
How Security Guarantees Remain the Most Important Unresolved 

Question in the Peace Deal for Ukraine 

Introduction 

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy and a delegation of seven European leaders 

rushed to the White House on 18 Aug for talks with Donald Trump after the United States 

(US) President had rolled out the red carpet for Russian leader Vladimir Putin at 

Anchorage on 15 Aug and appeared to swing towards Russia’s positions on the war. 

President Trump abandoned demands for President Putin to agree to a ceasefire ahead 

of negotiations and said Ukraine would have to concede territories to Russia as part of 

the settlement.1 

The meeting in Alaska led to Russian demands for territorial annexations in the 

Donbas region and Ukraine ceding sovereignty over Crimea.2 The Washington meeting 

discussed these demands as well as security guarantees, and possible further efforts to 

end the conflict. 

The talks in Washington yielded a commitment from Trump, at least for now, to 

join security guarantees for any peace deal and reserve discussion on territorial swaps 

with Russia for later.3 

Ukraine and its European allies see robust security guarantees as a crucial 

element in unlocking a peace deal with Russia, potentially allowing Kyiv to compromise 

in areas it would have rejected previously.4 

Security Guarantees  

The problem is that everyone has a different understanding of what a security guarantee 

would mean for Ukraine. The Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni proposed to provide 

Ukraine with military support if it is attacked by Russia in the future. It is similar to a North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)-like collective defence commitment that stops short 

of membership of the bloc for Ukraine.  

It is equally implausible that the Russians would, as the US President’s special 

envoy Steve Witkoff claimed, agree to guarantees based around an Article 5-type 

solution, given the extent to which that would lock in the very Western influence they have 

sought to eject.5  

This leaves open the possibility that what has been discussed are ‘Guarantees’ 

that look ‘Assurances’ involving Russia given under the Budapest Memorandum, or were 

proposed as part of the failed negotiations in Istanbul in 2022, which gave Russia a role 

as a guarantor—a wholly unacceptable situation now. 

Article 5 of the NATO has a very clear understanding that has been created 

through over 70 members and implies that if the territory of a NATO ally is attacked, all 

the other members will come to its defence. 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-08-17/uneasy-us-allies-set-to-plead-with-trump-to-stand-behind-ukraine
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-08-16/-dear-neighbor-a-red-carpet-for-putin-no-ceasefire-for-trump
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-08-17/trump-s-peace-deal-demands-leave-zelenskiy-with-only-bad-options
https://www.lawfaremedia.org/article/filling-the-security-void-of-the-budapest-memorandum
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/what-happened-last-time-russia-ukraine-held-peace-talks-2025-05-12/


A European troop presence would add a lot of weight to the security assurance, 

because it would mean that Russia would then be going to war not just with Ukraine, but 

with Europe. But this would also raise the stakes.  

Though there have been suggestions regarding deployment of the US forces to 

‘Protect’ Ukraine, President Trump is clear that Europe is the ‘First line of defence’ for 

Ukraine, a stance consistent with his desire to shift more of the responsibility on to 

European countries for their own security.6 European leaders talked about a ‘Coalition of 

the Willing’, a European group led by the United Kingdom (UK) and France, potentially 

including a multinational force on the ground. However, the form and function of a 

European force now seems to have been scaled back from some of the early ambitions.   

Trump has ruled out sending US ground troops but floated a form of air support as 

a possibility. “You have my assurance, and I’m President”, he told Fox News that there 

would be ‘Boots on the ground’ in Ukraine.7 He added that the US could still play a role 

“By air, because there’s nobody that has the kind of stuff we have”.  

UK Prime Minister Keir Starmer has floated the idea of an international 

peacekeeping force in Ukraine, ranging from a few hundred observers to a contingent of 

tens of thousands. But here again, a United Nations (UN) force where a permanent 

member of the UN Security Council is directly involved will find their hands tied behind 

their back.   

Maintaining peace after a ceasefire will require a monitoring mission that can patrol 

both sides of the line of occupation. This will depend heavily on surveillance and needs 

to be led by a country or organisation that both Ukraine and Russia trust.  

Now, instead of a significant force with combat power and a strong deterrent 

capability, something focused on helping Ukraine rebuild and restructure its forces seems 

to be on the cards. But it is not just land borders, a secure and open Black Sea is also 

vital for Ukraine’s economy and regional stability. 

As per Sergey Lavrov, Russian Foreign Minister, Russia supports guarantees 

based “On the principle of collective security, on the principles of indivisible security”.8 

“Anything else, anything unilateral is, of course, an absolutely hopeless undertaking”.9  

The question of post-war security guarantees has become the central challenge.  

Ready for Peace 

More than anything, the leaders of the four sides, in this case Russia, Ukraine, the US, 

and Europe, need to see either a ceasefire or a peace deal as preferable to the status 

quo. These leaders must be able to act on that. They must be strong enough and willing 

to act. There must be some kind of formula that is potentially viable and a process that is 

acceptable.  

While a ceasefire is the more realistic goal, it essentially involves a cessation of 

hostilities, separation of forces, or disengagement, followed by a de-escalation. 

https://x.com/FoxNews/status/1957782401179844736
https://time.com/7309702/trump-putin-summit-ukraine-alaska/


Negotiating a formal peace deal take considerably a longer time because it involves 

several issues that both sides would like to bring to the negotiating table. 

The biggest difference then, between a ceasefire and a peace, is that in a 

ceasefire, one does not sign away their rights to anything, but simply agree to stop the 

fighting. In a permanent peace deal, one has to sign away rights, which could range from 

territory to populations, or an alignment, as in this case, it is Ukraine agreeing not to be 

part of the NATO. There are also a host of issues such as security assurances, 

reparations of prisoners of war, and alleged human rights violations. It has a degree of 

finality for which the stakes are enormous. The phrase ‘Peace Agreement’ or ‘Peace 

Treaty’, therefore, implies a degree of formality, permanence. 

Ceasefires can be formal or informal. It can be called an armistice, a cessation of 

hostilities.10 It is almost the same. Korea and Cyprus are a case in point where the 

fundamental issues that divide them have not been settled, but firing across the border 

has ceased.  

Russia and Ukraine 

Ukrainians have become sophisticated observers of the international game over the past 

three and a half years and are now aware of the stance of different partners. The US 

under Trump is putting enormous pressure on Ukraine since the disastrous meeting at 

White House in Feb and President Zelensky is now focusing on not being the obstacle 

while simultaneously pushing his own agenda forward. Domestically, he has the space to 

pursue what he argues is necessary in the international domain. However, as per reports, 

there is greater public opinion towards peace and conflict termination.  

From the Ukrainian perspective, setting a clear dividing line between ‘Acceptable’ 

behaviour and that which warrants Western military action also necessitates defining the 

geographic area to be defended.11 This means even more emphasis will be on where the 

‘Line of Contact’ is at the time when fighting ends. 

Russia, on the other hand, feels its security interests must be considered in any 

settlement. Russia has repeatedly declared that Ukraine must abandon ambitions to join 

NATO and adopt a neutral status.12 It has also rejected the presence of troops from NATO 

states in Ukraine. 

Sergey Lavrov, in an interview to NBC on 22 Aug, stated that Putin would meet 

Zelensky "When the agenda is ready for a summit", but noted that "This agenda is not 

ready at all".  

Lavrov accused Zelensky of failing to accept Russia’s demanded preconditions for 

negotiation, such as ‘Discussions of territorial issues’, even though Zelensky stated on 18 

Aug that he remains willing to meet with Putin unconditionally and directly discuss 

territorial questions.13 

Conclusion 



The fact remains that ultimately negotiating tables reflect battlefield realities and 

dynamics, so countries do not opt for compromise at a negotiating table if they think they 

have the ability or support for prolonging fighting. which will give them what they want at 

an acceptable cost. 

For Ukraine, there is also a fear that Russia will use peace deal and the lifting of 

sanctions to rebuild and retrain its army and re-emerge as a more formidable force to 

attack it again. Unlike the territorial control question, security guarantees require the US 

involvement. Ukraine is also wary of assurances that sound strong but prove 

meaningless. The West’s weak responses to Crimea in 2014 and Ukraine in 2022 

demonstrated the ineffectiveness of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum and the 2014-15 

Minsk agreements, respectively. 

But dealing with Trump 2.0 is not easy due to his constant variables, hence, for 

Ukraine and Europe the question now is whether the relative goodwill shown by the US 

towards them in Washington will endure or if Putin can exploit Trump’s belief in the 

strength of a US-Russia bilateral relationship and distance the US away from Europe and 

Ukraine. 
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