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At the Black Sea Security Forum in Odesa, Ukraine looks increasingly like the leader of the free world
By Andrew Mueller
[image: The Monocle Minute]CoinShares
[image: Monocle]Good morning from Midori House. For more news and views, tune in to Monocle Radio . Here’s what’s coming up in today’s Monocle Minute:
THE OPINION : Is Ukraine becoming the leader of the free world? FASHION : Emerging designers putting Helsinki on the map DAILY TREAT : Mexico City’s best (and only) British restaurant THE LIST : Stories you might have missed

The Opinion: affairs
At the Black Sea Security Forum in Odesa, Ukraine looks increasingly like the leader of the free world
[image: By Andrew Mueller]Among all the events on the calendar of diplomatic and security conferences, the Black Sea Security Forum (BSSF) in Odesa can claim that it is not discussing these matters in the abstract. The host city is still under frequent Russian air attack: in the days leading up to this year’s forum, at least one person was killed and several more injured by Russian strikes on various targets in the city, while three foreign ships were hit by Russian drones as they attempted to come and go from Odesa’s port. The night after the event, five people were injured in another Russian air raid. But the show – held largely inside Odesa’s magnificent opera house – went on. “We’ve already proved that such big events can happen in Odesa,” says Oleksiy Goncharenko, the Ukrainian MP who launched the BSSF with British peer Lord Michael Ashcroft in 2024. “We are ambitious. We want to make this a great tradition, and we want to show that Odesa is rethinking itself and becoming the second centre of Ukraine. Yes, Ukraine has one capital but a serious country should have several centres of gravity – and Odesa today is probably the most important.”
[image: Image]Red-letter day: Oleksiy Goncharenko at The Black Sea Security ForumThere are obvious logistical difficulties with convening such an event in the present circumstances. It is not currently possible to fly to Odesa, so guests arrive by road or rail from elsewhere in Ukraine or – like this reporter – by road from Chisinau, in neighbouring Moldova, about four or five hours away, depending on the queues at the border. The arguable upside of this is that everybody who attends the Black Sea Security Forum is someone who really wants to be there. This year’s headliners included several other Ukrainian MPs – mostly, like Goncharenko, from opposition parties – as well as former Ukrainian president Petro Poroshenko, Georgia’s fifth president, Salome Zourabichvili, a handful of US congresspeople, and Reza Pahlavi, son of the last Shah of Iran, who is currently pitching for the overthrow of the regime that overthrew his father. “I believe in Ukraine’s sovereignty and freedom,” says US senator Ruben Gallego of Arizona, when asked why he finds himself waiting out an air-raid alert in a hotel shelter. “But it’s really symbolic of where the world is going to go. If Ukraine falls to the aggression of Russia, it’s going to give a lesson not just to Russia but to other countries about what they can and can’t get away with.” This has been true for a little over four years. But what is different this year – certainly when measured against last year’s Black Sea Security Forum, which Monocle also attended – is a cautious but unmistakable optimism, not only that Ukraine is at the very least holding its own on the battlefield but also that it is beginning to project itself elsewhere as an increasingly serious global power. The lessons that Ukraine has been compelled to learn the hard way turn out to have exportable applications. This is most obviously the case with battlefield technology. Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the UAE all hastened to conclude defence and security arrangements with Ukraine when they found themselves on the receiving end of modern drone warfare earlier this year. The BSSF is accordingly abuzz with representatives from domestic and foreign drone start-ups, for whom Ukraine’s armed forces are grateful test pilots. But to cite just one other – though grimly related – example, Ukraine also now finds itself a world leader in addressing the injuries, both physical and psychological, caused by 21st-century warfare. “At the beginning we saw that limb reconstruction and prosthetics were going to be very needed,” says Olga Rudnieva, CEO of Superhumans, a Ukrainian NGO offering free rehabilitation services to severely wounded soldiers and civilians. “But what you couldn’t have predicted then was the need for facial reconstructions. We mostly see drone injuries, which are usually in the upper parts of the body. So the idea now is to create a full ecosystem where the patient gets everything: psychological support, prosthetics, surgical support and rehabilitation. We also added social reintegration, helping our patients to find new roles in life, because it’s a pity if they are sitting at home without having a reason to leave their apartment.” It is difficult to think of a punishment to visit upon Vladimir Putin that might be remotely commensurate with the horrors that his absurd war has inflicted on Ukraine. It would be the merest karmic justice if the inadvertent legacy of his revanchist delusions proves to be turning Russia’s neighbour into something like the leader of the free world. “For the first three years of the war, we were coming to other countries only with our problems,” says Hanna Shelest of foreign-policy think-tank Ukrainian Prism. “Today we’re coming with solutions. Maritime security, you’re welcome, food security, you’re welcome. Now it’s drone diplomacy. That’s our expertise, that’s our technology. It’s our time to help you.” Andrew Mueller is a contributing editor and host of ‘The Foreign Desk’ on Monocle Radio. For more opinion, analysis and insight, subscribe to Monocle today.

[image: Image]As threats rise, the Gulf turns to Ukraine’s war-tested expertise

The craft behind the code
[image: Image]The Briefings
fashion: finland
Forget Milan, Paris and London: Helsinki is where talent scouts head to look for the best fashion designers
Finland is an unlikely supplier of top talent for the fashion industry ( writes Petri Burtsoff ). The city’s unofficial fashion week, Fashion in Helsinki, ended this weekend and has emerged as an important stop for recruiters and journalists. “I am here to look for up-and-coming talent from Finland,” says Alexis Djouahra, director of communications for Villa Noailles, a French arts centre and organiser of the Hyères International Festival of Fashion, Photography and Accessories. Monocle meets Djouahra on the verdant Seurasaari island, where models strut outside in a scene far removed from the busy runways of Milan and Paris. “Finnish designers do really well in our competitions and have won it many times,” he adds.
[image: Image]Out of the woods: Fashion in Helsinki on Seurasaari islandThough the country doesn’t shout about its fashion credentials, Finnish designers are shaping the creative direction of the world’s top luxury brands. “There are currently about 50 Finns employed by design teams at major European houses,” Jani Niipola, journalist and former executive director of Fashion Finland, tells Monocle. Central to the country’s reputation are Aalto University’s fashion and textiles degree programmes, which are often rated among the best in the world. So what are the Finns doing differently? Click here for more.

• • • • • DAILY TREAT • • • • •
Book a table at The Lamb
Could you be tempted to choose British food in Mexico City? You might just be persuaded to do so at The Lamb, a new Roma Norte restaurant and the third project from Mexican restaurateur Federico Patiño and his Somerset-raised partner, Poppy Powell.
[image: Image]The menu looks to the UK countryside: think Scotch eggs, Welsh rarebit, mackerel pâté and a rabbit pie. “I find British food romantic, raw and timeless,” says Patiño, whose proposition reads as a tribute to Powell and a cuisine with more depth than its fish-and-chips clichés might suggest. “In Mexico City, demand continues to rise yet the culinary offerings often feel repetitive.” The Lamb’s job, therefore, is to widen the city’s palate. Tabasco 156, Roma Norte

[image: Image]Beyond the headlines
the LIST: FROM monocle.com
Stories you might have missed
Not been on monocle.com recently? Here are three updates worth your while.
[image: Image]How Iranians have been coping with the US-Israel conflict through limited internet access

[image: Image]The best new books, films, museums and albums in June

[image: Image]Nine highlights from Salone del Mobile 2026 and the rest of Milan Design Week

Monocle Radio: tHE GLOBALIST
Colombia election results and an interview with US tourism envoy Nick Adams
[image: Image]A right-wing political outsider wins the first round of Colombia’s presidential election. Plus: a live interview with Nick Adams, special presidential envoy for American tourism, exceptionalism and values, to discuss his new role and Trump’s plan to boost inbound tourism to 100 million visitors by 2030.

Amid the din of modern news, including us as a preferred Google source helps to push our reporting to the surface when you need it. Tap here to do just that.


Newsletter: Join us
Welcome to our world
Has this been forwarded to you by a friend? Sign up to The Monocle Minute and Monocle Weekend Editions to receive your own bulletin of weekday news and weekend treats.
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