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War in Ukraine: Separating
truth from falsehood

Look atthe factstosee

that the Russians
areusing a false
narrative to excuse
theirinvasion of a
sovereign country.

Tommy Koh

For TheStraits Times

OnFeb24, Russia began a “special
military operation” against its
neighbourUkraine.Sincethen,we

havebeenwitnessestotwowars:a :

waron thebattlefield andawarin
the media.

The Russians,supportedby
China, have launched aneffective

propaganda campaign toconvince :

the people of the world that Russia
is notthe aggressorand that the
culpritis Nato.l am sorry tosay
that many Singaporeans have
fallen for the Russian narrative.

I believe that there isadifference
between factsandlies. [ believe
thereis a difference between truth
andfalsehood. I acknowledge that
everyone is entitled to his opinion
but not to his facts.

Iagree that thereare different

views about the warin Ukraine but

notallviews are equally valid.
Thereareviews which are
supported by facts and the law,
and other views which are not.
There isno moral equivalence
between rightandwrong.

IS UKRAINEA SOVEREIGN,
INDEPENDENT COUNTRY?

The Russian narrative is that
Ukraineis notasovereignand
independentcountry.Russian
President Vladimir Putin said:
“Ukraine has never had its
authentic statehood. There has
neverbeenasustainable
statehood in Ukraine.”

The factisthat Ukraine became
anindependent country on Aug
24,1991. Russia recognised
Ukraine’s independence and

supported Ukraine’sapplicationto

jointhe United Nations.

In1994, Russiasigned the
Budapest Memorandum on
Security Assurance. Russia,
togetherwith the United Kingdom
and the United States, assured
Ukraine that it would protect it
fromanythreatsto its territorial
integrity.

RUSSIA’S “SPECIAL MILITARY
OPERATION'

Russia has called its invasion of
Ukraine “aspecialmilitary

: operation”.I have noticed that
: several Asiancountries have

: refusedto callit aninvasionor
: awar.

Thetruthis that the term
: “special military operation”isa

: semantic trick. Inreality,itisan
: invasionandawar. The waris

: beingfought with great brutality
: andin clearviolation of
: international humanitarian law.
i ThelnternationalCriminal
: Courthasbegunan investigation
: todetermine whether Russia has

¢ committed crimesofaggression,
! war crimes, crimes against
: humanity and genocide.

{ ISNATO TOBLAME?

¢ The Russian and Chinese narrative
: isthat the North Atlantic Treaty

i Organisation is the culprit. The

¢ argument is that Nato should not

: haveexpanded its membership

¢ after theend of the Cold War.

: Russia feels threatened by the

¢ expansion. [fUkraine had not

¢ applied tojoin Nato, Russiawould
: nothave carriedout the “special

: militaryoperation” to safeguardits :
I ownsecurity.

The Russian and Chinese

Nato is a collective security
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Demonstrators
in Kyiv, some
holding the
Ukrainian
national flag,
protesting in
January against
Russian
President
Viadimir Putin's
policies, prior to
the Russian
invasion on

Feb 24. While Mr
Putin asserted
that "there has
never been a
sustainable
statehood in
Ukraine”, the
fact is that
Russia
recognised
Ukraine's
independence
and supported
Ukraine's
application to
join the United
Nations, says
the writer.
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by Russia, in the Union of Soviet
: Socialist Republics, want to join

Natoinorder to safeguard their

: security. They fear that Russia may
: : attackthem.

: narrative blaming Nato for the war :
i inUkraine is not supported by the
i facts.

[s thereany lawor principle

i which forbidsRussia’sneighbours
: fromjoining Nato? The answeris
¢ no.Assovereign and independent
¢ alliance whose primary objective is :
: collective self-defence. Under

¢ Article 5 of the Atlantic Treaty,an
: attackon one is an attack on all.

countries, theyare free to

Russian yoke.

Inthe case of Ukraine, Russia

: actually signeda document, in1999,
: acknowledging Ukraine’sright to

: chooseorchangeits security

: arrangements. This was contained

: inthelstanbul Document of the

¢ Organisation for Security and

i Cooperation in Europe.

[n1993,1 served as the UN

i secretary-general’s special envoy
: to Russia, Estonia, Latvia and

i Lithuania. I advised the three

: Baltic states to apply tojoin the

¢ EuropeanUnion for their

: economicwell-beingandjoin

¢ Nato for theirsecurity. Was1

: wrong to have given them such

i advice? Should ] have consulted

: Moscow first?

[ think the bottom line is this:

i Russia’sneighbours, including

: Ukraine and Georgia, are

: sovereignand independent

: countries. They are free to

¢ determine their own destinies and
: Russiahasnorighttointerferein

: their decisions.

The truthisthat Natoisfree from

¢ blame. The cruxofthe problemis

: that Russia has not come to terms

¢ with the fact that it has lost its

: empire. President Putin wants his

: neighbourstojoin hiscluband not

: those of the West. Ifaneighbour

: cannotbe persuaded, he is prepared
: touse force toimpose hiswill.

: SHOULD SMALL COUNTRIES BE
: NEUTRAL?

i Iwant todealwithanother

: argumentwhich enjoyssome

: support on social mediaby

i Singaporeans. The argumentis

¢ that,as asmall country, Singapore
: should not take sides. It should be
: neutral. It should not have

i imposed sanctionsagainst Russia.

There are two points in this

: argumentwhich Iwanttorespond
: to.The first point is about the role

: of small countries. Smallcountries
: need theprotection ofthe UN, the
¢ UNCharterprincipleand

¢ international law more than big

: countries.

Small countries must therefore

: speakupwhenever those

: principles are violated. Singapore

: has been quite consistentin

: condemning Vietnam’s invasion of
: Cambodia, the Soviet Union’s

: invasion of Afghanistan and the US
¢ invasion of Grenada.

The second pointis about

: neutrality. Here [ wantto quote

: something said by our first foreign
: minister, Mr S. Rajaratnam, in his
: speech tothe UN on Sept 21,1965.

Mr Rajaratnam said:

: “Non-alignmentisonlyinregard

: tonarrowpowerblocinterestsand
: notinregard to the basic

: principles embodied in the UN

: Charter. To be non-alignedin

: regardtothebasictenetsofthe

: Charteris to destroy the integrity

i andeffectivenessof the United

: Nationsin which smallcountries

: like mine place our hopes.”

Tosum up, small countries

: cannot keep silent when the basic
: principlesofthe UN Charter are

: violated. We have to defend those
: principles.We have to speak up

: whenever they areviolated.

Our policy is to be close to all the

: greatpowers. However, this does

: notmeanthatwe canbeneutral

: whenanyof them violates the

: basicprinciples ofthe UN Charter.
¢ As Mr Rajaratnam said, we cannot
: beneutralin regard to thebasic

i tenetsofthe Charter.
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: determine their own destinies. Just :

: because theywere once ruled by
: Russia does not mean that they

: willhaveto live forever under the

: ® ProfessorTommyKohis
: Ambassador-at-large, Ministry of
: Foreign Affairs.



