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I ncreasi ng authoritarian ism 
and decreasing strategic 
importance may leave Ukraine 
on the margins of international 
society. 
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SINCE the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, 
many countries have seen dramatic shifts in their re

lations with the United States. Some formerly near-pa
riah states, such as Pakistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan, 
are now key partners in the war on terror. Relations with 
Israel have never been warmer. Russia, which the Clinton 
administration had supposedly "lost" at the end of the 
1990s, was suddenly a valuable ally with a common in
terest in combating Islamic fundamentalism.1 

At the same time, some states that were once close 
to Washington are now being held at a distance. Saudi 
Arabia may rank as America's most problematic ally, 
and, of course, relations between the United States and 
"old" European countries like France and Germany are 
now chillier than at any time in recent memory. A sub
tler but nonetheless important shift has taken place with 
regard to Ukraine. Hailed in the 1990s as the "linchpin" 
and "keystone in the arch" of Eurasian security2 and 
showered with substantial U.S. aid, Ukraine has now 
dropped from America's radar screen. As the European 
Union and NATO expand, Ukraine is on the outside look
ing in, having lost support in both Washington and Brus
sels. Ukraine's much ballyhooed "European choice" and 
"strategic partnership with the United States" have rather 
suddenly come to naught. 

There are several reasons for this. Russia looks less 
and less like a bear that needs to be contained, corrup
tion and authoritarian tendencies are firmly rooted in 
Ukraine, and Kyiv's planned sale of four advanced 
Kolchuga radar units to Iraq did not help in a climate in 
which President George W. Bush has warned all states 
that they are either "with us or against us." Enthusiasm 
for Ukraine has given way to estrangement, as the coun-
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Table 1 

Western Assistance to Ukraine 

Total U.S. aid to Ukraine, 1992-2001 

Total aid from U.S. Department of Defense 
Total aid related to nuclear energy safety 
Total aid from USAID (aid for political 

and economic reforms) 
Total EU aid through TACIS program, 

1991-2002 

$2.82 billion 

$661 million 
$330 million 

$1.28 billion 

$1.13 billion 

Sources: U.S. Department of State and European Union Web sites 
(www.state.gov/documents/organization/17714.pdf, www.state.gov/ 
docu ments/organ ization/23 78. pdf, eu ropa.eu. i nticomm/externaL rei ations 
/ceeca/tacis/fi gu res. pdf, eu ropa.eu. i nt/com m/external_relations/ 
Ukraine/intro/index.htm). 

try continues along the path of authoritarianism and iso
lation, much like its smaller neighbor, Belarus. 

Ukraine's defenders do not excuse the outrageous 
actions taken by President Leonid Kuchma but note, 
nonetheless, that Ukraine is not Belarus. As they point 
out, Ukraine is not eager to entangle itself in a new con
federation with Russia, the hope for democracy is not 
yet lost, and by virtue of its size the world cannot afford 
to let Ukraine collapse or continue to wallow in the mire 
of political and economic stagnation. Outside actors like 
the United States can still play a positive role in the 
country's post-communist transformation. 

This article takes up these points, focusing on recent 
problems in U.S.-Ukrainian relations, some of which 
pre-date 9/11 but many of which have become worse 
since then. An analysis of the evolution of U.S. policy 
with an eye toward the September 11 turning point un
derscores two points, both to Ukraine's detriment. First, 
the old geo-politics of the cold war era, centered on the 
SovietlRussian threat, are past, and Washington has a 
new security concern that may require a cooperative 
relationship with Moscow. Second, Ukraine is not a front
line state in the war on terror. Its democratic shortcom
ings could be overlooked when it had more geo-political 
importance, but now they complicate its relations with 
the United States and other Western countries. 

The First Decade of U.S.-Ukrainian 
Relations 
Ukraine's relationship with the United States changed 
profoundly in the 1990s.3 Ukrainian independence was 
not welcomed in the West, with President George H.W. 
Bush notoriously warning Ukrainians against "suicidal 
nationalism" in August 1991. When Ukraine became 
independent because of the Soviet collapse, it contin-

ued to be held at arm's length by most Western coun
tries, including the United States. There were three rea
sons for this. First, America's primary goal was to 
engage and encourage reform in Boris Yeltsin's Russia. 
Policy across the newly independent states was viewed 
through the prism of its relations with Moscow, and, to 
the extent that many in Russia were uncomfortable with 
Ukrainian independence, the United States did not put 
much emphasis on ties with Kyiv. Second, the post-in
dependence government of President Leonid Kravchuk 
in Ukraine was not strongly committed to economic 
reform. Third, and most important, Ukraine continued 
to hold the nuclear weapons that it had inherited from 
the Soviet Union. Kyiv's failure to surrender these weap
ons was seen by many, both in Moscow and Washing
ton, as a sign of intransigence and an irrational 
manifestation of nationalism. 

The year 1994 brought great changes to Ukraine's rela
tionship with the United States and the West. In February, 
Ukraine became the first member of the Commonwealth 
of Independent States (CIS) to join NATO's Partnership 
for Peace program, thereby launching military coopera
tion with the West. In July, Leonid Kuchma was elected 
president. Although he had campaigned on a platform of 
closer ties with Russia, Kuchma wavered once in office, 
endorsing market reforms in the hope of winning West
ern assistance. in November, the Ukrainian parliament 
acceded to the Non-Proliferation Treaty and began dis
mantling the country's weapons, in return receiving se
curity assurances from the international community. 

Of course, Ukraine's standing with the United States 
also improved because of events in Russia in late 1993. 
First, Yeltsin bombed his own parliament in October, 
and then the ultra-nationalist Vladimir Zhirinovskii 
made an unexpectedly strong showing in the December 
parliamentary elections. Given uncertainties about the 
fate of democracy and a pro-Western orientation in 
Russia, a strong Ukraine became important as a poten
tial check on a resurgent Russia. As former national 
security adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski explained, "With
out Ukraine, Russia ceases to be an empire, but with 
Ukraine suborned and then subordinated, Russia auto
matically becomes an empire."4 Therefore, in order to 
support a pro-Western Ukraine (with subordinat goals 
of fostering economic and political reform), the United 
States and the EU countries sent billions in aid to Kyiv. 
For several years, Ukraine was the third-largest recipi
ent of U.S. aid (after Israel and Egypt). According to 
Secretary of State Colin Powell, Ukraine had received 
$2.82 billion in U.S. assistance through 2001,5 much of 
it directed toward the dismantling of nuclear weapons 
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and cleanup from the Chernobyl disaster (see Table 1). 
Washington also backed Ukraine's efforts to form the 
GUUAM group of five states (Georgia-Ukraine
Uzbekistan-Azerbaijan-Moldova) to counter Russian 
influence in the post-Soviet space.6 

Although U.S. assistance poured into the country, 
Ukraine's record on economic and political reform re
mained mixed. The hyperinflation of the early 1990s 
was put under control, and Kyiv introduced a new cur
rency, the hryvna. A constitutional struggle between the 
president and parliament was resolved peacefully, with 
a constitution to Kuchma's liking passed in 1996. Fears 
of separatism in Crimea went unrealized. In 1997, Kyiv 
concluded a Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation with 
Russia and at the same time a Charter on Distinctive 
Partnership with NATO. However, the economy con
tinued to deteriorate, promises of economic reform 
yielded little, corruption flourished, and foreign invest
ment never amounted to more than a trickle.? 

On the political front, Kuchma (as Yeltsin had in 
Russia) convinced Westerners and many Ukrainians that 
he was the only bulwark against a communist takeover. 
A U.S. Agency for International Development report in 
1998, sumniarizing developments in Ukraine, stated that 
"more than ever before in the five year [sic] history of 
independent Ukraine, there is reason to be optimistic 
about the prospects for lasting economic, political, and 
social transformation."g 

By 1998-99, however, it was much more difficult to 
gloss over the problems that continued to plague the 
country. Russia's 1998 economic crisis had severe re
percussions in Ukraine (the hryvna lost 40 percent of 
its value), and the continued failure to reform signifi
cant sectors of the economy raised concerns that Ukraine 
might never get out of its economic mire. The 1998 
parliamentary elections did little to clarify the political 
environment, but they were judged "rather free and fair" 
by outside observers. The same could not be said of the 
1999 presidential elections, which Kuchma won through 
all sorts of electoral shenanigans, ranging from the 
mundane (ballot stuffing, bias in the state media, voter 
intimidation, and pro-Kuchma regional officials "de
livering") to the dramatic (mysterious grenades thrown 
into a campaign rally of one opponent, the fatal car 
wreck of another). The Council of Europe judged the 
election a "disgrace," and Ukrainian parliamentarian 
Serhei Holovaty lamented the "creeping coup" in his 
country.9 Optimists could still cling to the argument that 
Kuchma's victory was preferable to the communist (and 
presumably anti-Western) alternative. 

By the end of 2000, this claim became less convinc-

Seated alone, Ukraine's president Leonid Kuchma waits for proceed
ings to begin inside the conference hall at the Euro-Atlantic Partner
ship Council meeting on the second day of the NATO summit in Prague, 
November 22, 2002. (AP Photo/Laurent Reboursl 

ing, thanks to secret tape-recordings made by Mykola 
Melnychenko, a Ukrainian security officer, who even
tually was granted political asylum in the United States. 
The tapes, allegedly made in Kuchma's office, impli
cate the president in a wide variety of crimes and cor
ruption. 1O The most notorious revelation (at least until 
the Iraqi connection became well known) had Kuchma 
suggesting that Ukrainian security agents "take care" 
of Georgii Gongadze, a journalist opposed to him, whose 
headless body had, in fact, turned up outside of Kyiv in 
September of that year. Other recordings were hardly 
less dramatic: money-laundering schemes, electoral 
fraud, judicial intimidation, complicity in the April 1999 
car crash that killed Vyadcheslav Chornovil, an opposi
tion leader, and the aforementioned grenade attack on 
Natalia Vitrenko of the Progressive Socialist Party dur
ing the 1999 presidential campaign. Noting the evidence 
on these tapes as well as other developments (e.g., at
tempts to centralize authority, crackdowns on the me
dia), commentators suggested that Ukraine was suffering 
from a "predatory political regime" with an "inbred, 
opaque, and authoritarian administrative culture."ll 
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The tape scandal triggered protests in Ukraine, where 
the overwhelming majority of the people believed the 
tapes were authentic. I2 The police, however, broke up 
most of the protests, often violently, and the opposition 
was wracked by divisions. Kuchma survived thanks to 
a "passive Ukrainian public largely resigned by [sic] 
being ruled by corrupt politicians."13 After the 2002 elec-

To the extent that Russia was viewed as 
a bully or ev.en a direct threat, 
Ukraine had a clear interest in 

cozying up to the West. 

tions (discussed below), he even managed to secure a 
pro-presidential majority in the parliament. 

The tapes had international repercussions as well. 
Kuchma is no longer invited to visit Western states (aside 
from meetings of multilateral institutions). In 2001, for 
the first time in several years, there was no meeting 
between the presidents of the United States and Ukraine. 
Colin Powell conceded in July 2001, "in truth, in the 
last few months there have arisen some disagreements 
and difficulties [in U.S.-Ukrainian relations],''l4 but this 
did not prevent Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, 
National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice, NATO's 
secretary general, Lord Robertson, the EU's foreign 
policy chief, Javier Solana, and Pope John Paul IT from 
meeting with Kuchma in Kyiv. True, there was some 
criticism of Kuchma related to the tape scandal, but 
much of it was tepid, and there was no cut-off in aid or 
official statements by Western governments authenti
cating the tapes. I5 

One consequence of ''Tapegate,'' however, was a rap
prochement of sorts between Moscow and Kyiv. Rus
sia, of course, had always been an important target of 
Kyiv's "multi-vector" foreign policy, but there had been 
serious tensions between Ukraine and Russia in the 
1990s on issues such as Ukraine's energy debt, division 
of the Black Sea Fleet, and statements by some Russian 
politicians questioning Ukrainian independence. To the 
extent that Russia was viewed as a bully or even a di
rect threat, Ukraine had a clear interest in cozying up to 
the West. However, links with Russia never disappeared. 
Many Ukrainian "oligarchs" profited from economic 
ties to Russia, and most Ukrainians (especially iIi the 
more Russified eastern and southern regions) placed 
high value on good ties with Russia. 16 By 2000-2001, 
when relations with the West hit a rough patch, Ukraine 
began to play the "Russia card," concluding new eco-

nomic and security agreements with Moscow, leading 
to speculation that Ukraine would de facto sacrifice its 
independence and come under Russia's influence. 

President Vladimir Putin was happy to respond to 
the new wind blowing from Kyiv and, given his own 
questionable commitment to liberal democracy, less 
concerned about enforcing standards of any sort in 
Ukrainian domestic politics. As James Sherr notes, 
"When Ukraine seeks better relations with Russia, the 
Russian Federation responds with evident warmth, cas
tigating the West for intruding in the internal affairs of 
'brotherly Ukraine' and erecting no standards except 
'firm good neighborliness.' " 17 There were several in
dications during this period that Russian-Ukrainian re
lations were warming. Putin's first foreign visit as 
president was to Ukraine in April 2000, he lobbied for 
the dismissal of Borys Tarayuk, Ukraine's pro-Western 
foreign minister, he appointed a high-profile, well-con
nected former prime minister, VIktor Chernomyrdin, as 
his ambassador to Ukraine. He was one of the few for
eign leaders to join Kuchma in Kyiv to celebrate ten 
years of Ukrainian independence in August 2001, and 
he dispatched Gleb Pavlov sky and other Russian po
litical consultants to help Kuchma in the 2002 parlia
mentary elections. IS In addition, a semi-official 
movement, ''To-Europe with Russia," emerged in Ukraine, 
and Ukraine has joined the Russian-led Eurasian Eco
nomic Community (a move that would have been un
thinkable a few years ago). Both developments may lead 
one to doubt the seriousness of Ukraine's "European 
Choice." 

Democratic Progress Remains Elusive 
U.S.-Ukrainian relations were already troubled well 
before the events of September 11. Of course, the same 
could be said of U.S.-Russian relations, which Presi
dent Bush did not make a top priority when he arrived 
in the White House that January. However, a rapproche
ment in U.S.-Russian relations began during the presi
dential summit in Slovenia in June 2001, when Bush 
notoriously looked into Putin's "soul." Bush, however, 
did not meet with Kuchma because the U.S. position 
precluded any face-to-face until there was a complete 
investigation of the Gongadze case. 

The events of September 11, 200 1, compelled the 
United States to re-evaluate its relationships with many 
countries. Although Ukraine has lined up on America's 
side in this conflict, it does not have the geo-strategic 
value of Russia or of Washington's other less-than
democratic allies (e.g., Uzbekistan, Pakistan, Kazakh-.. 
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stan). In other words, Ukraine is not a front-line state in 
the war on terror and had little to offer the United States, 
at least in its military operations against Afghanistan 
and then in Iraq. Moreover, Ukraine's strategic impor
tance in the 1990s-recall the rhetoric of the linchpin 
of security in Europe-seems less relevant today, given 
the successful democratic transitions throughout East
ern Europe and the recent expansions of NATO (con
cluded in 2002) and the EU (which should begin in 
2004). In addition, the balance-of-power logic that made 
Ukraine a central focus is largely gone because Russia 
looks much less threatening to Western interests. The 
remaining security issues in Europe largely stem from 
non-military problems, such as corruption, poorly man
aged authoritarian governments, organized crime, smug
gling, and illegal immigration. On these issues, Ukraine 
is part of the problem, not a reliable ally. 

Several recent incidents lend credence to this claim. 
In October 2001, for instance, the Ukrainian military 
shot down a Russian civilian airliner. The confusion 
surrounding the incident revealed real shortcomings 
in the country's military and political leadership. 

. Ukraine was caught selling arms to Macedonia during 
peace talks in that country, despite Kuchma's personal 
assurance to American emissaries that he would not 
interfere. 19 

Still, some observers-and many Ukrainians-hoped 
that a political breakthrough of some kind would lead 
to positive political change in Ukraine. Some thought 
the 2002 parliamentary elections would provide an op
portunity, as the democratic opposition began to coa
lesce around the Our Ukraine movement of former 
pro-Western and pro-reform prime minister Viktor 
Yushchenko. As expected, the state-controlled Ukrai
nian (and Russian) press attacked Yushchenko, and other 
"administrative resources" were employed to bolster the 
prospects of For a United Ukraine. a pro-Kuchma bloc. 
In the end, Yushchenko' s bloc won a plurality of the 
proportional-representation vote (24 percent), but pro
Kuchma candidates won most of the district mandates 
and, thanks to the peculiarities of Ukraine's mixed pro
portional-majoritarian system, ultimately garnered more 
seats.20 Although some observers see Yushchenko's per
formance as a positive sign that many Ukrainian voters 
refused to be hoodwinked by the anti-Yushchenko cam
paign conducted by the "party of power," Yushchenko 
himself painted the results in starker terms, declaring, 
"Democracy is the loser. That is the main defeat of these 
elections."21 The hope for democracy in Ukraine is not 
completely dissipated, but one cannot deny that Kuchma, 
although repudiated at the polls, remained in control 

and was able to "undermine the outcome of an election 
whose verdict [he] does not like." 22 

Despite these signs of creeping authoritarianism and 
some cooling in U.S.-Ukrainian relations, criticism was 
still rather restrained until mid-2002, and Kyiv contin
ued to receive a sizeable amount of U.S. aid.23 How
ever, this changed with the shift in U.S. policy toward 
Russia. 

Warmer U.S.-Russia Ties Leave 
Ukraine Cold 
One of the most dramatic developments in U.S. policy 
after 9/11 has been the strengthening of ties with Rus
sia. As noted, U.S.-Russian ties were already on the 
mend before the terrorist attacks, but afterwards Russia 
regained a central place in U.S. foreign policy. Russia 
was suddenly seen as a valuable partner, and it was no 
accident that Putin was the first foreign leader Bush 
called on that tragic day. Since then, Russia has actively 
cooperated with the United States in the war on terror, 
making extraordinary concessions to Washington on 
issues such as basing rights in Central Asia and intelli
gence-sharing, although ~t the same time muting many 
of its objections on issues such as missile defense and 
NATO expansion. For its part, Washington has been 
largely silent about Russian activities in Chechnya. 
There are still problems between Moscow and Wash
ington (e.g., Russian nuclear cooperation with Iran), 
but there has been more real substance to the Russian
American "partnership," at least prior to the war 
against Iraq, than at any time in the past decade. Putin, 
the ex-KGB official, was portrayed as a new Peter 
the Great trying to pull Russia toward the West.24 Two 
writers even suggested that "the emerging partner
ship between the United States and Russia is the most 
significant geopolitical realignment since the Second 
World War." 25 

Of course, much could be written about U.S.-Rus
shin relations, and the honeymoon between the two states 
may be over because of the war in Iraq and allegations 
of Russian arms shipments to Baghdad. Nonetheless, 
the tone of U.S.-Russian relations has an effect on U.S.
Ukrainian relations. Russia always looms in the back
ground on the question of Ukraine, and part-if not 
most-ofUkraine's geo-strategic importance, especially 
for cold warriors like Brzezinski, stemmed from uncer
tainty about Russia's future course. An independent and 
powerful Ukraine would balance against any Russian 
imperial aspirations. Consequently, the United States 
poured aid into Ukraine and helped Kyiv in other ways, 
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such as tying International Monetary Fund aid to 
Russia's re-negotiation of Ukraine's energy debts. Now, 
however, the Russian threat has seemingly evaporated, 
or at least been superseded by other threats. Ukraine's 
importance as a check on Russian power now looks like 
a remnant of cold war thinking. 

Putin has become one of Kuchna's prime 
backers and defenders, but he is 

exacting a toll for his support. 

With the cold war finally declared over by Bush and 
Putin, and with the need to develop new paradigms to 
manage the threat of terrorism, Ukraine's importance 
has undoubtedly diminished. True, Putin has suddenly 
become one of Kuchma's prime backers and defenders, 
but he is exacting a toll for his support, as seen in the 
agreements to transfer ownership of Ukrainian energy 
facilities to Russia in exchange for outstanding debts. 
Significantly, these actions have raised few alarms in 
Washington, which is not rushing to defend Ukraine 
against what once would have been denounced as Rus
sian "imperialism." One observer, noting Western sup
port for Russian energy pipelines that would bypass 
Ukraine, commented, "Western Europe has handed an 
old hegemonic power a hammer, and stood by as Mos
cow announced that it would bring down that ham
mer."26 Thus, perhaps more than at any time since 
independence, Ukraine is at the mercy of Russian in
fluence and pressure. 

While there can be little doubt that the warming of 
U.S.-Russian relations was a problem for Kyiv, it also 
provided an important opportunity. When Russia 
dropped its strident objections to the expansion of NATO 
into former Soviet territory, Kyiv .began to push for 
NATO membership, a question Kuchma had treated 
rather coyly in the past. In May 2002, Ukraine an
nounced its intention to join NATO, arguably in part to 
avoid isolation in light of better U.S.-Russian relations. 
The November 2002 NATO summit, which welcomed 
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovenia, Slovakia, Roma
nia, and Bulgaria as members, also discussed the con
crete steps necessary for Ukraine's accession into the 
alliance. This agenda item is well worth noting, as it 
points to the fact that the door to membership in one of 
the premier Western "clubs" was still open to Ukraine, 
even after the domestic political crises there. However, 
a new development would seriously compromise 
Ukraine's standing with the United States. 

The I raq Connection 

The Melnychenko tapes troubled Washington but did 
not lead to a fundamental re-ordering of U.S.-Ukrai
nian relations. American officials, as noted above, 
strained to put the best face on an obviously diplomati
cally delicate situation. Aid continued to flow, albeit at 
a lower level than in the late 1990s. The embrace be
tween Moscow and Washington raised some concern in 
Kyiv, but by itself did not require that Washington push 
Ukrainian interests wholly aside. 

However, in September 2002, U.S.-Ukrainian rela
tions took a new turn. The Melnychenko tapes were 
known to reveal Ukraine's democratic shortcomings and 
endemic corruption, but they contained yet another 
bombshell: Kuchma was heard authorizing the sale of 
Ko1chuga radar systems to Iraq. The United States de
clared its belief that some of the tapes were authentic 
and accused Kuchma of violating UN sanctions and, 
more significantly, running afoul of important U.S. mili
tary interests.27 Rumors of such a sale had surfaced ear
lier during the tape scandal, but it was only in this 
instance-and not in respect to the revelations about 
Gongadze_Qr other crimes-that Washington issued an 
official verdict on the veracity of the recording. On Sep
tember 24, the day after the accusation was made pub
lic, Washington announced the suspension of $54 
million in aid and a wider policy review toward Ukraine. 

This development was not very surprising, given 
Kuchma's record, but it overturned the claim of 
Ukraine's defenders that, despite the ever more open 
authoritarianism in Kyiv, Ukraine was committed to 
cooperation with the United States. The issues of NATO 
and EU membership were put on hold. Kuchma was 
pointedly not invited to the NATO summit in Prague in 
November (he went anyway, but was seated far away 
from Bush), and EU officials ruled out membership for 
the country until substantial reforms have taken place. 
The U.S. Congress declared that its aid package of$155 
million for 2003 would be conditional upon further in
vestigation, but preliminary efforts by Washington to 
clarify exactly what had happened ran up against Ukrai
nian obfuscation.28 It is uncertain whether any Ko1chuga 
systems were actually sold to Iraq (and as of this writ
ing none have been found there), but the United States 
firmly believes that Kuchma authorized the transaction 
in a conversation in July 2000 with the head of the state
owned arms sales frrm-who conveniently died in a car 
crash in March 2002.29 Kyiv initially said that the re
cording was accurate but such a sale was impossible. 
For the Bushadministration, this admission (since modi-
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fied) was enough, and, according to one report, U.S. 
officials now believe there has been an "irreparable loss 
of trust" in the Kuchma administration.30 On their end, 
Ukrainian officials accuse Washington of making "in
discriminate accusations" and backing opposition 
groups to discredit Kuchma.31 

All of this has had an effect in Ukraine. Protesters 
took to the streets in September 2002, and fifty law
makers occupied the presidential offices, threatening a 
hunger strike. Kuchma brushed the protests aside and 
blustered about prosecuting the MPs for an "illegal sei
zure" of the building. Efforts to take action through the 
courts have also been turned aside. Kuchma replaced 
the prime minister, Anatoliy Kinakh, with a presum
ably more loyal ally, Viktor Yanukovych. For now, how
ever, the debate in Kyiv centers around how-not 
if-Kuchma will manage to skew the 2004 presidential 
elections to his own advantage, whether he runs or not. 32 

Given Kuchma's tenacious hold on power and the 
lack of viable alternatives (the leading contender, 
Yushchenko, has been outmaneuvered at every tum), 
one wonders when and if a genuine rapprochement could 
occur. The closer ties between the United States and 
Russia preclude turning to Russia for aid or cover (as 
was repeatedly suggested in the past, thereby implying 
that the United States would then mute its criticisms of 
.ukraine). Ukrainian officials were able to get away with 
quite a lot for years, fending off the weak domestic op
position and avoiding any real consequences from for
eign actors for their failure to respect democratic 
principles, human rights, and the rule of law. Because 
of the sheer greed and hubris of its elite, Ukraine is on 
the brink of diplomatic isolation and, in the words of 
one observer, is "headed more toward th~ Soviet Union 
than the European Union." 33 

Where Do U.S.-Ukrainia"n Relations 
Co from Here? 
Deciding what to do now is the challenge for u.s. 
policymakers. The game is up for Kuchma, at least as 
far as Washington is concerned. Due to a combination 
of domestic and international factors, the past rhetoric 
of "partnership" between Washington and Kyiv will not 
be repeated, at least as long as Kuchma or one of his 
cronies clings to power. Ukraine gave nominal support 
to the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq, but even so Kuchma 
will not be invited to the White House and the prospect 
of future American aid to Ukraine is very much up in 
the air. Thus it is tempting to write off Ukraine, perhaps 
turning it into an international pariah, at least as long as 

Kuchma is in office. Moreover, given the improvement 
in U.S.-Russian relations, Kyiv will be less able to play 
the Russia card, which may give the United States bet
ter leverage should it decide to put sanctions or other 
penalties on Ukraine for Kuchma's activities. 

Still, many would be loath to tum their backs on a 
large and important country in an area of strategic in
terest to the United States. Oleksandr Pavliuk of the 
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe 
notes the "intrinsic link" between Ukraine's transition 
and Western policies, and says: 

It is Western engagement (or abandonment) that can 
strengthen (or weaken) Ukraine's potential for change 
and improve (or reduce) its chances for success. If the 
West decides to disengage or fails to formulate a clear 
concept of its relations with Ukraine, presidential can
didates who advocate Ukraine's European choice will 
be less likely to prevail [in 2004]. This in tum will fur
ther jeopardize Ukraine's long-term stability and its 
ability to contribute to regional and European security. 
It is thus important that the lack of credibility to and 
policies of dissociation from the current Ukrainian lead
ership do not lead to isolation of the country as such or 
of the entire government. 34 

r 
This view seems prudent, but what the United States 

and the broader Western community can do is less clear . 
In essence, the argument is "Kuchma bad; Ukraine 
good," but maintaining good relations with a country 
while trying to punish its leadership is notoriously dif
ficult. There are not very many meaningful possibili
ties, but at least a few steps can and should be taken. 
First, as has been the case since 2000, aid should con
tinue to be targeted more to non-governmental actors, 
such as the media or political parties, in the hope of 
creating stronger institutions that can challenge the in
creasingly open authoritarianism in the country.35 Wash
ington might openly ally itself with Yushchenko (as it 
did with Kostunica against Milosevic in Yugoslavia, al
though the parallel is far from exact). However, given 
the speculation that Yushchenko is a U.S. agent or stooge 
(he is gUilty of having an American wife), a blatant show 
of support might produce a backlash. Sanctions (e.g., 
curtailment or cut-off in international lending) could 
be employed and might really affect the economy, but 
the communists and other parties who remain suspi
cious of close ties with the West could easily exploit 
such action. Similarly, trade sanctions, perhaps attrac
tive because they would show that Washington is "do
ing something," might jeopardize relations with 
pro-Western elements in Ukraine and the country's frag
ile economy. 
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The United States does not want to "lose" Ukraine 
for good and thus cannot cut the country off entirely. 
However, it can and should make clear that access to 
markets or aid will be contingent upon certain criteria 
(e.g., greater economic transparency), that Kuchma will 
remain persona non grata as long as he impedes inves
tigations related to the materials on the tapes, and that 

The United States should align itself with 
the Ukrainian people, who 
overwhelmingly have no 

confidence in their president. 

Ukraine will not be admitted to exclusive Western 
"clubs" like NATO and the EU or receive special treat
ment from the IMP and other lenders (as it did in the 
1990s) under his government. Furthermore, any suc
cessor government must investigate and prosecute the 
illegal activities of Kuchma and company. In other 
words, the time has come to apply a strict conditional
ity to the U.S. relationship with Kyiv, and in so doing, 
Washington must demand a full and open accounting 
of dubious past activities and evidence of real change. 
In a sense, the United States should align itself with the 
Ukrainian people, who overwhelmingly have no confi
dence in their president. American officials need to speak 
honestly, press for reforms both bilaterally and through 
multilateral institutions, and stress that the door to West
ern institutions is, in principle, still open, provided that 
Ukraine finally begins to make a clear break with its 
Soviet/oligarchic system. Judicious use of sticks and 
carrots has worked with neighboring states .like Slovakia 
and Romania,36 and stands a good chance in Ukraine, 
which (unlike Belarus) has a visible, pro-Western op
position that commands a good deal of public confi
dence. Due to the confluence of many of the events 
discussed above, the United States and its partners may 
even have a stronger hand than before that can be played 
to produce positive change in Ukraine. As James Sherr 
notes: 

The paradox is that the shocks and outrages which have 
. Undermined Ulaaine' s standing probably gives [sic] the 

West and its institutions greater leverage today than they 
have had at any time since Kuchma fIrst came to office. 
... the dispatch of Ukraine to the margins of the [2002 
NATO] Prague summit have in some quarters trans
formed uncertainty to panic. State and society are not 
only changing in Ukraine, they are changing very 
quickly. The moment needs to be exploited with deli-

cacy and deliberation by the West. However, it needs to 
be exploited.37 

Or as one Ukrainian observer opined, ''Ukraine needs 
the West more than the West needs Ukraine." 38 True, 
there are no guarantees that pressure will yield positive 
results. However, Ukraine is not yet totally lost, and, suf
fice it to say, recent developments really give the United 
States little choice in the matter and demonstrate the limits 
to pursuing engagement with the current leadership. 

Ukraine and the Changing Worl~ 
Environment 
Ukraine's predicament points to several factors that are 
emerging in the new international environment. Unfor
tunately, none of them is fortuitous for Ukraine at 
present. First, a stable, healthy democracy and a nmc
tioning market economy have become necessities for 
admission to the Westem clubs that matter-NATO and 
the EU. In the past, states could perhaps get away with 
shortcomings in these areas, but in Europe at least, the 
lines are being drawn between those that are "in" the 
club and those that are "out." The ability to exploit what 
some observers have labeled the "gray zone" of democ
racy, meaning that the ambiguity of a st~te' s democratic 
credentials can win it the ''benefit of the doubt," is over.39 
Ukraine's "half-finished" transition is classified sim
ply as unfinished and insufficient to gain membership in 
NATO and the EU. This does not mean that democracy 
is the litmus test of U.S. support-aid to Pakistan and 
Uzbekistan would belie any such claim-but in today's 
Europe, democracy matters. Ukraine's poor record of 
democratic accomplishment will thus jeopardize its 
relations with the United States and EU members. 

Second, after 9/11, the old cold war divisions gave 
way to a new basis for judging whether a state is "with 
us or against us." If a state is "with us" and occupies a 
strategic locale (e.g., Pakistan, Turkey, Saudi Arabia), 
its democratic shortcomings can be overlooked. Ukraine, 
however, has less geo-strategic importance in this new 
world. It is not a front-line state in the war on terror and 
has no important oil reserves. Beyond that, Kuchma and 
company have broken important taboos by authorizing 
the sell of advanced military hardware to an enemy of 
the United States. Ukraine's domestic problems had al
ready deflated Washington's enthusiasm for the Kyiv 
government. The revelations of the Ko1chuga systems 
may have ripped apart U.S.-Ukrainian relations beyond 
easy repair. 

Ukraine may be less a rogue state than a state taken 
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over by a roguish clan. Indeed, regime change in Kyiv 
might have a positive effect on U.S.-Ukrainian relations. 
At present, however, the time for constructive engage
ment with Kyiv has passed. The United States must take 
a harder line toward the Kuchrna regime if it is to have 
any chance of re-establishing its partnership with Ukraine. 
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