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Introduction

The Ukrainian elections of 29 March 1998 were the second parliamentary elections
to be held since Ukraine became an independent state in 1991. The 1991–1998 period
was one of severe economic decline and doubts on the part of many as to the viability
of Ukrainian independence. By 1998 the economy was still a cause for grave concern,
but many of Ukraine’s most pressing political problems had seemingly been solved.
President Kuchma had regularised relations with Russia and the West, and a new
constitution was passed in June 1996. Elections had been held in March and April
of 1994 for Ukraine’s first post-independence parliament (Verkhovna Rada). An
addendum to the 1996 constitution fixed the next parliamentary election date for
March 1998. As in 1994, the 1998 elections were granted a stamp of reluctant
approval by most international monitoring organisations, and again the Communist
party did better than many reformists had hoped, though still failing to secure a
majority of the Rada’s 450 seats

The electoral system

The electoral law governing the 1994 elections had retained the Soviet-era single-
member double-ballot system. The system was not well adapted to the needs of
competitive multi-party politics and failed in its basic function of ensuring the
efficient election of parliament. Because the law required a candidate to gain an
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absolute majority of votes on an absolute majority turnout, nearly a quarter of the
seats were left unfilled after the first set of elections in the spring of 1994. Further-
more, only half the deputies elected were members of parties, the rest being inde-
pendent political entrepreneurs and local bosses (Birch, 1995, 1996). There was vir-
tually unanimous consensus after this debacle that the electoral system needed to be
reformed, and there was agreement on the basic format of the mixed system. Yet
debate over the particulars dragged on for over three years until a new law was
finally adopted in September 1997. The new law stipulated that half of the seats
would be filled in one round through a first-past-the-post formula (with no turnout
requirement), and the other half through proportional representation with nation-wide
lists and a four per cent threshold for representation.

The new law was in many respects an improvement on the old: it was more
efficient in achieving its main aim of electing deputies, and, despite the relatively
high threshold, it encouraged party formation in the notoriously weak centre of the
political spectrum, where most independents had been elected in 1994. The conduct
of the elections was marred more by the execution of the law than by its overall
design. Causes for concern can, for convenience sake, be divided into two categories:
legal ambiguities and procedural shortcomings. As regards the former, two appeals
were launched in Autumn 1997 by 109 deputies and legal advisors calling for the
newly-created Constitutional Court to examine the law. In the event, the Court found
the law to violate the constitution on more than 40 counts, most notably the fact
that candidates were allowed to stand simultaneously in both constituencies and on
lists. The Court nevertheless decided to allow the elections to go ahead, provided
certain specified amendments were made. These were duly enacted by the legislature,
but a second Constitutional Court ruling on 25 March (four days before the elections)
required further minor alterations to be made to the regulations governing the tabu-
lation and announcement of results (Holos Ukraı¨ny, 1998a, b). This legal wrangling,
extending as it did right up to the elections themselves, created a climate of uncer-
tainty which did little to legitimise the procedures through which democratic choice
is embodied.

The second way in which the conduct of the elections can be faulted was in the
measures taken to organise voting and vote counting. Despite the fact that an entirely
new electoral system was being used (along with two different and new electoral
systems in simultaneous elections to two tiers of local government), there was
remarkably little voter education, and inadequate resources were allocated for the
setting up and running of polling stations. Official energy appears to have been
expended instead on preventing politicians critical of the president and government
from using the mass media to voice their views. Finally, when it came to the tabu-
lation and publication of results, the process was plagued by delays and lack of
transparency, which further eroded popular faith in the legitimacy of the exercise.

Background

Under these circumstances, it is not surprising that the 1998 electoral campaign
was dominated by the themes of corruption and lack of accountability. As in 1994,



278 Notes on Recent Elections /Electoral Studies 18 (1999) 271–300

most voters’ main concern was their economic well being. But while in 1994 most
of the electorate appears to have blamed deteriorating relations with Russia for their
economic plight, in 1998 the main culprit was believed to be corrupt and criminal
practices on the part of state officials and shadowy ‘biznesmeni’. All in all, the
Ukrainian electorate seems to have been quite disillusioned with their politicians in
the run-up to the elections. A nation-wide sample survey conducted during the last
two weeks before polling day revealed that 81.2% of those interviewed thought that
the previous parliament had not taken much or any taken account of the views of
the majority of the population, and 59.6% believed that ‘almost all’ or ‘most’ depu-
ties were corrupt.1 Not only was there a common perception of wilfully predatory
practices on the part of politicians, there also appears to have been a widespread
belief in the impotence of the political system. A plurality of respondents (41.5%)
agreed with the statement that ‘The Ukrainian state is incapable of making the people
any better off’. Under these circumstances parties had an incentive to mobilise antipa-
thy to the status quo, rather than support for given positions. This situation shaped
both the formation of party lists and their electoral strategies.

The list vote was contested by thirty parties and party blocks.2 They can be placed
along a conventional left-centre-right spectrum, in so far as most of them describe
themselves in these terms. However, no more than ten of these political groupings
could be considered proper parties, with clear ideological profiles, organised struc-
tures, and real membership bases independent of their leaders’ personalities and clan
politics.3 The rest, including several of the eight parties eventually successful on the
list ballot, could more accurately be described as ‘front parties’ representing regional
clans, governing cliques and/or new business interests; or ‘spoiler parties’, created
before the election primarily to erode the support bases of existing parties.

Examples of front parties were Hromada (‘Community’), essentially a vehicle for
the Dnipropetrovs’k clan of Petro Lazarenko and his ally Yuliya Tymoshenko’s
United Energy Systems gas trading company; Razom (‘Together’), an alliance of two
parties representing producer interests in the Donbas; the Social Democrats (United),
backed by the Slavutych oil and gas trading concern which also bankrolls the
Dynamo Kiev football team; the ‘bankers’ party—the Party of National-Economic
Development and the Party of Spiritual, Economic and Social Progress, a small busi-
ness party. The most prominent example of a front party was the Greens, a party
founded back in 1990, but whose leaders had sold their name and good image to
banking interests, who paid for a slick and professional television campaign. New
business interests were also able to place their supporters on other parties’ lists (the

1 The survey was designed by the authors, carried out by the Kiev International Institute of Sociology,
and funded by the Economic and Social Research Council, grant number R000222380. Further details of
the questionnaire and sample design are available from the authors upon request.

2 The requirements for inclusion of a list on the ballot (the collection of 200,000 signatures, including
at least 10,000 in any 14 of Ukraine’s 26 administrative regions) do not seem to have been a significant
barrier. No major parties that entered the contest failed to get on the list ballot.

3 Authors’ interview with V’yacheslav Pikhovshek, head of the Ukrainian Independent Centre for Polit-
ical Research, 26 March 1998.
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perestroika-era opposition party Rukh, for example, had links with the Obolon’ brew-
ery, and even some of the left parties had business ‘sleepers’ on their lists). Kiev’s
governing elite hedged its bets by spreading out amongst several parties, not just
the main establishment party, the Popular Democrats. As a consequence, there was
less consolidation in the centre than there might have been, all the more so because
President Kuchma only advised voters vaguely to ‘vote against the left’.

Governing circles close to Kuchma were also behind the creation of the various
‘spoiler parties’, designed in the main to draw key votes away from the three main
left-wing parties, who had enjoyed a relatively clear run in the 1994 elections. The
Agrarian Party (formed in December 1996) was set up to challenge the hitherto
uncontested monopoly of the Rural (Selyans’ka) Party in the Ukrainian countryside;
Working Ukraine (October 1997), the Party of Defenders of the Fatherland (July
1997) and the All-Ukrainian Workers’ Party (April 1997) were designed to chip
away at the trade union and veterans’ organisation foundations of the Communist
vote; the Progressive Socialist Party (April 1996) may initially have received infor-
mal state support as a break-away from the Socialists. The creation of spoiler parties
has become a familiar tactic in many post-communist states (as in the 1995 Russian
elections), and was in a sense successful in Ukraine. The Progressive Socialists
hurdled the electoral threshold with 4.05% of the vote, and the other above-men-
tioned spoiler parties collected a total of 7.84%. On the other hand, this phenomenon
increased what were already serious problems of party fragmentation.

There were thus only a dozen or so serious ‘ideological’ players in the election,
not all of whom were also serious players in terms of resources; the Communists, the
moderate left (the Socialist-Rural block), genuine centrists (the Social and Christian
Democrats), liberal nationalist reformers (fatally divided between Forward Ukraine!
and the Reforms and Order Party), Russophiles (also divided between SLOn, the
Party of Regional Revival and the de facto Crimean party Soyuz [‘Union’]), Rukh,
and the far right (the National Front, the Republican Christian Party, Fewer Words
and the Ukrainian National Assembly). Two special interest parties also ran in the
elections, the All-Ukrainian Party of Womens’ Initiatives and the Party of Muslims.

The predominance of economic issues and of perceived economic hardship obvi-
ously favoured the left. In the aforementioned survey, ‘irregular payment of salaries’
topped voter concerns with 33.5%, followed by unemployment on 27.2%, corruption
on 9.5% and the ‘quality of social provision’ on 7.3%. A massive 65.5% judged
‘the material state of [they] and [their] famil[ies]’ to have become ‘a lot worse’ since
the last elections and a further 16.7% ‘somewhat worse’. Only 11.6% agreed that
‘the economic sacrifices of the last four-five years’ had been ‘necessary for long-
term positive changes in the Ukrainian economy’. On the other hand, the left parties
also gained extra strength from dormant but still powerful, ethnic issues (Wilson,
1997). Ethnic Russians were twice as likely to vote for the Communists as ethnic
Ukrainians, 32.3% as opposed to 16.7%.
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Outcome

On the last Sunday in a cold March, 70.8% of the Ukrainian electorate turned out
to vote. This figure was down slightly from the 74.8% who voted in the first round
of the 1994 elections, but it is admirable in comparison to turnout in many countries
in the region. There were, however, significant delays in the announcement of results,
due in large measure to the barrage of complaints that flooded the Central Electoral
Commission on the subject of procedural misconduct and fraudulent activities. The
process of assessing these allegations dragged on till July, by which time, after rul-
ings, reversals of rulings, and battles of jurisdiction between the courts and the elec-
toral commission, 445 deputies had been confirmed in their seats, and five single-
member constituency contests had been declared invalid. Elections in these constitu-
encies were re-held on 16 August.

Eight parties cleared the four per cent threshold, and seventeen achieved represen-
tation throughout the single-member portion of the system (see Table 1). The right
under-performed slightly, as only one party (Rukh) passed the 4% threshold.
Although Rukh later attracted another 15 deputies to its parliamentary faction, the
right was still below its traditional strength of 20–25% of seats. The centre emerged
more consolidated than in 1994, although Ukraine still had more centre parties than
Russia, largely due to the greater number of present and past prime ministers in
Ukraine (three—current prime minister Valerii Pustovoitenko led the Popular Demo-
crats, his predecessor Lazarenko led Hromada, and his predecessor Yevhen Marchuk
was one of the United Social Democrats’ leadership troika— as opposed to one such
party in Russia, Viktor Chernomydrin’s Our Home is Russia). But whatever the
reason, the balance of forces in the new parliament is undeniably in the left’s favour,
and the leftist parties can be expected to play a more assertive role over the next
four years.

Though the new parliament is more clearly structured along party lines than its
predecessor, this increase in political structure may nevertheless not translate into
control over the process of government formation or increased accountability on the
part of the executive branch. According to the 1996 Ukrainian constitution (Articles
114 and 115) the government answers to the president, not to any putative parliamen-
tary majority. Moreover, President Kuchma indicated both before and after March
that he had no intention of changing the government as a result of the elections,
even though the main ‘government’ party, the Popular Democrats won only 5.01%
of the vote. On the other hand, the electoral law stated that ministers cannot also be
deputies. The resignation of several ministers who were successful in the elections,
such as Foreign Minister Henadii Udovenko, elected at number three on the Rukh
list, therefore began a limited process of restructuring the government. Moreover,
one of the main initial obstacles to accountable representation lay within the legis-
lature itself. The deputies spent seven weeks debating, horse-trading, and deal-brok-
ering in an effort to elect a speaker from among their ranks, until on 7 July after
19 unproductive votes, the parliament finally elected the old-guard Rural Party appar-
atchik Oleksandr Tkachenko.
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Table 1
Ukraine. Verkhovna Rada: 29 March 1998 (27 March-10 April, 1994)

List List % List SM % SM Total: (1994
% Total

Votes Seats seats seats seats 450 seats)

Communist 24.65 84 37.33 38 16.89 122 27.11 (25.44)
Socialist/Rural 8.56 29 12.89 5 2.22 34 7.56 (9.76)
Progressive Socialists 4.05 14 6.22 2 0.89 16 3.56
Working Ukraine 3.06 – – 1 0.44 1 0.22
other left 1.10 – – – – – –
Total left 40.63 127 56.44 46 20.44 173 38.44 (35.29)

Social Liberal Union
0.91 – – 1 0.44 1 0.22

(SLOn)
Party of Regional Revival 0.91 – – 2 0.89 2 0.44
Soyuz 0.70 – – 1 0.44 1 0.22
other Russophile (0.59)
Total Russophile 2.52 0 – 4 1.78 4 0.89 (0.59)

Greens 5.44 19 8.44 – – 19 4.22
Popular Democrats 5.01 17 7.56 12 5.33 29 6.44
Hromada 4.68 16 7.11 7 3.11 23 5.11
Social Democrats (United) 4.01 14 6.22 3 1.33 17 3.78
Agrarians 3.68 – – 8 3.56 8 1.78
Razom 1.89 – – 1 0.44 1 0.22 (1.18)
NEP 1.23 – – 1 0.44 1 0.22 (0.59)
other centre 2.38 – – – – – – (1.78)
Total Centre 28.32 66 29.33 32 14.22 98 21.78 (3.55)

Reforms and Order 3.13 – – 3 1.33 3 0.67
Forward Ukraine 1.74 – – 2 0.89 2 0.44
Christian Democratic

1.30 – – 2 0.89 2 0.44 (0.59)
Party
Total Centre Right 6.20 0 – 7 3.11 7 1.56 (0.59)

Rukh 9.40 32 14.22 14 6.22 46 10.22 (5.92)
National Front 2.72 – – 5 2.22 5 1.11 (4.44)
Fewer Words 0.17 – – 1 0.44 1 0.22
other right 0.94 – – – – – – (0.59)
Total Right 13.23 32 14.22 20 8.89 52 11.56 (10.95)

Against all 5.26
Independents 116 51.56 116 25.78 (49.12)
Invalid 3.09

Total electorate: 37,540,092 (38,204,100); turnout: 70.8% (74.8%). Sources: Uryadovyi kyr’yer (1998a,
b); Holos Ukraı¨ny (1998c, d, e)

Conclusion

Though many post-election press commentaries focused in the rise in strength of
the Communists, the substantive outcome of the elections was in many respects less
significant than the manner in which they were conducted. The worrying aspect of
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the March 1998 elections was that legal confusion placed unnecessary obstacles in
the path of democratisation. Part of the fault lies with the parliament itself for not
passing laws that were more coherent, and blame must also be placed on the presi-
dential and governmental apparatuses which failed to ensure the smooth conduct of
the elections, took measures to undermine the level playing field, and were active
in contesting the results. Yet the most striking thing about the overall results of the
1998 elections is perhaps how little was altered by four years of socio-economic
flux, by political manoeuvring and realignment in the party system, by a new consti-
tution, and by a new electoral law. For better or for worse, the basic dynamics of
Ukrainian electoral politics appear to have been established.
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