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A
ny foreigner sees a country as a set of certain characteristics 
– this is unavoidable. These may be more or less accurate, 
and reflect the country’s genuine realm or speculations. 

Even a friendly Western observer most likely sees 
Ukraine as a territory of losers, who failed to capitalize on their his-
toric chance, did not implement a democratic development scenario 
and thus de facto confirmed that they belong to the geopolitical area 
where laws and values of the modern world do not matter. And there 
are many Europeans who see Ukraine through a Russian prism by 
inertia. To them, Ukraine is a typical failed state, a geopolitical mis-
understanding. Hence, the verdict: Ukraine is “not quite Europe”. It 
is a fragment of Soviet space, a nation to be talked to from behind a 
fence. Perhaps, it can get some help or be used as a counterbalance 
or a buffer zone, but it can’t be allowed to join the big guys. In any 
case, it makes no sense demanding the impossible from it and exert-
ing pressure on the regime that seems to be a perfect fit for the local 
environment.  

There is no point in accusing independent observers of being su-
perficial: they base their views on individual facts; they do not feel, 
nor should they feel Ukraine’s internal logic. The task of this special 
report is to share an alternative vision from within and convey the 
essence of this logic.

The first two aspects to explain are the ambivalence of a modern 
Ukrainian and his electoral behaviour, and the illusionary nature of 
all Ukrainian institutions which appear to be real – a quasi-market 
economy, quasi-law enforcement system, quasi-judiciary, quasi-me-
dia and quasi-national culture. Another aspect is the carcass of the 
old colonial system – rust and shabby - that reflects every detail of 
the old Russo-Soviet Empire machine. And we want to show that 
Ukrainians remain Europeans in their values and priorities in spite 
of the unprecedented administrative and moral pressure they expe-
rienced in this empire over several centuries with a peak in the 20th 
century. They prove this in surveys and constant manifestations of 
civil activity in public life, business and arts even though various for-
mal and informal restrictions suffocate the initiative. 

Ukrainians grow ever more confident on the agenda and road 
map that will allow them to fulfil their European potential. First and 
foremost, this means decisive, uncompromising decolonization, 
which requires the rejection of all the civilizational markers that tie 
Ukraine to the Russian-Soviet strategy of development – or stagna-
tion. Success stories of some of Ukraine’s former cellmates in the 
imperialistic prison that have already returned to Europe prove that 
this is possible. This scenario involves cultural and mental liberation 
as an integral prerequisite for the return to a competitive economy, 
respect for human rights, civil society and a valuable exchange of 
ideas - everything that will transform the former province of the 
USSR into a real Ukraine that deserves its history and its dreams. 
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Communists could emerge, and 
parliament could start passing 
laws that would be dangerous to 
those in power, including the im-
peachment of the president, dis-
missal of the Cabinet of Ministers 
or a number of top officials and 
the like. Overall, the latest devel-
opments in parliament signal that 
the Family does not intend to lose 
the power or the assets it has 
gained so far as well as those it 
still anticipates to gain. Therefore, 
efforts are already being made to 
eliminate any threats to the Yanu-
kovych regime that the 2015 presi-
dential election may pose, if it is 
conducted under existing rules. 
On the one hand, the regime 
hopes to dilute the opposition and 
integrate some crossovers to the 
pro-presidential majority through 
bribery, intimidation or tax at-
tacks on family business, just to 
name a few. This should give the 
Party of Regions (PR) a majority 
without the Communist Party 
which is currently using its impor-
tance to the PR to blackmail it for 
having its members appointed to 
top positions. On the other, prepa-
rations are in place for an orches-
trated referendum to change the 
election system and the powers of 
parliament, and subsequently 
hold an early parliamentary elec-
tion under the first-past-the-post 
system – the previous election 
proved that it is much more help-
ful in bringing more convenient 
MPs to parliament. 

The regime’s tactic is to take 
small consistent steps to exhaust 
the opposition. After the govern-
ment failed to pull through its 
candidates in the five most dis-
puted districts during the October 
parliamentary election, it agreed 
to cancel the results there but has 
never held a repeat election there, 
as there is a significant risk that 
opposition candidates will win 
them. It appears that the current 
plan is to hold the repeat election 
in summer – peak vacation time, 

A Monopoly On Power
Despite the lack of support from most Ukrainians, the Yanukovych 
regime has no intention of giving up power in the 2015 presidential 
election and is preparing to extend its rule by artificial means

The parliament barely worked 
throughout all Q1’ 2013 as the op-
position was blocking it to prevent 
the button-pushing - Party of Re-
gions’ MPs voting for themselves 
and their absent party fellows - 
while the pro-presidential major-
ity did not have enough votes to 
pass the decisions it needed. As 
the political confrontation intensi-
fied, the government had to make 
concessions to the Communist 
Party. Otherwise, a temporary ma-
jority of the opposition and the 

Author: Oles Oleksiyenko

V
iktor Yanukovych con-
tinues to lose support in 
Ukraine. According to 
the polls, he would 

barely scrape together 33% in 
the second round of a presiden-
tial election if it took place now. 
Yanukovych would lose 3:4 to 
Arseniy Yatseniuk, and 3:5 to 
Vitaliy Klitschko, and win a 
narrow victory over Oleh Tyah-
nybok. 
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when many people are out of town 
and their votes can be used as re-
quired, while older voters who 
tend to support to the party in 
power because they are nostalgic 
for Soviet times – and the govern-
ment plays on these sentiments - 
and are easier to bribe, stay in 
town and vote. A similar plan may 
be used in the local election in 
Kyiv. The city has had no mayor 
for over a year now, and the pow-
ers of the current city council ex-
pire in May. Sources claim that in 
the face of poor chances to win the 
election in Kyiv where its rating in 
the parliamentary election was 
slightly over 12%, the PR has de-
cided to postpone it until 2015. 
Meanwhile, it may decide to hold 
the mayoral election during the 
summer vacations period, when 
the current Head of the City Ad-
ministration, Oleksandr Popov 
stands a better chance of gaining a 
controversial victory through rig-
ging mechanisms, unless the op-
position nominates a single candi-
date. When those in power did not 
need the Verkhovna Rada to pass 
necessary decisions, they could 
live with it being blocked for as 
long as it wanted. When this 
threatened to evolve into an early 
parliamentary election under the 
scenario that the government 
would not control, the PR made 
some “concessions” to the opposi-
tion – only to renege on the prom-
ises or commitments shortly after. 

The inability of the opposition 
to gain massive popular support 
for a nearly 10,000-strong rally on 
April 2, demanding that the local 
election in Kyiv takes place as 
scheduled by law, gave the govern-
ment the green light to increase 
pressure. “We monitor people’s 
sentiments… There will be no Arab 
Spring, or Arab Autumn in 
Ukraine,” PR’s Hanna Herman, ex-
Deputy Head of the Presidential 
Administration, commented after 
the rally. “The government will not 
allow destabilization in the coun-
try.” On April 4, pro-presidential 
MPs, headed by Speaker Volody-
myr Rybak locked themselves for a 
session in a parliamentary commit-
tee building on Bankova Street, 

outside the parliament’s premises 
at Hrushevskoho Street. Acting on 
behalf of the entire parliament, 
they began to pass laws. However, 
the session violated the parliamen-
tary procedure that only allows leg-
islative voting within its official 
premises. The group of renegade 
MPs had no quorum: members of 
the counting committee from the 

opposition were not allowed in to 
check whether there was one, while 
the video recording of the session 
showed many empty seats in the 
room designated for 250 people at 
the most, while the quorum to pass 
a decision is 226 votes. Session or-
chestrators refused point blank to 
provide the list of signatures of ses-
sion participants to the opposition 
to verify the actual number of those 
present. Later, sources confirmed 
that some of the officially listed 
participants were actually either 
abroad or at the official parliament 
during the session. As those in 
power apparently realized that 
these illegal actions could be inter-
preted as an attempted coup, they 
sped up the pardoning of political 
prisoners Yuriy Lutsenko and Heo-
rhiy Filipchuk, as a preventive 
move to avoid possible negative re-
action from the public and foreign 
officials. Both were released on 
April 7, under a presidential par-
don. Apparently, those in power 
count on using such moves to get a 
softer reaction from the West to 
the further, more refined escala-
tion of the authoritarian regime be-
ing built by the family. 

Dissolving the opposition 
Another purpose of Lutsenko’s re-
lease was to aggravate existing con-
flicts within the three-headed op-
position – as stated openly by 
Mykhailo Chechetov, Deputy Head 
of the PR faction in parliament. Al-

The Family does not intend 
to lose the power or the 
assets it has gained so far 
as well as those it still 
anticipates to gain

O
n April 27, the Presidential Par-
don Committee examined the is-
sue of the pardon of former Pre-
mier Yulia Tymoshenko and de-

cided that this would be premature. The 
justification — outstanding criminal cases 
and the short term of the previously deter-
mined sentence she has served. However, 
for anyone well-versed in Ukrainian reali-
ties, it is clear that all these issues can be 
resolved quickly, providing there is the po-
litical will to do so. The fact of the matter is 
that Yanukovych is not ready to release her 
yet, since he obviously still sees her as a 
strong competitor, capable of disturbing 
the current calm on the power Olympus. In 
spite of Tymoshenko’s imprisonment, ac-
cording to a survey conducted in April by 
the Razumkov Centre, almost a third of 
Ukrainians consider her to be the leader of 
the opposition (compared to 22.9% for Ar-
seniy Yatseniuk and 8.9% for Vitaliy 
Klitschko). However, a possible plan is to 

tie her release to the signing or ratification 
of the Association Agreement with Ukraine 
by the most important EU member-states, 
in order to avoid ultimately ruining rela-
tions with Europe. Rumour has it that Yan-
ukovych & Co are discussing the possibility 
of releasing Yulia Tymoshenko just before 
the presidential election, when the current 
leaders of the opposition will already be on 
the campaign trail and the appearance of 
Tymoshenko will not allow her to become 
a single opposition candidate. Instead, un-
der certain conditions, such a move could 
bring additional clashes to the opposition 
camp. This will be particularly pertinent if 
Yanukovych and his closes allies decide to 
amend the Constitution and election legis-
lation to have the presidential election in 
just one round - either through parlia-
ment, or via referendum. By doing so, he 
will significantly increase his chances of vic-
tory, in spite of the fact that public support 
for him remains at 30%. 
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though earlier attempts to split the 
opposition have not brought the 
expected result, the government 
continues to search for ways to fuel 
conflicts within it. One signal is the 
collection of signatures to dismiss 
Svoboda’s Ruslan Koshulynsky 
from the position of Vice Speaker 
and recommendations to replace 
him with someone from UDAR or 
Batkivshchyna. Another is talk of a 
one-round presidential election. 
These are obviously intended to ag-
gravate rivalry among the three op-
position leaders who would run for 
presidency, yet have already de-
clared that they would support any 
opposition candidate in the second 
round against Yanukovych. How-
ever, it will be much more difficult 
for them to withdraw from the first 
round in favour of a single opposi-
tion candidate as proven by the 
2012 parliamentary election in 
first-past-the-post constituencies – 
especially in Kyiv. Meanwhile, the 
PR’s criticism focuses on Svoboda, 
and pressure on it is mounting: 
Ukrainians and the West often 
hear of the threat of fascism and 
destabilization that Svoboda may 
bring, while its activists are fre-
quently summoned for interroga-
tions. In fact, however, the image 
of its radicalism is seriously in-
flated as none of its rallies ever 
ended with blood shedding or open 
aggression from its members, 
while its rhetoric or platform have 
no traces of fascism whatsoever. At 

the same time, Yatseniuk is being 
pushed out of the arena. One pur-
pose of this is to make the rating of 
all opposition leaders more or less 
equal. This will make it difficult for 
them to choose the likeliest candi-
date to win the presidential elec-
tion and subsequently contribute 
to a likely internal conflict. 

Meanwhile, a new wave of op-
position MPs jumped ship in April. 
So far, only Batkivshchyna has 
been losing crossovers, but this 
could just be the beginning. The 
prospect of the government or-
chestrating a referendum (see 
more below) to change the election 

system to a first-past-the-post one 
and reduce parliament from the 
current 450 to 150 MPs, as well as 
the abolition of MP immunity, has 
become an effective tool of pres-
sure on the many opposition mem-
bers who came to parliament with 
a view to attain real short-term 
gains. With the regime reinforced 
through a referendum, and the op-
position unable to counter this, 
they see no point in staying in the 
opposition and find it more sensi-
ble to cooperate with the Yanu-
kovych administration. Otherwise, 
they risk losing their mandate with 
little chance of regaining it, not to 
mention their business and own 
safety. It looks like the part of Bat-
kivshchyna elected under Yatseni-
uk’s quota (Batkivshchyna is a 
union of several political parties – 
Ed.) is about to disintegrate, and 
Yatseniuk is preparing the public 
for this. “They and their families 
are under attack. A family member 
of one first-past-the-post candidate 
is facing criminal charges… MPs 
who own shares or are involved in 

businesses face tough pressure 
from prosecutor bodies and the tax 
administration,” he explains. Po-
tential crossovers are offered huge 
sums, he says – “a lump sum of 
USD 5mn and another USD 
100,000 per month.” 

According to The Ukrainian 
Week’s sources, the five Bat-
kivshchyna MPs who have 
switched to the opposite camp so 
far, were elected under the quotas 
of Arseniy Yatseniuk and his close 
ally Mykola Martynenko, who su-
pervised the funding of the election 
campaign. The failed no-confi-
dence vote against Mykola Azarov’s 
Cabinet on April 19, when neither 
Martynenko nor five other MPs 
linked to him supported the mo-
tion, encouraged Serhiy Sobolev, 
the leader of the Batkivshchyna 
shadow government in the previ-
ous parliament, and the Kyiv City 
branch of Batkivshchyna – one of 
the most influential ones – to de-
mand the expulsion of these MPs 
from the Batkivshchyna faction. 

Another factor playing into the 
hands of the government is the es-
calating rivalry within the opposi-
tion as the Kyiv mayoral election 
draws closer. Batkivshchyna’s 
Mykola Katerynchuk known for be-
ing a solo rather than team player 
within the opposition has an-
nounced publicly of his intention to 
run and has essentially launched 
his campaign. Political opportunist 
Petro Poroshenko, a one-time 
leader of Viktor Yushchenko’s Na-
sha Ukrayina (Our Ukraine) and 
ex-Minister of Economy in Az-
arov’s Cabinet, currently present-
ing himself as a representative of 
“constructive opposition”, is “ready 
to run if the opposition asks him 
to”. Batkivshchyna’s Mykola To-
menko rightly criticizes the pros-
pect of “this opportunist” becom-
ing one, is also ready to run as the 
opposition’s single candidate.  

New potential crossovers from 
Batkivshchyna could be the pro-
logue of a campaign to set up a pro-
presidential majority that will not 
depend on Communists in the new 
parliament. If true, this will make 
all PR allies – both crossovers and 
the Communists – more flexible. 
Eventually, those in power will 
even have the opportunity to crush 
some groups of influence within 
the PR that currently dare to dis-
sent. Moreover, a split in Bat-
kivshchyna will open ways to at-
tack Vitaliy Klitchko’s UDAR – 

Instead, opposition leaders are not 
too pleased by the reappearance of 
Yuriy Lutsenko in their ranks, and in 
truth, it is doubtful whether they want 
Tymoshenko to be released, since she is 
a competitor in the opposition camp. 
This pertains particularly to Arseniy Yat-
seniuk, who even without this, is barely 
hanging on to control of the pre-elec-
tion conglomerate based around Bat-
kivshchyna – which is, after all, Tymosh-
enko’s baby. In this light, it can be as-
sumed that if the political situation 
requires this, Viktor Yanukovych will in-
deed agree to release Tymoshenko, but 
only in exchange for maximum conces-
sions on the part of the EU. In any case, 
it will only become an option when Ya-
nukovych and his circle are sure that this 
will not harm them, or feel that her re-
lease will even be convenient for ex-
tending the current President’s stay in 
power beyond 2015. 

Support in some aspe�s Don’t support 

2010 2013 2010 2013

The mi�ru�ed government
Over the past three years, public trust for the key authorities has plummeted. 
While the President and Premier talk about “improvements” in media, public 
opinion is hardly affected by their campaign. It has won a few more supporters for 
those in power compared to the end of 2011 when the verdict to Yulia Tymosh-
enko left society in a state of shock, Razumkov Centre reports based on a survey. 
Yet the increase does not go beyond the margin of error, while mistrust for the 
government remains at more than 50%. 39.6% think that the current government 
is no different from the previous one, and 31.3% think that it is worse.  

Source: Razumkov Centre survey 
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which the government has not yet 
tried to crush or marginalize. Com-
pared to Batkivshchyna, UDAR is a 
better disciplined political party, 
from the very beginning designed 
for a specific leader and his pros-
pect of running in the 2015 presi-
dential election. As long as Klitch-
ko’s personal ratings and chances 
of beating Yanukovych in the sec-
ond round of the presidential elec-
tion are higher than those of other 
opposition leaders, persuading 
UDAR MPs to cross over will be 
challenging. But as soon as pros-
pects for a change in government 
dim for any reason in the next two 
years (such as a change in the Con-
stitution based on an orchestrated 
referendum), this political project 
may quickly collapse and lose pop-
ularity with the protest-oriented 
electorate as many of UDAR’s MPs 
are linked to oligarchs or place 
their stakes on Klitschko to help 
them in pursuing their business in-
terests exclusively. 

Notably, Vitaliy Klitschko and 
six other UDAR MPs were absent 
at the session where parliament 
voted to dismiss the Cabinet of 
Ministers. This also fueled doubts 
in the party’s consistency. The 
mass media has already kicked off 
a campaign to discredit UDAR. 
First, Serhiy Arbuzov, currently 
First Vice Premier and probable fu-
ture Premier, said that Klitschko 
has “matured” politically, hinting 
at his readiness to cooperate with 
the government, while online me-
dia are spreading rumours of 
Klitschko’s possible appointment 
as Vice Premier. UDAR’s press ser-
vice reported that fake comments 
on behalf of party members are be-
ing sent to the mass media. Al-
though absurd (Klitschko should 
take note of the experience of Ser-
hiy Tihipko, who lost 2/3 of his 
supporters after joining the gov-
ernment), this media campaign 
signals that having discredited 
Yatseniuk, those in power will 
now try to disintegrate and oust 
Klitschko’s party.

If the opposition ends up scat-
tered and fragmented, the govern-
ment will have much better 
chances to implement a scenario 
that could play into its hands – 
Oleh Tyahnybok as Yanukovych’s 
sparring partner in the second 
round of the presidential election. 
It could then terrorize voters with 
the prospect of a fascist “brown 
plague” flooding the country if 

Tyahnybok wins. Similar tactics 
tested earlier in Ukraine and Rus-
sia proved that most voters prefer a 
bad yet stable moderate govern-
ment to a radical one. 

Usurpation with the 
voters’ hands 
Meanwhile, the government is pre-
paring to cement its authoritarian 
rule through an orchestrated refer-
endum as a democratic mechanism 
to serve its purposes. “If the opposi-
tion does not want to work, people 
will speak their mind in the referen-
dum; parliament has to be reduced 
in size, and we should switch to the 
first-past-the-post system,” Hanna 
Herman clarified the changes ex-
pected by those in power. Yet, the 
first-past-the-post component was 
the key tool used to rig the parlia-
mentary elections both in 2012, and 
before 2006 thanks to administra-
tive leverage. After the latest elec-
tion, the PR has 2/3 of all first-past-
the-post MPs as its allies in parlia-
ment despite gaining just 30% in 
proportional representation voting. 
In addition to this, a referendum 
could open other avenues to amend-
ing the Constitution in a way that 
parliament would never pass. With 
MP immunity cancelled, elections 
switched to the first-past-the-post 
system - thus boosting chances for 
business owners vulnerable to pres-
sure to be elected - and the balance 
in parliament shifted to its benefit, 
the Yanukovych regime may well 
end up with a defenceless and obe-
dient group of MPs that will pass 
any decision he needs. Nearly 
twenty years ago, a national refer-
endum to amend the Constitution 
brought Aliaxander Lukashenka 
unlimited power in a confrontation 
with parliament, and helped him to 
become a dictator. He justified this 
by “unsuccessful efforts to mend 
constructive cooperation with par-
liament”, the need to put an end to 
“never-ending pointless political 
battles at the top and focus on the 
problems which are of the greatest 
concern among the population”. 
This is very similar to the routine 
rhetoric of Yanukovych and his 
party members, which also includes 
the opposition which “only talks” 
instead of working. 

A number of the Central Elec-
tion Commission’s resolutions 
dated April 2 signal the launch of 
preparations for a national referen-
dum. Sources claim that oblast and 
regional state administrations have 

already received instructions to 
prepare for the plebiscite. One of 
the requirements is to start looking 
for “reliable” people to work on 
commissions at all levels. Mean-
while, those in power are purging 
the media environment (see p. …). 
Arranging an intense opposition 
campaign will be much more diffi-
cult without the involvement of 
free media. Amendments to the 
Law On Legal Grounds for a State 
of Emergency listed in a govern-
ment-sponsored draft law state 
that “interference in the operation 
of important state objects (admin-
istrative and, defence objects, life 
support systems and objects that 
are hazardous to the environment) 
under the list approved by the Cab-
inet of Ministers” is enough to im-
pose a state of emergency. Creating 
an excuse for announcing one will 
be an easy task for those in power. 
At the beginning of April, the Euro-
pean Court of Human Rights ruled 
that the Ukrainian government has 
violated a number of European 
Convention on Human Rights pro-
visions and this case has revealed a 
structural problem, i.e. the gap in 
the law concerning the freedom of 
assembly that has remained in 
Ukraine since the USSR era. Its 

recommendation for Ukraine was 
to urgently reform its legislation 
and administrative practice in or-
der to implement requirements on 
how peaceful protests should be ar-
ranged and held, and on grounds 
for restricting them. The govern-
ment made little effort to defend 
itself. According to sources, it may 
try to use the verdict to pull 
through a law on peaceful assem-
bly that would essentially rule out 
the constitutional right of citizens 
to protest. Apparently, it will thus 
prepare grounds for preventing 
any mass protests –possibly in re-
sponse to outright fraud in any fu-
ture elections - under the guise of 
meeting European demands. It 
used a similar scenario with the 
Language Law promoting it as a 
campaign to protect languages on 

The inability of the 
opposition to gain massive 
popular support for 
protests gave the 
government the green 
light to increase pressure
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the verge of disappearance in 
Ukraine. In reality, the law ended 
up further limiting the use of 
Ukrainian and expanding that of 
the Russian language that faces no 
threats in Ukraine whatsoever.  

According to the State Judi-
ciary Administration, local authori-
ties requested court bans for 358 
peaceful assemblies in 2012, 90% 
of which were banned. The number 
increased from 2011 when courts 
banned 237 protests. Obviously, 
nothing will stand in Yanukovych’s 
way to using courts to ban peaceful 
rallies legitimately through loop-
holes in the draft law. In fact, it will 
bring forth a inexhaustible list of 
areas where the government can 
ban peaceful protests. A recent ex-
ample occurred in Kharkiv, where 
the motivation for the ban of the 
Rise Ukraine!, a series of rallies ar-
ranged by the opposition in various 
cities all over Ukraine, would pose 
the threat of a “transport collapse”. 
In fact, it was the local authorities’ 
attempts to stop it that provoked 
the collapse. 

Meanwhile, those in power 
continue to consolidate media re-
sources, which will determine what 
most Ukrainians will see and how 
they will interpret it. The right 
dose, coupled with a convenient in-
terpretation of events may have a 
much bigger impact than the actual 
events. 

At the end of April, Petro Po-
roshenko sold his share in joint 
media projects with Boris Lozh-
kin’s UMH, a pro-government me-
dia group. Boris Lozhkin now has 
them under his total control. This 
is yet another step towards the mo-
nopolization of the market for print 
publications by UMH. Meanwhile, 
TVi, a TV channel beyond the re-
gime’s control that continued to 
operate despite many efforts to re-
move it, had a scandalous change 
of its owners and administration. 
The situation with TVi remains un-
clear as both parties to the conflict 
accuse one another of the intent to 
sell the channel to one of the 
groups in power. Yet, the fact that 
the state register changed the own-
ers and administration surprisingly 
quickly may signal the interests of 
someone with the power to influ-
ence relevant officials at the state 
property registry. Now, those in 
power may use the possibility to 
quickly change records in the state 
register – based on, say, a court de-
cision instructed by someone at the 

top - to blackmail both parties to 
the conflict. 

Without a real parliamentary 
opposition (what those in power 
call “constructive opposition” actu-
ally stands for a loyal one) and free 
to announce a state of emergency 
under phony excuses, the Yanu-
kovych regime must be hoping to 
reinforce its position both domesti-
cally and in negotiations with for-
eign partners. This does not in-
volve real European integration as 
the Yanukovych regime does not 
really view this as a priority. His 
objective is to create a country he 
controls entirely so that his busi-
ness empire can continue to ex-
pand quickly, following the Belarus 
scenario in some aspects. Unless 
the opposition resists this, the next 
election will take place in a new at-
mosphere, while Ukraine will face 
the threat of reliving the Belarusian 
or Russian scenario. This will lead 
to further distancing from the EU. 
The likely isolation from the West 
will fuel the threat of Ukraine of 
losing its sovereignty and being 
swallowed by Russo-centric Eur-
asian entities, even if this will re-
strict the unlimited power of the 
Family in the long run. And it is the 
latter, rather than the interests of 
Ukraine or its people that currently 
motivates the Yanukovych regime. 

If this happens, the Family will 
risk losing its unrestricted power, 
and this, rather than the interests 

of the state or the Ukrainian na-
tion, is what drives the Yanukovych 
regime. The likelihood of Ukraine 
being dragged into Moscow’s 
sphere of influence is still fairly 
high. 

This is being promoted, among 
others, by numerous pro-Russian 
organizations in Ukraine, including 
the Ukrainian Choice, a political 
platform launched by Viktor Med-
vedchuk (Vladimir Putin is his 
daughter’s godfather). In Ukrai-
nian circumstances, the 30% of 
voters who are currently loyal to 
Yanukovych mostly have their 
sights set on the Russian socio-po-
litical model, support Ukraine’s in-
tegration in the Eurasian union 
and oppose European integration. 
This mindset comes from the fact 
that most of these voters live in 
Donbas. Its population emerged 
during the Soviet era, when Rus-
sians were massively resettled to 
Eastern Ukraine. This gradually di-
luted the Ukrainian identity. In ad-
dition, Russian media propaganda 
has a huge influence on the local 
residents, as over 50% of Eastern 
Ukrainians trust the Russian mass 
media more than Ukrainian ones, 
and the region is closed to the outer 
world – the share of the region’s 
residents who have never travelled 
abroad is 80%, making it the high-
est in Ukraine. As a result, their 
idea of Europe is mostly shaped by 
the image they see in the Russian 
media – and that is largely nega-
tive. Unsurprisingly, many in the 
Donbas associate themselves with 
Russia. Given this unique feature 
of the PR’s core electorate, the fur-
ther worsening of life in Ukraine, 
resulting from the deepening so-
cio-economic crisis, will push the 
pro-Russian residents of Donbas to 
seek an alternative to the Yanu-
kovych regime that has failed to 
meet their expectations of “im-
provement”. And the Russian side 
appears to have started prepara-
tions for this a long time ago. 

In addition to Medvedchuk’s 
project, the Communist Party that 
sometimes votes in line with the 
PR, openly promotes Russian ini-
tiatives in Ukraine. The fact that it 
holds the golden share in parlia-
mentary voting sessions, contrib-
utes to Ukraine’s vulnerability to 
Russian influence. If the Kremlin-
orchestrated ochlocratic initiatives 
presented as direct democracy, i.e. 
referendums promoted by Med-
vedchuk’s Ukrainian Choice and 

Six of one 
and half 
dozen of the 
other
First Vice 
Premier Serhiy 
Arbuzov and 
Yanukovych’s 
right-hand 
man, as some 
call him, has 
launched a 
massive PR 
campaign. 
Apparently, 
this is a way 
to prepare 
Ukrainian 
society and 
the West for a 
replacement 
of Azarov’s 
Cabinet with 
that of Arbuzov. 
Yet, the arrival 
of the “young 
team” will 
hardly change 
anything in the 
country: the 
first initiatives 
by Arbuzov & 
Co prove this – 
just like the old 
guard of Azarov, 
they use Soviet 
administration 
tools
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49% 

33.5% 32.3% 
30.2% 

11.6% 9.2% 
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23.4% 
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 8.9%  7.7% 
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The second round of presidential ele�ion leaves little hope for Yanukovych

Provided that Yanukovych and 
Klitschko make it into round 2

Provided that Yanukovych and 
Yatseniuk make it into round 2

Provided that Yanukovych and 
Tiahnybok make it into round 2

If the presidential ele�ion took place in the late February, Viktor Yanukovych would have Vitaliy 
Klitschko or Arseniy Yatseniuk as his rivals in the second round provided that Tymoshenko does not run. 

This is based on the survey by the Rating sociological group. Given the united opposition’s higher 
support, Yanukovych risks losing the second tour to virtually 

every parliamentary opposition party leader

*The share of voters willing to take part in the ele�ion

the Communist Party, lead to gen-
eral destabilization in Ukraine, the 
Yanukovych regime will probably 
not be capable of resisting the 
Kremlin for long, especially with 
further isolation from the West, 
internal conflicts between groups 
of influence within the conglomer-
ate in power and the Kremlin’s 
people in some key law enforce-
ment agencies. 

The Kremlin and its fifth col-
umn are using the fragmented 
Ukrainian identity, lack of estab-
lished and strong statehood insti-
tutions, underdeveloped civil soci-
ety, the low political awareness of 
many voters, and the strong influ-
ence of misleading mass media on 
public opinion to spread their pro-
paganda in Ukraine. 

Meanwhile, Yanukovych’s at-
tempts to build “another Russia” 
for his Family in Ukraine has no 
proper foundation or, first and 
foremost a social basis. The perma-
nent risk of the destabilization of 
the situation in Ukraine will force 
key officials in the current govern-
ment to find a new force, capable of 
stopping the chaos and guarantee-
ing the preservation of the assets in 
Ukraine, that they have “gained by 
their exceedingly hard work”. Tak-
ing these assets out of the country, 
not to mention those that are cur-
rently being prepared for appropri-
ation, is challenging. Under these 
conditions, the division in the op-
position camp and the passive po-
sition of the West regarding the 
processes taking place in Ukraine 
pose a serious threat of the destabi-
lization of the situation during the 
2015 presidential election or at 
some convenient time after it, or-
chestrated by Moscow. For this 
reason, many Western and Ukrai-
nian politicians feel that the ex-
pected return of Ukraine to a dem-
ocratic European course, will fail. 
A “contemplative approach” will 
end with the Kremlin stripping the 
“almost guaranteed victory” of the 
democratic forces, simply by giv-
ing support to Yanukovych. In re-
turn, Putin will gain Ukraine’s in-
tegration into his neo-imperial 
projects, through which he will be 
able to politically influence deci-
sions in Kyiv.

Ultimately, Ukraine and its 
subsequent fate, as either an au-
thoritarian or democratic country, 
cannot be viewed as an isolated 
case, outside the all-European con-
text. The tightening of Yanu-

kovych’s authoritarian regime in 
Ukraine will mean that it will be 
closed to European business and 
the loss of a market that is already 
significant and will become more 
so in the future. Even if the Free 
Trade Zone Agreement with 
Ukraine comes into effect, this will 
not guarantee that European com-
panies will be able to work nor-
mally on the Ukrainian market un-
der current conditions, after all, the 
current Ukrainian government can 
successfully apply various informal 
restrictions and provoke threats, 
which will force the Europeans 
themselves to reject the advantages 
offered by the FTZ Agreement.

No formal international agree-
ments will become a panacea with-
out radical changes in Ukraine it-
self, and the transition to a real 
market, competitive and economic 
model. The defeat of democratic 

pro-European forces will mean a 
strengthening of authoritarian and 
pro-Russian trends in the coun-
tries of South-Eastern Europe, the 
Southern Caucasus and possibly 
the Baltic States and the countries 
of Central Europe. These regions 
could once more come under the 
direct influence of the Kremlin, 
with relevant security and eco-
nomic challenges for Europe. The 
swallowing up of Ukraine by Pu-
tin’s neo-imperial project will pose 
a threat of the return of the Euro-
pean continent to the Cold War-
type relations of Soviet times. Con-
versely – actual European integra-
tion of Ukraine can make the 
Kremlin stop wishing to oppose the 
West and creating ever-new neo-
imperial unions, since they are in-
ferior without Ukraine, which 
means that they are unnecessary 
for Russia. 
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Good News  
is Not Enough
F

irst the good news from Kyiv: the pardoning of 
Former Interior Minister Interior Yuriy Lut-
senko and former Environment Minister Heo-
rhiy Filipchuk, which came very much as a 

surprise one Sunday, was a big relief to these politi-
cians’ many friends in the West. It is good to know 
that now three out of four former members of the 
government who were sentenced to jail are again 
free. President Yanukovych’s decision to pardon 
Yuriy Lutsenko and Heorhiy Filipchuk has been 
welcomed not only by the families of the opposition 
politicians in Ukraine — in the European Union, 
the decision is being counted as another positive 
result of the work of presidents Cox and Kwas-
niewski whose achievements also include lifting the 
travel ban that was in place on MP Serhiy Vlasenko, 
who acted as a legal counsel to Yulia Tymoshenko. 
After his MP mandate was annulled, Vlasenko even 
had to hand in his passport during a dubious trial.
Still, these pieces of good news do not mean we can 
be satisfied by what we 
have been able to achieve 
thus far (also thanks to 
the efforts of presidents 
Cox and Kwasniewski). 
Freedom for Yulia Ty-
moshenko has not been 
realized. We are glad 
that the inhumane and 
undignified constant 
camera surveillance has 
been stopped. This does 
in fact make her life eas-
ier. But we are still very 
concerned about her 
health and want her, like 
other former ministers in her government, to be 
able to leave prison. It is also for this reason that 
all political groups of the European Parliament 
support the continuation of the mission of the presi-
dents Cox and Kwasniewski.
At the same time, the Parliamentary Cooperation 
Committee between the European Parliament and 
the Verkhovna Rada needs to return to cooperating 
again. We need a debate between both parliaments 
about current issues. The cases of selective justice 
that presidents Cox and Kwasniewski have pointed 
out to us and the requirements of the principle of 
the rule of law need a thorough discussion. That the 
mandates of three MPs were arbitrarily annulled 
recently was a new reason for the opposition to 
block work in parliament. While we understand the 
reasons for this very well, we are also convinced 
that Ukraine needs a functioning parliament and 
we welcome the opposition's recent decision to re-
start parliamentary work. The fact that the Ukrai-

nian parliament needs rules that will be equally ap-
plied to all MPs needs to be in the focus of one of 
our next meetings.
Another point on the agenda of one of the next 
meetings between the delegations of the European 
Parliament and the Verkhovna Rada is obviously 
also the list that Stefan Füle, Commissioner for En-
largement and Neighbourhood Policy, recently 
drafted. With this list, Füle makes clear which con-
crete reforms and steps the EU expects from 
Ukraine before the Association Agreement can be 
signed. Ukraine will have to deliver on a number of 
issues related to the rule of law, like addressing the 
shortcomings of the recent elections which have 
been found by many international observers to vio-
late the principle of “free and fair” elections, and al-
lowing for equal media access for all candidates. 
Also, further judiciary reforms are needed, as the 
trials against Yulia Tymoshenko and other opposi-
tion politicians have again demonstrated. It is of 

utmost importance that 
international standards 
concerning the trans-
parency and indepen-
dence of the judiciary be 
respected and that de-
tention conditions be 
improved. It is also 
worth mentioning that 
Ukraine needs to ur-
gently step up its efforts 
to fight corruption. The 
Vilnius Summit is ap-
proaching rapidly and it 
is in Vilnius that a deci-
sion needs to be taken 

about how to further proceed with the Agree-
ment. In the face of the deep economic crisis in 
Ukraine, the achievements in Vilnius will mat-

ter for all Ukrainians.
On the positive side from Brussels was the vote in 
the European Parliament which improves visa fa-
cilitation with Ukraine. With several of my col-
leagues, I have tried to find ways to improve ac-
cess to visas and to simplify travelling to the EU 
for Ukrainians. I hope that this will be achieved 
by the latest decision, even though it has been 
overshadowed by sharp criticism of recent draft 
legislation which poses threats to minorities, es-
pecially to the LGBT community. We will now 
keep up the pressure on the Ukrainian govern-
ment to respect minority rights and not pass this 
law. And I hope that easier travelling conditions 
for Ukrainians to the European Union will con-
tribute to enhancing understanding of function-
ing democracy in the EU. 

It is at the Vilnius Summit 
that a decision needs to be 

taken about how to 
further proceed with the 
Agreement. In the face of 

the deep economic crisis in 
Ukraine, the achievements 
in Vilnius will matter for 

all Ukrainians
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T
he October 2012 parliamen-
tary election showed that the 
majority of Ukrainians once 
again voted against the Yan-

ukovych regime. Despite the op-
position’s weak media, financial, 
organizational and leadership re-
sources, and administrative lever-
age used by those in power, over 
50% of the population voted for 
opposition parties compared to 
30% for the Party of Regions. Hav-
ing granted this goodwill to the 
opposition, voters have not pro-
vided enthusiastic support for its 
recent protest initiatives. Very few 
attended the numerous rallies ar-
ranged by the opposition, while 
Facebook posts and conversations 
with average voters confirm that 
people do not go to the rallies of 
the current opposition leaders be-
cause they do not trust them nor 
do they consider them to be much 
better than those in power. Most 
people are generally reluctant to 
take risks like they did during the 
Orange Revolution without the as-
surance that another success will 
not be wasted. So far, opposition 
leaders have failed to communi-
cate their advantages to the pub-
lic, or their ability to offer and im-
plement a positive plan of trans-
formations that would benefit 
Ukrainian society.

However, resisting the Yanu-
kovych regime is unrealistic with-
out mass popular support, includ-
ing in protests. Image-making and 
parliament blocking methods of 
political struggle under current 
conditions do not leave the oppo-
sition much chance of victory. If 
necessary, the Party of Regions 
(PR) can afford to hire many more 
protesters, ensure that the right 
picture is aired on TV and that its 
version of events is published in 

the media. Also, it can easily get a 
situational majority with the Com-
munist Party and independent 
MPs in the Rada. Finally, it con-
trols the courts, including the 
Constitutional Court.  

As a result, the opposition has 
just two options: act as shell op-
position to show the West “the di-

verse political spectre of 
Ukraine’s democracy” in parlia-
ment, or to finally start building 
up effective popular support; de-
velop a network of local organiza-
tions and cultivate party mem-
bers, who will maintain close con-
tact with society on a daily basis. 
It could rely on these activists 

Big Demand, Scarce 
Supply
The Ukrainian majority is waiting for a solid alternative to the 
Yanukovych regime, but existing candidates from the parliamentary 
opposition are currently unable to offer one 

Some of Yatseniuk’s 
rhetoric raises doubts as 
to whether he is ready to 
fight the oligarchy
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and the new supporters that they 
recruit in protest campaigns 
which could then turn into long-
lasting, mass and pan-national 
events, and in elections at all lev-
els. The activists should also 
serve as a personified link be-
tween opposition political forces 
and NGOs, particularly trade 
unions which are now mostly 
loyal to the government, and the 
protest potential of which is 
wasted. To accomplish all this, 
the activists must be genuine and 
able to influence decision-making 
in the party hierarchy – from lo-
cal and regional offices to the top 
– in reality, not simply on paper. 
They must have real motivation 
for political struggle which is dis-
tinct from just receiving a salary 
from the party fund. Equally im-
portant, these activists should be 
attracted by the party’s real polit-
ical objectives – most of them 
feasible – rather than the lavish 
populist promises that the oppo-

sition has been feeding to the 
electorate for a while now.

Fatherland’s Father 
Batkivshchyna’s leader Arseniy 
Yatseniuk has lately intensified his 
battle in the media for the role of 
the key alternative to Yanukovych. 
According to sources, he is prepar-
ing to create a joint party based on 
all political forces within the Bat-
kivshchyna alliance. Unless 
elected as its leader, Yatseniuk 
seems to be ready to create a new 
party that will involve all Bat-
kivshchyna MPs loyal to him. 

However, the public has many 
questions to Yatseniuk and the 
party he wants to lead. Most vot-
ers do not see Yatseniuk as a po-
tential leader. Sociological surveys 
confirm this as his personal rat-
ings that are much lower than Bat-
kivshchyna’s. With his lack of 
specificity, demagogy, self-adora-
tion, dependence on promotion 
and constant attempts to evade 
answering tough questions, Yatse-
niuk has forced many to think of 
him as a representative of the “es-
tablishment” that is foreign to the 
interests of most voters and lives a 
totally different, post-Soviet life. 
Of course, he seems to be the 
lesser evil. And that is enough to 
encourage people to vote for him 
or his political party in the elec-
tion, yet insufficient to make the 
Ukrainian majority believe that he 
is ready for an open conflict with 
those in power. Most voters have 
no idea how Yatseniuk will act, 
should he take the helm.  

The first reason for this is the 
history of Yatseniuk’s political as-
cent, linked to proactive support 
from the most influential oligarchs 
at the time and bringing contro-
versial people to parliament that 
jumped ship shortly after. Bat-
kivshchyna’s human resources 
policy is equally discouraging, fu-
eling suspicion of internal corrup-
tion. As a result of Yatseniuk’s 
poor choice of team members, he 
brought the first crossovers of the 
united opposition – father and son 
Tabalov – to parliament under his 
quota.  They were not the only 
ones. So far, another five MPs 
from Yatseniuk’s quota have done 
so, and at least three more vote in 
line with the government and may 
announce their exit from Bat-
kivshchyna officially anytime 
soon, according to sources. An-
other aspect that forces voters to 

doubt Yatseniuk’s sincerity as 
leader of the opposition, stems 
from relations with his current 
partners in Batkivshchyna and 
Svoboda. “Tymoshenko - a demo-
crat?! It must be a new definition 
of democracy…”; “The choice be-
tween Tymoshenko and Yanu-
kovych is a choice between two 
evils. I see no difference” – these 
are Yatseniuk’s quotes prior to the 
previous presidential election. 
Even in the summer of 2010, Yat-
seniuk said: “I want to dispel the 
myth that the opposition must be 
united. Tell me: how can I unite 
with Tymoshenko and Tyahny-
bok?!”

The second reason is the lack 
of clear answers from Yatseniuk as 
to why he wants power. Does he 
need it to replace the current Pres-
ident or to change the nature of 
the post-Soviet political and socio-
economic model? “My objective is 
to shape Ukrainian ideology, to 
shape project Ukraine. And for 
this I must use all means and 

methods,” said then presidential 
candidate Arseniy Yatseniuk 
about his ideology at the 2009 
Yalta European Strategy summit.  
Almost three and a half years 
later, he has not managed – or 
wanted – to outline and inform 
the public of his own vision of 
transformations in the country, 
should he come to power. Despite 
his warlike rhetoric, he sticks to 
general phrases about “democrati-
zation” and “return to the Euro-
pean path of development”. These 
raise doubts about his and the 
party’s intention to break the oli-
garch-controlled monopolized 
system that makes Ukraine’s de-
velopment or European integra-
tion impossible. His phrase “Don’t 
worry Viktor, you’re not an oli-
garch” to Viktor Pinchuk at the 
last Yalta European Strategy Sum-
mit raises doubts as to whether 
Yatseniuk is ready to fight the oli-

Yatseniuk has forced many 
to think of him as a 
representative of the 
“establishment”  
that does not share  
the interests of most 
voters and lives a totally 
different life
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garchy. So do his closer contacts 
with Ukrainian oligarch Petro Po-
roshenko – another political op-
portunist who must have felt that 
the moment is right to try and 
seek support of the opposition af-
ter serving in the Yanukovych-Az-
arov Cabinet. Or, is it that Yatse-
niuk does not see – or turns a 
blind eye to the fact that oligarchs 
are the key obstacle to Ukraine’s 
development as a normal Euro-
pean state? 

Arseniy Yatseniuk has yet to 
outline his personal vision of 
Ukraine’s geopolitical prospects. 
Currently, Yatseniuk seems to be 
one of the most zealous propo-
nents of Ukraine’s European inte-
gration and opponents of it join-
ing the Customs Union or any 
other Eurasian clubs – at least in 
his speeches. But during the last 
presidential campaign, his views 
were completely opposite. “The 
need for total modernization is not 
unique for Ukraine alone. Other 
East European countries, includ-
ing Azerbaijan, Belarus, Armenia, 
Georgia, Kazakhstan, Moldova 
and Russia, have the same prob-
lems” his campaign platform 
wrote. The new “East European 
Project” Yatseniuk wanted to cre-
ate entailed close cooperation with 
Ukraine’s post-Soviet neighbours, 
including a common policy for en-
ergy, transport, communication, 
aviation, space, military, foodstuff 
production and other sectors. The 
signals that he may support the 
Kremlin’s concepts of a “great Eu-
rope” from Lisbon to Vladivostok 
once again, which will put 
Ukraine’s identity and sovereignty 
under serious threat from Russia.  

Given his current rhetoric, it 
appears that if Yatseniuk & Co 
take the helm, they will be yet an-
other change of decoration. If this 
assumption is wrong, he would be 
wise to answer difficult questions 
that are crucial for the country 
more frequently and clearly, 
rather than avoid doing so. If Ar-
seniy Yatseniuk wants to become 
something more than just an act-
ing leader of an artificial political 
conglomerate, he should declare 
actual political goals, rather than 
empty rhetoric and populism. 

The secretive UDAR 
After the parliamentary election, 
many called UDAR’s Vitaliy 
Klitschko the second Serhiy Ti-
hipko. Before the latest presiden-

tial campaign, Serhiy Tihipko cre-
ated his own political project 
called Sylna Ukrayina (Strong 
Ukraine). Proactive promotion 
campaign helped him land third 
with 13% in the run, following Ya-
nukovych and Tymoshenko. Both 
owed success to their image. How-
ever, neither Klitschko, nor Ti-
hipko – former vice premier in 
Azarov’s Cabinet, presented a rea-
sonable and specific action plan of 
profound transformations to im-
plement if they won. Almost six 
months after the latest convoca-
tion of parliament kicked off, they 
appear to have no clear solutions 
or actions for key problems, in-
cluding de-oligarchization, the 
protection of economic freedom, 
or the development of national 

identity. Overall, UDAR’s parlia-
mentary activities and the rhetoric 
of Klitschko and his party-mem-
bers have all focused on current 
political issues. These include the 
distribution of seats in parliament 
and blocking. To many, this looks 
like efforts to boost the party’s rat-
ings. Klitschko often notes that the 
key objective is to remove the Ya-
nukovych regime. Meanwhile, he 
does not explain what exactly he is 
going to do once the regime is re-
moved, and how he will avoid the 
mistakes of the Orange epoch. 
And his party has shown hardly 
any interest at all in language, ed-
ucation and culture. 

Vitaliy Klitschko and his party 
are hard to identify in terms of 
ideology. Its party platform seems 

UDAR members 
look more like 
a conglomerate 
of Klitchko’s 
old friends 
and allies, 
opportunists 
and oligarchs’ 
creatures – 
often with 
virtually 
opposite 
views – than a 
team of people 
united by a 
common idea
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to be designed to please every 
group of voters. “Our ideology is 
European integration, the protec-
tion of democratic standards and 
improved living standards,” is 
how UDAR’s MPs describe their 
platform. Long story short, they 
support all things good against all 
things bad. Requests to be more 
specific often leave them confused. 
“(Our ideology is – Ed.) social lib-
eralism. Right-Centrist,” Klitchko 
said in one of his interviews. Per-
haps, the party leader has a hard 
time expressing its ideology accu-
rately because he has little experi-
ence in politics. But his team could 
have done it as they are the ones 
who will help him bring it to life. 
Yet, that’s where the problem 
starts. Most of Klitchko’s current 
allies do not seem capable of fill-
ing the nice wrapper of the boxing 
champion’s political project with 
real content. Different party mem-
bers often make opposite state-
ments, thus adding to the confu-
sion. While Iryna Herashchenko 
campaigns to leave Soviet holidays 
behind, Vitaliy Klitschko greets 
Ukrainians on the Soviet Army 
Day and condemns the demolish-
ing of Soviet monuments, even 
though this is an integral element 
of de-Sovietization used by all 
post-Soviet countries that are now 
EU members. 

UDAR members look more 
like a conglomerate of Klitchko’s 
old friends opportunists and oli-
garchs’ creatures – often with vir-
tually opposite views on the key 
problems in Ukrainian society and 
its future – than a team of people 
united by a common idea. This is a 
risky mish-mash: it could fail to 
shape the agenda for Ukraine and 
implement it consistently, ending 
up working for self-preservation 
in politics and personal interests. 

Vitaliy Kovalchuk is consid-
ered to be UDAR’s grey cardinal. 
Before coming to parliament, he 
was unknown to the general pub-
lic, and linked by some to Leonid 
Kuchma’s son-in-law, Viktor Pin-
chuk, which Kovalchuk denies. 
During his time in parliament, he 
has become one of the party’s 
main speakers, and a key repre-
sentative of UDAR in permanent 
talks on unblocking parliament. 
According to The Ukrainian 
Week’s sources, he defined 
UDAR’s line in political negotia-
tions. It is difficult to say anything 
specific about his ideology. Just 

like most UDAR MPs, he ex-
presses generally declarative 
views; European integration, de-
mocracy and welfare, while con-
sistently and suspiciously avoiding 
any specifics. This is understand-
able, given the intention to win ev-
eryone’s affection. But vague pri-
orities entail unpredictable risks 
for the party’s future conduct and 
political focus. Also, Kovalchuk 
does not speak of the prospects of 
a struggle with oligarchs. “Elites 
(apparently for the most part 
made up of oligarchs – Ed.) will 
soon be forced to support Klitchko 
because society will bet on him,” 
he said in an interview. Given this, 
UDAR’s grey cardinal seems to 
have no plans to change the oli-
garch system in Ukraine. Overall, 
it is doubtful now whether UDAR’s 
leaders will drop its populist 
promises anytime soon. 

Against the backdrop of on-
going internal scandals and cross-
overs in Batkivshchyna, and the 
constant scandals that Svoboda 
fuels around itself, the solid-look-
ing UDAR and its leader have a 

much better image. Some of its 
initiatives, such as the blocking of 
parliament to force MPs to vote in 
person, seem to bring good elec-
toral results. Yet, the first cross-
over from UDAR – if this should 
happen – may become the needle 
that will pop the party’s popularity 
balloon and damage the image of 
the “new era of politicians”. The 
nation’s frustration could mount if 
Klitschko’s party fails to offer a 
clear roadmap for Ukraine’s alter-
native development, should it 
come to power.  

The fear of heights 
Svoboda is arguably the major 
winner of the latest parliamentary 
election. Over the past five years, 
it has grown from an outsider with 
barely 1% of voter support into a 
party with a decent amount of 
seats in parliament. However, it 
owes this success to voters weary 
of the PR’s arbitrary rule and im-

pudence rather than a growing 
core electorate. Voters expected to 
have a party in parliament that 
would be able to resist the PR and 
react to the rule of force it used in 
the previous parliament. When 
Svoboda largely met the expecta-
tions in the first months of the 
new convocation, its activism en-
couraging opposition partners to 
decisiveness, it saw its rating 
grow. Still, it appears that Svo-
boda will not turn into a party that 
meets the hopes of most Ukraini-
ans, capable of changing the coun-
try. The key reason is Svoboda’s 
reluctance to adjust to the new re-
ality, respond to constructive criti-
cism, and – first and foremost – 
learn the lessons of its own previ-
ous mistakes. So far, it keeps being 
pulled back to its marginal past.  

One of its major problems is 
the focus on secondary issues, 
such as protests against propa-
ganda of homosexualism, uncon-
ventional gas extraction or initia-
tives to ban foreigners adopt 
Ukrainian children, at a time 
when Ukraine needs radical and 
deep transformations. The party 
seems reluctant to develop in line 
with the new reality, respond to 
constructive criticism and learn 
the lessons of their own mistakes. 
It also attempts to find simple so-
lutions to complex problems as it 
submits sloppily drafted bills to 
parliament. The party seems to 
lack the professional resources – 
economists, lawyers and diplo-
mats - to implement comprehen-
sive transformations. One reason 
is that Svoboda has absorbed a 
huge number of diverse organiza-
tions or their members over the 
past few years. Despite the new 
membership, these people rarely 
change their views and ideas. In-
stead, they communicate their 
own worldviews, thus shaping the 
image of a marginal party, often 
fueling local scandals. Even the 
members that can be considered 
as its spin doctors seem to have a 
simplistic concept of social prob-
lems. For instance, Oleksandr 
Shevchenko, Professor of Law and 
author of Svoboda’s National Con-
stitution Project, said in an inter-
view with the Glavcom online 
publication, that all Ukraine needs 
to improve its quality of life is to 
prohibit oligarchs from taking 
capital out of Ukraine. “If we cap 
this, we will instantly become a 
European country as far as the 

Klitschko often notes that 
the key objective is to 
remove the Yanukovych 
regime but he does not 
explain what he is going to 
do once that happens
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standard of living is concerned,” 
he said. “…we shall pay pensions 
and salaries at European levels… 
upgrade industrial technologies, 
facilitate agriculture! We could 
eliminate unemployment and 
bring home ethnic Ukrainians liv-
ing in misery abroad.” 

Apart from this, the party 
seems unprepared to get rid of its 
image as a xenophobic and anti-
European party, largely artificially 
orchestrated by predominantly 
pro-Russian forces. However, 
moderate voters will never sup-
port it with its current reputation. 
It is not taking efforts to push 
aside part of the old guard that 
continues to use the rhetoric and 
actions typical of outsider radi-
cals, as opposed to striving for an 
influential role in Ukrainian poli-
tics. 

 “We need to replace the gov-
ernment,” Oleh Tyahnybok said in 
a recent interview with The Ukrai-
nian Week. “In other words, real 
changes along these lines can only 
start in 2015 or in 2014 if we have 
early elections.” Clearly, the gov-
ernment has to be changed in or-
der to affect any transformations. 
Yet, Svoboda has no clear plan of 
changes once it’s in power, while 
focusing on how to get there. 

Unless Svoboda changes to fit 
the sentiments and needs of the 
majority of voters, it will have 10-
13% at the most until they find an 
alternative party to support. Then, 
its rate risks dropping to its core 
3-4%. But no matter what future is 
awaiting Svoboda, its emergence 
in parliament was important as 
radical circumstances require rad-
ical parties. 

Building the Third 
Republic 
No sooner did Yuriy Lutsenko, 
former Minister of the Interior 
and a “field commander” of the 
Orange Revolution, leave the 
Menska Penal Colony, than he as-
sured the press that he had no in-
tention of leaving politics. About 
two weeks prior to his release, 
Lutsenko met with other former 
leaders of the Orange Revolution: 
Roman Bezsmertny, Volodymyr 
Filenko and Taras Stetskiv. All 
these political veterans found 
themselves closed out of parlia-
ment. “By autumn 2014 we have 
to form a powerful popular move-
ment involving millions… The op-
position will only gain million-

strong support in the streets if it 
has a plan for achieving positive 
changes for the entire country and 
for every Ukrainian. I call it the 
Plan of the Third Ukrainian Re-
public,” Lutsenko wrote in a 
speech, which he was not permit-
ted to read in court on 3 April. It is 
currently considered the key plat-
form document of the new initia-
tive. Its main point is that remov-
ing Yanukovych from office or 
even replacing the regime is not 
enough.  The priorities for the 
public at large should be, first, Eu-
ropean integration (as Bezsmertny 
put it, “at any price”) and second, 

the fundamental reform of the 
government, including law en-
forcement authorities. 

At the same time, the “field 
commanders” emphasize that 
the new movement will not be an 
alternative to existing opposition 
forces. On the contrary, its pur-
pose will be to support their use-
ful initiatives, including through 
the pressure of street protests 
which will only be of a peaceful 
nature. Meanwhile, it is clear 
that potential disagreements be-
tween the current opposition and 
Lutsenko & Co. do exist. The or-
ganizers of the Third Republic 
already criticize some actions of 
the parliamentary opposition, 

including the failure to set elec-
tions in Kyiv when due and inert 
stance on the European integra-
tion, off record. Meanwhile, 
Yuriy Lutsenko seems to be 
drawing closer to Petro Porosh-
enko and Batkivshchyna MPs 
close to him, such as Yuriy Stets. 
But the story of Narodna Samoo-
borona (People’s Self-Defence) 
funded by Davyd Zhvania, a 
Ukrainian oligarch of Georgian 
origin who is now on the govern-
ment’s side, and many other sim-
ilar projects of the past years, 
proves that his path is wrong. 
Given some scattered informa-
tion currently available, the new 
project of Lutsenko and field 
commanders is deciding on 
whom it will choose. Could the 
Third Republic campaign thus 
grow into yet another political 
project to bring those left outside 
the current parliamentary oppo-
sition back to politics? 

Currently, there is a huge gap 
between Ukrainian majority de-
manding immediate reset and op-
position leaders, most of them 
feeling perfectly happy in a post-
Soviet environment. For a slew of 
reasons, none of the existing op-
position forces will be able to grow 
into a mainstream party to offer 
an alternative project including all 
necessary economic, social and 
identification transformations and 
consolidate the majority of Ukrai-
nian voters around it. Apparently, 
such a political force can only 
grow from civil society and elites 
oriented at changing the country 
rather than getting in power at any 
price, as it has been for the past 22 
years. 

A crucial objective now is 
to have a mainstream party 
that will offer an 
alternative project with 
profound reforms

Unless Svoboda 
changes to fit 
the sentiments 
and needs of 
the majority of 
voters, it will 
have 10-13% 
at the most 
until they find 
an alternative 
party to support
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How to Come Forward?

I 
remember the early 1990s as a fantastic period 
where new democracies - one by one - attended the 
Council of Europe. For these countries, member-
ship was a blueprint. For many, it was the basis for 

taking further step as members of the EU.
For Ukraine it was a wasted period as regards the rule 
of law. The network of old boys from Soviet times 
transformed into oligarchs. Other former Soviet 
Union countries faced similar developments. Politics 
became a fight for power, not for ideas and values. 
Privatization became an important tool for enrich-
ment of oneself and his entourage. Eventually, to grab 
the power became a goal, not a tool. This was cleptoc-
racy, not democracy!
In 1995, Ukraine was eager to get the blueprint of CoE 
– hopefully before Russia got it - in order to avoid 
Russian veto of their accession at a time when Russia 
openly lamented that they Europeans accepted 
Ukraine’s independence. Sadly, if Russia had not con-
tinuously talked of its phantom pains, the two neigh-
bour states would have developed positive natural co-
operation.
So, as a member-state, Ukraine undertook a long list 
of commitments in 1995. In conformity with Council 
of Europe standards, enacted within a year from ac-
cession, it had to develop a new Constitution,  a 
framework act on legal policy for human rights pro-
tection, a framework act on legal and judicial reforms; 
a new criminal code and 
code of criminal proce-
dure, and a new civil 
code. This meant that it 
essentially had to start 
from scratch on its way of 
getting rid of the Soviet 
legacy. 
“The role and functions of 
the Prosecutor's Office 
shall be changed, trans-
forming this institution 
into a body which meets 
CoE standards,” was the requirement for the So-
viet-style prosecutor’s office which survived in 
the new independent Ukraine. This meant that pros-
ecutors would only prosecute rather than control, ex-
ert pressure or judge. 
The function of Soviet prokuratura was that of a 
watchdog ensuring strict observance of laws by all 
government officials and citizens. In alliance with the 
KGB, it enforced all dictates of the communist re-
gime. The State, on behalf of the people, could dictate 
everything – in the name of the people. This brought 
overwhelming corruption to power – and it’s still 
there today. 
In close contact with the Presidential Administration, 
the Prosecutor’s Office controls all activities – state or 
private – without anybody to control it.  It has room 
for all kinds of abuse. Therefore, one of the most im-

portant demands from the EU before the Association 
Agreement is that Ukraine fulfills the promise it 
already gave to CoE in 1995. A way to do this is 
not through legislation alone. The major de-
mand – and it should be understood that way 
– is to give up power and stop playing with 
the rules, but start playing by the rules.
Political repression and arbitrary treatment 
shows every citizen today the risk of end-
ings up in prison if they oppose the Gov-
ernment. Besides, the definition of a crimi-
nal violation is so vague, that any man 
from the street can be put in a courtroom 
and sentenced. Ordinary small business owners may 
face various demands and be forced to pay those with 
better links to the government.
Nation building starts with the rule of law, trustwor-
thy institutions and freedom of speech. The constitu-
tion of a nation should first of all secure limitations of 
the legislative power. The state has to deliver a pre-
dictable, accountable, transparent framework for citi-
zens to be able to work, produce and contribute to the 
growth. The precondition in a demand-supply-driven 
society is a stable, transparent framework. Not that 
the smarter eats the cake.
Ukraine started from scratch 22 years ago, having 
suffered from a totalitarian history of tsars and com-
munists. It takes time to build up a new nation and it 

takes time to build real 
citizenship.  People 
must learn to have a 
self-reliant national, in-
dependent voice in rela-
tion to power. It is nec-
essary to have freedom 
of expression – and it is 
equally important to 
have an informed popu-
lation.  There is a need 
for broad political cul-
tural buildup and aware-

ness-raising based on debate, exchange of expe-
rience and broad knowledge of the past and 

present society.
Opinion polls show that this trustfulness in Ukraine is 
among the lowest in the world, while in my country 
Denmark people are confident that they have unbi-
ased institutions. Perhaps, this is because Ukraine 
has had a brutal history, and has experiences arbi-
trarily rule over and over again.
Ukrainian civil society has to recover the strength it 
showed on the frosty days of the peaceful street-revo-
lution in November-December 2004. It must build up 
Ukraine again by uniting efforts at all levels of society. 
Ukraine can get out of the trap of behaviour stem-
ming from the Soviet era, but optimism is at stake. 
And it takes time – and dedication - to break bad hab-
its and build up new norms. 

The major demand – and it 
should be understood that 

way – is to give up power 
and stop just playing with 
the rules, but start playing 

by the rules

Democracy and the rule of law in post-Soviet Ukraine
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Ukrainian-European or  
Soviet-Russian civilizational 
model will win out: with the 
former, Ukraine will quickly 
catch up with its Western 
neighbours. With the latter, 
it will likely cease to exist 

Compromise  
or Capitulation?
T

he condition Ukraine is in 
today forces one to ponder 
why the country has not 
gone the way of Poland, the 

Czech Republic and Estonia. Why 
has Ukraine remained on a path 
that clearly leads to a historical 
dead end? Why have the Baltic 
states, and not Ukraine, suc-
ceeded in casting off the yoke of 
Soviet mentality?

There are plenty of reasons 
why de-Sovietization has failed 
to take place in Ukraine. One of 
the most important aspects is 
that an unofficial and tacit com-
promise between pro-Ukrainian 
and pro-Soviet forces of various 
political colours has been in ef-
fect since 1991. The latter have 
endeavoured to preserve the im-
perial Soviet system in Ukraine, 
even in the absence of the Soviet 
Union. Clearly, this system would 
inevitably be transformed in 
modern times but would remain 
fundamentally the same.

The compromise was that 
anti-Ukrainian forces would for-
mally and rhetorically recognize 
an independent Ukraine while at 
the same time preserving the sta-
tus quo that had existed prior to 
24 August 1991. Compromises 
can go a long way in influencing 
policies by limiting the room for 
free political manoeuvre. For ex-
ample, the activities of Viktor 
Yushchenko as president were 
largely determined by the be-
hind-the-scenes deal he cut with 
Leonid Kuchma back in 2004. 
There is no doubt that an agree-
ment between them existed, but 
its content remains unknown. 

As far as the compromise in 
the early days of Ukraine’s inde-
pendence is concerned, those 
who favoured the previous Soviet 
government and ideology took a 

more or less calm approach to 
pro-Ukrainian and pro-Euro-
pean rhetoric and calls to Ukra
inize and Europeanize the coun-
try, while at the same time 
mounting fierce resistance when 
real attempts at implementation 
were made. They benefited in the 
process by suffering virtually no 
major losses, securing their posi-
tions against failure and preserv-
ing their strength for a future on-
slaught of revenge.

In contrast, Ukraine as a 
whole was worse off because the 
compromise had been more of a 
capitulation. It blocked de-Sovi-
etization, de-Russification and 
the transformation of the coun-
try’s social and administrative 
institutions on the European 
model. In fact, what needs to be 

done in Ukraine today is virtu-
ally the same thing General Mus-
tafa Kemal Ataturk did in Turkey 
in the 1920s and the 1930s. He 
freed his country from an impe-
rial Asian heritage in the form of 
a feudal sultanate. Similarly, con-
temporary Ukraine needs to shed 
its totalitarian Soviet baggage. 
But the compromise- -capitula-
tion blocked its normal develop-
ment, imposing defunct matrices 
of Eurasian sociopolitical and 
economic past on the country for 
many years to come. Without tar-

geted efforts on the part of soci-
ety these remnants will last for 
years as models, institutions and 
social mechanisms that are alien 
to European civilization.

Language policy under Krav-
chuk, Kuchma and Yushchenko is 
a good illustration of this kind of 
capitulation. The Ukrainian gov-
ernment made Ukrainian the 
state language on paper, while in 
reality, Russian dominated the 
linguistic landscape. Opponents 
of the Ukrainian language had to 
settle for creeping Russification 
without speaking out against 
Ukrainization. Formal in nature, 
this policy did not require public 
servants to have a command of 
Ukrainian and to use it as they 
fulfilled their administrative 
functions. This tacit agreement 
on languages lasted until Yanu-
kovych entered the presidential 
office and the entire edifice was 
demolished in favour of total 
Russification.

The unwillingness of Ukra
ine’s political class and a large 
part of its intelligentsia and ex-
perts to truly defend national in-
terests or solve even the most 
fundamental issues by striking 
agreements with those who do 
not want to see any real Ukraine 
in Ukraine has led the nation to 
a Soviet-Russian state of being. 
Ukraine looks suspiciously simi-
lar to its northern neighbour, 
coming across as a kind of clone, 
Russia II. The authorities that 
agreed to capitulate obtained an 
easy solution to their economic, 
financial and political problems 
as the country made a transition 
to privatization, but this very ca-
pitulation stripped Ukraine of a 
chance to rapidly modernize it-
self like many Central and East-
ern European countries did. 

Author: 
Ihor Losev
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The activities 
of Viktor 
Yushchenko 
as president 
were largely 
determined by 
the behind-the-
scenes deal he 
cut with Leonid 
Kuchma back in 
2004. There is 
no doubt that 
an agreement 
between them 
existed, but 
its content 
remains 
unknown

Some say today that events in 
Ukraine are moving “in the 
wrong direction”, but this re-
gression is inevitable given the 
informal agreement that was 
struck in the country’s infancy. 
Its nature is such that it cannot 
be effectively severed in private 
or behind the scenes, or take the 
form of a mere declaration. Cast-
ing off Ukraine’s shackles will 
require a fierce struggle. These 
issues cannot be settled through 
“diplomatic” talks. In 1991, 
Ukraine gained independence 
virtually without a fight, owing 
to a fortunate combination of 
events, but this apparent ease 
made Ukraine’s progress to-

wards efficient state-building 
extremely slow and difficult. 
Current events prove the neces-
sity of more active efforts. Let’s 
face it: either the Ukrainian-Eu-
ropean or the Soviet-Russian 
civilizational model will win out. 
This cannot be avoided by set-
ting up borders within Ukraine. 
If the former model wins, 
Ukraine will quickly catch up 
with its Western neighbours. 
Otherwise, it will likely cease to 
exist as a state.

Has the compromise of the 
early 1990s brought anything 
good?

It led to two decades of ut-
terly inefficient state-building, 

economic stagnation, oligar-
chization of business life and the 
decline and poverty of millions of 
Ukrainians. In fact, instead of 
eliminating earlier social and 
mental constructs, Ukraine has 
seen a revival of the Soviet way of 
life, which entered a peak phase 
in 2010. These past and current 
events are further proof that 
there should be no room for com-
promise on pivotal, fundamental 
issues—especially when national 
values are at stake. 

What turned out to be very 
handy to post-Soviet party, ad-
ministrative and business activ-
ists proved lethal to the nation 
and the state. 

Opinion|Politics
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Jacek Saryusz-Wolski: 
“Our standards in human rights and democracy are what matters.  
If a country wants to come closer to the EU and sign up, it should fulfill 
these. Otherwise, sorry”

V
ice President of the Euro-
pean People’s Party at the 
European Parliament and 
Polish EMP, Jacek Sary-

usz-Wolski made some clear 
statements on the EU’s stance on 
the Association Agreement and 
FTA signing at the Kyiv Security 
Forum. Thus, the government 
should take every necessary step 
to meet the conditions Brussels 
has set forth in the Füle list, oth-
erwise the EU will not sign an 
empty document. “Although Mr. 
Lutsenko was released, and it was 
very welcomed by the European 
side, it is only the first step,” he 
stressed at the Forum. “The next 
step will be the release of Yulia 
Tymoshenko. EU is not satisfied 
with the release of one or two 
prisoners, there should guaran-
tees that political persecution will 
never be repeated in the future”. 
The Ukrainian Week talks to 
Jacek Saryusz-Wolski whose ef-
forts as the first Polish plenipo-
tentiary for European integration 
and foreign aids in 1991-1996 and 
in 2000-2001 played a decisive 
role in Poland’s joining the EU. 

UW: You outlined two scenarios 
for further relations between the 
EU and Ukraine. Under the best-
case scenario, the government 
releases Yulia Tymoshenko and 
quickly reforms the judiciary and 
election system. In the worst-
case one, it fails to meet the 
conditions necessary to sign the 
Association Agreement, and 
the Vilnius Summit in 
November brings no 
success. Which one is more 
realistic in your personal 
opinion?

I’m optimistic about 
it because I think that 
the choice to the ben-
efit of the Ukrai-
nian nation will 
be evidently in 
favour of mod-
ernization and 

Europeanization. The Association 
Agreement is a leverage in im-
proving the life of society. This is 
an obvious chance if long-term 
prospects of Ukrainians and fu-
ture generations prevail over 
short-term ambitions of politi-
cians of today. 

UW: Does the Ukrainian 
government have political will 
to meet all requirements of 
Brussels necessary to sign the 
Association Agreement and FTA? 

Until recently, the Ukrainian 
authorities – mainly President 
Yanukovych and his Adminis-
tration – wanted to have some 
minimum accomplishments. 
But thinking that the liberation 
of Lutsenko would be sufficient 
was a miscalculation. They have 
to take all three preconditions 
to signing the Associa-
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Armenia, Georgia and 
Moldova have much better 
chances of signing the 
Association Agreement in 
Vilnius than Ukraine at this 
point. But things may 
change. The ball is on the 
Ukrainian side

tion Agreement in November 
very seriously. These include 
dealing with selective justice 
and freeing Tymoshenko, as 
well as electoral and judiciary 
reforms. 

UW: Some Western experts 
suggest that the EU should take 
a tougher stance in the talks 
with the Ukrainian government. 
Can this tactics be efficient? 

It’s not about being tough or 
not today. We always try to stick 
close to reality and deal with is-
sues professionally. Our stan-
dards in human rights and de-
mocracy are what matters. If a 
country wants to come closer to 
the EU and sign up, it should ful-
fill these. Otherwise, sorry.

UW: It has been four years since 
the Eastern Partnership project 
was launched. Now, we can see 
that the European community’s 
expectations of the progress of 
democracy in some post-Soviet 
states were probably too high. 
In your opinion, is it the lack of 
political will or mentality in 
these countries that hampers 
their progress to Europe?

When Eastern Partnership 
was founded, it was something 

wider than negotia-

tions and commitments on the 
executive level. It was about the 
creation of a set of values. No-
body promised that this road 
would be easy. Any rumours of 
the death of Eastern Partner-
ship are premature. We were 
more optimistic at the begin-
ning, but it may now have to go, 
as they say, in one step forward 
and two steps back. This path is 
not treaded very quickly. Some 
societies and their governments 
need time to understand what 
they need, or fail in order to 
learn. But Eastern Partnership 
project is still alive. Where do I 
draw my optimism? When I talk 
to ordinary Georgians, Arme-
nians or Ukrainians, they want 
the standards of their countries 
to be closer and more similar to 
those in the EU. So do the Rus-
sians.

So, this is an objective in the 
mid- and long-term run. People 
want to live in freedom, prosper-
ity and secure knowledge that 
nobody will come in the morning 
to arrest them, put them in 
prison, take away their property 
or stop them at a frontier when 
they want to travel or study 
abroad. This is national human 
factor. We want to accelerate this 
through Eastern Partnership and 
a series of Association Agree-
ments and FTAs. Several years 
after the launch, I see that some 
countries have made progress 
faster, while others had it slower. 
The ones that we thought would 
be the leaders and pioneers, such 
as Ukraine, seem to have fallen 
back. Armenia, Georgia and Mol-
dova have much better chances 

of signing the Association 
Agreement in Vilnius than 
Ukraine at this point. But 
things may change. The ball is 

on the Ukrainian side. If 
people in Ukraine believe 

that the course to Europe 
is their choice, they 
should tell this to the gov-

ernment. The opposition 
should say it loudly – 

should express this 
will in a demo-
cratic manner 
through parlia-
ment. If that is 
blocked, they 
can have a 
peaceful dem-
onstration on 
Maidan. 

UW: Different EU member-states 
have different approaches to 
Ukraine. Former post-socialist 
countries, especially the Baltic 
States, Poland, Czech Republic 
and Slovakia, have been trying 
to facilitate Ukraine’s European 
integration, while Western 
democracies prefer a more 

moderate, pragmatic and critical 
approach. Is this a steady 
division in the European 
Parliament?

The countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe that are new EU 
members are more supportive 
because they have a better un-
derstanding of Ukraine’s situa-
tion and share similar historical 
experience. It was not easy to 
convince more distant Western 
European countries to share this 
perspective, but we succeeded in 
doing so. As a result, this East-
ern Partnership programme was 
set up with significant funding 
from the EU and legal founda-
tion that includes Association 
Agreements and comprehensive 
FTAs. These should lead to half-
membership in the EU. Twenty 
years ago, I was negotiating one 
for Poland. Eventually, it led us 
to membership. But it is becom-
ing more and more difficult now 
to convince EU members that are 
not that enthusiastic about the 
necessity to extend this offer, 
pursue and accelerate it, because 
our partners do not give us argu-
ments to promote this idea. 
There is no progress in reforms 
or change in Ukraine. Accom-
plishments are dubious in many 
other countries. Belarus is in the 
state of stagnation. If the two 
sides share a common goal, they 
should both take efforts. That’s 
what we need to help us – the 
countries of the EU’s eastern 
flank – in convincing others to 
make the process more robust 
and energetic. 
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Q
uite a few Western diplo-
mats, politicians and civic 
activists, who look with fa-
vour on the European inte-

gration prospects of Ukraine and 
consider it to be an integral part of 
Europe, often ask themselves the 
question: what benefit can Ukraine 
offer? Deep disillusion with the 
democratic setback in Ukraine over 
the last few years and the unex-
pected emergence on the map of 
Eastern Europe of yet another pro-
totype of the Putin-Lukashenka re-
gime after the “Orange chaos”, 
forces many of them to cross their 
arms, and even more others to ex-
press scepticism regarding the pos-
sibility of closer ties between 
Ukraine and the EU. The Yanu-
kovych regime has failed to fulfil the 
promises to the EU, apart from the 
pardon of Yuriy Lutsenko and Heo-
rhiy Filipchuk, and some other in-
decisive steps. It has continued its 
purposeful pressure on the opposi-
tion, civic society and freedom of 
speech, and the imitation of reform. 
As a result, the long-standing and 
increasingly noticeable weariness of 
the West as regards Ukraine is esca-
lating. As a result, Ukraine is losing 
the support of many European and 
American friends. Many are asking 
themselves: how could this happen 
and why have all efforts directed to-
wards democratic reform and the 
establishment of the rule of law in 
Ukraine come to nothing? 

This situation has clearly been 
partly caused by the West’s superfi-
cial and simplistic perception of 
post-Soviet reality in Ukraine, and 
the lack of understanding of its deep 
post-colonial traumas, insecurities 
and problems. Instead, many West-
ern politicians still continue to look 
at Ukraine exclusively through the 
prism of their own glasses and 
problems, not seeing the root of 
what is really holding it back on its 
course towards civilised develop-
ment. 

First and foremost, Western 
leaders should be aware that the 
difference between Ukraine and 
other Central European countries 

Some Tips for Supporters of 
Ukraine’s European Integration 

Author: 
Oleksandr 

Horyn

lies in the impact of Russia’s pres-
sure on Ukraine, including 
through Bolshevism. While Cen-
tral European countries, including 
the Baltic States, enjoyed twenty 
years of their own statehood dur-
ing the inter-war period, Ukraine 
experienced a devastating geno-
cide and massive destruction of 
alternative elites and environ-
ments where new ones could soon 
appear. The restoration of Ukrai-
nian independence in the early 
1990s was accompanied by the 
continued dominance of the old 
Soviet elite in the country. Bred 
and carefully selected in the 
USSR, it had no qualities required 
for governing an independent 
state. Nor have fully-fledged gov-
ernment institutions been estab-
lished in the last two decades. 
Those that were, served one or an-
other head of state, bud did not 
fulfil their statist functions. And 
most important of all – Russian-
Soviet values continue to deter-

mine social awareness, mindsets 
and behaviour models for a signif-
icant share of the Ukrainian politi-
cal elite and population. It is in the 
totalitarian and colonial past that 
the problems of the post-Soviet 
development of modern Ukraine 
actually lie. If they are not re-
solved, it will be impossible to 
truly embrace European values in 
Ukraine. There is no point in 
planting the seeds of democracy 
on lands that have not been 
cleared of the barriers and scrap of 
the communist past (see p. 26).

In order to avoid continued 
manipulation by the Ukrainian 
government, the West should focus 
on direct contacts with Ukrainian 
society more, and thus form its 
own concept of the processes in 
Ukraine. After all, the majority of 
this society continues to stand be-
hind a European democratic 
course – it simply has to be sepa-
rated from the Yanukovych regime 
and more actively engaged in the 
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Angela 
Merkel said in 
negotiations 
with Estonian 
Prime Minister 
that Ukraine is 
not yet ready 
for the EU 
association as 
it has yet to 
solve a slew of 
problems with 
democracy

European mindset. The current 
Ukrainian authorities on the one 
part, and most of its citizens – are 
worlds apart. In this context, the 
Civic Society Forum, which was es-
tablished in 2009 within the 
framework of the Eastern Partner-
ship programme, should be wel-
comed. The Ukrainian National 
Platform has been a part of this 
since 2011, participating in sum-
mits and negotiations between the 
EU and Ukraine, and has the right 
to formulate its own recommenda-
tions. However, unfortunately, this 
structure has so far been unable to 
implement any successful projects 
and transform itself into a true 
mouthpiece of the interests of civil 
society in Ukraine and the driver 
for its European integration.  

It is also worth taking into ac-
count that in view of post-Soviet 
specifics, many NGOs in Ukraine 
that are sponsored by the West, 
have become blatant grant-guz-
zlers who have nothing but profan-
ity for democratic values, rather 
than being the actual driving force 
behind society’s democratic prog-
ress. For this reason, it is necessary 
to be more critical of existing 
NGOs, which often take advantage 
of the lack of knowledge among 
their Western benefactors and 
their own monopolistic positions, 
which both deliberately and inad-

vertently create an erroneous im-
pression of the situation in 
Ukraine, playing up to already es-
tablished stereotypes. It is not only 
necessary to give money for certain 
projects, but to also duly control 
their use and the execution of what 
has been reported. First of all, it is 
necessary to rely on those that will 
be of specific social benefit under 
Ukrainian conditions, not on those 

that have a fairly abstract task, for 
example, democratic development. 
At the same time, in addition to 
contact through somewhat ineffec-
tive NGOs, it is necessary to search 
for opportunities to establish thou-
sands of horizontal connections be-
tween civil society in EU member-
states and Ukraine, as well as help 
Ukraine develop its own. Only then 
can a new elite and a strategy of 
changes be expected in Ukraine. 

The partial liberalization of 
the visa regime with Ukraine (for 
certain categories, especially stu-
dents, journalists, civil activists), 
is, without doubt, a positive step, 
which will promote the formation 
of a new, critically-minded elite in 
Ukraine. However, much more is 
needed to overcome the deep 
mental divide between Ukraine 
and Europe. First and foremost, 
it’s worth trying to uproot the dis-
dainful attitude in European 
countries towards Ukrainian peo-
ple as second class citizens. This 
largely pertains to employees 
working at the embassies of EU 
member-states in Ukraine, who 
often discriminate against Ukrai-
nian applicants for Schengen vi-
sas. Meanwhile, the more Ukraini-
ans visit EU countries and see a 
life that is completely different 
from the post-Soviet reality in 
Ukraine, the sooner will a critical 
social mass be formed to imple-
ment pro-European transforma-
tions within the country. In this 
context, it is vitally important to 
overcome the intellectual iron cur-
tain and obstacles in communica-
tion between representatives of 
educated social strata in EU coun-

tries and in Ukraine, since they 
are the ones that must become the 
driving force of all future changes. 
European integration in Ukraine 
should be conducted simultane-
ously, starting at both the top, via 
negotiations with the authorities, 
and the bottom, via the expansion 
of contacts with civil society.

Regarding the tactic for the be-
haviour of Western politicians and 
diplomats towards representatives 
of the Yanukovych regime under 
current tense and intensive negoti-
ations on the signing of the EU As-
sociation Agreement and the Free 
Trade Zone, it might be sensible to 
try not to give the Ukrainian gov-
ernment the opportunity to take 
advantage of these negotiations to 
legitimize itself in the eyes of both 
the West and Ukrainian society. 
Otherwise, the quasi-authoritarian 
regime in Ukraine will stay, even if 
it makes concessions on some is-
sues of the Füle list.  

Another important move is to 
significantly restrict the practice of 
Western governments and interna-
tional organizations to allocate 
funds to the Ukrainian authorities 
for conducting reform and the bat-
tle against corruption. After all, as 
reality shows, most of these funds 
are not used effectively or accord-
ing to designation. According to 
the latest data of the Ukrainian of-
fice of Transparency International, 
the Ukrainian government wastes 
95% of funds allocated for its anti-
corruption programme. 

At the same time, there is no 
real point in Ukrainian prosecutors 
and judges going abroad for train-
ing, since it is difficult to change 
the professional approaches of 
these people to issues, that were set 
forth in Soviet education and post-
Soviet practice, even more so when 
most of them are directly depen-
dent on the governing hierarchy, 
built by Yanukovych and his Party 
of Regions.

New circumstances require a 
more active position of the West 
on the issue of Ukraine, since what 
is at stake is the fate of a battle for 
an important region, from the 
geopolitical point of view, in which 
Putin’s Russia is striving to build 
up its own privileged sphere of in-
fluence. To counteract this, the EU 
has to demonstrate all the soft 
power tools it has at its disposal, 
and prevent the inclusion of 
Ukraine in the neo-empirical inte-
gration projects of the Kremlin. 

the West should focus on 
direct contacts with 
Ukrainian society more, 
and thus form its own 
concept of the processes in 
Ukraine
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Ukraine in the EU:  
Asset or Liability?

U
kraine is at a crossroads. The largest and the 
most pro-European nation in the Eastern 
Partnership could achieve associated partner-
ship with the EU and the dream of millions of 

genuine Europeans in Ukraine could come true.
Yet the same applies to the EU which also finds itself 
at a crossroads. If we miss this opportunity to have a 
true ally, a faithful friend, and a would-be full-fledged 
member of the EU close to Russia, we could lose a his-
toric chance to change the entire political architecture 
of Eastern Europe. In doing so, we would risk missing 
a chance to turn the last page of 20th century history 
which found Eastern European nations with their 
dramas and despair isolated from the rest of the con-
tinent.
Conversely, if the EU allows a fast track for Ukraine with 
the latter's flaws and problems, like selective justice and 
endemic corruption, a precedent will be set tempting the 
EU to turn a blind eye to any future, potential member's 
shortcomings. Lowering standards and seeking easy 
and tempting catches at the expense of principles and 
political ethics might be seen as suicidal for the EU 
whose principal strength lies in diplomacy, soft power, 
and firm dedication to human rights, civil liberties, hu-
man dignity, and all modern sensibilities in general.
To cut a convoluted story short, Ukraine is a litmus test 
for the EU making a difficult choice between Realpolitik 
and European values. The eventual accession of Ukraine 
to the EU would be a turn-
ing point in world politics 
or even in world history. 
As Andrei Piontkovsky in-
sisted for a long time, this 
would deal a mortal blow 
to the Putin regime signify-
ing the end of Byzantine 
Russia. Such a turn would 
inevitably force Russia to 
embrace European politics 
and to abandon its ambi-
tion to restore an empire, 
as Russia cannot be one 
without Ukraine. 
However, the big geopolitical game and the security 
of neighbouring countries are not the only issues 
here. With no exaggeration, Ukraine’s accession would 
be as critically important to the national interests of the 
Baltic States and Poland as was their own accession to 
the EU and NATO. With its unquestionable political and 
cultural presence in Eastern and Central European his-
tory, along with a fundamental legacy which is pivotal 
for Russian identity and culture, Ukraine itself would 
become a symbol of the final unification of Europe.
I’ve heard critical and rather skeptical remarks by some 
Western European and American commentators on the 
need for Ukraine to build its modern European identity 
and to make up its mind about whether Europe is 
Ukraine’s top priority. 

What can I say to this? I had enough when Lithuania 
was mockingly counted among "quasi-European coun-
tries where Europe ends". Time flies, and one has to be 
foolish today to categorize Estonia as a country bearing 
any real resemblance to Albania or Macedonia, or to de-
scribe Lithuania as inferior to Bulgaria, Romania, or 
even Cyprus. 
On that same note of skepticism, with regard to modern 
moral and political sensibilities: Can we in the EU claim 
that Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, Lithuania, or even 
France, have not had their share of xenophobia, anti-
semitism, racism (especially, anti-Roma sentiments) or 
homophobia in Europe? No one is perfect.
Is Hungary spotless with its profound constitutional and 
political crisis which increasingly appears to be bidding 
farewell to liberal democracy? Is Romania faultless with 
its political crooks in power that plagiarize their doctoral 
dissertations and poke fun at Romanian intellectuals via 
a private TV channel owned by a documented informer 
of the Securitate political police in Ceausescu’s Roma-
nia? 
Was Sarkozy’s France with its deportations of Roma on 
charges of the spread of crime a model for Ukraine? Or 
Holland with Geert Wilders’ incredible suggestion to re-
port on Polish and other Eastern European families if 
they happen to celebrate their feasts too loudly and in-
discreetly?
Or is my own country, Lithuania, flawless with its out-

break of homophobia 
which has led to some 
noisy and regrettable fig-
ures in parliament at-
tempting to pass a bill to 
protect minors from the 
detrimental effects of pub-
lic information (put sim-
ply, this was nothing other 
than a homophobic law)? 
We raised our voices 
against this folly; we did 
not remain silent on this 
front. Given this fact, what 

makes us think that Ukrainian journalists, defend-
ers of human rights, and public intellectuals would 
not do the same? 

Is Ukraine likely to become an asset or a liability for the 
EU? I say it will be nothing but an asset and a success 
story – a thousand times I say yes. Ukraine's joining the 
EU would dramatically and irreversibly change the po-
litical landscape of Europe. It would end the division of 
Europe and close the saga of the Iron Curtain and the 
Cold War. It would put a well-situated, diverse, rich, and 
talented nation in the club of European democracies. 
Last but not least, the EU would substantially invigorate 
its historic and political narrative, sending a message to 
the world that big and powerful nations choose democ-
racy. 
Ukraine is at a crossroads, and so is the EU. 

Ukraine's joining the EU 
would dramatically and 
irreversibly change the 
political landscape of 

Europe, end the division 
of Europe and close the 
saga of the Iron Curtain 

and the Cold War
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n his speech at the Kyiv Secu-
rity Forum, Petr Mareš, Spe-
cial Envoy for Eastern Partner-
ship from the Ministry of For-

eign Affairs of the Czech Republic, 
said that the Czech Republic, as 
well as all the Visegrád countries, 
has always been optimistic about 
the prospects of its eastern part-
ners to integrate with the Euro-
pean community. The Ukrai-
nian Week talks to Mr. Mareš 
about the Czech Republic’s about 
its opinion and expectations re-
garding Ukraine's European inte-
gration.

UW: Does the Czech Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs have a strategy 
regarding the signing of the 
Association Agreement with 
Ukraine? 

There is a strategy. We 
haven’t changed our standing on 
it since the very beginning: we 
have been supportive of the sign-
ing all along, yet it should be 
based on the fulfillment of the 
Füle requirements. This is one of 
the reasons for my visit. I was 
meeting with representatives of 
the Ukrainian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and telling people that we 
– not only the Czech Republic but 
all Visegrád countries – offer our 
assistance, and if there’s anything 
we can help with, we will do it. 
That is a priority for us, and we 
would like to see Ukraine sign the 
Agreement soon. But it’s com-
pletely up to Ukraine. 

UW: The European community 
seemed to have inflated hopes 
about the progress of democracy 
in post-soviet countries, such as 
Ukraine, Georgia or Moldova, 
under the Eastern Partnership 
framework. But these countries 
have some problems with 
democracy now…

That’s true. We had higher ex-
pectations at the beginning three 
or four years ago. Now, we have a 
feeling that the progress towards 
democracy and reforms has been 
so sluggish, especially in Ukraine 
over the past two years. On the 
other hand, though, we have our 
own experience. For a certain pe-

riod, Slovakia lagged behind 
other Central European countries 
but it caught up eventually and 
we entered the EU together with 
Slovakia, Poland and Hungary. 
So, it’s never too late. In our opin-
ion, Ukraine has unfortunately 
slowed down. It’s a pity because 
we expected you to be much far-
ther by this point. But you can 
still do it, even if it takes a lot of 
efforts. 

UW: You have mentioned the 
“giving more for more” policy 
regarding countries that 
integrate into the EU. Can you 
expand on this? 

We have six different coun-
tries in Eastern Partnership, and 
we cannot apply one policy to all 
of them as they are all different. 
We were thinking of the criteria 
to use in designing policies for 
them. This is a formula we have 
come up with. The harder a coun-
try tries and the more efforts it 
takes, the more assistance it will 
receive from us. If there is a coun-
try that simply does not show any 
willingness to get close to our val-
ues, sorry, they don’t deserve 
much. But I have to say that we 
can’t apply this principle too rig-
idly because we can’t punish peo-
ple for the mistakes of 
their governments. 
You have a neigh-
bour along your 
northern border 
whose govern-
ment we would 
like to punish, 
but not its peo-
ple. 

UW: Why is 
the Czech Republic 
interested in 
bringing Ukraine 
closer to the EU? 

We strongly believe 
that Ukraine will be 
very important to 
European secu-
rity and future 
prosperity. At 
the same time, 
we feel that we 
have certain 

Petr Mareš: “The harder a country tries,  
the more assistance it will receive from us”

debts. We got an enormous assis-
tance in the 1990s. Without the 
help of our German, Dutch and 
other neighbours, we wouldn’t 
have been able to enter the EU. 
Now, we feel that we should pay 
them back. And Ukrainians are 
very close to us – we even under-
stand some of each other’s lan-
guage. We know Ukrainian cul-
ture and we believe that Ukraine 
belongs to Europe, but it’s upon 
you to decide. 

UW: How does this Eastern 
Partnership policy challenge 
Russian policies? 

We don’t think it does. The 
progress to the Association 
Agreement and FTA is a difficult, 
sometimes painful process. You 
have to do a lot to accept all Euro-
pean legislation standards. But 
I’m sure that the day will come 
when Russians will start accept-
ing European standards because 
they will want access to our mar-
ket. They are not big enough to 
exist alone with China along one 
border and the EU on the other. 
As to Ukraine, it can enter the 
Customs Union if it chooses to do 
so, but that will only postpone the 
process of accepting EU stan-
dards because it’s a modern way 

of doing business according to 
European and American 

rules, not Russian. So, 
the earlier you start, 

the better. And it’s 
not against Russia 

because we are its 
trade partner, too, 
but they don’t al-
ways understand 
this. 
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D
oes Ukraine need de-Soviet-
ization in the 22nd year of 
its independence? The ex-
perience of modern state 

building and post-communist 
transformations in Central and 
Eastern European countries shows 
that this is a mandatory step on the 
path to European integration. Be-
fore joining the EU, the majority of 
former socialist camp members 
carried out radical reforms in the 
early days of their post-socialist 
histories in order to cast off totali-
tarian baggage. Otherwise, democ-
ratization, the growth of civic insti-
tutions and, most importantly, a 
revival of national state-building 
traditions would have been impos-
sible. Ukraine bypassed this stage 
and continues to struggle with a 
Soviet heritage that has proven dif-
ficult to abandon without radical 
reform. Ukraine was infected with 
communism at least 20 years ear-
lier than other Central and Eastern 
European countries, which experi-
enced modern state building in the 
interwar period. The totalitarian 
regime became much more en-
trenched in Ukraine and led to far 
more traumatic consequences (in-
cluding the Holodomor) than in its 
Western neighbours.

Captive to alien values
After proclaiming independence on 
the foundation of the Ukrainian 
SSR and its government institu-
tions and without clearly separat-
ing itself ideologically from its to-
talitarian and colonial past, 
Ukraine has continued to stumble 
ahead through sheer inertia. It has 
made only superficial alterations to 
the formal and ceremonial repre-
sentations of its statement while 
remaining captive to Soviet-Rus-
sian values that dictate the mind-
set, behavioural models and atti-
tudes of both the political elite and 
a large part of the population.

This condition manifests itself 
primarily through deeply en-
trenched paternalism and an infe-
riority complex inherited from the 
Soviet colonial past. For example, 
surveys show that over 63% of 
Ukrainians believe that several 
strong leaders could put the coun-
try in order faster than legislation 
and open debate. The dominant 
strategy for many citizens is still 
conformism and a desire to adjust 

Author: Oleksandr Pahiria

A Difficult Return
To regain its status as a natural part of Europe, 
Ukraine needs to break free from Russian and 
Soviet colonial heritage
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post-soviet 
ambivalence

Surveys reveal that 

59% 
of Ukrainians would 
vote in favour of EU 
accession at a na-

tional referendum, 
and if the issue of 

joining the Customs 
Union of Russia,  

Belarus and Kazakh-
stan were put to  

a vote,  

57.5% 
would support it

Still behind the 
Iron Curtain 

Surveys show  

that 77%
 of Ukrainians have 
never been abroad 

and  

36% 
have never left  

their region 

to the existing circumstances at any 
cost and without attempting to 
change the situation. Many people 
do not believe in real social or po-
litical justice. A survey by the Dem-
ocratic Initiatives Foundation in 
May-June 2012 showed that 78.4% 
of Ukrainians were convinced that 
there was little equality of citizens 
before the law, if any. To survive, 
Ukrainians strive to integrate into 
the current system of relations with 
the authorities, conforming with-
out initiating any changes. This is 
similar to what happened under 
Soviet rule: part of society was able 
to conform, adapt and learn to co-
exist with a repressive totalitarian 
juggernaut by choosing the prag-
matic strategy of survival in specific 
historical and institutional circum-
stances. Thus, preconditions are in 
place for the replication and per-
petuation of the post-Soviet sys-
tem.

One of the consequences of 
long-time isolation during the So-
viet era (due to the Iron Curtain) is 
a lack of mobility and mental open-
ness in society. Surveys show that 
77% of Ukrainians have never been 
abroad and 36% have never left 
their region. As a result, it is hard 
for most citizens to compare the re-
alities of their lives with those of 
other countries and regions and 
thus comprehend the necessity and 
value of change. This circumstance 
undermines social support for any 
attempt at reform. Continual re-
pression and a system of denuncia-
tion in Soviet times made people 
socially detached, intolerant, and 
unfriendly for preventive purposes. 
Today, up to half of all Ukrainians 
do not trust their social milieu, ac-
cording to surveys. Post-Soviet mu-
tations led to an odd combination 
of mutually exclusive values and 
widespread ambivalence. For ex-
ample, Ukrainians can think posi-
tively of democracy and liberal val-
ues and at the same time accept 
authoritarian methods of gover-
nance. Or they may want Ukraine 
to join the EU and the Customs 
Union at the same time. Surveys 
reveal that 59% of Ukrainians 
would vote in favour of EU acces-
sion at a national referendum, and 
if the issue of joining the Customs 
Union of Russia, Belarus and Ka-
zakhstan were put to a vote, 57.5% 
would support it.

Conformism, cynicism, profan-
ity, criminality, and a lack of prin-
ciples were the distinct features of 

the Communist Party and Komso-
mol nomenklatura in the last de-
cades of the USSR and were then 
transplanted into post-Soviet life. 
They have become mandatory 
characteristics of Ukraine’s politi-
cal, business and cultural-intellec-
tual elites and continue to be repli-
cated at all levels, from NGOs to 
politics. The post-Soviet period 
added to this its all-consuming 
nepotism, favouritism and back-
door deals, leading to total corrup-
tion. As a result, personal, clan and 
corporate affiliations outweigh na-
tional interests in Ukrainian poli-
tics. Under this system, state power 
is viewed as a business project for 
those who are at the helm of the 
state and the oligarchic groups 
close to them. This is precisely the 
reason why the surviving Soviet bu-
reaucracy makes public adminis-
tration so inefficient at both the 
national and regional levels, while 
the services provided by the gov-
ernment are aimed at earning 
money rather than actually serving 
citizens. 

The two-way street between 
money and politics is another dis-

tinct feature of post-Soviet 
Ukraine: money opens the door to 
power, which in turn provides ac-
cess to financial flows. Once they 
reach the top, post-Soviet elites fol-
low the example set by their prede-
cessors in the Communist Party 
nomenklatura. They attempt to 
squeeze maximum benefit from 
their office and access to govern-
ment resources and surround 
themselves with various status 
perks—cadres of security guards, 
various awards and titles—thus ar-
tificially setting themselves apart 
from the rest of society. Politicians’ 
deeply rooted sense of impunity 
and lack of responsibility prompt 
them to enhance their personal 
comfort while facing only minimal 
critical outcry by a weakened civic 
society.

The worldview and values of 
the absolute majority of contempo-
rary Ukrainian politicians were 

At least twice – in the early 
1990s and in 2004-2005 – 
Ukraine lost its chance to 
leave its totalitarian past 
behind and end its post-
Soviet agony
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shaped in Soviet universities, the 
“socialist talent foundries”. This 
has a constraining effect on their 
views and limits their ability to ac-
cept and carry out European-cali-
bre reforms. At the same time, 
post-Soviet transformations caused 
them to have ambivalent values: 
they tend to declare liberal values 
but take undemocratic steps in 
practice, thus profaning and merely 
imitating any constructive initia-
tive. This is, for example, why the 
Orange Revolution failed to trigger 
any qualitative shifts in Ukraine’s 
development – its leaders re-
mained in a vicious post-Soviet cy-
cle, not daring to radically break 
out of it.

The transitional state in which 
the worst Soviet practices coexisted 
with new vulgarized democratic 
norms and wild capitalism was 
ideal for the emergence of oligar-
chy as the informal source of all 
power in the country. Having 
emerged from among the Commu-
nist Party and Komsomol nomen-
klatura, “red directors” (CEOs of 
big industrial Soviet enterprises), 
and semi-criminal elements, 
Ukraine’s oligarchs set up their 
own system of societal power rela-
tions and have resisted changes to 
the status quo. They are absolutely 
comfortable in this hybridized 
post-Soviet life as they parasitize 
society and exploit old Soviet in-
dustrial assets while refusing mod-
ernization. It would be a mistake to 
treat them as engines of European 
integration because their system of 
values is at odds with that of Eu-
rope.

A vicious cycle
The Ukrainian establishment and 
society continue to live in an old 
frame of reference – a backward 
Soviet mentality with chaotically 
superimposed modern memes. 
One great example of this is the fact 
that public space in Ukraine still 
bears Soviet designations. For ex-
ample, the country has 20 times 
more toponyms related to the So-
viet era and figures of the totalitar-
ian past than to the history of the 
national liberation struggle. Com-
munist symbols and discursive 
practices are ubiquitous in the 
Ukrainian public sphere. Soviet 
holidays continue to be officially 
promoted: Red (Soviet) Army Day 
on 23 February, Victory Day on 9 
May, Komsomol Day on 29 Octo-
ber, etc. This practice serves to per-

petuate totalitarian complexes in 
the minds of millions of Ukrainians 
and blocks the democratization of 
society. The European choice is out 
of the question when Ukrainians 
are still surrounded by thousands 
of stone and bronze statutes of So-
viet leaders, henchmen and butch-
ers emanating the despotism of the 
past.

In this situation, it would not 
be an exaggeration to say that 
Ukrainians continue to live in a 
slightly modified Soviet Ukraine: 
the décor has changed, but the con-
tent and inner workings are the 
same. It should be acknowledged 
that a truly sovereign establish-
ment of the Ukrainian state is yet to 
take place.

The pathological condition in 
which Ukraine finds itself is the 
product of a post-Soviet muta-
tion—the evolutionary transition 
from one sociopolitical model to 
another, which led to an ugly hy-
brid form combining two opposed 
and mutually exclusive systems of 
values: Soviet and national Euro-
pean. In the past three years, 
Ukrainians have been able to see 
for themselves that the former sys-
tem has sufficient mechanisms for 
self-reproduction under modern 

conditions. To many Ukrainian cit-
izens, the Viktor Yanukovych re-
gime and the rule of the Donetsk 
clan have come to embody a typi-
cally Soviet mentality, way of gov-
ernance and, at times, impudent 
restoration of the backward prac-
tices of the Brezhnev and 
Shcherbytsky eras.

A post-Soviet system is unable 
to transform itself because it has ev-
ery resource and internal mecha-
nism necessary for self-replication. 
Former Communist Party nomen-
klatura and Komsomol leaders and 
their power-wielding descendants 
are absolutely content with this sys-
tem, which permits them to grow 
rich following virtually the same 
rules that prevailed in Soviet times. 
Under such conditions, only a com-
plete dismantling can be effective. 
The state and all its institutions 
must be reset and re-launched on 
fundamentally different principles, 
values, and frames of reference. 
Without such measures, Ukraine’s 
development and European inte-
gration will be impossible.

Three D’s
One must bear in mind that 
Ukraine’s de-Sovietization should 
go hand in hand with related pro-

On the way  
to Europe?
Ukraine has 
20 times more 
toponyms 
related to the 
Soviet era and 
figures of the 
totalitarian 
past than to 
the history of 
the national 
liberation 
struggle
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cesses such as de-Russification and 
decolonization. Together, these 
make up three D's for Ukraine. It 
must finally be acknowledged that 
the 70 years when Ukraine was 
part of the Soviet empire were a pe-
riod of colonial subjugation, and 
the Ukrainian SSR was not a full-
fledged state or even a quasi-state 
but merely a cover for Bolshevik 
occupation. The Soviet was always 
a symbol of the Russian; Sovietiza-
tion necessarily entailed Russifica-
tion, and the USSR was just a form 
of the Russian Empire.

The task currently facing the 
counter-elite in Ukraine is to 
break away not only from the to-
talitarian Soviet past at the level of 
institutions, mental attitudes and 
everyday practices, but also from 
the imperial Russian cultural tra-
dition which keeps Ukrainians 
captive to its values, norms and 
civilizational guidelines, perpetu-
ating the hybrid transitional state 
and blocking Ukraine’s European 
prospects. It is impossible to im-
plement European values and 
standards and build the “Russian 
world” in Ukraine at the same 
time – these are absolutely mutu-
ally exclusive things. Ukraine 
needs to clearly determine its 

frame of reference and settle on a 
vector of civilizational develop-
ment for itself. There is no other 
alternative.

At the same time, de-sacralisa-
tion and de-mythologisation of the 
Soviet past, as well as a total ban on 
totalitarian symbols, must go hand 
in hand with a comprehensive ap-
proach to reforming all spheres of 
life and to building Ukraine’s own 
frame of reference, as opposed to 
externally imposed ones, which is 
something that would require a 
well-defined strategy and an action 
plan.

At present, Ukraine’s major 
opposition forces, which together 
aspire to become an alternative 
to the Yanukovych regime in the 
near future, lack a specific plan 
for dismantling the post-Soviet 
system and resetting Ukraine on 
a totally new foundation. They 
either completely ignore the is-
sue of de-Sovietization due to 
their ideological indeterminacy, 
fondness of cheap populism and 
desire to attract various electoral 
groups (Batkivshchyna and UDAR) 
or they reduce de-Sovietization 
merely to dismantling Lenin mon-
uments and de-mythologising his-
tory (Svoboda).

The Estonian experience of 
post-communist transformation is 
to be followed as the most success-
ful and telling example in the post-
Soviet space. While having roughly 
the same initial conditions as 
Ukraine, Estonia has been able to 
effect comprehensive de-Sovietiza-
tion and build (or, rather, restore) 
its state based on national and Eu-
ropean values by resolutely aban-
doning the markers of civilizational 
development set by Russia. This re-
quired a political will and a clearly 
articulated end goal of transforma-
tion. The experience of this small 
Baltic state shows how successful 
de-Sovietization reform can be if it 
is carried out rapidly, radically and 
without looking back.

So far, Ukraine twice – in the 
early 1990s and in 2004-2005 – 
lost its chance to leave its totalitar-
ian past behind and end its post-So-
viet agony. Moreover, some of the 
symbols and practices of the long 
defunct USSR are now being re-
vived. If it does not undergo a pro-
cess of de-Sovietization, the country 
will continue to be flooded with 
Russian propaganda and pseudo-
culture. It will continue to operate 
within a polarized economic and so-
cial model, experience further soci-
etal degradation and blocked social 
mobility for the emerging counter-
elite, and ultimately lose its overall 
competitiveness. Worst of all, So-
viet-Russian values will forever in-
stall an iron curtain between 
Ukraine and Europe, thwarting 
Ukraine’s prospects of European 
integration and keeping it under 
the influence of its increasingly 
aggressive north-eastern neigh-
bour, which seeks to realize its 
neo-imperial Eurasian projects in 
the post-Soviet space. However, 
there is still ample opportunity to 
effect a radical transformation in 
Ukraine. Most importantly, such 
fundamental change is in great de-
mand by society. 

Soviet-Russian values will 
forever install an iron 
curtain between Ukraine 
and Europe, thwarting 
Ukraine’s further 
prospects of European 
integration

The Ukrainian estab-
lishment and society 
continue to live in an 

old frame of refer-
ence – a backward 

Soviet mentality with 
chaotically superim-

posed modern 
memes

It should be  
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a truly sovereign  
establishment of the 
Ukrainian state is yet 

to take place
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Estonia: Restoration Meant 
No to a Soviet Legacy
W

hen speaking in Kyiv in 
March I referred to the 
de-Sovietization of Esto-
nia as the beginning of 

the process of accession to the Eu-
ropean Union and NATO. To be 
more precise, I should have de-
scribed it as a "restoration" or even 
"resurrection". Why? Because ev-
erything Estonia did at the begin-
ning of the nineties revolved around 
the pre-war republic (1918 – 1940). 
Consequently, Estonia thought 
more of recovery than destruction. 
Or, to be more precise again – ev-
erything was about replacement.

Historically, Estonia and Livo-
nia had played the role of a "window 
to the West" in the Russian Empire. 
The Baltic Germans filled important 
posts in the Czarist administration 
and the literacy rate was highest 
among Estonians in the late Em-
pire. In this respect, Estonia and Es-
tonians have always viewed them-
selves as part of European civiliza-
tion and recovery of the pre-war 
republic in 1991 meant a return to 
the Western world rather than 
knocking on the door of Europe. 

"We were always there, the Cold 
War just meant that we were tem-
porarily cut off from the rest of the 
continent" – that was the main line 
of thinking.

The experience of the pre-war 
republic definitely alleviated Esto-
nians' fears that they would not sur-
vive alone for long. The stories ac-
cording to which the demise of the 
Soviet Union paved the way for an 
uncertain future were still promi-
nent and many sceptics thought a 
reunion with Russia would be the 
only way out. Complete indepen-
dence seemed a dangerous and de-
structive path forward.

This was not true for Estonia. 
The 22 years of pre-war indepen-
dence had given the restorateurs of 
the Estonian state enough confi-
dence that Estonia could survive. 
But perhaps only a few understood 
that the window of opportunity, i.e. 
the temporary weakness of Russia 
would have to be exploited to the 
maximum extent possible.

This exploitation meant first 
and foremost the securitization of 
economy. The word securitization 

comes from the Copenhagen Secu-
rity School and means that once 
something is securitized in soci-
ety, it is beyond any discussion. 
That process happened in Estonia 
with regard to the economy. Since 
NATO membership in the 1990s 
was perhaps only in the minds of 
the maddest dreamers, the only 
way to guarantee security was 
through EU membership. And 
that meant very rapid economic 
reforms.

In addition, the knowledge 
and experience of the pre-war re-
public meant that no wheel 
needed to be invented. Of course, 
exactly how was it to happen and 
what technicalities would be in-
volved – this was all open for dis-
cussion, but basically post-Soviet 
Estonia knew the basics of a dem-
ocratic country.

And the “accessories” of a dem-
ocratic country are the Constitution, 
the rule of law, the separation of 
powers and the protection of private 
property. All those fields were cov-
ered by reforms in the beginning of 
the 1990s.
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In Kyiv, I was asked how Esto-
nia got rid of the KGB and why 
there were no holdovers from the 
Soviet time regarding the security 
services. The answer is the same – 
nothing from the Soviet adminis-
tration and its institutions was to 
stay intact. In the pre-war repub-
lic, the Estonian secret service was 
called "political police", now it was 
renamed "defence police".  At any 
rate, the KGB had to go.

The securitization of the econ-
omy, however, might have re-
mained an empty slogan had Mart 
Laar’s first government not car-
ried out very strong and decisive 
reforms. Those reforms laid the 
foundation for the Estonia we 
know today. Unlike many other 
Eastern European countries, 
Laar’s government meant a real 
U-turn from the left to the right. 
Laar was (and still is) very strongly 
anti-communist, so the govern-
ment got rid of the Soviet legacy as 
much and as quickly as possible.

Russia actually contributed 
much to Estonia’s break-up with the 
Soviet legacy and the country's deci-
sive path towards the West.

When the Soviet Union dis-
solved, the Baltic States and Rus-
sia were in the same boat. After 
the bloodshed in Vilnius in Janu-
ary 1991, hundreds of thousands 
of people took to the streets in 
Moscow to show their solidarity 
with Lithuania. Nonetheless, per-
haps one of the most crucial ques-
tions to be asked with regard to 
Russo-Baltic relations from 1991 
on is what went wrong and why 
Russia had tension with her re-
born neighbours as early as 1992. 
One possible explanation is the 
way that Russia understood the 
independence of the Baltic States 
– Russian leaders wanted those 
states to be only semi-indepen-
dent and still greatly depend on 
Russia. Yet Baltic States them-
selves understood independence 
as quite the opposite – a total 
break-away from Russian influ-
ence.

Consequently, Russia was not 
very keen to withdraw its troops 
from the Baltic States. However, 
the Baltic States were considered 
to belong together with the rest of 
the Eastern European countries 
and finally Russia had to comply. 
The date of August 31, 1994, was a 
landmark event for Estonia when 
the Second World War came to an 
end and the last Russian soldier 

Legal and institutional reforms
The new Constitution approved by the June 
1992 referendum freed Estonia from the Soviet 
legal system and laid the foundation for the 
rule of law, with a clear separation of powers 
and an independent judiciary. It established 
the framework for Estonia’s sovereignty, rein-
stating the name and the structure of the Ri-
igikogu, the pre-war parliament, as well as the 
office of the president. Parliamentary and 
presidential elections in September 1992 al-
lowed Estonia to part with its communist past 
and implement a real transition from Soviet 
authority to its own. In the early 1990s, Esto-
nian National Democrats were not afraid of 
taking radical action, unlike Ukrainian politi-
cians. This brought dramatic changes to the 
country over a short period, thus dissociating 
itself from the Soviet and Russian legacy. Act-
ing as the successor of the pre-war republic, 
Estonia acknowledged that the Soviet part of 
its history was an occupation, demolished all 

communist symbols and institutions, including 
the KGB, and launched national ones instead. 
In July 1994, Estonia succeeded in having the 
Russian occupational army pull out the last 
7,000 of its troops from its territory. It was fi-
nally completely free of the military bases of 
its Eastern neighbour and became a member 
of NATO ten years later. 

Lustration
Unlike Ukraine, Estonia purged its authorities 
of the partocrats that were involved in the 

persecution of Estonian citizens, as well as 
employees and agents of communist security 
services. This brought about an ideological 
and professional split with the totalitarian 
past, and saved Estonia from overwhelming 
corruption during the transition period. The 
army of officials inherited from Soviet times 
shrank by two thirds. Meanwhile, Ukraine 
wasted its opportunity to do the same. As a 
result, it is now being affected by the omnip-
otence of the one-time red bureaucratic elite 
and people who are happy with the post-So-
viet status quo with its bribery, opportunism, 
nepotism, tribalism and many more ruinous 
attributes.

Citizenship
In 1995, Estonia parliament adopted a 
law, whereby “Soviet migrants”, 
mostly Russians, who moved to Estonia 
after 1940, were not automatically 
granted citizenship. The law was 
amended in 1998. The key require-
ments for naturalization were knowl-
edge of the Estonian language and the 
Constitution. Non-citizens were issued 
foreigner passports that limited their 
access to many sectors. 

Restitution
In June 1991, parliament passed the 
law on the restoration of property 
rights. It entailed the restitution of 
property lost by families during Soviet 
nationalization and collectivization. 
The reform had an important ideologi-
cal purpose in correcting historical in-
justice. As a result, the party and chek-
ist nomenclature that lived in expropri-
ated apartments had to move out of 
the central districts of big cities. 
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Privatization
Following the German example, Estonia launched the wide-scale privatization 
of small, medium and big enterprises through direct sale in the fall of 1992. 
The difference between Estonian and Ukrainian privatization experiences was 
transparency and openness to foreign investors. This attracted foreign, mostly 
Western investment and technologies to Estonia and opened access to new 
European markets. The voucher privatization practiced in many post-Soviet 
countries, including Ukraine, at the dawn of their independence, did not bring 
cash, new technology or innovative management expertise to a country. By 
contrast, direct sale made it easier for Estonia to upgrade its entire economy, 
and resulted in faster GDP growth in the short-term and budget stabilization in 
the crisis years of 1992-1994. It also prevented Russian business – which was 
still weak at that point – from swallowing important industries and enter-
prises, and the emergence of a home-grown oligarchy, such as the one in 
Ukraine.

Language policy
The language issue was a cornerstone of state building and post-communist 
transformation for all three Baltic States. Estonian was made the single official 
language. Command of Estonian opened the way to citizenship, education, 
work, and a better social and economic status. It also served as an instrument 
for the integration of the Russian minority into local society. In 1997-1999, a 
system of public language centres was established for Russian-speakers to 
learn Estonian. The government managed to partly convince them that speak-
ing Estonian was a guarantee of their social mobility. As a result, the share of 
Russians who speak Estonian to representatives of the Estonian nation grew to 
20%. Numerous laws and regulations ensure that the state language is used in 
various sectors, from record-keeping, education and judiciary to the labour 
market, advertising, the mass media and more. Thus, unlike Ukraine, Estonia 
succeeded in improving the status of the national language and encouraging 
people to learn and actually speak it.

left Estonia. No doubt, the with-
drawal of Russian troops paved 
the way for Estonia's eventual 
membership in the EU and NATO.

Nevertheless, Russia tried to 
keep some leverage on Estonia. In 
1995, as a reactionary measure 
against the alleged mistreatment 
of the Russian minority in Esto-
nia, Russia imposed double cus-
tom tariffs on Estonia practically 
closing her market to Estonian 
producers. But the latter did not 
sit idly by, but turned eyes toward 
Western Europe. Of course, this 
was not easy: the competition was 
tougher and Estonian producers 
did not know at first how to adver-
tise their goods. But the process 
had started and it meant another 
step away from the Russian sphere 
of influence and one more step to-
wards the West. For those who 
had their doubts regarding the 
Western market, the Russian cri-
sis of 1998 was of decisive impor-
tance.

The year 1995 also marked the 
first major step towards the EU 
when Estonia signed an Association 
Agreement with the Union. In 1997, 
a more important event followed 

when Estonia became the first 
country of the former U.S.S.R. to be 
invited to EU accession talks. The 
decision was a clear sign to Russia 
that the EU would not play the 
game of spheres of influence and 
was ready to take in countries from 
behind the former Soviet border. An 
additional explanation comes from 
NATO enlargement. In 1997, Po-
land, Hungary and the Czech Re-
public were invited to NATO acces-
sion talks and the West was keen to 
show Russia that the Baltic States 
were not a foregone conclusion or 
eventually to be in the Russian 
sphere of influence. The EU invita-
tion to Estonia was a clear sign of 
the opposite.

From 1998 to 2002, Estonia ne-
gotiated with the EU on terms of ac-
cession. In 2003, Estonia had a ref-
erendum on EU membership with 
two thirds of voters in favour. In 
2004, Estonia became a member of 
the EU. In 2007, the country joined 
the Schengen visa zone. In 2011, Es-
tonia became the 17th member of the 
eurozone. In 2018, Estonia will hold 
the presidency of the EU. The road 
to the EU has integrated Estonia 
even more strongly into the West.

The same can be said for NATO. 
In the 1990s, NATO was quite re-
served with regard to the Baltic 
States as Western leaders were cau-
tious not to irritate Russia. How-
ever, the Baltic States’ silent and flu-
ent movement toward NATO came 
to an abrupt end when the U.S. ex-
perienced 9/11. The U.S. needed al-
lies quickly and of course NATO 
membership was a strong carrot to 
motivate Eastern European nations. 
In 2002, Estonia received an invita-
tion to join the alliance and two 
years later Estonia was admitted to 
NATO. 

Being with the West also 
means having the problems of the 
West. The crisis inside the euro-
zone and austerity have created a 
discussion about the future of the 
EU. This discussion is also a topic 
inside Estonia – if the EU is to exit 
the crisis (and the signs are there 
that it will) it would be good to 
know where to exit. We do not 
know what the EU would look like 
in several years' time, but we can 
be more than certain that Estonia 
will be part of it. "Restoration" or 
"resurrection" has been replaced 
by the future. 
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Education reform
The switch from the old Soviet to the new Estonian system of education in-
volved profound structural reforms, pertaining to the organization, funding, 
education programmes and integration into the international teaching pro-
cess. Secondary education was reformed in three stages, in 1989-1990, 1996 
and 2000. These entailed de-Russification, decentralization, liberalization, 
and the introduction of a national education programme. In 1997, the gov-
ernment launched the integration of Russian-language secondary schools 

into the local system. The 
purpose was to switch 
60% of their programmes 
into Estonian by 2011 and 
introduce classes on na-
tional history and culture. 
In 1999, Tallinn joined the 
Bologna Process and har-
monized its higher educa-
tion with Western stan-
dards. Universities ob-
tained academic, financial 
and legal autonomy, 
transforming from state 
institutions into public 

and private ones. Following the reform of the Estonian Academy of Sciences, 
academic institutions merged with universities, which boosted their R&D po-
tential. In 1998 and 2006, vocational education underwent reform in order 
to adapt to Western standards and requirements in training professionals. As 
a result, Estonia’s education shed its Soviet-Russian imprint completely. This 
did not happen in Ukraine, since the values of a different state are still being 
instilled in students at schools and universities. This has a negative impact on 
the building of national identity.

Media & IT
In 1998, Estonia passed a law on the principles of 
information policy, and updated it in 2004. Its 
purpose was to protect and develop the national 
segment of the media, support the Estonian lan-
guage and culture, and develop information in-
frastructure, electronic governance, commerce 
and banking. In 2007, the Estonian Information 
Society Development Plan until 2013 was 
launched, eventually making Estonia one of the 
top twenty countries with the fastest e-gover-
nance growth according to UN data for 2012. E-
governance has ultimately become a trademark 
for Estonia. Innovative IT-technologies provided 
citizens with free access to the information and 
services of government bodies, making them 
more transparent, efficient and flexible. This, in 
turn, reduced the risk of corruption in the public 
sector and stripped officials of the privileged posi-
tions they enjoyed since Soviet times. 
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A country for 
few
Permanent con-
centration of 
Ukrainian mar-
kets in the hands 
of oligarchs puts 
both the citizens 
and the econ-
omy under a 
threat

The Tycoon Effect

A
fter Ukraine gained inde-
pendence in 1991, it faced 
the need to transition to a 
market economy. There was 

no alternative option for it as peo-
ple who ended up out of the Soviet 
Union days ago, their consumption 
appetites suppressed for many 
years, were lured by the welfare 
they saw in developed countries. 
However, Ukraine had no econo-
mists who knew how to effectively 
lead it to a market economy. Thus, 
an institutional vacuum emerged 
in Ukraine, while the intellectual 
elite experimented on the national 
economy. It started to be filled with 
things inherited from its Soviet 
past and the products of natural se-
lection, including racketeering, 
bandit wars for assets and over-
whelming corruption in govern-
ment. Over a period of 20 years, 
these phenomena have become le-
gitimized and have grown into a 
social norm, their instruments 
somewhat altered. As a result, 
Ukraine’s economy has yet to 
transform into a market one. It still 
operates under an oligarch-con-
trolled model that threatens to 
leave Ukraine underdeveloped for 
many years to come. 

Ukrainian oligarchs generally 
gained their wealth from commod-
ity-based industries. They ex-
ploited Ukraine’s abundant natural 
resources and its developed indus-
trial infrastructure inherited from 
the USSR, mostly concentrated in 
commodity production. This did 
more harm than good: easy wealth 
and profits did not motivate own-
ers to upgrade the assets generat-
ing it. Eventually, oligarchs began 
to see their business as a cash cow 
that should bring income instantly. 
Before 2004-2005, local oligarchs 
barely invested into projects with a 
payback period of more than two 
years. Their business strategy did 

not entail any new investment 
ideas, innovations or actual entre-
preneurship. Their only interest 
then and now is quick cash. 

As a result, the Ukrainian econ-
omy has failed to transform from a 
commodity-based to a high-tech 
one over 20 years, since oligarchs 
bypassed the engineering sector, ve-
hicle manufacturing, the IT sector 
and the like, which would require 
billions in investments to develop 
and a have a long pay-back period. 
Instead, they proved very inventive 
in fighting over new portions of as-
sets, establishing win-win relations 
with those in power, arranging the 
privatization of state property for 
peanuts and designing tax evasion 
schemes. Sometime later, once oli-
garchs had gained multibillion as-
sets, and available resources were 

no longer adequate for all oligarch 
groups, Ukrainian tycoons were 
forced to channel their asset-accu-
mulating efforts and some of thier 
cash into less profitable businesses, 
including retail, banking, power 
supply, airlines, construction, 
chemicals production and so on. 
Through huge inflows, a handful of 
players quickly monopolized these 
industries. The government helped 
them create a comfortable environ-
ment to operate in, while turning a 
blind eye to the growing market 
concentration. Today, the biggest 
markets in Ukraine are essentially 
distributed between Rinat Akhme-
tov, President Yanukovych’s Fam-
ily, Ihor Kolomoysky and Dmytro 
Firtash. 

However, the Ukrainian econ-
omy remains export-oriented, 

Author: 
Lyubomyr 
Shavalyuk

Ukraine’s oligarch-controlled economy has no room for competition.  
As a result, a handful of oligarchs have monopolized the biggest  
markets, while lack of investment leaves the country  
lagging behind
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while poor population leaves its 
domestic market underdeveloped. 
Unsurprisingly, the oligarchs have 
opted to grab export-oriented in-
dustries. In 2012, exports ac-
counted for 51% of total GDP. 52% 
of total exports were primary com-
modities produced by the mining 
and steel complex, as well as the 
chemical and agricultural sectors. 
These are largely in the hands of 
oligarchs. It is the structure of 
Ukraine’s economy that torments it 
more than anything else. When the 
world economic situation makes it 
hard for Ukrainian owners to sell 
their goods on foreign markets, ex-
ports drop significantly and BoP 
shrinks, putting huge pressure on 
the hryvnia on the interbank mar-
ket. As a result, NBU reserves are 
often insufficient to support the 
hryvnia exchange rate, and the na-
tional currency collapses along 
with citizens’ real disposable in-
come. This was how Ukraine un-
derwent three massive waves of 
devaluation over its years of inde-
pendence. The 2008 one was the 
easiest of them, knocking just 
about 1/3 off the hryvnia value. The 
resulting drop in living standards is 
so steep though, that most people 

have started to spend almost 70% 
of their income on food and resi-
dence, while anything else is barely 
affordable (see Looming pov-
erty). 

The source of oligarchs’ wealth 
and the mindset of its current 
Ukrainian owners have shaped the 
present economic system that 
barely resembles a market econ-
omy. Typical components include 
highly monopolized markets, obso-
lete industries and overreliance on 
commodity-based sectors, admin-
istrative support from the oligarch-
controlled government that has 
huge influence on business pro-
cesses through manual economic 
management, and the lack of in-
centives for personal development 
among the population. This will 
never change without real reform 
of the judiciary as Ukrainian courts 
are currently making their verdicts 
based on the government’s instruc-
tions or bribes. 

The business model used by 
most oligarchs today is fairly sim-
ple. A major portion of their assets 
comes from the natural resources 
that are abundant in Ukraine. An-
other integral element is big indus-
trial plants inherited from the 

USSR. They got these literally for 
free through various privatization 
scams. However, the problem is 
that production chains in the USSR 
industry were fragmented and 
scattered throughout various re-
publics and most industries in 
Ukraine were designed to meet the 
demand of the entire Soviet mar-
ket. Their capacities now exceed 
the needs of the domestic econ-
omy. They could sell their products 
to Russia through revived Soviet 
production contacts, but Russia 
has undertaken to establish com-
plete production chains in pipe, 
train carriage, energy and steel 
production among others, on its 
territory alone, leaving Ukraine 
without its closest market. This 
caused a dilemma for oligarchs. On 
the one hand, Ukraine has abun-
dant, often unique resources that 
will always be in demand on the 
world market. On the other, the 
world has made a huge leap tech-
nologically, while many years with 
no investment has made Ukrainian 
production facilities inefficient and 
extremely costly. At this point, vir-
tually everything has to be built 
from scratch, while such an invest-
ment project will have negative 
NPV in most industries, given 
tough global competition. 

Oligarchs realize this, so are 
not rushing to invest into plants 
that are 70-90% worn out. Domes-
tic raw material companies not 
only lack investment, but also 
equipment, efficient technologies, 
organization and management, so 
they lose out to their international 
competitors on all these counts. 
Their only competitive advantage 
that knocks down the cost of pro-
duction and boosts profits is cheap 
labour force. Labour cost on aver-
age accounts for nearly 20% of the 
original cost. This is two to three 
times less than in developed econo-
mies. Average gross earnings in 
Ukraine are about EUR 280 per 
month, and new inexpensive em-
ployees keep coming in as they 
have no other alternative. Oligarch-
controlled enterprises pay paltry 
wages, yet hire 30-50% more peo-
ple than they actually need. As a 
result, Ukraine has one of the low-
est productivity indexes in Europe. 
This plays into the hands of oli-
garchs. Their enterprises lay off 
employees from time to time, con-
tributing to the army of the unem-
ployed and eager to work for lower 
salary – this helps the oligarchs 
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keep the money they offer down. 
Subsequently, employment in 
Ukraine has barely grown 1% over 
the past 12 years and virtually 
stays at 20 million employees. 5-10 
out of 45 million Ukrainians are 
forced to seek work abroad. 

The shortage of investment 
(kept away by manually con-
structed barriers) has made major 
industries so inefficient that even a 
cheap labour force often fails to 
generate better profits. Based on 
the data from three quarters of 
2012, 41% of big and medium en-
terprises in Ukraine operated at a 
loss. The average operating margin 
of big and medium enterprises was 
4.3% for the entire economy, and 
3.4% for the industrial sector. This 
is several times less than that in 
developed economies despite 
much higher pressure on profit-
ability from competition there. In 
fact, the low operating margin of 
Ukrainian enterprises comes from 
transfer pricing in addition to ob-
solete facilities. Running export-
oriented business, virtually all oli-
garchs use mechanisms to take 
their capital into safe havens 
abroad. As a result, Ukraine loses 
5-7% of GDP annually, while busi-

Author:  
Anna Derevyanko

Executive Director of the European 
Business Association

Ukraine’s Stifled Potential  
S

ince 2008, the European Business 
Association has had its own ba-
rometer of the business climate in 
Ukraine – the EBA Investment At-

tractiveness Index. Independent re-
search is conducted regularly in order to 
keep our finger on the pulse of recent 
changes. In the two latest measure-
ments, the index remained unchanged at 
2.12 points out of a possible five, which is 
a certain signal that international busi-
nesses operating in Ukraine feel unsatis-
fied with present conditions. The re-
search reflects economic reality in 
Ukraine as it is based on evaluation by 
top managers of Ukrainian businesses. 
For instance, 85% of respondents think 
that no positive changes have occurred – 
the highest ever since the index was 
started. The major drawbacks of 
Ukraine’s investment climate are tradi-
tionally as follows: overwhelming bu-
reaucracy and corruption on the state 
level and in the private sector; domi-
nance of unfair and unlawful business 

practices that cause uncertainty; lack of 
state support to the business sector; re-
dundancy of permits and inconsistencies 
in the regulatory environment etc.

Given all the underlying causes men-
tioned above, the situation is obviously 
very complicated and proper measures 
are needed.  As the EBA takes efforts to 
drive the implementation of European 
business practices and values in Ukraine, 
we can see some improvements on the 
part of the government. For example, as 
a result of common efforts of both Euro-
pean Business Assocaition and the Min-
istry of Environment and Natural Re-
sources of Ukraine in the field of IPR 
protection the procedure of IPR control 
in agrochemical sector has become more 
appropriate. Thus, on April 23, 2013, re-
spective Order of the Ministry of Envi-
ronment and Natural Resources of 
Ukraine was published and officially 
promulgated.  Still, policymakers need to 
be more active and be easier to get in 
touch with the business community.  
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ness reports low profitability. 
Transfer pricing is by far not the 
only scheme used by oligarchs to 
export their capital – some of them 
perfectly legitimate. According to 
different data, 80% of the capital 
of the top five oligarchs is located 
abroad. This proves two things. 
First, Ukrainian oligarchs are not a 
national business although they 
persistently attempt to portray 
themselves as such through their 
pocket media, in an effort to per-
suade society that foreign business 
in Ukraine (their potential com-
petitor) is not a panacea for the 
economy, while they are its only 
possible drivers. They do not be-
lieve in Ukraine’s prospects and 
fear losing their assets, so squeeze 
every possible penny out of it. 
Their personal life reflects this; oli-
garchs buy up real estate abroad 
and their families live there most 
of the time. Second, they invest 
into Ukrainian enterprises mostly 
to keep their companies alive and 
generate cash flow for as long as 
possible. They exhibit no system-
atic efforts to create anything new 
or more efficient. 

The business environment de-
signed by tycoons to fit their inter-

15                                                  20                                                25                                                 30

Mothballed economy 
Oligarchs inve� far too little into Ukraine and use government officials 
to suffocate inve�ment opportunities for other players. 
As a result, Ukraine’s economic growth is extremely slow 
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Ukraine’s Stifled Potential  
Unfortunately, systematic problems 

continue to affect investor confidence. 
Reduced purchasing power, limited ac-
cess to credit, and a lack of equal condi-
tions for doing business coupled with 
bureaucratic and administrative pres-
sure as well as an unfair judicial system 
– all these factors reduce Ukraine’s at-
tractiveness. 

In the meantime we understand that 
a miracle cannot happen overnight. It 
takes painstaking daily work. For in-
stance, on April 29 the EBA met with the 
leading representatives of the Ukrainian 
government under the framework of the 
visit of Ukrainian delegation to Brussels. 
They reached agreement on common so-
lutions of he most burning issues during 
open  discussion.  As a result, all attend-
ees agreed to initiate the establishment 
of respective working groups focused on 
solving the most important problems 
faced by business community. Currently, 
our major priorities are to eliminate the 
shadow economy, minimise looming fis-
cal pressures and boost customs and tax 
reforms.

Ukraine has always had huge eco-
nomic potential and nowadays it is still 
relevant and interesting in terms of in-
vestment. There is no doubt that the ag-

ricultural sphere remains a key focus. At 
the same time there are several other 
promising spheres for investors. 

One is the IT sector that grows the 
fastest all over the world, not just in 
Ukraine. The main resource for IT-compa-
nies is human resources and salaries for 
IT-specialists In a few years, the IT-sector 
may well generate about 10% of Ukraine’s 
GDP growth. That is why it needs a special 
taxation regime and appropriate privileges 
for further development.  

Another aspect worth mentioning is 
recent fuel and energy market dynamics 

in Ukraine. Some foreign experts be-
lieve that Ukraine has more favourable 
investment conditions in terms of the 
energy sector than, for example, Po-
land.  In fact, Poland launched its own 
project for unconventional gas produc-
tion much earlier, but Ukraine’s is po-
tentially more successful.  The deal 
Ukraine and Shell signed in Davos ear-
lier this year was a positive signal for 
the investment climate. It could give a 
much-needed fillip to Ukraine’s econ-
omy and reduce its energy dependency 
on Russia. 
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ests best, essentially blocks the ac-
cess of foreign companies to 
Ukraine, or the emergence of new 
startups capable of growing into 
real competitors of big business. 
This is why many local markets 
have no competition whatsoever, 
since they are dominated by oligar-
chic monopolies. The most highly-
monopolized industries include 
chemicals (Dmytro Firtash), pas-
senger airlines (almost all under the 
total control of Ihor Kolomoyskyy’s 
entities), metallurgy (Rinat Akhme-
tov), and coal mining (entities close 
to Yanukovych’s family). 

All this makes Ukraine lag be-
hind European countries as re-
gards investment inflow (see 
Mothballed economy). As a re-
sult, GDP growth is sluggish and 
the escalated lagging behind of the 
economy. In Q3-4’2012, the real 
investment rate in the Ukrainian 
economy shrank by 22% and 23% 
respectively, while investment into 
fixed capital fell by 7% and 8%. 
2013 doesn’t lookany better, as 
construction is down 17% year over 
year in Q1’2013.  

The oligarchic system has a 
very strong grip on the economy 
as tycoons have firm support from 
authorities and officials. Big busi-
ness owners have good contacts 
both in the government, and the 
opposition. As a result, they stay 
afloat even when governments 
shift in Ukraine. Whenever this 
happens, they can swap their po-
litical interests easily, taking over 
the political forces that come to 
power. The army of underpaid 
civil servants is always willing to 
serve the interests of oligarchs, 
too. The transfer pricing law is one 
example of the tycoons’ close ties 
with those in power. The original 
concept was to stop massive capi-
tal outflow and add another UAH 
20bn in revenues to the budget. 
After discussions and amend-
ments, initiated by oligarchs 
among others, this amount went 
down to a mere UAH 0.5bn. 

This knot of tycoons, govern-
ment and officials persistently ag-
gravates Ukraine’s investment cli-
mate and ousts all other investors 
willing to invest their cash here, 
given the vast potential of the local 
market. This is a piece of cake in 
Ukraine. Tax authorities can ex-
haust non-oligarchic businesses 
with inspections, courts can rule to 
change owners, law enforcers will 
help raiders take over a company 
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Meanwhile, oligarchs are unable to 
develop the economy and make it 
more efficient on their own, because 
they pursue different objectives, 
such as quick cash that they can 
turn into expensive real estate in 
London. Rinat Akhmetov, for in-
stance, owns the most expensive 
apartment in the heart of the UK. 

The current structure of 
Ukraine’s economy essentially rules 
out any development, the transition 
to higher efficiency and the emer-
gence of new industries with high 
value-added production. All the 
players that could significantly 
change the system are not inter-
ested in such change, giving priority 
to short-term gains. Tycoons expect 
windfall profits and fear losing their 
property if anything changes. Gov-
ernment officials focuse on return-
ing whatever it spent on the election 
campaign, and earning more – and 
fears the ascent of opponents. It 
sees its term in office as a business 
project with a high ROIC. Bureau-
crats direct their efforts to earn 
some shadow bonuses to their low 
wages inventing more and more 
new ways to obtain bribes from 
business. Ukraine’s social and eco-
nomic systems are profoundly rot-
ten and corrupt. The only option 
now is radical reform including the 
elimination of the oligarch model 

driving Ukraine into poverty 
while enriching just a few fam-
ilies. 

as per the government’s instruc-
tion, while local officials will hold 
back the piles of licenses and cer-
tificates one needs to run a busi-
ness in Ukraine. Even state-owned 
companies sometimes contribute 
to ousting disloyal business: when 
required, they can cause troubles 
with transportation, electricity, gas 
supply and the like. 

As a result, most non-oligarchic 
projects, including those with for-
eign investment, have a negative 
NPV. This implied FDI stock per 
capita to EUR 906 in early 2013, 
which is five times lower than that 
in Poland and 8-14 times less than 
in developed countries. Cypriot in-
vestments account for 32% of this. 
These are mostly the funds of Ukrai-
nian oligarchs taken out earlier, or 
stakes gained by Cypriot companies 
through shadow schemes rather 
than for real money. The model 
works to ensure that non-oligarch 
investors do not see the economic 
sense or benefit of investing in 
Ukraine and turning into competi-
tors of the local oligarchs. The latter 
prefer this status quo as it rules out 
competition for a labour force that 
would sooner or later increase em-
ployee pay to a level whereby oligar-
chic business would become un-
profitable and ultimately collapse. 
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investing in Ukraine’s Future:
Removing barriers to open opportunities

I
mprovement of the investment 
climate is of the utmost impor-
tance both for Ukraine and for all 
the companies which have chosen 

this country as one of their invest-
ment destinations. Ukraine's poten-
tial is simply amazing and a success 
story that is waiting to be written. 
We see new opportunities arising 
not only in the agricultural sector 
but also within fuel & energy, food & 
beverage, healthcare and infrastruc-
ture development. What are these 
opportunities?

Properly tapping into Ukraine’s 
hydrocarbon resources is opportunity 
No.1. Ensuring successful exploita-

tion of domestically available hydro-
carbons is Ukraine's chance to replace 
imported energy resources and pave 
the way for securing energy self-reli-
ance in the long run, as well as attract 
large scale investments into the en-
ergy sphere. Increasing domestic hy-
drocarbon extraction will not only 
bring money to the national economy 
but will also have a positive overall 
impact on the country's economy by 
creating jobs, adding much needed 
revenues to the national budget, stim-
ulating economic growth and increas-
ing Ukraine’s international competi-
tiveness. As of now this opportunity 
has not been fully taken advantage of. 

Along with successful development of 
Ukrainian hydrocarbon exploration 
and production opportunities, estab-
lishing of a transparent and competi-
tive gas market is one of the success 
factors to secure future investments. 
Creation of an open gas market with a 
level playing field for all market par-
ticipants, including effective and non-
discriminatory access to gas transpor-
tation, distribution, and storage sys-
tems, and the adoption of legislation 
which complies with the European 
Energy Community Treaty will be a 
positive sign for the investment com-
munity. Ukraine and its citizens need 
to understand that investments are 
not donations and while helping the 
Ukrainian economy to succeed inves-
tors need to be confident that their 
capital is safe and will bring advan-
tages to both the economy and the 
business.

National food & beverage indus-
try shows stable and positive dy-
namics of a gradual growth and we 
believe that the expansion of this 
sector is Ukraine's opportunity 
No.2. With the increase in volume of 
foreign direct investment into pro-
duction of foodstuffs in Ukraine by 
1.7 times over the last three years, 
the food processing industry is the 
second most attractive industry for 
foreign investors in Ukraine. The in-
creased attention can be explained 
by a strong united effort of the 
Ukrainian government and business 
community to bring the national 
legislation in compliance with inter-
national standards of food safety 
and quality which leads to a signifi-
cant growth of the competitiveness 
of Ukrainian products both in do-
mestic and external markets. A lot 
remains to be done to fully take ad-
vantage of the opportunities. The 
Ukrainian government is currently 
developing the Law of Ukraine on 
Food Safety aimed at improvement 
and modernization of production 
processes of Ukrainian food and 
beverage producers to facilitate 
proper quality control of produced 
goods. One of the key ideas of 
amendments to the existing regula-
tions is to introduce the Hazard 
Analysis and Critical Control Points 
(HACCP) tracking system which 
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• 144th place (of 176 countries) 
in the Corruption Perceptions Index – 2012 from 
Transparency International (together with 
Bangladesh, Cameroon, Central African Republic, 
Congo and Syria)

• 161� place (of 179 countries) 
in the Economic Freedom Index – 2012 
(Wall Street Journal and the Heritage Foundation)

• 181�  place (of 183 countries) 
in the ease of paying taxes ranking (World Bank 
and PricewaterhouseCoopers research)

• 152nd of 183 countries 
with regard to the total tax rate. In Ukraine, 
it con�itutes 57.1% (World Bank and 
PricewaterhouseCoopers research)

• 4.43 on the 10-point scale 
of the Inve�ment A�ivity Index in Ukraine 
in O�ober 2012, based on the results of a survey 
of the managers of 253 American, European 
and Ukrainian enterprises, condu�ed 
by Research & Branding Group 

AFRICAN LEVEL
Conditions for condu�ing 
business in Ukraine 
are among the 
wor� in the 
world – the 
evaluation 
of international 
in�itutions:

• 73rd place (of 144 countries) 
in the Global Competitiveness 

Report (World Economic 
Forum, 2012)

• 137th place (of 185 countries) 
in the Doing Business rating (index on the 
ease of doing business) compiled by the World 
Bank and the IFC (Russia – 112th, E�onia – 21� 
and Georgia – 9th)

• Down to 2.14 
on a 5-point scale – the level 

to which the Inve�ment 
Attra�iveness Index for 

Ukraine in Q3’2012 has fallen. 
The level of Ukraine’s attra�iveness 

for inve�ors, which has been evaluated 
by the European Business Association 
with the support of InMind marketing 

research company since 2008, has fallen 
to the lowe� level in the la� three years.
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In 2012 the Ukraine's 
state budget  

lost over  

USD  
2.5 bn 

due to corruption  
offenses 

Ukraine's potential is 
simply amazing and  
a success story that is 
waiting to be written

would enable producers and export-
ers to obtain relevant certification of 
foodstuffs considering technologies, 
state of hygiene at factories, etc., in 
order to enter the European market 
on good terms as well as to be com-
petitive on the domestic market due 
to high international standards of 
quality. This task is crucially impor-
tant in the context of signing the As-
sociation Agreement with the Euro-
pean Union which is one of the larg-
est markets in the world.

I am also a firm believer in the 
capacity of Ukraine to attract more 
foreign direct investment into the 
pharmaceutical sector which is an 
opportunity No.3. Bearing in mind 
the main aim of providing better care 
for patients and insuring their access 
to safe, effective and high-quality 
medicines, a strategic approach 
must be applied in the process of re-
forming the healthcare system in 
Ukraine. Full-fledged functioning of 
a reimbursement system as well as 
obligatory medical insurance are the 
key milestones for further reforms in 
the sector. It goes without saying 
however that regulatory policy in 
this regard should be transparent 
and predictable, providing equal op-
portunities for both domestic and 
international producers and avoid-
ing creation of any unnecessary bar-
riers for innovative medicines which 
are demanded by Ukrainian pa-
tients. For Ukraine to get its share 
from the annual global investments 
in the innovative pharmaceutical in-
dustry, the regulatory system should 
be in line with international best 
practices. We are now witnessing a 
willingness of Ukrainian authorities 
to align Ukrainian legislation with 
EU standards and in this regard we 
hope for technical assistance and ex-
perience-sharing from our European 
partners.

Last but not least – implement-
ing concessions which is widely used 
by many countries as an effective 
mechanism for the operation and 
modernization of existing public as-
sets and infrastructure is Ukraine's 
opportunity No.4. Infrastructure 
usually entails a long time horizon 
and large investment and unfortu-
nately the current state of affairs with 
national legislation still leaves a lot to 
be desired. Only the good will of the 
government to become a partner 
with private companies will help to 
achieve this strategic task. The ad-
opted Law On Sea Ports that the 
American Chamber of Commerce 
was advocating for, identifies conces-

sion as one of forms of business proj-
ects in the port sector, and indicates 
that Ukraine is focused on the latest 
global experience in this area, which 
certainly is a positive factor for com-
panies who consider to invest in that 
business. The legislation is in place, 
so now it is time to implement it.

Blocking opportunities
Even though we see a number of 
investment opportunities on the 
horizon at this point there are still 
quite a few barriers that need to be 
taken care of in the sphere of tax 
and customs policies as well as 
real estate. 

Many of the positive accom-
plishments related to tax and cus-
toms simplifications that took 
place recently were directly attrib-
utable to the constructive engage-
ment of the business community 
with the tax and customs authori-
ties and their readiness for an 
open and constructive dialog. On 
the other hand, we all know that 
there remains a number of issues 
that need our joint efforts to find 
constructive solutions – for exam-
ple, further development and 
proper implementation of transfer 
pricing rules, introduction of the 
fiscal unity concept, improvement 
of the corporate income tax ad-
vance payments mechanism, as-
signment of right of demand oper-
ations. As for the customs sphere 
we believe that a number of steps 
are required to improve the coun-
try’s ‘Trading across Borders’ rat-
ing. These steps include imple-
mentation of e-declarations; in-
troduction of the one-stop-shop 
concept for receiving permits by 
subjects of foreign economy activi-
ties; development of risk-oriented 
approach during customs control; 
further development of post-audit 
control and a number of others.

Another important aspect of do-
ing business and attracting addi-
tional investments is properly func-
tioning real estate sector. Along with 
the number of improvements that 
took place over the last years I would 
like to highlight the issue of legiti-
macy for Ukrainian companies with 
100% of foreign investment to ac-
quire and own non-agricultural 
lands. This important matter was 
addresses by the Draft Law On 
Amending the Land Code of Ukraine 
regarding Acquiring Land Owner-
ship aiming to fix problematic Arti-
cle 82 but it was returned to Parlia-
ment with Presidential suggestions. 

We strongly support this legislative 
initiative as it will make the Ukrai-
nian land market more transparent 
as well as attract additional invest-
ment from investors who are al-
ready working in Ukraine and new 
investors who would like to enter 
the market.

Moreover, rule of law is a cor-
nerstone to all successful and com-
petitive economies. To achieve rule 
of law in Ukraine, the judicial 
branch must be perceived by citi-
zens, business and government as 
transparent, staffed with well quali-
fied professionals who understand 
the importance of their role. Trans-
parency is one of the key factors and 
a way to achieve this goal is by as-
signing court cases randomly and 
publishing all verdicts in a public fo-
rum. Also, judges should be inde-
pendent and not reliant on their 
livelihoods or professional appoint-
ments at the whim of civil servants.

Systemic work with enforce-

ment of intellectual rights protection 
is also needed – especially for devel-
opment of the healthcare sector – to 
secure the accession to international 
treaties and their proper enforce-
ment.

Finally, in one of his recent 
speeches President Viktor Yanu-
kovych said that in 2012 the state 
budget lost over USD 2.5 billion due 
to corruption offenses. This state-
ment is not surprising given that ac-
cording to the latest international 
survey of corruption risks made by 
Transparency International, out of 
174 countries Ukraine was ranked 
144th sharing the position with Ban-
gladesh, Cameroon, Republic of 
Congo, Syria and South Africa. cor-
ruption touches the lives of every 
citizen at every level from education 
and healthcare to business and gov-
ernment. In the years since 
Ukraine’s independence much lip 
service has been paid to combating 
corruption but little has been done 
to accomplish this monumental 
task. Corruption is the biggest im-
pediment to Ukraine moving for-
ward in economic development, be-
coming more competitive and at-
tracting much needed domestic and 
foreign investment. 
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o an outsider, the Ukrainian 
mass media may seem to 
thrive in an environment of 
free speech. Indeed, opposi-

tion MPs appear on at least three 
TV talk shows every week. Numer-
ous print and online publications 
criticize the government. The com-
munity is abuzz about intriguing 
new media projects, including The 
Capital, a Russian-language daily 
newspaper on pink paper with the 
Financial Times logo on front page. 
There is no public information 
about its owners, but the content 
gives the impression that it is loyal 
to Serhiy Arbuzov, First Vice Pre-
mier whom some describe as Yanu-
kovych’s right-hand man. It is hard 
to see what is the product of prevail-
ing market trends – or of resistance 

to them – and what is a misleading 
illusion. 

This difference is crucial - simi-
lar to that between live and fake 
flowers, freedom and imitation 
thereof. Current processes in 
Ukraine are a simulation of the 
market, competition, the free ex-
change of ideas and social responsi-
bility. The government finds the 
outcome satisfactory as it does not 
ruin the status quo in society.

The current structure of the lo-
cal media market reveals surprising 
disproportions. The number of 
business publications is high, de-
spite a sluggish business environ-
ment. Glossy magazines have a 
huge market share. Tabloids are 
weak, while good quality influential 
press is almost non-existent. Ukrai-

nian-language publications face 
strong discrimination as almost 
60% of the total print run is in Rus-
sian despite 2/3 of the population 
listing Ukrainian as their native lan-
guage. 

Television looks fairly diverse, 
but is dominated by six virtually 
identical entertainment TV chan-
nels owned by four oligarchs, in-
cluding Dmytro Firtash, Rinat 
Akhmetov, Ihor Kolomoisky and 
Viktor Pinchuk. Seeking any useful 
information there is futile, espe-
cially at times of political turmoil or 
before elections. The top channels 
focus on “trash news”, manipulative 
political talk shows, comedy shows 
and criminal series produced in 
Russia – often sprinkled with a 
pinch of propaganda. 

Qualifying radio as mass media 
in Ukraine is neither reasonable nor 
possible. An absolute majority of ra-
dio stations are purely for entertain-
ment. Radio Era, the only socio-po-
litical radio channel in Kyiv, does 
not even try to hide its miserable 
state as it gives away its air-time to 
“joint projects” with foreign broad-
casters, mainly  Radio Rossii (Rus-
sian Radio), a state-owned radio 
station, and their relevant impact.

What causes these fluctuations, 
which are hard to imagine in any 
modern country? Why are some key 
media functions, such as investiga-
tive journalism, almost completely 
absent in Ukraine? Why does it not 
offer any educational product? Why 
are the media, especially online 
ones, rapidly turning into tabloids 
for a primitive audience? Why is 
there no public outcry about the 
number of published wide-spread 
and accepted paid articles? They are 
not even marked as advertising.

There are several explanations. 
Firstly, a country that has no real 
market economy cannot have indi-

Mass Media: Between 
Propaganda and Prestige 
Ukrainian newspapers, magazines, radio stations and TV channels are 
anything but business. Their purpose is anything but the foundation of 
democracy in society 

Total advertising in magazines, USD mn
Total advertising in newspapers, USD mn
based on data by Cortex

Average annual advertising per publication, USD th 
Average annual advertising per newspaper, USD th 
The Ukrainian Week

Too small to feed them all
Virtually all print publications operate with losses 
because the print press advertising market is too 
small. One or two major media holdings run the 
market and control advertising through 
manipulation

2007                    2008                    2011

2,420                     2,422                      

2,8862,885                      
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Source: State Stati�ics Committee
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vidual fields with a favourable envi-
ronment for business. In fact, 
Ukrainian media are not business 
projects because all media projects, 
publish at a loss, save for a few 
women’s glossy magazines, sports 
and car publications . At year-end 
2012, Valeriy Khoroshkovsky, ex-
vice premier in Azarov’s Cabinet 
and former owner of Inter, one of 
Ukraine’s leading TV channels, was 
forced to sell it under pressure from 
the government after his demon-
strative switch to the opposition. 
The deal was officially reported to 
cost over USD 2bn. It later emerged 
that Inter’s annual income was 
nearly USD 100mn compared to ex-
penses of USD 170mn. 

Secondly, opportunities for ad-
ministrative pressure on any dis-
obedient publication are limitless. It 
can face charges of failure to pay 
taxes. Someone mentioned in its ar-
ticle can sue it for libel. Authorities 
can withdraw its license to broad-
cast – in the case of television. All 
this is because courts, police, tax au-
thorities and the television and ra-
dio regulator are all part of the gov-
ernment machine and obediently 
fulfill its orders. 

Thirdly, there are no rules to 
protect ownership - this is true for 
any other sector in Ukraine. Ulti-
mate owners hide behind numerous 
interim offshore companies to en-
sure personal security or evade 
taxes. In the end, this can do them 
more harm than good. A brand new 
scandal: at the end of April, TVi, an 
independent TV channel that had 
suffered significant government 
persecution, suddenly ended up in 
the hands of new unknown owners. 
After a week-long strike, virtually all 
of its journalists quit. Who plotted 
this, and why, is yet to be seen. The 
change of owners leaves the impres-
sion that all of this was in the inter-
ests of a pro-government group of 
influence.

Fourthly, direct foreign influ-
ence strongly affects the local mar-
ket. In 2012, the official budget for 
the Russian Cooperation, an organi-
zation acting to support media and 
“NGOs” abroad, grew fivefold to 
USD 323mn. The amount may not 
look striking, but it equals over a 
quarter of what Ukraine’s advertis-
ing market is worth. This fuels the 
suspicion that some Russian-lan-
guage – and pro-Russian publica-
tions are above market competition. 

Overall, the media “market” in 
Ukraine is totally monopolized. For 

instance, UMH Group is a media 
holding that owns several dozen di-
verse print and online projects, al-
most all of them in Russian. The gi-
ant dictates its rules in the newspa-
per and magazine sector – and to 
advertisers, while its portfolio in-
cludes several publications that are 
direct competitors, such as Korre-
spondent and Focus, both news 
weeklies. Notably, most publica-
tions in UMH’s portfolio operate at 
a loss. Hence, the question: what is 
their purpose, other than propa-
ganda?  Still, monopolization con-
tinues: several weeks ago, UMH 
bought Petro Poroshenko’s stake in 

Korrespondent. As a result, UMH 
has taken over virtually all advertis-
ing on the market, thus squeezing 
out independent media since adver-
tising is the only way to make profit 
in the Ukrainian media industry. 

In addition, hardly anyone in 
the industry has an objective con-
cept of its performance. Key players 
have been resisting the implemen-
tation of an independent print run 
and sale certification for a decade 
now, while advertisers have only 
dubious “popularity” ratings to rely 
on, measured by the local branch of 
TNS. This is despite a number of 
scandals revealing that its data does 
not always reflect the reality. For in-
stance, TNS employees refuse to 
poll Ukrainian-speaking readers in 
telephone surveys, thus underesti-
mating the readership of Ukrainian-
language publications. Mechanisms 
to measure television popularity 
ratings are also far from perfect. 
Manipulations revealed last year 
pushed advertisers to stop using 
GfK Service. In 2014, it will be re-
placed by Nielsen to do the job. Still, 

the change of one player is not likely 
to change the overall process. 

Given these factors, the mass 
media become tools to manipulate 
public opinion (only a few are actu-
ally commercially successful proj-
ects), an element of an oligarch’s or 
a politician’s influence, or an expen-
sive toy such as a football club. As a 
result, Ukraine has no public broad-
casting, while state-owned media 
work only to service top officials. 

If the mass media are not a 
commercial business, they turn into 
a mouthpiece. In Ukraine, they can-
not act as a business because the 
funding of advertisements is scarce 

on the monopolized market, and 
rules are distorted everywhere, re-
gardless of the industry. This plays 
perfectly into the hands of the gov-
ernment that prefers to keep people 
starved of information and opin-
ions, also foists its values that are 
far from democracy or humanism, 
on the electorate. 

Ukrainian society realizes that it 
has been deprived of its fourth 
power in yet another crisis period of 
its history. People have no option 
other than to escape to the internet, 
which they do, at a rate of 5% annu-
ally in big cities. Today, over 50% of 
adult Ukrainians have access to the 
internet. So far, its commercial as-
pect is extremely underdeveloped, 
as online publications barely ac-
count for 2% of the total advertising 
market. But the government has 
limited ability to control it. As long 
as Ukraine does not turn into an-
other Belarus or China, it can at 
least count on its territory of 
freedom – online. However, this 
does not guarantee good quality 
journalism.  
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Linguistic Discrimination 
in Modern Ukraine

T
he campaign to promote the 
Russian language in Ukraine 
is escalating. This has been 
possible because the domi-

nation of Russian and discrimina-
tion against  Ukrainian continued 
after the collapse of the USSR and 
Ukraine gained independence. 
This is the product of Ukraine’s 
colonial past: in the Russian Em-
pire and the USSR, switching to 
Russian was key to social, finan-
cial or political success for Ukrai-
nians. Today, Russian still domi-
nates business and the mass me-
dia. Most books and publications, 
other than school books, are still 
printed in Russian. Although the 
Constitution states otherwise, 
most middle and top civil servants 
speak Russian informally, only 
switching to Ukrainian for official 
occasions. Many universities, es-
pecially technical ones, lecture in 
Ukrainian while workshops, prac-
tical classes and consultations 
with students – a major portion of 
academic process - are often in 
Russian. As a result, Ukrainian-
speaking students have no access 
to education in their native lan-
guage in a number of areas.    

A homely language
Nationally, the share of those who 
speak Ukrainian in everyday life 
and at home grew from 36.8% to 
42.8% over 1992-2011 compared 
to 29% to 38.6% for Russian, re-
ports the Sociology Institute of 
the National Academy of Sciences. 
This change is owing to people 
who previously said that they 
spoke both languages at home – 
their share decreased from 32% to 
17.1%. The switch to one language 
– Ukrainian – only prevails in 
Western Ukraine, while Russifica-
tion has occurred elsewhere: 4% 
of the 5% of bilingual people in 
Central Ukraine switched to Rus-
sian; 9% of 10% in Southern 

Ukraine. Meanwhile, the newly-
bilingual group is mostly com-
prised of Ukrainian-speakers. Ac-
cording to SOCIS surveys from 
April 2002 that correlate with the 
findings of the national census 
held several months earlier, the 
group of people using two lan-
guages mostly comprises those 
who list Ukrainian as their native 
language. Overall, 65% of those 
surveyed indicated Ukrainian as 

their native language compared to 
34% for Russian. Meanwhile, 34% 
said they spoke only Russian ev-
erywhere, while the group of 
Ukrainian-speakers split into 44% 

for those who spoke Ukrainian 
only and 21% of those who 
switched back and forth depend-
ing on circumstances. The share 
of young and middle-aged bilin-
guals who switched to Russian in 
everyday life was several times 
higher than that of the same-age 
bilinguals who gave preference to 
Ukrainian. According to a re-
search by the National Institute 
for Strategic Studies, this is 
mostly because Ukrainian-speak-
ers are reluctant to be treated like 
black sheep in a predominantly 
Russian-speaking urban environ-
ment. The research also points 
out that Ukrainian-speaking 
youth switch to Russian more 
readily when spoken to in it com-
pared to their young Russian-
speaking compatriots, especially 
in South-Eastern Ukraine. In 
some cities, like Odesa, local au-
thorities conduct targeted Russifi-
cation policy despite the fact that 
46.3% of the city and multina-
tional oblast population list 
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While Russia accuses Ukraine of "forced Ukrainization", Ukrainian-speakers 
face discrimination today, just like they did in times of colonial dependence  

in the Russian Empire and 
USSR, switching  
to Russian was key  
to social, financial or 
political success for 
Ukrainians

I speak 
Ukrainian

What language(s) do you usually speak at home?

I speak 
Ukrainian

36.8 36.7 36.9 37.6
39.1 38.2 38.4

41.8

38.0

42.0

I speak 
Russian

I speak 
Russian

I speak both

1992          1994           1996           1998         2000         2002          2004         2005          2006         2008         2010           2011

% of those polled  
Source: Ukrainian Society. 
20 Years of Independence. 
Sociological Monitoring 
survey by the In�itute 
of Sociology of the National 
Academy of Sciences 
of Ukraine

41.7 42.8

29.0

32.0
29.4 29.6 28.4

24.8
28.0

26.3

21.6 22.6
19.9

22.1

17.1

32.4 33.1 33.4
36.0

33.2 34.3
36.4

39.2
36.8

34.9
38.6

I speak both

As pressure on Ukrainian escalates again, bilingualism becomes a transition to complete Russification
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Ukrainian as their native lan-
guage. Solomia Zakharia, a 
Drohobych-born student who is 
getting her degree in history in 
Odesa, has sometimes experi-
enced discrimination as a Ukrai-
nian-speaker. “You’re considered 
a nationalist, a Bandarite if you 
speak Ukrainian,” she quotes a 
wide-spread opinion. “Sometimes 
people tell me to speak Russian to 
them because they don’t under-
stand Ukrainian.” Yet, Solomia 
believes that everyone in Odesa 

understands Ukrainian, even if 
some pretend they don’t. 

Switching from one language 
to another is not a sign of cour-
tesy, says sociolinguist Larysa 
Masenko. “There is an established 
Russian-speaking environment in 
big cities and it exerts pressure on 
people,” she claims. “They think 
that they will not belong to it if 
they speak Ukrainian.” Born to 
the family of Teren Masenko, poet 
and author of the memoirs about 
the writers of the Shot Renais-

sance, Larysa was raised in a 
Ukrainian-speaking environment 
at home amidst the deeply Russi-
fied Kyiv. By her teenage years, 
Larysa spoke Russian more than 
she did Ukrainian. She made her 
deliberate choice in favour of 
Ukrainian later. Very often, peo-
ple raised in Ukrainian-speaking 
families who switch to Russian at 
a young age have a much harder 
time switching back as adults. By 
that time, they are already in-
volved in a community that starts 
treating them differently. “Most 
prefer to blend in society. They 
don’t have the courage to stand 
out, if only linguistically,” says 
psychologist Hanna Boichenko. 
Moreover, people seek comfort 
and tend to be lazy, while cultivat-
ing a new language habit requires 
constant control over the speak-
ing process. 

business talk 
The disappearance of Ukrainian 
from a large part of the country 
today – a process that looks natu-
ral to a contemporary observer – 
is the product of the large-scale 
campaign to Russify Ukraine and 
discriminate its own language, 
which was launched in its colonial 
past. However, even today, ac-
cording to the census, Ukrainian 
is considered to be the native lan-
guage of over 2/3 of the popula-
tion and surveys show that more 
than 50% speak it in everyday life. 
According to surveys conducted 
by the Institute of Social and Po-
litical Psychology, 44.7% of those 
polled felt that it was the Ukrai-
nian language that was suffering 
from discrimination – both in So-
viet times, and now – and that it 
needs government protection and 
support. 25.3% said this about 
Russian in Ukraine.

A vast majority of business 
owners, as well as top and middle 
managers today are from the Rus-
sian-speaking environment. 
Ukrainian-speaking employees 
coming to work at such businesses 
are forced to switch to Russian in 
order to have career prospects – 
just as they did under the Russian 
Empire or the USSR. Ukrainians 
who have little command of Rus-
sian or refuse to speak it, often fail 
to get a job. Olena Voronova had 
this experience when she applied 
for a waitress position at a Kyiv 
coffee shop. The administrator 
told her that she should switch to 
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Russian if she wanted to work 
there. 

The Russian language is 
mostly used by default in commu-
nication in all big cities other than 
those in Western Ukraine, and 
most smaller ones. For instance, 
whenever you call a mobile opera-
tor or visit a restaurant or a store, 
the staff will most likely speak 
Russian to you – few will switch to 
Ukrainian if asked. In many cases, 
such requests are ignored, often 
defiantly, as the staff is reluctant 
to speak in a “second-rate” lan-
guage. “I was at a restaurant,” says 
student Hanna Yushchenko. 
“They didn’t have a menu in 
Ukrainian. When I asked for one, 
they waiter answered snootily that 
they only had it in English, French 
and Russian. I wrote a comment 
in their book of complaints and 
left. Half an hour later, a woman 
called – she saw my phone num-
ber in the book. ‘We are sitting at 
this art café you just left, and 
heard the waiters laugh at your 
complaint. I was shocked: my 
friend and I left complaints, too. 
Tell me what we should do now’ 
she said.” Hanna believes that 
dozens of such complaints will 
eventually encourage restaurants 
to think about meeting their cli-
ents’ linguistic preferences. “I’ve 
been ignoring products with no 
Ukrainian labels, and restaurants 
with no menus in Ukrainian for 
three years now,” says Dmytro 
Dyvnych, the founder of They’ll 
Get It Anyway! Facebook commu-
nity. Its members write requests, 
letters and complaints to compa-
nies asking them to use the official 
state language when operating in 
Ukraine. Online companies and 
software developers are also 

among the top violators of the 
rights of Ukrainain-speakers. 

Sociological surveys show a 
huge gap between the number of 
those who speak Ukrainian at 
home and those who also use it at 
work and in public. For Kyiv, this 
is about 50% to 20% accordingly. 
This can only be explained by the 
inferiority complex that has been 
implanted in several generations, 
paradoxically making many 
Ukrainians the drivers of Russifi-
cation today. 

More importantly, many pri-
mary and secondary schools in 
cities and towns de facto remain 
Russian-speaking by inertia, even 
though Ukrainian de jure. Thus, 
Ukrainian-speaking children do 
not speak their native language to 
avoid rejection by the rest. The 
staff in educational institutions 
often speaks Russian. As a result, 
children grow up with the concept 
that Ukrainian is the language to 
be used within the family, espe-
cially with their grandparents.  

Mass culture and media are 
another source of influence on lin-
guistic preferences, especially 
with young people. In Ukraine’s 
underdeveloped media and book 
market, a handful of monopolist 
media owners – predominantly 
Russians or their Russian-speak-
ing top managers – essentially 
shape the demand for media and 
printed products produced en 
masse by their businesses and 
sold at knockdown prices. Since 
they are unprofitable, these busi-
nesses require subsidies from the 
owners, and the latter are willing 
to support them, using them as 
mouthpieces rather than com-
mercial projects. As a result, it is 
not demand that shapes supply, 

Ukraine’s linguistic situation is very different 
from that in almost any European country, so 
having two or three official languages, as 
many EU member-states do, is hardly a solu-
tion for Ukraine. Its colonial past made Rus-
sian the prevailing language in large and 
medium-sized cities, while Ukrainian is the 
language of choice in villages and towns 
throughout Ukraine. The few exceptions 
where Russian is also widely-spread in rural 
areas, include Crimea and some parts of 
Eastern and Southern Ukraine, while Ukrai-
nian prevails in the big cities of Western 
Ukraine. 
Ukraine became bilingual not because sev-
eral ethnic communities found themselves 
living in one state, as in Belgium or Switzer-
land. It is a product of Moscow’s demo-

graphic policy, and long-lasting consistent 
efforts to oust Ukrainian from the public 
sphere. First and foremost, the demo-
graphic campaign targeted big and mid-
sized cities. A few centuries ago, these were 
home to just a handful of people. When 
Ukraine came under Russian rule in the 17th 
century, less than 15,000 people lived in 
Kyiv. Adding another five or ten thousand 
Russian-speakers was not difficult. Given the 
privileged status of the Russian language in 
the official domain at that time, this was 
just enough for the gradual Russification of 
Kyiv. The task was less of a challenge in 
Eastern and Southern Ukrainian cities: the 
urban population there was even smaller 
than in Kyiv, and many cities were just 
emerging, often founded as the footholds 

of the Russian Empire in its Ukrainian con-
quest. Thus, most of their population was 
initially made up of the military, representa-
tives of the imperial administration, Russian 
merchants and noble land owners who had 
been granted property by the Russian gov-
ernment, as well as their servants and staff 
who had to adjust to them. Meanwhile, 
serfdom restricted access to cities for peas-
ants who were not free to choose where to 
live. When serfdom was abolished in the 
late 19th century, the newly-freed peasants 
flooded cities that were already Russified. 
At that, the pressure on the Ukrainian lan-
guage escalated with the Valuev Circular in 
1863, which banned the publication of reli-
gious and school literature in Ukrainian, fol-
lowed by the Ems Decree in 1876 that 
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but the supply produced under a 
dumping policy that generates de-
mand. 

Today, there is hardly any 
Ukrainian-speaking show busi-
ness or television in Ukraine. Ac-
cording to research by the Space 
of Freedom volunteer campaign, 
the top eight Ukrainian TV chan-
nels broadcasted only 22.2% of 
their prime time content in Ukrai-
nian in October 2011. Only 4.6% 
of songs played by the top six ra-
dio stations were in Ukrainian. 
The share of films dubbed into 
Ukrainian shrank to 47.8% in 
2011. The total print run of Ukrai-
nian-language newspapers 
dropped to 30%. In 2012, books 
and brochures published in Rus-
sian in Ukraine, save for those im-
ported from Russia, exceeded the 
number of those published in 
Ukrainian. Maksym and Ivanna, a 
young Kyiv-based couple, take ef-
forts to change this. “We sub-
scribe to a dozen Ukrainian-lan-
guage publications,” Maksym 
says. When newspapers and mag-
azines started piling up in the 
apartment, they thought that they 
could share them with their 
neighbours who can’t afford them 
or don’t know they exist. Maksym 
started putting out magazines on 
the ground floor of their building. 
“Neighbours take them eagerly,” 
he comments. “We leave them in 
the morning and they’re gone by 
evening.”   

A new step to oust 
Ukrainian 
To remove the few legislative bar-
riers to the Russification of 
Ukraine, passed earlier as re-
quirements and quotas for radio, 
TV, film distribution, advertising 

and the public sphere, the Yanu-
kovych regime has bulldozed 
through a new law On the Princi-
ples of Language Policy in 2012. 
The official motivation was to 
comply with the European Char-
ter for Regional or Minority Lan-
guages. Once enforced, however, 
it did not protect languages that 
could disappear in Ukraine. In-
stead, it facilitates Russification, 
while ousting Ukrainian and mi-
nority languages in Ukraine. The 
Venice Commission commented 
that the draft law contradicted the 
Constitution of Ukraine and 
posed a threat to the Ukrainian 
state language, and recommended 
that it not be approved. Since the 
President signed the law on Au-
gust 8, 2012, Russian has been the 
only language to be made an offi-
cial language in some regions. 
Meanwhile, Mykhailo Chechetov, 
Deputy Head of the Party of Re-
gions’ faction in parliament, dis-
closed the motivation of the ruling 
party: “46 million people under-
stand two languages: Russian and 
Ukrainian. Not Bulgarian, nor 
Hungarian, nor Romanian, nor 
Hebrew… Only a handful of peo-
ple understands these languages. 
We are talking about the two lan-
guages that the entire nation un-
derstands.” Subsequent decisions 
by local authorities where the 
Party of Regions prevails, has 
proven that this is not his per-
sonal opinion, but the concept of 
the party in power. The Ismail 
City Council in the Odesa Oblast 
passed a decision on August 15 to 
make Russian an official regional 
language, yet refused to grant 
equal rights to Bulgarian, the lan-
guage of the ethnic minority that 
accounts for over 10% of the local 

How Kyiv turned into Kiev 

banned the use of Ukrainian in print, educa-
tion and theatres.    
Under Soviet totalitarianism, the Russifica-
tion of Ukraine swelled to a grander scale. It 
was now based on the concept of the “con-
flict of two cultures” – Russian as progres-
sive and proletarian, and Ukrainian as obso-
lete, retrograde and peasant. To reinforce 
its domination with a demographic founda-
tion, Moscow sent Russian migrants to 
Ukraine in great numbers, while killing an 
estimated 3.5 to 5 million Ukrainian peas-
ants in the 1932-33 Famine. According to 
the reports sent to Rome by Sergio Grad-
enigo, the Italian consul in Kharkiv at that 
time, the Soviet administration did not hide 
“the need and convenience … of de-nation-
alizing districts where Ukrainian identity 

had awoken, fueling the risk of political 
complications. It is better for the Russian 
population to prevail in it (Ukraine – Ed.) to 
cement the empire”. According to official 
statistics, the number of those who arrived 
from Russia to settle in the Donbas alone 
was 1.34 million more than the number of 
people who left it in 1927-1936. This migra-
tion policy also continued after Stalin’s rule. 
From 1959 to 1965, another 3 million peo-
ple from the Russian USSR were re-settled 
in Ukraine as part of the centralization cam-
paign. At that point, Ukraine’s population 
was nearly 40 million people. As the new-
comers settled almost exclusively in cities 
and married there, their influence multi-
plied. Given that most urban schools in East-
ern and Central Ukraine conducted lessons 

in Russian, and the latter dominated the 
public sphere, virtually all children in mixed 
families grew up as Russian-speakers. As a 
result, the ratio of Russians to Ukrainians in 
Soviet Ukraine grew to 1:3.3 in the 1989 
census compared to 1:8.7 on the same terri-
tory under the 1926 census. Further urban-
ization (Ukraine was predominantly agrar-
ian until the 1960s) involved the linguistic 
assimilation of Ukrainians as an integral, 
and seemingly natural, element of their in-
clusion in city life. It also spread far beyond 
cities. As Ukrainian-speakers arrived in cities 
and towns where Russian was already the 
main language, further reinforced by its sta-
tus as a key language of the USSR, they had 
to switch to Russian to adjust to the new 
environment.
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population and thus is entitled to 
having its language as an official 
regional one under the new law. 
It’s enough that “Russian was and 
still is the language of inter-ethnic 
communication in Ismail, home 
to more than 80 nationalities,” 
commented Ismail Mayor Andriy 
Abramchenko, who is also in the 
PR. Another PR member, Andriy 
Fedoruk, Chairman of Donetsk 
Oblast Council, warned subordi-
nate town councils that they 
should “think about funding for 
such an initiative” if they happen 
to make, say, Greek an official re-
gional language. Since most local 
budgets rely on transfers from the 
oblast treasury, they should obvi-
ously take this as a veiled prohibi-
tion. Crimea, where the share of 
ethnic Russians exceeds 50%, has 
not yet enforced the law. This is 
probably because authorities are 
reluctant to grant a relevant sta-
tus to the Crimean Tartar lan-
guage which is also entitled to it, 
given the number of people who 
speak it. 

While local councils are enti-
tled to decide on their official re-
gional language, decisions passed 
by oblast councils prevail. As a re-
sult, the decisions of the latter on 
Russian as the official regional 
language automatically cover 
Ukrainian-speaking rural areas in 
South-Eastern Ukraine. These in-
clude rural parts of Luhansk, 
Donetsk, Kharkiv, Dnipropetro-
vsk, Kherson, Odesa, Zaporizhia 
and Mykolayiv Oblasts. This is 
where Ukrainian faced greater 
discrimination even before the 
law was passed. Between the 1989 
and 2001 censuses, the number of 
Ukrainians in Donetsk Oblast 
grew by 6.2%, while those listing 
Ukrainian as their native lan-
guage decreased by 6.5%. The 
number of Russians fell by 5.4% - 
mostly because they moved to 
Russia after the USSR collapsed, 
rather than due to assimilation – 
yet 7.2% more people listed Rus-
sian as their native language. In 
Luhansk Oblast, the number of 
Ukrainians grew by 6.1% over the 
same period, while that of Ukrai-
nian-speakers fell by 4.9%. The 
share of Russians shrank by 5.8% 
while that of Russian-speakers 
grew by 4.9%. Other regions 
where the PR and Communists in-
troduced Russian as an official re-
gional language saw a similar 
trend. 

Nostalgia for the empire
Russia anticipates that the status 
of the Russian language in 
Ukraine will reach the level it had 
during the Soviet era. The  frus-
tration of Russia or some pro-
Russian politicians in Ukraine 
with “forced Ukrainization ” 
comes from the reluctance of the 
representatives of what was once 
the dominant nation of the em-
pire to accept the status of an eth-
nic minority rather than from the 
actual violations of Russians’ 
rights in Ukraine. According to a 
2008 survey by the Razumkov 
Centre, 75.2% of those polled in 
Crimea said that they were un-
dergoing “forced Ukrainization” 
while only 17.9% of ethnic Ukrai-
nians in Crimea list Ukrainian as 
their native language compared 
to 95% of ethnic Russians who 

continue to list Russian as theirs. 
One in every four people in 
Crimea speaks Ukrainian to some 
extent, while 43.4% do not under-
stand it at all. The Russian lead-
ership, striving to restore the sin-
gle Eurasian space, is proactively 
supporting the frustration of Rus-
sian-speakers in post-Soviet 
states with the rights they now 
have. 

In 2012, Dmitri Medvedev en-
couraged efforts to promote Rus-
sia’s interests and influence in the 
world through the Russian lan-
guage and people speaking it in 

everyday life. It looks like the 
Kremlin and pro-Kremlin forces 
will only be happy if Russian gets 
a legitimate dominant status sim-
ilar to that in Soviet Ukraine or 
the USSR. This is why overcoming 
total Russification is a key condi-
tion for post-colonial Ukraine to 
walk away from the sphere of 
Russian political influence.

Many Russian-speakers in 
Ukraine are subject to an intense 
media campaign by the Russian 
government-controlled mass me-
dia. As a result, they often still 
identify themselves with Russia 
while rejecting Ukrainian identity 
as such. They do not distinguish 
between Ukraine and Russia. 
Meanwhile, many Ukrainians liv-
ing in Central and Eastern 
Ukraine, for whom Ukrainian is 
their native language, speak Rus-
sian in everyday life. They would 
like to switch to Ukrainian, but 
have no opportunity to do so in 
this Russified environment. They 
do not have free access to prod-
ucts and services in Ukrainian. In 
South-Eastern Ukraine, this is the 
result of a consistent targeted pol-
icy of the Party of Regions that 
has controlled the region for 
years. Its members, including 
Donetsk City Council Secretary 
Mykola Levchenko, Donetsk 
Mayor Oleksandr Lukianchenko 
or Odesa Mayor Oleksiy Kos-
tusiev, often discriminate against 
Ukrainian in public, saying that 
“it’s only suitable for folklore”. 
“89% of the Odesa population 
prefers to speak, write and read in 
Russian,” said Kostusiev, to vali-
date Russian as an official lan-
guage in Odesa at a City Council 
session on August 13, 2012. Mean-
while, when selecting the lan-
guage in which their children 
should be educated, 52% of Odesa 
parents, whose children were en-
rolling in first grade, requested 
Ukrainian. This is clear evidence 
that the Yanukovych regime 
needed the language law to pre-
vent the natural return of Ukraini-
ans, Russified under the Russian 
Empire and the USSR, to their na-
tive language. It also proves that 
the rights of Ukrainian citizens, 
previously Russified through dis-
crimination against the Ukrainian 
language and with no opportunity 
to use it freely today, to learn it 
and use it in everyday life, should 
lie in the foundation of the state’s 
language policy.  
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I'm Russian and 
I don't ask for 
protection.  
It's equally 
dangerous to 
give a sword to  
an insane man  
and power to a 
crook

many schools in cities and 
towns remain Russian-
speaking. As a result, 
children grow up with the 
concept that Ukrainian is 
the language to be used 
within the family
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Should the Volyn Crime 
Be Condemned?
A 

terrible thing took place in Volyn 70 years ago. 
Ukrainians diplomatically call it the “Volyn 
events” or “tragedy”. The Poles are more out-
spoken and use the words “massacre” and 

“ludobójstwo” (the Polish equivalent of genocide; some 
in Poland have recently started saying it was a “terrible 
crime” rather than “genocide”. – Ed.). Polish histori-
ans, the political elite and society more or less agree 
that the OUN and the UPA were responsible for this 
crime committed against the Poles. One can argue 
whether the leadership of the Ukrainian guerilla move-
ment made the decision to destroy the Poles in the 
early days or simply wanted to make them leave, but 
events somehow unfolded “on their own”.
The Polish People’s Party (Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe 
¬– Ed.), which is part of the ruling coalition in Poland, 
has prepared a draft resolution to condemn the geno-
cide committed by Ukrainian nationalists and recog-
nize OUN, UPA, SS Galician Division and the Ukrai-
nian police in German service as criminal organiza-
tions.
This proposal needs to be considered on three levels – 
moral, political and pragmatic. Morally, evil must, no 
doubt, be condemned. Whether it is up to parliamen-
tarians to judge, and exactly what evil must be con-
demned and what needs to be silently ignored, is a dif-
ferent matter. In Poland, there are tens of thousands of 
mostly illegal abortions every year, but for some rea-
son, the Sejm does not pass special laws to address this 
issue.
The political dimension of 
the draft law is also famil-
iar. The Polish People’s 
Party, which has been ex-
ploiting the Volyn topic 
for several years now as it 
courts the electorate in the 
eastern (largely poor 
agrarian – Ed.) regions of 
Poland, wants to take advantage of the 70th anni-
versary of the tragedy to boost its political stand-
ing. Another contributing factor could be its recent 
tensions with the Civic Platform, the major and largest 
coalition partner.
Pragmatically, the question is whether the Poles, Po-
land and Ukraine will benefit from the passage of this 
draft law. The Poles and the Ukrainians interpret his-
tory differently, and this is not only about differing 
views on the same historical events, which is normal. 
For Ukrainians, especially in Western Ukraine, the his-
tory of Polish-Ukrainian relations is like the “Punic 
Wars”, to use an apt description offered by my col-
league, a scientist. 
What does Viktor Yanukovych want? First and fore-
most, just like any politician, he is after power and the 
prosperity that comes with it. But to succeed, he still 
needs the support of the electorate. Voters are cur-

rently interested in seeing Ukraine’s cooperation with 
the European Union, albeit without particular enthusi-
asm. For this reason, Yanukovych is not officially re-
jecting European integration and is counting on Po-
land to help him in the process. He is probably willing 
to pay a high price for the further promotion of 
Ukraine’s interests in Brussels and photos in which he 
will appear next to Bronislaw Komorowski, thus prov-
ing he is not isolated in the EU. If history is the price he 
has to pay to the Poles, then why not?
I would not want to be misunderstood. I do not con-
demn the fact that Poland is cooperating with the Yan-
ukovych-ruled Ukraine. I believe this cooperation 
serves the interests of both Poland and, to a certain ex-
tent, Ukraine. We have to engage Ukraine. I would not 
want the EU to apply the Belarusian scenario in 
Ukraine. What I am trying to point out is that history 
could become the victim, sacrificed in the interests of 
Polish and Ukrainian authorities this year. Just like it 
was under Leonid Kuchma in 2003.
This kind of approach pursued by the Polish side does 
not seem to be well thought out. In the name of moral 
values, historical truth and appeasing the victims’ 
families, we are demanding that Ukrainians and the 
Ukrainian authorities condemn the UPA. As I stated 
above, Yanukovych may comply willingly. However, 
this will be a tragedy for many Ukrainians and for 
Ukrainian national identity, which is still weak and in 
some regions in statu nascendi. Ukrainians have a 

choice between national 
and (post-)Soviet iden-
tity. An important ele-
ment of the former is the 
history of the insurgent 
struggle during the Sec-
ond World War. True, the 
UPA was nationalistic. 
Yes, it killed Poles. But it 
also fought against the 

Soviets. It waged a hopeless and absurd struggle 
under circumstances that the Polish anti-commu-
nist underground could not even imagine. Na-

tionalism is one of the teething problems of European 
nations, at least in our part of the continent. Poles 
have already gone through this stage – look at Roman 
Dmowski, for example. Why are Ukrainians being de-
nied this? Perhaps, we are listening to our heart, while 
our mind tells us something different. If Ukraine is to 
turn into an important Central European state, rather 
than a post-Soviet post-colony like Belarus, it must 
have its own history – a national history, not one dic-
tated by Moscow. And the Ukrainian Insurgent Army, 
UPA, is one of its elements. Those in Poland who be-
lieve that they can strike a deal with the Donetsk clan 
over the graves of the Banderites, in spite of their ap-
parent success, are acting against the long-term inter-
ests of both states. 

Ukraine must have its own 
national history, not one 
dictated by Moscow. And 
the Ukrainian Insurgent 

Army is one of its elements
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O
n reflecting upon the intellectual situation in 
Ukraine today, I found myself unintentionally 
recalling Catch 22, a brilliant absurdist novel by 
Joseph Heller. “Dunbar sat up like a shot. 

‘That’s it,’ he cried excitedly. ‘There was something 
missing—all the time I knew there was something miss-
ing—and now I know what it is.’ He banged his fist down 
into his palm. ‘No patriotism…’ ‘You’re right,’ Yossarian 
shouted back. ‘You’re right, you’re right, you’re right… 
There’s no patriotism, that’s what it is. And no matrio-
tism, either.”According to various sociological studies I 
have read recently, Ukrainians have become more patri-
otic but feel less happiness and have less freedom of ex-
pression. How is this connected – and why? Every day 
we find a number of strangely interrelated statements 
and messages. 
It is a mess of opinions, concepts, ideas and discourses 
that contradict, overlap and exclude one another. That is 
really a daily dispute, or, in Ernest Renan’s words, “a 
daily referendum”, one would say. In his famous essay 
Qu’est-ce qu’une nation? (What Is a Nation?), the well-
known French philosopher and writer presents nation 
as a community of shared memory and shared forget-
ting. The present Ukrainian reality is a combination of a 
lot of different memories – or is it better to say, a lot of 
different ownerships for the memory, contradictory and 
adversarial, which cannot ever be shared since it is used 
in a struggle for a short-
term political victory, with 
all the attendant vocabu-
lary repeated enthusiasti-
cally by politicians: “our 
fighting men/women”, 
“bayonets”, “field com-
manders”. The only option 
here is to have no memory 
at all. But “whereas one 
can live happily without 
memories (as all animals 
do), it’s well-nigh impossible to go on living without 
forgetting,” writes Zygmunt Bauman, a great mod-
ern philosopher. “Hans-Georg Gadamer wrote that 
‘forgetting is not only an absence and lack, but, as shown 
by Nietzsche, an elementary condition of mental life. 
Only thanks to forgetting does the mind have the chance 
of full renewal”.
This renewal means the ability or even the art of design-
ing the future. Take South Africa with Nelson Mandela 
and the Czech Republic with Vaclav Havel – both suc-
ceeded in that. In one of his interviews, British historian, 
writer and journalist Timothy Carton Ash says that the 
project is defined by where we are and where we want to 
be. “And not at all where we were?” Polish journalist 
Michał Bardel asks him. “Correct. We have to make a 
new argument – from the future.”
Over the past few decades, we - not only Ukrainians - 
have in general accomplished what we longed for all sec-
ond half of the past century. However, we continue to 
discuss the past challenges as if they still represent all 
our aspirations. Meanwhile, we have a new generation 

and they long for other things and are imagining their 
own prospects, and asking other questions. Oleksiy Tol-
kachov, lawyer and public figure, wrote a book about his 
vision of Ukraine’s future. In it, he also points at the ne-
cessity to answer the question of where we want to be. In 
Desired Ukraine he writes that we have a system with-
out an objective in Ukraine. In my opinion, it is rather a 
non-system without an objective. The chaos of concepts 
and discourses results from the fragmentation of differ-
ent fields and sectors even within one sphere. It’s really 
a non-system since the system is characterized, among 
other things, by the various components working jointly; 
the result of one component is a contribution to the 
work of another; one component in the system is not 
sufficient, all components are necessary. 
To integrate all components could be the task and role of 
culture – if it were not as fragmented, too. Experts on 
culture are unanimous in one thing: there is no compre-
hensive and long-term cultural policy in Ukraine – in 
culture and arts, or state strategy on the whole. When 
we first tried to introduce the term “cultural policy” at 
parliamentary hearings on culture in 2004, the then VR 
speaker was frankly surprised, asking: “Could there be a 
non-cultural policy?” Now, after eight years, the term is 
widely used, but the cultural policy as the glue and a 
driving force for the system of state strategy is still miss-
ing.

A state strategy is based on 
main objectives and prior-
ities – any textbook on 
strategic planning will tell 
you this much. What is the 
mission of the current au-
thorities in Ukraine? Para-
doxically, I think that the 
mission of Yanukovych's 
rule is to awaken Ukrai-
nian civil society over his 
first five years – or later 

on. All government or Party of Regions’ acts are di-
rected at one principal objective – to impart Euro-
pean values to Ukrainians, open their minds, 

sharpen their sensitivity in seeing a departure for the 
opposite. 
Perhaps the most difficult challenge for Ukraine today is 
to overcome general social distrust, distrust of all gov-
ernment entities, public institutions, parties, groups and 
opinions – including distrust for each other. Conse-
quently, the main objective of a cultural policy should be 
a dialogue with the country to develop Ukraine's cul-
tural integration. Only one major prerequisite can make 
this possible: a shared language or vocabulary where 
human rights, democracy, equality and dignity will have 
the only, single meaning, irrespective of status, wealth 
or position. The only, single meaning secured by the law 
and social agreement. Culture’s creativity and available 
infrastructure could provide such a prerequisite. And so 
the answer to the question “where do we want to be?” is 
in the cultural rather than geopolitical or geographical 
domains. 
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