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I. Introduction 

Last March, the former double-agent and spy Sergei Skripal, and his adult daughter, 

Yulia, were found unconscious on a park bench in the UK town of Salisbury. Both had been 

poisoned with a nerve agent known as Novichok, developed by USSR several decades ago. 

After an investigation, British officials accused Russia of planning and executing the death-

threatening poisoning, which could have affected as many as a hundred thirty people to 

Novichok. In a statement to the House of Commons on March 12, Prime Minister Theresa 

May said it was “highly likely” that Russian officials organized the attack.  

This is not the first (and probably will not be the last) case of espionage-related poisoning 

that involves Russia and a western country like the UK. In fact, back in 2006, the Kremlin 

was also blamed for the poisoning and eventual death of Russian defector and former officer 
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of the Federal Security Service (FSB) Alexander Litvinenko in London, using a substance 

called radioactive polonium-210. 

In this scenario, the United Kingdom called for international repercussions. Theresa 

May was backed by over 20 countries and NATO. All of them proceeded to second the UK 

position, which led to an escalation in the diplomatic crisis between Russia and Western 

countries: at the end of March, a total of more than 340 diplomats had been expelled from 

both sides of the conflict and sent home – 189 western diplomats were expelled from 

Russia, while over 150 Russian diplomats were expelled from western countries. As we can 

see in the graph below, Russia expelled the same amount of diplomats that their various 

counterparts did, except for the United Kingdom, the country which accused Russia of 

poisoning Skripal; Russia sent back home more than three times the amount of Russian 

diplomats the UK expelled. 
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II. The Skripal Case: the beginning of a Propaganda War 

UK's accusations against Russia have been facing a significant problem from the very 

beginning: there is no ‘definitive evidence’ that Russia is indeed behind the attempted murder, 

but only a long chain of strong indicators. That lack of certainty opened the door to a 

propaganda war – and Russia has quite the experience in this matter. 

This past Monday, Russian Ambassador to the UN, Vassily Nebenzia, declared that “the 

fake news about a chemical attack in the Syrian town of Douma aims to distract the world from the 

fabricated Skripal case and build an anti-Russia alliance”. 

Apart from Russia, Russian foreign supporter, and Lebanese Communist Party member 

Jana Nakahl, assured that chemical attacks had been used by the armed groups and Wahhabis 

to justify external intervention. Furthermore, the first director general of the Organization 

for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) Jose Bustani, in declarations to Russia 

Today (RT), said he considered the first actions of UK authorities on the incident with 

poisoning of former spy Sergei Skripal and his daughter too hasty, as “it is impossible to 

determine the type of poison used and its origin in 24 hours”. 

Politically, however, much more important are Chinese opinions and views towards the 

Skripal affair. Yao Peisheng, a Chinese diplomat who served as ambassador of the People's 

Republic of China to Kazakhstan (1999-2003) and Ukraine (2003-2005), stated that 

“although the Cold War ended 27 years ago, there are those who remain stuck to its legacy in the sphere 

of international relations”. Yang Mian, a political analyst at the Center for International 

Relations at the Chinese Institute of Communications, told Sputnik News that “this incident 

indicates the West's hostile approach toward Russia; Russia did propose a joint investigation, but 

Britain rushed to claim that Russia was responsible for the incident”. Yang believes that Western 

countries unhappy with Vladimir Putin's win in the 2018 presidential election jumped at the 

first chance to apply more pressure on Russia, and went as far as to state that the US is 

showing ‘russophobic’ sentiments (even with Trump in the White House, and all the 

criticism he has received regarding his relations with Putin and the ‘Russiagate’ in the 

elections), and that both the US and EU are trying to prevent “Russia’s revival”. Current 

Chinese foreign ministry spokeswoman Hua Chunying stated that “China believes that relevant 
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countries should abandon the Cold War mentality and give up confrontation to maintain global peace 

and stability.” 

At the time of this article being published, The Skripal case investigation is far from 

complete; nonetheless, Russia claims that the UK is deliberately hiding Yulia Skripal (the 

spy’s daughter, and a vital witness), in an attempt to confirm its ‘controversial story’, which is 

being challenged following a statement by Porton Down1 specialists (Blinova, 2018). Thus, 

it seems like the propaganda war is still going and far from over. And there’s more to it: 

Syria alleged chemical attacks have escalated tensions between Russia and Western countries 

even more. 

 

III. Is the World living another Cold War? 

For many observers in both sides of the Skripal conflict, the diplomatic back-and-forth 

and its rising tensions may suggest that the world is living another ‘Cold War’ of 

unpredictable consequences. Furthermore, the context in which this events occurred does 

not help. The UK is going through a rather difficult and complex Brexit transition, while 

Russia decided to ‘save’ Bashar al-Assad’s regime in Syria via military intervention, along 

with chemical weapons use allegations that may lead to a US intervention of its own, 

furthering the conflict complexity and escalation. 

The main consequence of these actions is the deterioration of relations between Russia 

and the UK and other Western nations. This does nothing but remind us about the historical 

geopolitical tension between both parties. This tension lies on the one hand in the timeless 

nature of the interstate relations between the UK and Russia (that go back to the Crimea 

conflict in the mid-nineteenth century, and even before that), and on the other hand in the 

confrontation between the West and Russia as it shaped over the last 200 years, especially 

during the Cold War. The Cato Institute, in one of their recent articles, expressed their 

                                                           
1 Porton Down is a United Kingdom science park, situated northeast of the village of Porton, near Salisbury, 

in England. It is home to two UK Government facilities: a site of the Ministry of Defence's Defence Science 

and Technology Laboratory (DSTL) and a site of Public Health England. 
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concerns about this possible scenario, clearly stating that ‘the West should avoid starting a new 

cold war with Russia’. 

Doug Bandow, Cato Institute’s senior fellow, and former Ronald Reagan’s special 

assistant, declares that “despite the diplomatic spiral, however, there is no new Cold War. And there 

won’t be a hot war unless Washington ignites a confrontation while pursuing an ever more 

interventionist and activist foreign policy in areas viewed as vital by Russia”, stating four main 

reasons: first, the main ingredient of the Cold War is missing (ideological competition); 

second, Russia’s foreign policy is essentially conservative and restrained, though not pacifist; 

third, the world no longer is bipolar (in a broad sense the Europeans are on America’s side 

while the People’s Republic of China backs Russia, but the divisions are far more complex 

than during the Cold War); fourth, Russia is no match militarily to the United States 

(Bandow, 2018). At the same time, Europe enjoys almost twelve times Russia’s economic 

strength (p.eg. Italy alone has a larger GDP than Russia), spend upwards of five times as 

much on the military, and collectively the UK, France, and Germany, devote almost two 

and a half times as much as Russia to the military. 

However, there are some experts that believe that, while the world might not be in the 

same situation as in post-World War II, a new Cold War is potentially more dangerous than 

its twentieth century predecessor, with several factors contributing to it, such as the 

political epicenter’s now being on Russia’s borders, lack of a mutual code of conduct, and 

the unprecedented demonization of the Kremlin leader (Cohen, 2018). 

Therefore, in order to avoid further conflicts that could have serious international 

implications, Washington should end the diplomatic tit-for-tats, and abandon Trump’s 

belligerent rhetoric towards Russia and its main area of influence. Regarding this issue, there 

is one main battlefield where things could derail if not done right: Syria. After an alleged 

chemical weapon attack on Syrian citizens last week, the United States accused both Syria 

and Russia of being behind it, while Russia stated that there was no chemical weaponry used 

in any of the attacks targeting the rebel-held town of Douma. Furthermore, on April 10, 

Reuters, alongside other agencies, reported that Moscow and Washington had halted 

attempts by each other in the UN Security Council to set up international investigations into 

chemical weapons attacks in Syria. The UNSC failed to approve three draft resolutions on 
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chemical weapons attacks in Syria; Russia vetoed a US draft – Moscow opposes any Western 

strike on Assad, and has vetoed action on Syria a total of twelve times since the conflict 

started –, while two Russian-drafted resolutions failed to get a minimum nine votes to pass 

(Nichols and Francis, 2018). 

Meanwhile, US President Donald Trump cancelled a trip to Latin America to focus on 

the US response in Syria, and alongside his Western allies, discussed possible military action 

to punish Assad for the suspected poison gas attack, by declaring that “if it’s Russia, if it’s 

Syria, if it’s Iran, if it’s all of them together, we’ll figure it out and we’ll know the answers quite soon. 

We’re looking at that very strongly and very seriously. Everyone will pay the price.”, to what he later 

added “we’re making a decision as to what we do with respect to the horrible attack that was made 

near Damascus, and it will be met and it will be met forcefully” (Baker, 2018). 

In response to Trump’s threats, the Kremlin did not hesitate to declare that Russia will 

respond immediately if its military deployed in Syria gets hit by a US airstrike. Dmitry 

Peskov, Kremlin’s spokesman, blamed the US and other countries for “the rather non-

constructive position taken”, and for the fact that “they are refusing to face reality” concerning the 

alleged Douma chemical attack (Peskov, 2018). But the military back-and-forth threats are 

not the only concern in this situation, as the United States recently unveiled a list of new 

sanctions against Russia, while Trump adds more fuel to the fire via Twitter, and a Trump-

Putin meeting is said to be held in the near future, according to spokemen from both 

countries. 

Finally, on April 14, the United States, in coalition with the UK and France, launched a 

series of airstrikes against Syrian research, storage and military targets. Despite the attack, 

Secretary of Defense Mr. Mattis argued that the strikes had been “confined to the chemical 

weapons-type targets”, and that there was “no intention of expanding the attacks this; we were very 

precise and proportionate”. But at the same time, it was twice the size of the previous strike 

back in April 2017, when the United States fired 59 Tomahawk cruise missiles at a Syrian 

air base – that ironically was back in use just a day after the bombing (Cooper, Gibbons-

Neff and Hubbard, 2018). This week, unlike last year’s attacks, France and Britain did join 

Trump in retaliating for the suspected chemical attack last Saturday in Douma, though 

Germany refused to participate in the offensive.  
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While Syrian President Al-Asad considered the attack a “barbaric act” that would fail, and 

posted on Twitter that “honorable souls cannot be humiliated” (Loveluck, 2018), Russian 

diplomacy responded in less than two hours that the attacks would not be without 

consequences: “we warned that such actions will not be left without consequences,” said Anatoly 

Antonov, the Russian ambassador to the United States. “All responsibility for them rests with 

Washington, London and Paris.” Regarding his President, Vladimir V. Putin, Antonov added 

that “insulting the president of Russia is unacceptable and inadmissible”. On the morning after the 

strikes, Putin himself responded to the attacks by stating that they are “an act of aggression” 

and said Russia would convene an emergency session of the UN security council over the 

attack. The Russian president also added that the strike would “have a destructive effect on the 

entire system of international relations” (Roth and Ellis-Petersen, 2018). 

 

IV. Conclusions 

In the verge of an international crisis, facts and truth have been relegated in favor of a 

propaganda war and diplomatic tit-for-tat that will not benefit anyone. In the Skripal Case, 

the United Kingdom did not wait to blame Russia for the poisoning of Sergei Skripal and his 

daughter, Yulia, last March in Salisbury, England. Even Queen Elizabeth, despite having no 

role in foreign policy, espionage, chemical weapons, or police investigations, has been 

targeted in this information war between Russia and the UK (Ma, 2018), while the 

Orthodox Church External Relations Department believes 'Skripal affair' is a provocation 

aimed at discrediting Russia. Just a few weeks later, and after the diplomatic crisis had 

escalated rather quickly (with diplomats being expelled from both Russia and Western 

countries, respectively), Syrian rebels and civilians were allegedly attacked by chemical 

weapons in the town of Douma. In both the Skripal and Syrian cases, Western countries 

decided to take action before any international organizations – in this case, the Organization 

for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons – could reach an objective and fact-based 

conclusion (regarding the alleged chemical attack in Syria, a mission from the OPCW was 

to start an investigation on Saturday, April 14, in Douma to determine whether chemical 

weapons had been used). 
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Russia is not backing down any time soon, with a rhetoric as belligerent as any Trump 

administration statement can be these days, and the thoughts of the World entering Cold 

War II are spreading fast. UN Secretary General, the Portuguese Antonio Guterres, even 

declared that “the cold war is back with a vengeance”, and suggested that the current situation 

might be even more dangerous than Cold War I itself, as “safeguard mechanisms seem no longer 

to be present” (MacAskill, 2018), an opinion shared by professor emeritus of Russian Studies 

and Politics at NYU and Princeton University, Stephen Cohen. And if this is not enough 

reason for concern, the world is also facing what could be the biggest trade war in history, 

between the US and China. 

According to Winston Churchill, there are four steps to a world war: ideological war, 

diplomatic war, trade war and real war. It remains to be seen if these steps are completed 

(first three seem to be somewhat present today), or Russia, the United States and the other 

parts involved in these international conflicts put some sense into it and deescalate tensions 

for global peace to be preserved.  
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