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1. INTRODUCTION

Alyona Getmanchuk,
Director, New Europe Center

UKRAINE'S REGIONAL SOFT POWER. Changes during the presidency of Volodymyr Zelenskyy

“Look at us — everything is possible!"" — It is with this appeal that Volodymyr
Zelenskyy addressed the residents of other post-Soviet countries in the moments
following the announcement of the exit poll results, showing his landslide victory
of 72.7% in the second round of voting of the presidential election.

This laconic and rather spontaneous appeal actually bore much more meaning
than it might have seemed at the time of Zelenskyy's victory. Ukraine's presidential
runoff featured — for the first time — a political neophyte, a Russian-speaking
comedian well-known in many post-Soviet countries. Experts, politically-engaged
citizens, and the general public alike were interested in the process of electing the
new President of Ukraine?3. Zelenskyy accumulated interest and attention in his
election from two important perspectives for the audience of post-Soviet countries:
as an outsider to the political system and as a television and film celebrity.

Since Zelenskyy's election, Ukraine has gained new opportunities. With an effective
and well-thought-out strategy and successful transformations in Ukraine itself,
Zelenskyy's presidency could help distinguish Ukraine from other post-Soviet
countries and the Russian-speaking world in general (not to be confused with
"Russkiy mir" / "Russian world") in three important ways. First, by nurturing interest
and curiosity about Ukraine and the events taking place inside it, and not only
within the context of Russia's war against Ukraine. Secondly, the transformation of
Ukraine into a center of gravity alternative to Moscow and into an attractive model
of development for other post-Soviet countries to emulate. Finally, Zelenskyy's
popularity in the Russian-speaking world and non-traditional political background
offer him an opportunity to speak not only to citizens of Ukraine, but also to
become a kind of competitor to Vladimir Putin for Russian-speaking citizens of
the world. Combined, these goals could help strengthen Ukraine's soft power in a
number of post-Soviet countries.

We have tried to answer these ambitious questions with the help of a study based
on the concept of soft power proposed by Harvard University professor Joseph
Nye. The definition of soft power refers to the ability of a state to achieve its
goals through its own attractiveness, not coercion*. According to Nye, the primary
sources of soft power are political values, foreign policy and culture®.

This is not the first work of this kind for us. In 2011, analysts of the New Europe
Center addressed this topic in their paper "Ukraine's soft power in the region:

1 3eneHCbKMI A0 NOCTPaAAHCbKMX KpaiH: MoamnBiTbCa Ha Hac — yce MoxnuBo. (2019, KBiTeHb 21).
YkpiHbopM. Pexxknm goctyny https:/www.ukrinform.ua/rubric-elections/2685936-zelenskij-
do-postradanskih-krain-podivitsa-na-nas-use-mozlivo.html

2 Walker, S. & Roth, A. (2020, March 7). Volodymyr Zelenskiy: '‘My White House invitation? |
was told it's being prepared'. The Guardian. Retrieved from https:/www.theguardian.com/
world/2020/mar/07/volodymyr-zelenskiy-tv-comic-who-became-ukraine-president-trump-
putin

3 Torysbaes, K. (2019, kBiTeHb 22). Yce Moxnneo? Barndan 13 KasaxctaHa Ha BbIbopbl B YKpauHe.
Pagno Asattbik. Pexxum poctyny https://rus.azattyq.org/a/kazakhstan-ukraine-election-
zelenskiy-poroshenko/29896772.html

4 Nye J. (1990). Bound to Lead: the changing nature of American power. New York: Basic
Books.

5 Nye, J. (2008). Public diplomacy and soft power. Annals of the American Academy of Political
and Social Science, No 616.
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An instrument for the effective foreign policy®". The author of the soft power
concept, Dr. Joseph Nye, approved at that time the methodology developed by
our analytical team.

This new study draws upon the methodological and analytical findings from our
research and examines Ukraine's soft power in five post-Soviet countries: Belarus,
Georgia, Kazakhstan, Moldova and Russia. As with the previous study, it was made
possible by the generous support of USAID / ENGAGE and PACT, for which we are
very grateful.

Our previous study, conducted almost 10 years ago, concluded that Ukraine's main
source of soft power is its democracy. We can suggest that a democratic Ukraine,
focused on integration with the European Union, remains most attractive to its
neighbors today. This is true even for those of our neighbors who are oriented toward
other geopolitical centers of influence. Ukraine is not interesting and attractive as
a little Russia or a big Belarus. Ukraine's appeal in the post-Soviet space is as rather
a trendsetter of democratic and European integration processes. It is important for
Ukrainian authorities to understand this fact, as they still have the potential to turn
Zelenskyy's presidency into a driver of Ukraine's soft power in the post-Soviet area.

6 leTbMaHuyk, A., €HiH, €., 3apembo, K., Munaseup, O., O3unmMok, |., Conogkuit, C., LLUnHKapyk,
K. (2011). M'sika cuna Ykpainm B perioHi: iHCTPYyMeHT ebeKkTUBHOI 30BHILLIHBbOT NOMITUKM. Pexim
OOCTYyny http:/neweurope.org.va/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Myaka-syla-Ukrayiny-v-
regyone.pdf
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2. METHODOLOGY

The methodology draws upon the triangulation principle’, that combines the following research
methods:

1

Quantitative method. A survey was conducted among 55 experts working in the fields
of political analysis, international relations, culture and business using 13 indicators, which
were developed on the basis of three sources of soft power (Table 1). The category
"Popularity of Ukrainian products» was added to investigate the economic dimension of
how Ukraine is perceived in the targeted countries. Each of the indicators is evaluated
by foreign experts according to the 10-point scale, where the highest score indicates the
best, highest level of soft power perception. The soft power index is an average that is
calculated from the total number of scores divided by the number of indicators.

Table 1. Soft power indicators

1. Political values

Average score according

Parameters to the 10-point system

1.1. Reform implementation, progress of democratic transformations
1.2. The Volodymyr Zelenskyy's "phenomenon”
1.3. Ukraine's ability to contribute to the resolution of the conflict in

Donbas

2. Foreign policy

2.1. Ukraine's ability to be a consistent and predictable partner

2.2. Ukraine's commitment to European and Euro-Atlantic integration

2.3. Ukraine in Ukrainian-Russian relations including the issue of
conflict resolution in Donbas

2.4. Ability to attract allies and counter challenges in foreign policy

2.5. Activities of the Embassy of Ukraine

2.6. Impact of the Ukrainian community

3. Popularity of Ukrainian products

4. Popularity of Ukrainian culture

4.1. Education

4.2. "High" art (literature, cinema, theater, painting, photography)
4.3. Mass culture (television series, pop music)

Soft power index

In-depth interviews. Comprehensive interviews were conducted among 38 experts who
gave their assessment of Ukraine's soft power according to the indicators listed in the
table 1. Priority in the discussions was given to the category "political values" to more
thoroughly explore Ukraine's attractiveness in the context of political transformation the
country has experienced in 2019-2020. Experts compared Ukraine's soft power before the
2019 presidential election (from late 2013 to early 2019) and after the election campaign
(May 2019 — June 2020).

Discursive analysis of media content. The amount of media coverage on Ukrainian events
and their chosen rhetoric was analyzed. The sample consists of 5-8 media resources from
each of targeted countries.

7

Denzin, N.K., & Lincoln, Y.S. (2000). The handbook of qualitative research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage
Publications, p. 443.
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3. UKRAINE'S SOFT POWER IN BELARUS:
ORDNUNG MUSS SEIN'

Be | aruss
Ukraine's soft power index in o

2. Foreign policy

1 Political values I -

3. Popularity of Ukrainian products Iy — 7.3
4. Popularity of Ukrainian culture @ _ 58
averageindex D s ¢

The attitudes of most Belarusians towards Ukrainians can be viewed through
the concept of "order,” which Aliaksandr Lukashenka likes to invoke, in
particular, when comparing Belarus and Ukraine. Post-Maidan Ukraine, with its
political and security instability, is often portrayed by Belarusian authorities as
a realm of chaos born through the reboot of the political elite. This association
of change of power with disorder is also used by many in Belarusian media to
scare Belarusian citizens away from any possible intentions of shaking up their
own political system.

Ukraine's presidential and parliamentary elections of 2019 were praised by
the Belarusian opposition and the expert community. These audiences were
attracted by the democratic electoral process and the opportunity for non-
systemic politicians to come to power. However, there was also an opinion
in Belarusian society that the election of comedian Volodymyr Zelenskyy
as President was further evidence of the chaos that exists in Ukraine. The
Ukrainian state could enhance its own soft power in Belarus by demonstrating
success in building effective systems of interaction between citizens and
the government. Through such accomplishments, Belarusians will be able to
see that democratic transformations can can create a new order of life. In a
broader context, a democratic Ukraine has a chance to become a new center
of influence in the post-Soviet space.

1 German proverbial expression: "There must be order."
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1. UKRAINE AFTER THE REVOLUTION: “THE CHAOS"

According to Freedom House, Belarus is a "not free state"? with a consolidated
authoritarian regime3. Aliaksandr Lukashenka came to power in 1994 proposing
to restore order and stability lost in the first years of Belarusian
independence®. Since then, the idea of "bringing order”s remains one of the
major filters through which the Belarusian President sees social processes.
The image of revolutionary and post-revolutionary Ukraine as a land of chaos®
and disorder’” emerges in this very context. "Better Belarusian Ordnung than
the total Ukrainian corruption,"® wrote a Belarusian journalist, commenting
on the behavior of Ukrainian border guards. The perception of Ukraine as a
corrupt’ state, less law-bound than Belarus™, is quite common.

Against the backdrop of post-revolutionary chaos in
Ukraine, Belarusian media emphasized their signature
domestic stability. In this atmosphere of intimidation,
the Ukrainian Maidan provided Belarusian authorities
with a mandate to disperse its own potential
“Ploshcha."™ In such unfavorable conditions for active

The idea of "bringing order” remains
one of the major filters through which
the Belarusian President sees social
processes.

protest, opposition-minded Belarusians who supported
the Ukrainian Revolution resorted to monitoring the
developments of their neighbor, hoping that Ukraine would succeed in its
democratic reforms and could later become an attractive role model for
Belarus as well2. Failure to generate lasting change would only strengthen
the position of the Belarusian government and demotivate those Belarusians
who seek more democratic governance. It has been suggested that if
this time (unlike in 2004), Ukraine succeeds in improving governance and
implementing necessary reforms, Belarusian civil society would only benefit
as a resultlrid,

2 Freedom House. Freedom in the World. Belarus 2020. Retrieved from https:/freedomhouse.
org/country/belarus/freedom-world /2020

3 Freedom House. Nations in transit rating 2018. Belarus. Retrieved from https:/www.refworld.
org/docid/5b3cc2%9aa.html

4 Carnegie Moscow Centre. (2018, April 12). Shraibman, A. The house that Lukashenko built: the
foundation, evolution, and future of the Belarusian regime. Retrieved from https://carnegie.
ru/2018/04/12/house-that-lukashenko-built-foundation-evolution-and-future-of-belarusian-
regime-pub-76059

5 MpesnaeHT A. JlykaleHKo akTyanusnpyet obpas CuibHOro nuaepa Ha GoHe YKPaumHCKMX
cobbimuit. (2016). Belarus in Focus. Retrieved from https://belarusinfocus.info/by/socyum-
i-palityka/prezident-lukashenko-aktualiziruet-obraz-silnogo-lidera-na-fone-ukrainskih-
sobytiy?page=7

6 YT1o nyMatoT o EBpoMaiigaHe B NoCcTcoBeTCkMx cTpaHax. (2014, despanb 25). BBC. Retrieved
from https:/www.bbc.com/russian/international /2014/02 /140224 _ukraine_fsu_reaction

7 MpoaBuXeHne «pyCcCKOro Mupa» naet Yyepes benopycckue TB-kaHanbl — BAXK npeseHToBan
MOHUTOPWHI NpopOCCcHUitickon nponaraHbl. (2019, despans 22). Benopycckas accoumaums
ypHanuctos. Retrieved from https://baj.by/ru/analytics/prodvizhenie-russkogo-mira-idet-
cherez-belorusskie-tv-kanaly-bazh-prezentoval-monitoring

8  OMUTPUM lNypHeBuY: Jlydlie «6enopyCcckmnii OpaHyHM», 4eM ToTanbHas yKpanHCkas Koppynums.
(2018, Hos6pPb 22). Hawa Hisa. Retrieved from https:/nn.by/?c=ar&i=221024&lang=ru

9 fopaneHko, M. (2015, mapT 10). He cambiit pycckuit Mup. CobbiTs B YKpauHe 3acTaBuin
6enopycoB 3alyMaTbCsl O HaUWMOHANbHOW MAEHTMYHOCTU. Retrieved from https:/nv.ua/
publications/ne-samyy-russkiy-mir-sobytiya-v-ukraine-zastavili-belorusov-zadumatsya-o-
nacionalnoy-identichnosti-38248.html

10 [puHesud, E. (2017, ceHTdbpb 13). MNoyeMy He cnemyeT CpaBHMBaTb COBPEMeHHYo benapych
1 BocTo4Hyto lepMarmio. Hawa Hisa. Retrieved from https:/nn.by/?c=ar&i=197356&lang=ru

1 WpanbmaH, A. (2014, mionb 29). MalipaH pan 6enopycckyMM BRacTdM MaHoaT Ha pasroH
Mnowusl. Naviny.by. Retrieved from https://naviny.by/rubrics/politic/2014/07/29/ic_
articles_112_186156

12 Yrto gymatoT o EBpoMaligaHe B NOCTCOBETCKMUX CTpaHax. (2014, despans 25). BBC. Retrieved
from https:/www.bbc.com/russian/international /2014/02/140224_ukraine_fsu_reaction
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There is a lack of coverage of Ukrainian events in Belarusian media, including
the reform agenda®™. Quite often, information reaches the public with a
delay, losing its relevance. Scandalous and controversial events in Ukraine
are discussed most frequently in the Belarusian media space, which helps
creates a negative impression of the changes taking place. It is likely due to
the lack of information that most Belarusians are not very aware of Ukraine's
reform environment; Ukrainian reforms are not a popular topic for discussion in
Belarusian society. Relevant discussionsin Belarusian media mostly demonstrate
skepticism about the success and effectiveness of changes in Ukraine™. The
results of Ukraine's fight against corruption are often perceived in Belarus as
insufficient or insignificant. Ukraine, in particular, is even dubbed "a classic
case of oligarchy in the post-Soviet space."’ Moreover, this image of a corrupt
Ukraine is more reflective of personal, anecdotal experiences of Belarusians
visiting Ukraine than the influence of any media, foreign or domestic'™.

Minsk positioned itself neutrally following the annexation of Crimea and the
start of war in Eastern Ukraine. Belarusian authorities are trying to balance
the interests of Ukraine and Russia, in particular, by providing a negotiating
platform for parties to the conflict over Donbas”. Regarding societal
attitudes, as of 2015, 68.7% of Belarusians approved of the annexation of
Crimea by Russia, and 72.2% of Belarusians considered the Maidan a “coup
d'état."™® The support for pro-Russian positions may be due to the significant
influence of the Russian media in Belarus. A 2015 study found that Russian
propaganda in Belarus was 60% effective, compared to Ukraine's 25.5%".

The Belarusians' attitude toward Ukraine's capability

to resolve the Donbas conflict should be viewed as
influenced by both the Belarusian government's view of
Ukrainian events as well as Russian propaganda. Officially,
Minsk supports, albeit cautiously, Ukraine's position,
but also tries to present arguments from the Russian
perspective. This affects how war in Eastern Ukraine is
viewed by the segment of the population that trusts

The Belarusians' attitude toward
Ukraine's capability to resolve the
Donbas conflict should be viewed

as influenced by both the Belarusian
government's view of Ukrainian events
as well as Russian propaganda.

the Belarusian government (in 2019, 52% of Belarusians
trusted their President)?°. This audience is characterized
by a less radicalized perception of Ukraine; they sympathize with Ukrainians and
wish them to achieve peace in their country as soon as possible. On the other
hand, citizens who get news from Russian outlets tend to condemn the actions
of Ukrainians in Donbas, considering them a manifestation of aggression against

13 Dzianis Melyantsou, Coordinator of the Belarus's Foreign Policy Programme, Minsk Dialogue
Council on International Relations, interview dated 28/2/2020

14 Andrei Yahorau, Senior Research Fellow, Centre for European Transformation - Belarus,
interview dated 8/5/2020

15 CexoBud, B. (2016, pekabpb 13). «benopycckue onurapxm»: npuspaku, pyaMMeHTbl Unm
6ynyuwee?Tut.by. Retrieved from https:/news.tut.by/economics/523543.html

16 Dzianis Melyantsou, Coordinator of the Belarus's Foreign Policy Programme, Minsk Dialogue
Council on International Relations, interview dated 28/2/2020

17 VYkpaiHcbka npuaMa. Paga 30BHiWHbOI nonitnkn. (2020, GepeseHb 5). Makcak, I YkpaiHa-
Binopych: Wo ovikyBaTH Big, KOMaHOM 3eNeHCbKOro B yKpaiHCbKo-6iNopyCcbkmnx BigHOCKMHAxX?
Retrieved from https://cutt.ly/GtYH7KT

18 Benopycbl MeuyyTca Mexmay PpoccusHamMu u ykpauHuamu. (2015, asrycT 18). Benopycckuit
napTusaH. Retrieved from https://belaruspartisan.by/politic/314478/

19 BappoMaukuia, A. (2015, Hos6pb 4). MHaeKkc Bo3aencTeusa poccuicknx CMU: Poccus, Benapycs,
Ykpaunra. Media Sapiens. Retrieved from https:/ms.detector.media/mediadoslidzhennya/
post/14672/2015-11-04-indeks-vozdeistviya-rossiiskikh-smi-rossiya-belarus-ukraina/

20  Bbenopychl UEPKBM AOoBepAtoT Oonblie, 4eM Bnactu? (2019, Hosbpb 18). Benopycckui
napTusaH. Retrieved from https:/belaruspartisan.by/politic/482530/
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their compatriots. Due to the fact that some of these audiences intersect, these
two visions (Russia as an aggressor nation and that of a blameless Russia) often
coexist?; as a result, Ukraine can be simultaneously criticized for its participation
in hostilities in Donbas and subject to sympathetic views due to the ongoing
occupation of Ukrainian territory.

Belarusians also believe that both Russia and Ukraine are not doing enough to
end the war?2 It is noteworthy that in the first years of war in Ukraine, Belarusians
lost the willingness to protest and change the government, "amid the events
in Ukraine, Belarusians assess their local realities as better [than in Ukraine] and
fear a social explosion that could lead to war."?® The opposition community
is aware that Ukraine is trying to repel the aggressor, and it is also believed that
Kyiv should negotiate more decisively with Russia and defend its position in a
more firm manner?.

The European integration aspirations declared by the Ukrainian Revolution were
interpreted by Belarusian authorities as a victory of the West over Russia, while
Ukraine was portrayed as a battlefield for these two forces?s. Belarusian opposition
believed that Maidan was a manifestation of the political maturity of the Ukrainian
people and a mechanism for Ukraine's return to a European integration path,
which then-president Viktor Yanukovych had tried to abandon?. Statements by
opposition political parties expressed hopes that first Ukraine and then Belarus
would be able to become democratic European states®,

The attitudes of Belarusians towards Ukrainians are somewhat worse than the
perception of Belarusians by Ukrainian citizens. As of 2015, 33% of Belarusians
held amiable views of Ukrainians?’, while in Ukraine, the share of those who
view Belarusians positively reached 55%2%.

Since 2014, sociologists have noted a gradual trend of

The surge in popularity of Belarusian declining hostility of Belarusians towards the United
language and culture in Belarus, States (from 54% in 2014 to 41% in 2016) and EU member
especially among the youth may states (for example, to Germany: from 19% to 14%) and
also be explained by the influence of linked these trends with Ukraine's pivot towards Europe?
revolutionary events in Ukraine. and the fact that pro-European sentiments are growing

21 Dzianis Melyantsou, Coordinator of the Belarus's Foreign Policy Programme, Minsk Dialogue
Council on International Relations, interview dated 28/2/2020

22 Zmicier Mickiewicz, journalist of Belsat TV channel, analyst of Belarus Security Blog, editor of
Varta almanac, interviews dated 28/2/2020 and 7/5/2020

23 MenbHu4yk, T. (2016, MapT 30). MoveMy JlyKalleHKO NoTepsan AoBepHue NooBMHbI 6enopycos.
BBC. Retrieved from https:/www.bbc.com//russian/international /2016,/03/160325_belarus_
lukashenko_falling_rating

24 Zmicier Mickiewicz, journalist of Belsat TV channel, analyst of Belarus Security Blog, editor of
Varta almanac, interviews dated 28/2/2020 and 7/5/2020

25  Cait [MMpeaupeHTa Pecnybnunkn benapych. (2014, oktabpb 17). MNpecc-koHbepeHums
MpesngeHta Pecnybnukn benapyck. Retrieved from http:/president.gov.by/ru/news_
ru/view/press-konferentsija-prezidenta-respubliki-belarus-aglukashenko-zhurnalistam-
rossijskix-regionalnyx-sredstv-10025/

26 benopycckas onnosnums conupapHa co CTOPOHHMKaMK eBpouHTEerpaumm B YkpauHe. (2013,
nekabpb 2). Naviny.by. Retrieved from https:/naviny.by/rubrics/politic/2013/12/02/ic_
news_112_429001

27 He3aBUCHMMbIN MHCTUTYT COLMANbHO-3KOHOMMUYECKUX U MOMUTUYECKUX nccneqosaHnii. (2015).
HaumoHanbHbIi onpoc B MapTe 2015 1. Retrieved from http:/www.iiseps.org/?p=303

28 Thinktanks.by. (2015, nekabpb 8). Kakoe oTHolweHue K Benopycam y >UTeneln cocegHmux
cTpaH. Retrieved from https://thinktanks.by/publication/2015/12/08/kakoe-otnoshenie-k-
belorusam-u-zhiteley-sosednih-stran.html

29 Epasuickuit BaHk passuTua. (2016). MHTerpaumorHbii HGapomeTp EABP-2016. Retrieved

from https://eabr.org/upload/iblock/083/edb_centre_2016_report_40_1_edb_integration_
barometer_rus.pdf
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in Belarusian society®. The surge in popularity of Belarusian language and
culture in Belarus, especially among the youth may also be explained by the
influence of revolutionary events in Ukraine®.

2. UKRAINIAN PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS OF 2019:
"THERE IS NO ORDER INDEED!"32

The Ukrainian presidential election was also perceived by many Belarusians in
the context of Belarusian "order." For some Belarusians, the victory of comedian
Volodymyr Zelenskyy was further evidence that chaos reigns in Ukraine, as even
a "clown" can become the President®Y, Pro-government press complained that
instead of taking politics seriously, Ukrainians were playing an endless vaudeville
with rules dictated by an actor®.

Neither the presidential nor parliamentary elections
in  Ukraine attracted much attention among

Belarus'lans.”However, cj,lue to thelr compartat!ve unpredictability Belarusians monitored
unpredictability Belarusians monitored Ukrainian Ukrainian elections with greater

elections V\{Ith great.er interest .than they usually interest than they usually do Belarusian
do Belarusian elections®:. Residents of Belarus elections

were attracted by “real competition” and intrigue,

Due to their comparative

"when there is no politics in your country, you
involuntarily start watching what is going on in other
countries."*® Those residents of Belarus who were familiar with “The Servant
of the People” (“Sluha Narodu") TV series were interested in the presidential
campaign primarily because actor Volodymyr Zelenskyy decided to follow in
the footsteps of his on-screen character, while his political program remained
unknown to most Belarusians. Belarusians polled by "Radyio Svaboda" with
the question, "which President would be better for Belarus, Petro Poroshenko
or Volodymyr Zelenskyy?" were mostly negative towards Poroshenko (“cheat,”
“thief" "time to say goodbye to the past")3*. Attitudes towards Zelenskyy
ranged from skeptical (*an actor should not be President,” "new-fashioned")
to neutral ("promises to end the war").

Independent media regarded Zelenskyy's popularity as a consequence of
disappointment with the previous government, which failed to achieve

30 B Benapycu Hadanu pacTiM MNPOEBPONENCKME HACTPOEHMS M yMEHbLIaTbCA MNoaaep KKa
Poccuu. (2015, ansapb 3). 1+1. Retrieved from https:/tsn.ua/ru/svit/v-belarusi-nachali-rasti-
proevropeyskie-nastroeniya-i-umenshatsya-podderzhka-rossii-403915.html

31 lfopaunerko, M. (2015, mapT 10). He caMmbiit pycckuit Mup. CobbiTna B YKkpanHe 3acTaBuim
6enopycoB 3adyMaTbCsa O HaUMOHaNbHOW MaeHTMYHOCTU. Retrieved from https:/nv.ua/
publications/ne-samyy-russkiy-mir-sobytiya-v-ukraine-zastavili-belorusov-zadumatsya-o-
nacionalnoy-identichnosti-38248.html

32 Interview with a Belarusian expert on confidentiality terms (26/2/2020)

33 bakepeHko, 0. (2019, anpenb 5). Mepuos: BbiGOPbI B YKpauHe — 3TO YyAMBUTESNbHbIN
nonutuyeckuit npouecc. Cb. benapyco cerogrsa. Retrieved from https:/www.sb.by/articles/
pertsov-vybory-v-ukraine-eto-udivitelnyy-politicheskiy-protsess.html

34 AcetowkuH, 4. (2019, bespanb 2). KTo eCTb KTO Ha YKpPanHCKMX BbIGOpax. PaBoOPUTbI FOHKM.
Naviny.by. Retrieved from https:/naviny.by/article/20190202/1549090775-kto-est-kto-na-
ukrainskih-vyborah-favority-gonki

35 CryasiHckad, | (2019). MapayHaHbHe, cnaraga, 3alsgpacblb? Yamy HGenapycay uikassub
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significant transformations in the country®. Zelenskyy was not expected to
considerably change Ukraine's foreign policy or to be more flexible in talks
with Russia on Donbas®*. The intentions of the new head of the Ukrainian
state to modernize the Minsk Agreements and resume talks with Russia on
the conflict around Donbas have been often mentioned in Belarusian
media. One Belarusian journalist recalled the story of Mikhail Yevdokimov, a
Russian actor who abandoned his acting career to become Governor of
the Altai Krai region but failed to liberalize the rules in Russian politics, and
suggested that the same fate could befall the inexperienced Ukrainian
President®. The conditions which brought about Zelenskyy were also
compared in media to those of Belarus in 1994, as both he and Aliaksandr
Lukashenko came to power in a wave of populism and public frustration,
declaring their intention to fight endemic corruption“®. Pro-Russian media
in Belarus often mentioned that neither Ukraine's domestic policy nor its
foreign policy course would change under the new President, arguing that
a large portion of Zelenskyy's electorate shares "the basic principles
of post-Maidan politics."

Belarusian opposition circles reacted to Zelenskyy's
peaceful rhetoric with reserve. Zelenskyy gave the
“The opportunity for a non- impression of a person who, unlike Petro Poroshenko,
professional politician to come to could pursue an excessively soft and compliant policy
power and gain broad public support in negotiations with Russia. However, in general, the
and fair elections are parts of the opposition community praised Ukrainian elections*?
positive image of Ukraine in Belarus." ¢, bringing new people and parties to power, and

allowing the Ukrainian people to peacefully express

their frustration with the previous President's

policies*>*, Zelenskyy also impressed opposition-
minded citizens simply due to his outsider status. "The opportunity for a
non-professional politician to come to power and gain broad public support
and fair elections are parts of the positive image of Ukraine in Belarus."™
Human rights activist Ales Bialiatski noted that free and fair presidential
elections are an accomplishment of the entire Ukrainian political system, a
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process that depends not so much on individuals as on a well-established
democratic foundation®®.

During the Ukrainian presidential election, Belarusian President Lukashenka
called on Ukrainians who have already gone through "such a difficult political
path"” to vote for Poroshenko in an interview with Anadolu Agency®. The
incumbent Poroshenko was seen by Lukashenka as a more stable alternative
to the unknown Zelenskyy and as a leader who could maintain at least the
relative order that had been established in Ukraine. In the attitude of Belarus's
long-serving president towards his counterpart, one could detect greater
apprehension for the unknown Zelenskyy than sincere personal support for
Poroshenko“®. Zelenskyy's unpredictability could perhaps set a dangerous
example for the Belarusian population and a new threat to the political order,
for which Aliaksandr Lukashenka views himself as its only guarantor.

Zelenskyy was also compared by some in Belarusian media to a "cat in the
sack.” Elections without predetermined outcomes and the democratic
transference of power are scenarios that may make Europe's longest-
serving head of state wary. It is no wonder then, that since the 2004 Orange
Revolution, Belarusian authorities have used fear of Ukrainian-style "chaos" as
justification to suppress popular protests. Since Zelenskyy's appeal to other
post-Soviet countries that "anything is possible!" could be heard in Belarus,
where presidential elections are scheduled for August 2020, Lukashenka was
not too enthusiastic about Zelenskyy's victory. Perhaps, he decided to wait
and see if his Ukrainian counterpart was able to keep his election promises
and, if not, use this trump card to offer Belarusians his signature "order" once
again, in contrast to the Ukrainian reality with so many variables.

Before the Belarusian elections to the House of Representatives and the Council
of the Republic, Aliaksandr Lukashenka called on all candidates to contend
honestly and competitively, but "without any nonsense like giving a sample
of blood for analysis, holding debates in stadiums, etc.”5® — a clear reference
to the Ukrainian presidential elections-2019. Interestingly, when compared to
the leaders of other countries, Ukrainians have held the most positive attitudes
towards the Belarusian President for a long time®'. Moreover, according to the
2019 New Europe Center poll ahead of Ukrainian presidential elections, 13% of
Ukrainians believed that the future president should use the political style of
the Belarusian leader (the highest rating compared to other leaders) as a role
model®2.
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Independent Belarusian media noted the openness of Verkhovna Rada
elections, which elevated new political forces to influential positions
charting the course of the country. Journalists, comparing the parliamentary
elections in Ukraine and Belarus, noted that since 2000, only a single political
party has been newly registered in Belarus, while in Ukraine over the same
time period, there had been 293%. They also wrote that the Ukrainian
political system does not create impassable obstacles for new political
parties, and that the process of registration of political forces is constantly
being simplified. At the same time, the diversity of political parties in
Ukraine is not always linked to a particular ideology, as parties are bought
and sold and often represent the narrow interests of their owners rather
than the demands of certain social groups™¥. A widespread opinion among
Belarusian pro-government media was that the results of the Ukrainian
parliamentary elections reflected public demand for fresh politicians, and
the victory of the presidential party "The Servant of the People” would help
Zelenskyy restore peace in Donbas as soon as possible®.

3. UKRAINIAN “LAND OF FREEDOM"

When discussing the course of the Ukrainian elections, some Belarusians
expressed a desire to "have the right to choose," to consider various political
alternatives and to influence the life of their country through the electoral
process®. There were also opinions that only a democratic Ukraine could
become an alternative to the Kremlin and all other authoritarian regimes in
the post-Soviet space™® ¥, However, in this case, as in the post-Maidan period,
Belarusians chose a wait-and-see attitude. Only when reforms regain traction
and election promises are fulfilled by real changes, will the Ukrainian example
become more attractive to Belarusians.

Local experts interviewed do not tend to believe

that Ukraine's example of democratic renewal of the

Only a democratic Ukraine could  government would inspire many Belarusian citizens to
become an alternative to the Kremlin  take similar action in Belarus, because there have been
and all other authoritarian regimes in  similar moments in Ukraine's recent history®, including
the post-Soviet space. the revolutions of 2004 and 2014, which did not lead to

significant progress reforming the Ukrainian state. Some

Belarusians believe that Ukraine and Belarus are too
different to draw on the experience of one country to
transform the other®. There are also persistent concerns that social unrest could
anger Russia as well, and along with the hopes for a better democracy, Belarusian
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citizens will face intense economic backlash from the Russian authorities or
even, at worst, war®e,

Anatol Liabedzka, a Belarusian politician who has been in opposition
since the 1990s, recently tried to adopt Zelenskyy's communication style,
recording a video address to the Belarusian President demanding answers
to his questions within 24 hours®. The categoricalness and the format of
this speech reminded many Belarusian journalists how Zelenskyy invited the
incumbent President Poroshenko to a debate at the Olimpiyskiy Stadium.
Liabedzka himself agreed that he had made this video influenced by a
Ukrainian politician's address. He explained that he was trying to reach a
wider audience t, and therefore turned to an approach that seemed effective
to hime°,

For some Belarusian businessmen, Ukraine is viewed as a kind of "land
of freedom,” "Wild South,” anarchy; a country where chaos can offer not
only uncertainty about tomorrow, but also new opportunities®¢2. Such
entrepreneurs think that doing business in Ukraine is easier, as most
bureaucratic procedures are more streamlined than Belarusian algorithms
of working with the authorities (including through corruption, which in this
context is seen as an opportunity rather than a threat). "In Ukraine, you can
hustle, and some Belarusians like it."¢3 It is noteworthy that certain Belarusian
companies are relocating part of their businesses to Ukraine®, as they believe
that it is easier to do business in the Ukrainian setting®.

4. PERCEPTION OF UKRAINE THROUGH CULTURE

During the presidential election, several Belarusian media outlets®® reviewed
Zelenskyy's acting work to introduce their audience to the Ukrainian
presidential candidate, who at that time had a significant chance of
winning. Some media even published descriptions of "The Servant of the
People" episodeswith plotanalysisand drew parallels with real political events
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in Ukraine®. One of these publications concluded that it is unknown what kind
of politician Zelenskyy will be (and whether he will become one at all) but
using a TV series for his election campaign was a good idea™¥, Commenting
on the presidential candidate's campaign, Aliaksandr Lukashenka said that
he did not know Zelenskyy as a politician and that he had only seen him on
television®®. After a barrage of criticism for calling on Ukrainians to support
Poroshenko, the Belarusian leader stated that actor Zelenskyy could still be
a president, "like Reagan."®?

Zelenskyy's image as an actor sometimes precedes the perception of his
personality as a politician in Belarus’. This may be explained, in part, by the
influence of Russian media, because in Russia, Zelenskyy's series, movies,
and shows are quite popular. As of 2019, 49% of programs broadcasted
in prime time on Belarus's mandatory public TV package were Russian
made”'. Moreover, in November 2019, the state TV channel "Belarus-1" began
showing "The Servant of the People” in prime time”2.

Beside "The Servant of the People" and the TV series "The In-Laws" ("Svaty"),
created with Zelenskyy's participation, are considered popular in
Belarus”™. The "Kvartal 95" studio show is also well known?. Belarusians'
admiration of the works of the band "Okean Elzy" is also noteworthy’> local
media mostly covered Svyatoslav Vakarchuk — "Okean Elzy's" frontman —
return to politics and the accession of his political party to Parliament in a
neutral or positive manner’s. They also covered the “"Okean Elzy" concert in
Minsk, as well as the band's performance at a Belarusian company's corporate
party”’. Belarusian media noted that fans of Okean Elzy from Russia, where
the band is prohibited from holding concerts, also attended the Minsk
concert in 201978,
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Belarusian experts surveyed rated Ukrainian mass
culture's popularity in Belarus at 7.4 points out of
10, highest of all countries covered by this research.
However, it is believed that, even with significant
potential in the creative industry, Ukraine does not
exercise this cultural soft power effectively in the
region’?. Only isolated commercial projects manage to
find their way in the Belarusian market on their own. The
Ukrainian state could promote these cultural initiatives under the umbrella of
the creative cluster and enhance its regional soft power.

With significant potential in the
creative industry, Ukraine does not
exercise this cultural soft power
effectively in the region.

Belarusians interested in art and culture are aware of Ukraine's active
support of domestic film production, resulting in many recent high quality
works®., Some Belarusians visit Ukraine for professional graphic design,
entertainment, advertising, and marketing training, as there is a lack of such
educational events in Belarus. Belarusians within the creative community are
familiar with the works of the advertising firm, "Banda Agency": “In terms of
soft power, this creative agency has done much more for Ukraine than the
state itself." i

Ukrainian contemporary art is well known to a narrow circle of cultural
experts within Belarusian civil society. The works of Ukrainian artists are
highly valued among this audience and provide an opportunity to learn
more about Ukrainian events, such as the Revolution of Dignity, the ongoing
war in the East of Ukraine, the annexation of Crimea, etc. Ukrainian artists
regularly participate in local discussions, in particular on the role of culture
in conflict®, present their performances®? and translations of their works
into Belarusian®3.

The song "Warriors of the Light" by the Belarusian band "Lyapis Trubetskoy"”
became the anthem of the Maidan and a symbol of Ukraine's resistance to
Russian aggression®. The real story of the performance of this song on the
last Ukrainian warship in Crimea has been included in the 2019 Ukrainian
film, "Cherkasy"®%. In 2015, former lead singer of “Lyapis Trubetskoy" Siarhei
Mikhalok and the band's producer, Anton Azizbekyan received permanent
residency in Ukraine, where they see more opportunities to fulfil their
creative potential than in Belarus or Russia®. Mikhalok said, “we are now
sitting in Odesa, in Ukraine, and for Minsk, this is already the future. And
here, there is already more Vilnius, Prague, more Germany than Syktyvkar
or Kemerovo."®
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5. PERCEPTION OF THE PERFORMANCE
OF THE UKRAINIAN AUTHORITIES

The attitude of Belarusian authorities towards Volodymyr Zelenskyy
improved alongside Zelenskyy's growing chances of becoming the new
President of Ukraine®®. After Zelenskyy's presidential victory, during the I
Forum of Regions in Zhytomyr, where Ukrainian and Belarusian presidents
met for the first time, the Belarusian leader treated his Ukrainian counterpart
as an equal®. This positively influenced the perception of Zelenskyy by
those Belarusians who viewed the Ukrainian President as primarily an
actor?. Moreover, according to an expert?, after a joint “standup” of the
two Presidents during the Zhytomyr Forum®?, Belarusian citizens somewhat
improved their attitudes toward the Ukrainian head of state. For the
Belarusian President, the behavior of the new Ukrainian government was
no longer completely unpredictable and incomprehensible. By the time of
the Forum, Parliamentary elections had been held in Ukraine, Zelenskyy had
been in office for five months, and the vast turnover in the political class
did not lead to changes in either the country's foreign policy or Ukrainian-
Belarusian relations. With his support for Zelenskyy's speech (and applause
in response to the statement of his Ukrainian colleague that Crimea and
Donbas are parts of Ukraine)?” Lukashenka legitimized Zelenskyy as a
politician and a president in the eyes of many Belarusians. According to the
quantitative survey conducted among local experts, Zelenskyy's popularity
in Belarus was rated at 6.6 points out of 10.

It is noteworthy that during the Belarusian presidential campaign of 2020,
Lukashenka once again referred to Ukraine as an example of destabilization
and called on Belarusians to maintain order. He also stated that he would not
allow any activities of the "Maidanites” and that Belarus does not have its
own "Zelenskyys."?*

In the expert community, Zelenskyy was expected to make progress in
the fight against corruption and oligarchs and effectively implement other
reforms®?. Some Belarusians who have visited Ukraine in recent years
for tourism or shopping purposes noted that there has been a gradual
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improvement in the fight against corruption”. The number of bribery and
extortion cases declined, and the level of service improved. Belarusians living
in the south of the country, who often cross the border to shop for groceries
in Ukrainian border towns, also noted an improvement in the quality of
roads®9 However, these accomplishments should be seen as a cumulative
effect of the activities of many politicians, rather than achievements of the
new government. At the same time, many Belarusians, including those who
have moved to Ukraine, believe that the Ukrainian state has unresolved
security issues, attributed to the weakness of state institutions®. Comparing
crime rates in both countries, they claim that living in Belarus is much safer®.

Regarding the assessment of the results of the new President and Parliament,
Belarusian media noted isolated successes in the fight against corruption,
the adoption of several important laws, and attempts to enact land market
reforms’™?°", News from the Parliament and the Office of the President are
closely monitored by journalists of the channel "Belsat” (an independent
TV station broadcasting in Belarusian)'®?, often highlighting certain
accomplishments of the new Ukrainian establishment, such as the abolition
of parliamentary immunity'3, an initiative to reduce the number of MPs™*,
protection of whistleblowers™, among others. In one Belsat-produced
piece, journalists compared decentralization in Ukraine and Belarus and
emphasized the fact that Ukrainian communities are more self-sufficient and
financially independent from the center than their Belarusian counterparts'®.
Certain Belarusian analysts criticized the resignation of Oleksiy Honcharuk's
government, noting that such a rapid change of ministers plays into the
hands of those who portray Ukraine as a land of chaos'”. Some journalists
warned that too much power is concentrated in Zelenskyy's hands'é.
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Local press in Belarus has not ignored the unsolved case of Pavlo Sheremet,*?
the Belarusian-born journalist who was killed in a 2016 car bomb attack in
Kyiv.. The opposition community monitors the trial and has criticized the
current results of the investigation as unacceptable™. The media resource
"Belarusian Partisan”, founded by Sheremet, has a special column which
collects news on the investigation into his assassination™. For the most part,
these publications highlight the position of Ukrainian civil society which
demands more evidence and accountability from Ukrainian law enforcement
agencies.

According to experts interviewed within this research, the current capability
of Ukraine to resolve the conflict with Russia, is evaluated at 3.9 points out of
10. Belarusian state media cover the peacekeeping efforts of the new
Ukrainian government in a quite restrained manner, generally without any
statements on the issues that could disrupt Belarusian balancing between
Russia and Ukraine™2. More independent media believe that Zelenskyy lacks a
clear understanding™ of how to resolve the conflict, that he seems to be
testing different approaches, but no strategy can be seen behind it. The
previously expressed willingness of Ukrainian authorities to incorporate the
“"Steinmeier formula" into Ukrainian legislation and their inability to ensure
the withdrawal of troops are sometimes attributed by journalists as mistakes
of the new president®i¥. while not always attributing responsibility to Russia
for aggression against Ukraine. At the same time, these media sources
mention the reboot of the Normandy Format and the return of Ukrainian
sailors from Russian captivity among the accomplishments.

According to the survey conducted, the consistency and

predictability of Ukraine in foreign policy can be rated
at 5.4 points out of 10. The Belarusian expert community
believes that since independence, the Ukrainian state
has had a more or less stable foreign policy strategy™.
Accordingly, its course towards integration into the EU

Ukraine is a pro-Western country,
except for the episode with
Yanukovych.

and NATO is perceived as permanent. As stated by one
expert, "it has always seemed to us that Ukraine is a pro-Western country,
except for the episode with Yanukovych. Besides, Russia has recently pushed
Ukrainians away by military aggression in Donbas so hard, that we should not
expect Ukraine to return to its orbit."" According to an expert, without issuing
judgment on the merits of this choice, many Belarusians see Ukraine as the
"most pro-Western" country in the post-Soviet space®d. The results of the
first year of the new Ukrainian government has not changed this perception,
both because its actions did not contradict Ukraine's European integration and
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because Belarusians realize that this choice is supported by the majority of
Ukrainians. Ukraine's commitment to EU and NATO integration was evaluated
by experts at 5.8 points out of 10.

6. EMBASSY ACTIVITIES AND THE IMPACT OF THE UKRAINIAN
COMMUNITY

Local experts rate the activities of the Ukrainian Embassy at 6.5 points out
of 10. In addition to the Ukrainian Embassy in Minsk, Ukraine also maintains
its Consulate General in Brest and two Honorary Consulates in Grodno and
in Vitebsk as well.

The Embassy of Ukraine is quite active and visible in Belarusian public life™s,
and its activities could be strengthened by focusing on new topics of mutual
interest. For example, environmental issues should be discussed; amber
mining in Ukraine harms Belarusian rivers, and the consequences of the
often ineffective fight against forest fires in Ukraine are evident in Belarus as
well'”. Expert opinions on the Embassy's communication style differ; some
experts believe that the Ukrainian ambassador may criticize Belarusian
authorities too much™®, while others consider his statements, as well as the
activities of the diplomatic mission in general, quite balanced™.

The influence of the Ukrainian community in Belarusian public life was
evaluated at 3.9 points out of 10. Ukrainians are the fourth largest ethnic group
in Belarus (158,723, or 1.67% of the total population)™° ™', 12,000 Ukrainians
residing in Belarus registered to vote in the 2019 presidential elections. In
the first round, most of them voted for Volodymyr Zelenskyy'??. Among
the organizations representing the interests of the Ukrainian diaspora, the
activities of the "Vatra" association of Ukrainians are the most notable. Its
main areas of activity are national and cultural revival of Ukrainians in
Belarus, preservation and development of Ukrainian culture, folk traditions,
language, and historical memory'?. A festival of national cultures is held in
Grodno biannually, and "Vatra" takes part in it, representing Ukraine.

Ukrainian language courses are open in Belarus and attended by both
Ukrainians and Belarusians'®, with teaching provided by volunteers. With

116 Arsen Sivitski, Director, Center for strategic and foreign policy studies, interview dated
12/5/2020

117 Zmicier Mickiewicz, journalist of Belsat TV channel, analyst of Belarus Security Blog, editor of
Varta almanac, interviews dated 28/2/2020 and 7/5/2020

118 Interview with a Belarusian expert on confidentiality terms (26/2/2020)

119 Arsen Sivitski, Director, Center for strategic and foreign policy studies, interview dated
12/5/2020

120 [IpakaxpycrT, tO., BaHHek, J1. (2019, xoBTeHb 16). JeMorpadivHuii nopTpeT ykpaitua binopyci
Ta MOro BiAMIHHICTb BiO nopTpeTy pocisHuHa. Pagio Ceobopma. Retrieved from https:/www.
radiosvoboda.org/a/30219904.html

121 «PoguHa TaM, rae xopouwo». 3eIeHCKMIA 30BET yKpanHLUEB BO3BPaLLATbCA AOMOM. YTo ayMatoT
06 3ToM nepecenerubl?Tut.by. Retrieved from https:/news.tut.by/society/666021.html

122 KaHoupatoB — Uenbid MeTp. YKkpauHubl B MUHCKe BbiBupatoT npesngerTta. (2019, MapT 31).
Naviny.by. Retrieved from https://naviny.by/article/20190331/1554025677-kandidatov-celyy-
metr-ukraincy-v-minske-vybirayut-prezidenta

123 Binopycu Hac MiATPUMYIOTb — rofioBa yKpaiHcbkoi rpomaamn binopyci. (2016, 6epeseHb 17).
Pagio Ceoboga. Retrieved from https:/www.radiosvoboda.org/a/27619641.html

124 Ha KypCbl YKPaUHCKOro a3blka B MuHcKke 3anucanocs 80 yenosek. (2018, okTabpb 22). Hawa
Hisa. https://nn.by/?c=ar&i=217897&lang=ru



UKRAINE'S REGIONAL SOFT POWER. Changes during the presidency of Volodymyr Zelenskyy

the assistance of the Ukrainian embassy, Ukrainian language courses have
been launched at the universities of Minsk and Brest's.

The Ukrainian foreign broadcasting channel UA|TV has been included, since
2009, among the lineups of Belarusian cable networks'?¢. However, only two
experts interviewed were aware of the channel's presence in Belarus. In
2020, this channel stopped broadcasting live. Since then, it broadcasts
archival recordings of the UA|TV and programs of the DOM channel, created
on its platform™,

7. UKRAINIAN BRANDS

Ukraine is an important and reliable economic partner for Belarus. Since 2016,
the trade turnover between the two countries has consistently increased
by 16-20% per annum™®, totalling 5.2 billion USD in 2019"?°. However,
Ukrainian goods are not as popular in Belarus as Belarusian goods are in
Ukraine. Belarusian brands, in particular cosmetics and dairy products, are in
high demand in Ukraine. There are also numerous cases of forgery and even
stylization by Ukrainian manufacturers of their products "to make them look
Belarusian.” In Belarus itself, not all residents have a high opinion of the quality
of local products, thus their popularity among Ukrainians sometimes surprises
Belarusians™®. Bilateral trade issues as well as cooperation in the energy sector
are covered in the Belarusian media mostly positively™. In the past, Ukraine
and Belarus had brief trade conflicts and near-conflict situations™2 ™33,

Ukraine imports more from Belarus than it supplies goods and services to its
neighbor™. This trade imbalance can be explained by the fact that Belarus
is the main supplier of fuels and lubricants to Ukraine. Exports from Ukraine
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to Belarus are slowly increasing within the food, transport, and electronics
industries™s.

In 2018, local manufacturing of the Ukrainian alcohol holding company "Global
Spirits" (vodka brands "Morosha" and “Khortytsia") was launched in Belarus™e.
The products of the brandy brand "Tisa" and sweets by Ukrainian brands "AVK"
and "Roshen" (especially the "Kyiv cake") are also in high demand™. Belarusian
stores also sell "Chumak" ketchups, "Sandora" juices, "Karpatska Lichnytsya"
herbal teas, and beers produced by "Obolon,” "Lvivske," and "Chernihivske"
brands®™®. Due to the fact that in Ukraine, vegetables and fruits ripen earlier,
they are among the first to enter the Belarusian market and are considered by
some Belarusians to be tastier than local products™. Belarusians often travel to
Ukraine for food and medicine supplies, especially drugs that are prescription-
only in Belarus®™¥_ |t is difficult to get vaccinated against chickenpox in Belarus,
so Belarusians sometimes seek this service in Lithuania or Ukraine®¥), Ukrainian
beauty and cosmetology industry events also attract Belarusian specialists™®.

Ukraine is one of the most attractive tourist destinations for Belarusians™. In
2017, 91,234 Belarusians visited Ukraine™? while Russia was visited by half as
many Belarusian citizens during the same period™¥, In summer, Belarusians
most frequently visit the Odesa and Kherson regions and the city of Lviv,
and in winter, travel to the Carpathian Mountains is most popular. Travel
agencies report that Zatoka in the Odesa Region has replaced Crimea as a
popular tourist destination of Belarusians™3. There are also many Belarusians
among the foreign tourists vacationing at the Bukovel ski resort™*. Residents
of Belarus like to visit Ukraine because they feel that Ukrainians are friendly
towards them™S, while also appreciating the quality and variety of Ukrainian
restaurants,

Among some Belarusians working in political analysis, Ukraine, especially
after 2014, is considered an attractive place to work, as "unlike Belarus and
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Russia, politics exists in the Ukrainian state."™¢ For professionals involved in
political issues, Ukraine is the most promising country in the post-Soviet
space®d A similar process is observed in the non-governmental sector. Be-
larusians pushing for social change, who are unable to do so in Belarus due
to restrictions on the activities of international organizations often find em-
ployment in Ukrainian non-governmental organizations (NGOs), however
this trend has declined recently™. Among the opportunities that attract
Belarusian professionals are also those in media and journalism, as Ukrainian
media is larger and freer than in Belarus™®. Furthermore, Belarusians in cre-
ative professions sometimes choose Ukraine as their place of residence, as
they believe that they will be able to fulfil their potential better there than
in Belarus™®.

While many Ukrainian engineers and IT specialists
moved to Belarus following the start of Russian
aggression in Donbas, today some of these
professionals are returning to Ukraine™®°.

Belarusians in creative professions
sometimes choose Ukraine as their
place of residence, as they believe
that they will be able to fulfil their
potential better there than in Belarus.
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The openness of the 2019 Ukrainian elections, the election of an outsider
politician as president, and the opportunity for new political forces to enter
Parliament were seen by many Georgians as proof of Ukraine's healthy
democratic process. Hopes for more effective reforms in the country, including
anti-corruption measures, were linked to the new political establishment. At the
same time, there was a concern in Georgian society that the new president
would resort to an unacceptably lenient policy toward Russia and would cede
state interests in favor of the Russian government.
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1. UKRAINE AFTER THE REVOLUTION:
THE DEMAND FOR REFORMS AND RUSSIAN AGGRESSION

According to Freedom House, Georgia, as well as Ukraine’, is a "partially free
country."? Both countries are considered states with a transitional/hybrid
political system?®:. According to opinion polls from 2015, Ukraine (9% support) ,
along with the United States (21% support) and Azerbaijan (7% support), is
consistently among the top three states in the world which Georgians consider
friendliest towards their country®. The majority (37%) of Georgians who
consider Ukraine "Georgia's number one friend" are aged 18 to 35¢. Ukrainians
demonstrate reciprocal sympathies for the Georgian people: almost 82% of
Ukrainians have a positive attitude towards Georgia’.

Georgian media covered the 2014 Ukrainian Revolution

of Dignity closely. Politicians, activists, and experts

Georgian experts hoped openly that  expressed their support for Ukrainian civil society. This
Ukraine would become an engine audience believed that the goals of the Ukrainian

to accelerate European integration Revolution were to introduce radical reforms and ensure
processes in Georgia itself. the country's integration in the European Union?. Ukraine's
determination in the foreign policy course, brought

by the Revolution, was generally welcomed in
Georgia. Ukrainians' European integration aspirations were regarded in the
context of the national liberation movement, as an attempt to rid Ukraine of
Russia's influence on its domestic and foreign policies. A Georgian journalist
visiting Kyiv during the Maidan wrote that due to its geographical location,
Ukraine should understand the benefits and disadvantages of possible EU
integration better than Georgia™®. Given that in 2014, the attention of Western
countries was focused closely on Ukrainian events, certain Georgian experts
hoped openly that Ukraine would become an engine to accelerate European
integration processes in Georgia itself °. The expert community also hoped that
Ukraine would intensify its efforts to integrate into NATO. Many Georgians read
Russia's aggression in Donbas as an attempt to destabilize Ukraine's European
integration and Euro-Atlantic course, in much the same way that the Russian
authorities tried in Georgia in 2008™.
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During the Russian-Georgian war, Ukraine sided with, and actively supported
Georgia". In 2014, Tbilisi's official position on the annexation of Crimea and
Russia's occupation of Donbas was quite restrained due to its “policy of
dialogue with Moscow," relevant in Georgia at that moment™. However at
the same time, Georgians held rallies in support of Ukraine, sent humanitarian
aid®, and some even joined the fighting in Donbas in support of
Ukraine™. Georgian experts argued that the Russian attack on Ukraine
became possible due to the insufficiently decisive reaction of Western
states, including NATO members, to the Russian invasion of Georgia in
2008". Experts also noted that the West responded to Russian aggression
in Ukraine more adequately than to Russia's occupation of a part of Georgian
territory™.

The results of interviews with Georgian experts, as
well as the monitoring of Georgian news and analytical
materials, suggestthat Ukrainian political events are often
perceived in Georgia through the prism of security. This
is not surprising, given the similarities between the two
countries' recent conflicts with Russia”. "A significant

“If they [Ukraine] survive this crisis,
the future will be possible for all
countries in the region that share a
border with Russia.”

part of society, especially people with at least a minimal
interest in politics, expressed a high degree of solidarity
with Ukraine in the context of its conflict with Russia."® The solidarity of the
Georgian society with Ukrainians can be traced in sociological data: while
in November 2013, only 36% of Georgians considered Russia to be a hostile
country, in 2014, after the annexation of Crimea, this figure increased to
almost 50%". Moreover, by 2014, 46% of Georgian citizens preferred their
country officially support Ukraine more vocally®¥, After their own defeat in
the war with Russia, some Georgians hoped that Ukraine would be able to
repel the occupying forces. In 2014, Irakli Alasania, then Georgia's Defense
Minister, said: "If they [Ukraine] survive this crisis, the future will be possible
for all countries in the region that share a border with Russia."?°
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The Mikheil Saakashvili factor can be considered a certain driver influencing
Ukrainian-Georgian relations. Thbilisi's official attitude toward Ukraine changes
depending on how he — the former Georgian president turned controversial
Ukrainian political actor — is received by the Ukrainian authorities?. The
position of the Georgian government, in the end, also affects the perception
of Ukraine by Georgian residents??. While in 2017, amidst the beginning of
the warming of official relations between the two countries, Ukraine was
considered a “friend" by 7% of Georgians?3, two years later, the share of citizens
who supported this opinion has increased to 10%24. In addition to Saakashvili's
temporary expulsion from the Ukrainian political process, Ukrainian-Georgian
relations might have been affected by Russia's more aggressive policy towards
Abkhazia and South Ossetia and the trade of these unrecognized republics
with the “L/DPR."?®> Common security challenges with Ukrainians help many
Georgians better understand what is happening in Ukraine and increase the
level of support for Ukrainians in Georgia®.

Ukrainian reforms were perceived by some Georgian politicians as among
the most important measures for strengthening national security?. Georgians
had additional interest in the Ukrainian reform agenda due to the "export”
of reformers from Georgia to Ukraine during the first years of Petro
Poroshenko's presidency?®. Despite the fact that Georgians' attitudes toward
those reformers are polarized?”, Georgian journalists closely followed the
attempts of their Ukrainian counterparts to recreate the "Georgian miracle”
on Ukrainian soil. Saakashvili's relations with Ukrainian authorities have lasted
longer than other Georgian reformers' cooperation with Ukraine. Through his
case, Georgians have also had access to information about events in Ukraine:
"Misha's personal path in Ukraine and the questions he raises shed harsh light
on the complex process that is going on in the country. After all, is it possible
to overthrow the oligarchy? And if so, then how?"3°

In the first years after the victory of the Revolution of Dignity, Georgians
continued to follow reforms in Ukraine, but later, this interest diminished>'.
While Georgia and Ukraine may face similar problems, Georgians have not
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been very interested even in their domestic political agenda in recent years32.
The lack of awareness among Georgians of Ukrainian reforms can also be
explained by insufficient media coverage of Ukrainian events®. In general,
many in Georgia perceive that reforms in Ukraine have lost traction®,

2. UKRAINIAN PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS OF 2019:
REFORMS AND SECURITY

Georgian citizens who monitored Ukraine's presidential election could do
so for two reasons. First, Volodymyr Zelenskyy was not not from the
professional political class, and it was interesting to watch the fate of this
"outsider."3* Certain experts linked the emergence of a non-systemic
candidate to the fact that Ukrainian society grew tired of the country's
ineffective fight against corruption, in doing so entrusting the fate of the
country to a person without any political expertise3*3. Some Ukrainian
residents of Georgia who voted in the presidential election hoped that
Zelenskyy, as a person with no political baggage of his own, could improve
the situation in Ukraine¥. Second, many Georgians continue to follow
Mikheil Saakashvili's political career, and his fate — and to some extent the
fate of Georgian-Ukrainian relations — was dependant on the new Ukrainian
President. After Zelenskyy promised to allow for Saakashvili's return to
Ukraine, the level of interest in Ukrainian elections increased?.

Volodymyr Zelenskyy's participation in the presidential
election was welcomed by many Georgians, as his

candidacy was seen as "new political blood, a young and
motivated person, a representative of a new generation
of politicians."”** The attention paid to Zelenskyy grew
into interest in other candidates and the course of
the Ukrainian election process in general. In Georgian

In Georgian society, the debates
between Ukrainian presidential
candidates, political competition, and
the very nature of transfer of power
were often perceived as evidence of
the democratic nature of changes in

society, the debates between Ukrainian presidential

. . . kraine.
candidates, political competition, and the very nature Ukraine

of transfer of power were often perceived as evidence
of the democratic changes in Ukraine*°. Local politicians
used Zelenskyy's case to draw parallels with Georgian events. For example,
the leaders of the "United National Movement" party believed that the defeat
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of the "Ukrainian oligarchy"” would give strength to the Georgian opposition
to fight the local one*. The attitude of the "Georgian Dream" party towards
Zelenskyy was "neutral and friendly"? and "normal.” “Finally, Ukraine does
not need a revolution to change the government. Ukrainians have renewed
the power (the President and the Parliament) in a civilized way, as Europeans
should®id),

According to a street poll conducted by Georgian journalists, many Georgians
believed that the Ukrainian elections were free and fair, as the previous
government did not use administrative resources and did not prevent
new politicians from trying their hand at governance*:. While reflecting
on the alternation of power in Ukraine and comparing it to the process of
renewing the political establishment in Georgia, a Georgian expert argued
that Ukrainian elections are freer. However, this phenomenon is not due to
Ukrainian democracy, but to a "polyoligarchic" system that allows a certain
level of freedom through the competition of different oligarchic interests*s. The
noticeable influence of the oligarchs on politics is a common phenomenon
for both Ukraine and Georgia*. In this context, the concern expressed in the
Georgian expert community about the possible influence of oligarch Igor
Kolomoisky on Volodymyr Zelenskyy is understandable: "Zelenskyy's team is
quite heterogeneous, there are different groups of influence. Can the Ukrainian
President be considered independent?"¥” According to former member of
Saakashvili's reform team Khatia Dekanoidze, as spoken to the "Echo of the
Caucasus," before Zelenskyy's victory, most people in Ukrainian politics had
been there since the 1990s and had a corresponding background*®. The coming
of a non-professional politician to power can be considered a democratic
phenomenon. However, will he be able to work effectively within the system
that was formed before his presidency and reform it?¢bid

Georgian analysts did not expect Zelenskyy to significantly change Ukraine's
pro-Western course”. Some analysts believed that Zelenskyy's approach to
talks with Russia on Donbas could be too soft and indecisive®. At the same time,
other experts expressed the opinion that Ukraine has chosen a clear course
towards the EU and NATO, and therefore no critical concessions from Zelenskyy
in his talks with Russia should be feared®. Representatives of the "Georgian
Dream" party also shared the view on the permanence of Ukraine's foreign
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policy course®2. While analyzing the statements of Zelenskyy and his entourage,
some Georgian media wrote that the new Ukrainian President positions himself
as a supporter of Ukraine's European integration and Euro-Atlantic aspirations
and realizes that without the assistance of the West, reclaiming and restoring
Donbas will be an impossible task>s.

In the context of Ukraine's foreign policy course, Georgian experts mentioned
once again the Ukrainian "polyoligarchic” system: "Is Ukraine's choice
irreversible? Unfortunately, this may depend on how beneficial Ukraine's
partnership with the West is for Ukrainian oligarchs. How effectively Russia
will advance its interests, including through Ukrainian oligarchs, will also
affect Ukraine's European future."5* Ukraine's resistance to Russian aggression
and the ability of the Ukrainian state to implement reforms continue to be
perceived by some experts as factors able to strengthen the security of the
country®.

Pro-Russian narratives did not have a significant impact
on the image of the Ukrainian elections in Georgia. In
2019, Russia was perceived as a political threat by 79%
of Georgians, while 57% considered it an economic
threat®. Only 6% of Georgians use Russian media as a news
source¥, while the vast majority of the population reads
and watches Georgian media. And although there exist
outlets which promote the Russian agenda, the Kremlin's

Ukraine's resistance to Russian
aggression and the ability of the
Ukrainian state to implement reforms
continue to be perceived by some
experts as factors able to strengthen
the security of the country.

information influence in Georgia is only rated at 53 points
out of 100, Russian and pro-Russian Georgian media
generally reflected the Russian authorities' expectations associated with
the changes in the Office of the Ukrainian President. The image of Volodymyr
Zelenskyy as a peaceful antithesis of "nationalist” Petro Poroshenko was a popular
theme across these media sources®®. Describing the presidential election, such
outlets wrote about Ukrainian politics as something caricatured or provincial
("the elections on a farm near Dykanka"), something that does not reach the
level of “civility" of Russian political lifeltid,

The Ukrainian parliamentary elections were covered by the Georgian media
less than the presidential campaign, and most Georgians were much less
informed about these events. The parliamentary elections were perceived as
a continuation of Zelenskyy's victory, as it was his party, “The Servant of the
People" ("Sluha Narodu", SN), that managed to win a majority of seats in the
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Verkhovna Rada®. Some Georgian media considered this election unique due to
the fact that the Ukrainian parliament underwent a significant renewal through
the victory of completely new parties ("The Voice" (Holos) and the SN)°. It was
widely believed among Georgian politicians that after the election of so many
new faces to Parliament, Zelenskyy would have an unprecedented mandate to
implement reforms rapidly: "This is a serious opportunity to radically change
the country, but it should be done immediately after the election, while public
confidence in the government is high, and Ukrainians are still ready to tolerate
the reform measures that are not always pleasant."*’

Could the Ukrainian presidential election become a lesson for the Georgian
society? Some Georgian experts share the opinion thatin this context, parallels
between Ukraine and Georgia may not be entirely appropriate. Despite the
dissatisfaction with the current government®?, many Georgians, including
young people, consider politics a "dirty business,” which does not contribute
to the emergence of new and non-systemic leaders®>. Moreover, unlike
Ukraine, Georgia's political system is centralized and controls most state
structures®s. This situation hampers the activities of non-systemic politicians
and makes the emergence of a "Georgian Macron" or a "Georgian Zelenskyy"
seem unlikely at present®®.

3. PERCEPTION OF UKRAINE THROUGH CULTURE

Probably due to the fact that Ukrainian mass culture is not very well known in
Georgia (4.6 points out of 10, one of the lowest indicators in comparison with
other countries covered by this research), Volodymyr Zelenskyy was perceived
by Georgians primarily as an extraordinary politician, not as an artist®. The
"Servant of the People" TV series did not gain much popularity in Georgia, thus
Zelenskyy's campaign was read by many Georgians primarily as a story of the
election of an ordinary person as the Ukrainian president, and not through the
image of his onscreen persona, Holoborodko. When providing the background
of the future Ukrainian President to their readers, local media usually explained
that Volodymyr Zelenskyy is popular in Ukraine®” and Russia%® as an actor and a
producer of the "Kvartal 95" show.
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Regarding Ukrainian mass culture in general, experts noted a paradox. Despite
the perception of Russia as an unfriendly country, Georgians do not refuse
to consume Russian mass culture and Russian performers regularly visit
Georgia with their tours and shows®?. Ukrainian cultural figures, however, are
not as frequent visitors to Georgia. While Georgian cultural events are held
regularly in Ukraine, often with the support of the Embassy of Georgia, similar
events initiated by representatives of the Ukrainian community occur much
less frequently in Georgian cities™.

An artist who partipated in Georgia's submission to the Venice Biennale in
2015 noted the lack of Ukrainian cultural products in the Georgian state”’. Most
Georgians know little of Ukrainian popular culture or about contemporary
Ukrainian art. However, demand for Ukrainian cultural products still exists
in Georgia®™9, Among the domains of Ukrainian culture that are known in
Georgia, cinema is particularly important. In 2018, screenings of Ukrainian films
were hosted in Thilisi and received positive feedback from the audience’. This
festival presented the film “"Cyborgs" by Ahtem Seitablayev and the works of
the winners of the Odesa International Film Festival.

4. PERCEPTION OF THE PERFORMANCE
OF THE UKRAINIAN AUTHORITIES

Ukrainian news still does not attract much attention from the Georgian media,
and this contributes to a lack of awareness in Georgia about politics in
Ukraine”. The extraordinary nature of Ukraine's presidential and parliamentary
elections did not especially motivate Georgian interest in the new Ukrainian
government's platform and reform promises. Recently, Georgians' attention
has shifted to domestic political events in advance of its parliamentary
elections scheduled for autumn 202075,

At the beginning of his presidency, during a meeting
with  Georgian President Salome  Zourabichvili,  ykraine continues to be perceived
Volodymyr Zelenskyy affirmed the importance of 553 corrupt country, as its new

eradicating corruption for the Ukrainian government  government has yet to demonstrate
and noted that he considers Georgia a role model in  sjgnificant accomplishments in the

this fight. However, according to Georgian experts  fight against corruption.
interviewed, Ukraine continues to be perceived as a
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corrupt country, as its new government has yet to demonstrate significant
accomplishments in the fight against corruption.

Experts from other post-Soviet countries sometimes compared the Ukrainian
President to Georgia's own ex-President: "He broke the old format. Just
like Saakashvili once did."””” This comparison is not widespread in the
Georgian media discourse, however, and local experts agree that it is not
entirely relevant. These politicians might be similar in spirit, but they work
differently: “"Saakashvili was much more energetic and was able to suppress
corruption in a few months."”? Despite the inapt comparison of Saakashvili
and Zelenskyy, some Georgians still expected the Ukrainian President to
be livelier and more radical as a reformer”, i.e. to demonstrate feautures
that were rather inherent to the former Georgian head of state®°. Even
while realizing that Saakashvili and Zelenskyy are different, some Georgian
supporters of Saakashvili would still prefer to see Ukraine repeat their
success story and reboot the system rapidly.

Quantitative surveys conducted within this research measured Ukraine's
ability among Georgians to facilitate the resolution of the conflict in Donbas at
6.5 points on a ten-point scale. Experts believe that the Ukrainian authorities
are expending effort to resolve the conflict, but Russia's actions significantly
hamper their ability to resolve the Donbas issue®. A representative of the
"Georgian Dream" party believes that Ukrainians and Georgians should
cooperate more actively on security issues: "We must say together, clearly and
loudly, who exactly occupied our lands."®2 He adds that in regards to Donbas,
the Ukrainian President should look for opportunities to reach an agreement
with Putin while avoiding any "red lines."

Georgian and Ukrainian servicemen regularly take part in joint military
trainings®. Notably, in 2019, the Ukrainian military participated in a
multinational exercise held in Georgia aiming to strengthen security in the
Black Sea region®. As the Ukrainian military has more practical wartime
experience, their expertise could be in demand during further exercises,
where Ukrainians could act not only as participants but also as coaches for
their Georgian colleagues.
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Except for reports of a meeting between Volodymyr
Zelenskyy and Vladimir Putin® and news about the Experts believe that the Ukrainian
“"Steinmeier formula,"® Georgian journalists have authorities are expending effort to

recently paid little attention to the peace building resolve the conflict. but Russia's
]
process in Donbas and the role of the new Ukrainian actions significantly hamper their

government in it. Georgian society welcomed the news ability to resolve the Donbas issue.
of the mutual release of prisoners between Ukraine and

Russia. Some Georgians see this humanitarian move as an
accomplishment by Zelenskyy in the context of security
policy®.

The renewal of political power in Ukraine did not create the feeling in Georgia
that Ukraine's foreign policy had undergone significant changes. Ukraine's
adherence to its European and Euro-Atlantic course is rated by experts at 7.5
points out of 10. The Ukrainian state's ability to be a consistent and predictable
partner in foreign policy is rated almost as highly (7.9 points out of 10). “Travel
and personal contacts between the two peoples have contributed to the fact
that Ukraine is often considered a reliable partner in Georgia."®® Some Georgians
believe that Ukraine should owe the preservation of its foreign policy orientation
not to specific individuals in politics, but to the choice made by Ukrainians in
2014%. Georgian experts believe that Ukraine remains a pro-Western country
because the European Union and the United States help keep the Ukrainian
state from returning under Russian influence®. Some young Georgians share the
opinion that Ukraine is currently more oriented towards the West than Georgia
is”’. However, local analysts do not rule out that in the absence of significant
reform progress, Ukrainians' support for European integration and Euro-Atlantic
processes may decline.

In the year since the election Ukraine's new president, Georgian media have
reported that Zelenskyy's actions fit perfectly into Ukraine's foreign policy
paradigm and did not change it. The scandal surrounding the impeachment
of Donald Trump was also covered?, depicted primarily as the US President
pressuring Zelenskyy in order to increase his own chances in the next
election”. Most Georgian media covered Zelenskyy neutrally in this scandal; the
Ukrainian President was portrayed as a politician who inadvertently became
involved in the domestic affairs of another state®.
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Georgian media covered Ukraine's newly-elected Parliament mainly in
connection with its legislative activity, providing brief information about the
adopted laws®®.

Ukraine became a story in Georgia again in Spring 2020, when Mikheil Saakashvili
was appointed Chairman of the Executive Committee of the National Reform
Council under the President of Ukraine. The Georgian Government, where
the majority is represented by Saakashvili's political opponents ("Georgian
Dream"), responded by recalling the Georgian Ambassador from Ukraine
for consultations?. There was no talk of severing diplomatic relations, but
many politicians (and not only from the ruling party) perceived Saakashvili's
appointment as an unfriendly gesture on Ukraine's part”. There are also
alternative readings of this gesture: even within the "Georgian Dream" party,
there are politicians who believe that Ukraine should decide for itself who to
appoint to public offices, and therefore "the decision of the Georgian Foreign
Ministry to recall the Ambassador was rather technical than political.”?® On
the other hand, for the opposition, including members and supporters of the
"United National Movement," Saakashvili's return to Ukrainian politics was
an opportunity to point out that the current Georgian government is not an
authority for Kyiv?. After Saakashvili's appointment, the Ukrainian government's
communication style with its Georgian counterparts was viewed as derogatory
rather than constructive®<, While Thilisi's official reaction to the appointment
of Saakashvili by Zelenskyy was sharper than it was in 2015, when Saakashvili
was appointed governor of Odesa region, this time the news from Ukraine did
not resonate widely in the Georgian society. Domestic events have turned out
to be more important for Georgians at the moment, and Saakashvili's issue lost
its novelty and urgency'®°.

5. ACTIVITIES OF THE EMBASSY AND THE IMPACT OF THE
UKRAINIAN COMMUNITY

According to the quantitative survey results, the activities of the Embassy of
Ukraine in Georgia were evaluated at 7 points out of 10, while the influence of
the Ukrainian community in Georgia was rated 4.3 points out of 10.

Most of the experts interviewed believe that the activities of the Ukrainian
Embassy could be enhanced through additional events in the field of business,
culture, and civic initiatives. The Ukrainian embassy in Tbilisi regularly expresses
support for Georgia's position on Russian-occupied territories of South Ossetia
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and Abkhazia, publishes statements against "borderization," and hosts
documentary screenings and exhibitions on the Donbas war and the conflict
in Georgia©?. As part of cooperation with Georgian authorities, the Ukrainian
Embassy organized free vacations for children from Donbas to Georgian
recreational facilities.

Regarding the Ukrainian diaspora, respondents noted that they were aware
of cases when Georgian activists supported Ukrainian protests, but they had
heard much less about actions of solidarity of the Ukrainian community with
their Georgian compatriots'®. According to 2015 data, 7,000 Ukrainians live in
Georgia™. One of the oldest organizations representing the interests of the
Ukrainian diaspora is the Association of Ukrainian Residents of Georgia'; its
activities are dedicated to cultural and educational events, organization of
Ukrainian language courses and Sunday school, etc. Ukrainian language and
literature are studied at Thbilisi and Sukhumi state universities'®'%”. Georgian
language and literature are taught at the Kyiv Cultural and Educational Center
“Iberia."™®

The Ukrainian foreign broadcasting channel UA|TV has been included in the main
TV channel package of a popular Georgian internet provider'®, but none of the
experts interviewed referred to this resource as a source of proper information
about events in Ukraine.

6. UKRAINIAN BRANDS

Recognition of Ukrainian products in Georgia is evaluated at 7.8 points out of 10.
Among the popular Ukrainian brands, experts mentioned dairy products, sweets
(especially "Roshen"), juices, vodka, and construction materials (wood and
doors). There are also Ukrainian restaurants in Georgia. The purchase of Ukrainian
"Bohdan" buses by the Thilisi City Hall deserves special attention. While the
brand itself is perceived neutrally or positively, the technical state of the fleet,
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which has not been renewed for many years by the authorities, can irritate the
city residents and affect perceptions of the brand"°.

In 2019, the trade turnover between Ukraine and Georgia amounted to 573
million USD (-7% compared to 2018)"". Exports of Ukrainian goods to Georgia
amounted to 392 million USD (-20% compared to 2018), imports — 182 million
USD (+36% compared to 2018). Ukraine supplies more to Georgia than it imports
(the trade surplus reached 210 million USD). The share of Georgian goods in
the total volume of Ukrainian exports was 0.8%; for imports, the respective
figure was 0.3%®¥_ The tourist flow to Georgia from Ukraine increased from 169
thousand Ukrainian tourists in 2018 to 200 thousand in 20192,
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S. UKRAINE'S SOFT POWER IN MOLDOVA:
A REFLECTION OF MOLDOVAN HOPES FOR CHANGE
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Among the countries researched, Ukraine's soft power scored highest in
Moldova. This can be explained by a combination of factors; first, both countries
have already declared their intentions to integrate into the European Union and
have signed the relevant Association Agreements with the E U. Second, Ukraine
and Moldova are neighbors with a common border 1,222 km in length hosting
similar hybrid conflicts on their territory as well. Third, between 2014 and 2019,
Ukrainian-Moldovan relations have become quite constructive, seen particularly
in improved cooperation resolving the Transnistrian conflict'.

It is noteworthy, however, that Ukraine's relatively high soft power in Moldova,
based on the data from a survey of experts differs from the perception of Ukraine
by ordinary Moldovans. Among the latter, 51% consider relations between
Ukraine and Moldova good, while only 15% see Ukraine as a political partner and
18% as an economic partner?.

Almost 40% of Moldovans perceived the Ukrainian Revolution of 2014 as a
demonstration of public demand for change and a manifestation of Ukraine's
vibrant democracy. Newly elected politicians were expected to implement
reforms, particularly in the fight against corruption.

Ukraine's 2019 presidential and parliamentary elections of 2019 were perceived
by many Moldovans as another attempt by Ukrainians to restart their political
system and replace the government that failed to fight corruption with new
politicians from outside of the system.

1 LleHTp «Hosa €spona». (2016). BeTniit O. AyauT 30BHIWHLOI NoNiTUKM: YKpaiHa-Mongosa.
Retrieved from http://neweurope.org.uva/wp-content/uploads,/2017/10/Audyt-zovnishnoyi-
polityky_Ukr_Moldova_ukr_inet.pdf

2 International Republican Institute. (2019) .Public Opinion Survey. Residents of Moldova.
November 16 — December 8, 2019. Retrieved from https:/www.iri.org/sites/default/files/
iri_poll_-_december_2019_for_publishing.pdf
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1. UKRAINE AFTER THE REVOLUTION:
UKRAINIANS AHEAD OF MOLDOVANS

According to Freedom House, Moldova is a "partially free country” with a
transitional/hybrid political system*. In 2014, 66% of Moldovans considered
relations between Ukraine and Moldova "good," while 50% saw relations with
Russia as friendly®.

At the onset of Russian aggression in Crimea, then Prime Minister of Moldova
lurie Leanca paid a working visit to Kyiv, which was interpreted in the Ukrainian
capital as a timely show of support for Ukraine and specifically for its aspirations
to integrate into the European Union that were one of manifestations of the
2014 Revolutioné. Moldovan attitudes towards the events of 2014 in Ukraine were
varied. In 2014, 38% of Moldovans approved of the overthrow of the Yanukovych
regime, but 20% did not support the idea’. Nearly half of Moldova's population
(46%) condemned Russia's annexation of Crimea, while 29% viewed this event
positively. The Ukrainian events of 2014 reinvigorated the concept of the "Russkiy
Mir / Russian world" in Moldova, which was promoted through local media and
organizations®. Moldovan supporters of this idea viewed Ukraine's European and
Euro-Atlantic integration in a negative light.

Ukrainians are the largest ethnic group in Moldova (6.6% in 2014% 181,035')
after Molodovans. A large majority of Ukrainians in Moldova reacted negatively
to Maidan and tended to support pro-Russian positions™"2. Some Ukrainians
living in Moldova believe that one of the reasons for this situation is Ukraine's
insufficient efforts interacting with and engaging its diaspora®. In the
2014 extraordinary presidential election, Petro Poroshenko and Serhiy Tihipko,
who both have some ties to Moldova, won the most votes among ethnic
Ukrainians living in the Republic of Moldova'™.
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org/country/moldova/freedom-world /2020
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Until 2014, Moldova was regarded as leading Ukraine in the context of civil and
political rights, as well as European integration progress™. Later, the momentum
generated by Maidan turned the Ukrainian state into a regional leader in the
eyes of pro-European Moldovans®®. The Ukrainian Revolution, committing
Ukraine's course toward EU integration, sparked the expectations of democratic
reforms in this audience, including concrete steps towards de-oligarchization
and intensifying the fight against corruption. Since Maidan, Moldovan analysts
have been closely following developments in Ukraine noting some of Ukraine's
accomplishments, such as its introduction of an electronic public procurement
system, Prozorro”. Analysts also note the effectiveness of civil society to push
back on the state: “There is a feeling that democracy is working in Ukraine, and
that this country is currently ahead of Moldova, where mechanisms that resist
change are often triggered."®

The average Moldovan is not well informed about political
events in Ukraine. Experts believe that local media lack
proper coverage of Ukrainian events”. However, news
about Ukraine's fight against corruption was covered
quite actively?® in local media, as this topic is relevant
to the concerns of Moldovan citizens. In 2014, 25% of

The momentum generated by Maidan
turned the Ukrainian state into a
regional leader in the eyes of pro-
European Moldovans.

Moldovans considered corruption their country's most
important problem?, and in 2016, this figure reached
39%22. The scope of this problem became much more difficult to ignore for
a larger part of the population, when in 2015, 1 billion USD disappeared from
Moldovan banks, and in 2019, it was discovered that the ultimate beneficiary of
this theft was Moldovan oligarch Vlad Plahotniuc?.

Overall, anti-corruption activities in Ukraine were perceived by many
Moldovans as unsuccessful. Among Moldovans, Petro Poroshenko bore most of
the blame?:. His alleged involvement in corruption schemes has repeatedly
become the subject of investigative journalism in Moldova?®. It is noteworthy that
Moldovan journalists sometimes refer to the experience of Ukrainian colleagues
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as an example to follow: "In Ukraine, investigative journalists do not compromise
with any politicians, neither from the government nor from the opposition."2¢

Almost half of Moldovan citizens follow Russian media and tend to see images of
Ukraine and Ukrainian reforms presented in a biased light?. Russian propaganda
aims, in particular, to discourage Moldovans from traveling to Ukraine because
of "Russophobia, environmental and military risks, and intimidating border
guards."?® Meanwhile, among foreign nationalities, Moldovans rank first in terms
of the number of total visits to Ukraine?.

Regarding the negotiated settlement of Donbas, many Moldovans felt (and
still feel) insulted by Ukraine because of its neutral position on Transnistria until
2014%°, The beginning of Russian aggression in Ukraine was perceived by this
audience as retribution to the Ukrainian authorities for flirting with Russia in the
past and insufficient support for Moldova's territorial integrity at a time when it was
needed?®. Since 2014, Ukraine has acted more constructively in the Transnistrian
conflict resolution process® and has taken a number of steps welcomed by
Moldovan authorities®. Ukraine's more serious attitude to the Transnistrian issue
as well as the alleged partnership between Petro Poroshenko and Moldovan
oligarch Vlad Plahotniuc®*, who has held outsized political influence in Moldova
for years®®, also contributed to the warming of Ukrainian-Moldovan relations.

It is notable that in the midst of improved official bilateral relations3¢, the number
of Moldovan citizens who considered relations "good" decreased: the respective
figure was 66% in 2014, 49% in 2015, 56% in 2017%%, 54% in 2018%*, and 51% in
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2019%°. Although communication between the two countries has increased over
the Transnistrian conflict, this issue is more important to the authorities than to
the citizens of Moldova who consider the Transnistrian issue not even among the
most important 15 priorities for Moldovans. Meanwhile, as of March 2020, 56% of
Ukrainians described their attitude towards Moldovans as "good."

Regarding the Donbas conflict, Moldovan society does not
demonstrate a common understanding of the causes of
the war in Eastern Ukraine. On one hand, the popularity of
Russian narratives may explain this*?; while many of a more
informed public (mostly the middle class)* tend to support
Ukraine more often. This audience sees similarities in the
origins of conflicts in Donbas and Transnistria, and with

More informed public sees similarities
in the origins of conflicts in Donbas
and Transnistria, and with this
context can better evaluate Ukraine's
peacekeeping efforts.

this context can better evaluate Ukraine's peacekeeping
efforts . Furthermore, the events in Donbas do not attract
much Moldovan media attention, so updates on the status of fighting and
negotiations are not well covered®¥, The Moldovan expert community has
noted the increased capacity of the Ukrainian army due to the need to defend
its territory from Russian aggression®® and that Ukrainians are able to unite in
the event of serious threats*:.

Ukraine is often perceived by many Moldovans as a country which seeks
to impose its agenda on Moldova, to be a mentor in relations rather than an
equal partner®. “Sometimes, the Ukrainian authorities can behave like Russia,
insisting on their own way."*¢ Despite the concerns of Moldovan (and Ukrainian)
environmentalists and contrary to some of its own agreements with the Moldovan
government, Ukraine has not stopped building new hydroelectric power plants
on the Dniester River, which flows into Moldova*. The unwavering position of the
Ukrainian authorities on this issue is perceived by some Moldovans as ignoring
their interests, which significantly undermines the effectiveness of Ukrainian soft
power in Moldova.

Ukrainian relations with Moldova are expected by Moldovans to be characterized
by a more neighborly, friendly attitude, without abusing its size and
capabilities*®. This could be facilitated dialogue at the expert level from both
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countries on joint water resource management*’. Moreover, there is an opinion
among many analysts that Ukraine should recognize the unconstructiveness
of its attitude to the problem of separatism in Moldova pre-2014, for example,
by making an official statement on the issue®. This recognition would mitigate
any remaining feelings of insult among Moldovans and help Ukraine distance
itself from an image it sometimes carries as the "second Russia,” as admitting
mistakes and apologizing is not seen as typical of the Russian Federation.

At the same time, neighboring Ukraine contributes to
“In 2014, when Ukrainian citizens  an improved security situation in Moldova. Ukrainian
stood up in defense of their country, territory, separating Moldova from Russia physically

they also protected us, the Republic deters any possible efforts by Russia to gain full
of Moldova.” For if the so-called control of the Moldovan state. "In 2014, when Ukrainian

“Novorossiya" (“New Russia") citizens stood up in defense of their country, they also
project (which also covered Odesa protected us, the Republic of Moldova. For if the so-
region) succeeded, it would come called "Novorossiya" ("New Russia") project (which also

down to us.” covered Odesa region) succeeded, it would come down
to us."S" Ukraine's role as a driver of European integration

processes for Eastern Partnership countries is also
important for Moldova®2. The expert community expects that the Ukrainian
state will continue supporting Moldova, deepening sectoral cooperation with
European countries. In the energy sector, Ukraine is also considered a reliable
partner that provides the opportunity to import European natural gas through
the Ukrainian Natural Gas Transit System (NGTS) and offers support in natural
gas storage.

2. UKRAINIAN PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS OF 2019:
AN EXAMPLE THAT CAN INSPIRE

The 2019 presidential and parliamentary elections attracted the attention of
many Moldovans, primarily due to the protest nature of Ukrainian
voting. Ukrainians' frustration with the incumbent Poroshenko's policies, which
contributed to Volodymyr Zelenskyy's victory, was understandable to Moldovans
because of their own dissatisfaction with the regime established in Moldova by
oligarch and Poroshenko ally Vlad Plahotniuc®. In early 2019, 71% of Moldovans
described their attitude to Plahotniuc as "bad." In spring of the same year, an
investigation revealed a scheme of illegal scrap metal trade between Ukraine
and the Moldovan Metallurgical Plant (MMZ) through a company associated
with Plahotniuc, and also established that later, Petro Poroshenko facilitated the
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lifting of sanctions against this plant®. This news, tying the Ukrainian leader to a
locally disliked oligarch, intensified the negative attitude towards Poroshenko
among many Moldovans.

Amid the prolonged Moldovan political crisis of 2019

that provoked Plahotniuc's flight abroad, demand for a
change of approaches and faces in Moldovan politics has
increased*®. Many Moldovans viewed the elections in
Ukraine as an example that could inspire change in
their own country as well. The election of Zelenskyy as
President had an almost sensational effect in Moldova,

Many Moldovans viewed the elections
in Ukraine as an example that could
inspire change in their own country as
well.

as a newcomer to politics was able to overcome the

political heavyweight Poroshenko "and deprive an oligarch of power through
elections.”” The Moldovan expert community perceived the election of a
non-systemic politician with no corrupt past as a confirmation of Ukraine's
democratic capacity®. Volodymyr Zelenskyy's position was presented as
markedly opposed to Petro Poroshenko in the media, both in the context of
fighting corruption and in terms of their positions on resolving the conflict in
Donbas!iid),

Many Moldovans also liked the image of a "self-made" man, believing that if a
candidate was able to succeed in business, he had a better chance to drive
transformational change at the national level®®. Zelenskyy's communication style
also resonated with Moldovans, as the speeches of the future president did not
resemble traditional political speeches and contained promises that were clear
and important to many people: "If Zelenskyy ran for President in Moldova, he
would win."s?

In the Moldovan expert community, both the presidential and parliamentary
elections of 2019 in Ukraine were mostly considered free and fair. This contrasted
with the domestic situation, where "the current Parliament is not representative,
and the elections can hardly be called fair."®¥ The main expectation of local
analysts and independent media towards the new Ukrainian government was
that it would intensify the fight against oligarchy and corruption®¢'. Journalists
often linked their hopes for lasting change in Ukraine with new political forces,
both “The Servant of the People” (Sluha Narodu, SN) and "The Voice" (Holos).
Some pointed out that the lack of experience of new politicians should not be
considered a disadvantage, and that it was more important that new officials
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were not corrupt themselves®?. The election of all-new political forces to the
Verkhovna Rada promised "an unprecedented renewal of elites in Ukraine, where
the political scene is still dominated by Soviet-era politicians."

Moldovan experts expected the new Ukrainian government to reform the
Prosecutor's Office and the Ministry of Interior®*. Several media outlets (both
independent and pro-Russian) warned against the possible influence of oligarch
Igor Kolomoisky on the new Ukrainian President®5¢¢, Pro-Russian media have
indicated that the president will rely on the parliamentary majority, and thus
will not be able to justify his potential failures by disagreements with the
lawmakers®. Moldovan franchises of Russian media wrote about the alleged
American origin of the "Voice" party, which, unlike the "Opposition Platform —
For Life" (Opozytsyyna Platforma — Za zhyttya, OPZZ), is aimed at severing
Ukraine's ties with Russia®d,

The Pro-Russian audience in Moldova expected significant concessions from
the new Ukrainian government in its negotiations with Russia on Donbas®,
"tempering the banderite zeal," and more democratic behavior compared to
Petro Poroshenko®. The Moldovan pro-European audience looked at Ukraine's
new president with some caution, expecting him to make compromises with
Russia over Donbas that could be called excessive. The intention of the incoming
president to put the issue of joining NATO to a referendum caused a wave of
skepticism among Moldovan analysts, who mentioned that such expressions of
will could be manipulated, as was the case in the annexation of Crimea.

At the same time, Zelenskyy's desire to focus on the humanitarian dimension
of peacebuilding was generally accepted positively in the Moldovan expert
community. Whether Zelenskyy would continue the line of cooperation with
Moldova on security on the Transnistrian part of the Ukrainian-Moldovan border
was an unknown at the time of his election”™. Analysts hoped that the new
government's approach would maintain the policy initiated by Poroshenko, and
that Zelenskyy would not prioritize humanitarian issues and communication with
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Moldova's separatist region over security’’. The likelihood of such a scenario
was seen as low, as the president of a country whose population condemns the
annexation of Crimea and Russian aggression in Donbas would be unlikely to take
steps to legitimize Transnistria's status. In Tiraspol, the new Ukrainian President
was expected to fulfill the commitments made by the previous administration
in the Transnistrian peacekeeping process, in particular to play the role of an
impartial mediator within the framework of the negotiations in the "5+2" format.

Neitherindependent nor pro-Russian media expected radical changesin Ukraine's
foreign policy under the new president. At the same time, journalists on both
sides believed, either cautiously” or hopefully?, that the new configuration of
forces in the Verkhovna Rada could reorient the country's foreign policy toward
a thaw with Russia. Moldovan pro-Russian media hoped that the OPZZ party that
took second place in terms of the number of seats®® would assume an active
role in this process. Not all Moldovan experts agreed with this thesis on the
possibility of changing priorities in foreign policy. For example, some of them
had reason to believe that Zelenskyy would not change Ukraine's foreign policy,
and his narratives, praised by both pro-Russian and pro-European Ukrainians,
were only based on a desire to reach the widest possible electorate’.

3. THE REGIONAL LEADER IN DEMOCRATIC TRANSFORMATION?

As mentioned, in Moldova, Ukraine is sometimes viewed as a country that
imposes some power on its smaller neighbor. However, can Ukraine's
democracatic example be attractive on its own, without any need for
coercion?? That this research is considering Ukraine's soft power validates the
fact that the Ukrainian state (at least its expert community) is aware that it can
be a regional leader and role model™.

After Zelenskyy's inaugural speech, Moldovan MP Maria Ciobanu criticized
Igor Dodon”. She noted the democratic nature of the Ukrainian President's
behavior and asked the Moldovan head of state if he would ever become a
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"people's President,” and demanded he report what, except regular meetings
with Russian figures, he had accomplished for the country. Later, in autumn
2019, Alexandr Nesterovschi, a candidate for Mayor of Balti, released
a promotional video, in which Moldovan journalists saw a reference to the
election video of Volodymyr Zelenskyy and noted the similarity of style and
rhetoric of the two works’. Igor Munteanu, an MP and former Ambassador of
the Republic of Moldova to the United States, believes that the Ukrainian
presidential election is a lesson for the post-Soviet space and a signal to
undemocratic leaders that their rule is not eternal. Even access to the
administrative resource does not make it possible to fully control public
sentiment, especially in a situation of citizens' dissatisfaction with the state of
reforms and the fight against corruption”.

Despite attempts by pro-European Moldovan politicians

to gain more influence over the political processes in
Moldova and to pursue more democratic governance,
2019 has shown how difficult it is to renew the local
political elite. Besides, while in post-Maidan Ukraine, an
oligarch handed over power to his successor legally, in
Moldova, a similar leader simply fled abroad. No wonder

The Ukrainian presidential election is

a lesson for the post-Soviet space and
a signal to undemocratic leaders that
their rule is not eternal.

a Moldovan analyst notes that focusing on Ukraine's
experience may be a good idea for Moldovans, but they should also consider
how different the two countries are®. The pro-European audience in Moldova
sometimes views Ukraine as a model, a state that, through its own success,
will be able to inspire change in their country as well. Former Prime Minister
of Moldova Maia Sandu notes: "What happens in Ukraine is very important to
us. It is vital that everything works out for you; otherwise, it will weaken us,
Moldova, as well."®

4. PERCEPTION OF UKRAINE THROUGH CULTURE

According to quantitative surveys conducted among Moldovan experts,
Volodymyr Zelenskyy's popularity in Moldova is rated at 7 points out of 10.
His visibility among the general public could be explained by the fact that
many Moldovans knew of "The Servant of the People" TV series and perceived
Zelenskyy's election campaign as a sequel. This series could be watched in
2017 on the local TV channel Canal 3%?, associated with the Democratic Party
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clipul electoral al presedintelui Ucrainei. (2019, September 24). Unimedia. Retrieved from
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cArma. Deutsche Welle. Retrieved from https:/www.dw.com/ro/comentariu-ucraina-alege-
un-nou-%C3%AEnceput-politic-cu-un-comediant-la-c%C3%A2rm%C4%83/a-48430249
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mod democratic». (2019, April 22). Agora.md. Retrieved from https://agora.md/stiri/56377/
expert-alegerile-din-ucraina-lectie-utila-pentru-moldova-oligarhii-pot-fi-scosi-de-la-putere-
in-mod-democratic
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of Moldova®. The products of the "Kvartal 95"# and the KVN2® are also well
known. Zelenskyy was so famous as an actor that he is still primarily seen in
Moldova as a creative personality, not a politician®.

Local experts evaluate the popularity of Ukrainian mass culture by 7.1 points out
of 10. Among the sources of information about the state of Ukrainian music,
they name "Eurovision"®. "The League of Laughter" (Liga smikhu) a show hosted
by Zelenskyy, is known in Moldova, in particular because a Moldovan team
"Stoianovca" participated, and won the championship. Before his tour in the
USA, a member of this team said that this Ukrainian show “taught him a lot" and
made him popular and financially successful in Moldova?®.

There is also a demand for contemporary Ukrainian

art in Moldova®®, which is rated 6.1 points out of 10. In

2015, a joint project of the national committees of the Ivan Marchuk’s unique works function
International Council of Museums (ICOM) of Ukraine and as public diplomacy, while confirming
Moldova “"Museums on the frontline: a step from a victim Ukraine's place within Europe.

to a peacemaker"” was implemented in Chisinau. This event

was attended by museum experts from the Donetsk and

Luhansk regions, as well as representatives of IZOLYATSIA

Foundation and the documentary cinema platform #BABYLON13%. In 2019, the
National Museum of Art of Moldova, with the support of the Embassy of Ukraine,
hosted an exhibition of lvan Marchuk's works. Locals.md reported that the
artist's unique works function as public diplomacy, while confirming Ukraine's
place within Europe?.

Popular Moldovan musician and singer Dan Balan currently works extensively in
Ukraine. He was a member of the jury of the music competition "The Voice of the
Country" (Holos krainy), which is also popular in Moldova?, and even recorded
a song in Ukrainian®. The video for this particular song, in which Balan sings
together with the winner of the show Oksana Mukha, even reached 10+ million
views on YouTube in just five days. Moldovan media regularly write about Balan's

83 NATO Strategic Communications Centre of Excellence. (2017). The Moldovan information
environment, hostile narratives, and their ramifications. Riga, Latvia.
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aHeapb 29). Diez. Retrieved from https://ru.diez.md/2020/01/29/video-ivan-lyulenov-o-ligi-
smeha-sudybe-stoyanovki-i-predstoyashtem-kontserte/
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work in the Ukrainian music scene® and thus contribute to the popularization
not only of this show, but also of the Ukrainian music market and Ukraine in
general. Balan was simultaneously offered to join the jury of a similar music
show in several countries around the world, but he chose Ukraine. In 2019, Pasha
Parfeni, the singer who represented Moldova on the “Eurovision 2012", also took
part in the "Voice of the Country"?®.

5. PERCEPTION OF THE PERFORMANCE OF THE UKRAINIAN
AUTHORITIES

Over a year since elections, attitudes toward the new Ukrainian government in
Moldova did not change significantly®. This may be due to a lack of awareness of
the Ukrainian political process; after the elections concluded, Moldovan media
turned their focus to other news. Most of the media analyzed in this research
(all except for the pro-Russian "KP in Moldova" and "Sputnik")?” wrote about
the new Ukrainian authorities neutrally or approvingly during the year following
elections. Some of those articles contained reposts from Ukrainian sites,
including publications by "Ukrainska Pravda," LIGA.net, and "Ukrinform." After
the signing of legislation on the lifting of parliamentary immunity?, Moldovan
independent media reported that the Ukrainian president had kept his word and
that such initiatives were important given the public demand to reduce the level
of corruption in the country®.

In the context of reforms, news about the establishment of the Anti-Corruption
Court received the most attention as a long-awaited event for Ukrainians,
initiated by the previous government under pressure from Western partners and
implemented despite the significant pushback™®. Moldovan media also wrote
about the benefits and disadvantages of Ukraine's ongoing decentralization
process''. Pro-Russian media predictably represented the views of the Russian
government, arguing that the Ukrainian President and Parliament cannot change
the situation in the country for the better, focusing their messages on scandals
and conspiracy theories instead?.
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In the analytical community, Volodymyr Zelenskyy has a rather positive image of
a politician who is still trying to fight corruption. Certain experts praised the
work of former Prosecutor General of Ukraine Ruslan Ryaboshapka®®, as well as
the adoption™* of legislation on the circulation of agricultural land and
consideration of a project of the Law to guarantee the non-return of bankrupt
banks to their previous owners by the Verkhovna Rada®.

At the end of 2019, Zelenskyy was trusted by about 42%

of Moldovans, 33% did not trust him, and 9% did not

know who he is'”. In terms of popularity, Zelenskyy is In terms of popularity, Zelenskyy is
slightly behind Vladimir Putin , who is trusted by 55.6%  slightly behind Vladimir Putin.
of the Moldovan population. Many Moldovan media

wrote about Volodymyr Zelenskyy's New Year's address
to Ukrainians, noting that it was emotional and that
this video message was popular among Ukrainians'™?.

On the issue of Donbas, experts rated the Ukrainian government's peacebuilding
efforts at 6.7 points out of 10. This community may sometimes perceive Ukraine's
position on negotiations with Russia as unreasonable, suggesting the authorities
may lack strategic understanding of the settlement of conflic. Experts also
believe that Ukrainian officials should learn about Moldova's experience with
frozen conflicts and explore the challenges and benefits of repeating such a
scenario in Ukraine™. The news on Zelenskyy's readiness to meet with President
Igor Dodon was criticized by independent media on the grounds that the
Moldovan President, known for his loyalty to Vladimir Putin, supported the
annexation of Crimea™. However, it is important to note that as of early 2020,
this meeting has not yet occurred.

Pro-Russian media in Moldova reflected a change in Russia's attitude towards
the new Ukrainian government, calling Zelenskyy a "little Poroshenko" who did
not live up to expectations of a speedy settlement of the conflict on terms
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favorable to the Russian government™. Another Russian narrative that remains
popular is about "good Zelenskyy and bad nationalists” who prevent him from
establishing peace in Donbas™.

A widely held opinion in the expert community is that
Ukraine is capable to defend its national interests (“We
would be happy to be that persistent in our fight for
Transnistria!") ™. Moreover, Ukrainian society is able to
mobilize in the event of controversial decisions (e.g. the
“Steinmeier formula") and put pressure on authorities,
warning them of “red lines," as in the case of the eve of

A widely held opinion in the expert
community is that Ukraine is capable
to defend its national interests (*We
would be happy to be that persistent

in our fight for Transnistria!")

the Normandy Four summit in Paris™. The results of the
talks between the heads of the four states were mostly
positively assessed by Moldovan analysts, as Zelenskyy managed to reach an
accord on the bilateral release of prisoners and attempted to initiate changes in
the text of the Minsk Agreements'”.

Ukraine's adherence to its European and Euro-Atlantic integration course was
evaluated at 7.1 points out of 10. Local experts explain this high rating by the
fact that Ukraine continues to reorient its foreign policy toward the West and is
perceived in Moldova as having made an irreversible choice. After a year under
a new president and parliament, this perception was unchanged. However,
predictability and consistency in Ukraine's foreign policy was rated slightly lower
by local analysts, at 5.7 points out of 10: "The Ukrainian state lacks long-term
vision of relations with other countries. You should not prioritize attempts to
understand the personalities who run foreign policy; it would be better to take
into account the geopolitical strategies of the respective countries.""® Experts
add that there is a lot of spontaneity in Ukrainian-Moldovan relations as well and
that both countries contribute to this chaos™.

Pro-Russian media used the situation surrounding the possible impeachment
of Donald Trump to promote a favorite topic about the failure of the Ukrainian
state. For example, a Moldovan website affiliated with the pro-Russian "Our
Party" built its narrative of Trump's conversation with Zelenskyy in such a way
as to focus on Ukrainian corruption, ignoring the rest of a complex story™°. More
independent Moldovan outlets covered this case from different perspectives,
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mentioning that the Ukrainian President was involved in the internal political
struggle between American politicians''.

6. ACTIVITIES OF THE EMBASSY AND THE IMPACT OF THE
UKRAINIAN COMMUNITY

According to quantitative surveys, the activities of the Embassy of Ukraine
in Moldova are evaluated at 5.7 points out of 10. The work of the diplomatic
mission is noticeable, and the Embassy regularly holds educational and cultural
events'”?. However, the Embassy does not give many the impression of an
active participant in the social and cultural life of Moldova'. Among the events
that took place in 2019 with the support of the Embassy are the All-Ukrainian
National Unity Dictation'*, the New Ukrainian Cinema Days'?®, and an excursion
for students of Chisinau schools studying Ukrainian language to historical sites
in Moldova related to the history of Ukraine™®.

The Ukrainian Embassy tries to convey Ukraine's position on the Russian
aggression to Ukrainians living in Moldova. The diplomatic mission regularly
publishes statements condemning the illegal actions of the Russian Federation
in Ukraine (including the passportization of residents of the occupied part of
Donbas'”, illegal visits of Russian officials to Crimea'?, etc.).

The influence of the Ukrainian community was evaluated

at 4.9 points out of 10. The diaspora's interest in

maintaining communication with Ukraine is quite low, as  The diaspora's interest in maintaining
demonstrated by a decrease in the number of Ukrainian ~ communication with Ukraine is quite
language lessons in schools and low voter turnout for low.

Ukrainian elections. Due to a small number of students

willing to study Ukrainian language and literature,
Moldovan schools where teaching was conducted
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in Ukrainian are now being closed®, while the Ukrainian Studies program
at Alecu Russo Balti State University is no longer in demand due to the lack of
interested students™. Amidst the fight against the "Romanianization" of the
population, Ukrainian has official language status in Transnistria and is taught in
most Transnistrian schools. However, textbooks that local students receive from
Ukraine are often censored by the authorities of the unrecognized republic in
favor of Russian perspectives™®, The drop in the number of people interested
in studying Ukrainian may also be related to the declining Ukrainian population
living in Moldova (from 282,406 in 2004 to 181,035 in 2014)™",

Ukraine has recently introduced scholarship programs for Moldovan citizens
to study in Ukrainian universities (80% of spots are provided to ethnic
Ukrainians). For 2019-2020, 22 scholarships for higher education, 10 scholarships
for master's programs and 2 scholarships for doctoral studies have been
awarded™2,

In 2019, Moldova was home to 50,000 Ukrainian citizens eligible to vote in
Ukraine's national and presidential elections. About 90% of them were living
on the left bank of the Republic of Moldova'™3. Usually about 2-3 thousand
Ukrainians participate in the elections, at least in Chisinau™9. The turnout of
Ukrainian voters is traditionally low; In the 2014 presidential election, out of
almost 70,000 registered voters, only 770 voted™*. This may indicate a lack of
integration of the Ukrainian diaspora in the political processes in Ukraine. Given
this fact and the predominance of pro-Russian views among Ukrainians in
Moldova, the Ukrainian authorities cannot reliably count on this audience as a
source of national soft power in Moldova.

The Ukrainian community regularly organizes events to celebrate national
holidays. For example, in 2019, the Lesya Ukrainka Library in Chisinau hosted
celebrations dedicated to the International Mother Language Day®™S. While
paying tribute to the preservation of Ukrainian traditions, we should note that
such events do not reach a wide audience and prioritize the conservative
component of the image of Ukraine, ignoring contemporary Ukrainian culture
all together.
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The Association of the Ukrainian Youth "Zlagoda" has been operating in
Moldova for over 15 years™. The Ukrainians.md website is an important media
resource that informs Ukrainians in Moldova about the life of the diaspora®i®,

7. UKRAINIAN BRANDS

The popularity of Ukrainian products scored 7.9 points out of 10. Experts
note the popularity of Ukrainian sweets, including Poroshenko's "Roshen*
brand, mineral water, juices produced by "Ecosphere TM", and products
for people with diabetes™. The "Kvas Taras" beverage (manufactured
by Carlsberg Ukraine) is also well known in Moldova and appreciated for
its homemade kvass taste™®. Despite periodic "milk wars" with Ukraine,
Moldova remains one of the main importers of Ukrainian cheeses, butter, milk,
cream, and sour milk products™. There is a demand for Ukrainian cuisine in
Moldova, particularly among those who have visited Ukraine and tasted local
dishes. In Chisinau, Ukrainian cuisine is not well represented™®.

Moldovais among the top 30 trading partners and top 20 most promising markets
for Ukraine™. In 2019, the trade turnover between the two countries amounted
to 828 million USD, 9% less than in 2018 (907.4 million USD)™2. Moldova's share in
Ukrainian trade is insignificant: 1.5% of Ukraine's exports (-8% compared to 2018)
and 0.1% of its imports (-13% compared to 2018), respectively.

Due to the efforts of the European Union Border Assistance Mission to
Moldova and Ukraine (EUBAM), the amount of contraband goods moving
between Ukraine and Transnistria has been reduced significantly, although it
is still too early to declare the cessation of illicit trade complete™. In 2018,
an investigation into the illegal trade between Ukrainian and Transnistrian
companies was published. The top 10 senders of goods, in addition to
"Roshen”, included Ukrainian offices of such global giants as "Coca-Cola" and
"Nestle"™*. The volume of imports of one of the major Transnistrian companies
from Ukraine amounted to 40 million USD in 2015, 31 million in 2016, and more
than 20 million in 20170k,
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Ukraine remains a popular vacation destination for Moldovans™®. Tourists from
Moldova frequent primarily the Carpathians in winter™ and the Odesa region

in summer™. A significant number of tourists travel

independently, without using the services of travel

Ukraine remains a popular vacation  agencies. These travelers noted that it was difficult for
destination for Moldovans.  them to find verified and comprehensive information on

the rules of stay in Ukraine, data on tourist routes,

145

146

147

148

conditions of visiting protected areas, etc."“®

MongasaHe yCTpOWIU TypuctTuyeckui bym B YkpauHe. (2018, mapT 12). ExpertTur. Retrieved
from https://experttur.com/ukraine/201803/moldavane-ustroili-turisticheskij-bum-v-ukraine.
html
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6. UKRAINE'S SOFT POWER IN KAZAKHSTAN:
STABILITY-FILTERED
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Perception of Ukraine should be seen in terms of the stability principle that
Kazakhstan has adhered to in its policy over the past thirty years. After the
Ukrainian Revolution of 2013-2014, Kazakhstani authorities referred to the
events in Ukraine as an example of destabilization that should not be followed.
Both Russian and pro-Russian media alike contributed to this narrative, and it
was widely believed by Kazakhstanis that the predictability of political life in
Kazakhstan was better than the chaos of wholesale change in Ukraine.

However, in recent years, Kazakhstan has experienced such challenges to its own
stability as growing protest sentiments, increased outmigration and declining
welfare of Kazakhstanis. In 2019, the “semi-transition" of power from Nursultan
Nazarbayev began to his handpicked successor, Kassym-Jomart Tokayev. Against
the background of fading stability, protest movements in Kazakhstan have
intensified and the demand for democratic societal transformations has grown.
The Ukrainian presidential election campaign of 2019 attracted the attention
of many Kazakhstanis; it took place in parallel with the presidential election in
Kazakhstan and was drastically different from the latter in transparency terms.
The Ukrainian elections' unpredictability and the victory of Volodymyr Zelenskyy,
a non-systemic politician and actor, were praised by many politically active
citizens of Kazakhstan. The Ukrainian elections were perceived as a signal that,
despite a certain degree of instability, democratic practices could also lead to
progress in country's transformation.
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1. UKRAINE AFTER THE REVOLUTION:
A BAD EXAMPLE AND A THREAT TO STABILITY

According to Freedom House, Kazakhstan is a "non-free"' country with a
consolidated authoritarian regime?. Over almost thirty years of President
Nursultan Nazarbayev's rule, the political process was completely subordinated
to the president, who positioned himself as a guarantor of stability and
preservation of interethnic and interregilious peace in Kazakhstan3. Kazakhstan
has also sought to pursue a consistent and predictable foreign policy by adhering
to principles of multivectorism*.

Since the Maidan protests in 2004, Kazakhstani
authorities have often portrayed Ukraine as a problem
child of the post-Soviet area®. In particular, Kazakhstani
political elites spoke negatively about the *"color
revolutions” in an attempt to discredit civil society
in Kazakhstané. Taking into account the Revolution of

Since the Maidan protests in 2004,
Kazakhstani authorities have often
portrayed Ukraine as a problem child
of the post-Soviet area.

Dignity, the annexation of Crimea and the beginning of
war in Donbas, the events of 2013-2014 in Ukraine were
also mentioned by the Kazakhstani authorities mostly in a negative light, as
examples of what could be in store for Kazakhstan in case of its deviation from
a stability-focused regime’. The Kazakhstani authorities have used the case of
the "Ukrainian crisis" to warn citizens against any attempt to destabilize the
political situation in Kazakhstan, by pointing out, in particular, that protests
could make the country vulnerable to Russia's irredentist ambitions. The
threat of Russian destabilization was clear to the people of Kazakhstan, home
to 3.5 million Russians®. Since the annexation of Crimea, Russian politicians,
including Vladimir Putin, have repeatedly made statements questioning
Kazakhstan's statehood and alluded to a "return" of Kazakhstan's northern
regions to Russia’.

The perception of Ukraine as a country suffering from permanent instability
was also facilitated by Russian media, which cover about 90 percent of the

1 Freedom House. Freedom in the World 2020. Kazakhstan. Retrieved from https:/
freedomhouse.org/country/kazakhstan/freedom-world,/2020

2 Freedom House. Nations in transit 2018. Kazakhstan. Retrieved from https:/www.refworld.
org/docid/5b3cc288a.html

3 Oeknapauna 25-netma  Hesasucumoctn Pecnybnukn Kasaxctad. (2016, Hoabpb  25).
Inform6iopo. Pescimm nocTyna https:/informburo.kz/stati/deklaraciya-25-letiya-
nezavisimosti-respubliki-kazahstan-.html

4 Bonkos, B. (2018, ntoHb 15). Mpo3nT i AcTaHe oxnakaeHue OTHOLEHK ¢ Mocksoi?Deutsche
Welle. Pexxkum goctyna http:/tiny.cc/hbzékz

5 Interview with a Kazakhstani political analyst, on confidentiality terms (27/2/2020)

6 Tmnnuc, O. (2019). MonuTtuuyeckmne U rpaxkgaHckue csobodbl M npasa Yenoseka. [doknag
Chatham House. KasaxcTaH: ucnbiTaHWe «TpaH3UMTOM BnacTu». bop, A., bpaysp, bB., Tyna-
Oasuc, H., Kacernosa, H., Jlunnuc, 4., MannuHcon, K., Hukeu, . n Catnaes, . Pexxum gocTtyna
https:/www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/CHHJ8054-RUSSIAN-Kazakhstan-
Report-FINAL.pdf

7 Hasapbaes o KpbiMe, 06 YkpauHe. (2014, mapT 25).Alex St. Pexxum gocTyna https:/www.
youtube.com/watch?v=ZgKVNAAD60A

8 Tpybadesa, T. (2019, wionb 14). Kak M3MeHMNacb YUMCAEHHOCTb MpeacTaBuTeNner pasHbixX
3THocoB B KasaxcTaHe. Forbes Kazakhstan. Pexxnum poctyna https:/forbes.kz/process/
otlichitelnyie_chertyi_1562921245/

9 Tpouerko, . (2019, anpenb 3). OocbiM CaTnaes: «BHewHss nonmtuka KasaxcTaHa no
OTHOLeHMIO kK Poccun ByaeTt UMeTb MHEPLMOHHBIN XxapakTep». Pagmo AsaTtTbik. PexxuM goctyna
https:/rus.azattyq.org/a/kazakhstan-almaty-politolog-docym-satpaev-o-predskazuemosti-
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information space in Kazakhstan', while a majority of urban Kazakhstanis and
a major share of the rural population primarily speak Russian". With the
beginning of the Revolution in Ukraine, Russian propaganda, focused both
domestically and abroad, intensified its work portraying Ukraine as a failed
state’, in part to suppress the appetite for popular protest and prevent the
"destabilizing” toppling of authoritarian regimes in other former Soviet Union
countries. Many Kazakhstani publications repeat uncritically the rhetoric of
local authorities while independent media are increasingly shuttering. Only
online space can be called relatively free — the authorities are willing to
tolerate discussions on the internet, although freedom of speech is not
universal and individuals can — and do — face prosecution for statements
made online™. According to 2016 data, 23 percent of Kazakhstanis considered
Ukraine to be the least friendly country in the world to Kazakhstan (for
comparison: 24 percent of Kazakhstani respondents considered the United
States unfriendly, and 22 percent voiced similar concerns about China)™.

Many individuals critical of both the Kazakhstan
government's rhetoric and Russian media formed
a different view of Ukraine after 2014%. Access to
alternative (often foreign) media outlets as well as
private and business contacts have contributed to a
better understanding and an improved perception of
events in Ukraine. This part of the Kazakhstani population
tended to approve of the changes that have taken

“"The Ukrainian experience is valuable
for the entire post-Soviet space. It is
important for us that Ukraine make
progress in democratic processes.
Then, its success will set an example
for all of us."

place in Ukraine since the overthrow of the Yanukovych
regime®  Although the Kazakhstani public may not be
entirely aware of the details of democratic reforms in Ukraine, there was a
general understanding that Ukraine was undergoing a serious transformation
process: "The Ukrainian experience is valuable for the entire post-Soviet space.
It is important for us that Ukraine make progress in democratic processes.
Then, its success will set an example for all of us.""

Nonetheless, along with the impression that reforms in Ukraine were ongoing,
Kazakhstanis also witnessed a "devaluation of expectations"” among Ukrainians
as well as their disappointment that a revolution had not yet led to desired

10 Kupwunnosa, K. (2018, ceHTabpb 9). KasaxcTaHckne CMUM NOBTOPSAIOT POCCUNCKYIO
nponaraHgy — OMMNO3UUMOHHbLIM >XypHanucT. KpbiM. Peanun (Pagno Csobopa). Pexum
[ocTyna https://ru.krymr.com/a/kirillova-kazahstanskie-smi-povtoryayut-rossiyskuyu-
propagandu/29479967.html

11 MaHoinos, O. (2014, BepeceHb 3). Hasapbaes i «pycckilt Mip». Pagio Csobopga. Pexxmm
noctyny https://ua.krymr.com/a/26564595.html

12 TpoueHko, [M. (2018, Ho#6pb 21). Ypoku yKkpamHCKoro: EBpoMaigaH M KasaxcTaHckoe
obulectBo. Pagno AsaTTbik. Pexxkum pocTyna https://rus.azattyg.org/a/ukraine-euromaidan-
2014-kazakhstan/29612134.html
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Oasuc, H., KaceHnosa, H., lunnuc, ., ManauHcoH, K., Hukeu, . u CaTtnaes, [. Pexxum goctyna
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Report-FINAL.pdf
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https://eabr.org/upload/iblock/083/edb_centre_2016_report_40_1_edb_integration_
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15 Kasaxckuit nonutonor: «B YkpauHe peluaetcd cynobba He TONbKO ee caMoM, HO U BCero
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transformations”. Even among the liberal audience, Ukraine's perception as a
corrupt country prevailed, an image formed through personal contacts with
Ukrainian border guards, interactions with authorities influencing business
processes in Ukraine, and through private communication while visiting
Ukraine, etc™.

The Ukrainian revolution brought to prominence Ukraine's foreign policy.
Kazakhstan's expert community largely supported the European integration
aspirations of Ukrainian society, seeing them as a form of opposition to Russia's
imperialist encroachment. Maidan was perceived as a farewell of the Ukrainian
state to the "“family of [post-Soviet] fraternal peoples." ®¥, This foreign policy
motion was welcomed not only by analysts but also by a wider audience®.
Some consumers of Russian media content in Kazakhstan have condemned
Ukraine's policy of joining the EU and later NATO, believing the choice to be
imposed on Ukraine by Western countries.

2. UKRAINIAN PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS OF 2019:
UKRAINE AS AN EXAMPLE OF THE POTENTIAL FOR CHANGE

From 2014 to 2019, Kazakhstan underwent several momentous changes shaking
somewhat the country's stability. Mass unauthorized protests against land
sales took place?°, the country faced a new wave of emigration?, while general
living standards decreased®?. The "semi-transition" of power from Nursultan
Nazarbayev to his successor Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, which began on March
19, 2019, also gave impetus to the “transition of consciousness"? and the
public's growing demand for democratic change?-.

The presidential elections held in Kazakhstan on June 9,
The Ukrainian presidential campaign 2019 were not inclusive, and the outcome of the race
sparked a wave of debate about =~ Wwas known in advance. In comparison to Kazakhstan's

the development of democracy in  less than free election, Ukraine held a more transparent
Ukraine. presidential campaign. Public activists and opposition

17 Tpouexko, M. (2018, Hos6pb 21). Ypoku yKpaumHCKoro: EBpoMaigaH u kasaxcTaHckoe
obulecTtBo. Pagmo AsatTbik. Pexxknm pgocTtyna https://rus.azattyg.org/a/ukraine-euromaidan-
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19 Gaziz Abishev, Political observer, interview dated 24/2/2020

20 Kazakhstan's land reform protests explained. (2016, April 28). BBC. Retrieved from https:/
www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-36163103

21 Epranues, I. (2018, ceHTabpb 6). «Bce maeT Kk ToMy, 4To KasaxcTaH u3 MHOroHaumoHanbHOM
CTpaHbl NPEBPATUTCA B MOHOHaLMOHaNbHytO». Zona KZ. Pexum goctyna https://zonakz.
net/2018/09/06/vse-idet-k-tomu-chto-kazaxstan-iz-mnogonacionalnoj-strany-prevratitsya-
v-mononacionalnuyu/
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25). News 24 Online.
Pexxkum  pgoctyna  https:/newsonline24.com.ua/zemelnyj-bunt-i-revolyuciya-v-kazaxstane-
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figures in Kazakhstan closely monitored its pace.?® These elections helped
draw the attention of Kazakhstan's civil society to a broader range of
issues — the Ukrainian electoral process and competition among candidates,
sparking a wave of debate about the development of democracy in Ukraine.
The extraordinary nature of Volodymyr Zelenskyy's campaign also piqued
the interest of a broader Kazakhstani audience in the Ukrainian presidential
elections®.

The Ukrainian election campaign was viewed by Kazakhstani activists and
the opposition as an extraordinary event of real significance for the political
process in Ukraine?. "For many in Kazakhstan, it was a sign that something
was changing in Ukraine."?® The transparency of the election process, its
lively debate and the opportunity for a political neophyte to run contrasted
with the election of Tokayev in Kazakhstan and bolstered Ukraine's image as
a state demonstrating democratic progress. Unlike Ukraine, in Kazakhstan a
pre-requisite for presidential candidates is to have worked in government or
elected positions for at least five years. The victory of Volodymyr Zelenskyy, a
Russian-speaking Ukrainian of Jewish descent who was elected in the second
round by an overwhelming majority of Ukrainian citizens, also helped soften
the impact of Russian propaganda in Kazakhstan and complicate its portrayal
of Ukraine as a hotbed of radicals and nationalists.

The Zelenskyy “factor” or “phenomenon” is often discussed in media in various
contexts?*3°3', According to a survey of experts, in Kazakhstan this “phenomenon”
can be explained through two recurrently overlapping aspects — the creative
(campaign framework) and democratic (a non-systemic politician elected by the
majority in free elections) dimensions.

The framework of Zelenskyy's campaign drew a special interest and
attention among young Kazakhstani activists, coming away with several
lessons®2. First, that young people do not prioritize political stability as
an issue, and given the choice between wide-scale change and living
with stability, can show more openness to change than their parents’
generation. Second, Zelenskyy used up-to-date communication methods by
reaching his electorate through social media®*. Commenting on Zelenskyy's
campaign, each of the six Kazakhstani experts interviewed noted that he
was "young" — both in comparison with Kazakhstani presidents and in
general in his style of behavior.
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28 Interview with a Kazakhstani journalist, on confidentiality terms (2/3/2020)
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30 The Zelensky phenomenon. (2019, July 31). Eurozine. Retrieved from https:/www.eurozine.
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31 Carnegie Moscow centre. (2019, January 28). Skorkin, K. How a comedian will change
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32 Aigerim Seitenova, Head of Programmes, PF Wings of Liberty, interview dated 4/3/2020
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Zelenskyy's campaign is an example of a successful use of social networks for
modern day presidential campaigns®¥, so Kazakhstani activists likely saw in him
the embodiment of modernity that their own local

politicians lack®. In Kazakhstan, the "Zelenskyy
In Kazakhstan, the “Zelenskyy  phenomenon” gained special popularity amid a surge of
phenomenon” gained special  domestic protest sentiment, which was also supported
popularity amid a surge of domestic by a part of Kazakhstani youth®. Despite the fact that a
protest sentiment, which was also  majority of young people in Kazakhstan can be considered
supported by a part of Kazakhstani  as politically indifferent®, the survey shows that a large
youth. share — 60% — of Kazakhstan's young generation would

like to influence the development of their country®.

Young Kazakhstani activists probably turned out to be receptive to Zelenskyy's
communication also because, "in education Kazakhstan set a course for
westernization in 1993 already."3® In this year, the state introduced the Bolashak
Program designed to promote education in Western universities, which has
awarded over 13,000 scholarships to Kazakhstani students already®. In addition,
young people tend to travel internationally more, and may be involved in
various international projects and educational programs, some of which are
implemented in Ukraine“°.

The Ukrainian presidential campaign also drew the attention of Kazakhstanis
who usually follow politics and seek to obtain information from various sources.
For such residents of Kazakhstan, Facebook is an important platform for
communication*; they hold mostly positive discussion around Zelenskyy's
campaign and expressed a desire to bring in a new class of political elites based
on the Ukrainian model*?. The reference to the "Ukrainian experience" was a
disguised form of condemnation of the Kazakhstani establishment, which is not
always safe to criticize openly*.

In contrast to politically active Kazakhstanis, a majority of Kazakhstan's population
did not pay much attention to the election campaign in Ukraine. This can
be attributed to the fact that an overwhelming majority of Kazakhstanis are
disinterested in politics all together, as they do not believe the political process
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can have an impact on the life in the country*. When asked
"why don't you want to get involved in politics?," 58 percent
of Kazakhstanis in 2017 responded that politics should be left
to politicians®<, Therefore, it is unlikely that the apolitical
population sought and compared information about
Ukrainian elections in the international media. More likely,
a significant part of this audience found itself under the

The reference to the “Ukrainian
experience" was a disguised form of
condemnation of the Kazakh-stani
establishment, which is not always
safe to criticize openly.

influence of the Russian media, which portrayed Zelenskyy
in a rather understated tone. Attitudes toward him were
neutral rather than overtly negative. Specifically, Kazakhstan's Russian media
franchises portrayed Zelenskyy as a less radical alternative to Petro Poroshenko
and expected him to pursue a more moderate foreign policy*®.

Volodymyr Zelenskyy's foreign policy program was predominantly perceived
by respondents as a continuation of Ukraine's course towards integration
into the EU and NATO. Kazakhstani experts saw this landmark as irreversible,
as there was a feeling that the new Ukrainian leadership also supported the
integration process and would develop relations with other countries in the
way the previous administration did“. Continuity in foreign policy strategy
was expected with the possibility of changes only in the tactics of the new
government?. Regarding Russian relations, some Kazakhstani experts have
been skeptical about Zelenskyy's ability to confront Putin and the arsenal of
propaganda technologies possessed by Russian politicians“®.

Zelenskyy's efforts to resolve the conflict in Donbas were not sufficiently
covered in the Kazakhstani media, however. In general, the Ukrainian presidential
election sparked the interest of the civil society of Kazakhstan more for the
openness of the election process than the content of the candidates' political
programs, though many agreed the fight against corruption would feature
prominently. According to Kazakhstani experts*®, Ukrainian corruption continues
to be perceived as endemic, and hopes have been laid that the new Ukrainian
government will be able to reduce it.

Kazakhstan's civil society was not as active monitoring elections to the Verkhovna
Rada. First, due to the fact that the Ukrainian and Kazakhstani presidential
campaigns took place almost simultaneously and allowed parallels between these
elections to be drawn in real time, while elections to the Kazakhstani parliament
are scheduled to be held only in 2021. Second, the election to the Verkhovna
Rada was not as exciting and entertaining as the presidential race, and, therefore,
the Kazakhstani media paid less attention to it than to the presidential elections.
However, several local media outlets covered the process of remaking the
composition of the Ukrainian parliament® by noting that the popularity of "The
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Servant of the People" (Sluha Narodu, SN) could be explained by the same factors
that helped Zelenskyy become president — namely the desire of Ukrainians to
restart their political system®'. Kazakhstani media also covered the participation of
new political forces in the election, including the "The Voice" (Holos), the greater
political diversity, and the fact that citizens had the opportunity to influence
candidate selection on the SN electoral list®. Kazakhstani experts praised the
fact that the incumbent government did not set insurmountable obstacles for its
political rivals, despite having the means to do so®.

3. A REPETITION OF THE UKRAINIAN EXPERIENCE?

The 2019 Ukrainian presidential election coincided with the strengthening of
opposition and protest sentiment in Kazakhstan, which took place against the
backdrop of a change in Kazakhstani leadership®:. Of 100 videos searchable on
Youtube containing the words "Zelenskyy Kazakhstan,” ten videos are devoted
to discussing the possibility of repeating the Ukrainian experience in Kazakhstan.
The titles of some videos speak for themselves: "Tokayev vs Zelenskyy. New
Year's greetings. Comparison. Feel the Difference,">® "Can Kazakhstan Have Its
Own Zelenskyy?,"% "Nazarbayev Has Gone: Should Kazakhstan Wait for Its Own
Zelenskyy?,"% etc.

The Ukrainian example has given Kazakhstani activists and

the political opposition the hope that the elections could
Of 100 videos searchable on Youtube take place with more vigorous popular participation as

containing the words "Zelenskyy  well as the involvement of new politicians. During the
Kazakhstan," ten videos are devoted  presidential election in Kazakhstan, the program and
to discussing the possibility of slogan of the main opposition leader Amirzhan Kosanov
repeating the Ukrainian experience in repeated the style and rhetoric of Volodymyr Zelenskyy's
Kazakhstan. campaign®®. For Kazakhstanis who, since 2014, sympathize

with Ukraine, the 2019 presidential election became a

success story of Ukrainian democracy. Encouraging
following the example of Ukraine, the political scientist Dosym Satpayev wrote
that, "despite all the political storms and risks, the same Kyrgyzstan, Ukraine,
Armenia or Georgia are already head and shoulders above us in terms of political
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development because they are still trying to move forward all the way up their
bumpy roads.”s® In the expert community, the Ukrainian election was often
perceived as a wake-up call for Kazakhstanis to liberalize their political life®°.

Less upbeat assessments also exist. Though investing a

great deal of effort to democratize Kazakhstan, liberal-
minded citizens often understand that the changes that
have taken place in Ukraine are unlikely in an "Asian
country where people will always yearn for a strong
hand."¢' At the same time, politically active Kazakhstanis

The Ukrainian election was often
perceived as a wake-up call for
Kazakhstanis to liberalize their po-
litical life.

sometimes view Ukraine as one of the countries they
would like to live in®?, due to common history, the
opportunity to communicate in Russian and the feeling that Ukraine is a relatively
free country®. Some Kazakhstani opposition members have moved to Ukraine
due to harassment by local authorities, and in their new home they sometimes
face difficulties in obtaining political refugee status®. When asked why he
opted for Ukraine, Ermek Narymbai, an opposition figure, replied: "The entire
[Kazakhstani] opposition has been fighting for Ukraine for the last three or four
years. We have defended you, we have suffered, we have rooted for you." ®

4. PERCEPTION OF UKRAINE THROUGH CULTURE

At the outset of the presidential campaign, many Kazakhstanis who followed the
Ukrainian election mostly saw Volodymyr Zelenskyy as an artist and a showman®s.
“"Donald Trump's victory has already prepared the minds of Kazakhstanis for the
emergence of such a politician in the post-Soviet area."®® Kazakhstanis who knew
Zelenskyy thanks to his work on television and in film industry treated him with
interest and humor. "lIrony has become the foundation of love for Zelenskyy," as
noted in the video channel "Za nami uzhe vyyekhali" (En Route to Grab Us)?.
Zelenskyy was included in the list of personalities who "surprised Kazakhstan" in
2019%, After Zelensky took office, many Kazakhstanis were no longer seeing him
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exclusively as a performer®. Winning the election gave him political clout, but
perceptions of the Ukrainian president as primarily a performer is still widespread.

In Kazakhstan, Ukraine is already widely perceived
In Kazakhstan, Ukraine is already widely  as a creative nation, and the modern methods of
perceived as a creative nation, and the communication of Volodymyr Zelenskyy were able
modern methods of communication to strengthen this image of a ‘“creative Ukraine."”®
of Volodymyr Zelenskyy were able to  The Ukrainian president’s New Year's address drew
strengthen this image of a “creative  the attention of many Kazakhstanis who shared and
Ukraine.”  discussed the video on social networks, noting its

quality and emotion”.

Many in Kazakhstan were familiar with Zelenskyy as an actor as the TV series
"The Servant of the People" was broadcast on a Kazakhstani TV channel. Local
media also mentioned that in an episode of “Kvartal 95", Volodymyr Zelenskyy
made fun of Kazakhstan Senator Byrganym Aitimova by comparing her speech
with Kyiv mayor, champion boxer, Vitalii Klitschko's style of communication”.
Kazakhstani media also covered the fact that Kazakhstanis were working in
the election headquarters of the future president of Ukraine: "According to
the candidate [Zelenskyy], creative youth, including comedians from Russia
and Kazakhstan, are reaching out to Ukraine.” ® |t is noteworthy that pro-
Russian media described Zelenskyy as a "comedian and Russian-Ukrainian
businessman,"”® as if trying to attribute part of Ukraine's soft power to Russia.

According to quantitative surveys conducted in this study, the perception of
Ukrainian mass culture in Kazakhstan is quite highly rated by experts, earning
seven points out of ten. Cultural products from Ukraine, especially music, enter
the Kazakhstani market and become popular if they are in Russian (for example,
Ivan Dorn, Monatik, Potap and Nastia Kamenskykh)”. At the same time, the
show "The Voice of the Country" (Holos krainy), in which several Kazakhstani
performers have appeared, has become very popular in Kazakhstan. One of
Kazakhstani singers performed a song by the band "Hardkiss" in Ukrainian during
the competition’. The video with her song garnered 4.5 million views and hit
Youtube trends. "We have a lot of people watching this show in Kazakhstan." ®id)
The songs of Ukrainian-singing band "Okean Elzy" are also quite popular®.

In 2018, a Ukrainian-Kazakhstani horror film "Qarakoz" was released, contributing
to broader Ukrainian cultural awareness.”
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Local attitudes toward Taras Shevchenko are also of interest. During his ten-year
exile on the Mangyshlak peninsula in Kazakhstan, the Ukrainian poet spent a lot
of time with many locals and dedicated many paintings and drawings to them?s.
After his release, legends spread about the descendants he was alleged to have
left in Kazakhstan”. When the city of Aktau was renamed after Shevchenko in
1964, it was speculated that one of the poet's distant relatives had initiated
the renaming?®®. The city's name reverted back to Aktau in 1991. "Akin Tarazi"®
(Kazakhstani for “poet Taras") is still respected, and some Kazakhstanis consider
Shevchenko part of their culture®2.

5. PERCEPTION OF THE PERFORMANCE
OF THE UKRAINIAN AUTHORITIES

The Zelenskyy "phenomenon"generated a great deal of

buzz on the internet in Kazakhstan, but coverage of his
presidency has not garnered as much popularity. Some
experts believe this can be explained by a lack of Russian-
language news from Ukraine covering Ukrainian politics®3.
During the electoral campaign, Volodymyr Zelenskyy's
Russian-language messages were widely shared across
Kazakhstan's digital and social media, in effect offering
an alternative to Russian propaganda and and the ability

After Zelenskyy's Russian-language
messages disappeared from
Kazakhstan's information space, their
void was filled once again by Russian
propaganda, which portrayed Ukraine
in a way that was beneficial to Russia.

to present another version of events in Ukraine. After

assuming the presidency, Zelenskyy, who used both Russian and Ukrainian
during the campaign, switched to the official Ukrainian. Some experts argue that
after Zelenskyy's Russian-language messages disappeared from Kazakhstan's
information space, their void was filled once again by Russian propaganda,
which portrayed Ukraine in a way that was beneficial to Russia.

Analysis of 22 links to Kazakhstani media searchable in Google by entries
"Zelenskyy Kazakhstan" from March to August 2019 shows that during the
simultaneous election campaigns in Ukraine and Kazakhstan, Kazakhstan's
media mostly analyzed the possible impact of the "Zelenskyy phenomenon”
on Kazakhstan®:, how bilateral relations could change®® and whether a political
outsider could ever rise to power in Kazakhstan®®. A similar number of search
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results over the next six months, September 2019 to March 2020, reveal that after
the first months of his tenure, Kazakhstani media primarily covered President
Tokayev and Zelenskyy's meetings, the Ukrainian president's participation
in the Normandy Four talks, and Nursultan Nazarbayev's proposal to transfer
negotiations on the settlement of the conflict in Donbas to Kazakhstan, etc.
After Volodymyr Zelenskyy's election victory, Kazakhstani journalists shifted
coverage of Ukraine mainly toward foreign policy and paid little attention to
specific reforms of the new government.

A year after the election of Zelenskyy, Ukraine is viewed by many residents
of Kazakhstan as a country that remains committed to its Europeanization
process®. Kazakhstanis view Ukraine's definitive course towards integration
into both the EU and NATO as understandable, given that in 2014 the Ukrainian
people made their choice; as such, politicians must heed this decision®s.
Kazakhstani media also covered the possible impeachment of Donald
Trump, while sometimes noting the difficult situation in which Zelenskyy
found himself and the likelihood he would seek to maintain neutrality and
protect Ukraine's interests®”. Some Kazakhstani media also cover Ukraine
as an important potential energy partner; Kazakhstan has a state interest in
continuing gas supplies to Ukraine, which were suspended in 2019 due to
Russian sanctions?.

The average Kazakhstani is only slightly informed about Ukraine a year after
following presidential and parliamentary elections. Experts interviewed offered
several opinions: "If Ukrainians are disappointed in the policy of the new
government and the president, this news has not yet reached Kazakhstan" @®id;
"The Ukrainian president needs time to resolve internal problems, it is too
early to draw conclusions. You need to act more decisively on Donbas, without
compromise, and repel the Russian enemy"?; "We do not hear much about
Ukrainian events; the main channels of information are communication on
Facebook and "Radio Azattyk" publications. The conflict in Donbas is perceived
as frozen, but many people have heard about the bilateral release of prisoners."??
"It is noticeable that there is still no continuity of reforms in Ukraine. The new
government repeats what they did, in particular, during Yushchenko's time."?
On Facebook, a video went viral in Kazakhstan in which Zelenskyy kicked the
Boryspil City Council secretary out of a meeting®. Some activists viewed the
incident as a demonstration of Zelenskyy's ability to resolve issues without
excessive formality?.

People are generally less informed about Ukraine's Verkhovna Rada in
Kazakhstan, which again can be explained by the lack of coverage of Ukrainian
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88  Aigul Zharylgassova, former Advocacy Manager, People in Need, interview dated 29/2/2020
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news. Kazakhstani media reported® ?7 on the adoption of laws on the abolition
of parliamentary immunity?® and the impeachment of the president®, as well as
land market reform™° and the resignation of the Prime Minister''.

Some civil society activists in Kazakhstan have drawn attention to Ukraine
as potentially violating human rights in the context of non-compliance with
Article 33 of the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees™?, which
prohibits the deportation of refugees to a country where their life or liberty
is in danger. Some Kazakhstani opposition members living in Ukraine —
perceived to be facing similar danger — are threatened with refoulement to
Kazakhstan's,

6. ACTIVITIES OF THE EMBASSY AND THE IMPACT OF THE
UKRAINIAN COMMUNITY

Kazakhstani experts believe that the presence of the Embassy of Ukraine
in Kazakhstan is not very noticeable and currently does not significantly
contribute to Ukraine's soft power. Experts surveyed rated the Embassy's
performance at only 4.2 points out of ten. On its website, the Embassy
regularly publishes statements on the Donbas conflict and the annexation
of Crimea and organizes events aimed at promoting Ukrainian business and
culture. The Embassy's efforts to maintain interest in Ukrainian history and
culture are indeed important. However, it is unlikely that the types of events
the embassy organizes, such as a Taras Shevchenko poetry reading contest'*
and folk art festivals™® will help promote the image of Ukraine as a modern
country. Rather, ethnocentric approaches may lead to the conservation of
the image, which no longer corresponds to modern-day Ukraine and its
contemporary culture.
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As of 2017, ethnic Ukrainians in Kazakhstan made up 2.1 percent of Kazakhstan's
population™¢. Experts surveyed scored the influence of the Ukrainian community
at 3.2 points out of 10. In an interview with a local newspaper, the chairman of
the Council of Ukrainians of Kazakhstan stated that Ukrainians' influence on
Kazakhstans' public life was largely through ethnocultural groups and folk art'”.
The Ukrainians of Kazakhstan Association brings together dozens of non-profit
organizations and regularly organizes "republican gala concerts,” publishes
Ukrainian newspapers and supports the work of Sunday schools™2. This activity
is indeed significant for the Ukrainian diaspora, but it has a rather minor impact
within Kazakhstan.

At the same time, the professionalism of Ukrainians living
in Kazakhstan or working at Kazakhstani companies can
be seen as an important component of Ukraine's soft

Kazakhstani companies can be seen as power. Kazakhstan values Ukrainian professionals in
an important component of Ukraine's the restaurant, marketing and advertising industries in
soft power. particular’®®. There is a special demand for top managers

who develop business and have strong expertise in
technology and understanding of processes: "It is the
fact that Ukrainians in Kazakhstan often work as senior
executives that shapes the image of the [Ukrainian] nation.”™ Many Ukrainian
IT experts are employed in Kazakhstan or work at Kazakhstani companies
remotely™. Ukrainians are perceived as professionally responsible and reliable
business partners™. However, one journalist noted several stories about the
dissatisfaction of Kazakhstani corporations with the level of professionalism of
Ukrainian top managers hired to work in Kazakhstan™,

The professionalism of Ukrainians
living in Kazakhstan or working at

Ukrainian labor migration of high-skilled workers to Kazakhstan intensified in
2014 but has slowed down in recent years. The Kazakhstani labor market is tight
while even large Kazakhstani companies have suffered from recent economic
downturns™. Ukrainians working in the creative sector may also be less likely to
move to Kazakhstan for work as Ukraine's domestic film production and book
publishing industries surge®id),

In 2020, the Kazakhstani TV channel TDQ42 began to broadcast the UA | TV
program about prominent Ukrainians™®.
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7. UKRAINIAN BRANDS

The visibility and reputation of Ukrainian products in Kazakhstan were rated at
6.8 points out of 10. In Kazakhstan, Ukraine is sometimes associated with vodka
and lard, while Ukrainian dairy products are sold in many Kazakhstani stores™.
During Petro Poroshenko's presidency, there were many "Roshen” (Poroshenko's
chocolate company) billboards in Kazakhstan, and the brand remains popular
among locals™. One expert interviewed regrets that Ukraine International
Airlines (UIA) has suspended flights to Almaty: "One can say that the airline has
become Ukraine's ambassador: while reading UIA magazine during the flights, |
had an opportunity to learn about Ukrainian goods and services, business and
cultural events."” For many Kazakhstanis as well, football is a brand that is often
associated with Ukraine, in particular, well-known football clubs Shakhtar and
Dynamo™. "In my youth, | imagined playing like [former Dynamo and Soviet
Union striker] Oleh Blokhin," said the expert™.

Some Kazakhstanis associate Ukraine with its commercial healthcare industry,
especially dental and maternity clinics'°, offering opportunities for continued
development of medical tourism from Kazakhstan to Ukraine.

Since 2013, the trade turnover between Ukraine and Kazakhstan has significantly
decreased. The end of 2019 saw an almost twofold reduction in trade between
the countries and a 50-percent decline of Ukraine's share in Kazakhstan's foreign
trade™.

In 2019, the trade turnover between the two countries amounted to 817 million
US dollars (2 percent less compared to 2018)'?2. The largest share of Ukrainian
exports to Kazakhstan are food, pharmaceuticals, agricultural machinery, and
rubber products™®. Due to restrictions imposed by Russia in 2016 on the transit
of Ukrainian products to Central Asia'?*, Ukraine has suspended exports of
sunflower oil, cane sugar and poultry to Kazakhstan.

In 2019, imports from Kazakhstan to Ukraine amounted to 450 million US dollars
(2 percent less compared to 2018)'». The number of joint ventures increased
from 600 in 2016 to 1,000 in 2019™¢, Experts explained that it is profitable for
Ukrainians to own joint ventures in Kazakhstan because such businesses opens
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the door to conduct business in other countries in the region (including China,
Iran, etc.)'?. Many Kazakhstani businesspeople are interested in greater access
to European Union markets, which was made possible for Ukraine by its
Association Agreement with the EU.

“In terms of development, such areas
as design, marketing, fashion and
event-making, and the restaurant and
beauty industries in Ukraine are ahead
of the Kazakhstani market by several

years.

Since 2016, there have been several trips to Ukraine
by Kazakhstanis engaged in the creative field. They
participated in themed tours devoted to design,
marketing, fashion and event-making, and the restaurant
and beauty industries™®. Such niche tours are in demand
because "in terms of development, these areas in
Ukraine are ahead of the Kazakhstani market by several
years. Moreover, European experience would have to be
transformed to meet our regional realities. Meanwhile,
Ukrainian experts [in the above mentioned spheres] have

already adapted global practices to the specificities of our region."®¥ Ukraine
also has a potential in event tourism — Kazakhstanis have already come here
to attend the UEFA Champions League final, Eurovision song contest and Atlas

Weekend festival ®d,
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7. UKRAINE'S SOFT POWER IN RUSSIA:
VOLODYMYR ZELENSKYY'S CALMING EFFECT

o
Russia:
Ukraine's soft power index in ®

1. Political values

2. Foreign policy _ 4,6
3. Popularity of Ukrainian products (17 — 5,6
4, Popularity of Ukrainian culture — 4,2

Average index I s

In Russia, Ukraine scored lowest in terms of attractiveness among the countries
examined. Following the outbreak of aggression against Ukraine in 2014, the
attitude of Russians towards Ukrainians has deteriorated. Due to the influence of
the Russian media reproducing narratives of the Russian government, for most
Russians, post-Maidan Ukraine represents a political and economic catastrophe
and is perceived as perpetuated by aggressive policies that do not allow the
conflict in Eastern Ukraine to subside. In the Russian opposition community,
Ukraine's image is associated more with democratic change. Such Russians
recognize some of Ukraine's reform achievements and would prefer to see the
neighboring state as a role model for change in Russia.

The results of the Ukrainian presidential election in 2019 had a somewhat
reassuring effect on Russian society. Volodymyr Zelenskyy's intentions to restore
peace in Donbas, dialed down patriotic rhetoric, and communication in Russian
were able to soften the image of Ukraine created by Russian propaganda and
help improve the perception of Ukrainians by many Russians. In the opposition
community, the freedom and transparency of Ukraine's presidential and
parliamentary election were seen as confirmation that Ukraine was capable
of becoming more democratic and transferring power a new class of political
leaders peacefully.
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1. UKRAINE AFTER THE REVOLUTION:
TWO EXTREMES IN PERCEPTION

According to Freedom House, Russia is a "non-free country"' with a consolidated
authoritarian regime?. After the Revolution of Dignity, after which Ukraine
markedly pivoted away from the Russian orbit, Russia annexed Crimea and
launched a hybrid war in Eastern Ukraine®. The sharp criticism of Ukrainian
authorities in Russian media has worsened the attitude of Russians towards
Ukrainians®. While in September 2013 only 3 percent of Russians described their
attitude to Ukraine as "very bad", in May 2014 this figure increased to 16 percent,
and in November 2018 it reached a record high of 29 percent®. The reaction of
Russian authorities to the Ukraine's revolutionary and post-revolutionary events
made it possible to achieve in Russia a “conservative reconsolidation of society
around the power elite” and to mobilize patriotism by disapproving the image
of Ukraine created by the local propaganda machine®. In May 2014, 70 percent
of Russians believed that newscasts on federal television channels objectively
covered events in Ukraine’.

According to an expert, in Russia there are two extremes in the perception of
Ukraine®. For most Russian citizens, the Ukrainian state is a cautionary tale of what
could befall a country allegedly run by radicals and Western "pen-holders.” Reforms
in the post-Maidan Ukraine are perceived to have been unsuccessful, as the state
has been unable generate lasting change. Ukraine's EU and NATO integration
policy is portrayed as imposed upon Ukrainians by the West and not supported
among a majority of Ukrainians. Most local media have and continue to portray
Ukraine's military response to the Russian occupation of Donbas as a belligerent
policy pursued by the Ukrainian government towards its Russian-speaking citizens®.
The Russian media has also portrayed Ukrainian politicians who came to power in
2014 mostly as nationalists who established a Russophobia regime ®,

A minority view in Russia, primarily in opposition-minded Russians™, is that the
Ukrainian revolutionary events of 2014 can be seen as an overthrow of an
authoritarian regime paving the way for more democratic relations between the
government and society". Ukraine's foreign policy choice in favor of European
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integration processes was perceived as a way for Ukrainians to create transparent
political and economic institutions that would be accountable to society and
not to oligarchs (i),

Some opposition figures would rather see Ukraine as a
role model for democratic change, which Russia could
potentially follow™. Ukrainian reforms such as police
reform™, decommunization and open access to public
information, including KGB archives™, have been praised
by opposition-minded Russians. Decommunization in this

Some opposition figures would
rather see Ukraine as a role model
for democratic change, which Russia
could potentially follow.

community is considered a fundamental reform which
has changed the outlook of Ukrainians: "You have no idea
what happiness it is to cross the Ukrainian-Russian border, to realize that there
are thousands of kilometers ahead without any mentions of Lenin, Dzerzhynskyi,
etc."””™ In general, the processes initiated by Ukrainian civil society, including
the Revolution of Dignity and reforms, are a potent resource for Ukraine's soft
power in Russia®. However, experts note that Ukraine does not use its potential
effectively, although it could compete with Russia in this regard”. Furthermore,
Ukraine has an attractive and viable social ideology, which differs from the
Kremlin's policy in its "anthropocentrism" as opposed to Russia's prioritization
of the state's role in the life of the individual. However, the Ukrainian state fails to
leverage this resource for increasing its influence in the region ¥,

Modern democratic processes in Ukraine remind some opposition-minded
Russians of the brief period of emancipation that Russia experienced in the 1990s:
“In those days, Russian civil society was more vigorous, and journalists were
freer than they are now. But corruption was pervasive."”® At the same time, there
is an opinion among some members of the opposition that Ukraine has failed to
implement its anti-corruption program and has been unable to achieve the goals
set by the Maidan: "The revolution has taken place, people have died and are
dying, but no significant changes have taken place in the state."” In regard to
the Donbas conflict, the Russian opposition mostly supported Ukraine's official
position. In particular, members of the opposition urged Russia to withdraw its
troops from Ukraine's "southeastern regions” and put an end to anti-Ukrainian
propaganda?. The issue of Crimea splits the opposition-minded audience into
those who avoid making statements, who recognize the peninsula as Ukrainian
and those who support the annexation?"?2,
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2. UKRAINIAN PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS OF 2019:
OPPOSING POROSHENKO WITH ZELENSKYY

Experts noted that the impact on Russians of "hysterical propaganda”
concerning Ukraine has peaked already?. Popular interest in news from
Ukraine is waning among Russians, whose media space is already saturated
on this topic?*. However, it would be incorrect to say that there is a complete
lack of interest, as confirmed by the Ukrainian presidential election in 2019:
68 percent of Russians followed the campaign, and 30 percent of them paid
special attention to it?®. Russians' interest in the Ukrainian election can be
explained by the extraordinary nature of the campaign. In particular, because
Vladimir Zelenskyy was participating in the election, a popular actor in Russia,
whose main opponent in the election race was Petro Poroshenko, known
among Russians for the extremely negative image that the Russian media have
created for him. Russian propaganda focused on criticizing Poroshenko and
generally supported Zelenskyy®®, The independent international Russian-
language channel “Current Time" (Nastoyashcheye vremya)? broadcast the
debate between Zelenskyy and Poroshenko live and with a Russian translation?.
Alexei Navalnyy also broadcast the debate on his Youtube channel ®id),

One-third of Russian citizens considered Volodymyr Zelenskyy's election victory
more beneficial for Russia than the re-election of Petro Poroshenko would have
been??. Politicians ranging from Vladimir Zhirinovskiy to Sergei Lavrov expressed
support for then-candidate Zelenskyy, whom they knew through his acting
work and whom they liked because of his stated intentions to restore peace to
Eastern Ukraine?.

Russians who blamed Poroshenko for the deterioration in Ukraine-Russia
relations also supported Zelenskyy's plans to resolve the conflict in Donbas,
seeing him as a "dragon slayer” who would balance and soften sensitive issues
for both countries®. Zelenskyy's statements — more universal than patriotic —
appealed to many Russians and were perceived as less aggressive towards
them. His background as a Russian-speaking Ukrainian also convinced many
Russians that he would better understand the people of Eastern Ukraine and
how to improve the situation in Donbas.

Russian opposition figures praised the presidential election, the free and fair
electoral process and emphasized that that a change of power is possible in
Ukraine, while the victory of a non-systemic candidate speaks volumes about the
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liveliness of Ukrainian democracy?®. Some local opposition figures sympathized
with Zelenskyy and celebrated his victory because the transfer of power, unlike
in 2014, was legal and not the result of revolution®2. Although Petro Poroshenko
was elected legally, Russians sometimes believe that he

became president on a wave of revolution and did not

represent all Ukrainians. An opinion in the Russian expert A change of power is possible in
community was that Zelenskyy's campaign had shown the  Ukraine, while the victory of a non-
world that this race was a modern-day struggle against  systemic candidate speaks volumes

Soviet legacy and oligarchy. "The potential impact of about the liveliness of Ukrainian
Zelenskyy's soft power on the population of Russia and democracy.

the post-Soviet area is boundless. But will he use it when

he takes office?"3?

According to a Russian expert, Zelenskyy's speeches promoting peace caused
anxiety among a certain part of the opposition that the Ukrainian president
might become pro-Russian and make unacceptable compromises on the issue
of Donbas to Russia®*. Such Russians often supported Poroshenko's followers
on social networks and distributed their media product on their pages. A
Russian analyst who has lived in Kyiv for several years, noted that popularity of
Zelenskyy, whose TV career is well known in the occupied territories of Ukraine,
could encourage many Ukrainians from Donetsk, Luhansk and Crimea to move
to government-controlled regions®®. This analyst suggested that Vladimir Putin
intensified the issuance of passports in the Russian-occupied areas of Donetsk
and Luhansk regions to prevent Ukrainian citizens from moving from occupied
territories to those under government control ¥,

Notably, neither the results of in-depth interviews nor the media monitoring data
suggest that a significant number of young Russians entertained democratic
hopes for the "Zelenskyy phenomenon". This can be explained by a high level of
political indifference among young people of whom 60 percent are not interested
in politics®*, unfavorable conditions for the formation of protest momentum in
the country and the high popularity of Vladimir Putin among young Russians¥.

During the election campaign, Zelenskyy was an antipode to Poroshenko,
primarily on issues related to the conflict in Donbas®. However, in general,
neither his political program nor his personality were well understood by Russian
society. Seeking to predict the agenda of the new Ukrainian leadership, Russian
journalists analyzed Zelenskyy's remarks. In particular, a popular program on the
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Russia-1 TV channel concluded that the new Ukrainian president would likely
continue the reforms that had been initiated before him and would not change
the fight against corruption and language policy**.

Other propaganda media reported that the new Ukrainian government
should not be expected to change its foreign policy — partnership with the
EU and NATO will remain a priority, while a thaw in Ukraine's relations with
Russia should not be expected*’. Although the new Ukrainian president was
seen as the opposite of Poroshenko with regards to his tone and rhetoric on
the conflict in Donbas, the Russian media often mentioned that Zelenskyy
supported the Euromaidan and later the Anti-Terrorist Operation in Eastern
Ukraine*'. It therefore followed that apart from communication style,
significant deviations from the principles professed by Ukraine in domestic
and foreign policy could not be expected from the new government.

The expectations that Russian citizens placed on
Zelenskyy's activities as President of Ukraine contributed
to the growth of their affinity to Ukrainians — from 34
percent in February 2019 to 56 percent in September
2019“2, It is worth noting that in Russian society there
was also a widespread negative attitude towards
Zelenskyy and Ukraine, which combined traditional
clichés about Ukraine as a "failed state" and contempt
for the lack of political experience of the new leader of
the neighboring country. For example, many of the pro-

In Russian society there was also

a widespread negative attitude
towards Zelenskyy and Ukraine,
which combined traditional clichés
about Ukraine as a «failed state» and
contempt for the lack of political
experience of the new leader of the
neighboring country.

government media portrayed the Ukrainian president as
a "non-independent clown."*® As of 2019, 26 percent of
Russian citizens listed Ukraine among the top three countries which could
threaten Russia with a military attack*:.

Elections to the Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine did not receive the attention that was
attached to the presidential campaign. In the Russian expert community, the
parliamentary election, along with the presidential race, was portrayed as the
first sweeping change of the new leadership in Ukraine (the “first revolution"),
which took place in a completely legal way*®.
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Russian press stressed the importance of the pro-Russian party "Opposition
Platform — for Life" (Opozytsyyna Platforma - Za zhyttya) gaining the second-
most seats in the Verkhovna Rada. This indicator was supposed to show
Russian society how Ukrainians actually treat Russians: "If the presidential
election is a battle of individuals, the election to the Rada is a battle of
meanings, when it becomes clear what real values and ideological patterns
exist in Ukrainian society, including those concerning Russia."¢

In the propaganda media, the pro-Russian party's result in the parliamentary
election was also interpreted as a demand by Ukrainians for peace and
normalization of relations with Russians®. These media outlets compared
Volodymyr Zelenskyy, whose party won a majority in the Verkhovna Rada,
to Vladimir Putin, who also relied on a parliamentary majority during his first
presidential term, believing that the Russian president's 2000 version should
be "ideal" for his Ukrainian counterpart ®¥ Some Russian economists have
argued that the new Ukrainian government has a unique opportunity to destroy
the oligarchic system and establish the rule of law in Ukraine*®.

3. A LESSON FOR RUSSIANS?

After Zelenskyy's victory, Russian authorities realized that his example could
damage the stability of Russian policy and become potentially attractive for
Russians, who may want freer elections and more open-minded leaders®. "The
Servant of the People” (Sluha Narodu) series was taken off from the TNT channel
a few days after Putin's meeting with Zelenskyy in Paris, after broadcasting only
three episodes®. Following Zelenskyy's victory, "The Guardian” reported: "After
Zelenskiy's election, activists in Russia were asking: could Ukraine hold lessons
for us? Why can't Russians also experience a wave of out-with-the-old, in-with-
the-new?"s'

Local experts believe that Zelenskyy can inspire Russians
to seek democratic change in their country, where
there is also a demand for a transfer of power, elections
with unpredictable results and with the participation of
candidates representing diverse political platformsS253,
During the election, the Russian opposition felt a surge

“Could Ukraine hold lessons for us?
Why can't Russians also experience a
wave of out-with-the-old, in-with-the-
new?"

of enthusiasm. Like the opposition-minded audience,
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ordinary Russians were excited to see how Ukraine can — democratically —
get rid of politicians who have compromised themselves®. After Zelenskyy
was elected president, several Russian comedians expressed political
criticism against the authorities including Maxim Galkin and Timur Batrudinov®s.
Comparing himself to Zelenskyy, Galkin said that he would not be able to
repeat the experience of his Ukrainian colleague in show business: “"We are
not in Ukraine, they will shoot us even before the inauguration.">®

Zelenskyy's 2020 New Year's address to Ukrainians was widely viewed in
Russia as well, both among the opposition and adherents of Putin. The
contrast of the Ukrainian president's emotional speech with what was
regarded as a comparatively dry greeting by the Russian head of state
was all too overt¥. In contrast to Putin's address, Zelenskyy's New Year's
address lent the impression that he remained an ordinary person willing to
talk to his fellow citizens®e.

According to the Levada Center's "Man of the Year 2019" ratings, Volodymyr
Zelenskyy ranked second among Russians with 7 percent support trailing
only Vladimir Putin with 31 percent®. Despite the novelty of Zelenskyy,
Putin — and the political stability he provides — remains broadly popular.
46 percent of Russians would like to see him as president after 2024 (although
40 percent of Russians do not approve of this idea)*®, and 72 percent of
Russia's population does not want to take part in protests®. Moreover,
in Boris Yeltsin era, which reminds some Russians of modern Ukraine, the
opposition sees, first and foremost, civil liberties, while for many Russians
this period is associated with chaos and instability that has not significantly
improved their lives®.

Volodymyr Zelenskyy has helped dial back the perception of Ukraine as
radical in Russia. Most Russians saw Zelenskyy as one of their own who seeks
peace in Donbas and focuses on humanitarian, not nationalist, issues. Russian
opposition figures consider Zelenskyy's election as part of Ukraine's overall
democratic process and a testament to its neighbor's ability to change for
the better. However, it is unlikely that in the foreseeable future the first group
will want, and the second will be able to be inspired by the example of the
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2019 Ukrainian election enough to believe that, in the words of Zelenskyy,
"everything is possible!"®

Among opposition-minded Russians there is a demand for information from
Ukraine in Russian: "Russian-language content from Ukraine would signal
that Ukrainians, instead of abandoning those Russians who support them
alone with the totalitarian regime of Russia, are willing to keep in touch."¢*
Communicating with this audience in Russian, without intermediaries in
the form of the Russian media, could also help Russians better understand
which examples of Ukraine's transformational experience they can follow
and, conversely, which unsuccessful decisions to avoid.

4. PERCEPTION OF UKRAINE THROUGH CULTURE

Among Volodymyr Zelenskyy's supporters there is a category of Russians who
first knew him as an actor® and star of the TV series "The Servant of the People”
(Sluha Narodu) and the film “Love in the Big City" (Kohannia u velykomu misti),
producer of "In-Laws" (Svaty) and KVNivets (KVN Player), and co-founder of the
"Kvartal 95" show®. In the first half of 2019, "The Servant of the People" joined
"Game of Thrones" and HBO's "Chernobyl" as one of the three most popular
series on streaming platforms in Russia®’. "The Servant of the People" could
show Russians that Ukraine has freedom of expression, humor and creativity
because Ukrainians can produce films criticizing the governments®.

Ukrainian TV series are perceived positively in Russia if they are devoid of
national color and embody an average cultural product®. Moreover, for some
Russians, the actor Zelenskyy is considered as one of their own, part of a
common cultural space with Russia”. In the eyes of those Russians who see
the current Ukrainian president solely as an actor, Zelenskyy was elevated to
the status of a politician during the Normandy Four summit, when Vladimir
Putin spoke with Vladimir Zelenskyy as the head of another state, an equal
politician®¥, The popularity of Zelenskyy as an actor contributed to his
attractiveness as a presidential candidate — at least among those Russians
who were familiar with his entertainment career. But whether such recognition
through culture can be considered a manifestation of Ukraine's soft power is
questionable, given that the showman Zelenskyy is often perceived by some
Russians as one of their own. As will be shown below, Russian residents who
supported Zelenskyy have come subsequently to realize that he is not so close
to Russians, and his popularity in Russia has correspondingly declined.
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According to a quantitative survey, experts scored the popularity of
Ukrainian mass culture in Russia at 5.6 out of 10. This is a fairly high score,
as in other categories Ukraine's soft power in Russia averages 4.5. Russian
citizens have a positive attitude not only towards the work of Volodymyr
Zelenskyy but also towards other Ukrainian artists provided that they do not
make political statements’’. For example, one of the reasons why Oleksandr
Rodnianskyi, the Ukrainian-born producer and film director had a successful
career in Russia may have been because he gave up any ambitions related to
his Ukrainian citizenship®™¥- In this regard, the popularity of Ukrainian music
star and frontman of the group "Okean Elzy", Sviatoslav Vakarchuk in Russia
is noticeable’?73. Vakarchuk sings in Ukrainian and does not hide his political
positions, yet many Russians do not perceive him as hostile”. This can be
explained by the fact that, unlike Russian-speaking Ukrainian performers, it
is difficult for Russians to accept Vakarchuk as one of them®¥ The leader
of "Okean Elzy" is seen more as a European who is associated with the
western Ukrainian Halychyna region and even Poland; a person for whom it
is quite natural not to speak Russian. "If he had been born and brought up
in a Russian-speaking region of Ukraine, his pro-European political views and
speaking Ukrainian could have been perceived in Russia as a betrayal of his
identity."id)

However, the case of "Okean Elzy" is but one exception to the perception
of Ukrainian music in Russia, when Ukrainian identity is interpreted as
European and, therefore, does not cause a negative reaction. In general,
no matter how powerful can be creative projects conducted by Ukrainians
in Russia, their quality will only be widely appreciated if the message of
the work is devoid of nationalist characteristics and does not emphasize its
connection with Ukraine’s.

At the same time, among a narrower audience of Russians in the creative
sector Ukrainians are often associated with success and innovation in
media, marketing and public relations®i¥- |n this community, Ukrainian
advertising campaigns are sometimes seen as inspiring cases: "Given that
Ukraine does not have as tight regulation of the advertising sector as
Russia, we can consider examples of how freely and accurately Ukrainian
creative agencies integrate their campaigns into the public space and how
the viewer interacts with such advertising." i

Many Russian artists, critics and curators view Ukrainian culture favorably —
especially its contemporary art.” This community, though small, mostly
sympathizes with the democratic processes in Ukraine and does not support
the Russian occupation of Crimea and Donbas’”. One of the works of the
artist Anna Engelhardt is dedicated to the reflection on the Crimean bridge
as a symbol of the colonial policy of the Russian Federation’®. Many Russian
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artists respect the work of their Ukrainian counterparts,
expectingthemto "protestand make political statements
through art,"”? however language occasionally acts as an
obstacle to a better understanding of Ukrainian art®id,
Translation of curatorial texts, catalogs, subtitling of
movies in Russian would facilitate the perception of
Ukrainian contemporary art in Russia®. Members of the
Russian artistic community are aware of the Ukrainian
resource "BirdInFlight"®, which provides a trilingual
(in Ukrainian, Russian and English) account of news in

No matter how powerful can be
creative projects conducted by
Ukrainians in Russia, their quality
will only be widely appreciated if
the message of the work is devoid of
nationalist char-acteristics and does
not emphasize its connection with
Ukraine.

Ukrainian and world art.

A recent scandal surrounding the design of the Babyn Yar Holocaust
Memorial Center®? has been a subject of discussion in both Ukraine and
Russia. It is noteworthy that the creator of the controversial idea of
conducting social experiments on museum visitors, lllia Khrzhanovskyi,
is rarely called a Russian in Russian press, which often mentions that he
is of Ukrainian origin®. A similar situation exists in Ukraine, where in the
Ukrainian media Khrzhanovskyi is depicted as a Russian, and his Ukrainian
roots are mentioned only in passing. Due to the fact that many experts do
not accept Khrzhanovskyi's methods of work, neither Ukraine nor Russia
prefer to include him in the resources of their soft power.

The situation is different with Russian-speaking performers from Ukraine,
who often tour in Russia and receive complimentary feedback from state-
sponsored media®:. Such Ukrainian artists are used by Russia to strengthen
propaganda narratives, in particular, that the only obstacle to the restoration
of friendship between Ukrainians and Russians is the unwillingness of
Ukrainian politicians to negotiate — while failing to mention Russian
aggression in Ukraine.

5. PERCEPTION OF THE PERFORMANCE
OF THE UKRAINIAN AUTHORITIES

The first year in office of Ukraine's new president and parliament has not
led to drastic changes in the perception of Ukrainians by Russians®. The
number of Russians with a positive attitude towards Ukraine fell from
56 percent in September 2019 (the fifth month of Zelenskyy's tenure) to
42 percent in January 2020 (the ninth month of Zelenskyy's presidency)®.
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For comparison:in early 2020, 54 percent of Ukrainians defined their attitude
to Russia as "good" or "very good."® Some experts believe that the recent
deterioration in Russians' attitudes toward Ukrainians can be explained by
the fact that no significant compromise has been reached between Ukraine
and Russia on Donbas®. Zelenskyy's novelty, which benefited him in the
first months of his presidency, converting supporters in Russia, later lost its
momentum i),

Russian media are becoming increasingly critical towards Zelenskyy,
stressing his unwillingness to make significant concessions to the Kremlin
on the issue of Donbas, and even accusing him of adopting Poroshenko's
behavior®. Media monitoring conducted as part of this study reveals that
pro-Kremlin media have assessed Zelenskyy's first year in office rather
negatively. In particular, some state-supported media write that in 2019
“"various analysts" were wrong in saying that the "Zelenskyy factor” could
inspire changes in the Russian political life because during the first year of
his work, the Ukrainian president was not able to fulfill any promise other
than opening the land market?.

However, at the same time, many Russians have
maintained a more friendly attitude towards Zelenskyy
than to his predecessor: "Both the pro-Putin majority
and the anti-Putin minority perceive the Ukrainian
president more positively."” An expert poll shows

“Both the pro-Putin majority and
the anti-Putin minority perceive the
Ukrainian president more positively."

that in Russia the positive rating of Zelenskyy stands
at 6.3 points out of 10. Despite the loss of his novelty
effect, the Ukrainian president continues to create news opportunities for
the Russian media: 36 percent of Russian media about Ukraine are devoted
to Zelenskyy and his presidency®. His New Year's address to Ukrainians
earned new admiration from Russians?, who viewed him as playing the
role of a peacemaker and saw him as a politician capable of "uniting the
country." (ibid)

Russian media devote an average of 10 percent of all news on Ukraine to
the situation in Donbas.” According to an expert poll, Ukraine's ability
to resolve the conflict is perceived by Russians at 3.5 points out of 10. In
the opposition community, it is widely believed that despite challenging
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domestic and geopolitical circumstances, Ukraine is able to competently
defend its interests: "You have resisted such an enemy for six years!"* It
is noteworthy that Russian independent observers credit this successful
resistance (as well as any success achieved in reforms) less due to the actions
of specific politicians and more a result of the system of government-to-
citizen relations that has developed in Ukraine ®¥ At the same time, some
respondents interviewed in our survey expressed the opinion that some
Russian opposition figures would prefer to see a firmer stance by Zelenskyy
and a more aggressive defense of state interests in negotiations with Putin
on Donbas?.

Experts have rated the success of Ukraine's reforms at 4.2 out of 10.
Opposition-minded Russians monitor Ukraine's reforms, including some
of Volodymyr Zelenskyy's initiatives”. According to an expert ®9 this
community's members view potential amendments to the Ukrainian
Constitution regarding decentralization?®, introducing the idea ofappointing
prefects in the regions as more similar to the practice of "overseers."

It is hardly surprising that most Russians are hostile to any issues related to
the development of the Ukrainian nation. However, at times their opinion
is supported by members of the opposition-minded audience. According
to experts®”'°°, some citizens who do not approve of Putin's policies have
a negative opinion about two Ukrainian laws, namely the Ukrainian Law
on the Functioning of the Ukrainian Language as the State Language'
and the Law on Education™?. Although these laws were approved during
Poroshenko's tenure, discussions on violations of the rights of Russian-
speaking Ukrainians are ongoing in Russia. Zelenskyy did not abolish these
laws and is therefore also associated with their allegedly negative impact
on minorities. "Ukraine's image among Russians (including the opposition-
minded audience) will improve if Ukrainians change their current language
policy. Liberalizing the status of the Russian language will show Russians
that things are not as bad in Ukraine as propaganda says."'® It should be
noted that not all opposition figures (especially those who have visited
Ukraine and seen the situation firsthand)** share the view that the rights of
Russian-speaking Ukrainians suffer as a result of these laws or due to other
state policies.

Besides the status of the Russian language, another issue that is negatively
perceived by most Russians, including the opposition, is the existence of
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radical right-wing groups in Ukraine's. "For Russians, the main pillar of
identity is victory in the Great Patriotic War. Based on this, any hint of
the rehabilitation of fascism is outrageous for Russian society.” (®d |t bears
mentioning that in the expert community there is an understanding that the
scale of activities of radical groups is significantly inflated by the Russian
media'®. However, Ukraine's attempts to combat the images created by
propaganda are not very successful® and during the new government's
first year in office no progress was made on this issue. According to
"Kommersant”, Zelenskyy's statements regarding World War Il were an
obnoxious emotional event for Moscow last year: "The Kyiv's attempts to
share responsibility for the outbreak of World War Il between Nazi Germany
and the Soviet Union were painfully felt in the Kremlin."°7

In general, some opposition believe that Ukraine's information policy
toward combatting Russian propaganda is not effective enough?. For
example, Ukrainian authorities do not push back on figures whom Russian
journalists present as "Ukrainian experts,” who regularly provide comments
and participate in propaganda shows in Russia'®. These "experts" often
legitimize Russian narratives with little official push-back from Ukraine.
The lack of reaction from the Ukrainian authorities is perceived by some
as a manifestation of the weakness of the Ukrainian state'. Besides, the
Ukrainian media should do more to advertise the achievements of the last
six years, and not simply recount its failures, as such positive stories could
undermine Russian "horror stories" about Ukraine.

According to opposition-minded Russians, Ukraine's foreign policy
continues to evolve in line with the principles of European and Euro-Atlantic
integration™. Ukraine's ability to follow this path was assessed by experts
at 5.0 points out of 10. During the new government's first year in power,
there was no significant warming of relations with Russia and, in general,
Ukraine's return to the Russian sphere of influence is considered unlikely.
Consistency and predictability of Ukrainian foreign policy, according to
experts, amounted to 3.9 points out of 10.

Zelenskyy's participation in the Normandy Four meeting in Paris was met
with muted coverage in Russian media™. Vladimir Putin noted that the
conversation with his Ukrainian counterpart turned out to be constructive
and refrained from criticizing him". Russian journalists wrote that Zelenskyy
retained the position of Poroshenko, making significant trade-offs in
agreements on Donbas unlikely. Media also reported that Zelenskyy could
be open to dialogue with Moscow, but other politicians, including the

105 | eonid Ragozin, journalist, interview dated 13/3/2020
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so-called "hawks," would not allow him to reach a compromise on terms
favorable to Russia™.

The scandal surrounding the impeachment of Donald Trump was predictably
used by many pro-government Russian journalists to confirm the alleged
dependence of Ukrainian politicians, including Zelenskyy, on the United
States. The media coverage of the two presidents' talks was portrayed
by Russian media as disrespectful to the Ukrainian president, as if the
scandal were intended to undermine Zelenskyy's image in the international
community"®. Particular attention by state-sponsored media was given to
the erroneous mention of Zelenskyy by Trump as President of Russia. One
Russian senator, in particular, considered this a confirmation that even the
US president sees Russia and Ukraine as belonging to a common "Russian
world.""”

News from the Verkhovna Rada were often covered through the prism of
comments by Ukrainian pro-Russian politicians Vadym Rabinovych™®, Viktor
Medvedchuk™ and Yurii Boiko°, who have been quick to criticize the
Zelenskyy government for any reason and have repeated the narratives of
Russian propaganda. With small exception™, most publications in Russian
press did not focus on the the legislative activity of the Verkhovna Rada
and its impact on the lives of Ukrainians. Articles of pro-government media
outlets prioritized scandalous statements and heated discussions'? and
pointed out that the new government has been unable to enact legislation
to generate drastic change in the country'?.
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6. ACTIVITIES OF THE EMBASSY AND THE IMPACT OF THE
UKRAINIAN COMMUNITY

Polling conducted for this study rated the effectiveness of the Ukrainian
Embassy's activities in Russia at 3.4 points out of 10. The Ukrainian diplomatic
mission in Russia regularly publishes allegations of illegal actions by Russian
authorities in Crimea'* and Donbas'?, condemns violence against peaceful
protesters in Moscow'?®, and supports Ukrainian "prisoners of the Kremlin"?,
etc. Given the current political environment, the embassy does not hold
large-scale events and usually celebrates national holidays without many
visitors'™®, In 2014, Ukraine withdrew its ambassador to Russia, and has no
plans to appoint a new one until the end of Russian aggression in Ukraine.
Recently, discussions regarding ending diplomatic relations with Russia,
active during Poroshenko's presidency, have subsided.

The influence of the Ukrainian community in Russia is estimated at 4.4
points out of 10. According to various data, the number of Ukrainians
living in Russia ranges between three and five million™°, making it the
largest Ukrainian expatriate community in the world, and a community that
continues to grow through the issuance of Russian passports to Donbas
residents. In addition to the political component, Russia may be issuing
Russian passports to people from Eastern Ukraine (and Ukrainians from
other regions) to solve its own demographic problems™.

The Ukrainian community in Russia is not homogeneous and has differing
opinions about events in Ukraine. Ukrainians who have preserved their
national identity and choose to display it often face disrespectful and
aggressive behavior on the part of Russians or pro-Russian Ukrainians®™2.
Following Zelenskyy's electoral victory, representatives of the Ukrainian
expatriate community appealed to the President of Ukraine, welcoming the
free and fair elections and linking Zelenskyy's election to the continuation
of the Revolution of Dignity. This letter also urged the president to support
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the diaspora, oppressed by the Russian authorities: "Recently, the Union of
Ukrainians of Russia, the Ukrainian Educational Center, and Russia's only
Library of Ukrainian Literature were liquidated."'?

In 2019, the Russian authorities added the The
Ukrainian World Congress (UWC) in Russia to the list
of "undesirable organizations” for "discrediting the
country's leadership and creating Russia's image as
an aggressor state."™ According to UWC leader Pavlo
Hrod, Russia attempts to intimidate vocal citizens:
"This move demonstrates Russian President Vladimir
Putin's fears that the democratic principles professed
by the Ukrainian people could lead to the destruction of his kleptocratic
regime."®> Reflecting on the religious rights of the Ukrainian expatriate
community, the former co-chair of the Union of Ukrainians of Russia notes
that the Russian authorities continue to hinder the establishment of the
Ukrainian national church™s,

Vladimir Putin fears that the
democratic principles professed by
the Ukrainian people could lead to the
destruction of his kleptocratic regime.

In the first half of 2019, 164,000 Ukrainians came to work in Russia, and
another 13,700 Ukrainians came to study'’; Ukraine ranked third in terms
of the total number of workers who entered the Russian Federation since
the beginning of 2019. While, prior to 2013 Ukrainian labor migrants
preferred Russia, after Euromaidan Poland emerged as the main destination
for Ukrainian laborers™2. After 2014, the number of entries and exits of
Ukrainians to and from Russia decreased from 11 to 8 million annually, while
the number of Ukrainian-Polish border crossings increased by 40 percent
(from 14 to 20 million per year)™.

Some Russians working in the field of IT and media are migrating to
Ukraine™°. Pundits, human rights activists and historians are also moving,
and interviews with such Russians are routinely published by both
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Ukrainian™ and Russian media outlets™2. Russian human rights activists who
migrated to Ukraine have reported the difficulty or impossibility to carry out
activities in Russia due to harassment by the authorities 9, Some Russian
migrants believe that Ukraine has a healthier democracy and is generally
freer: "There is a different attitude to the government, so it is normal to
criticize the government, protest and express one's opinion here."®d At the
same time, according to the expert, the Ukrainian state does not create the
proper conditions for migration of Russian-speaking professionals (not only
from Russia, but also from the region as a whole)™. The migration service
has not been reformed, the rules for crossing the border are rather vague
and can therefore be interpreted in each case at the will of officials™.

7. UKRAINIAN BRANDS

According to experts, the popularity of Ukrainian brands in Russia stands
at 5.6 points out of 10. Despite the ban on importing Ukrainian goods to
Russia™®, Ukrainian products can still be found on the shelves of Russian
stores. Although hard to find, “Roshen"” sweets are still in high demand™. In
addition to sweets, experts also noted the popularity of Ukrainian cleaning
products™. In Moscow, there is a restaurants network Korchma “Taras
Bulba," which exploits in its interior Soviet stereotypes about Ukraine™s.

Since 2014, Russia's trade turnover with Ukraine has decreased almost
threefold™. Ukraine is no longer one of Russia's top trading partners, and
Ukrainian producers are gradually reducing their dependence on the Russian
market. In 2019, the trade turnover between the countries amounted to 10.1
billion US dollars (13 percent less compared to 2018)'°. Exports of Ukrainian
goods to Russia reached 3.2 billion US dollars (11 percent percent less
compared to 2018). Ukraine imported goods totaling 6.9 billion US dollars
from Russia (11 percent below the level of 2018). The negative balance of
Ukrainian-Russian trade is 3.7 billion US dollars @,
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7. Ukraine's soft power in Russia: Volodymyr Zelenskyy's calming effect

Despite the fact that in June 2019 restrictions were imposed on the supply
of Russian coal and oil products to Ukraine, in January and February 2020,
Russia's share in imported supplies of thermal coal to Ukraine stood at
61 percent™. In May 2020, Ukraine imposed a 65 percent duty on electricity
and coal imports from Russia, with the exception of anthracite, bituminous
and coking coal.
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The findings of the research conducted in "Ukraine's regional soft power.
Changes during the presidency of Volodymyr Zelenskyy: Case studies of Belarus,
Georgia, Moldova, Kazakhstan and Russia" lead to the following conclusions.

1

President Volodymyr Zelenskyy has generally contributed to
Ukraine's attractiveness in all targeted countries. At the same time,
this effect proved to be the most pronounced during his presidential
election campaign and was not properly reinforced during the first year
of Zelenskyy's presidency. Ukraine's attractiveness in the region improved
through the engagement of various elements of soft power in different
countries.

Creativity: Belarus. While following Volodymyr Zelenskyy's election
campaign, Belarusians had the opportunity to see how a vibrant
political system functions — with creative communication with
voters, lively debates, two rounds of elections and a convincing and
overwhelmingly democratic victory of a presidential candidate. The
election of Zelenskyy as president strengthened the perception of
Belarusians that Ukrainian politics is built not only around individuals,
but also on certain well-established approaches that allow for the
renewal of political elites.

Election of a political outsider: Georgia. For many Georgians,
Volodymyr Zelenskyy is a representative of a new generation of Ukrainian
politicians whose career did not begin in the 1990s; Zelenskyy was able
to enter the political system as a neophyte, declaring his intention to
change it. Zelenskyy's presidential victory underscores the desire of
Ukrainians to reset the post-Soviet political establishment and develop
a more democratic system of government.

Anti-corruption rhetoric: Moldova. Many Moldovans associate
Zelenskyy with his commitment to fighting corruption and de-
oligarchization — challenges that are a top priority for the
Moldovan population as well. The Ukrainian president's anti-
corruption rhetoric reinforces Ukraine's image as a country seeking
democratic change.

Youth: Kazakhstan. Itis not so much about biological as about political
youth — Zelenskyy impresses many citizens of Kazakhstan because
of his non-bureaucratized approaches, an informal communication
style, and his stated preference for wide-scale reform over stability.
These characteristics of the Ukrainian president strengthen the vision
of Ukraine as a country that is able to break old political tradition and
change itself.

Peacemaking rhetoric: Russia. Russian-speaking Volodymyr
Zelenskyy's remarks about restoring peace in Donbas have somewhat
softened the image of Ukraine created by Russian propaganda and
helped improve the perception of Ukrainians held by many ordinary
Russians. Zelenskyy's popularity in the Russian Federation as an actor
has also played an important role. The involvement of this element of his
soft power has strengthened some narratives about Ukraine, including
the perception of Ukraine as a country where freedom of speech and
criticism of the government are possible.
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Graph 1. Rating of Ukraine's soft power in Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, Kazakhstan and Russia
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According to expert surveys conducted by the New Europe Center, in Belarus,
Georgia, Moldova, Kazakhstan and Russia, the highest index of Ukraine's soft
power can be observed in the Republic of Moldova: 6.7 points out of 10. It is
noteworthy that according to the findings of previous research ("Ukraine’s soft
power in the region: An instrument for the effective foreign policy") conducted
by our analysts almost 10 years ago, Ukraine was also perceived best in Moldova.
Meanwhile, in Georgia, Ukraine's attractiveness is estimated at 6.4 points, and in
Kazakhstan 6.2. In neighboring Belarus, this figure was 5.8 points, with Ukraine
having the lowest perception index in Russia, with 4.7 points.

In a number of post-Soviet countries, Volodymyr Zelenskyy may be

2 perceived as a democratic alternative to authoritarian leaders,
including Vladimir Putin. The main competitive advantages of the Ukrainian
president are his status as a political outsider, distance from post-Soviet
political elites and more open communication with citizens. For Zelenskyy,
his success as a regional leader will depend on the extent to which he will
be able to meet the expectations placed on him by both Ukrainians and
citizens of post-Soviet countries.

In the targeted countries, interest in Ukrainian events increases sharply

3 during significant political developments in Ukraine, such as last year's
presidential and parliamentary elections. The wholesale change of the
Ukrainian political establishment in 2019 was often perceived as another
revolution, except this time conducted at the ballot box and not in the
streets. The victory of Volodymyr Zelenskyy in the presidential election
and the emergence of new parties in the Verkhovna Rada showed citizens
of Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, Kazakhstan and Russia that political life in
Ukraine is dynamic and not easily usurped by a single political force, while
competition between candidates motivates politicians to communicate
more creatively.
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The victory of Volodymyr Zelenskyy, a well-known actor and film producer
in the post-Soviet area, also strengthened the image of Ukrainians as a
creative nation. Opposition members, pro-European citizens and the expert
community were the audiences that viewed Zelenskyy most positively in
the targeted countries. The interest in Ukrainian elections can be explained
by the fact that the same challenges Ukraine faces are relevant for some
of the researched countries as well: an aggressive Russian foreign policy,
security issues, anti-corruption activities, de-oligarchization, etc.

The new Ukrainian government (and Volodymyr Zelenskyy personally)
is expected to be able to respond to these common challenges — for
the benefit not only of Ukraine but of the entire region. The security of
other countries in the region depends on the ability of the Ukrainian state
to resist Russian aggression, and democratic changes in Ukraine can set
the tone for transformations throughout the post-Soviet space. Experts,
opposition members and pro-European citizens hope that if the challenges
are successfully addressed, the Ukrainian state will take over the role
of regional leader from Russia and become an attractive role model
for their own states. The study findings show that in the perception of
the citizens of Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, Kazakhstan and Russia, Ukraine
already has serious achievements in the context of soft power. These
elements of Ukraine's soft power are an active civil society, free media, an
open political system, liberalization of business conditions, attractiveness
for tourism and a progressive creative industry. At the same time, Ukraine
does not fully use these successes and its considerable potential to
strengthen its influence in the region.
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9. RECOMMENDATIONS
CHANGES IN THE COUNTRY

e Only a democratic, reformed Ukraine will fully realize its soft power potential
in the perception of the citizens of the region. Ukrainian political elites
need to understand that high expectations of change in Ukraine are not
just limited to Ukrainian citizens. Ukraine's success combating corruption,
de-oligarchizing, and resisting Russian aggression can turn the state into a
model of political behavior for other countries. No matter how outdated and
unrealistic a recommendation for decisive transformation of the Ukrainian
state may seem, it is the key to the formation of an effective soft power of
the state. Ukraine's soft power potential lies not in cosmetic updates, but in
the radical restructuring of the country.

® One of the first, and most visible, signs of change for foreign visitors will be
a change in approach to the work of border guards and customs officers. In
the targeted countries, it is not uncommon to hear about rude Ukrainians at
the border, who may sometimes demand bribes.

® In its communication to external audiences, Ukrainian leadership should pay
attention to the changes which have already taken place, and the impact
of the transformations that have already occurred. Many post-Soviet states
today can only dream of the advantages Ukrainians enjoy: citizens have the
right to freely express their will in elections; Ukrainians have considerable
influence on policy-making; citizens are not afraid to take responsibility
and force out corrupt rulers; Ukrainians have managed to gain considerable
support from the the global community both for internal change and for
countering Russian aggression.

SECURITY

e Ukraine should maintain leadership in the region to counter Russian
aggression, possibly through the creation of various platforms, including
governmental, parliamentary, and high ministerial levels. This is especially
relevant for those states that have themselves become the targets of Russian
aggression including Georgia and Moldova. A dialogue for security issues
between Kyiv, Tbilisi and Chisinau can take place in the context of the Eastern
Partnership. Kazakhstan and Belarus, although Moscow's formal allies, are no
less interested in such a dialogue (or informal exchange of information), as
they have reason to be wary of military provocations from Russia.

e Ukraine needs to make more active use of the influence it may have to the
resolution of conflict in Georgia and Moldova. For example, in the case of
Chisinau, Kyiv should raise the issues of joint control on the Transnistrian
part of the border and cooperation to combat smuggling in the Transnistrian
region. Anything that weakens Russia's influence contributes to broader
regional security.

e Ukrainian politicians need to take a more delicate approach to decision-
making and public statements that may alienate Kyiv's allies. Carelessness
and reckless arrogance breeds distrust, and weakens all countries that are
on the path of democratization and must counter Russian aggression daily.
Ukrainian authorities should take into account the criticism that “Ukrainian
politicians sometimes choose the tone of statements more typical of
Russians" heard from experts in Moldova and Georgia. In particular, Chisinau
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calls on Kyiv to minimize the negative impact of the Ukrainian hydroelectric
power plant on the Dniester on Moldova's water resources. By ignoring the
pleas of its ally, Kyiv undercuts its own regional soft power.

EXTERNAL COMMUNICATION

Ukrainian journalists, analysts, and bloggers should communicate more
regularly and in a more informal setting with counterparts from its neighbors
and allies; Embassies could take a lead in building such communities.
Regular, informal meetings between embassies and opinion leaders will
be instrumental in distributing more comprehensive information about
Ukrainian realities. These discussions could cover issues of interest not only
to Ukrainians but partners from other countries (whether it is the Chornobyl
disaster, which also affected Belarus; or modern readings of Taras Shevchenko
heritage honored in Kazakhstan).

Study visits for influential media representatives, analysts, bloggers or
activists are an important tool for introducing Ukraine to external audiences.
By promoting visits and first-hand narratives, foreign audiences that are
heavily influenced by Russian propaganda can receive alternative narratives
about Ukraine.

Political leaders, and most of all the president, should take part in press
briefings not only for well-known European and North American media, but
also for journalists of the region. Citizens of the former Soviet Union are very
interested in the events in Ukraine and often perceive the state as the regional
leader, but also sometimes feel a certain indifference from Kyiv officials in
maintaining a dialogue. It is important to communicate with journalists who
actively cover Ukrainian events (for example, "Belsat" and "Current Time").

The Ukrainian government can offer small grants to its diaspora, aimed at
spreading news about Ukraine, and supporting civic journalism and blogging
among the Ukrainian diaspora.

BUSINESS

In some countries in the region, Ukraine already has a reputation as a country
with loose and liberal conditions for running one's own business because
its system is much less bureaucratized than, for example, that of Belarus.
Study visits for businessmen, bilateral and multilateral business forums, and
trade exhibitions could be another way to attract investment from foreign
entrepreneurs. Areas that may interest foreign businessmen most are IT,
tourism, medical services, cosmetology, events industry, advertising, and
design.

The government of Ukraine should promote the creation of an internet
resource that would collect comprehensive information for foreign tourists
(in at least three languages — Ukrainian, English, and Russian). The event
and medical tourism industries are becoming increasingly popular among
the citizens of the region. Event tourism involves attending major events in
sports or music (such as "Euro 2012" or "Eurovision"). The high quality of
medical services in private clinics is also becoming part of Ukraine's soft
power which should be actively promoted by the Ukrainian state.
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CREATIVE INDUSTRY

® Changes in Ukraine could be best showcased by creative initiatives.
Traditional, bureaucratized cultural events only reinforce the image of a
typical post-Soviet country reluctant to change. There is a contrast between
the image of Ukraine represented by the ethnocentric activities of embassies
and the impression of foreigners who have visited Ukraine or worked
with Ukrainians as a creative and trendsetting nation. The considerable
achievements of Ukrainian cinema in recent years remain little known to
regional audiences. Ukrainian films (as part of the Weeks of Ukrainian Movies),
vocal performances, and other art initiatives would help to create the image
of a dynamic European country.

e Creativity should not be limited to art: Ukraine's soft power also includes its
cuisine, which is well-regarded regionally. Gastronomic and culinary festivals
are an excellent opportunity to capitalize on one of Ukraine's strengths. In
particular, modern Ukrainian cuisine, which has long been of great interest to
foreigners visiting the Ukrainian capital, offers great potential. Such projects
could be implemented by embassies with the support of the Ukrainian
diaspora and businesspeople interested in promoting their brands.
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