DEMOCRACY TRIUMPHS IN UKRAINE

by John Kubiniec, Freedom House

KYIV, UKRAINE, December 27, 2004 - Despite minor electoral violations in Ukraine’s presidential election yesterday, the vote marks an important step forward in the country’s democratic progress, Freedom House said today. 

The December 26 ballot was a re-vote of the highly flawed November 21 contest between Viktor Yushchenko and Viktor Yanukovych. The first two rounds of voting, held on October 31st and November 21st, were characterized by grossly unfair electoral campaigns, abuse of state administrative resources, voter intimidation, and widespread fraud and voting irregularities. 

In contrast, yesterday's vote was strengthened by more balanced media coverage of the opposition's election campaign since the November 21 vote and by a dramatic increase in citizen participation in the electoral process. Strengthened civil society in Ukraine served as the catalyst for a momentous decision by the Supreme Court that overturned the results of the fraud-ridden second round, paving the way for new elections.

“The peaceful, civic response to the flawed second round of Ukraine’s presidential election is a reflection of the democratic determination of the Ukrainian people,” Freedom House Executive Director Jennifer Windsor said. “The vote and the weeks of civic non-violent mobilization in support of free and fair elections mark Ukraine’s emergence as a democratic European state," she said. “While much needs to be done to institutionalize the rule of law and root out corruption, Ukraine’s citizens and its civil society have signaled their deep commitment to democratic values and transparency.”

Ukraine and its citizens have overwhelmingly reinforced their choice of a democratic and free society, and should be commended and supported in this choice. The peaceful character of this intensely waged political contest should serve as a sound basis for the next phase of Ukraine’s political development. Freedom House recommends the following:

· Ukraine's political and civic leaders should be congratulated for their peaceful resolution of this electoral crisis. Their commitment to the rule of law and democratic institutions are indicative of a strengthening and maturing of Ukraine's democracy and civil society. Both governmental and civil society institutions should be supported to further strengthen democracy in Ukraine;

· Ukraine’s incoming leadership should encourage inclusive politics and the continued independence of the country’s key institutions, including the judiciary and independent media;

· Any judicial proceedings initiated in the aftermath of the highly charged election cycle should be conducted without political bias and in strict accordance with the law;

· The United States, the European Union, and the international community should quickly expand and deepen support for Ukraine’s political and economic reforms;

· Russia should support Ukraine in its democratic development and respect the choice of Ukrainians and the role the country chooses to play on the international arena;

Freedom House also calls on the Community of Democracies—an alliance of over 100 democratic states—to restore Ukraine to the status of full participant. The country had been downgraded to observer status in 2002, after rising concerns over media freedoms and intimidation of democratic organizations.

The European Network of Election Monitoring (ENEMO) conducted extensive monitoring of yesterday’s election. The election was “peaceful, better organized than previous rounds and generally free of fraud.” said ENEMO co-head Peter Novotny. ENEMO’s full statements are available at: www.enemo.org.ua 
ENEMO, working in cooperation with Freedom House, the National Democratic Institute, and the International Republican Institute, fielded 1,025 observers from 16 countries from the former USSR and Central Europe and covered approximately 5,000 polling places throughout the country for the December 26 vote.

