http://ukraine-analytica.org/crimea-today-trends-and-developments/

NATALIA BELITSER MAY 24, 2016
CRIMEA TODAY: TRENDS AND DEVELOPMENTS
Natalya Belitser
Pylyp Orlyk Institute for Democracy
The paper analyses some aspects of the situation in and around Crimea after the two years
of its occupation and illegal annexation by the Russian Federation. The first part
addresses the situation with human rights, especially those of the most vulnerable Crimean
Tatar indigenous people and ethnic Ukrainians. It also covers some other negative trends
resulting from changing the status of the territory. The second part provides analysis of the
most important responses of the international community, whereas the third one deals with
the national context of the Crimea-related issues.
More than two years have passed since the occupation of the Autonomous Republic of
Crimea (ARC) by the Russian Federation (RF) that was immediately followed by the
illegal annexation of this part of Ukraine’s territory by its neighbour. These events –
unprecedented in the history of post-WWII Europe – signalled not only brutal violation
and breach of international, but also a dramatic change in the whole architecture of the
European and global security system.
While the bloody Donbas war (disguised under the name of the ‘Anti-Terror Operation’, or
‘ATO’) for some time averted national and international attention from the occupied
peninsula, the current situation in the Crimea and its perception, accompanied by heated
debates in mainland Ukraine and abroad, have become more topical over the last few
months, especially after the beginning of the ‘civic blockade’ of Crimea and other
developments that refocused the attention of the national and international media on
Crimea1.
Crimea: current situation
Many international and national human rights (HR) organisations are alarmed by the
sharply deteriorating HR situation in the peninsula. Access by monitoring bodies is
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generally hindered by the de facto authorities of Crimea. Since the beginning of the
occupation and up to date, only ‘unofficial’ Turkish delegation attended Crimea in April
20152; there were also two visits by the Council of Europe representatives.3 Regular
monitoring by international organisations is not yet possible, whereas activities of the
Crimea Field Mission on HR consisting of Ukrainian and Russian human rights groups
were stopped in June 2015 after this NGO had been included by the Russian Federation
into the so-called ‘patriotic stop-list’.4 Nevertheless, reports based on the information
collected from different sources clearly reveal brutal violations of all kind of human rights,
targeting pro-Ukraine-minded people, particularly, members of the two most vulnerable
ethnic groups – Crimean Tatars and ethnic Ukrainians: “Ethnic Ukrainians and Crimean
Tatars who espouse pro-Ukrainian views on the status of Crimea or manifest a will to
uphold their identity, especially their religious, cultural or linguistic rights, appear
increasingly vulnerable, and are in urgent need of protection – an obligation borne first and
foremost by the authorities exercising de facto control in Crimea”.5
Recorded cases include forced disappearances, murders, arrests, unlawful searches,
interrogations, seizures of property, intimidation, and entry bans on political leaders and
civic activists, in addition to brutally enforced Russian citizenship. The situation of the
Crimean Tatars is further exacerbated by the intention to ban the Mejlis of the Crimean
Tatar people (the main self-governing body of Crimean Tatars democratically elected by
the delegates of Kurultay, the National Assembly) on charges of being an ‘extremist
organisation’.6 This move may lead to a new wave of repressions targeting over two
thousands members and persons affiliated with the network of local Mejlises. There are
also grave concerns over the newly perpetrated detentions and arrests of Crimean Muslims
on the suspicions of belonging to the Hizb ut-Tahrir – an international organisation
recognised as ‘terrorist’ and banned in Russia but not in Ukraine.
Regarding the general dynamics on the occupied peninsula, it should be noted that the
absence of reliable sociological data and the problems with ensuring free flows and
exchange of information in both directions make objective and unbiased analysis an
extremely difficult task. Mixed and often conflicting signals are coming via social
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networks and e-mail communications, and a more or less comprehensive ‘portrait’ remains
elusive.
On the one hand, it is evident that growing prices on food and other products, corrupt and
incompetent management by the de facto authorities, inefficient medical services etc. have
resulted in the evaporation of earlier illusions and high expectations of those who hoped
for much better life under Russia’s jurisdiction than under Ukraine’s. On the other hand,
the paternalistic Soviet-type mentality typical for many local residents directs their
dissatisfaction and irritation at either local or Ukrainian authorities. These people invest
their hopes into attracting attention of almighty President Putin by sending him individual
or collective letters requesting intervention to solve all of their problems (along the lines of
‘good Tsar, bad nobles’).
Demographic situation on the peninsula is also a matter of concern because numerous data
evidence a process of replacement of its inhabitants by the newcomers from the mainland
Russia – something similar to what has already being done once after the WW II and
Crimean Tatars deportation by the Soviet authorities. This trend, if continued, would lead
to the changes in ethnic composition of the population quite unfavourable for realising any
plans of its reintegration.7
Last but not least is the problem of further militarisation of Crimea accompanied by
Russia’s threats to deploy nuclear weapons on the territory of the peninsula. This process,
having a distinct negative impact on economic and social life and on the fragile ecology of
Crimea, constitutes also a significant threat to regional, European and global security.8
Crimea and international community
Although the decision to prolong sanctions imposed on Russia in 2014 after the illegal
annexation of Crimea has been reached in 2015-2016 without serious debates or
objections, position of the international community on Crimea issues is still far from
unanimous. To some extent, leading politicians of the European and Euro-Atlantic space
bear certain degree of responsibility for the Crimean ‘Anschluss’ that obviously breaches
the ‘Budapest Memorandum’ of 1994 signed by the US and Great Britain which
guaranteed Ukrainian security and territorial integrity in exchange to its nuclear status
rejection. Also, it could be recalled that at the very beginning of the occupation, President
Obama, as well as heads of a number of the EU member states, sent messages to Kyiv
recommending to avoid military confrontation with Moscow. Although the lessons drawn
from the Russia-Georgia war of 2008 may partly justify such advices, the hopes to temper
in such a way Russia’s aggression have vanished in a course of further developments.9
Moreover, the presence of the members of both European far right and extreme left parties
and organisations as ‘observers’ during the illegal ‘referendum’ in Crimea of 16 March
2014 demonstrated the splits existing between the pro-Putin lobbyists in the West and the
mainstream politics. Not delving into the numerous evidence of further infringements by
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individuals and companies from different countries of the embargo rules and Ukraine’s
legislation concerning the occupied territory, it seems reasonable to pay more attention to
the less overt disagreement between the major geopolitical actors and stakeholders –
namely, international intergovernmental organisations –surfaced due to the Crimean crisis.
The UN reacted to the Russian invasion of Crimea and the official recognition of the
Autonomous Republic of Crimea (ARC) and the city of Sevastopol as subjects of the RF
by adopting on 27 March 2015 UNGA resolution 68/262). This non-binding document
appeared after seven sessions of the UN Security Council (UNSC) convened to discuss the
situation in Ukraine, and an eighth meeting when Russia, one of the UNSC permanent
members, blocked action by voting against a draft resolution that would have urged
countries not to recognize the results of the referendum in Crimea.
Although there were 100 votes in favour versus 11 against, there were a remarkable
number of abstentions – 58 out of the 193-member of the UN. The resolution called on all
States, international organizations and specialized agencies not to recognize any alteration
of the status of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and the city of Sevastopol on the basis
of the 16 March referendum “and to refrain from any action or dealing that might be
interpreted as recognizing any such altered status.”10
All subsequent reports by the UN, the Council of Europe and the OSCE contain references
to this important document. However, little attention has been paid to its wording which
never uses the terms ‘occupation’ or ‘illegal annexation’ and does not name Russia as an
aggressor state directly responsible for all of those breaches of international law. Instead,
the resolution “Urges all parties to pursue immediately the peaceful resolution of the
situation with respect to Ukraine through direct political dialogue, to exercise restraint, to
refrain from unilateral actions and inflammatory rhetoric that may increase tensions, and to
engage fully with international mediation efforts.”11
Moreover, in the last report on human rights violations in Ukraine prepared by the Office
of the UN High Commissioner on Human Rights (OHCHR)12 the section on Crimea
contains some entries that could be perceived as an implicit recognition of Russia’s de
facto authority over Crimea. For example: “e) Ensure due process and fair trial rights for
Crimean Tatars detained in relation to the February 2014 demonstration” or “g) Ensure
respect for freedom of religion or belief and ensure that all procedures for registration are
accessible, inclusive and not unduly burdensome” (thus encouraging religious
organisations on the peninsula to seek registration according to legislation of the occupant
state).
At the same time, the document severely criticises the ‘civic blockade action’ without any
analysis of the underlying reasons or possible consequences – particularly, in terms of the
de-occupation. It also recommends to the Government of Ukraine “n) Investigate all claims
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of human rights abuses committed during the ‘civil blockade’ on the administrative
boundary line between mainland Ukraine and Crimea, and arrest perpetrators” (while never
referring to the 4th Geneva convention of 1949 and its Art.55 which clearly states that:
“…the Occupying Power has the duty of ensuring the food and medical supplies of the
population; it should, in particular, bring in the necessary foodstuffs, medical stores and
other articles if the resources of the occupied territory are inadequate”).13
Regrettably, the OHCHR report does not emphasise any specific (collective) rights of the
indigenous Crimean Tatar people, focusing on individual rights only.
In contrast to this trend, the EU formulates its documents in a much more decisive way. In
this context, the resolution of the European Parliament of 4 February deserves special
attention. It not only reiterates the EU’s strong commitment to the sovereignty and
territorial integrity of Ukraine within its internationally recognised borders, but: “1.
…recalls its severe condemnation of the illegal annexation by Russia of the Crimean
peninsula and the commitment of the EU, its Member States and the international
community to implement fully the policy of non-recognition of the illegal annexation of
Crimea; highlights also that the restoration of Ukrainian control over the peninsula is one
of the prerequisites for re-establishing cooperative relations with the Russian Federation,
including the suspension of related sanctions”.14
Apart of this very important point and welcoming the Ukraine’s initiative to establish
international negotiation mechanism on Crimea in the ‘Geneva plus’ format, the resolution
unequivocally emphasises (three times) that Crimean Tatars are the indigenous people of
Crimea whose rights should be strongly protected.15 Its p. 3 also “…calls for respect for the
Mejlis as the legitimate representation of the Crimean Tatar community, and for avoidance
of any harassment and systematic persecution of its members,” whereas p. 11 “Deplores
the actions of the de facto administration to hinder the functioning of the Mejlis of the
Crimean Tatar People, the highest executive and representative body of the Crimean
Tatars, through the closure of its headquarters and seizure of some of its properties and
through other acts of intimidation.” These points have become increasingly relevant with
regard to the attempts of the occupying power to ban the Mejlis as an ‘extremist
organisation’.
Concerning the economic blockade of Crimea, although not mentioning directly the actions
undertaken either by civic activists or Ukraine’s government, p. 5 of the resolution
“Recalls that the Russian Federation as an occupying power has the responsibility to
ensure the safety of the whole population [of Crimea]”.
As can be seen from this brief comparative analysis, there is a serious discrepancy between
the wordings used, on the one hand, by the UN, and on the other – by the EU. This
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difference may actually reflect a deeper controversy in regarding the future of Crimea, and
further steps to be taken – or not taken – for the termination of the illegal annexation of the
peninsula and returning it back to Ukraine.
Crimea and the mainland Ukraine
Occupation and immediate illegal annexation of Crimea in 2014 caught Ukraine’s interim
government and society at large (as well as the international community) completely
unprepared for such drastic turns. The worst anticipations of that time related to Crimea’s
declaring ‘independence’ from Ukraine and becoming a ‘grey zone’ or a one more
unrecognised self-proclaimed pseudo-state like those emerging in the areas of ‘frozen
conflicts’. Initial shock and alarmingly vulnerable situation of Ukraine prevented timely
elaboration of any coherent strategy in dealing with the occupied territory and its own
citizens remaining there. That was followed – too soon – by the bloody war in the east of
Ukraine distracting national and international attention from issues of the Crimea. The only
decisive step taken by the Verkhovna Rada (VR, Parliament of Ukraine) was the adoption
on 20 March 2014 of the Decree that recognised, eventually, the Crimean Tatars as the
indigenous people of Ukraine and the Mejlis and Kurultay as their main organs of selfgovernment. This document also stressed Ukraine’s joining to the UN Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples.16
In general, the state policies of Ukraine towards Crimea remain rather inconsistent, often
confusing and stirring up severe criticisms and acute responses of civil society. A few state
agencies responsible for the Crimea issues are usually understaffed and underfunded;
legislation activities are also unimpressive. In particular, the first bill defining the rights
and freedoms of persons on the occupied territory adopted on 15 April 2014 could be
recalled: its initial version was so weak, full of different kind of shortages and noncompliances with the international standards that over the time passed, it was subjected to
consecutive amendments as many as seven times.17
The most telling example of the inadequate Ukrainian policy is a story of the law on Free
Economic Zone ‘Crimea’18. This bill, adopted with much difficulties and irregularities, has
met a strong resistance of the human rights and other civic activists who claimed that it
actually recognises the Russia’s jurisdiction over Crimea, creates comfortable conditions
for big businesses continuing trade relations with subjects located on the occupied
territory, and is very unfavourable for the internally displaced persons (IDPs) from Crimea
– in particular, designating them as ‘non-residents’ that resulted in many negative
consequences.19 Despite the promises of the several MPs and President Poroshenko to
cancel or amend it fundamentally, this law is still formally in force.
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The societal outrage was also caused by the contract on energy supplies from the mainland
Ukraine to the occupied Crimea concluded between Ukraine and Russia and signed on 29
December 2014; according to it, presumably, the peninsula was officially recognised as the
Russian territory.20 The turmoil, following the launch on 12 October 2015 of the ‘energy
blockade’ by civic activists, lasted until the end of 2015 when the term of the contract
expired. Many national and international HR activists and politicians then accused Ukraine
in violations of the international humanitarian law and bringing suffering to the population
of Crimea. After the contract for 2016 was not resumed because of the Ukraine’s proposal
to define in its text Crimea as Ukraine’s territory (unacceptable for the RF), those charges
calmed down. Remarkably, a decision to reject renewal of the electricity supplies has been
taken by Kremlin after a rush ‘sociological poll’ conducted among Crimean residents on
December 31, 2015. According to its data published already on the next day, the
overwhelming majority of the respondents expressed their willingness to sustain the
respective inconveniences until energy supplies from Russia and own sources would be
available.21
Recently, Crimean issues firmly returned to the national political agenda. A number of new
initiatives were put forward, including the idea of establishing a ‘Geneva +’ format
mentioned above, also compiling the ‘Chiygoz list’ (after the name of the arrested Deputy
Chair of the Mejlis) analogous to that of ‘Savchenko list’ and using as an example
‘Magnitsky list’ approbated in the US. In 2016 – in contrast to the previous one – the
second anniversary of the occupation (defined by the VR as started on 20 February 2014)
was marked by numerous events at all levels – from the governmental and parliamentary
events to informal street actions and flesh mobs; 26 February is now officially recognised
as the Day of Crimean Resistance (to the occupation).
Conclusions
 The Crimean peninsula is rapidly becoming a territory of lawlessness where human rights
of all pro-Ukraine minded persons and members of ethnic and religious minorities are
brutally violated. The indigenous Crimean Tatars are subjected to especially hard pressure
threatening to ‘squeeze’ them out of the peninsula and assimilate any remaining loyalists.
 Taking into account the above said, also deteriorating atmosphere of fear, frustration,
mutual distrust and suspicions spreading on the peninsula, all formats of international
negotiations/meetings on Ukraine should address not only the major problem of
terminating the Donbas war (‘ATO’) but also issues relating to the de-occupation of
Crimea. The Mejlis of the Crimean Tatar people, as a main self-government body of the
indigenous people, should be engaged in all and any format as a full-fledged participant; as
a subject not an object.
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 The ‘Geneva+’ format, proposed by the Ukrainian President Poroshenko and supported
by the resolution of the European Parliament of 4 February 2016, has a chance to be
established and make a progress only if the Russian federation is somehow forced or
persuaded to participate. Therefore, additional leverage might be identified and used (like a
prospect of sanctions intensified instead of abolished).
 In view of a new wave of repressions in Crimea targeting primarily Crimean Tatars and
Muslims of Crimea, Ukraine should insist on not only continuing Crimea-related sanctions
against the RF and representatives of the Crimean occupational ‘authorities’ but on their
intensification. Arguments focusing on the rights of Crimean Tatars as an indigenous
people of Crimea – in particular on the right to self-determination in their homeland –
should be used more assertively. For this to occur, the support of the UN Permanent Forum
on Indigenous Issues must be ensured.
 The issue of further militarisation of the occupied Crimea has become increasingly
topical. This process converts the peninsula into the military base threatening regional,
European and global security, instead of a tourist destination with another kind of
‘peaceful’ infrastructure. Unambiguous warning signals have to be sent to responsible
international organisations and leaders of the democratic countries.
 Ukraine’s own policy towards occupied Crimea and the occupying state still lacks a
strategic vision and practical steps for implementing previously adopted decisions; this
weakens Ukraine’s position in the international arena and inflates demands and calls
addressed to the outside world.
 By developing a coherent strategy of de-occupation of Crimea, Ukraine should
demonstrate a political will not only aimed at ‘punishing’ the perpetrators but also to act on
behalf of its citizens remaining on the occupied territory.
 Efforts should also be undertaken to harmonise and bring closer together views and
approaches of the main actors – the UN, the EU, the US, Council of Europe and the OSCE.
A more clear-cut and unified vision, including recognising the fact of occupation and
annexation as such, will facilitate the application of the specific articles of the 4th Geneva
Convention of 1949 relating to the situation in Crimea (primarily the most relevant Articles
49, 51, 55, and 70).
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