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COVID-19 DIPLOMACY OR VACCINE AS AN INSTRUMENT IN TURF WARS? 

 

EESI On-Line International Round Table Discussion, 22d April 2021 

 
The EESI’s “Inventory” Round Table of 28th January on Security Challenges for Eastern Europe in 2021 has 

opened the discussions and invited for further more in-depth dialogue on issues raised. Among the most acute 

topics, touched upon during the discussion, there were issues of COVID-19 pandemic and dual geopolitical 

effect of anti-COVID vaccines. The EESI has decided to dwell on the topic further. With this aim, the EESI has 
generated a discussion under the title COVID-19 DIPLOMACY OR VACCINE AS AN INSTRUMENT IN TURF 

WARS?, which was held on 22d April 2021 in on-line format. HE the Ambassador of Latvia Mr Juris POIKĀNS 

and Deputy Minister for Foreign Affairs of Ukraine Mr Vasyl BODNAR were joined by senior academia people 
from Western Balkans in a frank and thought-provoking exchange of views. The EESI challenged the speakers 

with some straightforward questions on such a sensitive topic. As before, the on-line meeting was attended by 

the representatives of the diplomatic missions of the European states, politicians and statesmen from the US, 
UK, EU member states and Ukraine.    

 
SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

 

SETTING UP THE SCENE 

 

In 2020 the issue of COVID-19 pandemic significantly altered the spirit of international cooperation among 

the countries in the world, thus, increasing the gap between the declared intentions to get united in the fight 
against the decease and actual actions of the states, who entered into a competition for the means of protection. 

Even indecent practices of withholding the previously agreed international supplies of key protective medical 

gear had been observed, thus severely undermining the principles of solidarity and mutual help. 
 

The appearance of fast-cooked vaccines to combat the spread of virus only aggravated the situation. Limited 

time for research and laboratory testing made the manufacturers vulnerable to manipulations from the 
antagonistic forces over side-effects of these “antidotes” and created a wide room for speculations over their 

possible efficiency. Lack of manufacturing facilities to produce enough jabs for the world population led to 

inevitable sequencing of queues and fractioned the world community into classes of priority. 

 
The European Union followed the suit with the above-mentioned social and political side-effects of the 

COVID-19, which have significantly challenged and shaken the European solidarity: the nation-states began 

to resort to national protective policies, which included the right to choose the COVID-19 vaccine prior to 
formal approval  by the European Medicines Agency (EMA). 

 

Against this background, the issue of a right vaccine has become an influential tool, which is attractive to use 

in geopolitical power games, as a country-manufacturer is considered to be in a possession of an important 
resource, which is capable to regulate the risks of a human’s physical existence and even health of entire 

nations. No wonder that the countries like China and Russia, which are on seemingly adversarial terms with 

the USA and the EU, would feel tempted to grasp this opportunity to create an extra tool of influence and to 
strengthen their power by exploiting the vulnerability of opponents. 

  

With recent developments in (1) temporal suspension and only partial renewal of AstraZeneca vaccine in a 
number of the EU member-states; (2) unilateral decisions of some Eastern European countries like Hungary, 

Slovakia and Czech Republic to buy Russian vaccine Sputnik-V ahead of a formal approval of this vaccine by 

the EMA; (3) rumors by Russian propaganda of a perspective manufacturing of the Russian vaccine in Italy, 

Spain, France and Germany, and recent launch of actual manufacturing in Serbia -  some European media has 
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already qualified the geopolitical effect of the Russian vaccine strategy in Europe as “a triumph of Russian 

diplomacy”.  
 

While speaking about its vaccine Sputnik-V and perspective cooperation with the European countries over its 

manufacturing, Russians talk about “Covid-19 Diplomacy”. This clashes with the counter-definition of a 
Russian vaccine being a hybrid war instrument, endorsed in the recent report of the Global Engagement Center 

of US Department of State, which discovered the evidence of severe disinformation and fake news campaign 

by Russian sites aiming to undermine the efficiency of the Western vaccines and to promote the triumphant 

success of Sputnik-V. 

 

Russian vaccine Sputnik-V in the focus of EU member states  

 
On the background of tensed relations with Europe and USA for its malign foreign policy, Russia did grasp 

this opportunity to exploit European weakness in addressing the Covid-19 threat and to offer its “helping hand” 

with Russian-made vaccine Sputnik-V to cover the shortage of jabs in European countries.  

 
As the following chart shows (data selection as on 22d April 2021), Russia has been relatively successful in 

promoting Sputnik-V among the European states, where just 3 out of 28 countries completely excluded the 

option of buying Russian-made vaccines out of considerations either for EU self-sufficiency (Malta), or from 
the point of geopolitical considerations (Poland), or a mixture of both (Lithuania). The majority of EU members 

could potentially admit a hypothetic purchase of Sputnik-V, provided the EMA approves it. Some of them had 

even bought it already or consider buying, pre-ordering or producing Sputnik-V at their facilities (see Picture 
A). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture A. 
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Next chart on Picture B gives an understanding of the size of demand for Sputnik-V and overall pre-order 

commitments or intentions of the countries around the globe to purchase or locally produce Sputnik-V: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Picture B. 

 

Dual Geopolitical Nature of Sputnik-V 
 

Despite reassurances of pure humanistic considerations, in which Russia framed their intentions to promote 

Sputnik-V within the EU member-states, a contrasting reality with low percentage of the vaccinations in Russia 
itself (less than 6% by mid-April 2021) forced Western officials and politicians to search for some hidden goals 

of such an irrational generosity of Russian government.  

  
“We should not let ourselves be misled by China and Russia, both regimes with less desirable values than ours, as they 

organize highly limited but widely publicized operations to supply vaccines to others…Europe will not use vaccines for 

propaganda purposes” - Charles Michel, President, European Council (09/03/21)1. 

 
“We still wonder why Russia is offering, theoretically, millions and millions of doses while not sufficiently progressing in 

vaccinating its own people. This question should be answered” - Ursula von der Leyen, President, European Commission 

(17/03/21)2. 

                                                             
1 https://www.rte.ie/news/coronavirus/2021/0309/1202813-coronavirus-global/ 
2 https://euobserver.com/science/150967 

 

https://www.rte.ie/news/coronavirus/2021/0309/1202813-coronavirus-global/
https://euobserver.com/science/150967
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Prime Minister of Lithuania Ingrida Simonyte said she has “no doubt” that Russia’s attempts to sell the vaccine before 

fully immunizing its own people is “yet another geopolitical game.” The Baltic nation has secured a portfolio of Western-

produced vaccines through joint EU purchases and “there’s no reason to consider the issue” of the Russia vaccine, she 

told LRT radio in an interview on 05/02/20213. 

    

French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian said Russia was using its vaccine to gain influence abroad before vaccinating 

its own population. "In terms of how it is managed, it (the Sputnik V vaccine) is more a means of propaganda and 
aggressive diplomacy than a means of solidarity and health aid," Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian told France Info 

radio (26/03/21)4. 

 
These statements are seem to be justifiable, given the fact, that at home, Russia’s vaccination campaign is 
demonstrating one of the highest levels of vaccine hesitancy. Moreover, the number of those who are ready to 

get vaccinated by Sputnik-V is decreasing. According to Levada Center, in December 2020 38% were ready to 

get a vaccine, 58% were not; while in February 2021 30% were ready and 62% were not. Most Russians (64%) 
think that the coronavirus was artificially produced as a new biological weapon. Only 23% of respondents 

believe that the virus originated naturally5. As a result, by April, 5 2021 only 5.17% of Russians have received 

at least one shot (compared with 32.15% in the U.S. and 46.58% in the U.K., according to Our World in Data)6.  

 
This gloomy picture contrasts with triumphant success of export contracts, which Russian Direct Investment 

Fund has concluded on supplies of Sputnik-V abroad. By March, Russia had signed bilateral agreements with 

over 50 countries for 700 million doses of Sputnik V. Yet, it has been struggling to fulfil its contractual 
commitments in time, thus, causing delays in delivering Sputnik V shipments. For instance, Argentina got 

nearly 2.5 million doses by March 1 (against the expected 5 million doses in January and over 14 million more 

in February). Hungary contracted 2 million doses for January-March 2021 but got only 325,600 by early March. 
Mexico signed a deal for 24 million doses and was hoping to receive 400,000 in February but got only 200,0007. 

In total, as of May 12 Russia managed to produce just 33 million vaccines and exported fewer than 15 million8. 

 

DISCUSSION SESSION 
 

1. HOW MUCH OF A HYBRID WAR IS IN THE RUSSIAN “COVID-DIPLOMACY”? 
 

HE the Ambassador of Latvia to Ukraine Juris POIKĀNS: In times of a very serious conflict between 

Russia and the West with Ukraine being at its forefront, any issue could potentially become an instrument of 
political competition. Therefore, it is not surprising that Russians will use their vaccine to serve their political 

interests. By developing and promoting their vaccines around the globe, Russians are trying to present that: (1) 

their scientists are those of the top class and they are very efficient; (2) Russia is a responsible international 
player (yet, open question remains about low vaccination rate in Russia itself). However, no one could deny 

that vaccine is also another issue of propaganda for Russia, which it uses in blaming the West for its reluctance 

to buy Russian-made vaccine out of political motives.  

 
Specific situation in Latvia with divided information space and community of Russian-speaking population 

creates a fertile soil for Russian propaganda, while Russian minority opts for media-content in Russian 

language. The latter is being provided mostly by media-outlets, owned by/loyal to Russia.  

                                                             
3 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-02-09/lithuania-won-t-buy-russian-vaccine-it-deems-a-geopolitical-tool 
4 https://www.euronews.com/2021/03/26/france-accuses-russia-and-china-of-using-covid-jabs-as-means-of-propaganda 
5 https://www.levada.ru/en/2021/03/01/the-coronavirus-vaccination-and-the-origin-of-the-virus/ 
6 https://ourworldindata.org/covid-vaccinations 
7 https://www.cp24.com/world/orders-for-hundreds-of-millions-of-doses-of-russia-s-covid-19-vaccine-sit-unfilled-
1.5337150?cache=piqndqvkh 
8 https://www.businesstoday.in/sectors/pharma/covid-19-vaccine-here-why-russia-is-struggling-to-make-sputnik-v-
doses/story/439057.html 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-02-09/lithuania-won-t-buy-russian-vaccine-it-deems-a-geopolitical-tool
https://www.euronews.com/2021/03/26/france-accuses-russia-and-china-of-using-covid-jabs-as-means-of-propaganda
https://www.levada.ru/en/2021/03/01/the-coronavirus-vaccination-and-the-origin-of-the-virus/
https://ourworldindata.org/covid-vaccinations
https://www.cp24.com/world/orders-for-hundreds-of-millions-of-doses-of-russia-s-covid-19-vaccine-sit-unfilled-1.5337150?cache=piqndqvkh
https://www.cp24.com/world/orders-for-hundreds-of-millions-of-doses-of-russia-s-covid-19-vaccine-sit-unfilled-1.5337150?cache=piqndqvkh
https://www.businesstoday.in/sectors/pharma/covid-19-vaccine-here-why-russia-is-struggling-to-make-sputnik-v-doses/story/439057.html
https://www.businesstoday.in/sectors/pharma/covid-19-vaccine-here-why-russia-is-struggling-to-make-sputnik-v-doses/story/439057.html
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With regard to Sputnik-V we can observe an interesting phenomenon: despite an absence of a proper scientific 
explanation and comparative analysis available to general public, 44% of Latvian population have positive 

attitude towards Sputnik-V (as some polls in March 2021 suggested). This could be an example that Russian 

propaganda in Latvia is effective. 
 

On the other hand, the EU itself was not swift to react to Covid-19 and lagged with delivery of vaccines for its 

population. Therefore, striving to get a life-saving tool (regardless its country of origin) seems to be a natural 

survival instinct. People tend not to think about politics, but to choose a remedy available. 
 

Another aggravating factor is speculations about AstraZeneca vaccines. Regardless the fact that actual number 

of fatal cases after taking an AstraZeneca jab is miserably low and the issue is over-speculated, Sputnik-V 
becomes choice that is more attractive for people. 

 

At the end of the day, Russia will not achieve their aims to win Europe with Sputnik-V, because the EU will 

manage to catch up with general vaccination process. It is also hard to believe that Latvian government will 
ever buy Russian vaccine: Latvia aligns itself with the policy at EU level, with its planned purchases, production 

and procurement. In addition, it would be challenging enough, given overall tense relations with Russia for the 

time being.  
 

Another issue raises concerns. It is about the EU closest friends and neighbors like Ukraine, Moldova and 

Georgia. Once the vaccination in EU countries is completed, we need to think about helping these countries 
with their own vaccination, as – for obvious reasons – buying a Russian vaccine by Ukraine or Georgia will be 

politically incorrect and morally sensitive.   

    

Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine Mr Vasyl BODNAR: It is very actual issue. Starting from 
the very beginning, our country is an object of Russian aggression. Issue of Covid-19 vaccines is not a matter 

of Covid-diplomacy. It is about actual disinformation and one of the tools of Russian propaganda, which is 

used against Ukraine. We look at the whole discourse as to an issue where Russia will use this European 
pendency and we alarm our partners in the EU that this Sputnik-V venture will be used by Russia to undermine 

the European unity. It will be used against European ability to defend itself from Russian disinformation 

narratives. Yet, we believe that European countries have no more illusions about real goals of Russian foreign 
policy. Most European countries recognize that and say that they clearly understand the actual aims of Russia. 

This understanding has been crystalized recently with the new build up on Russian troops at the Ukrainian 

border.  

 
By definition, Russian foreign policy is anti-European. Russians would like to undermine and - to some extend 

- destroy European unity and solidarity of Europeans. European countries could not forget about that. Example 

of Slovakia is very clear in this sense. Our message to European partners is straightforward: Ukraine will not 
use Russian-made vaccines and we warn our partners also to refrain from using them, as it will be played 

against their interests. Case of Sputnik-V shall be used as a strong narrative in Russian propaganda. It has been 

correctly noticed that percentage of actual vaccination in Russia is very low and its production capacity is 

questionable, but despite that, the Russian government is using this Spuntik-V narrative to present as its’ 
strength for other countries.  

 

There is other side of the story and we should be discrete about that. It is about shortages of vaccine supplies 
or, even, a political will to vaccinate much more people.  This has already been used by some European 

countries as an excuse to get Russian vaccine but to use it for internal political profit, thus, showing how these 

governments are taking care about people and doing their best to take everything possible (including with the 
help of Russian vaccine). However, when such governments realize that these vaccines are deteriorating their 

internal stability and harm national security platforms, then they will decide otherwise.   
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There is no fear that European countries will start to change their attitude towards Russian foreign policy or 
Russian aggression towards Ukraine. There is other side of the story, which is more practical and low profile. 

In a very short period, these countries will feel the impact of these harmful activities of Russians and will see 

how Russia is trying to influence their domestic or security policies. Moreover, with recent developments in 
Czech Republic, the European governments are forced to take extra care and caution towards “the Russian 

heritage” in Eastern European countries (i.e. covert activities under diplomatic missions, cultural centers, 

business community etc). Before that, Czech authorities did not pay much attention to the activity of Russians 

in the country, but once they discovered the scale of Russian presence, they quickly adopted crucial decisions, 
which effectively blocked Russian activity on a broad scale, including potential purchase of Sputnik-V. Czechs 

have already become very resolute to consider the issue of Russian malign activity and are taking crucial 

decisions to neutralize it. The more Russia gets aggressive, the less it becomes attractive for the European 
countries to deal with. 

 

Another point is worth to note. Actual demand for vaccine is slowing down in pace. This makes the issue less 

acute and European states being less sensitive to Russian offers. Ever greater number of countries are 
considering their own production capacities for making vaccines. Russia is losing this lever.  

 

 

2. WHILE THE EUROPEAN STATES ARE ABLE TO DISENTANGLE ISSUES OF COVID-19 VACCINES AND 

TO STAY PRINCIPLED IN THEIR CONDEMNATION OF RUSSIAN AGGRESSIVE FOREIGN POLICY IN 

EUROPE, WILL RUSSIA ACCEPT TO SEPARATE THE TWO ISSUES MENTIONED ABOVE OR WILL IT 

TRY TO RESORT TO TRADE-OFFS AND “DIVIDE-AND-RULE” APPROACH? 

 

Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine Mr Vasyl BODNAR: Danger lies not just in the Covid-

diplomacy, but in other issues as well. For instance, gas supplies to Europe. Russia is heavily using the 
divergence of the EU member states as a favorable condition for splitting the unity within the European family 

of nations. Yet, there are limits for such an unethical policy. There is a strong European unity to condemn 

Russian aggressive foreign policy despite the differences on other issues. Take Hungary as an example. The 
country has received a lot of criticism for making unilateral actions to buy Sputnik-V, both from the EU and 

within the country. Values of the EU are much stronger and the member states will uphold that. 

 
Talking about Ukraine, there is not so much support to Russian-made vaccines as such. It is rather a matter of 

a targeted information campaign by Russia to promote its vaccines and to speculate on their cheap availability 

for ordinary Ukrainians, which has been channeled via proxy-Russian media in Ukraine.    

 
HE the Ambassador of Latvia to Ukraine Juris POIKĀNS: The position of the Deputy Minister is fully 

shared. The EU member states are different, but united on values. These two issues (vaccine and Russian 

aggression) are two separate ones. There is a strong and robust international response to Russian aggression, 
which comes from the both sides of the Atlantics.   

 

Moreover, as time passes by there is less interest in Russian vaccine in the EU. The peak of interest was 

observed in February, after the Lancet magazine published its review of Sputnik-V, and the EU member states 
were facing shortages of vaccines. Now, with the vaccination is well underway, the situation is gradually getting 

back to normal. Most of the EU member states do see their red line on Sputnik-V in the EMA’s conclusions. 

Without EMA’s approval, there is no way for Sputnik-V to penetrate EU countries on a wider scale.  

 

3. TO WHAT EXTEND THE SURVIVAL CONSIDERATIONS WILL MAKE THE EUROPEAN COUNTRIES 

VULNERABLE TO THE RUSSIAN “GENEROUS OFFER OF ASSISTANCE” ON FIGHTING COVID-19 IN 

EUROPE WITH THE HELP OF RUSSIAN VACCINE? – OUTLOOK FROM WESTERN BALKANS 
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Mr. Krševan Antun Dujmović, Senior Associate, Institute for Development and International Relations 

(IRMO): With the view to Russian vaccine in Western Balkans and its availability and perspective production 
in Serbia, Croatia is in a specific situation. Geographically Russia is relatively distant. Croatia as part of former 

Yugoslavia inherited all the memory from old communist times but was no part of the Warsaw pact like the 

rest of Eastern Europe, so there is no strong anti-Russian sentiment in the country. Hence, the attitude towards 
Russian-made vaccines is softer and not so politicized. While Croatia is a Central European country and a 

Mediterranean country, and it has no language barrier with Serbia – main Russian ally in Western Balkans. 

Most Croatian citizens approve Serbia’s approach toward vaccination, because of successful resolution of 

Covid-19 vaccines’ availability in this country. Many Croatians travel to Serbia to be vaccinated there with 
Sputnik-V. Naturally, this promotes Serbia and promotes Russia. Still, Croatia differs from Serbia in its nature 

of dependency from Russia and has clearly stated its pro-EuroAtlantic orientation being an EU and NATO 

member. 
 

Being a tourist-oriented country, Croatia suffered a lot from fall in revenues from the tourist industry in 2020. 

Therefore, main goal of Croatian government is to vaccinate its population as quickly as possible, in order to 

be able to open the tourist season. By the beginning of April Croatia has vaccinate 10% of its population, by 
early May 25% of the Croatia population was vaccinated, and the government set an ambitious goal to get 55% 

of Croatian population vaccinated by end of June. Thus, potential availability of Russian vaccine produced in 

Serbia is seen as a good opportunity to meet this goal. The introduction of Covid-passport should facilitate the 
travelling of tourists from other EU countries to Croatia during the summer. This should induce influx of tourist 

to Croatia.  

 
Certain mishandling of Covid-issue has raised tensions in political circles and opposition parties are initiating 

a no-confidence vote against the government and the minister of health in particular. Priority No 1 for Croatia 

is to get population vaccinated as soon as possible. Many citizens in Croatia would love to take Sputnik V, 

however Croatia will await the approval of European Medicines Agency, with no greenlight from EMA, Croatia 
will not import the Russian vaccine. It gives preference to Western vaccines – Moderna and Pfizer. It its 

decision about Russian-made vaccines Croatian government will orient itself onto the position of the EU and 

Germany: if Germany decides to buy Sputnik-V, Croatia will follow the suit.      
 

Against this background, Russians are doing a lot for self-promotion in Croatia. Obviously, not a big portion 

of Croatian population will get Sputnik-V, but the very availability and its easy access has made Russian 
influence in Croatia even stronger. This coincides with quite intense penetration of Russia into important 

industry sectors in Croatia – agriculture and energy. Having been a country with local production of energy 

from domestically possessed resources some 20 years ago, nowadays Croatia has turned into a country with 

large dependence on Russia for import of the energy resources from the latter, especially natural gas..  
 

Russia has already succeeded in dividing Europe. It has been also successful to create discord among the EU 

member states over the issue of vaccine. We see the same strategy applied to the issue of Nord Stream-2. On 
the issue of Russian meddling in Ukraine, we also see Europe being divided, with some countries leaning to 

appease Russia and not to irritate it with closer involvement and support to Ukraine and others pretend to take 

tougher stance on Russia for its aggression. Similar case was observed around the war in Georgia back in 2008. 

Sputnik-V is just one of the cards Russians are using in their geopolitical games quite well. Big issue – fake 
news and propaganda. Here Russians are much better placed to manipulate with perceptions of the European 

population.  

 
Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine Mr Vasyl BODNAR: We are watching closely the 

developments in Western Balkans with regard to Russian presence in the region and hybrid nature of its 

penetration by business activities. Yet, Russia is not entirely successful in its efforts to exert its influence. 
Countries are forced to stick to Russia, not by will, therefore – once the situation allows - they will be looking 

for the way out of this dependency. We should learn these lessons from the past.  
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HE the Ambassador of Latvia to Ukraine Juris POIKĀNS: Fully share assessments on Serbia and ideas 
expressed on Covid-19 by Croatian colleague. Both our countries want to be successful in combatting the 

decease. But we should be aware that Russians would be ready to seed conflict in our societies and to benefit 

from our weakness.  
 

 

4. THE RECENT REPORT OF THE US DEPARTMENT OF STATE’S GLOBAL ENGAGEMENT CENTER 

DISCOVERED THE EVIDENCE OF SEVERE DISINFORMATION AND FAKE NEWS CAMPAIGN BY 

RUSSIAN SITES AIMING TO UNDERMINE THE EFFICIENCY OF THE WESTERN VACCINES AND TO 

PROMOTE THE TRIUMPHANT SUCCESS OF SPUTNIK-V
9
. WHAT ACTIONS ARE DEEM NECESSARY TO 

OFFSET AND PREVENT FURTHER HARM OF DISINFORMATION AND PROPAGANDA? 
 

Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine Mr Vasyl BODNAR: Since 2014 Ukraine has been 

counteracting Russian disinformation and propaganda, which was channeled through Russian media outlets 

and hybrid Russian media in Ukraine. Since then Ukraine has prohibited many of Russian channels and internet 
sites in the country. At the beginning of 2021, another very strong and necessary decision was taken by the 

government of Ukraine to waive a license for the three Ukrainian TV-channels loyal to Russia.  

 
Yet, we have to think over not just measures to counter the spread of targeted disinformation, but also about 

measures that could prevent the very possibility of any disinformation to enter the Ukrainian media market. In 

this regard, the establishment of the Center for Countering Disinformation at the National Security and Defense 
Council of Ukraine in April 2021 was a very timely decision. The work of the Center could provide with 

necessary assistance to public sector to cope with the challenges of information literacy.  

 

Ukraine enjoys very good international cooperation in this field. It engages in different international public 
activities and works closely with highly reputable international institutions, The European Center of Excellence 

for Countering Hybrid Threats among them. Still, more efforts are required from all international actors to 

consolidate information on hybrid tools, which Russia is using in its foreign policy. The nature of hybrid threats 
implies their constant modifications. The international community has to learn how to adjust to them and to 

become resilient. 

 
HE the Ambassador of Latvia to Ukraine Juris POIKĀNS: Both Latvia and Ukraine have been targets of 

Russian disinformation for years. It is not a matter of a specific issue, but of overall policy. In other words, if 

Sputnik-V did not exist, someone should have invented it. This is a reality where we need to live in. We come 

across disinformation and propaganda of Russia every day. Take Latvian Russian-language media as an 
example. One could rarely see any positive news about Latvia in Russian media. Still Russian-speaking 

population of Latvia consumes it. We shall always have a considerable share of people in Latvia, who rely on 

Russian-language media and we need to address their needs by providing better access to proper information 
available in Russian. 

   

: This question is rather broad and abstract one. In terms of disinformation, Croatia does not have the problem 

at the same scale. Russian exerts its influence in the country, predominantly, by other hybrid warfare tools – 
economic penetration, business and commercial schemes, especially in critical strategic sectors like energy. 

Being by large a Catholic country, Croatia is more resilient to religious factor and rather indifferent to the 

influence of Russian Orthodox Church, which is completely opposite for Serbia. Russia is a sort of a sacred 
thing for Serbia. The latter enjoys special trade agreements with Russia, shares same religion and acts as a sort 

                                                             
9 https://www.republicworld.com/world-news/rest-of-the-world-news/russian-intelligence-behind-disinformation-
campaign-against-us-vaccines-state-dept.html 
 

https://www.republicworld.com/world-news/rest-of-the-world-news/russian-intelligence-behind-disinformation-campaign-against-us-vaccines-state-dept.html
https://www.republicworld.com/world-news/rest-of-the-world-news/russian-intelligence-behind-disinformation-campaign-against-us-vaccines-state-dept.html
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of a “Russian envoy” in Western Balkans. Naturally, Russians are using this opportunity to fix this dependency 

ever firmly with an opening of a production line for Sputnik-V in Serbia. Montenegro is somewhere in-between 
the two extremes with a noticeably growing Russian influence in the country.  \ 

     

 

5. IS IT JUSTIFIABLE TO ASSUME THAT THE RECENT EVENTS IN CZECH
10

 AND SLOVAK
11

 REPUBLICS 

COULD BECOME AN INFLECTION POINT IN PERCEPTION BY EUROPEAN COUNTRIES ABOUT THE 

NATURE OF INTENTIONS OF RUSSIA, WHICH COULD CUT OFF NAÏVE ASPIRATIONS FOR TRUSTFUL 

MUTUALLY BENEFICIAL COOPERATION? IMPLICATIONS FOR POTENTIAL PLACEMENT OF 

SPUTNIK-V IN THE EU? 

 

Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine Mr Vasyl BODNAR: In Czech Republic there was a clear 
criminal case with involvement of Russian military intelligence (GRU). Czech government claims to have 

obtained a "hard evidence" that Russian GRU agents conducted the October and December 2014 blasts at the 

Vrbetice arms depot. These revelations have undoubtedly led to rethinking of the whole nature of Russian 

foreign geopolitical games in Europe and forced Czechs to reassess risks for national security, which enshrine 
from the Russian malign activity on the continent and Czech Republic in particular. The understanding on the 

seriousness of the situation is growing. It is likely to have spill-over effect onto other European countries and 

their increased suspicion about Russia genuine aims.  
  

This is directly linked to general Russian policy against Europe. It is true to say that Russians feel themselves 

very comfortable in Eastern European countries because of the legacy from Soviet times and comfortable 
shelter they have got there to cover up their subversive operations under an umbrella of diplomatic missions, 

cultural centers, business enterprises etc. There is an urgent need to revise the forms of Russian presence in 

European countries (especially in Eastern Europe) and to develop a sustainable policy at the EU level to 

counteract and protect security. Ukraine stands together with the European countries in this task. We are on the 
same page with our European colleagues as far as Russian subversive activities are concerned. 

 

HE the Ambassador of Latvia to Ukraine Juris POIKĀNS: In general, I support the position of the Deputy 
Minister. Russians are very instrumental and efficient in damaging links with those governments/states, with 

which they had rather balanced historical relations. The very incident in Czech shows that Russia does not 

value that country high. A paternalistic thinking of dealing with subordinates still drives Russia. Respective 
position of the Czech government to reverse its decision to purchase Sputnik-V from Russia is an evidence of 

a distractive character of Russian actions in Europe. It is a clear signal for other countries that any relations 

with Russia could become toxic. As Slovak scandal over secret purchase of the Sputnik-V12 shows, this could 

lead to severe divisions within a country with grave implications for stability of entire political system.   

                                                             
10 Prague’s accusations against Moscow after Czech authorities accused the Russian secret services of being behind a deadly arms 
depot blast in 2014. 
11 On 8th April 2021 the Slovakia’s regulator, the State Institute for Drug Control, said in its statement that "Batches of (Sputnik V) 
vaccine used in preclinical tests and clinical studies published in the Lancet journal do not have the same characteristics and properties 
as batches of vaccine imported to Slovakia".  
12 On 30th March 2021 the Prime Minister Igor Matovic was forced to step down  amid a scandal over his hasty purchase of two million 
doses of the Sputnik V vaccine. 


