states acknowledge each other as indispensable 

players in the region and to tackling threats emerged from the international order, that 

both believe needs revision272. Such security convergence maximized the objectives of 

both states and enables them to respond to the issue of international misrecognition and 

other security threats. Finally, Russia is an active intermediary in Afghanistan, with the 

purpose of restoring stability and tackle the threat of Taliban, and it has been interacting 

with the main players in Libya presenting itself as a diplomatic arbiter273.  

Intense activity in these territories represents the opportunity to export Russian 

multipolar vision in regions that are dealing with important changes in their political 

and security paradigms. The continuous Western interference in the MENA internal 

affairs and the attempt to establish the democratic model in this region have only 

worsen the situation and Russian approach seem to be more appealing. Finally, despite 

the opposite views, international terrorism and growing extremism are common threats 

between United States and Russia and the region could become a ground of cooperation 

between the two. At the same time, the two states have a different approach and strict 

collaboration remain problematic despite the common interests.  

Therefore, the role and priorities of Russia in the MENA region has changed 

since the Soviet era and the pre-sanctions time. Now, Moscow is a mediator, an 

entrepreneur and a promoter of a new world order. Differently from the past is not 

interested in promoting an ideological system and extending its sphere of influence. 

Rather, the region represents the opportunity to exit the international isolation, to 

demonstrate its role as broker by mediating among different and controversial actors, 

to stress its position as great power and right to seat at the table of the international 

decisions, and to export its multipolar vision. Moreover, Russia does not exclude that 

MENA could function as a ground of collaboration given the important problem of 

terrorism and radicalization that concerns worldwide.  

 
271Ivi., p. 287. 
272Abdolrasool Divsallar, ‘The Pillars of Iranian-Russian Security Convergence’, The International Spectator, 

2019, 54 (3), pp. 107-122. 
273Samuel Ramani, ‘Russia’s Strategy in Libya’, Rusi, April 7, 2020. https://rusi.org/commentary/russias-

strategy-libya [Accessed on 30/04/2020] 
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Russia in the rest of the world 

Europe, Eurasia, Asia and Middle East are the regions on which Russia spent the 

most to stabilize or strengthen its relations and implement its strategy to counter the 

sanctions. Although not on the same level, Russia was interested to diversify and invest 

in other regions, taking advantage of relations inherited by the Soviet Union. 

Strong ties with Latin America were established during the Soviet time and were 

suddenly interrupted after the collapse of the empire. With President Putin in office, 

the Kremlin started to have a more assertive approach policy to the world and renewed 

interested in the region before the Ukrainian crisis274. For the political point of view, 

Russia was able to promote successful long-term relations. Moscow had endorsed the 

idea of multipolarity and the symbolic capacity to engage actions against United States. 

Russia developed significant soft powers in the region, taking advantage of the past 

relations that the Soviet Union established at its time. In this context, the Russian media 

can be considered a real success. Moreover, it engaged with the so-called “pink tide275” 

ensuring the support of these countries whose leaders frequently reject US policy and 

welcome the idea of multipolarity. Finally, Russia aims to remain an energy 

superpower and believes that they accomplish this goal by expanding Russian 

megacompanies like Rosneft in new regions and increase the world production276.  

However, the Russian approach in Latin America is very pragmatic and the 

commercial engagement is very low. Within the sanctions, Russia decreased even 

further the volume of trade with the region, preferring the pivot to the East, and 

especially to China. In 2018, trade accounted for about 1.8 percent of Russia’s 

merchandise exports and 3.8 percent of its imports. Furthermore, the commodity 

structure is chained to few specific products, namely raw materials and commodities 

like fertilisers, mineral fuels, iron and steel277. Even Venezuela does not appear among 

 
274Alexandra G. Koval, Vladimir Rouvinski, ‘Russia in Latin America: Beyond Economic Opportunities’, in 

Forward To the Past? New/Old Theaters of Russia’s International Projection, Edited by Aldo Ferrari and 

Eleonora Tafuro Ambrosetti, ISPI, (Milano: Ledizioni Ledipublishing, 2020), pp. 108-129. 
275They refer to those leftist governments that came to power in Venezuela, Argentina, Brazil, Ecuador, Chile, 

Uruguay and Bolivia in the end of the 1990s and 2000s. 
276See International Energy Agency (IEA), “World Energy Outlook” 2019. 
277Koval, Rouvinski, ‘Russia in Latin America: Beyond Economic Opportunities’, p. 121. 
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the Russian top priorities. Nevertheless, the Venezuela’s political crisis had the 

attention of the entire international community and Russia took advantage of the 

situation to increase its role as re-emerging power and promote multilateralism and the 

respect of existing government. Moreover, Venezuela was the top buyer of Russian 

armaments in Latin America (and fifth at global level), before it drastically fell between 

2014-2018278. But most importantly, relations with Venezuela are crucial in the energy 

sector where Rosneft has greatly invested. 

In general, Russia’s potential to increase in the region is very limited. 

Symbolically, Russia managed to develop a good image as international gamer, but it 

needs to pose more attention on the economic relations and diversifying its economy 

if it wants to effectively promote its multilateral ideas. 

Sub Saharan Africa follows a similar discourse. However, Russia is investing 

more than in Latin America as an opportunistic reaction to US disengagement in the 

continent. Russian strategy is the result of a decade long renewed engagement. 

Moscow’s relations in Africa targeted three main areas: mining and energy; security 

and counterterrorism; and multilateral engagement279. Although the Chinese 

investments in the continent are much higher respect to Russia, Moscow managed to 

create relations with various countries, and it was often criticized for its support for 

authoritarian regimes and PMC deployments in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

4.4. Amplifying factors of sanctions efficiency: Covid19 and the Oil War 

The plague of the coronavirus affected the economic and security stability 

worldwide. According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the global GDP will 

shrink by approximately 3 percent in 2020. The pandemic will clearly have different 

economic costs for the countries and regions affected: the decline is predicted at 7–9 

percent of GDP for the Eurozone states, about 6 percent for the United States, and 5.5–

 
278Ivi. p. 126 
279Samuel Ramani, Russia’s Enduring Quest for Great Power Status in Sub-Saharan Africa, in Forward To the 

Past? New/Old Theaters of Russia’s International Projection, Edited by Aldo Ferrari and Eleonora Tafuro 

Ambrosetti, ISPI, (Milano: Ledizioni Ledipublishing, 2020), pp. 130-151. 
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6.6 percent of GDP for Russia, Brazil and Mexico280. Naturally, these are only 

predictions and they cannot be given for granted.   

While some economists believe the world economy will recover in the next 

years, others suppose that this crisis will push the world toward a new technological 

paradigm. What is certain is that countries whose economy are raw materials export 

oriented, such as Russia, “will encounter greater difficulties in such a scenario than the 

rest of the world, since they failed to make the best use of the fat years and will have 

to diversify their economies in highly unfavourable external circumstances”281. This 

crisis seems to be pushing countries to shift toward new environmentally friendly 

technologies, undermining the main source of profit of the Russian Federation. 

In addition, the pandemic is changing the prioritisation of national projects. Last 

year, Russia proposed the projects “Healthcare” and “Demography”, which aimed to 

increase the life expectancy and quality of medical services. However, the current 

conditions dictate the prior need to further increase expenditures in these areas in order 

to stop the spread of the current epidemic, as well as increase the willingness of medical 

services in the event of a second or third wave. Moreover, there is the growing need to 

increase social spending in order to cope with both the health and economic crises. 

Considering all these factors, the budgetary consequences will be very harmful for the 

country as whole, but especially of the single regions of the federation 282. 

Together with the pandemic, Moscow was seriously damaged by the oil price 

war between Russia and Saudi Arabia. In March 2020, the Saudis called for a meeting 

of the OPEC+ meeting and required the members to cut down production of 1.5 million 

barrels to support oil price, given that the pandemic dramatically crushed economic 

activities and demand. However, Russia refused, claiming it did not respect Russian 
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interests and it would have just opened the way to American shale oil283. This opened 

the oil war between Riyadh and Moscow. Despite the significant damage already 

reckoned in the short term, Moscow did give the impression of backing down. 

The long-term outcomes of these events are difficult to predict. Some Russian 

experts believe that it would be a triumph if the international organization will not 

collapse and, rather, strengthen. For instance, EAEU should exploit this time to take a 

unitary stand against the virus. In this perspective, the world might improve the 

international collaboration and promote a multilateral approach. In this scenario, 

Russia would come out victorious and promoter of a new security paradigm. 

On the other hand, there are a lot of criticism of the work done by the 

international organizations to cope with the crisis and some fear that Coronavirus will 

hinder the confidence of sovereign states in these institutions. Moreover, if sanctions 

are not lifted and the oil war continues, Russia may encounter serious economic 

difficulties which would undermine its security apparatus. Furthermore, it should be 

acknowledged that, even before Covid19 became a global issue, Russian experts 

already expressed some concerns regarding the right strategy to cope with the sanctions 

and moved various suggestions that remain valid also to the present moment284. First 

of all, Russia had to further engage on trade diversification and emphasize the pivot to 

the East. Additionally, given the great losses that resulted from the financial sanctions 

and the only way to effectively shield the country is restructuring the global financial 

system, Russia should be investing and cooperating with BRICS partners to create an 

alternative payment and financial systems. Second, Russia must recover the relations 

with the West, starting with the European Union. In this context, it is suggested to 

promote the “selective cooperation” with EU and making progress in the 

implementation of the Minsk Accords. Reverting the negative trend of relations 

between USA and Russia is very unlikely to happen, but it is necessary to maintain 

 
283Yale Global Online, ‘Oil Crisis Challenges Putin’s Power’, OilPrice.com, 2020. 

https://oilprice.com/Geopolitics/International/Oil-Crisis-Challenges-Putins-Power.html [Accessed on 
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cooperation in dialogues in areas of common interest. Finally, any of these measures 

cannot work unless Moscow develops and diversifies the Russian economy. 

In the scenario where Moscow fails to accomplish any of these objectives, it is 

possible that Russia will be obliged to compel with the senders’ demand when the 

overall impact of these events will dramatically crush its economy. Yet, this eventuality 

does not imply that the security framework promoted by the Western countries will 

remain in place. In this case, it depends on the level of cooperation that the Atlantic 

alliance will implement to exit the Covid19 crisis.  
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Conclusions 

 Are economic and related sanctions efficient in achieving the security 

objectives of the sanctioning countries in the case of Russia? 

 Economic and financial sanctions were little efficient in achieving the primary 

objectives of the senders. The sanctions costs were not too invasive for the senders, but 

definitely the EU encountered higher costs than US, reason for which EU sanctions 

were not as broad in scope as USA. Despite the diversification on the energy sector, 

the European Union is still dependent on Russian gas exports. Moreover, single 

countries of the union which developed higher economic interaction with Moscow 

suffered economic losses because of the restrictions. Consequentially, the sanctions 

were similar but not the same and since they were not coordinated by an international 

organisation, it was not mitigated the negative effect of multiple senders acting 

unilaterally. The trade dependency between EU and Russia increased the impact of 

sanctions on the target. Indeed, the EU was the first trade partner for Russia, and it 

remains among its top commercial relations. Regardless on the level that sanctions 

disturbed Russian economy, they contributed to the sharp decline of the economic 

performance in 2014-2015. Yet, sanctions were not the only factors and the decline of 

oil prices and the depreciation of ruble were equally or more disrupting to its economy.   

However, Russia owned the state capacity to prevent a deep crisis and, above 

all, its economic size and importance in the energy sector made impossible to 

completely isolate Moscow from the international scene. Indeed, Russia was able, on 

the one hand, to impose countersanctions, which symbolically demonstrated it was able 

to react to sanctions and it would have re-boosted domestic production with the import 

substitution policy. On the other hand, Moscow managed to diverse its relations with 

third-party countries that have no interest or contrast the Western opinion on the 

Ukrainian crisis. Russia has been pushing for further economic integration with the 

Eurasian region and enhanced significant collaboration with China in the energy and 

military field. Nevertheless, the very static conformation of Russian economy, that is 

rooted greatly on the energy and military sectors, prevents to boost its economy.  
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Despite the damage of sanctions on the population, Russians generally approve 

the government and believe in the Russian narrative, which dictates that the Western 

countries have been imposing coercive measures to mitigate Russia’s role in the world. 

The Western medias believe it is the result of the authoritarian regime already in place 

before the sanctions. Russian experts consider the higher centralization of power ex-

post the sanctions and brought the people together against a common enemy. Finally, 

and most importantly, Russia considers the annexation of Crimea a great achievement 

and made in conformity of the international norms. Compelling with the requests of 

the Western countries would hinder Russian reputation at home and abroad. It would 

rather wait and adapt to sanctions rather than retreat from Crimea.  

Therefore, the Russian government and its citizens do not perceive sanctions as 

a punishment for its wrong actions, but rather the unfair response of the structure of the 

international relations that does not represent Russian interests. It is also very unlikely 

that a shift in the regime will occur any time soon.  Finally, although a further escalation 

of the Ukrainian crisis did not occur, it is not possible to assess such achievement to 

sanctions. According to the Russian narrative, there is no need of deterring Russia 

because it is not in its interest to attack Europe, but only to protect Russian-ethnic 

people and prevent destabilisation at its border. 

On the contrary, the analysis demonstrated that the secondary objectives of 

sanctions were mostly achieved. For the USA, Americans seemed little involved in the 

Ukrainian crisis and did not want their army to be directly involved. During the Trump 

administration, Americans changed their attitude when US officials demonstrated that 

Russia had interfered in the 2016 Presidential elections and started to demand a stricter 

approach against Moscow. Trump, despite he appeared to be willing to lift sanctions 

during the electoral campaign, well responded to the domestic expectations and 

jeopardize sanctions also in other sectors.  

Similarly, sanctions were efficient to achieve the secondary objectives of the 

European Union. The EU managed to give a cohesive response to the Ukrainian crisis 

demonstrating that its members are interested in safeguarding the fundamental values 

of the union and the preserving the stability in the continent. Despite the possibility to 



108 

 

veto the extension of sanctions that occurs every six months, EU members never used 

this power. This means that there are interests and obligations regarding their 

membership in the union and maintaining the sanctions is the best way to preserve the 

unity of community, at least in this front of the international relations, as demonstrated 

also by the case of Italy. 

 The variables that concern the framework of the international relations are 

numerous and only time will give a clear answer whether the tertiary objectives have 

been attained or not. Nevertheless, the conclusion that it can be drawn to this moment 

is that sanctions were efficient in preserving the European security framework in the 

short and medium run, but the different and more realist approach adopted by the 

Trump administration highlighted the different goals between the United States and the 

European Union. The former is primarily oriented to revitalise US global position at 

the expenses of the enemies or, even, its own allies. In this regard, sanctions have been 

detached from the Ukrainian crisis and are used to punish also other offenses that 

Russia made to the USA.  

 Instead, the EU is primarily focused to resolve the conflict in Ukraine to restore 

stability and confidence in the security framework that protected the continent since 

the end of World War Two. Extending sanctions for too long, not only would allow 

Russia to adapt to them, but it would also lose significance in the long-run and the EU 

members, at some point, will be willing to lift sanctions and to pursue other national 

and security interests. The example of Italy demonstrates that, although it would not 

detach from the Western political and security line, Rome is aware of the benefits of 

maintaining good relations with the Eurasian partner and whose presence on the 

continent cannot be ignored. Then, it is willing to let Russia approach Europe again 

and, possibly, use it at his advantage to rebuild its reputation in the region. 

 Additionally, according to the Russian narrative, the problems raised with 

sanctions are not only connected to the annexation of Crimea or the support of militants 

in Eastern Ukraine, but the crisis questions the legality of using unilateral sanctions 

and the level of representativeness of the current security framework. Russia claims 

that the UN Security Council should function as the only legitimate body to impose 
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multilateral sanctions and that UN in general should stop promoting the Western 

approach and justify the illegal actions of powerful actors, like the USA, which designs 

international law as they please. The Russian approach is a serious threat to the 

international security configuration promoted by the USA, especially if other countries 

of the world are progressively supporting more this idea. It seems unlikely that in the 

short-run there will something similar to a Russia-China military alliance. 

Nevertheless, the high interaction between the two and the inclusion of other actors, 

such as India, leave intended the willingness to challenge the international structure at 

some point. Russia is also proposing itself as new broker in the Middle East and North 

Africa and success in this sector would undermine the American role as global leader. 

 Europe finds itself caught up in a security dilemma between two great powers 

that pursue different security agenda. Although it is improbable that it would happen 

in the next future, EU members have been questioning the need to emancipate from the 

traditional defence structure of the union. Then, I believe that sanctions were not 

efficient to attain tertiary objectives.  

 Preserving the world order and the security structure promoted by the Western 

countries will be a hard task unless: 

1. USA and EU start considering Russia as an equal partner and collaborate to 

create a new security framework where Russia is fully participant.  

2. A drastic economic crisis, like the one triggered by Covid19, will oblige the 

target to compel to the senders’ requests only with the purpose to ease the burden 

of sanctions. 

3. The inadequate collaboration between USA and EU in dealing with Covid19 

will push EU further away from its historical ally. In this scenario, it is possible 

that the EU works to emancipate its defence structure and start to negotiate with 

Russia with the intent of creating a new security framework.  

In any case, the security agenda of European countries cannot be attained exclusively 

with economic sanctions, but such measure has to be embedded in a wider strategy, 

recalling what was maintained in the first chapter. In this context, the EU was 

significantly more open to dialogue and greatly focused on the implementation of the 
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Minsk Accords. Within other and more serious diplomatic efforts and the involvement 

of EU middle powers as mediators, the European Union is more likely to exit the 

security dilemma, although it might happen at the expenses of the USA. 

 Can sanctions be considered the best instrument to attain security 

objectives of countries in the international relations? 

 In conclusion, the case of Russia confirms the opinion of the academic literature 

and teaches that economic sanctions are not the best instrument to attain security 

objectives and neither they are if implemented together with financial and diplomatic 

ones. However, sanctions should not be abandoned as security instrument in the 

international relations because they retain important advantages. They are quick 

response to crises, and they satisfy the domestic and international opinion in the short 

run, persevering stability and giving time to reflect a better strategy. Moreover, it was 

demonstrated that the security objectives are multiple and on different dimensions and 

they can be efficiently achieved by sanctions, such as in the case of secondary 

objectives. However, sanctions should be well analysed before implemented and be 

part of a wider strategy as suggested above. Otherwise, the risk is jeopardizing the 

effect of sanctions by expanding the scope on other issues that are not connected to the 

initial conflict and prolonging the economic restrictions would not help solving the 

dispute. Rather, it would deteriorate even more the relations between the sender and 

the target and, eventually, also between the senders when their security objectives do 

not completely concede.  
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Summary 

In the past, transnational disputes, notwithstanding the due exceptions, were 

generally settled by force. However, the technological development permitted to 

engage in very serious conflicts that were the main agents of drastic bloodsheds and 

brought the international community to consider alternative ways to settle inter-states 

disputes. Economic sanctions and related measures have developed as instrument to 

attain foreign and security goals since the end of World War One, although they existed 

already in the ancient period but implemented with less frequency. An international 

sanctions regime was determined slowly since the formation of the United Nations and 

reflected the liberal tradition of the most important countries of the international 

community. At the same time, countries use such instrument also unilaterally, 

considering that under certain circumstances the unilateral action of one country is 

more effective than a disorganized multilateral effort.  

In turn, the different performances of sanctions opened a long-lasting debate 

about the efficiency of this measure, especially now that scholar can assert the long-

term consequences. Despite the criticisms, sanctions remain a common practice to 

pursue foreign and security objectives. The perseverance of adopting such measure 

suggests that there are multiple security objectives of the countries in question. A clear 

example of sanctions having controversial consequences for the countries that impose 

them is the case of Russia in 2014. 

 Therefore, the purpose of this dissertation is to provide an opinion on the 

efficiency of sanctions as a security instrument in the international relations by 

applying the main academic findings to the case of Russia. They can be derived the 

following research questions:  

• Are economic and related sanctions efficient in achieving the security objectives 

of the sanctioning countries in the case of Russia?  

• Can sanctions be considered the best instrument to attain security objectives of 

countries in the international relations? 

The first chapter of this dissertation focused on exploring the existing academic 

literature on the definition and efficiency of economic sanctions. In the right 
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circumstances, all the factors mentioned by the scholars positively contribute to 

achieve security aims. Yet, great criticism emerged regarding its efficacy. The 

variables that affect the success of sanctions are numerous and difficult to isolate, 

reason for which scholars mostly believe that primary objectives of sanctions are hard 

to be realized. The triumph of sanctions widely depends on the variables that the most 

affect the behaviour of the target and the capability and the incentives of the sender to 

impose such measure. Additionally, in certain circumstances, sanctions reveal to be a 

mere domestic and international political game.  

Nevertheless, this dissertation worked to identify the variables that the most 

affect the security agenda and the research concluded that senders impose sanctions to 

achieve three levels of objectives. The primary objectives aim to condemn or correct 

the wrong actions of the target. In the pursuit of these security goals, sanctions are a 

valid alternative to military threat or use of force, reducing the probability of conflicts. 

Therefore, it can work as means of deterrence or to oblige the target to adopt a different 

behaviour or government. Another advantage derives from the flexibility of sanctions 

because they can be designed to target specific people.  

The second level of objectives concerns the sender itself and what it wants to 

demonstrate at home and abroad. With sanctions, countries are enabled to quickly 

respond to threats or the wrongdoing of a specific country. In this way, they gain time 

and analyse what to do next and, at the same time, deflect eventual domestic or 

international criticism that would rise from not acting at all. In this context, sanctions 

play an important symbolic role in avoiding internal destabilization. 

Finally, sanctions work to maintain or furthering existing structures or 

organisations at international level. These goals are referred in this text as tertiary 

objectives. At the present time, the international security regime is represented by the 

UN Security Council which provides a mix of the liberal and realist tradition in the 

attempt to respect the dominant liberal views of prominent countries, like the USA and 

EU, and observe the critics of other significant states, like China and Russia, that 

oppose such opinions. However, the liberal concept of collective security is promoted 

also in other organizations such as NATO or simply through bilateral and multilateral 
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arrangements. Consequently, the decision of a country to impose sanctions refers also 

to the desire to protect the current structure of international relations, or it could be 

dictated by diplomatic arrangements that regulate foreign and security relations among 

single countries.  

 Once asserted the opinions of the scholars on the efficiency of sanctions as 

security instrument, the rest of the chapters applied the findings to the case of sanctions 

on Russia in 2014. Essentially, the West realised that the Ukrainian crisis and the 

annexation of Crimea were a consequence of the increasing tensions between the West 

and Russia. Indeed, its relations with Russia progressively deteriorated since the 

NATO expansion and the bombing in Serbia in 1999, to the point of becoming a 

security threat to the continent. Despite the attempts of reset throughout the 2000s, 

Russia adopted an aggressive attitude to protect its interests, at the expenses of positive 

relations with the Atlantic bloc and the democratisation process of its neighbours. 

 Therefore, Western sanctions have been designed to target as many individuals 

and entities are connected to the regime and minimise the impact on the population. 

Thanks to the conclusions of the academic literature, it is evident that the primary 

objectives of the United States and European Union mostly concede. They aim to 

condemn the annexation of Crimea and the breach of the territorial integrity of Ukraine, 

deter future acts of aggression and provocation in Ukraine and the rest of the continent, 

and push toward a regime change that would be more respectful of the current structure 

of the international relations. 

 However, the motivations behind secondary and tertiary objectives diverge, 

revealing that sanctions on Russia are not dictated by the Atlantic alliance as an 

international organisation, but they remain unilateral in nature. The USA use the 

sanctions to reflect its global strategy in which Russia is a revisionist power trying to 

destabilise the post-Cold War equilibrium. Obama believed it was an opportunity to 

promote US values around the world and strengthen the Atlantic alliance. Trump 

assumed a different approach that aims to protect American values, like Obama did, 

but also wanted to revitalize US global position at the expenses of the enemies and, 

eventually, allies. Moreover, the concern of Americans toward Russian behaviour 
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increased with the latest development of US-Russia relations and, consequently, 

Trump’s strategy tried to reflect the electorate preferences and its security agenda by 

widening the scope of sanctions.  

 On the contrary, the EU sanctions do not treat Russia as an enemy and creating 

an economic damage to the latter is not really in its interests. Russia was third largest 

trade partner, and despite the lower intensity of their exchange, EU continued to have 

important energy relations with Russia. Rather, EU wants to maintain the collective 

security guarantees that enjoyed until this moment. This is why EU sanctions are 

focused to solve the Ukrainian conflict and strive for the implementation of the Minsk 

Accords. It wants to promote its values in Eastern Europe with the purpose of 

maintaining peace across the continent and preserving the support of the members for 

the EU institutions. Because of their different security agenda, the EU finds itself 

caught up into a trap and the sanctions have become somehow counterproductive and 

not helping to find a solution to the Ukrainian crisis. 

 Such dilemma is also reflected in the perspective of Italy, subject of analysis in 

the third chapter. As far as the sanctions have been imposed, it seems they have been 

efficient in achieving the most important primary objective but confused regarding the 

secondary objectives and quite ineffective regarding the tertiary ones. Rome mainly 

wants to respect and protect the interests of the Atlantic alliance but, simultaneously, 

cannot accept the status quo. Indeed, Rome fears that the Ukrainian conflict could 

deteriorate even further if the Minsk Agreements are not implemented in the short-run 

and maintaining sanctions will only push further Russia into China’s hands. 

Consequently, Italian scholars believe that their country could use its friendly 

relationship with Russia to function as a mediator and improve its position within the 

Atlantic alliance.   

 In conclusion, after a deep analysis on the impact of sanctions on Russia, the 

dissertation answered to the first research question mainly negatively. In the first place, 

economic and financial sanctions were little efficient in achieving the primary 

objectives of the senders. The multiple senders tend to hinder the success of sanctions, 

especially when they present a multi-issue agenda. Moreover, the costs on the sender 
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have been larger for the EU than USA, compromising the efficiency of such measure. 

At the same time, the conflict is quite important for the EU, but it became a greater 

issue to US electorate only when Russia seemed to have interfered in the 2016 

presidential elections. This means that the purpose of the sanctions has been changing 

for the EU and USA, and they will probably remain in place for many years, hindering 

even further the probability of success. Additionally, despite the common action, the 

EU is facing the dilemma of US aspirations and, together with the divergences of the 

political agenda of its members, could bring the EU to revise its strategy.  

 Also by observing the impact on Russia, it is evident that Moscow is not willing 

to reconsider its position in Crimea and will not come to terms with the West unless 

the latter will actively include Russia in the European security framework. Its position 

is dictated by a different narrative that justify its actions as an attempt to protect 

Crimean Russian ethnic citizens and preserve the Russian national interests in the 

continent, often disregarded by the Western countries since the dissolution of USSR.  

Notwithstanding the impact on the economy that cannot be completely attributed 

to the effect of sanctions, Russia owned the state capacities to deal with the economic 

restrictions. Additionally, sanctions did not aim to disrupt the Russian economy 

because of its role in the global economy (especially in the energy market). These 

features allowed Moscow to adopt a policy of countersanctions with the purpose to 

symbolically signal its disapproval of Western stance and promote trade diversification 

and import substitution, mitigating the negative effect of sanctions. What really hurt 

Russia were the financial sanctions, but even in this case the short term consequences 

did not undermine the popular support for the Kremlin. Popular discontent could arise 

eventually in the long run, unless Russia is able to develop its economy and financial 

sectors, successfully diversify trade with third markets, and avoid lagging behind in the 

technological development. 
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Furthermore, the latest assessments (as shown in Fig.1) demonstrated that 

Russians’ perception toward the sanctioning countries has worsen off, which suggest 

three significant repercussions on future relations and the effectiveness of the Western 

strategy. Russians continue to consider sanctions as unjust and as an excuse of the USA 

and EU to weaken their country. Then, Russian public opinion generally agrees that 

the government demonstrated to be resilient, especially in the short-run, and believe 

the Crimean reunification as a great achievement. Finally, the contradicting opinions 

regarding USA and the single members of the EU leave intended that also Russians, 

and not only the Kremlin, think that a divided West would lift sanctions more easily 

without Russia making great concessions. Therefore, it is evident that a regime change 

is highly improbable to occur because of sanctions. 

Second, differently from above, the analysis demonstrated that the secondary 

objectives of sanctions were mostly achieved. For the USA, Americans seemed little 

involved in the Ukrainian crisis and did not want their army to be directly involved. 

During the Trump administration, Americans changed their attitude when US officials 

demonstrated that Russia had interfered in the 2016 Presidential elections and started 

to demand a stricter approach against Moscow. Trump, despite he appeared to be 

willing to lift sanctions during the electoral campaign, well responded to the domestic 

expectations and expanded sanctions also in other sectors.  

Similarly, the EU managed to give a cohesive response to the Ukrainian crisis 

demonstrating that its members are interested in safeguarding the fundamental values 

Fig.1 Levada-Analytical Centre, February 14-20, 

2019 (n=1613) 
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of the union and the preserving the stability in the continent. Despite the possibility to 

veto the extension of sanctions that occurs every six months, EU members never used 

this power. This means that there are interests and obligations regarding their 

membership in the union and maintaining the sanctions is the best way to preserve the 

unity of community, at least in this front of the international relations, as demonstrated 

also by the case of Italy. 

 Finally, the variables that concern the framework of the international relations 

are numerous and only time will give a clear answer whether the tertiary objectives 

have been attained or not. Nevertheless, the conclusion that it can be drawn to this 

moment is that sanctions were efficient in preserving the European security framework 

in the short and medium run, but the different and more realist approach adopted by 

the Trump administration highlighted the different goals between the United States and 

the European Union.  

 Extending sanctions for too long, not only would allow Russia to adapt to them, 

but it would also lose significance in the long-run and the EU members, at some point, 

will be willing to lift sanctions and to pursue other national and security interests. The 

example of Italy demonstrates that, although it would not detach from the Western 

political and security line, Rome is aware of the benefits of maintaining good relations 

with the Eurasian partner and whose presence on the continent cannot be ignored. 

Then, it is willing to let Russia approach Europe again and, possibly, use it at his 

advantage to rebuild its reputation in the region. 

 Additionally, according to the Russian narrative, the problems raised with 

sanctions are not only connected to the annexation of Crimea or the support of militants 

in Eastern Ukraine, but the crisis questions the legality of using unilateral sanctions 

and the level of representativeness of the current security framework. Russia claims 

that the UN Security Council should function as the only legitimate body to impose 

multilateral sanctions and that UN in general should stop promoting the Western 

approach and justify the illegal actions of powerful actors, like the USA, which designs 

international law as they please.  
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 The Russian approach is a serious threat to the international security 

configuration promoted by the USA, especially if other countries of the world are 

progressively supporting more this idea. It seems unlikely that in the short-run there 

will be something similar to a Russia-China military alliance. Nevertheless, the high 

interaction between the two and the inclusion of other actors, such as India, leave 

intended the willingness to challenge the international structure at some point. Russia 

is also proposing itself as new broker in the Middle East and North Africa and success 

in this sector would undermine the American role as global leader. 

 Europe finds itself caught up in a security dilemma between two great powers 

that pursue different security agenda. Although it is improbable that it would happen 

in the next future, EU members have been questioning the need to emancipate from the 

traditional defence structure of the union. For the reasons listed above, I believe that 

sanctions were not efficient to attain tertiary objectives.  

 Given the inefficiency to achieve primary and tertiary goals of countries security 

agenda, preserving the world order and the security structure promoted by the Western 

countries will be very difficult, unless: 

1. USA and EU start considering Russia as an equal partner and collaborate to 

create a new security framework where Russia is fully participant.  

2. A drastic economic crisis, like the one triggered by Covid19, will oblige the 

target to compel to the senders’ requests only with the purpose to ease the burden 

of sanctions. 

3. The inadequate collaboration between USA and EU in dealing with Covid19 

will push EU further away from its historical ally. In this scenario, it is possible 

that the EU works to emancipate its defence structure and start to negotiate with 

Russia with the intent of creating a new security framework.  

 In any case, the security agenda of European countries cannot be attained 

exclusively with economic sanctions or related measures, but they have to be 

embedded in a wider strategy. In this context, the EU was significantly more open to 

dialogue and greatly focused on the implementation of the Minsk Accords. Within 

other and more serious diplomatic efforts and the involvement of EU middle powers 
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as mediators, the European Union is more likely to exit the security dilemma, although 

it might happen at the expenses of the USA. 

 In response of the second research question of this dissertation, the academic 

literature argues that sanctions are successful or simply efficient when they are 

deliberately designed by sender(s) to be sufficiently costly for the target. However, the 

case of Russia confirms the opinion of the scholars that economic sanctions are not 

sufficient and neither they are if implemented together with financial and diplomatic 

ones. Therefore, sanctions cannot be considered the best instrument to attain security 

objectives. 

 Nevertheless, sanctions should not be abandoned as security instrument in the 

international relations because they retain important advantages. They are quick 

response to crises, and they satisfy the domestic and international opinion in the short 

run, persevering stability and giving time to reflect a better strategy. Moreover, it was 

demonstrated that the security objectives are multiple and on different dimensions and 

they can be efficiently achieved by sanctions, such as in the case of secondary 

objectives. Therefore, the decisionmakers who are the most involved in the issue and 

strongly wish to correct the wrong behaviour of the target cannot pretend sanctions 

alone to accomplish primary objective. On the contrary, sanctions should be part of a 

broader strategy that includes other diplomatic efforts. A joint action could positively 

contribute but only if managed within an international organization. Moreover, 

governments should invest in careful analyses of domestic and international constraints 

of the sender and the target before the emanation of such measure. Their results could 

be fundamental in calculating the prospects of success of implementing sanctions in 

the pursuit of foreign and security purposes, or of its failure and, eventually, study an 

alternative strategy. Otherwise, the risk is jeopardizing the effect of sanctions by 

expanding the measure on other issues that are not connected to the initial conflict and 

prolonging the economic restrictions would not help solving the dispute. Rather, it 

would deteriorate even more the relations between the sender and the target and, 

eventually, between the senders when their security objectives do not completely 

concede.  


