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In 1954, by decree of Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev, Crimea was officially

transferred from the control of the Russian Soviet Socialist Republic to that of the

Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic.1 The move transferred over a million ethnic

Russians and nearly 250-300,000 Ukrainians to Ukraine. 2 When the Soviet Union broke

up in 1991, Crimea remained a part of Ukraine. The Belavezha Accords, which effected

the breakup of the Soviet Union, also detailed that the port city of Sevastopol, along with

the rest of Crimea, were both to remain a part of Ukraine. Russian use of Crimean

military ports at Sevastopol was guaranteed until 2017 under the Partition Treaty of

1997, and in 2010 was extended through 2042 by the Kharkiv Pact. 3

When the Soviet Union broke up, Ukraine inherited the world's third largest

nuclear stockpile.4 In an attempt to control the proliferation of nuclear weapons, in 1994

Russia, the United States, the United Kingdom, and Ukraine signed what became

known as the Budapest Memorandum. China and France also signed the document,

albeit with weaker statements of support. The memorandum granted Ukraine, in

exchange for the surrender of its nuclear stockpile to Russia, several assurances.

Those are:

•



Respect Ukrainian independence and sovereignty within its existing borders.



• Refrain from the threat or use of force against Ukraine.

• Refrain from using economic pressure on Ukraine in order to influence its politics.

• Seek immediate United Nations Security Council action to provide assistance to

Ukraine, "if Ukraine should become a victim of an act of aggression or an object

1

2
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Krishnadev Calamur, “Crimea: A Gift To Ukraine Becomes a Political Flash Point”, NPR, 27 February 2014,
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“Text of the Kharkiv Pact”, Gutenberg, 14 May 2010, http://self.gutenberg.org/articles/kharkiv_pact

John-Thor Dahlburg, “Ukraine Votes to Quite Soviet Union”, LA Times, 3 December 1991,
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of a threat of aggression in which nuclear weapons are used".

• Refrain from the use of nuclear arms against Ukraine.

• Consult with one another if questions arise regarding these commitments.
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Viktor Yanukovych was elected president of Ukraine in February of 2010 on a

platform promising closer ties to the European Union and the West in general. In

November of 2013, Ukraine asked for $27 billion in aid and loans from the European

Union. They were offered less than $1 billion in return. Russia, however, offered $15

billion. Yanukovych's government chose to seek closer ties with Russia. As a result,

thousands of demonstrators, primarily in the western parts of the country, took to the

streets demanding a return to the 2004 Ukrainian constitution, which had been

abolished shortly after Yanukovych was elected. 6 As the protests grew larger, Russian

authorities put pressure on the Ukrainian government to bring an end to the

demonstrations.7 The protests centered around the Maidan in downtown Kyiv, and thus

took the name Euromaidan. The Euromaidan protesters fortified their area in the city

with burning barricades, tires, and wooden obstacles; at one point, a trebuchet was

even built.8 As tensions mounted, regular police were replaced by the elite Berkut riot

police, a militarized police force trained in urban combat and crowd dispersal. The

Berkut were notoriously heavy-handed, and on February 18 th, 2014, tensions came to a

boiling point. Police and protesters met on the streets, and over 20,000 citizens
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United Nations, “Text of the Budapest Memorandum on Security Assurances”, United Nations, 19 December

1994, http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/49/765
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surrounded the parliament (or Rada) building. 9 Batons were met with bricks, bricks with

tear gas, tear gas with Molotov cocktails, eventually culminating in automatic weapons

and sniper fire.10 Police overran the Maidan and by the time the smoke began to clear

on the 21st, over 80 people had been killed.11 Despite the signing of a deal with

opposition leaders on the 21st, Yanukovych was put up for impeachment by the

parliament on the same day. Yanukovych fled for Kharkiv, and eventually Russia,

leaving the presidency vacant as declared by the parliament on the 22 nd. Later that day,

the parliament voted 328-0 to impeach Yanukovych and named Oleksandr Turchynov

interim president.12 This high number has led some to cast doubt on the reality of the

vote, but the fact remains that the president was removed from power via a democratic

process of at least a majority. Presidential elections were scheduled for the 25 th of May

to decide on a permanent president.

Rumors of fascists taking power in Kyiv were spread by Russian media, and on

the eve of the revolution tensions in Crimea reached a high point. When Yanukovych

was ousted, many ethnic Russians in Crimea felt threatened. The Crimean parliament

called for an extraordinary session and voted to recognize the interim Ukrainian

government in Kyiv and abide by all laws and regulations declared by said

government.13 As protesters in Sevastopol took to the streets protesting the new, proEuropean government in Kyiv, rumors of Russian military forces mobilizing became
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rampant. A call to arms was issued by pro-Russian forces, and “self-defence militias”

with support from special forces troops, began surrounding Ukrainian military bases in

Crimea. Highly trained military personnel with high-tech equipment, known as “little

green men”, began locking down key highways and transport hubs outside the major

cities of Crimea. At the time, Russia denied these were their forces, but months later it

was revealed by President Putin himself that the forces were in fact Russian special

forces in Ukraine under orders from the Kremlin.
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On February 27th, masked “little green men” stormed the parliament building in

Crimea and raised the Russian flag.15 An emergency session of the Crimean parliament

was held behind closed doors, after which they voted to dissolve the Crimean

government and replace the prime minister, Anatolii Mohyliov, with Sergey Aksyonov, a

member of the Russian Unity party, which had only won 4% of the vote in the most

recent elections.16 A referendum was also declared for May 25th at which point the

people of Crimea would vote on greater autonomy from Ukraine. Communications to the

parliament building were cut and phones, laptops and other personal communications

devices were confiscated from members of parliament by little green men prior to

entering the building. Allegations have been raised that the vote was incomplete or

forced, with some members of parliament claiming that ballots were cast by masked

men for parliamentary members who were not present. 17 On the morning of February

14 “Putin Reveals Secrets of Russia's Crimea Takeover Plot”, BBC News, 9 March 2015,

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-31796226

15 Alessandra Pretince, “Ukraine Leader Warns Russia After Armed Men Seize Government HQ in Crimea”,

Reuters, 27 February 2014, http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/02/27/us-ukraine-crisis-crimeaidUSBREA1P23U20140227

16 Sabra Ayres, “Crimea Sets Date for Autonomy Vote Amid Gunmen, Anti-Kiev Protests”, Christian Science

Monitor, 27 February 2014, http://www.csmonitor.com/World/Europe/2014/0227/Crimea-sets-date-forautonomy-vote-amid-gunmen-anti-Kiev-protests-video

17 “How the Separatists Delivered Crimea to Moscow”, Reuters, 13 March 2014,

http://in.reuters.com/article/2014/03/13/ukraine-crisis-russia-aksyonov-idINL6N0M93AH20140313



28th, soldiers later identified as Russian stormed the international airports at Simferopol

and Sevastopol.18 Naval vessels of the Russian navy arrived in Balaklava harbor and

blockaded the harbor, trapping Ukrainian naval forces in port. The new Crimean prime

minister, Aksyonov, formally requested “peacekeeping forces” from Russia to help

protect Crimea from “fascists” in Ukraine, and on March 1 st Putin asked the Federation

Council of Russia for permission to “use the armed forces of the Russian Federation on

the territory of Ukraine until the normalization of the socio-political situation in that

country”. The council voted unanimously in favor of such a resolution a mere hours

later.19 Thus, on March 1st, transport aircraft with Russian forces, still without insignia,

began arriving in Crimea to bolster the forces already in-country. The Russian consulate

in Simferopol began issuing Russian passports to citizens of Crimea, and among the

first to receive their newfound identities were former members of the Berkut riot police.

The disgraced officers had taken up arms alongside the “little green men” to control the

roadways and transport hubs of Crimea, and starting March 1 st prohibited any Ukrainian

journalists from entering Crimea.

Ukrainian forces stationed across Crimea awoke on the 2 nd to find themselves

surrounded by “little green men” and pro-Russian separatists. Attempts to storm

Ukrainian naval ships were made and several bases were assaulted. Across Ukraine,

reservists were awakened by the telephone as every member of the Ukrainian armed

services was called up and put on alert. 20 On March 4th, Putin issued a statement that no

18 “Ukraine: Russia Behind Airport Takeovers”, Al-Jazeera, 28 February 2014,

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/europe/2014/02/armed-men-seize-crimea-airport-ukraine201422844451836650.html

19 Scott Neuman, “Russia's Parliament Approves Putin's Call for Troops in Ukraine”, NPR, 1 March 2014,

http://www.npr.org/blogs/thetwo-way/2014/03/01/284345466/russias-parliament-prepared-to-authorize-crimeaintervention

20 “Ukraine Orders Full Military Mobilization Over Russia Moves”, BBC, 2 March 2014,

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-26405635



Russian forces were yet in Crimea, despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary. 21 On

March 6th, the parliament of Crimea voted to join Russia and put the issue up to a

regional referendum to be held on March 30 th (later moved to March 16th).22 Reportedly

the vote to initiate the referendum was done illegally and without a quorum, and as such

was condemned as illegitimate by, among others, the United States and the European

Union. It is important to note that the Mejlis of the Crimean Tatars voted not to

participate in the referendum as they also saw it as illegitimate.23 That night, the homes

of Tatars were marked with the letter X by as-yet unidentified gangs. Finally, the first of

several blockade-ships was scuttled in Donuzlav Bay to prevent the Ukrainian navy

from sortieing to sea.24

Between the 7th and 10th of March, the estimated number of Russian troops in

Crimea grew to 30,000.25 More and more Ukrainian bases fell or were besieged by

Russian forces, and while the transfers of power and assaults were largely peaceful, the

lack of violence can really be attributed to two factors. First, the professionalism of the

Russian forces in Crimea. The forces in Crimea were likely members of Russia's elite

airborne unit, the VDV, along with specialized internal police forces and other special

forces units. Their discipline meant that no information was leaked from any of the

Russian forces to the media as to the origins of the force, although said origins were

obvious to even a casual observer. Second, and perhaps more important, were the

21 “Putin: Russia Force Only 'Last Resort' in Ukraine”, BBC, 4 March 2014, http://www.bbc.com/news/worldeurope-26433309

22 “Ukraine Crisis: Crimea Parliament Asks to Join Russia”, BBC, 6 March 2014,

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-26465962

23 “Crimean Tatar Leader Tells People to Stay At Home, Avoid Confrontation”, Radio Free Europe, 2 March 2014,

http://www.rferl.org/content/crimean-tatar-leader-tells-people-to-stay-at-home-avoidconfrontations/25282669.html

24 “Russia Sinks Ships to Block Ukrainian Navy Ships”, Naval Today, 6 March 2014,

http://navaltoday.com/2014/03/06/russia-sinks-ship-to-block-ukrainian-navy-ships/

25 “Ukraine: 30,000 Russian Troops in Crimea”, La Prensa, 7 March 2014,

http://www.laprensasa.com/309_america-in-english/2445432_ukraine-30-000-russian-troops-in-crimea.html



actions of the Ukrainian military officers of Crimea, who not only allowed any soldiers

who wished to join the new Crimean Autonomous forces to do so, but in many cases

locked up or hid the weapons of their respective bases to prevent any provocations and

gunfire from their own side. On the 11th and again the 12th of March, observers from the

OSCE were prevented from entering Crimea at gunpoint, thus prompting the OSCE to

declare the referendum illegitimate. 26 Between the 12th and the 16th OSCE observers

were continually barred from entering Crimea, and as more bases fell to Russian forces,

Crimeans lined up at the polls to vote in the referendum. As mentioned before, the

Tatars were almost entirely missing from the vote, and the ballot boxes were guarded by

Russian troops.

The vote has largely been condemned as illegitimate, but nevertheless resulted

in an “overwhelming decision” to join Russia (97 percent in favor with an 83 percent

turnout). In reality, it is estimated that only 30-50 percent of Crimeans turned out to vote,

and of those, only 50-60 percent voted in favor of annexation. By March 17 th, Crimea

had declared its independence from Ukraine and requested annexation by Russia. 27

That night, the body of a 39 year old Tatar man was found. The man, who had been

tortured before his death, is arguably the first death in the Russian invasion of Ukraine.

He had last been seen taking part in a protest against the annexation of Crimea by

Russia, and was missing for over two weeks before his mutilated body turned up. 28 Over

the next several days, a ceasefire between Russia and Ukraine was held, and despite

the deaths of two more people (one pro-Russian citizen and one Ukrainian soldier), the

26 “OSCE Team Says Crimea Gunmen Threatened to Shoot At Them”, World Bulletin, 12 March 2014,

http://www.worldbulletin.net/news/130864/us-sees-russian-role-in-blocking-osces-crimea-mission

27 “Crimea Parliament Formally Applies to Join Russia”, BBC, 17 March 2014, http://www.bbc.com/news/worldeurope-26609667

28 “Crimean Tatar Community Mourns Loss of Tortured Local Activist”, Radio Free Europe, 18 March 2015,

http://theday.co.uk/briefing/the-crisis-in-ukraine



annexation and removal of Ukrainian forces from Crimea was largely peaceful. By the

21st, Ukrainian forces began pulling out of Crimea.

On March 24th, Russia was kicked out of the G8, which became, once more, the

G7.29 This is one of the more prominent examples of the West using diplomacy to try to

force the Russians to change their pathway toward war, and unfortunately it proved

nearly useless. In fact, its only use came in the form of anti-West propaganda repeated

on such “reputable” news sources as RT. The following day, Russia awarded a medal to

former-Ukrainians who assisted in the annexation of Crimea. On the medal is an

inscription that reads “The return of Crimea – February 20 th-March 18th”, thus giving

way to speculation that Russia was behind the shootings of protesters during

Euromaidan (hence the February 20th). 30Between the 27th and 28th, the UN General

Assembly voted 100 to 11 in favor of condemning the referendum in Crimea as illegal,

with 58 nations abstaining. By April 1st, Crimea had changed to Moscow time and

become a de facto part of Russia.

Throughout the Crimean crisis, protests had begun sparking up in the Donetsk

and Luhansk oblasts of East Ukraine. On April 7 th, heavily-armed pro-Russian forces

stormed the SBU (State Security) offices in Luhansk and Donetsk, and rebels on

Donetsk declared the Donetsk People's Republic (DPR) and requested annexation by

Russia similar to that of Crimea. Over the following two days, security forces and

armored vehicles from the central government arrived in Donetsk and Luhansk as a

“last resort” to be used if the situation did not deescalate. On April 11 th, Ukrainian Prime

29 Jim Acosta, “US, Other Powers Kick Russia Out of G8”, CNN, 24 March 2014,

http://www.cnn.com/2014/03/24/politics/obama-europe-trip/

30 “Putin's Crimean Medal of Honor Forged Before War Even Began”, Kyiv Post, 26 April 2014,

http://www.kyivpost.com/content/ukraine-abroad/the-daily-beast-putins-crimean-medal-of-honor-forged-beforethe-war-even-began-345284.html



Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk arrived in Donetsk to try to salvage the situation, promising

greater autonomy for the Luhansk and Donetsk regions. The following day, pro-Russian

militants from Russia, Crimea, and Ukraine assaulted several government buildings in

Sloviansk and looted their guns, distributing them to other protesters. Finally, on April

13th, the Ukrainian government declared an “Anti-Terror Operation” (henceforth ATO) to

reclaim captured buildings, with two Ukrainian serviceman deaths in the first day. 31 The

mission was a failure, with rebels remaining in command of the buildings they had

taken. On April 17th, flyers were distributed in rebel-held Donetsk instructing all Jews to

register with the DPR and pay a $50 tax.32 To many of the Jewish residents, this brought

back memories of events leading up to the Holocaust, and combined with the

aforementioned treatment of the Tatars, has led many to join the nearly 1.1 million

Ukrainian citizens currently displaced by the conflict.

By April 14th, rebels in Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts had captured government

buildings in several major cities, including (other than Donetsk and Luhansk) Mariupol,

Horlivka, and Sloviansk. The acting government of Ukraine signed a decree on the 13th

granting amnesty to all those involved in the takeovers if they laid down their arms

within 24 hours, and further proposed greater concessions for regional autonomy than

were originally offered. When the separatists refused to accept the offer, the Ukrainian

government launched an assault on Sloviansk that resulted in a siege that lasted until

June 5th, at which point Ukrainian forces reclaimed the city. On April 27 th, the Luhansk

People's Republic (LPR) was declared, and with their ranks swelled by an influx of

former Berkut troops, began capturing more government buildings in more cities across

31 “Ukraine to Fight Pro-Russian Forces”, BBC, 14 April 2014, http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-27011605

32 “Leaflet Tells Jews to Register in Ukraine”, USA Today, 17 April 2014,

http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2014/04/17/jews-ordered-to-register-in-east-ukraine/7816951/
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