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analysis

Building a new political Machine
By Grigorii Golosov, St. Petersburg

Abstract
The United Russia “party of power” dominated the March 1 regional elections. Whereas in the past, it gained 
support by providing the voters with a constantly rising standard of living, now it must rely on a new mech-
anism. The components of this political system include limited competition among a small number of po-
litical parties, falsification of results when necessary, placing the regional electoral commissions under the 
regional leaders, and depriving elections of all political content. At the regional level, governors have built 
up political machines to ensure sufficient turnout to demonstrate the population’s loyalty to the authori-
ties. These machines operate through the regional media, material enticements, and election day entertain-
ment at the polls. 

united russia Dominates March regional 
elections
Russia had its latest twice-yearly round of regional elec-
tions on March 1. Nine regions elected their legislatures 
and several municipalities held local elections. On the 
eve of the elections, several analysts argued that they 
would mark a turning point in Russian politics: the 
pro-Kremlin United Russia party, having dominated all 
similar elections since December 2007, would gradual-
ly start to lose its position as a monopolist. The basis for 
such predictions was the economic crisis, which by the 
beginning of March was having a significant effect on 
the standard of living in the Russian regions. 

In fact, however, nothing of the kind occurred. 
Several of the municipal elections disappointed the 

“party of power.” But in all regional legislatures, United 
Russia won a majority of seats: 52 of 72 in Kabardino-
Balkaria; 48 of 73 in Karachaevo-Cherkesia; 87 of 
100 in Tatarstan; 53 of 75 in Khakasia; 38 of 62 in 
Arkhangelsk Oblast; 47 of 60 in Bryansk; 27 of 38 in 
both Vladimir and Volgograd oblasts, and 6 of 11 in 
the Nenets Autonomous Okrug. 

United Russia achieved these outstanding results 
partly through the majoritarian side of the ballot, which 
allows parties with only moderate electoral support to 
score an absolute majority of seats. But the party also did 
well on the proportional representation half of the bal-
lot. In all regions except for Volgograd Oblast and the 
Nenets Autonomous Okrug, it received more than 50 
percent of the vote, and in the latter two, more than 40 
percent. Accordingly, it is fair to describe United Russia’s 
performance in the elections as successful. 

The March elections demonstrated that United 
Russia’s electoral results are not greatly influenced by 
the social conditions in the regions. If earlier it was pos-
sible to tie the success of this party with some sort of “so-

cial contract” between the authorities and the popula-
tion, presumably one in which the people swap loyal-
ty for improving economic conditions, now the mech-
anism for the party of power’s electoral success is dif-
ferent. This article will lay out the main elements of 
this mechanism. 

securing the Authorities’ success
The most important elements of United Russia’s success 
derive from the institutional changes that took place in 
Russia during Vladimir Putin’s second presidential term, 
particularly in the years 2004–2007. Most important is 
the artificial limit on political competition, which gives 
only a limited number of parties the right to participate 
in electoral competitions. At the end of 2003, there were 
more than 40 registered parties in Russia but their num-
ber has dropped steadily since the beginning of 2004. 
Currently, the only parties active in Russia include the 
four parties currently represented in the parliament and 
the Patriots of Russia party headed by Gennady Semigin. 
These were the parties that participated in the March 1 
elections. Yabloko is burdened by the debts it incurred 
during the 2007 State Duma campaign and exists under 
the constant threat of liquidation, while the new “Pravoe 
delo” [Right cause] party had not secured official regis-
tration by the time the campaign began. 

Obviously, it is not simply a matter of how many 
parties there are. Even a limited number of opposi-
tion parties could offer serious competition to United 
Russia, but only under two conditions: if they offer se-
rious programmatic alternatives able to mobilize the 
voters and if they can attract influential regional poli-
ticians to their ranks. 

None of the current parties met those conditions. 
Two of the four parties competing with United Russia 
in the regional elections – the Communist Party 
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of the Russian Federation (KPRF) and the Liberal 
Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR) – have a narrow 
appeal. The source of their core support is, respective-
ly, archaic Communist rhetoric and the personality of 
Vladimir Zhirinovsky. These parties cannot abandon 
these defining features without endangering their cur-
rent position. The cost, however, is that they are un-
likely to attract new voters. The third party, Just Russia, 
does not have a clearly defined ideological profile or a 
recognizable national leader. At the height of its pop-
ularity in March 2007, this party sought to attract in-
fluential local elites to its ranks. However, judging by 
its subsequent actions, the presidential administration 
forbid party leader Sergei Mironov from using this 
tactic further and Mironov strictly follows all orders 
from above. Cutting Just Russia’s ties to the region-
al elite doomed the party to playing a marginal role 
in the regional electoral campaigns. The fourth party, 
Patriots of Russia, has no resources to expand its elec-
toral potential. 

Thus, United Russia’s competition is limited to a small 
number of parties, each of which is focused on a narrow 
niche and does not seek a wide range of voters. Beyond the 
hard-core supporters of the Communists and Vladimir 
Zhirinovsky, most Russian voters have reason to believe 
that there simply are no alternatives to United Russia. This 
situation deprives the elections of any political content, 
turning demonstrations of loyalty into the only possible 
rational approach to the electoral campaign. 

Key role of Governors
The second institutional change defining elections in 
Russia today is the 2004 cancellation of gubernatorial 
elections. Since then, the presidential administration sev-
eral times made clear to the governors that their polit-
ical survival as a regional leader depended directly on 
their ability to secure good results for United Russia in 
the elections. Governors who could not handle this ba-
sic task failed to win appointment to a new term or were 
fired before their term was up. Faced with such threats, 
the governors made serious attempts to fulfill the tasks set 
by the federal government. The presidential administra-
tion was the main body that defined these tasks. Before 
each campaign, it informed the governors what kind of re-
sults the Kremlin would consider acceptable. Information 
about these targets occasionally reaches the media. This 
evidence suggests that the governors usually carried out 
these instructions with a high degree of precision.

How do the governors carry out these orders? Of 
course the type of instruments available to regional lead-
ers varies from place to place. In some cases, the results 

of regional elections have no relationship to the actual 
preferences of the voters – in other words, they are com-
pletely fabricated. A classic example of this type of vot-
ing is the elections to Ingushetia’s Popular Assembly in 
March 2008. The announced results so obviously dif-
fered from the experience of the republic’s residents that 
they led to mass demonstrations. Among the most recent 
elections, the results from Kabardino-Balkaria apparent-
ly fit into this mold. The Central Electoral Commission 
published the preliminary results of these elections in 
approximately half of the voting precincts on its website 
only two hours after the end of the voting. These prelim-
inary results varied little from the ultimate final results. 
As a rule, such speed in the electoral count indicates that 
the electoral commission prepared the protocols earlier, 
even before the elections took place. 

On the basis of numerous, but episodic, facts, one 
can assume that falsifying electoral results to one or an-
other degree takes place in the vast majority of regions. 
This level of cheating is not surprising considering that 
in recent years the regional administrations have gained 
complete control over the system of regional electoral 
commissions. Similarly just as the governor bears per-
sonal responsibility for the result of the election before 
the presidential administration, within the regional ad-
ministrations there are employees whose career perspec-
tives depend directly on the results of the elections. The 
chairmen of the electoral commissions, in turn, are re-
sponsible to these bureaucrats. Additionally most of 
the rank-and-file workers in the electoral commissions 
depend on the income they derive from the elections. 
Thus, this well functioning vertical in many cases ex-
plains the election results.

De-politicizing the elections
However, direct falsification is not the main factor in 
most regions. Often, there is no need for it. Also, it 
is not the optimal method from the point of view of 
the Russian authorities, although they don’t consid-
er it unacceptable. The most important thing is that 
United Russia wins in the elections. And, in conditions 
in which the elections are deprived of political mean-
ing and the main alternatives only appeal to a narrow 
slice of potential voters, one must do only two things 
to win the elections: maintain their de-politicized char-
acter during the entire electoral campaign and create 
significant stimuli for the voters to go to the polls to 
demonstrate their loyalty to the authorities. 

The authorities ensure that the campaigns remain 
depoliticized by guaranteeing that none of the parties 
participating in them raise difficult political issues, es-
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pecially of a local character. All parties without excep-
tion must obey this rule. Earlier, to carry out this in-
struction, Russian officials used such instruments as dis-
qualifying already registered party lists and candidates. 
Sometimes, they relied on accusations of extremism or 
promoting national or social tension. Usually, howev-
er, the reasons given for disqualification were formal, 
such as violating the rules for campaigning or the de-
parture of a large number of candidates from the par-
ty list (often under pressure). 

Now, when the circle of parties is already so limited, 
these methods remain effective in regard to indepen-
dent candidates in regions where there is a mixed elec-
toral system and local politicians can run without be-
ing a member of a party. In relation to the parties, the 
most effective threat to keep them in line is to count 
the electoral results so that they cannot overcome the 
barrier (usually 7 percent) to gain seats in the propor-
tional representation system. In relation to all parties 
(except the Communists in some regions), this threat is 
fully convincing. To change a result from 8–9 percent 
to 6.5 percent requires only an insignificant amount of 
falsification. Many remember how the Union of Right 
Forces received only 6.5 – 6.99 percent of the vote in 
a series of regions in March 2007. Under such pres-
sure, parties prefer to avoid actively conducting cam-
paigns on issues which would be of interest to signifi-
cant groups of voters, concentrating instead on gener-
al ideological rhetoric (KPRF) or the personal calls of 
the national leader (LDPR).

Mustering turnout
Having achieved the depoliticization of the elections, 
the regional authorities must address the second prob-
lem: guaranteeing sufficient turnout in the election to 
demonstrate loyalty. To achieve this task, most regions 
have created “electoral machines.” The chief element of 
these mechanisms is the administrative mobilization of 
socially-dependent categories of the population. One 
key category of this type is pensioners. It is well-known 
that in the 1990s, senior citizens were the electoral base 
of the KPRF. During the last 5–6 years, there was a 
massive restoration of the state social support system 
which provides pensioners with a source of small, but 
stable and gradually growing, monetary payments. To 
receive these payments (as well as holiday gifts and other 
material benefits), the pensioners need to interact con-
stantly with social security agencies. And since partici-
pating in the elections is a traditional form of social ac-
tivity, it is not surprising that mobilizing them for the 
elections is relatively easy. 

A second category of the socially-dependent popula-
tion includes several groups of public sector employees, 
including the numerous doctors and teachers. Since they 
have extremely low pay and are heavily dependent on 
the directors of the schools and clinics where they work, 
these categories of the population are easy to mobilize. 
However, their importance for the electoral machines is 
not only in their own votes, but in their ability to con-
vince large groups of others to participate in the elections 
(and vote for United Russia). In schools, this campaign-
ing takes place at parent meetings, through personal 
contacts with the parents, and especially by telephone. 
The practice of having class leaders systematically and re-
peatedly call parents on election day, summoning them 
to vote, has become wide-spread. It is well known that 
in hospitals, there is almost 100 percent participation 
in elections and 100 percent support for United Russia. 
Additionally, in recent years, college students have be-
come a target for active electoral mobilization. 

A third important category of the socially-depen-
dent population is government workers themselves. They 
make up a significant part of the population and find 
voting for United Russia part of their job. This catego-
ry also includes military personnel, who have a signif-
icant influence over election results in the areas where 
they are based.

An increasingly common form of administrative 
mobilization targets hired personnel employed in pri-
vate enterprises. There are numerous well-known cas-
es when representatives of employers demand that em-
ployees vote and the next day present evidence that they 
turned out and made the “right” choice in the form of a 
ballot photographed with a mobile phone. In other cas-
es, such monitoring methods are not necessary since the 
turnout is organized by having the workers all go to the 
polls at the same time. There are often campaign meet-
ings during working hours and in places of employment. 
While these methods are relatively new to the big cities, 
they have long been practiced in rural areas and small 
towns in many regions. 

Mobilizing the harder cases
The administrative mobilization of the socially-depen-
dent population by itself is able to mobilize a signifi-
cant turnout for the elections. One big advantage of 
mobilizing this group of individuals is that it provides 
nearly 100 percent support for United Russia. A clear 
deficiency, however, is that it provides a relatively lim-
ited turnout. In the rural areas, its potential is great, 
but in the large cities, by a rough estimate, it guaran-
tees only 20–30 percent participation in the elections. 
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Additional measures are necessary to attract voters who 
are not subject to administrative pressure or only weak-
ly influenced by it.

These additional measures include several compo-
nents. One is the massive influence on voters through 
the regional media, which is typically under the direct 
or indirect control of the regional administration. The 
media and, in particular television, constantly remind 
the voters about the up-coming elections. The accent in 
the reporting is not on the choice as such (there is none), 
but the idea that the act of voting represents a civic duty, 
prestigious type of civil behavior, and manifestation of 

“adulthood”. A large part of this propaganda is aimed at 
young voters. Additionally, the media reminds voters 
that on election day they will find free goods and en-
tertainment at the polls. 

In my observations, such attractions have become 
a central form of turning out the vote. The material 
benefits take the form of souvenirs, free or significant-
ly-discounted food, and, in some cases, other consum-
er goods. A variety of lotteries are also held on election 
day. Although there are laws against this practice, the 
distributors get around this problem by handing out the 

lottery cards as people vote, but not announcing the 
winners until later. There are free concerts and events 
aimed at bringing voters onto the streets and then con-
vincing them to fulfill their civic duty. Thus, the author-
ities are consciously transforming the elections from a 
substantive political event into an entertaining holiday 
with a large number of participants. 

The electoral machines exert an influence on Russia’s 
political development. Undoubtedly, as the global eco-
nomic crisis continues, critical attitudes among the pop-
ulation will grow. But that does not mean that these 
critical attitudes will affect regional elections. As now, 
the electoral machines will block such sentiments from 
having political consequences. Most of these machines 
are relatively new (with a few exceptions in the repub-
lics): they were first widely tested in the 2007 Duma 
elections and brought to full force only in the 2008 
presidential elections. Accordingly, simply increasing 
the capacity of these machines could support the cur-
rent situation for a long period of time regardless of the 
political mood in society. Cardinal changes will only 
occur in the case of a significant change in the overall 
Russian political context. 

About the author:
Grigorii Golosov is the director of the Inter-Regional Electoral Network of Assistance.

overview over regional election results
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rostov oblast: transformations during the economic crisis
By Maksim Vaskov, Rostov-na-Donu

Abstract
Rostov Oblast had been relatively successful over the previous decade, but now is facing economic challeng-
es as a result of the global economic crisis. Unfortunately, the Rostov regional and local leadership lacks ad-
equately trained personnel to address the problem; policies adopted so far focus on saving large enterpris-
es rather than developing the region over the long term. The economic crisis is unlikely to provoke political 
instability since there is little organized opposition and the various groups affected by the crisis – such as 
members of the middle class who lost their jobs and marginalized Communist Party backers – are unlikely 
to join ranks against the incumbent leaders. 

economic Difficulties create challenges
Rostov Oblast is the administrative center of the 
Southern Federal District, making it the strategic cen-
ter of the entire North Caucasus region and the focal 
point of the federal transportation system in this part 
of Russia. It is among the Russian regions with a strong 
agricultural sector and several types of industry. Rostov 
is second only to Krasnodar Krai in the region in terms 
of integration into the national and international finan-
cial-economic system.

Unfortunately, during the current global econom-
ic crisis, the region’s high level of development means 
that it is facing severe difficulties. Regions that in the 
past attracted foreign companies are now suffering from 
the crisis, leading to layoffs and, consequently, increas-
ing social and political tension. The regions that had 

fewer links to the world economy, where local output 
consists mainly of small- and medium-sized business-
es that generally serve only the domestic market, have 
suffered least of all. 

Likewise, the fate of various regions depends on 
whether they have access to recession-proof industries. 
Within the Southern Federal District, Krasnodar Krai 
is lucky to have a large part of its economy focused on 
preparations for the 2014 Sochi Olympics. The region 
will benefit from the guaranteed profits provided by 
the state orders for new infrastructure and payments 
into the krai budget. The North Caucasus republics re-
ceive extensive federal budget subsidies and these will 
continue, but the crisis has definitely hurt these strug-
gling economies. The federal government hopes to pre-
vent a situation in which economic difficulties cause an 

united 
russia

KprF Just russia lDpr patriots of 
russia

electoral 
turnout

Kabardino-Balkaria 72.3% 8.4% 12.3% 7.0% - 83.6%
Karachaevo-Cherkesia 69.6% 10.1% 5.0% 2.6% 11.4% 77.2%
Tatarstan 79.3% 11.2% 4.8% 3.1% - 78.4%
Khakasia 57.3% 14.7% 7.2% 10.2% 7.3% 50.3%
Nenets Autonomous Okrug 42.5% 20.9% 12.7% 19.8% - 48.8%
Arkhangelsk 51.9% 16.6% 17.8% 10.0% - 38.0%
Bryansk 53.9% 23.7% 8.6% 10.4% - 48.1%
Vladimir 51.3% 27.8% 8.8% 8.9% - 33.9%
Volgograd 49.4% 23.6% 13.3% 9.8% 1.2% 42.1%

Source: http://www.vybory.izbirkom.ru/izbirkom.html

overview over regional election results



7

analytical
digest

russian
russian analytical digest  57/09

increase in ideologies favoring religious extremism and 
separatism among the region’s Muslim populations. 

Rostov Oblast cannot depend on such support. Even 
efforts to help the giant Rostselmash factory have more 
to do with politics than an effort to address real eco-
nomic issues. According to the Rostov Oblast adminis-
tration, only 37 local enterprises can count on state aid. 
These are typically large enterprises working in transpor-
tation, energy, metallurgy, the military-industrial com-
plex, retail sales, food-processing, and housing construc-
tion. Other businesses will not receive support from the 
regional authorities. Even lower taxes will not be enough 
to help many of these firms survive in the long-run since 
the relatively small amount of money saved will not be 
enough to develop new business. 

There is no shortage of economic difficulties. The 
Rostov Oblast budget now faces a deficit greater than 4 
billion rubles ($113 million) and, in some cases, there 
are simply not sufficient funds to meet pressing needs. 
More importantly, overall investment growth in 2008 
fell short of what had been anticipated. This shortfall 
hit the region hard because in 2007 Rostov had already 
fallen behind investment growth figures for Russia as 
a whole. Whereas overall Russian investment growth 
was 19 percent, the figure for Rostov was 11 percent. In 
2008 most investment went into Rostov’s large enter-
prises. Little investment went into the crucial agricul-
tural sector, with regions like Krasnodar and Voronezh 
doing a better job of attracting companies working in 
this sector. 

Rostov is also dealing with rising inflation. From 
November 2007 to March 2008, Rostov was among 
the regions suffering from the greatest price increases 
in Russia. Subsequently, the situation stabilized, but 
now it is starting to turn sour again. While all pric-
es are rising, it is the increase in food prices that is 
most important. In 2008, real incomes in the region 
grew 7.3 percent, whereas they had grown 15.2 per-
cent in 2007. 

Rostov’s economic troubles are increasing politi-
cal and social tensions. Already there have been nu-
merous layoffs. Ironically, however, the number of va-
cancies is greater than the number of dismissals, but 
this does not solve the problem. The majority of peo-
ple who lost their jobs were in prestigious professions. 
These jobs were well paid and held by people who are 
well educated, ambitious, and used to a high standard 
of living. Many of the openings now are for unquali-
fied workers and it would be extremely difficult for the 
people who lost their previous jobs to settle for such 
lowly positions. 

local response
The policy choices of the local authorities play a key 
role in defining how well a region is able to adapt to 
the evolving situation. Here there are a host of prob-
lems connected to regional cadre policy. Officials have 
already noted that leaders at all levels of regional Russian 
politics suffer from insufficient training. They lack the 
ability to work in crisis situations since there is little ef-
fective planning and guidance on how to proceed. In 
Rostov Oblast, the bureaucracy is an absolutely closed 
corporate society. The staff of Deputy Governor S. G. 
Kuznetsov evaluates applications for civil service posi-
tions, apparently based on his personal sympathies and 
on recommendations of current bureaucrats or their rel-
atives. Objective criteria, such as professionalism, lev-
el of knowledge, or work experience, play less of a role. 
Competitions for civil service positions typically are 
fictitious since their winners are usually determined in 
advance. This practice closes off opportunities for high 
level professionals from business or academia to secure 
spots in regional management structures and creates 
an extensive complex of negative social consequenc-
es. The staff of the presidential representative to the 
Southern Federal District is discussing these issues, but 
has not been able to implement effective measures to 
address them. 

Monitoring the implementation of anti-crisis mea-
sures shows that the greatest problems occur where the 
regional leadership should actively intervene, identify 
the key problems, and take responsible decisions. Here, 
in full measure, we can see the results of strengthening 
central control from Moscow and the disproportionate-
ly large role of bureaucrats in regulating the econom-
ic, social, and political spheres of society, and, as a re-
sult of this, the absence of social mechanisms for self-
regulation. 

The policy of creating the “vertical of power” dur-
ing Vladimir Putin’s presidency sought to increase the 
presidential administration’s control over the regions 
and combat separatist tendencies. As Moscow enhanced 
its control, the governors started to create their own 

“verticals of power,” suppressing the opposition in re-
gional legislatures and local governments. They used 
administrative resources to help elect candidates loy-
al to them in the regional legislature and as mayors. In 
Rostov Oblast, as a result of this policy, of the 50 dep-
uties in the Legislative Assembly, 45 represent United 
Russia and five the Communist Party. Communists 
head only two rural areas of the 12 urban districts and 
43 rural raions. The other opposition parties have no 
official offices. 
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The result is that Rostov Oblast’s managers at the re-
gional and local levels are industrious, but poorly trained. 
The bureaucrats are ready to carry out any order from 
above to preserve their jobs regardless of the consequenc-
es. Therefore, the policy of the Rostov Oblast leadership 
is characterized by inertia. 

Although there is a plan to deal with the consequence 
of the crisis, its gist boils down to simply cutting ex-
penses without a serious examination of the long-term 
perspectives for the economic and social development. 
In particular, there is no plan to cut financing for loss-
making sectors of the economy to a minimum, while 
concentrating capital in promising areas and creating a 
foundation for further development. 

consequences of poor Management
The lack of qualified personnel has hurt the authorities’ 
ability to deal effectively with foreign investors. The re-
gional authorities are definitely interested in attracting 
foreign investors. They have had considerable success in 
providing security for Russian and foreign businessmen, 
helping with tax benefits, and developing infrastructure 
to provide attractive working conditions. However, hav-
ing solved the problems that plagued investors in the 
1990s, a new crop of challenges arose. Now the chief 
problem for foreign investors is not corruption (this af-
fects mostly Russian businessmen who have to deal with 
local governments), but the incompetence of executive 
branch employees. 

The example of General Motors provides a good ex-
ample of these problems. Attracting investors to the re-
gion, which still relies on subsidies, is an important part 
of the authorities’ efforts to secure tax revenue for the 
budget, particularly after the beginning of the econom-
ic crisis and the suspension of the project to develop a 
tourist recreation zone. The Rostov bureaucrats’ active 
participation in international economic forums and their 
invitations to business, unfortunately, are often accom-
panied by poorly designed legal and economic proposals. 
To encourage General Motors to build a factory in the 
region, the authorities offered the company tax breaks 
as well as a construction site with links to the necessary 
infrastructure. However, during the process of drawing 
up a contract, it became clear that the Rostov authorities 

had exceeded their authority in giving such promises. 
Russia’s complicated legislation divides responsibilities 
between the regional and local authorities. Addressing a 
number of problems, such as allotting the land for con-
struction, connecting the sewers, and dealing with en-
vironmental issues are the competency of the local gov-
ernment. Even at the local level, there is often conflict 
over who does what since the municipal council, rather 
than the executive branch, frequently holds jurisdiction. 
Disagreements among the authorities and the threat of 
legal disputes ultimately halted the negotiations. 

Moving Forward
Ultimately, the internal economic and social trends in 
the Rostov economy will not by themselves lead to some 
sort of systemic or radical changes. The continued stabil-
ity or destabilization of the political situation does not 
depend on the activities of the regional authorities but 
on external factors. While there will be a gradual reduc-
tion in living standards for the population, there will not 
be any significant social or political conflicts.

The situation could change radically if the crisis in-
tensifies and massive layoffs ensue. None of the existing 
opposition parties, the Communist Party of the Russian 
Federation, Just Russia, the Liberal Democratic Party of 
Russia or the regional representatives of the radical po-
litical groups in the Other Russia coalition are able to 
take advantage of the growing protest feelings. Rostov 
is currently conducting by-elections to the City Duma 
and none of the opposition candidates has been able 
to use the crisis to his benefit. The people who are suf-
fering from the crisis are not likely to unite into a po-
litical movement because they all have different values 
and characteristics. Unemployed members of the mid-
dle class will not join ranks with the marginal support-
ers of the KPRF.

The social consequences of the crisis could become 
more apparent in 2010, when the governor’s term will 
expire and the question of his successor will be high on 
the agenda. Additionally, then there will be elections 
for the mayor of Rostov-na-Donu, all seats in the City 
Duma, and more than two-thirds of the local govern-
ment heads.

About the author:
Maksim Vaskov is a candidate of historical science and a senior fellow at the Center for Systemic Regional Research at 
Southern Federal University and the Center for Social-Political Research of the Russian Academy of Sciences.
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analysis

political and economic changes come slowly to Marii el
Sergei Poduzov, Ioshkar-Ola

Abstract
The Marii El presidential administration works consistently to limit the powers of local government in the 
republic and deprive citizen activists of the ability to criticize the authorities. Accordingly, a protest move-
ment could only arise on the basis of collective efforts to defend political rights. 

A referendum to limit local Government
On March 1, 2009, Marii El successfully conducted a 
referendum in 44 local jurisdictions on consolidating lo-
cal government. With its passage, the referendum creat-
ed one urban and 19 village jurisdictions. The authori-
ties explained the changes as necessary to optimize local 
government management as part of an on-going nation-
al process of reform launched in 2003. However, the true 
reason for conducting the referendum was completely 
different: Four years ago the Marii El republic presiden-
tial administration decided to subordinate local govern-
ment directly to the republican government. 

To be sure there are many problems with local gov-
ernment in the republic and the general public has low 
regard for it. The republican authorities created a situ-
ation in which incompetent people dependent on the 
higher authorities and local business were elected as may-
ors. Often these mayors violated the law, creating an im-
pression among the public that rural settlements could 
not independently carry out their duties and therefore 
it was necessary to restructure them. The Marii El proc-
urator filed 12 criminal cases against local officials in 
2008, according to its web site.

In 2007, the Man and Law organization conduct-
ed a public opinion poll in the republic’s raions which 
showed that the population ranked mayors in second 
place as violators of human rights. In a poll of 812 indi-
viduals, 22 percent categorized the heads of local gov-
ernments this way. Policemen were the most frequently 
cited human rights violators. 

However, local government is the only level of gov-
ernment today that can serve as an arena for devel-
oping democracy under existing Russian legislation. 
Most importantly, these laws allow the election of un-
affiliated candidates, as well as party members, to lo-
cal office. 

By conducting the referendum, the republican au-
thorities secured a system of local government that will 
be easier for them to manage. The population, by par-
ticipating in the referendum and voting ostensibly for 
strengthening the governments of village settlements 

did not realize that they were actually depriving them-
selves of the ability to influence the management of 
their settlements. 

 A history of conflict between republican 
and local Governments
It is important to note that the Marii El presidential ad-
ministration decided to implement its plans for restruc-
turing local government only after it eliminated its polit-
ical opponents. There have been several episodes of con-
flict between the regional and local authorities. 

The first conflict between Marii El President Leonid 
Markelov and local government leaders began at the end 
of 2001 when Markelov changed the republican law, 
forcing the local governments to give a large portion 
of their budgets to the republic’s treasury. Four mayors 
criticized the president’s action: the mayors of Volzhsk 
and Zvenigov raions and Volzhsk and Ioshkar-Ola cit-
ies. All four subsequently had to leave office.

As a result of the conflict, the authorities filed 
charges against the mayor of Zvenigov Raion Mikhail 
Zherebtsov for allegedly misusing public funds. During 
the preliminary investigation, Zherebtsov was removed 
from office and a new mayor was elected who was loy-
al to the Marii El president. Accordingly, the Supreme 
Court of the Russian Federation closed the case against 
Zherebtsov, but he could not return to his office. The 
conflict between Zherebtsov and Markelov did not end 
there. On June 17, 2005, Zherebtsov criticized Markelov 
in public at a meeting with diplomats from Estonia, 
Hungary, and Finland. Subsequently, the authorities 
charged Zherebtsov with slander and on October 26, 
2005, a Ioshkar-Ola justice of the peace found him 
guilty and gave him a six-month suspended prison sen-
tence. 

Volzhsk Mayor Nikolai Svistunov was the second 
mayor to suffer for opposing Markelov. His situation 
at the republican level is similar to that of Mikhail 
Khodorkovsky at the federal level. The real reason for the 
conflict between the mayor of Volzhsk and the president 
of Marii El is a battle for the resources located in Volzhsk. 
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The president wanted the mayor to transfer some of this 
property to other people. Svistunov refused, claiming 
that to do so would break the law. The president chose 
to fight back by filing criminal charges against him. In 
2003 the authorities accused Svistunov of embezzling 
property. In 2004, the Volzhsk city court found him 
guilty and he was sentenced to prison for three years and 
three months. While Svistunov was in jail he continued 
to fight for his rights, attempting to show that he was il-
legally convicted, drawing more and more attention to 
his case within Russia. In 2005, Svistunov was eligible 
for parole, but Markelov feared that if he were released 
from prison, his political rating would be higher than 
the Marii El president’s. He also feared that Svistunov 
could consolidate the local political elite which then did 
not have a clear leader. To address this problem, the au-
thorities filed new criminal charges against Svistunov. 
In order to break his will, the authorities held him in in-
human conditions as they investigated the new charges. 
Svistunov was placed in a cell where there was no light, 
hot water, or heat and his jailers would not allow his rel-
atives to provide him with a blanket. To draw attention 
to his case, Svistunov announced a hunger strike. At that 
point, members of the Man and Law organization began 
to represent Svistunov’s interests before the authorities, 
protesting the violation of his rights. They demonstrated 
in court that the authorities’ poor treatment of the pris-
oner destroyed his human dignity and amounted to tor-
ture. The Ioshkar-Ola court ruled in favor of Svistunov, 
finding that the authorities had violated article 3 of the 
Council of Europe’s Convention for the Protection of 
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. This small 
victory offered hope that Svistunov would be found not 
guilty of the new charges against him. However, on 
June 30, 2006, the Marii El Supreme Court found him 
guilty of accepting a bribe and raised his overall sen-
tence to eight years and six months. Svistunov consid-
ers that it will be difficult to win justice in the Russian 
Federation and has appealed to the European Court for 
Human Rights. At the same time, he has decided not to 
register additional complaints until the end of his term. 
In April 2009, Svistunov will again be eligible for pa-
role. However, on March 2, the head of the procurator’s 
investigative committee announced that it was investi-
gating new charges against him - abuse of power dur-
ing the time when he served as mayor.

In contrast to the other two, the mayors of Ioshkar-
Ola and Volzhsk Raion voluntarily left office. The only 
conflict between the mayor of Ioshkar-Ola and the pres-
ident did not last long and a new mayor was appoint-
ed in 2005. 

president vs. citizen Activists
The second major conflict which took place in Marii El 
was between citizen activists and the republican presi-
dent. This conflict began in 2005 and continues to the 
present.

Georgii Pirogov was the first citizen to criticize 
Markelov publically, doing so at a 2005 demonstration 
organized by the group Marii Ushem, which seeks to 
protect the rights of the indigenous people in the region. 
The authorities charged Pirogov with slander and after 
two-and-a-half years of investigation, a justice of the 
peace in Ioshkar-Ola found him guilty and gave him a 
suspended sentence of six months in 2007. 

Nina Maksimova and Vladimir Kozlov of the Marii 
Ushem group also came into conflict with Markelov. The 
authorities used a variety of means to pressure this group, 
including the filing of criminal charges. The Moscow 
Helsinki Group has a long description of this incident on 
its web site (http://www.mhg.ru/publications/A1AD2FD). 
This conflict does not have an impact on the current po-
litical situation in the region. However, either side could 
revive it at any moment. 

The third incident of conflict between the region-
al authorities and its citizens involved the Marii priest 
Vitalii Tanakov. He prepared a brochure entitled “A 
priest speaks” which contained three sections: the or-
igins of the Marii religion, a comparison of the Marii 
religion and nationality with other religions and na-
tionalities, and the future of Marii El. In the third sec-
tion, Tanakov criticized the political elite led by the 
republican presidential administration. The authori-
ties filed charges against Tanakov for instigating inter-
ethnic conflict. A Ioshkar-Ola court found him guilty 
and sentenced him to 120 hours of community work. 
Then the Ioshkar-Ola procurator asked the court to de-
clare the brochure “extremist.” April 2009 will mark 
the second anniversary of the beginning of that case. 
Specialists from six institutions have concluded that the 
brochure included information that sparked ethnic con-
flict. As the case drags on, Tanakov has appealed to the 
European Court for Human Rights claiming that his 
freedom of religion and speech were violated. 

The fourth case is a conflict between supporters 
of former prime minister and presidential candidate 
Mikhail Kasyanov and the Marii El president. The lead-
er of Kasyanov’s election campaign in the republic is 
Rustam Abdullin. The authorities paid special attention 
to Kasyanov’s supporters during the campaign. Before 
the campaign, Abdullin had criticized Markelov in his 
capacity as deputy chairman of the regional branch of 
Union of Right Forces political party and as the coor-

http://www.mhg.ru/publications/A1AD2FD
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dinator of United Civil Front protest movement in the 
region. Kasyanov’s supporters collected signatures for 
him in the republic and then passed them to Abdullin 
so that he could take them to Moscow. The authorities 
detained Abdullin on the Ioshkar-Ola-Moscow train. 
They filed charges against him and his colleagues for al-
legedly forging signatures. The case is currently before 
the court and Abdullin’s supporters fear that his rights 
will not be protected. 

All of these cases demonstrate how all conflicts 
among the elites of Marii El end in victory for the re-
publican president. Currently, the battle is escalating, 

bringing ever more people into the struggle for pow-
er. To date, the authorities have managed to contain 
the conflict in the legal field, using the punitive pow-
ers of the law enforcement agencies. It is clear that the 
authorities are limiting political freedoms and violat-
ing human rights in an ever more serious ways. It is im-
portant to point out that if the political elite never lose, 
and we see how only one side in this conflict is ever con-
victed of wrongdoing, then the protest movement will 
only become stronger as people seek to defend their po-
litical freedoms. 

About the author
Sergei Poduzov is the co-chairman of the Man and Law organization in Marii El. 
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population (in thsds.)

Source: see table on pp. 14–17.
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