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Saakashvili's Resignation Is a Symbolic
Blow to Ukraine's Struggle Against
Corruption

Unlike in Georgia, liberal reformers failed to break the grip of
Ukraine’s oligarchs
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The former GeorgianBEPresident Mikhail Saakashvili, one of the most prominent pro-Western
reformersBin the post-Soviet region, has resigned as Governor of Ukraine’s Odessa
region.BThe decision is a major symbolic blow to Kiev.

After the successfulBrevolution in Kiev in February 2014, Ukraine was full of hope for
change.HBCitizens were delighted to learn in May 2015 that Saakashvili had been
appointedBGovernor of the Odessa region in the country’s south. A controversial
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andBoutspoken figure, Saakashvili immediately began firing officials, identifyingBcorrupt
bureaucrats and thieves, and promising to turn the Black Sea port cityBinto a “pearl of the
world” within a year. The Ukrainians lapped it up.

Sure, it was unusualBthat the former president of another country would lead a region of
Ukraine,Bbut everyone knew that Saakashvili, who is famous for his reforms in
Georgia,Bwould not stop with Odessa, and would extend his reforms across the
wholeBcountry.

Saakashvili got offBto a quick start: he appointed new district heads, launched an
administrativeBservices center, streamlined the process for registering a business,
eliminatedRillegal entrance fees at an Odessa beach, and instituted independent checks
onBO0dessa Customs which exposed numerous cases of smuggling.

He befriended localBcommunity activists, hired a decent team, began holding public
meetings in theBtrendy Impact HUB center in town, threw lavish parties for journalists,
andBroutinely railed against the already unpopular government of former PrimeBMinister
Arseniy Yatsenyuk.

The problems beganBjust six months after he took office. Mayoral elections in Odessa were
slatedBfor October 2015 and Saakashvili’s team wanted its own man to win.

Approximately one month beforehand, they decided to promoteBSasha Borovik, an
economist, technocrat, and advisor to Saakashvili, but beganBhis campaign only two weeks
before the election and failed to invest it withBenthusiasm or resources. They quickly called
in experienced Ukrainian politicalBconsultants who managed to make Borovok’s name fairly
well known to voters inBthat short period. They were unable, however, to prevail against his
main rivalBfor the post — Gennady Trukhanov, a former deputy with the Party of
RegionsB(formerly the party of Viktor Yanukovych) who had access to powerful andBcorrupt
connections.

At the same time, the political consultants admitted thatBSaakashvili’s team did not try
particularly hard to win. As a result, BorovikBlost, the city passed into the hands of the “old
guard,” and Saakashvili’sBratings began to plummet. Word had it that he had lost interest in
operating atBthe regional level and was preparing his political forces to participate
inBnational Ukrainian politics. The citizens of Odessa began to forget about theirBgovernor.

Saakashvili made little news in recent months. He issuedBincreasingly fewer statements
concerning reforms and the fight against localBcorruption and more frequently made
populist pronouncements about his opponentsBin the government. Most people found the
new Saakashvili much less interestingBthan before.

The former Georgian president gradually lost his allies andBbecame mired in political



struggle. Saakashvili and his circle have repeatedlyBsaid that it is impossible to implement
reforms in Odessa without gettingBinvolved in national politics — and that is true. However,
even while speakingBabout the corruption in the Yatsenyuk government, Saakashvili
remained silentBabout corruption in the administration of Ukrainian President Petro
Poroshenko,Band the scale of that corruption among the members of his inner
circle.@Poroshenko, a friend of Saakashvili from their university years, himself beganEto
slow reforms in Ukraine and the Odessa region — the same reforms for whichEhe issued a
carte blanche when he became president.

Over 18 months’ time, the window of opportunity availableBto Saakashvili had shrunk to a
fraction of its former size.

As a result, the former Georgian president used Facebook toBinform his former university
friend that they were now political enemies. “EveryoneBwill have to get used to the fact that I
am a Ukrainian politician and that IBwill achieve victory or suffer defeat not in Georgia, but in
Ukraine.

Ukraine saw Saakashvili and his entire Georgian team as alguarantor of reforms and the
country’s development. It was only on theBauthority of the Georgian team that the West
allocated money for policeBreforms, the most famous and perhaps successful reform that
Saakashvili carriedBout in Georgia, and it was the Georgians who made it clear just how
difficultRit was to implement reforms in Ukraine.

For Ukraine, Saakashvili’s departure is far from the first,Bbut remains one of the most
painful signals that the struggle for reforms andBdemocracy in the country will be much
more difficult and protracted thanBRinitially anticipated after Maiden. Ukrainians must now
reform their ownBcountry without relying on “outsiders.”
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