
Country profile: Ukraine 

Ukraine gained independence after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. Sandwiched between Russia and Europe, it tries to keep on good terms with both. 
A significant minority of the population are Russians or use Russian as their first language but Ukraine has largely been free of the ethnic conflicts which have dogged some other former Soviet republics. 

The country's first president, a former Communist Party official, Leonid Kravchuk, presided over a period of economic decline and runaway inflation. He was narrowly defeated in the 1994 presidential election by Leonid Kuchma, who advocated closer ties with Russia. 

The economy continued to fare badly under President Kuchma who became embroiled in a series of stand-offs with parliament and failed to push ahead with economic reforms. Corruption is a major problem and investors have been wary. However, the new millennium has brought economic growth for the first time, with rising industrial output, improving exports and falling inflation. 

Throughout the last decade Ukrainian foreign policy has played a delicate balancing act between the West and Russia 

It played an active part in Nato's Partnership for Peace programme and has declared EU membership to be a strategic objective. In May 2002 it announced that it intended to abandon neutrality and apply formally for Nato membership. George Robertson, who was Nato Secretary-General at the time, welcomed the bid but said that further political, economic and military reforms were needed before it could be successful. 

Nevertheless, over 1500 Ukrainian peacekeepers are in Iraq as part of a stabilization force led by Poland, a NATO member. 

Millions continue to suffer as a result of the 1986 nuclear accident at Chernobyl, during which about 8% of the country was contaminated. 

Crimea is an autonomous republic within Ukraine. It was transferred from Russia in 1954. 

Population: 48.5 million (UN, 2003) Capital: Kiev Major languages: Ukrainian (official), Russian Major religion: Christianity Life expectancy: 65 years (men), 75 years (women) (UN) Monetary unit: 1 hryvnya = 100 kopiykas Main exports: Military equipment, metals, pipes, machinery, petroleum products, textiles, agricultural products GNI per capita: US $780 (World Bank, 2002) Internet domain: .ua International dialling code: +380 

President: Leonid Kuchma 

A former director of the world's largest missile plant, Leonid Kuchma was first elected in 1994 on a promise to introduce market reforms and boost ties with Russia. He was slow to push ahead with economic changes and constant wrangling with parliament delayed reform still further. 

Since his re-election in 1999 for a second five-year term, the economy has shown signs of recovery. However, questions remain over Mr Kuchma's commitment to reform and he has survived calls for his resignation. 

The president has consistently denied allegations of involvement in the killing in 2000 of journalist Georgiy Gongadze, who had been critical of his administration. He also rejects opposition accusations of displaying dictatorial tendencies in his leadership style. 

Presidential elections are due in October 2004. Following a ruling by the Constitutional Court, President Kuchma has the opportunity to run for a third term, although he says he does not intend to do so. 

Mr Kuchma is engaged in a complex constitutional reform battle with the opposition which accuses him of seeking to manipulate the constitution in order to keep hold of the reins even when he is no longer president. Mr Kuchma insists that reform is needed to bring Ukraine more into line with European neighbours. 

Under a previous Constitutional Court ruling, Mr Kuchma will be immune from criminal prosecution for as long as he remains in office. 

Prime minister: Viktor Yanukovych Foreign minister: Kostyantyn Hryshchenko Interior minister: Mykola Bilokon 

Many Ukrainian media outlets are privately-owned but this does not prevent the government and authorities from trying to influence their output. 

While the authorities attempt to keep the media in line, Ukraine still has a significant - albeit struggling - opposition media. The Kuchma government has seen the closure of several opposition papers. 

Several journalists investigating high-profile crimes have died in mysterious circumstances. Journalist Georgiy Gongadze disappeared in 2000, his body was found and eventually identified a year later. 

In 2002 the media watchdog Reporters Without Borders reported that 10 journalists had died in suspicious circumstances in the last four years. 

Ukraine's commercial TV networks, particularly Inter TV and Studio 1+1, attract the lion's share of the viewing audience. 

The FM radio band in Kiev is busy, with more than 20 stations competing for listeners. 

The press Fakty i Kommentarii - mass-circulation daily Silski Visti - daily, popular among rural readership Segodnya - daily Kievskiye Vedomosti - daily Kyiv Post - English-language daily Uryadovyy Kuryer - Cabinet of Ministers daily Holos Ukrayiny - parliamentary daily Den - daily, English-language pages Zerkalo Nedeli - political weekly, English- language pages Ukrayinska Pravda - internet news site 

Television National TV Company of Ukraine - state-run, operates UT1, UT2, UT3 networks Inter TV - national, commercial Studio 1+1 - national, commercial STB - commercial Novy Kanal - commercial ICTV - commercial 

Radio National Radio Company of Ukraine - state-run, operates UR1, Promin, Radio Muz networks Russkoye Radio - commercial Europa Plus - commercial Hit FM - commercial Nashe FM - commercial 

News agencies UNIAN Interfax-Ukraine - English-language page 
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