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Ukraine's crisis needs a firm response

By Viktor Yushchenko

April 4 2007 03:00 

The ultimate responsibility of my office is to uphold the constitution and ensure that political affairs are conducted in accordance with its principles. That has always been my overriding priority because Ukraine's acceptance as a normal European democracy depends on it. It is essential to the realisation of our most important national goals.

Ukraine's young democracy today faces a new and dangerous challenge, one that requires a firm and immediate response. It comes from a ruling coalition that has exceeded its mandate and attempted to monopolise political power, even at the cost of violating the constitution and ignoring the democratically expressed wishes of the Ukrainian people.

Since the new government was formed last summer, I have repeatedly tried to persuade Viktor Yanukovich, the prime minister, to govern in a spirit of national unity and reconciliation. Instead, the ruling coalition has waged a relentless campaign to overturn both the constitutional balance of power and the results of the last parliamentary elections. This situation cannot persist. I have been left with no choice but to dissolve parliament and call a fresh round of parliamentary elections for May 27. It is an extreme measure, but I am also clear that the Ukrainian national interest demands it.

In a democracy, the people must always be the final arbiters of power. Only by trusting in the wisdom of the Ukrainian people can we break this political deadlock and create the consensus necessary for our country to move forward again.

I make no apologies for trying to reach a broad political understanding in the difficult circumstances created by last year's parliamentary elections. As president, I saw it as my duty to put the long-term interests of Ukraine before personal preference or partisan advantage. I considered it an important test of our political maturity.

It is quite common in advanced democratic societies for elections to produce results that oblige political opponents to govern in partnership. Germany today is governed by a "grand coalition" of left and right. France has experienced periods of "cohabitation". The American constitution seems to invite it, with the White House and Congress occupied by different political parties more often than not.
In spite of this, these societies remain stable, prosperous and well-governed. In each case the political elites understand that there is something more important at stake than the pursuit of political power. Respecting the wishes of their voters, they seek to share power in the national interest.

Of course, ideas and policies are contested and debated, often in very robust terms. But all sides observe limits in order to prevent political competition from damaging the fabric of democratic life. When that becomes a risk, they choose compromise instead of confrontation. Above all, they respect their own constitutions and maintain the checks and balances essential to prevent monopolistic abuses of power.

It was in that spirit that I reached out to Mr Yanukovich after it became clear that the Orange parties would not be able to form a majority coalition last summer. After everything that had happened before, no one should be in any doubt that it was a very difficult personal decision to make. But it was also one that I firmly believed to be in Ukraine's best interests.

As part of that process I negotiated a declaration of national unity in order to bind president and government to a common platform setting out coherent and realisable goals in line with the aspirations of the Ukrainian people. It was on the basis of that historic compromise that I hoped to consolidate Ukraine's democratic transformation.

It is with great regret that I have to say that the spirit of reconciliation and compromise required to make that arrangement a success has not been reciprocated by the ruling coalition. They have consistently acted in bad faith. Instead of respecting the agreement to share power, they have sought to undermine it by grabbing more power for themselves at every opportunity and with every means available. Instead of respecting the wishes of the Ukrainian people expressed freely at the ballot box, they have used subterfuge to alter the parliamentary balance in an entirely undemocratic manner.

These are not the actions of responsible democrats. They reflect attitudes and behaviour that the Ukrainian people had every reason to believe had been consigned to our past. Instead, it seems that we must fight and defeat them once again.

For me, this is a matter of supreme national importance. If Ukraine is to be recognised as an integral part of the community of European democracies, it is imperative that this crisis is resolved in line with our own constitutional principles. How can we be trusted to respect the rule of international law if we cannot respect the rule of law at home?
I hope Mr Yanukovich will come to see that new elections are the only appropriate way to resolve this crisis. Genuine democrats should never fear the verdict of the people. Only those who remain stubbornly attached to the old ways should want our political future to be decided by intrigues and backroom deals. Ukraine needs to show that it has left all that behind.
The writer is president of Ukraine

Ukraine clash brings distant echo of Orange Revolution

By Roman Olearchyk in Kiev
Published: April 4 2007 03:00 | Last updated: April 4 2007 03:00

For a moment it almost seemed like 2004 again. Against a backdrop of an escalating constitutional crisis, tens of thousands of demonstrators took to the streets of Kiev yesterday to protest against President Viktor Yushchenko's decision to dissolve parliament and call snap elections.

But any comparisons with the Orange Revolution - when massive public protests propelled Mr Yushchenko into office - quickly proved misleading. Despite the drama surrounding the power struggle between the president and Viktor Yanukovich, his prime minister, yesterday largely passed without incident as most Ukrainians went about their everyday business.

Such apparent indifference is one of the symptoms of the months of political stalemate that followed the inconclusive result of the March 2006 general election. That vote produced a parliament split between forces loyal to Mr Yanukovich, whose power base is in the industrial, Russian-speaking east of the country, and those broadly pledged to the more pro-western course favoured by the president.

The current power struggle is the biggest political clash since the Orange Revolution and its outcome is likely to shape the way foreign investors and partners view this young and fragile democracy.

The European Union yesterday sought to see the positive side of recent developments. "There is an active and open political debate in Ukraine. This is a sign that democracy is at work in the country," said BenitaFerrero-Waldner, the EU's commissioner for external relations. But she also noted that, "after months of rising tensions in the country, it is of highest importance that political stability be re-established in Ukraine".

Doubts about Ukraine's political stability and the rule of law in the country will complicate the plans Kiev's leaders have for the reform of a geopolitically strategic country, and fuel fears that it will remain vulnerable to a tug of war between Moscow, Washington and Brussels.

Investors, who only last summer were upbeat about the prospects of a pro-business government led by Mr Yanukovich, are today more cautious. "We are likely to see increased uncertainty - which will obviously hurt investment decisions in the country," said Kaushik Rudra, executive director at Lehman Brothers.

"The political infighting has essentially put major reform-related issues on the backburner as the political elite strive to solidify their power base in this constantly shifting and acrimonious environment," said Jorge Zukoski, head of the Ukraine branch of the American Chamber of Commerce.

The situation has been complicated by incomplete reforms that were aimed at bringing greater stability to the former Soviet republic but are now contributing to instability. "The heart of the problem we are seeing now is the blurred political reforms which were adopted in the heat of the Orange Revolution," said Bohdan Futey, a US judge who has advised Ukraine on constitutional issues and judicial reforms.

While these reforms, aimed at preventing a return to authoritarian rule, brought a peaceful resolution to the Orange Revolution, they had left the country's top tiers of government in a state of "legal chaos", Mr Futey added. The result has been a muddle that has led to conflict between the government and the presidency.

Whether fresh elections will end that uncertainty is unclear. The hope in the president's camp is that a newly elected legislative body will put more effort into establishing clear rules. Others fear that elections could simply see another parliament split between bitterly opposed interests - and continuing stalemate.
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Ukraine's Yushchenko turns Cromwellian

By Adrian Blomfield

The Daily Telegraph, 04/04/2007

Pro- Moscow MPs vow to block new Ukraine elections

Frequently derided as a vacillator, Viktor Yushchenko has suddenly turned Cromwellian. Fed up with its constant infighting, the Lord Protector dissolved the Rump Parliament in 1653 with the famous words: "You have sat here too long for any good you have been doing. Depart I say and let us have done with you. In the name of God go."

Like Cromwell, Mr Yushchenko may be doing the wrong thing for the right reasons. Many Ukrainians, at least in the pro-European west of the country, are fed up with what they call their "gangster parliament". The ruling coalition in the legislature, led by Viktor Yanukovych, the pro-Russian prime minister, stands accused of blocking market reforms and promoting the business interests of dubious oligarchs.

The rapid rate at which MPs loyal to the president have been defecting to the Yanukovych ranks is even more alarming. Eleven crossed the floor last month alone and the prime minister could soon have a majority large enough to stymie Mr Yushchenko.

The president suspects financial inducements are being offered. But even if the constitutional court upholds his decision to call fresh parliamentary elections next month, Ukraine's political problems are unlikely to disappear. For, despite the impression of unity given by the 2004 Orange Revolution that swept Mr Yushchenko to power, Ukraine remains a bitterly divided place.

The Russian speaking east looks to Moscow, while the Ukrainian speaking west wants to break free from the Kremlin's clutches, seek European Union membership and even, though to a lesser extent, join NATO. Humiliated by their failure to install Mr Yanukovych as president in the election that sparked the Orange revolution, Russian politicians are gleefully predicting that the latest crisis could cause Ukraine to split altogether.

Mr Yushchenko's prospects seem bleak, but not all the Orange Revolution ideals have been lost. Ukraine's politics may seem chaotic, but for the first time they are genuinely democratic. The media is free and the elections are likely to be fair.

Despite his opponents claims to the contrary, it is difficult to see the president following either the example of Oliver Cromwell or Boris Yeltsin by sending in the troops to deal with his recalcitrant parliament. That is progress. Of sorts.
MPs vow to block new Ukraine elections

By Adrian Blomfield in Mosco

The Daily Telegraph 04/04/2007

Ukraine lurched into a fresh political crisis yesterday after pro-Moscow hardliners in the country's parliament defied a presidential order for a dissolution and vowed to block plans to hold a snap election next month.

Amid rumours of troops being readied for a possible confrontation, supporters of Viktor Yanukovych, the Russian-speaking prime minister, pitched tents outside the parliament building in Kiev in an attempt to stop MPs being ejected by force.

Prime Minister Viktor Yanukovich greets supporters, Ukraine lurched into a fresh political crisis yesterday after pro-Moscow hardliners in the country's parliament defied a presidential order for a dissolution and vowed to block plans to hold a snap election next month
Prime Minister Viktor Yanukovich greets supporters

The international community called for calm as MPs from Mr Yanukovych's ruling coalition lodged a suit in the constitutional court to overturn the decree.

Seeking to deflect charges of weakness and indecision, Viktor Yushchenko, the country's westernising president, moved to end months of deadlock with his government on Monday night when he announced parliamentary elections would be held on May 27.

The impasse was the latest in a series of crises since the president was swept to power during the Orange Revolution of late 2004 when hundreds of thousands gathered in central Kiev to protest against an election rigged with the suspected support of the Kremlin.

In one of the many ironies that has characterised Ukrainian politics ever since, the flags being waved in Kiev yesterday were not orange but blue and white, the colours associated with Mr Yanukovych, who was initially declared winner of the suspect poll.
advertisement

Branded an election cheat, his reputation was further tarnished before the poll when someone slipped dioxin into Mr Yushchenko's borscht, nearly killing him and leaving his face badly disfigured.

But as relentless infighting caused the Orange coalition to fall apart, the president was forced to make his arch-rival prime minister following a disastrous parliamentary election a year ago. Mr Yanukovych has sought to remould himself as a champion of democracy and peace, calling on his supporters on the streets to behave with "goodwill and love".

That has done little to quell fears of violence. Mr Yanukovych has been accused of bussing in riot police from his strongholds in the Russian speaking east, while his supporters claim that army units loyal to the president have been issued with extra ammunition. Both sides deny the allegations.

Lawyers were divided over whether the president had acted constitutionally in dissolving parliament. But the president insists he had no choice, saying that Mr Yanukovych's coalition was itself in breach of the constitution.

Since the prime minister was appointed in July, 22 MPs loyal to the president have defected to his coalition. The president says the defections are illegal. He also fears that continued defections could give the prime minister a two-thirds majority, enough to change the constitution and effectively strip him of power.
Ukraine's PM refuses to accept snap elections

By Andrew Osborn in Moscow

The Independent 04 April 2007

Ukraine's political system has melted down for the third time in as many years, creating a dangerous constitutional crisis that deepened last night when the political elite failed to reach a compromise.

The drama looked set to run into its third day after President Viktor Yushchenko, one of the leaders of the 2004 pro-Western orange revolution remained locked in a stand-off with his Russian-leaning Prime Minister and nemesis Viktor Yanukovych. The two men have governed together in an uneasy partnership since last August but Mr Yushchenko, who has found himself more and more marginalised, has had enough.

In an audacious attempt to end a cohabitation that many supporters of the Orange Revolution viewed as a betrayal, he ordered the country's parliament to disband, accusing it of trying to usurp his own power. He also said that he wanted elections to be held on 27 May. Mr Yushchenko claims his actions were dictated by, "an immediate necessity to preserve the state, its sovereignty and territorial integrity".

The trigger for his actions appears to have been the recent defection of 11 MPs from his party and that of his ally Yulia Tymoshenko to the ruling Russia-leaning coalition. The defection paved the way for Mr Yanukovych's supporters to muster enough votes to block the presidential veto and make sweeping changes to the constitution, changes that would further sideline Mr Yushchenko.

Three days after he issued the controversial order for the parliament to disband Mr Yushchenko's words have gone unheeded and the country's fragile system of government appears to have come apart. Parliament has voted to defy his decree and to continue working as usual while the cabinet of ministers, which is controlled by Mr Yanukovych, has issued an edict quashing the president's order.

In what is looking increasingly like a Ruritanian-style tit-for-tat game of issuing countermanding decrees, both sides have been busy agreeing edicts that they claim cancel out their opponents'. Both claim they have the constitution on their side and their respective supporters have rallied in the streets of Kiev to press their demands.

Mr Yanukovych, who was a loser in the 2004 Orange Revolution after his supporters were found guilty of poll fraud only to stage a remarkable comeback, has called the president's attempt to disband parliament "a fatal mistake". But he said there was still time to de-escalate tensions. "There is still a chance to avoid the worst," he told parliament. "He (Mr Yushchenko) should understand that the only way out is looking for a compromise at the negotiating table."

The two men did meet yesterday but their positions appeared as polarised as ever with Mr Yanukovych threatening to force a presidential vote if his opponent did not back down and Mr Yushchenko insisting his decision to disband parliament was final. President Yushchenko told military chiefs and law enforcement chiefs, some of whom technically take orders from Mr Yanukovych, not to intervene. "Your key mission is to stay out of politics," he said.

The crisis is being watched closely in neighbouring Russia which regards Ukraine as part of its sphere of influence and has traditionally been more sympathetic to Mr Yanukovych. For many in Moscow the stand-off is eerily reminiscent of Russia's own constitutional crisis in 1993 when the then Russian President Boris Yeltsin ordered the legislature to disband. On that occasion 187 people died in the bloodshed that followed.

Observers of Ukraine say that the current crisis is finely balanced. "Combine radicalism on the part of two consolidated groups with mass public apathy, plus add questionable legal/moral arguments (on both sides), and split control of the agencies that control the guns (army, police, intelligence), and you have a powder keg," said Mykhailo Wynnyckyj of the Kyiv-Mohyla Academy. "That's the current state... and it is more than just a little frightening."

The options for Yanukovych

1. Decision-making is paralysed in Ukraine as the country's Constitutional Court considers whether the President is right.

2. After talks a compromise is struck and the two sides agree to hold fresh parliamentary elections. A repeat of last year's vote that gave Mr Yanukovych the slight upper hand appears most likely but an "Orange" comeback cannot be ruled out. Equally a stalemate might be achieved.

3. Demonstrators camping out in Kiev clash and rival parts of the army and security forces take sides. Russia and the international community intervene.
Ukraine's PM rejects president's decree calling early election

The Guardian

Wednesday April 4, 2007

Ukraine was in the grip of its most serious political crisis since the Orange Revolution yesterday after its prime minister Viktor Yanukovich defiantly vowed to sink plans by president Viktor Yushchenko to hold early elections.

Mr Yanukovich said the decision to dissolve parliament was a "fatal error". He said he would ask Ukraine's constitutional court to throw out the president's decree, announced on Monday. Under it Ukraine will hold new elections on May 27. "We will try to persuade the president to cancel his decree. If he doesn't drop it, if he doesn't cancel the decree, then presidential elections are also inevitable," Mr Yanukovich said, adding that the president was trying to "usurp power".

Other MPs from his party went further. They accused Mr Yushchenko of trying to stage an illegitimate coup. "This is a blatant violation of the constitution. By calling for early elections Yushchenko has signed his own death warrant," Taras Chernovyl, a leading Yanukovich MP, told the Guardian.

The men have been locked in a power struggle for months. The crisis appears to have deteriorated following the defection of several deputies from Yushchenko's Our Ukraine party to Yanukovich's ruling Party of the Regions-led faction. The loss means that Mr Yanukovich now has 260 deputies in the 450-seat parliament - close to the 300 votes needed to veto presidential decisions and turn already weakened Mr Yushchenko into a lame duck.

As hundreds of Mr Yanukovich's supporters descended on central Kiev yesterday, setting up noisy camp outside parliament, the two men met for crisis talks in the president's office. The scenes bore a parodic resemblance to the pro-Yushchenko protests that sparked the Orange Revolution two and a half years ago.

Inside the president appears to have made a bid to assert his waning authority. Emerging from talks, Mr Yushchenko said he had ordered Mr Yanukovich to "submit" to his early election plan. He also gently reminded Ukrainians that he still enjoys the support of the army - while ruling out the use of force. But yesterday experts said Mr Yushchenko's chances of winning again were not great, claiming the Russian-supported Mr Yanukovich was this time more likely to beat his pro-western rival. In 2004 it was the other way round - when Mr Yushchenko defeated Mr Yanukovich in the re-run of the rigged 2004 elections that led to the original Orange Revolution protests.

Ukraine's 18-member constitutional court would probably back Mr Yanukovich, Andrew Wilson, a senior lecturer in Ukrainian studies at the School of Slavonic and East European Studies at London University, told the Guardian. He said: "We don't know because the court has kept silent for so long. It hasn't done anything since August. Cynics say that certain members [of the court] have been bidding their price up. The suspicion is that the party of the regions has a slim majority."

Even if President Yushchenko succeeded in forcing fresh elections, his enfeebled party was almost certain to do badly, and come third behind the Party of the Regions and the opposition leader Yulia Tymoshenko's bloc. The most likely scenario in this case is that Mr Yanukovich would be elected prime minister again.

Mr Wilson said: "Yushchenko is not inclined to make big and brave decisions. His party faces meltdown. People in it have not wanted elections until now." But he added: "There came a point when Yushchenko had nothing to lose. They [the parliament] had taken away his powers one by one."

The rivalry reflects the profound division in Ukraine between the Russian-speaking east and south of the country and the Ukrainian-speaking west and centre. Some 8 million of Ukraine's 47 million citizens - 17% - are ethnic Russians. The often-surreal division spills into Ukraine's institutions. Mr Yushchenko controls the defence and foreign ministries, while Mr Yanukovich has control of the interior ministry - a bizarre arrangement that reveals the disadvantages of Ukraine's dual executive system.

Mr Yushchenko appointed Mr Yanukovich prime minister last year after his own allies failed to form a government. The two have failed to cooperate ever since. The question now is whether Ukraine is so divided that it is virtually ungovernable. 
Ukraine’s squabbling politicians should put their country first

The Times

April 4, 2007
Ukraine has the potential to be a thriving, prosperous nation. It has huge tracts of fertile “black earth” that have traditionally produced large grain surpluses. It inherited a well-educated workforce and a high technology base. It has coal reserves and heavy industries that have proved innovative, in some cases, in adapting to a post-Soviet world. Yet Ukraine has consistently failed to live up to its cherished independence. It spent the first decade resisting market reform. It allowed corruption to get a fatal grip on the state apparatus. And its politicians frittered away goodwill in profiteering and rancorous intrigue.

Once again, the country has reached a political impasse. President Yushchenko’s decision to dissolve Parliament and call for new elections next month has met furious opposition from Viktor Yanukovych, the Prime Minister, who called it a “fatal error” and has threatened to challenge it in the Supreme Court. His Government refuses to resign, and parliamentarians will not quit. After eight months of a dysfunctional administration, with the two rivals sniping at each other, Ukraine again stands on the brink of a constitutional crisis. Protesters have been massing in public squares. Two and a half years after the Orange Revolution, there is a grim sense of failure.

The root of Ukraine’s problems lies in the deep fracture — cultural, linguistic and religious — running through the country. Eastern Ukraine, where Mr Yanukovych musters most of his support, speaks Russian, is largely Orthodox and looks east; western Ukraine is the cradle of Ukrainian nationalism, acknowledges papal authority and feels closer to Poland than Russia. On top of these historical differences, which were exacerbated by Stalin’s persecutions and the Second World War, are the rivalries and divisions of Ukraine’s postSoviet turmoil — the botched privatisations, the emergence of criminal and oligarchic elites, the unholy alliances between politicians and business monopolies.

Neither politician can claim the moral or political highground. Mr Yanukovych’s corrupt attempt in 2004 to steal the presidential election, marred by the open intervention of Moscow on his side and the attempt to poison Mr Yushchenko, cemented the determination of demonstrators to continue their protests. Their Orange Revolution forced an election rerun that brought welcome change. Mr Yushchenko, however, has proved a vacillating leader, unclear how to control his headstrong first Prime Minister, Yuliya Tymoshenko, unable to root out corruption, and rash in promising faster and closer links with Nato and the European Union than either organisation was willing to envisage. His presidency has been marked by frequent political crises — a split with Mrs Tymoshenko and a parliamentary defeat by Yanukovych supporters — as well as poor relations with a suspicious Russia, which demanded an extortionate rise in gas prices in 2005.

The uneasy coalition with Mr Yanukovych has clearly collapsed. The stream of defections to the Prime Minister’s party has raised Mr Yushchenko’s fears that his rival was trying to build up enough support to override vetoes and side-line him. East and West see the dangers: Moscow and Brussels have called for calm and compromise. It is a call the squabbling politicians should heed for the sake of their long-suffering country. 

Deadlock, but it’s not all doom and gloom

The Times

April 4, 2007

Bronwen Maddox, World Briefing

What has gone wrong with Ukraine’s Orange Revolution? The best answer is that it never went right. The latest crisis merely brings to a head the tension between two halves of a country so deeply divided it barely looks like one nation. President Yushchenko was too convenient a hero for Europe and the US after the 2004 revolution, when he wrested power from his rival Viktor Yanukovich, as hundreds of thousands rallied in freezing temperatures in Independence Square to protest against rigged elections. 
Pockmarked, from dioxin poisoning before the election, a crime that has never been solved, Yushchenko seemed the ideal Ukrainian leader: charismatic, Western-leaning, friend of business entrepreneurs and liberal pundits, bearing the visible scars of a near-fatal attack by the pro-Russian old guard (as it is assumed). A hero for half the country, perhaps. But Ukraine is profoundly split between the Polish-influenced, Catholic, Ukrainian-speaking west and the Russian-leaning, Orthodox, industrial east. A 1994 CIA report musing on the formal split of the country, at a time of economic strain, now looks melodramatic. Optimists argue that the knack of spanning the two cultures is Ukraine’s most valuable possession.
But it has brought deadlock to its politics. When Yanukovych became Prime Minister in March last year, after the election victory of his party, it brought a sharp clash with Yushchenko. This week Yushchenko, in dismissing the current parliament and calling new elections for May 27, is hoping to break the jam by winning a better hand in parliament. Even if the courts deem them legal, and they go ahead, that is unlikely.

The most encouraging point is that both parties are turning to the Constitution and courts in support of their positions. Yanukovych claims Yushchenko acted illegally in dissolving parliament; there will now be a brief pause while the Constitutional Court pronounces.

The second is that the economy is doing well, at least compared with dreadful expectations. Foreign investment has been shaken by the clashes of the past year, and the Government expects growth to fall to 6.5 per cent from 11.5 per cent in 2006, but inflation is under control.

The best hope, for those who want a more European Ukraine, is that the elections deliver Yushchenko a friendlier parliament, and that he patches up his feud with Yuliya Tymoshenko, former prime minister, forming a strong liberal, Western-leaning government. The worst is more deadlock: either because Yanukovich insists on waiting for a constitutional court ruling, which could take months; or because the election produces another parliament without a clear majority.

Of all the ways in which Yushchenko has disappointed Ukrainians, failing to show how courtship of the European Union and Nato would help them tops the list. It is unfortunate that the Orange Revolution came just months before France and the Netherlands voted “no” to the EU Constitution, giving voice to the growing mood against further enlargement. But the EU has given Ukraine reason since then to understand that it is languishing behind Turkey in an unmoving line towards accession.

All the EU can hope to do is help Yushchenko to tug Ukraine a little closer towards the West but if it fails to throw him even a few sops, that will be an expensive mistake.

Orange Revolution rivals summon people’s armies for power struggle

Tony Halpin in Ukraine

Rival groups of demonstrators filled the streets of Kiev yesterday as Ukraine’s Orange Revolution threatened to unravel.

Thousands of supporters of Viktor Yanukovych, the pro-Russian Prime Minister, massed in protest at the decision by the pro-Western President to dissolve Parliament. Viktor Yushchenko, who swept to power three years ago on a wave of popular support for his anti-Russian platform, acted to prevent his bitter political rival from draining his authority.

The move sparked a political crisis, bringing long-simmering tension into open confrontation between the two men who have spent recent months waging political guerrilla warfare.

Mr Yanukovych accused the President of making a “fatal mistake” and retaliated by insisting that Parliament would work on. Crisis talks between the two men yesterday failed to ease the growing tensions. The European Union and Russia expressed concern at the political turmoil and urged both sides to show restraint.

The widening divide between the authorities prompted Anatoly Grytsenko, the Defence Minister, to warn Cabinet colleagues that Ukraine’s military would take orders only from the President. Mr Grytsenko is one of only two Yushchenko supporters in the Government, and the rest of the Cabinet voted to reject the President’s order to dissolve Parliament.

Many protesters had been brought into the capital by bus and train from the Prime Minister’s power base in Ukraine’s regions, particularly the Russian-speaking industrial east. Hundreds pitched tents next to the Parliament, flying the blue and yellow flags of Mr Yanukovych’s Party of Regions. Organisers were planning a vigil to protect the parliament building against any attempt to dissolve it by force. Party officials promised to bring 15,000 people to Kiev from Donetsk, Mr Yanukovych’s electoral heartland, to join the protest today.

The scene carried echoes of the mass demonstrations that brought Mr Yushchenko to power in 2004 in the Orange Revolution. Then, hundreds of thousands of people gathered in Independence Square and kept up weeks of protest until fraudulent presidential election results in favour of Mr Yanukovych were annulled.

Yesterday, supporters of Yulia Tymoshenko, the President’s former ally in the revolution, mounted a much smaller demonstration in the square. Ms Tymoshenko, who has positioned herself as the main opposition leader and the true heir to the liberal pro-Western spirit of 2004, had threatened to inspire a second Orange revolution unless the President dissolved Parliament.
Mr Yushchenko made his announcement in a dramatic televised address to the nation late on Monday after the failure of seven hours of talks to resolve a dispute with Mr Yanukovych’s governing coalition. He said that elections would take place on May 27.

The President accused Mr Yanukovych of usurping power and acting unconstitutionally by persuading eleven opposition deputies to switch sides and support the Government. The Prime Minister responded yesterday by asking the Constitutional Court to rule on whether the President’s order for new elections was legal.

In an attempt to block the President, legislators from the majority coalition voted to dissolve Ukraine’s election commission and stop the Government spending public funds on preparations for a ballot.

The crisis is the culmination of a long struggle between the President and the Prime Minister since the popular revolt that brought Mr Yushchenko to power. Mr Yanukovych returned to prominence with a victory in parliamentary elections last March, forcing Mr Yushchenko to appoint him as Prime Minister.

Since then, Mr Yanukovych’s coalition with the Socialists and Communists has weakened the President’s power steadily. Mr Yushchenko, fearing for his future, brought the issue to a head over the defection of the Opposition deputies. The ruling coalition now controls 260 seats in the 450-seat Parliament and would be able to override presidential vetoes and amend the constitution once it reaches 300.

The EU’s External Relations Commissioner, Benita Ferrero-Waldner, urged the two sides to find a peaceful solution, saying that it was “of highest importance that political stability be reestablished in Ukraine”.

Analysts said that Mr Yushchenko had made his greatest gamble since taking to the streets to win public support for the Orange revolution. Many suggested that he had handed the initiative in the struggle for power to Mr Yanukovych and Ms Tymoshenko. “He yielded to pressure and did what Yulia wanted,” said Mykhailo Pogrebinsky, a political analyst linked to Mr Yanukovych’s Government.

Vadim Karasev, director of the Institute of Global Strategies in Kiev, said: “What other option did the President have? To look on in silence as the pro-Russians seized all of his power?”

The central characters:

Viktor Yushchenko’s face still bears the scars of the poison was used in an attempt to assassinate him during his struggle to win the presidency against Viktor Yanukovych in 2004. His Orange Revolution promised radical reforms and a pro-Western agenda to take Ukraine into the EU and Nato. His popularity waned as voters became frustrated by the failure of the Orange coalition and the conflict in Parliament with Yanukovych’s Party of the Regions.

Viktor Yanukovych was regarded as Moscow’s candidate during the Orange Revolution, the success of which appeared to have killed off his political career. As Ukraine’s comeback king, he won parliamentary elections last year and forced Yushchenko to accept his candidacy as Prime Minister. He has since used his majority in Parliament to drain his rival of power.

Yulia Tymoshenko has agitated for the dissolution of Parliament, which she sees as her opportunity to regain power. She has positioned herself as the true heir to the Orange revolution since Mr Yushchenko sacked her as Prime Minister 18 months ago. She overcame divisions with Yushchenko’s Our Ukraine bloc to form a united opposition to Yanukovych, but few doubt her ambition to replace both men as Ukraine’s leader.
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