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UKRAINE-BEYOND THE BEAR'S REACH ------

Ukraine, Russia, and the West 
An Insecure Security Triangle 

Yaroslav Bilinsky 

Potentially the eastern 

bulwark of a new, democratic 

Central Europe, Ukraine may 
yet succumb to Russian 
pressures,to join a new union. 
Moscow has its own reasons 

for provoking Kyiv, but would 

likely be repelled by a 

NATO-backed Ukraine. 
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Protected by j~st under half a mi!lion troops: in~e
pendent Ukrame borders an unfnendly RUSSIa WIth 

more than 1.5 million soldiers. Geopolitics, therefore, 
has forced Ukraine to adopt a defensive strategy of 
internationalizing its conflicts with Russia. Through 
repeated appeals to the West in general and the United 
States in particular, Ukraine established a security tri
angle in 1994. In return for yielding Ukraine's nuclear 
weapons to Russia, Washington and London provided 
security assurances beyond those already given to Kyiv 
by Moscow itself. 

This very same security triangle may have been 
destabilized as early as February 1995. Potentially the 
eastern bulwark of a new, democratic Central Europe, 
Ukraine may yet succumb to Russian pressures to join 
a new union. Moscow's integrationist pressures during 
the spring of 1996 increased the geopolitical signifi
cance of an independent Ukraine, raising the possibility 
that the West will grant Ukraine full membership in 
NATO during the next decade. 

Ukraine declared its political autonomy from Mos
cow on July 16, 1990. Unlike Russia's sovereignty 
declaration of June 12, 1990, the Ukrainian declaration 
included a military clause. The declaration asserted not 
only that the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR) 
"has the right to its own armed forces" but that the 
Ukrainian SSR would become a permanently neutral 
state that does not accept, produce, or acquire nuclear 
weapons. Furthermore, like the Baltic declarations, the 
Ukrainian announcement stipulated the seemingly rea
sonable practice of home servicefor draftees. Evidently, 
the Ukrainian national democratic camp (including the 
political group Rukh and its friends among the national 
Communists) understood that by denying the Soviet 
armed forces conscripts they were writing the epitaph 
for the Red Army. 1 
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Black Sea 

Ukraine, Crimea, and the Black Sea region. 

Creating a Ukrainian Army 
While the Soviet republics struggled to configure a new 
union in the autumn of 1991, the Ukrainian parliament 
exercised its option to fonn a Ukrainian national anny. 
In response, Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev, Rus
sian Federation president Boris Yeltsin, and leaders of 
Kazakstan, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan, Turk
menistan, Belarus, and Tajikistan signed an appeal to 
the Ukrainian legislature to reverse this action. "We 
cannot imagine a [Soviet] union without the Ukraine," 
read the petition.2 Kyiv ignored the plea. 

With this decision, the Ukrainian a,utonomists of 
1990 signaled their intention to avoid the mistakes of 
the 1917-20 Ukrainian national movement, which col
lapsed partly because the eastern Ukrainians were un
able to create a strong Ukrainian anny. Modem 
Ukrainian national democrats, many from western 
Ukraine, decided against a volunteer Ukrainian national 
army built from scratch.3 Instead, a sizable, instant anny 
was assembled from existing Soviet forces stationed in 
Ukraine, irrespective of ethnicity or Ukrainian patriot
ism. The benefits of speed, however, were offset by the 
necessity to gradually winnow out officers openly hos
tile to Ukrainian independence and the lingering doubts 
about the ultimate political loyalty of those who did 
swear the new oath of allegiance to independent 
Ukraine.4 . 

The new Ukrainian armed forces are not without 
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problems. Loyal troops are in short supply. A March 25, 
1992, law on conscription required eighteen months of 
mandatory service. Barring large-scale draft-dodging, 
about half a million young Ukrainian citizens are con
scripted annually, and they typically receive a hefty dose 
of "patriotic consciousness raising.,,5 The percentage 
of ethnic Ukrainian soldiers has begun to approach the 
percentage of ethnic Ukrainians in the republic, al
though ethnic Russians still dominate the officer corps. 
Some 200,000 ethnic Ukrainian personnel are estimated 
to be serving outside Ukraine, and many of them have 
expressed the desire to be repatriated. 6 

Troop and training levels need upgrading and updat
ing. Before the elite Red Anny troops stationed in 
Germany returned to Russia, Ukraine (and Belarus) 
enjoyed an advantage over neighboring Russian forces. 
These Russian troops were essentially second-rate 
forces belonging to the Central Strategic Reserve, 
whereas Soviet troops in both Ukraine and Belarus were 
well-equipped and trained as part of the second-echelon 
front.? The Ukrainian anned forces have dropped from 
about 720,000 in 1991 to about 400,000 today.8 Still 
oriented for an attack, Ukraine has not yet set up a 
military district facing Russia in the northeast.9 

The Ukrainian military lacks consistent leadership. 
There have been four defense ministers in Ukraine's 
five years of independence. This instability at the top 
has shaken confidence in the lower ranks.· One 1996 
public opinion poll of 1,003 officers was rather critical: 

Only 4 percent of officers feel that the Ukrainian army 
can perform its main duties .... Seventy-four percent 
felt that there had been no real reform of the army, only 
an ''uncontrolled'' reduction, and 70 percent said the 
uncontrolled sale of military equipment was one of the 
army's most serious problerns. lO 

Fortunately, Ukraine is grooming native officers for 
more responsibility. On June 27, 1996, the new, post
graduate National Anned Forces Academy in Kyiv 
graduated its first group of middle-ranking officers. Its 
top graduate, Colonel Mykola Kovba, was presented 
with a special commemorative sword by British Ambas
sador Roy Reeve, who noted that this gesture ''was 
designed to represent the United Kingdom's commit
ment to Ukrainian independence and democratic re
form, particularly in the anned forces."ll 

In sum, the Ukrainians have been fairly successful 
in creating an effective anny. The emerging problems 
may be attributed to the general socioeconomic disinte
gration in the fonner USSR and some political volatility 
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at the top in Kyiv. A more comprehensive account 
which is beyond the scope of this article, would demon~ 
strate similar problems in the armed forces of the Rus
sian Federation. In addition, although the Ukrainians 
admi~edly lack any up-to-date combat experience, the 
RussIan combat experience in Chechnya is generally 
negative. 

The Lukin Doctrine 

Within days of the Ukrainian parliament's August 24, 
1991, declaration of independence, a high-level Rus
sian delegation headed by Vice President A1eksandr 
Rutskoi flew to Kyiv to dissuade the Ukrainians from 
completing their solemnly declared plan. They did not 
make any headway. Five days later, Pavel Vosh
chanov, a spokesman for Russianpresident Boris Yel
tsin, announced that if Ukraine seceded from Russia , 
the Russian Federation reserved the right to revise its 
boundaries with Ukraine. 12 In particular, Russian na
tionalists, both in and out of Ukraine, were debating the 
future status of Crimea and several Russified regions of 
southern and eastern Ukraine. 

In mid-January 1992, six weeks after the Ukrainian 
independence referendum of December 1, 1991, 
Vladimir P. Lukin, chairman of the Russian parlia- . 
ment's Foreign Relations Committee, accompanied 
Yeltsin on an unproductive negotiating trip to Ukraine. 
Subsequently, Lukin was sharply critical of the Ukrain
ian government for trying to conduct an independent 
foreign policy and enter the European scene without 
Russia. In retaliation, he argued, Russia should imme
diately cancel any defense orders placed with Ukrainian 
factories. Lukin also suggested that Yeltsin should, and 
legally could, prevent President Leonid Kravchuk from 
converting the Soviet troops on Ukrainian soil into a 
national Ukrainian army.u Presented as a series of 
Duma proposals, the Lukin doctrine had two goals: 
return of Crimea and the Black Sea Fleet, including its 
supply and repair bases in the Crimean Peninsula and 
the Ukrainian mainland port town of Nikolaev. These 
proposals became the definitive statement of Russian 
diplomacy vis-a.-vis Ukraine. 

Black Sea Fleet. The Black Sea Fleet includes some 
48,000 troops and a fleet of antiquated ships and sub
marines based in Sevastopol, Crimea, and Odessa, in 
mainland Ukraine. A mid-1994 agreement stipulated 
that the fleet would formally remain under joint Rus
sian-Ukrainian command for three to five years, then 

Black Sea Fleet soldiers raise the white, blue, and red flag of the former 
Soviet Union's navy aboard the cruiser Red Crimea. 

be divided between Russia and Ukraine. In December 
1991, the crown jewel and designated flagship of the 
Black Sea Fleet, the relatively modem, but not yet fully 
equipped aircraft carrier Tbilisi (soon rebaptized 
Kuznetsov), left the Black Sea on maneuvers and never 
returned. 

Russia's aggressive moves to take back Crimea and 
the Black Sea Fleet were not immediately recognized 
by the United States and were only rebuffed by Great 
Britain in the summer of 1993, when Britain helped 
Ukraine to reject the Russian parliament's claim to 
Sevastopol in the United Nations Security Council. 14 As 
Taras Kuzio stated in 1995, "The Black Sea Fleet has 
no strategic value, but is being used merely as a front to 
maintain a foothold in the Crimea--the real prize.,,15 

Crimea. The Crimea issue is part of a larger set of Ukra in
ian grievances over centuries of Russian domination . 

. The Russian parliament approved Lukin's resolution to 
cancel Nikita Khrushchev's allegedly unconstitutional 
1954 gift to Ukraine of Crimea. Historical arguments 
about the true ownership of Crime a are rather ambiguous. 
Significantly, a Soviet-trained historian suggested that 
neither Russia nor Ukraine should rely on professional 
expertise, but rather that the debate should be resolved 
in a court of internationallaw.16 Although international 
law can be murky and unrewarding, one maxim holds 
true: Possession is nine-tenths of the law. To maintain 
the status quo ofl996 (with Crimea an autonomous part 
of Ukraine and the nearly obsolete Black Sea Fleet 
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divided between Russia and Ukraine), the following 
would need to De considered: 

1. Ukraine, with one of the best human rights records 
of the fonner Soviet republics, must continue to be 
willing and able to satisfy the legitimate demands of the 
numerous returning Crimean Tatars, who controlled 
Crimea until 1783 and were brutally deported by Stalin 
at the end of World War II.17 While the economic and 
cultural interests of the ethnic Russian population living 
in Crimea cannot be disregarded, the resettlement of the 
Crimean Tatars is not only an issue of conscience but is 
vitally important for the long-tenn stability of the entire 
Black Sea region. The Crimean Tatars are apt to be 
supported by Islamic powers: It is in the interest of 
Ukraine and the West that tho.se powers be Turkey and, 

The. ;Js~~/~~~~~6ftheCrimean Tatars is 
. not only}Jllis~ueOfconsCience but ;s., .. 

vitally important for the long-term stability 
"ofthe e~tire IJlack, Sea region. .' 

. . _.. .. . . 

perhaps, Saudi Arabia, rather than Iran, which is now 
tilting toward Russia. 

2. Crimea depends on a continuous supply of energy 
and fresh water from the Ukrainian mainland. A politi
cal separation of Crimea due to external pressure would 
disrupt its natural lifeline, thus undercutting its possible 
future as the Riviera of the Black Sea. There are also 
widespread expectations that the continental shelf sur
rounding the Crimean Peninsula contains oil and natural 
gas. Its exploration, delayed by continuing disputes with 
Russia, would contribute to the prosperity of the entire 
Black Sea region. The Ukrainian gove~ent hopes to 
transfonn the naval port into a key port for oil coming 
from the Middle East and Transcaucasia. 18 

3. Perhaps most important, re-establishing Ukrain
ian statehood helps atone for the sacrifices of the 
Ukrainian people under Stalin. In one ofhis first foreign 
interviews after Ukrainian independence, Kravchuk es
timated Ukrainian fatalities under Stalin at seven mil
lion and vowed that never again would genocide be 
perpetrated against the Ukrainian nation. 19 There is both 
a logical and an organic connection between the rebirth 
of Ukraine and the resettlement of the Crimean Tatars, 
who had also been victims of Stalin's terror. 

But the Black Sea Fleet and Crimea disputes only 
camouflage Lukin's real intent--destabilizing inde
pendent Ukraine. Lukin correctly gauged that the 
Ukrainian issue could be used to steal the conservatives' 
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political thunder and to divert the Russian people's 
attention from the economic hardships of shock ther
apy.20 As Russian Duma deputy Mikhail Iurev told 
Radio Liberty, "What do we need Crimea for? We need 
all ofUkraine!,,21 

Showdown at Massandra 
Kravchuk arrived for the September 3, 1993, summit 
with Yeltsin, preoccupied by disputes at home. Declin
ing economic conditions had triggered popular unrest 
and labor strikes, particularly in the Russian-speaking 
Donbass region. Rather than concentrating on the politi
cally thankless task of economic refonn, Prime Minister 
Leonid Kuchma was focused on defeating Kravchuk in 
the upcoming presidential elections. Frustrated by do
mestic problems, Kravchuk walked irito a massive con
frontation over all things Ukrainian at the Crimean town 
of Massandra. 

The Russians tabled a consummate diplomatic pack
age: The fleet would be divided fairly, but the Ukrain
ians would then sell a portion of their share to settle 
outstanding debts for Russian oil and natural gas. On the 
surface, it seemed practical because many ships were 
deteriorating anyway. But observers----mcluding Krav
chuk's domestic opponents-saw this as an unequal 
exchange. Then defense minister Konstantyn Moro
zov-unlike Kravchuk and Morozov' s eventual succes
sor as minister of defense, Valerii Shmarov-took the 
hard-line position that Moscow was more than welcome 
to its share of the fleet but not to any of the infrastructure 
in Crimea: Russia should take its vessels and go wher
ever it wanted, to N ovorossiisk, or even outside the 
Black Sea, but the major port ofSevastopol was to serve 
the Ukrainian navy exclusively.22 

Kravchuk either would not or could not exert effec
tive counterpressure against the Russian offer of fresh 
oil for obsolescent ships. The agreement fell apart al
most immediately. Russian defense minister Pavel Gra
chev publicly overstated the degree of agreement 
achieved between Yeltsin and Kravchuk in Massandra, 
and "patriotic" Ukrainian journalists strongly attacked 
Kravchuk. Morozov made a public declaration ostensi
bly criticizing Grachev but in reality criticizing 
Kravchuk. In return, Morozov was eased out of the 
Ministty of Defense shortly thereafter. Moscow suc
cessfully cajoled Kravchuk into a package of economic 
and military concessions and pushed him into removing 
Morozov, the man responsible for establishing 
Ukraine's independent military. 
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Referendum on Russia 
The presidential elections of 1994---in which Leonid 
Kuchma clearly, but not overwhelmingly, defeated 
Leonid Kravchuk-had interesting foreign policy and 
security components. Although in practice both Krav
chuk and Kuchma advocate increasing economic and 
diplomatic cooperation with Russia, a nuance in their 
motivation must be noted. Said Kravchuk in his elec
toral manifesto: "Step by step the people of Ukraine 
build a sovereign democratjc European state that has 
secured a worthy place among the world nations.,,23 
Kuchma, on the other hand, declared, ''Ukraine [must 
not] play the role of political intermediary between the 
countries of Europe and Russia, but the role ofa leader 
and integrating element in the center of the Eurasian 
region that will lead Ukraine into a group ofprosperous, 
civilized countries." Candidate Kuchma also promised 
to build a "sovereign,democratic Ukrain.e'~ and to pre
serve its territorial integrity.24 

While Kravchuk looked westward to Europe and 
paid the least possible tribute to Moscow,2S Kuchma 
looked eastward and foresaw a major role for Ukraine 
in Eurasia, perhaps leading to some kind of a Eurasian 
confederation, probably dominated by Russia. Kuchma 
is a more determined economic reformer than Krav
chuk, and he is quite serious about defending Ukraine's 
territorial integrity. Kuchma gained an inside edge on 
Crimea when Anatolii Franchuk was elected Crimean 
prime minister in October 1994: Franchuk's son is mar
ried to Kuchma's daughter. After two years in the presi
dency, Kuchma has achieved some economic refonns 
and has successfully defended Ukrainian independence 
against Russian efforts at reintegration, partly as a result 
of U.S. economic and diplomatic support-albeit am
biguous support, according to U.S. deputy secretary of 
state Strobe Talbott. 26 . 

Coming to Terms with Russia 
Since independence, Ukrainian leaders have worked to 
establish their presence in Europe and their position 
within new regional structures, especially the Common
wealth ofIndependent States (CIS). The meeting of CIS 
leaders at Almaty on February 10, 1995, yielded mixed 
results. President Kuchma refused to sign an agreement 
on dual citizenship in Ukraine, but the Russians skill
fully kept the topic on the table. Ukraine refused to sign . 
an agreement to jointly guard the external frontiers of 
the CIS, a project endorsed by Yeltsin and Kazakstan 

president Nursultan Nazarbaev that would have been a 
rather long step on the road toward restoring the USSR 
Shortly after the meeting, President Kuchma also 
cracked down on the Crimean "super-autonomists," 
going so far as to abolish the office of the Crimean 
presidency. After some conciliatory words by Russian 
deputy prime minister Oleg Soskovets, Yeltsin sharply 
declared that he would not sign a treaty of friendship 
with Ukraine until the Ukrainians made peace with the 
Crimeans, thus confirming that the conflict over Crimea 
is politically useful to Y eltsin. 27 

The exact wording of an agreement on the Black Sea 
Fleet has been the key obstacle to obtaining each party's 
signature. Should the agreement refer to the naval base 
"of' Sevastopol, as preferred by the Russian component 

of the Black Sea Fleet, or should the naval base be "in" 
Sevastopol, the Ukrainians' preference? The fIrst word
ing implies that Sevastopol and related infrastructures 
elsewhere become the property of Russia, whereas "in" 
Sevastopol implies a more limited lease arrangement. 28 
The exact length of the lease is also important 

Ukraine has recently agreed to join a CIS air defense 
system dominated by Russia According to Morozov, 
now a Ukrainian air force general, the agreement
signed after Grachev had made clear his desire to recon
struct a unifIed armed forces across the former Soviet 
Union-essentially surrenders control over Ukraiilian 
air space. Advocates of the agreement, however, point 
out that Russia has already used two over-the-horizon 
backscatter radars located in Ukraine for its own strate
gic defense: one at Kyiv covering the United States and 
one at Komsomolsk covering the polar areas. In addi
tion, a long-range early-warning antiballistic missile
associated radar was operative near Mukachevo, in the 
Carpathian mountains.29 In 1994 the two over-the-hori
zon radars in Kyiv and Komsomolsk remained, but the 
Mukachevo radar appeared to have been closed down. 30 

It is unclear whether Russia has contracted for Ukrain
ian radar services or considers these Ukraine-based 
installations part of a Russian defense umbrella 

Facilitating rapprochement with Russia are agree-

Bilinsky Ukraine, Russia, and the West 31 

Pr
ob

le
m

s 
of

 P
os

t-
C

om
m

un
is

m
 1

99
7.

44
:2

7-
34

.



ments restoring l!krainian-Russian ties in producing 
high-technology civil and military, "dual-purpose" goods. 
In February 1995, the Ulaainian Ministry of Construction 
signed an agreement with the Russian State Committee 
for Defense Industry to establish an international air
craft engines fmancial-industrial group. Shmarov, 
then Ukrainian defense minister, defended his country's 
goal "of boosting both Russian and Ukrainian econo
mies and creating thousands of new jobs.'>31 This led to 

Ukraine's current vulnerability 
Ji).Russia is theoreticallybalanced by 

'. . American alld British promises. 

the somewhat snide commentary, "If we are not to
gether, we cease to exist," by anlzvestiia correspondent 
in Ukraine.32 Although the editorial applies to the re
vival of a joint Ukrainian-Russian military-industrial 
complex only, it gives the distinct impression that indus
trial cooperation might lead to a political union. 

In Moscow's Growing Shadow 
Ukraine's current vulnerability to Russia is theoretically 
balanced by American and British promises. Ukraine's 
renunciation of nuclear weapons is a subject for a sepa
rate article or even a book 33 Ulaaine, Belarus, and Kazak
stan received several security "assurances" from 
Moscow, Washington, and London, in exchange foryield
ing all tactical and strategic nuclear anus to Russia: 

The United States, United Kingdom, and Russia will 
seek UN Security Council assistance in the event of an 
act or threat of nuclear aggression; refrain from the use 
of nuclear weapons against these states as long as they 
do not conduct an attack in alliance with a nuclear
weapons state; respect these states' independence and 
sovereignty; refrain from the threat of economic coer
cion and the use of military force against them; and 
consult with them if a question arises concerning ful
fIllment of these commitments.34 

Given the quarrels arising from Russia's application 
of the Lukin Doctrine against Ulaaine, it is significant 
that the joint security assurances of December 5, 1994, 
did not mention territorial integrity. This is a major 
omission, as is the wide loophole given Russia to initiate 
a nuclear attack against Ukraine if the latter conducted 
an attack against Russia "in alliance with a: nuclear
weapons state," such as, obviously, the United States. 
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Conclusion 
Already strained in 1995, the Ukrainian-Russian-U.S. 
security triangle must be stabilized and strengthened, 
particularly in light of Moscow' s recent reintegrationist 
pressures. 

On March 15, 1996, the Russian Duma tried to 
invalidate the Minsk accord of December 8, 1991. Thus 
did Gennadii Ziuganov, leader of the Communist Party 
of the Russian Federation and Yeltsin's rival for the 
presidency, serve notice that he wanted the Soviet Union 
restored, seemingly on a voluntary basis. During a dip- . 
lomatic visit to Ukraine four days later, U.S. secretary 
of state Warren Christopher called the vote "highly 
irresponsible," adding that it "had a certain quality of 
intimidation. ,,35 

More was involved, however. Although President 
Yeltsin, one of the three signatories of the Minsk accord, 
strongly denounced Ziuganov's initiative, he admitted 
that his government "was taking part in talks to establish 
regimes of 'profound integration.' ,,36 Those talks soon 
bore fruit: On March 29, 1996, a closer economic and 
political union-perhaps "CIS II"-was established be
tween Russia and the republics of Belarus, Kazakstan, 
and Kyrgyzstan. On April 2, 1996, an even closer union 
was signed into existenc.e by President Aleksandr 
Lukashenka of Belarus and Yeltsin.37 

Despite its best intentions to have friendly relations 
with Russia, the Kuchma government now finds itself 
at a fork in the road. Kyiv must either reintegrate on the 
model of "CIS ll"--thus entering what, at the very 
least, is a customs union with Russia--or it must un
equivocally orient Ukraine toward the West in general 
and East Central Europe in particular. American scholar 

. Alvin Z. Rubinstein has called revitalizing the CIS a 
profoundly reactionary step that would enable Russia 
"to pick [its victims] one by one." To counter Moscow's 
offensive, he urged Ukraine to cultivate the closest 
possible economic relations with its western neighbors 
and the Baltic states. In particular, Ukraine must work 
toward an eventual customs union with Poland.38 A 
Ukrainian rapprochement with Poland would certainly 
constitute an unambiguous signal that Ukraine is going 

. to maintain and defend its independence, while active 
participation in the new CIS may be a signal to the 
contrary. 

The possible eastward enlargement of NATO to 
ultimately include Ukraine would be a fascinating re
gional development. Unlike the governments of Poland 
and the Czech Republic, the Kuchma government has 
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not clearly appealed for full admission to NATO, al
though Kravchuk-and Morozov favor such a move.39 

But the Kuchma government has not permanently ruled 
out a change in Ukraine's defense policy from neutrality 
to engagement. Ukrainian foreign minister Hennadiy 
Udovenko recently announced, "Ukraine reserves the 
right to become a member of any military and political 
structure, which, in its evolution, would tend to be part 
of a new system of European security.,,40 

Ukraine has certainly built bridges to NATO, for 
example, under the new Partnership for Peace program. 
On February 8, 1994, Ukraine was the first CIS member 
to sign a Partnership for Peace agreement, and in 1995, 
Ukraine undertook more joint military exercises under 
that program than any former Soviet-bloc country.41 
Both defense experts and popular leaders in Russia take 
it for granted that Ukraine will eventually apply for 
NATO membership.42 

Ukraine's manpower contribution to NATO would 
be much stronger than that of the leading NATO candi
dates, particularly the Baltic states and the Czech Repub
lic.43 Even if Ukraine ultimately does not join NATO but 
remains independent, it can fulfill a very important stra
tegic role, as recognized by both Gorbachev and Yeltsin 
on October 22, 1991: Without Ukraine the restoration of 
the Soviet Union is simply impossible. 
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