
On 29 Feb 2024, President Vladimir Putin's address to the Russian nation, amidst a frosty
Moscow backdrop, served as a veiled curtain-raiser for his electoral campaign. With over
1,000 diverse attendees, his speech was a tapestry of anti-Western rhetoric, critiquing the
West's involvement in Ukraine and the Middle East.

A Calculated Narrative: Putin's narrative oscillated between lauding military efforts in
Ukraine's "special military operation" and issuing thinly veiled threats to the West.
The mention of France's President Macron's contemplation of ground troops in
Ukraine, juxtaposed with NATO's reluctance, underscored Putin's warning of Russia's
readiness to retaliate, hinting at the ominous shadow of nuclear conflict and fueling
an arms race.
Economic Underpinnings of the Ukraine Conflict: The protracted war in Ukraine, far
from a resolution, is portrayed as a war Russia "cannot afford to win or lose." With
the Russian economy buoyed by the war effort — evidenced by a sharp GDP rebound
due to arms production — Putin's narrative of "liberating" Ukraine from a purported
"Nazi" regime seems more a pretext for sustained engagement.
The Echo of Navalny and the Kremlin's Grip: In a nation still grappling with Alexei
Navalny's death, the conspicuous absence of opposition highlights the Kremlin's
unyielding control over dissent. Navalny's funeral in Moscow (01 Mar 2024),
overshadowed by fears of government crackdowns, accentuates the regime's
stronghold on the opposition.
Moldova and NATO Expansion: The evolving situation in Moldova, with impending
presidential elections and Transnistria's pro-Russian stance, adds complexity to
Russia's western frontier. Coupled with Finland's and Sweden's NATO accession,
these developments underscore the tense dynamics along Russia's borders.
Putin's Electoral Path and Eastern European Tensions: As Putin gears up for the
elections (15–17 Mar 2024), with victory seemingly in sight, the broader narrative
across Eastern Europe and Russia's borderlands is one of mounting tensions. The
potential for continued unrest is significant, reflecting deep divisions and an enduring
conflict.

In this charged atmosphere, the spectre of new conflicts serves as a stark reminder of
the high stakes involved, not only for Russia but also for the international order. The
unfolding story in Eastern Europe and Russia's borderlands speaks of a year filled with
tensions, with Putin's strategic manoeuvring at the heart of it all.
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