Westminster Fringe debate

Organised by the Stockholm Network in association with The Economist
Ukraine’s Crisis is Russia’s shame (Summary): 

Chair: Edward Lucas, Britain Correspondent and former Moscow Correspondent, The Economist

In favour of the motion: Dr. Andrew Wilson and Taras Chaban 


Dr. Andrew Wilson, Senior Lecturer in Ukrainian Studies, UCL

Taras Chaban, Investment Banker and co-ordinator of Polling Stations Abroad (UK)

Speaking against the motion: Jonathan Steele and Mary Dejevsky

Jonathan Steele, Senior Foreign Correspondent and former Moscow Correspondent

Mary Dejevsky, Chief Leader Writer, The Independent 

Edward Lucas (chair) introduced the debate and the speakers. ‘When we decided on the title of the debate, Ukraine was still very much in crisis, as it was between two elections. Since then, it has moved from crisis to predicament. The outline is still clear – how much of a role should Russia have in Ukraine and has Russia exercised that honourably and constructively.’ (He also explained that Dr. Berezovsky was not able to attend and introduced Taras Chaban as his ‘able substitute.’)

Andrew Wilson

- Ukrainian crisis? This is instead an opportunity for improvement that we should all celebrate. 

- A brief reminder about the outgoing regime: The ‘Melnychenko Tapes’, secret tapes made in the office of the last president (Leonid Kuchma) between 1999 and 2000, depict corruption and violence in the case of Yanukovich (the other candidate in the recent election race), who allegedly ‘dealt with’ some troublesome journalists.

- Yushchenko is not particularly a Ukrainian nationalist or a liberal zealot. To some it might be a paradox that the socialist party is a key part of the new governing coalition, but the socialists provide a lot of the ideological ballast for Yushchenko’s Ukraine party, namely the slogan of ‘social justice through reform’. This is exactly what he did when he was prime minister between 1999-2001. By clamping down on various schemes and making the mega-rich pay taxes, he put 3-4 billion back into the state budget, paid off pensions and unpaid wages and kick-started economic growth. The very same super-rich who were losing out and the fake parties they paid in parliament, as well as the Communists, got rid of him, because the leaders had been bribed and they took fright at an opinion poll that showed that Yushchenko was popular among their bedrock of support - pensioners. The argument that the Orange Revolution replaced one set of businessmen with another does not stand. When he was prime minister he made a real difference. 

- Russia’s shame? Not Russia itself. The real loser in the Orange Revolution was not Russia or even Russian interests, but Russian methods, which failed in Ukraine. 
- Ukraine will not become an enemy of Russia overnight, nor will it become a full member of the EU overnight. Ukraine’s future relations with the west are likely to be predicated on the improvements that it makes for itself, in politics and business culture. Insofar as it does that, it will move towards a closer relationship with the EU. It serves as an example for Russia and for other neighbouring states. If Russia takes that lesson, then less shame, if it acts in the opposition direction and tries to bankrupt the OSCE for having sent election observers to Ukraine, and sets up its own club of non-democracies, then shame will be the right word indeed.

- Later in the debate: When asked what did Russia do?
‘I don’t particularly have a problem with Putin’s frequent-flyer behaviour and the concessions made to Ukraine during the course of the campaign. The governing parties lost the 2002 elections very badly and appealed to Moscow, which sent a number of political technologists, connected to the Kremlin to run the Yanukovich campaign. They decided that, as in the 2002 elections, any referendum on the authorities’ bad behaviour would lose the election. They decided to exploit these latent divisions in Ukrainian society. Russia politicised them in an extraordinarily irresponsible manner.’ 

- Later in the debate on America’s role: What did America do? Colin Powell made a few phone calls. American money was there to support international development and due process, as aid to strengthen good governments and political institutions worldwide.

The question as to whether Ukraine can move to democracy and from oligarchic capitalism to something better, applies to Russia as well. There is a constitutional deal that means that power reverts to parliament, probably at the time of the next parliamentary elections in 2006. So the key question is who wins those elections and therefore where will power really lie?
Mary Dejevsky

- I don’t want to trash the Orange Revolution, I think it was a great thing and I don’t oppose it. 

- We have to distinguish between Russia’s shame and Russia’s folly, moreover Putin’s folly, when he absurdly hailed Yanukovich as the winner before the first count had been formally confirmed. It was a ridiculous thing to do. 

- There are two ways of interpreting Russia’s shame. The first is that Russia tried to influence the result of the Ukrainian elections and used methods which failed, which was their shame. The second is that it is Russia’s shame that it hasn’t had its own Orange Revolution yet, which is a wrong way of arguing too. 
- As to whether Russia should have tried to exert influence on Ukraine, I think there is no doubt that it was entirely within its rights to assert some political influence, not military force, but normal political influence of a big neighbouring country with interests of its own. Ukraine (translated as borderland) is Russia’s main buffer with Western Europe. EU’s borders threaten to come very close to Russia’s. It would be very irresponsible, from Moscow’s point of view, not to take an active interest in what’s going on in Ukraine politically. 

- Historically, Ukraine was the cradle of Russian civilisation. There are such long-standing connections there, meaning that it would be irresponsible for any Russian leader to neglect Ukraine. 

- Ukraine is Russia’s main export market. Russia accounts for 60% of Ukraine’s foreign trade. 40% of Ukraine’s imports come from Russia. Russia has the most to lose from all the people trading and dealing with Ukraine. The linguistic and cultural ties are also very strong. More than one in five Ukrainians is an ethnic Russian. Two-thirds of Ukrainians speak Russian every day. There is a great amount of inter-marriage. 

- In a recent opinion poll about where Ukraine’s interests lie, where should its direction be in foreign policy, 40% put Russia at the top, 27% put the EU and 2% said America.
- Ukraine is a divided country, not like Georgia. Even the results of the final poll were not overwhelming for Yushchenko. There was a big opposition, largely made up of ethnic Russians, which can’t be ignored.

- Under the second definition of shame, Russia ought to have had an Orange Revolution, either before or immediately in the wake of Ukraine’s revolution, but somehow neglected to have it. But Russia doesn’t have anything to be ashamed of: From 1989 on, there were spectacular and courageous street demonstrations in major cities across Russia. In 1991 there was a pro-communist coup, which surrounded the White House, marking the moment at which the communist party regime was shattered and marking the beginning of the end of the Soviet Union. Both of these are cataclysmic events in the history of the last century which cannot be ignored. Maybe Russians are not quite ready to have their second wave of revolution, but I don’t think they should be ashamed of that. I think they have to accomplish the next stage of democracy in their own time. 

- Later in the debate, when asked to comment on the future of Russia-Ukraine relations: I don’t see the use of force and I don’t see conflict in the next ten years. 

- When asked whether Ukraine’s ambition to join the EU is directed against Russia: No, it is more of a move to validate Ukraine’s West European aspirations and credentials, but it could be interpreted as an anti-Russian move in Moscow.

-When asked: Would it be better for the west if Ukraine was a member of NATO and the EU or if it was a Russian satellite or a test-bed for what that would mean? I’m not sure that it has to be either or that it has to choose. It is unfortunate that central and Eastern Europe all see their saviour in NATO and the EU, interesting that Ukraine appears to have chosen the EU. Why can’t Ukraine be an independent self-sustaining state? 

- When asked: What is Russia trying to export? I don’t think Russia is trying to export anything. I think it is trying to preserve its own economic and defence security.

Taras Chaban

- The title of the discussion should not be about crisis, the title should be: ‘the Ukrainian Revolution is the pride of Ukraine’
- On November 22 millions of Ukrainians came out on the street, demanding free elections. This was a victory of freedom over tyranny, a victory of non-violent opposition over cruel oppression. These people went on to the street not to demand higher wages or benefits. They were united in their will for freedom, to fight an authoritarian regime that had been ruling the country for more than 10 years. They prevailed and one of the most corrupt governments of this world crumbled. Mr. Steele writes ‘not a good way to start a democracy.’ I say, this is the best way to start a democracy. 
- Why didn’t people believe the Central Election Commission when they announced Mr. Yanukovich the winner? It has been suggested that perhaps exit polls are to blame, some of which were sponsored by western governments. It is claimed that western governments manipulated the exit polls and the minds of Ukrainian people, and that is why they came out in such large numbers. This is nonsense. The opposition had no means of broadcasting the exit poll results, as the media was blocked by the government. The people didn’t trust the exit polls or their government because of the events leading up to the election result, for example the death of the journalist Gongadze. As Mr. Yushchenko says - everybody has the right to choose their political colours, but we are united under our Ukrainian flag. The process of reconciliation has already started. The results that we had for Ms. Yulia Timoschenko, in parliament where 373 MPs voted for her, is a clear indication of that.

(Later in the debate) When asked by Edward Lucas - Why did Russia behave badly? 

Mr. Putin came to Ukraine twice and openly supported him, saying that the Ukrainian people should vote for Yanukovich. That is not how a respected head of government should behave. We hardly heard from the US before the first round of the election. When the problems started, the EU and the US had the right and responsibility to ask a country to adhere to the principles of freedom of expression. 

Jonathan Steele

- The speakers on the other side of the motion have hardly mentioned Russia at all. It is as though we are having a debate about whether we should vote for Yushchenko or Yanukovich. We are not defending Yanukovich; we are talking about Russia. 
- Russia’s position in Ukraine is absolutely legitimate and there is nothing that it has to be ashamed of. Countries are always concerned about their neighbours. Geography still matters. Ukraine and Russia are doomed to be neighbours forever and it is legitimate for both sides to have an interest in what is going on. Yet the Russian interest is often described as imperial. Whereas the western/EU interest is described as legitimate. This is a relic of Cold War thinking. This constant division and suspicion of Russia, that it is trying to get back its Empire, is a cheap shot. 

There are still two camps, Russia and the West, even though it is no longer the Soviet Union and no longer under a totalitarian system. The worse part is the attempt to drag people into one camp from the other, which is a zero sum game, as there is no common ground. This is part of the Cold War thinking that was dominant in the Yushchenko campaign. A lot of the western media talked in this two-camp way. 

- Nobody has mentioned the ‘elephant in the room’ the US. The US has much less of a legitimate interest in Ukraine than Russia does. Ukraine is not a strategic country that the US needs to be particularly interested in and yet it is clear that the US is determined to bring Ukraine into their camp. The way that the US is trying to expand NATO into the whole of the post-Soviet space is quite irresponsible and it has provoked Russia into defending this space. 

- The way Putin behaved with trying to support Yanukovich was stupid. I am not defending Russia’s tactics and Putin’s mentality and the clumsiness of the way they behaved. I am talking about the Russian interest, and I think it is legitimate for Russia to feel concerned that Ukraine is not a hostile state. Unless one looks at this in a global context, one is missing the point. The real reason the Russians are upset is because of the US interest. I would hope that Ukraine joins the EU, but I think that if Ukraine was to join NATO it would really make things worse. 

Later in the debate: On America (in response to Andrew Wilson’s comment)
It is well known that America spent millions funding various opposition websites, radio stations, exit polls. It is naive to think otherwise. 
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