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How Germany helped blaze Putin’s path
into Ukraine

Berlin gave the Russian president the benefit of the doubt until it was too late.

People protest Ukraine intervention in front of the Russian Embassy in Berlin, Germany | Omer Messinger/Getty Images
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BERLIN — As Moscow waged war in Georgia in the fall of 2008, German political and
business elites gathered in Russia’s palatial embassy in the country’s capital for a lavish
ball featuring of caviar, Champagne and song.

“Russia has no fear in Berlin,” one visitor recounted at the time. “Russia is among

friends.”

For Germany, the party never stopped.

From the Georgian invasion to the annexation of Crimea, the downing of MH-17 and the
poisoning of Alexei Navalny, Germany has always found a way to forgive its friend to the
east. As BASF’s then-chief executive, Eggert Voscherau, told the enthusiastic partygoers
in 2008, peace can’t be achieved “through exclusion.”

The sentiment — Germany’s unofficial Russia policy ever since — helped blaze Vladimir
Putin’s path into Ukraine, precipitating what many fear could be the collapse of Europe’s
post-Cold War security architecture.

After Putin signed decrees declaring the breakaway regions of Donetsk and Luhansk
independent of Ukraine and dispatched more troops there, Germany announced it
wouldn’t grant the Nord Stream 2 pipeline an operating license. But it was too little, too

late.

There are many fathers of the disaster unfolding in Ukraine. The United States refused for
years to believe that Putin was as dangerous as he has turned out to be. The United
Kingdom was more interested in attracting oligarchs’ wealth than in asking where it came
from.

But make no mistake: No country has done more to downplay and forgive Russia’s
transgressions than Germany. In popular mythology, that loyalty (like much else in
modern Germany) is tangled up in its war guilt. If that were really the reason though,
Germany would owe an even greater debt to Ukraine and Belarus, countries that lost even
more of their people in the war at the hands of the Germans but who barely even feature
in the country’s collective remembrance culture.

The truth is, Germans like to do business with Russia. As the BASF CEO noted at the ball
in 2008, “energy-rich Russia” and “technology-rich Germany” are a good match. In
addition to former Chancellor Gerhard Schroder, the affair attracted a broad swath of
German elites, from football legend Franz Beckenbauer to state leaders to the chief

executive of Porsche. ,
Privacy

2 von 12 14.03.2023, 11:19


https://www.welt.de/regionales/berlin/article2441008/Die-Russen-lassen-den-Baeren-tanzen.html
https://www.welt.de/regionales/berlin/article2441008/Die-Russen-lassen-den-Baeren-tanzen.html
https://www.politico.eu/article/germany-to-stop-nord-stream-2/
https://www.politico.eu/article/germany-to-stop-nord-stream-2/
https://www.politico.eu/article/how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-putin-path-into-ukraine/#
https://www.politico.eu/article/how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-putin-path-into-ukraine/#
https://www.politico.eu/article/how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-putin-path-into-ukraine/#

How Germany helped blaze Putin’s path into Ukraine — POLITICO https://www.politico.eu/article’how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-p...

Why let a little incursion or two rain on the parade?

German defense contractors certainly haven’t seen much reason to.

For Putin, the big lesson from Georgia was that Russia’s military was not as capable as he
thought, so he set about modernizing it with — you guessed it — Germany’s help. One

particularly controversial project involved the sale of combat simulation systems for €100
million. Under pressure from allies, the German government eventually canceled the deal

— after 95 percent of the gear had been delivered.

Even after Putin annexed Crimea and triggered the war in east Ukraine, Berlin refused to
join the U.S. in sanctioning Moscow, agreeing only to do after nearly 300 innocents were
killed in the downing of MH-17.

Thereafter, Germany continued to give Putin the benefit of the doubt, despite repeated
reminders — whether Russia’s role in Syria’s destruction or the murder of a Chechen

rebel leader in broad daylight in central Berlin — that he couldn’t be trusted.

Putin’s decision this week to shred the so-called Minsk protocols, blueprints for ending

the war in eastern Ukraine negotiated in large part by Germany, should lay to rest claims
that he ever took Berlin’s calls for “dialogue” (repeated like a mantra for years by former
Chancellor Angela Merkel and her foreign minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier, who has
since become president) very seriously.

He was just playing for time.

With oil prices high, Russia’s coffers full and his military at the height of its capability,
Putin is perfectly poised to invade Ukraine and realize his larger aim of ensuring the
country doesn’t drift further into the Western fold.

Many Germans, however, see another culprit behind the Ukraine crisis: NATO. The myth
that Washington promised Russia not to expand NATO eastward is considered received
wisdom in many quarters of Germany. That’s due in large part to the fact that people are
regularly told so on German public television.

As part of the false balance German media tend to create when it comes to Russia,
members of the Left, a party born of the former East Germany’s Communist Party, are
often invited to news programs and talk shows about Ukraine. (Never mind that the party
won less than 5 percent at the last German election.)
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“NATO has expanded, not Russia,” Sevim Dagdelen, a leading member of the Left told a

primetime audience last week.

Sahra Wagenknecht, one of the Left’s most-prominent members, followed a few days later
on a popular Sunday program, accusing America of seeking to “conjure up” an invasion
with “aggressive” rhetoric.

While it might be easy for the discerning viewer to dismiss such claims as absurd, their
constant repetition to an audience of millions has helped Russia drive a wedge into
German public opinion, one that Putin has used to complete Nord Stream 2 and sow
doubt about the country’s alliance with the U.S.

More than half of Germans don’t want Ukraine to join NATO anytime soon, for example.

And as recently as last month, two-thirds of Germans supported putting Nord Stream 2
into operation.

One of the people most responsible for creating that wedge is Sigmar Gabriel, former
leader of the Social Democrats who also served as both economy and foreign minister in
Merkel’s Cabinet.

“I supported Nord Stream because I believed in the notion that economic projects carry a
peace dividend,” Gabriel told German radio in an interview on Wednesday. “The question

for me and Merkel is whether we were too optimistic.”

Putin would appear to have settled that question once and for all. Whether Germany will
abandon its magnanimous stance toward Russia is another question.

On Tuesday, about 600 people gathered in front of the Russian Embassy in Berlin to
protest the Kremlin’s latest invasion of Ukraine.

Neither Gabriel, who attended the ball in 2008, nor any of the other party guests, for that
matter, were anywhere to be seen.
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Biden says the US and Ukraine are united. Cracks are starting to show

MARCH 12, 2023 | 12:38 PM CET

By Jonathan Lemire and Alex Ward

Related Tags
WAR

Related Countries

GERMANY RUSSIA UKRAINE

Related People
ALEXEI NAVALNY ANGELA MERKEL FRANK-WALTER STEINMEIER GERHARD SCHRODER SAHRA WAGENKNECHT

SIGMAR GABRIEL VLADIMIR PUTIN

Privacy

9 von 12 14.03.2023, 11:19


https://www.politico.eu/tag/war/
https://www.politico.eu/country/germany/
https://www.politico.eu/country/russia/
https://www.politico.eu/country/ukraine/
https://www.politico.eu/person/alexei-navalny/
https://www.politico.eu/person/angela-merkel/
https://www.politico.eu/person/frank-walter-steinmeier/
https://www.politico.eu/person/gerhard-schroder/
https://www.politico.eu/person/sahra-wagenknecht/
https://www.politico.eu/person/sigmar-gabriel/
https://www.politico.eu/person/vladimir-putin/
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/03/12/biden-united-states-ukraine-relationship-cracks-00086654
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/03/12/biden-united-states-ukraine-relationship-cracks-00086654
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/03/12/biden-united-states-ukraine-relationship-cracks-00086654
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/03/12/biden-united-states-ukraine-relationship-cracks-00086654
https://www.politico.eu/author/jonathan-lemire/
https://www.politico.eu/author/jonathan-lemire/
https://www.politico.eu/author/alex-ward/
https://www.politico.eu/author/alex-ward/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/war/
https://www.politico.eu/country/germany/
https://www.politico.eu/country/russia/
https://www.politico.eu/country/ukraine/
https://www.politico.eu/person/alexei-navalny/
https://www.politico.eu/person/angela-merkel/
https://www.politico.eu/person/frank-walter-steinmeier/
https://www.politico.eu/person/gerhard-schroder/
https://www.politico.eu/person/sahra-wagenknecht/
https://www.politico.eu/person/sigmar-gabriel/
https://www.politico.eu/person/vladimir-putin/
https://www.politico.eu/article/how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-putin-path-into-ukraine/#
https://www.politico.eu/article/how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-putin-path-into-ukraine/#
https://www.politico.eu/article/how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-putin-path-into-ukraine/#

How Germany helped blaze Putin’s path into Ukraine — POLITICO

EXPLORE POLITICO EU

https://www.politico.eu/article’how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-p...

10 von 12

BRUSSELS

Latest news, analysis and comment from POLITICO’s editors and guest writers in Europe.

GERMANY

Latest news, analysis and comment on German politics and beyond.

FRANCE

Latest news, analysis and comment on French politics and beyond.

ELECTIONS IN EUROPE

Latest news, analysis and comment on elections in Europe and beyond.

CORONAVIRUS IN EUROPE

The latest news, data and analysis on the world’s pandemic response.

MIGRATION

Latest news, analysis and comment on migration in Europe and beyond.

DEFENSE

Latest news, analysis and comment on defense in Europe and beyond.

CONTINENT

Latest news, analysis and comment from POLITICO’s editors and guest writers on the continent.

POLICY AREAS

Agriculture and Food Financial Services
Competition and Industrial Policy Mobility
Cybersecurity and Data Protection Sustainability
Health Care Technology
Energy and Climate Trade

EU-UK Trade UK
NEWSLETTERS

Brussels Playbook London Playbook
Playbook Paris Davos Playbook

14.03.2023, 11:19


https://www.politico.eu/article/how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-putin-path-into-ukraine/#
https://www.politico.eu/article/how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-putin-path-into-ukraine/#
https://www.politico.eu/article/how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-putin-path-into-ukraine/#
https://www.politico.eu/brussels
https://www.politico.eu/brussels
https://www.politico.eu/tag/german-politics/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/german-politics/
https://www.politico.eu/france-politics-news/
https://www.politico.eu/france-politics-news/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/elections-in-europe/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/elections-in-europe/
https://www.politico.eu/coronavirus-in-europe/
https://www.politico.eu/coronavirus-in-europe/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/migration/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/migration/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/defense/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/defense/
https://www.politico.eu/continent/
https://www.politico.eu/continent/
https://www.politico.eu/section/policy
https://www.politico.eu/section/policy
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter
https://www.politico.eu/section/agriculture/
https://www.politico.eu/section/agriculture/
https://www.politico.eu/section/competition/
https://www.politico.eu/section/competition/
https://www.politico.eu/section/cybersecurity/
https://www.politico.eu/section/cybersecurity/
https://www.politico.eu/section/health-care/
https://www.politico.eu/section/health-care/
https://www.politico.eu/section/energy/
https://www.politico.eu/section/energy/
https://www.politico.eu/section/brexit/
https://www.politico.eu/section/brexit/
https://www.politico.eu/section/financial-services/
https://www.politico.eu/section/financial-services/
https://www.politico.eu/section/mobility/
https://www.politico.eu/section/mobility/
https://www.politico.eu/section/sustainability/
https://www.politico.eu/section/sustainability/
https://www.politico.eu/section/technology/
https://www.politico.eu/section/technology/
https://www.politico.eu/section/trade/
https://www.politico.eu/section/trade/
https://www.politico.eu/section/trade-uk/
https://www.politico.eu/section/trade-uk/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/brussels-playbook/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/brussels-playbook/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/playbook-paris/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/playbook-paris/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/london-playbook/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/london-playbook/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/davos-playbook/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/davos-playbook/

How Germany helped blaze Putin’s path into Ukraine — POLITICO

Sunday Crunch

Politico Confidential

https://www.politico.eu/article’how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-p...

Global Policy Lab: Living Cities

Berlin Bulletin

11 von 12

London Influence Digital Bridge

EU Influence China Direct
EXPLORE PRODUCTS

SERIES COMMENTARY
POLITICO 28 Series Unpacked

Global Policy Lab Beyond the Bubble

Climate, Changed
Work Reloaded
Silent Killers

After Corona

The Road to COP26
Telescope: AIDS
EU in Africa
Changemakers

The wonk's survival guide to the EU Green Deal

OUR APPS

Print Edition

POLITICO LIVE

Explore the live extension of our journalism

From Across the Pond
Club Med

Declassified

PODCASTS

EU Confidential
Westminster Insider
Davos Confidential

Campaign Confidential

DISCOVER POLITICO PRO

In-depth reporting, data and actionable intelligence for policy professionals — all in one place.

14.03.2023, 11:19


https://www.politico.eu/article/how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-putin-path-into-ukraine/#
https://www.politico.eu/article/how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-putin-path-into-ukraine/#
https://www.politico.eu/article/how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-putin-path-into-ukraine/#
https://www.politico.eu/section/opinion/
https://www.politico.eu/section/opinion/
https://www.politico.eu/podcast
https://www.politico.eu/podcast
https://www.politico.eu/events
https://www.politico.eu/events
https://www.politico.eu/why-go-pro/
https://www.politico.eu/why-go-pro/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/sunday-crunch/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/sunday-crunch/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/politico-confidential/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/politico-confidential/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/politico-london-influence/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/politico-london-influence/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/politico-eu-influence/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/politico-eu-influence/
https://www.politico.eu/livingcities/#newsletter
https://www.politico.eu/livingcities/#newsletter
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/berlin-bulletin/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/berlin-bulletin/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/digital-bridge/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/digital-bridge/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/china-direct/
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/china-direct/
https://www.politico.eu/politico-28-hub/
https://www.politico.eu/politico-28-hub/
https://www.politico.eu/livingcities/
https://www.politico.eu/livingcities/
https://www.politico.eu/climate-changed/
https://www.politico.eu/climate-changed/
https://www.politico.eu/work-reloaded/
https://www.politico.eu/work-reloaded/
https://www.politico.eu/silent-killers-chronic-disease/
https://www.politico.eu/silent-killers-chronic-disease/
https://www.politico.eu/after-coronavirus-recovery-europe/
https://www.politico.eu/after-coronavirus-recovery-europe/
https://www.politico.eu/the-road-to-cop26-climate-change-glasgow/
https://www.politico.eu/the-road-to-cop26-climate-change-glasgow/
https://www.politico.eu/telescope-hub/
https://www.politico.eu/telescope-hub/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/eu-in-africa/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/eu-in-africa/
https://www.politico.eu/changemakers/
https://www.politico.eu/changemakers/
https://www.politico.eu/policy-guide
https://www.politico.eu/policy-guide
https://www.politico.eu/tag/unpacked/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/unpacked/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/beyond-the-bubble/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/beyond-the-bubble/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/from-across-the-pond/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/from-across-the-pond/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/club-med/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/club-med/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/declassified/
https://www.politico.eu/tag/declassified/
https://www.politico.eu/eu-confidential-podcast/
https://www.politico.eu/eu-confidential-podcast/
https://www.politico.eu/westminster-insider-podcast/
https://www.politico.eu/westminster-insider-podcast/
https://www.politico.eu/davos-confidential/
https://www.politico.eu/davos-confidential/
https://www.politico.eu/campaign-confidential/
https://www.politico.eu/campaign-confidential/
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=eu.politico.promobile&hl=en_UK
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=eu.politico.promobile&hl=en_UK
https://apps.apple.com/be/app/politico-pro-europe/id1396447664
https://apps.apple.com/be/app/politico-pro-europe/id1396447664
https://edition.pagesuite-professional.co.uk/html5/reader/production/default.aspx?pubname=&pubid=926f0c8c-7f9b-4c0c-a74d-25af040856bf
https://edition.pagesuite-professional.co.uk/html5/reader/production/default.aspx?pubname=&pubid=926f0c8c-7f9b-4c0c-a74d-25af040856bf

How Germany helped blaze Putin’s path into Ukraine — POLITICO https://www.politico.eu/article’how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-p...

POLITICO

Aboutus Contactus Privacy Policy Cookie Policy Media Solutions Press Print Edition Jobs

Careers at POLITICO Ts&Cs FAQs

Privacy

12 von 12 14.03.2023, 11:19


https://www.politico.eu/article/how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-putin-path-into-ukraine/#
https://www.politico.eu/article/how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-putin-path-into-ukraine/#
https://www.politico.eu/article/how-germany-helped-blaze-vladimir-putin-path-into-ukraine/#
https://www.politico.eu/about-us
https://www.politico.eu/about-us
https://www.politico.eu/contact-us
https://www.politico.eu/contact-us
https://www.politico.eu/privacy-policy/
https://www.politico.eu/privacy-policy/
https://www.politico.eu/cookies-info/
https://www.politico.eu/cookies-info/
https://www.politico.eu/media-solutions
https://www.politico.eu/media-solutions
https://www.politico.eu/press
https://www.politico.eu/press
https://www.politico.eu/politico-print-edition/
https://www.politico.eu/politico-print-edition/
https://jobs.politico.eu/
https://jobs.politico.eu/
https://www.politico.eu/careers
https://www.politico.eu/careers
https://www.politico.eu/terms-conditions/
https://www.politico.eu/terms-conditions/
https://www.politico.eu/frequently-asked-questions/
https://www.politico.eu/frequently-asked-questions/

