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QUICK POLICY INSIGHT

Continuing protests in Ukraine
strain the president and his party

Author: Fernando GARCÉS de los FAYOS, with contributions from Iulian ROMANYSHYN

As EU leaders and Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych remain at odds
over the stalled Association Agreement, a new wave of demonstrations
has engulfed the streets of Kyiv and other major Ukrainian cities. A violent
repression of the protests by police on 30 November 2013 has not
dissuaded demonstrators, who are convening in greater numbers, with
widening demands and new efforts to block or occupy government
buildings. Protestors have begun to speak of a ‘revolution’ and have
barricaded off Kyiv’s Independence Square (‘Maidan’).

After Yanukovych’s refusal to pursue the reforms required by the EU
prevented the agreement from being signed at the Eastern Partnership
Summit on 28-29 November, many assumed the rallies would wither. But
the persistence of demonstrators – and the appearance of cracks within
the President’s ruling party – suggests that Ukraine’s period of political
upheaval may not be over.

However the protests end – peacefully or in further violence – the EU’s
reaction should be firm. The Union must emphasise that any further
forceful limits placed of the freedoms of expression and assembly in
Ukraine will lead to the country’s greater isolation. While the EU has
reiterated that the ’door is open’ to Ukraine for further discussions – not
renegotiation – about the Association Agreement, the Union should also
weigh its other options and its willingness to negotiate with increasingly
authoritarian interlocutors.

After the crackdown, protestors widen their target

Several dozen protestors
were arrested on Kyiv’s
Independence Square.

Just hours after the Vilnius Summit ended, riot police brutally attacked
several hundred peaceful EU supporters – mainly students – staying
overnight on Maidan. The authorities justified their actions by saying
they needed to erect a Christmas tree on the square. More than 30
people were injured, including many journalists, and several dozens
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A number of protestors and
journalist were injured.

With the crackdown, pro-EU
protests morphed into a
wider demonstration of
political frustration.

were arrested by police. Commenting on the bloody crackdown, one
opposition MP noted that Ukrainians 'fell asleep in Ukraine, but woke up
in Belarus'.

With the crackdown, what had begun as a modest, pro-EU protest two
weeks ago morphed into a wider demonstration of political frustration. On
1 December, more than half a million people gathered in Kyiv and other
Ukrainian cities. Calling for the resignation of the government and for
early presidential and parliamentary elections, the massive rally was
largely peaceful. However, several clashes with police occurred near the
building housing the president’s offices, with police capturing and beating
many, including journalists.

Fissures appear within Ukraine’s political class

While Prime Minister Mykola
Azarov and his government
survived a no-confidence
vote, divisions have grown
among members of
Ukraine's ruling political
class.

President Viktor Yanukovych
and Prime Minister Azarov
have distanced themselves
from the crackdown, while
continuing to ignore
demonstrators’ demands.

The protests and the force applied to suppress them have highlighted
divisions within the government and the ruling Party of Regions.

While Prime Minister Mykola Azarov and his government survived a vote
of censure on 3 December in Ukraine's Parliament (Verkhovna Rada), only
a few members of parliament actually voted against the measure – that
is, voted not to censure the government1. The president's Chief of Staff,
Serhiy Liovochkin, asked to resign, although his request was declined by
Yanukovych. Two members of the party, David Zhvaniya and Inna
Bogoslovska, have chosen to leave the party, while a number of others
have condemned the violence.

A number of politicians and civil servants outside the government have
also registered their dissent. Three former Ukrainian presidents, Leonid
Kravchuk, Leonid Kuchma and Viktor Yushchenko, published a joint
statement expressing their solidarity with people on the streets and
urging Yanukovych to enter into a dialogue. Yanukovych’s links with the
three are extensive; he served as Prime Minister during the presidencies
of Kuchma and Yushchenko.

A few Ukrainian diplomats working in foreign embassies (notably in
Turkey and Canada) have also condemned the violence against
protestors, with one diplomat resigning.

Against this background of growing dissent, Yanukovych and Azarov
have hardly shifted their positions. While both have distanced
themselves from the crackdown on protesters, Azarov has described the
current situation as similar to a ‘coup d’état’. Yanukovych, in the
meantime, has left the country for an official visit to China, where he is
expected to remain through 6 December 2013. The Ukraine News

1 The vote of no-confidence needed a majority to pass – 226 votes – but received 186,
including one from a Party of Regions member. Yet this tally dwarfed the 5 ‘no’ votes
(those who voted actively not to censure the government); the motion failed because
135 members chose not to vote and 12 abstained.

http://www.razom.org.ua/news/15397/
http://www.razom.org.ua/news/15397/
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Agency reported the President had visited the museum of a Chinese
aircraft builder on 4 December.

EU and international leaders react

The EU, its Member States
and the US unanimously
condemned the use force
against peaceful
demonstrators.

A number of non-
governmental organisations
and NATO also offered their
criticism.

European Parliament President Martin Schulz emphasised his concerns
about developments in Ukraine, advising the Ukrainian authorities to
'listen to its citizens and not to beat them'.

The EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy
Catherine Ashton and Commissioner Štefan Füle released a joint
statement calling the Ukrainian authorities to respect the freedom of
expression and assembly. This was particularly important, the pair noted,
as Ukraine is the current chair of the Organisation for Security and Co-
Operation in Europe (OSCE).

The US, Poland, Lithuania and Sweden also swiftly condemned the
repression. A former US Ambassador to Ukraine, Steven Pifer, noted that
the use of force against peaceful demonstrations threatens Yanukovych
with isolation from the US and the EU.

Finally, a number of governmental and non-governmental organisations
have offered their criticism. Amnesty International, Reporters Without
Borders and Freedom House registered concerns, and the International
Renaissance Foundation renounced its cooperation with Ukraine's
government.

NATO Foreign Ministers also published a strong statement condemning
an excessive use of force. The NATO statement, in turn, drew a harsh
reaction from Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, who said, ‘I don't
know why NATO should issue such statements […] We presume that this
is Ukraine's internal affair’.

The EU-Ukraine relationship: Outlook and options

Yanukovych has asked that
Russia participate in EU-
Ukraine bilateral talks and
that the EU offer greater
financial assistance.

Yanukovych has largely proceeded as though the Association Agreement
were still under negotiation. Despite having halted the country’s
advancement towards the agreement – which he explained by saying the
EU was not offering adequate financial assistance – Yanukovych attended
the Eastern Partnership summit in Vilnius. There, he consulted with the EU
President Herman Van Rompuy, Commission President José Manuel
Barroso, German Chancellor Angela Merkel and Lithuanian President Dalia
Grybauskaitė.

Yet the Ukrainian president’s positions remain irreconcilable with the EU’s:
Yanukovych has asked for trilateral consultations, including Russia as well
as the EU and Ukraine – a configuration the EU cannot accept for a
bilateral agreement. Yanukovych has also said he expects the EU to
provide Ukraine with financial help and wishes to modify the agreement,
which has already been initialled. The EU has repeated it is willing to
discuss aspects of implementation, but the agreement cannot be
modified in form or substance. The difference in positions was great

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/the-president/en/press/press_release_speeches/press_release/2013/2013-december/html/schulz-to-ukrainian-authorities-listen-to-citizens-not-beat-them
http://eeas.europa.eu/statements/docs/2013/131130_02_en.pdf
http://eeas.europa.eu/statements/docs/2013/131130_02_en.pdf
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/news_105435.htm
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Commission President José
Manuel Barroso and
Yanukovych have agreed
that a Ukrainian delegation
might come to Brussels.

The EU has a number of
options to weigh, including
acting as a mediator and
adopting measures.

The EP should focus on the
implications of the
crackdown for Ukraine's
democracy.

enough at the summit that the parties emerged with no roadmap for
reconciliation.

Since then, Yanukovych and Barroso have spoken by phone and agreed
that a Ukrainian delegation could come to Brussels to discuss some
aspects of the Association Agreement. The conversation between the
partners was greatly shaped by events of the last few days; the
Commission president noted that ‘all civil rights and liberties should be
respected, the use of force by the police should be investigated as soon as
possible [and] it is important that the Ukrainian authorities urgently
engage with all relevant political forces’.

The EU might consider acting as a mediator between the government and
the protesters and opposition – just as it did during the country’s ‘Orange
Revolution’. If the crackdown continues, the EU might consider targeted
measures against certain Ukrainian officials, as the Ukrainian opposition
has requested. Former US Ambassador Pifer recommended that Western
leaders boycott the OSCE Ministerial Council, taking place in Kyiv on 5-6
December 2013; EU High Representative Ashton announced she would
not attend, sending her deputy instead.

For the European Parliament (EP), the Ukrainian government’s repression
of demonstrations – and its implications for the country’s democracy – is
particularly worrisome. However the protests eventually end, through
peaceful attrition or violent suppression, the EP should verify that the
protestors’ voices do not fall on deaf ears. Opinion polls conducted in
November 2013 demonstrated that Yanukovych and his party enjoyed
little support: only 17 % of Ukrainians polled said they would vote for
Yanukovych in presidential elections, and only 16 % for his Party of
regions in the parliamentary elections. These numbers marked a
significant decrease for both the president and his party compared to
previous years’ polls. The European Parliament should do all it can to
ensure that the country’s election results reflect citizens’ opinions.

The EP will discuss the situation in Ukraine and adopt a resolution related
to the country in the upcoming week. The EP may also send a delegation
to observe parliamentary by-elections to be held in the country in five
single-mandate districts, scheduled to take place on 15 December. Even
more than Ukraine’s relation with the EU, the country’s path towards
democracy is at stake today.

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-13-1196_en.htm
http://www.kiis.com.ua/?lang=eng&cat=news&id=211

