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Conflict-Prevention in a Transition State:
The Crimean Issue in Post-Soviet Ukraine

GWENDOLYN SASSE

Ukraine's post-Soviet state-building has been characterized by two simultaneous, yet
contradictory trends: the strengthening of the political institutions of the central state
and a process of selective autonomization in Crimea. The Crimean issue with its
different ethnic, historical, regional and international dimensions posed a considerable
challenge to the 'new' Ukraine. Ethno-regional conflict was widely expected to erupt
in Crimea during the first half of the 1990s. Parallel institution-building at the regional
and national levels, in particular the protracted elite bargaining over Crimean
autonomy, helped to integrate the region into the Ukrainian polity. This article argues
that the political process behind the establishment of Crimean autonomy has been far
more significant for conflict prevention than the actual institutional outcome which is
politically weak, albeit symbolically significant.

Regime change and post-communist transition have created opportunities
for changes in centre-periphery relations in many post-Soviet states,
whether by negotiation or violence. Consequently, regions have emerged as
significant arenas of political contestation. In some places ethnic groups and
regional elites have mobilized and demanded more autonomy, while in
others they have asserted secessionist aspirations. The most serious and
violent challenges to the new states have tended to come from regions
where ethnicity is territorialized, such as Nagorno-Karabakh, Chechnya or
Abkhazia. Post-communist states have tended to opt for a type of nation-
state building characterized by centralization and institutional rigidity, both
of which are not conducive to the flexible management of ethnic and
regional diversity.1 There are several reasons why the new governing elites
of the Soviet successor states opted for centralization. The borders of the
new states were inherited Soviet administrative boundaries, whose lack of
'history' gave rise to insecurities and tensions. The governing elites were
inexperienced in managing complex ethno-territorial and regional demands
and tended to associate them with the threat of separatism. Any dilution of
the centralized state through autonomy was equated with an automatic
weakening of the state.

Gwendolyn Sasse, London School of Economics and Political Science

Nationalism and Ethnic Politics, Vol.8, No.2, Summer 2002, pp.1-26
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2 NATIONALISM and ETHNIC POLITICS

Ukraine's considerable regional and ethnic diversity makes it an obvious
choice for the study of conflict and conflict prevention. In its post-1991
borders Ukraine exists as an independent state for the first time in its entire
history. As a result of its complex history as part of four empires (Russian,
Habsburg, Ottoman and Soviet empires) Ukraine is made up of distinct
regions. The management of ethnic, cultural, socio-economic and territorial
cleavages is perhaps the most distinct aspect of Ukraine's post-Soviet
political and economic transition as well as its state- and nation-building
process. Among the post-Soviet states Ukraine has been a pathfinder for a
new peaceful equilibrium between the central state and the regions.2 Crimea
was widely seen as a fracture line for ethnic, regional and even international
conflict in the first half of the 1990s.3 A lengthy process of political
negotiation resulted in an asymmetric autonomy arrangement that was
embedded in the Ukrainian constitution of 1996. How was such a complex
regional challenge with much potential for conflict managed?

Taking a conflict that did not occur as one's starting-point is not the usual
approach in studies of post-communist transition or conflict-regulation.
Understanding why certain conflicts do not occur, however, is as important
as analyzing those that do. The Crimean case puts other regional challenges
in Ukraine in perspective: if ethno-regional conflict did not erupt in the
region where it was most expected, then pessimistic predictions regarding a
possible East-West fracturing of Ukraine, and the emphasis on Russian
nationalism in the study of post-Soviet state-and nation-building may not be
well founded. Moreover, Crimea is a good case for the comparative study of
conflict management and the role of institutions, and of autonomy
arrangements in particular. The fact that Crimea remains the only region in
Ukraine with a territorial autonomy status suggests that this asymmetric
institutional arrangement must have been a significant factor of conflict-
prevention. An examination of Crimea's autonomy status, however, reveals
it to be constitutionally ambiguous and weakly implemented. The apparent
legal and political fragility of Crimean autonomy on paper and in practice
raises the question of how important a role Crimean autonomy really played
in resolving the complex territorial challenge posed in 1991-98. The
argument presented here is that the political process of negotiation and
central and regional elite bargaining rather than the institutional outcome per
se was important for conflict-prevention. This analysis emphasizes the
importance of the process of institution-making as much as the institutional
outcome itself. Moreover, Ukraine's 'dual state-building model' of
centralization and selective autonomization may offer elements to be drawn
on in the search for peaceful solutions to other more violent post-Soviet
regional challenges.
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CONFLICT-PREVENTION IN POST-SOVIET UKRAINE 3

The Sources of Instability in Crimea

Crimea is distinguished from other Ukrainian regions by several key features
which placed the region at the centre of debates over Ukraine's transition and
state-building after 1991.4 First, the distinctly multi-ethnic profile of Crimea's
population - a product of a half millennium of waves of settlement by the
Tatar Khanate, the Russian Empire, the USSR and Soviet Ukraine after
Crimea's transfer from the RSFSR to the Ukrainian SSR in 1954 - was
viewed as explosive. Crimea is the only Ukrainian region with an ethnic
Russian majority (today about 62 per cent as compared to 24 per cent
Ukrainians and about 80 smaller nationalities) and a significant Crimean Tatar
segment (about 12 per cent). This share has been steadily increasing due to the
post-1991 return of the Crimean Tatars who had been deported from their
historic homeland by Stalin in 1944. The return of the Crimean Tatars has
brought new frictions to the region, in particular socio-economic difficulties
tied to their resettlement and problems with their political integration.

Second, Crimea inherited a uniquely 'Soviet' socio-economic structure.
The regional economy was highly 'sovietized', dominated after 1991 by
bankrupt enterprises of the military-industrial complex, and a once well-
developed Soviet tourism industry that slumped in the aftermath of the
USSR. The high proportion of retired former Soviet personnel from across
the USSR adds to the region's distinctly 'Soviet' political culture.5

Third, Crimea invokes deeply rooted symbolic, literary and historical
memories that are fundamental for Russian, Crimean Tatar and Ukrainian
national identities. Thus, it was one of the few territories in the Former
Soviet Union (FSU) that had multiple 'ethnic' claims to it, all of which were
plausibly historically grounded.

Fourth, Crimea is also territorially 'a place apart' in Ukraine. Crimea is
tied to the mainland only by a narrow isthmus, a factor which compounded
the insecurity felt by Ukraine's national elites about potential separatism in
the region, while it at the same time emboldened the claims for secession
made by Crimea's largely Russified political elite.

Finally, the Crimean issue has resonated in not one, but two post-Soviet
states. From being a periphery within the former tsarist and Soviet empires,
post-1991 Crimea became a key interface between the two distinct, but
interrelated, processes of state- and nation-building in Ukraine and Russia.
From the outset, Crimea was prominent in the Russian-Ukrainian foreign
policy agenda, mainly because Russia has a strong military presence in
Crimea and became embroiled with Ukraine over the status of the Black Sea
Fleet and the strategic base at Sevastopol'. Furthermore, the disputed
legality of the transfer of Crimea from the RSFSR to the Ukrainian SSR in
1954 was frequently raised by Russian politicians and institutions to
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4 NATIONALISM and ETHNIC POLITICS

strengthen Russian claims. That Crimea lay at the centre of the geopolitical
triangle formed by Ukraine, Russia and Turkey made it an area of
considerable international importance in the wider Black Sea region.
Consequently, the Crimean issue was a critical test for independent Ukraine,
both domestically and internationally.6

Autonomy and Ethnic Conflict

Autonomy is a vague concept in international law, and its meaningfulness
varies depending on the context. Autonomy, however, can be a flexible
political means of power diffusion within a divided society. Autonomy
involves a compromise that aims to strike a balance between state unity and
the recognition and institutionalization of difference within the boundaries
of the state. Elazar's distinction between federations and federal
arrangements placed autonomy in the latter category.7 While federalism is
still widely conceived of as a symmetric structure embracing an entire
country, autonomy is a relative concept defining a degree of power and
independence of a region or group. Autonomy is, therefore, a trait of
asymmetry in state power.8

Typologies of conflict-regulation distinguish between the elimination of
ethnic differences and the management of diversity, or between distributive
and structural mechanisms respectively.9 In the Crimean case the management
of diversity through structural means emerged as the only feasible option, as
ethnic streamlining through Crimea's integration with Russia was not an
acceptable or preferred option for the central Ukrainian and Russian elites,
and the (re-)distribution of resources could not have been guaranteed under
the conditions of regional multi-ethnicity and transition. Ukraine's attempt to
develop institutions that accommodate ethnic and regional diversity, such as
the Crimean autonomy arrangement, coincided with the establishment of all
the other basic institutional parameters of a democratic state and hesitant
moves towards marketization. Such institutional engineering in response to
ethnic and regional diversity is, therefore, part of the 'dilemma of
simultaneity' of post-communist transition.

Much of the literature on conflict-regulation centres on the institutional
mechanisms designed to prevent, manage and resolve ethnic conflict, in
particular autonomy and electoral arrangements. The focus is often on the
insertion of institutional mechanisms into relatively stable and democratic
systems rather than on the dynamics involved in a transitional society. The
study of conflict and conflict-regulation shares some of the key assumptions
of neo-institutionalism, namely a definition of institution which goes
beyond the formal set-up and focuses on the interplay of structures and
actors as part of a dynamic process. On the one hand, institutions act as
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CONFLICT-PREVENTION IN POST-SOVIET UKRAINE 5

constraints; on the other hand they help to structure incentives and political
behaviour.10

Autonomy is closely linked with ethnicity in theories of conflict-
regulation." Recent international political practice since the end of the Cold
War, and academic studies, have emphasized that autonomy is essentially
viewed as a means of ethnic conflict regulation.12 The assumption is that a
particular ethnic sentiment is the single most important driving force in
territorial conflicts. As a consequence, territorial autonomy is widely seen
in ethnically defined terms. The autonomy status is presented primarily as a
means to accommodate a geographically concentrated (and possibly
indigenous) ethnic group that forms a regional majority. A divided society
is understood as a state with a territorially concentrated ethnic minority.

Similarly, regionalism is often conflated with the territorially
concentrated nationalism of one predominant ethnic group.13 Ethnic
cleavages may offer the most pronounced issues and rhetoric for
mobilization purposes, but differences in economic structure or strength and
social composition can prove equally salient. Moreover, ethnicity can either
cross-cut or reinforce other regional cleavages. Territorial autonomy
arrangements can be a response to ethnic cleavages, but a broader notion of
regionalism informs the notion of autonomy. A domestically situated
understanding of regionalism designates the mobilization and politicization
of specific cleavages (ethnic, cultural, economic, social, historical) by at
least parts of the elites or the population of a territorial sub-unit of the state,
resulting in explicit political demands or a more or less organized
movement to which the centre is forced to react. The opposition between
centre and periphery is, however, often less clear-cut than presupposed:
some regional forces can be linked to or gain support from the centre, based
on a shared rationale of political and economic returns. Finally, cleavages
are neither equally strong and neatly separated from one another nor
independent of a particular context or time. The institutional
accommodation of regions that are characterized by multi-ethnicity, such as
Crimea, does not figure prominently in such conceptual and legal
discussions, and does not appear to fit neatly into their frameworks.14

The Constitutional Status of Crimean Autonomy

The 'Autonomous Republic of Crimea' is the result of a protracted political
process (1991-98), which was critically shaped by regional and national
elections as well as referenda. Its outcome ultimately depended on both
regional and centre-regional elite pacts and compromises. A preliminary
Crimean constitution, ratified in parts by the Ukrainian parliament in April
1996, preceded the ratification of the new Ukrainian state constitution in
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6 NATIONALISM and ETHNIC POLITICS

June 1996, but the final version of the Crimean constitution was only
approved by the Ukrainian parliament on 23 December 1998. By June 1996
the ground rules had been established: the centre-periphery conflict
between Kyiv and Simferopol' had been institutionalized through a national
and a regional constitution. However, several contentious issues remained
unresolved in the regional constitution of April 1996, among them
unratified clauses on a separate Crimean 'citizenship', Crimean 'state'
symbols and the explicit delineation of Crimea's devolved powers. The
preamble of the Ukrainian constitution of 1996 declares Ukraine a 'unitary
state', while Part 10 contradicts that principle by providing for an
'Autonomous Republic of Crimea'. Such ambiguities illustrate that
Crimea's autonomy status was the result of a political and judicial
compromise. The new Ukrainian constitution stipulates that the
'Autonomous Republic of Crimea' will retain its own Supreme Council
(Verkhovna Rada),15 Council of Ministers (Rada Ministriv)^ and
Constitution (Konstytutsiya). In contrast to the Crimean constitution of
September 1992 Crimea no longer has a separate president and
Constitutional Court, and the powers of the Crimean Supreme Soviet have
been reduced significantly and are subordinated to central institutions.
According to the Ukrainian constitution, the Verkhovna Rada of the
Autonomous Republic of Crimea has the right to pass normative legal acts
(normativno-pravovi akty) and decisions and regulations (rishennya i
postanovy). The Ukrainian constitution emphasizes that these acts as well as
the decisions of the Crimean Council of Ministers have to comply with the
Ukrainian constitution, Ukrainian law, presidential decrees and government
decisions." The constitutional terminology is designed to downgrade the
importance of the competences allocated to Crimea: the term 'law' is
avoided and the Verkhovna Rada is repeatedly referred to as a
'representative body' (predstavnyts'kyi organ) as opposed to 'parliament',
thereby further diminishing the status of the assembly. The regional
constitution-in-parts of April 1996 had still contained references to the law-
making responsibilities of the Crimean Supreme Soviet, but these were
omitted from the final version ratified at the end of 1998.

Crimea's autonomy status is anchored in the Ukrainian constitution and
thereby automatically protected by a hurdle that requires constitutional
amendments to secure the approval of a two-thirds majority in the national
parliament. The sections on Ukraine's territorial structure and on Crimea,
however, do not specifically state any further guarantees of Crimea's status.
In contrast, the Crimean constitution repeatedly refers to 'state guarantees'
for Crimea's autonomy. Article 3.2 of the Crimean constitution details the
supposed guarantees of the Autonomous Republic. Rather than defining an
institutional procedure to allow for or prevent changes to Crimea's status, it
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CONFLICT-PREVENTION IN POST-SOVIET UKRAINE 7

consists of vague references to Crimea's 'independence' (samostiinist') in
legal, organizational, financial, property-related and resource issues as
defined by the Ukrainian constitution. It refers to the 'consideration of the
distinctive features' of the region that must be given by the Ukrainian
organs of power when taking decisions related to the Autonomous
Republic, to 'state guarantees for the status and powers' of the autonomy
and the 'legal protection of the status and powers'. The final section of the
Crimean constitution deals exclusively with the guarantees for Crimea: the
Ukrainian constitution, the Crimean constitution and Ukrainian law are
described as the triangle defining the status and powers of the Autonomous
Republic, the regional assembly and government, all three of which are
'guaranteed by the Ukrainian state' (Article 48.1). The regional assembly
can - based on a regional consultative referendum - propose changes to the
status and powers of the Autonomous Republic, its Supreme Council and
Council of Ministers in accordance with the Ukrainian constitution and law
(Article 48.2 and abbreviated in Article 7.2). Ukraine's 'state guarantee' is
not defined, and the repeated references to the Ukrainian constitution and
law do not clearly distinguish between the two. Ambiguity also
characterizes the sections of the Crimean constitution defining the powers
of the regional authorities. The first clause of each section of the Crimean
constitution of 1998 stresses that each regional organ of power acts within
the jurisdiction of the Ukrainian constitution, but the subsequent, more
detailed description of the procedures leaves room for interpretation due to
imprecision. Consequently, the Crimean constitution and the region's status
ultimately depend on decisions taken at the centre. The wording of the
Crimean constitution offers a symbolic, but legally under-defined basis for
asserting the power of the autonomy against any potential unilateral action
by the centre.

Ukrainian legal experts have pointed out, for example, that although the
organization of elections is solely defined by Ukrainian law (Ukrainian
constitution, Article 92), Article 18.6 of the Crimean constitution places
these issues within the responsibility of the Crimean Supreme Council.18 In
fact, the clause in the Crimean constitution also contains a general reference
to Ukrainian law (though not the Ukrainian constitution), so vagueness
rather than an overemphasis on Crimean powers seems to be the core
problem. Similarly, the powers of the Supreme Council of Crimea are
vaguely defined.19 The introductory clause of Article 38 of the Crimean
constitution mentions both the Ukrainian constitution and Ukrainian law
and refers to unspecified 'boundaries of competency'. It appears that here
the key issue is not only the ambiguity of both constitutions, but the long
delay in passing the Ukrainian enabling laws. Article 137 of the Ukrainian
constitution briefly lists the policy areas to be governed directly by regional
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8 NATIONALISM and ETHNIC POLITICS

normative-legal acts,20 but while the Crimean constitution includes a more
detailed list, it clarifies that acts must conform to the Ukrainian Constitution
and laws (Crimean constitution, Article 27 and 28).

Ukrainian legal experts have also observed that the Crimean constitution
stipulates that the Crimean assembly has the right to 'participate' in
Ukrainian foreign-policy making (Article 18.3) and its right to take
decisions on investment, science, technology, free economic zones,
licensing and determining export quotas as well as demographic policy
(Article 18) all of which are not addressed by the Ukrainian constitution.21

The critique does not mention that the same clause also contains the
standard phrase 'within its competences'. Moreover, even the Crimean
constitution confines the scope for regional external relations to the
economic sphere, science, education, environmental and cultural issues.
There are other issues on which the powers of the Supreme Council of
Crimea, as stipulated in the Crimean constitution, are not fully in
accordance with the Ukrainian constitution. Article 8 of the Crimean
constitution, for instance, states that the Supreme Council of Crimea
determines the special status of the regional capital Simferopol' based on
Ukrainian law. The Ukrainian constitution, however, stipulates that the
special status of cities is decided exclusively by Ukrainian law (Article 92),
and the constitution only accords a special status to Kyiv and Sevastopol',
as approved by Ukrainian law (Article 133).

In democracies constitutional ambiguities and contradictions are
generally clarified by judicial review, and this process is under way in
Ukraine. The Ukrainian Constitutional Court is the ultimate arbiter of
constitutional questions between the centre and the region (Crimean
constitution, Article 5.1). The Crimean constitution defines the procedure
by which the president of Ukraine can block normative-legal acts if they are
considered to be in violation of the Ukrainian constitution, with the
Constitutional Court making the final decision (Crimean constitution,
Article 5.2). Regional government acts can be changed directly by the
president of Ukraine (Article 5.3). A separate article provides for the right
of the Crimean assembly to address issues to the Constitutional Court in
matters related to the Ukrainian constitution and law (Crimean Article 19).
By 2002 only a few cases related to Crimea have reached the Constitutional
Court, but the president and the Crimean assembly have both taken the
initiative. Not surprisingly, the Constitutional Court rulings have generally
underscored the centre's legal authority over the region. Examples include
the case on 27 February 2001 when the Constitutional Court set a precedent
by declaring parts of four regional normative-legal acts forwarded by the
president of Ukraine, unconstitutional. Most importantly, this ruling
clarifies that only the Verkhovna Rada in Kyiv qualifies as a 'parliament',
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CONFLICT-PREVENTION IN POST-SOVIET UKRAINE 9

whereas the Crimean Verkhovna Rada is merely the 'representative organ'
of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and, therefore, cannot hold
'parliamentary hearings', as stipulated in the assembly's regulations. The
same ruling defined the Crimean constitution itself as the 'key normative-
legal act' among the acts adopted by the organs of the Autonomous
Republic, a further legal downgrading of the region.22

Budgetary relations between Kyiv and Simferopol' have also been a key
test ground for Crimea's powers. According to the Crimean constitution
(Article 18.13), the taxes raised regionally form part of the Crimean budget.
However, both constitutional clauses on the budgetary relationship between
Simferopol' and Kyiv (Article 18.13 and 18.14) are convoluted and refer to
Ukrainian legislation for clarification. The Ukrainian state budget, approved
by the national parliament, repeatedly provided for the transfer of VAT from
Crimea to the centre, thereby effectively reducing Crimea's revenues.23 The
Supreme Council of the Autonomous Republic initiated Constitutional Court
hearings, for example to probe the Ukrainian Law 'On the State Budget of
Ukraine for 2002', but the Court rejected the Crimean case.24 The budgetary
relations between Kyiv and Simferopol' are one of only few issues where the
interests of the Crimean government and parliament converge. Both organs
of power stand for a stronger regional tax base, arguing for collecting and
keeping the regionally raised taxes inclusive of VAT.

The Politics of Crimean Autonomy

At the time of the ratification of the Crimean constitution in December 1998,
Crimea's second post-Soviet assembly had been elected. The Communist
Party re-emerged as the majority party in regional politics (35.5 per cent of
the votes), followed by several smaller parties, like the National Democratic
Party of Ukraine (4.3 per cent), most of which were closely connected to
central power structures. With the chairman of the Communist Party, Leonid
Grach, elected as Speaker of the Crimean parliament, and Sergei Kunitsyn as
the Chairman of the regional Council of Ministers, no more than a temporary
political balance between a regional and pro-Kyiv orientation was
guaranteed. From early 1999 onwards there was a constant conflict between
the two institutions. Until the parliamentary elections in March 2002
Crimean politics primarily revolved around unsuccessful mutual attempts to
topple the speaker of the regional assembly and the head of the Council of
Ministers. As the regional political party space is still in flux - with the
exception of the well-organized and predominant Communist Party - the
coalitions in the regional assembly have merely been alliances of
convenience. As a result, the quasi-parliamentary set-up of the Autonomous
Republic, according to which a parliamentary majority determines the
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10 NATIONALISM and ETHNIC POLITICS

composition and head of the Crimean Council of Ministers, is far less stable
than it looks in the constitutions.25 Neither the constitutions nor additional
laws sufficiently define the relationship between the regional assembly and
the Council of Ministers. The institutional conflict was compounded by a
clash of personalities and agendas embodied by Grach and Kunitsyn. Both
represented one of the two leading political forces in the region and benefited
from links with party colleagues or the authorities in Kyiv. Inter-personal and
inter-institutional infighting effectively deadlocked Crimean politics. Thus,
the ratification of the Crimean constitution did little to unblock regional
policy-making, especially in the economic sphere. At the same time, the
ongoing executive-legislature conflict both at the centre and in Crimea have
precluded a new polarization around a centre-regional cleavage.

The regional elections of 31 March 2002 brought about an unexpected
result, reducing the influence of the Communists (33.9 per cent) and bringing
six Crimean Tatars back into the regional assembly despite an unfavourable
and unchanged majoritarian electoral system.26 This latter outcome, however,
is best explained by a series of contingent factors and cannot be seen as a
'success' of the Crimean autonomy arrangement (see below). The majority
of the Crimean population is alienated from the constitutional settlement. A
regional opinion poll conducted in March 2001 established that almost 46.6
per cent of the Crimean population believe that the adoption of the Crimean
constitution has not influenced the political situation in the region.
According to the same poll, 19.8 per cent think of it as having a positive
influence, whereas 13.3 per cent point to its negative impact.27 The
population's list of concerns is clearly topped by a range of socio-economic
issues, whereas the region's relations with the centre only concerns 4.2 per
cent of the population, while a lack of interaction between the regional
assembly and government was singled out by only 2.7 per cent of the
respondents.28 These perceptions of irrelevancy have provided the backdrop
for Crimean politics since the end of 1998.

Furthermore, Crimea's current autonomy status has little to offer to the
Crimean Tatars.29 At the time of the ratification of the Crimean constitution,
the Crimean Tatars had already lost their 14 reserved seats in the Crimean
parliament during the 1998 elections, but the ratification of the regional
constitution provided a more definite marker of exclusion. Crimean
autonomy, as defined in the constitution, and as practised under the
Communist Party leader and speaker of the regional Rada 1998-2002, Leonid
Grach, paved the way for a continuous confrontation between Grach and the
Crimean Tatar organization Mejlis. Neither the Ukrainian nor the Crimean
constitution recognizes the status of the Crimean Tatars as an indigenous
people; their political representation in the regional institutions is not
guaranteed; their own political organizations (Kurultai and Mejlis) are not
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CONFLICT-PREVENTION IN POST-SOVIET UKRAINE 11

officially recognized; and their specific socio-economic concerns tied to their
return to Crimea (especially property rights) are not explicitly addressed. The
only reference to the Crimean Tatars in the regional constitution is made in
the context of the regional language provisions: the Crimean constitution as
well as the regional normative-legal acts are to be published in Ukrainian,
Russian and Crimean Tatar (Article 4.2). Article 10 declares that the use and
development of Russian, Crimean Tatar and other national languages will be
guaranteed in addition to the state language Ukrainian.30 Further reference is
made to provisions for education in national languages, although it is left open
whether this will be provided for by regular schools or through national-
cultural organizations. Additionally, the possibility of applying to have
official documents issued in Crimean Tatar is singled out (Article 11).
However, next to Ukrainian as the state language only the Russian language
is additionally described as 'the language of the majority of the population'
which is 'suited to inter-ethnic communication' and 'will be used in all
spheres of societal life' (Article 10.2).

Given the legal ambiguity of the constitutional settlement, the budget
disputes, the continuing wrangling between the regional organs of power,
the population's alienation from the Crimean constitution and the exclusion
of the Crimean Tatars from the autonomy arrangement, Crimea's current
autonomy status is politically weak. Although even a symbolic degree of
regional autonomy can be an important means of conflict-regulation,
Crimean autonomy has proved incapable of dealing effectively with the
region's most pressing problems since 1998. It therefore seems unlikely that
such a weak institutional design in form and practice can explain the fact
that Crimean separatism was defused and the central and regional elites
reached an agreement. The key questions are whether a certain constellation
of conditions created the political space for Crimean autonomy to play a
role in conflict prevention and whether the actual process of autonomization
could have been as or more important than the constitutional outcome.

Transition and Conflict: Elites and Institutions

Transition theories single out elite pacts and institutional design as the key
tools for crafting and consolidating democracy,31 but the debate on the
institutions most conducive to democracy has primarily focused on top-
level institutions, most notably the choice between parliamentarism and
presidentialism and the countries' electoral systems.32 However, parallel to
and in interaction with the choices being made at the central state level,
transition has to address issues of ethnic diversity and regional
mobilization.33 What form regional mobilization takes - whether it is based
on political economy issues, ethnicity or autonomy claims - is shaped
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12 NATIONALISM and ETHNIC POLITICS

largely by a region's specific historical legacies, the transition context and
the elites' expectations of political returns.

Informed by classical liberal assumptions about democracy, Rustow's
seminal trajectory of transition singled out 'national unity' as the precondition
for transition.34 Although 'national unity' is only vaguely defined and seems
to conflate the notions of state and nation, it makes for a skewed starting-point
in the analysis of post-Soviet transition where - with the exception of the
Baltic states - state independence is a novelty, multi-ethnicity is the rule rather
than the exception, and national identities are still in flux. The 'stateness
problem', described by Linz and Stepan is a variation on the liberal-
democratic theme, highlighting the challenge of multi-ethnicity to
democracy.35 Horowitz portrayed ethnic conflict as one of the most important
reasons for the failure of democratization, stressing how it renders both the
initiation of democratization and democratic practice difficult.36 Nordlinger, in
contrast, claimed that democracy is possible in deeply divided societies
through a 'narrow margin of consensus'.37 A discussion of institutional means
of accommodating regional or ethnic diversity, built around such a 'margin of
consensus', is by and large absent from the theoretical analysis of transition.

Economic and political transition accentuate the inequalities in
opportunities and offer ample scope for the mobilization of ethnic stereotypes.
This can, but does not have to, lead to an 'ethnification of transition politics' .38

It is precisely the rational, fluid and instrumental notion of ethnicity that
makes for the possibility of conflict-regulation and reconciliation with loyalty
to a multi-ethnic state.39 Ethnic conflict is a political problem that requires
political solutions shaped by actors and institutions. Politically relevant cross-
cutting cleavages may contribute to the mitigation and regulation of such
conflict.40 The complex post-communist reality in a case like Crimea involves
several salient and simultaneously mobilized cleavages as well as socio-
economic or political sub-cleavages within an ethnic group.

Transition studies originally postulated the predominance of domestic
factors.41 Post-communist transition has increasingly demonstrated the
importance of the international dimension, namely the context of post-
imperialism. The few transition studies that have addressed the question of
interdependence between states have limited their focus to the relationship
between transition countries and the 'international community' of
established democracies.42 Equally important, however, is the impact that
states undergoing transition have on each other. In the case of Ukraine, the
relationship with Russia illustrates this international dimension. The
question of Crimea's status and the Black Sea Fleet were among the focal
points for the relations between Russia and Ukraine throughout much of the
1990s and made their transitions interdependent. Turkey's interest in the
Crimean Tatar issue broadened this interrelationship into a triangle.
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CONFLICT-PREVENTION IN POST-SOVIET UKRAINE 13

Theories of transition and conflict-regulation share an emphasis on
institutions and elites. In combination, they adequately frame post-
communist case studies of ethnic and regional issues, although some
readjustments have to be made. On the one hand, theories of
democratization and transition have to be extended both vertically within
states and horizontally across states to trace elite pacts, institutional choices
and contingencies at the regional/local and international levels. On the other
hand, the conceptualization of conflict and conflict-regulation needs to
consider the dynamics of transition when evaluating the scope of
institutional mechanisms such as autonomy.

Crimean Autonomy in the Making (1991-98)

Constitutions are 'pathways'.43 They are emblematic and do not necessarily
reflect the reality of politics, but they are a major tool for anchoring the
state, creating institutions to organize political life and evoking behavioural
compliance. What matters is the combination of both the 'legal text' and the
'political context'.44 A drawn-out constitutional process reveals not only the
importance assigned to it by the new states themselves, but also serves as an
indicator of political tensions and power relations within each state. During
transition constitutions create the legal framework for the new regime and
are a key to political stability. 'Constitutional engineering' describes the
process of elite bargaining and compromise that engenders an incentive
structure, locks political actors into a common political space and
disciplines political behaviour. Constitutions per se are, of course, no
guarantee for democratic consolidation and efficient policy-making. Only
the implementation of the constitutional rules of the game are an adequate
test of the value of the arrangement.

Constitution-making in Ukraine took longer than in any other post-
Soviet state. The Ukrainian parliament adopted the new Ukrainian
constitution as late as June 1996. This is an indicator of the lack of
consensus on new state structures and national identity. The constitution is
a minimum compromise in all respects, and often contradictory. One of the
contradictions is that it tries to reconcile the ideas of a unitary state and a
federal element embodied in the 'Autonomous Republic of Crimea'. Crimea
was a latecomer in terms of political mobilization during perestwika. Apart
from a short-lived ecological movement and an only feeble democratic
group in the late 1980s/early 1990s, mobilization began with the
constitutional issue of Crimean autonomy in 1990. What began as a
territorial question within the USSR spiralled into a demand for territorial
autonomy within the new Ukrainian state from 1991 onwards and
culminated in a Russian national and separatist movement in 1994. The

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
N

ew
ca

st
le

 (
A

us
tr

al
ia

)]
 a

t 0
4:

19
 0

3 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
4 



14 NATIONALISM and ETHNIC POLITICS

issue of Crimean autonomy came to the fore even before Ukraine had
declared itself an independent state and has since then passed through five
stages. The different phases are characterized by shifting coalitions and a
varying degree of elite confrontation or compromise.

The first stage, from early 1990 until the beginning of 1991, was
characterized by a regional debate over the prospects for Crimean
autonomy. This debate was informed by historical referents, such as the
Crimean Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (ASSR) which was
established within the RSFSR in 1921. The ASSR status had been lost only
in 1944 with the deportation of the Crimean Tatars and the subsequent
downgrading to a region (oblast'). The 1954 transfer of Crimea from the
RSFSR to the Ukrainian SSR emerged as a further rallying point.45

The referendum on the establishment of a Crimean ASSR within the
USSR on 20 January 1991, which won the approval of 93.26 per cent of
those who voted (80 per cent), initiated the second phase which lasted until
early 1994. In response to regional demands, enhanced by the mass return
of Crimean Tatars, Kyiv conceded an undefined territorial autonomy status.
The referendum about the 're-establishment of the ASSR status within the
USSR' was in fact a misnomer.46 Crimea's status as an ASSR could have
been reinstated only as part of the RSFSR. Instead, a third option was
endorsed: on 12 February 1991 the Ukrainian Supreme Soviet made Crimea
an ASSR within the Ukrainian SSR.47 This move strengthened post-Soviet
Ukrainian claims to the region. Thus, when the Soviet Union collapsed, the
new status of Crimea had not yet been clearly defined but it enjoyed an
institutional status which became the foundation for the ensuing political
struggle between Kyiv and Simferopol'. Kyiv initially underestimated the
Crimean issue and lacked a clear regional policy. In this vacuum regional
political forces - Russian nationalist organizations, which attracted some
ex-communists and a new political elite drawn from the intelligentsia -
succeeded in mobilizing around Crimean autonomy and separatism.
Crimean Tatar organizations formed outside of official regional politics and
gathered support for their national-territorial demands, namely a Crimean
Tatar autonomy and exclusive rights.

In the absence of a new Ukrainian constitution and in response to the
centre's ad hoc approach, regional politicians seized the initiative to bolster
Crimea's status. The moderate Crimean Supreme Soviet jumped on the
bandwagon of the autonomy movement, stressing the need for economic
autonomy.48 However, the moderate faction among the old regional elite
became increasingly marginalized by more radical elements. A populist
blend of separatist and irredentist Russian nationalism came to dominate
regional politics by early 1992. On 5-6 May 1992 the Crimean Supreme
Soviet declared Crimea's 'state independence' and passed the first post-
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CONFLICT-PREVENTION IN POST-SOVIET UKRAINE 15

Soviet Crimean constitution. At this stage the Russian nationalists did not
have a clear vision of how to realize Crimean independence. The first
constitution of 6 May 1992 pursued a separatist route, defining the Republic
of Crimea as a 'state' (gosudarstvo) with sovereign powers on its territory,
including all resources, law enforcement structures and independent foreign
relations.49 This constitution has often been characterized as the symbol of
Crimean separatism. In fact, it was highly ambiguous, affirming that the
Republic of Crimea was part of the state of Ukraine and would regulate its
relations with the Ukrainian state on the basis of a bilateral treaty.50 This
constitution, which had been endorsed by the moderate regional parliament
and representatives of the emerging Russian movement alike, was rejected
by the national parliament as soon as it was enacted. Locally, it retained its
symbolic power and was deployed in the power struggle with Kyiv at the
height of Crimean separatism in May 1994.

A head-on collision between Kyiv and Simferopol' was avoided at this
stage under the influence of moderate politicians in Crimea and Kyiv. A
moratorium on the planned regional referendum on Crimea's status created the
opening for a compromise constitution drawn up by the as yet moderate
Crimean Supreme Soviet and enacted on 25 September 1992. Its first article
now emphasized the ambiguous formulation that the 'Republic of Crimea' was
a 'state' within Ukraine.51 Both 1992 constitutions defined Crimea's status in
territorial rather than ethnic terms, referring to the 'multi-ethnic people of
Crimea' and 'the people of Crimea' respectively (mnogonatsional'nyi narod
Kryma and narod Kryma).52 Avoiding the referendum and an early clash with
parts of the regional elite was a clever move, as this would have been difficult
for Kyiv to flout at a time of omnipresent references to 'popular sovereignty'.

The third stage began in early 1994 with the election of the first and last
Crimean president, Yurii Meshkov, by 72.92 per cent of the voters. By then
a distinct regional party system had developed which was skewed towards
ethnopolitical mobilization, with a dominant but amorphous pro-Russian
movement. This movement crystallized around Meshkov and the 'Russia
Bloc' (Blok Rossiya), a loose electoral bloc that became the majority faction
in the regional Supreme Soviet (54 seats out of 98) after the regional
elections in March/April 1994.53 By then the centre had effectively lost
control over the region, including the law-enforcement bodies and special
services based in Crimea.54 In his speech to the Ukrainian Parliament on 1
June 1994, the Ukrainian president, Leonid Kravchuk, admitted that: 'De
jure Crimea is part of Ukraine ... but de facto it is already absent.'55

This stage, which lasted until March 1995, marked both the peak of
Crimean separatism under a pro-Russian mobilization and the beginning of
Kyiv's renewed attempt to restore its authority in the region. In March 1994
a Representative of the Ukrainian president took up office in Crimea,56 and
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16 NATIONALISM and ETHNIC POLITICS

in May the Ukrainian president issued decrees on the reorganization of the
regional Ministry of Internal Affairs and the Security Services, subordinating
both to the respective central Ukrainian law enforcement agencies.57

Presidential turnover at the centre - from Leonid Kravchuk to Leonid
Kuchma - in June/July 1994 and the extension of presidential decree powers
added to the momentum for a more proactive regional policy at the centre.

As the centre was strengthening its resolve, the Russian movement in
Crimea had already begun to fracture. The electoral platform of Meshkov and
his 'Russia Bloc' had focused on salient issues, such as Crimean statehood
and citizenship, the region's reunification with Russia and an independent
foreign policy. Only a few months into the Meshkov era, however, Crimea's
new ruling elite began to disintegrate due to internal rivalries and different
policy agendas, illustrated by the standoff between Meshkov and Sergei
Tsekov, the speaker of the Crimean Supreme Soviet. The Crimean president
and representatives of the 'Russia Bloc' proved incapable of governing
effectively, let alone delivering on their election promises. Most importantly,
they lost the support of the majority of the regional population due to their
failure to address pressing socio-economic issues. Thus, the Russian
movement had discredited itself in the eyes of the public before it had had a
chance to develop further the status of Crimea.58 The so-called 'Russian'
cleavage was primarily the result of contingent polarization and mobilization
in reaction to a perceived 'Ukrainization'. Even at its peak the Russian
movement mobilized against the Ukrainian centre in Kyiv rather than against
ethnic Ukrainians living in Crimea. The quick rise and fall of this movement
was a dialectical phenomenon, demonstrating how easily a dormant ethnic
sentiment can be politically mobilized, and how fickle it can prove if it fails
to sustain itself through leadership and internal coherence and by addressing
the electorate's concerns. Sub-regional ethnic and socio-economic diversity
meant that, to be effective, a regional political movement in Crimea would
have had to address several policy dimensions simultaneously rather than
only one ethnopolitical faultline.

Soviet economic legacies, in particular the regional concentration of
military-industrial production and tourism, made for a difficult starting-point
for regional economic reform, but the few economic decisions taken by
Meshkov and the Crimean Supreme Soviet in 1994 only aggravated
problems. When Meshkov was seen to create inroads for financial interests
of Moscow-based elites, the Crimean Supreme Soviet imposed a moratorium
on the regional privatization programme, thereby demonstrating the disunity
of the Russian movement. The regional political elite's shared ethnic or
regional sentiments crumbled in the face of material interests. The
moratorium, which lasted for several years, in turn allowed organized crime
to flourish and dominate the regional political economy.59 The economic
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CONFLICT-PREVENTION IN POST-SOVIET UKRAINE 17

disagreements fed into the struggle between the regional executive and
legislature, eroding the legitimacy of the Crimean institutions. Meshkov's
attempt at a quasi-dictatorship by dissolving the Supreme Soviet and calling
another regional referendum was preempted by the regional assembly which
triggered the resignation of the regional government and its replacement with
a new one loyal to Kyiv. The internal collapse of the Russian movement
paved the way for a new consensus between a more pragmatic section of the
regional elite and the authorities in Kyiv.

The weakness of Russian nationalist mobilization in Crimea and the fact
that the Russian majority of the population has remained largely apolitical
since 1994 stands in sharp contrast to the well-organized Crimean Tatar
national movement.60 While the shared experience of the 1944 deportation
keeps the Crimean Tatars united on key issues across different social strata,
political and economic interests,61 the Russian national movement lacked a
comparable bond or leaders who could articulate a coherent ethnopolitical
project. Instead it was constructed around a confused Soviet-Russian
identity or nostalgia with blurred political goals. By March 1995 Crimea
had returned to Ukrainian central jurisdiction. The Ukrainian 'Law on the
Autonomous Republic of Crimea' (17 March 1995) cancelled the Crimean
constitution and Crimean laws refining the region's institutions, abolished
the Crimean presidency and threatened the Crimean Supreme Soviet with
suspension if it failed to meet an ultimatum to draw up a new Crimean
constitution.62 A presidential decree subordinated the Crimean government
directly to the Ukrainian president.63

The fourth stage from March 1995 until June 1996 was once again
characterized by protracted negotiations between Kyiv and Simferopol'.
Personal and factional power struggles in the region further postponed the
centre-periphery settlement, but from the centre's perspective the potential
for a conflict which was centred on the Russian movement or, more generally,
on a unified regional elite had lost its potency. The adoption of the Crimean
and - two and a half months later - of the Ukrainian constitution in April and
June 1996 marked the beginning of the fifth and last stage of the constitution-
making process. It resembled a more rational compromise hinged on the
constitutionalization of Crimean autonomy. The experience of 1994 had
strengthened the centre's anti-federal sentiments, but a basic commitment to
the notion of Crimean autonomy prevailed.64 After some delay, the timing of
the ratification of an incomplete regional constitution followed by the
ratification of the national constitution further defused the issue.65

After the 'ratification-in-parts' of the Crimean constitution in 1996
regional politics became highly factionalized and criminalized.66 The two
main economic 'clans' as well as a vociferous Crimean Tatar faction were
represented in the Crimean Supreme Soviet, leading to a complete political
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18 NATIONALISM and ETHNIC POLITICS

gridlock for several months. Ultimately, the regional Communist Party and
its leader Leonid Grach, in particular, capitalized on the disunity within the
assembly. The fact that the Communist Party had only secured two seats in
the Crimean Supreme Soviet in the elections of 1994 meant that they could
distance themselves from the discredited institutions and political
infighting. At this stage the regional communists emerged as a stabilizing
force in centre-periphery relations. This spirit of compromise was helped
by the communist-dominated Verkhovna Rada in Kyiv, since the Crimean
Communist Party leader Grach enjoyed significant political clout at the
national level. Communist Party power was further consolidated when the
new Crimean Soviet was elected in March 1998.

These regional elections saw a considerable turnover of deputies with the
Communists returning as the single largest party (35.5 per cent). The
political representation of the remains of the Russian movement was
significantly reduced before the constitution-making process had come
almost full circle. In its final phase constitution-making resembled a one-
man show: as the speaker of the Crimean Supreme Soviet, Leonid Grach
forged a new minimum consensus in the assembly and paved the way for the
final ratification of a reformulated Crimean constitution by the Ukrainian
parliament on 23 December 1998. Similar to the regional communists'
demands in the early 1990s, Grach emphasized the importance of regional
economic rights, although his grip on regional power did little to progress
much-needed economic reforms. The elections in March 2002 somewhat
weakened the Communist Party's position at the regional and local level.

While the Crimean Tatars opposed a purely territorial definition of
Crimean autonomy, the few active Ukrainian political organizations in the
region generally opposed it in principle. Both ethnopolitical groups
cooperated during the end-phase of the constitutional process.67 The Crimean
Supreme Soviet elected in 1994 had a consociational quota of 14 seats for the
Crimean Tatars (plus one seat each for the Armenians, Bulgarians, Germans
and Greeks).68 In the Crimean Supreme Soviet 1994-98 the Crimean Tatars
represented the most disciplined faction. The constitutional settlement,
however, left them politically excluded. The ending of their electoral quotas
at the national and regional levels, and the shift from an element of
proportional representation to a clear majoritarian system in 1998 sharply
reduced their representation. Tatar opinion was alienated as a result and more
radical elements within the Crimean Tatar national movement became more
assertive. Exclusion also forced the Crimean Tatars to seek political partners,
most notably within the Ukrainian national movement Rukh. This alliance of
Ukraine's most ethnically defined political movements resulted in Crimean
Tatar representatives being elected to the national parliament in 1998 and
2002.69 The political weakness of Rukh in Crimea did not help the Crimean
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CONFLICT-PREVENTION IN POST-SOVIET UKRAINE 19

Tatars to secure regional political representation in 1998. Their return to the
regional assembly on 31 March 2002, when they won six seats despite the
regional majoritarian electoral system, caught observers and politicians by
surprise. This result can be explained by a confluence of contingent factors,
such as: the fact that by now about 90 per cent of the Crimean Tatars have
obtained Ukrainian citizenship and, therefore, have the right to vote; their
improved electoral strategies and voting discipline; the geographical
concentration - though no majority - of Crimean Tatars in some
constituencies; the fact that anti-Crimean Tatar rhetoric was less prominent
in this election compared with previous elections or at least overshadowed
by the turbulence surrounding the temporary cancellation of Grach's
electoral registration.

International Factors

While international factors continuously framed the Crimean issue, they did
little to ignite conflict. In the period from 1992 to mid-1994 the Russian
parliament passed resolutions about the illegality of Crimea's 1954 transfer
and declared Sevastopol' a Russian city, and Russian politicians made well-
timed visits to Crimea to bolster their own electoral appeal in Russia.
President Yeltsin rejected pro-Crimean rhetoric from the beginning, and by
mid-1994 it was clear that Crimea's reintegration with Russia was not on
Russia's agenda, while strategic concerns about the Black Sea Fleet and its
base in Sevastopol' were the main issues at stake.™ These issues were
eventually settled in the Russian-Ukrainian Friendship Treaty of May 1997
- the so-called 'Big Treaty' which was only ratified by the Russian and
Ukrainian parliaments in early 1999.71 This treaty is Russia's international
recognition of the fact that Crimea and Sevastopol' are integral parts of the
Ukrainian state. This recognition builds on the 1994 trilateral agreement
between Russia, Ukraine and the United States, which had tied Ukraine's
nuclear disarmament to a guarantee of its territorial integrity. The Chechen
war also sent important signals to Ukraine and the rest of the FSU: neo-
imperial rhetoric was counterbalanced by Russia's inability to deal with its
own centre-periphery problems, and the bloody consequences of a
confrontational regional policy became evident.

International institutions like the OSCE, the Council of Europe and the
UN have also been active in Crimea. The OSCE was actively involved in
shaping Crimean political autonomy, whereas the latter two organizations
have focused their attention on the Crimean Tatars and development issues.
The involvement of the OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities,
Max van der Stoel, from 1993-94 onwards helped to embed the Crimean
issue as a Ukrainian constitutional dispute and contributed to the
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20 NATIONALISM and ETHNIC POLITICS

preservation of a territorial autonomy status.72 The initial involvement of the
High Commissioner (and the regional branch of the OSCE mission to
Ukraine) was prompted by the Russian separatist mobilization, but from
1995 onwards the emphasis gradually shifted to the task of integrating the
Crimean Tatars politically and economically.73

To date the third potential foreign policy actor, Turkey, has refrained
from getting openly involved in Crimean politics. Turkey and its Crimean
Tatar diaspora have mainly provided humanitarian aid and financial support
for cultural and religious organizations in Crimea. To date the majority of
Crimean Tatars regard Islam as a cultural marker rather than a basis for
political mobilization. Different foreign Islamic groups are allegedly
providing military and religious training for Crimean Tatar splinter groups,
some of which are said to have fought on the side of the Chechen rebels.
The phrases 'Turkish influence' and 'the Islamic factor' have long
permeated the regional public discourse, although fear of radical Islam has
grown during the 1990s.

Conclusion

Crimea has been a key test for Ukrainian state-building and democratic
transition. The establishment of Crimean autonomy was an institutional
proof, however feeble and symbolic, of compromise and consensus-
building politics in the domestic transition. In foreign policy terms Crimea
has been a focal point for the assertion of Ukrainian sovereignty against
Russian populist neo-imperial tendencies. Conflict has been avoided in
Crimea, not so much because of the institution of autonomy as such but
because of the lengthy bargaining process preceding the constitutional
settlement, which helped to integrate national and regional elites. Four
mitigating background conditions underscored the importance of the
institution-making process:

• First, Crimea's multi-ethnicity, enhanced by historical and institutional
legacies, has prevented clear-cut ethnopolitical mobilization and
polarization.

• Second, Russian nationalist mobilization proved unsustainable. The
Russian movement, based on a blurred Soviet-Russian identity, failed in
the main because of its inability to overcome structural obstacles within
the region, principally the cross-cutting nature of socio-economic issues.
A lack of unity and poor leadership also hobbled its political effectiveness.

• Third, the political elites at the centre proved more sensitive to cultural
and linguistic concerns than the 1990 Ukrainian language law suggested
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CONFLICT-PREVENTION IN POST-SOVIET UKRAINE 21

and allowed for a more gradual change and regional differentiation in
the implementation of this law.74

• Fourth, regional political mobilization lacked an active external prop, as
both Russia or Turkey pursued a cautious approach to their ethnic kin
groups and did not offer significant political or economic support for the
stricken region. Against the backdrop of these four factors, the drawn-
out institutionalization of Crimean autonomy played a significant role in
conflict-prevention. It cumulatively reconciled and integrated national
and regional elites.

Crimea's constitutional status defines a territorial rather than a specific
ethnic identity. Tracing the key actors and issues throughout the period
1991-98 has highlighted the importance of the parallel constitution-making
process at the national and regional level. This process involved fluctuating
regional and centre-regional elite coalitions and a loosely defined regional
elite pact: a minimum consensus among the politically influential elites on
the preservation of a regional autonomy status, although there were
differences over what the powers the autonomy should be. Kyiv repeatedly
opted to make symbolic concessions while leaving the substance of
autonomy weak and dragging out the constitution-making process.

Linkages between central and regional elites were fostered by a total of
ten regional and national elections plus a regional and a national referendum
in the period 1991-2002. This series of elections had a clear impact on
regional political mobilization. It shifted legitimacy back and forth between
the regional and the national level of governance and contributed to
Crimea's steady political integration into the Ukrainian polity. Crimean
voter participation in national elections has remained slightly below the
national average, but a citizen's decision to vote in national elections
confers legitimacy on the state and its key institutions.75

Managing the Crimean issue has been inextricably tied up with the
overall transition process in Ukraine. The emerging political system, most
notably semi-presidentialism and the constant struggle between the
president and the national parliament, left its imprint on the drawn-out
constitutional process. It may have prevented radical solutions but in the
early phase it also inhibited the centre's political capacity to deal with the
challenge. In the first seven years of Ukrainian independence, the process of
autonomization has contributed to maintaining political stability and
preventing ethno-regional conflict. It has, however, rendered the political
economy of transition more complicated. While constitution-making was
prioritized, regional economic reform was stalled and subverted.

The institutionalization of Crimean autonomy has strengthened the
development of a civic Ukrainian identity and weakened the definition in
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22 NATIONALISM and ETHNIC POLITICS

narrow ethnic terms. In principle this should enhance political stability. The
Crimean case demonstrates that in a regionally diverse country ethnicity is
just one cleavage among many others available for political mobilization. It
might temporarily disguise other deeply rooted regional or sub-regional
cleavages that cross-cut the ethnic marker, but it proves unsustainable if it
fails to address other underlying issues, such as socio-economic concerns.
Crimean regional autonomy, however limited, is part of an asymmetric
arrangement in Ukraine that perforates the unitary state set out in the
constitution. Although there is still a fair amount of scepticism about
Crimean autonomy at the centre, in particular among right-wing parties,
there is a significant consensus that the removal of the constitutionally
guaranteed status would be destabilizing.76 Consequently, in the foreseeable
future Ukrainian politics will continue to operate in the political space
between a unitary and a federal state.

The analysis presented here started from the premise that Crimea is 'a
conflict that did not happen'. It is important to qualify this statement.
Altogether three potential conflicts have been avoided: a potential clash
between Ukraine and Russia; internecine strife within the region, including
within the divided Russian majority; and, most importantly, a
centre-periphery conflict within Ukraine. The Crimean Tatar issue is,
however, still to be resolved. The question of permanent minority
representation will have to be tackled anew, as full political integration of
the Crimean Tatars is key to future regional stability.

The Crimean case substantiates the claim that institutions and elites play
a significant role in transition and conflict prevention. We should be more
cautious, however, about the role of institutional design. Horowitz noted the
difficulty of distinguishing between cause and effect when asking whether
moderated and flexible cleavages have been the result of consociational
arrangements or whether the low intensity and fluidity of conflicts has made
consociationalism possible.77 In Crimea we have seen a variation of this: has
Crimean autonomy prevented conflict in the region, or has autonomy been
the outcome because other factors were weak or absent? This tension cannot
be resolved entirely, but the analysis presented here emphasizes the political
process of constitution-ma&mg at the regional and national level as a key
determinant of conflict-prevention rather than the actual institutional
outcome - Crimea's autonomy status, which is symbolically significant, but
politically weak.
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NOTES
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Krymskaya pravda, 20 January 1996, p.l, revealed that 32% of the respondents identified the
USSR as their homeland, 28% identified with Crimea, 16% with Russia and 11% with
Ukraine. The strong Soviet identity is a factor in the support for the Crimean branch of the
Communist Party and its leader, Leonid Grach.

6. For descriptive accounts of the Crimean issue see: Ian Bremmer, 'Ethnic Issues in Crimea',
RFE/RL Research Report, Vol.2, No.18 (1993), pp.24-8; D. Marples and D. Duke, 'Ukraine,
Russia and the Question of Crimea', Nationalities Papers, Vol.23, No.2 (1995), pp.261-89;
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vol.2 (Moscow: Ves' mir, 1997), pp.83-113; Andrii Shevchuk, 'Krym: vnutrishni
protyrichchya ta rosiis'kyi vplyv', Moloda Natsiya, Vol.8 (1998), pp.46-88; Maria
Drohobycky (ed.), Crimea: Dynamics, Challenges, and Prospects (Lanham: Rowman &
Littlefield, 1995); Jane I. Dawson, 'Ethnicity, Ideology and Geopolitics in Crimea',
Communist and Post-Communist Studies, Vol.30, No.4 (1997), pp.427-44.

7. Daniel Elazar, Exploring Federalism (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 1987).
8. See William Riker, The Development of American Federalism (Norwell: Kluwer Academic

Press, 1987). For the concept of 'asymmetric federalism' and its destabilizing effects see
Charles Tarlton, 'Symmetry and Asymmetry as Elements of Federalism: A Theoretical
Speculation', The Journal of Politics, Vol.27, No.4 (1965), pp.861-76.

9. John McGarry and Brendan O'Leary, 'Introduction: The Macro-Political Regulation of Ethnic
Conflict', in McGarry and O'Leary (eds.), The Politics of Ethnic Conflict Regulation
(London: Routledge, 1993), p.4; Donald L. Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1985), pp.596-600.

10. Ibid., p.601. For the functions of institutions see Douglass North, Institutions, Institutional
Change and Economic Performance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), p.4;
Guillermo O'Donnell, 'Delegative Democracy', in Larry Diamond and Marc F. Planner (eds.)
The Global Resurgence of Democracy (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1996),
pp.96-8.

11. Lijphart's definition of consociationalism, for example, comprises 'segmental autonomy',
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see Arend Lijphart, Democracy in Plural Societies, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997),
p.41; Horowitz, pp.569-70, 596-628.
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and the European State (New York: Harvester, 1988); M. Keating, The New Regionalism in
Western Europe. Territorial Restructuring and Political Change (Northhampton, Mass.:
Edward Elgar, 1998).

14. The dearth of conceptual thinking on Crimea has been noted in Susan Steward, 'Autonomy as
a Mechanism for Conflict Regulation? The Case of Crimea', Nationalism and Ethnic Politics,
Vol.7, No.4 (2001), p.116. Steward focuses on the tension between Crimean Tatars and
Russophones, and the failure of autonomy to deal with this problem. Regional multi-ethnicity,
in particular competing ethnopolitical demands, she argues, 'limit the chances' for autonomy
to work (p. 138).

15. The constitutions refer to 'representative organ' rather than 'parliament', although the Crimean
official title Verkhovna Rada Avtomnoi Respubliki Krym mirrors that of the Ukrainian parliament
(Verkhovna Rada).

16. The term continues the Soviet-era designation of the government as the 'Council of Ministers'.
The Ukrainian government is now referred to as the 'Cabinet of Ministers' (Kabinet Ministriv).
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