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Ukraine – the European Union

KEY THEME ANALYSIS: Political and practical prospects of the Eastern Partnership

The first year of Eastern Partnership functioning has brought rather ambivalent results. Although general frameworks of dialogue both at the political level and at the level of thematic platforms have been established, they still are to be provided with meaningful practical underpinning, appropriate resources and more explicit and conceptually driven political impetus. 

At present the Eastern Partnership is being transferred from the stage of laying initial grounds and formulating proposals to the operative stage of their putting into practice. With all participating states of the Eastern Partnership, besides Belarus, negotiations on Association agreement have been unfolded, negotiations with Ukraine are moving to their completion. There is definite progress in negotiations on establishing free trade areas with Ukraine and Moldova. Process of agreeing concrete criteria and measures for further liberalizing visa regime is set in motion. These steps are gradually raising EU relations with Eastern neighbouring countries to the qualitatively new level – the level of preliminary integration stage. As a result, the Eastern Partnership, in its turn, will be transformed from a range of stimulus and perspectives into a complex of new formats of interaction which would automatically prompt significant intensification of contacts, foster step up in EU engagement in regulating processes in Eastern Europe but at the same time would require relevant direction, substance and concrete benchmarks. On other words, what was positioned a year ago as a reward for reforming in a distant future is going to become real very soon. In this context a need is emerging to define how EU relations with Eastern neighbours should further evolve since it would be not sustainable to maintain them as purely external relations with countries beyond the boundaries of European community. 

It requires also a proper revision of the EU policy for which a process of Strategic Review of the European Neighbourhood Policy has been launched owing mostly to German push. According to EU Commissioner on enlargement and neighbourhood policy Štefan Füle, this process is intended to comply with four tasks: elaborating vision for the ENP development within 10-15 years, determining mid-term objectives to be pursued during the term of the acting Commission, defining the ways to improve instruments of resources of the EU policy and setting forth the regional specificities within the neighbourhood, particularly in the context of the Eastern Partnership and the Union for the Mediterranean which are ‘the main, although not the only, ENP regional dimensions’.

Updating the Eastern Partnership is part and parcel of this process. So, to the second meeting of foreign affairs ministers of the EU and Eastern Partnership states on 13 December a report on implementation of the Eastern Partnership was published which would lay the foundation for its second summit in May 2011. As it is stated in the report, in relations with the Eastern neighbours there is an unanimous call for more focus, clearer sequencing, more measurable benchmarks, and for a better link between the partner’s domestic reforms and the EU support provided for these reforms. And a stronger political steering for this process is also needed. 

This task is expected to be performed by the Association agreements. As Commissioner Füle declared in his speech in Polish Center for Eastern Studies, these agreements are an innovation for the EU’s relations with third countries, because they ‘include binding commitments for partner countries to approximate with the EU acquis, both in order to gain new access to our markets, and also to allow for broader economic and social integration in line with the policy priorities of the countries concerned’. But the scope of fields due be approximated is not uniform and varies depending on a country’s domestic context. Certainly, a set of core EU norms and standards which should be necessarily implemented by partner states is delimited. But for the most challenging and complex commitments negotiations are conducted not only on the timescales needed, but also on the sequencing of different actions and also where appropriate special arrangements where both sides believe a partner country’s institutions are not yet ready to take the necessary steps.

It means that Brussels anticipates to gain through Association agreements efficient leverages of direct influence onto the process of internal reforming of the East European states. However, stimuli the EU can offer in response to such reforming after these agreements come into force are to be defined yet. In Commissioner Füle words, there is still no consensus in the EU as to relevancy of extension four freedoms to partner countries. Though at the same time he recognized that the EU never prejudged future developments in EU-Ukraine relations. In political plan Brussels supposes that deepening the links of partner countries and their civil societies with the EU institutions and states will have a transformational effect in partner countries and would automatically boost a desirable political impact on both sides.

It leads to a conclusion that conducting review of the ENP the EU is adhering to the same normative approach which has already proved its limits in the recent years. It perfectly explains the difficulties in agreeing the nest phases of the Eastern Partnership development and determining its role in the process of holding internal reforms in the partner states. Relying on projection own norms in particular fields without sufficient resource basis the EU cannot under the current configuration of the Eastern Partnership expect enduring stabilizing effects in the neighbourhood space. Enhancing these effects would be possible either with meaningful upgrading rewards and benefits from integration or with change in this programme’s configuration. Neither of these options is under consideration now. Instead, the European functionaries anticipate that further dialogue will evolve around commitments fixed in the Association agreements and without additional stimulus. 

That’s why at the meeting of foreign affairs ministers a key consultation issue was working out possible realms for deepening cooperation, especially in practical spheres, notably improving sectoral cooperation; facilitating the participation of the Partners to the EU programmes; strengthening cooperation in the area conflict prevention and resolution; consolidating the role of civil society with particular emphasis to easing the mobility of certain categories of people. One of several tangible components of the Eastern partnership of true value for the neighbouring countries is a Comprehensive institution building programme under which Ukraine signed on 14 October Memorandum of Understanding about key aspects of its implementation. But this programme concerns only enhancing institutions which are central for preparing the ground for enforcing Association agreements. It raises questions as to the extent to which this programme can really bolster positive transformations of Ukrainian administrative system. 

Thus, the Eastern Partnership is undergoing gradual reinforcement but in order to become a full-fledged coherent cooperation format it lacks, first, political foundation, second, ambitious projects reflecting the interests of both the EU and partner countries and, third, appropriate financial support. The second summit in May 2011 would be an important, if not decisive point in shaping this programme. 

Ukraine – NATO

KEY THEME ANALYSIS: Ukraine’s non-bloc status evolution
Having proclaimed and legally fixed non-bloc status without its prior conceptual consideration, Ukrainian leadership has now to build corresponding conceptual and practical underpinning for this notion, rather ambiguous in modern international relations. Despite official persuasions that proclaiming non-bloc status only removes redundant rhetoric and ideology driven ambitions, in fact, it requires drastic remaking of Ukrainian security policy in general, especially if is one of the three pillars of Ukraine’s foreign policy, according to President Yanukovich. The essence of such remaking consists first of all in change of the modality of the state’s security policy – transition from orientation at joining a system of formal collective security guarantees to elaborating less formal indirect ways of maintaining own security due to establishing such forms of cooperation with the key partners under which they would be interested in preserving Ukraine’s security and could not gain benefits from escalating tension with or around Ukraine. 

This task is far more complicated from both political and strategic point of view. In political sense it requires obtaining meaningful leverages of influence allowing to increase Ukraine’s own role in relations with prominent European powers without formal membership in political and military alliances and establishing such a configuration between these powers in which Ukraine’s non-bloc status would be one of the core parameters. In strategic sense it requires building military capabilities to a level not only making it impossible to ignore Ukrainian interests but turning Ukraine into an indispensable component of European security architecture. Eventually, non-bloc status may justify itself only in case if alternative ways would be found for performing those tasks which had been associated with acquiring membership in NATO. 

Ostensibly, searching such alternative forms of engaging to security process in the European continent is under way now. Judging upon official statement, two forms are being considered presently – participation in joint operation under the auspices of acting security institutions and participation in shaping missile defense system in Europe. 

Participation in joint operations is an important element for sustaining appropriate role of Ukraine in promoting European and global security but in neither of current operations Ukraine’s contribution is not of critical importance. so it would not be expedient to rely upon this form for realization of the tasks mentioned above.

Participation in building missile defense system in Europe is a more promising direction in this relation since under certain conditions Ukraine may offer important assets for this system. In addition, because of its geographic location, Ukraine possesses advantages without which establishing all-European missile defense system seems less realistic. In political sense Ukraine’s participation in this system emerging as a key dimension in NATO-Russia dialogue could also facilitate asserting interdependence links with these two main security centers in Europe. However, efficiency of this form depends on, firstly, willingness of the Alliance to consider seriously involving external parties into the own system, and, secondly, willingness of Russia to promote Ukraine’s involvement to this system as an independent actor. According to deputy secretary of National Security and Defense Council Stepan Gavrysh, Ukraine’s radars in Sevastopol and Mukachevo – main assets Ukraine may contribute to missile defense system – require essential modernization and can function only in a single complex with Russian system. He notes that Russia has already proposed to buy or lend these stations but their joint exploitation with Russia and the European Union would suit Ukraine more. 

At the same time despite continuing discussion about such practical forms of boosting Ukraine’s role in European security, activity towards elaborating conceptual underpinning for non-bloc status is far from satisfactory. Ukrainian leaders have underlined more than once that Kiev is interested in improving European security architecture but no substantive model has been put forward. And it is of no surprise taking into account the complications of current situation and narrowing of available options after non-bloc status proclaiming. 

Foreign Policy of Ukraine

KEY THEME ANALYSIS: Foreign policy of Ukraine in 2010
In many respects 2010 became a turning point for Ukraine’s foreign policy. Change of ruling team had its outcomes for both foreign policy of Ukraine and its perception by international partners. In general it can be said that the year has passed under the banner of positive expectation – as on the part of Ukrainian leadership expecting positive assessment of its agenda in capitals of prominent states, as on the part of main partners expecting stabilization of domestic situation and progress in external relations of Ukraine. The new government has been given much credit. Kiev partly justified it owing to strengthening power vertical and launching reforms in a range of spheres but in general it did not live up to expectations to a full extent and still needs to win authority in eyes of international community. 

Appreciating conceptual aspect of Ukraine’s foreign policy, in President’s words, ‘a set of priorities has been left unchanged but approaches to these priorities and dynamics of their realization have been profoundly altered’. Actually, Ukraine is now resolving in its foreign policy a radically another task than in the previous period, notably the task of ensuring maximal economic assistance and constructive engagement of external actors to coping with own economic and political problems. It requires relevant amending political and practical instruments for complying with this task in the conditions of fluid international conjuncture and equivocal tendencies in relations with prominent powers.

In the past year took place rather an adaptation of international positioning of Ukraine than full-scale revision of foundations and instruments of Ukrainian foreign policy. Due to this merely tactical adaptation and also favourable tendencies in interaction between three greatest powers in Europe – the United States, Russia and the European Union – political tension around Ukraine has been alleviated but the factors generating this tension in the previous period are still preserved. It let to speak neither about final stabilization of Ukraine’s international standing nor about enhancing its international political subjectivity. ‘Ukrainian issue’ has significantly (but not completely) lost its relevance as an element of confrontation between Russia and the West. But an optimal model of interaction between them is not shaped yet and Ukraine has not acquired another, more constructive quality in the triangle of prominent powers. It creates certain ambiguousness around Ukraine meaning that its current international posture cannot be deemed stable and appropriate. Its maintenance may endure until current tendencies are in force but it does not provide strategic advantages necessary for asserting an independent role for Ukraine in the continental and regional processes. 

At the chief direction of Ukraine’s foreign policy some symptomatic shifts have taken place which are mainly in line with the overall landscape. In relations with the European Union considerable progress is achieved in a range of practical spheres of cooperation. Negotiations on Association agreement and creating deep and comprehensive free trade area are moving towards final stage. Action Plan on visa liberalization paving the way to visa-free regime has been agreed. The European Union, on its part, welcomed initiatives leading towards systemic reforms in Ukraine. But this progress is accompanied with dubious tendencies decreasing considerably the value of achievements gained in the last months. Firstly, ambivalence around conceptual parameters of EU-Ukraine relations is rather impending. Signing Association agreement would imbue these relations with a new quality, create conditions for intensification of dialogue and would in itself modify to an extent political context in Eastern Europe. But without due reassessing its policy by both Ukraine and the European Union these modification would hardly have positive stabilizing effects. And secondly, worrying situation with democratic rights and freedoms in Ukraine may put under serious threat reaching strategic level of EU-Ukraine rapprochement even after concluding Association agreement. 

At Russian direction results of 2010 cannot be assessed in a single fashion. Change of climate in relations didn’t bring about resolution of key problems accumulated in the recent years. Strategic concession on Ukrainian side as to prolongation of stationing Russian Black Sea Fleet in Crimea to 25 years fixed in Charkov agreements of 21 April did not pave the way to more meaningful political and practical agreements between the two states. Emerging as a guarantee that the strategic situation in Ukraine relations with Russia and the Western institutions would remain intact, it was not supplemented with a relevant political platform relying on common interests of the two states. As a result Ukraine-Russia relations, despite obvious intensification of contacts, didn’t manage to come to a qualitatively new level remaining confined to a asymmetric trade around narrow issues of purely bilateral significance. 

Relations with the United States partly lost their nature of a strategic partnership. Today Kiev seeks to secure uncritical position of Washington as to the own foreign policy agenda and it still manages to secure it. 

In general, in 2010 foundation for a new ‘pragmatic course’ of Ukraine in the international scene have been laid down. However, without further reassessing both conceptual approaches and arsenal of practical instruments of Ukrainian diplomacy, this course may lead to critical diminishing of Ukraine’s international subjectivity. 
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