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After a triumphal election victory and an unprecedented mandate of public trust, Vladimir Zelensky  
and his team, in a different status, faced new challenges at the state level. The difficult situation  
inside the country and the foreign policy prevailing over national interests require clear and consistent 
actions, competent and sometimes unpopular decisions, a willingness to take responsibility and  

set priorities correctly.

A particularly difficult task is to find the optimal modal-
ities for the reintegration of certain regions of Donetsk 
and Lugansk regions, the return of the Crimean pen-
insula; build further relations with the Russian Feder-
ation amid ongoing confrontation. The leadership of 
the country found itself in the strict framework of a 
previously unresolved problem, where any wrong move 
could provoke a wave of public discontent. The desire 
to achieve peace and the willingness to make com-
plex compromises borders on the red lines of national 
interests, while the lack of progress in a peaceful set-
tlement poses a threat of destructive consequences, 
will not stop the death of Ukrainian soldiers and will 
not add growth to the Ukrainian economy. V. Zelensky 

needs to balance in this coordinate system when  
formulating policies and negotiating on the Russian  
factor.

The starting positions inherited from the previous ad-
ministration do not simplify the task. Paradoxically, the 
Minsk Agreements remain the only mechanism for en-
suring peace in the Donbas, which pose a direct threat 
to the geopolitical ambitions and the future domes-
tic political stability of Ukraine. Unfortunately, in pre-
vious years, official Kiev did not show proper activity 
in providing the world community with its own mod-
el of normalizing the situation in the Donbass. It is not 
surprising that the lack of articulation of the Ukrainian 

The outlines of 
Vladimir Zelensky policy  
on the Russian direction
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position on the Normandy format site by the admin-
istration of Petro Poroshenko and the simultaneous 
manifestation of his commitment to the Minsk pro-
cess made him an uncontested tool for overcoming 
the crisis, not affecting the Crimean case.

They expect from Zelensky victory in the diplomatic 
game that was started without him, according to the 
rules approved by others. The first steps of the Pres-
idential Office demonstrate the desire of the head of 
state to move the situation off the ground and take full 
control of the entire negotiation process with the Rus-
sian side. A successfully organized hostage exchange 
became an indicator of the well-organized and thought-
ful work of V. Zelensky and his team on the Russian 
track. Direct contact at the presidential level has borne 
fruit, leaving behind the brackets numerous pitfalls of bi-
lateral communication - from bureaucratization of deci-
sion-making procedures to behind-the-scenes interven-
tion of other interest groups that receive their political 
dividends from the current situation.

Direct communication is one of the policy elements 
of V. Zelensky’s office in the Russian direction. The 
effective implementation of this approach requires 
distance from bilateral negotiations of shadow 
players from both the Ukrainian and Russian sides 
in order to prevent all kinds of provocations, mis-
understandings or harmful information throws. V. 
Zelensky’s desire to control the ongoing processes 
is dictated by circumstances and is yet another cor-
nerstone of Ze-diplomacy.

The heterogeneity of the political landscape of 
Ukraine contributes to the competition of warring 
camps, while at the same time giving rise to a de-
structive tendency to politicize issues of Donbass, 
Crimea and relations with the Russian Federation. 
Correction of the situation is possible in the case of a 
clear separation of individual and state political inter-
ests. Starting to shape the contours of the future di-
alogue between Kiev and Moscow, V. Zelensky more 
than once emphasized the need to move the lead-
er of the Opposition Platform - For Life, Viktor Med-
vedchuk, beyond the framework of the newly created 
format of Ukrainian-Russian relations. Apparently, in 
the departure from the practice of using intermediar-
ies with their subjective interests V. Zelensky sees the 
possibility of depoliticizing the agenda.

V. Medvedchuk himself refuses to put up with the cur-
rent state of affairs. More recently, during the presiden-
cy of P. Poroshenko, the politician acted as a kind of 
“gray cardinal” in relations with Russia, at the same time 
using his status to realize business interests in the en-
ergy sector and strengthen his media assets in Ukraine. 
Against the background of the collapse of the political 
course of P. Poroshenko, the party created by V. Med-
vedchuk put the themes of reconciliation with Moscow, 
hostage exchange and peace in the Donbass as the ba-
sis of its political program, managed to consolidate a 
fairly large electoral group around itself.
Although V. Medvedchuk does not abandon attempts to 
maintain his position through personal contacts in the 
Russian political establishment, a successful exchange 



V O L .  2  |  S E P T E M B E R  2 0 1 9 5

without his participation became an alarming bell for his 
political ambitions. If the policy of the Presidential Office 
continues to produce results, V. Medvedchuk will begin 
to lose the political foundation that secured his party 
second place in parliamentary elections, which threat-
ens the individual interests of the politician. Without ac-
cess to existing negotiation platforms (TKG and Nor-
man format), without the ability to influence decisions 
of the President’s Office or adjust official policies of the 
country, V. Medvedchuk and his political project will re-
main in the opposition niche with low chances for rat-
ings to grow. Narrowing the field for maneuvers leaves 
politics a little chance to play on the topics of "gas nego-
tiations", "direct dialogue with the militants of the Ordlo" 
and "criticism of the current government" using informa-
tion resources, which is highly likely to bring no big divi-
dends. Moreover, against the background of the demon-
stration by both sides of the political will to jointly seek a 
solution to the problems through direct contacts at the 
highest level, V. Medvedchuk’s attempts to intervene can 
cause a destabilizing effect and frustrate the progress 
emerging after the exchange.

By removing shadow players from the conditional 
playing field and independently formulating the nego-
tiation team, V. Zelensky also gives occasion to talk 
about the importance of personnel policy in organiz-
ing a dialogue with the Russian side. Responsibility for 
preparing the exchange was assigned to his assistant, 
Andrei Yermak, who was previously not known to the 
general public, does not have much political or diplo-
matic experience. Apparently, the president’s personal 
confidence became the main selection criterion in this 
case. In any case, the new methods created a separate 
negotiation channel Yermak - Kozak and the first suc-
cessful case of interaction.

A. Yermak also took part in the meeting of presiden-
tial advisers in the Norman format, became the "right 
hand" of V. Zelensky in matters of international politics. 
The presidential aide formed a bond with the new for-
eign minister, Vadim Priestayk, who took the ministerial 
chair after a short stay in the Office of V. Zelensky. For 
the president, a consolidated foreign policy based on a 
balanced interaction between the Office and the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs is important in order to avoid 
further disagreements, as in the recent case with Pavel 
Klimkin, who was completing his cadet at that time.

Apparently, another principle of shaping a policy to-
wards Russia is "diplomacy loves silence." The Office 
does not share the idea of broad information coverage 

of the results of work in the Norman format or the Tri-
partite Contact Group (TGC), exchange negotiations 
and details of direct contacts with the Russian author-
ities. Even the strange decisions to return and remove 
from work in the TKG Roman Immortal, taken in a 
short period of time, are associated with his  
excessive publicity.

It should be said about the desire for phased promo-
tion and recording of results as another approach of 
V. Zelensky in his work. The separation of troops and 
the reconstruction of the bridge in Stanitsa Lugansk 
was taken as the starting point in the reanimation of 
the Minsk agreements and a kind of model of possible 
coordination for its further implementation along the 
entire line of contact. Attempts are being made to link 
the organization of work of the TKG and the Norman 
format with the real implementation of the agreements 
reached.

V. Zelensky emphasized that he opposes peacekeepers 
in the Donbass, thus excluding this scenario from the 
list of possible ones. Given the complexity and duration 
of all the procedures when coordinating the UN mission, 
its cost and the additional threat of “freezing” the con-
flict, the conclusion suggests itself that the president 
wants to achieve results using the existing tools in the 
shortest possible lines.
Although the principles and methods of the president’s 
work are already getting concrete outlines, questions 
about the strategic goals that the President’s Office 
sets up remain unanswered. Undoubtedly, it is not yet 
possible to adequately evaluate the results of V. Zelen-
sky's work on the Russian track. There remain concerns 
about the lack of experience of the new team and the 
persistence of problems within the Ukrainian political 
system. But the exchange of prisoners as the first suc-
cessful example of the activities of Ze-diplomacy gives 
reason to talk about its prospects. Unfortunately, solv-
ing key problems does not depend solely on the political 
will of the Ukrainian leadership. Declaring their interest 
in ending the conflict, the Russian side should recognize 
the need to compromise and, as former Ukrainian pres-
ident and TGK participant Leonid Kuchma said, “move 
away from the language of ultimatums”. Unilateral con-
cessions to official Kiev are not possible, since they will 
mean the political death of any of the politicians who 
have allowed themselves such a step. At the same time, 
the emergence of new initiatives and approaches in the 
Office of the Ukrainian President gives a chance to un-
block the situation and determine the acceptable mo-
dalities for overcoming the existing crisis.
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Zelensky's visit to Warsaw: is it  
normalization of bilateral relations?

The visit of the Ukrainian president was 
widely covered by the Polish both print 
and television media. Naturally, online me-
dia also allocated Zelensky a considerable 

share of their traffic.

It is worth recognizing that the visit of Vladimir Al-
exandrovich was such a striking event also for the 
reason that U.S. President Donald Trump, who was 
supposed to arrive in Warsaw on August 31 on the 
same occasion, canceled the trip because of Hurri-
cane Dorian, which was approaching the shores of 

On August 31, President Vladimir Zelensky arrived in Warsaw for a two-day visit to celebrations 
marking the 80th anniversary of the outbreak of World War II. As part of his visit, Zelensky met 
with Polish President Andrzej Duda, Prime Minister Mateusz Moravecki, Senate Speaker Stanislav 
Karczewski, as well as with many other high-ranking officials and business representatives. Un-
fortunately, Zelensky did not meet with representatives of the large Ukrainian diaspora in Poland, 
but immediately responded to the media demarche that they had arranged, promising to pay 
attention to them during the next visit, and also announcing the creation of the post of Commis-
sioner for Ukrainians Abroad under the Cabinet of Ministers.
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Florida. At the same time, Trump appeared on a golf 
course on Saturday, which gave rise to cautious sus-
picions about the real reasons for the cancellation of 
the visit of the American president.

The absence of Trump led to the fact that Zelensky, 
who is the leader of a state important from the point 
of view of Polish regional politics, has become even 
more interesting for both politicians in the Republic 
of Poland and the media.

Naturally, the cancellation of the visit of the Amer-
ican leader only slightly “strengthened” the role of 
Zelensky’s visit. The main attention to the Ukrainian 
president was riveted in connection with a number 
of expectations in Polish politics regarding the agen-
da of bilateral relations.

As you know, under the fifth president of Ukraine, 
relations on the Kiev-Warsaw line began to fail be-
cause of conflicts based on historical politics. Zelen-
sky’s victory led to the hope that Warsaw would im-
prove these very bilateral contacts.
According to the results of the joint briefing by Duda 
and Zelensky, it can be said with confidence that in 
bilateral relations the course was indicated where it 
is necessary to move in order to return everything in 
the right direction.
In order to somehow systematize the dialogue be-
tween Duda and Zelensky, it is necessary to deduce 
by points what the leaders of the two states dis-
cussed and came to:

Poland continues to support Ukraine when it comes 
to the conflict in the Donbass and Euro-Atlantic in-
tegration. Duda condemned the aggression of the 
Russian Federation, supporting the continuation of 
anti-Russian sanctions, which, of course, can not but 
rejoice Kiev, which in today's conditions is forced to 
seek international support. This also indicates the 
duration of the strategic relations between Poland 
and Ukraine. It should be noted that Warsaw also 
“drives” Ukraine into the trap of the Minsk agree-
ments that Zelensky inherited from the previous gov-
ernment. RP, for obvious reasons, wants the situ-
ation in the east of Ukraine to stabilize in the near 
future. This not only concerns the possibility of nor-
malizing relations with Moscow (which I must admit 
will bring certain “benefits” to Warsaw), but also di-
rectly affects Poland’s national security and securi-
ty in the region. Warsaw is aware of the fact that the 
war in Ukraine has the character of a frozen conflict 

of low intensity, but also understands that the Rus-
sian Federation is unpredictable, and therefore Po-
land has literally a powder keg on its side.
Zelensky proposed building a memorial on the Pol-
ish-Ukrainian border as a sign of bilateral recon-
ciliation. This initiative of the Ukrainian leader was 
perceived in Poland with a share of skepticism for 
obvious reasons. The question before the trip was 
not studied well enough, since such a monument al-
ready exists - an embankment of the Gorodel Union, 
symbolizing reconciliation between Poland, Lithua-
nia and widely understood Russia. Thus, Zelensky’s 
initiative could seem to the Polish side as unneces-
sary or even unnecessary. Naturally, the construction 
of a memorial for a “beautiful picture” is quite real. 
The only question is what will happen next and what 
will this "picture" symbolize?

Zelensky’s statement on supporting the lifting of 
the moratorium on search and exhumation works, 
of course, is welcome. This is an adequate and cor-
rect decision of the Ukrainian side, which will defi-
nitely positively affect the current state of bilateral 
relations. Zelensky said that in order to lift the ban, 
the new government must be fully operational. Most 
likely, we are talking about personnel replacements 
in the "field". Those. it is expected that the current 
director of the NINP will lose his position (or will be 
forced to change his views and policies).
Vyatrovich’s change of position will also positive-
ly affect the opinion of the Polish side about Zelen-
sky. The current director of the Institute managed to 
negatively establish himself in the context of Pol-
ish-Ukrainian relations because of his statements 
and revisionist, unfounded (incontrovertible data) 
historical views.

No less important in the context of historical poli-
tics was Zelensky’s statement about the need for the 
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Polish side to restore the destroyed Ukrainian mon-
uments on the territory of the Republic of Poland. 
This showed that the new president of Ukraine is 
ready for dialogue and reconciliation, which means 
mutual respect and the absence of unilateral con-
cessions.
Zelensky and Duda jointly condemned the construc-
tion of Nord Stream - 2. This topic has already be-
come a classic example of strong and successful 
cooperation between Warsaw and Kiev. The Presi-
dent of Ukraine also advocated the diversification 
of the gas market in Europe through the American 
liquefied gas, which Poland imports. It has already 
become known that Kiev will enter the “gas triangle” 
with Washington and Warsaw. This will definitely 
positively affect both relations with the Republic of 
Poland and the United States.
A question that predicts criticism: what about the 
price of American gas? With our prey? What will hap-
pen to gas storages?

The presidents positively assessed the defense and 
economic cooperation between Poland and Ukraine, 
adding that it is necessary to continue qualitative 
improvement in these areas. Those. increasing trade 
and deepening military cooperation between Kiev 
and Warsaw. Zelensky and Duda drew attention to 
the issue of Poland’s violation of the conditions of 

the Association between Ukraine and the EU, which 
significantly reduced the number of bilateral permits 
for transporting Ukrainian goods through Poland to 
other EU countries with Ukrainian cars. The Polish 
president promised to deal with this issue through a 
direct appeal to the Government of the Republic of 
Poland.
Zelensky appreciated the contribution of Poland to 
the resolution of the conflict in the Donbass dur-
ing the presidency of the UN Security Council, which 
took place in August. This clearly has a positive ef-
fect on bilateral relations, since it has already been 
repeatedly noted that Warsaw is seriously experienc-
ing the fact of its substantive absence in the Nor-
man format and such an important regional event 
as a whole. Poland is making every effort to play at 
least some positive role in the Russian-Ukrainian 
war, and therefore Zelensky’s gratitude will certainly 
not go unnoticed.
Zelensky and Duda did not discuss the issue of 
mass migration of Ukrainians to Poland, which, of 
course, is a negative fact in view of the frequent 
cases of discrimination of our fellow citizens in 
the Republic of Poland. The only good news is that 
Zelensky generally drew attention to the Ukrainian 
diaspora, turning to them through the press service. 
This shows the presence of at least minimal interest 
in their fates.
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Do you think that recent attempts to restore the 
Norman format can be constructive? Are there any 
real prerequisites for organizing a meeting at the 
level of heads of state? What new approaches can 
Ukraine offer?

The first step in this direction was the resto-
ration of the work of the trilateral contact 
group in Minsk, and some new approaches 
of Ukraine were proposed. A key initiative 

is a truce that has been hoped for. Unfortunately, the 
Russian occupier has repeatedly violated it, confirm-
ing the Kremlin's unwillingness to establish peace. 

The second dimension is the direct communication 
between the Head of Ukrainian State and our part-
ners in the Normandy - Germany and France. The 
first foreign visits were in the capital of these coun-
tries. In addition, President V. Zelensky conducted 
several telephone conversations with V. Putin and E. 
Macron to convene the Norman Summit in the near 
future. The third is the July meeting of diplomatic 
advisers, which took place in a rather construc- 
tive atmosphere.

The main task is to push the process of settling 
the Russian-Ukrainian conflict in the Donbass from 

a dead point and move forward. Of course, the 
overriding task is to provide security guarantees on 
the de facto front line, to preserve the lives of our 
soldiers and civilians, and then move on to ex-
change prisoners, to address other pressing issues. 
An example of partial progress was the dilution of 
forces and means in the village of Luhansk.

How realistic and effective is the possibility of ex-
tending the negotiation format at the expense of 
the United States and the United Kingdom and is 
there work in this direction?

This was the initiative of President of Ukraine Volod-
ymyr Zelensky, which was submitted to our interna-
tional partners for consideration. Some supported it, 
such as Poland, which presides over the UN Security 
Council in August. But as you understand, extend-
ing this format requires the consent of all parties. 
The aggressor country is definitely not interested 
in expanding the circle of friends of Ukraine and 
increasing pressure on itself. However, this does 
not mean that our partners cannot help us - con-
tinuation of sanctions policy, support of Ukraine, 
pressure on Russia ... There are many possibilities. 
We should not forget about the separate negotiating 
platforms of the US and Russian parties, including 
the Volker-Surkov format, which can be restored. 
But the issue here is not so much the formats but 
the effectiveness. If progress is made, of course, we 
would only be in favor of enlargement, but the work 
is now proceeding in the usual manner.

If the US-UK format extension works, will it give re-
sults?

Both countries are signatories to the Budapest 
Memorandum and our important partners. We 
have bilateral support from both countries, and this 
would undoubtedly have added value. Then it would 
be necessary to create a new negotiation format,    

Interviev with Vasyl Bondar,  
Deputy Minister, MFA of Ukraine
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   but it is unlikely to be real now.

There are many comments in the information space 
regarding the need to revise the provisions of the 
Minsk Agreements or to develop new "roadmaps" to 
resolve the situation. Is it possible to still work on 
some roadmaps based on these arrangements?

Minsk arrangements, no matter how critical they 
are, are the only platform for resolving the Rus-
sian-Ukrainian conflict in the Donbas. New formats 
can be processed only when all efforts within Minsk 
are exhausted. Even if we see that even the plan ap-
proved by the UN Security Council resolution is not 
implemented by the Russian side, first of all from a 
security point of view, can we talk about something 
extra at a time when the agreed agreements are  
not working.

You can think of dozens of different options, but if 
the Kremlin does not have the political will to estab-
lish peace, then it only says that this conflict is bene-
ficial to Russia and it will not let it die out. After all, it 
is an instrument of pressure of the Russian Federa-
tion not only on Ukraine but also on the West. There-
fore, we need to strengthen our defense, prove our 
case in international courts, support sanctions and 
strengthen the solidarity of the world with Ukraine, 
and, in parallel, negotiate.

We cannot rely on Putin's good will or believe in the 
Kremlin's promises. The price is too high - the lives 
of our soldiers and front line residents. The recent 
deaths of our guys during the armistice is another 

example of the insidiousness and arrogance of the 
occupiers. This is murder, a crime for which Russia 
is fully responsible and should be punished.

The release of prisoners of war remains a priority for 
the Ukrainian side. Why is it so difficult to organize 
the exchange process and when will Ukraine be able 
to achieve the desired result?

These negotiations are being conducted within the 
framework of the relevant working group on human-
itarian issues. The process of harmonizing the lists 
and the correct formulation of exchange proposals 
is ongoing now: for example, sometimes the pro-
posed lists included not only those who participat-
ed in the fighting in the territory of Donbass, but also 
criminal offenders or other citizens of Ukraine. There 
were other nuances that are now being worked on. 
Hopefully we'll see how that works out in the  
near future.

However, let's not confuse the return of the pris-
oners negotiated in Minsk with Ukrainian sailors, 
as this is a different story. The seafarers were de-
tained in an illegal manner, ordered by an interna-
tional tribunal and returned without any prereq-
uisites. In addition, we must not forget about the 
Kremlin's political prisoners, whom we also need  
to help release.

Despite the military aggression against our country, 
Ukraine will not be able to completely distance it-
self from the topic of relations with the neighboring 
state of the Russian Federation. How do you see the 
outlines of bilateral relations in the near and long 
term? What is the most pragmatic format for coop-
eration with Russia?

I would not speak at all now about any format of co-
operation. Russia is now the enemy of Ukraine who 
has committed a crime against our country and 
must be held responsible in accordance with inter-
national law. We must continue to seek the de-occu-
pation of the captured territories in the Donbas, the 
liberation of Crimea, reparations and compensation 
for the damage caused. However, cooperation is not 
on the agenda. This is not our time issue. I am quite 
categorical in this regard, and I think that readers 
share this approach.
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The fact that Zelensky’s first official visit to 
Poland was to commemorate the 80th an-
niversary of the outbreak of the second 
world war suggests that the new Ukraini-

an president recognises the importance of history 
in Polish-Ukrainian relations. Even more important-
ly, during his meeting with Andrzej Duda Zelensky 
made it clear that he is willing to reverse the poli-
cies of the previous administration which were in-
terpreted as harmful to bilateral relations by the 

Polish side. Specifically, he promised to allow the 
exhumation of the remains of the Polish victims of 
the war on the territory of today’s Ukraine, while re-
questing that Poland respectfully takes care of the 
Ukrainian sites of memory on its territory. Polish 
commentators interpreted this statement as a sig-
nal that Zelensky’s administration is serious about 
improving relations between the two states. It was 
probably the much awaited moment as it was clear 
that under the previous administration in Kyiv the 
historical dispute reached an impasse. Also im-
portant to notice is the fact that during his visit in 
Warsaw Zelensky met with both the official Polish 
authorities and representatives of the opposition. 
At the moment, Poland is deeply divided political-
ly and right before the next parliamentary election. 
Relations with Ukraine are a topic that is important 
to all sides of the Polish political life. Only with the 
exception of some smaller groups, support towards 
Ukraine in Poland is much greater than it is towards 
Russia. Zelensky, therefore, adequately recognised 
that for good relations between the Polish and 
Ukrainian societies he needs to go beyond party 
lines and co-operate with various groups in Poland 
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