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I am pleased and honored to be speaking on this distinguished panel of experts. Many of those 

here today have collaborated with Freedom House to find joint strategies to address the 

aggressive efforts by Russia to infect its neighbors with its anti-democratic virus. With Kristiina 

Ojuland, Freedom House has been collaborating with the ALDE Group and the U.S. Congress to 

give high level attention to the negative trends in Russia through a Helsinki 2.0 lens. With 

Russian activists, we have been sounding the alarm that continued support for civil society in 

Russia is urgent now and we have been working diligently to try to leverage all modes of support 

to the right democratic actors. All of us here today know that it is the demands of citizens and the 

efforts of civil society to hold their governments to higher standards of progress that fuels 

democratization.  

The upcoming Eastern Partnership Summit is thus a chance to demonstrate that the EU is value-

based at the same time that it is interest driven - and double down on a commitment to human 

rights and democracy. The EU offers Western values and the perspective of greater access to the 

EU’s internal market. Russia has some powerful and scary counter leverage: through energy and 

trade, Russia has a strong hold over the EAP countries. 

The Vilnius Summit could mark the launch of a new phase of European integration for all the 

eastern neighbors of the EU. In the case of Armenia; however, Russia’s thug tactics worked- the 

substantive progress made in finalizing negotiations on the content of an Association Agreement 

and DCFTA was sidetracked when Armenian President Sargisian announced in September that 

Armenia would join the Eurasian Customs Union which is incompatible with signing an 

Association Agreement and a DCFTA. (Russia 1, EU 0) 

Belarus has not pursued any agreements within the Eastern Partnership and is a founding 

member of the Eurasian Customs Union with Russia and Kazakhstan. And its human rights 

situation remains terrible. (Russia 2, EU 0) 

Moldova’s initialing of an Association Agreement at the Vilnius Summit has already been 

approved by the EU, and it is poised to attain visa liberalization from the EU in 2014. It has 

made real strides - in 2012, Moldova broke out of a lengthy political stalemate by successfully 

electing a president for the first time since 2009, which also provided it the room to get back on 

track with democratic reforms. (Russia 2, EU 1) 

Georgia had its first and now its second peaceful transfer of power through elections since 

independence in 1991. Judicial reform seems serious and well planned. But, democratic 



institutions are fragile and more needs to be done to improve rule of law. But Vilnius should be a 

time to initial an Association Agreement and a Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area 

Agreement.  (Russia 2, EU 2) 

Ukraine has been in the spotlight this year as it gets closer to a pivotal moment of decision. The 

Eurasian Union cannot be considered successful and effective without Ukraine. Ukraine is a state 

with a population of 46 million. The game is tied. Ukraine has several achievable reform steps to 

meet the EU’s conditions for signature at Vilnius, including the release of jailed former Prime 

Minister Yuliya Tymoshenko for medical treatment. Ukraine has come under increasing pressure 

from Russia, including a chocolate blockade. Until recently, it seemed that Russia had 

overplayed its hand. Ukraine has a political decision to make, which boils down essentially to 

Russia versus Europe and Yuliya. Therefore we have this so-called geopolitical dilemma of 

Ukraine.  

Again, the elephant in the region is Russia. Ruthlessly pursuing an antidemocratic, anti-Western 

agenda, Russia is trying to strong arm its neighbors back under its control through trade wars, 

energy threats, and plain blackmail. To varying degrees, Russia has been twisting the screws on 

Armenia, Moldova, and Ukraine in the run-up to the Eastern Partnership summit in Vilnius, 

apparently in the hope of making them join its own customs union, as Belarus has done.   

In the run-up to the Vilnius summit, Europeans have been refreshingly united in the defense of 

their values, but also their interests. They have been resolute in standing up to Russia’s bullying 

tactics. They have pushed for tough reforms of political and judicial systems by the aspiring 

partnership countries. The EU sees its Eastern Partnership as an extension of democratic values 

beyond its eastern border. By opening up ex-Soviet republics to EU trade and investment on EU-

style rules, they could be a powerful force for modernization and development.  

But much more remains to be done. On November 13, 2013 members of the EaP Civil Society 

Forum discussed country status reports for  the roadmap to the Vilnius Summit, which 

underscored that EaP countries have more to do for  completion of the obligations they took on 

more than a year ago. None of the Eastern Partnership countries are Free according to Freedom 

House annual ratings, and because they are at varying degrees of democratic transition, and thus 

vulnerable, the Russian threat is a real one.  

 

The role of civil society in the process is not high enough on the political agenda. So, despite the 

permanent participant status accorded to the Civil Society Forum at the intergovernmental panel 

meetings, civil society has not been given a seat in regular trilateral forums. This is my first 

recommendation – more regular civil society participations. 
 

Second - It's important to keep the EaP track even if the Vilnius Summit does not conclude 

with the signature of the AAs. It definitively needs reconsideration, how to deal with the 

unwilling (Azerbaijan and Belarus) and the others. The differentiation should be applied and the 

EU policies should be designed for each country individually preserving the multilateral and 

regional forum. 



Third – Russia will likely retaliate against those countries that sign. The EU and IMF, the US 

and international organizations, as well as civil societies must be ready to help, Ukraine 

particularly, withstand Russian retaliation.  

Finally, I would like to end by emphasizing the role that organizations such as Freedom House, 

HRW, and others can play as a bridge in these processes. We can bring grassroots stirrings to 

the attention of policymakers, merging trends and analysis. We can implement programs on the 

ground to build democratic institutions, mobilize citizens to embrace democratic change, and 

provide watchdog capabilities to provide accountability. Multilateral and multi-player 

cooperation is essential. Much has been said about declining assistance budgets, but they remain 

in decline. But, forging partnerships and hands-on, values and rights based projects can pay 

longer term dividends, as can contacts between citizens, including by increased visa-free travel 

and exchanges.  

For governments you must always Talk the Talk. But it is also vital to Walk the talk.  Russia is 

applying pressure because it is worried and knows that the democratizing and modernizing that 

can be achieved by the EU runs contrary to its regressive agenda. 

Much is at stake at the Vilnius summit. Hopefully the EU can tip the balance and focus the 

course on democracy. 

 


