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Abstract

The Ukrainian crisis has been a test for the alignment of Romania and Bulgaria
with the EU on the background of the Union’s new foreign policy instruments as
redesigned by the Lisbon Treaty. This paper aims to present the positions of
Bulgaria and Romania towards the events of 2013-2015 in Ukraine. Our research
target is to identify the driving forces that shaped these positions, to analyse and
describe the main foreign policy goals and actions of Bucharest and Sofia
regarding the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, and to compare the attitude of these
two countries toward the Ukrainian crisis.

The paper analyses first the Romanian and the Bulgarian perspectives on the
dramatic events in Ukraine in the first half of 2014. The positions of the two
countries are further placed in the wider international context of the Ukrainian
crisis - the UN resolutions, the EU sanctions against Russia, NATO activities,
and the security in the Black Sea region. In the third part Romania and Bulgaria
are viewed as a “playground” for the competing narratives and propaganda in
regards to the Russian-Ukrainian conflict. We also examine the economic impact
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of the crisis on the two Balkan countries, as well as the efforts of both Bucharest
and Sofia to protect their respective minorities in Ukraine. In conclusion, we
summarize the results of our research and explain how the Ukrainian crisis has
reshaped the foreign policy debates in Romania and Bulgaria.

Keywords
Bulgaria, EU foreign policy, Romania; Russian propaganda, sanctions against
Russia, Ukrainian crisis

1LINTRODUCTION

The Ukrainian crisis was the first serious and prolonged geopolitical conflict that
occurred in Europe after Bulgaria and Romania joined the EU in 2007. It was a
test for the new member states alignment with the EU on the background of the
Union’s new foreign policy instruments as redesigned by the Lisbon Treaty.

The crisis in Ukraine had a very strong impact on Romania given the fact that it
is a country bordering Ukraine and has a significant Romanian speaking
minority there. Yet, the factor that most strongly influenced Romanian interest in
the conflict was the concern with the possible consequences of the events in
Ukraine for its neighbour Moldova, which holds a special place in Romanian
foreign policy priorities.

If we consider the relationship between Romania and Ukraine after 1989, it is
apparent that they were far from smooth. For almost two decades, the two
countries had disagreements on the delimitation of the continental shelf and the
status of the Snake Island, which was resolved, favourably to Romania, only in
2009, with the assistance of the International Court in the Hague. They also
clashed on economic and environmental issues in the area of the Danube River
(Kruglashov 2011).

The relations between Bulgaria and Ukraine have always been interconnected
with the controversial and enduring impact Russia (the former Soviet Union) has
had upon Bulgarian history. The reason for that is the fact that for a significant
part of the last two centuries Ukraine was incorporated as part of the Russian
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Empire and then of the USSR. Even after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, it
was difficult for many Bulgarians to differentiate between Ukraine and Russia.
The strongest link connecting Bulgaria and Romania with Ukraine comes from
the Bulgarian and Romanian minorities on the Ukrainian territory. Both the
Romanians and the Bulgarians in Ukraine have their own cultural associations
and media and have their representatives in the Ukrainian parliament. Many of
them have obtained either a Romanian or a Bulgarian passport regardless of the
fact that in Ukraine dual citizenship is forbidden by the law.

This article aims to present the positions of Bulgaria and Romania with regard to
the events of 2013-2015 in Ukraine. Our research target is to identify the driving
forces that shaped these positions, to analyse and describe the main foreign
policy goals and actions of Bucharest and Sofia in regards to the Russian-
Ukrainian conflict, and last but not least - to compare the attitude of these two
countries toward the Ukrainian crisis, calling attention to both the similarities
and differences.

The research will be based on qualitative methods of foreign policy analysis. We
shall examine the legal acts, official statements of the Prime Ministers, the
Presidents, the leaders of the parliamentary political parties and other public
figures, as well as data from sociological surveys that concern the geopolitical
orientation of Bulgarians and Romanians.

Based on the rational actor model, the state with its respective institutions will be
the main unit of analysis. As such, Romania and Bulgaria are seen in this
approach as rational players for conducting their own foreign policy decisions.
At the same time, we share the assumption that they act also as units of the other
rational player - the European Union. As such, a certain level of coordination
between their foreign policy decisions and EU’s position is expected.

The chronological and thematic approaches will be combined. In the first part of
this article we are going to analyse the Romanian and the Bulgarian perspectives
of the dramatic events in Ukraine in the first half of 2014 - the Euromaidan, the
annexation of Crimea by Russia and the beginning of the armed conflict in
Donbas. Further, the position of Romania and Bulgaria will be placed in the
wider international context of the Ukrainian crisis - UN resolutions, the EU
sanctions against Russia, NATO activities, and the security in the Black Sea
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region. In the third part we will look at Romania and Bulgaria as a “playground”
for the competing narratives and propaganda in regards to the Russian-
Ukrainian conflict. We will review the economic impact of the crisis on the two
Balkan countries. Finally, we are going to explore the efforts of both Bucharest
and Sofia to protect their respective minorities in Ukraine. In conclusion, we will
summarize the results of our research and explain how the Ukrainian crisis
reshaped the foreign policy debates in Romania and Bulgaria.

2.THE EUROMAIDAN, CRIMEA REFERENDUM, AND THE
ARMED CONFLICT IN DONBAS FROM ROMANIA’S AND
BULGARIA’S PERSPECTIVES

Located on the eastern border of the EU, Romania is interested in having a stable
neighbourhood and has supported EU policies and initiatives in the region and
the integration of the former Soviet republics in the EU. Therefore, the decision
of the Ukrainian President, Viktor Yanukovych, to reject the Association
Agreement of Ukraine with the EU in November 2013 caused frustration in
Romania and also concern that this could adversely affect the European path of
Moldova (Ilie 2014).

Initially, Romania refrained from expressing a definitive view on what was
happening on the Euromaidan. With the escalation of the conflict in Ukraine,
however, Bucharest’s position was quickly articulated and combined with
seeking guarantees for its national security and the preservation of the territorial
integrity and European future of Moldova. In addition, Romania made efforts to
strengthen its international position.

Unlike Romania, the attitude of Bulgaria in regard to the Ukrainian crisis passed
through different stages depending on the internal dynamics of the political
processes in Ukraine, but also on the change of the ruling majority in Sofia.
During the period from the end of 2013 until the middle of 2015, Romania was
ruled by one single government, that of Victor Ponta, while in Bulgaria there
were three changes of government - Plamen Oresharski, Georgi Bliznashki and
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Boyko Borisov. During the whole period of the Ukrainian crisis, the President of
Bulgaria was Rossen Plevneliev, who won the position as a GERB (Citizens for
the European Development of Bulgaria) candidate, whereas Romania had two
presidents - Traian Bdsescu until December 2014 and Klaus lohannis after that.
Having in mind the change of governments, we can expect Bulgaria’s policy
toward the Ukrainian crisis to be more volatile than Romania’s.

In the first part of 2014, when Russia annexed Crimea, the war in Donbas began,
and the EU imposed its first sanctions against Moscow, the Bulgarian Parliament
was dominated by a coalition between the Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP) and the
Movement for Rights and Freedoms (MRF) - the party of Bulgaria’s Turkish
minority, supported at critical moments by the representatives of the nationalist
pro-Russian party “Ataka”. GERB (a member of the right-wing European
People’s Party, EPP) was in opposition.

From the beginning of Euromaidan until the fall of Yanukovych, there was not
an active Bulgarian position regarding the events in Ukraine. In early December
2013 the Foreign minister, Kristian Vigenin, demonstrated caution, declaring that
Sofia would wait until a joint position of the EU member-states on the events in
the Ukrainian capital was adopted (24 chasa 2013). Nevertheless, a week later he
made it clear that Bulgaria supported closer relations between Ukraine and the
EU and that the Association Agreement between Kiev and Brussels should be
signed in the near future. Within this context, we can agree with the assessment
of Dariusz Kalan from the Foreign Affairs magazine who describes the Bulgarian
line during the Euromaidan as a “do nothing” policy” (Kalan 2015).

After series of bloody clashes between the protesters and the security forces in
Kiev, on February 20, 2014 the EU agreed to impose sanctions on Ukrainian
officials "responsible for violence and excessive force" (BBC News 2014). Since
such a decision could only be taken unanimously, it meant that Romania and
Bulgaria had also voted for it. On the same day (20 February) 9 out of 17
Bulgarian members of the European Parliament declared a joint position, in
which they expressed support for the protesters in Kiev and appealed for “a
creation of new government of unification, early presidential elections and
constitutional reforms in Ukraine”. This position had been subscribed to by the
Bulgarian members of the EU Parliament who were part of the EPP (GERB and
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the Blue coalition) and the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats (NMSS, but not
the representatives of the MRF who were from the same group in the EP)
(Dnevnik 2014).

The developments in Kiev in the period 21-23 February 2014 were very quick
and the passive Bulgarian state institutions were not able to formulate a clear
position upon the dramatic political change in Ukraine. However, at the
beginning of March, Bulgaria gave a signal that it recognized the new power in
Kiev. The Foreign Minister, Vigenin, visited Ukraine and had meetings with his
Ukrainian colleague, Andrii Deshchytsia, as well as with the acting president,
Turchinov, and declared that Bulgaria “supports the sovereignty and the
independence of Ukraine” (Club Z 2014).

The visit of the Bulgarian foreign minister to Ukraine irritated the “Ataka” party
which had representatives in the parliament. The main characteristic of this party
was and still is its strong support to the politics of Russia and the president
Putin. The visit of Vigenin to Ukraine was, however, also criticized by some
prominent members of his own party. There was an internal division within the
ranks of this party - the larger part of its electorate supported Russia in the
conflict with Ukraine but, at the same time, the party leadership’s position was
closer to the EU’s position which was definitely not pro-Russian. It is important
to emphasize that the then leader of the BSP, Sergei Stanishev, was also the
chairman of the Party of European Socialists (PES).

Comparing to Bulgaria, Romania adhered strictly to the EU position on the crisis
and, at the same time, it tried to establish itself as an active regional player in its
resolution. On March 1, 2014, after a meeting with representatives of the national
security institutions, President Traian Basescu declared that Romania would not
raise the level of alert for its national security institutions in connection with the
situation in Crimea, but would monitor very closely the situation in Ukraine and
the separatist tendencies in the Republic of Moldova. A few days later, at the
Brussels summit on March 6, 2014, the Romanian President took an even
stronger position, saying that "what Russia has done in Ukraine was an
aggression against that country” and called on the US and Britain to fulfil their
obligations as guarantors of the security and territorial integrity of Ukraine. He
stated Romania's desire both as a country adjacent to Ukraine and as the EU
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member state closest to Crimea to participate in the negotiations to resolve the
conflict between Kiev and Moscow. Basescu also pointed to the fact that Romania
was not dependent on imports of Russian gas, which eliminated the possibility
of pressure in the negotiations (Toea 2014c). The Romanian Prime Minister Victor
Ponta, for his part, made a statement that Romania would not and should not
engage in separate actions in Ukraine, but emphasized that its position was
"perfectly consolidated" with that of its partners in the EU and NATO (Badea
2014).

In March 2014, the focus of the Ukrainian crises shifted to Crimea. Bulgaria did
not recognize the legitimacy of the annexation of Crimea by Russia. This was
declared on the eve of the referendum by the foreign minister Vigenin and the
President Plevneliev. The position of S. Stanishev was expressed on the web-site
of the PES, where he wrote: "The referendum does not correspond to
international law and it is illegal under the Ukrainian constitution. Furthermore,
the territorial integrity and sovereignty of Ukraine are being put at risk. The
PES believes that Russia’s intentions to annex Crimea sets a dangerous
precedent that could lead to further destabilization of the region” (PES 2014).
Five members of the Bulgarian parliament, all of them from the “Ataka” party,
were present at the referendum in Crimea as observers. On March 16, 2014, the
day the referendum in Crimea was held, President Bdsescu expressed the
resolute position of his country that it considered it illegal and would not
recognize its results (Ziare.com 2014b).

Immediately after the referendum in Crimea, Bulgaria and Romania backed the
EU’s decision to impose restrictive measures against 21
Russian and Ukrainian officials responsible for the actions threatening Ukraine's
territorial integrity (Regulation (EU) 2014).

In March 2014, it became clear that there was no concord over the Ukrainian
crisis in the Bulgarian Parliament. Three completely different resolutions on the
developments in Ukraine were proposed. The opposition party, GERB, insisted
that the MPs should confirm the illegitimacy of the Crimean referendum and
support the territorial integrity of Ukraine. At the opposite political pole was the
“Ataka” party. It proposed a resolution in which “armed terrorists financed from
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abroad” acting in Kiev were mentioned and the new authority in Ukraine was
defined as illegitimate (“Ataka” 2014).

The real “drama” took place within the ranks of the biggest ruling party - BSP.
Originally, its leader, Stanishev, had proposed a resolution appealing for the
withdrawal of the Russian troops from Crimea to the places of their permanent
dislocation in the military base of Sevastopol. In that document, there was a clear
expression of support for the territorial integrity of Ukraine. However, two days
later, the Plenary Assembly of the Socialist party completely rewrote this
resolution. In the new version, there was no mention of the Russian troops in
Crimea. Instead, there was a proposal for the EU to defer the signing of the
Association Agreement with Ukraine pending the forthcoming elections
(Mediapool 2014). In the end, the Bulgarian Parliament failed to adopt a joint
resolution on the Ukrainian events because of the lack of concord between
political parties.

Meanwhile Nikolay Malinov - an influential member of the Parliament from the
Socialist party, speaking about the referendum in Crimea on Bulgarian National
Television, offered his congratulations to “the victory in the Third Crimean War
of all Orthodox Slav peoples of the world” (Dnevnik 2014b).

On March 24, 2014, a session of the Consultative Council for National Security
(CCNS) under the Bulgarian President took place. The theme of the session was
“Risks for Bulgaria that emerged from the development of the Ukrainian crisis”.
With one exception - the leader of the “Ataka” party - all members of the
Council expressed their support for the territorial integrity of Ukraine and
declared that Bulgaria would act as a member of NATO and the EU. At the same
time, the CCNS insisted that the Ukrainian authorities should respect the rights
of all Ukrainian citizens, including the Bulgarian minority (Cross 2014).

Romania welcomed the consensus reached at the European Council meeting on
March 21, 2014 to deploy a monitoring mission of the OSCE in Ukraine,
describing it as an important step in the efforts towards resolving the crisis. In a
statement by the Romanian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, it was underlined that
the country would explore the opportunities to provide full assistance in the
establishment of the mission and would act consistently with regard to the full
and effective implementation of that decision. It expressed the principled
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position of Romania to preserve the territorial integrity of Ukraine and its
sovereignty within its internationally recognized borders as a fundamental
element in maintaining regional stability and security. (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs 2014c)

3.SANCTIONS, NATO, AND REGIONAL SECURITY -
ROMANIA’S AND BULGARIA’S POSITION AFTER THE
INTERNATIONALIZATION OF THE UKRAINIAN CONFLICT

Romania and Bulgaria voted in favour of both Resolution 262 of the UN General
Assembly on March 27, 2014, condemning Russia's actions in Crimea and of
Resolution 1990 of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE)
of April 10, 2014 for suspension of the voting rights of the Russian delegation in
the Assembly. As members of the organization, Romania and Bulgaria supported
NATO’s decision of March 17, 2014, to cease any practical cooperation with
Russia. However, by 2014, Bulgaria and Romania saw the role of NATO in the
Black Sea region in a different way. The politicians from the ruling coalition in
Sofia did not see a direct threat from Russia to the national security of Bulgaria.
In Romania it was exactly the opposite position. After Russia's annexation of
Crimea, Romanian state officials insisted that in response to Russian
expansionism in the region the US and NATO should increase their military
presence in the Black Sea and on the territory of Romania itself and thus ensure
the national security of the country. President Basescu, only a week after the
annexation, stated that after Russia's annexation of Crimea NATO had to
redeploy its forces (Serban 2014). The call for the strengthening of NATO's role
and presence in the region were heard from a number of Romanian politicians
from across the entire political spectrum. The President of the Romanian Senate,
Calin Popescu-Tdriceanu, considered the reaction of the West to the extremely
tense situation in neighbouring Ukraine as too weak, and urged Romania to
make a formal request to be included, along with the Baltic states and Poland,
among the countries which were directly threatened by the expansion of the
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conflict in Ukraine that implied the need for additional guarantees for its security
(Ziare.com 2014a). During his visit to the US, in late April 2014, the Romanian
foreign minister, Titus Corldtean, spoke at a conference in Washington on the
need to strengthen collective defence within NATO in the context of the tension
in the region and called for a permanent military presence of NATO/USA in the
Black Sea (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2014b).

Romania was among the most resolute supporters of the Western sanctions
against Russia. During the crisis, it constantly insisted on furthering the list of
sanctions and called on the European institutions to show greater firmness and
determination with regard to Moscow. The Romanian government declared itself
against any act of separatism and condemned Russia's actions in eastern
Ukraine. In a message of the presidential administration, at the end of April 2014,
Romanian President Traian Basescu urged the Russian President Vladimir Putin
to "firmly condemn the illegal military actions" in the Ukrainian Donetsk region
and to use all his authority to ensure the smooth functioning of the OSCE
mission in eastern Ukraine. He also stressed that Romania condemned
separatism and any use of military pressure in resolving political demands
(Hotnews.ro 2014). A statement from the Romanian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
of May 11, 2014 pointed out that Romania again called on Russia not to recognize
the so-called referendum organized by the pro-Russian separatists in their
bastions in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions in eastern Ukraine, to respect the
territorial integrity and sovereignty of Ukraine, and to return to the framework
of international law, including immediate withdrawal from Crimea (Ministry of
Foreign Affairs 2014a).

The spread of the conflict to the Odessa region increased Romania's anxiety,
because the theatre of operations was approaching the both borders of Moldova
and its own borders. On May 13, 2014, after consultations with the Prime
Minister, Victor Ponta, and members of the government, President Traian
Basescu released a special statement regarding the tense situation in the region.
The President stated that, after the Russian intervention in the region there was a
greater risk of federalization and added that dialogue between the government
in Kiev and the separatists in eastern Ukraine was absolutely necessary, while
noting that the pro-Russian representatives of the rebel areas must not
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participate in any international negotiations. He also emphasized that Russia
wanted the federalization of Ukraine in order to effectively place it under
Russian control and warned that the destabilization of the Odessa region might
extend Russian influence even to Romanian territory (Toea 2014b).

During the meeting of the Heads of States of Central and Eastern Europe in
Warsaw, on July 22, 2014, Romanian President, Traian Bdsescu, again urged
NATO to redeploy its resources because of the Russian military manoeuvres. At
a conference in London discussing NATO and European security in early
September 2014, the Romanian foreign minister, Titus Corlatean, reiterated the
position that the country insisted upon the necessity of a permanent and lasting
presence on its eastern flank and expressed full support for a NATO presence in
Romania (Agerpres 2014f).

Romania was very active also at the NATO Wales summit on September 5, 2014.
After his return from Newport, the Romanian President Basescu stated that his
country was successful in obtaining a plan of contingency and action plans in
case of some attack by land, air or water. He emphasized that the Ukrainian
conflict might be extended to Romania if Russia took "irrational actions." In his
view, "although the likelihood of Romania not being attacked by Russia was 99.9
percent, it had to be ready for the remaining 0.01 percent” (Agerpres 2014e).
Romania's stance on the sanctions against Russia remained unchanged after the
changing of president. On December 19, 2014, after the European summit in
Brussels dedicated to EU relations with Moscow, and prior to his official
inauguration, the new Romanian president, Klaus Johannis stated that he
supported the need to maintain dialogue with Russia, but believed that
international sanctions should be maintained as long as the sovereignty of
Ukraine was being placed in jeopardy. At the end of January 2015, at a meeting
of EU foreign ministers, the Romanian foreign minister, Bogdan Aurescu,
insisted again on the strengthening of the regime of sanctions against Russia. His
arguments for that were the serious deterioration in the security context and the
existence of "certain proof" of direct involvement of Russia in support of the
separatists in eastern Ukraine (Agerpres 2015b).

Without a clear position in the National Assembly, the policy of Bulgaria toward
the Ukrainian crisis was established by the government and, in particular, by the
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In general, Sofia was a predictable partner in the EU
and did not indicate that it would jeopardize the European consensus on the
Ukrainian crisis. However, in contrast to Romania, Bulgaria was not in the group
of the countries that insisted upon stronger pressure against Russia.

In 2014, the Ukrainian conflict was one of the international themes affecting
Bulgarian society. A sociological survey of April 2014 showed that the
percentage of Bulgarians supporting Russia in the conflict with Ukraine
exceeded, by a small margin, those supporting Kiev. To the question “Do you
approve the accession of Crimea to Russia” 35% answered “yes”, 27 - “no”, and
38% - “I don’t know” (Gallup International 2014).

The Bulgarian position on the Ukrainian crisis became more pro-Ukrainian after
the summer of 2014, with the resignation of the government dominated by the
Socialist party. In the caretaker government of Georgi Bliznashki, which took
power on August 6, 2014, the posts of the foreign and defence minister were
given the politicians with a clear Euro-Atlantic profile. The situation did not
change when the new regular government dominated by GERB party took office
in November 2014.

Under the guidance of Minister Velizar Shalamanov, a politician with strong pro-
Euro-Atlantic orientation, the Ministry of Defence prepared a document entitled
“Vision 2020: Bulgaria in NATO and in European Defence”. The aim of this
document was to define Bulgaria’s position for the NATO Wales summit. In the
initial version of “Vision 2020”, the Ukrainian crisis was explained as part of “the
long-term ambition of Russia to restore its influence in the post-Soviet space”. In
the document, it was noted that Bulgaria was a target of hybrid warfare through
the “active propaganda of Russian politics with the mediation of Bulgarian
political and economic entities and NGOs” (Capital 2014b). The provisional
document was sharply criticized by the pro-Russian political parties but also by
the leader of GERB, Boyko Borisov, and by the caretaker Prime Minister
Bliznashki. In the end, the Security Council to the government adopted a revised
version of “Vision 2020”, where Russia was already not being identified as a
threat to Bulgaria’s national security, but, nonetheless, the “unlawful annexation
of Crimea by the Russian Federation” was mentioned (Capital 2014a).
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In May 2015, in reply to a parliamentary inquiry about the sanctions against
Moscow and its counter-sanctions, the Bulgarian Prime Minister, Boyko Borisov,
said that Bulgaria “is suffering serious losses from this policy”, but cannot adopt
“a position different from that of the EU and NATO” (Mediapool, 2015b). In
contrast to Borisov, the President, Plevneliev, and the Foreign Minister, Mitov,
emphasized more categorically Russia’s responsibility for the events in Ukraine
and the deterioration of the security environment in the Black Sea Region.
During his official visit to Kiev, in July 2015, the Bulgarian Head of State had a
meeting with his Ukrainian counter-part, Petro Poroshenko, and declared: “For
us Crimea is Ukraine, and Ukraine is Europe!” (Mediapool 2015a).

In the case of Boyko Borisov, his deep respect for the Chancellor of Germany,
Angela Merkel, had a strong influence on his foreign policy positions. In this
respect, M. Lessenski has remarked very precisely that, as far as the Russia-
Ukraine conflict is concerned, Bulgaria is a part of a peculiar “coalition of the
willing” formed and led by Germany (Lessenski 2015, 11; for the leading role of
Germany, see for example Gediminas 2015, 12-13).

4. HISTORY AND PROPAGANDA - THE UKRAINIAN CRISIS
IN THE CONTEXT OF TRADITIONAL RUSSIAN-ROMANIAN
AND RUSSIAN-BULGARIAN RELATIONS

The crisis in Ukraine exacerbated the traditionally hostile relations of Romania
with Russia, which suffer from the historical burden of the longstanding
territorial dispute over Bessarabia. In the period after 1989, there were some
efforts for normalization of the relations between the two countries, but they
were again clouded after Russia openly sided with the breakaway Transnistrian
region of the Republic of Moldova and, in the following years, the two countries
were in constant rivalry for influence in Moldova. Yet, undoubtedly one of the
most important issues in Russian-Romanian relations was Romania's decision to
authorize the deployment of elements of the US air defence on its territory.
Russia has regarded with deep suspicion the building of bases for the NATO
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missile defence system, one of which is located on the territory of Romania.
While Romania regarded the program for missile defence based in Europe as a
guarantee of the US commitment to the region, for the Russians that was simply
the first phase of a wider US deployment along the borders of the Russian sphere
of influence (Kirilov 2012).

In fact, what worried most Romania, since the initial stage of the crisis in
Ukraine, were the potential hazards for Moldova and, in particular, the
possibility for it to ignite conflict in its Russian-language breakaway region of
Transnistria, which was only formally a part of Moldova, and which, had
Russian troops stationed on its territory. However, with the escalation of tension
in Ukraine in late February - early March 2014, when the attention was focused
on the events in Crimea, there were many publications in the Romanian media
about the possibility of an immediate military threat to the country from Russia.
For a long time, the crisis in Ukraine occupied the front pages of most of the
Romanian newspapers, like, for example, "Adevarul", "Roménia Liberd" and
"Evenimentul Zilei". The Romanian government continued to insist that Russia
was the main source of conflict and instability but, at the same time, tried to
reassure the public that there was no threat of possible conflict with Russia. In
the tense atmosphere after the annexation of Crimea, when Transnistria had also
expressed its desire to join the Russian Federation (Milevska 2014), the Romanian
foreign minister, Titus Corlatean, stated that being in NATO, Romanians had
nothing to worry about. The same argument was used also by the Prime Minister
Victor Ponta and the President Traian Basescu (Serghescu 2014; Zachmann 2014).
In May 2014, the two countries were facing a potential diplomatic conflict when
Romania, following the example of Ukraine, also decided to close its airspace to
the aircraft of the Russian Deputy Prime Minister, Dmitry Rogozin, upon his
return from the capital of the unrecognized republic of Transnistria. The Russian
official warned, on his Twitter account that next time he would fly over Romania
at the board of a TU-160. Rogozin and the former President Basescu exchanged
bitter remarks in the press and the Romanian authorities demanded clarification
in relation to whether Rogozin's comments were the official position of Russia
towards Romania, a NATO and EU member state (Agerpres 2014g).
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The tension in Russian-Romanian relations was reflected in the media of both
countries. In the Romanian press as a whole, Russia was presented as an enemy
and a serious threat to the security of the country. In the Russian press, Romania
was accused of trying to exploit the situation in Ukraine to assert its territorial
claims to it and that its territory was used as a staging ground for the war against
Russia (Sputnik France 2014, The Voice of Russia 2014, Mandrasescu 2014).

At the same time, Russian propaganda was making its way into Romania. Since
March 2014, the Russian media enhanced the spread of news in the country
about Romania through the radio "Voice of Russia" which also broadcast in
Romanian. At the end of 2014, a new news website in Romanian,
RussiaToday.ro, was launched as an offshoot of RT (Inayeh 2015). Despite
Russia's efforts to influence public opinion, Romanian society remained immune
to Russian propaganda. The traditional distrust towards Russia among the
population at large has been further increased with the events in neighbouring
Ukraine. A survey of Romanian sentiment toward other countries conducted by
the Romanian Institute for Social Research INSCOP in July 2014 placed Russia as
the country least well-regarded, with only 37 percent of the respondents
expressing a positive attitude to it INSCOP 2014).

Although Bulgaria is not a member with much influence in the EU, it has become
an object of the information war between Russia and Ukraine. Of course, as far as
propaganda is concerned, the capabilities of Moscow and Kiev are incomparable.
Russia relies on its century-old cultural and historical influence in Bulgaria, as
well as on its financial and informational power. The almost complete lack of a
language barrier provides Bulgarians of the older generation with access to the
Russian media on the Internet and to the Russian state TV, broadcast by almost
all cable TV providers in the country. The role of global media, such as Russia
Today (RT) TV and the Sputnik News information agency, specifically
established in 2014, to disseminate the official position of Russia in English,
should also be mentioned. Since the spring of 2015, a Bulgarian language
version, created by the media platform Russia Beyond the Headlines, a branch of
the Russian newspaper Rossiskaya gazeta, has become operative too. Russia did
not have specific propaganda messages with regard to the Ukrainian crisis that
were specially developed for the Bulgarian audience. Kremlin’s propaganda
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strategists offered some general messages, directed towards all European
countries. The most significant among them related to the geopolitical nature of
the Ukrainian conflict, which was allegedly created by the Americans in order to
restrain the Russian sphere of influence in Eurasia. As regards Russian tactics,
Moscow made efforts to antagonize the relationship between the Europeans and
the Americans and to exert pressure over the weak members of the EU in order
to destroy the consensus over the sanctions. Greece, Hungary and Cyprus, but
not Romania and Bulgaria, have been considered as a potential Russian
supporters in the EU, that could veto the prolongation of the sanctions but it has
never happened.

Unlike in Romania, the Russian propaganda has been well accepted by a
substantial part of Bulgarian society including some political and intellectual
circles in Bulgaria. One of the main reasons for the pro-Russian sentiments
among Bulgarians is historical. The modern Bulgarian state was created in the
19th century after the victorious war of the Russian empire against the Ottomans.
In the first half of the 20th century, Bulgaria lost its hope to incorporate
Macedonia - the region that was considered as a part of Bulgarian national
territory. In the light of the Ukrainian crisis, pro-Russian political and intellectual
circles portrayed Crimea, and even the whole Ukraine, as “the Russian
Macedonia” (Grigorova 2014). This assertion was used to explain “the historical
right” of Russia to return Crimea to the Motherland.

The statement of one of the most popular Bulgarian nationalists, the director of
the National History Museum, Bozhidar Dimitrov, is a good illustration of these
sentiments: “In 1954 a drunkard gave Crimea, a Russian territory populated with
Russians, to a fictional state, to a “Macedonia of a kind”. Let us face the truth -
Ukraine is the Russian Macedonia. Ukrainian borders are as fictional as the
Macedonian” (Offnews 2015).

The view that, from a historical perspective, the Ukrainian nation has been
“artificially created” in exactly the same manner as that of Macedonian nation,
was widespread among pro-Russian, anti-liberal and nationalist circles in
Bulgaria.

In turn, Ukraine attempted to promote its perspective mainly through the active
presence of its ambassador in the Bulgarian media and during public events. As
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he is an ethnic Bulgarian, he speaks Bulgarian fluently, and this has, from the
outset, facilitated an effective communicative engagement with the Bulgarian
audience. Of course, the effects of the efforts of the Ukrainian ambassador have
been much more modest if we compare it with the results of the Russian
propaganda.

5.GAS, AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTS AND TOURISM - THE
ECONOMIC IMPACT OF THE UKRAINIAN CRISIS ON
ROMANIA AND BULGARIA

In the initial stage of the crisis in Ukraine, the policy-makers in Romania had
already stressed that Romania was the least dependent on Russian gas, which
provided the country with more freedom in shaping its stance on the crisis and
the opportunity to actively participate in its settlement. In mid-April 2014, the
governor of the Romanian National Bank, Mugur Isdrescu, stated that given the
limited exports to Russia and Ukraine, the relatively low dependence on Russian
gas and the lack of direct links between the Romanian banking sector and the
financial institutions of the two countries, Romania was not exposed to
significant economic risks in the context of the current geopolitical conflict
(Mediafax, 2014). Yet, Russia's decision of August 7, 2014 to impose a ban on the
import of fish, dairy products, fruits and vegetables from the EU, in response to
the EU sanctions for Russian banks and energy companies with regard to the
conflict in Ukraine, had a serious economic impact on Romania, which annually
exported foodstuffs to Russia, worth almost 40 million Euro (Chiriac 2014). In
this regard, Romanian Prime Minister, Victor Ponta, made a statement that
Romania was actually affected by the Russian sanctions but the country had to
meet its commitments and assume the responsibility to show that that nobody
might change international law, so that it was a price worth paying (Agerpres
2014d).

The Bulgarian economy was not seriously affected by the sanctions imposed by
the EU on Russia and the counter-sanctions that were Moscow’s response. The
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Bulgarian agriculture export market is modest and only 2% of it is destined for
Russia. For the period August-December 2014, the export of Bulgarian
agriculture products to Russia declined by 2,7 mIn. BGN (1,38 mln. Euro)
(Investor.bg 2015).

The number of Russian tourists at the Bulgarian seaside decreased in 2015, but its
cause was mainly as the result of the devaluation of the Russian national
currency and not because of the political tension between Sofia and Moscow
(Gazeta.ru 2015). However, the Ukrainian events have had an indirect reflection
on the energy sphere. One of the results of the Ukrainian crisis was the European
Commission’s full freezing of the negotiations on the South Stream gas pipeline
project. This freezing came as part of the economic sanctions against Russia
though the South Stream officially was not on the list of the sanctions measures
against Moscow. Bulgaria was obliged to comply with the EU energy law and, in
the summer of 2014, the then Bulgarian Prime Minister declared all works on the
project on Bulgarian territory had to cease (The Guardian 2014).

In October 2014, Gazprom reduced the gas supplies to Romania several times.
Against this background, a major scandal broke out with the oil company
"Lukoil", whose refinery in southern Romania was closed in connection with
checks for tax evasion and money laundering. Although formally there was no
connection between the gas supply and the investigation of the Romanian
authorities, according to some media, that was a sign that the tense relations
between Romania and Russia were exacerbated. It was only a week later, that
"Lukoil" resumed production at the Petrotel refinery in the Romanian city of
Ploiesti, but the tension between the two countries remained (Nicut 2014).

In early November 2014, Romanian Prime Minister Victor Ponta stated that the
Russian Federation posed the most serious risk to the security of Romania. He
added that the main weapon of the Russian Federation's energy, so Romania
must become energy independent (Agerpres 2014a). Two months later, Ponta
reiterated his opinion that the relations of Romania with the Russian Federation
will worsen in the short and medium term due to the conflict in eastern Ukraine
and because of irreconcilable interests of both countries with regard to the
Republic of Moldova (Agerpres 2015d). In an interview shortly after his
inauguration, the new Romanian president, Klaus Iohannis, when asked about
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the relations with Russia, said it was a "complex issue" and that Romania had no
other way but to work together with its partners (Toea 2015).

6.ROMANIAN AND BULGARIAN MINORITIES IN UKRAINE
AND THE BILATERAL RELATIONS

According to the latest census organized in Ukraine in 2001, the combined
number of Romanians / Moldovans was 410,000, which comprises 0.8% of the
population. About two-thirds defined themselves as Moldovans - 258,619 - and
150,989 as Romanians (State Statistic Committee of Ukraine 2001). The majority
of this population reside in the border areas of Romania and the Republic of
Moldova. Romania's official position, however, is that they are all Romanians,
making them the second largest ethnic minority in Ukraine after Russians.
Bulgarian minority in Ukraine is concentrated mainly in the district of Odessa.
According to the 2001 census, this minority consists of 205,000 people. 64.2% of
them identified Bulgarian as their mother tongue, 30.3% Russian, and 5%
Ukrainian (State Statistic Committee of Ukraine 2001).

The Romanian government continually insisted upon the respect of the collective
rights of Romanians in Ukraine and upon reciprocity in the attitude towards the
Romanian minority in Ukraine and the Ukrainian minority in Romania. A
significant breakthrough in their bilateral relations was made in the summer of
2012, when the Ukrainian government adopted the Law on the Principles of the
State Language Policy, which allowed the use of two official languages in the
territories where ethnic minorities exceeded 10% of the population. After this Act
entered into force, on August 10, 2012, Romania became the official language in
several regions of Western Ukraine (Iglesias 2014). In a press release of late
January 2014, the Romanian Ministry of Foreign Affairs expressed concern
regarding the situation of the Romanian community in Ukraine, which was on
the brink of a civil war and called for dialogue as the only way to solve the crisis,
stressing the need to refrain from the use of force (Ziare.com 2014c).
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Romania welcomed the new government in Ukraine, which took office on
February 23, 2014, but, at the same time, manifested strong disagreement with
the proposed legislative amendments, in particular, the repeal of the above
mentioned Law on the language policy, which was perceived as a "blow to the
Romanians in Ukraine". President Traian Bdsescu stated that "the only way
Ukraine could remain united was by respecting the rights of the minorities,
including the Russian minority, which should also have the right to express itself
in its mother tongue", while the Romanian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
underlined the fact that, if Ukraine intended to follow the European path, it had
to respect the rights of the minorities (Ziare.com 2014d). A few months later, in
connection with the escalation of the conflict in Ukraine and its spread also to the
Odessa region, the Romanian president insisted that in case, after the
negotiations between the authorities in Kiev and the separatists, an agreement
was reached to retain Russian as an official language, the Romanians should also
benefit from the same rights (Toea 2014a).

In the course of the crisis in Ukraine, both the Romanian and Bulgarian states
began to focus increased attention upon their respective minorities there, and to
provide an enhanced voice for the problems that it faced. On June 15, 2014, in the
city of Izmail, in the Odessa region, a meeting was held of the Romanian
communities from southern Bessarabia, organized by the National-Cultural
Association "Bessarabia" of the Romanians from the region of Odessa and the
Romanian Cultural Institute in Bucharest. At that meeting, the main problems
facing the Romanian community in Ukraine were discussed. The most important
among them: the assimilation encouraged by the Ukrainian state, the
preservation of their identity, the closure of Romanian schools and the concerns
that young Romanians would be mobilized to protect the eastern Ukrainian
border. These concerns were encapsulated by the situation of the Romanians in
Southern Bessarabia in the Odessa region and in Northern Bukovina in the
region of Hertza, where they were subjected to a very strong assimilation
pressure. The President of the Odessa Association, Anatol Popescu, stated that
the main problem of the Romanian community in the Odessa region was the
insufficient number of schools providing education in Romanian and their
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funding, while at the same time he addressed a serious reproach to Romania,
which had "abandoned" the community since 1940 (Romanian Parliament 2014).
In an interview for a Romanian news site, the Romanian journalist and political
scientist from Chernivtsi, Gheorghe Bodnaras, stated that, due to the policy of
the Party of Regions, led by Viktor Yanukovych, the Romanian community in
Ukraine was quite divided, but "the life of the Romanians in Ukraine was
significantly complicated by the populist statements of extremist forces, who
claimed that Romania would regain Northern Bukovina. Similar allegations, he
said, were badly perceived by Ukrainian nationalists who had started to regard
differently the Romanians and Romania and to present it in the Ukrainian media
as an enemy, along with Russia. He drew the attention to the fact that, apart from
the everyday problems common to all Ukrainian citizens, regardless of their
ethnic origin, Romanians in Ukraine faced also other problems, such as:
insufficient funds to develop their own culture and to maintain and develop
educational institutions in their native language, obstacles to maintain contact
with Romanians abroad, as well as a lack of adequate support from the
Romanian state” (Robu 2014).

In early October 2014, the Romanian and Ukrainian authorities, in Kiev, signed
an agreement on small border traffic, which regulated the frequent crossing of
the Romanian-Ukrainian border by residents of the border areas who planned to
remain in the border area of the other state for a period not exceeding three
months of uninterrupted stay (Agerpres 2014b). Beyond the signing of the
agreement, during a trilateral meeting in Kiev with the Ukrainian and the
Moldovan prime ministers, the Romanian Prime Minister Victor Ponta promised
to call for the general lifting of the visa requirement for Ukrainian citizens
wishing to enter Romania and the EU "as soon as possible" as it had already
happened with Moldova within the framework of the Eastern Partnership Viza
Free Agreement (Agerpres 2014c).

One more common element in the positions of Romania and Bulgaria towards
the Ukrainian crisis has been the concern regarding the mobilization of ethnic
Romanians and Bulgarians to serve in the Ukrainian army in 2014-2015. Both
Romania and Bulgaria received assurances from Kiev that ethnic Romanians and
Bulgarians were not treated differently from the rest of the population of the
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country. In early February 2015, in a conversation with the Ukrainian
Ambassador to Bucharest, Teofil Bauer, the Romanian Foreign Minister, Bogdan
Aurescu, expressed the expectations of his country that the partial mobilization
that was carried out at the height of the conflict in eastern Ukraine would not
have a "selective" nature and would avoid "a discriminatory approach along
ethnic lines." Aurescu said that Romania "closely monitored" the way the fourth
phase of the partial mobilization was being carried out and was in constant
contact with the representatives of ethnic Romanians and the Ukrainian civil and
military authorities through the General Consulate in Chernivtsi and Odessa.
Bauer assured him that all legal requirements would be met and discrimination
will not be allowed (Agerpres 2015b). During the visit of the Ukrainian Foreign
Minister, Pavlo Klimkin, to Bucharest in mid-February 2015, Bucharest again
received assurances that there was no discrimination on ethnic grounds in
Ukraine and, with regard to mobilization, it was indicated that in the two regions
located near the border with Romania with a total population of 100,000
inhabitants only 25 people were mobilized (Mihai 2015).

In February 2015, Pavlo Klimkin visited Sofia and also provided the same
assurances to the Bulgarian authorities - the proportion of ethnic Bulgarians
mobilized in the Ukrainian army was equal to their proportion of the total
Ukrainian population. These assurances did not satisfy nationalist political
parties in Bulgaria and they insisted that Bulgarians from Ukraine should be able
to obtain Bulgarian citizenship in a fast-track procedure and to settle in Bulgaria
with the assistance of the state. Regarding this aspect, we have to note that 6000
Ukrainians had obtained Bulgarian citizenship in 2001-2015 but most of them
had not wanted to live in Bulgaria. It is worth mentioning the existence of
Bulgarian minority in the separatist regions of Donetsk and Luhansk, where the
armed conflict took place in 2014-2015. There are 4833 Bulgarians in the Donetsk
district another 1625 are living in the Luhansk district.

According to the Law on the Principles of the State Language Policy, Bulgarian
language should be official in 7 regions of the Odessa district and also in the
town of Izmail. However, this has only been implemented in the Bolgrad region,
where Bulgarians are more than 60% of the population. It was clear that the
introduction of the Bulgarian language as an official language in the Ukrainian
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regions with substantial Bulgarian minority was mainly a symbolic act. Almost
all Bulgarians in Ukraine speak Russian and have never had problems to
communicate with the local administration.

7.CONCLUSION

The crisis in Ukraine has been a serious challenge to the foreign policy of
Romania and Bulgaria, which had to act from the position of member states of
the EU and NATO and Black Sea countries. The Ukrainian events of 2013-2015
turned out to be a touchstone for the ability of Romania and Bulgaria to
coordinate their positions on important international issues with their EU
partners.

Romania perceived the Ukrainian crisis as an opportunity to strengthen its
influence and strategic role and to become a key player in the Black Sea region. It
was among the strongest supporters of Western sanctions against Russia,
condemned Russia's actions in Ukraine, and continuously pushed for greater
firmness and determination on the part of its European partners towards
Moscow and called for enhanced NATO presence in the Black Sea region and on
its own territory. At the same time, Bulgaria was in the group of the European
states which maintained a moderate line towards Russia. The anti-Russian
sanctions were accepted in Sofia as an inevitable affliction.

In regard to the Ukrainian crisis, Romania and Bulgaria followed the dominant
position within the EU without actively participating in its shaping. Germany
has had a leading role in the defining of the EU’s reaction toward the Ukrainian-
Russian conflict. Naturally, Berlin’s position has been refracted through the
prism of Brussels since the European Commission, as a supra-national body, also
has its specific role in forming the European policy toward Russia and Ukraine.
This fact enabled the Romanian and Bulgarian governments to take a
comfortable position within the surrounding European consensus without being
obliged to refer to the tacit German leadership or to any initiative of its own.
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Romania's firm position with regard to the Ukraine crisis could not but
aggravate its relations with Russia. Actually, the concern in relation to Moldova
was a central determinant in formulating Romania's position on the crisis in
Ukraine. The Romanian government had good relations with the Ukrainian
leaders after Yanukovych and used every opportunity to raise the issue
regarding the ethnic Romanian minority in Ukraine.

The Ukrainian crisis had an enduring impact on the Romanian and Bulgarian
public debates on international politics. The necessity of adopting a position on
the conflict between Kiev and Moscow has added new aspects to the meaning of
the Romanian and Bulgarian membership in the EU and NATO. Many
Romanians and Bulgarians have realized that the EU is not confined to a
common market and freedom of movement but also extends to the definition of
common values and their protection and enforcement in the international arena.
In recent years, NATO has focused on the threats emerging from remote parts of
the world outside the Euro-Atlantic Zone. The annexation of Crimea, the
subsequent increased Russian military and political activity in the Black Sea
region, were a turning point marking the end of the “post-geographic period” in
NATO’s development. Thus, the Ukrainian crisis conferred a new meaning upon
the Bulgarian and Romanian membership in the North Atlantic Pact, which is
now viewed through the prism of the necessity for conventional measures of
territorial defence. After 2014, Romania and Bulgaria have become a part of the
threatened Eastern flank of NATO, which the Alliance’s strategists plan to
strengthen by deploying additional mobile military formations and equipment
and holding more frequent joint military exercises of the partners’” armies.

Both Romania and Bulgaria have a long history of complicated relations with the
Russian empire, the Soviet Union and the Russian Federation that has influenced
their positions toward the Ukrainian-Russian conflict in 2014-2015. The majority
of the Romanian society and their political representatives have supported
Ukraine, while the situation in Bulgaria was different because of the traditional
pro-Russian sentiments of a substantial part of the Bulgarian society. However,
despite these differences, EU membership has been a central factor that has
encouraged the convergence of the official positions of Bulgaria and Romania
towards the Ukrainian crisis.
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