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The Famine: What Will Be after Yushchenko’s Epoch?

By Iryna Lukomska, UCIPR expert 
The Famine issue is stably associated with the presidency of Victor Yushchenko. It is often said, “If not for Yushchenko, the issue of the Famine would have never been recalled.” This is believed by either Yushchenko’s adherents (thereby absolutizing the role of the still acting President in attracting the public attention to the topic) or his opponents, viewing it as a kind of weapon in the hands of the crazy nationalist to spoil relations with Russia. How has this issue been developed under the epoch of independence and what are forecasts for the period, when the office of President is held by one of the current key nominees? 

The status: achievements for today
Today, the Famine is legally recognized in Ukraine as the act of genocide against the Ukrainian people and persons denying it shall be punished under the law. The Memory Day of Victims of Holodomor (Famine) is officially commemorated; memorials are built in Kyiv and other Ukrainian cities; the Institute of National Memory is set up; the SSU achieves are declassified; the charge of genocide by the Famine against Bolshevik leaders is investigated and the verdict of guilty is announced. 

Parliaments of 14 countries recognized the Famine the act of genocide and “the national tragedy of the Ukrainian people” (according to the statement of the UN General Assembly of 2003). In 2007-08, resolutions on the commemoration of victims of the Famine in Ukraine were passed by the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly, the UNESCO General Conference (composed of 193 Member States), the European Parliament (recognized the Famine as an appalling crime against the Ukrainian people and against humanity) and the Baltic Assembly (recognized the Famine in Ukraine as the act of genocide). 

Was there the Famine before Yushchenko?

Paradoxically, the fact of the Famine was recognized at the official level as soon as Ukraine gained independence, half a year before the adoption of the Declaration on Independence, in the resolution by the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Ukraine of 26 January, 1990 “On the Famine of 1932-1933 in Ukraine and the Publication of the Related Archive Materials”. And over the statehood period, legal grounds have been created and the international recognition began. 

Leonid Kravchuk was the first leader, who in 1993 called the Famine “genocide against the Ukrainian people” and said, “Our generation has to expiate a sin of forgetfulness and ignorance (even unintentional) of the whole truth about the Famine of 1932-1933 in Ukraine. I completely agree it was planned; it was genocide against our own people… Yes, against our own people but under the instruction from the other center.” “In our society, still there are those, who think as if someone deliberately wants to strain the situation,” he emphasized. 
The same year, under the presidential decree on actions dedicated to the 60th anniversary, the Day of Sorrow and Memory of Victims of the Famine in Ukraine was declared and the Monument was unveiled on the Mykhailivska Square in Kyiv. Meanwhile, not as the President, Leonid Kravchuk now believes it was the wrong time to institute the legal proceeding by the Security Service of Ukraine (SSU) on the fact of genocide against the Ukrainian people in 1932-33, as “it might only contribute to the split”. 

Under the decree of President Leonid Kuchma, the Day of Memory of Victims of Famines and Political Repressions has been celebrated since 1998 on the fourth Saturday in November every year. In compliance with the presidential decree on the 70th anniversary of the Famine, the government was ordered to start the design and erection of the Memorial Complex and the Foreign Ministry was ordered to launch activities on the international recognition of the Famine as genocide against the Ukrainian people. “Ukraine has to tell the international community the truth about the Famine, its reasons and consequences and to attain its recognition as the act of genocide against the Ukrainian people,” President Kuchma said in the address to the Ukrainian people in 2002. He stressed a memorial to victims of the Famine had to be built in Kyiv and monuments had to be erected all over Ukraine. He outlined the direction of the follow-up activities as saying, “I think the Verkhovna Rada should give its opinion and scientists should continue with their studies.” In 2002, by its resolution “On the 70th Anniversary of the Famine in Ukraine”, the Verkhovna Rada condemned the “policy of genocide”, ordered to hold a special parliamentary session, to announce a competition for the best design of the Memorial and to ensure the erection of monuments, including monuments abroad. Except for Yushchenko Bloc, whose faction unanimously voted for the above resolution, the document was supported by all other parties (including the Labor Ukraine, the SDPU (u) and some MPs from the SPU), save the Communists. And in the official address to the people in 2003, the Verkhovna Rada declared the Famine of 1932-33 the act of genocide.

As a matter of fact, it would be incorrect to accredit all these steps to presidents alone, as all this is the result of not only their personal convictions and political positions of that time but also the initiative and pressure of national democratic forces represented in parliament. It is these forces that drafted documents and initiated their consideration and passage by means of different political tools. And presidents, every in his period, only were mouthpieces of this philosophy at the national level. 

Why all the achieved results are believed Yushchenko’s merit?

Polish writer of political essays about the history of Ukraine of the 20th century Bogumila Berdychowska believes, “Yushchenko was the first in Ukraine, who deliberately made the historical policy his presidential task.” For the first time, the Famine became a cornerstone in parliamentary documents; large-scale education and propagandistic actions were held; monuments to the tragedy were erected and the Famine was recognized as genocide abroad,” she noted. In her opinion, all the above actions were a great success in general. 

Notwithstanding different positions of presidents and political forces after the declaration of independence, Ukraine demonstrates the continuity (though not perfect) of policy. In the context of the Famine issue, it was ensured by the pressure of national democratic forces on the one hand and the law together with government decisions, which were gradually approved under the same pressure and had to be implemented whoever come to power, on the other. For this reason, foundations laid over recently enabled Yushchenko to show the “ready building”. Perhaps, because the “building” has become visible in the last 5 years, everything was accredited to Yushchenko, including the results of the work of all branches of Ukrainian power, NGOs and political parties over the last 20 years. 

Yet, the acceleration apparently occurred under Yushchenko in terms of both quantity and quality. This was “his private affair”, as the President considered the problem from his own standpoint, not as a compromise between personal preferences and the need to make concessions to the National Democrats. On his submission, the Verkhovna Rada approved the key law “On the Famine of 1932-1933 in Ukraine”. This coincided in time with the intense archive and scientific work: the SSU was investigating the criminal case, the Institute of National Memory was set up, the Book of Memory of the Famine Victims was published and the Famine-Genocide of the Ukrainian People commemorative coin was put into circulation. In that period, the UOC of the Moscow Patriarchate called the Famine genocide. On the occasion of the 75th anniversary, the Ecumenical Patriarch, the Pope and leading Orthodox clerics, the UOC of the Kyiv and the Moscow Patriarchates and U. S. President George Bush addressed the Ukrainian people.

The issue was raised to a qualitatively higher level not only on the international scene but also, what is important, in Ukraine, where it transformed into the government policy. Specifically, one can find on the Internet the Reference Implementation of the Resolution “On Actions Dedicated to the 75th Anniversary of the Holodomor”, say, by the Velykobagachev district state administration (the Poltava region). The document is in use in the East as well – in Severodonetsk, “a chapel was opened and sanctified as a sign of the deep tribulation for innocent victims of the Holodomor” with the participation of the Chairman of the Luhansk regional state administration, the Chairman of the City Council, the Chairman of the board of the Azot JSC and the Bishop of Severodonetsk and Starobil. 

Yushchenko’s last “shot” right before the elections was the hearing, by the Kyiv court of appeals, into the “fact of genocide-Famine Holodomor in Ukraine in 1932-33”. In a ruling on 13 January, 2010, the court found J. Stalin, V. Molotov and other Bolshevik leaders guilty of genocide against Ukrainians. This decision became effective on 21 January, 2010, after not having been contested by the Supreme Court of Ukraine for 7 days. After that, Yushchenko announced the initiative of the international tribunal on communist criminals. However, its practical implementation is now up in the air. 

The call by V. Yushchenko to politicians to advocate and protect Ukrainian interests in their attitude to the Famine sounds like the testament. Commenting on the response to the above court decision, he said he is “ashamed and feels sorry for the absence of unanimity of Ukrainian politicians on this issue.” Unfortunately, this is the fact. So, a question arises as to what extent changes made by Yushchenko will be irrevocable?

In the Institute of National Memory, the 2006 law and the coming into force of the court decision of 13 January, 2009 are believed the main guarantees of the irrevocability of the recognition of the Famine as genocide. As the financial aspect is concerned, according to Deputy Director of the Institute Oleksandr Ivankiv, major funds for public actions and studies are allocated through the Institute of National Memory. The largest amount was earmarked for the 75th anniversary in 2008 – about UAH 3 million, in 2009 – UAH 1.3 million and in the 2010 draft budget – UAH 1 million. 
Yanukovych, Tymoshenko and the Famine 
Activities and statements of politicians, who might come to power after the 2010 elections, and their teams provide enough information for forecasts. 

Leader of the PR did not often speak on this issue. Though, his position is easy to understand: yes, it is a tragedy but unless it touches upon Russia. What is interesting is that his statements are practically identical to those by Russian politicians. 

At the CIS Minsk summit in 2006, Mr. Yanukovych told journalists, “These years (1932-33) mark the black page in the history of not only the Ukrainian people but also Russia, Belarus and some other countries.” He recalled his grandmother repeatedly told him about the nightmare of the Famine and said, relying on personal sources, a few families on the post-Soviet space did not suffer from this tragedy. 

Like the RF, he condemned the trial against the Famine organizers and said, “On behalf of the Party of Regions, I once again voice a protest against an attempt of officials to draw the society into a civil confrontation and get Ukraine involved in the confrontation with the RF… As is known, this is a sensitive issue for Russia as the legal successor of the USSR.” 

Yet, holding the office of PM, he eventually opened an exhibition “Execution by Hunger: Unknown Genocide” in the European Parliament (though, the media wrote this event was not in his work plan and he simply confronted with a fait accompli). “Policy against its own people cannot but be condemned,” Mr. Yanukovych then said.

Positions of team members of potential presidents are important as well. Say, Mykhailo Chechetov estimated the denial of the RF President to participate in actions dedicated to the 75th Holodomor anniversary “in the context of friendship between the Ukrainian and Russian peoples”. “The Famine means genocide… Medvedev should be crazy to come to funerals of Russian-Ukrainian friendship,” logically continued Mr. Chechetov. 

By the way, for Head of the Department for Ukraine and Crimea at the Institute of the CIS States K. Frolov, the presidential decree on the Famine, which he estimated as “the recognition of radical nationalism as the national ideology in Ukraine”, served as a reason to be unprecedentedly open actually presenting the PR as a tool of the RF in Ukraine’s politics. “The only possible answer of the Party of Regions will be the laws on the Russian language, federalization, legal recognition of genocide of Carpathian Russians before to the WW I and the firm “no” to Ukraine’s entry into NATO,” said then Mr. Frolov. Moreover, “these humanitarian steps” in Ukraine shall be taken “in exchange for access to oil wells”. According to the political scientist, “Yanukovych has already made proposals on the participation of his business and political clans in the production of Russian energies.”

Hence, it is possible to forecast under Yanukovych’s presidency, November government public actions might be minimized, if not abolished. Also, he is expected to make efforts to elaborate a common position with Russia on the Famine, which might be propagated through the system of education and the media. 
Tymoshenko deliberately demonstrated adherence to Yushchenko's position.

As the PM she asked the PACE to recognize the Famine as genocide and addressed all the countries that have not yet done this, including Israel. In 2008, the government approved the Concept of the five-year National Cultural Program for the Famine Study. Tymoshenko promised the World Congress of Ukrainians to fund the creation of a large museum and ordered local administrations to disseminate the Book of Memory of the Famine victims in early 2009. Over Yushchenko presidency, she has taken part in commemoration actions and accentuated the emotional understanding of the nightmare of that period. “I guess Ukraine would had to become independent, at least, for the sake of an opportunity to tell the truth about Ukraine that *swelled with starvation, froze in cold houses and where the whole villages turned into cemeteries,” Tymoshenko said. 

However, the team of the PM is not that unanimous. Except for patriots, there is an active (and more influential) group there that believes the Famine to be Yushchenko’s personal affair. “The Famine is not a symbol of Ukraine but Yushchenko’s policy. It is exceptionally the policy of the Head of State as the Ukrainian population has not yet based the national idea on this issue. Hence, there are no reasons to discuss any connection between the Famine of 1932-1933 and the current political reality,” stated BYuT member V. Pysarenko. 

Aspirations to keep votes of nationally conscious citizens will urge Tymoshenko to show respect for the issue in public. She will probably pay attention to the demonstration of her own achievements by speaking at conferences, especially international ones, propagating the opening of memorials and inclusion of some expenses into the national budget. There will be less funds and actions compared to information about her personal contributions. Meanwhile, under the influence of the Russian position on the international recognition of “Ukraine’s monopoly on the tragedy”, the topicality of the Famine issue will inevitable decrease: neither Tymoshenko nor her team will agree to come into conflict with Russia, for which this problem is extremely important. 

Others. Another politician, whose attitude to the topic might be interesting in case of his joining a winner’s team (and from the viewpoint of claims for further independent activities), is Serhiy Tihipko. During the elections, he just cast a cursory glance at the problem referring to it as populist and the one that “separates the country”. Instead, he suggested meeting challenges in the area of economy, welfare, health care, education and the communal sector. His site cited the politician as saying, “Ukraine shall be united by welfare of its citizens, not by talks about the Famine and NATO.” 

As for Arseniy Yatsenyuk, his position since the time of his speakership “Ukraine and Russia have to make a common statement (on the Famine)” or “both countries should not have differences in the opinion on the Famine of 1930-s" has been a litmus test. It is actually the position by Russian President D. Medvedev supported by the PR.

A team of a new President will certainly not get devoted advocates of the pro-Ukrainian position on the Famine in the persons of the 3rd and 4th winners in the presidential race. 

What do the voters think?

According to data of the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology (КKIIS) of 2006-2008, in 2006, almost all the adult population (over 94%) has already heard or read about the Famine of 1932-1933. 

In 2006, on the eve of the official recognition the Famine the act of genocide by the Verkhovna Rada, some 40% of pollsters said the Rada should do this without delay; over 13% believed this should be done but not now; and only over 20% thought there was no need to do this. In 2007, those, who fully or partially supported the declaration of the Famine the act of genocide by the Verkhovna Rada, constituted 2/3 of respondents (over 63%). In the South, this figure increased by 11% over a year (from 48% in 2006 to 55% in 2007), in the Center – it raised to 76%, in the West – to 85% and only in the East the negative attitude prevailed – 35%. What is interesting is that among OUPSD members 93% supported the recognition of the Famine the act of genocide, BYuT – 84%, Lytvyn Bloc – 75%, the Party of Regions – 43% and even the CPU – 41%. 

Even stronger solidarity is shown on the conviction that the Famine was mostly caused by actions of power. Only in 2006, 65% of Ukrainians shared this opinion, in 2007 – over 72% and even in the East, 57% of pollsters thought this way. And in 2008, at least 72% of Ukrainians believed the Famine was organized deliberately (in 2006 – 55%). “I guess this change occurred due to the work with archive materials, through publications and programs,” says KIIS President Valeriy Khmelko.

…Meanwhile, on the Memory Day of Victims of Holodomor in 2009, the Inter broadcast entertaining and humorous programs, channels owned by Pinchuk’s holding broadcast movies, the 1+1 showed two documentary films dedicated to the tragedy and took entertaining and humorous shows away. The largest number of special programs was on the air of the First National Channel. The Ukraine TV and Radio Channel broadcast a documentary film about the Famine though an entertaining and humorous show was also on its air that day.
The Russian vector 

Barak Obama voiced sympathy in the special Statement by the President on the Ukrainian Holodomor Remembrance Day and Chairman of the PACE Political Affairs Committee Goran Lindblad welcomed the decision by the Ukrainian court to condemn initiators of the Famine, whereas assessments of representatives of Russian authorities are completely opposite (though unanimous) and sometimes inconsistent with the simple logic. Specifically, Deputy Chairman of the Duma V. Zhirinovsky stated the Famine in Ukraine “occurred by itself” and Permanent Representative of the RF to the UN V. Churkin believes the recognition of the Holodomor as genocide against the Ukrainian people is nothing but steps of the Ukrainian leadership to make heroes of Nazi accomplices in Ukraine. 

The President of the Russian Federation expressed his attitude in the address to the Ukrainian President from the viewpoint of not only its content but also punctuation. “Dear Victor Andriyovych, in connection with your addresses dedicated to the problems of the so-called “Famine”..,” the text began. Mr. Medvedev links this problem to “persistent efforts to get the invitation to the “NATO preparation class” and thinks the problem is “made almost the central element of Ukraine’s foreign policy” to “maximally separate our peoples”. He called “to launch the work on shaping common approaches to these events”. 

Hence, Mr. Medvedev directly stressed this issue is purely geo-political for the Kremlin, since it is as important as Ukraine’s membership in NATO and is perceived as a significant foreign political factor of the Ukrainian national identity that throws Russia away of its plans to return to the identity shared by both countries. 

The last battle on this field was in December 2009 and Moscow won: the PACE Political Affairs Committee denied to approve the amendment to the report on the Famine of 1932-33 declaring it as genocide against the Ukrainian people. “No Ukrainian priorities towards other republics of the former USSR that suffered from the Famine in the 1930-s were adopted,” Deputy Chairman of the Russian Delegation to the PACE L. Slutsky was happy to inform. He noted the PACE Committee passed all Moscow amendments to this report. The other day, Chairman of the Russian Delegation to the PACE K. Kosachev promised the Assembly will be presented with the report on the mass Famine in the USSR in the 1930s, having noted “this document will have far-reaching consequences”. 

One cannot but notice the attack occurred towards the end of Yushchenko’s presidency. Moscow waits for an opportunity to revise Ukraine’s recent achievements in the Famine recognition. Specifically, commenting on the judgment by the Constitutional Court of Ukraine on the sentence to the famine organizers, Chairman of the Federation Council on CIS Affairs V. Gustov frankly stated, “It would be expedient to discuss this issue after the elections with the participation of competent politicians and the media.” And Chairman of the State Duma International Affairs Committee K. Kosachev says, “After Yushchenko’s defeat in the elections, the Famine issue, artificially inspired by the family of the acting Head of State, would lose its topicality.” 

What’s next?

The Famine issue remains the area for the tough confrontation between Ukraine and Russia. This is a kind of the “tug-of-war” on the field of the formation of Ukraine’s national identity. Therefore for Ukraine, the Famine means not only the past but also a barrier to the “melting” in a new, neo-Soviet community. Like the 1945 victory or the Russian variety art called by Ukrainians “our”, for Russia it is not simply the history or culture but important factors of shaping a new identity of citizens of a part of the post-Soviet space that lies within the scope of Moscow geo-political interests. This is why Russia will do its best on this issue to be able to eventually say “we”, “our common tragedy”. The stakes are much higher than the play on words.

An answer to the question “what’s next” will depend on the extent, to which new Ukrainian authorities will be able to resist the course to be pursued by Russia. Moscow opposed Yushchenko both officially and by forces of some parties and politicians in Ukraine. However, Victor Yanukovych is a representative of such party and there are such politicians in Tymoshenko’s team. Hence, the following can be forecasted:

1. Russia will pass to the offensive on the international scene and will press for a new interpretation of the tragedy of 1932-33 – common for the countries of the former USSR. If Ukraine fails to pursue as aggressive policy as under Yushchenko, Moscow will, at least, achieve the international community will not be unanimous about the Famine as the tragedy of exactly the Ukrainian people. 

2. If a new Ukrainian President lacks the stable immunity to the Russian interpretation, it will inevitably be applied in the Ukrainian household – through the system of education, the media, official actions etc. And probably, no one will revise laws so that to avoid waves of protest of national democratic parties, organizations and Ukrainians abroad. Most likely, the “rollback” will occur on the sly – authorities will keep silence about laws and continue applying new definitions and interpretations of the past events like, say, the trial against organizers of the Famine. Phrases from the discourse of Russian politicians are forecasted to appear in the text of the above interpretations. This is the second risk.

3. None of the two candidates will prioritize the Famine issue. Most likely, it will be viewed as “irrational”, i.e. such that does not affect the wellbeing of Ukrainians but separates Ukraine and causes it to quarrel with Russia. Yanukovych will articulate such the opinion, whereas Tymoshenko might silently use it as a guide for action (she will visit public prayers and treat the issue at the level sufficient for the use before the next elections to report to the patriotic voters). Funding for respective studies will be reduced and soon stopped. This is the third threat.

Yet, all the above is a pessimistic scenario. An optimistic one is possible in two cases. The first one is if the office of President will suddenly make a winner sense his/her responsibility for the country. The second – if national democratic forces actually destroyed over the period of independence (which are not already represented by some factions in parliament unlike under Kuchma and Kravchuk), forces that caused the first and the second waves of studies and the recognition of the Famine and made V. Yushchenko the President still have strength to fight for national interests of Ukraine.
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