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ANALYSIS

The putin machine sputters: First impressions of the 2011 Duma election 
campaign
By Henry E. Hale, Moscow

Abstract
A decline in public support, related in part to campaign dynamics, caused United Russia to perform below 
expectations in the 2011 Duma election. While fraud was an important part of the story, generating mas-
sive public protests, the election also indicates that actual ballot box falsification is less integral to the sur-
vival of the system than a combination of genuine popularity and strong-arm manipulation taking place 
before voters ever get to the polling place. These events demonstrate that political machines like Putin’s are 
more vulnerable than often thought.

The sudden Revival of Russian electoral 
politics
Just as observers were pronouncing it dead, Russian 
electoral politics suddenly and dramatically came to 
life in December 2011, suggesting some important les-
sons about both Russian politics and post-Soviet polit-
ical systems more generally.

As recently as this summer, observers were predicting 
that the dominant United Russia Party would manufac-
ture a supermajority of seats in the December 4, 2011, 
parliamentary race and that if Prime Minister Vladi-
mir Putin decided to return to the presidency, he would 
waltz in and reinvigorate authoritarianism in Russia. 
When election day rolled around, however, the results 
were remarkable: Not only did the exit polls reported on 
state-controlled television concede that United Russia 
had failed to win a majority of the ballots, but even the 
official count awarded the party just 49 percent of the 
vote and (after the votes won by parties failing to clear 
the 7-percent threshold were redistributed) only a bare 
majority of the seats. Even more dramatically, many vot-
ers doubted that the party had won even that much and 
turned out en masse to protest falsification, mobilizing 
what even official state statistics registered as a stun-
ning 25,000 citizens on Bolotnaia Square in Moscow 
on December 10 and thousands more across the country.

One widely drawn lesson from all of this is that there 
is election fraud in Russia. Indeed, many of those who 
poured out onto the streets had seen, as did many West-
ern reporters and observers, video recordings posted on 
YouTube of officials outrageously pressuring voters and 
teachers (state employed, hence vulnerable to state pres-
sure) apparently preparing ballots for stuffing. This, how-
ever, is perhaps the least interesting lesson of the 2011 
Duma elections. Specialists have long known there is 
fraud, and the previous federal election season in 2007–
08 was also replete with Internet postings documenting 
what strongly appeared to be fraud.

Counterintuitively, one of the most important les-
sons of the December 2011 election may be that ballot 

box fraud actually plays a much smaller role in Russia’s 
political system (and those like it) than is often thought. 
In fact, the events of the last month reveal that the polit-
ical system is not built to perpetrate complete and total 
vote falsification with no heed to public opinion. Instead, 
the ruling authorities’ success remaining in power for 
over a decade has been based more on a combination of 
genuine popular support and the muscular manipula-
tion of the political system, including pressuring voters, 
restricting the choices voters face, and biasing television, 
among many other nefarious tactics common to polit-
ical machines.1 Popularity and manipulation do most 
of their work before the ballot box is reached, leaving 
a limited amount of outright falsification to provide a 
certain cushion or to serve particular local goals, such 
as tipping the scales in a close local election or prevent-
ing any public demonstration of possible disloyalty in 
restive republics like Chechnya.

Kremlin missteps and public opinion
What the 2011 Duma election appears to have done 
is illustrate how the cogs of the political machine can 
start to come loose and threaten the system as a whole 
when the leadership popularity that underpins it is sig-
nificantly weakened. While further study of these elec-
tions—including careful analysis of mass surveys of 
voter behavior—is needed before firm conclusions can 
be reached, signs point to a significant drop in the pop-
ularity of the Kremlin leadership leading into election 
day. While both Putin and President Dmitry Medve-
dev had experienced ups and downs in popular support 
over the years, they went into the 2011 election season 

1 See Henry E. Hale, Why Not Parties in Russia? Democracy, 
Federalism, and the State (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006); and Nikolay Petrov, Maria Lipman, and Henry 
E. Hale, “Overmanaged Democracy in Russia: Dilemmas of 
Hybrid Regime Governance,” Carnegie Paper no. 106, Wash-
ington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Feb-
ruary 2010, http://www.carnegieendowment.org/files/overmanaged_
democracy_2.pdf.

http://www.carnegieendowment.org/files/overmanaged_democracy_2.pdf
http://www.carnegieendowment.org/files/overmanaged_democracy_2.pdf
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in the middle of a gradual decline that dates, according 
to some measures, to at least early 2011.

Russian observers widely believe that two events 
during fall 2011 were crucial, although the major pub-
lic opinion agencies’ polls released as of this writing do 
not clearly register this effect.2 The first was the infa-
mous September 24 announcement by Medvedev that he 
was supporting Putin’s return to the presidency and that 
he himself would head the party list and become prime 
minister after the election, and—especially—Putin’s 
subsequent statement that this switcheroo had been 
planned long ago. This conveyed that the ruling tandem 
had essentially regarded Russian voters as dupes. The 
second crucial event is widely seen as a result of the first: 
After a mixed martial arts match at Moscow’s Olimpi-
iskii Stadium during which a Russian beat an American, 
Putin strutted to the microphone, apparently expecting 
a rowdy and positive reception, but instead was whis-
tled (booed) as he began to speak. These events, many 
believe, combined to crystallize a long-growing “Putin 
fatigue” and turn it into a strong protest sentiment that 
bore at least some resemblance to the late-breaking surge 
in anti-Kremlin sentiment in 1993 that led to humilia-
tion for the main pro-presidential party (Russia’s Choice) 
and a completely unexpected protest vote for Vladimir 
Zhirinovsky’s radical nationalist party.

Exacerbating the tandem’s predicament was the con-
stitutional change Medvedev had initiated in 2008 that 
had extended presidential terms from four to six years 
starting with the 2012 election: Because of this change, 
the switcheroo meant not only that an increasingly tire-
some Putin would be returning to the presidency, but 
that voters would be stuck with him for six years, possi-
bly twelve if one assumed he would successfully orches-
trate reelection for the second successive term that would 
be allowed him. This seems to have created a kind of 

“now-or-never moment” for Russian voters, a sense that 
if one did not act now, one may not have another chance 
for a dozen years.

The campaign
On the surface, the campaign itself did not seem to 
reflect anything new or dramatic. Even more so than in 
the highly orchestrated 2007 Duma election, there was 
relatively little sign of campaign activity on the ground: 
few posters, few street agitators, and few people gather-
ing at non-United Russia campaign rallies. Candidate 
debates were often brief and aired at odd times of day 
(such as 7 a.m. on First Channel) and typically featured 
strange pairings of parties and not always the top fig-

2 Konstantin Sonin, “Podschety sotsiologov,” http://ksonin.livejour 
nal.com/412894.html, December 16, 00:43, accessed December 
18, 2011.

ures on their party lists. United Russia Party Chairman 
Putin and party list leader Medvedev did not partici-
pate in them at all. Television campaign ads were not 
frequently aired, and what ads that ran tended to be of 
strikingly low production value. Even so, the Central 
Election Commission initiated the removal of several key 
spots for parties other than United Russia from televi-
sion. And more generally, despite the palpable change 
in public opinion, the main other parties allowed to 
compete did not appear to change strategy so as to take 
advantage of the new environment, instead featuring the 
same old leaders who had each lost at least one presiden-
tial election before (the Communist Party’s Gennady 
Zyuganov, A Just Russia’s Sergei Mironov, the Liberal 
Democratic Party’s Zhirinovsky, and the Yabloko Party’s 
Grigory Yavlinsky). As expected, television heavily fea-
tured United Russia and government officials and paid 
relatively little attention to any other party.

A closer look on the ground, however, revealed sev-
eral interesting dynamics. For one thing, a negative aura 
was palpable around United Russia in the media envi-
ronment, a sharp contrast with 2007. Commentators 
on several radio stations and many newspapers blasted 
United Russia either directly or implicitly, and some even 
openly used the moniker coined by blogger and rising 
political star Aleksei Naval'ny: the “Party of Swindlers 
and Thieves.” One could tell the party was in trouble 
when party representatives themselves scaled down their 
expectations over the course of the autumn, by the end 
declaring that a simple majority would be a good result.

United Russia’s own campaign did not offer much to 
counteract its downward trend in public opinion. While 
it enjoyed thick coverage of the party and its patrons on 
the main television channels, even this was not always 
inspiring. Speakers at the United Russia Party congress 
that nominated Putin for president shortly before the 
Duma election (broadcast live on NTV), for example, 
sometimes seemed to damn the party with faint praise, 
acknowledging that it was imperfect but averring that 
it nevertheless had accomplished real deeds and was at 
least better than other parties. Some reports indicated 
that the switcheroo had taken the party’s campaign 
organization by surprise, in particular the decision that 
Medvedev instead of Putin would head United Russia’s 
party list. Since the initial campaign had been planned 
around Putin, the party had to develop a new strategy 
on the fly that gave Medvedev pride of place—just as 
the switcheroo had revealed him to be little more than 
a Putin puppet.3

In the closing week of the campaign, the party 
started to hit stride with two television advertisements—

3 Moskovskie Novosti, November 25, 2011, p.1.

http://ksonin.livejournal.com/412894.html
http://ksonin.livejournal.com/412894.html
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one featuring Putin’s voice and the other Medvedev’s—
stressing inspiring economic and social developments in 
the country since 2000 and contrasting this with what 
they essentially portrayed as state failure in the 1990s. 
But this was not enough to stop the downward trend. 
To make matters worse, United Russia was also saddled 
with many regional governors who also had relatively 
little public appeal. For this reason, only 31 governors 
were selected to lead regional party lists, and in some 
cases where the governors were unpopular and left off 
the party list, the party’s own Duma campaign organi-
zations were allowed actually to campaign against their 
own governors.4 Since a strong United Russia result in 
such cases would represent endorsement of the criticism 
directed against them, one has to wonder how moti-
vated such governors were to put full effort into gener-
ating large vote totals for their own party.

In another unexpected development, the debates, 
constrained as they were, wound up being noteworthy. 
For one thing, the state-owned Rossiia 1 television chan-
nel broke with recent tradition and not only scheduled 
debates for a time when people would actually watch 
them (at 10:50 p.m. between popular shows on week-
days), but broadcast them live, assigned a popular tele-
vision personality to host them (Vladimir Solov'ev), and 
even advertised them as being dramatic events worth 
watching. At least one of these debates produced a sig-
nificant moment in the campaign: The tenacious Zhiri-
novsky managed to goad United Russia representative 
Aleksandr Khinshtein into bursting out “Better to be a 
party of swindlers and thieves than a party of murderers, 
robbers, and rapists!”5 Others picked up on this to claim 
in later debates that United Russia had itself admitted it 
was a party of swindlers and thieves. According to one 
measure, close to a fifth of people watching TV at that 
time had this debate on.6

The other parties Allowed to Run
Another major surprise was the autumn surge of the 
A Just Russia (Spravedlivaia Rossiia) Party led by Sergei 
Mironov. Some observers had pronounced the party all 
but dead after Mironov was drummed out of his former 
post of Federation Council chief. It reportedly also came 
under Kremlin attack, with campaign material confis-
cated by authorities and several of its ads blocked from 
appearing on a major state television network.7 While 
other parties attacked it mercilessly for being a puppet 

4 Vedomosti, December 1, 2011, p.2.
5 Kommersant, November 28, 2011, p.2.
6 E.g., the statement made by A Just Russia leader Sergei Mironov 

in his debate with United Russia representative Oleg Morozov 
broadcast on First Channel, November 29, 2011, 18:25. 

7 Vedomosti, November 28, 2011, p.2.

of the Kremlin, pointing to Mironov’s long association 
with Putin, A Just Russia managed to pull off a remark-
able comeback thanks to two considerations. For one 
thing, while Mironov himself was often seen as a Putin 
stooge, the party had managed to attract quite a num-
ber of strong political figures, including regional nota-
bles with strong local followings. One example is econ-
omist Oksana Dmitrieva, whom some were touting as 
a potentially strong challenger to Putin for the presi-
dency were she to run. Secondly, A Just Russia managed 
to turn itself into a credible receptacle for anti-United 
Russia votes through an aggressive campaign attacking 
the party. While some of its critical ads were blocked, it 
still managed to air others that blasted official corrup-
tion and declared that “swindlers and thieves” (a clear 
implicit reference to United Russia) were not needed.8

Helping A Just Russia’s chances was a voting strat-
egy propagated by Naval’ny and reported both on the 
Internet and in print publications like The New Times: 
To weaken United Russia, voters should neither boycott 
the election nor spoil their ballots, but instead cast their 
votes for any party other than United Russia they expect 
to clear the 7-percent threshold necessary to win a del-
egation in the next Duma.9 A Just Russia proved to be 
less unacceptable among the three non-United Russia 
parties widely expected to clear 7 percent, and surged to 
an impressive third-place finish with 13 percent of the 
vote. The Communist Party also clearly benefited from 
this strategy, netting over 19 percent in the official bal-
lot (up from just 12 percent in 2007) count and even 
more according to analysts who argue large-scale fraud 
took place. Zhirinovsky’s Liberal Democratic Party of 
Russia garnered 12 percent, up from 8 percent in 2007. 
Even Yabloko, written off for dead by many observers 
after receiving only about 1 percent of the official vote 
count in 2007 and having lost all of its delegations in 
regional legislatures, surged back to life with over 3 per-
cent of the vote (meaning that it now qualifies for fed-
eral funding) and several delegations in regional legis-
latures. Yabloko officials claim observer reports indicate 
they actually received more than 7 percent of the vote.

implications
All this combined to produce a drop in the number of 
people who turned up to vote for United Russia and a 
rise in ballots cast for all the other significant parties. 
Moreover, how the system reacted seems to reveal that 
such genuine expressions of public opinion still matter 

8 For example, an ad broadcast on First Channel, November 29, 
2011, 07:25, after a debate and before the popular morning pro-
gram “Dobroe Utro Rossii.”

9 See articles in the Russian-language journal The New Times, 
November 28, 2011.
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even in the otherwise highly manipulated Putinite sys-
tem and despite the widely cited reality of fraud. Evi-
dently panicked by the dropping ratings, officials of var-
ious levels scrambled to find ways to manufacture votes 
by hook or by crook. While these rightly generated 
outrage, what is perhaps most interesting is that they 
failed even to give the party a symbolic majority in the 
official vote count. A system built to perpetrate whole-
sale ballot box fraud without regard to public opinion 
would surely have generated the two-thirds majority that 
regime leaders clearly hoped for just months before the 
vote. But it turns out that even the attempts to generate 
enough fraud to eke out a bare United Russia majority 
in Duma seats were often sloppy and were frequently 
exposed (sometimes apparently by people within the sys-
tem). This, in turn, stoked the voter anger that led tens 
of thousands marching to Bolotnaia Square.

The system can clearly pull off a certain level of fraud 
relatively smoothly, as observer and analyst accounts 

of the 2007–08 cycle indicate. But 2011 suggests that 
beyond a certain measure—and especially when it is 
seen as producing a result dramatically out of step with 
intense public opinion that is obvious on an everyday 
level—fraud starts to become very difficult or costly to 
pull off and can itself begin to threaten the stability of 
the system as a whole.

The impact on the March 2012 presidential race of 
course remains to be seen, but at a minimum the events 
of the fall call into question whether Putin can win 
without a runoff. And in the bigger picture, they indi-
cate that regimes like Russia’s are in fact more vulner-
able than is often thought, with public opinion being 
one particularly powerful threat, especially when com-
bined with an election where at least some opposition 
is on the ballot and where a transfer of the presidency 
is soon anticipated.10

About the Author
Henry E. Hale is Associate Professor of Political Science at George Washington University and Director of the Insti-
tute for European, Russian, and Eurasian Studies at the University’s Elliott School of International Affairs.

10 Henry E. Hale, “Regime Cycles: Democracy, Autocracy, and Revolution in Post-Soviet Eurasia,” World Politics, v.58, no.1, October 2005, 
pp.133–65.

DoCUmENTATIoN

The Result of the Duma elections

Figure 1: Final Result of the Duma elections, 4 December 2011

United Russia 
49.32% 

Communist Party 
19.19% 

Just Russia 
13.24% 

LDPR 
11.67% 

Yabloko 
3.43% 

Patriots of Russia 
0.97% 

Right Cause 
0.60% 

Source: Central Election Commission of the Russian Federation, http://www.vybory.izbirkom.ru/region/region/izbirkom?action=show&root=1&
tvd=100100028713304&vrn=100100028713299&region=0&global=1&sub_region=0&prver=0&pronetvd=null&vibid=100100028713304&type=242

http://www.vybory.izbirkom.ru/region/region/izbirkom?action=show&root=1&tvd=100100028713304&vrn=100100028713299&region=0&global=1&sub_region=0&prver=0&pronetvd=null&vibid=100100028713304&type=242
http://www.vybory.izbirkom.ru/region/region/izbirkom?action=show&root=1&tvd=100100028713304&vrn=100100028713299&region=0&global=1&sub_region=0&prver=0&pronetvd=null&vibid=100100028713304&type=242
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Figure 2: Allocation of seats in the Duma
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Source: Central Election Commission of the Russian Federation, Rossiiskaia gaseta, 10 December 2011, http://www.rg.ru/printable/2011/12/10/
duma-itogi-dok.html

Figure 3: exit polls and Final Result
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Sources: VTsIOM, http://vybory.wciom.ru/index.php?id=566&uid=11217; Public Opinion Foundation (FOM), http://fom.ru/partii/10270, 
6 December 2011

http://www.rg.ru/printable/2011/12/10/duma-itogi-dok.html
http://www.rg.ru/printable/2011/12/10/duma-itogi-dok.html
http://vybory.wciom.ru/index.php?id=566&uid=11217
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Figure 4: For Which party Would you Vote if Duma elections Were to take place next sunday? 
(percentage of Respondents Who indicated They Would Vote, 2009–november 2011)
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Just Russia under the leadership of Sergei Mironov 
Yabloko under the leadership of Sergei Mitrokhin 
Right Cause under the leadership of Alexander Dunayev 
Patriots of Russia under the leadership of Gennadii Semigin 

Source: representative opinion polls by Levada Center, 2009–2011, last polls conducted on 18–21 November 2011, http://www.levada.
ru/25-11-2011/noyabrskie-reitingi-odobreniya-i-doveriya-reitingi-partii; data from August 2009 to January 2011 from: Reitingi Partii, 
Levada Center http://old.levada.ru/press/2011082505.html.

DoCUmENTATIoN

international election observation. Russian Federation, state Duma 
elections—4 December 2011.  
statement of preliminary Findings and conclusions

Moscow, 5 December 2011, http://www.osce.org/odihr/85757.
[Extract from pp. 1–2]

preliminary conclusions
The preparations for the 4 December State Duma elections were technically well administered across a vast territory, 
but the elections were marked by the convergence of the State and the governing party. Despite the lack of a level 
playing field during the electoral process, voters took advantage of their right to express their choice. Although seven 
parties ran, the prior denial of registration to certain political parties narrowed political competition. The contest was 
also slanted in favour of the ruling party as evidenced by the lack of independence of the election administration, the 

http://www.levada.ru/25-11-2011/noyabrskie-reitingi-odobreniya-i-doveriya-reitingi-partii
http://www.levada.ru/25-11-2011/noyabrskie-reitingi-odobreniya-i-doveriya-reitingi-partii
http://old.levada.ru/press/2011082505.html
http://www.osce.org/odihr/85757
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partiality of most media, and the undue interference of state authorities at different levels. This all did not provide the 
necessary conditions for fair electoral competition. The legal framework, however, was improved in some respects and 
televised debates provided one level platform for contestants.

The legal framework is comprehensive and provides an adequate basis for the conduct of elections. However, struc-
turally, the legal framework is overly complex and open to interpretation, which led to its inconsistent application by 
various stakeholders, often in favour of one party over the others. Laws guaranteeing the right of assembly were in 
some cases applied restrictively, undermining contestants’ rights. Numerous amendments to the legal framework were 
adopted since the last elections. A number of changes improved certain elements of the electoral process, although the 
recent reduction of the parliamentary threshold to five per cent did not apply in these elections.

The Central Election Commission (CEC) adopted detailed instructions to facilitate preparations for the elections. 
It held regular sessions and took most decisions unanimously, without debate. The manner in which the CEC dealt 
with complaints undermined contestants’ rights to effective and timely redress. Representatives of most political par-
ties expressed a high degree of distrust in the impartiality of election commissions at all levels and questioned their 
independence from various state administration bodies.

The denial by the Ministry of Justice of registration to a number of political parties reduced the choices available 
to voters. In one case, the European Court of Human Rights recently ruled that the state’s disbanding of one party 
was disproportionate and constituted an unlawful interference in the party’s internal functioning.

The campaign lacked vibrancy. OSCE/ODIHR observers noted unequal treatment of contestants by the election 
administration, local authorities and service providers in favour of the governing party. Political parties in some regions 
filed formal complaints about seizure of campaign materials, unequal access to billboard space, and undue restrictions 
on the right to hold rallies. Thus, the playing field was slanted in favour of United Russia.

In the campaign, the distinction between the state and the governing party was frequently blurred by taking advan-
tage of an office or official position, contrary to paragraph 5.4 of the 1990 OSCE Copenhagen Document. Cam-
paign materials for United Russia and voter information materials in Moscow bore a clear resemblance to one another. 
Observers received numerous credible allegations of attempts by local state structures to influence voter choice and to 
pressure them into voting for the governing party.

Most broadcast media covered the election campaign to only a limited extent. From 5 November to 2 December, 
state media were required by law to provide equal opportunities to all candidates. In line with these requirements, all 
parties contesting the elections could participate in national televised debates, which provided them with one level 
platform for reaching out to voters. The majority of television newscasts monitored were dominated by reports of state 
officials’ activities. The coverage of all monitored broadcasters except one channel favored the governing party.

Observation of elections by international and political party observers is provided for by the electoral law. How-
ever, it is of concern that the legislation and the manner in which it was applied limited the quantity of international 
observers and their activities in several aspects. An undefined complaint by the CEC about the pre-electoral mission 
of PACE put PACE’s participation in the observation of the elections at risk. In addition, the law does not allow obser-
vation of parliamentary elections by domestic civil society groups.

Nevertheless, certain groups actively monitored the preparation for the elections and the campaign. Last minute 
pressure and intimidation of a key domestic observer group, however, aimed to obstruct and discredit its work. It was 
noteworthy that so many websites were down during election day.

During voting, election officials were observed to be dedicated and experienced and procedures were followed 
overall. However, the quality of the process deteriorated considerably during the count, which was characterized by 
frequent procedural violations and instances of apparent manipulation, including several serious indications of bal-
lot box stuffing. 

Result protocols were not publically displayed in more than one-third of polling stations observed. Throughout 
election day, observers also reported a number of instances of obstruction to their activities, in particular during count 
and tabulation.
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DoCUmENTATIoN

statement of the Golos Association on the Results of the elections of 
Deputies for the state Duma December 4, 2011 

Moscow, 6 December 2011 

The GOLOS Association has conducted a large-scale monitoring of the State Duma elections. Long term observers 
monitored the conduct of the election campaign in 48 Russian regions. Additionally, some 2000 short-term observ-
ers were deployed to 40 Russian regions as correspondents of the newspaper Grazhdansky Golos to observe the voting 
and vote-counting at over 4000 polling stations. 

During the election campaign, GOLOS ran a “Violations’ Map” [http://www.kartanarusheniy.ru/], a web-site where 
Russian citizens were able to post violations they witnessed over the course of the election campaign. The Map has 
collected over 5000 reports, many of which are supported with videos and photos. 

During the last week of the election campaign, as well as on the Election Day itself, the GOLOS Association faced 
a massive and coordinated intimidation campaign, which involved a court prosecution (the Association was fined 
30,000 Rubles for an ostensible violation of electoral legislation), a mud-slinging campaign in the press, intimidation 
of its correspondents and staff members, DDoS attacks against its web-sites and hacking of its email inboxes. As a 
result, the Violations’ Map as well as the GOLOS web-site were not accessible on Election Day. 

During the voting and vote-counting on Election Day, the Association collected over 1,500 reports of violations 
via a special telephone hot-line. Short-term correspondents of the Association were systematically observing proce-
dures established by law at polling stations. The experts of the Association have been collecting, systemising and ana-
lysing this information throughout the entire campaign. The Association has built up a large database related to vio-
lations of the electoral code during the State Duma election campaign. In this statement, GOLOS draws attention to 
the most significant irregularities of this campaign. 

preliminary conclusions 
Drawing from the data collected during the long and short term observation, the GOLOS Association states that the 
voting and counting process, as well as the previous stages of the election campaign to the State Duma, including 
the process of nomination and registration of candidates, setting up of the election commissions and the process of 
campaigning, were overshadowed by numerous violations of electoral legislation, which could have affected the will 
of voters and, consequently, could have distorted the adequate representation of citizens’ interests in the highest rep-
resentative body in this country. Therefore, the GOLOS Association concludes that the December 4 elections of the 
deputies of the State Duma were not free and fair and that they did not comply with Russian electoral legislation and 
the international electoral standards. 

General Assessment of the election campaign 
The election campaign was characterised by repressive political party legislation and its biased implementation. Rus-
sian citizens were denied the right to freely associate and to establish political parties, which allowed for limited polit-
ical competition. About a dozen attempts to establish new political parties before the election were unsuccessful. 

The procedures for setting up election commissions failed to guarantee the independence of those bodies. On the 
contrary, according to the GOLOS observations, many experienced former commission members were replaced by 
incompetent bureaucrats with close ties to the authorities and the party “United Russia”. 

In the course of the campaign, public servants at all levels, as well as heads of enterprises and other organisations, 
were openly campaigning for United Russia. They were using their offices to force their subordinates and employees 
to campaign and to vote for United Russia. Besides, United Russia enjoyed exclusive access to the press, while press 
coverage of the campaigns of other parties was generally superficial especially in the last month of the campaign. 

Results of the election Day Reporting Via the Golos Hot-line 
The most common and evident violation observed was the denial of access and removal of persons from polling sta-
tions, who, according to the law, were permitted to observe the voting and vote  counting (official observers, commis-
sion members with an advisory vote). GOLOS received a considerable number of reports documenting cases where 
those persons were allowed to enter polling stations only after voting had started, which is contrary to the current elec-
toral legislation. In many cases ballot boxes were sealed without observers. 
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In some cases the observers and other accredited persons were removed from polling stations following direct 
instructions form upper-level commissions (such as in Ivanovo). Most observers were denied access and/or removed 
from polling stations in Ivanovo, Tomsk, Samara and Astrakhan. There are numerous reports of violation of observ-
ers’ rights such as bans on photo and video recording, forcing the observers to stay in places without direct access to 
the voting and counting processes, restrictions on moving around in the polling stations, denial of access to com-
mission documents, non-acceptance of complaints and/or refusing to review the complaints on electoral violations. 

The other most common violations reports received through the hot-line include: 
In the course of voting: 

• lists of voters are not properly bound; 
• mass-voting using absentee certificates and group voting combined with illegal transportation of voters; 
• multiple voting combined with organised transportation in buses; 
• voting with temporary residential registration without absentee certificates; 
• illegal denial of the right to vote with proper temporary residential registration; 
• irregularities on voter lists: illegal marks, “dead souls”, missing voters; 
• ballot stuffing; 
• irregularities during mobile voting. 
In the course of vote-counting: 
• non-observance of the order of particular stages of the vote count; 
• non-observance of the procedures of sorting and counting of ballots; 
• failure to issue certified copies of the protocols immediately after the signing by the commission members. 

election Day observation by Golos correspondents 
On Election Day, the correspondents of the newspaper Grazhdansky Golos filled out specially designed forms follow-
ing the legally established electoral procedures. These forms were later combined into regional databases and then into 
a joint federal database. 

According to the analysis of the forms filled out by the GOLOS short-term observers during the course of Elec-
tion Day, the most common irregularities include: 
• the results of counting of issued ballots were not announced (48%), 
• information on candidates’ income and property was not available at polling stations (47%), 
• the final meeting of polling station commissions did not take place at all (41%), 
• information on the number of invalidated ballots and on the number of ballots issued by the electoral commis-

sions was not entered into the enlarged copy of the final protocol on time (36%). 
• recounting of ballots (50%), 
• mismatch in the verification balances (41%). 

Assessment of the tentative election Results 
The results of the elections significantly differ from region to region. In 32 regions United Russia received less than 
40% of votes (the lowest performance is in the Yaroslavl regions with 29%), in another 32 regions the party received 
from 40% to 60%, in 7 regions its numbers vary from 60% to 70%, in 5 regions the range is from 70% to 80%, in 
three regions it received 80% to 90% and in four regions it commanded over 90% of the vote. The Chechen Repub-
lic set the record with 99.5% for United Russia. The increasing number of votes for United Russia is coupled with the 
increasing turnout. Thus, in the Chechen Republic the official turnout shot up to 99.5%. 

GOLOS also draws attention to the significant difference in United Russia’s performance in different districts of 
the Moscow region, where the official results for United Russia range from 22% to 67%. Since the Moscow elector-
ate is quite homogenous, this difference might testify to electoral falsifications. Statistical analysis of the official elec-
tions results also points to massive falsifications. 



RUSSIAN ANALYTICAL DIGEST No. 106, 21 December 2011 11

opINIoN poLL

pre-election Assessment of the Fairness of the elections

Figure 1: Will the Duma elections Be Honest or Will They involve manipulations and election 
Fraud?
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Source: representative opinion polls by Levada Center, 2011, latest polls conducted on 18–21 November 2011, http://www.levada.ru/25-
11-2011/noyabrskie-reitingi-odobreniya-i-doveriya-reitingi-partii.

Figure 2: Will We Be confronted with the Following Abuses During the Duma elections?
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Source: representative opinion polls by Levada Center on 19–23 August 2011 http://old.levada.ru/press/2011091301.html
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Figure 3: For the Benefit of Which party Will manipulations and Falsifications of election Re-
sults Be carried out? (percent of Those Who Assume Abuses Are possible During the 
pending elections)

Source: representative opinion polls by Levada Center in 2007 and on 19–23 August 2011 http://old.levada.ru/press/2011091301.html
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Figure 4: Genuine political Force or puppet party controlled “By the Kremlin”? (July 2011)
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pre-election inclination to protest

Figure 1: in your opinion, how likely are mass protests against the decline of the standard of 
living and to protect one’s rights at present in your town/region?
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Source: opinion polls conducted by VTsIOM from January 2011 to 19–20 November 2011,  
http://old.wciom.ru/novosti/press-vypuski/press-vypusk/single/112101.html

Figure 2: if mass protests against the decline of the standard of living and to protect one’s rights 
were to take place in your town/region, would you take part?
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Source: opinion polls conducted by VTsIOM from January 2011 to 19–20 November 2011,  
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ANALYSIS

The limits of managing Russia’s party system
By Alexander Kynev, Moscow

Abstract
The absence of effective representative institutions means that Russia has no parties that can operate in the 
normal sense of the word. Voters increasingly do not trust them. Over the years, the authorities adopted elec-
toral legislation that had the effect of reducing the number of parties and increasing central control over their 
activities. Medvedev’s reforms led to a further deterioration of the situation, with the extension of the presi-
dential term to six years and the parliamentary term to five years. The existing parties are losing their ideo-
logical coherence as their various regional branches start to represent a variety of different interests. A change 
in Russia’s political system could lead to a rapid change in its party system as well. 

Weak parties
One should not draw an analogy between Russian polit-
ical parties and the parties familiar in the West. It would 
be a mistake, though, to view the Russian party system 
as a complete fiction, with the parties no more than 
ornamental constructs.

Russia’s political parties are weak, and their inter-
nally-defined ideological identity raises many questions, 
but they do represent definite social networks that have 
core electorates characterized by differing degrees of 
cohesion, numerical strength, and long-term stability.

The key factors determining the nature of the party 
system in Russia today are the specific features of the 
country’s state institutions. Extraordinary events inter-
rupted a process of natural evolution that the party sys-
tem was undergoing in the 1990s. Afterwards, it became 
clear that the country’s parliament had lacked the tra-
ditional parliamentary functions right from the start—
namely, the powers defined in Russia’s 1993 constitu-
tion—and that a president with no party affiliation had 
taken powers that were, in practice, unlimited.

In many respects, this system, in which power is con-
centrated within an executive branch that is strongly 
dependent on the personality of the leader, created the 
conditions that resulted in the gradual degradation of 
societal structures, the degeneration of the electoral mech-
anism, the step-by-step elimination of free political com-
petition and the creation of a system of “managed parties”.

As the legislative bodies do not have any real power, 
the public sees only diminishing reason for the parties’ 
existence, despite the introduction of a mixed majority-
proportional representation electoral system for State 
Duma elections in 1993 and the subsequent transition 
to pure proportional representation in 2007. Under the 
present circumstances, in which the parties are obviously 
not in a position to implement their programs, compe-
tition among parties is changing from a battle of ideas 
and programs into a battle for parliamentary offices 
and seats: the programmatic and ideological confron-
tation is becoming the simulacrum of one. That kind 

of simulation promotes widespread mistrust of politi-
cal parties among the public, as opinion surveys have 
long been documenting.

Thus, the result is not simply that Russia lacks a sus-
tainable and stable party system: no parties, in the tra-
ditional meaning of the term, exist in Russia at all. The 
absence of fully-fledged parliamentary institutions and 
the lack of separation of powers mean that parties can-
not exist and operate in the normal fashion. 

The emergence of the “managed party” 
system, 2000–2010
The creation of a regime in the form of a super-presi-
dential republic brought with it—despite the introduc-
tion of elements of proportional representation, officially 
intended to stimulate the development of parties—a 
gradual tightening of the rules regulating the forma-
tion of civic organizations.

Vladimir Putin launched a new round of legislative 
reform governing political parties and elections. First, 
the Federal Law “On political parties”, which came into 
force on July 14, 2001, decreed that from July 14, 2003, 
political parties became the only type of entitiy that could 
compete in elections at the national or regional level. This 
provision effectively banned, regional political parties as 
of that date, while the number of parties entitled to par-
ticipate in national elections was reduced. The require-
ments for registering a party were expanded to include a 
minimum national membership of 10,000 persons and 
regional representation in the form of regional branches 
with at least 100 members in at least one half of the regions.

The 2001 legislation also required political parties to 
submit a list of their members to the Ministry of Justice 
when registering their regional branches. This require-
ment hindered the development of opposition parties 
since citizens in several regions balk at joining such a 
party, knowing that the authorities would be aware of 
their affiliation. Experience has shown that security and 
judicial authorities are actively involved in the verifica-
tion of membership numbers. Taking current practices 
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in Russia into account, it is not hard to imagine that cit-
izens might often refuse to confirm their membership in 
a party to authorities when subjected to what amounts 
in practice to psychological pressure.

The structures of the parties themselves are authori-
tarian as well: their governing bodies have nearly unlim-
ited options to expel any given number of members, or 
even an entire regional branch.

In December 2004, the legislation on political par-
ties became five-times more potent: the national min-
imum for party membership was increased to 50,000. 
In 2006 the parties had either to subject themselves to 
an examination with respect to the new provisions or to 
disband. In 2007, many parties were dissolved by court 
order. Parties already represented in the Duma were 
given a privileged status by law to the disadvantage of 
other parties. These benefits included the exemption of 
the Duma parties from the requirement to either sub-
mit signatures of supporters or pay a deposit when nom-
inating their candidates. Moreover, the Duma parties 
enjoy a privileged position when nominating their rep-
resentatives to electoral commissions.

The legislation included requirements for party mem-
bership numbers that obviously could not be met in 
practice (i.e. the parties that in reality existed as a col-
lection of officials were forced to simulate a mass mem-
bership), with the result that all parties are potentially 
in violation of the regulations.

extension of Governmental control
Meanwhile, the inspection authorities in Russia fail to 
provide equal treatment to the various political parties 
and civic organizations; no uniform standard is applied 
to their activities and there are no uniform sanctions 
levied for regulatory violations. Most of the provisions 
in the national legislation can be met only if the reg-
istration and supervisory authorities are well disposed 
towards the organization involved. A policy of double 
standards is in place: certain regulations apply for some 
organizations but not for others.

The members of the bodies responsible at the national 
level for registering parties, supervising their activities 
and certain matters associated with their budgets are 
directly appointed by the president and are account-
able to him. Thus the executive authority has de facto 
secured an exclusive right to decide who will be permit-
ted to run in elections to representative bodies—and 
who will not. Hence the parties are de facto “under the 
thumb” of the state bureaucracy.

In the years that followed, the laws on political par-
ties and elections were repeatedly tightened. In 2005 the 
formation of electoral blocs was banned, uniform dates 
were introduced for regional elections, the requirements 

for registration of candidates were increased… In 2006 
the parties were barred from including representatives of 
other parties on their candidacy lists. Parliamentarians 
are no longer permitted to switch their party affiliation 
while in office. The spring of 2007 saw the adoption of 
provisions providing for vacant seats to be filled at the 
discretion of the party leadership, regardless of the place 
the new members may have held on the electoral lists.

The State Duma has been elected according to a sys-
tem of purely proportional representation since 2007. 
At the same time the threshold for party representation 
raised from 5 to 7%. The threshold was also raised to 
7% in most of the regional legislative elections as well 
during the period from 2007 to 2011.

The regulations governing state funding of political 
parties have also contributed to creating de-facto gov-
ernmental control over the political parties. For instance, 
as of January 1, 2009, parties that win more than 3% 
of votes receive funding amounting to 20 rubles per 
vote-received per year, instead of the five rubles they 
received previously. In conjunction with this support 
for “stronger” parties, an additional financial burden 
was laid upon their weaker counterparts: all parties that 
receive less than 3% of the vote must reimburse the costs 
incurred for the airtime provided at no cost for cam-
paign ads and the free advertising space in the newspa-
pers, a move that has forced several parties to disband 
in the face of looming bankruptcy.

In conjunction with the reform of political parties 
in May and June 2002, the Duma adopted the new 
Law “On basic guarantees of electoral rights and the 
right of citizens of the Russian Federation to partici-
pate in a referendum”. That law requires at least 50% of 
the members of regional parliaments to be elected from 
party lists. This reform was part of Putin’s general pol-
icy towards the regions, one designed to ensure that the 
regional parliaments are dependent on the central pow-
ers in Moscow at least to the same degree that they are 
on the governors of their particular regions.

That same period saw party lists introduced in ever more 
municipal elections, initially on a voluntary basis. In 2010, 
this time under President Medvedev, the Duma passed a law 
requiring the introduction of a system of mixed or purely pro-
portional representation for cities and districts whose local 
counsels were made up of more than 20 members.

Thus there has emerged a system in which political 
representatives are dependent to the utmost degree on 
party bureaucracies, which are, in turn, equally depen-
dent on the state bureaucracy. In the environment of the 
managed party system, pure proportional representation 
created the mechanism for de-facto control of all polit-
ical representatives, and this is the reason for its intro-
duction in more and more areas.
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The permitted parties
The dramatic decrease in the number of parties permit-
ted to participate in legal political competition can be 
depicted as follows. In the Duma elections of 2003, 44 
political parties were able to take part; 37 of them were 
still around by early 2006; in the Duma elections of 
2007 their numbers were down to a mere 15.

Currently there are seven parties: United Russia; the 
Communist Party (KPRF); Zhirinovsky’s party, the Lib-
eral Democrats (LDPR); Just Russia; Yabloko; Patriots 
of Russia and Just Cause.

There has been no successful attempt to establish a 
new party since 2004, with the exception of the Krem-
lin-friendly Right Cause project, despite the formation 
of several dozen initiative groups.1 In the run-up to the 
2011 Duma elections, the refusal to register the Party 
of Popular Freedom (PARNAS) drew a lot of attention. 
Four leaders of the democratic opposition serve as co-
chairmen of this party, Mikhail Kasyanov, Vladimir 
Milov, Boris Nemtsov and Vladimir Ryzhkov. In April 
2011, the European Court of Human Rights declared 
that the forced dissolution in 2006 of the Republican 
Party of the Russian Federation had been in violation 
of the law. The Russian authorities have not complied 
with the ruling however: in an interview, Justice Minis-
ter Alexander Konovalov proposed that the former party 
leaders should establish a new party rather than recon-
stitute the earlier one.

medvedev’s “Reforms”
Notwithstanding his formally modernization-friendly 
rhetoric, the actual policy of the new president with 
respect to several genuinely important issues has entailed 
a further deterioration of the situation: the presidential 
term of office has been extended to six years, the parlia-
mentary term to five; civic organisations no longer have 
the right to put up their own candidate lists for municipal 
elections; the mayor is no longer directly elected in many 
places and the option of submitting a deposit in order 
to register candidates has been eliminated at all levels.

The reduction in the minimum number of mem-
bers required to register a party at the Justice Ministry 
is merely symbolic. As of 1 January 2010 it was lowered 
from 50,000 to 45,000 and as of January 1, 2012, it will 
be lowered again, to 40,000 members, which does little 
to change the repressive nature of the law.

Parties that receive 5–7% of the vote at Duma elec-
tions have been granted a few minor privileges (they now 
obtain “consolation seats”: one seat for a percentage of 

1 The other ostensibly “new” projects of that year (the Patriots of 
Russia and A Just Russia) are, in reality, old parties that have 
changed their names and leadership).

5–6, two seats for 6–7%). Parties that have won between 
5–7% of the vote may now be involved in the formation 
of election commissions and can register candidates and 
candidate lists at elections at any level without having 
to submit signature lists. In addition, they are no longer 
threatened in the periods between Duma elections with 
dissolution on the grounds that they lack regional rep-
resentation (regional branches with the required mini-
mum membership in at least half of the Russian regions) 
or sufficient total membership.

On March 20, 2011, President Medvedev signed 
an act amending the law “On basic guarantees of elec-
toral rights…” and the law “On the general principles 
for organizing local self-government”. Under that act, 
at least half the members of local councils in city and 
urban municipalities must be elected from party lists if 
the council has a total of 20 or more members.

The evolution of the parties and the limits 
to Their manageability 
The artificial preservation of the existing party system 
and the de-facto impossibility of forming new parties are 
not the only results to emerge from the conditions applied 
to the activities of parties in Russia discussed above.

Right from the start, the formal transformation of 
extremely weak and quite often fictitious parties into struc-
tures through which citizens are supposed to exercise their 
right to run for office entailed considerable risks of cor-
ruption associated with the introduction of the party lists. 

As one would have expected, the membership of the 
regional branches of most parties started to become ideo-
logically diffuse. In many respects the collective self-
identity of the parties had already been weak before, for 
institutional reasons. The purchase, by persons who had 
the necessary financial and administrative resources at 
their disposal, of several of these party branches only 
served to consolidate the transformation of many local 
party branches into PR structures with no ideological 
pretensions. Naturally, the parties do have a core that 
is more or less ideological in character, but the degree 
to which that ideology has roots in the membership of 
the various parties differs. The cores themselves do not 
exist because, but rather in spite of the general circum-
stances. These ideological cores have been retained to 
the greatest extent on the left (KPRF) and among the 
liberals (Yabloko and earlier the Union of Right Forces 
Party [SPS]). Under pressure from the generally appli-
cable rules of the game though, those parties are also 
gradually losing them.

The developments described above have resulted in a sit-
uation in which the regional branches within the parties are 
becoming less and less similar, both in terms of their real 
interests and the formal positions espoused by their leaders.
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Due to the diminishing number of parties, elite groups 
have flocked to the few that remain, with the lack of any 
alternative dictating the choice of new party in many respects.

United Russia, which is the party most attractive to 
the career-conscious politician or businessman, faces the 
greatest challenge in this respect. By and large, one can 
find former members of all currently or formerly exist-
ing parties represented among United Russia’s mem-
bers. The party’s Moscow headquarters worked hard, 
using both formal and informal methods, to acquire as 
many representatives of influential local groups as pos-
sible for their lists, in order to gather up their constit-
uencies. This, of course, led to even more intense ideo-
logical erosion in a party that had been structured from 
the outset as a conglomerate of the nomenklatura at 
all levels. In some regions, de-facto “parties within the 
party” emerged: “agrarian groups” and similar group-
ings of Duma members from the United Russia fraction 
took shape. At the national level, “clubs” have formed 
within the party itself (Center for Social and Conser-
vative Policy, Club “4th of November”, State Patriotic 
Club). However any attempt to introduce strict party 
discipline within United Russia or promote this or that 
particular group of elites in specific regions would inev-
itably be felt as a snub by the other groups and deter the 
voters who look to them for guidance.

For that reason, the personnel policy within United 
Russia is growing ever more evocative of a centrifuge: 
On the one hand, there is an ongoing attempt to include 
any person who has won any sort of election, at whatever 
level, and regardless of who he may have been before. 
On the other hand, the mass of conflicting groupings 
within the party makes it impossible to strike a balance 
among them, resulting in open battles between people 
who are nominally fellow party members.

In the run-up to the elections, one could observe 
Duma members and candidates switching from nomi-
nally right-wing parties to left-wing parties, and vice versa.

candidates and the prestige of parties
On the whole, the party lists tend up to be drawn up 
according to the principle under which potential can-
didates have to take a position on a list determined on 
the basis of what the idiosyncratic hierarchy of status 
permits. Members of the elites try first to secure a spot 
on United Russia’s list and, failing that, snag a spot on 
the list of some other party. The situation recalls that of 
students applying to several universities at a time, just 
to be on the safe side.

Thus the formal normative strengthening of the role 
of political parties goes hand in hand with an even 
more powerful trend toward internal destruction and 
the loss of a distinctive profile. The loss of profile has 
been affecting the KPRF with increasing force: once the 
most intensely ideological of parties, it now lacks the 
strength to resist this general trend.

In defence of the parties, it may be said, firstly, that 
their dependency on the state is not of their own choos-
ing, and, secondly, that a change in the political situa-
tion and possible divisions among the elites would quite 
probably bring changes to the strategic approaches taken 
by the party leaders.

These specific features of the Russian party system 
are responsible for producing not only the phenomenon 
of flurries of candidates switching from one party to 
another, but also for a type of voter behaviour in which 
voters can opt for any of the “alternatives” to United Rus-
sia with ease—basing the choice on their judgement as to 
what voting behaviour might be most productive (voting 
for the alternative that did best in the opinion polls, for 
instance), which individual candidate is more worthy per-
sonally of support, or which campaign, positive or nega-
tive, struck the voter as being superior. Protest voters in 
today’s Russia have been de-ideologized; the division of 
the constituency is between the “party of power” (status 
quo) and “the other guys”. Although differences in ide-
ology, in style and elsewhere do exist among the “alter-
natives”, they are not essential in the present situation.

conclusions
What have the central powers achieved through this 
process of changing the party and electoral system and 
is it now possible to manage elections at the national 
and regional level? Formally, that possibility exists in 
many respects: from outside it appears that one single 
party is supreme. In practice, however, the contradic-
tions among local interest groups in the regions have not 
by any means disappeared, only the format in which they 
are resolved has changed. The competition among the 
parties has now been replaced by one within the par-
ties, sometimes expressed in public internal party con-
flicts and scandals, sometimes with juicy intrigues and 
anonymously waged media wars. In many cases both 
go on simultaneously.

Hence if the general political or economic situation 
in the country were to change, the apparently man-
aged party system might undergo rapid change as well.

Translation: Alison Borrowman
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Russian legislation on elections to the state Duma 
By Arkadiy Lyubarev, Moscow

Abstract
The Russian authorities have made a number of changes in the country’s electoral legislation since the first 
State Duma elections in 1993. The key features of the current system have been in place since 2007. This 
article describes the most salient features of the law.

Frequently changing electoral laws
Two laws govern the election of State Duma members: 
the federal law “On basic guarantees of electoral rights 
and the right of citizens of the Russian Federation to 
participate in a referendum” and the federal law “On the 
election of Deputies of the State Duma of the Russian 
Federation”. The former is a framework law that lays out 
the general provisions relating to all elections in the Rus-
sian Federation, while the latter is specific to the lower 
house of the parliament. There are some contradictions 
between these two laws, and determining which of them 
applies when a discrepancy occurs depends on the pre-
vailing political climate.

Russian electoral legislation suffers from an unusual 
degree of instability. In the past, a new law was adopted 
for each Duma election: in 1995 for the 1995 elections, 
in 1999 for the 1999 elections, 2002 for the 2003 elec-
tions and 2005 for the 2007 elections. The amendments 
to the legislation that were passed in the period from 
2005 to 2007 were more radical than those of the pre-
ceding ten years. The Duma election law of 2005 con-
tinues to apply, though it has been the subject of sev-
eral amendments.

From 1994 to 2005 all legislators made an effort to 
adopt the amendments in packages, so electoral legis-
lation was amended once or twice between elections. 
Since 2006 amending electoral legislation has become 
a continuous process. In 2006 and 2007 the authori-
ties amended the law on basic guarantees eleven times 
and they amended the law on the Duma elections eight 
times. Between 2008 and 2011 the law on basic guar-
antees was subject to 28 amendments, while the law on 
Duma elections underwent 17 amendments.

current electoral provisions
The fundamental provisions concerning the elections 
to the State Duma have been unchanged since 2007. 
All 450 members are elected through a system of pro-
portional representation in a single federal district. The 
candidate lists that are drawn up by the political par-
ties must be divided into one central section and one 
section listing groups of regional candidates, each of 
which must correspond to a specific territory (a region, 
one part of a region or a group of regions). The defini-

tion of the territories into which the list is divided is 
up to the parties themselves, with due regard to the 
legal regulations. These require that the territories are 
contiguous and, taken together, cover the entire terri-
tory of the Russian Federation. The candidates on the 
central section of the list are the first to be assigned 
seats in the Duma based on the election results. The 
other seats available to each party are then distrib-
uted among the regional groups on the list in propor-
tion to the voting results from those regions. The par-
ties set up their own campaign funds to finance their 
campaigns, and have the option to set up both a cen-
tral budget for the party as a whole and one for each 
regional branch.

The regulations governing how the candidate lists 
are drawn up have undergone several changes. In 2007 
no more than three candidates could be named on the 
central section of the list and there had to be at least 80 
regional candidate groups. Now the central section can 
contain up to ten candidates and 70 is the minimum 
number of regional groups required.

The maximum permissible expenditure from elec-
tion campaign budgets, the campaign financing “cap”, 
has been raised. In 2007 the limit for the party’s cen-
tral campaign budget was 400 million rubles and that 
for the “consolidated” budget, i.e. the total sum of the 
maximums for the central and regional campaign bud-
gets, was 1,818 billion rubles. The cap of the central bud-
get has now been raised to 700 million rubles and the 
cap for the consolidated budget to 3,405 billion, mak-
ing for an 87% increase.

The representation threshold remains at 7%, mean-
ing that a party must obtain no less than 7% of the 
votes cast in order to obtain its share of seats propor-
tional to the voting results. Under the new provisions 
though, parties that get between 5% and 6% of the 
vote are awarded one “consolation seat”; two seats are 
awarded for vote totals between 6% and 7%. It should 
be noted here that with a total of 450 Duma members, 
5% corresponds to approximately 23 seats and 7% to 
approximately 32.

Pursuant to a constitutional amendment adopted in 
2008, the State Duma is no longer elected every four 
years, but now serves a five-year term.

ANALYSIS
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The most important changes that have occurred 
relate to the registration of party lists. The key change 
here is the elimination of electoral deposits. Four of the 
11 lists registered in 2007 were registered on the basis 
of a deposit. 

At present there are only 7 registered political par-
ties. The lists of the four parliamentary parties were reg-
istered automatically. The other parties must submit sig-
nature lists in order to register their lists.

Reducing the number of signatures required has not 
made registration easier. In 2007, 200,000 signatures 
were required, as was the case in 1995, 1999 and 2003; 
now the figure is 150,000. The main problem in winning 
registration for the Duma elections is not the number 
of signatures required but the number of invalid signa-
tures the lists are permitted to contain: invalid signa-
tures may not exceed 5% of total signatures. Thus, of the 
seven signature lists submitted in 2007, three were not 
registered because they exceeded the five-percent rejec-
tion rate while the other four lists came close to reaching 
the cutoff line as well, at 4.6–4.8%. Minor changes have 
also been made to the regulations concerning submission 
of documents to the Central Election Commission and 
the arrangement and verification of the signature lists.

The 2007 version of the law included a provision 
requiring parties that received less than 3% of the vote 
to reimburse the media for the costs of the broadcast 
time and print media space provided to them at no cost 
during the election campaign. There was also a provi-
sion saying that parties that did not pay for the “free” 
broadcast time and print space provided to them were 
not eligible to receive free media exposure in the next 
elections. This regulation contributed in no small part 
to the decision of five parties that participated in the 
2007 elections to disband within one year.

The OSCE recommended in 2004 that this regula-
tion be revoked. While the authorities did remove the 
offending provision, they replaced it with a new regula-
tion, under which a party that receives less than 3% of 
the vote automatically loses its entitlement to free broad-
casting time and advertising space. In the 2011 Duma 
elections, Yabloko and the party “Patriots of Russia” fall 
under that provision. “Right Cause”, as a new party, is 
entitled to free broadcast time and advertising space. 

Some changes that were supposed to ensure equal 
conditions for all parties have been introduced to the 
provisions regulating the use of venues for campaign 
events. The owners or occupiers of premises that are 
made available to a political party are now obliged to 
notify the relevant regional electoral commission in writ-
ing, setting out the terms of the arrangement. The elec-
toral commission must then inform the other political 
parties about it.

There have also been some amendments to the 
regulations that govern voting by absentee certifi-
cate and voting outside of the polling station. Addi-
tional rights have been defined for persons with visual 
impairments.

Overall, the amendments to the legislation on Duma 
elections made between 2008 and 2011 do not concern 
matters of principle; they leave the existing foundation 
undisturbed. One of the new elements, the elimination 
of the electoral deposit, was intended to reduce com-
petition, but its impact has been greater on elections at 
the regional and local level. Of primary significance for 
the Duma elections is the reduced number of parties. 
A whole set of amendments was designed to make the 
elections more just, but they are hardly of major signif-
icance and in all probability any positive impact from 
them will be diminished by inadequate application of 
the regulations in question.

shortcomings
The strict regulations on registering candidates and party 
lists continue to represent one of the major shortcomings 
of electoral legislation in Russia; they effectively allow 
the electoral commissions to filter out unwanted candi-
dates and engage in political discrimination.

Other faults can be found in the provisions of the 
law addressing the makeup of electoral commissions. 
Only parties that are already represented in the State 
Duma and the regional parliaments are guaranteed the 
right to send representatives with full voting powers to 
the electoral commissions at all levels. In most of the 
regions, there are only four such parties. There is also 
a provision stating that each party can only be repre-
sented by one person in the electoral commissions, with 
the result that party representatives form a minority in 
the vast majority of electoral commissions. The major-
ity of the members of the electoral commission are indi-
viduals who are dependent, in one way or another, on 
the administration. Although the law asserts the inde-
pendence of the electoral commissions from the exec-
utive authority, in reality the commissions are highly 
dependent on it and, in many cases, are quite simply an 
appendage of the executive.

With respect to the campaign, while the law asserts 
the principle of equality among the parties, provisions in 
the law itself deviate from that principle: as mentioned 
above, political parties that were less successful in the 
previous elections are no longer entitled to free airtime 
or advertising space. Of greater significance, however, is 
the fact that equality among the parties is not ensured 
in practice, as witnessed by the indirect electoral adver-
tising for the governing party in the state-owned media, 
the use of officials and their subordinates to carry out the 
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campaign of that party, and the obstruction of opposi-
tion party campaign activities.

The law does not prevent the use of “locomotives”, i.e. 
when a party assigns top spots on its list to high-ranking 
officials (the president, ministers, governors, etc.) who 
have no intention of serving in the parliament and the 
purpose of whose candidacy is to use their prominent 
public office to confer advantages on the favored party.

The regulations governing the casting of votes, their 
count and the determination of election results are for-
mulated in great detail, but they nonetheless have cer-
tain lacunae that can be exploited for the purposes of 

falsification. More importantly, in many places, author-
ities do not comply with these regulations, leaving open 
broad opportunities for falsification.

The transparency of elections dropped considerably 
in 2005 thanks to a restrictive new provision. Since 
that time, only registered candidates and those par-
ties whose lists have been registered for the election can 
send observers to the polling stations. At the same time 
the administration of Russian elections has improved 
because results from every polling station are promptly 
(within a few hours) posted on the Internet.

Translation: Alison Borrowman
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