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Introduction

Democratic states often decentralize power
because the dispersion of prerogatives and
responsibilities improves the involvement of
ordinary people in government. Political elites in
semi- or non-democratic states, in contrast, tend
to prefer power concentration, as they benefit from
centralized decision-making and implementation;
policymakers in regionally diverse states may
promote centralized power in order to prevent
secession.
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Yet in spite of authoritarian arguments for
maintaining or increasing centralization, a high
concentration of power in a country’s capital

often hinders rather than fosters sustainable

state building. Developmental, patriotic, and

social narratives may be used to justify limitations
on regional or municipal autonomy, but such
restrictions on local self-government can eventually
lead to lower efficiency in delivering public services,
encourage separatism, and inhibit economic growth.
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The case of post-Soviet, and especially post-
Euromaidan, Ukraine highlights the importance
of properly framing centerperiphery relations

in democratic transformations. Since its
independence in 1991, Ukraine has experienced
a constant struggle between bottom-up
demands for decentralization and top-down
policies of centralization accompanying political
battles between its presidents, parliaments,

and governments. Instead of increasing state
efficacy, institutional centralization in Ukraine has
undermined the government'’s capacity to deliver
public services.'

Ukraine's centralized state was also unable to
meet challenges to its territorial integrity. Only after
the Euromaidan Revolution was there a serious
reset of center-periphery relations. Both voters

and policymakers in Ukraine quickly prioritized
decentralization for the sake of increasing
democratic processes; this was also seen as
improving the resilience of the state vis-a-vis
complex external and internal pressures.

The local governance reform that started
immediately after Euromaidan, in the last two years,
has finally received some international attention.?
However, in the West, this deep transformation of
Ukrainian centerperiphery relations sometimes still
is seen as being mainly driven by foreign factors,
such as Kyiv's Association Agreement with the EU
or the Minsk Agreements with Russia. The internal

origins of the ongoing, and already partly successful,

reform are often insufficiently appreciated, and even
wholly misunderstood.

Domestic demand for genuine decentralization,
however, has been present ever since Ukraine’s
independence. Thus, the ongoing reform benefits
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from previous domestic lessons, as well as from
generous Western developmental support.® The
dynamic story of post-Euromaidan decentralization
is the result of lessons from earlier, and often

failed, attempts to devolve power to the local

level. Substantial institutional change was formerly
constrained by a lack of political will, or of evidence-
based expertise. After the victory of the Euromaidan
Revolution in 2014, these two missing components
finally coalesced.*

What Was Wrong in Ukraine’s Center-
Periphery Relations?

Noteworthy previous reform efforts aimed at
improving multi-level governance and introducing
more meaningful self-government in Ukraine

are among the historic roots of post-Euromaidan
decentralization.® Certainly, these earlier attempts
were largely unsuccessful. Yet they are informative
not only for understanding the background and
sources, but also the nature and chances, of current
transitions in Ukraine's post-Euromaidan political life.

Prior to the Euromaidan Revolution, Ukrainian
policymakers competing for power and resources
often exploited center-periphery relations

in intra-elite struggles. Instead of designing

and implementing either decentralization or
centralization for the sake of improving public
policies and promoting regional development,
political factions tried to shift institutional
prerogatives for the benefit of competing interest
groups, often with particular regional affiliations.
As a result, Ukraine was, by early spring 2014, still
a formally centralized state with administrative
and territorial structures largely inherited from the
USSR.®
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In March 2014, Russia illegally annexed Crimea and
Sevastopol, and the Moscow-fueled conflict in the
Donbas started shortly thereafter.” These events,
while being instigated from outside,® also illustrated
the vulnerability of the Ukrainian state’s regional and
municipal structures.® The country suffered from

a lack of territorial cohesion, large intra-national
disparities, insufficient local self-government, and
limited intercommunal cooperation—conditions
that, while not alone sufficient to generate an armed
uprising, certainly eased Russian meddling.™

Before 2014, institutional and financial opportunities
and incentives to foster local development were
modest. Sub-national self-governance remained
weak and provided little room for development. In
the 24 regions (oblasts) and 490 districts (rayons)
of unitary Ukraine, only directly elected councils

in villages, towns, and cities had the constitutional
right to establish their own “executing organs”
(vykonavchi orhany). Smaller towns and villages
which elected councils and established executive
committees, however, suffered, and often still
suffer today, from too low institutional and financial
capacity to properly provide basic services. They
were, and partly still are, dependent on central state
organs.

Directly elected councils in regions and districts

so far have no constitutional rights to establish
executive committees on their own. Thus, they
delegate their decisions to executives appointed
directly by the center. Accompanying weak self-
government in regions and districts was a centrally
imposed executive vertical designed to implement
Kyiv's decision-making across Ukraine. In practice,
the prerogatives of the oblast and rayon councils,
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on the one side, and the central executive vertical,
on the other, thus competed with, and still partly
duplicate, one another.” This peculiar arrangement
was the result of a compromise between the
president and parliament in 1996, a reflection of the
government'’s effort to secure the loyalty of regional
elites to the center.

At the local level, only certain so-called “cities

of oblast significance” had enough power and
resources to enjoy some genuine self-government.
Their residents elected mayors and city councils
that established executive committees and
generated income for their municipal budgets.

The country suffered from a lack of
territorial cohesion, large intra-national
disparities, insufficient local self-
government, and limited inte-communal
cooperation...

Although smaller towns and villages also elected
councils that established executive committees,
those areas depended on, and still partly rely on,
financial transfers from Kyiv. Still, prior to 2014,
there had already been some drives to support
meaningful local self-governance.

First Decentralization Attempts

Pre-independence legacies of authoritarian and
totalitarian governance have contributed to

institutional resilience against early post-Soviet
decentralization efforts in independent Ukraine.
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Enormous differences in the socio-economic
development of regions and a lack of interregional
cooperation both triggered and complicated
several earlier decentralization drives. Most of
them reflected power struggles either between
the president and the parliament (in 1991-96), or
between the president and the prime minister (in
2005-13)."

The very first attempt to introduce local self-
governance occurred before Ukraine's formal
independence from the Soviet Union, and was
aimed at decreasing the role of the Communist
Party in local governance. Already on the eve of its
full separation from Moscow, the Ukrainian Soviet
Socialist Republic’s newly elected national parliament
introduced a legislative framework on local self-
governance. On December 7 1990, it approved

the law “On Local Councils and Local & Regional
Self-Governance,” which allowed all directly elected
councils to exert more power over their jurisdictions.
It also made these councils responsible for carrying
out functions of regional or local self-government.

Yet there was no clear distinction between the
responsibilities of the center, on the one hand,
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and the duties of local governance, on the other.
This was, moreover, not the key pitfall of the 1990
law. Its major negative repercussions paradoxically
resulted from the excessive freedoms it provided
to municipalities. The law allowed even very small
villages to establish their own decision-making and
executive organs.

As a result, soon after Ukraine gained independence
in 1991, the number of self-governing units
dramatically increased. In the early 1990s, there
appeared around 10,000 self-administering local
communities. Yet, with an average population of
about 1,500 inhabitants, these municipalities were
often far too small to provide even basic public
services - not to mention to effectively promote
local development. Such weak local self-governance
was not yet a major issue because in early
independent Ukraine, policymakers prioritized the
regional (oblast) as well as district (rayon) levels of
governance while often ignoring the municipal one.
Local matters of public service delivery were—with
some notable exceptions in certain dynamic cities—
largely overlooked.
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What followed was a mind-boggling back-and-forth
in the provision and cancellation of prerogatives

to regional and local governmental organs during
the first decade of independence. These frequent
shifts were, however, less the result of genuine
concern for decentralization than of national political
struggles between the presidents (Leonid Kravchuk
and Leonid Kuchma) and the national parliament,
which were competing with each other for power. In
1992, the law “On the Presidential Representative”
and the new edition of the law “On Local Councils
and Local & Regional Self-Governance” were
approved. They abolished the just-created executive
organs of the directly elected regional and sub-
regional councils and introduced instead, as oblast
and rayon executives, presidential representatives.
These centrally appointed governors and district
managers were in charge of implementing decisions
from Kyiv and overseeing decision-making within
the directly elected regional and sub-regional
councils.

Two years later, however, parliament approved

the law “On the Establishment of Local Power
Institutions and Self-Government,” in 1994. This law
again abolished regional executives and transferred
their responsibilities back to executive committees
appointed by elected regional and sub-regional
councils. The 1994 law appeared to be a genuine
attempt to strengthen self-government. Yet it provoked
a largely chaotic regionalization and altogether failed to
strengthen the capacity of the local governing bodies
to deliver public services properly.

In 1995, the newly elected President Leonid
Kuchma and national parliament signed a
constitutional agreement. Among other provisions,
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this treaty converted the executive committees

of the directly elected regional and sub-regional
councils back into state administrations headed by
officials appointed by the president. Subsequently,
this mixed model became entrenched in Ukraine's
new 1996 constitution: directly elected oblast and
rayon councils served as bodies of (sub)regional
representation and decision-making, but centrally
appointed regional and district state administrations
fulfilled the executive function. These constitutional
provisions also made clear that the president, and
not the parliament, was responsible for managing
centerperiphery relations in the newly introduced
presidential-parliamentary republic.

Alas, following its accession to the Council of
Europe, Ukraine signed (in 1996) and ratified

(in 1997) the European Charter on Local Self-
Government. Under the new responsibilities of both
its own 1996 constitution and the European Charter,
Ukraine had to pass new domestic legislation that

Yet there was no clear distinction
between the responsibilities of the
center, on the one hand, and the duties
of local governance, on the other.

again re-defined the prerogatives of municipalities
and specified anew the responsibilities of regional
executives, including in the 1997 law “On Local
Self-Government in Ukraine” and the 1999 law
“On Regional State Administrations.” These
changes proved, however, insufficient to establish
a sustainable model of multi-level governance. In
practice, regional executives subordinated to the
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president continued to concentrate local power in
their hands.

There were also noteworthy attempts to reform

Ukraine’s territorial division and sub-national budgets.

For instance, the 1998 Concept of Administrative
Reform in Ukraine, approved by Presidential Decree
No. 810, indicated an ambitious plan to introduce
new forms of governance and divisions of territories.
For various reasons, this Concept, however, failed to
effect real policymaking. Its vague formulations left
unclear the particular tasks and expected results of
the suggested changes.

Due to a lack of consistent, comprehensive, and
deep administrative reforms, bargaining between
central and local actors continued. Inter-regional
disparities did not decline, but rather sharpened
further. Many organs of supposed self-government,
with the partial exception of certain large cities,
continued to depend heavily on transfers and
subsidies from Kyiv, which were allocated in an
often insufficiently transparent manner.

Precursors to the 2014
Decentralization Reform

While a coherent system of multi-level governance
remained absent before the Euromaidan, an early
attempt to reform the Budget Code of Ukraine was
relatively successful. In 2001, Ukraine introduced

a formula for regions, districts, and localities to
certain parts of central budget allocations. This
change improved the system of intergovernmental
transfers, increased overall transparency in public
finances and contributed to a gradual decline of
bargaining.™
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However, an attempt to proceed further with the
transformation of centerperiphery relations failed.
The Law Draft 3207-1 contained a new fundamental
reform attempt, submitted to parliament in 2003.

It proposed a redefinition of the administrative-
territorial structure of Ukraine via, among other
things,

e An introduction of the concept of hromady
(communities) instead of cities, towns, and
villages,

e The subordination of regional executives to
the Council of Ministers (thereby excluding the
president from this part of intragovernmental
relations), and

e The establishment of “executing organs”
(vykonavchi orhany) appointed by elected regional
and sub-regional councils.

Yet, due to severe tensions between outgoing
President Leonid Kuchma and his opposition in
2003-04 - a confrontation eventually culminating in
the Orange Revolution - the amendment failed to
gain support.

Instead, during the 2004 electoral uprising, a far
reaching constitutional reform, known in Ukraine
as politreforma, was negotiated between the
governing coalition and opposition forces. This
fundamental rearrangement of institutional power
in Ukraine weakened the office of the president and
introduced the current parliamentary-presidential
republic where the prime minister formally holds
almost as much power as the president and, in
some ways, even more. Yet, this transition did not
tackle the issue of decentralization.
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The politreforma merely re-subordinated regional
executives to both the president and the prime
minister. It thereby created an additional source of
confusion. The newly shared responsibility for (sub)
regional state administrations had been expected
to become an institutional stimulus for compromise
and cooperation.™ In reality, however, it became yet
another field of competition between president and
prime minister.™

After the triumph of the Orange Revolution in
late December 2004, the post-revolutionary
government finally included decentralization

and a territorial remake of Ukraine among its
reform priorities. A team led by new First Deputy
Prime Minister Roman Bezsmertnyi designed
and promoted, throughout 2005, a so-called
"Concept of Administrative-Territorial Reform” that
aimed to improve local governments' capacity to
provide services to citizens and to boost regional
development. The draft Concept suggested
introducing a three-level administrative-territorial
system that would have consisted of
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e territorial local communities (hromady) with no
less than 5,000 residents;

sub-regional districts (rayony) with no less than
70,000 residents, including so-called “cities-
districts” for towns with more than 70,000
residents; and

® regions, including all oblasts, Crimea as well as
Sevastopol, and so-called “cities-regions,” i.e.,
metropoles with no less than 750,000 residents.

According to this scheme—previewing changes
that started in 2015—the existing smaller local
communities would have to be fused in order to
improve their capacity to provide basic services

to residents. Bezsmertnyi's Concept thus already
explicitly linked the issue of a new administrative-
territorial division of the state to its ability to deliver
public services. It would have significantly reduced
the number of rayons and increased their size.
Moreover, rayons would have lost a significant share
of their responsibilities due to the empowerment
of new territorial communities emerging out of
amalgamation of villages and towns.

The 2005 draft Concept highlighted the
special role of cities, enlarging their
budgets and delegating to them more
responsibilities regarding service provision
and local development. Moreover, the
draft Concept suggested strengthening
executive committees of regional and sub-
regional councils, and drawing a clearer
dividing line between their competencies
and the centrally appointed regional
executives.

Such radical changes, however, required

"Orange Revolution '04" by saritarobinson is licensed under CC BY-NC 2.0
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further constitutional amendments. It also
necessitated the adoption of up to 300 new laws—
or so, at least, Bezsmertnyi then claimed.® But due
to a lack of political will among central and regional
stakeholders as well as to an absence of relevant
draft laws, Bezsmertnyi's ambitious plan fell, in the
fall of 2005.

Instead, parliament approved the State Law on

the Stimulation of Regional Development, and,

in 2006, the State Strategy on the Stimulation of
Regional Development. They provided institutional
frameworks for identifying regional development
priorities and allocating money for certain tasks.
One of the instruments that they suggested

were agreements signed by regional councils

and the central government. In practice, such
regional agreements did not serve their purpose of
improving economic development. Instead, they
quickly emerged as a battleground contested by
oligarchs looking to promote their enterprises rather
than the public interest of the respective regions
and municipalities.

Darkness before Dawn

Post-Orange governments blocked, rather than
advanced, changes in the division of power
between the center and regions as well as
municipalities and stalled a reform of Ukraine’s
dated administrative and territorial architecture. The
most telling case was the fate of the promising
"Concept of Reforming Local Self-Government,”
designed by the newly established Ministry of
Regional Development and approved by the Cabinet
of Ministers in July 2009. Supporting legislation

at the time included a package of drafts for urgent
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laws, including amendments to the 1997 law “On
Local Self-Government in Ukraine” and to the 1999
law “On Regional State Administrations,” as well as
new drafts on the amalgamation of communities
(hromady) and changes to the administrative-
territorial division of Ukraine.

Despite the emergence of this comprehensive and
concrete reform agenda, the Cabinet of Ministers
did not hasten with its implementation. In 2009, this
turned out to be a fateful omission. Soon, a new
and very different political period, the presidency

of Viktor Yanukovych (2010-14), saw a new
concentration of power in Kyiv via a revival of the
super-presidential and centralistic 1996 constitution.

One rare case indicating at least some commitment
to regional interests in policymaking was the
establishment of the Council of Regions in 2010.
This organ constituted, however, only a consultative
institutional platform for central political actors,
regional executives, and the heads of regional
councils, and functioned mainly as a transmission-
belt for implementing the central government’s
regional policies. The Council of Regions—while,
perhaps, by itself a good idea—was not designed to
promote genuine de-concentration of power.

In sum, Ukrainian policymakers’ promotions

of decentralization were half-hearted and not
particularly fruitful, before Euromaidan opened

a new chapter in post-Soviet history. Still, these
earlier attempts, their various failures, and the
lessons learned were not entirely meaningless.
These and similar experiences paved the way for a
more successful, domestically driven, and externally
supported decentralization reform that started in
2014.
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Conclusions

Among the most successful post-Euromaidan
transitions, are the fundamental changes to state-
society relations resulting from decentralization.

It gives ordinary citizens across the country a
larger say in local political decision-making and
public policy formation. So far, the reform has
meant, above all, the creation and empowerment
of new amalgamated territorial communities

that receive novel prerogatives, resources, and
responsibilities within, among others, a parallel
sectoral decentralization.’” The reform, moreover,
is about to enter a new phase, announced by the
government of Ukraine in January. It foresees the
amalgamation of Ukraine's rayons (districts) as well
as a strengthening of regional and sub-regional
government via constitutional reform.

The already visible success of post-Euromaidan
decentralization can be partly explained by the
valuable lessons that civic activists and interested
policymakers had learned while trying to introduce
amendments to centerperiphery relations in
Ukraine before 2014. Why have these attempts
been more successful in the last five years? Firstly,
the degree of strategic controversy and political
confrontation around the issue of decentralization
has dropped. Most post-revolutionary policymakers
agree with the necessity to introduce stronger local
self-governance, and only contest the sequence

as well as the pace of the proposed changes. In
contrast to the pre-Euromaidan period, policymakers
now not only claim to support decentralization
during electoral campaigns, but have implemented
decisions to this effect once in office.
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Secondly, Ukrainian experts are now better
prepared to address relevant domestic needs and
circumstances when implementing decentralization,
because they have learnt the bitter lessons of
pre-2014 unsuccessful attempts to empower self-
government and amend the administrative and
territorial system of Ukraine. Today, effective policy
development and implementation often results less
from top-down administrative pressure than from
bottom-up promotion of research-based solutions.

Thirdly, post-Euromaidan civil society has become
strong enough to end central policymakers'’
continued ignorance of the decentralization agenda.
More effective policymaking has, since 2014,
resulted from persuasive advocacy from civic
activists. Moreover, foreign donors have provided
financial support and technical expertise for these
campaigns.

Pre-Euromaidan attempts to promote
decentralization in Ukraine not only generated
valuable evidence-based domestic expertise on how
(and how not) to reform centerperiphery relations.
Russia’s exploitation of the structural incoherence
of the Ukrainian state also demonstrated that it

is dangerous to neglect local governments and

to fail to increase their authority. The continuing
post-Euromaidan decentralization’s remarkable
broadness, growing sustainability, and increasing
depth increases the likelihood that this reform
effort will succeed, unlike previous attempts. This
should make Ukraine a more successful democracy
in which stronger self-government leads to faster
economic development and better public services.
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In view of Ukraine's pivotal role in the post-
Soviet space, its local governance reform also
has a geopolitical dimension. Decentralization
supports the Ukrainian state's administrative
capacity, general resilience, internal cohesion,
and the young country’s pro-European course. It
may also play the role of a reform template for
other former republics of the USSR on how to
strengthen their own political stability.

The opinions expressed in this article are those solely of the authors.
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