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European aspirations of Ukraine 

Ukraine is an Eastern neighbor of the Europe-
an Union (EU) that shares a common border 
with it. Ukraine has one of the biggest territo-
ries in Europe and a comparably big, though 
declining and aging, well-educated population, 
technological capabilities in many knowledge-
intensive industries and a bench of problems, 
partly inherited from its Soviet past and the 
dramatic first half of the 20th century with its 
two World Wars, a series of civil wars and the 
“Holodomor”. The present situation of 
Ukraine is determined to a great extent by its 
historic legacy (Kappeler, 2013), as well as by 
the consequences of the policies of the Rus-
sian Federation, its Eastern neighbor, that is – 
according to Busygina (2018) and Samokh-
valov (2018) – aiming at undermining Europe-
an unity and the Union’s capacity to act. How-
ever, Ukraine today seems to be on a course 
towards deeper and more comprehensive EU 
integration – despite strong Russian re-
sistance. 

EU foreign policy framework and Ukraine 

The insistent Ukrainian knocking on the Euro-
pean door – starting from the first days of its 
independence – was eventually responded in 
Brussels with encouragement, even though 
general attitudes towards Ukrainian aspira-
tions in the EU are not entirely clear. One of 
the challenges for analyzing the bilateral rela-
tions between the EU and Ukraine is the fact 
that EU structures are constantly evolving. 
Consequently, there are misunderstandings 
and a certain degree of ignorance among 

many actors in Ukrainian society regarding the 
overall strategy of the EU towards Ukraine as 
well as regarding the functioning of EU institu-
tions in general – particularly the European 
external action service.  
Yet we can assume that current EU foreign 
policy is shaped by the traditions of European 
diplomacy, the member states’ colliding na-
tional interests, and the sophisticated policy-
making process. Objectives and policy instru-
ments of the CFSP in general, the “European 
Neighborhood” policy and the “Eastern Part-
nership” are guided by the legal framework of 
the EU in the pursuit of the vital interests of all 
member states (cf. Biscop, 2016). The EU is a 
project in progress with a focus on the promo-
tion and protection of Europe’s resilience, 
global competitiveness, security, and well-
being.  
At the same time, the scientific reflection on 
the evolution of the EU’s international rela-
tions is scarce. The accurate theoretic expla-
nation of the EU’s policy towards Ukraine is 
hardly available. This leaves researchers with 
the only option of documenting the evidence 
of the current developments of the EU's rela-
tions with Ukraine, while the theoretic study 
of the observed phenomena remains to be the 
task for the future. 

EU-Ukraine relations retrospective 

Historically, the relations between the EU and 
Ukraine during the early 1990s can be charac-
terized as the post-cold war rapprochement. 
As the result, in 1993, the European Commis-
sion dispatched a Delegation to Ukraine and 
both sides initiated negotiations about a Part-
nership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA). It 
entered into force in 1998 and became the 
framework for generally cordial and friendly 
relations for the next decade. In the same 
period of time, Ukrainian officials were con-
sistently reiterating the will to get an EU ac-
cession plan for the country, while EU officials 
kept rejecting it politely but firmly. Instead, 
during Victor Yushchenko’s presidency, the EU 
suggested to Ukraine the format of a deep and 
comprehensive free trade agreement that 
later evolved into the Association Agreement 
(AA). The negotiations started as soon as 
Ukraine became a WTO member in 2008 and 
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continued for the next five years until the AA 
text was drafted on 30 March 2012 in Brus-
sels. Yet, the two sides continued the negotia-
tions regarding the conditions that Ukraine 
had to meet before the EU would sign the AA. 
In this situation, the Russian Federation unex-
pectedly announced in summer 2013 the de-
mand to Ukrainian president Victor Yanuko-
vich to refrain from signing it. The following 
Russian pressure forced Victor Yanukovich to 
postpone the signing of the AA in November 
2013, which led to a deep political and consti-
tutional crisis in Ukraine, known as “Euro-
maidan” or “Revolution of Dignity”, until 
Yanukovich fled the country in February 2014. 
Subsequently, this caused the temporary pa-
ralysis of central power in Ukraine, that was 
readily used by the Russian Federation to an-
nex Crimea and to support an insurgent 
movement in Donbas in the East of Ukraine, 
that still controls parts of Eastern Ukraine 
(Mitrokhin, 2015). Finally, the economic part 
of AA was signed by Petro Poroshenko, the 
newly elected President of Ukraine, on 27 
June 2014. Another milestone in EU-Ukrainian 
relations was the introduction of a visa-free 
regime on 11 June 2017 for Ukrainian citizens 
who have a biometric passport and travel to 
the Schengen zone for a short-stay.  

The Association Agreement  

The significance of AA is demonstrated by the 
fact that the demand to sign it was the major 
reason that caused Euromaidan protests in 
Ukraine in 2013. Currently, the EU treats 
Ukraine as a priority partner. In numerous 
statements, its officials continuously reiterate 
that the main tool for promoting deeper 
political ties and economic integration of 
Ukraine with the European Union is the AA.  
On the top level, EU-Ukrainian relations are 
steered by annual summits since 1997. The 
only exception was 2014. As a rule, the 
summit is a gathering attended by the 
President of the European Council, the 
President of Ukraine, and the President of the 
European Commission. The most recent 
summit was held on October 6, 2020. In 
particular, it confirmed the commitment of 
both sides to strengthen the political 
association and economic integration of 

Ukraine with the EU. Also, the Summit 
welcomed the success of the AA, which has 
fostered bilateral trade by about 65% since 
January 2016. Much attention was allocated to 
further AA implementation, the reform 
process in Ukraine, and security challenges 
caused by Russian aggression.  
Finally, one more important aspect of bilateral 
relations is the EU support to Ukraine which is 
delivered within the European Neighbourhood 
Instrument since 2014. In the beginning, it was 
provided in the form of annual “Special 
Measures”. Later on, the “Single Support 
Framework for EU Support to Ukraine” was 
introduced for a three year period from 2018 
to 2020 (Stoika, 2020). It allocated financing 
for the following six sectors: strengthening 
institutions and good governance; economic 
development and market opportunities; 
connectivity, energy efficiency, environment 
and climate change; mobility and people-to-
people contacts; complementary support for 
capacity development; and complementary 
support to civil society. In November 2020, the 
EU agreed on the next long-term budget for 
2021-2027 that includes the neighborhood 
provisions as well. Consequently, the next EU 
Support Framework to Ukraine is expected to 
be finalized soon.  
The AA implementation is institutionalized by 
the establishment of joint bodies that include, 
in particular, the Association Council, the As-
sociation Committee at the ministerial level, 
the Association Committee in Trade configura-
tion, the Parliamentary Association Commit-
tee and the EU-Ukraine Civil Society Platform. 
The Association Council consists of members 
of the Government of Ukraine, on the one 
hand, and members of the Council of the Eu-
ropean Union and members of the European 
Commission, on the other. 
On the Ukrainian side, the execution of the AA 
is coordinated by the Office of the Deputy 
Prime Minister for European and Euro-Atlantic 
Integration of Ukraine and the Government 
Office for Coordination on European and Euro-
Atlantic Integration. In a loop, currently they 
are supported by the EU funded Associa-
tion4U project that envisages “raising of ca-
pacities in the public administration of Ukraine 
to design and implement key reforms stem-
ming from the Association Agreement and 
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Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agree-
ment between Ukraine and the European 
Union” (Association4U, 2020).  

Key trends and potential future relations 

Overall, the future of EU-Ukrainian relations is 
based on the way how this partnership will fit 
into the overall development of the relations 
between the EU and its Eastern neighbors. 
The EU as the much bigger partner has its own 
growth trajectory in the world that is about to 
be redefined by the Fourth Industrial Revolu-
tion, and Ukraine, while implementing the AA, 
has a chance and a challenge to add value to 
the all-European welfare and resilience in this 
context. The optimistic scenario presumes 
that Ukraine will be able to build on its com-
parable strengths such as human capital and 
innovation capabilities and correspondingly 
establish its smart specialization while inte-
grating into the European value chains and 
knowledge economy ecosystems. The pessi-
mistic scenarios are numerous. All of them are 
based on the assumption that European socie-
ties, including Ukrainian, at some moment will 
fail to keep up to the global challenges coming 
upon them. So, this leads to the end game 
question to what extent the EU and Ukraine 
will remain resolved to stand together despite 
all the odds. If they do, they have at their 
hands all they need for the positive scenario 
to prevail.  
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