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Ukraine’s Orange 
Revolution
Adrian Karatnycky

ORANGE CRUSH
“Razom nas bahato! Nas ne podolaty!” The rhythmic chant spread 
through the crowd of hundreds of thousands that filled Kiev’s In-
dependence Square on the evening of November 22. “Together, we 
are many! We cannot be defeated!” Emerging from a sea of orange, 
the mantra signaled the rise of a powerful civic movement, a skilled 
political opposition group, and a determined middle class that had 
come together to stop the ruling elite from falsifying an election 
and hijacking Ukraine’s presidency.

Over the next 17 days, through harsh cold and sleet, millions of 
Ukrainians staged nationwide nonviolent protests that came to be 
known as the “orange revolution.” The entire world watched, riv-
eted by this outpouring of the people’s will in a country whose in-
ternational image had been warped by its corrupt rulers. By the 
time victory was announced— in the form of opposition leader Vik-
tor Yushchenko’s electoral triumph— the orange revolution had set 
a major new landmark in the postcommunist history of eastern 
Europe, a seismic shift Westward in the geopolitics of the region. 
Ukraine’s revolution was just the latest in a series of victories for 
“people power”— in Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia in the 
late 1980s and, more recently, in Serbia and Georgia.
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THE WINDS OF CHANGE
The spark that ignited the popular fire in Ukraine’s case was elec-
tion fraud. Nonpartisan exit polls during the November 21 presi-
dential runoff election had given Yushchenko a commanding lead, 
with 52 percent of the votes, compared to Prime Minister Viktor 
Yanukovich’s 43 percent. Yet when the official results came in, Ya-
nukovich, the favorite of Ukraine’s corrupt elite, had supposedly 
beaten the challenger by 2.5 percent.

This tally was immediately challenged. When the polling sta-
tions had first closed, the Central Election Commission (CEC) 
had reported that voter turnout in Ukraine’s Russian- speaking 
eastern districts was consistent with the nationwide average of  
78 to 80 percent. But four hours later, after a prolonged silence, 
the election commission radically increased the east’s turnout fig-
ures. The eastern Donetsk region— Yanukovich’s home base— 
went from a voter turnout of 78 percent to 96.2 percent overnight, 
with support for Yanukovich at around 97 percent. In neighbor-
ing Luhansk, turnout magically climbed from 80 percent at the 
time the polls closed to 89.5 percent the next morning, with Ya-
nukovich winning 92 percent or more of the votes. Indeed, in 
several eastern districts, turnout was as much as 40 percent 
greater than during the first round of the presidential election 
three weeks before. This “miraculous” last- minute upsurge was 
responsible for approximately 1.2 million new votes— well over 
90 percent of which went to the regime’s favorite, giving him 
enough for a comfortable 800,000- vote margin of victory.

Throughout election day, independent domestic monitors 
sounded the alarm about the emerging fraud. Numerous reports 
indicated that roving teams of voters, tens of thousands in all, were 
being transported in trains and buses from polling station to poll-
ing station, each armed with multiple absentee ballots. If each of 
these people cast ten ballots, this voter “carousel” would have pad-
ded the final result by at least half a million votes.

The efforts to steal the election for Yanukovich had started 
much earlier, however. For six months, government- controlled 
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national television had subjected Yushchenko to a steady torrent of 
negative press and distortions, while refusing him the opportunity 
to defend himself. Yushchenko’s campaign faced other impedi-
ments as well. Sometimes his plane was denied landing privileges 
minutes before major rallies. Road barriers slowed his travel and, 
once, a truck tried to force his car off the road. Yushchenko’s pri-
vate security detail discovered that he was being followed by a state 
security operative, who was caught with false identity papers, mul-
tiple license plates, and eavesdropping equipment. Then, on Sep-
tember 6, Yushchenko became gravely ill. His mysterious sickness 
forced him from the campaign trail for nearly a month, leaving his 
body weakened and his face badly scarred. Later tests revealed that 
he was suffering from dioxin poisoning. The opposition cried foul, 
but the government- controlled media responded that Yushchenko 
had contracted the disease himself, by eating contaminated sushi, 
getting herpes, or undergoing botox treatment to preserve his 
50- year- old good looks.

Yushchenko was not the only one to face harassment. Activists 
from his political coalition were arrested on false charges. Students 
living in university housing were told by university officials that if 
their districts voted for the challenger, they would be evicted from 
their dorms in the middle of winter. When election day came, at 
polling sites in several areas where support for Yushchenko was 
high, monitors discovered that pens had been filled with disappear-
ing ink, so that ballots would appear blank after they were cast.

Nongovernmental groups were quick to complain. “It’s the big-
gest election fraud in Ukraine’s history,” declared the nonpartisan 
Committee of Voters of Ukraine, which had deployed more than 
10,000 monitors to observe the runoff. According to the group, 
85,000 local government officials helped perpetrate the fraud, and 
at least 2.8 million ballots were rigged in favor of Yanukovich. 
Claims of massive voter fraud were also bolstered by an unlikely 
source: Ukraine’s Security Service (SBU). In the days before and 
after the runoff vote, a high- ranking SBU official had kept in regu-
lar contact with Oleh Rybachuk, Yushchenko’s chief of staff. SBU 
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operatives had been cooperating with the Yushchenko camp since 
the first round of elections, regularly reporting on possible security 
threats and dirty tricks.

SBU wiretaps provided crucial evidence of the government’s 
chicanery, including late- night manipulation of data in the CEC’s 
computer server. In one taped conversation, an hour before the 
inflated turnout was announced, Viktor Medvedchuk, the head of 
President Leonid Kuchma’s staff, talked to Yuri Levenets, a Yanu-
kovich campaign operative, about CEC Chairman Serhiy Kivalov:

Levenets: Greetings on democracy’s holiday!
Medvedchuk: The same to you, Yura. [Kivalov] is panicking. He 
says he’s not getting anything.
Levenets: He can’t be getting anything. The lads are finishing up 
now; he’ll have it all momentarily— literally in 15- 20 minutes.
Levenets: No, it’s all fine. He can’t have anything right now. He doesn’t 
have any information at all over there. It’s all under my control.

According to the telephone intercepts, the fraud involved some 
of the country’s highest officials. In addition to Medvedchuk and 
Kivalov, the conspiracy included Eduard Prutnik, a key aide to Ya-
nukovich, Serhiy Lyovochkin, the president’s first assistant, and 
Serhiy Klyuyev, a major fundraiser for the Yanukovich campaign 
whose brother was the deputy prime minister responsible for 
Ukraine’s lucrative energy sector.

RED- HANDED
Why did Ukraine’s ruling elite resort to brazen fraud to preserve 
its power? The answer is corruption. In December 1991, Ukraine 
proclaimed its independence, precipitating the disintegration of 
the Soviet Union. Former Communist Party officials, recast as na-
tional patriots, led the new state. In the first years of independence, 
corruption became widespread— but remained minor compared to 
the rampant criminality that spread during the mid- 1990s.

Corruption accelerated after Kuchma’s election as president in 
1994. The former director of the Soviet Union’s largest missile 
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factory, Kuchma brought with him ambitious and greedy politi-
cians from his home base, the eastern city of Dnipropetrovsk. The 
greediest of the crew was Pavlo Lazarenko, who, in June 2004, was 
convicted in U.S. District Court of fraud, conspiracy to launder 
money, money laundering, and transportation of stolen property. 
Lazarenko, currently free on $86 million bail, was accused of hav-
ing stolen from the state and extorted from businesses hundreds of 
millions of dollars between 1995 and 1997, when he served for  
12 months as first deputy prime minister and for 7 months as prime 
minister. When the scale of Lazarenko’s corruption became known, 
some Ukrainian leaders were outraged. But Kuchma could not have 
been surprised. In 2000, his former bodyguard leaked hundreds of 
hours of transcripts of the president’s private conversations. On 
the tapes, Kuchma is heard dispensing favors, paying massive kick-
backs, and conspiring to suppress his opponents— making it clear 
that the president sat at the head of a vast criminal system.

Several factors facilitated Ukraine’s massive corruption. High 
inflation meant that until the mid- 1990s, many cross- border finan-
cial transactions were conducted using a barter system, which was 
easily falsified to understate the amount of goods traded; resources 
that were exported to Russia ostensibly for energy often brought 
huge kickbacks instead. Wide- ranging privatization also enabled 
government insiders and cronies to buy state enterprises at bargain- 
basement prices. Steel mills, today worth several billion dollars, 
were bought for a few million. Regional energy companies fell prey 
to the same forces. The tax inspectorate was another weakness in 
the system, as the government manipulated it to gain financial and 
political advantages: competitors could be harassed or forced out 
of business by inspections and fines, and oligarchs could easily 
evade paying taxes.

In general, the oligarchs were able to operate their businesses 
without fear of independent oversight. Under Ukraine’s constitu-
tion, local government officials are not elected but appointed by 
the president, who allowed oligarchic groups to create local en-
claves headed by their allies. In the Zakarpattya (Transcarpathia) 
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region, local and central government officials enabled one oligar-
chic consortium to amass vast fortunes from the lumber industry 
by stripping the forests of their trees. Now, parts of this once richly 
forested mountain region have been dangerously depleted, com-
pounding the problems caused by deforestation in the Soviet era.

Over time, several Ukrainian oligarchic clans became dominant 
in the young nation. Medvedchuk, who became presidential chief 
of staff in December 2002, represented the Kiev clan, which con-
trolled regional energy and timber companies and invested in 
broadcast media. The Dnipropetrovsk clan, which invested in the 
energy pipeline industries, included Viktor Pinchuk, now Kuch-
ma’s son- in- law. A powerful group from the eastern coal- mining 
Donbass region included metallurgy baron Rinat Akhmetov, the 
postcommunist world’s second- wealthiest man, with a net worth of 
$3.5 billion.

Each interest group established its own political party in parlia-
ment. The Kiev clan ran the Social Democratic Party of Ukraine 
(United). The Donetsk oligarchs created the Party of Regions, the 
ranks of which included a local governor who later became prime 
minister: Yanukovich. The Dnipropetrovsk group created and 
backed the Labor Party. And the influence did not stop there. The 
oligarchs owned or controlled their own national broadcast media 
and local and national newspapers. Each was capable of massively 
funding political campaigns in the emerging pseudodemocratic 
system.

In the late 1990s, the oligarchic clans largely remained under 
the control of Ukraine’s powerful president. But in 2000- 2001, 
Kuchma’s power began to weaken as the wealth of the robber bar-
ons grew significantly and Kuchma’s personal corruption and 
criminality started coming to light. Eventually, Kuchma even 
faced a vigorous opposition campaign to impeach him for his role 
in an abduction that ended with the murder of the investigative 
journalist Heorhiy Gongadze. But the campaign stalled as the 
president and his backers blocked efforts to institute the legal 
procedure needed to formally make the charges.
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CHANGES
It was this turbulent period that saw the metamorphosis of Yush-
chenko from colorless central banker into charismatic opposition 
leader. In December 1999, pressure from Western donor countries 
seeking deeper economic reforms resulted in his appointment as 
prime minister. As chairman of the National Bank of Ukraine in 
the 1990s, Yushchenko had tamed rampant inflation and intro-
duced responsible fiscal controls. In taking the reins of the govern-
ment, he was determined to impose fiscal discipline and rigorously 
collect tax revenues and privatization receipts. To achieve these 
goals, Yushchenko needed to crack down on Ukraine’s crony capi-
talism. He formed an alliance with one of the system’s own— Yulia 
Tymoshenko, a former energy mogul who had run afoul of the 
Kuchma regime. With Tymoshenko’s help, Yushchenko managed in 
just a year to recoup more than $1 billion in revenues that had been 
siphoned off by energy oligarchs.

Yushchenko’s new approach helped propel Ukraine’s economic 
turnaround. In 2000, his first year as prime minister, the economy 
grew by nearly 6 percent. In 2001, the country’s annual growth rate 
rose to 9.2 percent. Without busting the budget, Yushchenko used 
recovered energy revenues to solve Ukraine’s most urgent social 
problems: wage arrears to teachers, health care workers, and other 
state employees, and overdue pension payments to retirees. His 
public image as an honest, effective leader was secured.

In 2001, Kuchma, facing a mounting protest campaign, real-
ized he could not count on an increasingly independent prime 
minister with a reputation for integrity. Moreover, the president’s 
oligarchic backers were far from pleased with Yushchenko’s poli-
cies. And so, in May 2001, Kuchma forced Yushchenko out after 
only 18 months as prime minister. Despite polls showing that  
52 percent of the public opposed the move, Kuchma and the oli-
garchs prevailed.

Although the oligarchs and their temporary ally, the Commu-
nist Party, were rid of Yushchenko, their actions had transformed 
him from a technocrat into an opposition leader with a strong 
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public base. The first sign of his newfound popularity came in the 
parliamentary elections in March 2002. Half of all parliamentary 
deputies were elected on national party lists, while the other half 
ran as individuals. In the party- based portion, Yushchenko’s Our 
Ukraine captured 31 percent of the seats, and more radical opposi-
tion parties and the Communist Party won another 45 percent. But 
government manipulation of the individual- candidates election re-
versed the trend. Scores of so- called “independents” flocked to the 
oligarchic parties, helping create a pro- Kuchma parliamentary 
majority.

Still, the strong showing encouraged reformers. Yushchenko 
had clearly become Ukraine’s most popular politician by far. With 
the constitution limiting Kuchma to two terms as president, the 
elite focused on finding a successor capable of winning. A new 
name, that of Donetsk governor Viktor Yanukovich, emerged. He 
was nominated prime minister in November 2002 and, with Rus-
sia’s backing, soon became the presidential standard- bearer of the 
ruling class. But any euphoria was short- lived. As the 2004 presi-
dential elections drew near, the elite grew nervous. Although unre-
lentingly favorable television coverage and a bill doubling retiree 
pensions sparked a small surge of support for Yanukovich, his crim-
inal record (three and a half years in jail on assault and robbery 
convictions) and his links to the Kuchma regime raised serious 
doubts among voters.

Two days before the November 21 runoff election, Tymosh-
enko, the charismatic opposition leader, worried darkly, “They 
are going to steal the election.” Tymoshenko was nervous about 
the civic response. “There will be several days of protest, and 
then they will crack down. . . . We are not adequately prepared 
for this,” she said. Indeed, few opposition leaders could have an-
ticipated the scale and persistence of the coming protests. Al-
though Kiev was an “orange town,” decorated in the color of 
Yushchenko’s insurgent campaign, no one knew that orange would 
soon become a symbol of the public’s determination to defend 
their right to self- government.
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AWAKENING
On the morning after the vote, Kiev was abuzz with excitement. 
Cars, trucks, and buses adorned with orange banners drove down 
the boulevards and avenues, honking three short bursts: Yu- 
shchen- ko! Responding to Yushchenko’s appeal, hundreds of thou-
sands of Kiev residents, most of them wearing orange, walked with 
a steely determination toward Independence Square. Over the 
years, Ukraine had acquired an international reputation as a seamy 
state led by a criminal elite ruling over a passive populace. Under 
Kuchma’s presidency, the authorities had cynically proclaimed the 
virtues of the people’s democratic choice, while doing everything 
possible to thwart it. Where, then, did the orange revolution come 
from? Several key factors contributed to the people’s resolve.

Ukraine had benefited from more than a decade of civil- society 
development, a good deal of it nurtured by donor support from the 
United States, European governments, the National Endowment 
for Democracy, and private philanthropists such as George Soros. 
Although such sponsorship was nonpartisan, it reinforced demo-
cratic values and deepened the public’s understanding of free and 
fair electoral procedures. Authentic democratic values were being 
reinforced by a new generation that had grown up initially under 
glasnost, and later with a broad awareness of democratic practices 
around the world.

Ukrainian society was also experiencing profound changes of its 
own, including the rise of a significant middle class in Kiev and 
other urban centers. In 2002, thanks in part to the ongoing effects 
of policies enacted by Yushchenko when he was prime minister, 
GDP grew by 5.2 percent; the next year, it increased 9.4 percent; 
and in 2004 it grew by 12.5 percent. From 1999 to 2004, Ukraine’s 
GDP nearly doubled. Although this growth mostly benefited a 
narrow circle of oligarchs, it also spawned many new millionaires 
and a new middle class. These new economic forces resented the 
latticework of corruption that constantly ensnared them— from po-
litically motivated multiple tax audits to shakedowns by local offi-
cials connected to business clans.
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Another factor that promoted a dynamic civic sector was in-
creasing awareness of the ruling elite’s corruption. The country’s 
emerging Internet news sites— which disseminated the damning 
Kuchma tapes— were an integral part of this process. By Novem-
ber 2004, Ukraine, with a population of 48 million people, boasted 
some 6 million distinct users accessing the Internet. A lion’s share 
of Internet access was generated by residents of Kiev and other 
major cities— where the civic protest became the most widespread 
and opposition the most determined.

Old media, too, played a modest role. Despite the government’s 
nearly total control of political content on national television and 
the significant pressure placed on independent media, a significant 
array of objective newspapers and local radio stations continued to 
function. And there was one opposition television station: Channel 
Five had a national audience of only around 3 percent and was 
confined to cable television, but it was popular in Kiev and several 
other cities.

In the days before the orange revolution, journalists, bristling at 
government control and censorship, launched strikes and public 
protests, demanding the right to tell voters the truth. On one na-
tional television channel, known as 1+1, the entire news team of 
producers, reporters, and editors walked out, forcing the station’s 
news director and government loyalist Vyacheslav Pikhovshek to 
hold multi- hour talk marathons by himself. He soon became the 
butt of jokes, including, “Question: What does 1+1 stand for?  
Answer: Pikhovshek and a cameraman.”

In banishing Yushchenko from national television, the au-
thorities forced him to run a campaign based on grassroots meet-
ings. In July, August, and early September, Yushchenko and his 
representatives crisscrossed the country at a blistering rate of 
five or six meetings per day. Reports told of Yushchenko gather-
ing crowds in the tens of thousands in cities and towns across 
eastern and central Ukraine. These meetings helped create net-
works of civic and party activists, crucial in organizing the mass 
protests.
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A final factor in the orange revolution’s success was its experi-
enced leadership. In 2001, a significant anti- Kuchma movement 
had flourished in Ukraine, prompted in part by the president’s 
“tapegate.” Although these mass protests eventually dissipated 
amid violence instigated by agents provocateurs, they represented 
a kind of dry run for the next revolution. Many of the leaders of 
the most recent civic protests cut their organizational teeth four 
years ago.

FIGHT THE POWER
With the massive criminal voter fraud well documented in the af-
termath of the runoff vote, Yushchenko and his advisers opted for 
a two- track strategy: one revolutionary and the other constitutional 
and institutional, revolving around efforts to appeal to both the 
parliament and the supreme court.

Engaging the revolutionary strategy, Yushchenko declared him-
self president and took the oath of office in an abbreviated session 
of the parliament on November 22— the first day of the nationwide 
protests. As “president,” he called for a nationwide general strike, 
urged the militia and the military to stand with the people, and 
called on local governments to transfer their allegiance to him and 
his council. In the hours that followed the “swearing in” ceremony, 
palpable nervousness filled the air. Would the authorities respond 
with force? Fortunately, the answer was no. Yushchenko’s risky tac-
tics paid off, creating confusion within the security forces’ rank and 
file. Ukraine suddenly had three presidents: the outgoing but still 
incumbent Kuchma; the “official” winner of the runoff, Yanukov-
ich; and Yushchenko, whose swearing in had been covered by the 
increasingly open national media.

As C. J. Chivers of The New York Times revealed, Ukraine’s mili-
tary and security services began to fragment as the protests gained 
strength. Although Yanukovich and other hard- liners demanded 
that force be used to disperse the protesters, the authorities dared 
not intervene with the military and the SBU divided. According to 
Chivers, after the Interior Ministry unilaterally marshaled troops 
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to attack the demonstrators, SBU leaders made clear that they 
would use force to protect the protesters. The cooperation of seg-
ments of the SBU with the Yushchenko camp appears to have been 
a crucial element in preserving the peace.

But Yushchenko’s inner circle also understood that a successful 
civic coup could set a precedent for street- driven politics and re-
main a long- term source of institutional instability. The actions of 
the protesters therefore needed to be reinforced by constitutional 
bodies. Popular demand and coordinated pressure from the inter-
national community pushed forward the institutional approach. 
Soon, deputies from the government majority began to turn to 
Yushchenko, as Kuchma’s power waned and the scale of the fraud 
became incontrovertible. On November 27, after days of mass pro-
tests and the siege of the cabinet of ministers, the presidential ad-
ministration, and Kuchma’s residence, parliament met and by a 
clear majority voted to declare the poll invalid. Six days later, 
Ukraine’s supreme court annulled the results of the runoff, accept-
ing Yushchenko’s legal team’s evidence of massive fraud and official 
high- level conspiracy. The court called for fresh elections.

A key role in the process was played by parliamentary speaker 
Volodymyr Lytvyn, Kuchma’s former chief of staff. While Po-
land’s President Aleksander Kwasniewski, Lithuania’s President 
Valdas Adamkus, and the European Union’s Foreign Affairs Com-
missioner Javier Solana worked in Kiev to negotiate the contours 
of a democratic solution among the rival interests, Lytvyn bro-
kered the specifics of a comprehensive agreement. It featured  
significant new protections in the election law to reduce the po-
tential for voter fraud.

The agreement also called for amending the constitution to re-
duce the powers of the president. As a result of these changes, by 
the end of 2005, Ukraine will be a parliamentary- presidential re-
public; the president will be responsible for foreign policy, national 
defense, and security, with veto power over the legislature. The 
appointment of the government will now be the purview of the 
legislature, due to be newly elected in March 2006. Yushchenko 
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accepted these changes with some reluctance, but most of his key 
aides believe that the remaining one- year window of strong presi-
dential power will give him sufficient time to deal with the legacies 
of corruption and to shape a broad future parliamentary majority.

On December 26, Ukrainians went to the polls for the third 
time to vote for president in an election that attracted the largest 
contingent of international observers in history: more than 12,000 
monitors from Europe, North America, Russia, and Asia took part. 
A more open media covered the election (although not in eastern 
Ukraine, where broadcast media continued to provide only a pro- 
Yanukovich perspective). The result was predictable: Yushchenko 
received 52 percent of the votes and Yanukovich 44 percent, with a 
winning margin of 2.2 million votes out of 28 million cast. The 
results showed significant regional variations: Yushchenko carried 
17 regions in the western, central, and northeastern parts of the 
country, and Yanukovich commanded dominant majorities in 
Ukraine’s ten southern and eastern regions.

Early in the morning on December 27, barely six hours after the 
polls had closed, Yushchenko made a brief, eloquent address to  
the nation. “We are free. The old era is over. We are a new country 
now,” he said. Yushchenko declared what everyone knew, that he 
was Ukraine’s third president since independence. But he was 
the first with a record of commitment to democracy and the rule 
of law.

FROM PROTESTS TO POLITICS
As president, Yushchenko faces serious domestic and international 
challenges. But his leadership team is far from inexperienced in 
governing. Many of Yushchenko’s ministers have served in high 
government posts, dismissed only when they challenged the cor-
rupt elite. As a result, his colleagues both know how to run bureau-
cracies and understand how to overcome resistance to reform.

Yushchenko’s coalition is broad and highly representative, al-
though also susceptible to some infighting and division. Some were 
long- time members of the opposition to Kuchma, while others made 
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common cause with oligarchic parties until a few years ago. Some are 
members of Ukraine’s nouveau riche, while others are civic activists 
deeply suspicious of the “new oligarchs.” Some belong to the social- 
democratic left, while others are free- market libertarians. Some are 
conservative nationalists, while others are liberal and secular. To 
shape a majority in the short term, Yushchenko will also have to form 
alliances with politicians who until a few weeks ago backed his op-
ponent and the ruling regime.

In part due to his religious convictions, Yushchenko has posi-
tioned himself as a member of the European People’s Party (the 
Christian Democrats), a moderate center- right group. On social 
policy matters he tends to support a robust safety net for Ukraine’s 
elderly, but he is an equally strong proponent of fiscal discipline. 
These three currents and his desire to balance them have contrib-
uted both to his centrist moderation and to his broad- based politi-
cal appeal.

His team’s biggest challenge will include confronting the cor-
rupt, criminal legacy of the Kuchma years. Doing so will require 
introducing a significant number of new cadres into the upper and 
middle levels of the Ukrainian state government. It will likely 
mean wholesale changes in the Interior Ministry and the tax in-
spectorate, which have devolved into mere political instruments of 
the oligarchic groups. Yushchenko will replace the country’s gover-
nors and local executive officials, all of whom are loyalists of 
Kuchma and the large oligarchic parties. In the wake of the orange 
revolution, appointed regional leaders from Ukraine’s Russian- 
speaking east came perilously close to threatening secession. They 
will now certainly be replaced, and some who have resigned are 
already under investigation by the prosecutor- general’s office for 
anticonstitutional activity.

Given eastern and southern Ukraine’s overwhelming support for 
Yanukovich, a crucial domestic challenge will be bridging the divide 
that separates them from the western and central regions. There are 
strong reasons to believe that Yushchenko will succeed. Apart from 
the Crimea, no Ukrainian regions or cities have ethnic Russian 
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majorities. Ethnic Ukrainians make up three- quarters of the popula-
tion, whereas Russians constitute only 21 percent. The ideological 
differences between the regions can be defined in one word: media. 
In eastern Ukraine, the local press fanned the flames of regional sep-
aratism and painted Yushchenko and his team as ultranationalists 
and CIA agents. Eastern Ukrainians will slowly move beyond these 
stereotypes as they gain access to more balanced information and to 
direct contact with their new leaders. As important, the region’s two 
most powerful economic actors, Akhmetov, owner of System Capital 
Management, and Serhiy Turuta, who leads the Industrial Union of 
Donbass, seem eager to cooperate with the new Yushchenko team. 
Working to neutralize the negative impact of the Russian media, 
which exert a significant influence in the Crimea and eastern Ukraine, 
will also be important.

The cycle of illegal political intimidation must end as well. 
Yushchenko expects vigorous prosecution of high- ranking offi-
cials suspected of participating in the election fraud. He has 
stated publicly that former President Kuchma is, like every citi-
zen, answerable to the law. Yushchenko’s closest aides make clear 
that there will be no amnesty for Kuchma. The new government 
will investigate his conduct in office, and if necessary, he will be 
prosecuted. Yushchenko has also declared that he knows who poi-
soned him, and he will take appropriate measures. There is also 
an ongoing investigation into a foiled election- night plot to blow 
up an area one kilometer in diameter in central Kiev and kill 
many members of Yushchenko’s leadership team. Two alleged 
Russian gangsters, believed to have connections to Russia’s secu-
rity services, have already been arrested. Seven pounds of plastic 
explosives were found wired to their car.

Another major task will be media reform. State television has 
long been a wasteland of bland and propagandistic programming. 
Although much broadcast and print content has improved in the 
aftermath of Yushchenko’s victory, there is still the question of di-
versifying ownership of privately owned media, which are held 
mainly by the new government’s oligarchic opponents.
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In the economic sphere, Yushchenko confronts a rising budget 
deficit and a slowdown in the country’s growth rate, which last 
year was 12.5 percent and this year is expected to fall to around  
6 percent. Yushchenko’s closest aides believe that they will be 
able to pay for the growing debt by revisiting several insider 
privatization deals that cheated the treasury. One such case is the 
June 2004 privatization of the lucrative Kryvorizhstal steel plant, 
bought by insiders for $800 million less than the offer from a 
consortium of investors that included U.S. Steel. The Yush-
chenko team is also confident it can reassert control over the  
notoriously corrupt energy sector, and it is committed to elimi-
nating Ukraine’s preferential “special economic zones,” which 
only benefit the oligarchic elite. With measures such as these, 
Yushchenko and his team feel certain that there will be no need 
to reduce public benefits or raise taxes.

REACHING OUT
Ukraine’s most pressing international challenge will be to manage 
the relationship with Vladimir Putin’s Russia. Putin strongly 
backed Yanukovich, and Russian- led election monitors attested to 
his victory in the first runoff. Putin spent four days in the week 
before the first- round vote promoting Yanukovich in lengthy press 
interviews and public meetings. Kremlin image- makers played a 
crucial role in advising and directing the Yanukovich campaign, 
and the Yushchenko camp believes Russia spent several hundred 
million dollars to help Yanukovich win. Yushchenko’s victory is 
thus a humiliating defeat for Putin and a setback for Russia’s hege-
monic inclinations.

But Yushchenko’s circle seeks solid, pragmatic relations with 
Russia. Advisers in the new government point out that as prime 
minister, Yushchenko worked to resolve Ukraine’s payment arrears 
for Russian energy and that during that time Russian investment 
in Ukraine was at its highest. A day after his inauguration, Yush-
chenko traveled to Moscow for his first official international visit, 
to be followed by trips to Warsaw, Brussels, and Washington.
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Even as he seeks to improve his relationship with Russia, Yush-
chenko’s main goal is the consolidation of Ukraine’s democracy and 
market economy through integration with the EU. Although such 
an aim once appeared fanciful for political as well as economic rea-
sons, the orange revolution changed all that by generating weeks of 
positive publicity for Ukraine as an emerging European democ-
racy. In central Europe, among the EU ‘s new member states, the 
orange revolution helped people vicariously recapture the spirit of 
their own civic movements of the 1980s. Lech Walesa traveled to 
Kiev to speak in Independence Square, as did politicians from Ger-
many, the Netherlands, Slovakia, and the Czech Republic. Euro-
pean institutions are voicing their support as well. On January 13, 
the European Parliament voted 467 in favor, 19 against for a resolu-
tion calling on Ukraine to be given “a clear European perspective, 
possibly leading to EU membership.” Although the vote was non-
binding, The Financial Times asserted that it “was the clearest sign 
to Kiev that the EU ‘s door is open.”

But EU integration will remain a long- term objective. Ukraine’s 
population of 48 million and its low level of economic develop-
ment currently make entry into the common market forbidding. 
Poland’s Kwasniewski believes Ukraine will be a part of the EU in 
15 years. Some analysts contend that Ukraine could be invited to 
begin the drawn- out process of EU accession within 7 years. Yet 
Yushchenko is moving rapidly. He has entrusted one of his closest 
and longest- serving aides, Rybachuk, with the responsibility of 
heading the Ministry of European Integration. Operating at the 
level of deputy prime minister, Rybachuk will have authority to 
supervise every ministry’s relevant work in meeting European 
standards.

As for the United States, U.S. policy on Ukraine has long been 
driven by the contingencies of the Iraq war. In the past, Yushchenko 
and his inner circle have voiced their disappointment with this 
state of affairs. As recently as August, in fact, they worried that in 
return for Kuchma’s deployment of a large force in Iraq, the top 
U.S. leadership was abstaining from public criticism of Ukraine’s 
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human rights violations and the restrictions on the freedom of the 
press, relying instead on lower- ranking diplomats to send Kiev 
more muted signals. Iraq may linger as a sore spot, as Yushchenko 
has been a proponent of withdrawing Ukraine’s forces. But consid-
ering that Kuchma already announced a June 2005 deadline for the 
redeployment of Ukrainian troops, and that other key U.S. allies 
such as Hungary are also pulling out, the issue is unlikely to stand 
in the way of warm relations.

Indeed, in recent months, particularly since the re- election of 
George W. Bush, the Yushchenko team has praised the United 
States as a bedrock of support for democracy and the rule of law in 
Ukraine. And the Yushchenko camp has stated its gratitude for the 
long- term efforts of the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment to support free media, the rule of law, civil society, and civic 
election monitoring there.

Ukraine is eager for U.S. support on a number of fronts. Eco-
nomically, Ukraine’s leaders hope the United States will declare 
Ukraine a market economy and push for the country’s quick inte-
gration into the World Trade Organization. Diplomatically, should 
Russia start flexing its hegemonic muscles, Ukraine would appreci-
ate Washington’s backing. What is more, quiet lobbying from the 
United States could only help the Ukrainian aim of integration 
into Europe. In particular, Washington could encourage the United 
Kingdom and Italy to add their support to those of central Eu-
rope’s leaders, who are pressing Ukraine’s case for eventual 
integration.

TODAY, KIEV; TOMORROW . . . 
Although President Yushchenko has come to embody the orange 
revolution, he is moderate and pragmatic, not a permanent revolu-
tionary. Yet, like his close friend President Mikheil Saakashvili of 
Georgia, he also believes that democracy can spread to other out-
posts of the former Soviet Union. On January 11, Yushchenko and 
Saakashvili issued a joint declaration. Their countries, they said, 
had overcome tyranny through the efforts of homegrown forces; 
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outsiders could never have effected meaningful civic revolutions. 
At the same time, Yushchenko and Saakashvili thanked the interna-
tional democratic community for supporting their struggles. “We 
are certain that the revolutions in Georgia and Ukraine are shaping 
the new wave of liberty in Europe,” the two leaders stated. “They 
will usher in the ultimate victory of liberty and democracy across 
the European continent.”

During the 17 days of the orange revolution, groups of protest-
ers at Independence Square gathered around several Belarusian 
national flags. They were part of a contingent of activists eager to 
soak in the experience of a revolution in the making and to carry its 
lessons back home. Kazakh opponents of Nursultan Nazarbayev’s 
authoritarian regime also sought to learn from their Ukrainian 
counterparts. Russian civic activists, too, came to Kiev to meet 
with Ukraine’s protest leaders and talk about organizing for change. 
In mid- January, when Russian pensioners rose up against cutbacks 
in their benefits, Moscow newspapers speculated that Russia could 
be going “orange.”

Just as activists from Ukraine’s Pora youth movement learned 
from contacts with Serbia’s Otpor and Georgia’s Kmara youth alli-
ances, civic leaders from authoritarian post- Soviet states are look-
ing to Ukraine while searching for their own path to successful 
nonviolent democratic change. The orange revolution may not nec-
essarily spread, but people will persist in their struggles against 
tyranny. And over time, some of them will prevail. Ukraine’s vic-
tory over tyranny has been dramatic and inspiring. But the impli-
cations of that victory— throughout the region and the world— will 
be fully understood only in the years to come.∂
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THE SOURCES OF RUSSIAN CONDUCT
Sixty- one years ago, a telegram arrived at the State Department 
from the U.S. embassy in Moscow. Its purpose was to examine the 
sources of the conduct of the men who ruled in the Kremlin. Its 
impact was immediate. The “Long Telegram,” penned by a young 
diplomat named George Kennan, became the basis for U.S. policy 
toward the Soviet Union for the next half century.

Although the Soviet Union is long gone, the West is once again 
groping to understand what motivates the leaders in the Kremlin. 
Many believe that the principles behind Kennan’s policy of “con-
tainment” are still applicable today—and see a new Cold War, this 
time against Vladimir Putin’s resurgent Russia, in the offing.

I do not believe that a new Cold War is under way or likely. 
Nevertheless, because Russia has indeed transformed itself since 
Putin became president in 2000, the problem of fitting Russia into 
the world’s diplomatic and economic structures (particularly when 
it comes to markets for energy) raises profound questions. Those 
questions are all the more vexing because Russia is usually judged 
on the basis of speculation about its intentions rather than on the 
basis of its actions.

In the aftermath of communism’s collapse, it was assumed that 
Russia’s imperial ambitions had vanished—and that foreign policy 
toward Russia could be conducted as if former diplomatic consid-
erations did not apply. Yet they must apply, for Russia straddles the 
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world’s geopolitical heartland and is heir to a remorseless imperial 
tradition. Encouraging economic and political reform—the West’s 
preferred means of engaging Russia since communism’s end—is of 
course an important foreign policy tool. But it cannot substitute 
for a serious effort to counter Russia’s long- standing expansionism 
and its present desire to recapture its great- power status at the ex-
pense of its neighbors.

THE RUSSIAN JANUS
Thanks to high energy prices, the chaotic conditions that prevailed 
across Russia in the early 1990s have given way to several years of  
6.5 percent annual economic growth and a trillion- dollar economy. 
Living standards have improved (although life expectancy has not), 
the middle class is growing and increasingly confident, and the stock 
market is booming. Russia possesses the third- largest hard- currency 
reserves in the world, and it is running a huge current account sur-
plus and paying off the last of the debts it accumulated in the early 
1990s. The ruble has been made fully convertible and may even be 
undervalued. Russian membership in the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) beckons. Ordinary Russians are grateful to Putin for the 
country’s stability and economic growth, and they are proud that 
Russia appears to matter when great global issues are debated. No 
wonder, then, that Putin’s popularity rating is around 70 percent— 
a sustained achievement that any politician would envy.

Yet, for every step forward that Russia has taken over the course 
of Putin’s second term, it has taken a step backward. Greater state 
control of the economy—especially in the energy industry, where, 
according to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment (OECD), the state’s share of oil production has doubled 
in three years—has bred corruption and inefficiency. Serious politi-
cal opposition has been muzzled. Newspapers and television and ra-
dio stations have been shut down or taken over by the government 
and its allies. Kremlin cronies have replaced elected regional gover-
nors, and Russia’s parliament, the Duma, has been emasculated as 
part of the Kremlin’s drive to monopolize all state power.
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Russia’s foreign policy has been equally troubling. Moscow has 
given Iran diplomatic protection for its nuclear ambitions, and 
Russian arms sales are promiscuous. The Kremlin has consistently 
harassed neighboring countries; former Soviet nations, such as 
Georgia, have faced near economic strangulation. In February, Pu-
tin spoke favorably about creating a “gas OPEC.”

None of this should be surprising, for Putin’s aim has been un-
varying from the start of his presidency: restore Russian greatness. 
Unlike Boris Yeltsin, who accepted dissent as a necessary part of 
democratic politics—it was, after all, as a dissenter from Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s rule that he gained the presidency of Russia—Putin 
was determined from the outset to curtail political opposition as an 
essential step toward revitalizing centralized power. Mikhail 
Khodorkovsky, of Yukos Oil, for example, is in prison for daring to 
challenge the Kremlin’s authority and perhaps aspiring to succeed 
Putin. Order, power (including the power to divide the spoils of 
Russia’s natural- resource wealth), and reviving Russia’s interna-
tional influence, not democracy or human rights, are what matter 
in today’s Kremlin.

The backgrounds of the people who make up Putin’s govern-
ment have something to do with this orientation. A study of 1,016 
leading figures in Putin’s regime—departmental heads of the presi-
dent’s administration, cabinet members, parliamentary deputies, 
heads of federal units, and heads of regional executive and legisla-
tive branches—conducted by Olga Kryshtanovskaya, director  
of Moscow’s Center for the Study of Elites, found that  
26 percent at some point served in the KGB or one of its successor 
agencies. Kryshtanovskaya argues that a closer look at these biogra-
phies—examining gaps in resumés, odd career paths, or service in 
KGB affiliates—suggests that 78 percent of the top people in Putin’s 
regime can be considered ex- KGB. (The significance of such find-
ings should not be exaggerated: former secret police may hold many 
of Russia’s highest offices, but Russia is not a police state.)

Despite strong economic growth, Russia’s domestic problems are 
awesome. In the long run, the country’s systemic weaknesses may 
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prove more disruptive to the world than its revived strength. Alco-
holism and a collapsing health system are fueling a demographic ca-
tastrophe: the population has been shrinking by 700,000 annually for 
the past eight years despite the fact that the country’s HIV/AIDS 
epidemic has not yet peaked. Male life expectancy is among the low-
est in the world. Most demographers expect that Russia’s population 
will shrink even more dramatically, perhaps to below 100 million 
people by the middle of the twenty- first century.

Russia’s robust growth, moreover, is precarious, because it is 
based on high oil prices that seem unlikely to last and rising pro-
duction that clearly cannot be sustained, owing to grossly inade-
quate investment. Natural resources such as oil and gas are a mixed 
blessing for Russia, just as they are for other countries. High en-
ergy prices and raw material exports have allowed Russia to be-
come the world’s tenth- largest economy. Energy exports finance 
about 30 percent of the Kremlin’s budget. But that figure is based 
on the assumption that oil will remain at $61 per barrel, which it 
has already fallen below. Aside from energy, Russian industrial  
exports primarily consist of armaments, with advanced aircraft ac-
counting for more than half of sales. This lack of economic diversi-
fication leaves Russia vulnerable to any downturn in world oil and 
commodity prices.

Social inequality is vast and growing. Corruption, the OECD 
reports, is far higher today than it was under Yeltsin. State interfer-
ence in business decision- making is at its highest level since the 
end of communism. Moreover, without the rule of law, today’s 
growing middle class will never acquire the confidence it needs to 
sustain a modern economy. Meanwhile, the insurgency in Chech-
nya has been met by the Kremlin’s local strongman, whose minions 
openly terrorize, kidnap, and kill opponents. The North Caucasus 
is a tinderbox. The Russian army is riddled with graft, with officers 
selling conscripts into virtual slavery. And dangerous new forms of 
tuberculosis—as well as of Islamist extremism among the 17 per-
cent of the Russian population that is Muslim—are being incu-
bated through neglect.
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Throughout the 1990s, it was fashionable to liken Russia to Wei-
mar Germany—a nation humiliated and shaken to its core by de-
pression and hyperinflation that might fall under the spell of some 
reckless nationalist. But the defeated Germany of the 1920s was 
already a modern industrialized state, and the Nazi regime was 
only possible because it could seize the levers of such a state. These 
conditions did not exist in Yeltsin’s Russia. Corruption and govern-
mental chaos meant that Russia could not mount any sort of seri-
ous strategic challenge. But today’s oil- fueled revival and the more 
disciplined government Putin has imposed may allow Russia to 
mount just such a challenge, particularly where world energy sup-
plies are concerned.

After the Soviet Union’s collapse, the West made the mistake 
of assuming that Russia’s reduced status meant it was unnecessary 
to accord the Kremlin any special diplomatic consideration—that 
Russia neither deserved nor should be offered a major role in 
world affairs. Accordingly, instead of drawing Russia into a net-
work of dialogue and cooperation when it was weak—and thereby 
helping it form habits that would carry on when Russia regained 
strength—the West ignored Russia. This indifference caused 
Russia to regard the West’s attempts to reassure eastern Euro-
pean countries about their security and place in the West as un-
friendly acts, leading to today’s problems. Had Russia been 
handled better in the 1990s—had its sense of insecurity not been 
aggravated—the country’s tendency toward expansionism might 
well have been moderated.

UKRAINE EXPOSED
Ukraine’s national experience has taught its citizens to regard peace 
as fragile and fleeting, its roots too shallow to bear the strain of 
constant social and political upheaval. We Ukrainians accept the 
lessons of our history and work toward solutions that relieve the 
sources of this strain, lest neglect allow war to overtake peace and 
authority to subvert freedom. This is why we see our future in the 
European Union: the goal of the EU is to confront instability and 
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insecurity with a lasting structure of peace and prosperity in which 
all of Europe’s nations and neighbors have a stake.

To ensure that Europe’s structure of peace is secure in the 
former Soviet East, a clear understanding of the existing power 
dynamic is needed. Much like the periods following the treaties 
of Westphalia and Versailles, the aftermath of the Soviet Union’s 
collapse features a powerful country confronting a group of 
smaller and unprotected new states. Given the economic and in-
stitutional links that arose in the decades of Soviet misrule, Rus-
sia’s influence in the region was bound to be strong. This is a fact 
of life that I, as a practicing politician in Ukraine, live with every 
day. It is a fact with which the EU must come to grips under the 
current German presidency, by beginning to negotiate a new EU- 
Russia treaty to replace the one written at the nadir of Russia’s 
power. In the coming months, German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
must answer the question of how Europe can forge a lasting and 
mutually beneficial relationship with the powerful new Russia 
that has emerged under Putin.

As a convinced European, I support Germany and the EU in 
this effort. Relations with Russia are too vital to the security and 
prosperity of all of us to be developed individually and ad hoc. If 
there is one country toward which Europeans—and, indeed, the 
entire West—should share a common foreign policy, it is Russia. 
With high world energy prices allowing Russia to emerge from the 
trauma of its postcommunist transition, now is the time for a clear- 
sighted reckoning of European security in the face of Russia’s re-
newed power. Relying on Russia’s long- term systemic problems to 
curb its pressure tactics will not prevent the Kremlin from reestab-
lishing its hegemony in the short run.

Moreover, now is a moment of maximum flexibility, because de-
pendence on Russian energy supplies will only continue to grow. 
Indeed, a recent Center for Strategic and International Studies re-
port estimates that Germany will depend on Russia for 80 percent 
of its gas imports—compared with 44 percent today—once the 
proposed trans- Baltic pipeline is completed. Unfortunately, 
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political leaders usually have the least idea of what to do when the 
scope for action is greatest. By the time they have a better idea,  
the moment for decisive and effective action may have passed. In 
the 1930s, for example, the French and British governments were 
too unsure of Hitler’s objectives to act. But their obsession with 
Hitler’s motives was utterly misguided. Realpolitik should have 
taught them that Germany’s relations with its neighbors would be 
determined by relative power, not German intentions alone. A 
large and strong Germany bordered to the east by small and weak 
states would have been a threat no matter who ruled in Berlin. The 
Western powers should thus have spent less time assessing Hitler’s 
motives and more time counterbalancing Germany’s strength. 
Once Germany rearmed, Hitler’s real intentions would be irrele-
vant. This was Winston Churchill’s message throughout his “wil-
derness years.” But instead of heeding Churchill, the British and 
the French continued to treat Hitler as a psychological problem, 
not a strategic danger—until it was too late. What matters in diplo-
macy is power, not the state of mind of those who wield it.

For most of the past 15 years, the response to Russian actions by 
the United States and Europe has been driven by their perceptions 
of Russian reform. Western policy seems to be based on the prem-
ise that peaceful evolution can be ensured by democracy and by 
concentrating Russia’s energies on developing a market economy. 
Western diplomacy has thus seen its main task as strengthening 
Russian reform, with the experience of the Marshall Plan rather 
than the traditional considerations of foreign policy in mind.

But a far more important factor than reform is Russia’s attempt 
to restore its preeminence in the territories it once controlled. The 
Russia that emerged from the collapse of the Soviet Union on 
Christmas Day 1991 came with borders that reflect no historical 
precedent. Accordingly, Russia is devoting much of its energy to 
restoring political influence in, if not control of, its lost empire. 
Alongside this effort has come a shift of Russia’s focus eastward, 
making it a more active participant in the dynamic Asia created by 
China’s rise.
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In the name of peacekeeping in places such as Abkhazia, South 
Ossetia, and Trans- Dniestria (restive regions within former Soviet 
republics), Russia has sought to reestablish its tutelage, and the 
West has largely not objected. The West has done little to enable 
the Soviet Union’s successor states—with the exception of the Bal-
tic nations of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania—to achieve viable 
international standing. The activities of Russian troops in Belarus, 
Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine, and the former Soviet states of Cen-
tral Asia are rarely questioned, let alone challenged. Moscow is 
treated as the de facto imperial center—which is also how it con-
ceives of itself.

THE RUSSIA QUESTION
What can the West do to dissuade the Kremlin from pursuing Rus-
sia’s age- old imperial designs? In the 1990s, an enfeebled Russia 
needed help from abroad. Unless oil prices unexpectedly collapse, 
no such leverage will be available in the near future. On the con-
trary, political pressure from outside is likely to aggravate rather 
than change Russian behavior. With the Kremlin once again firmly 
in control, Russia will change from within—or not at all.

That is not to say, however, that the United States and the rest 
of the West can have no influence. Putin, like Russian leaders 
before him, is sensitive to outside criticism, as demonstrated by 
the Kremlin’s paranoid desire to curtail the activities of nongov-
ernmental organizations within Russia, particularly those with 
foreign backing. Outsiders must be willing to criticize his mis-
deeds while trying to avert the emergence of a leader even more 
assertive than Putin. Maintaining this balance will be hard. Yelt-
sin was gifted at deflecting international skepticism about his rule 
by portraying himself as the last bastion against a communist re-
vival; Putin also relies on promoting that type of better- the- 
devil- you- know thinking.

Western leaders should speak out against any moves away from 
democracy, Putin’s policy in Chechnya, and his use of energy to 
bully Russia’s neighbors. (Many western European countries have 
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been far too circumspect in their criticism and too anxious to make 
separate deals that will supposedly guarantee their national sup-
plies of energy.) As the Russian presidential election in March 
2008 approaches, the West must insist, beginning now, that amend-
ing the constitution to allow Putin to run again is unacceptable and 
could result in Russia’s expulsion from the G- 8 (the group of ad-
vanced industrialized nations). Western leaders should press for 
free and fair elections, even if the Kremlin’s handpicked candidate 
is almost sure to win.

A realistic Russia policy would also recognize that even Yeltsin’s 
reformist government stationed Russian troops in most former So-
viet republics—all members of the United Nations—often against 
the express wishes of the host governments. These forces partici-
pated in several of these republics’ civil wars, even as successive 
Russian foreign ministers have put forth the concept of a Russian 
monopoly on peacekeeping—essentially Russian domination—in 
what the Kremlin calls “the near abroad.” Russia has legitimate 
security interests in its neighborhood. But Europe’s peace and in-
ternational stability require that these interests be satisfied without 
Russian military or economic pressure or unilateral intervention. 
For example, Russia must not be permitted to use Kosovo’s gaining 
its independence from Serbia as a precedent for promoting seces-
sionist movements in Abkhazia, Nagorno- Karabakh, South Osse-
tia, Trans- Dniestria, and, most important, Crimea, in an attempt 
to destabilize the national governments. The short- term prospects 
for peace depend on whether Russian military forces can be in-
duced to return home and stay there. Russia’s relations with the 
Soviet successor states must be thought of as an international prob-
lem, subject to the accepted rules of foreign policy, rather than as 
solely Russia’s problem, subject to unilateral decision- making that 
the West can hope to influence only by appealing to the Kremlin’s 
goodwill.

The West must seek to create counterweights to Russia’s expan-
sionism and not place all its chips on Russian domestic reform. Such 
a policy would divide the risks of any possible energy blockade 



Containing Russia

 May/June 2007 29

equally among all Europeans, rather than having governments make 
separate deals that leave others vulnerable to energy blackmail. Of 
course, not every European nation has the same interest in resisting 
any particular act of aggression, and so there will not always be agree-
ment on when and how to oppose Russian assertiveness. Some  
nations may balk at taking action on issues they feel do not immedi-
ately concern them. But the principle of collective security, which 
has ensured Europe’s peace and prosperity since 1945, must continue 
to be pursued. Merkel’s proposal to create a “collective energy mar-
ket,” which she made during a summit with Poland’s prime minister 
last November, is a good start toward building a pan- European en-
ergy security policy that includes Russia.

PIPELINE POLITICS
One key question is just how reliable the Russian energy supply 
really is. Despite having the world’s largest gas reserves, Russia 
now faces a domestic shortage of gas. Gazprom, the country’s dom-
inant gas supplier (which, when it comes to foreign policy, doubles 
as an arm of the Kremlin), is not producing enough for an economy 
growing at more than six percent a year. Production from Gaz-
prom’s three biggest gas fields, which account for three- quarters of 
its output, is in steep decline. The one large field that the company 
has brought on- stream since the end of the Soviet era is reaching 
its peak. Overall gas production is virtually flat.

According to the Institute of Energy Policy, in Moscow, Gaz-
prom’s capital investments in new gas production in the years 
2000- 2006 were one- quarter the size of its investments in other 
activities: media companies, banks, even chicken farms, as well as 
its downstream investments in western Europe’s energy networks. 
Despite the enormous revenues to be gained from the new produc-
tion of gas, Gazprom rarely attempts to find or produce more. As 
a result, it is unable to come up with enough gas to meet internal 
demand and its export obligations.

After more than ten years of delay, Gazprom has decided to 
develop a big field on the Yamal Peninsula—a barren and barely 
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accessible region in the Arctic. But the earliest that gas from Yamal 
will reach the market is 2011. Meanwhile, demand for gas—from 
RAO Unified Energy System of Russia (UESR), Russia’s electric-
ity monopoly, as well as from expanding industrial companies and 
households—is growing by about 2.2 percent annually, according 
to a recent report by the investment bank UBS. “The risk of supply 
crisis is real,” the report noted, if growth in demand accelerates to 
2.5 percent.

The impending shortage means that Gazprom will not be able 
to increase gas supplies to Europe, at least in the short term—
something that European countries should be aware of and con-
cerned about. This may explain why Gazprom abandoned its plan 
to send gas from the Shtokman field, in the Barents Sea, to the 
U.S. market as liquefied natural gas and diverted it to Europe in-
stead. The decision, initially interpreted as a move intended to irk 
Washington, may actually have been a sign of desperation: sending 
Shtokman gas to Europe would free up Siberian output for domes-
tic consumption.

The problem, of course, is not a lack of gas—Russia has  
16 percent of the world’s total known reserves—but Gazprom’s in-
vestment strategy. Over the past few years, the company has spent 
vigorously on everything but developing its reserves. It has built a 
pipeline to Turkey, taken over an oil company, invested in UESR, 
tried to gain footholds in European distribution markets, and be-
come Russia’s biggest media company. All this was done in the name 
of creating and sustaining a “national energy champion.” Yet invest-
ment in Gazprom’s core business was grossly inadequate.

There is another problem facing Gazprom: the actual engineer-
ing costs of developing new gas fields in Russia. In the Shtokman 
gas field and on the Yamal Peninsula, in particular, the engineering 
costs, including the cost of transporting the output to Europe, are 
twice as high as for new gas fields in North Africa and the Middle 
East. The international gas market is already beginning to recog-
nize this, and, over the long term, it could be enormously danger-
ous for Russia. Indeed, Russia may actually be putting itself out of 
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the gas business, because high engineering costs for new projects in 
Russia are signaling to the market that Russia and Gazprom lack 
the capacity to develop these fields. Western companies could 
come in and do the job, but given the Kremlin’s recent usurpation 
of Shell’s investments on Sakhalin Island, these companies would 
be remiss in their fiduciary duties if they undertook such 
investments.

The only way to avoid a crisis is to break Gazprom’s monopoly 
on pipeline infrastructure and to license independent gas produc-
ers. Independent producers already account for 20 percent of do-
mestic gas sales in Russia and are boosting their output. Further 
gains would require market- based incentives. Europe can help by 
explicitly linking its acceptance of Russia’s WTO membership to 
Russia’s ratification of the Energy Charter and its attendant Tran-
sit Protocol, which would guarantee access to Russian pipelines for 
Gazprom’s competitors.

Any worthwhile energy security policy for Europe would also 
seek to loosen Gazprom’s monopolistic grip on the pipelines. Eu-
ropean competition policy, which has successfully brought com-
panies as big as Microsoft into line, could—if used skillfully—also 
help turn Gazprom into a normal competitor. Establishing an 
independent regulator, as Russian Economy Minister German 
Gref has suggested, would also be an important step toward split-
ting Gazprom into a pipeline operator and a production com-
pany. But Putin has vehemently rejected such a move. Thus, he 
now faces a choice between domestic gas shortages that threaten 
to slow economic growth and losing the Kremlin’s “national en-
ergy champion.”

Beyond tackling Gazprom’s monopolistic power, a realistic en-
ergy policy for Europe would also seek to share the risks of any 
possible energy blockade equally among all Europeans, rather than 
allowing separate deals that leave others vulnerable to energy 
blackmail. Such a policy would need to incorporate a consensus 
that no country could reach a deal with Gazprom that undercuts 
EU plans to help construct pipelines from Central Asia that bypass 
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Russia. Another counterweight could be built through trade. By 
extending the single market eastward to include Ukraine, the EU 
would shift the center of gravity for the region’s trade relations. 
Today’s negotiations over a “deep free trade agreement” between 
Ukraine and the EU need to lead, eventually, to an agreement that 
will give Ukraine candidate status for EU membership.

A NORMAL COUNTRY
The West should support Russia when it pushes for democracy and 
free markets but bolster the obstacles to its imperial ambitions. 
Indeed, Russian reform will be strengthened if Russia is encour-
aged to concentrate—for the first time in its history—on develop-
ing its national territory, which sprawls over 11 time zones from St. 
Petersburg to Vladivostok, leaving no rational cause for 
claustrophobia.

It does Russia no good to be treated as if it were immune from 
the normal considerations of foreign policy; treating it so will only 
force Russia to pay a heavier price later on, by luring it into taking 
steps from which it cannot easily retreat. The West should not fear 
frank discussions about where its interests and Russia’s converge 
and diverge. Western leaders should not hesitate to insist that 
signed agreements, such as those to withdraw troops now stationed 
in the countries of the former Soviet Union, be fully honored. Re-
alistic dialogue will not unhinge the leaders in the Kremlin. They 
are smart and can readily grasp a policy based on mutual respect. 
In fact, they are likely to understand such a calculus better than 
appeals to goodwill and friendship.

Two objectives must be kept in balance when dealing with Rus-
sia: influencing Russian attitudes and affecting Russian calcula-
tions. Russia should be welcomed in institutions and agreements 
that foster cooperation—most important, Europe’s Energy Char-
ter and the Transit Protocol, with their reciprocal rights and re-
sponsibilities. But Russia’s reform will be impeded, not helped, if 
the West turns a blind eye to its imperial pretensions. The inde-
pendence of the republics that broke away from the Soviet Union, 
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including Ukraine, must not be tacitly downgraded by the West’s 
acquiescence to Russia’s desire for hegemony.

Ukraine can help Europe and the United States create a viable 
structure within which Russia can exist securely. Our destiny is to 
be neither a forgotten borderland nor a bridge between the so- 
called post- Soviet space of “managed democracy” and the real de-
mocracies of the West. By strengthening our independence, we can 
shape Europe’s peace and unity as we roll back the crony capitalism 
and lawlessness that are now the norms of the post- Soviet world. 
During my premiership, we sought to achieve just that, working 
with Moldova and Romania to standardize the region’s customs 
regimes and thereby crack down on criminal enterprises in the 
breakaway region of Trans- Dniestria (which is trying to secede 
from Moldova only because of Russian support).

We acted in concert with our neighbors because we know that 
self- determination does not mean isolation. Achieving national 
independence today means having a new status, not withdrawing 
from the world scene. New nations can build with their former 
occupiers the same kind of fruitful relationship that France now 
has with Germany—a relationship founded on equality and mu-
tual interests. That is the relationship I seek with Russia, and that 
is how Ukraine can help extend the zone of Europe’s peace.

The real test of statesmanship is the ability to protect one’s country 
against unfavorable and unforeseen contingencies. The fatal flaw in 
Russia’s current oil-  and gas- powered assertiveness is that the leaders 
in the Kremlin have lost their sense of proportion. Today’s budget sur-
pluses have allowed them to overestimate the extent of Russia’s eco-
nomic renewal, and they seem to have forgotten that by bullying their 
immediate neighbors they are also sending shock waves across the en-
tire West. Of course, the Kremlin leadership will find it hard to admit 
that the centralized system that it is re- creating lacks the capacity to 
spur initiative, that Russia, despite its vast natural resources, remains a 
very backward country. The subservience that the Kremlin demands is 
stifling the vitality and creativity that Russia needs if it is to grow for 
the long term, let alone sustain its place in the world.
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Russia will damage its own interests if it turns down serious 
U.S. and European offers to participate on an equal basis in the 
structures of European and Middle East security. Failure to coop-
erate sincerely on energy security would eventually isolate Russia 
in the face of serious strategic challenges to its south and east; it 
would deprive Russia of all but the crudest methods of influence.

Russia’s leaders deserve understanding for their anguished 
struggle to overcome generations of Soviet misrule. They are not, 
however, entitled to being handed the sphere of influence that tsars 
and commissars coveted for 300 years. If the West, particularly 
Europe, is to ensure its economic prosperity and energy security, it 
must be ready to demand of Russia what Russia has so far been 
unwilling to provide. And if Russia is to become a serious partner 
for the West, it must be ready to accept the obligations of stability 
as well as its benefits.∂
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Ukrainian Blues
Yanukovych’s Rise, Democracy’s Fall

Alexander J. Motyl

In February 2010, Viktor Yanukovych made a remarkable politi-
cal comeback. In the 2004 Ukrainian presidential election, Ya-
nukovych, who was then Ukraine’s prime minister and the 

handpicked successor to President Leonid Kuchma, was accused of 
fraud and ousted by the Orange Revolution, which was led by Vik-
tor Yushchenko and Yulia Tymoshenko. Just over five years later, 
surrounded by his party’s blue- and- white banners, Yanukovych be-
came president.

When it first came to power, Ukraine’s Orange government 
seemed like it would fulfill popular demands for radical political 
reform and rapid integration into Europe. But those expectations 
were quickly dashed. Yushchenko, as president, and Tymoshenko, 
as prime minister, proved incapable of working together, continu-
ally clashing and publicly criticizing each other. Soon, Ukraine’s 
dysfunctional political system became known to Ukrainians as a 
durdom, or “madhouse.”

Then, the global economic crisis sent Ukraine’s economy into 
a tailspin. In 2009, the country’s GDP fell by about 15 percent, 
exports by 25 percent, and imports by just under 40 percent. The 
consumer price index rose by more than 12 percent. Popular an-
ger and frustration set in. Yearning for stability, Ukrainians were 
willing to support anyone in this year’s election who could fix the 
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mess. Tymoshenko, Yanukovych’s main challenger, was seen  
to share fault for Ukraine’s problems and could not easily claim to 
be that person.

Wisely, Yanukovych presented himself as a moderate, democratic 
professional who could unify a country increasingly divided over 
whether it should align with Russia or the West. He claimed that he 
would be able to strike the right balance between the two and could 
transform Ukraine into an economic tiger, making it one of the 
world’s 20 richest nations. Yanukovych’s campaign slogan—“Ukraine 
is for people”—captured the right tone to counter his previously 
negative image. It suggested that he was a man of the people who 
would place the interests of citizens above his own, in contrast to the 
supposedly power- hungry Tymoshenko. Yanukovych also claimed to 
have learned from his mistakes in 2004. In December 2009, he wrote 
in Dzerkalo Tyzhnya, one of Ukraine’s most widely read newspapers, 
that although he still believed that the real goal of the Orange Revo-
lution had been “to weaken Russia,” he accepted that it represented 
a popular call for democracy. He further noted that a government 
“cannot promote serious socioeconomic plans without the active par-
ticipation of the entire society.”

Whatever the reasons for Yanukovych’s victory, it was a surpris-
ingly narrow one. In the first round, Yanukovych received just over 
35 percent of the vote and made it into the runoff round with Ty-
moshenko. He received just under 49 percent of the vote in that 
round, compared with Tymoshenko’s 45 percent. But really he had 
won over only about one- third of Ukraine’s electorate since turn-
out was around 69 percent. Moreover, had Yushchenko not encour-
aged his supporters to select the “against all” option on the ballot, 
Tymoshenko would probably have won.

With such a slim mandate, most expected Yanukovych to pursue 
a moderate course after the election, reaching out to the opposition 
and working toward economic stability and political reform. In-
stead, he immediately took actions that undermined democracy, 
neglected the country’s badly broken economy, and aligned Ukraine 
too closely with Russia for the comfort of much of the electorate.
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DEMOCRATIC ROADKILL
Because his Party of Regions lacked a clear majority of seats in the 
Verkhovna Rada, Ukraine’s parliament, it needed a coalition part-
ner and so began negotiations with the Our Ukraine- People’s Self- 
Defense (NU- NS) Bloc, led by Yushchenko. The NU- NS knew 
that no majority coalition could be formed without it, and so it 
demanded control over a range of portfolios, including the prime 
ministership.

The Party of Regions responded by changing the Rada’s rules so 
that it could form a coalition without the NU- NS by joining with 
willing individual deputies. In mid- March, Yanukovych’s party 
formed a governing coalition called Stability and Reform with the 
Communists, the Lytvyn Bloc (the bloc allied with the Rada’s 
Speaker, Volodymyr Lytvyn), and 16 individuals who crossed party 
lines to join the coalition. Those who crossed over have come to be 
known as tushki, a pejorative Russian term roughly meaning “road-
kill.” Although the tushki gave Stability and Reform just enough 
votes to form a government, Yanukovych’s willingness to use un-
constitutional measures to do so—in 2008, Ukraine’s Constitu-
tional Court explicitly outlawed the use of individual deputies to 
form coalitions, althougph it has now refused to challenge Yanu-
kovych—set a disturbingly antidemocratic precedent. As the Ger-
man political scientist Andreas Umland noted in late March in the 
Kyiv Post, “Ukraine is now less democratic than it was. . . . With 
their change of allegiance the tushki have grossly misrepresented 
the preferences of the Ukrainian voters.”

After the coalition was formed, Ukrainians expected Yanu-
kovych to live up to his campaign promises and appoint profession-
als, reformers, and moderates to government posts, but he did the 
opposite. Most of Yanukovych’s political appointees hail from his 
home region, Ukraine’s highly Sovietized rust belt, the Donbass, 
and have little experience with democratic politics or the technical 
know- how required to run a clean government and a functioning 
market economy. Like the old Donbass Communist Party bosses 
did, with whom many of these appointees cut their political teeth, 
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Yanukovych acts as a patron. He doles out favors, provides access 
to power, and makes most decisions.

The position of prime minister, for example, went to Yanu-
kovych’s longtime ally Mykola Azarov. As head of the Rada’s bud-
getary committee and the State Tax Administration in the 1990s, 
Azarov turned a blind eye to government graft and imposed ruin-
ously high tax rates on small businesses. His relationship with Ya-
nukovych was cemented when he served as the first deputy prime 
minister and finance minister to notoriously unscrupulous cabinets 
headed by Yanukovych in 2004 and 2006- 7. Together, Yanukovych 
and Azarov have doled out 29 cabinet seats to their cronies. Such a 
large cabinet, with two more members than even the ineffective 
Council of the European Union, is almost certain to become a talk-
ing shop that, like the Council of the European Union, is incapable 
of reaching consensus or making tough decisions. Meanwhile, the 
positions of economic minister and finance minister have gone to 
politicians who lack experience in either field but are dependent on 
Yanukovych for power and are thus unlikely to cross him. Contrary 
to his campaign slogans, reform and democracy are clearly not Ya-
nukovych’s priority.

To be sure, Yanukovych and his chief of staff, the economist 
Iryna Akimova, have created—and will be heading up—the new 
Committee on Economic Reform. Although there are some econo-
mists among the committee’s 26 members, there are also many  
political appointees beholden to Yanukovych. The inclusion of po-
litical appointees and the committee’s impractically large size sug-
gest that it will be as ineffective as Yanukovych’s cabinet. And even 
if it does develop some real economic reforms, they are likely to fall 
victim to turf battles between the Economy and Finance Minis-
tries and the committee itself. Parallel organizations with overlap-
ping jurisdictions are doomed to tussle over control, even with 
wise, professional management—something Yanukovych is un-
likely to provide.

Yanukovych’s hub- and- spokes political system—with Yanukovych 
at the center and key political roles filled by yes men—has put the 
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president “on top of [the] Ukrainian power pyramid,” as analysts at 
Kiev’s Penta Center, a political think tank, have put it. Yanukovych 
even went so far as to redefine democracy as “order” in a press con-
ference in Strasbourg on April 27. But political order is not democ-
racy. Such hypercentralized political systems are rarely efficient and 
almost always corrupt. There is no reason to think that the Donbass- 
based dons who man the Yanukovych system will be able or willing 
to pursue the economic reform Ukraine so badly needs.

EASTWARD BOUND
Just as Yanukovych has failed to live up to his democratic and eco-
nomic promises, he has acted against his campaign promise to 
unify the country. As president, Yushchenko actively favored his 
ethnic Ukrainian base by promoting the Ukrainian language, cul-
ture, and identity in schools, government, and the media. In the 
process, he alienated many of the ethnic Russians and Russian- 
speaking Ukrainians in the country’s east and south. Most observ-
ers expected Yanukovych to calm the tense situation by neither 
advocating nor disparaging Ukrainian heritage. Instead, he sur-
prised everyone by attacking it.

Dmytro Tabachnyk, Yanukovych’s appointment for minister of 
education and science, has spearheaded this assault. Tabachnyk is 
an odious choice because, besides having a weak academic pedi-
gree, he openly espouses anti- Ukrainian views. He claims that the 
ethnic Ukrainians in the west of the country are too westernized to 
be true Ukrainians. He believes that Ukrainian culture flourished 
in Soviet times, when it was in fact suppressed in favor of the colo-
nial power’s culture. He also insists that today the Russian lan-
guage is discriminated against, even as Russian- language 
publications and broadcasts make up the overwhelming majority of 
media available in Ukraine. Since assuming his new position, 
Tabachnyk has reduced the role of Ukrainian in schools, urged the 
cessation of Ukrainian- language dubbing of foreign films, and ex-
pressed indifference to the construction of a statue of Stalin in the 
southern city of Zaporizhzhya. Unsurprisingly, his assault on 
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Ukrainian identity has provoked demonstrations, student protests, 
and petitions—directed as much at Yanukovych as at Tabachnyk.

Yanukovych’s overly centralized, anti- Ukrainian regime has 
been unable to forge a genuine national consensus on the country’s 
political and economic direction, either. A case in point is the April 
2010 Russian- Ukrainian pact, in which Yanukovych agreed to ex-
tend until 2047 the basing rights of Russia’s Black Sea Fleet in 
Sevastopol, a port city on the southern part of the Crimean Penin-
sula, which juts off Ukraine and into the Black Sea, and Russian 
President Dmitry Medvedev agreed in return to lower the price 
Ukraine pays for Russian natural gas by 30 percent through 2019.

The agreement’s critics charge that Yanukovych has sold out to 
Russia. This may be true, but the more damning criticism is that the 
agreement was pushed through the Rada without regard for trans-
parency or democratic procedure. As one senior Ukrainian diplomat 
told me, “The haste with which the agreement was signed is daunt-
ing. There was no expert evaluation of the draft and no proper con-
sideration of the issue in parliamentary committees. . . . The decision 
was taken by a small group of individuals, if not by one person.”

There are four separate issues concerning the Sevastopol deal 
that the Rada should have had the opportunity to debate: the geo-
political implications for Ukraine of basing the Black Sea Fleet in 
Sevastopol, the fair rate that Russia should pay in rent for using the 
base, the price Ukraine should pay for Russian gas, and the cost to 
Russia of transporting gas through Ukraine’s pipelines. But instead 
of airing these issues individually in the Rada, Yanukovych bun-
dled them and thus bartered away Ukraine’s security by ceding in-
formal control of the Crimea, its potentially vital sea- lanes, and the 
natural gas deposits that surround it to Russia for the foreseeable 
future. In return, Yanukovych secured gas prices that will likely 
save Ukraine some $1- $3 billion annually for only the next nine 
years. Worse, Russia merely agreed to cut its gas prices to current 
average world rates, pay below- market gas transit fees, and pay a 
long- term rent on the base that, at $100 million per annum, is 
about one- fifth of what experts calculate it should be, based on 
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rents for comparable bases around the world. With open consider-
ation of the agreement’s terms in the Rada and a team of profes-
sional negotiators, Ukraine could have gotten much more out of 
the deal: it should at least have demanded European- level transit 
fees and a higher basing rent.

The deal’s passage unleashed a riot in the Rada, complete with 
egg throwing and smoke bombs. Yanukovych’s subsequent negotia-
tions with Russia over closer cooperation on aviation, nuclear en-
ergy, transportation, and gas transit have led to protests across 
Ukraine. Intellectuals and opposition leaders have accused Yanu-
kovych of treason, declared unconditional opposition to his regime, 
and predicted that civil war was in the offing. Even if this response 
is exaggerated, it shows that a significant portion of the popula-
tion—at least the one- third or more who are opposed to closer ties 
with Russia—now detests Yanukovych.

CAN’T HOLD US DOWN
The rise of such discontent matters. Ukraine is home to a politically 
conscious civil society that, thanks to the Orange Revolution, is more 
vigorous than at any time in Ukraine’s almost 20- year independent 
existence. Professionals, intellectuals, students, and businesspeople 
will increasingly resist Yanukovych’s efforts to establish strongman 
rule and will continue to protest if he kowtows to Russia or the econ-
omy grows worse. They have already started to organize: in mid- 
March, over 300 representatives of the so- called New Citizen 
movement met in Kiev to begin monitoring the activities of the Ya-
nukovych government; in May, branches of the similar Save Ukraine 
Committee were operating across the country. Local elections in 
2011 and parliamentary elections in 2012 could also mobilize the 
population against Yanukovych and his regime. If he continues on 
his current course, radical nationalists may be the big winners.

Faced with growing popular resistance, Yanukovych may con-
template cracking down on dissent. But such a move would likely 
provoke violence and destabilize Ukraine. Moreover, authoritari-
anism along the lines of Belarus in the mid- 1990s or Russia at the 
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start of this century is almost certainly not a viable option for Ya-
nukovych. When Aleksandr Lukashenko became president of Be-
larus in 1994, he inherited an intact Soviet security apparatus. And 
former Russian President Vladimir Putin could rely on thousands 
of siloviki, political operatives in the secret police and the army, for 
support. Ukraine’s security service and army are a far cry from 
those in Belarus or Russia. Without a strong coercive apparatus, 
Yanukovych cannot succeed even as an authoritarian.

Ukraine’s first president, in office from 1991 to 1994, the gener-
ally cautious Leonid Kravchuk, has joined the chorus of Yanu-
kovych critics. In an open letter published in March, he wrote, 
“Your team has many people who want to continue along the path 
of lawlessness, permissiveness and corruption. They’re developing 
a taste for solving complex problems by force. This has nothing in 
common with democracy.” Kravchuk’s comments should worry Ya-
nukovych. They demonstrate that even neutrally inclined Ukrai-
nian elites (Kravchuk did not support the Orange Revolution) are 
turning against him.

SLEIGHT- OF- HAND REFORM
If Yanukovych keeps on his current course, he could very well pro-
voke a second Orange Revolution. Lacking the ability, capacity, 
and will to change the system, Yanukovych will probably try to 
enhance his regime’s legitimacy by continuing to rally the more 
radical of his constituents at the expense of the Ukrainian language, 
culture, and identity; do everything possible to appease the gas- 
hungry oligarchs of eastern Ukraine; and use the Union of Euro-
pean Football Associations (UEFA) championship, which Ukraine 
will host in partnership with Poland in 2012, to promote his image 
as a pro- European modernizer.

Viewed through this lens, Yanukovych’s choice of the incendiary 
Tabachnyk as education and science minister makes some sense. As 
Tabachnyk antagonizes nationally conscious Ukrainians, he enhances 
Yanukovych’s appeal among his pro- Russian constituents in the 
country’s south and east. That said, this course risks encouraging 
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ethnic violence between radical ethnic Russians and ethnic Ukraini-
ans. Additionally, Yanukovych cannot provoke moderate ethnic 
Ukrainians without limit. They are the ones who took to the streets 
in 2004 to prevent him from coming to office and could do so again 
to kick him out.

The lower natural gas price that Yanukovych negotiated with 
Russia will bring immediate benefits to the oligarchs who run 
Ukraine’s heavily industrialized southeast. Lower gas prices will 
allow them to keep the costs of their products low and globally 
competitive without forcing them to modernize or become more 
efficient. This will certainly endear them to Yanukovych in the 
short term. In the medium term, however, Ukraine’s overarching 
economic stagnation will eat into their profits. And even if the 
population welcomes lower gas prices at first, the Yanukovych re-
gime is likely to become more corrupt as it draws closer to Russia’s 
notoriously unscrupulous energy business. Sooner or later, as their 
living standards stagnate or deteriorate, Yanukovych’s working- 
class constituents may begin to realize that they got the short end 
of the deal.

Yanukovych’s best chance to rally public support (and address 
some economic problems) might be the 2012 UEFA champion-
ship. Ukraine’s roads are in terrible shape; its railroads, although 
efficient, require modernization; and its airports and hotels are in 
need of significant improvement. A state- led campaign to fix these 
problems before the influx of tourists in 2012 could generate eco-
nomic activity, create jobs, and attract more capital. Unsurpris-
ingly, readying Ukraine for the championship has become a priority 
for Yanukovych, who in April created a special committee to over-
see the preparations.

The UEFA preparations will buy Yanukovych time but cannot 
fix Ukraine’s underlying economic and political problems. To do 
that, Yanukovych would have to democratize his regime, control 
corruption, cease his anti- Ukrainian campaign, and persuade his 
compatriots to accept the economic pain that goes with serious 
reform. He may eventually come to realize that democracy is 
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preferable to ignominy. Or oligarchs worried about their long- term 
economic interests may persuade him that hypercentralization will 
destabilize Ukraine. Rather than waiting for these eventualities to 
happen, however, Russia and the West should help Yanukovych 
change his course now, before it is too late.

HELPING YANUKOVYCH HELP HIMSELF
At the start of his presidency, Yanukovych laid out his foreign pol-
icy priorities: restoring Ukraine’s close ties with Russia, European 
integration, and building relationships with strategic partners such 
as the United States. By playing to these priorities and, at the same 
time, pursuing their own interests in the region, Russia, the Euro-
pean Union, and the United States can help stabilize the Yanu-
kovych presidency and Ukraine.

Russia considers Ukraine part of its sphere of influence and 
would prefer it to be a weak state rather than an independent, 
strong democracy. But although a weak Ukraine may be to authori-
tarian Russia’s benefit, a deeply dysfunctional Ukraine on the verge 
of popular revolution is not. For his part, Yanukovych has said that 
he wants Ukraine to serve as a bridge between Russia and the West. 
But a bridge must be sturdy. With the gas and fleet deal, Yanu-
kovych has amply demonstrated his fealty to Russia and solidified 
his pro- Russian credentials with his base. The Kremlin should re-
turn the favor by encouraging Yanukovych to fire the controversial 
Tabachnyk to appease some of his critics in the rest of the 
country.

The West has an even greater role to play in nudging Yanu-
kovych in the right direction. The International Monetary Fund—
which gave Kiev an emergency loan at the start of the global 
economic crisis and will likely need to do so again—should insist 
on strict conditionality. It should not only demand that Yanukovych 
balance his budget but also pressure him to undertake significant 
structural economic reforms, including reducing taxation, simpli-
fying business registration procedures, raising the retirement age, 
and raising the cost of utilities.
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Europe should hold to the European Parliament’s February 
2010 resolution, which reaffirmed Ukraine’s strategic importance 
to the EU and stated that the country could apply for membership 
if it “adheres to the principles of liberty, democracy, respect for 
human rights and fundamental freedoms, and the rule of law.” As 
the European Parliament recommended, Europe should assist 
Ukraine in meeting these standards and should deepen ties be-
tween the two by working toward visa- free travel, better energy 
cooperation, and a free- trade zone. Yanukovych has affirmed that 
he is interested in further integration with the EU. Europe should 
take him at his word and offer Yanukovych the prospect of associate 
member status for Ukraine if he tackles some of the country’s po-
litical and economic problems.

Washington must remind Yanukovych that Ukraine—especially 
a democratic Ukraine—remains important to the United States, 
even as the Obama administration works to improve U.S. relations 
with Russia. Historically, the U.S.- Ukrainian relationship has atro-
phied when the United States has pursued closer ties with Russia 
and has grown stronger when U.S.- Russian relations were strained. 
But President Barack Obama should resist this pattern. Just as a 
stable Ukraine is in Russia’s interests, so, too, is a stable and demo-
cratic Ukraine in the United States’ interests. If Yanukovych pre-
cipitates a government collapse or state failure, Russia may be 
tempted to step in, disrupting the balance of power in eastern 
Europe.

If no popular revolution intervenes, Russia and the West will 
have to deal with Yanukovych and his “blue counterrevolution” for 
the next five years. Unfortunately, during that time, Yanukovych 
will probably grow increasingly ineffective and embattled, destabi-
lizing Ukraine. Yet it remains conceivable that Yanukovych could 
reverse course, democratize Ukraine, and enact genuine economic 
reform. But this is likely only if Russia and the West act soon to 
save Yanukovych from himself.∂
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Yanukovych’s Choice
An Association Agreement With  
the EU Will Transform Ukraine— 
And Its President

Alexander J. Motyl

Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych has a decision to 
make. On November 28– 29, Ukraine could sign an Associa-
tion Agreement with the EU that will expand their political 

and trade ties, security cooperation, and cultural connections. Suc-
cess or failure to sign the agreement will not only reshape Ukraine’s 
domestic political landscape; it could force Yanukovych, ever the au-
thoritarian in democrat’s clothing, to change too. If Ukraine doesn’t 
sign it, Yanukovych may have to fashion himself as an anti- Western 
autocrat with a political future bound to Russia. If it does, he just 
might reinvent himself as a pro- Western national democrat who 
saved his country by bringing it closer to the EU. Each strategy car-
ries risks, but only the second one promises stability.

The Association Agreement is, according to the EU, “a pioneer-
ing document” and “the first agreement based on political associa-
tion between the EU and any of the Eastern Partnership countries.” 
It focuses on core economic and political reforms while promoting 
“democracy and the rule of law, respect for human rights and fun-
damental freedoms, good governance, a market economy and sus-
tainable development,” as well as “enhanced cooperation in foreign 
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and security policy and energy.” It would create a Deep and Com-
prehensive Free Trade Area to open up markets and bring trade 
competition up to EU standards. If Yanukovych signs the agree-
ment at the Vilnius summit in late November, it then will have to 
be ratified by Ukraine’s rubber- stamp parliament and all EU- 
member state parliaments. But ratification will hinge on Germany, 
which is uneasy about integrating Ukraine at the cost of antagoniz-
ing Russia given its own dependence on Russian gas.

If the agreement is signed and ratified, Ukraine has much to 
look forward to as part of the most successful and most democratic 
economic and political association in the world. Over half of the 
electorate—the pro- Western, pro- Ukrainian, and anti- Soviet elec-
torate in the center, north, and west that regularly votes against 
Yanukovych—will rejoice at the agreement’s passage. But over a 
third, located in the uncompromisingly pro- Russian, pro- Soviet, 
and anti- Western regions of Ukraine’s south and east that have 
served as the die- hard base for both Yanukovych and his Party of 
Regions, will be outraged. Ukraine could suffer some short- term 
economic distress as European goods flood its markets, domestic 
production adjusts to the new economy, and unemployment likely 
increases. Punitive Russian trade restrictions imposed in October 
2012 to keep Ukraine from signing the agreement will remain in 
place. Any chance of lifting them will disappear due to Russian 
President Vladimir Putin’s anger at having lost Ukraine.

But if Ukraine does not sign the agreement, it will be thrown into 
a geopolitical no- man’s land between an indifferent EU (and NATO) 
and a Russia eager for Ukraine’s inclusion in the Moscow- led Cus-
toms Union, which consists of Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Russia. By 
joining the Customs Union, Ukraine could become a permanently 
underdeveloped supplier of raw materials and low- tech goods to 
Russia. That might go over well in Ukraine’s pro- Russian and anti- 
Western southeast. But it would incense the rest of the country, 
which is proudly nationalist, pro- Western, and deeply anti- Soviet 
and knows that Ukraine’s rejection of the West and the promises of 
greater economic integration would be catastrophic.
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Either scenario will put a wrench in Yanukovych’s attempt to 
win the presidency in 2015. In the elections of 2004 and 2010, his 
strategy was clear: draw on his base, attract disillusioned demo-
crats, and appeal to certain narrow constituencies and special inter-
ests such as the country’s wealthy oligarchs. And, if that didn’t 
work, falsify the results. In 2004, that strategy only half succeeded, 
which led to a degree of vote- rigging that sparked popular fury and 
the Orange Revolution. In 2010, as public disenchantment with the 
Orange governments of President Viktor Yushchenko and Prime 
Minister Yulia Tymoshenko deepened, Yanukovych didn’t look so 
bad after all. He applied that strategy and won what international 
observers called a free and fair election.

But that strategy won’t work in 2015. If the agreement is not 
signed, the pro- Western electorate will have more reason than 
ever to detest Yanukovych for failing to bring Ukraine closer to 
the EU. His anti- Western base, meanwhile, will have second 
thoughts about supporting a man who pushed for integration 
with Europe, rather than Russia. And rightly so. His supporters 
in Ukraine’s depressed southeast know that they have nothing to 
lose from integration with Russia. In contrast, Yanukovych and 
his closest allies, including most of Ukraine’s oligarchs, know that 
a closer association with Putin’s Russia would transform them 
into vassals of the Kremlin. They also know that their power and 
status would be safe within the EU and its rule of law. Many anti- 
Western Ukrainians could then drift toward the high- living 
Stalinist leader of Ukraine’s Communist Party, Petro Symonenko, 
who managed to garner 38 percent of the vote in the presidential 
elections of 1999.

Without the agreement, the only way for Yanukovych to keep 
the presidency is to court his own electorate by appealing to its 
authoritarian values, rig the elections, fully appropriate the auto-
cratic powers that his base admires, and rule with an iron fist. It 
probably wouldn’t be enough to win, however, since his regime 
lacks the coercive, ideological, charismatic, and material resources 
that make authoritarianism effective. The army is weak, the police 
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forces are untested, and his regime has no ideological appeal. Yanu-
kovych himself is generally perceived as comical or inept, a mirror 
of Ukraine’s economy, which is perpetually on the verge of default. 
Meanwhile, Yanukovych’s aggression would likely provoke massive 
civil disobedience from the country’s robust civil society organiza-
tions and violence from right- wing radicals.

Ukraine would be a very different—and far more stable—place 
if it signs the EU agreement. The people in Yanukovych’s base 
will abandon him: after all, the agreement contravenes everything 
they stand for. They’ll rush to the Communist Party, and the 
Party of Regions will be left to struggle as it tries to reconcile its 
anti- Western sympathies and authoritarian tendencies with 
Ukraine’s turn toward the rest of Europe. If Yanukovych hews 
too closely to his authoritarian past, however, he’ll be doomed 
politically. EU monitoring will guarantee that he’ll lose fair and 
free elections.

Yanukovych’s only path to re- election in this scenario is his own 
reinvention: abandon his anti- Western values, jettison the intransi-
gent elements within his southeastern base, and reach out to the 
Orange electorate. Civic and political mobilization is much lower 
in Ukraine’s southeast than in the rest of the country, which should 
keep the anger of the anti- Western base, and their ability to do 
anything about it, in check. Russia might threaten intervention in 
support of its Russian- speaking brethren in Ukraine, but that 
would probably just be rhetoric; it is unlikely to want to disrupt 
relations with the EU and the United States, especially in the af-
termath of the Sochi Olympics.

Transforming himself into a democrat would be easier for Ya-
nukovych with the charismatic Tymoshenko, currently in jail on 
political charges, out of the picture. Yanukovych could outflank 
his democratic opponents, including Arseniy Yatseniuk and Vitali 
Klitschko, who do not inspire much faith among voters, given 
what many consider their lack of principles and their penchant 
for corruption. Surveys show that Yatseniuk and Klitschko would 
beat Yanukovych in presidential elections, but mostly because 
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Yanukovych is so unattractive. He could address that problem by 
trying to change popular perceptions of his rule.

Yanukovych could court Orange voters by embracing the pro- 
European “civilizational choice” that the Association Agreement 
represents. Claiming to be more European than his democratic op-
ponents alone won’t do the trick. Yanukovych would have to make 
a few striking personnel changes, take some symbolic steps, and 
adopt several policy shifts in order to persuade voters that his Eu-
ropeanism is real.

For starters, he would have to replace the universally detested 
pro- Russian and pro- Soviet minister of education and science, 
Dmytro Tabachnik, with someone who has a less jaundiced view of 
Ukrainian language, history, culture, and identity. Vyacheslav 
Bryukhovetsky, the former president of Ukraine’s most Western- 
oriented university, the elite Kyiv- Mohyla Academy, comes to 
mind. Yanukovych would also have to sack the current, ineffective 
prime minister, Mykola Azarov, and replace him with a moderate 
technocrat with relatively clean hands, perhaps the multimillion-
aire confectionary magnate Petro Poroshenko, known as the choco-
late king. Or, if Yanukovych really wanted to push the envelope, he 
could turn to Yatseniuk or Klitschko. The head of the Security Ser-
vice of Ukraine, Oleksandr Yakymenko, who spent most of his ca-
reer in the Russian armed forces and is too closely associated with 
Yanukovych, would have to go, as a sign of changing times.

To show Ukrainians that he’s turning a new leaf, Yanukovych 
should vacate his palatial (and dubiously acquired) residence out-
side of Kiev and donate it to the people as a conference center, 
think tank, foundation, or museum. He could consider moving 
into an apartment downtown in walking distance of his office, 
abandoning the traffic- inducing motorcades that rile city resi-
dents. Reining in his older son Oleksandr’s excesses in the bank-
ing world and even encouraging him to go back to dentistry 
would also impress voters.

Yanukovych would also have to adopt new policies. To cut back 
on red tape and corruption, he could fire a good portion of the 
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do- nothing state bureaucracy and raise the salaries of the remain-
ing officials. To encourage healthy economic competition and 
wealth distribution, he could introduce a raft of policies that pro-
mote small and medium business and ensure that tenders are actu-
ally competitive. Promoting Ukrainian language and culture on the 
one hand while guaranteeing the linguistic and cultural rights of 
Ukraine’s ethnic minorities on the other would also underscore his 
serious commitment to supporting cultural diversity.

None of these measures is too difficult to pursue for an autocrat- 
president who currently has all the powers he needs to twist arms, 
distribute incentives, and implement his policy preferences— 
especially with European support. Still, for Yanukovych, it comes 
down to a choice. He could transform himself from the president 
of a minority of Ukraine to the president of most of Ukraine, from 
an authoritarian detested by most Ukrainians to a democratic 
leader of all the people, from a source of European embarrassment 
to a showcase of EU effectiveness. With his political survival on 
the line, Yanukovych just might make the leap and change. After 
all, the ultimate survivor in Ukraine’s untamed political world al-
ready overcame his criminal convictions as a teenager and the dis-
grace of the Orange Revolution to become president.∂
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Yanukovych Must Go
Ukrainians Will Protest as Long  
as His Corrupt Regime Exists

Alexander J. Motyl

For the second time in nine years, anti- regime protesters 
have filled the streets of Ukraine. But now, the stakes for 
the European Union and the United States have risen. 

Ukraine’s latest political upheaval, which pro- European protest-
ers have dubbed the Euro- Revolution, began in late November 
when President Viktor Yanukovych rejected a long- awaited agree-
ment to boost political and trade ties with the EU. Demonstra-
tions exploded after riot police brutally attacked protesters 
camped out in Independence Square, the site of the 2004 Orange 
Revolution, on November 30. Within a week, mass protests de-
manding Yanukovych’s resignation spread across the country. 
Several hundred thousand marched in Kiev, while mostly young 
activists set up barricades around government buildings and 
knocked down a statue of Lenin.

Mykola Azarov, Ukraine’s prime minister, called the peaceful 
demonstrators in Kiev “Nazis” and compared the statue’s top-
pling to the Taliban’s destruction of the giant Buddhas of Bami-
yan in Afghanistan in 2001. European Commission President 
José Manuel Barroso, meanwhile, praised the “young people in 
Ukraine’s streets” for “writing a new history of Europe.” The 
demonstrators’ slogan (“Ukraine is Europe!”) signifies much 
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more than a desire to join the EU. For them, as for most Ukrai-
nians, Europe is a symbol of democracy, national dignity, human 
rights, and freedom—everything they believe, correctly, the Ya-
nukovych regime opposes.

Although much of the world has focused on the demonstrations 
in Kiev, anti- regime discontent is hardly limited to the capital. Op-
position channels, Web sites, and social media have broadcast con-
tinuously from Independence Square or the Euromaidan 
(“Eurosquare” in Ukrainian), providing accurate information and 
countering the slanted reporting of regime- controlled and Russian 
sources. Several journalists have even resigned from Ukraine’s 
First National TV station in protest. Up to 50,000 Ukrainians have 
marched repeatedly in Lviv, where the elite Berkut police units 
pointedly refused to intervene. In the west, the Europe- leaning 
officials who run the Ivano- Frankivsk, Lviv, Ternopil, and Volyn 
provinces have effectively escaped the regime’s control.

Demonstrations have even erupted in the country’s south and 
east, long the home of Yanukovych’s traditional support base. Sens-
ing danger, his ruling Party of Regions has called emergency ses-
sions in two formerly quiescent eastern cities, Kharkiv and Luhansk, 
in order to nip homegrown anti- regime sentiments in the bud. In 
Donetsk, Yanukovych’s stronghold, the authorities had to cancel a 
pro- regime demonstration when it became clear that the turnout 
would be embarrassingly small. In Yenakievo, Yanukovych’s home-
town, the mayor assured nervous regime supporters that “Big 
Daddy”—Yanukovych—“will never betray his children.”

Since it lost the battle for hearts and minds very early, a desper-
ate regime bared its teeth. In the early hours of December 11, Ber-
kut units assaulted the Euromaidan, but protestors held their 
positions and the police retreated after daybreak. As opposition 
leaders called on Ukrainians to march on Independence Square, 
Assistant Secretary of State Victoria Nuland handed out food to 
protesters, after Catherine Ashton, the European Union’s foreign 
policy chief, visited the square. In a statement, Secretary of State 
John Kerry expressed “disgust” with the Ukrainian authorities’ use 
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of “riot police, bulldozers, and batons” against peaceful protesters. 
“This response is neither acceptable nor does it befit a democracy.” 
Yanukovych proved, yet again, that he only speaks the language of 
force and cannot be trusted.

Even if the regime eventually disperses the Euromaidan pro-
testers, the crisis is far from over. Mass demonstrations will likely 
continue; protesters can encamp in another square in Kiev. The 
Yanukovych regime will remain weak and popular opposition will 
remain strong. Lacking legitimacy and economic resources, the re-
gime will rest on force and be viewed as an occupying power. And 
occupation always provokes resistance. The pro- European protest-
ers know something that Yanukovych and his cronies still cannot 
comprehend: that Ukraine’s only path to stability and prosperity is 
democracy.

THE MESSAGE FROM THE MAIDAN
Although Yanukovych’s decision to spurn the Association Agree-
ment with the EU sparked the Euro- Revolution, its underlying 
causes run much deeper. In his three years in office, Yanukovych 
has created a dysfunctional system of sultanistic rule, concentrat-
ing power in his less- than- able hands and turning the government 
and parliament into rubber- stamp institutions. He has eviscerated 
the courts, joined forces with Ukraine’s richest oligarch, Rinat 
Akhmetov, and used his Party of Regions as a vehicle for self- 
enrichment. The result is an ineffective, incompetent, and corrupt 
government apparatus that systematically ignores popular needs 
and violates human and civil rights.

Beyond that, the protests have also exposed three truths about 
Ukraine. First, the emperor, Yanukovych, has no clothes and every-
body inside and outside Ukraine now knows it. It is no longer pos-
sible to claim, as many observers have for years, that his regime is 
benign and that he has a democratic mandate. Quite the contrary, 
he has lost all legitimacy. Second, Ukrainians are not, as was fre-
quently asserted in the last few years, apathetic and indifferent to 
their fate, to democracy, and to freedom. They want to run their 
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lives without Yanukovych’s paternalistic interference in a way that 
accords with what Europe represents. Third, Ukrainians will not 
submit to the predations of an authoritarian regime. They rebelled 
in the late 1980s against Soviet rule. They rebelled in 2000– 2001 
against the authoritarianism of President Leonid Kuchma. They 
rebelled in the 2004 Orange Revolution against Yanukovych’s falsi-
fication of presidential elections. And they rebelled in the 2013 
Euro- Revolution against Yanukovych’s sultanism. They will con-
tinue to rebel as long as sultanism exists.

If the Yanukovych regime survives the current crisis intact but 
refuses to change its ways, Ukraine will be ungovernable: the re-
gime will continue to stagnate, the already slumping economy will 
go into freefall, Ukrainian civil society and the democratic opposi-
tion will grow stronger, and pro-  and anti- regime radicals will mo-
bilize. Another rebellion will be all but inevitable. And that will 
bring violence, especially if a desperate regime miscalculates and 
cracks down on civilians, provoking a counter- response.

Yanukovych has no future in such a Ukraine, with nothing posi-
tive to offer a population that knows that its poverty and degrada-
tion are the direct result of his malfeasance. Nor does he have the 
coercive resources to reestablish stability in a country the size of 
France by force. The army is decrepit, the internal troops untested, 
and the elite riot police number only several thousand. Even Rus-
sia cannot save him. Billions of dollars of credits and lower gas 
prices may reduce the budget deficit and keep gas prices down, but 
they will do nothing to address the sources of the current crisis. 
Yanukovych’s chances of winning the 2015 presidential elections 
fairly and freely are nil, and electoral falsification will produce an-
other popular uprising. Yanukovych is in no less of a crisis than the 
system he built.

The only stable solution to Ukraine’s state of permanent revolu-
tion is a democratic government. Only it would have the legitimacy 
and popular support to dismantle an authoritarian, crony system, 
take on corruption, embark on painful reforms, and turn Ukraine 
toward Europe and the world. Yanukovych still had a chance to 
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become a reformer before he rejected the EU agreement; he may 
not get it again. At some point it will be up to the democratic op-
position to try its hand. When that time comes, it will have to 
avoid the post- revolutionary Orange government’s mistakes—the 
failure to develop a clear reform agenda and lines of authority 
within the new government—and follow, instead, the path of post- 
Communist reformers in Estonia, Lithuania, and Poland who 
quickly adopted painful economic reforms, streamlined their gov-
ernment bureaucracies, and willingly borrowed ideas and person-
nel from the West. When Ukrainian democrats extend a hand to 
the West, the European Union and the United States would do 
well to reciprocate.

AS UKRAINE GOES
Ukraine’s descent into instability might not matter if it were a tiny 
country tucked away in some corner of Eurasia. But today, as much 
as at independence in 1991, Ukraine matters precisely because it is 
a pivotal state, populated by 45 million people, that borders both 
Europe and Russia. Ukraine’s independence is, as former National 
Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski has repeatedly argued, a 
guarantee of Russia’s non- imperial future and Europe’s security. 
An unstable Ukraine could produce instability next door, in Hun-
gary, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and the Baltic states. In contrast, 
a stable, democratic, and prosperous Ukraine will reinforce stabil-
ity in both Europe and Russia, two key U.S. interests.

None of this is new. Ukrainian and Western analysts have well 
understood Ukraine’s potential role in the region since 1991, but 
few policymakers listened. After the Orange Revolution in 2004, 
President Viktor Yushchenko’s government hoped for a quick rap-
prochement with the EU, but Brussels stayed silent. Germany, the 
EU’s power holder, was loath to disturb relations with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin (Chancellor Gerhard Schröder even 
called Putin a “true democrat” at the height of the Orange Revolu-
tion). But with the Orange government’s descent into perpetual 
squabbling, the EU finally appreciated its strategic interest in the 
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countries of the former Soviet Union and developed the Eastern 
Partnership, which was supposed to culminate in the Association 
Agreement. This time Kiev, responding to Putin’s sticks and car-
rots, turned its back on Europe and ignited the Euro- Revolution.

Although a weak, unstable, stagnant, and authoritarian Ukraine 
cannot be in the interest of a democratic Russian state, it suits Pu-
tin just fine. Having amassed vast powers, Putin needs to bring 
former Soviet territories under Moscow’s umbrella to bolster his 
legitimacy at home and project newfound Russian strength abroad. 
The strategy has been heavy- handed. Putin’s adviser Sergei Gla-
zyev warned that borders could be revised in case Moldova and 
Ukraine signed the Association Agreement, spurning Russia. 
Equally aggressive are Putin’s pursuit of a Customs Union with 
Belarus and Kazakhstan (and, if it joins, Armenia) and his promo-
tion of a plan to create a Eurasian Union to supersede the mostly 
defunct Commonwealth of Independent States. Neither scheme 
makes much economic or political sense in a globalized world. But, 
in transforming their non- Russian member states into Russian ap-
pendages, both would serve Putin’s ideological interests. The very 
last thing Putin wants is a successful revolution in Ukraine that 
would energize and inspire Russia’s democratic opposition.

Massive human rights violations and the collapse of Ukraine’s 
democratic potential should trouble all Europeans and Americans. 
An economic basket case on the EU’s eastern border will produce 
huge numbers of labor migrants and refugees. An ungovernable 
Ukraine will not be a reliable transit country for the large amounts 
of natural gas that flow from Russia to Europe. A stagnant authori-
tarian regime that generates periodic mass uprisings could at some 
point provoke a civil war or, not inconceivably, result in state fail-
ure. Permanent instability may even tempt Putin to consider mili-
tary intervention along the lines of Georgia, unleashing a wider 
conflagration.

Asked how they think the West can support their democratic 
aspirations right now, most Ukrainians say that Europe and the 
United States should squarely tell Yanukovych that a violent 



Alexander J. Motyl

58 f o r e i g n  a f fa i r s

crackdown and a refusal to negotiate would have two immediate 
consequences. First, the West will take advantage of the Magnitsky 
Act, the 2012 U.S. law that bars Russian officials from traveling to 
the United States and accessing their U.S. bank accounts, and im-
pose travel bans on top Ukrainian officials and their families. At 
the same time, visa restrictions could be loosened on ordinary 
Ukrainians. Second, Europe and the United States will freeze the 
billions of dollars of illegally acquired assets held by Yanukovych’s 
inner circle and their cronies in the West.

Ukrainians understand that these measures will not dismantle 
Yanukovych’s broken system: that is their job. But such measures 
would send a powerful signal to Ukraine’s democratic forces and 
provide the regime with incentives to lessen its exploitation of the 
population and its repression of the opposition, take round- table 
negotiations seriously, and perhaps even agree to new elections or 
a coalition government. Should the regime come to its senses, 
Ukrainians hope that Europe will leave the door open to an Asso-
ciation Agreement. Should the regime collapse, Ukrainians know 
that continued Western support of Ukrainian democracy will be 
critical to its survival. Above all, the United States and Europe will 
have to appreciate that their own interests require denying Putin 
his neo- imperial hopes for a weak Ukraine.

But even with their vital interests at stake in Ukraine, it remains 
to be seen whether Washington and Brussels understand that if 
they do too little to support Ukrainians in the streets now they will 
have to deal with far more instability later. U.S. and European of-
ficials have told Yanukovych to refrain from violence. Most Ukrai-
nians would argue that, however positive, such vague admonitions 
without a clearly stated “or else” will have no impact on a brutal 
regime concerned only with power and self- enrichment.∂
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Is There One Ukraine?
The Problem With  
Ukrainian Nationalism

Orlando Figes

Images of toppled statues notwithstanding, “revolution” has never 
been the right word to describe recent events in Kiev. Ukraine, 
after all, has been here before. At the heart of the country’s pres-

ent struggle is its resistance to any “strategic partnership” with Rus-
sia and its understanding of Europe as a potential economic and 
political savior from corrupt government. But the tensions between 
East and West—both psychological and geographic—are deeply 
rooted in Ukraine’s national identity. Those Ukrainians most con-
cerned about their country’s future would do well to recognize that 
identity’s inherent fragility. The original generation of Ukrainian 
nationalists suffered precisely for their failure to do so.

Prior to the twentieth century, there were no “Ukrainians” to 
speak of—at least not in an official sense. Tsarist Russia built its 
national identity on the idea of Slavic unity, of which Ukraine was 
a fundamental and inseparable part. Russia still traces its Orthodox 
inheritance to Kievan Rus, the loose confederation of Slavic prin-
cipalities that fell to the Mongols in the thirteenth century. Domi-
nated by the Lithuanians and the Poles from the fourteenth to the 
sixteenth centuries, and overrun by Cossacks in the seventeenth, 
most of the area was integrated into the emerging Russian Empire 
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after 30 years of fighting among Russia, Poland, Turks and Cos-
sacks for control of its fertile lands. But the region to the west of 
the Dnieper River (which runs through Kiev) remained with the 
Poles. Upon Poland’s partition in the final decades of the eigh-
teenth century, these western lands (where Catholicism had gained 
some foothold) were divided between Russia and Austria.

The western population under Austrian rule was labeled “Ru-
thenian” (dog Latin for “Russian”); in the central and eastern lands, 
the population was categorized as “Little Russian” by the tsarist 
state (which had made it illegal to print the word “Ukraine”). In 
many of the territory’s remote rural areas, there was so much eth-
nic intermingling that it was difficult for anything more than a lo-
calized form of identity to take root in the popular consciousness. 
“Were one to ask the average peasant in the Ukraine his national-
ity,” observed a British diplomat in 1918, “he would answer that he 
is Greek Orthodox; if pressed to say whether he is a Great Russian, 
a Pole, or a Ukrainian, he would probably reply that he is a peasant; 
and if one insisted on knowing what language he spoke, he would 
say that he talked ‘the local tongue.’”

The country we now call Ukraine was a creation of World War 
I—which destroyed the Russian and Austrian empires—but its 
people were not called Ukrainians until independence had been 
won. Internally divided by language and religion throughout the 
nineteenth century, Ukraine was less a nation than an expression of 
the geopolitical divisions that erupted in World War I. A Ukrai-
nian nationalist movement did begin to emerge before the war, but 
it was confined to the urban literate classes seeking to promote 
their own Ukrainian language in schools and public life through 
native- language newspapers and books.

The nationalists eventually built up a mass following by com-
bining calls for land reform with demands for native- language and 
civil rights, enabling the Ukrainians to gain full access to schools, 
courts, and political representation. But this national revolution, 
which burst onto the scene in 1917, proved impossible to sustain in 
the face of Russian resistance. The movement soon came to depend 
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on assistance from foreign powers, including Germany and Aus-
tria, that were keen to help the nationalists attain Ukraine’s inde-
pendence in order to control this weak new state and use it in the 
war against Russia.

Ukraine won its independence from Soviet Russia thanks to Ger-
many’s defeat of Soviet Russia and the Treaty of Brest- Litovsk. But 
this was an impoverished form of independence, as it depended 
heavily on German protection and had a pro- German puppet state 
that allowed the kaiser’s armies to help themselves to its rich food 
stocks. After the withdrawal of German forces at the end of the war, 
the country was overrun by Polish forces, the Western- backed White 
armies, anarchist peasant groups, and the Red Army. Ukraine’s na-
tionalists had the weakest hold on the country of them all.

In 1921, the Bolsheviks emerged victorious from the Russian 
civil war, and Ukraine was forced back into the fold. With the 
Soviet- Polish Treaty of Riga, Ukraine lost its independence and 
found itself partitioned between Soviet Russia and Poland. And 
having sided with the Germans and the Poles against the Soviets, 
the Ukrainians who remained in Soviet territory were singled out 
for punishment. Joseph Stalin in particular never forgave the 
Ukrainians for their independence movement during the civil war: 
No other Soviet republic suffered so severely from his policies, 
especially from forcible campaign of agricultural collectivization, 
which ended in the famine of the early 1930s, now recognized by 
the United Nations as an act of genocide in all but name against the 
Ukrainians.

The Ukraine that was later carved out of the Soviet Union in 
1991 was little more united or coherent as a nation than the one 
that had entered the U.S.S.R. as a Soviet socialist republic in 1922. 
Its boundaries with Russia and Belarus were in many places arbi-
trary and confusing. The Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev created 
a further complication when he transferred the Crimea from Rus-
sia to Ukraine in 1954. Packaged as a gift of “Soviet friendship” to 
his native Ukraine, where Khrushchev had presided over much of 
the terror in the 1930s, the transfer remains a thorn in Moscow’s 
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relations with Kiev because the Russian fleet continues to be har-
bored on this strategic Black Sea peninsula.

Above all, the country is divided between those who look to 
Europe for their values and ideals—mainly young Ukrainian speak-
ers in the west and central regions—and those older Russian speak-
ers in the industrial eastern regions and Crimea who prefer to 
retain the old connections with Russia. Consider a November 2013 
poll conducted by the Kiev International Institute of Sociology. It 
showed high levels of support in eastern Ukraine (64 percent) for 
a customs union between Ukraine and Russia, modest levels of 
support in central Ukraine (29 percent), and lower levels in the 
west (16 percent). Support for a referendum on whether the coun-
try ought to join the European Union followed the reverse pattern: 
66 percent in favor in the west, 43 percent in the center, and only 
18 percent in the east.

It would be difficult to argue that Ukraine’s future lies east. In 
the short and medium term, Ukrainians cannot afford to fall out 
with Russia, which controls their energy supplies, owns most of 
their debt, and has strong links with their industries. But in the 
longer term, Europe is the best hope the Ukrainians have for good 
governance and economic modernization—for the “normal” way of 
life that seems to be the guiding inspiration of the opposition on 
the streets. Russia can only offer nostalgia for the past, not the 
promise of a better future.

But Ukrainian nationalists would do well to remember that their 
European dream is just that—a dream. The European Union is 
undoubtedly sympathetic to Ukrainian demands for political re-
form, and that is certainly an important step: Ukraine has been 
badly served by corrupt politicians for far too long. But Brussels is 
unlikely to commit to the grander visions of some Ukrainians. 
There will be no visa- free travel for Ukrainians, let alone EU mem-
bership for Ukraine. Ukraine is too big and too poor for the Euro-
pean Union to absorb it. Those Ukrainians who are skeptical of 
Europe are not wrong to think that Europe mostly has its own in-
terests in mind when supporting the protesters in Kiev.
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Given how divided Ukraine is on these issues—and how incom-
patible Russia’s desires are with the European Union’s—Ukraine 
ought to consider applying a precedent from elsewhere in eastern 
Europe: deciding the country’s fate by referendum. The 1993 parti-
tion of Czechoslovakia, the so- called velvet divorce, was a mostly 
amicable division that was ratified, and thus legitimized, by the 
country’s own citizens. Ukrainian politicians could similarly allow 
the public to decide the basic course of the country’s foreign policy. 
It would be a messy process, and there would be many who argue 
reasonably that Ukrainian identity consists precisely in maintain-
ing some link with both East and West. But foreign policy by ref-
erendum would be preferable to the permanent division of Ukraine, 
which is looking increasingly like a possibility. And given Ukraine’s 
tragic twentieth- century history, it would certainly be preferable to 
a solution imposed by an outside power.∂
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Ukraine’s Big Three
Meet the Opposition Leaders  
at the Helm of Euromaidan

Annabelle Chapman

Over the last few days, Ukraine has seen the worst clashes 
since antigovernment protests began in November after 
Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych refused to sign an 

association agreement with the European Union. In the last two 
months, Yanukovych and his supporters have declined to make any 
concessions to the opposition, responding instead with riot police 
and, last week, a set of laws intended to severely curtail the pro-
tests. Talks between Yanukovych and the opposition, when they 
have taken place, have come to nothing. Now, with violence rising 
in Kiev’s Independence Square, known as the Maidan, Ukraine’s 
opposition leaders must decide what to do next.

Ukraine’s Euromaidan, as the demonstration is known, has three 
leaders but no hero. That is somewhat surprising for a country with 
such a long tradition of protest, including, most recently, the Or-
ange Revolution. In 2004, Viktor Yushchenko, who had previously 
been prime minister and whose face was permanently scarred from 
a dioxin poisoning, and Yulia Tymoshenko, who had previously 
been deputy prime minister, came to embody the hopes of millions 
of Ukrainians and successfully challenged the results of a massively 
fraudulent election. This time around, three opposition leaders 
have attempted to guide the protests: Vitali Klitschko, Oleh 
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Tyahnybok, and Arseniy Yatsenyuk, an unlikely trio of politicians 
who banded together after parliamentary elections in October 2012 
to create what they called a united opposition.

Klitschko is likely the most familiar of the three to readers in 
the West. This 42- year- old world- boxing champion has been widely 
profiled in the international press; I interviewed him in Kiev 
shortly before the protests began. In 2012, his party, UDAR (the 
Ukrainian Democratic Alliance for Reform, literally “punch”), 
made it into parliament with 14 percent of the vote on an anticor-
ruption platform. Klitschko spent years in Germany for his boxing 
career and speaks English and excellent German. He wants Ukrai-
nians to enjoy European living standards and has emerged as a 
leading proponent of closer relations with the European Union, 
which he believes will make Ukraine a wealthier and better- run 
place. He has already been tipped as a future president for Ukraine, 
although many Ukrainians worry about his lack of experience and 
weak oratory skills.

Tyahnybok, who hails from Lviv, is the leader of the national-
ist Svoboda (“Freedom”) party, whose stronghold is western 
Ukraine. The party finished recent parliamentary elections with 
ten percent of the overall vote. Svoboda has been particularly vis-
ible at the protests, although that reflects its own opportunism 
more than the views of most of the protesters. For example, Svo-
boda holds itself up as a champion of Ukrainian language and 
culture. All too often, though, that is accompanied by aggres-
sively nationalist and xenophobic rhetoric. (In the past, Tyahny-
bok has referred to the “Jewish- Russian mafia, which rules in 
Ukraine.”) Like the other opposition parties, Svoboda wants 
Ukraine to sign the Association Agreement with the European 
Union. But its more radical views fit uneasily with its supposedly 
pro- European stance and are a source of concern for many ob-
servers in Ukraine and abroad.

The third leader, Yatsenyuk, has been all but overlooked in the 
international media, although he is by far the most politically expe-
rienced of the three. At 39, he has already served as foreign 
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minister, finance minister, and speaker of Ukraine’s parliament. 
Yatsenyuk leads Tymoshenko’s Fatherland coalition in her absence; 
in the 2012 elections, the party came in second, after Yanukovych’s 
Party of Regions, with 26 percent of the vote. Fatherland won the 
support of the west and center of Ukraine, the areas that tradition-
ally back the Orange Revolution and are most hostile to Yanu-
kovych. Yatsenyuk lacks charisma and has failed to capture 
Ukrainians’ attention like Tymoshenko once did. But a number of 
Ukrainians have told me that he is the safest and most realistic 
candidate the opposition has on offer, as he is neither an inexperi-
enced sports celebrity nor a fiery nationalist.

So far, there has been enough room for all three men at the pro-
tests. Klitschko has been seen patrolling the barricades and tough- 
talking anyone who seems keen to provoke violence, sometimes 
accompanied by his younger brother, Wladimir (also a boxing 
champion). Tyahnybok has appeared on the stage in the Maidan 
with the other two leaders and has toned down his rhetoric. Mean-
while, Yatsenyuk has been calling for unity in the face of mounting 
pressure. The clashes of the last few days have highlighted the need 
for them to take a stand to curb the violence. A video of Klitschko 
published on Monday, in which he calls on all Ukrainians to come 
to Kiev to protect their future, is an attempt at leadership. But the 
protesters are expecting more.

To that end, the opposition has called for an early presidential 
election, but Yanukovych has ignored them. They will have to 
wait until the next one, in March 2015. Very early polls suggest 
that Klitschko has the best chance of winning against Yanukovych 
in a runoff (roughly 43 percent of respondents would vote for 
him, compared with Yanukovych’s 25 percent). But the all- 
important question of who will run remains unanswered. 
Klitschko wants the opposition to put forward a single candidate 
(presumably himself), whereas Yatsenyuk maintains that it should 
run multiple politicians. Running more than one candidate would 
split the opposition vote in the first round. But there is also an 
increasingly valid objection to Klitschko’s vision: One registered 
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opposition candidate makes it easier for the authorities to target 
and eliminate him.

In Yanukovych’s Ukraine, elimination is a real possibility. His 
biggest rival, Tymoshenko, is conveniently behind bars. In October 
2013, the Ukrainian parliament passed a law that prevents Klitschko, 
who has permanent resident status in Germany, from running for 
president. (He says he still will.) Yatsenyuk could be next: On De-
cember 8, the media reported that Ukraine’s security service, the 
SBU, has launched investigations against the opposition for  
“activities aimed at overthrowing the government”—in other 
words, a coup. The stories named no names, but the next day, po-
lice raided the Kiev headquarters of Yatsenyuk’s Fatherland. Fear-
ing it would be next, Klitschko’s UDAR evacuated its own offices 
that night. A set of laws that was pushed through parliament by 
Yanukovych’s supporters only adds to the sense of siege. One of the 
laws strips members of parliament of their parliamentary immu-
nity, which could open the door to further arrests.

If Klitschko and Yatsenyuk are pushed out of the game, Tyahny-
bok, the nationalist, would be the only realistic opposition candi-
date left. And that could be exactly what Yanukovych has in mind. 
Recent polls suggest that even Tyahnybok could win against Yanu-
kovych in a standoff. However, his candidacy would further polar-
ize the country between east and west, and put liberal Ukrainians 
in a sticky situation. Besides, the margin between Yanukovych and 
Tyahnybok is so small (less than two percentage points) that Yanu-
kovych could be tempted to try to steal the vote—and get away 
with it.

All the same, it seems like the opposition leaders increasingly 
see the 2015 election, not the protests, as the real opportunity for 
change. They will need to stay ahead of Yanukovych, who desper-
ately wants to be re- elected. They should draw on (but not take 
advantage of, as some activists claim) the civic initiatives that 
have blossomed since the Euromaidan protests began—of which 
Hromadske.tv, a civic news channel set up by some of Ukraine’s 
top journalists, is just one example.
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They will also need to contend with the gulf between them-
selves and the protesters. And this rift goes back to the first days of 
the pro- European demonstrations, when nonpartisan protesters 
gathered on the Maidan while the opposition parties stood on the 
nearby European Square. Many civic activists accused the opposi-
tion leaders of trying to usurp the protests for their own political 
gain and of having no strategy. “I wonder where the opposition 
leaders were when police attacked peaceful demonstrators?” one 
young woman said to me when riot police first cleared Indepen-
dence Square in November. This resentment was more evident 
than ever at the height of the clashes on January 19. “We no longer 
need a single candidate for president,” shouted an activist from the 
stage on the Maidan, a reference to the opposition’s lack of agree-
ment on who will run in 2015. “We need a leader!”

“Lenin fell because he was jealous: he triggered one revolution, 
and Yanukovych has triggered two,” Yatsenyuk said after the statue 
of Lenin in Kiev was toppled in early December. The next months 
will show who, if anyone, is capable of toppling Yanukovych—in a 
presidential election or otherwise. What happens after will deter-
mine whether Ukraine will go on to be a democracy. The hundreds 
of thousands of Ukrainians who have protested on Independence 
Square do not want another Yanukovych. Nor do they want an-
other Yushchenko—that would be the biggest betrayal of all.∂
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No One Wins  
in Ukraine
Letter From Kiev

Annabelle Chapman

On Saturday, Ukraine’s parliament voted to impeach Presi-
dent Viktor Yanukovych, perhaps bringing to an end to 
the months of protests that followed his November re-

fusal to sign an association agreement with the European Union. 
The events leading up to Saturday’s vote were frenzied: clashes 
earlier in the week had left over 100 people dead; on Friday, the 
European Union had brokered a controversial peace deal between 
Yanukovych and the opposition; and on Saturday, former Prime 
Minister Yulia Tymoshenko was released from prison and promptly 
flew from Kharkiv, a city in eastern Ukraine where she was being 
held, to the Maidan, Ukraine’s Independence Square. Her return, 
which could upset the fragile balance among the protest move-
ment’s three main opposition leaders, sparked concerns among 
protesters that this week marked the end of Yanukovych’s rule but 
not the start of something new.

Of all last week’s events, Yanukovych’s removal was perhaps the 
most surprising. The deal he signed with the three opposition lead-
ers and EU representatives on Friday had allowed him to stay in 
office until December, when early elections were to be held. Later 
that night, however, a commander of one of the protest movement’s 
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defense units sent Yanukovych an ultimatum from the stage in In-
dependence Square: resign, or face an armed surge. By early Satur-
day, there were unconfirmed reports that Yanukovych had, indeed, 
left office. Later that day, however, a mysterious television inter-
view surfaced on UBR, a Ukrainian business channel. In it, a worn- 
out looking Yanukovych called the week’s events a coup and vowed 
to fight on. “I don’t intend to leave the country,” he said, “I don’t 
intend to step down. I am the legally chosen president.” Even so, 
he was stopped that evening trying to leave Ukraine and then, 
somehow, vanished. His whereabouts remain unknown.

Yanukovych’s Party of Regions, which has a support base in pro- 
Russian eastern Ukraine, has been quick to drop him, blaming him 
for the unrest in Ukraine. In an official statement on Sunday, party 
officials lamented that “The million- member party effectively be-
come the hostage of one corrupt Family,” referring to Yanukovych’s 
innermost circle. And it seems that even Yanukovych’s onetime 
ally, Russian President Vladimir Putin, has given up on him, judg-
ing him to be incompetent. No one is sure what Russia’s next move 
will be; Russia’s ambassador to Ukraine was summoned back to 
Moscow late Sunday.

Now that Yanukovych is gone and his some of his closest allies 
have disappeared, the opposition must get to work on forming a 
new government. Parliament named Oleksandr Turchynov, the 
speaker of parliament (and, incidentally, a close Tymoshenko ally), 
as interim president and has given lawmakers until Tuesday to 
form a new unity government. Several politicians will likely be vy-
ing for a role.

The first is Tymoshenko. She was the heroine of the Orange 
Revolution of 2004, in which Ukrainians camped out on the 
Maidan to protest against a presidential election that they believed 
Yanukovych had stolen. In the years that followed, she became 
prime minister twice. She ran for president in 2010, but lost to 
Yanukovych by 3.5 percentage points. She was imprisoned in Oc-
tober 2011 on charges that were seen as politically motived. Indeed, 
her imprisonment is one reason that Brussels had put off signing 
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an association agreement with Kiev (until Ukraine’s government 
decided to drop the agreement itself in November).

Already, Tymoshenko appears eager to take charge. “This is 
your victory, because no politician, no diplomat, could do what you 
have done: you have removed this cancer from this country,” she 
proclaimed to an expectant crowd in the Maidan on Saturday eve-
ning. She has announced that she does not wish to be considered 
for the post of prime minister. As soon as she was released, she said 
that she would be running for president.

If she does, it will upset the fragile balance between the three op-
position leaders who have attempted to guide the protests in the 
Maidan: Vitali Klitschko, a 42- year- old world- boxing champion; Ar-
seniy Yatsenyuk, who led Tymoshenko’s Fatherland coalition in her 
absence; and Oleh Tyahnybok, the leader of the nationalist Svoboda 
(“Freedom”) party. The three were already divided over who would 
run in the next presidential election, which was originally supposed 
to take place in early 2015. If all three remain intent on running, they 
will now have to jockey for position against Tymoshenko as well. 
That—and the sudden removal of Yanukovych, a clear common op-
ponent—could cause their declared unity to crumble.

Tymoshenko’s return is particularly threatening to Yatsenyuk, 
although he called repeatedly for her release. His problem is that 
he lacks charisma. During the protests he often played second fid-
dle to the more outgoing Klitschko and Tyahnybok. There is no 
way he will be able to hold a candle to Tymoshenko, whose greater 
charm was on display in a video clip recorded just after she landed 
in Kiev on Saturday. In the clip, which has already been watched 
over 500,000 times on YouTube, a group of activists guarding the 
airport is seen asking her to remember who carried out the revolu-
tion and not to squander the people’s hopes. “I want you to know 
that that’s the most important thing for me,” she reassures them 
with a smile. Seconds before, in the same video clip, Yatsenyuk is 
seen struggling to respond to queries about his perceived privi-
leges, in this case a motorcade. “You’re not in power yet and you’re 
already behaving like this,” one of the men mutters.
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Tymoshenko’s return might also spell trouble for Klitschko, 
who, according to early polls, had the best chance of the three pro-
test leaders of beating Yanukovych. Unlike Tymoshenko, he is a 
fresh face with no previous political history; he began his career as 
a member of Kiev city council in 2006 and was elected to parlia-
ment in 2012, but hasn’t sat in government. However, his lack of 
experience could also be seen as a weakness. On Friday night, he 
had a tough time explaining to protesters why he had signed the 
deal with Yanukovych. On the stage in the Maidan, one protester 
said it was a disgrace that the leaders had shaken Yanukovych’s 
hand. Shortly after, Klitschko apologized to the crowd and asked 
for forgiveness. In remarks on Sunday, he suggested that he still 
wants to run for president.

It is also unclear whether Tymoshenko’s return leaves any space 
for Tyahnybok, the nationalist leader whose politics always made 
him an uneasy fit on the Maidan, but who nevertheless rose to be-
come one of the three main opposition leaders, alongside Klitschko 
and Yatsenyuk.

But it isn’t time to dismiss the three revolutionaries quite yet. 
After all, the broader reaction to Tymoshenko’s release has been 
mixed. For many on the Maidan, her release from prison is one 
thing, but her return to politics is quite another. Some Ukrainians 
believe that she already had her chance when she became prime 
minister in 2005 after the Orange Revolution and again in 2007– 
2010, noting that she did little to reform the country or to bring it 
closer to the European Union. Indeed, her administration was 
marked by infighting among the Orange Revolution forces, some-
thing many would rather not repeat. Still, other Ukrainians think 
that she would make the best leader, at least compared to the other 
less experienced or less charismatic candidates.

For now, it is impossible to say that one position is in the major-
ity. And that points to an interesting fact of the Euromaidan: the 
protesters have not been standing outside for three winter months 
for the sake of one of the opposition leaders—and that includes 
Tymoshenko. They have been protesting for fundamental change 
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in the system—for rule of law, closer relations with the European 
Union, and an end to corruption. They succeeded in ousting Yanu-
kovych, and they sense that Tymoshenko also belongs to his era. 
There was something almost anachronistic about her appearance in 
the Maidan on Saturday. Many in Ukraine no longer want populist 
leaders like her, who pledge to look after them; they want leaders 
who will introduce accountability, respect the rule of law, and fight 
against corruption.

As Ukrainians mourn those who died last week, they will re-
sent—more than ever—what they see as careerist attempts by 
politicians to take advantage of the situation. That is why, even 
after Yanukovych’s departure, some of the protesters are still out 
in the streets. Klitschko, for one, has called protesters to stay 
there until the reforms begin. They could be in for more long 
months to come.∂
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Ukraine’s Crisis  
of Legitimacy
How the New Government  
in Kiev Can Save Itself

Keith Darden

It’s been a turbulent few months in Ukraine. What began at a 
summit in Vilnius in November as part of the EU’s ongoing 
effort to create a Europe “whole and free” now looks increas-

ingly like it could result in a Ukraine that is not whole and perhaps 
not free. As Ukraine has moved from peaceful demonstrations to 
lethal battles between police and protesters, and from President 
Victor Yanukovych’s ouster to Russia’s seizure of the Crimean pen-
insula, Ukrainians and outside observers alike talk openly of the 
country’s collapse or descent into civil war.

Back in November, it all seemed so simple, or so the story goes. 
Many observers argued that the offer of the Association Agree-
ment with the EU, which would boost Ukraine’s economic and cul-
tural ties with Europe, presented the country with a simple choice: 
the path of modernization, liberalization, the rule of law, and 
greater integration with the West; or the course of authoritarian-
ism, cronyism, stagnation, and integration with Russia. After sig-
naling for months that he would sign the agreement, Yanukovych 
rejected it. Many thought the gambit could never work, and the 
crowds that gathered on the Maidan seemed to prove them right. 
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The mass protests, according to most media coverage and com-
mentary, were a sign that Ukrainians, like the Polish and Baltic 
peoples before them, want the prosperity and predictability that 
would flow from EU accession.

There is both truth and falsehood in this narrative. For 20 years, 
Ukraine has done little more than tiptoe toward Europe and a lib-
eral economic model. It is certainly true that Ukrainians are not 
happy with the result. Elections have been relatively free and com-
petitive, but few other elements of liberalism have followed. Across 
Ukraine, people express deep dissatisfaction with the corruption 
and lawlessness that has marked their post- Soviet history. They 
want security, an end to the abuse of power, a legitimate demo-
cratic process, and above all the prosperity that comes from the 
rule of law. To the extent that these are the values that constitute 
Europe, Ukrainians want to be part of Europe.

But the idea of Europe and the reality of integration into the 
European Union are not the same thing. When pollsters from the 
Kiev International Institute of Sociology, in November, asked 
Ukrainians whether they wanted their country to join the EU, just 
39 percent said yes (37 percent favored the Russian- led Customs 
Union). If pollsters had asked whether they supported the govern-
ment scaling back energy subsidies, laying off workers, and reduc-
ing services in order to cut its budget deficit, the number might 
have fallen into the single digits. But EU integration would, in-
deed, force Ukraine to make such reforms to move its economy 
closer to European standards. And joining Europe requires far 
more than just economic reform.

And therein lies the rub. Although geographically proximate, 
Ukraine is still institutionally distant from Europe. No Ukrainian 
government to date has shown genuine willingness to close that 
gap, and citizens have long been divided on whether they ought to 
try. Despite what opposition leaders say, there are few signs that 
Ukraine’s new interim government, led by new Prime Minister Ar-
seniy Yatsenyuk, will be much different. Some of its first steps are 
even oddly redolent of the country’s recent past.
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In the four years that Yanukovych was in power, he used his con-
trol of the courts and the parliament to selectively prosecute his en-
emies, expropriate business rivals, change the constitution to his 
liking, and accumulate wealth and power (and a number of gaudy 
houses). In its first days in power, the new government has installed 
its own loyalists in the prosecutor’s office, the police, and the courts; 
impeached Yanukovych without using constitutionally mandated 
procedures; freed its political friends and issued arrest warrants 
against its enemies; and turned a blind eye as armed militias bran-
dished their Kalashnikovs in government offices and invaded the 
homes and offices of political rivals. Despite the new government’s 
revolutionary rhetoric, a revolution that just replaces old faces with 
new faces is no revolution at all. It is only when the old, patrimonial, 
and politicized institutions are replaced with new ones that Ukraine 
will truly find a place in Europe.

The prospects for democracy are uncertain. There was a mo-
ment of hope for a stable transition to more democratic govern-
ment late last month. After protests turned violent in Kiev and 
over 70 people were killed (most by government snipers), Yanu-
kovych and the opposition signed what amounted to a power- 
sharing agreement, brokered by the foreign ministers of France, 
Germany, and Poland, to return to the 2004 constitution (with 
a weaker presidency and stronger parliament). Constitutional 
revisions, the disarmament of the militant groups, and early 
presidential elections would follow. But militant protesters in 
Kiev’s Maidan quickly torpedoed the deal. Although Ukraine 
has returned, nominally, to the 2004 constitution, little else has 
gone as planned. All of the newly appointed ministers in the 
opposition’s new government are from familiar opposition par-
ties or from the Maidan: if power is being shared, there is no 
evidence of it yet.

There is no question that Yanukovych’s departure is an opportu-
nity. He was not the only patrimonial politician in Ukraine, but he 
was the most important one. With his avarice, repression, and ten-
dency to overreach whenever he felt he had the upper hand, 
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Yanukovych created the conditions of his own downfall. If Ukraine 
was to find a place in Europe, he needed to go.

But Yanukovych needed to go via a legitimate election. His re-
moval from office upset the country’s delicate internal politics and 
opened the door to Russian intervention. Yanukovych’s exit and the 
partial collapse of his Party of Regions, which represented a sig-
nificant portion of the south and east of the country, left key pro- 
Russian constituencies unrepresented at a critical time. The new 
government exploited the situation by quickly abolishing a law al-
lowing the country’s regions to make Russian a second official 
language.

The Russian military has now stepped into the breach, invading 
Ukrainian territory under the pretext of restoring constitutional 
order and protecting the rights of Ukraine’s Russian- speaking citi-
zens. The citizens of southern and eastern Ukraine deserve to have 
their interests better represented in the new government, but the 
Russian military is not the representation they needed. Indeed, if 
President Vladimir Putin were truly concerned with the rights of 
ethnic Russians, he didn’t need to invade Crimea—there are  
143 million Russians at home waiting to be liberated from his own 
authoritarian rule.

Imposing economic sanctions on Russia is an appropriate and 
necessary response. But the surest way out of Russia’s efforts to 
divide the country is to restore legitimacy to the government in 
Kiev through both presidential and parliamentary elections. Noth-
ing is more important to Ukraine’s European future.

But elections will not be easy now that Russian troops are on 
Ukrainian soil. Even before Russia’s move, tensions were high as 
the new government showed no willingness to rein in the most 
militant factions on the Maidan or to crack down on vigilante ef-
forts against the old regime. Pravy Sektor, a coalition of far- right 
militants, has already declared its own ban on the Party of Regions 
and the Communist Party and called on its members and nonmem-
bers alike to attack both groups. Last week, the government re-
warded Dmytro Yarosh, the leader of Pravy Sektor, with a 
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high- ranking security post; the Ministry of Internal Affairs an-
nounced official collaboration with nationalist paramilitary groups 
and is allowing them to continue to operate on Ukrainian soil. In 
Crimea, elections would be held under Russian occupation.

Fortunately, Russia has an incentive for Crimea to recognize 
Ukrainian sovereignty and take part in Ukrainian elections: for two 
decades, Crimean voters have provided crucial electoral support 
for pro- Russian parties and presidential candidates. Without 
Crimea, Yanukovych could never have won office in the first place. 
If Crimea leaves Ukraine, Ukraine will move further from Russia.

The EU and the United States, for their own part, must also get 
Kiev to clean up its act. If there is a silver lining to the crisis, it is 
that the new government needs outside help, especially financial 
aid, to survive. Western governments should use assistance as le-
verage to constrain extreme actions and ensure fair elections that 
bring to power a legitimate president and a representative parlia-
ment, regardless of geopolitical loyalties. That scenario, which 
might just keep Ukraine whole and free, would benefit the EU, the 
United States, and Russia together. It is the only truly European 
course. If this contest does not take place in the voting booth but 
in the streets across the country, from Kiev to the Crimea, there 
will be nothing European about it.∂



 March 3, 2014 79

Russian Revisionism
Putin’s Plan for Overturning  
the European Order

Ivan Krastev

Russia’s willingness to violate Ukraine’s territorial sover-
eignty is the gravest challenge to the European order in 
over half a century. The conflict pits a vast nuclear power 

against a state equal in size to France, an autocratic regime against 
a revolutionary government. The Russian intervention in Ukraine 
raises questions about the security guarantees that the West made 
to Ukraine after the country gave up its nuclear weapons in 1994, 
and it flies in the face of many Europeans’ belief that, in recent 
years, a continental war has become all but impossible. The end 
result may be the emergence of a third Russian empire or a failed 
Ukrainian state at the center of Europe.

Russia’s aggression in Ukraine should not be understood as an 
opportunistic power grab. Rather, it is an attempt to politically, 
culturally, and militarily resist the West. Russia resorted to mili-
tary force because it wanted to signal a game change, not because it 
had no other options. Indeed, it had plenty of other ways to put 
pressure on Kiev, including through the Russian Black Sea fleet in 
Sevastopol, the Ukrainian city in which the force is based; playing 
with gas prices; demanding that Ukraine start paying off its gov-
ernment debt to Russia; and drumming up anti- Ukrainian senti-
ment among Ukraine’s sizeable Russian population. Further, senior 
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American figures had already noted that the Ukrainian crisis could 
not be solved without Russia, and European leaders had expressed 
their unhappiness about a new (and unfortunate) law that Ukraine’s 
transitional government passed soon after it was formed, which 
degraded the status of the Russian language. In other words, re-
sorting to force was unnecessary.

It was also dangerous: Ukraine is a big country, and its public, 
still in a revolutionary mood, is primed to fight for a patriotic 
cause. Moscow’s intervention will provoke strong anti- Russian 
sentiments in Ukraine and will perhaps bring what’s left of the 
country closer to the EU and NATO. Military intervention in 
Ukraine also risks unleashing a real humanitarian crisis within 
Russia. According to Russian sources, nearly 700,000 Ukrainians 
have fled to Russia over the last two months. Around 143,000 of 
them have asked for asylum. A war in Ukraine could triple these 
numbers. Finally, it is easy to foresee that Moscow’s use of force 
will increase Russia’s political isolation. It has already resulted in 
some economic and political sanctions, which could be a knockout 
punch to Russia’s stagnating economy. By some estimates, the di-
rect costs to Russia of a war in Ukraine could reach over three 
percent of Russian GDP (over $60 billion).

Yet Putin decided to throw caution to the wind. Anger is one 
of his reasons for doing so. Putin was defeated twice in Ukraine: 
first during the 2004 Orange revolution, which brought to power 
a pro- Western coalition led by Yulia Tymoshenko, and second 
during the recent protests, which booted President ViKtor Yanu-
kovych, a pro- Russian politician, out of office. Moscow had bet 
on Yanukovych and had tried to hold him hostage to its own in-
terests. For example, it pressed him to refuse to sign an Associa-
tion Agreement with the EU (his failure to sign was what first 
sparked the protests in Ukraine) and loaned Ukraine nearly  
$15 billion, thus making the country dependent on Russia. But it 
was really Putin who became hostage to the increasingly unpopu-
lar Yanukovych and his hapless cronies. When Yanukovych lost 
power, Putin suddenly and unexpectedly lost his strategic 
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partner. Putin’s escalation, at least in part, is an attempt to cover 
up the failures of his Ukraine policy.

For now, Moscow wants to topple the new regime in Kiev, which 
it views as being made up of radicals who won’t survive more than 
several weeks in power. By pressuring the regime with an invasion 
and by heightening the fears of the Russian speakers in Ukraine’s 
south and the east, Putin will likely get what he wants. His strate-
gic goal is not to cut off Crimea, as recent events might suggest, 
but to bring about a constitutional crisis that will remake Ukraine 
into a confederate state with a very weak center, the eastern part of 
which will be more integrated with Russia and the western part 
closer to Poland and the EU. Realizing that he has lost Kiev, in 
short, Putin seems to want to move Ukraine’s center of power 
elsewhere.

The worst part of all this is that Putin knows that he can likely 
get away with it. “What can we do?” asked Fiona Hill, a Brookings 
Institution scholar who was a top U.S. intelligence officer on Rus-
sia during the Georgia war, in a recent interview with The New York 
Times. “We’ll talk about sanctions. We’ll talk about red lines. We’ll 
basically drive ourselves into a frenzy. And he’ll stand back and just 
watch it. He just knows that none of the rest of us want a war.”

But maybe the rest of us should. The Putin of 2014 is not the 
Putin of 2004, or even the Putin of 2008. He is no longer simply 
the ruthless operator who is interested in power and money, the 
one who dreams of getting Russia back on the global stage. He is 
interested in ideas. He presents his advisers with the writings of 
Ivan Ilyn, the Russian philosopher and ideologue of the Russian 
All- Military Union. He personally directs the writing of history 
textbooks. In the last few years, and particularly after the explosion 
of protests in Moscow in the winter of 2011– 12, Putin has come to 
view himself as a last bastion of order and traditional values. He is 
convinced that liberalism is contagious and that Western mores 
and institutions present a real danger to Russian society and the 
Russian state. He surely dreams of the pre- 1914 days, when Russia 
was autocratic but accepted, revolutions were not tolerated, and 
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Russia could be part of Europe while preserving its distinctive cul-
ture and traditions.

From that perspective, the Ukrainian revolution is a symbol of 
everything that is wrong with today’s Europe. It flirts with people 
power and moral relativism, it stirs passions, and it shows utter 
disregard for Russia’s geopolitical ambitions. And with his adven-
ture across the border, Putin has signaled that he won’t stand for it. 
He is apparently ready to abandon all thoughts of Russia being a 
European nation in good standing—far better for it to be a civiliza-
tion of its own—and has proved willing to sacrifice his country’s 
economic interests to achieve his goals.

In other words, Putin’s march on Crimea is very different from 
Russia’s war in Georgia in 2008. During that debacle, Moscow used 
force to draw a red line that it insisted Western capitals not cross. 
In Crimea, Moscow has demonstrated its readiness to cross the red 
lines drawn by the West—to question legal norms and the structure 
of the post– Cold War European order. His move is a challenge: Is 
the United States still ready to guarantee the security of European 
democracies, or does it prefer offshore balancing and pivoting to 
Asia? Is Germany powerful enough to deal with a Russia that is 
uninterested in being European?

Whatever the answers, it will be hard to counter Putin. He has 
refused to play by Western rules. He seems not to fear political 
isolation; he invites it. He seems not worry about the closing of 
borders; he hopes for it. His foreign policy amounts to a deep re-
jection of modern Western values and an attempt to draw a clear 
line between Russia’s world and Europe’s. For Putin, Crimea is 
likely just the beginning.∂
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Putin’s Search  
for Greatness
Will Ukraine Bring Russia the 
Superpower Status It Seeks?

Kathryn Stoner

On Saturday, Russia invaded and effectively annexed 
Crimea, a Ukrainian peninsula in the Black Sea. In doing 
so, Russian President Vladimir Putin shrewdly took ad-

vantage of the political uncertainty that arose when Viktor Yanu-
kovych, Ukraine’s former kleptocratic president, took flight last 
week and was swiftly replaced by a hastily formed provisional gov-
ernment in Kiev. Russia might justify its behavior by speaking of a 
need to protect ethnic Russians but, in reality, the move was a 
thinly veiled attempt to forward Putin’s real agenda: re- establishing 
Russia as a resurrected great power.

The official Russian explanation for flooding Crimea with 
troops, who, dressed in uniforms without insignia, first showed 
up to “guard” two airports in Crimea and then the Crimean re-
gional legislature, was that Russia was concerned about the treat-
ment of the ethnic Russian minority within Ukraine, particularly 
in Crimea. The thin pretext was a law that Ukraine’s provisional 
parliament speedily passed after Yanukovych’s departure that 
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downgraded the status of the Russian language relative to the 
Ukrainian language.

As U.S. President Barack Obama evidently mentioned during 
the 90- minute phone conversation he had with Putin after Russian 
troops first invaded Crimea, the Russian minority hardly consti-
tuted a reason to invade. After all, in 2008, when Putin sent forces 
to Georgia, another neighboring former Soviet state, he at least 
waited until a few houses were burned down in the ethnic Russian 
regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. At that point, he dis-
patched thousands of troops to “liberate” the persecuted Russian 
minority and, incidentally, establish Russian sovereignty and a last-
ing military presence in the regions.

In Crimea, however, tensions had not escalated beyond some 
pushing and shoving between ethnic Russians on the one side and 
ethnic Ukrainians and indigenous Crimean Tatars on the other. 
And the only people hurt in these skirmishes were ethnic Ukraini-
ans. It makes little sense for Russia to squander the international 
goodwill it generated from the unexpectedly successful Sochi 
Olympics for a few million Russians living in Ukraine (only about 
20 percent of the total Ukrainian population identify themselves as 
ethnic Russians), especially when there was little violence. Fur-
thermore, it is especially hypocritical of Putin to cite Russian rights 
while he is busy persecuting gays and lesbians within Russia proper 
and imprisoning members of the Russian opposition, as he did ear-
lier this week for the “crime” of standing outside a Moscow court-
house to hear the prison sentence of a group of Russian citizens 
who had legally protested Putin’s reelection in 2012.

As most observers understood all along, Putin’s endgame in 
Ukraine is not to protect persecuted Russians. One alternative ex-
planation is national security. The Crimean peninsula is home to 
the Sevastopol naval base, which houses Russia’s Black Sea Fleet. 
In 2010, Ukraine agreed to lease the base to Russia until 2042. Rus-
sia certainly wouldn’t want the new Ukrainian government to seize 
Sevastopol or threaten it in any way. But that probably wouldn’t 
have happened anyway: The base generates income for Ukraine 
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and the country has almost no military. Ukraine’s new leaders know 
that its few thousand active duty troops would be no match for 
Russian regular troops or special forces. Russia knows that, too, 
and likely understands that Ukraine’s new government would never 
have made a move on Sevastopol. Protecting the Black Sea Fleet 
cannot be Putin’s main driver, either.

Rather, as those who watched the opening ceremonies of the 
Olympic Games must have realized, Putin wants everyone to know 
that Russia is back. Putin’s mission with the Olympics, as with his 
last- minute diplomatic intervention in Syria last year to prevent a 
U.S. attack, is to remind the world that Russia is a greater power 
than ever. It is entitled to international respect, he believes, and it 
isn’t getting enough. It is also entitled to dominate its neighbors 
both economically and now, evidently, militarily.

Officials at all levels of the Russian Foreign Ministry and within 
the presidential administration truly believe that Russia has a natu-
ral sphere of political and economic influence. The media makes 
much of Putin’s infamous statement in 2001 that the collapse of the 
Soviet Union was “the worst geopolitical catastrophe since WWII,” 
often misunderstanding that to mean that Putin would like to see 
the resurrection of the Soviet Union. But a revitalized Soviet 
Union is not the endgame in Ukraine (nor was it in Georgia). 
Rather than the revival of a particular political and economic sys-
tem guided, if somewhat cynically, by a communist ideology, he 
wants to reestablish what Russians historically—well before the 
Bolshevik Revolution of 1917—viewed as theirs. This includes 
Ukraine and Georgia but also the South Caucasus countries of Ar-
menia, and possibly Azerbaijan, Belarus, and Moldova. Ukraine 
and Georgia are of particular importance to this mission because 
they sit on Europe’s borders.

But there are risks to this way of thinking: Russian nationalists 
(and Putin has become one) will remind you that Russian civili-
zation began in Kievan Rus, a confederation of East Slavic tribes 
across Belarus, Ukraine, and Russia from the late ninth to the 
mid- 13th centuries. They will also tell you that half of Ukraine 
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speaks Russian. That might be true, but it is only because the 
Soviet Union had an official language policy requiring the teach-
ing of Russian language in all schools across the Soviet Union, 
not because Ukrainians are basically Russians. Russian national-
ists might view Ukrainians as “little brothers,” but the affection is 
one- sided. Ukrainians don’t view Russia as a friendly, if over pro-
tective, older sibling; they view it as an invading state.

Great powers assert themselves where they see their interests 
being threatened. If an independent Ukraine under a provisional, 
European- oriented government were to actually side with the West 
and leave Russia’s sphere of influence, then what would stop other 
nations from doing the same? And what would stop Western pow-
ers from gradually moving closer to Russia? From this perspective, 
the only thing to do was to act decisively to stop any further West-
ern incursion. And there is little the West can do about it without 
risking a third World War.

For now, the only force powerful enough to stop Putin might 
just be the Russian people. One of his administration’s greatest 
fears is that something like the Ukrainian Orange Revolution of 
2004 or EuroMaidan of 2013- 2014 could somehow infect Russia 
with democratic revolutionary fervor. Pesky calls for free and fair 
elections, rule of law, due process, and equality have gotten in the 
way of maintaining order, growing the economy, and pilfering from 
state coffers. But wars, especially wars fought to protect brother 
Russians in a neighboring state, play well at home. In invading 
Ukraine, then, Putin has perhaps convinced two audiences— 
domestic and international—of his power.∂



 March 5, 2014   87

Watching Putin 
in Moscow

What Russians Think of the 
Intervention in Ukraine

Daniel Treisman

By sending troops into Crimea, Russian President Vladimir 
Putin has amplifi ed Ukraine’s turmoil and set off  the most 
dangerous crisis Europe has seen this century. Less noted, 

however, is that the move portends a signifi cant change in Russia’s 
domestic politics. Putin has abandoned the strategy that has un-
derwritten his political dominance for the last 14 years. And in 
doing so, he has bet the throne on an approach that is likely to fail.

The secret to Putin’s past political success is simple: Presiding 
over years of rapid economic recovery, he could claim credit for 
restoring stability after Russia’s chaotic transition from commu-
nism. During his fi rst two presidential terms, from 2000 to 2008, 
the country’s growth rate averaged seven percent a year. In fact, 
that success mostly refl ected factors beyond Putin’s control, includ-
ing surging oil prices and a fl ood of liquidity into emerging mar-
kets. But it did also require a commitment to open borders, 
integration into international institutions such as the World Trade 
Organization and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, cordial relations with Western business circles, 
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and efforts to project an image of modernity and increasing sophis-
tication. A 13 percent flat income tax and a conservative macroeco-
nomic policy did not hurt.

As Russians’ incomes soared, so did Putin’s popularity. His  
consistently high approval ratings—since 2000, they have never 
fallen below 60 percent on polls conducted by the Levada Center, 
a Russian nongovernmental organization—have rallied Russia’s 
fractious elites to the president’s side and kept naysayers at bay. 
The global financial crisis in 2008– 9 threw Putin’s strategy into 
doubt. By massively boosting spending, the government managed 
to protect Russians’ living standards. But in the last two years, the 
public has recognized that the growth rates of Putin’s first two 
terms are not returning. Since late 2011, quarterly growth has fallen 
steadily from 5.1 to 1.2 percent a year.

Recharging the economy would require a serious commitment 
to safeguarding property rights and attacking corruption. As stag-
nation deepened, rumors circulated in Moscow last year that Putin 
would reinstate his competent and respected former finance minis-
ter, Alexei Kudrin, and allow him to introduce political and eco-
nomic reforms. But that did not happen.

Instead, with the invasion of Crimea, Putin appears to have 
settled on a Plan B for mobilizing support. Whereas the first ap-
proach demanded integration, the second embraces isolation. It 
involves appealing to emotional nationalism, berating the West, 
and rallying the public against supposed attempts at cultural impe-
rialism. Plan B is not entirely new. In fact, Putin has been flirting 
with it since the mid- 2000s. Since then, the two approaches have 
coexisted awkwardly. He has managed to slip back and forth be-
tween aggressive rhetoric—for instance, comparing NATO foreign 
policy to that of the Third Reich—and signing deals with Wall 
Street executives.

But with Russian troops now in Simferopol, Putin appears to 
have doubled down on nationalism and given up on rapid growth. 
The great champion of “stability” has taken to tearing up the map 
of Europe. Whatever the ultimate outcome of the recent 
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intervention, it has already done serious damage to Russia’s eco-
nomic prospects.

The military operation itself will not cost much, although per-
haps more if Putin extends it to other regions of eastern Ukraine. 
Subsidizing the Crimean economy—and perhaps even that of 
Ukraine’s Russian- speaking rust belt—is not even the main con-
cern. Nor is the ruble’s fall, which the Central Bank slowed on 
Monday with a frantic raise in interest rates and the sale of  
$12 billion of currency reserves. That will drive up prices of im-
ports, which will surely anger consumers, but it will help exports 
and ease pressure on the budget.

The real problem is the potential medium- run fall in foreign 
investment and acceleration of capital flight. Wars tend to elevate 
perceived political risk—and that goes double when leaders’ deci-
sions appear erratic. Western sanctions, if they materialize, will 
add to the discomfort. Few investors will want to tie up money in 
companies whose executives may be banned from travel to the 
West, whose accounts may be frozen, and whose board meetings 
may be upstaged by the home country invading another of its 
neighbors.

Putin may have discounted such economic consequences based 
on the short- lived and moderate international reaction to Russia’s 
2008 war with Georgia. But that was quite different. Russian troops 
intervened only after Georgian artillery fired on Russian peace-
makers and local South Ossetian civilians. In the Crimea, no one 
had shot at the locally stationed Russian troops with so much as a 
peashooter. The Ukrainian case looks more like unprovoked ag-
gression. It also starts to look like a pattern—one that already has 
other countries with large Russian- speaking minorities, such as Es-
tonia, Latvia, and Kazakhstan, worried.

If Putin has decisively embraced anti- Western nationalism as 
his mobilizing strategy, evidence suggests that it will not work.

For one thing, Russians, in general, do not like foreign adven-
tures. A survey one month ago by the polling firm VCIOM found 
that 73 percent of respondents were opposed to Russia getting 
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involved in Ukrainian politics. Not even supporters of the ultrana-
tionalist Liberal Democratic Party or the communists favored in-
tervention. Of course, at the time of polling, Putin’s supporters 
might have thought that he favored staying out as well.

No polls have yet appeared on the Crimean operation. When 
they do, we should expect a temporary rally. Still, after previous 
comparable incidents, the immediate boost has been fleeting. In 
late 1999, Putin, then prime minister to President Boris Yeltsin, 
sent troops into Chechnya and saw his approval rating leap to  
79 percent. By June 2000, it had tumbled to 61 percent. In March 
2000, 73 percent of Russians favored continuing the military op-
eration that Putin had started. By January 2001, that had fallen to 
38 percent, and a majority already supported negotiating with the 
Chechen guerrillas. Russians rallied behind Putin in 2002, when 
Chechen terrorists took hostages in a Moscow theater. But just two 
months later, the six- point jump in his rating had evaporated. Sim-
ilarly, as Russian troops fought in Georgia in September 2008, Pu-
tin’s approval surged by eight percentage points. Yet by February 
2009, it had fallen back below the initial level.

Second, playing the anti- Western card may also work less well 
than Putin imagines. Strange as it may seem, Putin is actually 
much less popular among Russians who are hostile toward the West 
than among those with pro- Western views. After 13 years of hob-
nobbing with former Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi and 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel, it is hard for him to play the 
anti- establishment nationalist. In a November 2012 Levada Center 
poll, 72 percent of those who said they felt “very positive” about 
the United States approved of Putin. Among those who said they 
felt “very negative” about the United States, his approval rate was 
only 42 percent.

By reaching out to Russian patriots, Putin risks splitting his 
elite supporters. For his friends in business, the Ukraine operation 
creates enormous headaches—from potential sanctions and travel 
bans to market volatility and tighter Western credit. They will see 
the vulgar nationalism of some of Putin’s other friends costing 
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them money and respect, and Putin’s unpredictable behavior 
threatening their investments. Their loyalty will become more con-
ditional than it already was. And as economic conditions worsen, 
protests are likely to break out among ordinary Russians.

Putin’s Crimean adventure thus promises to accelerate the de-
generation within his regime that started with the December 2011 
demonstrations and the economic slowdown. Even if the Kremlin 
finds a quick and face- saving exit, it will have to juggle a multiply-
ing series of challenges—dealing with the Ukrainian aftermath, 
minimizing international fallout, reassuring other neighbors, man-
aging economic turbulence—just as differences of opinion within 
the inner circle make action more difficult.∂
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Putin’s Own Goal
The Invasion of Crimea  
and Putin’s Political Future

Brian D. Taylor

Russian President Vladimir Putin’s startling military take-
over of Crimea in response to the February revolution in 
Kiev left Western leaders scrambling. Internationally, Pu-

tin seems the master grand strategist, just as he had after his suc-
cessful effort in September 2013 to head off potential aerial strikes 
on Syria. At home, he appears equally in command, having ruled 
Russia for the last 15 years, with another ten years a distinct pos-
sibility. It would be a mistake, however, to overestimate Putin or 
Russia—or to underestimate how badly his gambit in Ukraine 
could turn out for him. Finding a way out of this crisis requires an 
understanding both of why Putin instigated it and of how it will 
affect his rule.

Putin’s thinking was on display in a March 4 press conference, 
his first public statement since the Crimea crisis began. He re-
ferred to the events in Kiev not as a revolution but as “an anticon-
stitutional coup and armed seizure of power,” calling the current 
authorities in Kiev “illegitimate.” He blamed the West for interfer-
ence in Ukraine, drawing a comparison to “America employees of 
some laboratory . . . conducting experiments like on rats, not un-
derstanding the consequences of what they are doing.” And he 
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denied that Russia had deployed forces in Crimea, but reserved the 
right to do so (and not only in Crimea) to protect the local popula-
tion. Several Western journalists immediately asked whether Putin 
had lost his mind.

Putin’s statements, however, were neither new nor crazy, al-
though obviously one- sided and, to Western ears, occasionally bi-
zarre. (The claim about “local self- defense forces” not being 
Russian soldiers was, to put it mildly, inconsistent with other re-
ports.) Rather, they were the product of a worldview fairly widely 
shared among the Russian political elite, who believe that the West 
is out to get them. At any rate, the main audience for Putin’s state-
ments was not Westerners but Russians, whom Putin would like to 
convince of the West’s nefarious ends. Putin sees the Ukrainian 
revolution not simply as a geostrategic defeat for Russia but one 
that was engineered in the West. He believes that the West insti-
gated the revolution to bring the country into the Western orbit, 
despite its natural propensity to ally with Russia. Furthermore, he 
notes, the West was prepared to cynically make common cause 
with violent extreme nationalists to achieve its goals.

The behavior of Western diplomats during the revolution rein-
forced this viewpoint. For example, although the highlight for West-
ern listeners from a leaked phone conversation between Assistant 
Secretary of State Victoria Nuland and U.S. Ambassador to Ukraine 
Geoffrey Pyatt earlier this year was Nuland’s blunt declaration “Fuck 
the EU,” the important part of the conversation for Russian observ-
ers was the seemingly casual way in which Nuland indicated her 
preferences about the best political course of action for “Yats” and 
“Klitsch,” the Ukrainian opposition leaders Arseniy Yatsenyuk and 
Vitali Klitschko. Russia thus sees U.S. claims that it did not interfere 
in the Ukrainian revolution and that it wants Ukrainians “to deter-
mine their own future” as hypocritical and even mendacious.

Moreover, for Putin, the recent Ukrainian revolution was just 
the latest episode in a long- term and cynical game the West has 
played to try to bring former Soviet republics such as Belarus, 
Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine into the Western orbit, including 
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through externally sponsored “regime change.” He sees both the 
2003 Georgian Rose Revolution and the 2004 Ukrainian Orange 
Revolution through this lens. And that view was further reinforced 
in 2008 when NATO committed to eventual membership for 
Georgia and Ukraine.

Worse, Putin and his circle believe that the West has every 
intention of infecting Russia with what pro- Putin commentators 
call the “Orange plague,” referring to the 2004 Ukrainian Revo-
lution. Putin believes his domestic opponents are part of the 
same conspiracy to weaken Russia; in November 2007, he told 
supporters that “those who oppose us . . . need a weak, sick state,” 
accusing them of being “jackals” scavenging for foreign support. 
Putin’s fears were seemingly confirmed when large public pro-
tests broke out in Moscow after falsified parliamentary elections 
in December 2011. When Hillary Clinton, the U.S. Secretary of 
State at the time, criticized the conduct of the elections, Putin 
stated that opposition leaders “heard the signal and with the sup-
port of the U.S. State Department began active work.” In June 
2013, Putin again complained about Western double standards 
and interference, maintaining that the U.S. diplomatic mission 
“works together [with] and directly supports the Russian opposi-
tion.” Accordingly, over the last several years, he has worked to 
limit foreign influence in Russia, including by prohibiting the 
U.S. Agency for International Development from operating in-
side the country.

STRONG, SELF- CONFIDENT, AND STABLE
Although it would be easy to dismiss Putin’s suspicions about ne-
farious Western intentions as propaganda for domestic consump-
tion only, this vision has been articulated too often (including in 
unscripted settings) by too many Russian elites for too many years 
to ignore. What the United States sees as democracy promotion 
Putin sees as encouragement for regime change. On one level, he 
is right; if Russia had a more open political system, his ability to 
keep power might be threatened.
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In the face of this perceived threat, Putin’s central goal is not to 
re- create the Soviet Union, although his proposed Eurasian Eco-
nomic Union is a step in that direction, but to hang on to power at 
home. Accentuating the threat from the West—and the costs of 
revolution in Ukraine—are signals to all Russians about the impor-
tance of internal stability (and thus the continuation of the current 
political system, with Putin at its top). He went out of his way in 
his March 4 press conference to stress the much higher standard of 
living in Russia compared to Ukraine, and maintained that if the 
Ukrainian state had been “strong, self- confident, and stable” then 
chaos would have been averted.

The Ukrainian revolution is particularly troublesome for Putin 
because it comes at a time of growing concern about the fragility of 
the Russian political and economic system, and the Ukrainians’ 
complaints about their regime—dissatisfaction with a corrupt klep-
tocracy based on close links between ruling elites and economic 
oligarchs provided fuel to the revolution—are echoed in Russia. 
Some of Putin’s closest acquaintances from his St. Petersburg past 
have grown fabulously wealthy, and many of these same people 
profited handsomely from contracts for the Sochi Olympics. The 
Russian opposition leader Alexi Navalny’s meme about how the 
ruling United Russia party is the “party of swindlers and thieves” 
was one of the most effective opposition slogans during the 2011– 
2012 protests.

Russia’s domestic outlook is also considerably less rosy than it 
was in 2008, when Russian troops went into Georgia, and elite 
confidence in the Kremlin is consequently weaker. In 2008, Putin’s 
popularity ratings were at an all- time high (over 80 percent), Rus-
sia had experienced eight years of sustained economic growth of 
roughly seven percent a year, and world oil prices had temporarily 
shot to over $140 per barrel (although the average for the whole 
year was slightly less than $100 per barrel). Today, Putin is still 
popular (over 60 percent approval ratings), but the economic out-
look is very different. Growth in 2013 was a mere 1.4 percent, and 
this at a time when the price of oil has remained over $100 per 
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barrel for three years straight. Oil and gas revenues account for 
over half of Russian budget receipts, but it now takes world oil 
prices of around $110– 115 per barrel to balance the budget, com-
pared to $20 per barrel in 2005. Further, the Russian state- 
controlled energy giants of Rosneft (oil) and Gazprom (gas) have 
been slow to keep up with revolutionary changes in world energy 
production and transportation, such as hydrofracking and liquid 
natural gas.

Russian elites are increasingly concerned that Russia’s economic 
stagnation is not temporary but systemic, a product of accumulated 
problems and inefficiencies. Last year, the Ministry of Economic 
Development downgraded its long- range economic growth projec-
tions from annual increases of 4.3 to 2.5 percent, well below the 
rates to which Russia had grown accustomed in the 2000s. Produc-
tivity and investment remain low, and human capital spending 
(spending on education and health care) suffers at the expense of 
higher salaries for state officials and an ambitious defense buildup, 
which has been marked by corruption, cost overruns, and unrealis-
tic targets. Russia is economically uncompetitive with developed 
economies, which have innovative and productive work forces, and 
poorer countries, which have lower wages and competitive manu-
facturing industries, and thus more dependent than ever on oil and 
gas exports.

The consensus view among most Russian economists, and a 
view endorsed both by Putin and Prime Minister Dmitry Medve-
dev, is that Russia needs institutional reforms to encourage invest-
ment, reduce capital flight, and modernize and diversify the 
economy. But “institutional reform” is simply code for a stronger 
rule of law, less corruption, and more robust protection of private 
property rights. All of these changes are unlikely absent broader 
political reforms that increase accountability, transparency, and 
competition—in other words, a total reversal of Russian politics 
since Putin came to power.

Finally, the image of Putin as Russia’s unrivaled strongman is at 
best an oversimplification. The current Russian regime is not a 
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monolith but a fractious group of competing oligarchs, clans, and 
temporary alliances. The security elites (the so- called siloviki) who 
surround Putin may agree that the West is a threat and that Russia 
needs to restrict domestic opposition in the name of stability, but 
they are also often at odds with each other, especially when there 
are bribes to be extorted. Just last week, a turf dispute between the 
Federal Security Service and the Ministry of Internal Affairs led to 
recriminations, dismissals, and arrests. Meanwhile, the prosecu-
tor’s office has been locked in bitter conflict with the Investigative 
Committee for several years. Putin’s Russia is more a disordered 
police state than a well- ordered one.

OFF RAMP
The Economist presciently observed in early February that “the dan-
ger for the world is that a weaker Mr. Putin may be a more aggres-
sive one, in Ukraine and elsewhere.” Indeed, even if we accept that 
Putin blames the West for the Ukraine crisis, his Crimean dé-
marche seems both emotional and dangerously provocative. Cer-
tainly, understanding Putin’s worldview and the real problems and 
challenges facing his regime does not excuse Russian actions in 
Crimea, but it does provide a better standpoint from which to end 
the crisis than a framework emphasizing alleged innate Russian 
characteristics or overemphasizing the Russian challenge.

A good start would be to avoid as much as possible a zero- sum 
framing of the Ukraine crisis, in which a victory for Russia is a loss 
for the West, and vice versa. Economic sanctions targeted on the 
Russian political and economic elite, along the lines being pro-
posed by the United States, are much more likely to have a positive 
effect than confrontational steps, especially military ones, that will 
simply confirm for Putin that he is right about the West’s real and 
nefarious intentions. Recent proposals to provide Putin an “off 
ramp” by brokering a diplomatic agreement for Russia to pull back 
its troops while international monitors come in to prevent human 
rights violations are smart. The West should also push Kiev to 
clean up its act and legitimize itself, not only through new elections 
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but also with efforts to reach out to politicians from Ukraine’s 
south and east that were previously allied with Yanukovych. That 
would undercut Putin’s stated concern about the illegitimacy of the 
new government and about the need for a “humanitarian mission” 
to defend Ukrainian citizens. A commitment by Ukraine’s current 
leaders to honor the Russian Black Sea Fleet basing agreement and 
not push for NATO membership would also help.

There may still be some space to defuse the Crimean crisis. 
Unfortunately, the March 6 fast- tracking of a Crimean referendum 
on unification with Russia, if Putin is behind it, suggests that he 
decided to speed right past the “off ramp” and head straight for 
formal annexation. In that case, the prospects for positive- sum out-
comes will have shrunk considerably. If Russia does formally annex 
Crimea, the United States and Europe should go ahead with sanc-
tions, in order to hit Russian elites in their pocketbooks. In the 
medium term, the United States should help Central and Eastern 
European governments to diversify their energy supplies, away 
from their dependence on Russian gas.

Finally, annexation and its inevitable consequences of sanctions 
and isolation for Russia would probably also mean a further 
strengthening of the fortress mentality that is already dominant 
among Putin’s circle. He might choose to tighten the screws do-
mestically even more. Such steps would not, however, create either 
the economic prosperity or the political stability that Putin desires 
and which ordinary Russians deserve.∂
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Is Losing 
Crimea a Loss?

What Russia Can Expect 
in Ukraine’s Rust Belt

Alexander J. Motyl

By the end of this month, it is likely that Vladimir Putin’s 
Russia will fully control Ukraine’s Crimean peninsula. And 
it is clear that he aspires to much more. Although a tense 

calm has settled over Crimea since thousands of Russian troops 
poured in a week ago, the chance for a Russian military push deeper 
into Ukraine increased markedly on March 4, when Putin declared 
at a press conference that he was “not worried” by the prospect of 
war with Ukraine. In a line that shook Ukrainians to their core, he 
continued that, if Russia decided to fi ght, it would be to “to protect 
Ukrainian citizens.” And it would be impossible, he hinted, for 
Ukrainian troops to do anything about that: “Let’s see those troops 
try to shoot their own people with us behind them—not in the 
front but behind. Let them just try to shoot at women and chil-
dren!” In one fell swoop, Putin had broadened his intentions in 
Ukraine from “protecting” Russian citizens (his rationale for in-
vading and occupying Crimea) to “protecting” all of Ukraine and 
made clear that he would use Ukrainian civilians—women and 
children—as a shield for invading Russian forces.

ALEXANDER J. MOTYL is Professor of Political Science at Rutgers University– 
Newark.
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It is time to imagine what once seemed impossible: Putin at-
tacks and partitions Ukraine and, in addition to Crimea, annexes 
the southeastern Ukrainian provinces that are generally regarded 
as most susceptible to conquest—Donetsk, Kherson, Luhansk, 
Mykolaiv, and Zaporizhzhya, which contain much of Ukraine’s 
ethnic Russian population and form an arc along the Black Sea 
and Sea of Azov from Mykolaiv, just northwest of Crimea, to 
Luhansk, which is farther northeast. (On March 8, there were 
already some reports that Russian troops had advanced from 
Crimea into a narrow isthmus that is part of Kherson province.) 
In such a scenario, Russia would be the immediate winner and 
Ukraine the immediate loser. But in the medium to long term, 
Ukraine would end up ahead.

Ukraine’s initial losses are obvious: defeat in a land war, sur-
render of territories and populations, and the sacrifi ce to vio-
lence of thousands—perhaps tens of thousands—of Ukrainians. 
Once the war is over, however, Ukraine would emerge more 
compact, more homogeneous, and more unifi ed in purpose: 
Along with its eastern territories would go much of the elector-
ate that routinely votes for the Communist Party and for former 
President Viktor Yanukovych’s Party of Regions. As a result, 
anti- Ukrainian and anti- Western sentiments would decline. The 
new Ukraine’s government could confi dently proceed with a rad-
ical political and economic reform program (a more solidary 
population would be more likely to accept the belt- tightening 
that reform entails) and pursue rapid integration into European 
and international structures. Unburdened of some of its most 
unprofi table rust- belt industrial sectors, Ukraine’s economy 
would be more open to foreign direct investment and could be 
poised for takeoff . Without Crimea and its southeastern prov-
inces, Ukraine would be smaller, but it would survive and, in all 
likelihood, be much stronger.

Russia’s gains are also obvious: victory in a “grand and glorious” 
war and the annexation of territory. But the hypernationalism gen-
erated by the war and the enthusiasm over territorial expansion 
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would soon fade as the sobering reality in these provinces sinks in 
and Russians realize just whom and what they have annexed.

For starters, Russia is fooling itself if it believes that Ukraine’s 
southeastern population will gladly go along with annexation. Ac-
cording to a mid- February 2014 public opinion survey conducted 
by the respected Kyiv International Institute of Sociology, the vast 
majority of Ukrainians—even in the southeast—reject “unifi ca-
tion” with Russia. Crimea was least opposed, with 59 percent 
against. In Donetsk, the number was 66.8 percent. In Luhansk, it 
was 75.9 percent. In Kherson and Mykolaiv, more than 95 percent 
of respondents were opposed. And a full 83.3 percent of those in 
Zaporizhzhya said no. In short, annexation will bring an extremely 
disaff ected population into Russia’s fold. The people could pas-
sively resist Russian rule. They could also take up arms.

Popular disaff ection will make it diffi  cult for Putin to walk away. 
Tens of thousands of Russian troops will have to remain as occupi-
ers for a long time to come—an expensive proposition that could 
run into billions of dollars annually. And Russia will not be able to 
neglect the region’s economy, since doing so would only increase 
disaff ection and resistance.

In their search to maintain control, Russians would quickly dis-
cover that they are in possession of economically unviable prov-
inces that cannot survive without massive infusions of rubles. 
According to a detailed Ukrainian study of how much Ukraine’s 
provinces paid into and received from the central budget in the 
fi rst half of 2013, Crimea, Donetsk, Kherson, Luhansk, Mykolaiv, 
and Zaporizhzhya represented an enormous drain on Kyiv’s re-
sources: 22.82 billion hryvnia (around $2.5 billion, or 90 billion 
rubles). And that is only for the fi rst six months of the year. Mul-
tiplied by two, the defi cit amounts to 45.64 billion hryvnia (about 
$5 billion, or 180 billion rubles).

In 2014, Russia expects its budget revenues to be around 
13.6 trillion rubles (around $375 billion); its expenditures are sup-
posed to total 14 trillion rubles ($380 billion). That amounts to a 
defi cit of 400 billion rubles ($11 billion). Even without extra 
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development funds or the costs of an occupation, annexing 
Ukraine’s southeast will raise Russia’s defi cit by 45 percent.

The bad news gets worse for Russia. Luhansk and Donetsk 
provinces are home to Ukraine’s loss- making coal industry. Kyiv 
spends between 12 and 14 billion hryvnia (around $1 billion–
 $1.5 billion, or 47 billion– 55 billion rubles) annually to support 
these mines. Will Russia back these enterprises even as they com-
pete with more economically produced coal from Russia’s Kuzbass? 
It will have to: As Kyiv knows from experience, fi ring thousands of 
coal miners could spark massive civil unrest. Moscow will also have 
to pay them their wages on time. In 2013, wage arrears reached a 
total of 135 million hryvnia (about $15 million, or 530 million ru-
bles) in Donetsk and Luhansk.

Prospects for Crimea are even worse. In 2013, the region hosted 
5.9 million tourists, 25 percent of whom were from Russia and 
70 percent of whom were from Ukraine. Ukrainians will likely 
avoid, or be prohibited from traveling to, an annexed Crimea. And 
Russians will probably prefer less restive playgrounds, such as So-
chi or Turkey. Very quickly, Crimea’s famed beaches could go into 
steep decline. And since tourism accounts for the largest chunk of 
the peninsula’s economy, living standards there would plummet. 
Crimeans could also face disruptions in electricity, gas, and water 
supplies, for which they are completely dependent on mainland 
Ukraine.

These depressing numbers might not matter were it not for the 
fact that the Russian economy is expected to see subpar perfor-
mance in the decades ahead. After almost a decade of strong GDP 
growth, the Russian economy is expected to expand by only 
2.5 percent in 2014 and 2.8 percent in 2015. (Previous estimates 
were around 3 percent and 3.1 percent respectively.) Even worse, 
Russia’s Economic Ministry has revised its long- term growth fore-
casts for Russia, predicting only a 2.5 percent growth in GDP an-
nually through 2030. The global rate is expected to be roughly 
3.5 percent. Imperial “overreach” can quickly turn into imperial 
collapse if the money to sustain occupation is missing.
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Putin was lucky. When he came to power some 14 years ago, 
energy prices rose and money was abundant. The boom enabled 
him to fl ex his muscles and build a fascistoid state, in which he and 
his cronies could acquire fabulous wealth and still have enough left 
over for raising his people’s living standards. The next decade will 
be especially diffi  cult economically for Russia. Although the easy 
money has vanished, elite corruption and popular expectations re-
main high. And now there could be the added expense of occupy-
ing and ruling Ukraine’s money- draining southeast. All these 
rubles will ultimately have to come from the Russian people and 
the corrupt elites. It is unlikely that they will accept a signifi cant 
decline in living standards in exchange for the fl eeting glory in 
Ukraine’s rust belt.

Ukraine and Ukrainians will be fi ne. But Russians should be 
very worried.∂
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The EU After Ukraine
European Foreign Policy  
in the New Europe

Kathleen R. McNamara

The dramatic events unfolding on Europe’s doorstep seem an 
affront to the European Union’s core political values: self- 
determination, rule of law, and peaceful conflict resolution. 

Yet even as the situation in Ukraine has deteriorated, Europe has 
largely remained a passive observer. EU representatives’ initial ef-
forts to help stabilize the situation after the ouster of former Ukrai-
nian President Victor Yanukovych petered out with Russia’s invasion 
of the Crimean peninsula. And the emergency session of EU foreign 
ministers in Brussels on March 3 resulted only in a bland statement 
condemning Russia’s actions that merely hinted at potential serious 
repercussions. European heads of state are likely to meet later in the 
week to discuss further options, but few are predicting that the Eu-
ropean Union will play a large role in the conflict. The Wall Street 
Journal aptly summarized consensus opinion with its headline “A 
Shaken EU Makes No Real Effort to Confront Russia Over Ukraine.”

It was supposed to be different. The drama of the eurozone crisis 
aside, the past decade has seen a slow, steady evolution of the Euro-
pean Union as a global actor. It managed the successful absorption 
of 11 Central and East European states into its democratic free- 
market system. And with the Lisbon treaty, which came into force in 
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2009, the union finally had an answer to former U.S. National Secu-
rity Adviser Henry Kissinger’s apocryphal question: “When I want 
to speak to Europe, who do I call?” One should call Catherine Ash-
ton, of course. She is currently the European Union’s high represen-
tative for foreign affairs and security policy, and despite widespread 
initial skepticism, her efforts to craft a Bosnia- Kosovo peace settle-
ment and her leadership in recent negotiations with Iran have 
brought accolades. Also helping matters are the new European Ex-
ternal Action Service, which serves as a dedicated EU diplomatic 
corps, and a strengthened European Security and Defense Policy.

All this makes the European Union’s seeming timidity when it 
comes to Ukraine all the more perplexing. It also begs the question 
of whether we should expect the European Union to sit on the side-
lines in future crises. It was, of course, the attractions of further in-
tegration with the European Union that sparked the Euromaiden 
movement in Ukraine to begin with. So if not in Ukraine, where?

In fact, the Ukrainian situation cuts to the heart of both the 
European Union’s promise—and challenges—as a foreign policy 
actor. The European Union still has a powerful pull for many coun-
tries, such as Ukraine, aspiring to join its ranks. It acts in concert 
on a variety of external policies, signing international treaties 
alongside sovereign states and acting as the world’s largest con-
tributor of foreign development aid. Its combined economic weight 
outstrips that of the United States and puts it far ahead of China. 
Perhaps it is unsurprising therefore that the European Union’s suc-
cesses have prompted some observers to forget that it is not a 
nation- state, and to compare it unfavorably to the United States in 
terms of foreign policy coherence. In reality, the European Union 
is sorely limited in its ability to respond in real time to crises. And 
for the foreseeable future, it will have to continue to navigate the 
political agendas and identities of its member states.

For now, the European Union reconciles these tensions through 
a very distinctive foreign policy—one that rests on two elements. 
The first is an emphasis on “human security,” rather than tradi-
tional geopolitics. Cataloged in the so- called Petersberg tasks, the 
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European Union limits itself to strictly humanitarian missions. Its 
centerpiece European Neighborhood Policy calls for the stabiliza-
tion of areas surrounding Europe through economic agreements 
and political encouragement—namely, institutional support, elec-
tion observers, and various types of association agreements such as 
the one at the center of the Ukrainian crisis. More broadly, for the 
European Union, “human security” means a range of vigorous ef-
forts at slowing climate change, managing financial crises and the 
pressures of economic globalization, human rights, and cybersecu-
rity. In the European Union’s world, things such as balance of 
power and armed intervention are simply not on the table, although 
individual member states such as France continue to undertake 
military interventions on their own.

The second key element of the European Union’s foreign pol-
icy is an insistence on nesting its own actions within those of 
political institutions above it (such as NATO and the United Na-
tions) and those below it (such as the member states). From its 
intervention in Libya, conducted under NATO auspices, to the 
European Union’s extensive involvement in peacekeeping activi-
ties within the United Nations, to Ashton’s leadership on the 
P5+1 talks with Iran over its nuclear program, multilateral solu-
tions have been the name of Europe’s geopolitical game. And in 
terms of nesting downward, the European Union has repeatedly 
avoided creating a “European army”—which is politically unten-
able—but instead built networks of member states’ militaries. So 
the European Union’s 2,200- strong Nordic Battlegroup is made 
up of Estonia, Finland, Ireland, Norway, and Sweden. Its 
Eindhoven- based European Air Transport Command, which 
controls aerial refueling and military transport, is run jointly by 
Belgium, France, Germany, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands. 
The European Union’s drive to nest policies upward and down-
ward helps legitimize its foreign policy activities while also leav-
ing military capacity in member states’ hands.

But the European Union’s post- national foreign policy is clearly 
more efficacious in some areas than in others. And the crisis in 
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Ukraine lays that bare. European talk of democratization and eco-
nomic development created incentives for change in Ukraine. And 
as long as support remained in the realm of ideas and institutions, 
Europe fared pretty well. Ashton was the first senior foreign offi-
cial to visit Kiev after Yanukovych was ousted. “So we are here to 
say we want to support and help the country to stay strong and to 
go forward in the way it chooses to,” she said to remarks to report-
ers in Ukraine. In doing so, she signaled to Moscow the importance 
of Ukraine’s territorial integrity.

But now that the situation has moved into the zone of military 
actions, the European Union’s hands are tied. Before he invaded 
Crimea, Russian President Vladimir Putin cleverly played up divi-
sions among EU member states (these mostly arise from their 
varying dependence on Russian energy and trade). Putin’s nation-
alist desire for Russia to become a “resurrected great power” clashes 
with the very basis of EU foreign policy, delineated in the Euro-
pean Security Strategy document titled “A Secure Europe in a Bet-
ter World.” Putin seems not to have gotten a copy of the ESS, 
which states that “the development of a stronger international so-
ciety, well functioning international institutions and a rule- based 
international order is our objective.” Yet efforts to show a united 
European front against Russia’s breach of territorial sovereignty 
quickly ran into problems; on March 2, Poland and Lithuania in-
voked the NATO clause that calls for consultation when one of its 
members feels that its security is threatened. Meanwhile, Ger-
many, the biggest importer of Russian gas, and France have both 
cautioned against escalation. EU leaders are discussing economic 
sanctions against Russia, but Germans will surely view any punish-
ment as exacting a higher price on their own nation, since their 
export economy depends in part on good relations with Russia. 
The divide between most major European players and the United 
Kingdom, which is historically most aligned with the United States 
and is pushing for action, is also coming to the fore.

The demonstration of the hard limits of the European Union’s 
particular brand of foreign policy must be painful for Europe, given 
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that the tumult in Ukraine is in part an identity crisis over whether 
Ukraine should be part of Europe or linked to Russia. For now, the 
European Union must continue to emphasize working through mul-
tinational institutions. It is unsurprising, therefore, that one of the 
first suggestions from German Chancellor Angela Merkel was for 
the external Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe to 
promote dialogue between Russia and Ukraine. Britain is also inter-
ested in the idea, proposed by Merkel, of a contact group to embark 
on a fact- finding mission to encourage political dialogue.

The European Union continues to be an economic giant, but it 
is not quite the political ant of old. The union is often derided for 
its confusing alphabet soup of acronyms and overlapping foreign 
policy institutions. And it is true that in European foreign and se-
curity policy there is little clear hierarchy, the names and institu-
tions change every few years, and everything seems terribly ad hoc. 
But this is all by design—the price for keeping member states, 
which are quite rightly jealous of their sovereign prerogatives, on 
board. And it may just be the secret to whatever successes the 
union has achieved to date. The European Union will continue to 
work with fragile countries that aspire to closer relations, even if 
full membership is not likely for some time. In Ukraine, the Euro-
pean Union will favor more hidden, bureaucratized action—finan-
cial assistance to Ukraine’s new government, trade and investment 
ties, and potentially adjusting pipelines of natural gas to allow 
more to flow to Ukraine from European ports to decrease reliance 
on Russia. Any efforts out of Brussels will be under the radar, and 
for that, they will no doubt be derided by observers on the U.S. 
side of the Atlantic, as well as by some on the British side of the 
Pas- de- Calais. But it would be a mistake to equate lack of confron-
tation with lack of influence. In the long run, although the particu-
lar brand of EU foreign policy, which emphasizes human security, 
international law, and member- state prerogatives, might not be 
able to wrest Crimea forcibly from a determined Putin, it will have 
a stealthy impact on the evolution of politics in Ukraine and  
beyond.∂
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Get Ready for a  
Russo- German Europe
The Two Powers That Will Decide 
Ukraine’s Fate—And the Region’s

Mitchell A. Orenstein

The last few weeks have revealed some important truths 
about Europe. Prior to the crisis in Ukraine, most Amer-
icans and Western Europeans had become used to a 

Franco- German Europe. In this version of Europe, which was 
designed after World War II to dampen one of the greatest state 
rivalries in history, France and Germany made the decisions, and 
Europe’s center of gravity was squarely in the West. But, these 
days, the real action happens further east. Ukraine, looking to 
overcome its Soviet past, was taking its first steps toward becom-
ing one of the European Union’s largest and most populous mem-
bers until Russia made its move to derail those plans. And Poland, 
for years considered a junior member of the European team, has 
risen as a leader by shepherding negotiations between former 
Ukrainian President Victor Yanukovych and the Ukrainian op-
position. In this new Europe, the Franco- German engine has 
been replaced by a Russo- German one: as the European Union 
moves eastward, settling its future borders and borderlands, it is 
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Germany and Russia that will decide who is in and who is out—
and under what terms.

To a large extent, the battle for Ukraine has become a battle over 
the shape that this Russo- German Europe will take. Russia, 
through its geopolitical boldness, aggression, and sense of entitle-
ment, has proved willing to annex the territories that it wants, 
building up a Eurasian bloc to balance against the European Union. 
Ukraine is an essential part of that plan, and Crimea is the leading 
edge. Russia is very likely to keep what it has now seized, as it has 
in all other regional conflicts, and continue trying to use its posi-
tion in Crimea to destabilize Ukraine. That will help Russia as it 
attempts to draw a sharp line between its values, culture, politics, 
and economy, and the West’s.

Thanks to Germany’s role as a key state in the European Union 
and its deep ties to Russia, it is the only country that could thwart 
or contain Russia’s grand geopolitical ambitions. It was particularly 
clear during European negotiations this week over possible sanc-
tions on Russia for invading Crimea that Germany, the economic 
powerhouse of Europe, would ultimately decide how much to pres-
sure Russia and how to balance Europe’s desire to punish the coun-
try against its desire to bring Russia closer through economic 
engagement. Germany held the line against jumping too quickly to 
sanctions and, instead, channeled Western anger toward Russia 
into an “off- ramp” solution, in which Russians and the new Ukrai-
nian government would hold direct talks about the future of 
Crimea, with international mediation.

And that hints at Germany’s reluctance to abandon its long 
game: Since the end of the Cold War, the country has emphasized 
economic engagement with Russia in the hope of ushering Russian 
society along toward modernization. It has sought to build a strong 
partnership with the Kremlin to underpin a peaceful order in East-
ern Europe, just as it joined with France in Western Europe after 
World War II to prevent conflict there.

The strategy has deep historical roots: during World War II, 
German armies shot up dozens of Russian towns and cities and laid 
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siege to St. Petersburg, starving over a million civilians there. Rus-
sia resisted at huge cost and then raped and pillaged its way back to 
Berlin for revenge, starving a million German POWs in return. 
Both armies marched through Ukraine and fought devastating bat-
tles there, including in Sevastopol. This terrible shared history 
brought Germany and Russia closer together after 1991 in an effort 
not to repeat it; Germany has taken great pains since then to court 
Russia and prevent the re- emergence of competition and conflict. 
It has offered its industrial might and know- how to Russia to help 
with important Russian infrastructure projects and industries. 
Russia has accepted and appreciated those overtures. It, too, has 
sought to develop a special relationship with Germany, treating 
Germany as a great power and providing Germany a direct link to 
Russian gas through its Nord Stream pipeline. This tight relation-
ship—some say too tight—was symbolized by former German 
Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder taking a well- compensated job with 
Gazprom upon leaving power in 2005.

The relationship hit new highs a few years ago, between 2008 
and 2012, when Dmitri Medvedev served as president of Russia. 
Germans loved working with him and tended to regard him as a 
symbol of what a more modern Russia could be. They exalted him 
as a Russian political leader who spoke their language and sup-
ported liberal rights and freedoms. Europeans saw great promise in 
his Skolkovo initiative to turn Moscow into a high- tech hub, for 
example. But in their desperation for a good counterpart in Russia, 
Germans overestimated Medvedev’s importance.

Putin’s tumultuous re- ascension to power in 2012—and Med-
vedev’s demotion back to prime minister—shattered Germany’s 
hopes. German political leaders saw clearly what some had ar-
gued all along—that Medvedev was nothing more than Putin’s 
puppet, a convenient liberal face to an otherwise autocratic real-
ity. Putin’s eagerness to return to power at a time when many 
Russians wanted him to stay away, his tough talk, and his crack-
down on protests in Moscow in 2011 showed that Russia was not, 
in fact, evolving. Since then, Germany increasingly has been 
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forced to confront the fact that peaceful engagement and eco-
nomic cooperation don’t always prevent conflict, especially with a 
Russia dedicated to authoritarian politics at home and expansion-
ist policies abroad. For instance, in Moldova, Russia has launched 
an open campaign to prevent that country’s pro- Europe govern-
ment from signing a European Association Agreement and also 
encouraged ethnic enclaves to break away. German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel has held the line on Europe’s support for Moldo-
va’s EU ambitions.

As much as Germany has become disillusioned with Russia and 
would like to isolate it, it now finds doing so very difficult; Ger-
many is inextricably linked to its eastern neighbor as a result of its 
geography and years of cooperation, competition, mutual benefit, 
and memories of mutual destruction.

Today, Russia is Germany’s 11th largest export market, after Po-
land. Russia sells Germany gas and oil and Germany sells Russia 
expensive cars, machine tools, and manufactured products. A trade 
embargo or asset confiscations would sting Germany more than 
any other European power—except Netherlands where Royal 
Dutch Shell has substantial interests—and far more than the 
United States. So would a gas cutoff or embargo. But Russia, of 
course, is far more dependent on the West than the West is on Rus-
sia. It needs Europe as a consumer of its oil and gas exports. It is 
dependent on Germany, in particular, for investment and technical 
expertise. Economic isolation would be damaging to both sides, 
but especially to Russia.

And that is why Russia, although it has marched into Crimea, 
has likely not won the war. Germany, having avoided coming to 
blows with Russia and having attempted to ease tensions, seems 
more determined than ever to take Ukraine under its economic 
wing. As Ukraine develops, it might be in a better position to as-
sert its independence from the Russian empire. For now, German 
leaders have started to recover from the shock that Russia would 
disregard international law so blatantly in Crimea. Leaders in Rus-
sia and Germany understand the stakes in their competition to 
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regulate European politics and economics. They are devoted to 
sharply diverging outcomes, but are also interested in finding a 
common ground to maintain the peace. Although the tussle in 
Crimea may end in stalemate, both powers will live to play another 
day and work toward a vision of Europe that is not yet shared, but 
could be. That Russo- German Europe is the Europe we will live 
with, for better or worse.∂
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Gas Politics  
After Ukraine
Azerbaijan, Shah Deniz,  
and Europe’s Newest Energy Partner

Brenda Shaffer

In the wake of the European Union’s failure to conclude an as-
sociation agreement with Ukraine, one could be forgiven for 
thinking that it is losing its touch in the former Soviet Union. 

It isn’t. This week, EU leaders signed a deal with Azerbaijan to 
build a pipeline for importing gas from Azerbaijan into Europe. 
All told, the arrangement is expected to bring billions of invest-
ment dollars into southern Europe and will, in the construction 
phase alone, create about 30,000 new jobs in the countries that the 
pipeline will eventually link: Azerbaijan, Georgia, Turkey, Greece, 
Bulgaria, Albania, and Italy.

The timing of the Shah Deniz project, as it is called, could not 
have been better. By now, Russia’s record of attempting to prevent 
former Soviet states from expanding their trade with Europe is 
well known. In Ukraine, Russian pressure seems to have worked. 
In Azerbaijan, too, Russia has meddled in domestic politics (it 
fronted a Russian citizen in recent Azerbaijani national elections), 
exiled Azerbaijani workers from Russia, and drummed up anti- 
Azerbaijani sentiments in the Russian media. Unlike in Ukraine, 
however, Russian interference couldn’t prevent the deal.
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Russian, and Eastern European Studies at Georgetown University.
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Azerbaijan’s steadfastness is partly the result of years of EU and 
U.S. diplomacy. In the run- up to this week’s meeting, Brussels 
blocked Moscow’s acquisition of energy infrastructure along the 
pipeline route and doggedly investigated Gazprom, Russia’s gas 
monopoly, for violating EU antitrust laws in the region. Helping 
matters along is Baku’s firm belief that cooperation with Europe is 
the path to security and development. A tiny state surrounded by 
Russia, Iran, and Turkey, Azerbaijan needs the West, perhaps more 
than Ukraine did, to ensure its independence. It also wants the 
Europe’s help resolving the Nagorno- Karabakh conflict between 
itself and neighboring Armenia.

The pipeline deal is also great news for Europe, opening up its 
first new major source of gas in decades. Shah Deniz is a mega- 
field, containing 40 trillion cubic feet of natural gas, equivalent to 
almost two years of U.S. natural gas consumption. It can also pro-
duce up to 100,000 barrels a day of condensate, which, when ex-
ported with Azerbaijani oil, will add up to almost a million barrels 
of oil a day.

The export deal has three components. First, Azerbaijan and 
the investing companies will jointly develop untapped parts of the 
Shah Deniz field and expand the capacity of the South Caucasus 
pipeline, which runs from Baku to central Turkey. Second, Azer-
baijani and Turkish state companies will build the Trans- Anatolian 
Pipeline, which will supply gas to Turkey through Azerbaijan and 
transit gas to Europe. Third, the investing companies will focus on 
building the Trans- Adriatic Pipeline, which will run through 
Greece, Albania, and Italy. The Shah Deniz consortium aims for 
the first gas deliveries to reach Turkey in 2018 and Europe in 2019. 
When it is complete, the project will provide 565 billion cubic feet 
of natural gas annually (212 billion to Turkey and 353 billion to 
consumers in Europe). It will also be able to handle any additional 
gas from other fields in Azerbaijan and, potentially, from Iraq and 
Israel. A number of Balkan leaders were also in attendance at the 
meeting this week and signed a side deal that will facilitate the 
extension of the Shah Deniz project to Balkan states as well.



Brenda Shaffer

116 f o r e i g n  a f fa i r s

The infrastructure for this pipeline is anticipated to cost a 
whopping $40 billion to build, making it one of the world’s most 
expensive gas- export projects. It also represents the largest 
planned investment in Greece and southern Europe since the eu-
rozone economic crisis. It will bring with it new jobs and more 
investment, which are urgently needed across the region. As a 
proportion of the European Union’s overall gas supplies, the new 
pipeline’s contribution will be fairly modest. But for countries 
such as Bulgaria and Greece, which rely primarily on Russian gas, 
the pipeline will be critical to energy security. The interconnect-
ing gas pipelines in Europe, filled with Azerbaijani gas, will en-
sure that Russia can no longer switch off the heat in eastern 
Europe and the Caucasus on a whim. Gone, too, will be the days 
of severe gas shortages during periods of high demand, such as 
the one that rocked Europe last February. The new natural gas 
supplies will also help Europe reduce its carbon emissions and air 
pollution, since high electricity prices in recent years have pushed 
Europe toward cheap U.S. coal.

One of the most important contributions of the Shah Deniz 
project, however, is that it will connect the gas supply infrastruc-
ture of most countries in southern Europe. For more than a decade, 
the European Union has been talking about the importance of do-
ing so in order to increase energy security. But it left the task to the 
private sector, which has not risen to the challenge. This new proj-
ect is thus a chance for the European Union to put its money where 
its mouth is: From Italy to Greece to Bulgaria and beyond, this 
could be the start of an more integrated and secure gas market.

Perhaps because the opportunity is so great, several countries 
would like to stand in its way. First, although Moscow has not pub-
licly opposed the building of the Shah Deniz export route, it could 
still undermine the project by attempting to destabilize Georgia, 
for example, through which the pipeline transits. Second, Iran has 
its own goals in Azerbaijan, with which it shares a border and a 
religion. Recently, as payback for cooperating too closely with the 
United States on sanctions, Tehran fronted a number of terrorist 
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operations in Azerbaijan, and, in early November, Iranian soldiers 
shot at an Azerbaijani military post on the shared border.

Meanwhile, the United States, once a reliable guarantor of secu-
rity in the region, is now so focused on Iran that it has hardly 
looked elsewhere in the region. U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry 
canceled a planned visit to Ukraine, despite the public outcry after 
Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych canned the Association 
Agreement, in order to further talks with Tehran. Washington did 
not send a high- level representative to the signing ceremony in 
Baku either, despite U.S. officials making tremendous contribu-
tions to the project over 20 years. Decades of U.S. and EU efforts 
to shore up the independence of the former Soviet states and build 
strong alliances in the region could be lost if Washington does not 
stay involved.

For the European Union, on the other hand, the lessons are 
mostly political and moral: If the union tries hard enough, it can 
achieve outstanding results. Just as it did not give up on Caspian 
gas, it should not give up on wielding influence in the former So-
viet states.∂
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Pipeline Problems
Ukraine Isn’t Europe’s  
Biggest Energy Risk

Brenda Shaffer

Earlier this month, as Europeans watched Russian soldiers 
move into Crimea, they shuddered at the thought of the 
cold months remaining before spring, fearful that the crisis 

would cause pipeline gas deliveries from Russia—on which many 
European countries depend and which mostly transit through 
Ukraine—to stop. Foremost in their minds was the 2009 Ukraine 
gas crisis, when a disagreement between Russia and Ukraine over 
payments disrupted gas supplies in many European countries and 
left scores without heat in the middle of winter.

Since then, European countries have made progress securing 
their gas supplies, including by improving pipeline infrastructure 
within Europe so that gas can flow more easily among European 
states. But Europe remains vulnerable. Supply has something to do 
with that, but even more challenging in the long run are Europe’s 
unhelpful energy policies, defaulting utilities, and rising coal con-
sumption. They explain why Europe does not consume the addi-
tional gas supplies that are already available.

These problems are also why recent proposals from the United 
States, including the ones put forward by U.S. House Speaker 
John Boehner (R– O.) and the former energy adviser Jason Bordoff, 
to speed up U.S. natural gas exports to Europe to shield the 
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continent from the Ukraine crisis are off base. Before the United 
States pulls out its gas nozzle, it should consider a few points about 
Europe’s energy supplies. If it does, it will realize that Europe can 
do the most to improve its energy security with a few fixes at home.

PUT THAT IN YOUR PIPE
Observers may speak of a European energy market, but that is an 
illusion. States on Europe’s periphery, such as Bulgaria, Greece, and 
Hungary, have much higher energy prices and bigger security chal-
lenges than those in the center of Europe, such as Germany. That is 
because natural gas is not a global commodity with one price but is 
sold at varying prices in different markets, depending on local sup-
ply and demand dynamics. Countries in western Europe have access 
to more sources of pipeline gas than do most of those in Europe’s 
periphery and therefore enjoy securer supplies and cheaper prices. 
Eastern European countries are especially vulnerable because most 
are landlocked and thus cannot access liquefied natural gas (LNG) 
imports, which can be delivered only to sea ports (the United States’ 
exports to Europe would come as LNG). That would not matter if 
Europe had a robust and interconnected gas pipeline system, but it 
does not. Moreover, even if U.S. LNG could reach eastern Europe, 
most countries there would not be able to afford it. North American 
LNG, after liquefaction, transit, and regasification, would cost at 
least double the price of Russian gas in eastern Europe’s pipelines. 
And that gas is already prohibitively expensive: In recent years, the 
high price tag has driven down gas consumption and led to a boost 
in coal use. In other words, LNG from the United States is no real 
competition for pipeline gas out of Russia.

Perhaps realizing all that, Europeans have focused on bringing 
more eastern pipeline gas into the continent. At the end of last 
year, the European Union took an important step in this direction 
with the establishment of the Southern Gas Corridor. This pipe-
line will begin in Azerbaijan’s massive Shah Deniz gas field and 
end in Italy, connecting seven different countries. The project will 
reach some of Europe’s most vulnerable nations and most likely 
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help lower gas prices there. In doing so, it will edge out coal once 
more and help lower pollution and carbon emissions.

It should not be surprising that the Southern Gas Corridor has 
caught Moscow’s ire. Russian- run Gazprom is attempting to buy 
up gas transit and transmission infrastructure along the pipeline 
route to try to undermine the project. Even more insidious, it has 
paid environmental movements to try to stymie construction 
with environmental claims. This is not the first time that Gaz-
prom has used bogus environmental movements to promote its 
interests. It has also funded anti- fracking campaigns in Europe, 
including in Ukraine and Bulgaria, to slow Europe’s development 
of local gas supplies. If public watchdogs in Europe do not moni-
tor and publicize Russia’s manipulation of environmental causes, 
distinguishing its claims from those of legitimate environmental 
organizations, it will find itself increasingly dependent on Rus-
sian gas imports.

Europe’s efforts to increase eastern pipeline gas are a good start 
toward addressing the continent’s energy woes. In the future, it 
should also encourage the development of spurs from the southern 
corridor into other vulnerable markets, such as the Balkans. That 
would both increase the volume of southern corridor gas that would 
reach the European Union and help wean countries just beyond 
Europe’s borders off Russia.

MARKET DELUSIONS
Europe’s problems would be challenging enough if they related only 
to energy supply. But they go deeper than that. Europe’s energy 
policies are based around an extreme free- market ideology that is not 
well suited to the region’s patchwork of energy markets. Since the 
early part of the last decade, Brussels has worked to reduce the role 
of the state and EU institutions in the energy sphere. It has sup-
ported the privatization of energy companies, the unbundling of the 
gas and electricity supply chains, and the adoption of hub pricing 
instead of long- term supply contracts. Its (unproved) assumption is 
that freer energy markets will enhance supply security.
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Brussels seems to be taking its cue from the relatively successful 
U.S. natural gas model, which is based mainly on spot pricing and 
involves very little government interference. However, the U.S. gas 
market is fundamentally different from that in Europe: Deregulated 
gas trade works stateside because most gas there is domestic and no 
producer supplies more than three percent. In Europe, most gas is 
foreign and three producers, all from outside the European Union, 
each supply close to a third of it. In Europe’s case, the adoption of hub 
pricing may actually allow outside players to increase their hold on 
Europe. Gazprom, the biggest, could manipulate hub prices by flood-
ing or withholding gas from particular hubs to its own advantage.

Moreover, there is no evidence that market forces will lead to the 
development of the kind of infrastructure Europe actually needs. 
With the exception of support for the Southern Gas Corridor, it has 
been unable to address the unevenness of the European gas market. 
And there is not much profit to be gained from building strategic 
gas- storage units, gas pipeline interconnectors, and reverse- flow 
mechanisms on pipelines, all of which could cushion against disrup-
tions to gas supply. European states and EU institutions thus need to 
take the lead—or at least give companies a regulatory push—in order 
to establish bulwarks against supply disruptions.

Europe’s energy policies are deficient in one last area. Its efforts 
to address climate change have led to a perverse combination—ris-
ing consumption of renewables and coal. Moreover, to prevent the 
lights from going out, European countries are on the verge of hav-
ing to bail out a large number of aging utilities firms, which are 
unprofitable due to impractical regulation. Until Europe gets its 
regulatory house in order, more gas deliveries won’t do much good. 
If there is a lesson for the EU from the U.S. shale gas revolution, 
it is that energy policies succeed best when public interest and 
commercial logic line up.

ENERGY DRAIN
For all the talk of Gazprom’s nefarious intentions in Europe and 
Ukraine, Europe must also remember that this is not a clear case of 
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good guys versus bad guys. Over half of the gas that Russia sup-
plies to Europe transits through Ukraine, and some of Gazprom’s 
largest gas storage facilities are located there. But the country has 
not been a responsible partner for Russia. Successive Ukrainian 
leaders, motivated by personal gain, have conspired with local oli-
garchs to siphon off gas and have refused to pay Kiev’s gas bills to 
Russia. The new Ukrainian leadership needs to take steps to reduce 
the corruption related to the gas industry and should be prepared 
to raise energy prices at home to reduce consumption.

Similarly, the United States and Europe should not balk at Rus-
sia’s decision to raise the gas prices for Ukraine. If higher prices 
push Ukraine to improve energy efficiency at home, develop some 
of its potential domestic gas resources, and wean itself off Russia, 
all the better. Moreover, just as Moscow should not be obligated to 
subsidize lush gas consumption in Ukraine, neither should the U.S. 
taxpayer subsidize it through loans. In 2014, Europe will elect a 
new parliament and new EU Commission leadership. On its agenda 
will be resetting Europe’s energy policy. Hopefully, it will realize 
that energy is a utility and not a commodity, and that the European 
Union must take a leading role in ensuring that the lights do not go 
out. And hopefully the United States will hold off on fast- tracking 
exports until the benefit of those extra supplies for Europe be-
comes clearer.∂
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