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OSCE 

The Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) is a consensus-based 

organization with 57 participating States in Europe, Central Asia and North America. OSCE has 

its origins in the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) which started 

during the Cold War and was a series of meeting where the states who took part, worked to keep 

the peace in Europe. In 1975 the Helsinki Final Act was signed, which was one of the 

groundworks for establishing a European security order. The Helsinki Final Act was followed by 

the Paris Charter in 1990. OSCE was developed to its current form 1994 when the CSCE became 

an international organization, which is the largest regional security organization. The last time 

Sweden held the OSCE Chairpersonship was in 19931. 

What Sweden wants to prioritize  

The aim with Sweden’s Chairpersonship 2021 is to focus on the basic principles of the OSCE 

through the program “Back to Basics”2. This includes defending the European security order, 

addressing protracted conflicts and enhancing democracy and gender equality. The Chairperson-

in-Office (CiO), the Swedish Minister for Foreign Affairs Ann Linde states that “our region needs 

to come together to focus on our common security, based on the principles and commitments we 

all have made”3. Sweden will continue to act to re-establish respect for the principles that the 

European security order relies upon and to prioritize to strengthen democracy, human rights as 

well as equality in all relevant fora4. The grounds for getting back to basics is the worrying security 

policy situation and the increased tension within the OSCE area. Linde is referring to Russia’s illegal 
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annexation of Crimea, the conflicts in Ukraine and Georgia, the conflict between Armenia and 

Azerbaijan in Nagorno-Karabakh as well as the repressions of the demonstrations in Belarus5. In 

a presentation at the Permanent Council in Vienna in January 2021, Linde stated that “[u]pholding 

these commitments is our shared responsibility and should be in the interests of all OSCE 

participating States” and by holding each other accountable for their actions we make our 

commitments stay relevant6. Linde underlined the importance of linking climate change and 

security together7. In short, the basic principles and foundation of the European security order that 

are emphasized are sovereign equality, refraining from the threat or the use of force, respect for 

territorial integrity and the freedom of states to choose their own security arrangements as well as 

respect for human rights and fundamental freedom. The right to freedom of opinion and 

expression and the freedom of the media are key elements which are underlined, as well as the 

democratic processes, civic space and participation. These are central to preserving and promoting 

respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, democracy and the rule of law. 

Linde emphasizes that her aim as CiO is to start dialogues between conflicting states, work for an 

increasing democratization and continue to run a feministic foreign policy with regards to women, 

peace and security. In addition, Linde stresses that Sweden is a nonaligned country and therefore 

the principle in regards to territorial integrity is very important8. Linde wishes to be able to deal 

with the most stressful conflicts effectively, such as the crisis in Belarus. Thus, she wants to protect 

OSCE’s basic principles and to make all of the participating States to re-agree and to follow them, 

which is a challenge for OSCE’s at the moment. 

Different perspectives of the OSCE 

Dr Ian Anthony, Director of Stockholm’s International Peace Research Institute’s (SIPRI) 

European Security Programme, states that “many states appear to no longer have a shared 

understanding of how to interpret their commitments”9. Anthony continues to state that the 

European security framework in recent years has performed worse than expected “when faced  

with a series of shocks: a financial crisis; a return of major conflict inside Europe and escalating 

conflicts at its periphery; a growing number of mass-impact terrorist attacks; and the sudden and 

uncontrolled mass movement of people into Europe, in part as a spillover from conflict outside 

of Europe”10. Furthermore, he means that an increased sense of insecurity is reflected in the 

European discourse on politico-military affairs11 and refers to the Russian Foreign Minister, 

Sergey Lavrov’s, speech at OSCE Ministerial Council in December 2015. In this speech, Lavrov 
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meant that the European partnership is moving towards deeper distrust and instability12. The 

multiple failures to reach agreements over important aspects of European security can be seen as 

signs of division among the OSCE participating States13. Edi Rama, Prime Minister of Albania 

and former OSCE CiO emphasized the lack of trust in cooperation in his speech at the 2020 

OSCE Annual Security Review Conference14. In short, the lack of trust and evidence of a division 

between participating States within the OSCE can be seen. 

Simultaneously, scientists argue that the OSCE as an organization rather is profiting than suffering 

from the rising tensions and crises in Europe15. The OSCE has existed in the shadow of the EU 

and NATO after the Cold War but has got increasing attention due to Russia’s annexation of 

Crimea and the latest insecurities in the region. The organization is regarded as one of the few 

remaining multilateral communication forums between the East and the West16. In summary, even 

though the division within OSCE has been highlighted as a challenge undermining the 

organization, it can also be seen as an opportunity. 

The Ukraine Crisis and the illegal annexation of Crimea 

Strategic trends have over the years been less predictable, which constitutes a challenge for the 

common security agenda within the OSCE17. The states within the OSCE are moving away from 

the usually defined vision of a value-based security community and the tension between Russia 

and the West has made the daily work in the OSCE more difficult. Russia’s illegal annexation of 

Crimea and the military intervention in Eastern Ukraine was a crisis for the OSCE, due to the 

violation of the OSCE basic principles, including the respect for the territorial integrity, the 

abstention from the threat or use of force and inviolability of borders. Scientists also argue that 

the OSCE would lose importance if it no longer tries to uphold a long-term vision of a value-

based security community18. In summary, the annexation of Crimea and the military intervention 

of Eastern Ukraine, can be seen as divisions in regard to the common values between the states 

within the OSCE, which makes the security policy situation less predictable. Even though 

scientists mean that this can be seen as signs of a division within Europe and signs of distrust, the 

OSCE as an organization is doing better now than a couple of years ago. The Ukraine Crisis can 

be seen as a comeback due to the fact that it was the only organization that responded to it19. 
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Belarus 

The internal governance crisis in Belarus adds another layer of insecurity within Europe. Already 

before the recent presidential election in Belarus, the military response to worsening relations 

between countries in Western Europe and Russia had already increased the insecurity and risks in 

the region around Belarus. The repression of the protests and the domestic situations thus 

decreased the European security further. Considering the situation, Ann Linde and the previous 

CiO Edi Rama, offered to mediate and help to start a dialogue between the conflicting parties20. 

Nevertheless, statements regarding the outrageous current situation in Belarus and remarks 

stressing universal values seems to have little impact unless they are connected to means that 

offer real benefits and a stable European perspective to the citizens in Belarus21. 

In summary, the OSCE, with Sweden as the 2021 Chair, is facing challenges to rebuild the trust 

for the organization and for the European security. The questions to be asked are, what can it 

actually achieve? What are Germany's expectations and contributions to maintaining the basic 

principles of the OSCE-based European security order? Only the future can bring clarity to the 

many uncertainties and challenges of the OSCE and answers to these questions. 
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