The Fading of the “Color Revolutions”

The so-called Orange Revolution in Ukraine and the Rose Revolution in Georgia raised Western hopes that at least some of the post-Soviet republics (outside of the three Baltic States, which are now part of NATO and the EU) would establish durable democratic institutions.  Unfortunately, these hopes have been largely disappointed.  Both Ukraine and Georgia have had a series of hotly contested elections, but have been unable to carry through with sustained political and economic reforms.  Kyrgyzstan, where a “Tulip Revolution” in 2005 appeared to have much in common with Ukraine and Georgia, has turned out to be an even worse example of failure to sustain democratic reforms.  The little country, once called the “Switzerland of Central Asia,” is now considered an authoritarian state on a par with Tajikistan and Uzbekistan.

In Ukraine today, reformist democratic forces spend more time fighting among themselves than against the threatened return to power of the Russian-backed political party led by Viktor Yanukovich.  In the presidential election scheduled for the end of January, Yanukovich is facing current president Viktor Yushchenko and current prime minister Yulia Tymoshenko.  Yushchenko and Tymoshenko, are hiers of the Orange Revolution of November 2004 to January 2005, when Yushchenko won a close race against Yanukovich that was characterized by allegations of fraud and blatant pressure from Russia to get its candidate, Yanukovich, named president by the Ukraine Supreme Court.  (Yanukovich and Tymoshenko were the two top vote-getters in the January 17 balloting and will face each other in a run-off election on February 7.)

Five years later, Yushchenko’s popularity has evaporated and his support in the upcoming election is in the single digits, according to polls.  The country’s economic collapse, which saw a 14 per cent drop in 2009 in year-over-year GDP, high unemployment, particularly in the country’s heavily ethnic-Russian eastern industrial region, and constant fighting with his erstwhile ally Tymoshenko, could well open the road to the return to power of Yanukovich, who served as prime minister under former president Kuchma.  


Whatever Yushchenko’s (and Tymoshenko’s) failings may be as effective politicians and administrators, they do seem to be genuinely interested in orienting Ukraine toward eventual union with Western Europe and aspire to bring their country into NATO.  Yanukovich (and Kuchma before him), on the other hand, has vowed to keep Ukraine out of NATO and follows a consistently pro-Russian line.  The election will doubtless be decided in a run-off between the two highest vote-getters in the first balloting, in all likelihood Yanukovich and Tymoshenko.  The 2005 election also went to a run-off and ended up in the Supreme Court for a decision.  During the campaign Yushchenko was nearly killed by dioxin poisoning, raising suspicions that the kind of gangland “hit squads” that have become so much a part of the Russian political scene were also at work in Ukraine.  No one was ever charged with poisoning Yushchenko, who was left disfigured and debilitated by the nearly fatal attack.  


In a continuation of a pattern first seen in Poland, movements to overthrow communist rule tend to fragment into conflicting groups once the business of displacing the common enemy has been achieved.  Then, ironically, leadership of the country falls into the hands of former-communists, who tout their conversion to free market and democratic beliefs while attempting to reinstitute police state controls over the media.  In Russia, Putin is assumed to be behind the unleashing of shadowy “enforcers” whose job it is to eliminate one way or the other all rival political and economic power centers.  While this process has reached its most extreme development in Russia itself, observers are fearful that something similar could take place in Ukraine if the Moscow-backed candidate, Yanukovich, wins the presidential election.
Georgia
The Rose Revolution of November 2003 overthrew Georgia’s president Eduard Shevardnadze after his apparently fraudulent re-election.  Shevardnadze, widely known and respected in the West for his service in the 1980s as Gorbachev’s foreign minister, decided to peacefully relinquish his tainted victory and in a second election he was soundly defeated by the leader of the opposition, Mikheil Saakashvili, who has remained president up to the present.  Saakashvili who enjoyed tremendous popularity during his first years in office and adopted a strong pro-Western foreign policy, has seen his political support decline quite drastically in the past year, following the August 2008 invasion of Georgian territory by Russian forces.  

Some of Saakashvili’s strongest opponents are former allies in the Rose Revolution, such as Nino Burjandadze, who fought with Saakashvili to bring down Shevardnadze and Irakli Alasania, who recently resigned from his position as Georgia’s ambassador to the UN.  The charges against Saakashvili are that he provoked the Russians into invading South Ossetia last year by his ill-advised support for anti-Russian forces within the region.  Others fault Saakashvili for failing to protect Georgia’s vulnerable economy from the world economic recession or to take measures to aid those most severely impacted by it.  This later indictment is, of course, a common theme in all of the movements to unseat democratically elected leaders.  Peoples’ impatience with the apparently ineffective steps taken by these governments to cushion the impact of the economic downturn are causing them to turn against previously popular leaders and to seek solutions elsewhere.  (The similarity of the plight of elected leaders in both the new and old democratic states is striking.)

Saakashvili has resisted the opposition’s calls for new elections (his current term as president does not end until 2013) and continues to enjoy the support of 68 per cent of the electorate, according to the most recent polling data.  Saakashvili’s charismatic leadership style helped catapult him to power in 2003 and made him a favorite of the Bush administration, which viewed him and the leaders of the Orange Revolution in Ukraine as the leading edge of an irresistible wave of democratization in the post-Soviet republics.  Both countries have been recruited into the U.S.-led coalitions in Iraq and Afghanistan.  U.S. Marines are currently training Georgian soldiers for deployment to Afghanistan.  The country has also hosted NATO-sponsored maneuvers, much to the displeasure of Putin’s Russia.  But as other reformers have discovered (Gorbachev and Yushchenko –or even Lech Walesa), popularity abroad is often combined with domestic political weakness.  So far, for Saakashvili, this does appear to be the case.

Recently, there have been tentative moves in the direction of an improvement of relations with Russia, such as the opening of a long closed border crossing between the two countries and the resumptions of airline flights between Tbilisi and Moscow.  The Obama administration has maintained much of the Bush era policy toward Georgia and Vice President Biden visited the country (and Ukraine) last July to reassure Saakashvili that we will continue to support the fledgling democracy against (Russian) attempts to infringe its sovereignty or subvert its political institutions.  Finding a policy that will protect Georgia without provoking Russia will continue to be a problem for the U.S. in the coming years.
Kyrgyzstan


Kyrgyzstan’s “Tulip Revolution” of March 2005 bore many similarities to the color revolutions in Georgia and Ukraine.  However, subsequent developments have opened a chasm between the struggling democracies closer to Europe and a place like Kyrgyzstan, which seems to have fallen completely off the democracy train.  A report issued January 12, 2010, by the human rights watchdog organization Freedom House concluded that Kyrgyzstan had slipped from “partly free” to “not free” since the organization’s year earlier report.  Government repression of political opposition and, in particular, the crushing of media freedom, seem to have canceled the gains made after the October 2003 overthrow of long-time president Askar Akayev, following allegations of election fraud.  In addition, Kyrgyzstan’s rubber stamp parliament recently passed a law banning religious proselytism, private religious education and the import and distribution of religious literature.  These measures are directed above all at attempts by Muslim groups to increase their influence in the country.  

Most distressing, however, is that, following a pattern common to all these states, opposition politicians and objective journalists run the risk of violent death or serious injury if they persist in opposing the regime.  Kurmanbek Bakiyev, who took power in 2005, has been blamed for most of the repressive measures.  He was reelected in July 2009 for a second term, in an election that international monitors considered fraudulent.  The most recent victim of his repression was journalist Gennadi Pavlyuk, who was bound with duct tape and tossed from a sixth-floor window while visiting in neighboring Kazakhstan on December 16.  Pavlyuk died a few days later.  Bakiyev’s government denies any connection with the killing.  Pavlyuk had recently been working with an opposition figure in the Kyrgyz parliament to establish a web site.
The Role of Western Organizations

One of the more controversial aspects of the aborted movement toward democracy in the post-Soviet states has been the role of Western non-profit groups such as the Democratic and Republic Institutes (run the U.S. political parties and funded by the U.S. Congress) and George Soros’s Open Society Foundation, which have funded many training program for what they hoped would be a new class of democratic politicians.  These efforts have been both technical in nature:  how to conduct elections, count votes, avoid fraud, etc.; and more political:  bringing promising young politicians to the U.S. or Western Europe for meetings with Western officials, organizations and journalists; or even helping candidates raise funds and manage a campaign for office.  


To the old Soviet-style politicians who continue to dominate the Central Asian states (and Russia itself), these well-meaning attempts to nourish a democratic system are viewed as sinister actions by groups operating under the direction of Western intelligence services.  In this sense, to these old elites, the Cold War is not over, but has just entered a new phase.  But, in general, repression of this sort is not based on Cold War ideological motives; rather, the old leaders have reverted to a system of personal rule that has nothing to do with ideology and everything to do with power and graft.  


In conclusion, one could say that the post-Soviet states resemble in many ways the states of Latin America (or Africa), which after successfully overthrowing their colonial masters, rapidly degenerated into repressive dictatorships.  In some instances the same individuals or families have governed the country since the collapse of the Soviet Union (Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan), or the original leader was overthrown only to be replaced by an equally corrupt and repressive regime (Kyrgyzstan).  Under these circumstances, Western hopes for the growth of viable democracies in Central Asia have been largely unfulfilled.
