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Timeline: US-Ukrainian relations

America has consistently been one of independent Ukraine’s staunchest
supporters, championing Ukrainian integration into everything from the World
Trade Organisation to NATO. However, relations over the past eighteen years
have not always been rosy, with plenty of ups and downs along the way.

August 1991 Bush Snr. critical of ‘suicidal nationalism’
Just days before Ukraine declared

independence in 1991 American

President George H. W. Bush failed

to capture the historic mood of the

Ukrainian SSR while on a trip to Kyiv.

In a speech which was quickly dubbed

as Bush’s ‘Chicken Kyiv’ moment and

which soon became notorious for its perceived lack of support for the indepen-

dence movements within the Soviet Union, the US president famously stated:

“Freedom is not the same as independence. Americans will not support those who

seek independence in order to replace a far-off tyranny with a local depotism. They

will not aid those who promote a suicidal nationalism based upon ethnic hatred.”

He has since tried to justify this cautious approach, but the tribunal of history gave

Bush Senior low marks for failing to grasp the inevitability of the coming declaration

of independence, thus getting US-Ukrainian relations off to a stuttering start.

1994 American aid in return for nuclear disarmament

In the early 1990s the issue of how to secure the USSR’s enormous stockpiles
of nuclear weapons caused headaches to statesmen the world over. Ukraine
had inherited the second largest stockpile of weaponry but rather than attempt
to pay for the upkeep of this potentially world-ending armoury officials in Kyiv
agreed to hand it over to Russia in return for an agreement whereby America,
Britain and Russia guaranteed Ukraine’s territorial integrity. There are now ques-
tion marks over the value of this agreement, with many foreign affairs analysts
arguing that it does not, in fact, provide any genuine guarantees that Britain
and America would act in the event of Russian aggression. Of far more value to
Ukraine was the US aid that came as part of the disarmament deal, with Kyiv
consistently ranking in third place among America’s international aid recipients
throughout the 1990s, just behind Israel and Egypt.

2000 Journalist murder sparks new low

Western patience with the regime of Leonid Kuchma was already wearing
thin when the then-President was directly implicated in the abduction and
murder of outspoken opposition journalist Georgiy Gongadze in September
2000. Gongadze had first come to Kuchma’s attention after he staged a
protest against the Ukrainian President’s attacks on press freedoms during
Kuchma’s state visit to New York, severely embarrassing the former Soviet
rocket factory boss. Following Gongadze’s apparent abduction and the
discovery of a headless corpse said to belong to the missing journalist, secret
recordings emerged that allegedly showed Kuchma demanding that ministers
do something about the troublesome journalist. Within weeks mass protest
rallies erupted on the streets of Kyiv, providing pro-democracy campaigners
with what was to prove a dress rehearsal for the 2004 Orange Revolution.
The scandal proved hugely damaging to Kuchma'’s international standing and
left the Ukrainian head of state more isolated than ever. In response to the
allegations, those close to the Kuchma regime made a number of counter-
accusations suggesting that the scandal was in fact a CIA plot to undermine
Kuchma’s presidency.
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2002 NATO goes French to snub Kuchma

President Kuchma’s fortunes fell further in 2002 when he was accused of
selling Kolchuga anti-aircraft satellite equipment illegally to Saddam Hussein’s
Iraqi dictatorship. Undeterred, He decided to travel to Prague to take part in an
annual NATO summit despite being told he was not welcome. Panic set in when
it became clear that thanks to alphabetical ordering, Ukraine’s Kuchma would
be seated next to both the UK’s Tony Blair and the US’s George W. Bush. Luckily
it was decided to reorganize the seating plan in French, thus sparing everyone’s
blushes. The event was widely written about in the international press, high-
lighting Kuchma’s pariah status and leaving him with little choice but to seek
accommodation with Putin’s Russia, paving the way for his policy of support for
an overly Kremlin-backed candidate in the 2004 presidential elections.

2004 Anti-Americanism and the Orange Revolution
The 2004 presidential
campaign featured an increasingly

election

hysterical strain of anti-American propa-

ganda as government forces attempted

to portray the pro-democracy opposi-

tion as stooges of US imperialism. This

strategy was championed by Russian

spin doctors sent down by the Kremlin

to manage Viktor Yanukovych’s campaign, but it backfired when the majority
of Ukrainians rejected such accusations as laughable and instead focused their
attention on government vote-rigging activities. During the election campaign
Ukraine’s fledgling civil society, which American aid had done so much to help
foster throughout the preceding decade, came of age and played a key role in
mobilizing the population to participate first as election observers and then in
the mass street protests which became known as the Orange Revolution. Mean-
while, Viktor Yanukovych’s wife provided one of the satirical highlights of the
revolution when she made a fiery speech in which she alleged that the tradition-
ally Slavonic felt boots being worn by protesters in Kyiv’s tent city were actually
American-made! She has rarely been seen in public since.

2008 NATO push derailed despite Bush backing

The year began well for Ukraine’s Euro-Atlantic camp with an official
application to join NATO being sent in by the country’s newly reformatted
Orange coalition. However, despite vocal support from George W. Bush,
European NATO members got cold feet following months of Kremlin rhetoric
and restricted themselves to issuing a vague memorandum on future NATO
membership. This setback was compounded in August 2008 when Russian
tanks rolled into Georgia on the pretext of
protecting Russian passport holders
in breakaway South Ossetia. The
Russian invasion, which came in
direct defiance of American inter-
ests in the region, was seen
as a sign of the changing
balance of power in the
former Soviet sphere
and has led to renewed
fears of Russian military
intervention in Ukraine

and beyond.

03.07.2009 19:30:10

S2I1170d035




