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to join the Eurasian Economic Union, while Azerbaijan and Georgia have 
increasingly hedged their pro-Western orientations. Further driving this tilt 
toward Moscow is the perception, widespread especially in Central Asia, 
that U.S. engagement in the region is declining with the withdrawal from 
Afghanistan.

Yet the post–Soviet states view Russia’s decision to change the rules 
of the game as a threat to their sovereignty. The crisis in Ukraine has 
strained the bonds of affection tying these states to Russia. While they 
may have little choice but to join Russian-led multilateral bodies, these 
countries will work to ensure that these entities remain toothless, and will 
redouble their efforts to reduce their dependence on and vulnerability 
to Russia. Almost without exception, elites in the South Caucasus and 
Central Asia see greater U.S. engagement as vital to the sovereignty and 
independence of the region’s states. 

The irony is that, as Putin made clear in 2008, Russia does not view 
Ukraine, any more than the states of the South Caucasus and Central Asia, 
as a “real state.” By forcing these countries to defend their independence, 
Moscow is compelling them to define themselves and their national 
interests, often in opposition to Russia. Russia’s actions are breeding a 
new national identity and pride, which will be the surest guarantee of 
these countries’ sovereignty over the longer term. ▶

Ukraine’s Transition
Sarah Mendelson

The guiding aspiration since World War II and the mantra since the 
end of the Cold War for Euro-Atlantic security has been “Europe 
whole and free.” For many, that conception of security has included an 
independent, democratic, and prosperous Ukraine. At times, improbable 
as it now seems, it has also included a democratic Russia. 

What is to be done, as we pass the 25th anniversary of the fall of the Berlin 
Wall, with the 40th anniversary of the Helsinki Accords looming, about 
Vladimir Putin overseeing an invasion of Ukraine and a war that has cost 
thousands of lives? Setting aside armed intervention, what is the right 
response given his apparent judgment that the post–Cold War order is 
not to his liking, and universal rights, transparency, and accountability are 
either deemed not applicable to Russia or threaten its sovereignty? Are we 
all doomed to live in a new, post–Helsinki world? 



The answer better be no or we will see more 
chaos and violence in Europe. The need for 
coherent, coordinated support to Ukraine has 
vaulted to the top of the Euro-Atlantic security 
agenda for 2015. Political transitions are 
complicated enough without a neighbor trying to 
split the country and occupy territory. But a year 
after the Euromaidan first formed, it is important 
to remember that Ukrainian citizens chose and 
drove this transition and still do. The stakes are 
especially high; this is Ukraine’s third go at post–
independence transformation, and many believe 
it is their last chance at creating a stable, law-
governed country. 

In responding to this urgent agenda, we need to 
identify and apply lessons learned from decades of 
support to political transitions around the world.

Lessons Learned
In contrast to the cartoonish images that 
some paint of how international democracy 
promotion works, we cannot want democracy 
and rule of law in Ukraine more than Ukrainians 
do. We ought to have both a sense of humility 
at outsiders’ ability to effect change and a 
highly nuanced understanding of Ukrainian 
public opinion. According to a September 
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2014 International Republican Institute (IRI) 
poll, Ukraine is neither as deeply divided as 
some argue, nor as uniform as others suggest. 
More and different data are needed for a 
fuller understanding of Ukrainian political 
demands. Using data to address citizen needs 
is critical to reducing conflict, countering 
propaganda from Moscow, and addressing 
historical grievances—so often overlooked or 
underappreciated as drivers of development. 

Euro-Atlantic cohesion is also vital to effective 
support of Ukraine, and when divisions 
emerge, U.S. and European diplomats must 
make it a priority to mend them. Russia actively 
tries to divide and conquer; there are illiberal 
trend lines in Hungary and other European 
Union countries. 
With the departure of 
both Swedish Foreign 
Minister Carl Bilt and 
Polish Foreign Minister 
Radosław Sikorski, 
strong voices in support 
of Ukraine and Euro-
Atlantic cohesion, there 
is heightened need for 
both continued U.S. 
diplomatic attention to 
these issues and new 
European voices to emerge. 

As we speak with one voice, we must not 
become overly focused on any one political 
figure. Unconditional political devotion to 
Boris Yeltsin as he failed to deliver to his citizens 
cost the United States enormously in terms of 
credibility in Russia. Instead, our support must 
go to those in Ukraine who listen and respond to 
citizens’ needs.

Euromaidan activists argue the task at hand 
is moving from “the revolution of dignity” to 
“the revolution of effectiveness.” This requires 
transparency in budgets and accountability 
of officials; it is good news that the new laws 
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on anticorruption were (finally) adopted. 
They must now be implemented. The 
activists also acknowledge that broader 
behavioral change across Ukraine needs to 
occur in terms of demand for transparency 
and accountability. Currently tied with the 
Central African Republic, Iran, and Nigeria 
in terms of corruption, Ukraine needs to 
apply the comprehensive approach to 
tackling corruption that Georgia deployed 
in recent years. Nothing less will work and 
requires political will from both society and 
government.

The Kremlin has successfully weaponized 
information, even going so far as to take over 
television stations in Ukraine at gun point. 

The importance of getting 
accurate information 
both to Russians and to 
countering more globally 
the disinformation 
supported by Kremlin-
financed platforms should 
be a high priority. Are 
companies that include 
the RT news channel 
in cable packages in 
the United States and 
Europe enabling Kremlin 

propaganda, and if so, what can be done 
about it? While the U.S. Broadcasting Board 
of Governors’ recently launched 30-minute 
Russian-language television news program 
“Current Time” is laudable, much more is 
needed to counter the steady stream of 
falsehoods propagated by the Kremlin. 
Specifically, the traditional approaches to 
supporting independent media need to 
be brought quickly into the 21st century, 
including tapping millennials to creatively 
advance information on new platforms 
as well as on television. A gathering of 
stakeholders on this issue ought to be 
convened in Europe in early 2015. 
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Finally, foreign assistance absent home-grown strategy 
is not going to solve Ukraine’s problems. Prime Minister 
Arseniy Yatsenyuk’s “Recovery for Ukraine: Action Plan” 
is a good start. While the United States allocated around 
$291 million this year for democracy, economic, and 
security efforts, President Petro Poroshenko and the new 
Parliament need to draft a compelling and transparent 
account of what funding is needed for what programs, 
including a long-term plan for energy independence. The 
sources of revenue should be varied and include the assets 
stolen by senior members of the Yanukovich government, 
apparently in the tens of billions of dollars. The location 
and return of these funds are rightly a priority, however 
laborious to track. 

Behavior Has Consequences
Rather wobbly in the beginning, the United States and 
Europe have demonstrated good solidarity on Ukraine 
since the downing of Malaysia Airlines Flight 17 and the 
incursion of thousands of Russian troops into Eastern 
Ukraine in late August. Putin counts on this fading over 
time. Instead, 2015 needs to be a year of unprecedented 
Euro-Atlantic cohesion; it is our best shot at shaping 
not only Putin’s choices, but those of the Russian 
elite, some of whom might—just might—emerge as 
a counterbalance. A few reports suggest that fissures 
are emerging in Moscow, a by-product of the bite from 
sanctions which need to stay in place. 

In the longer run, and most important, is the 
demonstration effect that a prosperous and open new 
Ukraine might eventually have on Russia. Even after two 
decades of disappointment on the democracy front in 
Russia, there is still a minority that wants to be part of the 
West, wants to have a “normal” life with a government 
responsive to its citizens, and institutions that deliver. 
Ukraine’s path, if able to choose for itself, could help shape 
Russia’s future; indeed that is what Putin fears and why it 
matters for Euro-Atlantic security. ▶
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