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Ukraine Stalemate: Is the Geneva Accord a Dead Letter?  
  
Anders Åslund says the deal reached by US Secretary of State John Kerry is unenforceable and that Vice President 
Biden should be prepared to announce new sanctions against Russia in Kiev next week. 
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Steven Weisman:	 The stalemate in Ukraine continues. The threat of violence and violence itself are escalating. 
Anders Åslund of the Peterson Institute for International Economics is here with me, Steve 
Weisman on Friday April 18 to provide an update. 

	 Anders, the most recent development was a somewhat bizarre agreement negotiated by 
Secretary of State John Kerry, to stand down in the Eastern Ukraine between Ukrainian 
forces and the so-called pro-Russia forces. But it was almost, if not disavowed, at least 
minimized by both President Putin and President Obama. What’s going on? 

Anders Åslund:	 Yes, it’s very strange. The expectations were low before this meeting and the general belief 
was that they wouldn’t come to any agreement and then they came out with this joint 
statement. A “joint statement” means that it has no legal power whatsoever and this has 
been done by Minister for Foreign Affairs Sergey Lavrov, who’s not considered even to be a 
policymaker in Moscow but rather an envoy. The agreement says that all sides must refrain 
Åfrom any violence, intimidation or provocative actions. All illegal armed groups must be 
disarmed. All illegally seized buildings must be returned to legitimate owners. All illegally 
occupied streets, squares and other public places in Ukrainian cities and towns must be 
vacated and then it promises amnesty to everybody who hasn’t killed anybody. It doesn’t say 
anything about time and it doesn’t clarify the parties.

	 Since President Putin yesterday clarified that there are no Russian soldiers in Ukraine – 
well, that is his claim, therefore, he has nothing to do with this. Today some of his secre-
taries, for example in Donetsk, claimed that they had nothing to do with Russia. So this 
agreement is not valid for them and they don’t talk to Lavrov, so how can he speak to them? 
He does not. It seems instantly that this agreement is of no value whatsoever for Ukraine.

	 The consequences are essentially two. One is that the prepared EU and US sanctions are 
being mitigated or delayed. The other consequence is that the Ukrainian government now 
comes under increased Russian pressure because the Ukrainian government has signed 
this joint statement, unlike the separatists, and therefore the Russians can claim that the 
Ukrainian government is not fulfilling this statement. Well Russia, according to President 
Putin, of course is.

Steven Weisman:	 Is there any significance to the fact that this is the first willingness of Russia to recognize the 
legitimacy of the government in Kiev?

Anders Åslund:	 There was one previous brief meeting between the foreign ministers, Lavrov and the 
Ukrainian Minister for Foreign Affairs, [Andrii] Deshchytsia. It was a meeting, but so what?

Steven Weisman:	 How long do you think the West will wait if the stalemate continues, if the rebels or the 
pro-Russian forces with Russian backing refuse to comply, before imposing sanctions?
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Anders Åslund:	 On Sunday, the 20th of April, Vice President Joe Biden is flying to Kiev. The United States 
has to have undertaken some sanctions before he flies. Otherwise this trip will be a sheer 
embarrassment and he is not going to put himself into that position. As evidence of that, 
I think President Obama’s statement, as you mentioned yesterday, which was quite tough, 
shows that the Americans don’t take this agreement seriously. The sense here is that it was 
good to have the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Russia and Ukraine in the same room for 
several hours and that they actually talked. That’s the only point, but Russian media did 
not recognize that the Minister of Foreign Affairs was there and President Putin in his long 
press conference yesterday said, extraordinarily, that West Ukrainians are people of second 
sort. He really spoke racistly against West Ukraine.

Steven Weisman:	 Is there something going on here that where Secretary Kerry and President Obama are not 
on the same page, heading in different directions?

Anders Åslund:	 What we have seen time and time again is that Secretary Kerry is much more an activist. 
He goes out, he takes risks while President Obama prefers to wait and see and act more 
slowly. The style is very different, which does not mean that their ultimate judgment varies.

Steven Weisman:	 It’s useful to have Kerry take the risk and therefore the blame I suppose.

Anders Åslund:	 Yes. It is a very striking difference that Secretary Kerry takes many more risks than Secretary 
Hillary Clinton.

Steven Weisman:	 Sometimes that’s good.

Anders Åslund:	 Yes, the question is what do you accomplish? That’s what you are judged by.

Steven Weisman:	 Of course, that’s the measure. Okay, what do you believe should be the next round of 
sanctions? We’ve talked about your view that the US should go all out and be maximalist in 
its approach. 

Anders Åslund:	 I think that the four big state banks are now likely to become subject to sanctions.

Steven Weisman:	 State banks in Russia?

Anders Åslund:	 The Russian state banks and that’s Gazprombank, which is actually owned by Bank Rossiya 
which is already sanctioned. It’s not really state-owned but it’s perceived as a state bank and 
then you have two big state banks, VTB and BB. Today or yesterday actually, Sberbank, the 
Russian savings bank, is accused by the Ukrainian financial authorities of having financed 
terrorism in Ukraine and that’s a very serious accusation in itself. 

	 I think that exposes Sberbank. Then we have both personal cronies of Putin who are 
likely to be sanctioned and the big state enterprise managers, the three people who are 
particularly mentioned are Sergey Chemezov, who’s the head of Rostec Russian Technology, 
the big armament producer, Igor Sechin, who’s head of a big Russian state oil company 
Rosneft and Alexei Miller, who’s the head of Gazprom.

Steven Weisman:	 Just specifically when we say sanction these banks, what does that entail?
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Anders Åslund:	 It would entail that no American institutions can have any financial dealings with them.

Steven Weisman:	 How does that hurt them?

Anders Åslund:	 It means that they can’t do payments with the United States. They can’t do payments with 
American banks abroad and in effect, this means that a lot of other financial institutions 
that are not American will refuse to have dealings with them. It means that they can’t do 
MasterCard, they can’t do American Express, they can’t--

Steven Weisman:	 They can’t have dollars?

Anders Åslund:	 Dollars, they can have.

Steven Weisman:	 But not from any US banks?

Anders Åslund:	 No, they can’t get them directly from US banks but they can’t have dollar accounts.

Steven Weisman:	 Thank you.


