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DESPITE the extreme gravity of the situation in Ukraine, 
we begin with this quote from the father of the theory 
of relativity, for in two lines it sums up our objectives 
and thematic thread. We will thus explore some 
fundamental aspects related to the past, present and 

future of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
(OSCE), but only as a basis for justifying and subscribing to a 
stubborn and persistent enthusiasm for encouraging anything that 
can contribute to peace, stability and progress.

INTRODUCTION
We must recognise that, in the first 20 years of the 21st century, 
Europe has not exactly been a sea of tranquillity: two decades of 
tense calm with significant antagonisms and disagreements, both in 
terms of number and entity. Incidents in countries such as Georgia, 
Estonia and Ukraine led to a climate of growing tension and mistrust 
between NATO countries and the Russian Federation, a strained 
and dangerous situation that, with an unbridled pre-war discourse, 
revived past episodes of the Cold War. Indeed, the tipping point of 
this phase has now been reached. The entry of Russian troops into 
Ukraine on 24 February has opened a very serious wound that, if 
not closed with extreme urgency, will have unpredictable and dire 
consequences. The OSCE was born with the aim of preventing the 

Cold War from escalating into armed conflict. The opponents back 
then —with all due reservations and considerable nuances— are still 
the same today and, if years ago, the miracle was achieved, why not 
try again? To conclude this introduction, we would like to recall the 
words of Defence Minister Margarita Robles at the opening of the 
Military Expert Workshop (OSCE) held in Vienna last June: “I will speak 
to you of a future that we must face with renewed energy. We build on 
the core principles and agreements in the Organization, but we must 
also incorporate lessons learned to improve our communication, 
overcome prejudices and misgivings, and move forward on the path 
of cooperation, which alone will lead to peace and prosperity”. 

THE PAST
After World War II, Europe was divided into two antagonistic 
blocs, to the west the free-market democracies allied in the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and to the east the self-styled 
dictatorships of the proletariat and their Warsaw Pact (WP). In 
an atmosphere of extreme mistrust, with continuous friction and 
sporadic quasi-warlike demonstrations, the Conference on Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE) came into being. This forum, 
which became the Organization for Security and Co-operation 
in Europe (OSCE) in 1995, was born as a tool for dialogue and 
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negotiation to reduce tension between the then ideological 
(capitalism vs. communism) and military (NATO vs. WP) adversaries. 
In other words, in an apparent contradiction, to cool down the “Cold 
War”. Although the CSCE started its activities in 1973, its best-
known meeting took place in Helsinki two years later, in 1975. The 
sessions held in the Finnish capital concluded with the Helsinki Final 
Act, a document setting out the principles that are the essence and 
raison d’être of the Organization. 

Against this background, the OSCE facilitated the conclusion of 
several treaties that agreed on a number of measures, procedures 
and lines of action that were to contribute to de-escalating tension 
and building confidence. Three agreements constituted the pillars 
of the security and cooperation architecture in Europe: the Treaty 
on Conventional Armed Forces in Europe (CFE), the Treaty on Open 
Skies (OST) and the Vienna Document (VD). However, these pillars 
deteriorated and are currently not at their best.

Treaty on Conventional Armed Forces in Europe. Signed on 19 
November 1990 (effective 9 November 1992), the treaty established 
—in certain geographical areas— limits on the deployment of 
certain weapon systems grouped into five categories: battle tanks, 
armoured vehicles, artillery pieces, fighter aircraft and attack 
helicopters. The CFE, one of the flagships of arms control, was 
becoming less effective for reasons of both form and substance. 
In terms of form, in 2007 Russia reacted to the deployment of 
the missile defence shield by suspending implementation of 
the CFE. In terms of substance, Europe has undergone major 
changes since the 1990s; the blocs are not what they used to 

be and neither are their areas of influence. And if the geopolitical 
situation has changed, the weapon systems have changed even 
more, making the original five categories patently obsolete at the 
present time. Thus, some modern weapon developments, such 
as increasingly common and decisive drones, are not expressly 
included in the treaty; all unmanned (autonomous or remote 
control) platforms (land, sea and air) are in a kind of nebulous and 
uncontrolled limbo. 

Treaty on Open Skies. Signed on 24 March 1992 (effective 2 
January 2002), the treaty allows for negotiations on the exchange 
of reconnaissance flights to verify the deployment of certain military 
capabilities. This treaty is not currently in good health either. In 
this case it was the United States that, on 25 May 2020, took the 
initiative by formalising its withdrawal. Russia would take the same 
decision on 17 June 2021. In short, we have started 2022 without 
the two main players...

Vienna Document. The document was signed on 17 November 
1990 and its purpose was to establish confidence-building measures 
through the control of military activities, the exchange of information on 
combat capabilities and the obligation to accept verification inspections. 
The VD underwent several timely modifications (1992, 1994 and 1999) 
until a decision was taken in 2010 to establish a protocol providing for 
its regular updating (every five years, unless for justified reasons it is 
necessary to do so within a shorter period of time). The following year, 
2011, saw the first and only update so far. Most countries insist on 
calling for modernisation of the document. However, Russia has been 
blocking such a possibility with equal or greater tenacity. 
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THE PRESENT
The arrival of a terrible and unexpected problem, COVID-19, further 
complicated a bleak situation, and health precautions and priorities 
meant that a number of other issues had to be put on hold. Looking 
forward to a long-awaited return to normality, Spain has been trying 
to promote activities that will allow a return to the path of negotiation 
and understanding. In recent times, this effort has focused on the 
Structured Dialogue (chaired by our country in 2020 and 2021). 
Although the Structured Dialogue may be little known in some 
cases, it is the most important forum for dialogue on conventional 
arms control (CAC) and the promotion of confidence- and security-
building measures (CSBMs) in Europe, and its main task is to 
develop an environment conducive to European security dialogue. 

In June, the Spanish Chair of the Structured Dialogue pushed 
for the reactivation of the forum by holding two meetings. On 10 
and 11 June the Military Expert Workshop (MEW) brought together 
members of the Armed Forces to discuss matters within their 
competence, while on 17 and 18 June 
the Informal Working Group (IWG) 
brought together representatives of the 
respective Ministries of Foreign Affairs. 

We refer once again to the speech 
given by the Defence Minister at the 
opening of the MEW, transcribing 
some of her words, precisely because 
they summarise the most immediate 
objectives and urgent actions to be 
taken. “The OSCE must reactivate all 
pending initiatives by resuming the 
activities that constitute its raison d’être 
[...] The original objectives of the OSCE, 
to build confidence and dialogue in the interests of stability, remain 
and will remain as necessary today as they were when they were 
first established”.

The minister’s message addressed the need to overcome 
a state of inertia whereby successive misunderstandings and a 
lack of dialogue were leading to a situation of growing mistrust 
and permanent tension. The sessions addressed a range of 
issues with the aim of restarting talks to restore Europe’s badly 
deteriorated security and cooperation framework. On defence 
matters, the following issues were discussed: cooperation and 
transparency in times of global crisis, and prevention of incidents 
at sea. At this point, it is necessary to analyse —at least briefly—
three important events that took place in June 2021 and which,  
as seen below, have a direct connection to and a very significant 
influence on the development of events. We are referring to the most  
recent NATO summit, the meeting between US President Joe Biden 
and Russian President Vladimir Putin, and the EU summit.

NATO Summit (Brussels, 14 June). As on previous occasions, 
Russia figured prominently and awkwardly in the debates. Leaders 

of the Atlantic Alliance were once again very concerned about 
relations that have been going from bad to worse for years. The 
final communiqué is proof of this in terms of both the quantity and 
quality of references to Russia. The references are continuous (in the 
summit’s final communiqué, the word “Russia” appears 61 times 
while “terrorism” appears only 18 times) and very worrying. For 
example, the first of them expressly states that “Russia’s aggressive 
actions constitute a threat to Euro-Atlantic security” while another 
recognises that “we have suspended all practical civilian and military 
cooperation with Russia, while remaining open to political dialogue”. 
That said, it is worth noting that the next NATO summit will be held in 
Spain this year. We will not dwell on the subject, as it would require 
a longer article, but we do want to and should make two reflections: 
the first is that the occasion could be an excellent opportunity to try 
to redirect a bleak situation, and the second is that the challenge is 
enormous as, after what has happened in Ukraine, the obstacles to 
a possible détente appear insurmountable. 

Biden-Putin Bilateral Meeting 
(Geneva, 16 June).  Two days after 
the NATO summit, this long-awaited 
meeting took place. Although both 
leaders described the meeting as 
“constructive” and “positive”, the 
reality is that it was a mere and 
insipid formality. It is true that some 
progress was announced in terms of 
trying to reduce tension (dialogue on 
nuclear weapons and cybersecurity) 
and the normalisation of relations, 
both at the diplomatic level 
(reinstatement of ambassadors and 
possible exchange of prisoners) and 

at the personal level (recalling that both presidents had exchanged 
harsh accusations and disparaging remarks). 

However, it is no less true that on the most important issues, 
confrontation persisted with positions on which the distances 
could be measured in light years. Among the most entrenched 
issues are human rights (with special reference to the situation of 
imprisoned opposition leader Alexei Navalny), but above all Ukraine, 
where positions have not changed one iota, especially regarding 
Crimea (Washington will never recognise it as part of the Russian 
Federation and Moscow has no intention of considering any change 
in its current status) and Donbas (a region for which the Russian 
president, as has just been shown, had his own plans).

EU Summit (Brussels, 24 June). Just before this meeting, 
Angela Merkel and Emmanuel Macron had hinted at the possibility 
of the EU maintaining its own, somewhat more flexible policy 
towards Moscow. “We must seek direct contact with the Russian 
president. “It is not enough for Biden to talk to him, the European 
Union must also create formats for talks”, the then German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel argued in a speech to the Bundestag 
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before travelling to Brussels. “European stability requires a very 
demanding dialogue with Putin”, Macron conceded just a week 
after the last NATO summit.

However, at the Brussels meeting, the Franco-German 
proposal to resume meetings with Russia at the highest level was 
not well received and was met with strong opposition from some 
countries.

Returning to the OSCE, before the end of 2021, a new MEW/
IWG meeting was held in Vienna from 21 to 22 October. The topics 
under discussion had a common denominator: reducing tension 
through dialogue and confidence-building measures. In the field 
of military cooperation and at the proposal of the Spanish Chair, 
the following matters were discussed: use of new technologies in 
observation and verification 
missions; threat perception 
derived from strategies, 
doctrines and policies; 
and “academic initiative: 
learning for understanding”.

However, that October, 
ill winds from Ukraine 
forebode a storm and the 
climate for the meeting 
seemed unpleasant and 
unsuitable for negotiation. 
On this occasion, the 
palpable increase in tension 
originated in Black Sea 
waters with an incident 
involving the British 
destroyer HMS Defender 
on 23 June (precisely the 
day before the EU summit). 

The ship had left Odessa (Ukraine) for Batumi (Georgia). While 
sailing near Crimea, Russian authorities considered it to be invading 
their territorial waters and ordered their naval forces to track and 
expel the vessel. The situation was resolved with several warning 
shots fired from the Russian coastguard and from a fighter aircraft 
that was sent to the area. Although the incident did not escalate, it 
had a major media impact and enormous symbolic importance: it 
was the first time since 1919 that Russian forces had opened fire 
on a British naval vessel.  

If the second half of 2021 was particularly tense and intense, 
the first months of 2022 are unparalleled. From the first days of the 
year, tensions mounted, the traditional reproaches and accusations 
were accompanied by unusual troop movements and media activity 
(an intentional mixture of information and disinformation) which, far 
from cooling tempers, seemed to normalise the early and forced 
occurrence of the armed conflict.

 The latter issue was highly dangerous as both sides increasingly 
coincided in their perceptions: Western public opinion began to take 
for granted that Russia would invade Ukraine while Russians were 
led to believe that Kiev would provoke some incident (probably in 
Crimean waters or in Donbas) in order to —with Western support—
regain control of these territories. The fact is that each side accused 
the other with equal vehemence. 

On many occasions, it could even be perceived that certain 
media on both sides of the Russian border conveyed a certain and 
irresponsible optimism in their reporting regarding an “inevitable” but 
quick military solution. The bad news is that the outlook is not at 
all bright and, if things continue to get more complicated, Europe 
will face dire consequences in the short term, and even more dire 
consequences in the long term if, as could happen, the Ukrainian 

conflict escalates out of 
control. Colonel Calvo 
Albero expressed himself 
along these lines in an 
article published in Global 
Strategy at the end of 
January, when he stated 
the following: “It has been 
a long time since Europe 
has experienced periods of 
seemingly pre-war tension 
like the current one [...] 
The problem is that, as 
the tension escalates, the 
very person who fuels it 
becomes a prisoner of his 
own actions”.

THE FUTURE
Although the bridges, 
whether they are called 

NATO-Russia Councils or bilateral meetings between high-level 
leaders, remain nominally open, their deterioration is such that, 
as far as détente is concerned, it is not foreseeable that these 
battered structures will be able to withstand the transit of heavy 
loads. 

For this reason, it seems that there is no choice but to explore 
alternative avenues where mistrust is not so indelibly inscribed. 
There are two organizations that could, in principle, act as a 
support to bring about a return to peaceful negotiations: the EU 
and the OSCE. 

The EU could be an option, but it is a complicated one, given 
that it is a community of states with a strong political-economic 
purpose. It was not conceived as a negotiating forum for crisis or 
conflict resolution. Moreover, relations would be somewhat complex 
given that neither the US nor Russia belong to the EU and the vast 
majority of EU countries are NATO members. 
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For its part, the OSCE brings together a total of 57 participating 
states spread over three continents (North America, Europe and 
Asia). While it is true that a large number of its participating states 
belong to NATO, it is also true that many others do not and, more 
importantly, the United States and Russia have been part of the 
Organization since its inception. The OSCE, by birth and nature, is 
a particularly suitable space for discussion and negotiation. 

For all these reasons, this option could have a long way to 
go. After all, this forum —first as a Conference and then as an 
Organization— was created precisely for the purpose of de-
escalating tensions between blocs in order to avoid military 
confrontation.

However, we must recognise that the road ahead is more difficult 
than ever. The distances seem insurmountable and the antagonisms 
irreconcilable, but 
precisely for this reason 
it is time to redouble 
efforts, and attempt to 
leave the battlefront and 
enter the negotiation 
front to try to find a 
peaceful resolution to a 
conflict that is beginning 
to take on uncontrolled 
dimensions and gloomy 
expectations.

A STUBBORN  
ILLUSION
This is and must be, 
now and forever, the 
major premise: despite 
difficulties, setbacks 
and disappointments, 
we must maintain a 
stubborn and persistent 
enthusiasm to continue working towards stability that is in the interests 
of all. In its initial phase, the OSCE fulfilled its objectives by promoting 
détente between blocs and preventing the Cold War from escalating into 
open warfare. The treaties (CFE, OST and VD) promoted arms control 
and confidence-building measures with remarkable results. 

After the signing of these agreements, there was a period 
(the last decade of the 20th century) when summits of Heads 
of State and Government were held with some frequency: Paris 
(1990), Helsinki (1992), Budapest (1994), Lisbon (1996), Istanbul 
(1999). At these high-level meetings, negotiations on the content, 
interpretation and implementation of the treaties were discussed 
and pushed forward. However, only one summit has been held so 
far in the 21st century: Astana (2010). Now with an armed conflict on 
European soil, dialogue is vital and urgent. The situation is extremely 
serious and therefore any option to help stop the bloodshed must 

be considered. It may be time to put our faith back in the OSCE to 
engage in constructive dialogue to provide emergency support for a 
European security framework under threat of ruin. 

The situation, the chronology and certain voices point to the 
fact that it would be logical, possible and necessary to start thinking 
about holding a summit at the highest level (recalling that the last 
one took place in 2010). The year 2025 is already beginning to be 
discussed, an option that seems more than plausible for reasons of 
necessity and opportunity.

As regards the need, we believe that this is clear and should not 
give rise to major doubts. In addition, it should be borne in mind that 
the current situation would require major concessions and, in some 
cases, adopting “disruptive” measures that would lead to a “radical 
overhaul” of security structures. Agreements and commitments 

should therefore be 
ratified at the highest 
level. As far as timing 
is concerned, 2025 
seems appropriate; it  
coincides with the 50th 
anniversary of the 
Helsinki Final Act 
and the OSCE Chair- 
manship for that 
year belongs —not by 
chance— to Finland. 
While it is true that 
the date may seem a 
little far away, it is also 
true that some time 
is needed to calm the 
mood. Moreover, it 
should be borne in mind  
that a summit requires 
preparatory work that 

is as important, if not 
more important, than the meeting itself. Almost before we start, we 
encounter the first problem. It turns out that at the Ministerial Council 
in Stockholm from 2 to 3 December it was announced that Finland 
would take over the OSCE Chairmanship in 2025. However, the 2024 
Chairmanship (the period during which much of the preparatory work 
is to be undertaken) is still up in the air. Estonia had submitted its 
candidacy, but at the aforementioned Council last December, Russia 
and Belarus did not accept the proposal. 

Now, after the occupation of Ukraine, the Baltic option seems 
more impossible than ever. This stumbling block, or opportunity 
depending on how you look at it, is the first issue to resolve. The 
truth is that, in the very likely event that the veto is maintained, the 
Chairmanship should be assumed by another country with a more 
conciliatory profile, further away from the Russian border and more 
removed from the frictions there.
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Ukrainian refugees in the village of Medyka (Polish border) after the Russian 
invasion.


