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Abstract: This paper analyzes the transformation of center-regional relationships in 
post-Soviet Russia, focusing on the division of powers and power-sharing treaties. 
Under the presidency of Vladimir Putin, the Russian government implemented federal 
reforms that included the abolishment of bilateral treaties. Examining this process, I 
explain why regional authorities agreed to renounce the treaties and how center-regional 
relationships have changed in Russia.
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uring his presidency, Vladimir Putin routinely stressed the necessity of reforming  
center-regional relationships in Russia. One of the most important steps to this end was 

a series of bilateral treaties signed by Moscow and several regions1 between 1994 and 1998 
in order to provide for the division of power between Moscow and each region. There are 
various views on these treaties. In giving the regions more power, the Kremlin succeeded in 
restraining regional separatism and maintaining the territorial unity of Russia. At the same 
time, the treaties also had negative impact on the country. Throughout the process of bilateral 
treaties, the legal and economic unity and the vertical political structure within Russia had 
become weakened. As a result, Russian federalism became increasingly asymmetrical.2 In 
addition, analysts and researchers on Russian politics argued that those relationships char-
acterized a weak Kremlin and strong regions.3 In reality, the situation was not so simple.
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In much of the literature on federal reform during Putin’s early presidency,4 the 
administration’s policies and methods of federal reform were criticized as authoritarian 
or anti-democratic. But the idea of abolishing bilateral treaties wasn’t a policy initiated 
by Putin and his administration; before his presidency, in fact, some federal politicians 
and regional leaders insisted on the necessity of abolishing these treaties.5 Furthermore, 
some regional leaders welcomed this idea during the Putin era. Before Putin’s presidency, 
it had already been argued by voices in Moscow and the regions that Russia was in need 
of federal reform. For example, Yevgeny Primakov—who became prime minister in 1998 
in the wake of Russia’s widespread financial crisis—made a speech on January 26, 1999 
that addressed the problems of Russian federalism and the need for reform, including 
the promotion of bilateral treaties.6 In addition, the heads-of-state and governors of other 
Russian regions agreed on the necessity of reform and the division of powers; many of 
them had already been interested in reforming center-regional relationships before Putin’s 
presidency. Therefore, it is essential to reexamine center-regional relationships and Rus-
sian power-division from multiple perspectives.

Firstly, in reanalyzing the bilateral treaty process of the Boris Yeltsin era,7 this paper aims 
to clarify the content of these treaties and discuss the role that they played in the relationships 
between Moscow and the regions. Secondly, the paper will discuss the enactment of the new 
federal law on center-regional power divisions. Both federal and regional governments saw 
the necessity of a united judicial framework; under President Putin, these reforms began to 
be implemented. This paper will examine the political process of abolishing these treaties, 
explain why regional authorities agreed to renounce the treaties, and describe how the rela-
tionships between Moscow and the regional authorities have changed in Russia.

Bilateral Power-Sharing Treaties Between Center and Regions  
During the Yeltsin Era

Division of Power in the New Russia
Upon his rise to power in June 1991, Boris Yeltsin was faced with myriad problems—eco-
nomic reform and confrontations with the Parliament being chief among them. Yeltsin 
compromised with the regions in an attempt to garner support from them. Though within 
Russia, regional separatism remained in the country as a residual Soviet-era phenomenon, 
these separatist movements did not necessarily aim for independence from Russia; expan-
sion of power within the territories was among their central goals.8 On March 31, 1992, 
the government at first set forth the Treaty on the Division of Matters of Jurisdiction and 
Power Between Federal Bodies of Executive Power and Bodies of Executive Power of 
the Subjects of the Russian Federation,9 giving the republics priority as “sovereign gov-
ernments” with greater power than “un-republic” regions—oblasts, krais, autonomous 
okrugs, autonomous oblasts—in order to distribute each power between the center and the 
regions. On December 12, 1993, the new federal Constitution came into effect, stipulat-
ing that all constituencies of the Russian Federation had equal rights in their relationships 
with the central government.10 The provision of the Constitution excluded the priority 
of republics in the division of power. On the other hand, it held onto the provisions that 
distinguish republics from other types of regions—for example, republics have their own 
constitutions11 and national language.12 It was becoming clear that Russian center-regional 
relationships were to be very complicated.
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It was the advent of power-sharing treaties that made such relationships even more 
complex. From 1994 to 1998, the central government set forth 42 treaties with 46 
regions in order to eliminate various dissatisfactions being expressed by the regions.13 
Moscow succeeded in offering the regions a sense of membership in the Russian 
Federation by pushing for bilateral treaties and allowing the regions more autonomy. 
On the other hand, the center wielded such treaties as a political instrument, and 
set a precedent for individual relationships between center and region. It is possible 
to analyze these bilateral treaties from both a positive and negative standpoint; the 
following section will discuss other aspects of the treaties as approached from the 
regional stance.

The Early Stage of Power-Sharing Treaties
The first region with which Russia drew up a power-sharing treaty was the Republic 
of Tatarstan, where during the tenure of President Mintimer Shaimiev separatism had 
grown steadily since the Soviet era.14 From 1994 to 1995, in addition to Tatarstan, six 
republics—some of which were also strongly separatist—also became involved in trea-
ties with Russia. These six treaties were different from the other treaties that the center 
made with the regions after 1996—constitutionally-affirmed joint jurisdiction was 
changed to regional jurisdiction, political structure was established within the republics, 
participation in international relationships was fostered, and formation of a republic 
budget was promoted. In the case of regional jurisdiction, regional governments were 
able to enact their own legal norms; if there were contradictions between federal law and 
a regional norm, the regional norm was seen as valid.15 When the regions enacted their 
own norms on the matters of joint jurisdiction, they had to work within the framework 
of federal law. Moreover, some powers of the central jurisdiction were transferred to 
joint jurisdiction. For example, the issue of citizenship lay within joint jurisdiction in 
Tatarstan and Bashkortostan, as did the banking business in Kabardino-Barkalia and 
North Ossetia.

Matthew Crosston has analyzed ten power-sharing treaties in five republics and five 
regions and has paid attention to the problem of citizenship, which was under central 
jurisdiction per the constitution but was under joint jurisdiction in the treaties. Crosston 
criticized the point of view that the requirement for citizenship by Tatarstan, Bashkorto-
stan, and North Ossetia revealed a tendency toward regional separatism. He argued that 
these republics required the matter of citizenship to be transferred not to regional jurisdic-
tion but to joint jurisdiction.16

It is impossible to deny separatism in those republics; it is a fact that some republics 
claimed expansion of their power. However, most of the power of regional jurisdiction 
that the republics had gained via the bilateral treaties was social, economic, and fiscal 
in nature. Only important matters for the republics, such as citizenship, remained under 
joint jurisdiction. Although it became possible for the republics to make decisions about 
socioeconomic development within the regional territory, such actions did not necessarily 
reveal a desire for separatism. These early treaties included the illegal provision against 
the federal Constitution and federal laws, so it could be said that the republics, in fact, 
took a firm stance against the center. But the explanation that they required the treaties for 
sovereignty and independence, however, is not completely accurate.

 The Rise and Fall of Power-Sharing Treaties 135



TA
B

L
E

 1
. R

ep
ub

lic
 (

Jo
in

t)
 J

ur
is

di
ct

io
n 

A
llo

w
ed

 b
y 

B
ila

te
ra

l T
re

at
ie

s

Jo
in

t →
 R

ep
ub

lic
 ju

ri
sd

ic
tio

n 
Ta

ta
rs

ta
n 

K
ab

ar
di

no
- 

B
as

hk
or

to
st

an
 

N
or

th
  

Sa
kh

a 
 

K
om

i
(F

ed
er

al
 →

 R
ep

ub
lic

 ◎
) 

 
B

ar
ka

lia
 

 
O

ss
et

ia
 

 

Po
lit

ic
al

 S
ys

te
m

 in
 th

e 
R

ep
ub

lic
 

○ 
○ 

○ 
○ 

○ 
○

L
oc

al
 A

ut
on

om
y 

Sy
st

em
 

 
 

 
○ 

○ 
○

R
es

ol
ut

io
n 

of
 P

ro
bl

em
s 

ab
ou

t J
ud

ic
ia

l 
  S

ys
te

m
 in

 th
e 

R
ep

ub
lic

 
 

 
○ 

 
 

R
es

ol
ut

io
n 

of
 P

ro
bl

em
s 

ab
ou

t L
aw

ye
rs

 
  a

nd
 N

ot
ar

y 
 

○ 
 

○ 
 

○ 
Pe

rs
on

al
 P

ro
bl

em
 in

 J
ud

ic
ia

l a
nd

 L
aw

-
  e

nf
or

ce
m

en
t A

ge
nc

ie
s 

 
○ 

 
○ 

 
G

ua
ra

nt
ee

 o
f 

L
aw

 O
rd

er
, L

aw
fu

ln
es

s 
  a

nd
 S

oc
ia

l S
ec

ur
ity

 
 

○ 
○ 

○ 
 

R
es

ol
ut

io
n 

of
 th

e 
Pr

ob
le

m
s 

ab
ou

t 
  P

os
se

ss
io

n,
 U

se
 a

nd
 M

an
ag

em
en

t o
f 

  N
at

ur
al

 R
es

ou
rc

es
 

○ 
 

○ 
○ 

 
M

an
ag

em
en

t o
f 

G
ov

er
nm

en
t P

ro
pe

rt
ie

s 
 

○ 
○ 

○ 
○ 

Pa
rt

ic
ip

at
io

n 
in

 I
nt

er
na

tio
na

l a
nd

 
  E

xt
er

na
l E

co
no

m
ic

 R
el

at
io

ns
hi

ps
 

○ 
○ 

○ 
○ 

○ 
○

E
st

ab
lis

hm
en

t o
f 

B
an

k 
È

 
◎

 
 

◎
 

 
 

Fo
rm

at
io

n 
of

 R
ep

ub
lic

 B
ud

ge
t 

◎
 

◎
 

◎
 

◎
 

◎
 

◎
D

ec
is

io
n 

of
 P

ri
nc

ip
le

 o
f 

R
ep

ub
lic

 
  T

ax
at

io
n 

an
d 

Fe
e 

◎
 

◎
 

◎
 

◎
 

◎
 

◎
L

eg
is

la
tio

n 
of

 N
at

ur
al

 U
se

 a
nd

 E
co

lo
gy

 
○ 

 
 

 
 

E
du

ca
tio

n 
 

○ 
 

 
○ 

So
ci

al
 W

el
fa

re
 

 
○ 

 
 

 
Pr

ot
ec

tio
n 

of
 R

ig
ht

s 
of

 M
in

or
ity

 
 

 
○ 

○ 
 

ta
bl

e 
co

nt
in

ue
s

○
○

○
○

○
○

○ 
 

○ 
 

○
○

○

◎

◎

136 DEMOKRATIZATSIYA



TA
B

L
E

 1
 (

co
nt

in
ue

d)

 
Ta

ta
rs

ta
n 

K
ab

ar
di

no
  

B
as

hk
or

to
st

an
 

N
or

th
  

Sa
kh

a 
 

K
om

i
Fe

de
ra

l →
Jo

in
t j

ur
is

di
ct

io
n 

 
B

ar
ka

lia
 

 
O

ss
et

ia
 

 

G
ua

ra
nt

ee
 o

f 
So

ve
re

ig
n 

an
d 

te
rr

ito
ri

al
 

  i
nt

eg
ri

ty
 

 
 

○ 
 

 
Pr

ob
le

m
s 

of
 C

iti
ze

ns
hi

p 
○ 

 
○ 

 
 

C
oo

rd
in

at
io

n 
of

 I
nt

er
na

tio
na

l a
nd

 
  E

xt
er

na
l E

co
no

m
ic

 R
el

at
io

ns
hi

ps
 

○ 
○ 

○ 
○ 

 
C

oo
rd

in
at

io
n 

of
 B

ud
ge

ta
ry

, F
in

an
ci

al
, 

  B
an

ki
ng

 a
nd

 M
on

et
ar

y 
Po

lic
y 

 
○ 

○ 
○ 

 
 

Fo
rm

at
io

n 
of

 F
un

d 
fo

r 
R

eg
io

na
l D

ev
el

op
m

en
t 

○ 
 

○ 
 

 
B

an
ki

ng
 B

us
in

es
s 

 
○ 

 
○ 

 
C

oo
rd

in
at

io
n 

on
 M

et
eo

ro
lo

gy
  

○ 
 

 
 

 
C

oo
rd

in
at

io
n 

of
 E

ne
rg

y 
Sy

st
em

 a
nd

 
  L

if
e 

In
fr

as
tr

uc
tu

re
 

○ 
 

 
○ 

○ 

È
: N

ec
es

sa
ry

 to
 m

ak
e 

an
 a

gr
ee

m
en

t  
C

ol
or

ed
:W

ith
in

 th
e 

fr
am

ew
or

k 
of

 f
ed

er
al

 la
w

s.
So

ur
ce

s:
 A

ut
ho

r 
cr

ea
te

d 
fr

om
 b

ila
te

ra
l t

re
at

ie
s 

of
 e

ac
h 

re
pu

bl
ic

○ 
 

 The Rise and Fall of Power-Sharing Treaties 137



Power-Sharing Treaties Since 1996
Other 40 center-regional bilateral treaties entered into since 1996 included matters 
under joint jurisdiction that were not included in Article 72 of the federal Constitu-
tion: official personnel matters of the region, the issuance of licenses, budget problems 
between the center and the regions, the development of agro-industrial complexes, the 
planning and realization of a federal program, and so on. In terms of the federal pro-
gram, the regions also take part in planning and realizing it, though Moscow ultimately 
approves it. Indeed, regions with bilateral treaties were able, for example, to establish 
their own taxes and fees and to independently take part in international relationships.

Many other provisions of these treaties were consistent with the Constitution and were 
not aimed at expanding the regions’ powers. Article 73 of the Constitution, for instance, 
states that the regions have all powers except for those that fall under the exclusive juris-
diction of Moscow or under joint jurisdiction; this means that the matters not included 
in Article 72 should fall under exclusive regional jurisdiction unless the region had not 
been part of a treaty. If we consider transferring central jurisdiction to joint jurisdiction or 
increasing regional power as an expansion of power by the regions, bilateral treaties do not 
increase, but instead decrease, regional power. Rather than spreading the range of power 
and demonstrating their autonomy, most regions hope to clarify the division of power in 
regard to socioeconomic development—particularly relating to budget, personnel, and 
international relationships.

As a result, these treaties have created power differences between regions that have 
not signed bilateral treaties as well as between those that have. It is clear that bilateral 
treaties led the Russian Federation toward a decentralized and asymmetrical political sys-
tem. However, regions that were involved in the treaties did not necessarily enjoy greater 
power and freedom vis-à-vis the center. The simplification of center-regional relationships 
in Russia during the early 1990s as “a weak Moscow and strong regions” is not detailed 
enough to grasp the essential meaning of a bilateral treaty.

The Beginning of Federal Reform

Division of Power After the 1996 Presidential Election 
The treaty process was continued until 1998.17 But soon after the presidential election of 
1996, when Yeltsin was elected to a second term, he and his administration began discus-
sion of the problems inherent in center-regional relationships and the need for reform. 
The administration insisted on legal cohesion and a united mechanism to implement and 
control the policy.18 The Main Control Division of the Presidential Administration was 
established to control implementation of federal laws and presidential decrees by central 
and regional executive bodies and to inform the president of the regions’ activities.19 In 
1997, it was reported that many regional laws existed that conflicted with federal laws 
and the Federal Constitution; consequently, the need for a united legal space within Rus-
sia was insisted upon.20 Also that year, Vladimir Putin served as the head of Main Control 
Division.21

One of the most influential individuals who emerged as a critic of center-region-
al relationships during the second term of Yeltsin’s presidency was former Prime 
Minister Yevgeny Primakov, who had assumed office during the 1998 financial cri-
sis in Russia. Amid the crisis, some regions took their own measures to protect   
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 their territorial economies; several of these measures, however, stood in violation of 
the Federal Constitution.22 Some regions prohibited the export of their products; others 
imposed extra taxes on products from other regions. Primakov criticized the regions for 
this behavior and considered this situation to be evidence of the vulnerability of Russian 
federalism.23 He identified federal reforms as the most important task for his government. 
He insisted on reforms by which the center would strengthen its control over the regions; 
the appointment and dismissal of regional leaders by the president; and the need for verti-
cal power structures, changes in the division of powers, and the merger of regions. He was, 
however, unable to realize these reforms before his dismissal by Yeltsin in May 1999.

Though Primakov couldn’t bring these reforms to fruition, new laws concerning center-
regional relationships and federalism passed in the Russian Parliament and went into effect 
at the end of 1990s.24 The following section of this article will offer a description of the 
legislative process behind certain laws during this time-period.

Legislative Process of the Federal Law on the Division of Power
The Russian Parliament is bicameral, consisting of the Lower House (the Duma) and 
the Upper House (the Federal Council). According to Article 95 of the Constitution, the 
Federal Council includes two representatives from each subject of the Russian Federation: 
one from the legislative branch and one from the executive body of state authority. From 
1993 to 1995, the Federal Council was consisted of two representatives who were elected 
by people. But after 1996, it consisted of regional executive and representative leaders.25 
The Federal Council has the right to deny a law or require the amendment of a law, but it 
cannot revise a law by itself. Because members of the Federal Council held two posts—one 
in Moscow and one in their own region—a general meeting was held once or twice in 
a month, which was typically not enough time for the Upper Chamber to make useful 
and effective decisions. Nevertheless, when the Federal Law concerning the principles 
of division-of-power and matters of jurisdiction between federal authority and regional 
authorities26 was adopted on June 24, 2009, the Federal Council significantly influenced 
the legislative process.

Provisions of the Law on Division of Power
The June 1999 law specified the procedures for adopting federal laws on matters of joint 
jurisdiction between the center and the regions, as well as for treaties or agreements on 
the division of power and matters of jurisdiction. Therefore, it established a united mecha-
nism for the division of power and clarified the priority of the Federal Constitution and 
federal laws regarding bilateral treaties. The regions would no longer be able to lay out 
their own rules on matters of joint jurisdiction; regional rules had to be amended to now 
follow federal laws.27 

According to the law on the division of power, federal and concerned regional authori-
ties could draw up treaties through discussions in the Federal Council and other regional 
organs.28 Until that point, the president and heads of regions had engaged in bilateral trea-
ties individually; the law gave the option of involvement to federal and regional legislative 
bodies, though the decisions taken by them would not be legislatively binding at the final 
decision.

Indeed, Article 32 of the law required the revision of power-sharing treaties and agree-
ments within three years. But hardly any of the regions, except for the Sakha Republic, 
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revised their treaties within the set period. The law did not specify what would happen if 
treaties were not revised. Therefore, the status of bilateral treaties not revised until June 
2002 remained unclear.29

This was not the first time that the law on the division of power had established the 
priority of the Federal Constitution and federal laws and espoused a united mechanism 
for bilateral treaties. In 1994, a committee on preparing power-sharing treaties had been 
created, led by ex-Vice-Prime Minister Sergei Shakhrai.30 A presidential decree on the 
procedure of activities for power-sharing treaties had set the rules for the committee31: 
treaties could not be newly established, the status of regions provided by the Constitution 
could not be changed, treaties did not allow distortion or redistribution of matters of juris-
diction established by Articles 71 and 72 of the Constitution, and so on. However, the law 
of 1999 did not set forth provisions for possible violation; in other words, even if regions 
did not obey the provisions, they were not punished. However, it is important to note that 
even among the regions, the problem of center-regional relationships was discussed, and 
the regions’ ideas and arguments regarding it were introduced into federal policy.

Discussion of the Law in the Federal Council32

In the legislative process, the Federal Council twice rejected the law approved by the 
Duma in April 1997.33 After the law’s rejection in both May and December of that 
year, joint commissions of the Lower and Upper Houses were created. In particular, 
the second commission faced a difficult road, as many regional leaders whose region 
had a power-sharing treaty took part in it.34 The third discussion in the Federal Council 
was held in February 1999, at which time the Federal Council finally approved the law. 
But even after approval, the president rejected the law, and a special commission was 
established that included a presidential representative. Ultimately, the law was adopted 
on June 24, 1999.

At the first meeting of the Federation Council in May 1997, Anatoly Sychev, chair of 
the regional legislative body in Novosibirsk Oblast’ and chairman of the committee on 
federal problems and regional policy that was responsible for the discussion of the law, 
reported the opinions of the committee.35 According to his report, the Federal Council 
could understand the need for the law, but found that its text was inconsistent with the 
Federal Constitution and thus could not approve it. Ninety-eight (55.1 percent) of the 
members of the Federal Council were against the law, while 23 members (12.9 percent) 
supported it.36

At the second meeting, Vitaly Vishnyakov, vice-head of the committee and chair of the 
regional legislative body in Chita Oblast stated that the amended law included the poten-
tial for simplifying center-regional relationships and developing federalism within Russia. 
This time, the opinions of the members of the Federal Council were divided into three 
categories: those who supported the law, those who acknowledged the need for such a law 
but were still against it, and those who overtly opposed it. Members who supported the 
law recognized the need for a legislative procedure in power-sharing treaties and assessed 
that the law meet their opinion. They argued that though the law had faults, it would be 
possible to change these at a later time. 

Most of the committee members fell into the second category: they saw some benefits 
to the power-sharing option, but still opposed the law’s passage. There were several points 
of disagreement in this camp. Committee members posited that:
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(a) It was impossible to transfer federal powers to the regions, though it was possible 
to transfer regional powers to the center.

(b) It was impossible for the regions to take part in the implementation of federal pow-
ers, though this was possible for the center to undertake.

(c) It was necessary for the conclusion of treaties to be adopted by federal law.

(d) The law simply contradicted the Constitution.

Tatarstan President Shaimiev fully disagreed with the law.37 At that time, 73 members (41.3 
percent) agreed with the law and 45 members (25.3 percent) disagreed with it,38 so the law 
was rejected again and a second joint commission was formed. The first joint commission 
did not include representatives whose regions had participated in a bilateral treaty; the 
second joint commission consisted of some of these representatives.

At the February 1999 meeting of the Federal Council, Nikolai Vynogradov, gover-
nor of Vladimir Oblast, spoke of the decision reached by the second joint commission. 
He said that while the commission’s discussion was controversial, the Duma and the 
Federal Council had finally reached an agreement. The stipulations were as follows:

(a) The Constitution of the Russian Federation was the highest authority of the Federal 
Constitution.

(b) The possibility exited for the regions to set rules until the establishment of a federal 
law on joint jurisdiction.

(c) There was to be participation in the legislative process of federal laws on joint juris-
diction by regions’ proposal.

(d) Existing bilateral treaties must coincide with the law within three years.

Consequently, 119 members (67 percent) agreed to and approved the law; President Yeltsin, 
however, refused to sign it. Finally, the Duma adopted the law by special commission on 
June 4, 1999. In the Federal Council, 110 members (61.8 percent) approved it on June 9, and 
the president signed it on June 24.39

In the Federal Council, at first, almost all members disagreed with the bill 
set forth by the Duma; later, more nuanced opinions gradually began to appear. 
These changes did not correspond to whether or not any bilateral treaties had 
been set forth. On the one hand, the opinion that there was a need for a principle 
of bilateral treaties was in the vast majority. But on the other hand, members of 
the Federal Council required regional involvement in the federal political pro-
cess and enough time to amend existing treaties. While the federal government 
placed limits on the conditions and procedures needed to solidify treaties in order 
to retain future bilateral treaties, the Federal Council members instead tried to  
compromise with the Duma and the president. Finally, the Federal Council approved 
the law on division-of-power. It is possible to conclude, then, that the participation of 
many Federal Council members in the joint commission, and the reflection of their 
opinions in the passing of the law, led to an agreement between the federal government 
and the regions concerning center-regional relationships.
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As we have seen, the problem of central-peripheral relationships in Russia was a 
key political issue through the 1990s. By the end of the Yeltsin era, the revision of laws  
concerning federal institutions in the country had been at least partly achieved, providing 
comprehensive rules for relationships between the center and the regions. However, the 
legal framework was not sufficient to correct asymmetric federalism, and further reforms 
were necessary.

Abolishment of Bilateral Treaties

Policy of the Federal Government
As mentioned previously, ideas of federal reform had already been proposed by Prima-
kov and continued into the Putin era. When Putin became the second Russian president 
in early 2000, he began to work on federal reform—likely influenced by his own experi-
ence in the presidential administration and by Primakov’s ideas during the Yeltsin period. 
Putin noted that he and his government intended to carry out reforms without affecting 
basic constitutional principles. He believed that there was no need to hurry a constitu-
tional change,40 explaining that it was possible to make federal reforms without altering 
the existing constitution. This was a significant departure from Primakov’s viewpoint.

Putin attempted to realize his tasks not alone, but through various bodies, even through 
regional governments. For example, a new political institution, the Government Council, 
was established on September 1, 2000, consisting of all regional leaders.41 They had lost 
their posts in the Upper House of the Russian Parliament after a rule-change regarding 
the formation of the Federation Council,42 and thus had also lost their official connec-
tions to the center. The Government Council falls under the presidential administration; 
its decisions are not legally binding, and the leader’s influence is therefore weaker than 
it was during the 1990s. 

 One subsection of this council, led by Tatarstan President Shaimiev, dealt with the 
problem of center-regional relationships. His group drew up a “Basic Concept of Gov-
ernment Strategy on the division of powers between bodies at the federal, regional, and 
municipal levels, and on mutual relationships between the center and the regions.”43 This 
stated that the central government exerted powers relating to territorial unity, defense, 
and strategic issues, while the regional governments implemented more concrete poli-
cies. Moreover, it stressed that ambiguous joint direction be reduced, with a clear divi-
sion of powers between the center and the regions. This was supported by the Presidium 
of the Government Council, but was excluded from the agenda in the plenary session. 
The chairman of the Council was the Russian president. Since Shaimiev’s concept 
included ideas that conflicted with the views of the central government, it was excluded 
from the agenda. While it could have been foreseen that Shaimev, whose region had sig-
nificant problems with the center, would produce an anti-central plan of this kind, Putin 
nevertheless offered him this important-seeming role, probably in order to avoid direct 
conflict with him and to divert his complaints. Moreover, his ideas were not entirely 
opposed to centralized power—they included the necessity of a vertical power structure 
and the rule of law.

Following the findings of Shaimev’s group, Putin established a new special commis-
sion on center-regional relationships, led by deputy head of the presidential administra-
tion Dmitry Kozak.44 Kozak had previously carried out judicial reforms; during Putin’s 
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second term he was the presidential representative in the Southern Federal District (where 
there had been many political problems) and had served as minister of regional develop-
ment in the Zubkov government.45 His commission also formulated a basic framework 
for relationships between federal, regional, and municipal governments, which aimed 
to concentrate legislative power and to centralize control.46 After the submission of a 
report by Kozak on May 30, 2002, Putin assessed the outcome of the commission, and 
the report’s findings were adopted as the basic policy for the division of power between 
the center and the regions.47

Regional Governments
At the same time, many regions started to abolish or agree with the abolishment of 
bilateral treaties. The first region that referred to the necessity of abolishment and 
brought it to fruition was Omsk Oblast’, where the prosecutor pointed out contra-
diction between federal law and the bilateral treaty.48 The governor decided not to 
amend the treaty, but to abolish it. Leaders of the Volga federal okrug made a deci-
sion to send a common declaration to abolish their treaties voluntarily in July 2001.49 
The governor of Perm Oblast, Yury Turtnef—who later became minister of natural 
resources—demanded cooperation from their regions, pointing out the inconsistency 
of treaties with federal law and the problems of center-regional relationships, and 
advocating abolishment of the treaties.50 Continuing this process until May 2003, 34 
regions abolished their treaties.

On the other hand, some regions did not agree with abolishment; the Republics of 
Tatarstan, Bashkortostan, Sakha, and Chubash, Sverdrovsk Irkutsk Oblasts, Krasnoyarsk 
Krai, and Moscow all objected. They did not want to deny their autonomy or lose their 
power and prestige. For example, in Sverdrovsk Oblast, when the regional authorities 
received the declaration to abolish the treaty from central government in January 2002, 
Governor Rossel disagreed with it: “This declaration is inconsistent with the principle of 
federalism. Even Putin and Kas’yanov are not able to easily abolish the document that their 
precedents concluded.”51 For him, the treaty was a sign of pride; abolishment of it could 
also mean loss of autonomy from the center and loss of support within the region. 

Another example is the Republic of Sakha, the only region that amended its power-shar-
ing treaty after the adoption of federal law on the division of power. In February 2002, the 
federal government advised the regional authorities to abolish the treaty like other regions, 
but the president of the republic did not agree with the abolishment. In September of that 
year, the republic amended its treaty and agreements to be consistent with federal law.52 

In sum, the process of abolishing the treaties varied among regions. Some regions that 
abolished their treaties agreed with the idea of central government or with the Kozak 
commission, based on the idea that power-sharing treaties were not useful and not con-
sistent with federal legislation. On the other hand, some regions maintained their oppo-
sition to the abolishment of treaties. For them, power-sharing treaties were politically,  
economically, and financially important—their treaties would remain in place until the 
new law was realized.

The Amendment Law of 2003 
On July 4, 2003, a federal law “on amendments and supplements to the federal law 
about general principles for the organization of legislative and executive power  
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TABLE 3. Dates of Treaties on the Abolishment of Bilateral Treaties

2001 21 Dec. Astrakhan Oblast, Omsk Oblast, Perm Oblast, Komi-Permyak Autonomous Okrug
 31 Dec. Ulyanovsk Oblast, Mari El Republic
2002 24 Jan. Kirov Oblast
 30 Jan. Magadan Oblast
   2 Feb. Chelyabinsk Oblast
   9 Feb. Saratov Oblast
 15 Feb. Buryat Republic
 19 Feb. Kostroma Oblast, Tver Oblast
 22 Feb. Voronezh Oblast, Samara Oblast
 26 Feb. Ivanovo Oblast
   4 Mar. Sakhalin Oblast
 15 Mar. Altai Krai, Vorogda Oblast, Rostov Oblast, Yaroslavl Oblast
 18 Mar. Amur Oblast
   4 Apr. Orenburg Oblast, St. Petersburg
   6 Apr. Nizhegorod Oblast
 12 Apr. Krasnodar Krai
 18 Apr. Leningrad Oblast
 20 May  Komi Republic
 31 May  Kaliningrad Oblast
   8 Aug. Kabardino-Balkar Republic
   9 Aug. Bulyansk Oblast
 12 Aug. Khabarovsk Krai
   2 Sep. Republic of North Ossetia-Alania
2003 20 May  Murmansk Oblast

Source: See http://constitution.grant.ru/DOC.

 
organs came into effect.53 The new law was based on the basic concept of the Kozak 
commission.

The amended law included the provisions of the federal law—Part 4-1, on general 
principle of division of power between power organs of Russian Federation and power 
organs of the regions of Russian Federation.54 In addition, Part 4-2 provided that 
regions finance their own powers; regional governments had to realize matters of their 
exclusive jurisdiction via their own budget,55 as well as via joint jurisdiction. Until that 
point, the discussions on division of power and financial basis had been made sepa-
rately. The 2003 amendment clarified these aspects of center-regional relationships.

Moreover, according to the 2003 amendments, bilateral treaties should be revised under a 
new procedure or else abolished. As noted above, before the enactment of this law almost all 
treaties had been abolished by regional initiative between 2001 and 2003. Only two regions, 
Tatarstan and Bashkortostan, continued renewal negotiations. So it can be said that as of July 
2005, all bilateral treaties became invalid. Only Tatarstan set forth a new bilateral treaty in 
2007.56

At first glance, it seems that such federal reform has led to a centralized political system. 
However, Kozak’s ideas involved giving more power to the regions to implement policy. 
Some federal laws indeed gave regions new powers relating to public administration, 
social security, cultural inheritance, and so on. This extension of power allowed regional  
governments a free hand to take more measures to achieve socioeconomic development 
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in their territories. At the same time, however, the commission clarified the financial  
resources in order to realize each power, so that regional financial obligations also expand-
ed. In this respect, the extension of regional powers is not necessarily advantageous for the 
regions; that is to say, the amended federal law on organization of a regional power organ 
prescribes that regional authorities provide their own financial backing. As a result, poorer 
regions have to depend more on the federal government.

The center also gave regions the power to control local authorities.57 The new federal 
law on general principles for local authorities includes provisions that strengthen regional 
independent powers over local government—for example, regions can control local 
budgets. Some regions already had their own laws on local authority that stipulated a  
centralized local system. The ideas of the Kozak commission officially admitted such 
regional policies.58

Conclusion
Several important conclusions can be drawn from the above-discussed details on the political 
process of bilateral treaties. First, this calls into question the theory that the Russian federalism 
of the 1990s was characterized by a weak center and strong regions. This is true from some 
aspects, but bilateral treaties did not necessarily give greater power to regional governments. 
These treaties not only allowed regions to have extra-constitutional powers, but also restricted 
various categories within joint jurisdictions between the center and the regions.

A second point to underscore is that the concept of reform of center-regional relation-
ships continued during the second half of the 1990s. The Kremlin discussed the problems 
of asymmetric and individual relationships between the center and regions, and, as has 
been mentioned, the new federal law based on the principle of power-sharing was enacted 
in 1999. Following such a trajectory, President Putin and his administration started actual-
izing concrete policies.

A third point is that not only by Putin’s individual motives, but also via the commitment 
of various actors, Russia was moving toward becoming a centralized political system. In 
2000, the federal government started to codify the concept and put it into effect. At that 
time, many regions abolished power-sharing treaties voluntarily. Even the regions that had 
not compromised their treaties agreed with the new law by the Kozak commission, includ-
ing the provision of abolishment of power-sharing treaties within two years. In return, 
the regions gained greater power to implement their regional policies and their regional 
jurisdiction was expanded.

It is not always desirable for regions to expand their powers and jurisdictions, because 
according to the amendment law of 2003, regions have to find their own finances in order to 
implement their powers. This means that the federal government could push the responsi-
bility of implementing socioeconomic policy, which requires more money. If the situation 
continues for a few years, poor regions will further depend on the center.

This analysis has shown that it was not Putin’s individual initiative, but that of vari-
ous central and regional actors, that helped realize the abolishment of bilateral treaties.  
The success of these reforms and the tendency toward a more centralized political system 
can be owed to multiple regions and entities. It is difficult to say whether or not other poli-
cies set forth under the Putin presidency, as a whole, also garnered such an outcome. But 
it is important to view the relationships between the center and the regions in Russia from 
multiple perspectives—and from both the center’s and the regions’ perspectives.
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