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  MAIN TAKEAWAY OF THE MONTH 

 The Russian offensive in Donbas continues, with significant fighting taking place in Severodonetsk, which 
is virtually almost fully under Russian control. Meanwhile, millions of tons of grains remain stranded in 
Ukrainian ports as Russia maintains its blockade of the Black Sea, jeopardizing not only Ukraine's economy 
but also the global food supply. Tensions also continue in the energy sector, as Russian energy giant 
Gazprom has cut off gas deliveries to several countries, following refusal to pay in rubles. Discussions at 
the EU level about a sixth package of sanctions, which would include an embargo on seaborne Russian oil 
and refined products, are now stalled due to Hungary's concern that the new sanctions will harm 
landlocked countries. 
In the Balkans, Serbia has agreed to a new gas deal with Russia, while Albania is still at an impasse 
regarding the election of a new president. Moreover, the month of May saw little movement in terms of 
the Western Balkans' eventual European course. 

           WAR IN UKRAINE  

 

The Russian offensive in Donbas launched at the end of March continues, but stiff Ukrainian 
resistance has hindered its progress. On the 20th of May, the Russian forces fully occupied the 
city of Mariupol, following the surrender of the Ukrainian soldiers inside the Azovstal Steel 
Plant. By the end of May, no other major cities were seized by Russian forces, although heavy 
fighting still continues in the city of Severodonetsk, as the Ukrainian forces are only 
controlling 20% of the city. Meanwhile, the Ukrainians have launched a counteroffensive, 
reclaiming territories around the city of Kharkiv, one of the main targets of the initial Russian 
offensive. Russia is also attempting to integrate Kherson, the southern region of Ukraine, into 
its own territory, by the end of the year. Russian banks and communication operators 
announced plans to begin operations in the region, and Ukrainian television broadcasts have 
already been replaced by Russian state media channels. 

Moscow’s blockade of the Ukrainian ports is continuing, hurting not only Ukraine’s crippled 
economy, but also the global food supply. According to a U.N. food agency official, about 25 
million tons of grain are stuck in Ukraine as a result of the blockade and infrastructure issues. 
Only 1% of this amount has been able to reach the Romanian port of Constanța by mid-May. 
Later this month, Moscow opened a limited corridor from Mariupol to the Black Sea, clearing 
the way for five foreign ships to leave the port. However, according to Ukrainian officials, none 
of the maritime humanitarian corridors announced by the Kremlin had been agreed with 

https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-offensive-campaign-assessment-may-30
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/05/24/world/europe/russia-shrinking-war-ukraine.html?action=click&module=RelatedLinks&pgtype=Article
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/05/24/world/europe/russia-shrinking-war-ukraine.html?action=click&module=RelatedLinks&pgtype=Article
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/hell-ukraines-donbas-russia-piles-pressure-warns-zelenskiy-2022-05-19/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/06/02/russia-ukraine-war-news-live-updates/#link-X2YDMJMI5BHONPCCMTRD5CY7N4
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/6/1/ukraine-defeat-in-severodonetsk-looming-as-troops-await-us-arms
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/ukrainian-troops-defending-kharkiv-reach-state-border-with-russia-governor-2022-05-16/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/pro-moscow-kherson-official-sees-decision-towards-next-year-joining-russia-2022-05-28/
https://www.reuters.com/markets/commodities/ukraine-looks-ways-get-its-grain-out-2022-05-24/
https://www.wsj.com/livecoverage/russia-ukraine-latest-news-2022-05-25/card/russia-opens-mariupol-port-allows-ship-passage-N6404k2fGmMeaYwCiNwL
https://edition.cnn.com/europe/live-news/russia-ukraine-war-news-05-27-22/h_02e27b73f28473a1b02109cf846552bb
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Ukraine, and accused Russia of trying to shift the blame to Ukraine for a global food crisis. At 
present, negotiations are taking place between Ukraine, Russia and the UN, brokered by 
Turkey, aiming at unlocking the food supply chains. In exchange for lifting the blockade, 
Russia has demanded that the West lift its economic sanctions, a request that has been widely 
criticized by Western actors. On June 8, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov will travel to 
Turkey with a military group to discuss the establishment of a potential maritime corridor for 
Ukrainian agricultural exports. 

The US Senate approved additional $40 billion in emergency military and humanitarian aid 
for Ukraine, increasing the total amount of US aid to Kyiv to around $54 billion since the 
start of the war. Meanwhile, Italy has proposed a four-points peace plan that would settle a 
peace deal between Ukraine and Russia, with measures including the neutralization of 
Ukraine, supported by foreign security guarantees, the clarification of the status of Crimea 
and Donbas and the gradual lifting of Western sanctions on Russia. While the plan received 
overall support from Western actors, Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov dismissed the 
plan. 
 
 

  
AN EMBARGO ON RUSSIAL OIL?  

Against the prospect of an EU embargo on Russian oil, the month of May saw a rise in 
tensions in the energy sector. After cutting gas deliveries to Bulgaria and Poland at the end 
of April, Russian state energy giant Gazprom announced recently that it is halting gas 
deliveries to Dutch trader GasTerra and Denmark's Oersted, as well as shipments to Shell 
Energy Europe that were bound for Germany. Overall, Germany has alternate suppliers, and 
GasTerra and Oersted both stated that they were ready for a shutdown. Meanwhile, in order 
to reduce dependencies on Russian gas, a new gas terminal in Greece, is expected to open at 
the end of 2023, and  will transport gas to Moldova and Ukraine.  

As discussions over the sixth package of sanctions focused more and more on the idea of 
imposing an embargo on Russian oil, Hungary expressed its firm opposition. Explaining its 
opposition, Hungary's Prime Minister insisted on more information on how the EU intended 
to finance the country's transition away from Russian oil. He claimed that the recently 
unveiled RePowerEU plan, which proposes abandoning Russian fossil fuels by 2027, failed to 
answer the concerns of landlocked countries, such as Hungary. While on May 31st, the 
European Union leaders agreed in principle on a sixth package of sanctions against Russia, 
which includes a decision to prohibit the acquisition of all seaborne Russian oil and refined 
products for six to eight months after the package becomes law, Hungary is still reportedly 
stalling the finalisation of the new package. This is because the officials in Budapest requested 
that the leader of the Russian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Kirill, be exempted from the new 
round of sanctions imposed on Russia. Patriarch Kirill is a staunch ally of Russian President 
Vladimir Putin and has endorsed his military campaign in Ukraine. According to EU sources, 
if adopted, the sanctions would see 90% of Russian oil supplies to the EU blocked by the end 
of the year as the bloc tries to cut off revenues coming to Moscow's coffers. 

For their part, the Kremlin has announced that the EU’s decision to ban most Russian oil 
imports by the end of the year will have adverse consequences for both Russia and Europe, 
and that Russia will attempt to mitigate the impact by selling crude to other markets.  

 

https://www.reuters.com/markets/commodities/un-had-constructive-talks-moscow-russian-grain-fertilizer-exports-2022-05-31/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/chloesorvino/2022/05/26/breaking-russian-blockade-of-ukraines-ports-would-feed-starving-millions-but-kremlin-wants-sanctions-eased/
https://www.reuters.com/world/turkey-russia-discuss-ukraine-exports-corridor-talks-june-8-2022-05-31/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/19/us/politics/senate-passes-ukraine-aid.html
https://www.wsj.com/livecoverage/russia-ukraine-latest-news-2022-05-20/card/italy-circulates-4-point-peace-plan-h2o9EfwULf6P1mwDbjdn
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2022/05/26/moscow-pours-cold-water-on-italian-peace-plan-for-ukraine-a77816
https://www.dw.com/en/russias-gazprom-halts-gas-supplies-to-poland-bulgaria/a-61602038
https://www.dw.com/en/russias-gazprom-halts-gas-supplies-to-poland-bulgaria/a-61602038
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/gazprom-says-it-fully-cuts-off-gas-supplies-dutch-gas-trader-gasterra-2022-05-31/
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/gazprom-cut-gas-supplies-denmarks-orsted-germany-under-shell-deal-2022-05-31/
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-netherlands-moscow-brussels-9f3fef34db1f41ea8f2aaaed05e923a2
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/05/04/moldova-and-ukraine-to-receive-gas-from-greece/
https://www.euronews.com/green/2022/05/26/hungarian-pm-s-block-of-russian-oil-embargo-condemned-as-morally-unacceptable
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_22_3131
https://www.politico.eu/article/hungary-throws-in-new-spanner-in-sanctions-discussions/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/6/1/hungary-stalls-eu-sanctions-over-russian-patriarch-blacklisting
https://www.nytimes.com/live/2022/06/01/world/russia-ukraine-war-news?smid=url-share#moscow-warns-of-the-negative-effect-of-the-eus-oil-import-ban
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DEVELOPMENTS IN THE BALKANS 
 
Amid discussion at European level regarding an embargo on Russian crude, Serbian President 
Aleksandar Vucic has announced a new natural gas deal with Russia, which he described as 
“extremely favorable”. The deal, which is expected to be signed in early June, has no 
connection to Belgrade's refusal to apply sanctions against Moscow, along with the EU, 
according to Prime Minister Ana Brnabic. In contrast, Bulgaria continues to redefine its 
stance towards Russia, through the policies of its new Prime Minister, Kiril Petkov, who has 
stated that “[I]nitiating anti-corruption reforms means also limiting foreign influences in 
Bulgaria, predominantly from Russia”. Consequently, Sofia has agreed to repair Ukraine’s 
heavy military equipment, after a parliamentary vote on May 4th honored Ukrainian 
President Volodymyr Zelensky’s request. 

Meanwhile, in Albania, the political parties have failed a third time to agree upon a new 
president, as the Democratic Party did not show up in the last parliamentary vote. In effect, 
the election is now in the hands of the leftist ruling party of Prime Minister Edi Rama. A 
fourth session is yet to be announced. 

The “Open Balkan” regional partnership between Albania, North Macedonia and Serbia is 
now being backed by the Prime Minister of Montenegro, Dritan Abazovic, who announced 
that his country should support the initiative. This proposal aims to create a Schengen-style 
cooperation between Balkan countries in order to facilitate the free movement of people, 
capital, and goods. 

The Euro-Atlantic integration process of the Western Balkans is seeing limited progress: 
Kosovo has finally applied for membership to the Council of Europe, a move heavily criticized 
by Belgrade, who promised to resume its derecognition campaign against Pristina. The 
support of various Western countries towards the integration of Western Balkan states 
within the EU has been reasserted, as Czech and Austrian leaders confirmed the importance 
of the process. Later this month, German Chancellor Olaf Scholz promised to visit the region, 
while mentioning that EU enlargement is ‘top of the agenda’ in Germany. His statements 
have been reinforced by the declarations of his envoy for the Western Balkans, who declared 
that “we need to try to build the credibility of the European enlargement promises.” European 
Council President Charles Michel has fulfilled his visit to Bosnia & Herzegovina, aiming to 
give new impetus to reforms on Bosnia and Herzegovina’s European path. North Macedonia’s 
EU bid could also be reinforced by a change of policy in Sofia: Bulgarian PM Kiril Petkov is in 
conflict with his coalition partners for arguing in favor of lifting the Bulgarian veto on the 
start of North Macedonia’s EU accession talks. 

  
 
 
 
 
 

 

https://balkaninsight.com/2022/05/30/serbian-pm-denies-gas-deal-with-russia-linked-to-sanctions/
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-putin-european-union-aleksandar-vucic-5a6bbab20373ef26829378c6a0eb6065
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-putin-european-union-aleksandar-vucic-5a6bbab20373ef26829378c6a0eb6065
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/05/27/in-gas-row-with-russia-opportunity-for-bulgarias-pro-western-pm/
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/05/27/in-gas-row-with-russia-opportunity-for-bulgarias-pro-western-pm/
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/05/04/bulgaria-to-repair-ukraines-military-equipment-despite-internal-tensions/
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/05/04/bulgaria-to-repair-ukraines-military-equipment-despite-internal-tensions/
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/05/30/albania-parties-fail-to-elect-consensus-president/
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/05/30/albania-parties-fail-to-elect-consensus-president/
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/05/11/montenegros-new-pm-supports-open-balkan-initiative/
https://www.schengenvisainfo.com/news/kosovo-officially-submits-application-for-membership-in-the-council-of-europe/#:~:text=Kosovo's%20government%20approved%20the%20initiative,consideration%20the%20legislation%20in%20force
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/05/13/serbia-to-resume-kosovo-derecognition-campaign-minister-says/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/short_news/western-balkans-must-not-be-forgotten-czech-and-austrian-leaders-say/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/5/19/scholz-to-travel-to-western-balkans-lobbying-for-its-place-in-eu
https://www.euractiv.com/section/global-europe/news/eu-accession-of-western-balkans-top-of-the-agenda-in-germany/
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/05/19/eu-must-correct-big-mistakes-on-western-balkans-manuel-sarrazin/
http://europa.ba/?p=74986
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/05/23/bulgaria-pm-at-odds-with-president-and-partners-over-north-macedonia/
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• While Sweden and Finland have formally applied for NATO membership, Turkey is 

still threatening to block them from joining. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 

has accused the two countries, particularly Sweden, of being "a complete hotbed of 

terrorism" for harboring members of the Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK). 

Discussions are ongoing between the three actors, trying to find consensus. 

Meanwhile, NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg has said he will convene a 

meeting in Brussels in the coming days with senior officials from Sweden, Finland and 

Turkey to discuss Turkey's opposition to Sweden and Finland's accession to the 

Alliance. 

• Denmark will join the European Union's defense policy following a referendum on 

June 1st, marking the latest move among Nordic countries to strengthen defense 

cooperation in response to Russia's invasion of Ukraine. 

• Former President of the Republic of Moldova Igor Dodon was detained for 72 hours 

on May 24th and is now under house arrest. He has been accused of multiple charges, 

including treason, corruption, and unlawful enrichment. Igor Dodon is one of 

Vladimir Putin's main supporters in the Republic of Moldova. While the Kremlin has 

maintained that this is completely an internal matter, it has also warned that Moscow 

will "closely monitor" the treatment of former pro-Russian Moldovan President Igor 

Dodon. 

New Strategy Center is a Romanian think tank, established in 2015, specialising 
in foreign affairs and security policy, a non-partisan, non-governmental 
organisation. New Strategy Center provides analytical inputs and expert advice 
to decision-makers, holds regular debates - both in-house and public - and 
publishes policy papers on subjects of topical interest. The Balkans and the Black 
Sea region are priority areas of interest for New Strategy Center. 

https://www.economist.com/europe/2022/05/22/why-turkey-is-blocking-bids-by-sweden-and-finland-to-join-nato
https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2022/jun/01/russia-ukraine-war-biden-approves-medium-range-rocket-systems-to-bolster-ukraine-defences-live?CMP=share_btn_tw&page=with%3Ablock-629790188f08f0cf4d701737#block-629790188f08f0cf4d701737
https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2022/jun/01/russia-ukraine-war-biden-approves-medium-range-rocket-systems-to-bolster-ukraine-defences-live?filterKeyEvents=false&page=with:block-6297c4528f084d9060b72fc1#block-6297c4528f084d9060b72fc1
https://www.zdg.md/stiri/stiri-justitie/foto-si-video-momentul-in-care-fostul-presedinte-al-r-moldova-socialistul-igor-dodon-cercetat-pentru-coruptie-si-tradare-de-patrie-este-scos-din-imobil-si-escortat-in-izolatorul-cna/
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2022/05/25/russia-says-will-monitor-moldova-ex-leaders-case-a77798
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