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Introduction 
This paper focuses on the election campaign of Viktor Yanukovych during the 2004 

presidential elections in Ukraine and his leadership of the Party of Regions (Ukrainian: 
Partiia rehioniv, Russian: Partiia regionov; hereafter PR) in the parliamentary elections 
of 2006.1 Starting with the background of the PR and the biography of Ukraine’s 
former prime minister and current president, it looks at the way his campaign was 
conducted, the positions taken, and the divergence of paths between Yanukovych and 
former President Leonid Kuchma, who eventually abandoned his former protégé. It is 
argued that Yanukovych's increasingly desperate electoral tactics gave rise to the 
generally accepted but fundamentally misguided notion that the 2004 election pitted a 
pro-Western candidate against a pro-Russian counterpart, and thus the electors' choice 
determined definitively the path that Ukraine would follow in the twenty-first century. 
In reality the election is better epitomized by Viktor Yushchenko's slogan that he 
would remove the “bandits” from power and put an end to the deep corruption asso-
ciated with the Kuchma presidency. Questions explored here are why the Yanukovych 
campaign failed in 2004 and why his demise did not prove to be definitive. How were 
this leader and the party he represented able to recover sufficiently from the com-
prehensive defeat in late 2004 to become the leading force in the 2006 parliamentary 
elections and subsequently Ukraine’s president? What do these events tell us about the 
nature of the Ukrainian electorate and society in general? The paper begins with an 
outline history of the PR as well as brief biographies of Yanukoych and his patron, 
businessman Rinat Akhmetov, before analyzing the Yanukovych campaign and its 
results.  

History of the Party of Regions, 1997–2004 
The PR originated under the name of the Party for Ukraine’s Regional Revival 

(Partiia rehionalnoho vidrodzhennia Ukrainy; Russian: Partiia regionalnogo voz-

                                                        
* The author wishes to express his thanks to Oksana Mykhed, PhD candidate at Harvard Uni-
versity, for research assistance on this paper. An earlier version was presented at the annual 
convention of the American Association for the Advancement of Slavic Studies, New Orleans, 16 
November 2007. 
1  A thorough, wry, and entertaining account of the 2004 election campaign can be found in 
Andrew Wilson, Ukraine’s Orange Revolution (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005). See also 
Askold Krushelnycky, An Orange Revolution: A Personal Journey through Ukrainian History 
(London: Harvill Secker, 2006). 
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rozhdeniia Ukrainy).2 It was created before the parliamentary elections of 1998 
during the first convention of its members, held in Kyiv on 26 October 1997. Dele-
gates from twenty-one of Ukraine’s oblasts and the cities of Kyiv and Sevastopol 
officially declared the creation of the new political entity. The party’s programmatic 
principles were: an evolutionary and pragmatic approach to the building of a demo-
cratic state in Ukraine, and an understanding of the connection between the past and 
the present of Ukrainian political life. During this first party forum the official list of 
members and the party’s electoral platform were adopted. The “regionalists” were 
dissatisfied with the results of the 1998 parliamentary elections, in which they had 
finished nineteenth among thirty participating parties.3 The party’s first head and its 
main leader was the mayor of Donetsk, businessman Volodymyr Rybak,4 who was 
given a three-year mandate to lead the party in March 1999, including both its 
Political Council and Political Executive Committee. The party’s most clearly deline-
ated platform, as its members declared, was the defense of the interests of all regions 
of Ukraine. A new program was adopted at the second party convention, which 
maintained that Ukraine could be wealthy only if it invested power in its regions. 
During the first period of its activity the party gained support and opened offices in 
all of Ukraine’s oblasts, the Autonomous Republic of Crimea, and the cities of Kyiv 
and Sevastopol.  

In Ukraine’s Verkhovna Rada, after the 1998 parliamentary election the party was 
represented by the Deputy Group for the Revival of Regions (Hrupa vidrodzhennia 
rehioniv), the main program of which was the adoption of legislation directed toward 
the dynamic development of all regions of Ukraine with consideration for the specific 
needs of each of them. During the second convention of party members in 1999, an 
official version of the party program was adopted, and a decision was made to 
participate in the 1999 presidential elections. The party supported the candidacy of the 
incumbent president, Leonid Kuchma. At this convention it accepted the concept of the 
equality of the Russian and Ukrainian languages in Ukraine and thus implicitly the 
adoption of Russian as the country’s second state language. In June 1999 the party 
formally established a general bloc of political parties entitled Our Choice (Nash 
vybir), which supported Kuchma during the 1999 presdiential elections and united a 
number of pro-Kuchma centrist parties.  

In July 2000 the leaders of five political parties—the Party for Ukraine’s 
Regional Revival, the Party of Ukraine’s Solidarity (Partiia solidarnosti Ukrainy), the 
Labour Party (Partiia pratsi), the All-Ukrainian Party of Pensioners (Vseukrainska 
partiia pensioneriv), and the “For a Beautiful Ukraine” Political Party (Politychna 
partiia “Za krasyvu Ukraїnu”)—united in a political group that developed the 
“regionalists’” programs. On 17 November 2000 the third, extraordinary, convention 
of the Party for Ukraine’s Regional Revival officially adopted this unification and 
made the decision to change the party’s name to the “Labour Solidarity of Ukraine” 
Party for Regional Revival (Partiia rehionalnoho vidrodzhennia “Trudova solidarnist 

                                                        
2  The Party for Ukraine’s Regional Revival is considered to be the basis for the PR. More detailed 
information about this institution may be found on the PR’s official Web page <http://www
.partyofregions.org.ua/ua/about/# >.  
3  <www.partyofregions.org.ua/meet/history> 
4  For his official biography, see <http://justus.com.ua/persons/ribak>.  
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Ukrainy”). According to its program, the party rejected the traditional division of 
political views into “left” and “right” and proclaimed its orientation toward the main 
economic interests of society and smaller social organizations. This united party was 
led by Volodymyr Landyk, Petro Poroshenko (later a member of the “Our Ukraine” 
People’s Union),5 and Volodymyr Rybak. The members of the party’s presidium 
were Nikolai Azarov (from 2002 to 2007 Ukraine’s first deputy prime minister and 
finance minister and since March 2010 the prime minister), Gennadii Samokhvalov, 
Leonid Chernovetsky (later the mayor of Kyiv), and Efim Zviagilsky (briefly later a 
deputy prime minister). 

In March 2001, after another extraordinary convention, the party finally changed 
its name to the PR and chose as its leader Russian-born Nikolai Azarov, at that time 
head of the State Tax Administration of Ukraine.6 Developing upon its precursors’ 
ideas, the PR defended the program of strengthening regional principles in society, 
increasing the level of regional democracy, and representing the interests of 
Ukraine’s regions, and it proclaimed its orientation toward the middle class. It also 
declared its willingness to co-operate with other political parties with the exception 
of those on the extreme right. On 29 November 2001 the party reached an agreement 
with the leaders of four other parties, Mykhailo Hladii, Anatolii Kinakh,7 Valerii 
Pustovoitenko, and Serhii Tihipko, to participate in the 2002 parliamentary elections 
as a single bloc called For a United Ukraine! (“Za yedynu Ukrainu!”). Before the 
elections the PR changed its leader from Azarov to Volodymyr Semynozhenko, then 
Ukraine’s deputy prime minister. However, the parliamentary elections were an 
embarrassing failure for For a United Ukraine! Despite the backing of the pro-
presidential media and heavy spending during the election campaign, with only 11.77 

                                                        
5  Poroshenko is one of the twenty most influential people in Ukraine and the owner of the Roshen 
chocolate-factory network. According to his Web site<www.poroshenko.com.ua/?view=6990>, his 
career as a Verkhovna Rada deputy started in 1998. However, there is no official information 
concerning his political views and how they corresponded to those of the Labour Solidarity of 
Ukraine. Nor will one find any comments about how he came to support the “Orange” political 
groups by 2004. 
6  Azarov has been known as a strong political ally of Yanukovych since the time of Leonid Kuch-
ma’s presidency. He was an author and co-ordinator of the economic policy of Prime Minister 
Yanukovych’s two governments, and he has participated in formulating of fourteen of Ukraine’s 
budgets. All of Azarov’s budget projects have been strongly criticized by opposing parties because 
they have granted too many economic privileges to business groups and neglected the needs of 
society (e.g., the establishment of excessively high prices for municipal services, inflationary 
policies, and low salaries for ordinary civil servants). In addition, a significant characteristic of his 
policies has been his pro-Russian orientation and emphasis on the promotion of the rights of the 
Russian language in Ukraine.  
7  From late May 2001 to late November 2002 Kinakh was Ukraine’s prime minister. As one of the 
candidates for the post of president of Ukraine in 2004 and the leader (elected in 2000), of the Party 
of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs of Ukraine (Partiia promyslovtsiv i pidpryiemtsiv Ukrainy or 
PPPU), he supported the “Orange” group of politicians; see <http://dt.ua/ARCHIVE/vichniy
_drugiy-42502.html>. Kinakh and his party were in the Our Ukraine bloc until April 2007. In 
March 2007, just before President Yushchenko’s two decrees about the dissolution of the 
Verkhovna Rada, the PPPU joined the Coalition for National Unity alongside the PR and Kinakh 
was appointed Ukraine’s minister of the economy. Both Yuliia Tymoshenko and Viacheslav 
Kyrylenko (the newly elected leader of Our Ukraine) were very negatively disposed toward him. 
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per cent of the popular vote it lagged well behind the two front runners, Our Ukraine 
and the Communist Party of Ukraine. During the second month of the newly elected 
Verkhovna Rada, For a United Ukraine!”—which had gained 102 seats—was 
transformed into a coalition of deputy factions. The PR was represented in the 
assembly by the Regions of Ukraine faction, led by Raisa Bogatyriova, and the 
European Choice faction, led by Volodymyr Piekhota. In November 2002 these two 
groups promoted the candidacy of Viktor Yanukovych, then head of the Donetsk 
Oblast State Administration, as prime minister of Ukraine and, together with other 
parliamentary groups, developed action program of the the Cabinet of Ministers.  

By early 2003 the PR had emerged as one of the major parties in Ukraine, with 
about 560,000 members working in 680 local and town party organizations throughout 
Ukraine.8 The party’s activity was supported by a political organization called the 
Union of Youth of Ukraine,9 which promoted Yanukovych as its candidate for the 
2004 presidential election. On 19 April 2003, in Kyiv, the fifth PR convention selected 
Yanukovych as their chairman and their party’s principal leader. It also recognized the 
following as the party’s main authorities: Nikolai Azarov (head of the Political Council 
and Ukraine’s minister of finance), Andrei Kliuev (a parliamentary deputy), and 
Volodymyr Rybak (representative of the Cabinet of Ministers in the Verkhovna Rada). 
In February 2004 the PR endorsed Yanukovych as its candidate for the position of 
Ukraine’s president. Formal confirmation of this decision came on 4 July 2004 in 
Zaporizhzhia during the PR’s sixth convention, and on 24 July 2004 the party created 
“the community of democratic forces” to support Yanukovych’s election campaign.  

Viktor Yanukovych 
According to Yanukovych’s official personal Web site in 2006,10 the PR leader 

was born on 9 July 1950 in the Zhukivka workers’ settlement near the city of 
Yenakiieve in Staline (now Donetsk) Oblast. Although his father was of Belarusian 
origin and his mother was born in Russia, his stated nationality is Ukrainian. After 
his mother died when he was two years old, the future prime minister and president 
of Ukraine was raised by his paternal grandmother. He graduated from the Donetsk 
Polytechnical Institute (now the Donetsk National Technical University) in 1970, 
obtained a master's degree in international law from the Ukrainian Academy of 
Foreign Commerce in 1991, and subsequently received a doctorate in economics and 
the title of professor. Before the 2004 presidential elections the biography of the PR’s 
leader was the subject of public discussions, and information about his educational 
and academic achievements came under the scrutiny of journalists, who noted that 
neither the text nor the topics of the Yanukovych’s diplomas and dissertation were 
available.11 Moreover, the forms he filled out as part of the obligatory paper work 
                                                        
8  See these numbers at the official Web site of the Regions Party, <www.partyofregions.org
.ua/meet/history/>. 
9  This organization was established officially on 4 July 2002 (see <http://smru.com.ua/history
.php>) and became widely known during the presidential elections of 2004 as an agitator for 
Yanukovych among the youth of eastern Ukraine.  
10

  See <www.ya2006.com.ua/meet/biography/>. 
11  The best examples of research about Yanukovych’s unofficial biography are Yana Vik-
torovych, “Priem’ier-ministr Yanukovych, abo neofitsiina biohrafiia dlia tykh, khto pidzabuv,” 
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before the election contain many grammatical and punctuation mistakes, most 
famously the misspelling “proffesor”. Such blunders provided ample material for his 
opponents to exploit. 

In the “working activity” section of his autobiography, Yanukovych states that in 
1969 he began working as a gas-works employee at a metallurgical factory in 
Yenakiieve. He also worked at different times as a pipefitter and auto mechanic. For 
twenty-eight years Yanukovych directed auto-repair and transportation firms in 
Donetsk Oblast.. His political career started in August 1996 when he took the 
position of deputy chairman of the Donetsk Oblast State Administration. From May 
1997 to November 2002 he was chairman of that this administration. During that 
period Yanukovych was elected a deputy of the Donetsk Oblast Council, and from 
May 1999 to May 2001 he headed that council. On 21 November 2002 he was 
appointed Ukraine’s prime minister, a position he retained through the first two 
rounds of the presidential elections in 2004, relinquishing it only on 7 December. He 
also held the post again briefly from 28 December 2004 to 5 January 2005. On 4 
August 2006 President Viktor Yushchenko and the Supreme Council of Ukraine 
once again returned Yanukovych to this post. Notably, the official version of Yanu-
kovych's autobiography, which he submitted as a candidate for the presidential elec-
tions, does not correspond with the autobiography he submitted to the Supreme 
Council on 18 November 2002 as a candidate for the post of prime minister.12 In the 
earlier version he wrote that he was arrested and tried for robbery and spent nineteen 
months in a penal colony for juvenile offenders in 1967–68.13 In 1970 he was 
arrested a second time and sentenced to two years in prison for aggravated assault. 
Despite reports disseminated about the rescinding of all his convictions, Yanuko-
vych’s official biography has long remained a subject of skepticism and discussion in 
the revamped and more critical mass media that emerged after the Orange Revolution 
and throughout Yushchenko’s presidency.14  

                                                                                                                                          
Ukrainska pravda, 4 August 2006 <www.pravda.com.ua/news/2006/8/4/45617.htm>; and Vol-
odymyr Boiko, “Kurs kryminalnoho prem’ieroznavstva: Viktor Yanukovych,” in Ukraine 
Today: Articles, Books, Comments <http://kuchma.fromru.com/yanuk/01.html>. See also the 
diverse attempts to investigate and comment on Yanukovych’s criminal past before and after the 
presidential elections of 2004: Volodymyr Boiko. “Sudymosti Yanukovycha, slid KDB i analohii 
z Medvedchukom,” Ukrainska pravda, 14 May 2004 <www.pravda.com.ua/archive/2004/ 
may/14/4.shtml>; Lina Kushch, “Znyk svidok u spravi pro sudymosti Yanukovycha,” for BBC 
Donetsk <www.bbc.co.uk/ukrainian/domestic/story/2005/10/051020_yanukovych_criminal.shtml>; 
Volodymyr Ar’iev, “Zakryta zona,” for P’iatyi kanal, 15 October 2004, in Ukraina segodnia: Stati, 
knigi, kommentarii <http://kuchma.fromru.com/yanuk/07.html>; Olena Kuranda, “Fakt 
sudymosti kandydativ u prezydenty pid chas vyborchoi kampanii,” Prozora polityka, no. 33 
<www.tomenko.kiev.ua/docs/content.php?id=prozpol38#_stat2>; Serhii Harmash, “Nemaie 
dokumentu – nemaie piaru,” Dzerkalo tyzhnia, 2004, no. 22 (5–11 June) <www.dt.ua/1000/1030
/46696>; and Heorhii Seletsky, “Menia zasosala opasnaia triasyna …,” Obkom: Obshchestven
naia kommunikatsiia <http://obkom.net.ua/articles/2004-08/21.0900.shtml>. 
12  Boiko, “Kurs kryminalnoho prem’ieroznavstva.” 
13  In an interview Yanukovych acknowledged he had served a term in prison. See “Yanukovich 
vpervye rasskazal o tom, kak sidel v tiurme,” Korrespondent, 25 Martch 2007 <www
.korrespondent.net/main/183880>. 
14  Two biographies of about Yanukovych, which were obviously ordered by PR representatives 
before the 2004 presidential election, offer a positive image of the former prime minister and may 
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Rinat Akhmetov 
Business tycoon Rinat Akhmetov was the main sponsor of Yanukovych’s 2004 

election campaign. According to unofficial sources, Yanukovych became the head of 
Donetsk Oblast State Administration through Akhmetov’s support. The latter was 
number seven in the PR’s election list during the 2006 parliamentary election. One of 
Akhmetov’s close allies is Boris Kolesnikov, an important figure in the PR and a 
deputy prime minister of Ukraine since March 2010.Akhmetov’s participation in 
state policy-making was realized through his influence over the appointment of the 
prime minister15 the PR’s leaders, and the work of the Cabinet of Ministers of 
Ukraine. This information is well known in Ukrainian society, but it is hardly pos-
sible to verify using official sources. Akhmetov’s wealth doubled after Yanukovych 
was first inaugurated as prime minister. Today he is the richest person in Ukraine, 
with an estimated net worth of around US$16 billion. Akhmetov himself reported 
financial assets of US$12 billion–14 billion in 2004–2006. According to his official 
biography, he was born on 21 September 1966 in Donetsk into the family of a Tatar 
coal miner. In the 1990s he graduated from the Department of Economics of Donetsk 
State University. In 1995 Akhmetov founded the Donetsk-based bank Donhorbank, 
and in the following year he became president of Donetsk’s Shakhtar soccer club, 
with 99 per cent ownership. No information is available about his university thesis or 
his teachers and university friends. In his official biography Akhmetov does not 
indicate the years he entered and graduated from university. 

In addition to being a Donhorbank stockholder, in 2004 Akhmetov owned about 
60 per cent of the stocks of Lux, the Donbas’s major hotel business, and about 90 per 
cent of the stocks of System Capital Management Holdings (his wife owns the other 
10 per cent of this company). He is also the principal stockholder of the Ukraine 
Tele-Radio Company (98 per cent), the Donbas Palace hotel (99 per cent), and the 
Sarmat Brewery (98 per cent), and a joint owner of the Kuibyshev Machine-Building 
Plant in Novo-Kramatorsk (24 per cent), the Kerch Metallurgical Plant (24 per cent), 
the Druzhkivka Ore Administration (27 per cent), the Azovstal trade house (52 per 
cent), and the Asko insurance company (17 per cent). Through this stock ownership 
Akhmetov controlled the hotel industry, mobile phone connections (particularly, the 
mobile operator DCC), and beer production in Southern Ukraine, and his economic 
influence in the central part of Ukraine was also growing. According to informal 
sources, Akhmetov controlled ARS, a Donetsk criminal group whose leaders Yakov 
Bogdanov and Akhat Bragin (the previous president of the Shakhtar soccer club) 
were killed in April and October 1995 respectively. Akhmetov became the main heir 
of his criminal chiefs’ millions and of ARS. Later ARS owned the major part of the 

                                                                                                                                          
be found on his personal server. One of them is a brochure by the popular writer Valentyn 
Chemerys: Zahadka Viktora Yanukovycha: Sproba doslidzhennia (Kyiv: Atoll, 2004). The other is 
Vera Nikolaieva’s booklet Prikosnis k sudbe: Viktor Yanukovich (Kyiv: Atoll, 2004). There are 
many contradictions and unexplained phenomena in these books, particularly concerning Yanu-
kovych's criminal past. 
15  On 26 March 2006 Akhmetov was elected a member of the Verkhovna Rada through the RP list. 
His influence on the policy of the party and on Yanukovych’s activity is evident from Yanu-
kovych’s announcement that Akhmetov could conceivably be the PR’s candidate for the post of 
president of Ukraine. See <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rinat_Akhmetov>. 
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coal-mining and machine industries in southern Ukraine. In addition to the assets 
cited above, ARS and Akhmetov’s group own machinery factories in Kamensk and 
Shakhtynsk in the Russian Federation. Besides the Ukraina television and radio 
company, Akhmetov also owned the Segodnia publishing house and the news-
papers Vechernii Donetsk and Segodnia. The support of such a powerful oligarch 
ensured that Yanukovych had sound financial backing throughout his election 
campaign. 

Features of the Yanukovych Election Campaign 
The Yanukovych campaign began promisingly: in addition to the backing of his 

own party, the candidate was endorsed by influential individuals and other parties. 
Most of the parties within the pro-government coalition in the parliament were 
prepared to back him, including the Social Democratic Party of Ukraine (United) led 
by the head of the presidential administration, Viktor Medvedchuk. Other parties that 
were happy to endorse him included the Popular Agrarian Party led by Volodymyr 
Lytvyn and the Toiling Ukraine (Trudova Ukraina) Party of Serhii Tihipko, chairman 
of the National Bank of Ukraine. In addition, all of the so-called oligarchs in the 
Kuchma camp, largely based in the city of Dnipropetrovsk, were prepared to back 
the candidate offered by the “Donetsk clan” led by Akhmetov. This coming together 
of oligarchs took place in response to the growing popularity of Yushchenko and his 
promise to eradicate the “bandits.” Nonetheless Yanukovych trailed Yushchenko in 
opinion polls in the summer of 2004, with 16–18 per cent support compared to the 
opposition challenger's 23–25 per cent.  

From the outset the Yanukovych team was prepared to flout electoral procedures. 
Thus, in mid-August, the non-governmental Committee of Voters noted that his 
campaign was deploying state money, property, and equipment for his election 
campaign and, in a similar vein, state resources were also being applied to hinder his 
rivals’ campaigns. Factories ordered workers to attend rallies on behalf of the prime 
minister, while traffic police, railway officials, and others were instructed to impede 
the access of Yushchenko’s supporters to the nation’s capital or other major cities in 
Ukraine. On other occasions the elderly were forced to sign nomination forms for 
Yanukovych before they could collect their pensions.16 Later in the same month, as 
he prepared to step down, President Kuchma made a self-congratulatory major 
speech in Kyiv, citing his alleged achievements and demanding that his successor 
continue his political course. He insisted that what must occur in the future was a 
continuation rather than a change. The implication was quite clear: Yanukovych was 
his designated successor. Kuchma attacked the “Ukraine without Kuchma” campaign 
and the opposition rallies that had taken place after the death of the opposition 
journalist Heorhii Gongadze in 2000.17 The Yanukovych campaign also enjoyed a 
near monopoly of the official media. As Jan Maksymiuk noted, Medvedchuk 
controlled UT-1, Ukraine’s most popular TV channel, and had influence over two 
others, 1+1 and Inter. Another three channels —ICTV, STB, and Novyi kanal— 
were run through President Kuchma’s son-in-law Viktor Pinchuk and members of 

                                                        
16  RFE/RL Daily Report, 19 August 2004. 
17  Donbass, 25 August 2004.  
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the Dnipropetrovsk clan. The remaining channel of influence, P’iatyi kanal owned by 
Petro Poroshenko, offered support to Yushchenko.18 

Yanukovych’s personal activities did not lend themselves well to public scrutiny. 
The turning point of the 2004 elections may have been the poisoning of Yushchenko 
on 6 September, which forced him to stop campaigning for two weeks and was 
eventually, following his examination at the Rudolferhaus Clinic in Vienna, 
diagnosed as an attempt on his life. Yushchenko's disfigurement and illness were at 
first ridiculed by the Yanukovych camp, and there were a number of suggestive 
reports in the official media that his illness was a result of excessive alcohol 
consumption. Just eighteen days later in the oddest incident of the election campaign, 
Yanukovych was rushed to hospital after he was struck by a raw egg when he 
stepped off his campaign bus in the city of Ivano-Frankivsk. The image of a strong 
prime minister prepared to stay the course for the years ahead could hardly have been 
bolstered by his carefully staged delayed collapse once the egg broke harmlessly on 
his chest. Ostensibly it demonstrated that Yushchenko's supporters were not above 
“dirty tricks” themselves, but it provided plenty of material for those prepared to see 
the funny side of the incident. Some felt that the entire event was staged by the prime 
minister's campaign in order to generate some sympathy for him. Yet, compared to 
the severity of Yushchenko's illness, it could hardly be taken seriously.19 

Yanukovych began moving sharply away from his very broad electoral platform 
that implicitly endorsed the multi-vectored foreign policy embraced by Kuchma. 
Moreover, this change of direction appeared to have the support of Russia and in 
particular its president, Vladimir Putin. Let us deal with these two issues in turn. By 
September, with opinion polls suggesting that he was still well behind Yushchenko, 
Yanukovych unexpectedly announced that he wished to make Russian the second 
state language and introduce the concept of dual citizenship in Ukraine. He also put 
forward the idea of a “new structure of European security” in which both Russia and 
Ukraine could take part.20 Both issues in their earlier form—Ukrainian as the sole 
state language and single citizenship—had been enshrined in Ukraine’s constitution; 
hence Yanukovych was in no position to make such guarantees. The issues were also 
potentially divisive ones that might serve to heighten regional rifts between eastern 
and western Ukraine, ensuring that while the candidate might shore up his support in 
the former, he would end any possibilities of gaining a foothold in the latter. The 
issue of the Russian language in Ukraine was not new—it was on the table during 
discussions between presidents Yeltsin and Kuchma in the mid-1990s—but it was 
surprising that Yanukovych opted to use it in his program. Kuchma instantly attacked 
his protégé's statements, commenting that the constitution could not be ignored and 
Yanukovych was making empty promises in Moscow.21 

                                                        
18  Jan Maksymiuk, “Analysis: Media Not Playing Fair in Presidential Campaign,” RFE/RL, 27 
August 2004 <www.rferl.org/content/article/1054532.html>.  
19  See, for example, Helen Fawkes, “Ukraine PM Hurt in ‘Egg Attack,’”BBC News, 24 September 
2004<http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/3686368.stm>. 
20  See, for example, Olena Yatsunska, “Mythmaking and its Discontents in the 2004 Ukrainian 
Presidential Campaign,” Demokratizatsiya 14, no. 4 (Fall 2006): 6.  
21  Ibid.  
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Even more disturbing was the candidate's decision to go to Moscow on 8 October 
to attend the Congress of the Ukrainian Diaspora (of Russia), as the events that 
followed were designed to shore up the view that Yanukovych was Moscow's 
candidate for the Ukrainian presidency. Evidently 560,000 Ukrainians resident in 
Russia signed Yanukovych’s support lists for presidential candidate. More than 1,200 
were present at the congress, and they heard the candidate repeat his promises that 
Russian would be elevated to a state language and he would introduce the concept of 
dual citizenship after he was elected president. He also maintained that under his 
leadership Ukraine would continue to co-operate with NATO but would refrain from 
joining the organization. The congress, which was attended by a coterie of prominent 
Russian officials (including Moscow’s mayor Yurii Luzhkov and then First Deputy 
Prime Minister Dmitrii Medvedev), endorsed Yanukovych as the only candidate 
capable of uniting Ukraine and maintaining its good relations with Russia, as well as 
the leader who could best ensure the continuation of the encouraging economic 
recovery that began in the early 21st century.22 

On the next day Yanukovych and President Kuchma attended the official 
celebration of Vladimir Putin’s fifty-second birthday, albeit two days after the actual 
event. Reportedly Russia’s Prime Minister Mikhail Fradkov had conciliated the 
Ukrainians with a promise to lift quotas on Ukrainian sugar by 2007 and on alcohol 
by 2012. When Putin, Kuchma, and Yanukovych met at the residence of the Russian 
president at Novo-Ogarevo, the Ukrainians were informed that the former could not 
remain indifferent to the outcome of the presidential elections and that he hoped the 
wise strategy Kuchma had adopted could be continued. Putin thus stopped short of a 
direct endorsement of Yanukovych, but given the latter's presence alongside the 
Ukrainian president, the inference was fairly obvious. When Yanukovych, in 
violation of protocol, sat next to Putin rather than opposite him, Kuchma made an 
ambiguous remark that the situation would not alter if the two Ukrainian leaders 
changed places. Putin responded that he hoped this would be the case, which seemed 
to observers to indicate that he supported Yanukovych’s candidacy. The Russian 
president's interest in the Ukrainian election had already been manifested during his 
visit to Kyiv during the campaign. On 26 October he was to make a return trip just 
five days before the first-round vote, ostensibly to celebrate the liberation of Kyiv 
from German occupation on 3 November 1943, but with an advancement of the date 
by a week so that it preceded the election vote. 

Before Putin’s arrival, the Russian Liberal Democratic Party’s leader, Vladimir 
Zhirinovsky, arrived in Ukraine with the express intention of campaigning on behalf 
of Yanukovych and berating Yushchenko for a campaign targeted at dividing the 
Russian and Ukrainian nations. The benefit of endorsement from such a personality 
may be questioned. By contrast, Putin was a recognizable and popular figure in 
Ukraine, and thus Yanukovych may have decided that the Russian president’s 
appearance at such a juncture was well worth the risk. It is worth reiterating that as 
prime minister Yanukovych—perhaps under Kuchma’s guidance—had adopted a 
moderate and expedient policy of maintaining good relations with both Russia and 
the EU without a formal commitment in either direction. The common Russian-
Ukrainian struggle with fascism, which was also cited by Putin and Yanukovych, 

                                                        
22  See, for example, Jan Maksymiuk, “The Kremlin goes for Yanukovych,” RFE/RL, 12 October 
2004 <www.rferl.org/content/article/1343998.html>; and Ukrainska pravda, 8 October 2004. 
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likely had little impact on the bulk of the electorate, and particularly not to those 
under the age of fifty. Moreover, Putin’s arrival in the Ukrainian capital—
particularly when coupled with his remarks during an earlier visit about the two 
countries having a long common history—could have evoked memories of Ukraine 
as a “younger brother” or, as one source put it, a servile attitude toward Russia.23 
Again, Yanukovych could be depicted as Russia’s candidate. Furthermore, Russia 
had already made it clear that it wanted to see the Kuchma style and regime 
perpetuated and would offer concessions if such an outcome resulted from the 
election. The Russians may not have perceived Kuchma’s growing reticence in his 
support for Yanukovych—it became obvious only during the Orange Revolution—
and in turn they may have observed the blatant Western support for Yushchenko’s 
campaign. Putin thus made the sort of blunder he had carefully avoided in the case of 
Belarus, where Alyaksandr Lukashenka amended the national constitution for a third 
time in October 2004 to allow him to run as president for more than two terms. The 
Russian president kept carefully out of that campaign, but in the case of Ukraine he 
seems to have been incapable of standing aside.  

Writing after the first round of the elections, the late analyst Roman Kupchinsky 
noted that prior to the Ukrainian election the city of Moscow, in which some 1,000 
Ukrainians were eligible to vote in the Ukrainian presidential election, was decked 
out with posters and portraits of Yanukovych. He also cited a statement from Nina 
Khrushcheva, grand-daughter of the former Soviet-era leader, that the Russian 
company Gazprom had contributed several million dollars to the Yanukovych cam-
paign.24 The perception of Russian interference, as well as the likely continuation of 
the practices of the Kuchma regime under a Yanukovych presidency, provided cata-
lysts for the remarkable display of public activism and the emergence of a civic 
society in Ukraine during the 2004 presidential election. In other words, many voters, 
and particularly those from the younger generation, resolved to take matters into their 
own hands, culminating in the protests that followed the announcement of the official 
results of the second round runoff between Yanukovych and Yushchenko. Yanu-
kovych’s negative image was further fueled by the situation in Donetsk, where the 
oblast council endorsed by 156 votes to one a decision to hold a referendum on 
whether Donetsk Oblast should have the status of an autonomous republic within 
Ukraine.25 The motion seemed to herald the danger of separatism in Ukraine and the 
possible secession altogether of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts. Although Yanukovych 
refused to endorse the Donetsk Oblast Council’s decision, the fact that those respon-
sible were from his main base of support, linked to his previous embrace of Russian 
as a state language, put him in a difficult position.  

Lessons Learned? The Regions Party in the 2006 
Parliamentary Election 

How was Yanukovych able to resurface as a viable political leader after the debacle 
of 2004? The PR’s official election program submitted to the Central Election 
                                                        
23  Ukrainska pravda, 26 October 2004. 
24  Roman Kupchinsky, “Why Putin voted for Yanukovych,” RFE/RL, 10 November 2004 
<http://qa.rferl.org/content/article/1344002.html>. 
25  See, for example, The Moscow Times, 29 November 2004. 



The Yanukovych Election Campaigns in Ukraine, 2004 and 2006 275 
 

 

Commission of Ukraine before the 2006 parliamentary elections started with the slogan 
“prosperity to the people, power to the regions.” The first thesis of this program was 
that at the start of the twenty-first century Ukraine had entered the middle phase of 
economic development and Yanukovych’s government had been the architect of 
economic transformation, but the new Orange government had interrupted this 
progressive development. The second point of the program was that “the Orange 
Revolution” brought to the people of Ukraine not only an economic crisis (this crisis 
was not documented in any economic indicators), but also an increase in the power and 
prosperity of the bureaucrats, a decrease in law enforcement, and a wave of 
persecutions of opponents. Based on these conclusions, the PR proposed a solution to 
the crisis. In addition to usual slogans about economic growth, social protection, lower 
and fair taxes, and protection of freedoms, the party insisted on the decentralization of 
power, federalization, and granting more rights to Ukraine’s oblasts. The program 
emphasized again that Russian should have the status of the second official language in 
the state. In foreign affairs the program stressed that Ukraine should maintain friendly 
relations with all neighbouring countries. The PR supported the European integration 
of Ukraine but stated that this integration should be carried out according to the 
country’s national interests. However, the party was opposed to Ukraine’s participation 
in any military blocs and intended to conduct a referendum concerning Ukrainian 
membership of NATO. “Normalization” of relations with Russia and joining the 
“United Economic Space” (created by Russia, Kazakhstan and Belarus) did not require 
a referendum, but also should be pursued by Ukraine. 

Among the specific steps needed to achieve the PR’s goals were taxation, pen-
sion, judicial, and administrative reforms (which have been on the agenda of many 
Ukrainian political parties since independence), improvement of the investment 
environment, science, and education, an increase in agricultural investment, an im-
provement of conditions for small and middle-level businesses, military reforms, 
more support for young people, and a reopening of free economic zones (they had 
been closed because of large tax shelters and tax evasion in them). Finally, the PR 
promised in its program that it would take responsibility for its implementation and if 
in three years all of its principles had not been adopted, the government formed by 
the party would offer its resignation. According to Ukrainska pravda, several con-
sulting groups and advisors helped Yanukovych and the PR during the 2006 parlia-
mentary elections.26 Among them were the Sotsium Expert Analytical Centre headed 
by Eduard Prutnik; the ex-PR chief of the Inter TV channel Ihor Chaban; American 
experts Paul Manafort and Robert Doll; and the companies Ogilvy & Mather and 
Burson-Marsteller, which are associated with Manafort. Also, Rinat Akhmetov 
worked with a former adviser of the jailed Russian oligarch Mikhail Khodorkovsky. 
The PR’s campaign was based on a scathing critique of “Orange” power and on high 
utilization of TV agitation and advertisements.27 In particular, such TV channels as 

                                                        
26  See Viktor Chyvokunia, “Polittekhnolohy na vyborakh-2006: khto pratsiuvav na Yanukovycha, 
Akhmetova, Tymoshenko, Medvedchuka …,” Ukrainska pravda, 12 May 2006 <http://invivio.net
/info/52256.htm> and <http://sd.org.ua/news.php?id=9453>. 
27  This description of the PR’s 2006 parliamentary election campaign is based on the article “Pre-
election campaign of the Party of Regions” at the now defunct link <www.kandydat.com
.ua/politika/22_03.htm>.  
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NTN and TRC Ukraine dedicated special programs to the PR and were highly sup-
portive of it in news and other programs. Also, political advertising on television by 
the PR surpassed that of the other major parties. Despite this fact, the PR blamed 
“Orange” authorities for imposing restraints in their access to the mass media. 
Finally, the PR used local administrative power in eastern and southern Ukraine in 
order to get additional support. 

In order to overcome Yanukovych’s possible disadvantage of in face-to-face 
public debates with political opponents (he had demonstrated his lack of ability to 
respond quickly and appropriately to his opponents in debates several times, and a 
propensity to make mistakes), the PR used the tactic of five-on-five debates without 
the participation of political leaders. This gave the party an advantage, because many 
of its leading personnel were adept at public debate. The PR’s advertisement cam-
paign was based on popular topics of taxes, prices, wages, social-welfare protection, 
and pensions. The primary slogan of the advertisement was “The improvement of life 
without delay!” The campaign criticized the “Orange” bloc for its failure to fulfill 
promises given during the Orange Revolution. The repeated adage was that “Orange” 
leaders had brought the country into crisis and the PR was the only power that could 
lead Ukraine out of such a situation. It is worth noting that the Orange leadership’s 
political blunders proved to be the strongest weapon in the PR’s hands, not least 
Yushchenko’s failure to fulfill at least one of the promises he made during the 2004 
presidential election campaign.  

Other major aspects of the PR’s 2006 election campaign were yet another propo-
sition to make Russian an official language in Ukraine, friendship with Russia, and a 
proposal not to enter the NATO alliance until mandated to do so by a national 
referendum. Yanukovych supported co-operation with the EU, though he did not 
advocate full Ukrainian membership. Indicating his independence from the Moscow 
line, he criticized Russia for increasing gas-delivery prices for Ukraine. Finally, the 
PR drew public attention to possible falsifications of election results by the “Orange” 
bloc. The result of this better managed campaign was an electoral victory in which 
the PR was the leading party in the 2006 parliamentary elections, receiving 32.14 per 
cent of the vote and 186 seats in the parliament. Together the three “Orange” parties 
gained 41.93 per cent and received 243 seats, which was enough to form a coalition 
(more than 225 seats). However, personal ambitions, an unwillingness to make com-
promises with close allies, and numerous intrigues undermined a possible coalition of 
the Our Ukraine People’s Unity party, the Yuliia Tymoshenko Bloc (BYuT), and the 
Socialist Party of Ukraine, and it led to the formation of a coalition of the PR, the 
Socialist Party of Ukraine, and the Communist Party of Ukraine. 

One can point to four main reasons for the PR’s success in the 2006 parlia-
mentary elections. First, the party had strong financial support, which allowed for 
abundant advertisements, administrative support, and possibly bribes to the Socialist 
Party of Ukraine and deputies from other parties. Second, the PR maintained a 
strongly centralized and autocratic organization, which did not allow any intriguing 
or factionalism. Third, the constant mistakes of the “Orange” bloc parties, which 
were fighting for power, arguing, and intriguing against each other, paved the way 
for a PR-led coalition to take power. Finally, the very passive and short-sighted 
position of President Yushchenko should be mentioned: he did not attempt to unite 
the “Orange” forces that  had served him so well two years earlier.  Nevertheless,  as  
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Table 1: Results for the PR in the 2006 Ukrainian Parliamentary Election  

Oblast or city  Per cent of voters “for” Rating 

Luhansk  74.33 1 

Donetsk  73.63 1 

City of Sevastopol 64.26 1 

Crimea Autonomous Republic  58.01 1 

Kharkiv  51.70 1 

Zaporizhzhia  51.23 1 

Mykolaiv  50.34 1 

Odesa  47.51 1 

Dnipropetrovsk  44.98 1 

Kherson  39.14 1 

Poltava  20.38 2 

Kirovohrad  20.10 2 

Transcarpathia 18.65 3 

Zhytomyr  17.98 2 

Chernihiv  15.60 2 

Chernivtsi  12.72 3 

City of Kyiv  11.76 3 

Sumy  10.92 3 

Cherkasy  10.66 4 

Khmelnytskyi  9.99 3 

Kyiv  9.87 4 

Vinnytsia  8.15 4 

Rivne  7.24 4 

Volyn  4.49 4 

Lviv  3.01 5 

Ternopil  2.02 6 

Ivano-Frankivsk  1.94 6 

Source: <www.cvk.gov.ua/vnd2006/w6p001e.html> 
 
table 1 shows, the sources of support for Yanukovych and the PR remained very 
similar to those during the campaign of 2004. Perhaps of note was that they regained 
some support in the central and southern oblasts, but their votes remained negligible 
in Galicia and very weak in other areas of the west.  

Conclusion 
Although the 2004 presidential election campaign ended in defeat for Yanukovych, 

responsibility may lie as much with his supporters as with the candidate himself. The 
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image of the candidate—at least in Kyiv, Western Ukraine, Western Europe, and North 
America—was a very negative one for a number of reasons, not least being his 
disreputable past, close association with the Kuchma regime (Yushchenko’s own 
association was conveniently overlooked), and his apparent wish to move Ukraine into 
a direction that would see it linked more closely with Russia, counter to the general 
direction of the previous thirteen years, when both previous presidents, Leonid Krav-
chuk and Leonid Kuchma, had been wary of too close an attachment to the northern 
neighbour. The PR in theory wished to unite the country by expressly recognizing the 
needs and interests of the various parts of the country. Its support base comprised not 
only the main industrial regions, but also big business and Ukraine’s most powerful 
oligarchs, some of whom were associated with the corrupt practices conducted over the 
previous few years. The results of each presidential election to date had seen Ukraine 
divided into almost two disparate halves, but in 2004 western and west-central (Right-
Bank) Ukraine had expanded into areas hitherto known for their support of Leonid 
Kuchma in 1994 and Communist leader Petro Symonenko in 1999. Yanukovych 
survived because of the failure of the new Yushchenko administration to take measures 
against its rivals. Kuchma was allowed to retire gracefully (somewhat similar to the 
situation in Russia after the retirement of the equally corrupt Boris Yeltsin), and the 
Orange coalition quickly began dividing into various factions until the dismissal of 
Prime Minister Yuliia Tymoshenko and her Cabinet some nine months later.  

This paper has maintained that the division of Ukraine into (1) a pro-Western or 
nationalist and (2) a pro-Russian (and to some extent proto-Communist) segment is ill 
advised, but as a theory it was given credibility by the unusual role Russia played in the 
2004 elections. It is posited that there were and remain two distinctly polarized regions 
of Ukraine, neither of which are representative of the country as a whole. On the one 
hand are Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts, Yanukovych’s power base, which is clearly 
oriented toward pro-Russian policies and closer political and linguistic ties with Russia. 
On the other is Galicia, which has always been a distinctive region and glorified some 
of the nationalist heroes of the 1930s and 1940s, as well as maintaining the closest of 
ties with the Ukrainian diaspora in the West. It is equally unrepresentative, and one 
analyst has suggested that the concept of a single independent Ukraine has divided the 
country into areas according to the degree to which they embrace ”Ukrainianness.” In 
this regard the first place is Galicia, followed by other parts of western Ukraine, central 
Ukraine, and lastly eastern Ukraine, which embraces “incorrect” attitudes.28 The west-
ern region, along with President Yushchenko, has also adopted a national historical 
narrative that includes the genocidal famine of 1932–33 (paradoxically it occurred in 
central and eastern Ukraine, where it has received much less recognition) while 
perceiving the integral nationalists of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists and 
Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA) as the architects of the modern state through their 
selfless sacrifice against both the German invaders during the Second World War and, 
more importantly, the Red Army and other Soviet forces. However, for the most part 
residents of Ukraine do not subscribe to these two antithetical mindsets.29 
                                                        
28  Mikhail Pogrebinsky and Aleksei Tolpygo, Ukraina bez Kuchmy: God oranzhevoi vlasti (Kyiv: 
Optima, 2007), 37. 
29 Nevertheless President Yushchenko called for official recognition of the UPA and conferred the 
posthumous title of hero of Ukraine upon its commander in chief, Roman Shukhevych. See 
UNIAN, 10 November 2007.  
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Yanukovych’s own contribution to this perception of an east-west divide was 
significant, and it was exacerbated in 2004 by his belated change of policies, his ill-
advised visit to Russia in early October, and the visits by Putin and Zhirinovsky to 
Ukraine later in the same month. As a candidate and public speaker he was also 
distinctly awkward, and not surprisingly he became the subject of a number of jokes 
and anecdotes. Yushchenko’s own flaws were hardly negligible, but they would be-
come more apparent only once he took office as Ukraine’s third president. The PR was 
able to recover some lost ground in the parliamentary election of 2006, which resulted 
in Yanukovych returning to his former post as prime minister. Even in the less 
successful parliamentary election campaign of 2007 the PR remained the leading force 
in Ukrainian political life. However, the mistakes the PR made in 2004 were never 
repeated, and more attention was paid to Yanukovych’s image. In the 2006 parlia-
mentary election he resorted to the more moderate approach that had characterized 
some of Kuchma’s election campaigns: more emphasis was placed on economic 
successes, real and alleged, and on raising fears that a new Orange coalition would take 
the country back to the days of hyper-inflation and economic hardship. Another 
significant factor in Yanukovych’s re-emergence as a key political factor was that the 
PR sheltered its leader from direct public debate with rival leaders. Though the new 
version of Yanukovych maintained a respectful distance from Russia, he did maintain 
that only through a PR-led parliament could Ukraine guarantee supplies of oil and gas 
from Russia at acceptable prices. In short, the party was geared more to the daily lives 
and concerns of voters.  

Above all, Ukraine’s political parties in 2006, as in the Western tradition, sought 
the middle ground, offering reassuring economic pictures of what the country will be 
like under their tutelage. Neither Yushchenko nor Yanukovych were particularly 
charismatic, and perhaps the images of them derived from the 2004 campaign were far 
from the reality. Ukraine’s electorate was thus doomed to some disappointment, but the 
country as a whole gained some political maturity and the recognition—perhaps—that 
the it should avoid extreme or very radical future paths and seek compromises to 
satisfy its various regions. That is how politics works after all. Ukraine had to adopt 
policies that befitted its geographical and geostrategic position in Europe. It had to deal 
with both Russia and the European Union on its borders; and it must take a firm policy 
on the NATO alliance and whether joining such an organization would bring direct 
benefits to the country. The Orange Revolution will always be remembered for 
Yanukovych’s failure and tragicomic indiscretions, but not for the demise of the PR he 
led or of those who continued to support his candidacy.  

In retrospect, Ukraine gradually determined its future with the recognition that 
bending too much to the wishes of the pro-Western or pro-Russian parts of the 
electorate was neither feasible nor practical. Since 2010 Yanukovych has been the 
country’s president and the PR has acquired control over the parliament by taking 
advantage of a dual system of proportional representation and single-mandate con-
stituencies. In the process Ukraine has become more authoritarian and even more 
corrupt than it was during Kuchma’s presidency. None of the flaws identified with 
Yanukovych in this paper have disappeared. On the contrary, he has failed manifestly 
to deal with many pressing problems, particularly the economy, the language ques-
tion, and, indeed, the divisions in the the country. Nonetheless Yanukovych’s victory 
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in 2010 is further evidence that the lessons of 2004 were not forgotten. Despite his 
manifestly modest ability, Yanukovych has reached the pinnacle of power in 
Ukraine, which represents his crowning achievement. 
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