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BE\ND NOTE
RUBSS AN LKRAI N AN STRATEGQ C PARTNERSH P TN RU NS
By Taras Kuzio

The recent dispute over the tiny Tuzla Island in the Kerch

Srait, the entrance to the Azov Sea, should not be happeni ng. The
Lkrai ni an-Russi an "strategic partnership® -- which was devoid of rea
content during Wkrainian President Leonid Kuchna's first termin
office and under Russian President Boris Yeltsin -- was beginning to
be finally filled wth sone substance during Kuchma s second term and
under Russian President Madimr PRutin. As the Kuchnagate crisis
unfol ded after Novenber 2000 and the reformist governnent of Pine
Mnister Mktor Yushchenko was renoved in April 2001, Wkraine's

mul tivector foreign policy reoriented tonard Russia and the A S

For Mbscow the crowning achievenents of this reorientation

cane this year. 2002 was designated "the Year of Russia in lkraine, "
and in January 2003 Kuchrma becane the first non-Russian S |eader to
be elected head of the AS Qouncil of Heads of Sate. O 17
Septenber, kraine, Russia, Kazakhstan, and Belarus signed the @S
Sngle Economc Space (EEP), only 12 days prior to the beginning o
the territorial conflict over Tuzla

kraine's reorientation toward Russia and the A S seened set

to continue. Kuchna desperately needs Rutin's support in the Cctober
2004 presidential election in order to ensure a suitable successor --
if indeed a suitable one can be found -- is elected. Qe way to
achieve this was to again play the Russian card in eastern kraine, a
tactic Kuchnma successfully used in the 1994 presidential el ection.
This can now be ruled out. Pro-Kuchma Qi nean Prine Mnister

Serhiy Kunitsyn lanented this week that "I don't know whose idea it
was to build the dam but | do know that it is ruining everything
achieved during the Year of Russia in lkraine."

As the crisis escalated, calls fromwthin kraine's elites

to speed up steps to join NATQ an objective first outlined in a
presidentia decree in July 2002, becare nore frequent. Qur Wkraine
Deputy Yuriy Yekhanurov, head of the \Verkhovna Rada's Industrial
Policy and Enterprise Gormittee, told parlianent on 22 Gctober that
krai ne should rebuild a snall nuclear deterrent as the only way to
deter simlar threats to Wkraine's territoria integrity.

In a secret presidential decree dated 21 Gtober, Kuchnma

outlined steps to be taken to defend kraine's territoria integrity.
Those steps included kraine quitting the recently agreed EHP if
Russia attenpts to encroach on its territory. Qher nonmlitary steps
include appealing to the declared nuclear powers, who provi ded
"security assurances” in return for lkraine's nuclear disarnmanent in



1994-96, the UN Security Gouncil, NATQ and the CBE A further step
outlined in the decree was for the Foreign Mnistry unilaterally to
declare the Kerch Srait and the Azov Sea internal WWkrai nian waters.
Offerent approaches to the status of these waters lie a the

heart of the conflict. lkraine has always been a

territorial -status-quo power and defends its territorial integrity
based on everything it inherited from Soviet Wkraine. Wkrainian
officials remnded their Russian coll eagues that copies of Soviet
docunents showng kraine's right to Tuzla exist in both Kyiv and
Mscow The Wkrainian side was infuriated by Russia s clains that it
does not possess and is unaware of any such docunents. Russia has
also always insisted that there are no legal docunents proving that
the port of Sevastopol was transferred together wth the Qinea to
Soviet kraine in 1954

Russia' s attitude tonard AS "internal™ borders rena ns

anbi valent. After years of territorial demands on the Ginea and the
port of Sevastopol, Russia only agreed to sign a treaty that

recogni zed kraine's borders in My 1997. It took Russia nearly two
nore years for both houses of its legislature to ratify the treaty, a
step that was taken only after the Verkhovna Rada itself ratified the
Qinea' s non-separati st constitution.

Then, another five years were required -- from 1999-2003 --

to conplete work on delimting the Wkrainian-Russian border. In that
agreenent, Kyiv bowed to Russian pressure to define the Azov Sea as
joint "internal waters," a definition Russia has al so supported in
the Gaspi an.

But Russia continues to reject any demarcation of its border

wth Wkraine, as it does wth other AS states. Russia defines
"internal" and "external” (i.e., the forner Soviet, except vis-a-vis
the Baltic states) borders differently. To define themin the same
nanner woul d be to abandon the view of the AS as not-foreign "near
abroad. "

Kuchma was criticized in Wkraine earlier this year for

succunbi ng to Russian pressure on the Azov Sea. By agreeing that the
Aov Sea is joint internal waters, he might have sent the wong
signal to Russia over the entrance to the Azov Sea. kraine's control
of Tuzla and the Kerch Strait gives it the ability to control the
entrance to the Azov, fromwhich it obtains $150 nillion per year in
fees from ships.

This then explains the inconprehension of both sides at the

speed wth which the conflict has escalated. Despite neeting
regularly over the last three years for "no neck-tie summts,” Kuchna
and Putin failed to contact each other until after Kuchma had |eft
for Latin Arerica on 20 Gctober. Kuchna returned fromwhat was to be
a 10-day tour on 22 Gctober to oversee the handling of the Tuzla
dispute and Prine Mnister Mktor Yanukevych simlarly cancelled a
visit to the Baltic states. Kuchma visited Tuzla on 23 (ttober to
check its defenses and that day construction of the damwas hal ted
just 100 neters fromthe island.

The Russian |eadership has nmiscal culated in two respects.

Hrst, Wkraine's reorientation eastward does not nean Kuchna or his
oligarch allies entertain the idea of vassal status. Snmlar

mscal cul ati ons have even thwarted attenpts to integrate Russia and



Bel arus. Second, Russia has continual |y underestinated kraine s
readiness to defend its territoria integrity, first by diplonatic
and then even by nmilitary neans. A border-guard unit was hastily

depl oyed on Tuzla Island inmediately after the construction of the
dambegan. They are backed up by Interior Mnistry special forces
wth naval units on standby. An air-defense exercise has al so been
held on the Kerch Srait. Oh the Russian side, there are border
troops and Qossacks.

SQupport for lkraine's territorial integrity has always

existed across the entire political spectrumfromleft to right.
Gonmuni st Party | eader Petr Synonenko even accused Kuchna of being a
"traitor" for leaving kraine during the crisis. The current standoff
reflects the degree to which any talk of a Russian-lkrainian
"strategic partnership” wll remain devoid of real content until both
sides feel nore confident about their respective national identities.
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