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On May 12, an extremely important phase of the relations between Ukraine and the European Union de fact came to its logical end. Indeed, the Agriculture and Fisheries Council of the Council of Europe approved the corresponding decision, thus taking the last step in the bureaucratic procedure of agreement to the introduction of the visa-free regime for Ukraine. Although the decision is to take effect approximately starting from June 11, 2017), the result will not change the overall picture: the era of the visa-free regime successfully came to its end.


In connection with this it would be worth emphasizing two principle aspects. The first is the informational component of this decision. Unfortunately, Ukrainians are not likely to feel the “sweet taste of victory” to the fullest extent. At least, this major event will not be some informational bomb or a reason to feel “some semblance of a holiday”. There are several reasons for this, but all of them are united by two harsh facts of reality: namely, the implementation of visa liberalization was far too long-winded and turbulent. The broad masses are sick and tired of speculations around this issue. A full series of “false starts” with the introduction of the visa-free regime played a major role in this process. Indeed, over the past two and a half years the public announcements by the Ukrainian leadership on more than one occasion of the highly unrealistic terms for the introduction of the visa-free regime were absolutely groundless. If this was done to “stir up” the public, then in the end such announcements completely backfired and had the opposite effect: trust in the statements about a visa-free regime consistently decreased with every such unrealized term. If the aim of such statements was to stimulate the EU to take more decisive action and  speed up the process, then this also did not likely help: from the autumn of 2016 the EU put the brakes on this process and even exceptionally for internal political reasons. Be that as it may, but a fact remains a fact: in this particular case such undertones somewhat “muted” the thrill of victory, especially if to take into account the reaction of the broad public. Nevertheless, this informational component is short-term in its essence, while in the long run the importance of “immersing” Ukrainians in European realities through the open-door policy does not need any excessive substantiation.
The second aspect is the political component and pre-history of the final decision. Indeed, over the past half year Ukraine put up a true fight in order that the EU play by its own procedures and rules, rather than for the sake of political expediency. Herewith, while earlier the Ukrainian side was mostly accused of making politically motivated decisions, then over the latest period such reproaches addressed to the EU were absolutely justifiable. 
From the autumn of 2016 there were simply no formal grounds to not put into effect the final agreement on the introduction of the visa-free regime for Ukraine. In fact, there were political reasons associated with the problems of the EU itself (migration challenges) and (what’s worse) problems with certain EU member countries (for example, in light of the presidential elections in France). For this reason, the quite effective agreement on the renewed mechanism of suspending the effect of the visa-free regime (to which the Ukrainian and Georgian issue was unjustifiably “bound” to, as well as the refusal from political arguments to drag out the process, were the main challenges and the last obstacles to pulling down the visa barriers between Ukraine and the EU.
The fact that the Council of Agriculture and Fisheries of the EC, which is not a profile or specialized council in this given case, put the final notch in the formal procedures is also quite symbolic. Moreover, the expectations at the meeting of the specialized Justice and Home Affairs Council would have postponed the process for even longer.
Nonetheless, the completion of the visa-free saga with all of its obstacles is undeniable success of the modern Ukrainian state and civil society. So far, the plan of action of visa liberalization, which is probably the most successful instrument in the transformation of the powers of the EU, was applied for the last time to Ukraine. At the same time, in connection with the new rules of suspending the effect of the visa-free regime the “novices” in this club will not even be given a chance to relax.
Basically, the EU on the whole and certain EU member countries “will make sure” that those reforms that were implemented within the framework of visa liberalization and which gave grounds to agree to the visa-free regime for a specific country are not folded. The most vulnerable for Ukraine in this context remains anti-corruption reform, in particular the counteracting of evident attempts to limit the powers of newly formed bodies or blocking their work. It is exactly the pressure from the EU supplemented by the internal pressure of civil society that to a great extent determined the success of structures of the ruling power in implementing the plan of action for visa liberalization. For this reason, additional “control” from the outside under the auspices of compliance with the conditions of a visa-free regime could in some way turn out to be beneficial.   
The truth be told, there remain many challenges to Ukrainian citizens taking advantage of the visa-regime. And if in the foreseeable future the government of Ukraine and political experts make efforts to inform their own citizens about the rules of using the visa-free regime, then Ukraine will not have any influence on the temptation for certain EU members to make the “Ukrainian issue” a hostage to political infighting. This is why Ukraine is faced with the tasks of both a technical national nature (i.e. preserving all reforms and informing its citizens of them) and those at the foreign policy level (namely, to prevent any kind of manipulations such as those used in the referendum in The Netherlands regarding the Association Agreement).
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	Last week in Washington the official meeting of the Foreign Minister of Ukraine Pavlo Klimkin and U.S. Vice President Michael Pence was held.  In accordance with official information of the White House Mr.Penсe noted the “categorical support of the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Ukraine” and underscored that the “Minsk agreements remain the most realistic path towards achieving peace”. After this meeting, Minister Klimkin was also welcomed at the White House by U.S. President Donald Trump, who during his conversation with the Ukrainian diplomat confirmed the U.S. support of Ukraine and expressed his desire to cooperate with his Ukrainian partners regarding an amicable resolution of the Donbas conflict. The Ukrainian Ministry of Foreign Affairs called the talks held in the United States “a huge success of Ukrainian diplomacy”.


Foreign Minister of Ukraine Pavlo Klimkin became the first Ukrainian high-standing official who managed to personally meet with the new U.S. President Donald Trump face-to-face in the Oval Office of the White House, which gives this diplomatic visit particular symbolic meaning.
For that matter, it is noteworthy that the meeting of the Ukrainian minister in the White House was held literally a few hours after the meeting of the U.S. president with the head of the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs Sergei Lavrov. Such a consistency of meetings in and of itself serves as an eloquent diplomatic gesture, which, among other things, could have been dictated by the domestic political motivations of the White House. On the backdrop of the growing suspicions in the U.S. of the possible ties of the inner circle of President Trump with Russia, a productive meeting with the head of Ukraine’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs should have calmed down that part of the U.S. establishment that cautiously perceived the visit of Russian minister Lavrov so soon after the scandalous dismissal of Director of the FBI James Comey from his position by the U.S. president.
Purely in the diplomatic context the holding of the meeting with the Russian and Ukrainian Foreign ministers on the same day was clearly arranged to demonstrate first and foremost the balanced nature of the approach of Washington and the desire to hear out the positions of both sides one way or another engaged in the conflict in Ukraine.
Besides the purely symbolic aspects, based on the synopses of the talks of the Ukrainian high-standing official in Washington some preliminary conclusions can be drawn.
First and foremost, it is worth noting that the key messages of the U.S President and Vice President voiced during the meeting in the White House give grounds to speak about the general formation of the Washington’s position regarding the issues of the top-priority for Ukraine at the current stage. Among those issues first and foremost are the support of the territorial integrity of Ukraine in conditions of Russian military aggression and Russia’s occupation of part of the territory of Ukraine, the acknowledgement of Russia’s responsibility in the context of the implementation of the Minsk agreements and the readiness of the United States to further support Ukraine in the context of peaceful conflict settlement in the Donbas.
Formation of the position of the current U.S. administration regarding the aforementioned issues is beyond doubt an important guarantor of effectively toing the line of Western diplomatic pressure on Moscow in the event that the latter continues its aggression and brazen disregard of the provisions set forth in the Minsk agreements. Equally important is this position in the context of extension of the sanctions against Russia, which U.S. Secretary of State Rex Tillerson says  “will remain in place until Moscow reverses the actions that triggered them”.
The sufficiently high level of understanding between the Ukrainian and American sides also creates a favorable backdrop for the preparation of a meeting at the highest level between the presidents of the U.S. and Ukraine in the future. No less important is that the position of the U.S. administration regarding the Ukrainian issue was formed earlier than the personal meeting between Donald Trump and Russian President Vladimir Putin planned for G-20 Summit (July 2017) will be held. And although the arrangement of tighter international cooperation between Washington and Moscow regarding separate priority issues cannot be ruled out, the possibilities of concluding the so-called “Big Deal” behind Ukraine’s back seem considerably limited given that now the White House once again publicly articulated its position regarding the Ukrainian issue. 
The talks that Ukraine’s Minister of Foreign Affairs Pavlo Klimkin held in the White House are beyond a doubt a critically important positive result of the work of Ukraine’s diplomatic corps on the American direction, which forms the foundation for deepening bilateral communication and further cooperation with the United States according to the priority issues for both countries.
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