Forum Synergies "Lifeshop" 2016 - discovering Ukrainian rural reality.

29th Sept. -2nd Oct.2015 – Dolyna raion, Ivano-Frankivsk region (Ukraine)

Reflections by Gwilym Wren, Director, EuCAN CiC

My overall impression was of a post Communist country trying to move forward but still 'top down' in terms of its engagement with people. This was not apparently through a lack of will from the 'authorities' but rather a collective lack of demand for empowerment from the local population. For example the Dolyna Council has a lot of initiatives but there was not much evidence of  appreciation or understanding that its OK for citizens to get involved too. This was reinforced by the Heritage Railway who seemed to highlight a certain apathy in relation to the assets of the area and their value as an attraction to outsiders.

There is obviously some entrepreneurial activity but some loosening of land laws is needed I feel, as long as it does not lead to a free for all from foreign investment which will damage the local enterprises we saw.

Local businesses not only have to struggle against internal barriers but also external ones. Two examples were the inability of selling blueberry bushes into the EU without a particular certificate and the second was a strawberry producer who has a contract with Danone. However, as a non member country he is only allowed to sell unprocessed fruit into the EU. This means that the added value from processing the fruit only benefits the Union.

I was very impressed by the efforts of the Dolyna City Council to modernise its operations through 'electronic democracy'. In particular was the desire to use the project as a catalyst for economic growth by combining with local universities to develop the software locally thereby reducing costs and producing higher skilled local jobs that are sustainable in the longer term. My Council at home is going through a similar process but is considering using contractors which will cost a great deal, leave no skills legacy and probably be expensive to run. The presentation in Dolyna has convinced me that we should be doing all we can to invest in our own communities sustainably to benefit people the economy and the environment.

There were however some examples of a lack of join-up. The most obvious was the apparent determination of the City Council to change to alternative biomass energy using locally sourced waste wood. However, the Director of the Forestry Company seemed fairly clear that they no longer collected waste wood as it was uneconomic. 

Although there is undoubtedly a wonderful natural heritage in the area there is evidence of that it has been damaged and degraded by man. There is a lot of industrial infrastructure (pylons, pipes and factories) but also some general environmental damage such as quarrying of river beds for stone. These impacts are particularly apparent near towns and alongside roads and do not give a very positive impression. There are two ways of looking at this you either clear it away or you make a virtue of it by using it as a historical and cultural tool. I would favour the latter and retain the hard infrastructure, because to remove it would be very expensive, replacements for some would need to be found and not least it would deny the last 75 years of the areas history. However, damage to natural assets such as rivers should be repaired not least to ensure that the environment behaves properly and does not cause damage such as flash flooding etc.

The Ukraine seems to be a very sociable society. The groups of people we saw out on Saturday on the tram ride and on Sunday in Lviv all seemed to be enjoying life and prepared to take full advantage of their local environment.

Although the future is clouded by the war with Russia there were some very positive signs although I would warn against conventional methods of improving prosperity. There is a tension between the desire for economic growth and the apparent passivity of the population which needs addressing. If the Government feels that external investment is needed then there has to be a risk that it will disrupt fragile local businesses and take any profits out of the country. Therefore it is very important that any changes are made in collaboration with the local population in a sustainable way so as to enhance the local economy and peoples lives but without a negative impact on the environment.
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