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EU-Russia relations are in a very poor shape reflecting the concern in Europe at Russia’s challenge to the security order. The strategic partnership is over – replaced by a tough sanctions policy. The 28 member states have been remarkably united in the sanctions which have just been renewed for another six months. Any improvement in EU-Russia relations will be dependent on fulfilment of the Minsk agreements. There will be no going back to business as usual under any circumstances. This deterioration in EU-Russia relations also affects the research community.

One of the major problems is that with very few exceptions the Russian foreign and security policy intellectual elites are unwilling or unable to take a seriously critical view of Kremlin policy. This is because of the nature of the political system that demands subservience to government views. As this is unlikely to change in the foreseeable future the prospects for an improvement in EU-Russia relations, including research on the relationship, are bleak.

The problems are not related to a lack of knowledge about the EU and Russia on each side although this remains regrettably very limited. Russian studies have declined significantly in the EU (and US) although there remain well- established centres in the UK, Germany and Scandinavia. The study of the EU in Russia has largely been promoted through the efforts of the EU itself. Little Russian money has gone into EU studies. 
Two examples of why we talk past each other are the recent Valdai report on EU-Russia relations and the report by the Council on Foreign and Defence Policy (CFDP), summarised by Sergei Karaganov in Rossiyskaya Gazeta, No. 6980(112).

For the EU the Russian annexation of Crimea and support for the separatists in Eastern Ukraine were a fundamental breach of international law and a challenge to the Helsinki security system. Hence the strong and unified EU response. No European expert could write about EU-Russia relations without addressing this major issue. But both the Valdai and CFDP reports simply gloss over the issue and propose ‘looking forward not backward.’ There is not a mention of the Minsk agreements.
The CFDP report welcomes the demise of liberal values and their replacement by traditional values in Russia. It is slightly critical of Russian foreign policy for looking backwards and not accepting the importance of domestic economic reform for Russian foreign policy. But it does not make the link between the need for these reforms and EU-Russia relations – although until recently successive Russian governments pretended that the EU would be the principal partner for modernization. Instead the CFDP dismisses the EU and argues that Russian policy should be based on the Eurasia Union. It is pure fantasy to believe that the Eurasia Union will assist Russia in modernization. 

The CFDP report makes the usual criticism of the US and NATO (and OSCE) but suggests that nevertheless there should be efforts to discuss issues of mutual interest.  There is no reference (neither in Valdai) to the Council of Europe.

The future guidelines for Russian foreign policy should be ‘restoring the supremacy of the UN, promoting peace and stability, and safeguarding the free development of all countries and peoples.’ If this is the crème de la crème of Russian foreign foreign and security policy intellectuals speaking, we have a problem.
The Valdai report argues that the EU failed to take Russian interests into account with its enlargement policy and the Eastern Partnership. But it displays greater understanding of the importance of the EU for Russia. It suggests that policy should no longer be based on illusory ‘common interests and values’ but just pragmatic cooperation eg on industrial standards, border issues.

It puts forward six rather vague principles for EU-Russia relations. 1) openness to all partners 2) inclusiveness ie EAEU 3) subsidiarity  4) proportionality of actions and levels of dialogues 5) diversification of economic relations towards the East 6) lifting visa ban on Crimean residents.
These principles are in marked contrast to the five accepted EU guidelines which are 1) full compliance of the Minsk agreements 2) strengthening of the EU and relations with Central Asia 3) strengthen the EU against Russian hybrid attacks, propaganda warfare and energy security 4) strengthen ties to civil society and people to people 5) selective engagement on foreign policy eg Iran, Syria, DPRK and other issues such as migration, terrorism and climate change.

The above outlines just how far apart we are in terms of basic principles (especially the right of all countries to choose their future orientation), how we view the world, and how to rebuild relations.

So what could the research community do?

a. Research the past 25 years of EU-Russia relations. Assess, as Valdai propose, what worked and what did not work – and why. What has happened to the growing cadre of Russian officials with experience of the EU? Any attempt to overcome the myths that have arisen (or better have been created) should be welcome. This might also involve examination of how these relations are portrayed in official documents and in school/university textbooks.
b. Examine the prospects for cooperation between the EU and EUAC, especially in the trade field, technical and industrial standards. These prospects would appear to be rather bleak as from the EU perspective the Eurasia Union is not WTO compliant and has reduced trade flows.
c. Consider whether there are possibilities for EU and Russia cooperation in Central Asia (eg connectivity, the environment, drugs, water security, One Belt, One Road)

d. Look at different concepts of security – the EU’s emphasis on the comprehensive approach (reiterated in the Global Strategy) and Russia’s more traditional military approach.

e. Lessons learned from tackling jihadist terrorism; dealing with radicalization 
f. The future of ASEM, mutual support for ASEAN

g. Experience of cooperation in multilateral organisations (G20, etc); reforming global governance structures.
h. How to overcome obstacles to cooperation in the common neighbourhood? What would an acceptable outcome be for the EU, Russia and the countries of the region? Possibilities for dealing with the numerous frozen conflicts? 

i. Lobby for more funding for research on Russia and the EU!
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