
 

 

Ukraine will not become a global war, but further violent turmoil is likely 

By Dennis Sammut 

 

It is one year since Russian president Vladimir Putin ordered the invasion of Ukraine starting 

on 24 February 2022. He hoped for a swift victory on the ground, and for a mild response 

from the international community. He miscalculated on both accounts.  

The Ukrainians did not greet the invaders as liberators. They resisted. Heroically and 

gallantly. The international reaction was swift and firm. Russia was criticised, ostracised, and 

sanctioned. Europe, the US and like-minded countries extended support to Ukraine on an 

unprecedented level.  

But having miscalculated, Putin failed to take steps to correct his errors. Apart from limiting 

the scope of the military operation mainly to areas to the East and South of Ukraine, Russia 

continued with its invasion and occupation. The war has been costly in human terms, and 

devastating for Ukraine. One year later both sides swear they will fight until victory. 

Will there be a global war? 

There are many who fear this conflict may escalate into a full scale global war. The risk of 

that cannot be dismissed completely. If you listen to President Putin’s speeches, including the 

one made this week, you get the impression that for Putin this war is an existential one, and 

with his back to the wall, he will use all the tools in the Russian military arsenal, including 

nuclear weapons. For the west this prospect is so unthinkable that it considers Putin a villain 

even for talking about it. 

But is Russia enough on the brink, or is it likely to be soon, that such a scenario becomes 

possible? The answer is clearly no. Yet there is a grey area between the future of Russia and 

the future of Putin that distorts the picture. Putin may easily confuse his own political future 

and historical legacy, and that is indeed at the moment in jeopardy. But Russia itself is not 

under some existential threat: this war is not being fought on Russian territory but on the 

territory of Ukraine. Those fighting the Russians are Ukrainians, not Americans, Brits or 

Germans. Under sanctions the Russian economy has shrank but not collapsed, and the largest 

country in the world still has all the strategic depth and resources to insulate itself against 

sanctions, at least up to a point.  

That does not mean Russia has the capacity to continue a long war in Ukraine and it certainly 

does not have the capacity to fight a global war. Not, that is, unless China decides to join it. 

That for the time being does not appear to be likely. China may, at some point in the future, 

feel strong enough to launch or join a global war against the United States and its allies if it 

feels its red line have been crossed, or to challenge perceived western hegemony, but that 

moment is not in the immediate future.  Everything indicates that China is uncomfortable with 

the Ukraine war and wants it finished as soon as possible. China’s economic well-being 

depends on access to global markets, and it does not want to get embroiled in sanctions. 

Speaking whilst visiting Europe a few days ago, Chinese foreign policy Chief, Li Wang made 

it clear that what China wanted was a negotiated settlement of the current war in Ukraine, not 



 

 

an escalation. He also for good measure repeated the mantra that a nuclear war cannot be 

fought and cannot be won, a message clearly intended for Mr Putin rather than for the west.  

China may change its stance if American troops are about to enter Moscow, but these 

scenarios are the stuff of science fiction (and of some Kremlin propagandists) rather than of 

reality. China will therefore give Putin some sort of moral support, cover Russia’s back whilst 

it is engaged in fighting in Ukraine and be generally helpful. But it will not join Russia in 

starting World War III. 

The fact that a global war in the immediate future is not possible does not mean that other 

dangers do not exist, and that the current Ukraine conflict cannot escalate. Reading between 

the lines of Russian foreign policy over the last year one can see the signs of a new strategy 

emerging. To distract the west from its focus on Ukraine, Moscow may find it convenient to 

light a number of other fires in areas near and far where it has certain capacities. Whilst this is 

far from the Agamemnon of a nuclear war, it would still plunge the world in further turmoil. 

There are some scenarios that can play out over the next twelve months. 

Belarus: Involving Belarus in the Ukraine conflict has long been a Russian ambition. Belarus 

president, Alexandre Lukashenko, is a shrewd operator who has so far dodged Putin’s 

overtures because it does not suit him. However the Belarus leader has his own agenda, 

especially when it comes to relations with neighbouring Poland. Increased tension on the 

border, including some cross-border violence will keep the west busy but not provoke too 

much especially if the Russians are not directly involved. Some of Lukashenko’s recent 

statements have increased tensions between with Poland, and  Polish communities on the 

border with Belarus are worried. During his visit to Warsaw this week US President Joe 

Biden assured Poland and other eastern European countries of the iron-clad  guarantees 

contained in NATO’s charter, but the US also does not want further escalation so any Belarus 

provocations will have to be addressed with caution and in a measured way. 

Moldova: The situation in Moldova is already tense. Russian troops are stationed in a military 

base in the country’s secessionist Transdniestr Region, and a section of the population 

supports Moscow. They have been piling pressure on the country’s pro-western government. 

This week Putin cancelled his 2012 decree “On the implementation of Russia’s foreign 

policy” which amongst other things committed specifically to actively seek ways to resolve 

the Transnistrian conflict based on respect for the sovereignty, territorial integrity and neutral 

status of Moldova. Some move to formalise the separation of Transdniestria from Moldova, 

either by recognising its independence or annexing it to Russia cannot now be excluded. 

Chisinau has gone a step further, accusing Russia of planning a coup. 

South Caucasus and Central Asia: The cancelled 2012 decree had also stated that Russia 

would "firmly uphold the fundamental principles of the UN Charter, which require the 

development of friendly relations between states on the basis of equality, respect for their 

sovereignty and territorial integrity." That Moscow does not want to be  constrained by such 

niceties is quite telling, and this is now causing great concern in the South Caucasus and 

Central Asia where the long shadow of Moscow has for long caused concern to the former 

Soviet republic that for the last thirty years have sought to consolidate their independence. In 

both the Caucasus and Central Asia Moscow has an array of soft and hard power tools that it 



 

 

can use to destabilise the local governments. The Kremlin may decide that it was time to show 

some stick and remind them of their vulnerabilities (and not to get too cosy with the west).  

Iran: The Islamic Republic is Moscow’s wild card. Co-operation between Moscow and 

Tehran has increased considerably since the start of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Iran 

supplied Russia with deadly drones which caused considerable harm to Ukrainian assets. 

Exactly what Iran got in return is not clear, but Russia now sees Tehran as a close and useful 

ally, and there are many ways in which Iran can help its ally by upping the tensions in various 

parts of the Middle East. 

Sahel and Central Africa: Having taken their eye off the ball in Africa during the Trump 

years, the US and its allies now have to cope with considerable instability especially in the 

Sahel Region and Central Africa where Russia has used a mix of tools, including its Wagner 

mercenary group, to stoke up trouble. In this region too Russia has enough resources to be a 

trouble-maker at very little expense. If it wants to create discomfort for the west this can 

easily be one area where it can do that with little cost. 

International pressure can still bring Putin to his senses 

The war in Ukraine is about to enter its second year. It is unlikely to end soon. Both sides 

have the resources to fight for a long time. An escalation of the Ukraine conflict into a global 

conflict is highly unlikely: Russia does not have the capacity to fight a global conflict against 

the west on its own, and China is unwilling to do so, at least for now. But Russia has the 

capacity to further increase global tensions and put further pressure on the west in areas where 

it maintains influence. 

Many countries especially in the Global South, including India, South Africa and other 

leading non-aligned states, have largely remained passive in the face of the Russian invasion 

of Ukraine. This despite the fact that the invasion was a blatant violation of the UN Charter, 

and threatens global peace and security. This aloofness must end. Through greater 

international pressure Vladimir Putin may be brought to his senses. If not he may well be 

tempted to take this conflict to the next level, and soon many more countries may become 

embroiled. 
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