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Abstract
Ukraine is being praised by its international partners for delivering on reform recommendations, echoing 
the aspirations of its people in this way as it assumedly moves forwards on its path towards Europe. �is is 
one of the versions of the country that faces two trajectories regarding its institutional development amidst 
the large-scale Russian invasion. One path shows compelling evidence for shattering the old partial reform 
equilibrium dominated by oligarchs, which happened through the war and an acceleration of reforms incen-
tivised by Ukraine’s EU candidate status. In this way, the country has made noticeable progress towards 
becoming a European rule of law state. Evidence for this scenario includes the strengthening of anticorrup-
tion institutions such as the NABU and SAPO, which has resulted in high-profile corruption cases against 
once ‘untouchable’ officials. However, the other scenario portrays a country that risks becoming stuck in 
a new partial reform equilibrium. Although some reforms have been implemented, there are concerns about 
the concentration of economic, media, political and judicial power in the hands of the president’s inner circle. 
�is circle may be attempting to ‘out oligarch the oligarchs’, undermining large-scale anticorruption efforts 
through control over key institutions. While demonstrating some progress, Ukraine must finalise all nec-
essary reforms to avoid this new two-class system—the rule of law for the masses with exceptions for a tiny 
elite. �erefore, domestic and external stakeholders should create incentives to use this unique window of 
opportunity at this critical juncture in Ukraine’s European journey.

Introduction
Speaking before the preparation for the Special European 
Council meeting of 1 February 2024, Ursula von der 
Leyen remarked that ‘Ukraine’s democratic institutions 
are delivering not only on our recommendations but 
on the aspirations of their people’ (EU Commission, 
2024). Undoubtedly, a key aspiration of the Ukrainian 
nation is EU accession, which is supported by almost 8 
in 10 Ukrainians as of February 2024 (European Pravda, 
2024). Ukrainian citizens most frequently associate the 
EU with values relating to human rights, democracy, 
and the rule of law, with 81%, 77%, and 76%, respec-
tively, of respondents in a 2020 poll expressing such 
a stance (EU Neighbours East, 2020). All three values 
are not just associations but are tightly connected to 
the accession process, which has formally brought 
Ukrainians closer to their European dream. With seven 
previous recommendations to be met before accession 
negotiations can begin, almost all of which are related to 
good governance reforms, the EU Commission (2023) 
has expressed a positive stance on Ukraine’s development 
and is set to start accession negotiations on June 25, 2024 
(Moens & Vinocur, 2024).

However, the previously mentioned rule of law value, 
in which the accession process is expected to strengthen 
significantly, is a problematic area for Ukraine. For a long 
time, the country’s institutions suffered from what can 
be called the ‘partial reform equilibrium’. �is refers to 

a situation in which the economic transformation in the 
early 1990s brought about ‘market distortions that gen-
erate[d] a pattern of concentrated gains and dispersed 
losses in the short term [through which] winners have 
an incentive to try to preserve these sources of consider-
able rents as long as possible by blocking any measures 
to eliminate these distortions’ (Hellman, 1998: 205). 
�ese winners were particularly the oligarchs, who, as 
a class, emerged from the chaotic transformation proc-
ess in the 1990s and dominated Ukraine’s post-Soviet 
political economy system (Pleines, 2016). �ey were 
among the key reasons for the system being locked in 
a hybrid state, characterised by the coexistence of high 
levels of freedom and relatively competitive institutions 
with a weak rule of law and widespread use of grand 
corruption (Minakov, 2019).

However, a war is an example of a so-called ‘crit-
ical juncture’, which can shatter old patterns and ini-
tiate far-reaching changes to a country’s system (Collier 
& Collier, 1991). While normally associated with neg-
ative, long-term consequences for institutions, war has 
actually benefited the democratic development of coun-
tries in some cases, with post-WWII Western Europe 
cited as a key example (Merkel & Gerschewski, 2019). 
An examination of Ukraine today reveals a story of two 
tales, in which evidence for both trajectories can be 
found—strong evidence for the war having destroyed 
the old patterns, on which a deeply reformed rule of law 
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state on the way to Europe is being built. On the other 
hand, there are still some justified worries that on the 
ashes of the past oligarchic system, a superpresidential 
system is being erected with a new elite and a new par-
tial reform equilibrium.

On the Way Towards a European Rule of 
Law state
Before the large-scale invasion started, President 
Zelensky proclaimed that ‘we are killing the idea of 
an oligarch system in our country’ (Fisher, 2021). Long 
postponed, the war seems to have created momentum in 
this respect, and the EU Commission’s 2023 report on 
reform progress in Ukraine attested that Ukraine ‘has 
prioritised systemic measures against oligarchs, in line 
with the Venice Commission recommendations issued 
in June 2023’ (EU Commission, 2023: 10). Additionally, 
the endemic nature of corruption was closely connected 
to the power of oligarchs. In this regard, Transparency 
International testified regarding the corruption 
perception index of Ukraine that it was ‘one of the best 
results over the past year in the world’ (Transparency 
International, 2024). �rough this, Ukraine improved 
its ranking from 122 in 2021 to 104 in 2023, the best 
position it has held since 2006. �is is one tale on where 
Ukraine stands today with respect to its institutional 
development: a country making noticeable progress on 
its path towards Europe, despite and because of the 
ongoing large-scale invasion of Russia. �is development 
can be explained by two reasons.

First, oligarchs have lost much of their influence 
since invasion began. As they are defined by combining 
economic and political power, the first feature of their 
nature has been significantly curtailed—according to 
Forbes, by the end of 2022, the 20 richest Ukrainians 
had lost almost half of their entire fortune (Semenova, 
2022). �is was more than the analogous decrease in 
Ukraine’s GDP. �is is not least because oligarchs con-
trol more than 80% of some critical heavy industries, of 
which many production facilities are physically located 
in temporarily occupied territories in the east and the 
south of the country, so these losses were particularly 
painful for them (Matuszak, 2023).

Additionally, with respect to media power, before the 
large-scale invasion, oligarchs controlled the majority of 
the TV and radio sector (Rybak, 2017). However, since 
the invasion, a unification of the media space has taken 
place (Opryshko, 2023), and some oligarchs, such as 
Akhmetov, have directly sold their media empires (Staro-
bin, 2023). Both economic and media power were effec-
tively transformed into political power in the past, which, 
in turn, allowed them to cement their favourable position 
in the economic and media spheres, creating a vicious 
circle. �e war, it seems, has cut through this circle.

Second, an EU accession perspective emerged in 
front of Ukraine. �is is usually seen as a strong reform 
anchor, which incentivises governments in an accession 
process to push through economically painful reforms 
to achieve political gains. Since support for EU mem-
bership is so strong in Ukraine, the political gains 
received from every new milestone are significant. By 
coping with these milestones to reform efforts, the EU 
has, according to this tale, overcome its main problem 
of the past—the lack of far-stretching, tangible bene-
fits, as it could provide Ukraine with ‘only’ an associ-
ation status. �e EU testified itself in its November 
2023 report that ‘the granting of a candidate status to 
Ukraine in June 2022 has further accelerated reform 
efforts’ (European Commission, 2023: 4). To demon-
strate its determination, Ukraine adopted a significant 
anticorruption framework in March 2023, which the 
OECD described in their assessment as ‘high quality, 
evidence-based policy documents, developed through 
an inclusive and transparent process’ (OECD, 2024). 
Subsequently, the December 2023 decision to open 
accession negotiations was described as ‘a victory’ by 
President Zelensky (Parker & Kirby, 2023).

�e key reforms proposed, which are outlined in its 
7 recommendations from 2022 that the EU Commis-
sion gave to Kyiv, mainly include reforms referring to 
the functioning of existing institutions in the rule of law 
field. �ese institutions, constituting the backbone of 
the anticorruption and judicial infrastructure enacted 
with reforms since 2014, were previously caught in a par-
tial reform equilibrium themselves—formally built—
as they were part of necessary reforms for financial aid; 
they were later either obstructed, omitted, or disman-
tled entirely (Richter, 2023).

As such, three key institutions, NACP, NABU, and 
SAPO, the anticorruption prevention agency, the anti-
corruption police, and the anticorruption prosecutor’s 
office, have all received new leadership following com-
petitive selection processes (EU Commission, 2023; 
Ryhenko, 2023). Furthermore, after repeated calls by 
Ukrainian civil society actors, SAPO has finally become 
an independent entity (Oliynik, 2024). Additionally, 
NABU (Sukhov, 2024) and the HACC (Borovyk, 2024), 
which are designated anticorruption courts, are in the 
process of significantly expanding their workforce, which 
should also increase their operational capabilities. Con-
sidering all other circumstances, Transparency Interna-
tional reported that the ‘NABU is a stable, effective, and 
independent institution that demonstrates growth and 
regular implementation of best practices in work, which 
influences the results of the entire anti-corruption sys-
tem’ (Ryzhenko, 2023). �e same applied to the HACC, 
which gives ‘an impression of a truly politically impartial 
and independent institution’ (Ryzhenko, 2023).
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�e famous saying ‘by their fruits you will know 
them’ can also be applied in these cases. �e anti-cor-
ruption infrastructure saw ‘cases moving forwards in the 
courts against officials previously considered ‘untouch-
able’’ (European Commission, 2023: 31). Most infa-
mously, the former chairman of the Supreme Court, 
Knyazev, is currently under investigation for corrup-
tion (Shevchenko, 2024). Additional investigations 
against former Zelensky patron Kolhomoyskiy (Staro-
bin, 2023), former agricultural minister Solsky (Shevch-
enko, 2024), former adviser in the presidential office, 
Shylo (Transparency International Ukraine, 2024), or 
Klochko, an MP from the president party Sluga Naroda, 
have been launched (Philips, 2024). Despite the ongo-
ing war, not only the quality but also the quantity of 
investigations and sentences has significantly increased. 
As such, Ukraine was on track by the end of 2023 to 
almost double the number of indictments for that year 
compared to 2021 (EU Commission, 2023: 32).

Out Oligarching the Oligarchs
However, the other side of the story might be that the 
circle of ‘untouchables’ in the system has shrunk but 
not evaporated. In this case, what can be observed is 
not a rule of law breakthrough but rather a new partial 
reform equilibrium in which, following the death of 
the oligarchs as a class, a new elite emerged that uses 
Europeanization reforms for its own sake. As such, the 
actors enjoying a privileged position in the system might 
have changed, but not the system, characterised by the 
separation between insiders and outsiders.

First, there are questions about some of the key 
rule of law institutions. For instance, even NABU still 
faces limitations in its independence and authority—
it is restricted in its use of wiretapping, for which the 
approval of the SBU is required—and it cannot investi-
gate cases relating to the presidential administration, for 
which the State Investigation Bureau (SIB) holds respon-
sibility (Sukhov, 2024). However, the SBU is directly 
controlled by the presidential administration and the 
head of SIB appointed by the president in a competi-
tion in which the president holds decisive powers (Law 
of Ukraine on the State Bureau of Investigation). Simi-
larly, MPs can only be investigated by NABU and SAPO 
with prior approval by the Prosecutor General, who is 
also appointed by the president and who has denied such 
permission in a few cases in the past (OECD, 2024: 102).

One of the main institutional impediments against 
change is, as Ukrainian civil society reports, ‘the dep-
uty head of the Office of the President Oleh Tatarov, 
who is in charge of the law enforcement agencies and 
approves changes to criminal procedure legislation from 
the Office’. Oleh Tatarov was charged with bribery in 
2020 before joining the President’s Office. Although 

new accusations continued to emerge and NABU pre-
pared for an arrest, this case was transferred in time 
by the Prosecutor General to the SBU and closed in 
2022 (Grey & Peleschuk, 2023). �e Kyiv Independ-
ent cites a law-enforcement officer as being ‘shocked by 
the unprecedented pressure in the Tatarov case’ (Sukhov, 
2024). In a similar fashion, Svitlana Shaputko, a judge 
at the Pechersk Court of Kyiv and alleged ally of Tata-
rov, closed a case against Rostyslav Shurma (�e New 
Voice of Ukraine, 2024). �e former Deputy Head of 
the Presidential Office was shown by the NACP to have 
a conflict of interest in his role and the proceedings of his 
brother, who was accused of illegal enrichment (Staro-
bin, 2023). Similarly, similar cases against other Zelen-
sky allies, such as Andriy Smyrnov, have also stalled 
(Sukhov, 2024).

Some critics have argued that all of these actors are 
part of the evolving ‘Zelensky–Yermak’ clan, which 
took large parts of the media and energy sectors, such 
as full ownership of Ukrnafta, in Ukraine from the 
hands of the oligarchs and built instead of their own, 
single pyramid of power (Starobin, 2023). In addition 
to an increasing stake in the Ukrainian economy and 
the control of some key institutions that can under-
mine the functioning of anticorruption infrastructure, 
as shown in the cases before, there were attempts to 
further increase presidential powers under the demise 
of reforms. �is included a law on treating corruption 
as treason, which would, however, have been investi-
gated by the SBU (Transparency International Ukraine, 
2023), or a draft law on granting the president extra-
ordinary powers in appointing judges to the Constitu-
tional Court (Melkozerova, 2022).

Conclusion
Both previously mentioned draft laws have either been 
significantly amended to fulfil rule of law criteria (con-
stitutional court law) or not proceeded further (cor-
ruption as treason law). In both cases, Ukrainian civil 
society was vocally calling for this outcome, and the EU 
put the Constitutional Court appointment procedure 
reform as its first recommendation (EU Report, 2023). 
�is shows the power that both actors have in jointly 
changing the incentive structure of the ruling elite in 
Ukraine to pursue the path towards Europe and not what 
has been coined ‘basically out oligarch the oligarchs’ 
(Starobin, 2023).

Paradoxically, Russia’s large-scale invasion might in 
this respect represent a critical juncture for Ukraine’s 
institutional development, opening a window for genu-
ine democratisation and Europeanisation. �e loss of oli-
garchic control over key enterprises, such as in the heavy 
industry, energy, and media sector, has fundamentally 
altered Ukraine’s political economy structure. While this 
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disruption has often caused immediate hardships, it also 
presents an opportunity for Ukraine to rebuild its state on 
more competitive, transparent foundations as oligarchs 
were the driving force behind reform resistance. Together 
with the emergence of a formal EU accession perspec-
tive, both aspects have shattered the old partial reform 
equilibrium and created space for substantive changes.

However, this shift also risks establishing a new equi-
librium dominated by a smaller, presidential-aligned 
elite. �e latest OECD report auditing Ukraine’s anti-
corruption infrastructure highlights this problem—
while receiving outstanding (2x) and high (2x) scores 
in all categories, the category ‘enforcement of corruption 
offences’ received only an average score and is closer to 
being assessed as low rather than high (OECD, 2024). 
Similarly, in the detailed assessment of reforms in its 
2023 Report, the EU often speaks about ‘some progress’ 
in key dimensions (EU Commission, 2023).

In the current situation, some progress might not 
be enough, as the economic, medial, political, and, still, 
judicial concentration of power in the hands of the pres-
ident and his inner circle creates a real threat of a new 
two-class system: the rule of law for the masses, except 
for a few selected ones, including the threat of the mis-
use of the functioning anticorruption system as a poten-
tial coercion mechanism among the new elite.

�is threat shows only a potential development path, 
but one that is feared by many Ukrainians—in a poll 
from November 2023–88% of Ukrainians saw corrup-
tion as a very serious problem and 71% of the injustice 
in the judicial system (Mazurok, 2023). Despite these 
reforms, both figures are substantially greater than those 
of a poll conducted in March 2023, while the share of 
people concerned about Russia’s large-scale invasion 
and its destruction actually decreased. As a result, trust 
in state institutions in Ukraine is also decreasing to 
prewar levels, and for the first time since the invasion, 
more Ukrainians believe that their country is going in 
the wrong direction rather than the right one (Razum-
kov Centre, 2024).

Trust levels, as a form of social capital, have far-reach-
ing consequences for the development of countries. �e 
momentum that has been built in recent years should not 
be wasted. �ese findings call for all stakeholders, domestic 
and external, to create the right incentives for Kyiv’s policy-
makers to finalise all necessary reforms and not become 
stuck in a partial reform equilibrium that gives them the 
upper hand over everyone else. It might be tempting to 
‘out oligarch the oligarchs’, but it would be the wrong turn 
in history at this critical juncture that Ukraine is facing.
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Abstract
How many bills has the Verkhovna Rada of the IX convocation managed to consider and adopt? At which 
stages do bills most frequently “get stuck”? What is the average time for a bill to pass through Parliament, 
and which bills pass through it more quickly? Based on data from Parliament’s website, we can answer these 
and other questions about the work of the current Verkhovna Rada and compare it with the work of the 
previous convocation.

�e Stages of Adopting a Bill
To become a law in Ukraine, a bill goes through 
a lengthy process. �e four main stages of this process 
are registration, consideration by the relevant committee, 
review in Parliament (and signing by the Chairperson 
of the Verkhovna Rada in case of adoption), and finally 
signing by the President of Ukraine. Some of these stages 
are clearly regulated in terms of time, while others are 
not, making it quite challenging to predict the speed 
of a bill’s adoption.

According to the Verkhovna Rada Regulations, the 
registration of a bill is completed within up to 5 days, 
and consideration by the Main Committee takes up 
to 30 days. At this stage, the bill may be returned for 
further revision or prepared for its first reading, which 
can take an additional maximum of 30 days. �e next 
stage—inclusion in the agenda—can also take up to 
a month. From there, it could take up to 30 days until 
the first reading in Parliament.

According to the regulations, a bill can undergo up 
to three readings:
1. �e first reading involves discussing the bill’s basic 

principles, provisions, and structure. �e outcome 
of the first reading may be the adoption of the 
bill in principle. If the relevant committee recom-
mends adopting the bill as a whole, final adoption 

at this stage is possible. However, this happens 
quite rarely.

2. �e second reading involves a clause-by-clause dis-
cussion of the bill. MPs may submit amendments to 
the bill between the first and second readings. �ese 
amendments are systematized and recommended 
for adoption or rejection by the relevant committee. 
However, if the author of the amendments disag-
rees with its conclusion, the amendments are voted 
on in the session hall. Typically, at this stage, the 
bill is adopted in its second reading and as a whole 
or not adopted.

3. �e third reading involves adopting the bill as 
a whole (only minor technical corrections are pos-
sible between the second and third readings). In prac-
tice, during the last three convocations, this proce-
dure was carried out only once in 2015, resulting 
in a bill being vetoed by P. Poroshenko and subse-
quently repealed. �erefore, today, this stage occurs 
only on paper. Currently, bills are adopted as a whole 
after the second reading or after a repeated second 
reading, which has taken on the functions of the 
third reading.

According to the regulations, there should be no more 
than 14 days between the first and second readings 
and five days between the second and third readings 
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