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Overview of key trends in
December 2025 and January 2026

December 2025 and January 2026 marked a period
that saw a further shift in global politics toward power,
a weakening of traditional norms of international
order, and growing strategic tensions in Europe.

One of the key trends was the deepening crisis of
the rule-based international order. The US military
operation in Venezuela and Washington’s use of force
against Russian “shadow fleet” tankers in international
waters demonstrated the United States’ willingness to
use coercion to achieve political and economic goals,
even in legally controversial circumstances. The fall
of Nicolas Maduro’s regime was a symbolic blow to
Russia’s global position and highlighted the limitations
of its resources for projecting influence beyond its own
region.

At the same time, transatlantic tensions have escalated.
The Donald Trump administration’s rhetoric on
Greenland has become a serious stress test for NATO
and international law, undermining confidence in the
US as a stable ally. European debates increasingly
focused on the need for strategic autonomy, the
search for realistic models to reduce dependence on
Washington, and the formation of a more independent
European security role.

In the field of European security, there has been a
growing awareness of new regional challenges. The
European Parliament has initiated a review of the EU’s
Arctic policy, recognizing the region as a strategic front
due to Russia’s militarization and China’s growing
presence. At the same time, discussions on European
missile defence intensified, given the experience of the
war in Ukraine and the reality of the ballistic threat
from Russia. The development of the European Sky
Shield Initiative and the idea of a multi-layered missile
defence system became part of a broader course to
strengthen Europe’s defence capabilities.
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An important trend has been the strengthening of
assessments that Russia is moving into a phase of more
extensive hybrid escalation. Analysts predict an increase in
sabotage, disinformation campaigns, political interference
in electoral processes, attacks on critical infrastructure,
and demonstrative military provocations in Europe during
2026. At the same time, it is emphasized that the Russian
economy, despite its short-term stability, is entering a
phase of structural exhaustion, which increases the risk
of more aggressive external behavior by the Kremlin.

Russia’s war against Ukraine has finally established itself
as a central factor in the transformation of European and
global security. Four years of war have prompted a review
of the West’s strategy for supporting Ukraine, growing
criticism of the “limited assistance” approach, and a
realization that the conflict has long-term implications
for the international order. Ukraine is increasingly
seen not as a peripheral theater of war, but as a key
element in the architecture of future European security.

The energy and economic dimensions have also
taken on strategic importance. Events surrounding
Venezuelan oil have confirmed that fossil fuels remain
a powerful tool of geopolitical influence. At the same
time, the EU has intensified discussions on diversifying
energy supplies, developing the Black Sea region as
a critical logistics and energy hub, and expanding
transport corridors between Europe and Asia.

Overall, December 2025 and January 2026 marked
a period of growing strategic uncertainty, a review
of transatlantic relations, increased security risks for
Europe, and the consolidation of the war in Ukraine as
one of the key factors shaping the new international order.
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Belgium is Right: Borrow... Get the Money... Don’t Get Emotional

Bernard Siman, Egmont Institute, Belgium
04.12.2025

In this analytical commentary, the author argues in favor of the Belgian government’s position that
the politicized use of frozen Russian assets held by Euroclear is unacceptable without adequate
collective guarantees from the EU and its allies. The author demonstrates that the current proposal of
the European Union effectively shifts a disproportionate financial and legal risk to Belgium, creating a
potential threat to both its national financial system and the stability of the eurozone and confidence
in the international financial infrastructure as a whole.

In the event of the war ending or court rulings in Russia’s favor, the issue of asset recovery could
turn into a major liability crisis, with the risk of massive capital flight, increased borrowing costs, and
undermining the EU’s role as a predictable financial actor. The author considers the lack of “ironclad”
guarantees to be a key institutional mistake.

As an alternative, a technically sound and legally secure mechanism is proposed: financing Ukraine
through long-term EU borrowing, in particular through the issuance of bonds under the auspices
of the European Investment Bank with collective guarantees from member states. This approach
allows Ukraine’s support to be combined with compliance with the rules of the international financial
system and avoids dangerous precedents.

Economy, trade, finance; war in Ukraine
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The European Parliament Compels the EU to Address Arctic
Security

Gilles Dannel, Marie-Anne Coninx, Egmont Institute, Belgium
05.12.2025

On November 26, 2025, the European Parliament
adopted a resolution calling on the EU to radically
revise its Arctic policy with a clear security focus.
The key message is that the Arctic is no longer
a remote region of cooperation, but has become
a strategic front for European security. This is
due to the rapid militarization of the region by
Russia, in particular the deployment of nuclear
capabilities under the Bastion doctrine, as well
as the growing economic, technological, and
scientific infrastructure presence of China, which
positions itself as a “near-Arctic state.”

The Bastion doctrine is a Russian naval strategy
for protecting nuclear forces, which involves
creating heavily militarised coastal zones (mainly

in the Arctic) to cover strategic submarines
with ballistic missiles and deter NATO.

The current EU Arctic policy for 2021 has been criticized for its incompatibility with the new
geopolitical realities. The European Parliament emphasizes the lack of attention to hard security, weak
awareness of the Arctic domain, insufficient protection of critical infrastructure, and slow strategic
adaptation by the EU. Instead, it proposes the development of a new, operationally oriented strategy
that combines security instruments, close coordination with NATO and the US, climate policy, and
compliance with international law.

The Arctic is emerging as a test of the European Union’s strategic maturity: if the EU wants to be a
full-fledged geopolitical actor, it cannot allow others to determine the future of a region that is critical
to energy security, access to strategic resources, and the stability of Europe’s northern flank. In a
broader context, Russia’s war against Ukraine is seen as a catalyst for this rethinking, confirming that
Russian aggression has systemic implications for the entire European security architecture, including
the Arctic.

International security; strategic autonomy of the EU
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Confronting the Russian Hydra: Continuity and Innovation in
the Grey Zone

Ivan Klyshch, Marek Kohv, International Centre for Defence and Security
(ICDS), Estonia
15.12.2025

This analytical study is devoted to a systematic analysis of Russian hybrid activities in Europe and
their historical context, from the Bolshevik Cheka (Extraordinary Commission) to the modern
special services of the Russian Federation. The central thesis is that current hybrid threats such as
disinformation, sabotage, undermining critical infrastructure, and operations of influence are not a
situational response by the Kremlin, but a logical continuation of the established strategic culture of
the Russian intelligence community.

In the first part, the authors reveal in detail the so-called chekist mindset — a set of four key attitudes: a
sense of moral and professional superiority, a conviction of self-innocence, deep paranoia with regard
to external and internal enemies, and a tendency toward extremism that blurs the line between
peace and war. It is this mental matrix that explains the willingness of Russian special services to act
without regulatory restrictions and to view any opposition as an existential threat.

The second part demonstrates that modern Russian hybrid warfare is based on a Soviet template
from the Cold War era: active measures, agent networks, sabotage, and deniable force.

The term «deniable force» is a tool of hybrid
warfare that allows a state to use military force

while officially claiming, «It wasn’t us.»

At the same time, the innovation lies in combining
classic methods with digital tools, information
operations, and economic pressure. As a result,
Russia is waging a constant «hybrid cold war» against
Europe, the goal of which is to intimidate, demoralize
societies, and deter support for Ukraine.

Ukraine appears in the study as the central, but not the only, target of Russia’s hybrid strategy.
The authors directly state that the intensification of sabotage and influence operations in Europe is
aimed at weakening Western support for Ukraine and forcing European governments to self-restrain.
Ukraine also figures as the main target of Russian information operations in Europe, confirming its
role as a key field of confrontation between Russia and the West.

Hybrid threats

13
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Russia is Losing — Time for Putin’s 2026 Hybrid Escalation

William Dixon, Maksym Begnosiuk, Royal United Services Institute (RUSI),
United Kingdom
19.12.2025

The authors argue that 2025 represented the most favourable moment for the Kremlin to exit the war,
yet Vladimir Putin deliberately rejected this option. The strategy of Moscow rested on the expectation
of a political fracture in the West - a US-imposed “peace” forced on Ukraine by a new American
administration, fragmentation of European unity, and the consolidation of Russia’s territorial gains.
This calculation failed: neither Ukraine’s nor Europe’s positions softened.

Russia has lost most of its strategic objectives in the war, retaining only partial territorial control. Its
economic resilience, international legitimacy, and internal regime stability have all deteriorated. As a
result, Russia is entering a phase of heightened strategic instability: a weakened state becomes more
aggressive, as escalation shifts from being a policy choice to a necessity for regime survival.

The authors project that 2026 will mark a year of systematic hybrid escalation, structured along three
main lines. First, sabotage - attacks on Europe’s defence industry, logistics, and weapons supply chains
to Ukraine, aimed at causing delays, raising security costs, and exhausting allies from within. Second,
subversion and disinformation, implying large-scale information operations and political interference
in electoral processes across Europe and the United States to strengthen pro-Russian forces and erode
support for sanctions. Third, coercion - routinised military demonstrations, violations of airspace and
maritime boundaries, and nuclear blackmail as instruments of psychological pressure.

The drivers of this escalation are structural.
Russia’s economy is entering a fiscal spiral:
surging military expenditure, declining energy
revenues, depletion of sovereign wealth
funds, and mounting off-budget liabilities are
narrowing the space for conventional warfare.
At the same time, Russia’s conventional
military capabilities are being depleted - losses
of equipment and manpower, slow industrial
regeneration, make large-scale offensive
operations increasingly unrealistic. Against
this backdrop, hybrid warfare emerges as the
only remaining viable tool of escalation.

Hybrid threats; European security; war in Ukraine
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Venezuelan Oil: The Stakes and Implications of the Trump

(¢p. Pétrole vénézuélien : les enjeux de Uopération Trump)

Francis Perrin, French Institute for International and Strategic Affairs (IRIS),
France
12.01.2026

The author believes that the U.S. military operation in Venezuela, which launched at the start of
January, was mainly a strategic geoenergetical maneuver. Official statements about enhancement of
security or fight against drug trafficking play a rather minor role here. The author’s main conclusion
claims that in Donald Trump’s strategy oil continues to be the key power element. Control over
Venezuelan resources is viewed as a powerful leverage,which allows pressure on global markets,
restrains Geopolitical adversaries and undermines the position of Venezuela’s regional allies.

The situation looks paradoxical: although Venezuela possesses one of the largest proven oil reserves
(which are often estimated as high as astonishing 300 billion barrels), the country currently extracts
only 0.8-1.0 billion barrels daily, which is far less than before. Specifically this decline creates
an environment for the external “restart” of the field this time under the American protectorate.
Washington’s objective is purely pragmatic: to tighten its grip on commodity prices, displace China
as the primary buyer of Venezuelan oil, sever energy lifelines to Cuba, and minimize the influence of
Iran and its proxies in the region.

The actual mechanism of influence involves a naval blockade and control over export flows, whereby
oil revenues are accumulated outside Venezuela and distributed under U.S. supervision. At the same
time, the short-term impact on global oil markets remains constrained by a global supply surplus and
other destabilizing factors, including the war in Ukraine and heightening tensions surrounding Iran.

Summarizing in a broader context, the author
emphasizes that oil has not lost its status as
a primary geopolitical instrument. The U.S.
withdrawal from international environmental
agreements and the relatively slow global energy
transition during the Trump administration
indicate that fossil fuels will remain a dominant
factor in world politics for at least the medium
term.

Economy, trade, finance; international order
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Dispatch From Davos: The Geopolitics of the New Realism

Michael Froman, Council on Foreign Relations (CFR), United States
23.01.2026

The World Economic Forum in Davos, in the author’s view, became a symbol of a deep transformation
of the global order, in which multilateralism gives way to a tougher policy of force, and strategic
uncertainty becomes the new norm. The central figure of the forum was Donald Trump, who
effectively turned the event from a platform for dialogue into a demonstration of American political
and economic dominance. His rhetoric underscored the end of the classical liberal international order
while confirming the United States’ desire to remain a key global center of influence.

Against this background, European and Canadian leaders, including Canada’s Prime Minister
Mark Carney, outlined the need for a new strategy for “middle states”: forming flexible coalitions,
diversifying economic and security ties, and gradually reducing dependence on the United States.
The approach of de-risking is increasingly used not only with respect to China but also in relations
with Washington, through trade diversification, development of autonomous defense capabilities,
and reform of international institutions.

At the same time, the study records a significant gap between political ambitions and real capabilities:
the desire for strategic autonomy runs into economic, military, and domestic political constraints. The
Greenland crisis became a telling example of how tactical signals of force can undermine trust within
NATO and cause long-term damage to allied relations.

Attention to Ukraine, China, the Middle East, and climate challenges at the forum was secondary,
while questions of force, influence, and geopolitical competition dominated. The author’s overall

conclusion is that the world is entering a phase of tougher competition, where adaptation, coalition-
r)uilding, and the ability to make strategic decisions matter more than nostalgia for the old order.

World order
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Summing up...

The end of 2025 and the beginning of 2026 were marked by the acceleration of processes that
seemed unlikely just a few years ago but are now becoming the new norm. The international order
is increasingly shifting from rules to force, and strategic coercion is becoming a common tool of state
policy, both in Russia’s actions and in the US’s moves in Venezuela and the broader transatlantic
context.

Russia’s war against Ukraine has established itself as a central factor in the transformation of
European security. Despite economic constraints and military losses, Moscow retains its capacity for
prolonged confrontation and is moving into a phase of more extensive hybrid escalation. Sabotage,
disinformation, influence operations, and attacks on critical infrastructure are increasingly becoming
the main tools of pressure on Europe. The struggle is not only for territory, but also for narratives,
economic leverage, social stability, and political will.

At the same time, Europe is gradually moving from a reactive policy to the formation of its own
deterrence system. Discussions about missile defense, strategic autonomy, EU enlargement, and long-
term security responsibilities indicate a slow but noticeable shift toward a more independent role.
2026 will be a year of strategic decisions for Europe and Ukraine. The choice between adaptation,
self-restraint, or active formation of a new security architecture will determine the balance of power
on the continent for decades to come.

34
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