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	Ukraine: A Land in Between 

Nadia Diuk 



Although parliament has heretofore exercised relatively little power in Ukraine, parliamentary elections nonetheless provide an important indicator both of public opinion and of Ukraine's progress toward developing a coherent party system. On 29 March 1998, Ukrainian voters chose a new parliament in the second national election to be held since their country became independent of the dissolving Soviet Union in 1991, and the first to be held under the 1996 Constitution and a new electoral law adopted in September 1997. In accord with the new law, modeled after Russia's 1993 election statute, half the seats were filled from party lists on the basis of proportional representation (PR), while the other half were allocated by first-past-the-post voting in single-member districts (SMDs). The nearly 26 million citizens who took part accounted for almost 70 percent of the country's 37 million eligible voters. 

The final tally for the 450-seat, unicameral Verkhovna Rada (Supreme Council) revealed a surprisingly strong showing by the three most left-wing parties, which together won more than 37 percent of the PR votes and totaled 173 seats of both kinds (see Table 1). The Communist Party of Ukraine (KPU) led the way with 123 seats and 24.7 percent--43 seats more than they had in the last Rada, and seven percentage points more than even the most generous pre-election opinion polls had predicted that they would win. Of the two other avowedly leftist formations, the Socialist-Peasant Bloc garnered 34 seats and 8.5 percent, while the Progressive Socialists took 16 seats and 4 percent. Counting the 40-seat total won by two center-left parties, [End Page 97] Hromada (23 seats and 4.7 percent) and the Social Democrats United (17 seats and 4 percent), the total won by parties falling toward the leftward end of the political spectrum added up to an impressive 213 seats. The March 30 edition of the Kyiv Post, an English-language weekly published in the capital city, ran the alarmed-sounding frontpage headline "Reds to Rule Roost in New Rada." 

The center-right Ukrainian National Movement (better known as the Rukh) is generally considered to be the most prodemocratic of Ukrainian political parties. It won 46 seats in the course of polling 9.7 percent, running a distant second to the Communists. Rukh was followed by the People's Democratic Party (28 seats and 5 percent) and the Greens (19 seats and 5.4 percent), two parties that appear to be centrist, insofar as they have expressed their views. Only these eight parties--out of 30 formations that had registered to compete--topped the 4 percent threshold that had to be exceeded in order to receive PR seats in the Rada. Of the 22 registered formations that fell below the PR threshold, 14 managed to win at least one SMD seat, while 15 seats remained in dispute at the end of May. 

Yet the most noteworthy trend revealed in the SMD races was the failure of candidates affiliated with parties to win more than half the races--they took 111 seats while independents won the remaining 114. In previous parliaments, the independents were usually well-known politicians who had left one party and were often in the process of forming another. Most of the independent candidates elected to the new Rada, however, do not fit this pattern. Most of them describe themselves as businessmen. Very few appear to have had any previous political experience, making them an unknown and unpredictable quantity. Theirs could become the dominant stamp on the new parliament. 

Building a New State 

A nation of 52 million that was once the breadbasket of the Soviet Union, Ukraine is located in the approximate geographical center of Europe, about midway between the Atlantic and the Urals. Once its independence was declared by what was then the Supreme Soviet of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic on 24 August 1991 (it was confirmed by referendum four months later), Ukraine swiftly endowed itself with many of the institutions of statehood: an army and navy; a foreign ministry and diplomatic corps with embassies around the world; a national currency, bank, stock exchange, and chamber of commerce; and a powerful presidency. 

The most heavily populated of all the non-Russian Soviet-successor states and the neighbor of two incipient NATO members (Poland and Hungary), it also presents a case study in the successes and failures of building a state after a totalitarian collapse. In Ukraine, as in many [End Page 98] other postcommunist states, the bulk of the populace has few channels for participating in the political process between elections. Similarly, outside observers currently have few other opportunities to gauge the democratic pulse of these aspiring market democracies. Ukrainians had not voted as a nation since 1994, when parliamentary and presidential elections occurred within a few months of each other. The March 1998 elections therefore functioned as an informal referendum on the government and its conduct of reform over the past four years. 

In many ways, Ukraine stands at a crossroads. Spatially in the heart of Europe, it is also near the middle of the post-Soviet spectrum in terms of its progress toward democracy, with Estonia well in the lead and the Central Asian republics of Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan vying for last place. The March elections show a Ukraine still straddling East and West--not yet a free-market democracy, but no longer an authoritarian state where popular political participation is a sham. Like other emergent post-Soviet states, Ukraine has adopted a presidential system, but has a parliament whose powers--at least on paper--place it somewhere between the strong parliament of Poland and the rubber-stamp legislatures of Central Asia. Finally, Ukraine is also poised between further political and economic reforms that would bring it closer to its western neighbors, and the possibility of backsliding into political stagnation and economic decline. 

Compared to some of the other countries in the region, Ukraine has done quite well. When former arms-industry technocrat and prime minister Leonid Kuchma defeated incumbent president Leonid Kravchuk in a July 1994 runoff, it became the only post-Soviet state to date to have accomplished a peaceful electoral transfer of power from one president to another. The parliamentary elections of 1998, like those four years earlier, were generally considered to have been relatively well run, free, and fair. On 28 June 1996, parliament passed [End Page 99] the first post-Soviet Constitution, which delineates the branches of government and guarantees basic rights and freedoms. Even though there have been serious confrontations between the president and the legislature, they have not resulted in a shootout like the one that took place in Russia in October 1993, when President Boris Yeltsin ordered troops to storm the parliament building in Moscow. 

There have been no major outbreaks of ethnic unrest or separatism, although commentators like to point to the 11 million or so Russians living in the east and predict the breakup of the country along ethnic or religious fault lines. Even though there are distinct differences between the mainly rural and more nationalistic west, which was not absorbed into the Soviet Union until 1939, and the more industrial and Russified east, the process of nation-building has proceeded smoothly. Ukrainian is the official language, but Russian-language schools and newspapers continue to exist and, in fact, predominate free from government pressure in parts of the south and east. There has been no repression of other ethnic minorities, and the status of Crimea (which has a predominantly Russian-speaking population) has been settled. Perhaps most surprisingly, given chronic delays in the payment of wages, social unrest has been kept to a minimum. The new Ukrainian state, moreover, has scored significant foreign-policy successes, meeting a number of demanding challenges in relations with key neighbors Russia and Poland, with the United States, and with NATO. 

Ukraine is a typical transitional state in that policy making and politics are often widely removed from each other. It is quite possible for Ukraine to project the external image of a progressive state favoring market-based democracy while the internal impetus for reform is at a standstill. Indeed, Ukraine's relative successes in foreign policy, which is the bailiwick of a tiny elite little affected by majority opinion or representative institutions, may have served to obscure negative domestic developments. These include the failure to push through needed economic reforms and the slow pace of privatization. Most people's living standards have been dropping as a result, and wage arrears now amount to $2 billion. Corruption is pervasive, with bribery considered the normal way of doing business. Among former Soviet republics, Ukraine is doing better economically than Armenia or Uzbekistan, but not as well as Estonia, Georgia, or Russia. 

When it comes to strengthening political institutions and consolidating democracy, Ukraine's progress must be seen as lacking. Separation of powers among the different branches of government is still more formal than real. Political parties often function more as nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and debating clubs. A pluralistic media exists, but remains beholden to business or political patrons and is a long way from being a truly independent, critical observer. National and local officials continue to practice de facto [End Page 100] censorship. Many NGOs exist and do good work, but a cohesive civil society has not yet emerged. 

In many ways, this complicated picture does not lend itself to "glass half-empty or half-full" judgments. Examined closely, it is more reminiscent of one of M.C. Escher's geometrically intricate paintings, appearing black one way and white the other. 

Governance 

Ukraine's political development is proceeding in a way similar to that of other former Soviet republics, and it still has a long way to go before it can be considered a liberal democracy. The 1996 Constitution makes governance the responsibility of a directly elected president; a Cabinet of Ministers; the Rada; and the Constitutional Court. In practice, the division of power is not so clear-cut. Emerging from a system under which the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) monopolized all the executive and administrative functions of the state, all former Soviet republics have instituted strong presidencies. Apart from the Baltic states with their historical experience of multipartism, countries throughout the former Soviet Union have seen the rise of powerful presidencies at the center of executive establishments that resemble the old nomenklatura system, often with former communist functionaries in the key positions. 

Certainly this is the case in Ukraine, where the president has the power to appoint more than 2,000 officials to flesh out the sinews of executive power. The president names the premier (who must be approved by parliament), the three vice-premiers, and the members of the cabinet, as well as the presidential representative and the head of administration in each of the 24 oblasts. According to the 1996 Constitution, parliamentary approval is required only for the premier--all other ministers are appointed solely by the president. City-council chairmen, heads of regional administrations, and the representatives to the region are also presidential appointees. This system of top-down control by means of presidential appointments, known as the vertikal, has emerged in many former Soviet republics. It is a way of maintaining central power down to the local level, even though it often exists alongside local multicandidate elections--at the municipal level in Ukraine and up to the level of provincial governor in Russia, for example. 

The chief executive oversees, as part of the vertikal, the Presidential Administration. Not described in any detail in the Constitution, this body employs about 300 officials, has broad powers, and operates purely at the president's pleasure. The head of the Administration usually serves as chief presidential spokesman, while other Administration staffers have substantive responsibilities that often parallel and overlap those of the Cabinet of Ministers. [End Page 101] 

Yevhen Kushnariov, the Administration's current head, acknowledged its importance when he cited it as the main reason why Communist gains in the new parliament should not be cause for alarm. "We have a president who stands firmly at the center," he said on national television on 1 April 1998. "We have the executive vertikal, where there are no representatives of the left-wing forces, and we have the institution of local self-government--strong municipal representative bodies and mayors--where there is no strong representation of left-wing forces." 

The premiership is described in some detail in the Constitution, but with six incumbents in as many years of independence, the office has suffered a steep decline in prestige amid circumstances that have fueled popular feelings of powerlessness and mistrust toward the government. None of the six prime ministers has held power for much more than a year. Every time one has been dismissed, the official explanation has been unconvincing and widely disbelieved. Each prime minister has entered office with a mild reputation for corruption that in nearly every case became worse as a result of his tenure. When Pavlo Lazorenko, current prime minister Valery Pustovoitenko's immediate predecessor, was dismissed in July 1997, he was generally considered to have exceeded all previously known levels of corruption in the course of making himself one of the richest men in Ukraine. (Another premier had to flee the country to avoid arrest and prosecution, only to return under a recent amnesty.) On 16 July 1997, Pustovoitenko became the first prime minister to meet the new Constitution's requirement of a confirmation vote in the Rada. 

Public-opinion polls taken in June 1997 show that most Ukrainians still think that their government exploits them. Ordinary citizens see politicians and public officials as occupants of privileged positions from which they seek to enrich themselves rather than to promote the interests of society as a whole. 

Some high officials have resigned in frustration, their plans stymied. Economic reformer Victor Pynzenyk resigned as vice-premier for the economy in April 1997, claiming to have been blocked in his attempts to introduce reforms. That same month, President Kuchma directed Justice Minister Serhii Holovaty to develop the anticorruption initiative "Operation Clean Hands." Despite a promising start and a solid vote of confidence from international institutions such as the World Bank, Holovaty was unable to penetrate the upper echelons of the government. In several interviews with the Western press, he made it clear that he [End Page 102] felt his efforts were being undermined. In August, Kuchma dismissed him from the cabinet. 

The most recent elections, however, may bring about some changes. Until now, access to the real levers of power has been limited to the members of a few regional elites from the industrial cities of Donetsk, Kharkiv, and most importantly, President Kuchma's hometown of Dnipropetrovsk. Although the influence of these regional elites (or "clans," as they are known in Ukrainian parlance) should not be overestimated, the workings of the state and the political system cannot be understood without taking them into account. Ukraine's clans, like similar claques elsewhere in the post-Soviet world, are outgrowths of the old CPSU patronage system. The Dnipropetrovsk clan grew out of the tight and powerful Party network in that important industrial region, with its historically strong links to the central CPSU in Moscow (Leonid Brezhnev, for instance, began his trek toward the Kremlin's top job in Dnipropetrovsk). 

Since the election of President Kuchma, officials from Dnipropetrovsk have dominated the administrative and executive branches of government. At the beginning of his term in 1994, he brought 200 people with him from Dnipropetrovsk to Kyiv, a figure that had tripled by mid-1998, although a third of the total came with Lazorenko during his premiership and have remained loyal to him despite his public split with the president. 1
In Ukraine as in all the post-Soviet states, the powers and role of the presidency are hard to separate from the personality of the incumbent. The 60-year-old Kuchma, whose tendency to contradict himself in his public statements obscures his real views, is something of an enigma. A native of Dnipropetrovsk and a graduate of its university, he became an engineer and won steady promotions until in 1986 he became director of the Yuzhnyi Machine-Building Plant--the largest missile factory in the USSR. Elected to the Supreme Soviet of the Ukrainian SSR in March 1990, he served briefly as premier (October 1992-September 1993) under President Leonid Kravchuk. Kuchma's victory in the 1994 presidential election surprised many observers, even though his campaign clearly had a lot of appeal in the populous south and east, where his reassuring slogans in favor of closer ties to Russia and greater accommodation of Russian speakers drew mass support. 

Unlike Yeltsin, with his knack for playing powerful interests against one another, Kuchma has chosen to operate through a structure of executive power that he has created and staffed with his own appointees. Many of these officials, including the premier, the vice-premier for Economic Reform, the secretary of the National Security and Defense Council, the first deputy head of the Presidential Administration, and the holders of key posts in the Interior Ministry and the Security Services, are from Dnipropetrovsk. Kuchma's decision-making style, the product of a lifetime spent currying and rewarding favors within a [End Page 103] tightly knit group of loyalists, often appears opaque even to those closest to him. 

The Rada, although vastly weaker than the executive branch, has played an important role in Ukraine's democratic development as a national forum for different interests and points of view. The successive legal documents under which it has existed--amendments to the Soviet Constitution, the 1995 Constitutional Accord, and finally the 1996 Constitution--have each given it slightly greater powers and expanded its formal authority to limit and oversee other parts of the government. According to the Constitution, parliament not only passes laws, but also confirms such key officials as the prime minister; the chairman of the State Property Fund; the head and half the board members of the National Bank; half the board of the state-owned television and radio network; and six of the 18 judges on the Constitutional Court. Formal legislative confirmation powers had been greater under the old Soviet-era Constitution, extending as they did to nominees for the posts of foreign minister, interior minister, and head of the Security Services. According to the letter of the Constitution, the Rada is supposed to review and confirm the program of work of the Cabinet of Ministers (something that does not seem ever to have happened in practice, however). The Rada also has the authority to approve the state budget and oversee its implementation, and now possesses more consitutional authority over economic-reform legislation (the president's power to issue decrees has been limited). Finally, the Constitution spells out the Rada's power to impeach the president. 

Compared to the 1995 Constitutional Accord, the 1996 Constitution promotes the power of the Rada and limits that of the president in other small but significant ways. While the Accord mentioned only the president as being empowered to call a referendum, the Constitution brings the Rada into the process. Also, the president can no longer appoint a prime minister without parliamentary approval. These small checks, if not yet balances, set Ukraine apart from other ex-Soviet republics farther east, where legislators obediently do the executive's bidding (including passing extensions of the presidential term, in some cases). In neighboring Belarus, neo-Stalinist President Alyaksandr Lukashenka enjoys the right to dissolve parliament, and has at times ruled by decree. 

Parties and the Parliamentary Election 

The September 1997 electoral law was the product of months of negotiations over the relative merits of retaining the majoritarian system, amending it by strengthening the parties' powers of nomination, or switching to a mixed proportional-majoritarian system.The passage of the third alternative occurred quite suddenly, as part of a package [End Page 104] that included other significant improvements to the old law. The old Soviet-era requirement of a 50 percent turnout was dropped, as was the 50 percent threshold that SMD candidates had been required to surpass in order to be declared victorious. These two clauses had resulted in numerous runoffs that extended the March 1994 elections all the way to the end of that year, at which time some districts were still without parliamentary representation. 

Although the new law was meant to strengthen political parties and thereby enhance the democratic character of Ukraine's political system, its effect in 1998 was to pave the way for the possible domination of the Rada by the Communists and their allies. Other than Rukh, whose weak showing at the polls was partly the result of poor campaign strategy, the KPU is the only party with a broad base among the people at large, and remains the largest single party despite having been banned for three years after the August 1991 hard-liners' coup attempt in Moscow (the event that sparked Ukraine's declaration of independence from the USSR). KPU voters are concentrated in the east and south of Ukraine, especially on the Crimean Peninsula. Unlike the Communist Party of Russia, which has adopted traditional Russian-nationalist concerns, the KPU continues to advocate the reconstitution of the USSR; an end to privatization and a return to central planning; nationalization of the banking system; and the banning of parties that do not support Communist ideas. KPU leader Petro Symonenko lacks the zeal and intellectual pretensions of Gennady Zyuganov, his Russian counterpart. 

That almost a quarter of the voters chose the KPU on the proportional side of the ballot should not be taken to mean that they necessarily support the Communist platform. The Communists won only 39 SMD seats, which suggests that their proportional tally was largely a protest vote against current conditions. When it came to considering actual candidates in actual constituencies, the nod much more often went to an independent or a candidate from another party. 

Commentators have adduced many reasons for the Rukh's unimpressive showing. Founded in 1989 as the Popular Movement for Perestroika in Ukraine, the Rukh was not a political party but one of a wave of pro-perestroika fronts and movements that were created in most of the national republics of the USSR at about that time. Bringing together critical intellectuals with dissidents who had served time in the gulag, it also represented the more nationally conscious western part of Ukraine. In making its transition from movement to party, the Rukh has never made a convincing case for itself as a formation concerned with the economic well-being of the average Ukrainian. The Rukh has also suffered because many of its leaders have split off, forming parties that mine the same, center-right stretch of the political spectrum for support and fail to form coalitions easily. 

The left, by contrast, did a better job of husbanding its vote. The [End Page 105] Socialist-Peasant Bloc was constituted for the election as a coalition of the Socialist Party, created in 1991 when the Communist Party was banned, and the Peasants' Party, formed in 1992 to bring together collective-farm directors. As outgrowths of the Communist Party, these parties support state control of major industries and land and closer ties with Russia. One leftist splinter formation was the Progressive Socialist Party, which came in a surprising seventh with just over 4 percent. It had split from the Socialist Party to take up a hard-line position against reforms and in favor of eliminating the presidency. 

The Green Party, which finished fourth on the PR ballot, is an example of what Ukrainian officials, when responding to incredulous Westerners who ask them to explain the voting preferences of their compatriots, like to call "a phenomenon of the new electoral system." Originally a splinter group from an ecological formation called the Green World Society, the Greens revamped themselves for the election by including businessmen on their party list and by running an extremely professional and effective campaign for the two months leading up to the balloting. The Greens' high rating in the PR voting may testify to this campaign's success in promoting the idea of the Green Party, but their failure to gain even one SMD seat shows that the same campaign did little to promote any concrete policies. 

A close look at the other three parties to clear the threshold serves as further evidence that the process of party-building is still in its early stages. The People's Democratic Party was created in 1995, but had never been tested in an election. Known as the "party of power" because of its support for the president and the large number of government officials in its ranks, the party places itself in the middle of the spectrum. Although it tried to distance itself from Kuchma throughout the elections, Prime Minister Valery Pustovoitenko headed its list. The Hromada party, created in 1993 with its main base in Dnipropetrovsk, was hurriedly taken over by Pavlo Lazorenko and his supporters in July 1997 and consolidated for the election campaign. This well-funded effort, assumed to have been underwritten by Lazorenko himself, made Hromada a party with national significance. The Social Democrats United, which barely scraped over the threshold, was also a peculiar hybrid put together specially for the election. The main body had split from the Social Democratic Party of Ukraine in 1996. In a stunning move, two of Ukraine's most prominent politicians, former president Leonid Kravchuk and former prime minister Yevhen Marchuk, drastically boosted its name recognition by taking the first two slots on the party list, even though they did not actually join the party until well into the campaign. The support of the Kyiv Dynamo football team's president and large fan club also helped to draw attention to this newly revamped party. 

It is still too early to tell whether the new electoral law will succeed [End Page 106] in strengthening parties. Apart from the well-known parties with an established social base or a clear affinity for the socialist left or the nationalist right, most parties billed themselves as representatives of a vaguely defined center. Their plaforms were similar, which magnified the importance of the "name recognition" enjoyed by their various candidates. Thus many parties included prominent singers, athletes, and personalities on their lists. Only the Rukh attempted to push the idea of minority representation, adding a student leader and the leader of the Crimean Tatars to its ticket. None of the parties or blocs seems to have tried to put lesser-known but serious female candidates on its list. 

In the previous Rada, elected in the endless runoffs of 1994, just over half the seats had been held by members with no partisan affiliation. These "nonparty" deputies would form and reform into factions that had little connection with any constituency or party outside parliament, voting according to the dictates of conscience, best judgment, or--in some cases, according to hearsay--cold, hard cash. Continuing the first-past-the-post electoral system would have ensured that parties remained small, personality-based, and disconnected from any broader social constituency. 

Stronger and more accountable parties would help to diminish the political influence of the regional clans, and would shift the focus to programs rather than personalities. Voters would be able to start seeing politics as an activity that should express and serve their views and interests. Even the enigmatic Kuchma would have to define his own position on economic and political reform. Expressing another generally held opinion as to why the mixed system is important, Rada member Les Taniuk noted that in 1998 businessmen were seeking seats in parliament for the first time. If large sums are to be spent in politics, he said, it would be better to see it poured into political parties and their campaigns rather than used to buy off "independent" deputies in a nonparty Rada. 2
While few things can be reliably predicted concerning the new parliament, it seems virtually certain that a solid 40 percent of the deputies will be in opposition to the president. The Presidential Administration is hoping to put together a support coalition of the Rukh, the Social Democrats United, the Greens, and the People's Democratic Party. As candidates for the presidential election of October 1999 begin preparing to run, however, such support cannot be guaranteed. 

In a further departure from the previous Rada and a move toward strengthening parties, the new Rada has decided that the eight parties [End Page 107] with PR seats must form the sole basis for the formation of parliamentary blocs. The KPU bloc remains the largest, with most other parties experiencing a net change of only a seat or two. The big exception is the People's Democratic Party, which has almost doubled in size after persuading 88 independents to join its bloc. As a counterweight, some prominent democrats and opponents of the president have left the traditionally prodemocratic parties and joined Hromada. In what may have been a sign of things to come, the new Rada spent weeks wrangling over its first major decision, the election of a speaker. 

Realizing that he could face the prospect of an unmanageable opposition in the Rada, Kuchma told a 25 December 1997 press conference that "hypothetical circumstances" might force him to dissolve parliament. In vaguely threatening terms, he warned of a parliament whose continued existence would pose an unspecified threat to the "interests and sovereignty of Ukraine." Administration officials have also publicly mulled the possibility of inviting the KPU, as the single largest party, to form a government. Although this is highly unlikely to happen, musing about it openly could be seen as part of a strategy to rally anti-Communist sentiment behind Kuchma's reelection bid. 

The Economy 

The Communists' big party-list vote is a sign of widespread dissatisfaction with Ukraine's declining economy. Yet what Ukraine is facing is not simply a repeat of the "communist comebacks" experienced in Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, and Russia. Although a 1991 Deutsche Bank assessment of resources and infrastructure ranked Ukraine's economy as potentially the best performer in the ex-Soviet Union, it has in fact been among the lowest achievers. With wage and pension arrears currently at $2 billion and the country's Gross Domestic Product having shrunk 60 percent since 1991 (per capita GDP was $1,180 in 1996), economic issues will be unavoidable for both parliament and the government and will play a major role in the October 1999 presidential election. 

In October 1994, shortly after Kuchma began his term, an economic reform program was devised and launched with parliament's approval. Some prices were liberalized, and structural reforms were planned. Inflation was tamed, shrinking from a monthly rate of around 20 percent to 3 percent by April 1996. The currency situation was considered stable enough to allow the introduction of a new unit of exchange to replace the interim coupons that had been used since independence. Although privatization went ahead slowly, more than 4,000 medium to large enterprises had been privatized by mid-September 1997. 

Ukraine's really large-scale enterprises, however, remain unreformed [End Page 108] and unprivatized. The mining industries of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions; the military-industrial enterprises of Dnipropetrovsk and Kyiv; the metal works at Kryvyi Rih; the machine-building plants in Kharkiv; the shipyards at Mykolaiv and Kherson on the Black Sea; the oil refineries in Poltava; the chemical industries in Sumy and Luhansk--these and many others are operating at a loss. According to the Constitution, the Rada has a clear mandate to designate which state-owned enterprises should not be privatized. Foreign investment has slowed to a trickle, and Ukraine has gotten a bad reputation as international companies struggle through thickets of obligatory bribes and sometimes contradictory tax regulations. 

Most of the political parties in parliament did not come there with anything resembling a carefully considered economic program. The parties of the center and center-right generally favor market reforms and support small-to-medium enterprises and private landowning. The Communists, Socialist-Peasants' Bloc, and Progressive Socialists generally agree on the need to provide state subsidies to large enterprises; strengthen economic ties with the rest of the Commonwealth of Independent States; limit the interference of international institutions like the International Monetary Fund and World Bank in Ukraine's economy; and preserve state and collective farms. A prominent Kyiv think tank has estimated that 160 of the new Rada's 450 members can be considered proreform, with approximately 200 leaning against reform and the remaining 90 undecided. 

As the parliament goes into session, there is also a possibility that not all the parties will stick to their platforms. Even the KPU is not a monolith: of the 123 victorious Communist candidates, 15 own or sit on the board of at least one private business, while 30 have close relatives who are owners or board members. Of the whole Communist delegation, only about 30 can be considered "true believers" whose support for collectivism is unwavering and absolute. 

Whatever the views and actions of the Rada, the Kuchma administration bears the main responsibility for carrying out economic reform. On 3 February 1998, the president took a significant step toward improving the climate for small and medium-sized business by using his decree power to launch a deregulation initiative designed to cut the number of licenses, inspections, and other procedures that businesses must go through in order to remain legal. This initiative, while praised by experts, is generally considered to be too little to ward off the major financial crisis which is being predicted for the summer of 1998, when major debts are slated to come due. 

The March 1998 elections highlighted both the strengths and the weaknesses of Ukraine's nascent civil society, especially the media. Campaign coverage by nonstate media outlets showed a big increase over 1994, even though most such outlets remain under the fairly tight [End Page 109] editorial control of business or political interests. Each of the main parties or blocs has its own newspaper, and the president's camp exerts a large measure of control over the main television channel, UT1. 

Most media outlets, especially television, complied with the law requiring them to give free air time or column space to candidates, but it was widely thought that this time or space was insufficient for candidates fully to explain their platforms. In a 30 March 1998 press release describing its review of the election coverage, the European Institute for the Media noted that "the integrity of news and editorial programmes was compromised to such an extent that the distinction between political advertising, news coverage, and editorial comment was frequently blurred." This comment could be extended to the general state of the Ukrainian media. Even more troubling, however, is the use of censorship by the government and the local administrations. The most blatant case was the suspension of publication of the pro-Lazorenko newspaper Pravda ukrainy at the end of January 1998, on the pretext of irregularities in its registration. Another newspaper, Vseukrainskie vedomosti, was also threatened with closure. 

The activity of nongovernmental organizations also demonstrated the disjointed nature of Ukraine's civil society. Very few played any role in the elections, with the exception of the 17,000-strong Committee of Voters of Ukraine, which trained domestic observers for service at polling stations throughout the country. 

Ukrainians seemed to be of two minds about the elections. A May-June 1997 survey by the Democratic Initiatives Foundation in cooperation with SOCIS Gallup revealed that 42 percent of the population felt that the mafiya and other criminal elements played the most powerful role in shaping the Ukrainian state, and in another poll, more than 40 percent of the respondents expressed the view that their vote would not make a difference. Yet 70 percent of eligible voters turned out to vote. 

Perhaps the potential for instability may be gauged by reflecting that while more than 40 percent of Ukrainians approve of private entrepreneurship and 38.4 percent state that they would definitely work for a private company, only 2 million people--less than 4 percent of the population--are actually employed in the private sector. But the most striking figures come from the abovementioned Democratic Initiatives poll. In this survey, 47 percent of the respondents claimed to be "currently not working," meaning that they had a job but were not drawing a salary to do it, and so were either idle or working on the side somewhere else. Partially overlapping this group were the staggering 49 percent who described themselves as "not employed." It is unlikely that these figures have changed since this poll was taken. 

Issues discussed in the campaign also offer some insights into public opinion. Even though some parties were clearly pro-Western and others [End Page 110] favored closer ties with Russia and Belarus, there was almost no discussion of foreign policy. Russia also figured much less prominently in the 1998 campaign than it had four years earlier, when there was discussion of promoting closer ties and uncertainty about Russia's acceptance of Ukraine's sovereignty. The one centrist bloc that put forward a clearly pro-Russian agenda, the Social-Liberal Union, did not even get to 1 percent. 

The balloting shows that Ukraine was again able to conduct a relatively free and fair election, despite the complexity of simultaneously holding local races along with two different kinds of national balloting. The many foreign election observers noted some irregularities, but generally agreed that they balanced out and had no substantial effect on the outcome. The high turnout bespeaks a populace that has a keen interest in expressing its views or at least feeling itself to be a part of the political process (even though the opinion polls mentioned above reveal that a high percentage of Ukrainians consider their elected deputies incapable of representing voters' views and interests). 

The swing toward left-wing parties should have sent a strong signal to the government to press forward with reforms that will finally benefit ordinary citizens. The actions of the government since the election, however, give cause for concern. Kuchma has fired about 30 central and local government officials in regions where candidates who supported him fared poorly. Clearly victorious SMD candidates such as Progressive Socialist Party leader Natalia Vitrenko (a bitter critic of Kuchma) and former justice minister Holovaty (who beat his nearest opponent by two-to-one in a three-candidate race) have seen the results in their races challenged on technicalities, thus deepening the atmosphere of mistrust. The April 1998 assassination of Vadym Hetman, head of the national Currency Board, has also increased the atmosphere of paranoia in political circles. 

The upcoming 1999 presidential election will soon begin to dominate the political landscape. It is not clear, however, whether Kuchma and his advisors will perceive that their best campaign strategy would be to respond to the voters' clear signal by pushing on with reforms that will finally bring some tangible improvements to their lives. In fact, there is reason to fear that the president and his supporters will devote the next year to securing his reelection by other means. 

Nadia Diuk is senior program officer for Central and Eastern Europe and the New Independent States at the National Endowment for Democracy in Washington, D.C. Her publications include New Nations Rising: The Fall of the Soviets and the Challenge of Inde-pendence (1993, with Adrian Karatnycky). 

Notes 

1. For more on this group, see The Dnipropetrovsk Family-2 (2nd. ed., Kyiv: Ukrainian Center for Independent Political Research, 1997). 

2. Les' Taniuk, "Kudy ydesh,Ukrayino?" (Where are you going, Ukraine?), Kyivs'ki vidomosti, 13 June 1997. 


