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they are positively different to the West. This de-
bate is not new either in Russia or elsewhere. Al-
ready in the dispute between the Slavophiles and
the so-called Westerners in the second half of the
19" century the issue was whether Russia should
follow the Western pattern of development to
become part of “European civilisation” Even in
Germany this question was to the forefront for
a long time. Thomas Mann, referring to Fyodor
Dostoyevsky, who was close to the Russian Sla-
vophiles wrote Observations of a Non-political
Man during the First World War justifying Ger-
many’s defence against the West as the necessary
protection of its “inner being”.

A wide moat instead of an iron curtain

Twenty years after the upheaval, Russia is
still caught in a strange intermediate state. It can-
not decide whether to be a friend or a foe of the
West and the EU. It pivots between rejecting and
wanting to belong to Europe. The present and the
future speak for friendship but the past holds the
countryin the old friend-foe grip. While this ques-
tion has been decided in most of Europe, it has
remained open for a few countries on the eastern
edge of the continent. This does not, however,
mean that the EU should write these countries
off. They are not doing this with Ukraine, Moldo-
va, Georgia, Armenia or Azerbaijan and not even
with a recalcitrant Belarus under Lukashenka. In
many respects, Russia is of a different calibre. The
Russians know this and the EU senses it.

The isolation of Russia by other countries
and its self-imposed isolation are two sides of
the same coin. In 1989 the Iron Curtain was
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wrenched open and this was a joint effort. In the
West one often gets the impression that the Soviet
Union was forced to its knees pushing Russia to
take its chance. Such chance does not last long.
Questions and doubts as to whether the action
had been correct or not soon arise. There were
a number of fainthearted attempts in Russia to
credit the end of the Soviet Union and the aboli-
tion of the East-West divide as the result of their
efforts. The simultaneous loss of world power
status and economic and social collapse blighted
this view and it was these latter factors that held
sway. Quite if and when there will be another op-
portunity, nobody can say. A new separation of
Russia from the rest of Europe would not be ben-
eficial - and impossible.

As Dmitri Trenin has said: “There will be no
peace in Europe without the missing piece Rus-
sia” Or in other words: there will be no peace in
Europe without Russia, but with Russia peace will
be difficult. The countries lying between Russia
and the EU mustnot be left alone. The promises of
1989 also apply to them. If, despite all resistance
and fears, Russia is not successfully brought into a
common Europe then there is a danger that a new
in-between Europe will be created. The countries
of this region must not be left on their own. No
attempt, however, must be made to push or pull
them as this could well tear them apart.

Recently the EU has shown signs of weariness.
The large country to the east is simply too much.
The Americans, the Chinese and the Russians can
fight it out in a multi-polar world but the EU does
not want to participate. It must, however, or the
promises of 1989 will not be fulfilled.
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Scenes from the Orange Revolution

There are two images of the Orange Revolu-
tion that are as fresh in my mind today as if they
had occurred yesterday. If I remember correctly,
the first image is from the second day. My friends
and I were on the way to a demonstration. I think
it was about putting pressure on the local gov-
ernment of Lemberg in the western Ukraine. The
police were sporting orange ribbons on their uni-
form jacket arms and the streets were packed and
noisy on that cold November evening. The first
buses were hastening to Kiev, carrying people to
Majdan Square that was filling up with ever more
demonstrators. Even the rumour that there would
be roadblocks en route did nothing to intimidate
people. The whole of Lemberg was bathed in a
strange soft glowing light. I did not immediately
realise that this was only partly due to the rather
meagre street lighting. It appeared to emanate
from the crowd, from their orange jackets and
scarves, from their happy faces and from their
friendly smiles. There was no fear in their eyes, no
tense or worried looks although it was certainly
not at all clear as to how the situation would de-
velop.

The second image from a few days later is one
of a group of small children walking along the
street. The children and their supervisors were
on the way to the playground. They must have
been from a kindergarten as none of the chil-
dren appeared to be old enough for school. They
were somewhere between four and six years old.
They all wore orange scarves and sang the song
“Together we are many..., the song of the revolu-
tion. For the children it was a game. They did not
understand what was happening in their country
even though every family was speaking about it at
home. What they did understand, however, was
the prevailing mood. Clearly they were enjoying
it and they wanted to take part in the carnival at-
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mosphere. This image was so natural and moving
that it was suddenly clear to me that we would
win. The old corrupt regime could not hang on
much longer.

Five years later

Almost five years on, virtually no one talks
of this time with any enthusiasm. The Orange
Revolution aroused too many expectations and
the following years brought too many disappoint-
ments. It was only in the immediate six months
afterwards that we were all unbelievably proud of
our country and ourselves. Some observers say
that the Orange Revolution was the Ukraine’s lat-
er version of the 1989 Revolution. At that time we
did not have to fight for our independence. With
the demise of the Soviet Union, Ukrainians unex-
pectedly gained their independence in 1991. The
boldest dreams appeared to be coming true. We
had gained our freedom. Feted by the democratic
world, we believed there would be swift reforms
and a fast entry into the European Union. But it
was to be different.

The fight against corruption that was a major
election promise of Viktor Yushchenko in 2004,
was never undertaken. The country is as far away
from an independent judiciary today as it was five
years ago. The separation of business and politics
has barely been tackled. The fusion of interests of
the powerful business clans and Ukrainian poli-
tics is hardly less than it was in the early 2000s.
At this time, during the last years of President
Kuchma, the oligarchs really took control. Today,
it would appear that the country is sinking into
chaos. Despite ever more serious challenges, the
political elite only pursues its own interests and
appears incapable of giving up power or desist-
ing from partisan feuding. It would, however, be
incorrect to blame this stagnation only on the
politicians. It was a popular argument that soci-
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ety was much better than the politicians. It is not,
however, the case. Ukrainian citizens have again
shown themselves to be too weak. Have we once
again run our aims into the ground?

Chaos - an attribute of Ukrainian
democracy

Despite all the disappointments, warranted
criticisms and numerous prophecies of doom,
the country did undergo definite change after the
Orange Revolution. A more or less free press and
democratic elections are taken for granted in the
West but in post-Soviet (or should one say neo-
Soviet?) regions these are still the exception. The
Ukraine has been promoted but the problem is
now that it is in a league of its own where not only
are there no winners, there is not even a cham-
pionship competition. You either get promoted
or relegated. Of all the characteristics of democ-
racy, the country only seems to have taken one
on board - chaos. There is so much in the Ukraine
that either does not work or does not work prop-
erly. Rubbish collection functions just as badly as
the disposal of corrupt and unreliable politicians.
The wasteful and uncontrolled use of energy is,
for inexplicable reasons, presented as energy
consumption. Corruption has not only become
socially acceptable but there has even been an at-
tempt to give it a positive spin. The argument runs
as follows; if corruption suddenly disappeared,
the whole economy would come to a standstill.
The country has experienced various scourges
in recent times - natural disasters such as floods
and tornadoes; economic crises; an unexpectedly
good harvest; continuous feuding and elections
among the same politicians and the European
Football Championship of 2012.

Pluralism and competition

In comparison with other post-Soviet states,
Ukraine nevertheless demonstrates a large
number of democratic tendencies, particularly
in the area of pluralism. This pluralism can be
found in politics, in the Ukrainian party system,
in public debate and in the media. In the wake
of the Orange Revolution competition was once
more in the ascendancy in Ukraine. Competition
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A protester in Kiev inserts roses into riot police shields.

is evident in politics where today no party or in-
stitution is able to obtain total control. The elec-
tions (even when they have their problems) are,
for the most part, free and democratic. What is
perhaps more important is that, until now, they
have always resulted in a change of government.
This was the case in the spring of 2006 when, after
something of a tug of war, the regional opposi-
tion parties succeeded in replacing the “orange”
coalition. It was also the case in the parliamentary
elections brought forward to the autumn of 2007
when the Timoshenko bloc in alliance with Presi-
dent Yushchenko’s Nasha Ukraina (Our Ukraine
party) again managed a paper thin majority in
Parliament. It will certainly be the case in the
forthcoming presidential elections as no one can
imagine that with popularity ratings of less than
three percent Yushchenko will remain in office.

Elections in Ukraine have become the instru-
ment of legitimate regime change. This has not
only enormous significance for Ukraine society
but it is also unique in the states previously part
of the Soviet Union. In practically all post-Soviet
states elections are currently seen as a rather un-
pleasant and time consuming process to either
hang on to power, ensure an “ordered change of
government” or as a way of rubber stamping a
successor. In other words, a necessary sacrifice
to democratic traditions made for international
opinion.

Competition is not just limited to politics.
There is also competition in the media that, post
2004, became free of censorship. Today’s media
is increasingly exposed to diverse economic and
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political pressures. It is not uncommon for jour-
nalists to practise self-censorship and for pub-
lished articles to be commissioned and paid for.
Nevertheless, massive manipulation of public
opinion is no longer possible. For this reason,
the accusation that Kiev lost the information bat-
tle during the last gas pipeline dispute with Rus-
sia is spurious. Ukraine neither won nor lost the
media battle. The fight never really got going but
this was not because Ukraine was too weak or
lacked the skills. A media battle requires certain
pre-conditions such as a propaganda machine or
government control of a large part of the relevant
media, etc, but these conditions no longer exist in
Ukraine. Competition in the media does not quite
guarantee absolute media freedom and objectiv-
ity but the lack of censorship does ensure that the
reader, listener or viewer does have the possibility
of acquiring information from a variety of sources
and the chance to make up his or her own mind.

At the economic level there is also competi-
tion and not just between the rich and powerful
business interests and clans. In the last few years,
the ever-expanding small and medium business
sector has provided further competition although
this group now sees the current crisis as one that
threatens its very existence.

The fundamental problem is that the vital
framework required to ensure competition does
not function. Even those involved show little
readiness to observe the rules. The result is that
competition (one of the fundamentals of a de-
mocracy) almost inevitably leads to chaos. Two
additional fundamentals for democracy - separa-
tion of powers with functioning institutions and
areadiness to achieve consensus - are still a long
way off in Ukraine. The courts continue to be used
for political purposes, the president interferes in
areas where the government is competent, laws
are often passed to achieve short term political
goals, all those active in politics try to alter the
rules to their advantage and in power struggles
politicians look for immediate political success.
In addition, the situation is complicated through
obvious regional differences between the various
parts of the country. Often these differences are
simplified as conflict between eastern and west-
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ern Ukraine and attract numerous clichés but
this only serves to make the situation even more
complicated. The Ukrainian elite has been unable
to negotiate a consensus on the country’s most
important strategic questions such as the nego-
tiations with Russia on gas supplies and the defi-
nition of foreign policy priorities.

Even when individual institutions or political
parties (be it the president or party actually in of-
fice) want to acquire more power, political com-
petition makes it very difficult for this to happen.
There is now in Ukraine a political triangle made
up of the parliamentary majority/government,
the opposition and the president. The interplay
between these institutions differs depending on
the situation and the current political constella-
tion. There will, however, always be fundamental
extremes in this system between government and
opposition as well as government and president.
It is therefore no surprise that the relationship
between the president and the prime minister
is not much better than it was during the Yanu-
kovich period even though Timoshenko and
Yushchenko actually belong to the same political
camp. In contrast the relationship between the
president and the opposition is often much more
relaxed as the president often views the opposi-
tion as an ally in the fight against an overly power-
ful government.

The constitution approved during the Orange
Revolution in December 2004 and entering into
force at the beginning of 2006 replaced a system
based on a strong presidency with one based on
two power centres in the executive and a muddle
of competences. This system has not proved to be
particularly effective. In the meantime, all politi-
cal parties talk of the need for a new constitution.
Each party, however, has its own ideas as to what
this means. While the president understandably
wants to see his institution strengthened and a
de facto return to the old situation (the presi-
dent’s name is not so important), other political
players have their own agendas. On this issue the
interests of the government and the opposition
converge as both prefer a weaker rather than a
stronger presidency.
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Ukraine-Poland border.

The tense relationship and conflicting in-
terests encompassed in this political triangle
make for an unstable equilibrium that hinders
Ukraine’s development. At the same time it re-
places the true democratic separation of powers
and the necessary balance between the legis-
lative, executive and judiciary. Changes to the
Ukrainian constitution that would remedy these
contradictions are overdue. As any change in the
constitution will require broad consensus and as
the interests of the most important political play-
ers are so different, there is unlikely to be any swift
reform. In addition, there is also the danger that
changes made as a result of compromise may be
just as contradictory and lead the country into yet
another political dead end.

Nostalgia for communism

At the beginning of 2004, a friend gave me a
Polish book with the short title Nostalgia, a pa-
perback first published in Poland by Czare and
which had almost cult status in Ukraine. The front
cover, done in sepia, showed a couple of stalls
bearing all kinds of junk against the background
of a house wall and an enormous portrait of Karl
Marx. The subtitle of the book was Essays on the
Longing for Communism.

One of the contributions described what the
Polish writer, Pavel Smolenski, had observed in
an Italian ski resort, Bormio, at the end of the
1990s. It was the middle of January, the shoulder
season before the start of the Italian holidays.
There were not many tourists. Most of those in
the bars, on the slopes and ski lifts were speak-
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ing Polish, something unimaginable ten years
previously. At one table there were two couples,
middle aged, elegant ski suits, new gloves and the
latest carver skis. Everything was from Rossignol
and the height of fashion. One of the men paid
with a credit card and remarked - presumably in
relation to their conversation - “that everything
had been better under the Communists”

Smolenski was particularly surprised that
such a comment had come from a member of the
Polish middle class. How had it been better? What
had been better? Where had it been better? It is
not so easy to find an answer as to why someone
should regret the passing of communism, espe-
cially when this someone had clearly been so suc-
cessful after the fall of the old regime.

Smolenski’s explains that one of the reasons
for this is that under the communists it was very
easy to distinguish between “good” and “evil”
Society was divided into two: “us” (the ordinary
people, society and the opposition) and “them”
(the power holders, the Party and the police). The
line up was clear, the division was clear (of course
there were “grey areas” but they did not really in-
fluence the overall picture) but you did not need
to think about it. The prevailing ideology divided
everything into a simple “black” or “white”. It was
taken for granted that the majority of Polish so-
ciety fell into the “us” category. Today, in a de-
mocracy, it is no longer so clear as to where the
lines between “good” and “evil” lie. The nostalgia
for the communist regime is really nostalgia for a
time when matters seemed much simpler. When
you live in more complicated times, there is a sub-
conscious desire to return to the simpler era.

At the time, this example made a deep im-
pression on me. Again and again I asked myself
if such a story would be possible in Ukraine. It is
clear that there are still a good number of Ukrain-
ians who regret the passing of the Soviet Union.
You only need to look at any of our parliamentary
elections - the Communists only ceased to be the
strongest political group in 2002. Today there are
many fewer adherents to communism but obvi-
ously they are nothing like as rare as bananas,
western cigarettes or a half way decent tasting
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toothpaste were in the Soviet Union. These people
are mostly those who have lost out (or think they
have lost out) from the change of regime. Perhaps
this group also includes those, who for ideologi-
cal reasons, see the demise of the Soviet Union
as the greatest disaster of the 20" century. But
someone from the middle class? I have repeatedly
tried to imagine such a situation. I have mentally
gone through my list of acquaintances. Nothing.
(At that time hardly any Ukrainians went skiing in
the Alps.) Perhaps our middle class was too weak.
Perhaps I just did not know the right people. Per-
haps it was because Ukraine had still not achieved
a great enough distance from communism.

Little change among the elite

In his book The Real and the Imaginary
Ukraine, Mykola Rjabtschuk, a Ukrainian publi-
cist, divides the post-Soviet successor states into
three groups. The first group consists of the Baltic
countries, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Post the
demise of the Soviet Union, civil society in these
countries was strong enough to take over control
of the apparatus of state and effect a change to a
liberal democratic system from the previous au-
thoritarian regime. A few years later, when the
post-communists came to power (as happened in
many other countries in eastern Europe), society
had already undergone sufficient change. A return
to the past was no longer possible. In contrast, in
the second and third groups there was never any
change at the top. The Central Asian republics of
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan
and Uzbekistan had no tradition of civil society.
As a result, with the ending of the Soviet empire
these states quickly developed into differing forms
of oriental despotism. Any stirrings of civil society
were quickly crushed. In the European ex-Soviet
states such as Ukraine, Moldova and Belarus in
the west and Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan in the
Caucasus and also in Russia, civil society was too
weak to crush the authoritarian state and trans-
form it into a liberal democracy and the state was
not strong enough to subjugate an even weaker
civil society movement.

According to Rjabtchuk, this situation result-
ed in a certain kind of pluralism. The communist
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elite was no longer able to control everything on
its own and it had to compromise. In the Ukraine,
the communist old guard made a deal with the
National Democrats but after a short interval was
able to assert itself once more.

Ukrainian society, so strongly influenced by
the Soviet system, was not mature enough in the
first years of independence to ensure that there
was no going back from democracy. During the
first phase of the unstable alliance between the
National Democrats and the post-communist
elite under President Kravchuk (1991-94) efforts
to implement democracy were minor and half-
hearted. The consequences of this indecisive
policy (that would seal Kravchuk’s fate) were an
economic crisis and the escalation of domestic
tension that resulted in the separatist movements
in the Crimea. In addition, the difficult relation-
ship with Russia made the whole situation even
more complicated.

As independence did not bring about any
change in the political elite, democratic reform
was only piecemeal. Leonid Kuchma’s election
victory in 1994 replaced the Kravchuk era Com-
munist party old guard with the more pragmatic
“new guard” But one can hardly describe this as
a real change at the top. It was rather a transi-
tional change. Some economic reforms were in-
troduced but measures to build democracy were
slow to be developed and in the second half of
the 1990s they were removed piece by piece. The
1996 Ukrainian constitution established a cen-
tralised vertical hierarchy with some elements of
regional self government. It was especially dur-
ing President Kuchma'’s second term (1994-2004)
that Ukraine moved ever further from democracy
to an increasingly authoritarian state. This went
hand in hand with the rise of the few finance and
business groups, who had made their fortunes
in raw material trading, especially gas, and knew
how to exert political influence. Bit by bit they
pushed aside the old post-communist nomen-
clature, enriched themselves with, often dubi-
ous, privatisations and enjoyed wide ranging
privileges, tax advantages and monopolies. In
time they were able to extend their control over
whole areas of the Ukraine economy. Observers
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increasingly spoke of an oligarchy directed by a
small number of financial and business clans in
which business and politics were fused together.
Also typical for such a system is widespread cor-
ruption, a lack of an independent judiciary, no
functioning separation of powers and a free me-
dia. In spite of all this, there was some develop-
ment of civil society that soon showed itself to be
much stronger than in Russia and other neigh-
bouring post-Soviet countries.

Even the Orange Revolution did not result in
a clean break with the past. There was no change
at the top. Even though there was a significant
change in administrative personnel, the new of-
ficials still came from the same milieu. Hardly any
of the old racketeers were brought to book - nei-
ther for falsifying election results nor dubious pri-
vatisations nor for persecuting journalists. Even
today we still do not know who was responsible
for ordering the murder of Georgi Gongadse.

There is now a sort of political caste in the
Ukraine that carries on bitter power struggles
(at both national and regional level) but party
political affiliation is not an important aspect of
the conflict. There are still changes of government
but the fundamentals of the political system that
has become an instrument for serving personal
interests and increasing personal wealth, remain
the same. All politicians have too many skeletons
in the cupboard to have any serious interest in
changing the system. There is now an enormous
chasm between the population and politicians. In
the short term it will be very difficult to alter this
situation. What is more likely is a continuation of
the chaos and only small and laborious steps in
the direction of democracy.

Dialogue with the EU

The Swiss author, Martin Suter in his book
Business Class, tells an amusing and ironical story
about Prince Charles, who when he wants to use
the ski lift has to stand in line like everyone else.
This, he points out is what is good about an old
democracy. In Ukraine, Prince Charles would not
have had to stand in line. Many of those who have
made it to the top in Ukraine would not stand in
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line. Given that, why would you bother to respect
small things such as traffic regulations and other
rules of conduct? Ukrainian society is too anti-
social and lacks a feeling of solidarity. Are these
perhaps the real reasons as to why, from the very
beginning, it was so difficult to have a proper dia-
logue with the EU?

Immediately after gaining independence,
Ukraine set a careful foreign policy course to de-
velop closer relations with the West. As early as
1996 there was a firstreference to the strategic goal
of integration into European and Euro-Atlantic
structures. The continuing political manoeuvring
between Moscow and Brussels, but especially
the domestic developments in Kiev, aroused in-
creasing scepticism amongst the Europeans. As
the European Union did not really have a proper
strategy, Brussels was quietly happy with the situ-
ation as it meant it just had to react. The Partner-
ship and Cooperation Agreement signed in 1995
and entering into force in 1998 never developed
its full potential. It was only in 2004 that there was
more impetus in the relationship.

Even todayj, it is difficult for the EU to decide
a clear strategy. Brussels does not have much
leeway. It would, however, be wrong to write off
Ukraine as a hopeless case and a land descend-
ing into chaos. This point of view happily does not
have many supporters within the EU, although
the unpredictability of Ukrainian politics does
make life difficult for the pro Ukrainian lobby. If
cooperation is to be developed there are three im-
portant areas that need consideration: expansion
of the Eastern Partnership programme (in its wid-
est sense), active participation in the modernisa-
tion of the Ukrainian pipeline infrastructure and
real advances in the application of the agree-
ment on easier visa regulations. For the Eastern
Partnership there could be a medium term op-
tion of increasing funding for various projects. It
will be particularly difficult persuading the Rus-
sians that modernising Ukrainian pipelines is not
against their interests. Opposition from Moscow
will, however, require the Europeans to develop
a not insignificant amount of political will and a
common strategy. A real improvement to the visa
regime requires, at the minimum, a less bureau-
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Parliamentary election, democracy thrives in
Dnipropetrovsk under the watchful eye of capitalism and
communism.

cratic approach in the EU consulates in Ukraine
and clear improvements at border crossings. Un-
fortunately, Ukraine is sending mixed messages
in all three of these areas.

The visa problem

It is something of a paradox that since their in-
dependence Ukrainians have had their freedom to
travel continuously curtailed. In the first few years
they could travel visa free to former Warsaw Pact
member states and the requirements for western
Europe were not particularly strict. With time this
has changed. Little by little there were stricter visa
regulations as neighbouring countries introduced
restrictions, finishing with Poland and Hungary in
2003. Since then, some hundred thousand Ukrain-
ians are now working illegally in southern, western
and eastern Europe - in Spain, Portugal, Italy, the
Czech Republic, Greece and Poland. Not long af-
ter the Orange Revolution a visa scandal broke out
in Germany that clearly demonstrated how easy it
was for such problems to be exploited in domestic
politics. The abolition of visa requirements for EU
citizens in May 2005 was absolutely correct but it
meant the EU would not loosen its general regula-
tions. At best the agreement reached a few years
ago to make visas easier to come by has resulted in
some improvements. EU consular officials assert
that the number of refusals has since declined and
the number of visas granted has risen, but this is
all a bit like discussing inflation - the statistics dif-
fer from the perception.
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Fortress Schengen

When I arrived in January 2008 at the Ukrain-
ian-Polish border, the crossing appeared almost
sinister. The large, empty halls, whose purpose
even in earlier times had never been clear to me,
the multi-lane under cover clearance zone, the
corridor for foot passengers bounded on either
side by a high and often broken wire fence - a
world for smugglers and street hawkers. In fact,
the border crossing was completely empty. There
were no people and no vehicles. A few weeks ear-
lier, Poland had become a member of the Schen-
gen area.

For many in the region this was the end of the
world. Ukrainian street hawkers, who had made
a living from small legal and illegal trading, sud-
denly found themselves without a Schengen visa
and without a job. Increasingly angry, they then
had to watch helplessly as Polish traders, who did
not need a visa to enter Ukraine could carry on
their business as before. There were no other jobs
for them in the region. Polish wholesalers regis-
tered a 70% fall in turnover and even bus traffic
collapsed as drivers were unable to get their visas
in time.

In the meantime the situation has returned to
“normal” Once more there are queues that seem
to move forward and then stop for no particular
reason. How much time you need for the crossing
isimpossible to estimate. It depends on the mood
of the border and customs officials and perhaps
also luck. Bus drivers now get their visas as do the
drivers of heavy goods vehicles and of course the
street traders. They get their Schengen visas via an
agency for 200 euro (the official price is 35 euro).
The new Schengen rules have had an inflation-
ary effect. Many youth and festival organisations
are worried about how this will affect cultural
exchanges. One often hears stories in Kiev that
choirs and children’s groups have to sing or dance
to prove their credentials for a visa. A number of
theatre groups have already missed out on festi-
vals in fortress Schengen.
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20 years on

In March I set off for a skiing holiday with my
family in Austria. As last year, we decided to travel
via Hungary. Then we only needed a half hour
for the border crossing. The crossing in Tschop is
also a haunt of street traders from both sides of
the border. The queue was not long but there was
barely any movement. A couple of locally regis-
tered SUVs bearing Ukrainian versions of Prince
Charles and assorted relatives drove straight past
the queue. The Ukrainian border post is on one
bank of the river Theiss, the Hungarian on the
other. There is an old single lane bridge between
them. Once through the Ukrainian passport con-
trol there is a 150 metre stretch of relatively wide
road before a curve that narrows onto the bridge.
Once on this piece of wider road the race began.
We were overtaken by cars with both Ukrainian
and Hungarian number plates. It looked like they
were all fleeing from something but they were just
speeding to get a better place in the next queue.
When, after three hours, we finally reached the
Hungarian border and customs post, it became
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clear what was going on. The young Hungarian
official was taking his time - he kept disappearing
into his booth, then he walked in a bored fashion
around the next car. He could not speak any for-
eign languages, making no reaction to English and
demonstrating knowledge of two words in Rus-
sian (car bonnet and boot). His other words were
international; cigarettes, alcohol and passport. We
do not smoke and we had no alcohol with us and
with that our short conversation came to an end.
My son, bored in the back seat, played chess on a
little board on his knee. With all our skiing equip-
ment we hardly looked like street traders but nev-
ertheless the wings and roof of our VW Golf were
searched for alcohol and cigarettes. Well at least
the young official gave the impression of making
a thorough search. You never know what they ex-
pect with these Ukrainians! The official’s attitude
and body language clearly said that he was the
one with the power. After a further ten minutes,
in which nothing happened, we were allowed to
continue. The control had taken place. Welcome
to the European Union, 20 years on!
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When in 1989 communism collapsed in central and eastern
Europe, the road seemed to be open for the reunification of a
divided Europe. The enthusiasm for membership of the Euro-
pean Union was great among the nations of the former Soviet
bloc. The German Democratic Republic became part of the
Federal Republic of Germany within a year, a year later the
sovereignty of the Baltic states and Ukraine was restored.
Whereas the disintegration of the Soviet Union proceeded in
a remarkably calm way, everything went wrong in Yugoslavia
where ethnic conflicts led to ten years of bloody civil war and
the disintegration of the country (1991-2001).

In 2004 the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia,
Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia became members
of the European Union. Rumania and Bulgaria followed
three years later. Twenty years after the end of communism
in Europe, the European Union includes ten post-commu-
nist member states, eleven, if one takes the former GDR
into account. This, however, does not mean that the “re-
unification of Europe’” has been successfully concluded.
Many post-communist states are still struggling with their
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new identities, the countries of ex-Yugoslavia have, with the
exception of Slovenia, not yet found their way into the Euro-
pean Union and have not arrived at a sustainable reconcili-
ation. Ukraine and the countries of the Southern Caucasus
have not yet turned into stable democracies and their per-
spectives for EU-membership are practically non-existent.
Belarus has remained more or less untouched by changes
in neighbouring countries and Russia, finally, has not made
the much hoped-for progress on the road towards democ-
racy and has developed an often problematic relationship
with the European Union and other neighbours.

Where do the post-communist countries of central and
eastern Europe as well as those of the Western Balkans
now stand in Europe? What role has the example of the
European Union played in the last twenty years? In what
way has the accession of the post-communist countries
influenced the European Union and its policies? How do
the post-communist countries see themselves in twenty
years time? And, finally, on what goals and values should
Europe’s future be based?




