Ukraine’s Comedian is no comic.
Kiron Reid sees great hope & some chance on democracy’s eastern border.

Ukraine’s April Presidential election made headlines around the World because of the landslide election of ‘comedian’ Vladimir Zelenskyi, and the totally peaceful transfer of power. Zelenskyi is still an unknown political commodity, but his party has since made history again by taking outright control of Parliament (the Verkhovna Rada – people’s assembly), the first time by any party. He has great hopes pinning on him. Early signs are that Volodymyr Zelensky (official Ukrainian transliteration) will bring people together and accelerate reform in a way that outgoing President Petro Poroshenko could not manage. Zelenskyi’s mostly young activists are idealistic and optimistic. They want economic development and fair chances. While behind the throne lurk dubious henchmen, oligarchs and money. Not to mention Vladimir Putin’s small nasty war that has killed 13,000 people. People are impatient for change – often contradictory changes. So, reasons to be cheerful? This comic is no Trump or Boris, this man is serious, a real star, a successful (and wealthy) businessman, but still we know little about what he believes or stands for.
Vladimir Zelenskyi started as a comedian but he is a highly successful comic actor who owns the production company, Kvartal 95 – name of the comedy troupe that made him famous across the countries of the former Soviet Union. Most well known abroad for ‘Servant of the People’, where he plays an innocent schoolteacher who by happenchance is elected President as people vote for a break from corrupt politics. He rose to prominence as an alternative comic in the post Soviet days, a bit like the Al Murray, David Badiel, Herring & Lee generation in the UK. He is no highly educated Liberal intellectual like Al Murray. His family friendly films loved by babushkas and young people alike – a bit Python, but not a Michael Palin, a Rowan Atkinson image, turned political activist like Tony Robinson. As a star he is akin to one of the great US comic actors, Hope or Crosby; perhaps an Eddie Murphy, Mike Myers or Jim Carey. Highly notable is that the new President is a first language Russian speaker from a post Soviet industrial city. This screws Putin’s Russian nationalist narrative. His election victories – from personality, and protest voting against the incumbent / the establishment – gained majority support from nearly every part of the country except some parts of pro-Russian south east, and more nationalistic west.
A most surreal election.

Part of the mythology is that Ze’s victory was won via the internet and without big money. The political and media analysts for the OSCE election observation missions showed that television is still the most important media in Ukraine. The volume of Ze billboard, poster, tv and internet advertising was huge. Even if very cheap, the volume still required a lot of money. True mythology is that there was no physical campaign. Except offices to coordinate volunteers, Sluha Narodu (Servant of the People) party won the Presidential election with no ground war. It was the most surreal election I have ever seen. I was a Long Term Election Observer from February to May in Chernihiv, north of Kyiv, east of Chernobyl. In this historic region which my team covered, the winner, unlike Petro Poroshenko, Yuliya Tymoshenko and local challenger Oleh Lyashko, did not visit. After round one defeat the incumbent’s campaigners stopped (our region one of few where former President Tymoshenko did better; her team ran a technically brilliant campaign in the rural districts around Bakhmach). There was no election campaign to observe at all.
How could the incumbent lose in a system where the people in power control jobs and patronage; people are afraid to not vote for the winning side in case they or their children lose their job. People were desperate for change and voted for it. The incumbent ran his campaign against his main rival – Orange revolution leader Yuliya Tymoshenko – and too late saw the real chance of the new man winning. Three weeks out I still thought that Zelenskyi would not win because conservative older voters would in the end pick the safe choice; the administrative/party/politician/oligarch machines would get the vote out; the coffee loving youngsters who liked the tv star would not get off their bean bags to vote. They did, and the babushkas voted for the nice young man off the television, so did many in the West who want a western European facing Ukraine, in the East who want peace and a roll back on nationalist language policies, and every taxi driver I talked to who had served in the war and blamed Poroshenko for not stopping a war only Putin can stop. Petro Poroshenko’s Solidarnist bloc concentrated on the man as statesman, a role that many European and North American leaders acknowledge he has performed well.

An uncorrupted election?

There were many allegations of illegality, and much practice outside the spirit of the law. A lot of dodgy money swimming around, but a lot less than in previous elections and it didn’t influence the result. 39 candidates paid a €79,000 deposit - the vast majority did not campaign. So called ‘Technical candidates’ were put up to split the other sides’ votes & give an advantage in the party nominated elections commissions that run the elections. There were so many technical candidates that they cancelled each other out and the Commissions mostly ran the elections professionally and in a collegial fashion. ‘Clone candidates’ are reminiscent of the ‘Literal Democrat’ episode in Britain when a malicious intervener cost Adrian Sanders an MEP seat in the time before party logos on ballot papers. Ukraine needs numbers or logos to deal with the Yuriy Tymoshenko and Yuliya Tymoshenko confusion.
The Government was keen to show the outside world that this would be a genuine free and fair election. Administratively it was and it became clear that mass abuses of the past by the main parties was not happening this time. Voters were not bought. The President’s sense of fair play handed an opportunity for people to realise they could freely vote against him. Also deployed against Poroshenko was the TV channel of oligarch Kolomoisky that did not pretend to be at all impartial. (Billionaire Victor Pinchuk’s channel was neutral, while multi-billionaire Rinat Akhmetov and fugitive oligarch Dmytro Firtash’s channels leaned towards the pro-Russian state Opposition block spin off candidate). Of 1.7 billion hrynia (UAH) officially spent by candidates 67% was spent on mass media according to declarations to the Central Election Commission. Poroshenko spent more than €8 million on media in round one. The lack of independent journalism is a huge problem. In many newspapers political content is only covered if it is paid for – the same with the financially struggling local and regional press in Georgia and North Macedonia. In the south east, regions next to the war zone, many people get their news from Russian language sources and believe the Russian propaganda. Policies designed to increase use of Ukrainian by promoting it over Russian even in majority Russian speaking areas (the south east, cities of the centre and Odessa) have ensured that Putin propaganda has more fertile ground to spread. Unbelievable - given that 95% of it is obviously untrue. Unfortunately people who dislike their political leaders seem keen to believe the parts that they agree with. As across many former Communist countries, recently in Bosnia - just like in Britain and Northern Ireland - people complain about politicians then usually vote for the same ones again. One side effect of the wholesale change in Ukraine was that some genuine reformers and hard working MPs lost their seats as well.
The War. There is a small bloody war in 5% in the far south east of the country that is occupied by Russian controlled terrorists and Russian troops. Ukrainian soldiers are killed and injured every few days. Civilians are killed as sides fire at each other. 100 Ukrainians are held as political prisoners (hostages). Putie toned down the war before E-Day to embarrass Poroshenko. Then turned the war on again when Zelenskyi was elected - gift to a new President he refused to congratulate. The British, Americans and Canadians are active in training Ukrainian forces; contrary to propaganda spread by Russia’s far left and far right stooges in Europe they are not fighting the Russian occupiers.
Disappointingly the illiberal old order of Opposition Platform for Life polled well in the SE and are the main opposition, but with only 13%. At one point the new candidate against the establishment was likely to be pop star Svyatoslav Vakarchuk, front man of Ukraine’s most popular band, Okean Elzy. Vakarchuk did not stand for President and formed his Holos (Voice) party, late. It gained 20 seats. Older reformist parties were swept away. Anatoliy Hrytsenko, former Defence Minister, leader of ALDE member Civic Position earlier in the year did a deal with Mayor of Lviv, Andriy Sadovyi. The latter leader of Christian Democrat-like Samopomich (‘Self Reliance’) backed Hrytsenko for President. They ran against each other in the Parliamentaries and both disappeared.
Our shit of a Prime Minister has repeated the consistent British line of total support for Ukraine, while undermining stability in Europe, and making our political car crash headline news in Ukraine. This cannot be an easy time to be a British diplomat. The UK Embassy in Kyiv is highly active and has increased its work across the country, to all major cities and regions. UK programmes include Active Citizens - training for young people to take action in their own communities - and support Citizen journalism, especially on fact checking.
Snakes and ladders.

The man of the people’s right hand, Chief of staff Andriy Bohdan, is the lawyer of oligarch Ihor Kolomoisky. Kolomoisky helped stem Kremlin unrest in the major city of Dnipro but was in self-imposed exile since the collapse of his Privat Bank at great cost to the public. He has now returned. Zelenskyi has picked a political fight with Mayor of Kyiv, famous boxer, Vitaliy Klitschko. It begins to look as if the new administration is settling political scores.
Many of the candidates for Ze, now MPs, were linked to his business, many others are new to politics. The whole Parliamentary party was sent to a special University crash course on government and economics.

Putin goaded the new President by announcing it would be easier for Ukrainians to gain Russian citizenship. Ze issued an inspired rebuff saying that Ukraine would give citizenship to freedom loving Russians. Judicial reform is a longstanding demand to ensure rule of law, and stability for business. Reformers want wholesale replacing existing judges, which interferes with judicial independence. The many local and regional judges I’ve met are as educated and professional as judges anywhere. The failure of high level political / oligarchic and killing of journalist and activist cases is a very real concern.
I first went to Ukraine five years ago when Petro Poroshenko was elected in a landslide. Kyiv Post editor, Brian Bonner, fairly pointed out that the chocolate magnate had significant successes as well as failures. Returning each year I see many improvements in the country and that many people have a good quality of life, though utility prices are high and many, especially pensioners, have very little money. Poroshenko did not expect to be a war President, and Ukraine was saved as a State under his tenure. Millions of Ukrainians have invested their hopes in the tv star and give him a huge mandate to carry out major reforms. Zelenskyi has the chance to make history again.
Kiron Reid spent four months in Ukraine as professional election observer and volunteer University professor.

