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SUMMARY

The war in Ukraine will eventually end, but probably in a ceasefire that leaves Russia,
Europe and America locked in open-ended, low-grade, chaotic confrontation.

Europe has the greatest stake. It is closest to the conflict and would carry much of the cost
should it escalate. America will still have an interest in maintaining stability, but other,
more pressing priorities will likely come first.

American and European policymakers should keep that confrontation stable enough to
prevent it from tipping into another war. They should aim for a state of “managed disorder”,
where rivalry continues but becomes less likely to escalate.

They can achieve managed disorder through a staged framework that combines credible
deterrence, compartmentalised cooperation and conditional, reversible incentives.

To succeed, the framework will need to accommodate divisions between America and
Europe, and within Europe itself. It will also need to give Ukraine, Russia, China and other
players in the region clear incentives to comply with the framework, and clear costs for
defecting from it.
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After the ceasefire

It is 2028. The war in Ukraine ended in an uneasy ceasefire eighteen months ago. Russian forces
remain in occupied territories, and Ukrainian forces hold defensive positions, armed with
American weapons and European money. The ceasefire talks failed to establish either a buffer
zone or an observer mission because the parties could not agree on the terms. Europeans have
given vaguely formulated “security guarantees” with an ill-defined American backstop, but
NATO has no clear presence near the contact line.

One morning, Ukrainian intelligence detects Russian armoured movements towards the
ceasefire line. The government in Kyiv claims Russia is preparing for invasion; officials in
Moscow insist it is routine repositioning. Within 48 hours, shooting starts and each side blames
the other. Russian forces cross the ceasefire line at three points. Calls go out to European
capitals and Washington, but no one agrees on what the intelligence shows. The security
guarantors reach for the ceasefire documents and find they say different things depending on
who is reading them.

Nobody knows what to do—whether NATO should respond militarily, whether European states
should act alone, or whether America, focused since 2027 on a series of interventions in Latin
America, should engage at all. Nobody has agreed what the rules are, what triggers
intervention, what constitutes a proportionate response or who decides.

The outcome of this scenario is chaos and escalation driven by uncertainty and domestic
political pressure. These are the conditions that precede catastrophic wars. The goal of this
paper is to help prevent that scenario or, more precisely, to ensure clear answers exist before
the shooting starts. The post-war environment in Europe will be unstable in the near term and
perhaps for a generation or more because the war will almost certainly end without a genuine
peace settlement that resolves key questions of sovereignty, security, power or identity. The
wounds are too deep and the sides too evenly matched to agree on a comprehensive peace.

This is not an unusual situation after inconclusive wars. To adapt the historian Michael
Howard’s insight, the end of fighting does not itself create peace. Between war and peace lies a
large and dangerous space of armistices, frozen conflicts and unstable political settlements.
The task for American and European policymakers will be to build enough structure around
that dangerous space to prevent it from producing the next war.
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America and Europe can do this by transitioning from chaotic confrontation with Russia to
“managed disorder”: a state in which rivalry remains, but becomes less vulnerable to accident,
panic and domestic political pressure.

To achieve this state of managed disorder, this paper proposes a staged framework built on
verification, certification and conditional incentives. The framework would temporarily freeze
facts on the ground, but not legitimise them, and give the main actors reason to adhere to
agreements. This would help American and European policymakers maintain stability in
Europe, defend Ukraine and deter further revisionism while reducing the risk of escalation. It
would also give Russia a sense of safety and a seat at the table to discuss European security.
Hostility would persist but it would be channelled into rules, limitations and predictable
behaviour.

Managed disorder does not imply legitimising territorial conquest or rewarding aggression. It
also falls well short of a durable settlement. Importantly, it does not require “trust”, a
commodity that is generally lacking in international affairs and particularly in relations with
Russia.

However, building such a system will be politically hard. Russia may prefer chaos to managed
disorder. Ukraine may reject any arrangement that appears to freeze partition. European states
will disagree over deterrence, sanctions, reconstruction, enlargement and engagement with
Moscow, and the US may remain indispensable but unreliable. But these are not objections to
managed disorder; they are the reasons it is needed. Its purpose is precisely to manage these
political pressures through rules, incentives and procedures before a crisis makes
improvisation the only option.

This paper traces the hard road to the modest achievement of managed disorder. It first
outlines the sources of disorder after the war in Ukraine and why the key players might find
managed disorder preferable to the alternatives. It then describes a staged plan to get from a
ceasefire in Ukraine to a hopeful but realistic stability. The plan accepts that the future is
contingent and will certainly surprise us. It therefore seeks to adapt to circumstances even as it
keeps in mind where we want to go and what we want to avoid.  

The sources of post-war disorder

The war in Ukraine is likely to leave relations between Russia, Europe and the United States in
significant disorder. A ceasefire, armistice or exhausted pause in the fighting would stop large-
scale violence but not settle the question of sovereignty over contested territories. Russian
forces will probably remain on Ukrainian territory while Ukraine continues to assert its
territorial integrity. Europe will still face a revisionist Russia on its borders and the United
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States will still have to decide how much of European security it intends to underwrite.

This state of affairs will be the first source of disorder. The ceasefire will probably not resolve
any of the geopolitical ambiguity. It will also likely fail to clarify what counts as a violation or
establish who monitors the ceasefire, who enforces it and who decides when one side has
broken it. This is the central danger of the post-war moment. Although major combat may be
absent, every movement of forces, artillery exchange, drone incident, act of sabotage and
political crisis in Kyiv or Moscow could result in renewed escalation.

The second source of disorder lie within the West itself. America and Europe will not enter this
period as a single strategic actor, even though they will retain important common
interests—both will want to prevent a wider war, avoid nuclear escalation and stop Russia from
conquering Ukraine outright. For the US, Russia will remain a nuclear power and a disruptive
actor, but no longer the organising threat of American strategy. Washington will increasingly
focus on China, the Western Hemisphere and the fiscal costs of global leadership. Europe will
have no such luxury. Russia will stay a nearby military threat, and Ukraine’s reconstruction will
become a European problem. Any failure of deterrence will unfold on Europe’s doorstep.

This divergence means that the Atlantic alliance will become less automatic, even if it does not
collapse. The US may remain essential for nuclear deterrence, intelligence, sanctions
enforcement and crisis diplomacy with Moscow, but it may also grow less willing to sustain
Ukraine’s conventional defence, less patient with European divisions and more tempted by
bilateral understandings with Russia that promise quick gains or theatrical success. Europe will
fear both American abandonment and American freelancing. It will need Washington to work
towards managed disorder, but will no longer be able to count on it to take the lead.

Europe will also generate disorder of its own. The war has produced a rhetorical consensus—
Ukraine must survive and Europe must do more for its own defence—that hides deep
disagreements. Poland, Sweden and other eastern and northern states will judge any post-war
arrangement through the lens of deterrence, vulnerability and Russian deception. Spain, Italy
and others will place more weight on stability, fiscal pressures and eventual economic
normalisation with Russia. Some governments, such as those in the Baltics, will want to
accelerate Ukraine’s integration into the EU and the European defence economy. Yet others,
like Poland, will worry that Ukraine’s accession—and its agricultural exports, corruption,
security needs—could transform the bloc in ways it cannot control.

These divisions will shape security policy and domestic debates. Russia will try to exploit them.
Any post-war arrangement must therefore manage Europe as much as it manages Russia. It
must prevent European disunity from becoming an instrument of Russian strategy.
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Ukraine itself will form a further source of disorder. It will depend on American and European
weapons and money for years after the fighting stops—creating leverage but also resentment. If
Ukraine concludes that a post-war order locks in partition while offering only vague promises
of future integration, it may resist the whole idea. If Europe concludes that Ukraine is using its
support to pursue military aims that Europe cannot sustain, European commitment may
fracture. This arrangement, therefore, cannot simply constrain Ukraine. It must give Ukraine a
visible future: a defensible state, deepening European integration, reconstruction and a
credible non-military path to eventual territorial restoration.

Russia will create the most obvious source of disorder, but not necessarily through renewed
invasion. Moscow may accept a ceasefire because it believes time is on its side. It may calculate
that Ukraine will become politically divided, that European publics will tire, that American
attention will wander and that sanctions will erode. It may use the pause in fighting to rebuild
forces, probe American and European resolve, influence European politics and normalise its
gains—all while formally conceding nothing. A ceasefire may therefore mark not the end of
Russian revisionism, but its movement into a different register.

American and European policymakers should not assume Russia fears disorder the way they
do. Disorder may serve Russian purposes. Ambiguity can help Moscow test thresholds. For
instance, hybrid operations impose costs on the West while preserving deniability. Political
interference can weaken European unity without triggering a military response. For America
and Europe, deterring a second invasion of Ukraine may well be the easier task; the harder one
will be to curb Russia’s appetite for exploiting turbulence around Europe’s borders.

The post-war order will also face regional spillover. Ukraine will remain the epicentre of the
confrontation with Russia, but Moldova, the Black Sea and the Arctic could face intensified
coercion too. Africa and the Middle East may offer Russia opportunities to punish Europe
indirectly through migration, mercenary activity, energy disruption or political leverage. A
system that manages only the line of contact in Ukraine will not contain all of the disorder
stemming from the conflict.

China will add another layer of complexity. Its economic weight can cushion Russia from
Western pressure, but Beijing’s interest in stability also constrains Moscow’s options.

The final source of disorder will come from the absence of accepted leaders. During the cold
war, the US claimed and largely exercised the role of Western leader. That world will not
return. Europe cannot yet replace America: the EU cannot speak with the speed or unity of a
state. NATO can deter, but it cannot resolve every political dispute a bad ceasefire creates.
Individual European leaders may speak to officials in Moscow, Washington or Kyiv, but none
can credibly represent the whole continent. In that vacuum, others will try to manage the
disorder: private envoys, Gulf intermediaries, business figures, transactional American
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negotiators or ad hoc coalitions formed in crisis. Without rules, the system will fill with
middlemen.

These sources of disorder will keep producing flashpoints that risk a return to war. Maintaining
stability in post-conflict Europe will take conscious, active management. A comprehensive
settlement to the Russia question remains out of reach for now, so the aim should be to prevent
a bad and incomplete peace from decaying into a more dangerous confrontation.

The incentives that will shape a settlement

Managed disorder will hold together only as long as its incentives do. America and Europe,
Ukraine, Russia, Turkey and China each bring different interests, so the system of managed
disorder must align incompatible motives around a limited common interest: avoiding a return
to uncontrolled war.
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Ukraine is the hinge

Stabilising and strengthening Ukraine is the foundation of the entire system. For that, Ukraine
must want to comply with it rather than be forced to because it needs American and European
money and weapons to rebuild itself and deter Russia. The benefits need to be tangible and
politically defensible at home. Therefore, in addition to sustained military aid, joint defence
production and reconstruction funding, a stable system must offer Ukraine a path into the EU
and a credible route to recovering lost territory without renewed fighting. Ukraine will not
abide by the rules of managed disorder if it experiences it only as a restraint on its actions
rather than as a route to a stronger Ukrainian state.
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The main part of that route goes through EU membership. Europe should tie the pace of
Ukraine’s accession—market access, regulatory alignment, reconstruction funding—to its
conduct within this system. Cooperation opens the door; obstruction closes it. No Ukrainian
government can afford to turn its back on a European future.

That pull is real, but it has limits. EU membership is economic and political; the bloc’s mutual-
assistance clause, Article 42.7, carries none of NATO’s integrated command structure or binding
defence commitments. However, Ukrainian officials under domestic pressure may present
accession as delivering that protection anyway, leaving the public expecting a NATO-style
military response that Article 42.7 was never built to provide. Any actual security guarantee will
need its own separate instrument with defined triggers, scope and decision-making process.

In any case, Ukraine will benefit more from sustained American and European military aid,
joint defence production and a homegrown arms industry than from any ambiguous or
unenforceable security guarantee. The country will need artillery, air defence, drones and the
factories to build them for decades to come. But offensive or long-range systems—capable of
striking deep into Russian territory—should come from Western allies only if Russia attacks
again, keeping the line between defending Ukraine and arming it for renewed war visible to
Moscow and to sceptical Western publics.

Ukraine’s own expanding arms industry will blur that line. Washington and European capitals
can condition their weapons transfers, but they cannot control what Ukraine builds. To manage
disorder, therefore, they should tie reconstruction, defence-industrial cooperation and military
assistance to rules about defensive posture and escalation.

The territorial question needs careful handling. A settlement must preserve Ukraine’s claim to
the occupied lands—legally, politically and morally. Refusing to recognise Russia’s conquests
should remain a core principle. But America and Europe must be honest too: Ukraine cannot
retake its territory by force. Restoration will come through Ukrainian resilience, European
integration, legal non-recognition, diplomacy and long-term shifts in the balance of power—not
a bet on a better war later. Ukraine can keep hoping for its territory back without believing that
another war is the way to get it.

Coalition dynamics will shape compliance with managed disorder too. Poland, Lithuania,
Latvia and Estonia—Ukraine’s strongest backers—will have to be part of any difficult trade-offs.
If these countries can support a compromise, Ukrainian leaders can argue that managed
disorder strengthens Ukraine rather than abandons it, and western European governments can
show that restraint does not mean appeasement. If they oppose it, critics in Kyiv and across
Europe will portray the arrangement as a deal made over Ukraine’s head and at the expense of
Europe’s most vulnerable states. In that case, neither Ukrainian nor European leaders could
easily sell compliance at home.
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In the end, Western policymakers must design Ukraine’s decision space, not just hope it will
make the right decisions. They must show that cooperation delivers EU integration,
reconstruction, military assistance, long-term deterrence and a path to restoring territory by
weakening Russia over time—West Germany pulled off exactly that with the East, decades later.
Obstruction delivers economic stagnation, dwindling aid, isolation and an indefinite war
footing with nothing to show for it. The goal is to make cooperation the rational, defensible
choice for any government in Kyiv.

Russia’s calculations

This paper does not assume that Moscow wants peace or even managed disorder. The only
assumption is that a ceasefire would reveal some Russian interest in pausing large-scale war.
The task is to exploit that pause to make restraint more attractive to Moscow than going back to
war.

The logic is structured choice. Russia should know exactly what it gets for playing by the rules
and what it loses for breaking them. If Russia complies, the rewards should be tangible—for
instance, sanctions relief is immediate but reversible. If Russia violates the rules, the costs
should be just as immediate—for example, suspended sanctions snap back automatically.

Military realities can reinforce this logic. The war has cost Russia dearly in soldiers, equipment,
ammunition and political attention. Yet Russian weakness should not lull the US and Europe
into assuming that Moscow’s appetite for aggression has diminished. Russia’s calculation will
change only if Ukraine, armed by Europe, can defend itself. A second full-scale invasion would
offer no easy win. Russia would confront a better-prepared Ukraine, a more fortified eastern
flank and a Western sanctions system built to escalate rather than merely restore previous
penalties.

Economic incentives can also matter, though they will not by themselves drive Russian policy.
The Kremlin has shown it will sacrifice prosperity for war and ideology. But Russians value
access to markets, targeted relief and the ability to travel, which shape interests inside the
system, especially once the immediate demands of wartime mobilisation recede. Sanctions can
thus create constituencies for restraint. Relief should remain selective, staged and reversible. It
should reward observable behaviour, not political promises. And it should be designed so that
renewed escalation hurts the specific people and networks that benefit from playing along.

None of this guarantees Russian cooperation. Moscow may still conclude that exploitable
disorder serves it better than regulated confrontation, particularly if it can strike a bilateral
understanding with Washington over Europe’s head. Western policymakers should therefore
expect Russian violations and aim to narrow Russia’s room to exploit ambiguity.
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Moscow does not need to like managed disorder to live with it. It only needs to face a world in
which restraint brings some gains and cheating brings higher costs. Of course, the Russian
government has not always responded to such incentives. No amount of pressure guarantees
good behaviour. All any arrangement can do is make every alternative worse.

Turkey as a partner

Turkey belongs in this system because the Black Sea cannot be managed without it. Ankara
controls access to the Black Sea through the Bosphorus and Dardanelles Straits, has direct
interests in maritime security and commerce, and has maintained working channels with both
Russia and Ukraine throughout the war. Any post-war arrangement that touches naval access,
grain routes, energy transport, Russian warship movements, or the security of Ukraine’s
southern coast will require Turkish participation. Ankara can either reinforce the framework or
complicate it. Managed disorder should therefore treat Turkey as a necessary regional partner.
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China in the background

The other major power shaping Russia’s future options is China . The two are not formal allies,
but their partnership is more than a marriage of convenience. Russia needs China  for markets,
technology, diplomatic cover and long-term economic resilience. Moscow’s options depend as
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much on what Beijing will tolerate as on what Washington and European capitals will permit.

China need not endorse managed disorder for its interests to tacitly reinforce it. Beijing benefits
from a stable Russia that checks American and European power, but not from a Russia that
collapses or continually destabilises Europe. Endless war raises energy prices, invites
secondary sanctions and risks escalation that could disrupt China’s own growth and global
positioning. A structured post-war settlement that freezes borders, channels competition and
conditions economic reintegration offers China predictability without forcing political
alignment. If American and European sanctions tie relief to Russian conduct and penalises
circumvention, Beijing may find it cheaper to let the system work than to help Russia
rearm—provided the system leaves Russia viable as a geopolitical ally for China and a source of
natural resources.

Economic interests pull in the same direction. Beijing values access to European markets and
reconstruction opportunities in Ukraine. Western leaders should therefore make clear that
stability unlocks better China-Europe economic ties, while a collapse of managed disorder
would push Europe toward militarisation, protectionism and tighter technological coordination
with the United States. China can benefit from this arrangement without choosing between
Europe and Russia, so long as it prefers predictability and stability to escalation and sanctions
spirals.

Managed disorder also needs a China clause. If Russia uses China to rearm and restock its
munitions, the consequences cannot fall on Moscow alone. Europe should tighten its China
policy, deepen coordination with America and target Chinese firms enabling violations with
economic pressure. China must understand that helping Russia evade these rules cost s Beijing
more than it benefits it, while tolerating stability keeps the door to European markets open.

In this sense, China is neither an adversary nor an essential partner, but a structural constraint
that can reinforce, undermine or passively enable whatever security order emerges in Europe.
A system that links market access to stability, invites selective Chinese participation and
penalises circumvention turns Beijing, intentionally or not, into a stakeholder in restraint.

The path to managed disorder

How the war in Ukraine ends will go a long way towards deciding the path to managed disorder.
A fully disarmed or “neutralised” Ukraine is unacceptable to Kyiv and unsustainable for
Europe. A permanently offensive Ukraine capable of striking deep into Russian territory would
risk escalation and be unacceptable to Moscow. The same would be true if Ukraine were to host
Western troops.
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Between these poles lies the most workable model: a defensible, resilient Ukraine that is armed
to deter, but not configured for offensive operations. This “ steel porcupine“ posture follows the
same logic as cold war West Germany: strong enough to make conquest costly but not
positioned as a launchpad for offensive war. It separates Ukraine’s legal and political claim to
territorial restoration from the military means that could reignite the war, without conceding
Russia’s territorial gains.

Europe is likely to bear long-term responsibility for Ukraine’s rebuilding, military assistance
and eventual integration into European institutions. Even a supportive United States may
commit fewer resources over time. A framework for managed disorder must ensure that
Europe can sustain Ukrainian security on its own if America steps back, while leaving room for
deeper US involvement should political conditions allow.

To reach that state, American and European policymakers will need to work amid mistrust,
division and partial compliance. They must create a system in which Ukrainian restraint earns
visible progress, and Russian violations bring consequences and compliance rewards.
Importantly, they should also ensure European disagreement does not become paralysis and
American involvement strengthens the system without owning it.

Designing around a divided West

Washington and European capitals share core interests yet diverge in priorities, attention and
risk tolerance. The challenge will be to design a system that can operate with those differences
built in.

America

A future American administration, whether populist or merely pragmatic, is likely to approach
Russia as a file to manage rather than a sustained strategic priority beyond its nuclear
dimension. To the extent it figures in US strategic calculations, Russia is more likely to be seen
as part of America’s larger competition with China. Commitments to European security that
once seemed permanent will depend on electoral cycles and budgetary politics.

That is why managed disorder should rely on European initiative and pre-agreed processes
rather than sustained American focus: durability must be built into the mechanism itself, not
assumed from Washington’s resolve.

Europe

European nations will see the landscape through a nearer lens. Russia is not a distant power but
a neighbour capable of altering borders by force. European governments agree that Ukraine
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must survive yet disagree on what survival means: integrated or merely defended, heavily
armed or cautiously defensible, anchored fully to Europe or held at strategic arm’s length.
Populist and anti-migrant parties are often averse to sustained defence expenditure and will
sometimes be open to friendly relations with Russia.

Given the European disagreements and the American focus on China, a genuine transatlantic
consensus on a post-war order is unlikely to emerge. What is achievable and necessary is
interoperability: a structure in which Europe and the US can act together when aligned and
continue functioning when they are not. A framework to achieve managed disorder will
therefore need to do two things. First, its stages, tracks and certification mechanisms should be
designed to keep working whether or not Washington and European capitals are pulling in the
same direction. Second, it should be designed for a permanently divided Europe. Its purpose
should be to prevent disagreement from becoming paralysis.

That means creating a European core group: a few countries that can negotiate sanctions
positions, military support thresholds, monitoring standards and responses to Russian
violations before each crisis arrives. It should include the countries with the greatest military
weight, financial capacity and geographic exposure—France, Germany, Poland and the UK, as
well as the Nordic and Baltic states. The core group should drive the security logic; EU
institutions should anchor the economic, sanctions, enlargement and legitimacy logic.
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How to stop Russia from setting the security debate

Russia will seek to widen any post-war process beyond the line of contact in Ukraine. It will
want to discuss NATO enlargement, American and Western European basing, missile
deployments, military exercises, the Black Sea and the military balance along its western
frontier. Europe and the US should expect these demands, but they should neither dismiss
them reflexively nor accept them on Russia’s terms. Some issues do raise genuine risks of
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miscalculation between Russia and NATO. Large military exercises near borders, missile
deployments, ambiguous troop movements, air and naval incidents, cyber operations against
critical infrastructure and uncontrolled activity in the Black Sea can create crises regardless of
the justice of the underlying political claims.

To stop Russia from setting the terms of the debate, European leaders should pursue two
distinct negotiations. The first would revolve around the ceasefire and subsequent security
arrangement in Ukraine, and must preserve Ukraine as a principal actor. The second concerns
the wider Russia-Europe security environment and must prevent either Moscow or Washington
from treating Europe as an object of negotiation. Russia will try to conflate the two tracks so
that it can use NATO-Russia talks to extract constraints on Ukraine or claim that whatever Kyiv
gives up, the West gave up too. European policymakers should resist this and keep the two
discussions separate, though separation also has risks: if either track collapses, the other will
suffer because both tracks are needed to ensure regional security. The first maintains
immediate stability along the line of contact between Russia and Ukraine; the second tackles
the wider geopolitics.

Russia will prefer to discuss regional security with America rather than with Europe. It will try
to cast Europe as the object of negotiation, not a participant in it. If the American leadership is
distracted by other priorities or tempted by bilateral deals with Moscow, it might even support
that Russian position. The answer for Europe is to define the terms of engagement with Russia
in advance, with frontline states fully involved and with clear limits on what can and cannot be
negotiated.

To do that, Europeans need the core group to define common positions before the United States
and Russia enter any serious dialogue. European leaders cannot prevent every American side
channel with Moscow, but they can limit the damage by insisting in advance on the principles
that should govern any regional security conversation. These might include no recognition of
territorial conquest, no Russian veto over its neighbours’ alliance decisions, no limits on
Ukraine’s sovereign choices and no economic relief without behavioural restraint.

This regional security agenda will make many European leaders uncomfortable. Frontline
states will fear that any discussion of basing, exercises, missiles or notification requirements
gives Moscow a path back to influence over their security. They have reason to worry. Russia
has used previous security conversations to claim rights over its neighbours. It has, for
example, consistently used the indivisible security clause of the 1999 Charter for European
Security to assert that it has the right to deny its neighbours membership in Western security
organisations such as NATO. Despite this record, to exclude regional security from the
framework would leave Moscow free to raise it bilaterally with Washington or exploit it during
crises.

Managed disorder: The hard road to a modest peace with Russia after Ukraine – ECFR/647 16

https://www.osce.org/mc/17502
https://www.osce.org/mc/17502


Regional security therefore is one of the central tests of managed disorder. If the US and Europe
refuse to discuss it at all, Russia will use the refusal to justify probing, escalating and direct talks
with America over Europe’s head. If they discuss it on Moscow’s terms, it will legitimise
coercion and weaken the states most exposed to its power. The only viable course lies between
those failures: to create a framework that channels Russian security demands into reciprocal,
verifiable and limited mechanisms.

A framework for managed disorder

Every actor has reason to tolerate managed disorder over the alternatives, but tolerance does
not sustain itself; it has to be built into rules. Managed disorder therefore rests on at least three
mutually reinforcing principles:

Separate where necessary: Europe should first reduce its exposure to Russia with stronger
defences and less dependence on Russian energy. Ukraine should tie itself economically more
closely to Europe and be able to hold its ground militarily. Effective deterrence is a
precondition for any dialogue.

Compartmentalise where you can: Certain issues—nuclear risk, Arctic exploitation, climate
change and counter-proliferation—are in everyone’s interest to manage together. Even Russia
wants to avoid, say, nuclear war or environmental collapse. The parties should fence such
issues off from more neuralgic ones, such as Ukrainian sovereignty, to prevent crises from
cascading into areas of mutual benefit. Cooperation here is a limited and mutually beneficial
transaction, not the embryo of a broader relationship.

Make engagement conditional: Russia should earn sanctions relief, diplomatic reintegration
and economic access by meeting specific, verifiable benchmarks. These rewards should be
reversible and calibrated, so that, for Russia, compliance pays and violations are costly. This
system does not require faith—just working mechanisms.

Within these pillars, Europe can emphasise defensive resilience and sanctions, while America
manages nuclear and global issues. Both are compatible with the same architecture, if properly
sequenced.

The stages of managed disorder

Managed disorder will not arrive by some grand bargain. It must grow semi-organically from
whatever unsatisfactory deal ends the Ukraine conflict. Progress will be uneven and contingent:
each stage will require stability in the previous one and give Russia incentives to value restraint
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over escalation. Optimistically, it will take years to move from ceasefire management to durable
rules, and probably a decade or more before habits, institutions and political constituencies for
restraint begin to take root. The framework will thus also need to “fail well” in the sense that
Ukraine and Europe need to be able to bounce back if there is a setback.

The sequencing below shows how war-termination mechanisms can become stabilisation tools,
then arms-control practice, then institutions. This is deliberate. America and Europe should
commit openly to this trajectory, making clear that progress depends on Russia sticking to core
principles. Even so, however technical the criteria for moving from one stage to the next may
look, all the parties will accept progress only if their domestic politics allow it.

Stage 0: Secure a ceasefire (prerequisite)

A ceasefire, negotiated principally between Ukraine and Russia, is the prerequisite for
everything that follows. It would be good if that ceasefire laid the groundwork for a more stable
peace, but experience suggests that it will only nod in that direction and leave much unsaid. In
the end, the purpose of a ceasefire is to stop the shooting rather than to ensure permanent
peace. In Ukraine, that would be an accomplishment in itself and would at least open the door
to the more sustainable process outlined below.
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Stage 1: Freeze the status quo (~years 0-2 after ceasefire)

The first phase is about preventing a return to large-scale violence, preserving Ukraine’s
survival and creating minimum conditions for a wider managed confrontation. It should embed
the principle that behaviour has consequences. Monitoring and verification should come
first—they enable later agreements by normalising inspections, data exchanges and the idea of
measurable compliance. Those, in turn, provide the basis for rewarding Russian restraint.

This phase should establish baseline rules and mechanisms.

Military movements

No renewed large-scale offensive action.

No forcible changes to a clearly delineated line of control.

No systematic attacks on European critical infrastructure.

No escalatory hybrid campaign against EU or NATO states.

Restrictions on long-range missiles and strike platforms near the line of contact.

The goal is to contain friction along the line of control and normalise external verification so
that incidents do not spiral.

Communication and monitoring

Humanitarian corridors and prisoner-of-war exchanges as first channels of dialogue.

A Russian-Ukrainian military hotline with protocols for reporting ceasefire violations, troop
movements, drone incidents and humanitarian emergencies.

A joint or tripartite monitoring mechanism, potentially with UN endorsement even if not
UN-staffed.

Monitoring in this phase should not be confused with Western intelligence assessments. A
ceasefire mechanism needs visible procedures that both Russia and Ukraine can invoke when
incidents occur. The American and European governments will also rely on classified
intelligence, satellite imagery and Ukrainian reporting to assess whether Russia is preparing to
attack again, but Russia need not accept those assessments for America and Europe to act on
them. The two systems serve different purposes: the ceasefire mechanism manages incidents
and referees disputes; intelligence assessments guide deterrence and enforcement.
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Administrative

A process for property claims, compensation and occupied-territory inventories.

Property claims will likely be one of the war’s most politically corrosive legacies. The
framework must acknowledge them early, even if it cannot resolve them. Ukrainians have lost
homes, businesses and land in occupied territories. Russian state assets and other linked
private assets are frozen or seized across Europe. European nationals, companies and
institutions have outstanding claims from pre-war investments. Left unaddressed, these
grievances will curdle into domestic pressure against any government trying to sustain the
framework. Experience from other post-conflict settlements suggests that unresolved property
claims only get harder to settle and easier for spoilers to exploit the longer they sit.

This stage should therefore set up a dedicated arbitration channel for property claims,
compensation and an inventory of assets in occupied territories. It should give affected
populations a visible, legitimate process they can trust to address their claims eventually, even
if immediate restitution is impossible. Otherwise, these issues become structural weaknesses
that Russia, populist parties or affected lobbies can later exploit to fracture European cohesion.

No formal milestone marks the end of Stage 1—readiness to advance is a practical judgement.
Triggers for progression to the next stage could include six to twelve months without major
violations, inspectors consistently granted access or functioning communication demonstrated
during minor incidents.

Stage 2: Stabilise the front (~years 2-4)

Once violence subsides, the next task is to keep it that way. This requires partial
demilitarisation and transparency along the Ukraine-Russia and NATO-Russia contact lines.
The logic resembles the earliest cold war confidence-building measures: small, technical
arrangements that reduce risk without requiring political alignment.

Two tracks

Stage 2 creates, as noted, the two parallel negotiation tracks with Russia: one on the Ukraine-
Russia contact line, Track A, and the other on NATO-Russia, Track B. Progress or failure in one
track should have no bearing on the other, and the scope of Track B explicitly excludes
Ukraine’s sovereign choices. Ukraine should be consulted before any Track B arrangement that
materially affects its security. It should have no veto over NATO decisions, but it should not be
treated as an object of them either.
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The purpose of the negotiations would be to make the signs towards confrontation easier to
read. Russia should be able to tell which US and European actions reflect routine deterrence
from those signalling preparation for escalation, just as America and Europe need a clear read
on which Russian moves stay within declared force posture and which mark renewed
aggression. Ukraine, in turn, should know what kinds of Russian movements will trigger US and
European responses—and frontline European states should trust that de-escalation measures
will not come at their expense. The framework seeks to reduce the danger that military
ambiguity becomes political panic.

Transparency measures and limits on destabilising deployments would increase predictability
without weakening deterrence. The test is practical: a measure belongs in the framework if it
reduces miscalculation while preserving the ability to defend Ukraine and NATO territory.

Examples of measures for each track include:

Track A—Contact line management (Ukraine-Russia, Western-facilitated)

Reduced-force and weapon-limited zones on both sides of the line of contact.

Restrictions on long-range strike systems or designated platforms near the line.

Direct communication channels between local Ukrainian and Russian commanders, with
agreed protocols for use during incidents.

On-the-ground monitoring and inspection access, potentially with neutral observers.

Verified pullbacks of heavy artillery or long-range systems from designated exclusion belts.

Track B—NATO-Russia military transparency (NATO-led, Ukraine consulted)

Advance notification of exercises above a defined unit size along NATO’s eastern flank.

Hotlines between NATO and Russian military commands with agreed rules of use.

Observer arrangements for major exercises under agreed formats.

Early data exchange on force levels and positions where this increases predictability without
weakening deterrence.

Technology-enabled transparency—such as satellite imagery, opensource intelligence
aggregation, pattern detection—to support rather than replace agreed notification and
inspection procedures.
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Crisis channels

Stage 2 should also expand crisis communications into separate channels, each with a limited
purpose. A Ukraine-Russia channel should manage incidents along the line of contact.
Exercises, air and naval encounters, forward deployments and missile notifications would run
through a separate NATO-Russia military channel. A political channel—bringing together the
European core group, the US, Ukraine and Russia—should handle cases that risk triggering
sanctions snapback or military escalation. And the Black Sea requires a fourth channel,
covering naval movements, commercial shipping, mine clearance, port access and other
maritime incidents, with Turkey centrally involved.

The Black Sea requires special attention. Ukraine’s security depends on its land frontier as
much as it does on Odesa—the country’s principal port and the conduit for the bulk of its grain
exports, without which Ukraine would be cut off from global maritime trade. Turkey’s control
of the Black Sea and its diplomatic channels to both Moscow and Kyiv make it indispensable
here.

These channels should be linked by notification rules but should not be merged into a single
negotiation. Their value lies precisely in compartmentalisation: failure in one channel should
not bring down the rest.

Overall, these measures create predictability rather than normality. The metrics are practical:
fewer surprises, lower risk of misinterpretation, calmer borders. Communication at the tactical
level buys stability at the strategic one. The aim of the monitoring is to make suspicious
behaviour visible enough, early enough that American and European governments can respond
before ambiguity becomes paralysis.

Informal progression to Stage 3 could follow after 9–18 months of ceasefire compliance, a
functioning inspection regime or verified pullbacks of heavy artillery or long-range systems
from designated exclusion belts.

Stage 3: Manage deterrence (~years 4-7)

If stabilisation holds, America and Europe should shift their focus from military capability to
deterrence. The relationship with Russia may remain adversarial, but it must be clear why and,
within limits, predictable.

This stage should distinguish rearmament from deployment. At first, it should leave Europe,
Ukraine and Russia to rebuild their armed forces. Capping rearmament outright would be
unpopular, difficult to verify and potentially damaging to deterrence. The early aim is
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narrower: to curb the most destabilising forms of rearmament by regulating where forces are
placed, how movements are notified, which exercises require observers, which long-range
systems create escalation risks and what kinds of external assistance to Russia would trigger
penalties. In short, managed disorder should allow rearmament but make it less surprising, less
offensive in posture and less likely to spark a crisis.

Hybrid activity is a harder problem because Moscow has made it part of its regional strategy.
Disinformation and cyberattacks cannot be managed through traditional arms control. The US
and Europe cannot negotiate a clean cyber or hybrid non-aggression pact with Russia, but they
can set conditions for participation in a wider framework. Russia cannot stop the drone war in
Ukraine while continuing an infrastructure war across Europe and still expect sanctions relief
and cooperation. A reduction in major hybrid attacks should become part of the price of entry
into the framework.

This will require clear thresholds. Not every disinformation campaign warrants a crisis
response, and not every cyber incident will carry a signature that all governments accept. But
hybrid attacks on critical infrastructure, electoral processes, or political figures should carry
consequences when evidence reaches agreed standards. The US and Europe should create a
certification process that assesses such activity and links it to sanctions, diplomatic access and
the pace of wider engagement. Attribution will remain contested, but the absence of perfect
attribution cannot excuse permanent grey-zone coercion.

Both sets of rules—on rearmament and on hybrid activity—belong to the same emerging arms-
control agenda, which could include:

1. Geographically bounded force ceilings near Ukraine and NATO’s eastern flank.

2. Reciprocal notification of major troop movements and exercises.

3. Observer access to certain drills under agreed formats.

4. A dialogue on missile deployments and dual-use systems, initially without formal treaties.

5. Additional transparency measures for storage or deployment locations of sensitive weapons.

6. Agreed thresholds for major hybrid activity, including sabotage of critical infrastructure,
coercive migration operations, cyber operations against essential services and attacks on
defence production, linked to certification and penalties rather than formal arms-control
limits.

The US would lead this part because of nuclear considerations, while Europe anchors the
conventional posture. Russia may well test boundaries, so deterrence must remain credible.
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But even imperfect predictability is safer than total opacity.

Triggers for informal progression to the next stage could include routine functioning of
transparency mechanisms, no large undisclosed deployments near the line or political space
inside EU and US capitals for conditional economic measures.

Stage 4: Build cooperation silos (begins early; matures over 7-10 years)

Cooperation in limited areas can help keep the wider framework from collapsing. Even after a
ceasefire in Ukraine, Russia will still be able to destabilise Europe indirectly through hybrid
operations within European borders and its wider neighbourhood. A managed framework will
therefore need to go beyond Ukraine without assuming that cooperation in one domain signals
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goodwill or leads to broader reconciliation.

The purpose of functional cooperation is twofold. First, it can give Russia limited, visible
benefits from predictable behaviour. Moscow values status, access and the recognition that it is
an indispensable interlocutor. Carefully chosen cooperation channels can provide these at
relatively low cost, provided they remain conditional and reversible. Second, such channels can
reduce Russia’s incentive to use theatres outside Europe as pressure points. If Russia gains a
stake in, say, Arctic safety, it may have more to lose from turning it into a battlefield.

The US and Europe should choose these areas carefully. Cooperation should start soon after a
ceasefire wherever interests overlap. It can include humanitarian and economic
essentials—fertiliser and food exports, prisoner-of-war exchanges—alongside maritime and
safety measures such as Black Sea commercial shipping and nuclear safety. The early purpose
is to improve people’s safety and daily lives rather than to preserve the peace. If the framework
holds, functional cooperation can institutionalise and spread into two further clusters:
maritime and Arctic cooperation, such as search-and-rescue and maritime deconfliction; and
technical safety cooperation, such as space debris monitoring, counter-proliferation and
climate and environmental data exchange.

The Arctic presents a distinct challenge. Before the war, it was one of the few spaces where
Russia, America and Europe cooperated despite wider tensions, but that cooperation has since
collapsed. Finland and Sweden’s accession to NATO, Russia’s militarisation of the High North,
competition over energy and shipping routes, and Chinese interest in Arctic access have turned
the region into a sharper theatre of rivalry. A functional Arctic track could help prevent
accidents, manage search-and-rescue obligations, preserve basic environmental data exchange,
and reduce the risk that military incidents in the High North spill into wider confrontation.

Functional cooperation could also help manage the Black Sea, building on the channel already
established in Stage 2. The aim should be to cut the risk that a naval incident spirals into a wider
escalation.

These channels should also serve as tests of Russian behaviour. Russia cannot expect
cooperation in the Arctic while sabotaging European energy infrastructure, or maritime
deconfliction while strangling Ukraine’s economy in the Black Sea. Functional cooperation
should therefore rest on a spoiler clause: major destabilisation in one domain should cut
benefits in others, though minor incidents, such as temporary denial of port access, should not
automatically break compartmentalised cooperation. The point is to preserve communication
during confrontation, but without allowing these channels to become sanctuaries for Russian
bad behaviour. A standing certification mechanism should assess whether Russian actions
remain compatible with continued participation; major violations, such as sabotage of critical
infrastructure or using mercenary forces to destabilise European interests abroad, should
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trigger wider consequences.

Functional silos can also discipline European divisions by allowing limited contact with Russia
where it serves security, while preventing that contact from becoming a general political thaw.
This distinction lets hardline states accept narrow, security-driven engagement without
conceding that Russia has been forgiven, while allowing more accommodating states to engage
practically without waiting for a broader reconciliation that may never come. Silos also give
European publics a clear rationale: certain risks require communication even among enemies.

The task for the bilateral re-engagement is to prevent unconditional normalisation by
channelling it: bilateral contacts should be registered, reported to the core group where
security-relevant and subject to spoiler clauses. Left unmanaged, bilateral contacts could
become the pathway through which sanctions erode and Europe fragments.

China may play a limited role in this stage in areas where its interests—Arctic access, nuclear
stability, maritime trade—align with predictability. Beijing will understand that stability
preserves the economic access it values; Russian defection narrows it.

After a sustained period of compliance, the framework should offer Russia visible but
reversible dividends for restraint: expanded diplomatic channels, ministerial-level meetings,
greater facilitation of agricultural and fertiliser exports, enhanced participation in Black Sea or
nuclear-safety mechanisms, and broader bilateral contacts. The aim is to show that restraint
changes the terms of engagement.

The trigger for the next stage might be two to four years of stable front lines, deterrence and
transparency mechanisms working as intended, and proof that narrow cooperation holds
without spilling over or being exploited.

Stage 5: Institutionalise managed disorder (> 10 years)

If earlier stages mature and survive disruptions, an institutional architecture can begin to
consolidate. Many elements may start earlier but will take shape over the long term.
Institutionalisation marks a recognition that competition must be permanently managed. This
day may never arrive, but it matters as an aspiration. Comparable cold war institutions took 25
years or more to emerge. For example, the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe
(CSCE) was launched in the early 1970s but it only became a standing institution, the
Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), in 1995.

Potential forms for institutions include:

Managed disorder: The hard road to a modest peace with Russia after Ukraine – ECFR/647 26



A US-Europe-Russia Risk Reduction Commission meeting at ministerial and military-to-
military levels.

A modular arms-control instrument replacing parts of the Conventional Armed Forces in
Europe and Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces frameworks, eventually bringing in other
countries—notably China.

A dual-track diplomatic structure: Washington–Moscow for nuclear or global issues;
Europe–Moscow for regional security and Ukraine arrangements.

A standing crisis-management protocol with predefined escalation control steps.

An institutional layer consolidating the crisis channels of earlier stages, created through
standing bodies, regularised military contacts and agreed evidentiary standards.

This stage is ambitious, uncertain and far off. It would require political durability inside Russia,
Ukraine, the US and Europe. But it should remain visible as the horizon. The framework must
offer a picture of a stable destination even if the road there is long.
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The path to stability runs through this framework; it structures a rivalry that will continue
whether we prepare for it or not. The logic is incremental: ceasefire enables monitoring,
monitoring enables transparency, transparency enables limits, limits enable rules, rules enable
institutions. Each step must be earned through behaviour, not granted on faith. None of this
works, however, if Europe cannot act as one.
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How to overcome division paralysis in Europe

European cohesion will require a system that stops any single state from vetoing responses that
the group has already agreed. The model should borrow from the Iran nuclear deal of 2015:
participating states determine upfront what counts as a violation and what counts as a
compliance milestone. Those criteria, once set, cannot be revised downward. The states most
exposed to Russian pressure would write their red lines into the rules before the politics of the
moment can erode them. A standing committee of the participating states then decides by
qualified majority whether Russia has met a given criterion. If it has, the agreed reward or
penalty follows automatically—unless a majority votes to block it.

This process flips the usual logic. The current system requires consensus to impose a snapback
or advance a tranche of sanctions relief; the new one will require consensus to waive either. A
hypothetical pro-Russian Hungarian or Slovak government seeking to delay consequences will
need to openly vote to do so and bear public responsibility for that choice, rather than block it
quietly through procedural abstention. Similarly, a frontline state such as Poland or a Baltic
country will need to find a majority to block rewards once Russia demonstrably meets an
agreed milestone. Frontline states appear to lose power here, but their red lines have already
been written into the rules.

Spelling out in advance which consequences are appropriate for a breach would also help keep
Europe united: cautious states will not tolerate escalation over every minor incident, and
hawkish ones will not tolerate impunity for major violations. Proportionality will keep both
cautious and hawkish states invested in the framework, rather than defecting to national
responses. A three-tier system would make this balance work: minor procedural breaches
might suspend talks or freeze a tranche of sanctions relief; material violations—such as denial
of inspection access—may trigger limited snapback; major ones, such as attacks on defence
production, should trigger full enforcement. This governance mechanism is only part of what
will enable Europe to act cohesively within the framework; practical principles must also
operate across every stage, beginning with crisis communication.

Operating rules

Several rules should apply throughout the framework. Managed disorder cannot rest on
hopeful assumptions about Russian restraint or rationality. The framework must treat future
violations as probable and place the burden on Russia to prove it is complying, not on America
or Europe to show that it is not. In practice, that means adopting a presumption-of-violation
approach: if, say, Russia denies inspectors access to a missile site, the refusal counts as a
breach and triggers penalties. Sanctions relief, military deployments and cooperation channels
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continue only when Russia’s behaviour is visible and verifiable. If Moscow wants the benefits of
a more predictable relationship, it must make compliance easy to see.

Crisis communication should begin from the outset. In a post-war environment, contact
matters more than cooperation. Channels should allow the parties to clarify incidents and
prevent local violence from escalating. These channels should be compartmentalised—for
example, a line-of-contact mechanism should not depend on progress in NATO-Russia talks—so
no single crisis can consume the whole framework.

Technology can help in this process, but monitoring cannot depend on it alone. Surveillance,
satellite imagery, financial tracking, customs data, open-source intelligence and AI-assisted
pattern detection can all improve visibility. But they cannot substitute for political judgment,
agreed evidentiary standards and negotiated consequences.

In all stages, sanctions relief should be tied to periodic certification rather than ad hoc
diplomacy. The certification mechanism described above—which includes the EU, the US,
Ukraine and relevant European core group states—should govern the pace of sanctions relief,
the triggering of snapback provisions, and the determination of whether conditions for stage
progression have been met. It cannot eliminate political discretion, as that is impossible, but it
can narrow it by defining operational and measurable criteria as precisely as possible. If Russia
blocks inspections, moves forces without notification, conducts major hybrid attacks or violates
agreed military limits, the default should be suspension or reversal of relief unless participating
governments decide otherwise.

Why the alternatives are worse

Managed disorder will make no one happy. It will not deliver justice for Ukraine, reconciliation
with Russia, strategic autonomy for Europe, or a restored US-European consensus on Russia. It
will leave many questions unresolved and many grievances intact. But the relevant comparison
is not with an ideal peace that cannot exist. The relevant comparison is with the conceivable
alternatives. All of them are worse than managed disorder.

The alternatives below are ideal types. Few policymakers advocate for any of them in pure
form. But examining each in isolation reveals why none can resolve the underlying problem
and why mixing them without a governing framework tends to magnify their worst features.

The first alternative is regime change in Moscow. Many Europeans and Americans have
concluded that no stable order with Russia can exist while Vladimir Putin or a Putinist system
remains in power—a view with real force, given how central revisionism, militarism and
hostility to the West have become to the current government’s legitimacy. But as a strategy,
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regime change offers no credible path from the world we inhabit to the world we want. Neither
the US nor Europe can engineer a liberal transition in Moscow or build a European security
order on the assumption that Russia will soon become a different country. Nor can they rely on
sanctions, battlefield losses or elite discontent to produce a more palatable successor. A Russia
after Putin could become less aggressive, but it could also become more nationalist, more
chaotic or more determined to prove that the war was not lost.

The second alternative is permanent isolation. This approach would contain Russia through
sanctions, diplomatic exclusion and military pressure. It has obvious appeal. Russia should pay
a lasting price for aggression. But isolation alone will not manage the next phase. Sanctions will
erode without a political strategy. European governments will divide over costs and
enforcement. China, Turkey, the Gulf states and others will create channels around US and
European pressure. Russia will adapt and wait for fatigue in the US and Europe. Permanent
isolation may punish Russia, but it will not by itself create rules for regional security or
Ukraine’s defence.

The third alternative is normalisation. This approach would treat a ceasefire as the end of the
problem and move quickly toward restored diplomatic channels, trade and a wider European
conversation with Moscow. Some governments and firms will want this as soon as large-scale
fighting stops. They will argue that Europe needs stability to recover and a way to stop Russia
from becoming still more dependent on China. Some engagement with Moscow will eventually
prove necessary. But normalisation without conditions would reward aggression without
securing restraint. It would tell Russia that conquest brings only a temporary crisis followed by
eventual reintegration. It would weaken Ukraine, divide Europe and invite Moscow to test
whether another round of coercion might yield another round of concessions. Engagement has
value only when it forms part of a structure of leverage. Without that structure, it becomes
appeasement by exhaustion.

The fourth alternative is unmanaged confrontation. This outcome is the most likely default
because it requires no decision. Europe and America would continue to arm Ukraine unevenly,
maintain sanctions haphazardly, talk to Russia episodically and respond to crises as they arise.
NATO would reinforce some areas, neglect others and debate deployments after Russia tests
them, leaving Ukraine dependent yet insecure. Russia, meanwhile, would keep probing
European defences with hybrid tactics, even as Washington cuts its own deals with Moscow.
European governments might denounce such freelancing while failing to offer a coherent
alternative. In this world, rivalry persists and even grows, and no one sets the rules.

Unmanaged confrontation gives Russia more ambiguity to exploit, gives the United States more
room to improvise over Europe’s head, and hands European governments more opportunities
to defect from common positions. It also leaves Ukraine with less clarity about what the US and
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Europe will support and what they will not. Every crisis becomes a test of will, credibility and
domestic politics. The result would not be principled firmness. It would be recurrent
improvisation under pressure.

These alternatives also share a deeper flaw. Each assumes that one element of the problem can
solve the whole: Russian transformation, Russian isolation, Russian reintegration or Western
toughness. None can. The post-war confrontation will require deterrence and dialogue,
punishment and incentives, European unity and coalitions of the willing, Ukrainian agency,
American involvement and European hedging. Any strategy that chooses only one side of these
tensions will collapse when reality supplies the other.

An operating system for a bad peace

If this trajectory does not take hold, the alternative is easy to imagine because it resembles the
past decade: a ceasefire that freezes rather than manages the conflict, Russia regrouping and
probing again when the balance shifts, Europe tiring under sanctions and domestic cost, the US
distracted and inconsistent, and Ukraine trapped in recurrent wars. In such a world, escalation
would be governed by crises rather than rules, and could arrive suddenly, triggered by
accident, misunderstanding or opportunity.

America and Europe cannot choose a world without Russia, nor can they wish away their own
disunity. But both Europeans and Americans can choose whether to confront Russia through
chaos or through structure. Managed disorder is a strategy for containing escalation, preserving
Ukrainian sovereignty, limiting Russian coercion and ensuring that rivalry remains predictable
rather than world-ending.

The path forward begins in Ukraine. If policymakers treat war termination as the end of the
problem, they will fail to respond to broader Russian concerns and leave Europe vulnerable to
the next Russian offensive. If they instead treat war termination as the opening phase of a long
process, they can shape the incentives and capacities that will govern the next decade.

A structured adversarial framework, rooted in credible deterrence and bounded by conditional
cooperation, is the best available foundation. Managed disorder is not permanent peace,
reconciliation or a just settlement. It is an operating system for a bad peace.
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