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Executive Summary 
 

This paper examines several dimensions of the escalation of the conflict in Ukraine 

and explores the events that could most likely trigger a war between Russia and NATO 

countries. In the introduction, the author discusses 30 years of political rivalry between pro-

Western and pro-Russian parties in Ukraine, which led to the first invasion in 2014. After this 

first wave of escalation in Ukraine, the paper offers a deeper dive into the 2022 Russian 

invasion of Ukraine by examining the continuous escalation trajectory of the conflict. More 

specifically, the author analyzes several components of the escalation such as military 

operations, weaponry, sanctions, propaganda and rhetoric, territory surveillance, population 

control, and international support/reach out. Finally, the paper explores the possible direction 

of this escalation in terms of triggers that could expand the conflict by drawing European 

countries on the battlefield.  
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Introductory Remarks by the Editors 
 

 Josef Demergis & Marios  Efthymiopoulos 

 

The present study on the Ukranian conflict and the possibilities an escalation of the war may 
bring to Europe and beyond is part of our evolving Strategic Monograph Series of Strategy 
International.  

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, its condemnation by the free world and the resultant support, 
political, military and in many other forms towards Ukraine are signs of a world order that 
seems to be in flux but nevertheless tries to abide by principles of international law and 
cooperation.  

In this paper such aspects as military operation taking place, influence operations, 
population handling and the resultant international support towards Ukraine is discussed, 
along with possible implications of the conflict spilling over and directly involving European 
powers, both members of the EU and NATO.  

Professor Lemieux has researched and written a fascinating account of what is and what 
may be while keeping in mind the broad geostrategic picture since the Ukrainian conflict 
may indeed be a precursor for the things to come, if illegal state aggression is left 
unchecked. 

In the Mediterranean, Turkey has evolved in a power of constant threatening behaviour and 
unjustified demands upon its neighbour states while acting in disregards to norms, 
procedures and laws established and respected by the international community. 

China in the Pacific is acting in a similar way as the recent events with the Chinese exercises 
around Taiwan have clearly demonstrated. 

If rogue statehood is allowed to act unchecked by the international community, conflict and 
fluidity will be the norm in international relations and resultant acts in the years to come. 
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Introduction 
 

Europe has not experienced a full scale war since World War II but the current conflict 

raging in Ukraine could soon change this peaceful period. Indeed, smaller conflicts erupted 

near the European border during that period, for instance, the partial occupation of Cyprus 

by Turkey in 1974 and Bosnian war between 1992 and 1995, which prompted the direct 

intervention of NATO. In the case of the Ukrainian conflict, it appears that Russia is showing a 

strong determination to maintain its control over Kyiv “by hook or by crook”.  Since its 

independence from the former Soviet Union in 1991, Ukraine has been rocked by violent 

protests and contested elections between pro-West and pro-Russia political parties (Reznik 

2016).  

During the past 30 years, Russia was able to exert some political control over Kyiv 

during the Kuchma (1994-2005) and the Yanukovych (2010-2014) presidencies (Hurak & 

D’Anieri 2022). However, the Orange Revolution of 2005 was a first indication that Ukraine 

had the will to slip away from Moscow’s political grip (Khodunov 2022). In 2005, Viktor 

Yushchenko, a pro-West political candidate, was confirmed president of Ukraine after 

surviving a dioxin poisoning allegedly carried out by Moscow. In 2010, Viktor Yanukovych, 

Putin’s man in Kyiv, was elected president and began what would become a tumultuous 

presidency rocked by corruption scandals and controversial policies. In 2013, the Euromaidan 

protests erupted and citizens demanded a stronger integration of Ukraine to the European 

Union. In the aftermath of violent protests and corruption scandals, Yanukovych was removed 

from power by the Parliament in 2014, fled immediately to Russia, and was convicted in 

abstentia for treason in 2019 (Shevsky 2022). Since 2014, the pro-western administrations of 

Petro Poroshenko and Volodymyr Zelensky have governed Ukraine under the threat of 

military retribution from Russia (McFaul et al. 2014).  

 Immediately after the fall of Yanukovych in 2014, Russia’s retaliation came in the 

form of a military takeover and annexation of Crimea as well as a partial invasion of the 

Donbas region (Freedman 2014). This more aggressive approach towards Ukraine had three 

apparent justifications: (1) securing the naval base harboring the Russian Black Sea Fleet in 

Crimea; (2) protect pro-Russian communities leaving the Crimea and Donbas regions; (3) 

denying Ukraine the possibility to join NATO by maintaining a long term conflict on its 

territory. In 2022, this military approach escalated once more and translated into a larger 

invasion of Ukrainian territory. Since February 2022, the security of Ukraine has degraded 

severely due to a Russian military offensive in the East, North and South of Ukraine. NATO 

members led by the United States were prompt in offering military and humanitarian aid to 
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Ukraine allowing its military forces to push back on the Russian attacks. However, this regional 

conflict has the potential to deteriorate into a larger war that could draw European countries 

and NATO members into a full-scale war with Russia. This paper examines several dimensions 

of the escalation of the conflict in Ukraine and explores the events that could most likely 

trigger a war between Russia and NATO countries. 

 
Escalatory Trajectory of the Ukrainian Conflict 

Since the second invasion of Ukraine territory by Russia “Special Military Operation” 

on February 24th 2022, tension and escalation of the conflict have increased significantly. This 

section proposes to review the crescendo of measures and actions taken by the main actors 

involved in the conflict: Ukraine, United States and NATO Allies, and Russia. 

Ukraine 

Ukraine has mainly engaged in four types of activities since February 24th 2022: (1) 

communication and propaganda; (2) peace negotiation; (3) military operations; (4) territory 

security.  

First, president Zelensky and his team have been involved in an intense 

communication and propaganda campaign to gain the support of the United States, European 

Union members, and NATO allies and the rest of the world. On a regular basis, President 

Zelensky, his wife and important members of his cabinet were invited to address governing 

bodies of western countries (parliaments and congresses), entertainment events (Grammys 

and Time 100 Gala), and at the United Nations General Assembly meeting (Berry 2022). 

Ukrainian communication strategy has also been quite relentless and successful on social 

media and news media with constant updates on small and large battlefield victories (Suciu 

2022). The information war waged by Ukraine has quickly escalated after February 24th with 

the use of a vast array of tools and platforms to reach a global audience. 

Second, Ukraine's position in peace negotiation has been somewhat clear with two 

main points: the integrity of its sovereign territory and security guarantee against future 

aggression from Russia. During the early moments after the invasion, Ukraine proposed to 

abandon its ambition to join NATO and reassure Moscow about Russia’s security concerns 

(AFP 2022). These conditions, among others, were rejected by Russia. As the war continued 

to rage through the spring and summer of 2022, other attempts to establish peace talks failed. 

The main breakthrough between Russia and Ukraine was the grain export deal that was 

mediated by Turkey and the United Nations (Fahim 2022). So far, all diplomatic routes have 
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led nowhere near a cease fire or a peace plan and this has led to an intensification and 

deepening of the military combat on Ukraine’s territory and beyond. 

 Third, Ukraine was largely perceived to be the “underdog” at the beginning of the 

conflict by both western countries and Russia (Scuitto & Williams 2022). However, several 

years of training with western military forces and access to key weaponry such as the anti-

tank missiles Javelin were enough to mount a serious resistance against Russia's ground 

military forces. This successful resistance in the initial months of the conflict helped Ukrainian 

military forces to secure more advanced and powerful weapon systems such as Howitzers, 

drones, High Mobility Artillery Rocket System - HIMARS, and National Advanced Surface-to-

Air Missile System – NASAMS (Brown et al. 2022). These weapons have been critical in 

providing Ukrainian forces an advantage on the battlefield and in denying Russia air 

supremacy over Ukraine. The constant flow of weapons from the West and more importantly 

the constant upgrade in the weapon systems provided to Ukrainian forces have contributed 

to inflicting major military setbacks to Russian forces.  

Also, with the support of western intelligence services and military operation advisors, 

Ukrainian forces have been able to also increase the symbolic cost of war by destroying what 

could be considered high value targets. For instance, early on the conflict U.S. intelligence 

reports helped to localize and lethally target high ranking Russian military present on the 

battlefield. It is estimated that more than 10 generals and dozens of high-ranking officers have 

been killed in drone and HIMARS targeting operations (Barns et al. 2022). Additionally, in April 

2022 Ukrainian military was able to sink one of the Russian navy’s flagship in the Black Sea 

with two Neptune anti-ship missiles with the help of US intelligence (Smith 2022).  

Finally, Ukrainian forces have managed to target fuel depots and military bases in 

Crimea and on Russian territory. Ukraine is also suspected to have conducted clandestine 

sabotage operations on Russian territory as well as political assassination (Faulconbridge 

2022). Since September 2022, Ukrainian military forces with the support of NATO allies seem 

to have turned the tide against Russian forces and regained a large amount of the territory 

they had lost in the first months of the invasion (Reuters 2022).  

Additionally, the Ukrainian government has allowed the creation of the International 

Legion of Territorial Defense of Ukraine immediately after the 2022 invasion (Blatchford 

2022). The foreign legion rapidly swelled to 20,000 volunteers from more than 50 countries. 

Many of the recruits were already well trained with various levels of veterancy achieved 

through the  US Army, US Marine Corps, and British Army. This new addition to the Ukrainian 

security apparatus apparently helped to improve tactical defensive and offensive capability 
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on the battlefield. It is also assumed that the Ukrainian foreign legion is also a channel for 

intelligence clandestine operations from the West controlling agents from within but relying 

on plausible deniability of these volunteers as free citizens. 

Lastly, to maintain security of its own territory, Ukrainian security forces have ramped 

up the search and neutralization of pro-Russian groups and individuals on its territory. In the 

first months of the conflict, hundreds of Ukrainian citizens were arrested mostly in the East 

and South of the country (Chernov & Karmanau 2022). Additionally, President Zelensky has 

also purged his own security forces of potential and actual pro-Russian supporters among the 

leadership of the security apparatus. Among those who were targeted by the purge are: 

Prosecutor General Iryna Venediktova; Ivan Bakanov, head of Ukraine’s main intelligence 

agency (SBU); General Andriy Naumov, former head of the SBU’s internal affairs department, 

and dozens of SBU rank and file have been fired (Miller 2022). The chief of the Main 

Department of Internal Security of the Security Service of Ukraine, Naumov Andriy Olehovych, 

and the head of the Office of the Security Service of Ukraine in the Kherson region, 

Kryvoruchko Serhiy Oleksandrovych, were both stripped of their rank of general (Choi 2022).  

This hunt for spies and traitors in the population and security agencies have clearly 

increased tension and escalated the stakes for existing pro-Russian groups in Ukraine. These 

actions, even justifiable in many cases, are echoing Putin’s argument about the danger of 

“Russophobia” and anti-Russian movements in Eastern Europe. Matter of fact, the Russian 

Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov was mentioning in his discourse delivered at the United 

Nations in September 2022 that Russia will protect Russians in the eastern regions (Nichols et 

al. 2022). This discourse is aligned with years of politics of identity and geopolitics in Russian 

foreign policy. 

United States and NATO Allies 
 This section examines some of the key escalatory elements of the United States and 

NATO allies’ approach to the Ukrainian conflict. More specifically, an emphasis is placed on 

(1) security assistance; (2) military operations and intelligence support; and (3) sanctions.   

First, since the invasion and annexation of Crimea in 2014, the United States and 

NATO allies have increased their support to Ukraine to resist another possible land grab from 

Russia in the years to come. Between 2014 and 2022, the United States has provided $2.5 

billion in security assistance, including everything from ground vehicles and patrol boats to 

counter-artillery radar, training, and lethal weaponry such as Javelin anti tank missiles 

(Reuters 2022b). Some of these weapons were provided to deter Russia (Javelins) and others 

were aimed at helping the Ukrainian to have warning capabilities to protect communities 
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located in the East and South regions of 

Ukraine (counter-artillery radar). During 

those seven years, the United States was 

the main security aid provider supplying 

about 90% of the military assistance to 

Ukraine. Once Russia initiated its special 

military operation on February 24th 2022, 

the United States and NATO allies rapidly 

ramped up the security assistance in value 

but also in terms of weapon 

sophistication. 

Between January and September 

2022, Ukraine received approximately $25 billions in security assistance from the United 

States alone and a total of $35 billions from all NATO allies, including the United States 

(Buchholz 2022). In terms of comparison, the defense budget of Russia is estimated at $66 

billions in 2021, which makes the security assistance of NATO at 53% the defense budget of 

Russia over an eight-month period (January to August 2022). Not only the amount of 

assistance has continuously increased during these months but also the sophistication of 

weapons systems and their strength in terms of range and destruction capability. During the 

first months of the conflict, in addition to the Javelins, Ukraine received from NATO tanks and 

fighter jets from the cold war era to match some of the weapons that Russia was using on the 

battlefield. The United States and a few NATO countries also started to transfer more 

powerful weapons to support Ukraine counter-offensive, weapons like 155mm howitzers (14 

miles range), HIMARS (43 miles range), and NASAMS (110 miles range) as well as S-300 anti-

aircraft systems (90 miles range) were sent to Ukraine in late spring, summer, and fall 2022. 

In the fall of 2022, the United States was weighting the possibility to send MGM-140 Army 

Tactical Missile System (ATACMS) to Ukraine, which could be considered as a critical weapon 

escalation on the battlefield.  

 Second, the United States and NATO allies have been increasingly involved through 

training and advising operations on weapons systems that were transferred to Ukraine as well 

as intelligence support in the battlefield. For instance, Russia formally accused the United 

States of approving HIMARS targets prior to striking them. Russian military intelligence had 

reportedly intercepted communication between Ukraine and U.S. military identifying and 

approving targets on the battlefield (Reuters 2022c). Additionally, Russia also openly accused 

the United States, United Kingdom and other NATO countries of constantly providing tactical 
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and operational intelligence in support of Ukraine military operations (defensive and 

offensive). Unnamed U.S. officials have also admitted to news media that the Intelligence 

Community is helping Ukrainian forces in the targeting of Russian generals and commanders 

as well as sinking the Moskva in the Black Sea. These claims were eventually denied by the 

Pentagon. 

Table 1: Targeted Sectors of Western Sections Against Russia (BBC 2022) 

Targeted Sectors Sanction Details 

Individuals -President Putin and Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov; 

-278 members of Russia's parliament; 

-1,000 Russian business individuals - including so-called oligarchs; 

-14 industrial connected to defense sector; 

Financial -Russia is barred from making debt payments using foreign currency held in 
US banks; 

-Major Russian banks have been removed from SWIFT system; 

-UK and US have excluded all Russian banks from their financial systems 
and frozen the assets of all Russian banks; 

Oil and Gas -EU will ban imports of Russian oil brought in by sea starting December 
2022; 

-EU will ban all imports of refined oil products from Russia in February 
2023; 

-EU has stopped importation of Russian coal; 

-US is banning all Russian import or oil and gas; 

-UK will phase out Russian oil by the end of 2022; 

-Germany has frozen plans for the opening Nordstream 2 gas pipeline; 

- From December, the EU and G7 also want to cap the price countries pay 
for Russian oil; 

Good and Services -A ban by the UK, EU and US on the export of dual-use goods (civilian and 
military purpose). 

-A ban on all Russian flights in EU, US, UK, and Canada airspaces; 

-Ban on import of Russian gold; 

-Ban on the export of luxury goods to Russia; 

-UK has imposed a 35% taxes on some Russian imports such as vodka; 

-Numerous international companies have suspended trading and doing 
business in Russia. 

 



 
9 

 

Finally, the United States and NATO allies have significantly increased the cost of war 

on Russia by issuing a plethora of sanctions targeting several sectors of the Russian economy 

and beyond. These sanctions came into waves immediately after Russia launched its “special 

military operation” in Ukraine. Table 1 summarizes the sanctions that have been placed on 

Russia by the United States and its allies since the beginning of the conflict in February 2022. 

The breadth and depth of the sanctions issued against Russia have been a serious escalation 

and isolation strategy meant to punish Russia and limit its capacity to support the war effort 

as well as to force Moscow into a diplomatic solution. However, there are some areas where 

these sanctions are not practical or applicable such as the inability of the EU to impose 

sanctions on Russian gas since European countries rely on this critical resource for 40% of its 

energy needs. Additionally, it is important to mention that more than a hundred countries 

located in Africa, Asia, and South America not only are not imposing sanctions but they are 

continuing to work with Russia in a number of commercial, industrial, and military sectors. 

Nonetheless, it is important to keep in mind that more than 60% of the 94 trillion world 

economy is concentrated in the U.S., U.K. and European Union which would make it very 

difficult for Russia to recover from western sanctions over time.  

Russia 
 On the Russian side, the conflict has been escalated at different levels: (1) Military 

operations and weaponry; (2) nuclear threats; (3) territorial security and surveillance (4) 

sanctions and international reach out; and (5) covert actions against NATO Alliance.  

 First, the scope of the special military operation in Ukraine signals an important shift 

in Russia foreign policy against the West. Immediately at the beginning of the conflict, Russian 

military forces aimed at taking the capital of Ukraine, Kyiv, and came close at multiple 

occasions to assassinating President Volodimyr Zelensky. The initial invasion was covering a 

broad territory spanning from the North to the East and the South. With approximately 

170,000 soldiers, Russia attempted to grab several Ukrainian regions East and South of the 

Dnieper River. Ultimately, Russian military was forced to retreat and regroup in the Donbas 

and South regions of Ukraine after several setbacks. As of October 2022, Western intelligence 

agencies estimate that Russia has lost over 2,000 tanks, hundreds of aircraft, and more than 

40,000 troops (Michaels 2022, Van Brugen 2022). While the weaponry of the Russian military 

was often characterized as obsolete, not fully functional, and sometimes inoperable, the 

invasion was supported at time with more recent weapons systems such as missile cruises and 

brand new hypersonic missiles (Reuters 2022d). The use of live hypersonic missiles in a 

battlefield was a premiere and seemed to have yielded some success in the targeting of highly 

protected weapon storages throughout Ukraine. On the battlefield, Russia seemed to be the 
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actor that has escalated to the most sophisticated weapons for both military objectives and 

technology testing purposes. Another important escalation of the conflict was the occupation 

of the Black Sea with the Russian fleet and the interruption of world grain exports from 

Ukraine (Ahmed et al. 2022). This aspect of the conflict in Ukraine is certainly the most under-

reported in terms of worldwide repercussions and the indirect spreading of the conflict. This 

naval blockade in itself is an important escalation of the conflict because its effect escapes the 

“containment” strategy pursued by the United States and NATO allies. The main outcome of 

this strategy is the partial control of a large portion of world grain export under an agreement 

with Ukraine mediated by Turkey and the United Nations. Needless to say that Russia did not 

have that influence over the world’s hunger prior to February 24th 2022.  

 Second, the conflict in Ukraine seems to have turned upside down the nuclear 

deterrence doctrine by using the specter of nuclear strikes as part of an offensive strategy. 

Few days after Russian troops started the Ukraine invasion, Moscow placed its Nuclear 

Deterrent Forces on high alert on February 27th to discourage the United States and NATO 

allies from engaging directly in the conflict (Tsvetkova 2022). While this move is to deter the 

west from any military action, this move happens in a context of offensive strategy and 

aggression against another country and not in defense of Russian territory against an 

aggression. This nuance is key to understanding the rationale that Russia may use to escalate 

the conflict into the use of nuclear weapons. It is also important to mention that the President 

of Belarus, Alexander Lukashenko, a close ally of Russia, has won a referendum on a 

constitutional modification allowing its country to station Russian nuclear weapons on its 

territory (Reuters 2022e). This change will allow Moscow to hit NATO members faster by 

getting closer to key targets and modifying the nuclear deterrence balance. Moreover, in April 

2022, Putin announced the successful testing of the new Satan II supersonic nuclear ICBM 

missile which can reach the United Kingdom in about 3 minutes (Kingsley 2022). Later in June, 

Putin announced the deployment of these new weapons by the end of 2022. This was the 

second major allusion from Putin about nuclear capability after having placed his nuclear 

deterrent forces under high alert. Later in the summer and fall, Putin and Russian government 

representatives intensified talks and threats of using nuclear weapons against Ukraine and 

the West. Dmitry Medvedev, in a post on Telegram, said that the West would not intervene 

even if “Russia is forced to use the most fearsome weapon against the Ukrainian regime,” 

because the “demagogues across the ocean and in Europe are not going to die in a nuclear 

apocalypse’ (Faulconbridge & Davis 2022). Before him, Putin alluded to the use of all weapons 

available to Russia to protect the country in his discourse following the annexation of new 

territories seized from Ukraine (Cameron 2022). Earlier in the conflict, Foreign Minister Lavrov 
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and his deputy have on a few occasions mentioned that the West should not underestimate 

the threat of nuclear war (Reuters 2022f). Lastly, the official Russian television channels have 

agitated the specter of nuclear strikes in Europe and United States several times with former 

Russian military posing as subject matter experts. The normalization of discussion about the 

use of nuclear weapons on national television combined with the threat coming from 

government officials represent a serious escalation of the conflict over a period of six months.  

 Third, Russia has increased its ability to counter protest and shield public opinion from 

the war in Ukraine by deploying a censure firewall. During the conflict, Putin signed a new law 

in March 2022 that blocks access to Facebook and major foreign news outlets, and enacted a 

law to punish anyone spreading “false information” about its Ukraine invasion with up to 15 

years in prison (Jack 2022). In June 2022, the Russian Interior Ministry created a new 

department to help enforce martial law and crackdown on any anti-war movements and 

protests (Rahman 2022). Another important action taken by Putin is a violent purge among 

oligarchs and critics of the Russian regime. Between March and September 2022 more than 

20 influential oligarchs and Putin’s opponents died from suspicious deaths (Brezar & Dougall 

2022). The suppression of dissidence and elimination of former allies who decided not to 

support the war in Ukraine demonstrate a deep shift in the composition of the Russian ruling 

elite for the years to come. The foundation of Putin's old regime was based on the premise of 

a kleptocracy in which the ruling elite has used corruption as a tool of domestic political 

control and global power projection. Now Putin appears to be installing a “war regime” in 

which the ruling elite has to align itself with a war doctrine, obligations, and sacrifices which 

is guided by a logic of the “end justifies the means”. This shift is affecting both the ruling elite 

and the Russian institutions. 

 Fourth, Russia has also issued a series of sanctions to counter those deployed by the 

west. For instance, the Russian Foreign Ministry issues a list of names of persons barred from 

entering in Russia (Reuters 2022g). The Russian government also seized property from foreign 

companies who stop trading and operating in Russia (restaurant, manufacturing, aviation, 

etc.) (O’Donnell 2022). Additionally, Russia halted gas supplies to Europe as retaliation against 

the western economic sanctions (Meredith 2022). Meanwhile, Putin has been reaching out to 

several security and economic allies around the world to ensure support of Russia’s war effort. 

For instance, collaboration between China and Russia at several military and economic levels 

has been reinforced by a summit between Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin in Uzbekistan in late 

September 2022 (He 2022). Iran has delivered weapons to Russia such as hundreds of 

kamikaze drones (Nissenbaum 2022). Russia and North Korea have allegedly discussed 

weapons supply for the Russian troops (Yoon 2022). India in addition to several Middle East 
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countries have also increased energy resources trading with Russia during the first six months 

of the conflict (Oshikiri 2022; Reuters 2022h). It is also worth mentioning the opportunistic bi-

lateral relationship between Russia and Saudi Arabia regarding trade in oil and gas.  

 Finally, Russia is suspected of spilling the conflict outside of Ukraine by using two main 

approach. First, Russia has increase the number of cyber-attacks against western perpetrated 

by a group called KillNet which has already targeted it has targeted more than 10 Western 

countries, including Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Italy, the U.S. and most recently Estonia (Roussi 

2022). So far, since the beginning of the war, cyber-attacks from Russia have hit satellite 

networks, Eurovision contest, US airports, government agencies, media organizations and 

websites, and much more. Moreover, in addition to the spreading of the conflict in the 

cyberspace, Russia is also a primary suspect in the attack of Nordstream 1 and 2 pipeline in 

September that severely damaged natural gas transportation infrastructure that supplies 

Europe (Hinshaw et al. 2022). Russia has denied the accusation so far. Both, cyber-attacks and 

energy critical infrastructure bombing, represent a critical step toward escalation of the 

conflict outside of Ukraine.  

The road to a war in Europe 
This paper has demonstrated that the trajectory of the conflict in Ukraine is moving 

toward an escalation of forces and resources being invested to support the war. In the 

previous section it was demonstrated that weapons capacity is increasing as well as number 

losses on both sides including the perpetration of war crimes. The conflict is also escalating in 

terms of scope of sanctions and world isolation on both sides. Both sides have inflicted deep 

economic wounds leveraging financial systems tools but also creating a worldwide shortage 

in energy resources and food supplies. There is also a significant increase in nuclear threats 

from the use of weapons systems or destruction of nuclear plants. Additionally, Europe and 

Russia have taken significant institutional steps showing the possible long-lasting timetable of 

the conflict with the admission of Finland and Sweden into NATO and Russia taking 

extraordinary measures to mobilize the country and crush dissidence. Finally, several 

aggressive incidents against physical critical infrastructure and in cyber space demonstrate an 

early indication of the imminent spillover of the conflict to other regions of Europe or warfare 

sectors (cyber).   

 This escalation trajectory is poised to lead to an expansion of the conflict by possibly 

drawing NATO allies in the conflict or spreading the conflict to other regions outside of 

Ukraine. Scenarios that can trigger a larger conflict engulfing European countries are multiple 

but some of them are more plausible than others. Here is a list of plausible and possible 
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situations that can be considered as a flashpoint in the conflict in Ukraine and pave the way 

to a war between NATO allies and Russia: 

 1. The use of tactical nuclear weapons in Ukraine. 

2. The use of chemical or radiological weapons on the battlefield. 

3. Deployment of nuclear warheads in Belarus and Kaliningrad. 

 4. Deliberate attacks on nuclear power plants. 

 5. Scorched earth strategy by Russia against Ukraine (mass war crimes). 

 6. Targeted attacks in a NATO country that supplies weapons to Ukraine. 

 7. Attacks against critical infrastructure in Europe or the US (physical or cyber). 

8. Destabilization of countries or regions such as Kosovo, Moldova, Nagorno-

Karabakh.  

 9. Major military battles near NATO’s borders if Russia makes progress in Ukraine. 

 10. A choke hold on critical energy resources and food supplies that can destabilize 

the world. 

 

The response to these different scenarios does not imply that NATO as a whole could 

be at war at once but rather that individual country members of the Alliance located near 

Ukraine could be drawn into the conflict on their own. This could eventually cause a domino 

effect and over time engulf more Western European countries. For instance, Russia could 

create a situation in which Poland or one of the Baltic countries have to join the battlefield in 

Ukraine in order to avert a situation that could become catastrophic for their own country 

(e.g., imminent nuclear plant incident due to Russian shelling). In this case, Article 5 of NATO 

Treaty may not apply since it guarantees assistance when a member is attacked, not if a 

member attacks another country. The example of Canada and other NATO allies who refused 

to join the US in its “pre-emptive” military campaign against Iraq in 2003 demonstrate that 

point. In such a scenario, Russia could draw several small NATO countries in the conflicts 

without necessarily triggering Article 5.  

However, a wildcard that could distract the West, and most importantly the United 

States, in its support for Ukraine is an aggressive move from China against Taiwan. Such a 

scenario would require a reevaluation of priorities in Ukraine by the United States and NATO 
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amid an immediate refocus of the United States on Taiwan and the South China Sea region. 

Such an event would certainly advantage Russia on the battlefield, disadvantage Ukraine 

military support, and leave the East European front open for more aggression in the near 

future. 
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