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Ukraine — European Union

THEME ANALYSIS: Trying to secure an electoral comeback in Hungary,
Orban is once again twisting the EU’s and Ukraine’s arms
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By late January 2026, Hungary’s populist and anti-European rhetoric had reached a peak,
culminating in the case of the Druzhba oil pipeline. The shutdown of this infrastructure hub after
it was damaged during yet another Russian combined strike on Ukrainian territory on 27 January
2026 is being used by official Budapest as a tool of blackmail and pressure on the EU. In
particular, Viktor Orban’s administration is tying the issue of the supply of Russian oil products
via Druzhba to the disbursement to Ukraine of an approved 90-billion-euro loan and the adoption
of the EU’s 20th sanctions package against Russia'. Beyond Hungary’s strictly national interests,
this situation directly undermines not only EU unity, which is extremely important in today’s
turbulent conditions, but also the prestige of the European community as Ukraine’s strategic
partner. It is worth noting that the above-mentioned loan? is the product of a compromise reached
after, in December 2025, the EU failed to agree on the design and adoption of a so-called
“reparations loan” for Ukraine that was to be financed from frozen Russian assets. At that time, a
number of European players opposed this initiative; in addition to Hungary, these included
Slovakia, Italy, Belgium, Malta, Bulgaria, and the Czech Republic®. It was then decided that the
source of funding would be credit contributions from individual European states, to be backed
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by EU budget reserves®. Unsurprisingly, Hungary is not among the sponsor states. As far as
Ukraine is concerned, this loan tranche is needed to sustain the country’s macro-financial
stability®. The urgency of the problem is confirmed by expert assessments suggesting that as
early as March—April 2026 the Ukrainian government will be forced to cut budget expenditures;
therefore, the allocation of these 90 billion euros is critical for Ukraine’s economy®. In this crisis
situation, it is also important to note that Budapest has in no way condemned the Kremlin’s
aggressive actions that led to the shutdown of the pipeline. Instead, all blame for the
infrastructure disruptions has been placed on President Zelenskyy’s administration, whose
actions, according to Hungarian Foreign Minister Péter Szijjarto, are part of a targeted campaign
coordinated with Brussels to discriminate against the ruling forces’. Consequently, the EU’s
inability to provide financial assistance to Ukraine or to adopt a new sanctions package—which,
among other things, envisages significant pressure on Russia’s “shadow fleet”—demonstrates a
lack of unity and political will within the European community to find effective and constructive
responses to current systemic challenges.

One factor lies at the core of this crisis, shaping both the “hawkish” rhetoric and the
hybrid practical steps of the Hungarian government, namely the parliamentary elections
scheduled for 12 April 2026. Various public opinion polls (for January®, February’, and March'?)
show a noticeable decline in support for the ruling Fidesz party among Hungarian voters, while
the opposition TISZA party of Péter Magyar is gaining increasing weight. Although, according
to publications by pro-government polling organizations, Viktor Orban’s party still leads the
opposition'', the fall in Fidesz’s rating has been the defining political trend in Hungary since
2023. Since then, the share of Hungarians voting for this political force has been shrinking from
over 50%' in 2022-2023 to less than 40%'" by 2026. Moreover, unlike in previous
parliamentary elections, victory for the ruling party was ensured not so much by its high
popularity as by the absence of a strong opposition force. However, with Péter Magyar, the
leader of TISZA, entering the Hungarian political scene, the balance of power has shifted to
Fidesz’s disadvantage. According to the opposition leader himself, he is convinced that in the
event of an electoral defeat, Viktor Orban’s government is likely to form a coalition with the
“Our Homeland” party, which takes a more radical stance towards Ukraine and calls for
Hungary’s withdrawal from the EU and NATO'". For now, however, the prime minister is
resorting to a tactic known in political science as “rally round the flag”."” Its essence is that in
times of crisis the public places greater expectations on the incumbent government, temporarily
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turning a blind eye to existing problems, and if crisis management proves effective, trust in the
authorities may grow significantly. It is, of course, possible that such crises may be artificially
manufactured—which is precisely what can be observed around the Druzhba pipeline issue and
related cases.

First and foremost, one of Viktor Orban’s key motives, aside from running a successful
election campaign, in applying pressure on the EU is preserving the flow of Russian oil. As of
February 2026, Russian oil products account for 92% of Hungary’s oil imports (compared with
61% in 2022)'". This high level of dependence on resource supplies is coupled with direct
financial benefits for Orban’s government. According to a CSD study, in 2025-2026 discounts
on Russian oil gave MOL (Hungary’s largest oil and gas company) around 1.3 billion euros in
additional operating income—30% more than in 2022'. Because of the gap between
exchange-traded prices and the prices at which Hungary imports Russian energy, profits of
hundreds of millions of euros'® are being accumulated. Another source of extra fiscal income is a
special “windfall” tax on MOL', whose rate increased from 25% to 95% by the end of 2022%.
However, revenues from this tax declined sharply after the stabilization of the Russian oil
market: from 521 million US dollars in 2022 to 2 million in 2023 and 15 million in 2024%'. In
addition, by buying Russian oil at preferential prices while keeping domestic fuel prices low, the
Hungarian state and MOL together secured “windfall profits” of about 1.7 billion euros over
2022-2024. According to the CSD report, this “reserve” is being used by Viktor Orban’s
government to plug holes in the budget, fund utility subsidies, and support the social policies
embedded in Fidesz’s political program. Because Hungary’s access to EU funds has been
partially restricted due to systematic human rights violations and corruption risks*, the country’s
domestic corporate elite (MOL and its oil-import profits in particular) has become almost the
sole pillar of the Orban regime. Pressure on the current government is further increased by the
difficult state of the Hungarian economy: persistently low annual GDP growth* (from +0.5% in
2025 to +0.6% in 2026); the forint’s exchange rate and stability are still in the process of
recovery after record inflation in 2022-2023 (17%)*; the budget deficit has hovered between
4% and 5% since 2024%°; and public debt reached 74.9% of GDP at the end of 2025%. Combined
with large financing needs, restricted access to EU funds, and a high budget deficit, this creates a
critical situation for Hungary’s economic model”’. Hence, additional revenues from oil trade
with Russia are an extremely important “safety cushion” not only for Viktor Orban’s regime but
also for the country’s micro- and macro-financial stability. It is important to note that, given the
sensitivity of the energy issue for Hungary, the European Commission has decided to submit a
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legislative proposal on a full ban on Russian oil imports shortly after the elections, so that this
step cannot be exploited by any political force to improve its electoral prospects®®

Finally, the last aspect to highlight when analysing Hungary’s foreign policy course is its
appeal to “peace.” Since 2022, anti-war talking points have become the core of official
Budapest’s rhetoric®. The “Ukraine card” has been played as a tool against the opposition:
Viktor Orban positions himself as the sole guarantor that Hungary will not be dragged into the
Russian-Ukrainian war®. As Visegrad Insight notes, anti-Ukrainian slogans became key patterns
in Hungarian propaganda in 2024. Tellingly, the 2026 parliamentary elections are being
presented by Orban’s government as a choice for Hungarians between “war and peace™!. It is
therefore entirely logical that, against this rhetorical backdrop, the Hungarian government
refuses to take part in European initiatives related to military and financial support for Ukraine.
For example, Budapest has taken a sceptical stance towards the Coalition of the Willing,
portraying it as a provocation that brings the EU closer to war with Russia*>. Moreover, the
foreign minister has explicitly stated that Hungary is not concerned by the Russian-Ukrainian
war, calling it “their” *war. As for the negotiation process, Hungary consistently supports the
role of the United States as the indispensable leader, without whose presence peace cannot be
achieved. In Orban’s view, the precondition for peace is a ceasefire without preconditions, which
in practice would mean freezing the conflict along the current front line, with no mention of the
need for Russian troop withdrawal®*. In this context, it is also worth noting that Hungary’s
assistance to Ukraine is limited to purely humanitarian initiatives, while funding for Ukraine’s
defence capabilities or the supply of weapons is absent, since, according to the current
Hungarian administration, such measures only fuel the fighting further and negatively affect the
negotiation process™

Thus, Hungary’s domestic and foreign policy course pursues goals whose practical
implementation relies on methods that undermine EU unity and involve the use of radical
“anti-European” rhetoric. Against a backdrop of systemic upheavals, when determination and
effectiveness in decision-making are crucial, the EU is effectively demonstrating its weakness
and lack of consensus on major challenges such as reducing dependence on Russian resources
and unblocking the loan for Ukraine. This, along with Hungary’s overt pandering to Russia (for
example, suspicions that it has leaked details of EU Council meetings to Moscow and reports of
an FSB-planned assassination attempt on Orban aimed at boosting Fidesz’s standing), not only
hampers the work of EU institutions but also significantly complicates Ukraine’s position. While
discussions continue on how Hungary’s veto could be circumvented—even by invoking Article
2 of the Treaty on European Union, which allows ignoring obstruction by a state that
systematically undermines the EU’s common values—no practical progress has been made so
far. Under these conditions, the Office of the President and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
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Ukraine have no other effective options but to continue pressing the EU, calling for more
decisive measures and deploying a wide range of diplomatic tools.



Foreign and Defense Policy of Ukraine

THEME ANALYSIS: Last chance to reach a truce under unclear terms

By March 2026, the negotiations between Ukraine and Russia mediated by the United
States have entered a stalemate phase. The next round, which was supposed to take place in Abu
Dhabi at the beginning of the month, was disrupted by the escalation in the Middle East and thus
postponed indefinitely. Moreover, as the crisis around Iran continues and all its related
challenges mount, the Russian-Ukrainian war is slipping down the White House’s list of
priorities, which in effect threatens to undo the interim gains achieved by the end of February
2026. As a result, this sharp shift in the balance of power and external conditions creates
strategic uncertainty in which achieving a just peace and ending hostilities, if not impossible,
will with high probability require significant concessions from the Ukrainian government. The
following analysis examines the current state of the negotiation process and the factors that
create additional challenges for official Kyiv.

First and foremost, the launch of the US-Israeli military operation against Iran has
increased Washington’s pressure on Ukraine. According to members of Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s
team involved in the talks, the American side repeatedly invoked the Anchorage understandings
during the meeting in Florida on 21-22 March 2026, pressing the Ukrainian delegates to make
concessions to Russia over Donbas®. A notable shift in the US discourse on peace negotiations

has been the direct linkage of the de facto “surrender” of Donbas to US security guarantees for
Ukraine”’. Should there be no progress on this issue, Washington is seriously considering
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withdrawing from the process. In this context, it should be noted that such “hawkish” rhetoric is
quite typical of Donald Trump and has been repeatedly employed since the diplomatic phase of
efforts to settle the Russian-Ukrainian war intensified in early 2025. In practice, however,
movement and diplomatic work towards ending the war have continued despite missed deadlines
set by the White House, while there has often been a glaring gap between statements by the US
government and its concrete actions. A telling example is the most recent trilateral round of talks
just before the outbreak of hostilities against Iran. While Ukrainian and Russian delegations
were meeting in Geneva on 17-18 February under US mediation, the US president insisted that
Ukraine should hurry to reach an agreement, whereas Zelenskyy, in an interview with Anxios,
stressed that such pressure on Kyiv was unfair’. As Chatham House analysis suggests, this may
indicate that Russia has managed to persuade part of Trump’s team that “concessions from
Ukraine are the only path to peace’™’. Yet, whereas before the Middle East crisis escalated the
Trump administration sought a quick end to the Russian-Ukrainian war to present it as “another
victory” ahead of the November 2026 congressional elections, its current logic also rests on
resource considerations. During the first six days of the US war against Iran, more than 11
billion US dollars were spent®. According to unofficial estimates (based, among other things, on
Pentagon data for the first week of the war), this figure could grow to 30-35 billion dollars by
the end of March*. Although these interim costs are not colossal given overall US defense
spending, and it is too early to draw conclusions about the expediency and outcomes of this
Middle Eastern campaign, it is safe to say that dispersing US “attention” is not in Washington’s
interest. Hence, the period in which events around Iran continue to unfold and periodically flare
up is extremely unfavorable for Ukraine, not only because of the loss of US interest in the peace
process, but also because Russia is using this time lag to strengthen its position on the
international stage. As a result, Ukraine will almost certainly continue to face substantial
pressure from the Trump administration to “resolve the Ukrainian question,” including at the
price of major concessions from Kyiv. This agenda underscores that the hard power of the
United States, as the most powerful actor in the current international system, is constrained by a
number of structural limitations, making it impossible to maintain the same level of engagement
and uphold the status quo in every region of the world. Awareness of this trend is evident in the
texts of the 2025 US National Security Strategy*” and the 2026 US National Defense Strategy™®,
which place the Trump administration’s main focus on the Western Hemisphere, while
envisaging a reconfiguration of Europe’s security architecture, including greater regional
autonomy in defense and security. Leaving doctrine aside, empirical evidence points to the
ineffectiveness of Trump’s team’s approach to resolving international conflicts. As the US
president himself claims, since taking office he has “ended” eight wars: Pakistan—India,
Thailand—Cambodia, Armenia—Azerbaijan, Serbia—Kosovo, Iran—Israel, Egypt—Ethiopia,
Congo—Rwanda, and the war in the Gaza Strip*. The key point, however, is that not one of these
conflicts has actually been resolved. In reality, what we are dealing with is either some degree of
de-escalation (Egypt—Ethiopia, Congo—Rwanda, Serbia—Kosovo, Pakistan—India, the Gaza Strip)
or, conversely, renewed escalation (Iran—Israel, Thailand—Cambodia). As for the
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Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, the 2023 campaign essentially settled it in Azerbaijan’s favor, with
the US role limited to formalizing the new balance of power at the final stage. Thus, Trump’s
“peace” course relies more on superficial diplomatic tools (including pressure tactics) than on
thorough conflict management aimed at addressing the root causes of disputes. In other words,
US engagement in a range of regional wars and conflicts appears driven primarily by political
and populist considerations rather than by an effective, constructive strategy to preserve the
global status quo. Ukraine’s situation is further complicated by the absence of a commensurate
security alternative, since European states in the “Coalition of the Willing” have yet to reach
unity on the guarantees underpinning a new security regime in Europe. Consequently, any
ceasefire or peace proposals put to Kyiv by the Trump administration are unlikely to provide
reliable security guarantees or a just peace.

On the Russian side, Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov has stated that Russia is setting no
deadlines for achieving peace or a ceasefire—a position clearly at odds with Washington’s
agenda®. It is worth noting that as of March 2026 the agenda developed between the US and
Russia regarding the peace process remains opaque. After the joint Trump—Putin summit in
Alaska, the phrase “spirit of Anchorage” entered the media space, though its precise content is
unknown*®, Tellingly, Russia began actively invoking this concept after the draft peace
agreement between Ukraine and the US was revised and shortened from 28* to 20* points.
Following the Abu Dhabi meeting on 25 November 2025, Lavrov stressed that the new version
of the document diverged significantly from the vision agreed by the Russian and US leaders in
Alaska and was therefore unacceptable to the Kremlin. Yet, if we trace the pattern of
Russo-American contacts in various formats from late November 2025 to late February 2026,
representatives of both states alternated between describing these meetings as “constructive” and
“productive,” despite the lack of consensus. This suggests parallel negotiating tracks within two
still-unaligned dyads: “US—Russia” and “US—Ukraine.” Such a situation directly contradicts
Ukraine’s national interests, because in the current environment of strategic uncertainty the
Office of the President and the Foreign Ministry have virtually no levers to influence the
behind-the-scenes US—Russian talks—illustrated, for instance, by the Russian delegation’s
refusal® to attend the latest round of negotiations in Florida on 21-22 March. As for how
Moscow views the current state of the process, Kremlin spokesperson Dmitry Peskov has
stressed that the goals of the so-called “special military operation” are still being pursued™.
Although Russia’s official position is that it remains open to a diplomatic settlement, at this stage
the Russian-Ukrainian dialogue under US mediation is effectively frozen. By contrast, the
Russian-American dialogue led by Kirill Dmitriev—the president’s special representative for
investment and economic cooperation with foreign states—continues to develop. The most
recent meeting in this format took place on 11 March in Florida and focused on three main
topics®': the global energy crisis, potential joint projects between Russia and the US, and
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“ineffective and harmful” sanctions on Russia amid the new energy crisis. As New Eastern
Europe notes™, the very existence of this dialogue window indicates that Moscow is trying to
shift the center of gravity from the Ukrainian question to a purely bilateral agenda with
Washington, further undermining Ukraine’s already fragile position. Given the temporary
geostrategic advantages® Russia has gained from higher global fuel prices and the blockade of
the Strait of Hormuz, this “stalemate” in the negotiation process will almost certainly be used by
the Kremlin to bargain for more favorable terms for ending the war, and the steady
intensification of Russian-US contacts only reinforces that prospect.

In addition to the suspension of talks, March has also seen an increase in Russia’s
military pressure on Ukraine. According to ISW analysts, since 17 March there has been a rise in
mechanized assaults along several sectors of the front, accompanied by the deployment of heavy
equipment and fresh units to the line of contact®®. On 21 March, analysts assessed that Russia
had likely launched its spring—summer offensive against Ukraine’s Defensive Belt: between 17
and 20 March, Russian forces conducted 619 attacks®; from 23 to 24 March, they carried out the
largest combined strike series of the full-scale war, using nearly 1,000 drones and missiles across
11 Ukrainian regions®®. There are also reports of the build-up of the 10th Maneuver Division,
indicating yet another reorganization in a restructuring series dating back to 2022°". On the
Ukrainian side, there is a looming threat that access to Patriot and THAAD air defense systems
could be curtailed due to sharply increased US demand for them®®. Since production has reached
only about 270 Patriot interceptors per year, it is hardly realistic to allocate them adequately and
evenly across two simultaneous theaters of war—Ukraine and the Gulf. As a result, March 2026
is exceptionally difficult from a national security standpoint, as Russia’s offensive pressure
coincides with the gradual exhaustion of resources needed to sustain Ukraine’s defense.

Thus, the stalemate phase in the negotiation process that began in late February 2026 is
marked by a set of systemic destabilizing factors—the freezing of talks, the refocusing of US
attention on the Middle East, Russia’s intensified offensives and strikes, and mounting shortages
of defensive resources—that together create extremely unfavorable conditions for Ukraine.
Accordingly, any peace initiatives being proposed to Kyiv are inherently unreliable and
ineffective. This is evident not only in the pressure on Zelenskyy’s government to make
territorial concessions, but also in the fact that Russia is exploiting this volatile period to
improve its bargaining position and battlefield advantages, while the US, preoccupied with
confronting Iran, is unable or unwilling to provide the robust security guarantees required for a
just and lasting peace. Ukraine, however, has virtually no ability to influence this trajectory, as
the causal chains at work are tightly bound to issue areas in which the country has no direct seat
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at the table. Consequently, President Zelenskyy and the Ukrainian government are left with no
optimal scenarios other than trying to preserve the status quo and making measured decisions
step by step, in line with developments on other fronts—above all in the Middle East.



The course of the Russian-Ukrainian war
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Victory Day Parade 2026: From a symbol of power and invincibility to a
manifesto of weakness and vulnerability

The latest Victory Day Parade held on Red Square on 9 May 2026 stands in sharp
contrast to previous events, particularly those that took place between 2022 and 2025. Western
media outlets argue that this state of affairs points to the further weakening of Russia’s power,
the destabilization of the hierarchy of elites and balance of forces constructed by Vladimir Putin,
as well as to the decline of Russia’s authority and weight on the international stage.

According to The Wall Street Journal®, this year’s parade was “a demonstration of
vulnerability” rather than strength, as it had been in all previous years. This conclusion is based
on several factors: 1) Russia’s fear of Ukrainian drone strikes against military equipment and/or
Red Square itself already testifies to vulnerabilities in the country’s defence posture; 2) April
2026 (according to ISW) marked the beginning of a new trend in the Russian-Ukrainian war,
with Ukraine regaining more territory than it lost — an indication that Russia’s bet on a slow,
inevitable advance is losing its relevance; 3) the scale of losses suffered by the Russian Armed
Forces appears unjustifiably high given their slow rate of progress along the front lines; 4) the
rising frequency of Ukrainian drone and missile strikes against key industrial sites (including
oil-refining facilities) demonstrates a “new normality” in which Ukraine has acquired the ability
to act more freely (without the need for constant consultation with Western leaders and the US in
particular) and to implement a strategy of deterring Russia in practice. In this context, the
“downsized” format of the parade combined with the “fragile” situation at the front is framed as
the beginning of a “prospect of defeat” for Russia.
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The New York Times® underscores the role and significance of the Victory Day Parade
for the ideological dimension of Putin’s Russia, namely the 9 May parade as a central ritual of
Russian identity and the victory cult. Accordingly, the display of military hardware (which was
absent this year for security reasons) is a key instrument in this regard. The fact that the parade
took place without combat equipment is presented as a sign of a change of era: a show that was
meant to entrench the image of a superpower now exposes its limitations. Furthermore, the
intensification of Ukraine’s long-range strikes on Russian territory has led not only to the
downsizing of the parade but also to an expansion of security measures on Red Square (and
around Putin personally). Thus, The New York Times identifies a new trend in Russian politics:
there are no guarantees that strikes will not be carried out against the Russian capital, nor that the
Kremlin has the capacity to ensure its own defence.

In its article, Politico® stresses that the deteriorating security environment and
ambiguous battlefield results are transforming Putin from a symbol of the “guarantor” and of
“victory” into Russia’s “greatest liability”” — or burden. This trend is reinforced by a certain
cognitive dissonance surrounding the Victory Day Parade: one of the key ideological constructs
of “victory” and “strength” of the Russian people was presented from a position of weakness —
the absence of military hardware, minimal foreign presence at the parade (especially compared
to last year), and visibly tighter-than-usual security measures. These and a number of other
factors, such as restrictions on internet access, mass security checks, and an ever-growing focus
on Vladimir Putin’s personal security, indicate that the thesis/myth of inevitable victory is losing
any practical content. As a result, the 9 May Victory Day Parade no longer serves as a symbol of
Russia’s greatness and invincibility but rather resembles a ritual intended to conceal the lack of
real successes at the front.

The article in The Telegraph®, for its part, describes this year’s Victory Day Parade as a
“parade of exhaustion”. The absence of military hardware, the shortened duration of the event,
and the raised security level all attest to the profound fatigue of Russia’s governing system. The
inability to field military equipment in the parade — whether for security reasons or due to its
shortage and deployment at the front — is interpreted as evidence of the Russian ruling elites’
(and Putin’s in particular) inability to control the situation and the course of events, even in
Russia’s capital, the decision-making centre. In addition, the fact that diplomatic representation
was markedly lower this year than last year demonstrates Russia’s inability to act as one of the
anti-Western mobilizing centres. Overall, the conclusion is drawn that Russia has now entered a
phase of “strategic exhaustion”.

In an article for The Economist™, written by a former Russian official on condition of
anonymity, the focus is on Putin’s gradual loss of control over the Russian power system he
himself created. The author identifies four key reasons for this situation: 1) the cost of the
so-called “special military operation” against Ukraine exceeds any potential gains, leaving the
state grappling with inflation, higher taxes, mobilization, and infrastructure damage — all without
a clear objective; 2) the elites are in a constant state of uncertainty amid personnel purges and
redistribution of assets; 3) Russia has lost its identity as an actor championing a just global order
and has instead become a disruptor of that order, which carries negative consequences for the
political and business elites; 4) the “social contract”, under which the state did not interfere in
private life while citizens stayed out of politics, has been broken by intensified repression and
censorship. One direct consequence of these trends is that Russian elites are increasingly
distancing themselves from decisions taken in the Kremlin. All this indicates that Russia’s
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previously pursued foreign-policy strategy and overall development trajectory are losing
relevance and support among the ruling elites. Accordingly, Russia’s current situation can be
described as a “zugzwang”, where any move only makes things worse.

The BBC*, citing CNN and Forbes, notes Putin’s clear defeat in his confrontation with
Ukraine and with President Zelensky personally. Zelensky’s open style, and his willingness to
appear in public and in crowded places, stands in stark contrast to the Russian leader’s paranoid
attitude toward his own security — which was again on display during the preparation and
conduct of this year’s Victory Day Parade. Given the quasi-religious status of the event in
Russian political thought, the pared-down format of the parade directly undermines its potential
as a symbol of Russia’s victory and greatness. This in turn confirms the decline of Russia’s
status as a major global power, including in terms of the strength of its armed forces. Against
this backdrop, the decision to bar foreign media from attending the parade appears to be an
attempt to create an artificial, tightly controlled information environment around Victory Day,
despite obvious uncertainty about the security situation in the Russian capital. Taken together, all
these factors indicate that Russia is suffering defeat at the strategic and diplomatic levels and is
unable to reverse this trend.

Thus, according to articles in the most authoritative Western media outlets, this year’s 9
May Victory Day Parade — and the broader chain of events surrounding its preparation and
conduct — provides evidence of a profound strategic and doctrinal turning point in Russian
politics. The absence of convincing battlefield victories, the intensification of Ukrainian missile
and drone strikes deep inside Russia, growing dissatisfaction among Russian elites with the
status quo, Moscow’s inability to guarantee an adequate level of security for civilians and
military hardware in its own capital, as well as Russia’s diplomatic isolation, all reflect the loss
of relevance and popularity among Russia’s ruling elite of the country’s current development
strategy.
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Russia: External and internal challenges

Trend: Bonuses Russia gains from the war of Israel and the US against Iran: how this will
affect Ukraine

Z.
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From the beginning of the joint US—Israeli military operation against Iran, launched in
late February 2026, a number of new trends have emerged, some of which directly affect
Russia’s national interests. In particular, these concern: (1) the rise in global oil prices, with oil
being one of the key items in Russia’s export basket; (2) the United States’ entanglement in a
war in the Middle East, which is shifting its focus away from the case of peace talks on settling
the Russo-Ukrainian war; and (3) as Iran’s strategic partner, Russia may try to improve its
position in the region amid the strategic uncertainty caused by the escalation of the “Iranian”
issue. The following analysis will examine how developments along these three lines have
positive consequences for the Kremlin.

As a result of the military escalation in the Middle East and Tehran’s blockade of the
Strait of Hormuz, there has been a noticeable spike in global oil prices, which has had a
favourable impact on Russia’s foreign economic activity. According to CREA, Russia’s oil trade
revenues for the month of March this year increased by roughly 17% compared to February:
from €492 million to €588 million per day®. Over the first two weeks of the US—Israeli military
operation against Iran, Russia received more than €7.7 billion from fuel exports, of which €6
billion was the result of changes in global price dynamics®. As for the structure of trade in oil
products, which generated the lion’s share of profits during this two-week period, the key outlet
became the Asian market. This is explained by the fact that the fuel demand of states in the
region had largely been met via maritime routes and the infrastructure of the Strait of Hormuz,
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access to which remains restricted”’. This situation significantly improves the state of the
Russian economy in the new fiscal year (2026), which, compared to the previous one, began
with strongly negative trends: military expenditures in the 2026 budget were set at 14.9 trillion
rubles (6.3% of GDP), which is 1.1 trillion rubles less than in the planned budget for 2025. In
this regard, it should be taken into account that the budget can be revised during the year, as
happened twice in 2025, according to SIPRI’s analysis®. The state of oil and gas items in
Russia’s foreign trade portfolio was also in crisis, with revenues in January—February 2026
falling by 44-50% year-on-year, leading to a record monthly budget deficit of 1.72 trillion rubles
(or $21.8 billion) in January alone®. However, despite this rapid increase in profits over a short
period, the long-term implications for the Russian economy are currently uncertain. The
above-mentioned additional export revenue of $10 billion, by some estimates, accounts for only
10% of the losses Russia incurred at the beginning of 2026™. The effect of the price spike will
only become visible in April, since government expenditures envisaged in the budget remain
high. Moreover, according to US Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, Russian oil exports actually
fell by 25% between 13 and 22 March”', after the United States issued a temporary license (valid
until 11 April 2026) allowing the sale of Russian oil products already loaded on tankers as of 12
March 202672, Therefore, one can conclude that the financial gains Russia has reaped from the
oil “boom” triggered by the escalation of the crisis in the Middle East are, for now, rather
short-term in nature. The increase in oil product prices is not a guarantee of Russia’s long-term
economic recovery because, first, the situation on the global fuel and energy markets depends on
developments in the region; and second, the sanctions regime against Russia remains in place,
including the EU’s 18th” and 19th™ sanctions packages, price caps on oil products’, and the EU
embargo (with the exception of Hungary and Slovakia™). If, however, the war in the Middle East
drags on, the economic and financial consequences for Russia will likewise deepen. According
to KSE forecasts”’, in the case of a short war between the United States and Israel on the one
hand and Iran on the other, Russia would receive an additional $45 billion per year; if the crisis
continues until May, around $161 billion; and under the most favourable scenario for the
Kremlin, $252 billion and a four-fold increase in tax-revenue-driven profits. Hence, potential
gains for the Russian economy and the regime as a whole directly depend on the security
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situation in the Middle East, making it all but impossible—or at least highly unlikely—to
prevent Russia from strengthening itself through any available instruments of influence.

Another important factor for the Russian elites is the suspension of the negotiation
process between Ukraine and Russia under US mediation. The next negotiation round was
supposed to take place in early March 2026 in Abu Dhabi but was disrupted by the onset of
Iran’s aggressive actions against other regional actors (including the UAE). The Ukrainian side
is trying to revive this track—as evidenced, for instance, by the meeting between the Ukrainian
delegation and Steven Witkoff and Jared Kushner in Miami on 21 March 20267®. However, given
the crisis in the Middle East, the Trump administration’s attention is currently focused on Iran.
As the Financial Times reports, during a phone call between the US and Russian presidents, the
issue of Ukraine played only a secondary role”. This, along with the US government’s intention
to achieve a convincing victory over Iran (while rejecting a ceasefire®), gives rise to entirely
reasonable concerns within Ukraine’s political establishment®. Two key trends should be
highlighted here. First, although the trilateral format of meetings (Russia, Ukraine, the US) is
currently “frozen”, the bilateral tracks are still functioning. On the Russian side, according to
Kremlin Press Secretary Dmitry Peskov®, the American vector is being actively handled by
Kirill Dmitriev, the president’s special envoy for investment and economic cooperation with
foreign states. Especially amid destabilisation in global fuel and energy markets, this
communication channel may be used for “behind-the-scenes” talks between the US and Russian
sides to reach certain mutually beneficial goals—potentially at the expense of Ukraine’s
interests. Second, Russia will almost certainly use this pause to strengthen its bargaining
position. In February and March 2026 there has been a marked intensification of Russian
aggression, as measured by the number of missiles and drones launched. According to ISW*’,
this heavy pressure campaign was enabled by Russia’s prior preparations, which coincide with
the outset of the escalation in the Middle East. In addition, early March 2026 saw an increase in
ground pressure in the Kharkiv region, and, according to ISW’s analysis*, the launch of Russia’s
spring—summer offensive (on 21 March). The air defence issue, which is critical for Ukraine, is
directly dependent on the military actions between Iran and the United States (along with Israel
and other regional actors): currently, Patriot systems are being deployed along the Middle
Eastern axis, which severely reduces the chances of Ukraine receiving Western air defence
support®. Thus, prolonging the conflict between the US (in tandem with Israel) and Iran clearly
plays into the Kremlin’s hands, while the West’s (and primarily the United States’) lack of
attention to the Russo-Ukrainian war significantly weakens Ukraine’s position, undermining not
only the negotiation process but also the results of diplomatic efforts to secure security
guarantees and a just peace.
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Finally, the last aspect from which Russia can profit is its attempts to act as a mediator in
this conflict. As Iran’s strategic partner (since 2025)*, Russia maintains well-established
relations with the Iranian elites. It should be noted, however, that the Kremlin has no interest in
seeing official Tehran acquire its own nuclear arsenal®’, as this would threaten Russia’s interests
in the region. In other words, Russia is taking a balanced position, maintaining contacts with
both OPEC states and Israel®. In this context, Russia’s response to the 12-day war in the summer
of 2025 was telling®: the Kremlin limited itself to statements condemning the actions of Israel
and the US as well as calls for a diplomatic solution. From the very beginning of the US—Israeli
operation against Iran, the Russian government began signalling its readiness to offer mediation
services”, invoking its experience as a mediator in the Vienna nuclear talks with Iran
(2021-2022)°'. Vladimir Putin personally reiterated this intention in a phone conversation with
Donald Trump on 9 March 2026°. In practice, however, this same ambivalent position
constrains Russia’s strategic potential. The Russian side has been providing Iran with
intelligence that helps deliver accurate strikes on US military facilities in the region”. Dialogue
with Israel is also complicated by Russia’s “unfriendly” rhetoric, including its refusal to
condemn attacks on Israeli civilians® and its obstruction of the work of the UN Security Council
sanctions committee on Iran®. A few days before US and Israeli strikes began, Iran and Russia
finalised a €500 million contract for the delivery of 500 Verba man-portable air-defence systems
and 2,500 missiles—one of Russia’s most advanced short-range air defence systems’. Within
days of the deal’s announcement, Russian 11-76 cargo planes were observed flying the delivery
route. As a result, neither the US, nor Israel, nor even Iran has good reason to seriously count on
Russia’s mediation in the war around Iran, since Russia’s key objective (as the preceding
analysis suggests) is to prolong this Middle Eastern crisis for as long as possible.

In conclusion, it should be emphasised that along all three of the analysed vectors, the
current crisis in the Middle East is creating favourable conditions for Russia to strengthen its
hard-power potential and its position on the international stage. This agenda clearly poses a
direct threat to Ukraine’s national interests, as heightened offensive and aggressive actions by
Russia coincide with a decline in international attention to Ukraine, security guarantees, and a
just peace. Consequently, in view of the turbulent nature of developments in the Middle East, the
Ukrainian government has no choice but to continue bringing the “Ukrainian agenda” back onto
the global agenda through diplomatic tools, especially in its dialogue with the United States.
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