
If there is one television show that has 
been striving for 34 years to dissect 
geopolitical news with ingenuity, it is 
Le Dessous des Cartes. Broadcast on 
Arte, it is presented every week by Émilie 
Aubry who, on the stage of the plenary 
hall, introduced this debate by praising 
the secondary school students present, 
who chose the History-Geography, Ge-
opolitics and Political Science (HGGSP) 
option for their baccalaureate: ‘I con-
gratulate you on having this curiosity for 
the wider world. It also means that, in a 
way, you are rejecting a retreat to the 
national level. When you work with ge-
ographers, they say that you are never 
as relevant as when you change scale.’ 

It is precisely on this principle that an 
episode of the show entitled ‘Europe 
with a Leaning Towards the East’ is be-
ing screened. This involves an immersion 
at one of the border crossings between 
Poland and Ukraine in November 2023, 
when a blockade was organised by Pol-
ish lorry drivers to prevent their Ukraini-
an counterparts from entering European 
Union territory without special permits, 
as authorised by Brussels. They saw this 
competition as unfair, demonstrating 
the difficulty in which Eastern Europe 
currently finds itself, between the desire 
to belong to Europe and the historical 
membership of the former Soviet bloc 
claimed by the Kremlin. 

Anna Kowalska, a journalist for Polish 
public television, is familiar with this 
problem. Her country, which lives in fear 
of the ‘Putin project’, as Émilie Aubry de-
scribed it, has long tried to alert the Eu-
ropean Union of the Kremlin’s intentions. 
‘We saw heads of state, notably from 
France, who were trying, probably right-
ly, to Europeanise Russia, but we didn’t 
think that this was the direction in which 
we had to go, because we had precisely 
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this experience of history, she explained. 
As proof, Poland’s military spending, 
which was estimated at 2.4% of GDP in 
2022, is expected to increase to 4.7% in 
2025, a record among the countries of 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 
(NATO), making it the largest army in 
Europe. She considers a Russian threat 
realistic: There have definitely been Rus-
sian rockets falling in Poland. There have 
been deaths.’ Poland has also welcomed 
more than a million Ukrainian refugees, 
with an economic impact that has 
pushed inflation to almost 20%, due to 
the increase in the cost of energy. 

Faced with these threats, is it still pos-
sible to live without the possibility of 
war, especially in Romania? According 
to Romanian journalist, Mihaela Antoc-
he, it is a matter of habit, as her coun-
try has regularly faced war on its bor-
ders in recent history. Romania, the only 
French-speaking country in Eastern Eu-
rope, has also been forced to strengthen 
its defence capabilities, while affirming 
its unwavering support for Ukraine. But 
the economic crisis that is hitting her 
country, like all European countries, has 
perhaps fostered a weariness with the 
situation. ‘Just like in France and Poland, 
we also have this war fatigue. There is 
only one solution, peace. But how can we 
get it if there are no negotiations?’ she 
asked.

Arnoldas Pranckevicius, Lithuanian am-
bassador to France, former diplomatic 
advisor to German politician and Pres-
ident of the European Parliament from 
2012 to 2017, Martin Schulz, is quite pes-
simistic regarding the issue. According 
to him, ‘Vladimir Putin cannot be trust-
ed’, as he is already the cause of many 
conflicts in Eastern Europe. ‘At the be-
ginning of the war, three years ago, many 
told us: you were right.’ Lithuania regu-
larly receives threats from the Kremlin. 
The most recent, of a nuclear nature, is 
generating tangible fears, as are the cy-
ber-attacks which are increasing, while 
the country has welcomed many Rus-
sian dissidents including those close to 
Alexei Navalny. One of the first obvious 
responses was, again, an increase in the 
budget allocated to defence, now at 3% 
of Lithuanian GDP.

He who wants peace prepares for war, 
as the saying goes. This is somewhat the 
opinion of Arnoldas Pranckevicius, who 
is in favour of Western allies authorizing 
Ukraine to use long-range missiles to 
strike Russian soil. Is the West too con-
cerned with what is going on in Vladimir 
Putin’s head, rather than helping the 

EASTERN EUROPE : HOW TO LIVE 
ON WAR’S DOORSTEP?

If the Kremlin wins,  
what will remain 
of international law?

Arnoldas Prenckevicius

Émilie Aubry and Anna Kowalska

Pi
er

re
 G

al
lio

t 
- 

Ré
gi

on
 N

or
m

an
di

e

NORMANDY WORLD PEACE FORUM - THE ESSENTIALS | Page 55



Ukrainians win the war in more con-
crete ways? ‘This decision should have 
been taken a long time ago,’ he believes. 
Volodymyr Zelensky really needs this to 
destroy all ammunition stocks in Russia. 

Every day, without this authorisation, we 
contribute to the possibility of Russia 

striking Ukraine and all 
civilian targets. Another 
way to help Ukrainians 
maintain their sover-
eignty would be for them 
to join the North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organisation 
(NATO), as the three Bal-
tic countries did in 2004 
(Lithuania, Estonia, Lat-
via), which greatly aided 

their protection from Russia. On these 
issues, European leaders are deeply di-
vided. While some would be in favour of 
sending soldiers to Ukrainian soil, others 
are more reluctant. Because who can 
predict what consequences such deci-
sions might have? Not to mention that 
winter is already hitting, and Ukraine has 
lost 80% of its energy infrastructure.

Added to this concern is the Israeli-Pal-
estinian conflict, where the State of Is-
rael has just obtained aid of 8.7 billion 
dollars to continue its war, relegating 
the Ukrainian cause to the background. 
But these conflicts are not to be seen as 
mutually exclusive. ‘Everything is linked,’ 
said Arnoldas Pranckevicius, who recalls 
Iran’s role in helping Russia and Hamas, 
even though the State of Israel believed 
itself to be very close to Russia. This 
should clarify things and make every-
one’s interests more understandable. 
The outcome of the Russian-Ukraini-
an conflict will have enormous conse-
quences for global geopolitics. Because 
if the Kremlin wins, what will remain of 
international law, which has been flout-
ed so many times? ‘All the dictators of 
this world are watching what is hap-
pening because this is really the test. 
If Ukraine loses, the Western world will 
lose its place in the world.’ 

In the East, despite these threats, peo-
ple continue to live their lives. Lithuania, 
Romania and Poland are proving to be 
resilient and dynamic under all circum-
stances. The latter, with 38 million in-
habitants, has risen to 6th place in the 
European economy and could, accord-
ing to Anna Kowalska, become ‘richer 
than the Italians and the British’ within 
5 years. Romania, which continues to 
attract many students, also benefits 
from its strategic position on the Black 
Sea for trade. Is this quest for progress 
against all odds not, in fact, the answer 
to the question ‘how can we live in peace 
on the brink of war?’ as a kind of forced 
march towards building an optimistic 
future?

All the dictators of this
world are watching what 
is happening because this 
is really the test. If Ukraine
loses, the Western world will 
lose its place in the world
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