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EU Policy towards Ukraine: Need for Change
Ukraine is not a perfect player in its policy of coming closer to EU membership. In Brussels as in all European capitals there is adequate understanding of all problems and shortcomings of Ukraine’s political, economic, juridical, and social realities.  European diplomats had expressed bitterness over the ill-timed political in-fighting between the two leaders of the pro-Western coalition in Ukraine - President Viktor Yushchenko (who initiated this war on annihilation which made Ukraine politically non-functional state) and his Prime- Minister Yulia Tymoshenko. During Georgia crisis, even by Ukrainian standards, the recriminations have got out of hand. Mr Yushchenko accused Ms Tymoshenko of “high treason”, suggesting she was a Kremlin agent out to win Moscow’s support (and financial backing) for her presidential bid. Yet Ms Tymoshenko is no Russian stooge. She says her muted response to the Georgian war is motivated by a desire to guarantee Ukraine’s territorial integrity—without inflaming relations with Russia. And this is a standpoint for every responsible political leader in Ukraine.

The first priority for Europe after Russia’s August, 2008 war with Georgia was to secure a ceasefire and a pullback of Russian forces. The European Union took the lead in diplomacy, “with results approaching Neville Chamberlain’s moment in the spotlight at Munich, 1938” : a ceasefire that failed to mention Georgia’s territorial integrity, and that all but gave Russia permission to continue its military operations as a “peacekeeping” force in Georgia (John Bolton) [1]. More troubling, over the long term, was that the EU saw its task as being mediator between Georgia and Russia, rather than an advocate for the victim of aggression. Chamberlain once observed so thoughtfully about “long-distanced” countries. In New York, paralysed by the prospect of a Russian veto, the UN Security Council was as useless as it was during the Cold War. 

The second priority for Europe - to start fretting about Russia’s other neighbours. And the most significant of these by far is Ukraine. Ukraine could not have ignored the war in Georgia even if it had wanted to. Sebastopol, on the Crimean peninsula, is home to Russia’s Black Sea fleet, some of whose warships dropped anchor off the Georgian coast during and after the fighting. Add to this the fact that Russian nationalists believe Crimea, which has a large ethnic Russian population, should be returned to Russia (thousands of Russian passports being handed in Crimea, just as happened in South Ossetia and Abkhazia).  Ukraine, like Georgia, has for years been trying to secure a place in both the European Union and NATO. The inevitability of Ukraine catching a post-war cold becomes clear.

EU leaders, and notably French Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner, had warned Ukraine about possible destabilisation following the Georgia crisis. Olli Rehn, the EU's enlargement commissioner, had also said Ukraine could become Russia's next target if it was not offered membership [2]. 

But at a European Union-Ukraine summit in Paris on September 9, 2008 the EU too had little beside warm words of support to offer to Ukraine. The “maximum” it could do, said France’s Nicolas Sarkozy, was to offer to sign a vague “association agreement” next year. But unlike similar-sounding agreements for the Balkan countries, this one would not carry any implication of eventual membership. Countries such as Belgium, the Netherlands and Germany are unwilling at this stage even to hint at candidate status for Ukraine.

In the wake of the Russia - Georgia war it’s hard if possible to consider wise European Union leaders position steered clear of creating a "damned-if-you-do and damned-if-you-don't" situation by balancing a desire to encourage the country's pro-Western leadership with concerns not to put upon the wall Moscow. At the same EU-Ukraine summit (September 9, 2008) EU leaders offered Ukraine's President closer ties and recognised the legitimacy of Ukraine's European aspirations, but stopped short of issuing a firm future membership pledge . 

The summit conclusions state that the legal basis between Ukraine and the EU, currently under negotiation, will be referred to as an "association agreement" as has been the case with prospective EU members. But the EU has also signed "association" deals with a number of its trading partners, including, for example Chile and Egypt. What's more, a far-from-poetic formula dims the membership perspective, specifying instead that the EU "leaves the door open to progressive further developments in EU-Ukraine relations". In fact, the summit did not go further than what was already agreed at foreign ministers' level before the Georgia crisis. 


The EU continues to be divided, with France, Germany and Italy advocating a cautious approach to Moscow, while Poland, Sweden, the United Kingdom and the Baltic states expressed their wish to develop stronger ties with the EU's eastern neighbourhood after the Georgia crisis. Germany and the Netherlands, and to a lesser extent Belgium, are the most reluctant to state clearly that Ukraine could one day join the EU.  


An EU- Ukraine agreement on visa facilitation seemed to be the only sweetener for Ukraine, at least in the short term, with the two parties agreeing to launch a visa dialogue aimed at developing the adequate conditions with the long-term perspective of establishing a visa-free regime between the EU and Ukraine. The same visa dialog is going between EU and Russia.   


French Socialist MEP Bernard Poignant warned in an article published by the daily Le Monde that the Georgian war represents a precedent for a Crimean war. Recalling that the agreement between Moscow and Kiev to use the military naval base of Sebastopol expires in 2017, Poignant argues that Moscow will continue to repeat the scenario of issuing Russian passports to the local population until these "Russian citizens" issue a call to their Moscow brothers to come to the rescue. "If Europe does not anticipate, all it will have left is its tears," the French MEP writes [3]. 


Graham Watson, leader of the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats group in the European Parliament, welcomed the positive signal sent by Moscow to EU. "Paradoxically, Prime Minister Putin's military adventure in the summer has done more for the cohesion of EU foreign policy than any number of Council statements could have achieved. He has re-awakened the demons of the former Soviet era and pushed many former soviet satellites to seek shelter and stability in the European Union framework," said Watson [4]. 

And the West should learn a lesson from Russia’s aggression in Georgia: straight limits have to be imposed to how far Russia can go. After the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991,  the newly free nations of Central and Eastern Europe were encouraged to join NATO, a military alliance whose founding purpose had been containment of the U.S.S.R. Russia hated the idea from the start, and  it should has to be known that Moscow, once it recovered its strength, would exact retribution. Mr. Putin has made his contempt for Ukrainian sovereignty clear, most notably at the NATO summit in Bucharest  April 2008,  when, according to numerous reports in the Russian and Ukrainian press, he told President Bush that the Ukraine is "not even a real state," that much of its territory was "given away" by Russia, and that it would "cease to exist as a state" if it dared join NATO. Ukraine’s membership in NATO puts the end to dream of revival of Russian/Soviet empire: no less no more.  



But was this really something that was done against Russia? The vision behind NATO expansion was a Europe whole and free. The carrot of NATO membership was dangled, first of all, to ease the dangers of transition. Applicant countries had to promise civilian control of their militaries, fair treatment of ethnic minorities and respect for international borders. Of course, applicant nations had an additional motive: They wanted an insurance policy against the possibility that Russia might eventually revert to its old form and seek hegemony over them.  Europe and America hoped that Russia would recognize the potential benefits of living as part of a neighbourhood of prosperous, freely trading, democratic nations. The West spent a good part of the past 17 years worrying about Russia's dignity -- expanding the Group of Seven industrial nations to the G-8, for example -- and it's not clear such therapy had any positive effect. 

 

It did not seem too naïve  to hope that Russians themselves would notice how much better off Germans are today, for example, living in respectful peace with smaller neighbours such as Denmark and Belgium than they were when Germany sought domination. But Vladimir Putin, who came to power in 2000, had a different vision of Russia's place in the world. Russia "has tended to feel absolutely secure only when everybody else, particularly those around its borders, feels absolutely insecure," Strobe Talbott noted in August 2008, and Putin fell squarely in that tradition At home, he quashed political opposition and independent media. The unhealthy cycle is on display now: Hearing only about Georgian "genocide" and aggression on state-controlled television, Russians cannot understand Western criticism of Russia's actions as anything but further evidence of unfairness, which could be used to justify more aggressive behaviour.  Putin had his own reasons for stifling democracy, and, to quote Talbott again, the "more authoritarian or totalitarian" Russia has been, "the more aggressively it asserts its interests overseas." [5].  Putin brought Russia's mineral riches back under state control and then began using them -- oil and natural gas in particular -- to enforce obeisance abroad. And he viewed NATO expansion as an affront, as something done to Russia, not because he imagined that Alliance ever would attack Russia, but because it complicated Russia's imperialistic drive for hegemony. Seeing the world as a contest among spheres of influence, he could not imagine that the leaders of EU and NATO might see things differently. 


NATO and EU expansion is an affront only to the kind of Russia that the West would find unacceptable in any case. The reassessment of transatlantic and EU-NATO relations is necessary, Americans needs some straight talk with their friends in Europe, which ideally should have taken place long before the assault on Georgia. American inaction gave French President Sarkozy and the EU the good chance to seize the initiative. 
Russia did not invade Georgia with diplomats, but with tanks. This is a security threat, and the proper case for discussing security threats on the border of a NATO not EU member - Turkey. “Now is the time to find out if NATO can withstand a potential renewed confrontation with Moscow, or whether Europe will cause NATO to wilt. Far better to discover this sooner rather than later, when the stakes may be considerably higher”, as John Bolton, Former US Permanent Representative to the United Nations said. [6] If there were ever a moment since the fall of the Berlin Wall when Europe should be worried, this is it. If Europeans are not willing to engage through NATO, that tells us everything we need to know about the true state of health of alliance Ukraine wants to join. 

What does all this mean for EU? By all means it should cooperate with Russia when possible, but find ways to contain Russian imperialism to avoid necessity to deter Moscow. “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 re-establish 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 Baltic 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 Central Asia are rarely questioned, let alone challenged. Moscow is treated as the de facto imperial center - which is also how it conceives of itself”, Y.Tymoshenko wrote in the article “Containing Russia”, published more than a year before Russian aggression against Georgia (Foreign Affairs, May/June 2007). 
Two objectives must be kept in balance when dealing with Russia: influencing Russian attitudes and affecting Russian calculations. The West cannot permit itself to turn a blind eye to Russia’s imperial pretensions and policies. The independence of Ukraine must not be tacitly downgraded by the West's acquiescence to Russia's desire for hegemony. The only realistic mean for transition of Russia to peaceful civilized modern country is success of Ukraine as prosperous democracy, because positive experience of so close neighbour cannot be ignored by Russians, moreover will deeply impress them.  EU needs successful Ukraine to preserve peace and stability in Europe.  To achieve this goal EU policy towards Ukraine has to be precise and well addressed and public in EU countries has to be assured that perspective EU membership for Ukraine doesn’t represent any threat to living standards of Europeans or to something else. At the same time, Ukraine has to take its own responsibility for all major tasks to be fulfilled on its road to future EU membership. And use all opportunities granted by EU Neighbourhood Policy.      
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