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Ukrainian defense: a problem of choice, or whether to join, 
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Author’s translation into English

Taxes and defense
There are some things which can not be trusted to anyone. One needs to take care of them oneself. Maybe the most important of these things is guaranteeing security for your family.

Our home is our castle. Even though its equipment costs a lot of money, we still install armored doors, we buy a riffle, we get a dog, and we install candid cameras. We hope that this will protect us and our relatives, our property, our lives and tranquility from thieves and robbers.

But not a single armored door will protect us, our neighbors, or people from other cities and villages of our native country against an entire army of assailants, especially well-armed ones. History teaches us that there will always be someone eager to grab our people’s land.

Let us look around once again. It does not look like anyone is threatening us, all neighboring states declare their peaceful nature and will for cooperation. Although, from time to time, we see territorial claims arising on the borders, or attempts to interfere in our domestic affairs. 

That is why, for the sake of security, we pay taxes which are later used by the state to create and maintain an army for our protection, or, as it is referred to in official documentation, the Armed Forces of a state.

Being pragmatic people, we hope that our money which is allocated for military security of the state to be spent efficiently, in other words: we wish to be safely protected.

Before spending its defense money a country needs to clarify several points. Is there a real threat of an armed attack against our country? How many assailants are there going to be, and what are their armaments? Obviously, no precise answers can be given to these questions before real actions start. However, there must be, at least utmost, probable, the preliminary estimates on that. This is a duty of the Ukrainian Armed Forces‘ General Staff. Based on thorough analysis, it evaluates the probability of an armed attack, as well as the potential of an aggressor. The General Staff also has to calculate how many servicemen, what military hardware, and equipment, might be needed to reliably secure the country from an eventual aggressor. 

Further on, the MoD computes how much money is needed for that, and the Government takes it into consideration, together with other state expenses i.e. health and social security, education, science, culture, maintenance of the state machine etc. Afterwards, the Government compares that figure with the Treasury’s possible income, mostly consisting of money collected from all of us, as well as from governmental and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the form of taxes. 

As it often happens, our necessities are more expensive than our income. That is where the most important stage starts- the division of costs insufficient for all the needs. There are, of course, expenditures protected by state law; but since they reach up to 40% of the nation’s budget, they are never satisfied. Every department tries to prove that it is the one in the biggest need of assets. The budget formed by the Government is scrutinized by the Parliament, signed by the President and then becomes a State Law.

So, after a state budget is approved, the MoD obviously receives much less than it was asking. And here it starts figuring out the possible best way of spending its share. At that, the number of expenditures is countless.

Main question for Ukraine’s defense
Nowadays, the majority of Ukrainians are not worried about political or military issues, but rather about economic aspects of life – poor living standards, weak economy, unemployment etc. – although they see the guaranteeing of military defense as a major responsibility of the Government. Today’s situation does not allow us to remove this issue from our agenda. 

Inconsistent neutrality of Ukraine, its economic and financial inability to autonomously secure its defense capacity, make Ukraine seek possibilities of joining a collective security system. The neutrality status seems to be the most appealing for Ukrainians, but a mere announcement of being nonaligned is not enough - it needs to be backed up by proper resources. So the question is: will our country be able to sustain an army twice as big as the present one? If not, than a collective security system is the only choice.

Ukraine has two ‘collective umbrella’ options: NATO and Collective Security Treaty Organization (СSTO). The Eurasian variant of defense looks quite acceptable, but, in that case, we have to forget about potential membership in the European Union (EU), which is, of course, not a near perspective.
Owing to Ukraine’s aspiration for European integration and to the fact that the majority of our population (51% vs 29%) (1) supports joining the EU, there is no doubt that NATO membership will be favored at some point. 

In fact, the main question for Ukraine’s defense is very easy: should we or should we not join NATO?  The trick is that NATO is a 60-year old Organization created during the Cold War to oppose the former USSR where Ukraine had evolved from.

According to 2006 public opinion polls, by the renowned Ukraininan Razumkov Center for Economic and Political Studies, 41.7% believed that Ukraine should stick to its current nonaligned status, 16.2% saw Ukraine as a member of NATO, 30% supported joining the Russia-led СSTO. Today, 31% support joining NATO, 53% are against it. At the same time, only 5-7% of the Ukrainians are well-informed about the Alliance, while more than a half of Ukraine’s population would like to know it better. So, positive attitudes towards NATO can be traced back to the experts and those who are versed in NATO affairs. Therefore, Ukraine’s defense abd security professionals are the major believers that the Alliance would be the best investment in Ukraine’s defense. Definitely, it is better to lend an ear to expert opinion rather than to some political slogans!

On the other hand, those who are weakly informed about NATO’s operation regard it negatively, if not somewhat hostile. It is possible that such an attitude is based on the lack of information on NATO in Ukrainian press as well as mostly anti-NATO Russian mass media, which, unlike Western media outlets, is available to all Ukrainians.

Accordingly, Ukraine needs a large informational campaign – not a propagandist one, but rather an elucidative one. People do not need to be urged, they need unbiased, true information on Ukraine’s defense domain, and on NATO in general.

Although there is no final decision on such civilizational issues as joining NATO yet, the defense policy of the independent Ukraine has always had Euro-Atlantic priorities. In the early 1990’s, Ukraine started its cooperation with NATO, and soon thereafter we joined the Alliance’s Partnership for Peace Program. Since 1997 till present our cooperation with NATO had been systematically developing, based on the Distinguished Partnership Charter. In 2005 NATO and Ukraine launched an intensified dialogue in order to further realize Ukraine’s Euro-Atlantic trend.

The partnership between the Armed Forces of Ukraine and the Alliance has almost reached the status of those of countries-members of the Treaty. A long time ago, the Ukrainian military decided in favor of joining NATO. Psychologically, they are already there.

Ukrainians today are politically well informed to consciously say “yes” or “no” to joining NATO. Since the summer of 2004 this topic had been constantly generated by Ukrainian mass media, professional editions, round tables and theoretical-practical conferences. Politicians, parliamentarians, political scientists, representatives of the Government and NGOs adduced countless argumentation “pro” and “contra”. Depending on which party they belong to, they tried to politically substantiate the expediency of this or that choice for Ukraine in the national security sphere. NATO’s Information and Documentation Center in Kyiv, as well the NATO Liaison Office in Ukraine, have done an effective job too.

It is a fact that, in our society, apart from those who try to sort out political processes, there are people who are completely indifferent to politics as well as those who are strong advocates of a certain political force or its leader. It’s impossible to elevate the informational level of people who do not read newspapers, magazines, books and only watch football or soap operas on TV. So these people’s choice may occur subconsciously, e.g. while watching a commercial where young men or women drink beer and wear T-shirts saying “I love NATO” or “NATO go home”. Political advocates value solely the words voiced by their leaders from pedestals. Their views are extremely hard to redefine. 
In any case, even people who are not imbued with politics as such and do not overburden themselves with the choice between ‘Slavic unity’ and democratic values of the West, should be bothered by a major question: how is their money spent by the government?
Where did my money go?

If it has to do with military construction, a person with critical thinking would probably ask straight away: In the Soviet Union we spent huge amount of money on defense; well, where did it all go? Is there something left from the then quite decent army?
A law-abiding citizen, in his/her turn, poses a quite fair question to his state: “Why is it that today, when Ukraine’s independence is 18 years old, we still do not have well-trained and equipped Armed Forces, which would meet public expectations as well as modern security demands?” 

These are very sore questions. It is true, that in times of the Soviet Union, military people were highly honored by the society, whereas potential aggressors were scared by numerous troops, powerful military equipment and high standards of battle training of the Red Army. 

Ukraine became independent on 24 August 1991. Soon thereafter, the Verkhovna Rada (Parliament) of Ukraine decreed the transfer of the all the former Soviet Army’s hardware left in Ukraine to its jurisdiction as well as the establishment of the MoD of Ukraine.

Ukraine inherited a huge army: about 800,000 personnel, 13,500 main battle tanks and other armored vehicles, 1,500 combat aircraft, 1,272 strategic nuclear warheads for intercontinental ballistic missiles, 2,500 pieces of tactical nuclear weapons, over 350 ships and vessels, a tremendous amount of ammunition depots, military installations, military factories, maintenance and repair facilities, fuel depots (including for rockets) etc. 
That heritage was however not very pleasing; it was extremely dangerous and required huge funds to sustain. And, Ukraine’s MoD had a serious dilemma: what to do with it?  

A political decision of Ukraine’s government to go non-nuclear and nonaligned laid the basis for building independent Ukraine’s army. Limitations derived from Conventional Forces in Europe Treaty and from Tashkent Agreement of 1992 were taken into account; those agreements had set up maximal levels of armaments, not only for each state of the former USSR, but, also for the so called flank military districts. Ukraine’s Mykolayiv, Kherson, Zaporizhya regions and the Crimean Autonomous Republic were part of it. 

The initial stage of Ukraine’s Armed Forces creation coincided with hardest economic times. The main task then was just to feed, dress and pay something to the military. Obviously, the years of thoughtless reduction of the Ukrainian army did not provoke respect to the army.

The most demolishing thing for a fighting spirit of the military was its forced standstill. There were no funds to enable them to enhance their professional level and operational readiness. A pilot who was provided with kerosene good for only a few hours of flights a year, became a greater threat to his airplane than to a credible opponent. Besides, people in epaulets were not 100% immune from social society illnesses. At that time the military personnel was allowed to do commerce during out-of office hours that encouraged moral degradation of a considerable part of the officers’ corps.

According to professors V. Ya. Bilyi and V. I. Varus, at that time a half of the Ukraine’s army was manned by chronically sick officers (2). Such people make 1.8 times more mistakes than others in extreme situations. Research showed that less and less officers took their military status positively, and that the majority of the officers’ corps in Ukraine’s Armed Forces was in the state apathy and depression.
Surely, a decline of professional reliability of servicemen, was a threat to national security. The value of patriotism degraded with the officers, while skepticism, cynicism and consumerism developed in its place. A sad conclusion is that during those years, a considerable part of the Ukrainian officers’ corps lost the positive motivation to serve, to perfect professional skills, which became seriously hindered the subsequent reorganization of the army.

In the 1990’s, they ‘succeeded’ in reducing personnel and nuclear arms. It is worth mentioning that nuclear disarmament was carried out in a quite mediocre way. Ukraine had got neither considerable political nor ponderable financial benefits from it. And there was a lot to loose. It was totally evident, that the money earned from the so-called military ‘economic activities’ and surplus military property sales was not used to finance the most burning defense projects or housing for the homeless military. 

At that time, the teaching and training quality, morale of servicemen decreased considerably. The combat potential went down as a result of physical and moral aging of the military equipment. The ‘people’ errors and technical failures occurred more frequently and caused several tragic events. All of this predetermined a negative attitude of society towards the army, and in turn, the military became frustrated because they felt they were abandoned by the government and by the people.

Also deeply regretful is that in 1990’s the military needs were not on a top agenda of the government. The military was actually thrown to the mercy of fate. It tasked itself and tried to reach its goals on its own. Some generals were trying to keep a smaller replica of the Soviet Army fitting Ukraine. Due to ill cooperation between executive and legislative powers, due to vague financial prospects no positive results were attained in the defense sphere.

In the 1990’s not a single program of the Armed Forces reorganization was implemented. The Ukrainian army was like a protracted construction site, where because of the fallaciousness of ideas of the old project it is irrational to continue building, but the project which corresponds to present-day realities, and modern trends, does not yet exist.

It was also impossible to create an effective army because of a wretched MoD budget, 90% of which was hardly enough to maintain the personnel. There was no money at all left for combat training and modernization. Procurement of new equipment and R&D projects were almost not funded. Annual losses of combat potential arrived at 9%, and the maintenance costs raised 5-10% a year. Over the first several years of Ukraine's independence the prices for modern arms almost doubled (3).

Consequently, the money we invested in the Soviet Army had depreciated similarly to our savings in the Soviet Savings Bank. The money and resources spent for the Ukrainian army over the first years of independence did not contribute to the military security of Ukraine.

In fact, the state's actions in relation to the search for the best organizational and functional structures of Armed Forces, due to the limitations of quantity and financing, have only become noticeable starting in 2000. Unfortunately, so far the ‘innovations’, including civilian control over the military, turned out more declarative than practical. The Law "On Ukraine’s Defense" in particular, provides for not less than 3% of GDP to be spent on defense, but, in reality, that has not yet happened. Owing to the insufficient financing many good ideas remained unrealized.

All of a sudden, the military issue became a burning one – after serious accidents involving fatalities in Brovary (Central Ukraine), above the Black sea (Souther Ukraine), and in Sknyliv (Western Ukraine). Even the then Supreme Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces of Ukraine, the President of Ukraine, acknowledged "...we have one of the largest armies in Europe which is, at the same time, one of the least efficient ones".  That frightening conclusion, which can be regarded as a confession of guilt, was sounded during a session of the National Security and Defense Council of Ukraine in 2003. 

Disregarding such a state of play, there are still grounds to look into the future with optimism as there are very important results of the first stage of military reorganization in Ukraine. Most importantly, it is the acknowledgement by the civilians and the military of the necessity to introduce democratic control over the military. And it would convert the Armed Forces into an institute controlled by the society, and the latter would bear full responsibility for it.
What is the Ukrainian army today?
The current total strength of the Ukrainian Armed Forces is about 200,000 personnel, of which 152,000 are military and 48,000 civilians. The majority of military equipment is outdated and will exhaust its life time soon. General Serhiy Kirichenko, Chief of Ukraine’s General Staff had assessed the state of Ukrainian arme as follows: "The Armed Forces have reached a critical limit because of chronic underfunding, when two thirds of aircraft and helicopters are unable to take off, and over a half of battle support ships are not able to carry out their missions. One-third of the military equipment is obsolete by its combat characteristics" (4).

A serious obstruction for the army’s development

Even though the military sphere is not a top priority for Ukrainian citizens, they still wish to have a well-protected country. What is needed except for certain political decisions to make this wish come true?

Hardly anyone in our society is against creating a professional army, meaning the army of high quality, which would be made up of well-trained, physically and morally fit men of private and sergeants’ corps, intelligent officers who care for their subordinates, and a small group of bright, decent generals. Everyone would be glad to be protected by a most up-to-date armed army. The servicemen favor such a prospect too. And who not? But let us not hurry with the answer.

Take a look at the following example. Is it your car's fault that it turns into a heap of metal scrap, or suddenly stops, or its brake refuse to act? Not at all. It is  it’s proprietor’s, who did not improve his driver's qualification, did not conduct the preventive measures, did not purchase new spare parts, did not tank, wash or tint. But you can not buy new parts because you are not making enough money, you can not hire a good auto-expert or tank it up with a quality gas. But none of this is your car’s fault.

The situation with military mechanisms is very similar. We have what we have: A poverty-stricken and sick country has an army of a respective quality.

However, our servicemen do perform their missions, sometimes quite difficult ones, which were appraised by global experts particularly with regard to Ukrainian peacekeepers. During the years of its independence Ukraine has shown its ability to maintain peace and stability in all parts of the world. Over 30,000 Ukrainian servicemen have been enlisted in peacemaking operations under the aegis of UN and NATO.

I have been lucky enough to hear such praising words as: “Ukrainian soldiers are great during battle.” This is how Supreme Allied Commander Europe General Joseph V. Ralston appraised the skills of Ukrainians, who took part in the NATO peacemaking operation in Kosovo, in his speech at the international conference “Development of vitally important USA-Ukraine cooperation” (26-28 April 2001, Lawrence, Kansas, USA).

If Ukrainians want to have an army they deserve, they have to sufficiently fund it. Should it even be reduced by a third, we would still have to invest several times more than we do today, as it is necessary to upgrade the equipment and execute the programs of social protection of servicemen. We have to tell people how much the new army costs. But no one can be sure today that Ukrainians can afford considerable investments into defense sphere. On 30 January 2009, Ukraine’s Defense Minister Yuri Yekhanurov declared: “In order to fully implement all programs of the Armed Forces of Ukraine, 32.4 billion Ukrainian Hryvnas (as of 1 July 2008 UAH 5 = USD1; as of 1 April 2009 UAH 7.7 = USD1) a year, and in order to carry out the functions of the country's defense 17.5 billion is needed”. For 2009, the defense slice of state budget is only UAH 8.4 billion - 0, 87% of GDP. And Ukrainian experts believe that financing the army at a level lower than 1% of GDP is a way to its disintegration.

What do we do if money is short?

In fact, defense, when its mysterious-patriotic veil is stripped off, is a usual economic project. To effectively build an army, one has to use business instruments. The main task of business is to strengthen the existing man and material resources of defense.

But what we do when we are short of money?

Maybe it is time to think of our way of organizing the military security of the state?

Maybe there are not that many potential assailants and they are not that well-armed?

Maybe we have already surpassed the military power of these assailants and are now trying to build too big of an army which we do not even need?

Will we be able to protect our country spending less money on defense? And why do we need an army in the first place?

May be we should build up a common defense with someone? It will be definitely less expensive, but, the question is: Will these allies be reliable in hard times; will our friends’ enemies become our enemies too? 
If you show your people all pros and cons of options for providing security of their country in a commercial way, they would understand you much better than political slogans. People buy products affordable for them.

When Ukrainian citizens will understand that the state is not financially capable of ensuring their military security on its own, that there is no money for both guns and butter, they will realize that there is no other option for Ukraine than a collective security system.

Making the choice 

As of today, our state and society have come to a common conclusion that Ukraine can make one of two decisions – to stay neutral or to join a collective security system with NATO, as a most reasonable option in light of Ukraine’s Euro integration trend, but only based on results of an All-Ukrainian referendum on the matter.

Let us imagine the decision-making process of a Ukrainian, who is not mad about ideas of “eternal brotherhood with Russia” or “anyone but not the Muscovites”, who is pragmatic, who is not politically preconceived, and who argues exclusively looking at the available resources, financial and economic factors. How can a person like that think about whether a state should choose neutrality or join a collective security system?

On keeping neutrality. A nonaligned status of a country is close to Ukrainian mentality. In their minds it resembles independence. However, it is important to understand that such a status needs to be secured by the interest of other countries (as in Switzerland’s case) and by considerable military assets. But today we do not have propositions from other world countries regarding Ukraine’s neutrality, and it is very doubtful that Ukraine will soon have enough money to give butter to people and guns to its army. After all, since the MoD’s ruling top is permanently crying that there is not enough money to build a modern army, apparently there will be no way for Ukraine to keep its status of neutrality.

On joining NATO. It is quite clear, that when there is not enough money for an unassisted defense, there is no other alternative than joining a collective security system. In such a case, why does Ukraine have to join NATO and not СSTO, which is very close to it as well? Everything becomes clear when you look at how Ukrainians blazed its Euro-integration path since it gained independence. Recall the above mentioned majority (51% vs 29%) voting for joining the EU. And we all understand, quite well, that it is impossible to join EU without joining NATO. Ukraine’s membership in NATO means a guaranteed European security and defense. It is one of the necessary conditions for joining the EU although not the only one, whatever else politicians say. After all, we are not Sweden or Finland and we do not have a proper level of development or reliability. As a result, if we want to be a part of the EU we have to join NATO.

Obstacles on the way to the Alliance
The main obstacle today is: only 21% of Ukrainians support joining NATO and 53% are against it. In other words, if the referendum on this issue occurred today the decision would most definitely be negative. In this case, not even the actual joining of NATO, but even becoming a member of the Membership Action Plan (MAP) could cause mass protests. However, no one insists on holding the referendum tomorrow. What Ukraine does have is time, even the most optimistic hopes predict that the EU will only be ready to welcome Ukraine as one of its members in 12-15 years. So, the actual process of joining NATO may be dragged on for another 8-10 years. The large-scale armed aggression aiming at conquering over most or all of Ukraine’s territory seems very improbable nowadays, so there is no pressure in joining any other alliance for collective protection. Because of domestic wrangles, NATO will not be able to help us solve them anyway; it is, on the contrary, one of the topics that make this issue even more burning.

Another question may arise: is joining NATO really the most serious issue in the national security sphere today? A person of pragmatic thinking has probably realized, by now, that the possibility of an armed attack from the North, that pro-NATO politicians like to speculate on so much, is less than probable. It should more likely be considered as something of theoretical than practical threat, which will hardly grow into anything bigger in the near future. In other words, there is no threat from that direction for our people’s lives.

On the other hand, internal factors for Ukraine’s population are constantly aggravating, making demographers predict that we could be a country of only 30 million people by 2050. Driving forces for such a misfortune are: poisoning by counterfeit alcohol, epidemic of tuberculosis, AIDS, massive fatal traffic violations, industrial injuries, migration to other countries in order to earn money and not coming back, women fleeing abroad to work in sex industry and coming back sick and incapable of reproduction, substantial decrease of the age of chronicle illnesses etc. In fact, it could be equal to a war that took lives of 6 million Ukrainian people over the passed 17 years.

It seems more likely, that in a few years public opinion will change in favor of NATO because of two factors: 1) drastic decline of the anti-NATO population (objectively the oldest Ukrainians), 2) effective realization of a pro-NATO information campaign. That is why there is no need to speedup the process of joining the Alliance today. It will only be better to wait until the greater part of our population actually supports this idea.

On illusion and reality
Joining the Alliance will not improve our economy, it will not teach our people to work, neither will it stop the constant struggle for power in our country, it will not guarantee political stability for our state, it will not make us respect the law, neither will it fight corruption. NATO will not be able to provide us with housing. Joining the Alliance will only make it possible for us to continue the integration into EU, which will have to be exercised by our country on its own.

So we will have to rise to our feet and, on our own, adopt democratic values and standards, peacefully build a civilized democratic state, find and introduce energy-saving technologies, raise agriculture to a considerable level and receive high revenues from exporting goods (e.g. grain can be such a great source of income, just like oil for Russia); cooperate with NATO, EU, Russia, and the rest of the world based on our own national interests. It is not worth annoying NATO and EU today, constantly asking them to take us in. First, we need to solve our domestic problems. We need good results on all levels of social life, and not just in the military sphere. Yet, we need to reach considerable standards of civic society’s development, respect of human rights, and rule of law in general. When Ukraine becomes prosperous, Europe will gladly welcome us.
It may also happen that, in some years, EU will understand one very simple idea: Ukraine’s contribution to European stability and security will be more effective if our state is admitted to EU since the approaching of the European border to Russia is not seen by the latter as a threat - as is the case should Ukraine join NATO instead.

The article was first published in the “Science and Defence” (Nauka i Oborona) magazine (http://www.nio.mil.gov.ua/) - a theoretical, applied sciences quaterly of Ukraine. 

“There are a few regular publications that publish thought-provoking pieces on the military, particularly Nauka i Oborona, but more are needed.”
Stacy R. Closson, the USA, Department of Defense, Country Director for Russian, Ukrainian, Eurasian Affairs. «Civil-Military Relations in a Sovereign Ukraine: Contributing or Detracting from the Security of a New Nation?». Ukrainian Foreign and Security Policy / Theoretical and Comparative Perspectives / Edited by Jennifer D. P. Moroney, Taras Kuzio, and Mikhail Molchanov / PRAEGER, Westport, Connecticut, London.
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