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There is a presidential election in Ukraine at the end of this month. 
Whoever wins will have to strengthen both the country's independence from 
Moscow and its relationship with neighbours in Europe.
By Vicken Cheterian

UKRAINE officially describes its foreign policy as multi-vector but a 
pendulum swinging between Russia and the West would be a more appropriate 
image. Each extremity corresponds to the aspirations of a part of the 
population: to the east the Russian-speaking regions and to the west the 
areas that only became part of the Soviet Union in 1945, where Ukrainian 
nationalism is strongest. Before elections (a presidential election is 
scheduled for 31 October), the pendulum lurches eastwards.

In September 2003 President Leonid Kuchma signed an economic integration 
agreement with Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan to form a common economic 
space. He recently changed Ukraine's military doctrine, dropping the aim of 
gaining Nato and European Union membership, and reversed the direction in 
which the Odessa-Brody pipeline flows, pumping Russian oil to the Black Sea 
instead of sending Azerbaijani oil to Europe from tankers unloading in Odessa.

Only in response to internal pressure and after a series of foreign policy 
setbacks, with the end of his second mandate approaching, did Kuchma decide 
to honour his 1994 campaign promise to cooperate more closely with Russia. 
This may mostly be because he needs Moscow's support to win the ethnic 
Russian vote and secure victory in the coming elections for Viktor 
Yanukovich, currently prime minister and his heir apparent. But western 
leaders have cold-shouldered Kuchma too, following government scandals.

The past decade has been disastrous for Ukraine. Between 1990-2000 per 
capita income dropped by 42%, life expectancy shortened by two and a half 
years, and the population fell from 51.6 million to 48.2 million (1).

An accident on July 19 in a coal mine in the Donetsk region, which killed 
36 workers, was an illustration of the run-down industrial infrastructure 
and poor working conditions. Once the USSR's most advanced manufacturing 
centre, its army can no longer afford to buy spare parts from local firms, 
let alone new weapons. The military command structure is disorganised and 
drastic restructuring is under way, with plans to cut numbers from 500,000 
to 300,000. Over the next decade forces will be reduced by another third.

The number of accidents has increased. In October 2001 a missile fired 
during a Ukrainian military exercise brought down a civilian flight from 
Tel Aviv to Novosibirsk in Russia, killing 78 passengers. In July 2002 a 
Sukhoi-27 crashed during an airshow near Lviv, causing 85 deaths. In March 
the defence minister, Yevhen Marchuk, placed an ad in a local newspaper: 
"We are looking for several hundred missiles. They have already been 
decommissioned, but we cannot find them" (2). This news alarmed western 
leaders who were already terrified that a dirty bomb and the corresponding 
missile delivery system might have fallen into the wrong hands.

But Kuchma's worst legacy is the widespread corruption of the ruling 
classes. Through shifting alliances former party officials and regional 
governors have fought ruthlessly to secure power and property. The trial in 
San Francisco of former Ukrainian prime minister Pavel Lazarenko, accused 
of laundering $114m and facing 28 other charges, revealed the infighting 
and corruption in the higher spheres of government in Ukraine.

A former Communist party boss, Lazarenko was known as the gas king. In 
1992-95 he headed the government of Dnipropetrovsk. But he became so rich 
and powerful that even Kuchma realised he was a threat. The subsequent war 
between the two involved car accidents, bomb attacks and murdered MPs. In 
1999 he lost his political immunity and fled to the US, where he was arrested.

Kuchma is dogged by a tape scandal - alleged recordings of bluntly worded 
instructions for the elimination of investigative journalist Georgi 
Gongadze, whose mutilated body was found in September 2000. International 
relations with Washington reached their nadir in 2002 after controversial 
claims that Kuchma had tried to sell radar and missile systems to Saddam 
Hussein's Iraq (3). Kiev managed to pacify the US by sending1,600 troops to 
Iraq under Polish command.

All this has damaged Ukraine's image, particularly with western leaders who 
have made it clear that the conduct of the coming election will heavily 
influence future policy decisions. In practice the EU decided long ago that 
Ukraine would not be part of the first or even second group of eastern bloc 
countries joining the union.

After the collapse of the USSR the West paid little attention to Ukrainian 
interests, despite a large expatriate community in North America (4). With 
the war on terror and rising oil prices the Bush administration is keen to 
establish a steady partnership with the Kremlin. It has stopped promoting 
the Guuam group (a security pact set up in 1997 linking members of the 
Community of Independent States: Georgia, Ukraine, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan 
and Moldova) to counter Russian influence: Guuam is now an empty shell.

Most of the horrors of 20th-century Europe affected Ukraine: the first 
world war and the ensuing civil war, prompted by the Russian revolution; 
famine under Stalin; the Nazi invasion and terror and much of the fighting 
between the German and Soviet armies. Ukrainians proudly refer to the Kiev 
Rus, a Slav state organisation created before its Moscow counterpart, but 
the two neighbouring powers cannot realistically be compared. There is 
enduring disagreement about two opposing concepts of national identity, 
rooted in geographic, ethnic and historical considerations. It is in fact 
remarkable that Ukraine has managed to resist the temptation of nationalism 
and internal strife.

The commissioning on 9 August of a nuclear reactor at the Khmelnitsky power 
station, entirely funded by the Ukraine, was a symbolic turning point. 
After the closure of reactors one and three at Chernobyl, following the 
1986 disaster, European governments promised to contribute ¤3bn to develop 
alternative energy sources. But they failed to honour the commitment (5).

After the dislocation of the USSR, Ukraine became the world's third-largest 
nuclear power with 1,300 warheads, but in 1996 it signed an agreement with 
Moscow and Washington to transfer weapons to Russia for destruction; so 
Ukraine no longer belongs to the nuclear club. The commissioning of the new 
reactor is the result of a strategic reappraisal. Despite all the risks 
Kiev seems determined to develop nuclear power again, solving its own 
energy problems and projecting a powerful image to its neighbours.

While the West shunned Ukraine, horrified by scandals, Russia welcomed it 
with open arms. With Nato and the EU expanding east, Moscow wants to form a 
block of former Soviet countries under its leadership, and Ukraine is the 
centrepiece of this policy. Russia has invested heavily in its energy 
infrastructure, industry and the media (6). But the overall trend is 
towards increased trade with Europe (7). Though Russia will always have 
considerable influence, Ukraine is and will remain a separate country, 
determined to find its place in Europe. From this point of view the 
presidential election will provide an updated indication of the balance of 
power. Yanukovich, the present prime minister, comes from Donetsk, a mining 
and manufacturing centre in the Russian-speaking part of the country. He 
has succeeded in uniting most of the rival clans who at present share power 
and presents himself as the candidate of continuity. To achieve his aims he 
will use all available administrative resources - state bureaucracy, police 
repression and the official media - and the ethnic Russian vote of eastern 
Ukraine and Crimea.

His main challenger is Viktor Yushchenko, the candidate of the Our Ukraine 
opposition party. He too has served as prime minister and is a former 
director of the national bank. During his time in power he was hailed as a 
pro-western reformer. He represents change and is counting on the support 
of voters in central and western Ukraine, where national feeling is strongest.

Petro Symonenko, the Communist leader, is another high-potential candidate 
but his party has proved unable to devise workable alternatives, sapping 
its credibility.

Ultimately the name of the next president matters less than the manner in 
which he is elected. He may gain the support of a majority of electors, 
conferring genuine legitimacy, or achieve power against the will of the 
people. Ukraine is one of the few former Soviet republics where power has 
actually changed hands after elections. In 1994 Leonid Kravchuk, much 
weakened after leading Ukraine to independence, handed over power to 
Kuchma, a former party executive and director of a missile factory in 
Dnipropetrovsk.

But since then democratic reform and the rule of law have suffered many 
setbacks. The Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe's report 
on the 1999 presidential elections was extremely critical, citing 
widespread support for the incumbent from state bodies, one-sided reporting 
by public and private media and the obligation for students and hospital 
staff to vote under management supervision.

If an independent candidate does win the election, oligarchs who benefited 
from mass privatisation schemes of recent years and still dominate economy 
and politics fear a backlash. Their agitation is evident. In April serious 
irregularities upset the local council election in Mukachevo, a town in 
western Ukraine. The authorities announced the victory of the 
pro-government candidate despite exit polls indicating a different result.

The constant support of state media and the oligarchs enjoyed by Yanukovich 
is another example of the same trend. The top five national television 
channels either belong to Viktor Medvedchuk, the head of the presidential 
administration, or to Viktor Pinchuk, Kuchma's son-in-law. According to 
Sergy Taran, of the Institute of Mass Information, during election 
campaigns the media apply a " strict, almost military regime of censorship" 
known as temniki. The presidential administration issues a list of topics 
to be covered by the media, specifying the appropriate angle. There is also 
a list of subjects to be avoided. As the present campaign has progressed, 
dirty tricks have increased. In August Yushchenko claimed that a truck had 
tried to ram his car on the way to a meeting, a preferred technique for 
eliminating political or business rivals in Ukraine. Now he claims an 
attempt has been made to poison him.

But the government cannot impose its will without debate. A month after the 
rigged elections in Mukachevo the new mayor had to resign. "If [the 
authorities] falsify the election outcome one should expect large scale 
protests," says Anatoly Grytsenko, Yuschenko's deputy-campaign manager. "As 
for the external consequences, western partners have constantly stressed 
the importance of free and fair elections in Ukraine. It is clear that the 
Kuchma-Yanukovich government does not care about the warning to slow down 
Ukraine's integration in the EU or Nato. But they do care about their 
property and bank accounts in western countries."

The next president of the Ukraine may speak better Russian than Ukrainian, 
but to consolidate his power he will have to strengthen the country's 
independence in relation to Moscow. Europe may not like the style of 
Ukrainian politics but it cannot afford to ignore its new neighbour.
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