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Executive Summary 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine altered the structure and the fundamentals of post-
Cold War security architecture. In more than one sense, it appeared unequivocally that 
few things shall remain untarnished in matters pertaining to the order of state-to-state 
interactions or the (crumbling) self-desired universality of international law. But such a 
metamorphosis of perception did not limit to issues of high politics, military doctrine or 
legal responsibility in times of war.  

Simultaneously with Russia’s terrestrial deployment of large-scale destruction 
upon its neighbor, a naval blockade was instituted, effectively sealing all of Ukraine’s 
(remaining) Black Sea ports from their commerce with the wider world. More than 20 
tons of agricultural products – headed for export – remained grounded in the docks and 
inland silos, unable to reach global markets. Then followed a systematic campaign of 
incapacitating Ukraine’s grain-producing sector: dismantling of infrastructure, theft of 
stocked harvests, removal of equipment and industrial hardware. 

The whole world witnessed Russia’s (ab)use of famine as a threat aimed not 
merely at Ukraine, but to the entire array of Kyiv’s customers overseas. And, in this sense, 
the present study will proceed by explaining the two actors’ centrality and relevance in 
the global food supply chains. Further on, it will address the manner in which the war 
changed both their positions and those of regular overseas customers, leading to a race to 
buy and stock on a disrupted market. In the final parts, the short- and medium-term 
solutions to the crisis will be analyzed, struggling to glimpse the new ‘horizon’ of food 
supply and the larger global market in the aftermath of the blockade. 

With or without the blockade, a significant part of the transnational agricultural 
export capacity had been affected by Russia’s invasion, proving that wars (and their 
subsequent effects) cannot be ‘grounded’ and ‘isolated’. What happens in Ukraine, might 
not stay in Ukraine, but provoke hunger across the other side of the globe. 
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1. Prolegomena: On War and Famine, Old and New  
 
 Food can be instrumentalized as a weapon of war. And this is not a novel 
concept for any theory of conflict. The destruction of crops, the obliteration of 
agricultural infrastructure and the blockade of food supply networks have been 
deployed by belligerents all across the globe, all across history. Ever since classical 
antiquity, during the Peloponnesian war, when Sparta resorted to a kind of ‘total 
agricultural war’ against Athens, beginning the offensive by devastating its farms, 
slashing down olive plantations and vineyards.1  

Then (and now) such actions to generate military, economic and political 
consequences: drive out the adversary into (premature) confrontation, create fear of 
famine, polarize the civilian population and diminish its support for war, destroy the 
material basis of future resistance. A poisoned recipe for destruction and (extended) 
warfare which continued to be used during the Middle Ages and the early modern 
period2, up until today’s plethora of conflicts. 
 In an apparent change of optics, during the 20th century, the deployment of 
such a pattern of wartime behavior began to attract opprobrium, condemnation and 
(largely) symbolic gestures in prohibiting the infliction of starvation upon civilians, 
culminating with the adoption of the UN Security Council Resolution 2417 in 20183. 
The document itself prompts to “the need to break the vicious cycle between armed 
conflict and food insecurity” and “strongly condemns the use of starvation of civilians 
as a method of warfare in a number of conflict situations and prohibited by 
international humanitarian law”.  
 Essentially, the focus of the UNSC Resolution – and numerous other preceding 
declarations and legal approaches4 – is to condemn an evidently brutal, 
straightforward strategic choice in times of war: resorting to starvation or inducing the 
conditions for famine, in order to degrade the enemy forces, its civilian population 
and – in the end – ensure its defeat. Thus, while apparently facile to formally employ 
in regard to the conflicts in Ethiopia, South Sudan, Syria or Yemen, the notion proves 
elusive when confronted with a distinct manner of action, as it is now witnessed in 
Ukraine. 

 
* The author is grateful to Ecaterina Dadiverina and Marina Corina Jipa for their support in the 

documenting phase of the study, during their activity at New Strategy Center. 
1 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, Book II, Loeb Classical Library, Harvard University 

Press, 1956, pp. 277 et seq. Also see Scott M. Rusch, Sparta at War: Strategy, Tactics and Campaigns, 
550-362 BC, Frontline Books, London, 2011, Chapter VI. 

2 See, for example, the study by Alain Clément and Riccardo Soliani, ‘The food weapon: Milestones in 
the history of a concept (17th–19th centuries)’, in Yukihiro Ikeda and Annalisa Rosselli (eds.), War in the 
History of Economic Thought: Economists and the Question of War, Routledge, London, 2019, pp. 11-30. 

3 United Nations Security Council Resolution 2417 (2018), adopted by the Security Council at its 
8267th meeting, on 24 May 2018, available at http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/2417 (consulted on 
11th July 2022). 

4 For example, see Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and relating to 
the Protection of Victims of International Armed Conflicts (Protocol I), 8 June 1977; Protocol Additional 
to the Geneva Conventions of the 1949, and relating to the Protection of Victims of Non-International 
Armed Conflicts (Protocol II), 8 June 1977; or the 1998 codification of starvation as a war crime in the 
International Criminal Court Statute. 
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 In  (past) theory and practice, the weaponization of food – by withholding 
supply in regard to the other belligerent party – aims at ensuring the upper hand in a 
bilateral relation. Famine directed at the adversary, meant to deplete his resources, 
break his will to fight and annihilate civilian support and its capability to maintain the 
war. The effects of using such a method are usually self-contained and when they – 
sometimes – spill over, they rarely generate relevant consequences beyond the 
extended region. Easy to spot, easy to categorize, easy to condemn and, perhaps, 
sanction. 
 Nonetheless, the invasion of Ukraine by Russia created a uniquely disturbing – 
and, taxonomically, unbearable – situation in terms of food security. One that exceeds 
both the confines of the legal provision offered by the ICC Statute and the typological 
ranks of historical precursors.5 Moscow’s all-out assault on Ukraine’s entire 
production, deposit and transport infrastructure relating to agricultural products does 
not aim at merely inducing deprivation upon its frontline enemy. It rather deployed 
the threat of famine as a tool of multilateral international policy, a weapon pointed at 
the entire world. 

 
2. Antebellum: Ukraine (and Russia) in the Global Food Supply Network 
 
 Ukraine’s fertile plains had long been considered (one of) Europe’s 
‘breadbaskets’. From the times of the first Greek colonies on the Black Sea’s northern 
shores, up until the Venetian and Genovese expansion, the Ottoman6, Tsarist or Soviet 
control on the region, grains had been traded out through the Pontic ports, addressing 
a plethora of customers throughout the world. 
 The dismantling of the USSR presented challenges, but also distinct 
opportunities for the Ukrainian agriculture, no longer being confined to quotas from 
Moscow, designed to benefit its own hinterland and the inefficient catering of an 
enormous livestock. A restructuring of the entire sector took place, transforming the 
country from a state of irrelevance in the international grain trade, to a significant 
global player. And its rise came in parallel with that of Russia, which also changed its 
agricultural pattern from a net importer, to a large exporter.7  

 
5 Bridget Conley and Alex de Waal, ‘The Purposes of Starvation: Historical and Contemporary Uses’, 

Journal of International Criminal Justice 17 (2019), pp. 699-722. 
6 In this sense, for the transition of the Venetian/Genovese position in the Black Sea from Byzantine 

to Ottoman times, see Gilles Veinstein, ‘From the Italians to the Ottomans: The Case of the Northern 
Black Sea Coast in the Sixteenth Century’, Mediterranean Historical Review 1 (2), December 1986, pp. 
221-237. 

7 Olga Liefert, William Liefert, Eric Luebehusen, ‘Rising Grain Exports by the Former Soviet Union 
Region: Causes and Outlook’, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, available at 
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/outlooks/39804/34899_whs13a01.pdf?v=8918.4 (consulted on 15 July 
2022). 

Russian Roulette in the Pontic Granary: 
Deploying the ‘Silent Weapon’ 

2

Russian Roulette in the Pontic Granary:
Deploying the ‘Silent Weapon’



 

2  Horia CIURTIN, August 2022 
 

 
1. Prolegomena: On War and Famine, Old and New  
 
 Food can be instrumentalized as a weapon of war. And this is not a novel 
concept for any theory of conflict. The destruction of crops, the obliteration of 
agricultural infrastructure and the blockade of food supply networks have been 
deployed by belligerents all across the globe, all across history. Ever since classical 
antiquity, during the Peloponnesian war, when Sparta resorted to a kind of ‘total 
agricultural war’ against Athens, beginning the offensive by devastating its farms, 
slashing down olive plantations and vineyards.1  

Then (and now) such actions to generate military, economic and political 
consequences: drive out the adversary into (premature) confrontation, create fear of 
famine, polarize the civilian population and diminish its support for war, destroy the 
material basis of future resistance. A poisoned recipe for destruction and (extended) 
warfare which continued to be used during the Middle Ages and the early modern 
period2, up until today’s plethora of conflicts. 
 In an apparent change of optics, during the 20th century, the deployment of 
such a pattern of wartime behavior began to attract opprobrium, condemnation and 
(largely) symbolic gestures in prohibiting the infliction of starvation upon civilians, 
culminating with the adoption of the UN Security Council Resolution 2417 in 20183. 
The document itself prompts to “the need to break the vicious cycle between armed 
conflict and food insecurity” and “strongly condemns the use of starvation of civilians 
as a method of warfare in a number of conflict situations and prohibited by 
international humanitarian law”.  
 Essentially, the focus of the UNSC Resolution – and numerous other preceding 
declarations and legal approaches4 – is to condemn an evidently brutal, 
straightforward strategic choice in times of war: resorting to starvation or inducing the 
conditions for famine, in order to degrade the enemy forces, its civilian population 
and – in the end – ensure its defeat. Thus, while apparently facile to formally employ 
in regard to the conflicts in Ethiopia, South Sudan, Syria or Yemen, the notion proves 
elusive when confronted with a distinct manner of action, as it is now witnessed in 
Ukraine. 

 
* The author is grateful to Ecaterina Dadiverina and Marina Corina Jipa for their support in the 

documenting phase of the study, during their activity at New Strategy Center. 
1 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, Book II, Loeb Classical Library, Harvard University 

Press, 1956, pp. 277 et seq. Also see Scott M. Rusch, Sparta at War: Strategy, Tactics and Campaigns, 
550-362 BC, Frontline Books, London, 2011, Chapter VI. 

2 See, for example, the study by Alain Clément and Riccardo Soliani, ‘The food weapon: Milestones in 
the history of a concept (17th–19th centuries)’, in Yukihiro Ikeda and Annalisa Rosselli (eds.), War in the 
History of Economic Thought: Economists and the Question of War, Routledge, London, 2019, pp. 11-30. 

3 United Nations Security Council Resolution 2417 (2018), adopted by the Security Council at its 
8267th meeting, on 24 May 2018, available at http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/doc/2417 (consulted on 
11th July 2022). 

4 For example, see Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and relating to 
the Protection of Victims of International Armed Conflicts (Protocol I), 8 June 1977; Protocol Additional 
to the Geneva Conventions of the 1949, and relating to the Protection of Victims of Non-International 
Armed Conflicts (Protocol II), 8 June 1977; or the 1998 codification of starvation as a war crime in the 
International Criminal Court Statute. 

Russian Roulette in the Pontic Granary: 
Deploying the ‘Silent Weapon’ 

 

3  Horia CIURTIN, August 2022 
 

 In  (past) theory and practice, the weaponization of food – by withholding 
supply in regard to the other belligerent party – aims at ensuring the upper hand in a 
bilateral relation. Famine directed at the adversary, meant to deplete his resources, 
break his will to fight and annihilate civilian support and its capability to maintain the 
war. The effects of using such a method are usually self-contained and when they – 
sometimes – spill over, they rarely generate relevant consequences beyond the 
extended region. Easy to spot, easy to categorize, easy to condemn and, perhaps, 
sanction. 
 Nonetheless, the invasion of Ukraine by Russia created a uniquely disturbing – 
and, taxonomically, unbearable – situation in terms of food security. One that exceeds 
both the confines of the legal provision offered by the ICC Statute and the typological 
ranks of historical precursors.5 Moscow’s all-out assault on Ukraine’s entire 
production, deposit and transport infrastructure relating to agricultural products does 
not aim at merely inducing deprivation upon its frontline enemy. It rather deployed 
the threat of famine as a tool of multilateral international policy, a weapon pointed at 
the entire world. 

 
2. Antebellum: Ukraine (and Russia) in the Global Food Supply Network 
 
 Ukraine’s fertile plains had long been considered (one of) Europe’s 
‘breadbaskets’. From the times of the first Greek colonies on the Black Sea’s northern 
shores, up until the Venetian and Genovese expansion, the Ottoman6, Tsarist or Soviet 
control on the region, grains had been traded out through the Pontic ports, addressing 
a plethora of customers throughout the world. 
 The dismantling of the USSR presented challenges, but also distinct 
opportunities for the Ukrainian agriculture, no longer being confined to quotas from 
Moscow, designed to benefit its own hinterland and the inefficient catering of an 
enormous livestock. A restructuring of the entire sector took place, transforming the 
country from a state of irrelevance in the international grain trade, to a significant 
global player. And its rise came in parallel with that of Russia, which also changed its 
agricultural pattern from a net importer, to a large exporter.7  

 
5 Bridget Conley and Alex de Waal, ‘The Purposes of Starvation: Historical and Contemporary Uses’, 

Journal of International Criminal Justice 17 (2019), pp. 699-722. 
6 In this sense, for the transition of the Venetian/Genovese position in the Black Sea from Byzantine 

to Ottoman times, see Gilles Veinstein, ‘From the Italians to the Ottomans: The Case of the Northern 
Black Sea Coast in the Sixteenth Century’, Mediterranean Historical Review 1 (2), December 1986, pp. 
221-237. 

7 Olga Liefert, William Liefert, Eric Luebehusen, ‘Rising Grain Exports by the Former Soviet Union 
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Figure 1 - Ukraine's Exports of Agricultural Products – By Destination 

[Source: Atlas of Economic Complexity, UN COMTRADE] 
Breaking with their Soviet-era integration and regional consumption of 

produced grain, the two states moved away from a pattern of total domestic use of 
cereals and found themselves with increasing surpluses fit for export. A major change 
became evident in the last part of the 2000s when both Ukraine and Russia arrived on 
the global food scene. From then on, they gradually increased production and external 
sales, representing – together – 30% of the global wheat exports, 20% of the corn 
exports and almost 80% of sunflower seed products, in 2021. 

In the particular case of Ukraine, agriculture became a central part of the 
country’s dwindling economy, food products representing its most valuable exports: 
28 billion USD in 2021. At a global level, it ranks as the 4th largest corn exporter, the 5th 
wheat exporter and the 1st sunflower oil exporter, with relevant market shares in 
rapeseed and barley as well. The produced quantities for the market year (hereafter 
MY) 2021-2022 have proved to be a landmark for Ukraine’s historical track-record (see 
Figure 2 below), with volumes of almost 42 MMT (million metric tons) of corn, 33 
MMT of wheat and 17 MMT of sunflower (in this last case, it represented 30% of the 
entire global production). 

 Production Exports 
Product Volume 

(MMT) 
Rank Among 

Global 
Producers 

% of Global 
Production 

Volume 
(MMT) 

Rank Among 
Global 

Exporters 

% of 
Global 

Exports 

Corn 42 #6 3.5% 24 #4 12% 
Wheat 33 #7 4.3% 18.8 #5 9% 
Sunflower 17.5 #1 30.6% 1.6 #9 3% 
Sunflower Oil 4.5 #2 30.6% 4.2 #1 46% 
Barley 9.9 #4 6.8% 5.8 #3 17% 

Figure 2 - Ukraine Agricultural Production and Exports (2021/22 Marketing Year) 
[Source: USDA FAS8, updated with WASDE and PSD Database] 

 
 

8 Ukraine Agricultural Production and Trade (April 2022), Foreign Agricultural Service, USDA, 
available at https://www.fas.usda.gov/sites/default/files/2022-04/Ukraine-Factsheet-April2022.pdf 
(consulted on 16 July 2022). 
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 In terms of actual producers, their top 10 remained fairly stable for a long 
period of time. Considered by the farmland area under their operation, in 2021, the 
Luxembourg-registered and Warsaw Stock Exchange-listed company ‘Kernel’ leads the 
top, with 506 000 hectares. It is closely followed by Nicosia-registered 
‘UkrLandFarming’ (475 000 ha) and ‘MHP’ (370 000 ha).9 These companies represent 
some of the most valuable endeavours active in the entire Ukrainian economy, 
providing large-scale employment and an important part of the collected taxes for the 
state budget.  
 For exporting their products, the most important manner of transportation is 
by sea (more than 90% in some years), followed by rail and road delivery. Among the 
five largest port handlers of agricultural products, four of them are located in the 
Odesa region, while one is in the neighbouring Mykolaiv oblast. In 2020, 
Chornomorsk port led the top, with 13.3 million tons (28% of the total), followed very 
closely by Mykolaiv with 13.2 million tons, Yuzhne (9 million tons), Odesa (6.5 million 
tons) and the specialized port of Olvia (1.8 million tons).10 In 2021, the top remained 
largely similar, with Chornomorsk rising even more to 14.55 million tons of cereals 
exported and Yuhzne with 9.7 million tons. The others maintained quite the same 
quantities.11 

In essence, Ukraine’s ability to offer significant quantities of grains in a very 
flexible manner (due to an excellent harvest calendar), transformed it into a reliable 
partner of many importers. China, India and a number of other Asian states came to 
rely on a flow of steady cereals and sunflower oil, leading them even to create their 
own investments in storage and port-loading infrastructure on the Ukrainian territory. 
For instance, COFCO International, the Chinese agri-food giant, operates one of its 
largest offshore subsidiaries in Ukraine, possessing its own port terminal in Mykolayiv, 
four grain silos along the Dnieper and a sunflower seed crushing plant near Mariupol.12 
  

 
9 See the material ‘Top 10 Ukrainian Agricultural Land Users 2021’, prepared by LaScalA – Leibniz 

Institute of Agricultural Development in Transition Economies, 7 October 2021, available at 
https://www.largescaleagriculture.com/home/news-details/top-10-ukrainian-agricultural-land-users-
2021/ (consulted on 16 July 2022), corroborated with the dynamic top prepared by Latifundist.com, 
https://latifundist.com/rating/top100#296, consulted on 16 July 2022. 

10 ‘Ukrainian sea ports handled 47.3 mln t of grain in 2020, transshipment leaders rated’, 
Latifundist.com, 25 January 2021, available at https://latifundist.com/en/novosti/53650-nazvany-
ukrainskie-porty-lidery-po-obemam-perevalki-zerna-v-2020-godu, consulted on 17.07.2022. Also see 
Olga Liefert, ‘Special Article: Ukraine’s Geography - Corn Production and Exports’ in Michael 
McConnell,  Olga Liefert, Angelica Williams, and Claire Hutchins, Feed Outlook: February 2022, FDS-
22b, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, February 11, 2022, available at 
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/outlooks/103641/fds-22b.pdf?v=6263.2 (consulted on 15 July 2022). 

11 For more details, see the communiqué of Odesa Regional State Administration, ‘Транспортна 
галузь Одеської області. Підсумки 2021 року та плани 2022 року’, 28.01.2022, available at 
https://morhoz-od-gov-ua.translate.goog/transportna-galuz-odeskoyi-oblasti-pidsumky-2021-roku/ 
(consulted on 2 August 2022). 

12 See, in this sense, Horia Ciurtin, ‘The Enemy of My Friend Remains My Friend: China’s Ukraine 
Dilemma’, China Brief, The Jamestown Foundation, Vol. 22, Issue 11, 17 June 2022, available at 
https://jamestown.org/program/the-enemy-of-my-friend-remains-my-friend-chinas-ukraine-dilemma/ 
(consulted on 16 July 2022). 

Russian Roulette in the Pontic Granary: 
Deploying the ‘Silent Weapon’ 

5

Russian Roulette in the Pontic Granary:
Deploying the ‘Silent Weapon’



 

6  Horia CIURTIN, August 2022 
 

 
Figure 3 - Ukraine's Destinations for the Exports of Corn, Wheat, Sunflower Seeds and Oil, 2020  

[Source: Observatory of Economic Complexity, UN COMTRADE] 
 

At the same time, the geographical proximity and a short maritime route to 
North Africa, allowed Ukraine to become a crucial grain supplier for the littoral states 
of the Mediterranean, with an especially significant impact upon Egypt. And the 
European Union also absorbed a large quantity of its production, mainly in terms of 
corn and sunflower seeds/oil, with the leading importers being the Netherlands, Italy 
and Spain.  

For all these reasons, agriculture is a crucial component within the economy of 
Ukraine, while its output to the international markets represents a significant part of 
the global supply. Even more so in specific countries in Africa or Asia where – 
combined with the Russian supply – such deliveries form the largest part of food 
imports, creating strong (and unbreakable) inter-dependencies.  

All-in-all, before 2022, the system seemed stable and reliable even through the 
COVID-19 pandemics, with consistent harvests, a steady flow of exports through the 
Black Sea ports and an increasing customer base. Russia’s upper hand in the global 
agricultural sector had also been consolidated by its position as an important supplier 
of fertilizers (being the number 1 exporter in 2020), given its cost advantages in this 
energy-intense industry. While competing economically – and politically adverse – the 
combined output of Ukraine and Russia managed to satisfy the rising international 
demand, alleviating the scarcity of some products and making them available for new 
markets across the world. 
 
3. Disruption: The War that Changed It All 
  
 Enter February 2022. Russia invaded Ukraine on multiple fronts, provoking 
material devastation to infrastructure, loss of life throughout the territory, instituted a 
blockade on all existing Black Sea ports, rendering it impossible for Kiev to attempt 
any foreseeable transport by sea. Thus, the point of exit for 90% of the country’s 
agricultural exports had been barred from functioning. 
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 In order to put things into perspective, the blockade was soon shown to be 
more than a theoretical threat. In the early stages of the war, a few civilian ships – 
sailing under non-belligerent flags – were shelled by the Russian Navy within 
Ukrainian waters, most of them near Odesa.13 In conjunction with the ‘mobile’ threat 
by Moscow’s warships, the initial takeover of the Snake Island at the mouths of the 
Danube, provided a ‘fixed’ and stable point of surveillance and attack for any vessels 
attempting to navigate near Ukraine’s shores southwards to Romania’s safe waters.  
 The small island proved crucial to Russia’s early war effort, continuing its 
pattern of behaviour inaugurated with the annexation of Crimea, when the Black Sea 
Fleet quickly moved in and seized a number of offshore platforms, in a westward 
manner. One of these, the ‘Odessa’ was located approximately 25 kilometres away 
from the Snake Island and was soon packed with SIGINT monitoring equipment 
aimed as the close-by NATO member, Romania.14  
 In this manner, the takeover of Snake Island provided Russia with an additional 
set of disruptive opportunities. First of all, a possibility to control – and stop – all naval 
traffic moving from and to the Odesa oblast ports, providing an unbreakable 
stranglehold upon this maritime route. Its proximity to the mouths of the Danube also 
made impracticable any entry point to the river ports through Ukrainian waters (via 
the Bystre canal)15 and kept a self-restrained pressure upon the Sulina exit-point which 
flows at no more than 30 km away. 

 

 
13 ‘Ships Shelled in Black Sea as Invasion Sparks Maritime Chaos’, Bloomberg, 25 February 2022, 

available at https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-02-25/ships-shelled-in-black-sea-as-
invasion-sparks-maritime-chaos (consulted on 17 July 2022). 

14 ‘Hybrid activities in the Black Sea region.’ – presentation made by Mr. Pavlo Lakiychuk, Head of 
the Security Programs of Centre for Global Studies “Strategy XXI”, Ukraine, during the Conference 
“Security Challenges in the Black Sea Region: Current Situation and Possible Evolution” organized by 
New Strategy Center (Romania) and Center for Army, Conversion and Disarmament Studies (Ukraine), 
Bucharest, September 11, 2019. 

15 Also see Leonardo Dinu, George Scutaru, ‘The Crimean Aircraft Carrier. Russian Federation 
Militarization of the Black Sea’, New Strategy Center – Norwegian Institute of International Affairs,  
FLANKS Working Paper, 2020, available at https://www.newstrategycenter.ro/wp-
content/uploads/2019/11/FLANKS-Working-Paper-The-Crimean-Aircraft-Carrier.-Russian-Federation-
Militarization-of-the-Black-Sea.pdf (consulted on 2 August 2022). 
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Second, the installation of surveillance equipment on the island would allow 
Russia a clearer glimpse into NATO activities in Romania, where a contingent of Allied 
troops are located at no more than 200 km, nearby the port of Constanța. In addition, 
the development of this location would also help expand westward the A2/AD bubble, 
far away from the already active one in Crimea. 

Thus, in the first part of the war, it seemed that there is little prospect to 
resume seaborne activity in any of the five ports that are crucial in agricultural 
transport: Chornomorsk, Mykolaiv, Yuzhne, Odesa and the specialized port of Olvia. 
Even more than being subject to a blockade, an active campaign of aerial bombing and 
missile strikes was directly targeted at some of the port loading infrastructure, 
physically destroying the capacity to utilize such assets in the future.16  

In this sense, it appears that Russia’s goal in diminishing Ukraine’s output of 
grains to the world market is not circumstantial, but falling under a long-term 
blueprint. One that is not limited to a blockade, to a passive (and temporary) 
incapacitation of the adversary to reach out through its ports. Rather, Russia’s 
approach is stratified on multiple levels, all of them converging in reaching a set of 
strategic objectives: the lasting degradation of Ukraine’s capability to produce 
foodstuffs, to store, transport and export them to the world markets. At the same time, 
Ukraine’s budgetary constraints would increase, losing a vital part of its revenues, 
while Moscow’s global market share would grow, replacing the missing quantities. 
And for these aims, the blockade was merely a prelude. 

More precisely, the denial of port access to the Black Sea – at the early stage of 
the war – was devised to address last year’s (2021) harvest and the grains still found in 
storage. In this sense, around 20 million tons of cereals were blocked from being 
exported to third countries, while 4.5 million of these were sitting directly in 
containers in ports, most of the quantity being booked in advance by stable customers. 
In more than one sense, such an initial step in squeezing Ukraine out from global 
markets has reached its goal for the moment. Even if the blockade is completely lifted 
at this stage, concerned importers have hedged their bets one way or another, looking 
for alternative suppliers or substitute foodstuffs to prevent a hunger crisis within their 
territories.  

Beside the sea-port denial, Russia’s comprehensive plan in diminishing 
Ukraine’s agricultural production and output to the world markets also took other 
forms. Some also temporary in nature, some meant to produce long-lasting effects. 
Thus, as early as May 2022, reports have emerged about significant quantities of 
cereals being stolen by Russian forces from the occupied territories, mainly Kherson 
and Zaporizhzhya oblasts, but also from Lugansk and Donetsk, in quantities around 
500 thousand tons.17 Such claims can be corroborated with anomalous exports through 

 
16 Reports of such deliberate destruction were made in relation to the ports of Odesa, Mykolaiv and 

Olvia. See, for instance, ‘Russian missiles hit Ukraine's grain and sunflower oil terminals in Nikolayiv’, 
S&P Global: Commodity Insights, 22 June 2022, available at 
https://www.spglobal.com/commodityinsights/en/market-insights/latest-news/agriculture/062222-
russian-missiles-hit-ukraines-grain-and-sunflower-oil-terminals-in-nikolayiv (consulted on 17 July 
2022). 

17 Ministry of Agrarian Policy and Food of Ukraine, ‘Тарас Висоцький: Окупанти крадуть в 
українських аграріїв зернові, олію, овочі та сільгосптехніку’, 13 May 2022, available at 
https://minagro.gov.ua/news/visockij-okupanti-kradut-v-ukrayinskih-agrariyiv-zernovi-oliyu-ovochi-
ta-silgosptehniku (consulted on 25.07.2022). 
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16 Reports of such deliberate destruction were made in relation to the ports of Odesa, Mykolaiv and 

Olvia. See, for instance, ‘Russian missiles hit Ukraine's grain and sunflower oil terminals in Nikolayiv’, 
S&P Global: Commodity Insights, 22 June 2022, available at 
https://www.spglobal.com/commodityinsights/en/market-insights/latest-news/agriculture/062222-
russian-missiles-hit-ukraines-grain-and-sunflower-oil-terminals-in-nikolayiv (consulted on 17 July 
2022). 

17 Ministry of Agrarian Policy and Food of Ukraine, ‘Тарас Висоцький: Окупанти крадуть в 
українських аграріїв зернові, олію, овочі та сільгосптехніку’, 13 May 2022, available at 
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Russian-controlled ports, such as Sevastopol which – from the beginning of March 
2022 – supplied agricultural products of around 450 tons, representing an increase of 
50 times compared with previous years.18 Syria ranked high among the destinations of 
such cargoes, a steady ally of Moscow which would not pose too many questions. 

Along the blockade and the circumstantial looting of last year’s harvest 
remaining stocks, other tactics are expected to disrupt Ukraine’s capacity to recover 
from this commercial shock. More precisely, Russian troops have been reported to also 
destroy farming equipment and machinery19, durable infrastructure (silos and storage 
hubs), port loading facilities, grain terminals (inland and on the shores)20, while also 
conducting indiscriminate large-scale shelling of numerous agricultural areas.21 Such 
assets can prove difficult to replace on the short- and medium-term, especially in 
times of war and in areas under direct threat. Coupled with limited access to necessary 
fuel for operating farm machinery and with growing scarcer fertilizers, the effects 
upon Ukrainian agriculture will definitely spread upon this year’s harvest and the 
following ones. 

 

 
18 In this sense, see the data provided to Bloomberg by the Kyiv School of Economics, as reflected in 

Aine Quinn, ‘Surging Crimea Shipments Point to Stealing of Ukraine Grain’, Bloomberg, 15 July 2022, 
available at https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-07-15/surging-crimea-shipments-point-to-
stealing-of-ukrainian-grain (consulted on 26 July 2022). 

19 Olexsandr Fylyppov and Tim Lister, ‘Russians plunder $5M farm vehicles from Ukraine -- to find 
they've been remotely disabled’, CNN, 2 May 2022, available at 
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/05/01/europe/russia-farm-vehicles-ukraine-disabled-melitopol-
intl/index.html (consulted on 23 July 2022). 

20 Pavel Polityuk, ‘Russian attack destroys warehouses of major Ukrainian commodity terminal’, 
Reuters, 7 June 2022, available at https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/russian-attack-destroys-
warehouses-major-ukrainian-commodity-terminal-governor-2022-06-07/ (consulted on 24 July 2022). 

21 See Caitlin Welsh, Joseph S. Bermudez Jr., Jennifer Jun and Emma Dodd, ‘Spotlight on Damage to 
Ukraine’s Farms amid the Russia-Ukraine War’, CSIS, Commentary, 9 June 2022, available at 
https://www.csis.org/analysis/spotlight-damage-ukraines-farms-amid-russia-ukraine-war (consulted on 
26 July 2022). 

Russian Roulette in the Pontic Granary:

 

Deploying the ‘Silent Weapon’

 

9

Russian Roulette in the Pontic Granary:
Deploying the ‘Silent Weapon’



 

10  Horia CIURTIN, August 2022 
 

 
Figure 4 – Evolution of Spring Planting (2022 compared with 2021) 

[Source: Maxar] 
 

In this sense, an analysis from Maxar’s WeatherDesk (and in line with later 
USDA estimates) shows that – compared to 2021 – the present year witnessed an 
overall 30% less acreage planted (representing 5.8 million hectares). A bleak 
perspective even seen as an average, the situation is especially dire in certain oblasts 
such as Chernihiv (68% less), Zhytomyr (67% less), Rivne (64%), Poltava (63%) and 
Sumy (62%), which were subject to intense operational activity during spring, at the 
beginning of the invasion.22  

Given this conglomerate of phenomena affecting Ukraine’s agricultural sector, 
estimates of production and subsequent exports to the world markets envision a 
significant contraction in output. More precisely, this year’s harvest is expected to be 
at least 25-30% lower than the previous one (both in the scenario proposed by USDA 
and in the one taken into consideration by Maxar), with the starkest decline in 
sunflower seed (45%) and corn (40%).  

 

 
22 ‘Maxar’s WeatherDesk Predicts a Significant Decline in Ukrainian Crop Harvests’, Maxar 

Technologies, 16 June 2022, available at https://blog.maxar.com/earth-intelligence/2022/maxars-
weatherdesk-predicts-a-significant-decline-in-ukrainian-crop-harvests?utm_source=maxar-news-
bureau&utm_medium=organic (consulted on 22 July 2022).  

Such a conclusion is also confirmed by the USDA, ‘Ukraine Wheat: Conflict Causes Lower Harvested 
Area’, United States Department of Agriculture – Foreign Agricultural Service, World Agricultural 
Production, Circular Series WAP 7-22, July 2022, available at 
https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/circulars/production.pdf (consulted on 25 July 2022). 
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Figure 5 - Ukraine's Agricultural Production - Comparison 2021/2022 vs. 2022/2023  

[Source: USDA WASDE and PSD Database, updated July 12, 2022] 
 
 Much depends on the current operational situation corroborated with the crop 
calendar, given that in Ukraine wheat is harvested in July and August, while the period 
for corn is September-November, overlapping with that for sunflower. In addition, 
USDA estimates for the 2022/2023 agricultural year seem to point out to another 
factor that might persist on the medium-term and which could affect Ukraine’s 
standing: a generalized reduction of yield, in the range of 20-30% less tones/hectare 
for both corn and wheat.  

On the other hand, production is only one side of the coin. Managing to ensure 
the proper growth of crops and their harvest proved to be a matter of resilience in 
Ukraine, irrespective of how dire the military and economic context might have been. 
However, getting the product out of the country in a timely and efficient manner, 
without raising the final cost so much that it would be uncompetitive, raises 
significant challenges. With or without the blockade. 
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Figure 6 - Ukraine's Agricultural Exports - Comparison 2021/2022 vs. 2022/2023 

[Source: USDA WASDE and PSD Database, updated July 12, 2022.] 
 
 In this sense, the decline in exports for the current year’s harvest is estimated to 
encounter a steeper downward trend than that for production. For instance, Ukraine’s 
international sale of corn is expected to contract with more than 60%, while wheat 
exports will almost be reduced to a half. Thus, in one way or another, Kyiv’s market 
share on the global market will shrink on the short and medium-term, but the (high) 
volumes once provided by its fields will be difficult to replace immediately from other 
sources. And this is not just an (agricultural) ‘tango for two’, but the start of a global 
race to the bottom in which all state and non-state customers will compete and 
struggle in a Hobbesian manner to secure supplies, stock and over-stock. 
 
4. Hiatus: Struggling Out, Building on the Margins 
 
 Even from the early stages of the war, it became evident that Ukraine needs to 
address the challenges and find alternative means to deposit, transport (within the 
country) and export its agricultural products. Not only the blockade itself posed 
problems, but also the loss of relevant ports (such as Mariupol, Berdiansk or Kherson) 
or their impracticable proximity to the frontline (such as Mykolaiv and Olvia, both 
crucial in grain loading). In addition, the destruction of inland silos and storage hubs, 
contributed considerably in hindering the export of cereals to the global market. 
 However, Ukraine – and its international partners – quickly developed 
secondary routes, by rail, by road and river-borne. Although insufficient to 
compensate for the (blocked) maritime capacity, such substitutes provided an 
immediate relief out of the grain conundrum, allowing for a part of the stocks to reach 
international customers overseas. Analyzed from a wider temporal perspective, the 
pathways have proved very dynamic, often combining multiple means of transport 
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(trucks, trains, Danube barges), on a variety of routes, rapidly adapting to the volatile 
situation, both in terms of military intensity and logistic bottlenecks that appeared in 
one place or another. 
 The European Union – as the proximal friendly power – deployed its support 
both directly from Brussels-based central institutions and by (financially) assisting its 
member states on the ground, Romania and Poland, in ensuring a continuous flow 
through their borders and ports. In May, the European Commission proposed a set of 
– strategic – measures for developing the “Solidarity Lanes”, i.e. efficient and safe ways 
out of Ukraine for the grains that need immediate shipment to the world markets.23 In 
this sense, the EU promised aid in acquiring transshipment equipment, prioritizing 
the flow of Ukrainian foodstuffs through its territory, a reduction in the customs 
bureaucracy, storage space on European territory and – medium and long-term – 
investments in connectivity infrastructure. 
 
 The Alternative Corridors: Romania and Poland. However, most of the 
actual cooperation – tactical in nature – for getting the products out of Ukraine relied 
on the two EU member-states best located to help: Poland and Romania. The Polish-
bound corridor proved to be straightforward, by road and railway, mostly used for 
grains stored in the central and western part of Ukraine and finally reaching one of the 
Baltic ports: Gdansk, Szczecin, Swinoujscie or Gdynia, in accordance with open slots in 
their capacity. A persistent bottleneck occurred at the border crossing, given the 
difference in train gauge and the need to transfer such large amounts of cargo.24 
 On the other hand, the Romanian corridor proved to be much more complex 
and envisioned a mix of transport methods, converging in the Black Sea port of 
Constanța. This endpoint for the lane is well-equipped for handling grain exports, 
both in terms of shore-line storage capacity and handling equipment, given the 
country’s own role in this sector of international trade. In addition, such a route 
proved necessary – and irreplaceable – for the cereals deposited in southern Ukraine, 
especially in the Odesa oblast, just across the border with Romania. 
 While the destination of the corridor appeared natural and posed no debate, 
the manner of arriving was a completely different type of structural dilemma. The only 
direct border with Romania in this part of the country is the Danube’s northern 
branch. One option was transiting the Republic of Moldova – with road and rail 
cargoes – and then heading southward through Romanian territory. Ineffective and 
prone to generate bottlenecks at the Moldovan-Romanian border – given the train 
gauge difference and the lack of capacity to process such an amount of road traffic – it 
was maintained as a backup solution. 
 The other solution involved a change of perspective: fully activating Ukraine’s 
ports on the Danube – Reni and Izmayil – which benefit from rail connections to the 
agricultural hinterland, loading the grains onto barges and sailing to the port of 

 
23 European Commission, ‘An action plan for EU-Ukraine Solidarity Lanes to facilitate Ukraine's 

agricultural export and bilateral trade with the EU’, Brussels, 12.5.2022 COM(2022) 217 final, available at 
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-06/COM20220217.pdf (consulted on 28 July 2022). 

24 Yaroslava Bukhta, ‘MEPs: more support for grain export at Polish-Ukrainian border needed’, 
EURACTIV, 28 June 2022, available at https://www.euractiv.com/section/agriculture-food/news/meps-
more-support-for-grain-export-at-polish-ukrainian-border-needed/, consulted on 26 July 2022. 
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Constanța for transfer. In peacetime, the river ports accounted for approximately 5% 
of Kyiv’s exports, being capable to maintain this volume.25 

In the first stages of the war, access to these ports was limited due to the 
occupation of Snake Island, being possible to approach them only through the Sulina 
branch of the Danube, which soon became congested (with over 140 vessels waiting to 
enter the waterway)26. However, the capacity was considerably larger than any type of 
road or rail transfer, allowing a significant quantity of products to be finally shipped.  
 

 
Figure 7 – Danube/Black Sea ports and waterways used for exporting Ukrainian grains 

 Adjacent solutions had been found such as using the Moldovan river port of 
Giurgulești27 as a supplement to Reni and Izmayil, thus increasing the loading capacity 
onto barges. Moreover, once the Snake Island was liberated on 9th July 2022, Ukrainian 
authorities announced the re-opening of the Bystre canal, which had been closed due 
to the proximity to Russian troops and military hardware stationed on the offshore 
formation. This development allowed a – partial – decongestion of the Sulina branch 

 
25 ‘Українська економіка втрачає щодня $170 млн через блокаду морських портів – 3MI’, Порти 

України, 25 April 2022, available at  https://ports.ua/ukra%d1%97nska-ekonomika-vtracha%d1%94-
shhodnya-170-mln-cherez-blokadu-morskih-portiv-zmi/ (consulted on 3 August 2022). 

26 Marian Păvălașc, ‘Blocaj pe Canalul Sulina. Cum încearcă Ucraina să-și scoată cerealele la Marea 
Neagră’, Europa Liberă, 14 July 2022, available at https://romania.europalibera.org/a/canalul-bastroe-
folosit-de-ucraina-in-timpul-razboiului/31941842.html (consulted on 24 July 2022). 

27 Vanora Bennett, ‘Moldova’s strategic Danube port offers a lifeline for Ukraine’, EBRD, 8 July 2022, 
available at https://www.ebrd.com/news/2022/moldovas-strategic-danube-port-offers-a-lifeline-for-
ukraine.html (consulted on 27 July 2022). 
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and facile access upstream for a limited number of vessels, with prospects of 
increasing the export capacity with an extra 500 000 tons per month.28 
 Although not sufficient to insure an exit point for all the stored grains before 
the new harvest reaches maturity, this southbound route proved to be the most 
feasible alternative so far. Official estimates show that 2.7 million tons of agricultural 
products transited Romania up to this day, representing around 50% of the total 
quantity exported by Kyiv since the beginning of the war.29 With the opening of the 
Bystre canal, the capacity is expected to almost double, all depending on the spare 
handling possibilities of the Constanța port which will also have to deal with 
Romania’s new export-bound harvest. 
  

A (Temporary) Gap in the Blockade: The Black Sea Grain Initiative. 
However, the greatest progress in allowing grains to pass out of Ukraine had been – at 
least formally – reached in Istanbul, on 22nd July. The ‘deal’ consists of two parallel and 
similar trilateral agreements (Ukraine-Turkey-UN and Russia-Turkey-UN), for a 
duration of 120 days, with the possibility to extend it automatically unless one of the 
parties disagrees. In this sense, the median party is Turkey, as Russia and Ukraine did 
not sign any agreement with each other, but replicated the terms in their respective 
documents with Ankara and UN’s representative.  

In essence, the main function of the Initiative is to facilitate the proper export 
of grains and fertilizers out of three crucial Ukrainian sea-ports: Chornomorsk, Odesa 
and Yuzhne (Pivdennyi) (see the circled ports in Figure 7 above). It is not a ‘ceasefire’, 
nor a ‘lifting’ of the blockade per se, but a set of measures - acknowledged by the 
signatory parties – for ensuring ‘safe navigation’ for civilian merchant ships carrying 
these (and only these) specific products.  

In order to ensure compliance with the terms of the agreements, inspections on 
all vessels involved in grain shipping will take place in designated ports in Turkey, 
while a Joint Coordination Center30 was inaugurated in Istanbul, consisting in 
representatives of all the signatory parties. If minesweeping operations are needed, 
they will be carried out by vessels of a non-belligerent country, while the entire 

 
28 Ihor Kabanenko, ‘The Bystre Canal Across the Danube: ‘Mosquito’ Tactics in Ukraine’s Grain 

Shipping’, The Jamestown Foundation, Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol.19, Issue 112, available at 
https://jamestown.org/program/the-bystre-canal-across-the-danube-mosquito-tactics-in-ukraines-
grain-shipping/ (consulted on 29 July 2022). Also see, ‘Clearance of Snake Island Opens Route to 
Ukraine's Danube River Ports’, The Maritime Executive, 10 July 2022, available at https://maritime-
executive.com/article/clearance-of-snake-island-opens-route-to-ukraine-s-danube-river-ports 
(consulted on 22 July 2022). 

29 ‘MAE: 2,7 milioane de tone de cereale ucrainene au tranzitat România până acum’, EURACTIV, 18 
July 2022, available at https://www.euractiv.ro/agricultura/mae-2-7-milioane-de-tone-de-cereale-
ucrainene-au-tranzitat-romania-pana-acum-29957 (consulted on 29 July 2022). 

30 Rabia İclal Turan, ‘UN chief hails opening of Ukraine grain coordination center in Istanbul’, 
Anadolu Agency, 28 July 2022, available at https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkiye/un-chief-hails-opening-of-
ukraine-grain-coordination-center-in-istanbul/2647744 (consulted on 29 July 2022). Also see Murat 
Sofuoglu, ‘Istanbul-based centre for Ukrainian grain exports a lifeline to humanity’, TRT World, 28 July 
2022, available at https://www.trtworld.com/magazine/istanbul-based-centre-for-ukrainian-grain-
exports-a-lifeline-to-humanity-59234 (consulted on 30 July 2022). 

Russian Roulette in the Pontic Granary: 
Deploying the ‘Silent Weapon’ 

14

Russian Roulette in the Pontic Granary:
Deploying the ‘Silent Weapon’



 

15  Horia CIURTIN, August 2022 
 

and facile access upstream for a limited number of vessels, with prospects of 
increasing the export capacity with an extra 500 000 tons per month.28 
 Although not sufficient to insure an exit point for all the stored grains before 
the new harvest reaches maturity, this southbound route proved to be the most 
feasible alternative so far. Official estimates show that 2.7 million tons of agricultural 
products transited Romania up to this day, representing around 50% of the total 
quantity exported by Kyiv since the beginning of the war.29 With the opening of the 
Bystre canal, the capacity is expected to almost double, all depending on the spare 
handling possibilities of the Constanța port which will also have to deal with 
Romania’s new export-bound harvest. 
  

A (Temporary) Gap in the Blockade: The Black Sea Grain Initiative. 
However, the greatest progress in allowing grains to pass out of Ukraine had been – at 
least formally – reached in Istanbul, on 22nd July. The ‘deal’ consists of two parallel and 
similar trilateral agreements (Ukraine-Turkey-UN and Russia-Turkey-UN), for a 
duration of 120 days, with the possibility to extend it automatically unless one of the 
parties disagrees. In this sense, the median party is Turkey, as Russia and Ukraine did 
not sign any agreement with each other, but replicated the terms in their respective 
documents with Ankara and UN’s representative.  
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and Yuzhne (Pivdennyi) (see the circled ports in Figure 7 above). It is not a ‘ceasefire’, 
nor a ‘lifting’ of the blockade per se, but a set of measures - acknowledged by the 
signatory parties – for ensuring ‘safe navigation’ for civilian merchant ships carrying 
these (and only these) specific products.  

In order to ensure compliance with the terms of the agreements, inspections on 
all vessels involved in grain shipping will take place in designated ports in Turkey, 
while a Joint Coordination Center30 was inaugurated in Istanbul, consisting in 
representatives of all the signatory parties. If minesweeping operations are needed, 
they will be carried out by vessels of a non-belligerent country, while the entire 

 
28 Ihor Kabanenko, ‘The Bystre Canal Across the Danube: ‘Mosquito’ Tactics in Ukraine’s Grain 

Shipping’, The Jamestown Foundation, Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol.19, Issue 112, available at 
https://jamestown.org/program/the-bystre-canal-across-the-danube-mosquito-tactics-in-ukraines-
grain-shipping/ (consulted on 29 July 2022). Also see, ‘Clearance of Snake Island Opens Route to 
Ukraine's Danube River Ports’, The Maritime Executive, 10 July 2022, available at https://maritime-
executive.com/article/clearance-of-snake-island-opens-route-to-ukraine-s-danube-river-ports 
(consulted on 22 July 2022). 

29 ‘MAE: 2,7 milioane de tone de cereale ucrainene au tranzitat România până acum’, EURACTIV, 18 
July 2022, available at https://www.euractiv.ro/agricultura/mae-2-7-milioane-de-tone-de-cereale-
ucrainene-au-tranzitat-romania-pana-acum-29957 (consulted on 29 July 2022). 

30 Rabia İclal Turan, ‘UN chief hails opening of Ukraine grain coordination center in Istanbul’, 
Anadolu Agency, 28 July 2022, available at https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkiye/un-chief-hails-opening-of-
ukraine-grain-coordination-center-in-istanbul/2647744 (consulted on 29 July 2022). Also see Murat 
Sofuoglu, ‘Istanbul-based centre for Ukrainian grain exports a lifeline to humanity’, TRT World, 28 July 
2022, available at https://www.trtworld.com/magazine/istanbul-based-centre-for-ukrainian-grain-
exports-a-lifeline-to-humanity-59234 (consulted on 30 July 2022). 

Russian Roulette in the Pontic Granary: 
Deploying the ‘Silent Weapon’ 

15

Russian Roulette in the Pontic Granary:
Deploying the ‘Silent Weapon’



 

16  Horia CIURTIN, August 2022 
 

responsibility for the activity within the territorial waters of Ukraine and its ports 
remain solely with Kyiv.31 

While the spirit of the agreements is pretty straightforward in ensuring a safe 
passage for grain-carrying vessels, its letter might – in practice – lead to numerous 
distortions, as it provides no enforceable obligations or strict codes of compliance. 
Moreover, almost all technical and practical details are left for the JCC to 
(consensually) deal with: schedules, navigation paths, inspections. Things quite 
difficult to reach even in times of peace. 

A lot will depend in practice upon the self-restraint of Russia and the smooth 
conflict management of Turkey, an actor whose role proves crucial in the process. 
Nonetheless, even with the three ports (partially) unblocked, the export capacity will 
be severely limited in comparison with previous years (reaching a cumulated 29 
million tons in 2020), both in terms of available transport routes and storage hubs, as 
well as in a sufficient number of ships willing to take the risk or in the slow pace of the 
inspection procedures. Coupled with Russia’s ambivalent attitude towards the letter of 
the agreement32, this breakthrough will require the maintenance of complementary 
routes through Romania and Poland. Building on the margins may have seemed a 
temporary solution, but it needs to be addressed as a long-term objective, allowing 
Ukraine to always keep back-up routes and extra capacity for export. 
  
5. Aftermath: Looking for another Horizon 
 

As it can be clearly discerned, the effects of Russia’s actions are not localized, 
but global in nature, disrupting the entire food supply equilibrium. In this sense, the 
self-implied threat of famine is not regional, not limited to Ukraine or Eastern Europe, 
but rather spreading to Asia and Africa. Thus, taking advantage of the inter-connected 
nature of postmodern economy, Moscow’s wager seems to be of ‘blackmailing the 
world’33 by cutting access to a significant – and irreplaceable, on the short-term – 
source of agricultural products, if the rest of the world does not satisfy its demands. 

Such a self-generated situation worked in Russia’s favor so far, allowing its own 
grain exports to benefit from increased global prices and expand its market share at 
Ukraine’s expense. Even while a gap in the blockade is made operational, Moscow 
does not refrain from (other) activities that can disrupt Kyiv’s future capacity to 
produce grains and sell them in the global trading agora. In this sense, the destruction 

 
31 For more details on the Initiative, see the analysis of Cameron Watson, ‘The Black Sea Grain 

Initiative’, Dryad Global, Metis Insights 2022, 26 July 2022, available at 
https://channel16.dryadglobal.com/metis-insights-black-sea-grain-initiative-analysis (consulted on 30 
July 2022). Also see the communiqué from the Ministry of Agrarian Policy and Food of Ukraine, ‘The 
Istanbul Agreement on unblocking Ukrainian ports for the grain export: what’s in it for Ukraine?’, 22 
July 2022, available at https://minagro.gov.ua/en/news/istanbul-agreement-unblocking-ukrainian-
ports-grain-export-whats-it-ukraine (consulted on 30 July 2022). 

32 Ihor Kabanenko, ‘Export of Ukrainian Grain Through Seaports: Opportunities and Risks’, The 
Jamestown Foundation, Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 19, Issue 114, 27 July 2022, available at 
https://jamestown.org/program/export-of-ukrainian-grain-through-seaports-opportunities-and-risks/ 
(consulted on 30 July 2022). 

33 See, in this sense, the argument made by Timothy Snyder, as reflected in ‘Putin Has Ukraine War 
Hunger Plan to Destabilize EU with Refugees: Snyder’, Newsweek, 11 June 2022, available at 
http://www.newsweek.com/putins-ukraine-blockade-generate-refugees-destabilize-eu-snyder-
1714976?amp=1 (consulted on 13 July 2022). 
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of inland agricultural infrastructure is not bound to be halted by Moscow, while shore-
line facilities are being targeted by missile strikes.34  

Next harvests are (with or without an active naval blockade) still under threat. 
And a situation of – potential – future risk leads not only to higher prices, but also to a 
reconsideration of supply chains by traditional customers.35 A loss in global market 
share seems unavoidable for Ukraine, in terms of delivered volumes, but the decrease 
in revenues might not rise proportionally if the markets maintain an increased level of 
prices. 

Nonetheless, the combined effects of Moscow’s behavior will heighten the 
number of people threatened by food insecurity, especially in Asia and Africa. The 
invasion of Ukraine and the (deliberate) curtailment of its agricultural capabilities, 
created a game of Russian roulette with the whole world in attendance, reverberating 
upon the most vulnerable members of the international community. With all the 
social and political unrest consequences on the table: mass migration, insurrection, 
civil war and generalized strife. Because a spark in the Pontic granary may well be the 
prelude to a blaze across Eurasia.  
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