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			This issue of Demokratizatsiya presents some of the first results for a research project entitled “Choices of Russian Modernization” organized by the Finnish Center of Excellence in Russian Studies.1 While Russia has by 2014 abandoned the very discourse of modernization, which was so popular during Dmitry Medvedev’s presidency (2008-12), the time is ripe to discuss the continuing need for modernization in Russia after the Soviet collapse and its likely consequences. 

			The idea of achieving major economic and social advances in Russia without free and fair political competition formed the essence of the post-Soviet modernization project. Indeed, the outcomes of this project so far have been rather mixed. Even though in the 2000s Russia experienced impressive economic growth after a period of deep and protracted recession, these successes did not produce any major institutional changes which could bolster the rule of law, good governance, and protection of human rights. No wonder that developments in Russia following the annexation of Crimea and the increasing confrontation with the West call into question the entire project of authoritarian modernization.

			Analyzing the politics and policies of Russia’s post-Soviet authoritarian modernization is important not only for answering the eternal Russian question “Who is to be blamed?” It is also relevant for assessing Russia’s prospects. 

			The contributors whose articles are published here deal with a wide range of issues, but they focused on the role of choices made by Russian actors under certain structural conditions. The interests, ideas, and perceptions of the various actors affected these choices, but they also often resulted in unintended consequences, given the many uncertainties of the Russian political, economic, and social landscape. Thus, the implementation of the “authoritarian modernization” project was far from its ideals: dictatorial trends in Russia increased over time while economic and social well-being faced rising challenges and constraints. The contributions to this issue elaborate this common theme in a range of different contexts.

			Vladimir Gel’man’s article, “The Rise and Decline of Electoral Authoritarianism in Russia,” analyzes the logic of regime change in post-Soviet Russia. It argues that the rise of electoral authoritarianism was a side effect of the failure of democratization launched in the late Soviet period. This reverse tide distorted Russia’s main democratic institutions, which the Kremlin used as tools of political legitimation and mimicry. But even though it is well entrenched today, electoral authoritarianism itself is vulnerable due to numerous challenges, which will affect its further trajectory, though in unpredictable ways.

			Against this political background, the subsequent articles dealt with reforms in specific policy areas in Russia. In their article, “Paradoxes of Agency: Democracy and Welfare in Russia,” Meri Kulmala, Markus Kainu, Jouko Nikula and Markku Kivinen analyzed the inconsistency of social policy reforms. Despite the authorities’ loud rhetoric, which claimed that building a welfare state was a top priority, in fact, social policies turned out to be a loose set of incoherent and poorly coordinated measures, which contributed to rather diverse outcomes. The authors focused on the fundamental political problems of social policy-making in Russia, such as the lack of democratic accountability, the biased system of interest representation, and the bureaucratic inefficiency, both on national and subnational level. 

			Andrey Starodubtsev concentrated on the low priority assigned to the regional agenda among top Russian decision-makers in his article, “Agency Matters: The Failure of Russian Regional Policy Reforms.” He argued that Russia’s rulers were more interested in the loyalty of the regional authorities than in efficient territorial governance. Therefore, it is no surprise that regional policy remained of secondary importance, suffered from lobbyist pressure and arbitrary decisions, and that its institutional arrangements did little to help develop the Russian regions. 

			The complex of financial, institutional and ideological factors which define environmental policy in Russia form the core of Nina Tynkkynen’s contribution, “Prospects for Ecological Modernization in Russia: Analysis of the Policy Environment.” She examines the crucial role of these factors in implementing ecological modernization in Russia. However, the overall political environment is not supportive and likely to limit Russia’s ecological modernization to relatively weak outcomes. In particular, the government emphasizes technological and managerial solutions to environmental problems, which are important, but insufficient for successful policy reforms in this area.

			Katri Pynnöniemi’s article, “Science Fiction: President Medvedev’s Campaign for Russia’s ‘Technological Modernization,’” presents a crucial assessment of Medvedev’s failed attempt to modernize Russia’s high-tech industry. According to her view, the Commission for Modernization and Technological Development of Russia’s Economy projected science fiction writings into the agenda of public debates in Russia that helped develop positive imaginings of the Russian future. However, such discourses were largely useless in dealing with practical matters and implementing major changes.

			Hanna Smith’s “Democratization and War: The Chechen Wars’ Contribution to Failing Democratization in Russia,” reexamines the mutual influence of the Chechen wars and regime changes in Russia in the 1990s and 2000s. She extends the argument that democratizing regimes are prone to interstate wars by looking at an example of intra-state violent conflict, using the Chechen wars as a case study. She concludes that, while partial and inconsistent democratization in Russia contributed to the beginning of the first and second Chechen wars, both wars, in turn, played a decisive role in increasing authoritarian tendencies in Russia.

			The big question mark after the title “Authoritarian Modernization in Russia?” is not only related to current events and the recent decisions of the country’s leaders. It also reflects the dubious and controversial nature of the very project of authoritarian modernization. The articles gathered here raise further questions about its nature, mechanisms, outcomes, and consequences. Yet, authoritarian modernization is still at the core of the political and policy agenda in post-Soviet Russia, even during Putin’s third presidential term. However, it remains unclear how long this agenda can dominate the country’s politics and when, how, and in what direction it will be changed.



			
				
					1 For details of the project, funded by the Academy of Finland, see http://www.helsinki.fi/aleksanteri/crm/index.html (accessed October 3, 2014). 
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			Abstract. Many scholars argue that the political regime in contemporary Russia exemplifies the global phenomenon of electoral authoritarianism. But, what are the major features of such a regime in the case of Russia? Why and how did it proceed through a life cycle of emergence, development, and decay? And how might it evolve in the foreseeable future? This article seeks answers to these questions.

			By the 2010s, almost nobody used the term “democracy” when referring to Russia, and debates among experts were mostly focused on how far the country deviated from democratic standards.1 While “pessimists” wrote of the consolidation of an authoritarian regime in Russia,2 “optimists” avoided such firm claims, focusing instead on the low level of repression by Russia’s political regime3 or labeling it as a “hybrid” due to the presence of some democratic institutions.4 To some extent, these terminological controversies reflected conceptual problems in the study of regimes globally.5 But, beyond that, most scholars agree that Russian politics under Vladimir Putin has been marked by such pathologies as outrageously unfair and fraudulent elections, the coexistence of weak and impotent political parties with a dominant “party of power,” a heavily censored (often self-censored) media, rubber-stamping legislatures at the national and sub-national levels, politically subordinated courts, arbitrary use of the economic powers of the state, and widespread corruption. 

			In this article, I attempt to explain the logic of the emergence and development of Russia’s current political regime, identify its major features and peculiarities, reconsider its institutional foundations and mechanisms of enforcement, analyze the trajectory of the regime’s “life cycle,” and reflect on possible trajectories for future evolution. 

			Electoral Authoritarianism: Why?

			If one placed post-communist Russia on the world map of political regimes, it would fit into the category of “electoral” or “competitive” authoritarianism.6 These regimes, although authoritarian, incorporate elections that are meaningful, and stand in contrast to “classical” versions of authoritarianism, which are known for their “elections without choice.”7 However, in electoral or competitive authoritarianism, and in contrast to electoral democracies, elections are marked by an uneven playing field based on: formal and informal rules that construct prohibitively high barriers to participation; sharply unequal access of competitors to financial and media resources; abuses of power by the state apparatus for the sake of maximizing incumbent votes; and multiple instances of electoral fraud. The uneven playing field serves as a defining distinction between electoral authoritarianism and electoral democracy.

			Recently, there has been a proliferation of electoral authoritarian regimes as a result of two different, although not mutually exclusive, forces. First, regular elections under tightly controlled party competition allows rulers of authoritarian regimes to effectively monitor their country’s elites, the state apparatus, and the citizenry, thus averting risks of the regime’s sudden collapse due to domestic political conflicts.8 Second, autocrats across the globe hold elections as a means of legitimizing the status quo in the eyes of both domestic and international actors.9 However, such elections have become a crucial test of survival for electoral authoritarian regimes: rulers must not only defeat their challengers in unfair elections, but also persuade both domestic and foreign audiences to acknowledge such victories and to mute criticisms about electoral unfairness. Although many electoral authoritarian regimes resolved these tasks more or less successfully, post-electoral protests following unfair elections could often become challenges to regime survival, as the experience of the “color revolutions” in post-communist states and the “Arab Spring” demonstrates. 

			The variation in longevity among electoral authoritarian regimes raises an important question: Why do some electoral authoritarian regimes persist for decades in some countries (as in Mexico under the Institutional Revolutionary Party or in Egypt until the Arab Spring), while in other states electoral authoritarianism proved either to be a temporary developmental stage in the wake of democratization (e.g., Serbia), or to result in the replacement of one electoral authoritarian regime with another (as in Ukraine before and after the “Orange Revolution”)? The evolution of post-communist Russia may shed light on the sources of strength and weakness among electoral authoritarian regimes.

			Observers differ in their explanations for the failure of electoral authoritarian regimes. Some experts highlight the success of anti-system mobilization by opposition elites in countries ranging from Serbia to Ukraine.10 Others stress the vulnerability of authoritarian regimes themselves due to their lack of insulation from Western influences, the weakness of their coercive capacities, and their inability to establish strong, dominant parties.11 But the discussion of “who is to be blamed” for the failure of electoral authoritarianism – the regime or the opposition12 – is limited by the lesser attention paid to “success stories” among such regimes, of which Russia, at least until the protests of 2011-2012, appears to be one.

			Russia’s rulers invested heavily in building their political monopoly, by placing both the state apparatus and the dominant political party, United Russia (UR), under hierarchical subordination to central authority, and by effectively insulating domestic politics from direct Western influence. To the regime’s advantage, moreover, popular demand for political changes long remained only latent.13 The regime averted possible challenges to the status quo by building prohibitively high barriers to entry to the political market, skillfully implementing divide-and-conquer tactics, coopting loyal “fellow travelers” of the regime, and coercing “non-systemic” actors, which pushed them into a narrow, anti-establishment “ghetto.”14 Even though the rise of protest activism in 2011-2012 did somewhat shake the previous equilibrium, there is no basis to predictions anticipating the near-term collapse of electoral authoritarianism in Russia.

			Why and how has the electoral authoritarian regime been consolidated in Russia? What are the causes of its emergence, mechanisms of its maintenance, and possible trajectories of change? In search of answers to these questions, I analyze the institutional and political factors, then specify the developmental stages of Russian electoral authoritarianism, and, finally, discuss the prospects for its political evolution.

			Institutional Foundations and Political Pillars of Russia’s Authoritarianism

			In order to build and maintain a durable authoritarian regime, autocratic leaders must simultaneously resolve four interrelated tasks. First, they must avoid potent challenges from the citizenry or organized political opposition. Second, they have to minimize risks of being overthrown by a part of the ruling group, either by a coup d’état or by these elites joining the ranks of the opposition. These tasks require the smart use of both “sticks” and “carrots,” repression and cooptation. Third, the sustainability of an authoritarian regime in the long run is nearly impossible without its remaining in control of the bureaucracy, the coercive apparatus, and the dominant party (if there is one). Fourth, authoritarian regimes must wrestle with the “dilemma of performance”: demands for political change if they perform poorly, but rising expectations of economic progress and political inclusion if they perform well in attaining high economic growth rates.15

			The post-Communist authoritarian regime in Russia is, in many ways, different from “classical” dictatorships and the regimes established in some of Russia’s post-Soviet neighbors. This regime not only preserved the façade of democratic institutions that emerged in the early 1990s, such as parliament and multi-party elections, but notoriously and vigorously increased their visibility while emasculating and perverting their substance. This practice of building a “democratic Potemkin village” is not unique among electoral authoritarianisms. Like other authoritarian regimes they must mimic democratic institutions, while also coopting various segments of the ruling class, the real or potential opposition, and society as a whole.16 Although such a strategy minimized the risks of domestic political conflicts, its side effect was the rising cost of possible repressions, which increased over time. The other feature of Russia’s regime was the lack of incentives for improving government performance, which declined over time. Thus, for the ruling group, the maintenance of the status quo became a goal in itself.

			Although the troubled birth of electoral authoritarianism in Russia was a by-product of resolving post-Soviet intra-elite conflicts on a “winner take all” basis,17 a power monopoly cannot last long just by default, as the experience of the “color revolutions” suggests. Russia’s rulers have had to invest tremendous efforts into consolidating their electoral authoritarian regime to ensure its sustainability over time. For this purpose, they rely upon three major institutional sources, which provided the basis for the status quo regime, namely: (1) superpresidentialism; (2) subnational authoritarianism; and (3) a dominant party.

			Superpresidentialism serves not only as the result of political monopolies operating in post-Soviet countries,18 but also helps to create such monopolies.19 Given their zero-sum nature,20 presidential elections dramatically increased the cost for an incumbent to lose, since the political, and often physical, survival of the rulers and their entourage were at stake. Therefore, for rulers of electoral authoritarian regimes, superpresidentialism creates additional incentives to hold power at any cost. It also poses new challenges. Such leaders are faced with the temptation to eliminate electoral competition as such and impose a classical version of authoritarianism (such as in Kazakhstan under President Nursultan Nazarbayev). Similarly, they must address the risk of destabilizing the status quo in the case of a leadership succession due to the almost inevitable reconfiguration of patronage ties, which help to maintain the loyalty of elites (as happened in Ukraine and Georgia before the color revolutions).21 The Russian regime, however, avoided both traps in its evolutionary trajectory, although each of these outcomes was possible in the 1990s.

			After Putin’s victory in the post-Yeltsin succession in 1999-2000, he not only had to maintain the status quo regime, but strengthen its institutional foundations. After all, he aimed to reduce various segments of Russia’s elites to unequivocal submission and to subordinate them with a sustainable and effective combination of positive and negative incentives, which would, in turn, facilitate the long-term loyalty of all stakeholders. This combination was based upon two major interconnected reforms, implemented by the regime in the 2000s: (1) cooptation of the local political machines controlled by regional governors and city mayors into a nation-wide Kremlin-driven echelon; and (2) reformatting the party system into a highly controlled hierarchy under the dominance of United Russia (UR). Key institutional changes, such as the elimination of popular gubernatorial elections and the reframing of electoral and party legislation, played a major role in this process.

			Decentralized subnational authoritarianism, which emerged in many of Russia’s regions in the 1990s and was strengthened in the early 2000s,22 was a dubious Kremlin ally in the implementation of its strategy. First, it left regional elites wide room for maneuver and could not prevent the risk of them organizing to oppose the federal government, as they did on the eve of the 1999 parliamentary elections.23 Second, the Kremlin had to pay a high price in order to conclude informal contracts with regional leaders during the 1990s, which were based on the principle of “loyalty for non-intervention.” However, starting in 2004, when the president de facto took the right to appoint regional chief executives instead of letting them stand in regional elections, the federal government was able to more easily control the governors, because the institutional changes gave the regional elites new incentives to obey Moscow.24 The Kremlin agreed to the power monopoly of regional leaders in their own regions if they produced the necessary votes for presidential and parliamentary elections and demonstrated the ability to control local politics for the sake of preserving the status quo regime. Thus, a new informal contract with subnational leaders, based on the principle of a “power monopoly for the ‘correct’ voting results,”25 became a major element of Russian electoral authoritarianism.

			Finally, UR became a major Kremlin tool, which allowed the ruling group to acquire an unchallenged monopoly in both parliamentary26 and electoral27 politics. This monopoly had been reached after a series of institutional changes, including toughening rules on registration of political parties, increasing the threshold on parliamentary elections, shifting from a mixed to a proportional electoral system, and the like. After gaining a monopoly, UR became the only available choice for all significant national and subnational political actors. Despite its monopoly, however, UR was merely the legislative and electoral arm of the top officials, and served purely as an instrument, with no autonomy from the Kremlin. Still, several other parties were present on the periphery of the Russian electoral arena without posing a serious danger to the regime, decreasing the risk that a disloyal opposition would arise, and to a certain extent also supporting the status quo regime.28

			These institutional sources of Russian electoral authoritarianism, as such, cannot make the status quo regime more attractive to the elites and the population at large. But they severely diminished the attractiveness and availability of all possible alternatives to the existing political order, thus maintaining a suboptimal political regime as “the only game in town.” Based upon these institutional foundations, Russia’s electoral authoritarianism in the 2000s achieved consolidation and established a political equilibrium. Following Przeworski’s argument that “authoritarian equilibrium rests mainly on lies, fear, or economic prosperity,”29 one might argue that these three pillars played an important role in the case of Russia’s electoral authoritarianism, even though in reverse order. The impressive economic growth of the 2000s greatly contributed to an unusually high level of popular support for Russia’s rulers and the regime as a whole;30 thus, the Kremlin’s costs for buying the loyalty of its citizens remained relatively low while the time horizon of the status quo regime lengthened. But the nature of the regime’s popular support was merely specific rather than diffuse;31 Russian citizens endorsed electoral authoritarianism only as long as it provided them with material benefits, but not because of a mass belief in its legitimacy as such. Therefore, it is not surprising that even though the deep, but short-term recession during the global economic crisis of 2008-2009 did not lead to a crucial decline of mass support for the status quo regime, it did provoke risks of political disequilibrium,32 which became visible in the wake of the protest mobilization that took place in 2011-2012.

			The economic growth of the 2000s also allowed Russia’s rulers to rely upon carrots rather than sticks as the major tools of their dominance; systematic repressions of their opposition rivals were not necessary. Rather than cracking down, Russia’s regime guaranteed its subjects (at least, on paper) a wide array of individual and, to some extent, civil freedoms, although they severely constrained their political rights. Even political repressions of the regime’s opponents were limited: the list of political prisoners in Russia complied by human rights activists after the Kremlin-induced “tightening of the screws” in November 2013 included just seventy names, an incredibly low number on the world map of authoritarian regimes. The fear that the regime would repress an individual due to political disloyalty, quite probably, was overestimated. But in a broader sense, the fear felt among various social groups that implementing political change would be costly (especially after the traumatic experience of turbulent reforms during the 1990s) contributed to the preservation of the status quo. In other words, fear of potentially losing existing benefits and the population’s inherent risk aversion contributed to the fact that among those Russians who complained about the status quo regime, its continuity seemed like a lesser evil vis-à-vis any other alternatives.33

			Finally, the third pillar of authoritarian equilibrium – lies – became the most visible element of Russia’s regime. Thanks to its monopolist control over Russia’s major information channels, the Kremlin had ample opportunities to deploy a wide range of propagandist techniques, and successfully maintained an authoritarian equilibrium. A noisy independent media milieu was driven into the ghetto of the Internet and a handful of other outlets with small audiences, but beyond these narrow circles, the Kremlin and its loyalists enjoyed full-fledged dominance over political news. The monopolist information supply also met low demand for alternative sources among many Russians. Therefore, an unsurprisingly large share of respondents evaluated the 2007-2008 national elections in Russia as “fair”34 despite widespread fraud and manipulations.

			To summarize, the loyalty of the elites and masses for the status quo regime and their voluntary or involuntary support of the Kremlin-imposed “rules of the game” became the major  indicators measuring the consolidation of Russia’s electoral authoritarianism. This consolidation had two major consequences. First, on the political supply side, Putin as a dominant actor was able to maintain a delicate balance between sticks and carrots, which left potential political actors no choice other than subordination or, at least, non-participation. This coordination mechanism can be regarded as an “imposed consensus,”35 or, in terms of The Godfather movie, “an offer he can’t refuse.” Although, according to a 2008 survey of Russian elites, many endorsed democratic institutions and practices,36 in practice, they did not put up much resistance to authoritarian rule. Second, on the political demand side, the low level of mass activism during the 1990s (similar to that of other post-Communist states),37 was replaced in the 2000s by an increasing alienation of citizens from politics; even the occasional small-scale local “rebellions” did not change the landscape of political silence. As Robertson convincingly demonstrated, the mass protests of the 1990s by and large reflected intra-elite conflicts,38 and the shrinking of the political opportunity structure39 in the 2000s further contributed to mass apathy. In terms of Hirschman’s famous typology of reactions to crises, when Russian citizens were faced with the regime, they preferred “exit” in various forms to any instances of “voice,”40 thus contributing to the preservation of the status quo.

			Thus, the electoral nature of authoritarianism, the low level of repressiveness, the efficient use of institutional foundations (superpresidentialism, centralized subnational authoritarianism, and the dominant party), the winning combination of major political pillars (economic well-being, fear of political disequilibration, and the lies of virtual politics) and a changing supply-demand balance on the political market became major features of Russia’s political regime. These features contributed to the rise of electoral authoritarianism, but also played a major role in its subsequent decline.

			Electoral Authoritarianism: Stages of the Life Cycle

			It would be no wild exaggeration to argue that the politics of late-Soviet democratization in 1989-1991 became one of the preconditions for the rise of electoral authoritarianism in Russia as well as in some other post-Soviet states. The politics of this period established elections as the major institution conferring political legitimacy, thereby not completely foreclosing a path to classical authoritarianism, but placing a major bump on this road. Even though the emergence of electoral democracy in Russia was short-lived and abrupt, the very fact that any claims of political power without elections were considered illegitimate41 became the major lesson learned from this period. In fact, the 1992-1993 conflict between Yeltsin and the parliament was a typical instance of “dual legitimacy,”42 but both sides rejected the use of electoral mechanisms for its resolution in favor of a plebiscite, which, to some degree, defined the outcome as a zero-sum result.43 Even so, the mass support for the winners of the 1993 conflict (even if this support was rather dubious) forced them to use elections as a major political tool that supported their own interests. While the pro-Yeltsin parties performed relatively poorly during the 1993 State Duma elections, and some advisors even proposed renouncing the “wrong” results, Yeltsin himself was mostly concerned with the simultaneous constitutional referendum, which ensured his broad powers, and rejected the idea of nullifying the elections. As a result, electoral institutions survived and secured their political meaning in post-soviet Russia. Although the troubled birth of electoral authoritarianism in Russia occurred by chance and was driven by the changing political circumstances, the very logic of regime formation reflects the failure of the emergence of electoral democracy in Russia in the early 1990s.

			A similar dilemma of “electoral” vs. “classical” authoritarianism arose again for Russia’s rulers during a new critical juncture of the regime’s political evolution – namely, on the eve of presidential elections in March 1996. At that moment, popular approval for Yeltsin as the incumbent was extremely low (his electoral rating was about 5 percent), and, against the background of protracted recession and the Chechen war, prospects for a reelection bid looked gloomy. The possible electoral defeat posed major threats not only to Yeltsin’s political survival, but his physical survival as well: the cost of losing the presidential election was too high for taking this risk. It is no wonder that the option of nullifying the results in the case of failure ex post facto was widely discussed within the ruling group; moreover, Yeltsin’s entourage even dissolved the parliament with a plan for prohibiting the Communist opposition and postponing the elections.44 But the cost of tossing out the imperfect rules of the game and basing the ruling group’s survival on repressing the opposition and eliminating electoral institutions was even higher. Such a political move could have produced a major breakdown among Russia’s elites and provoked the loss of federal control over many provinces and possibly the country as a whole. In the worst case, such a coup d’état could have delegitimized Yeltsin and the political regime as such. Under these conditions, holding elections became an inevitable choice even though their conduct was unfair.45 Electoral authoritarianism in Russia resulted in a path-dependent evolution: once it emerged, it continued over several electoral cycles, thereby increasing the cost of possible major revisions in these rules of the game over time for both elites and the masses.46

			The “war of the Yeltsin Succession” in the 1999 parliamentary elections became a turning point for the electoral authoritarian regime in Russia. Since Yeltsin was no longer able to retain his presidential post and could not automatically transfer power to a loyal successor (like Heydar Aliyev handing the presidency to his son in Azerbaijan), the leadership succession crisis provoked the threat of a major intra-elite conflict.47 The newly emerged Fatherland – All Russia (OVR) coalition of regional leaders and oligarchs aspired to seize the position of dominant actor through an electoral victory, while the Kremlin exerted extensive force to prevent alternative elites from coordinating,48 thereby opening the way for the relative success of the Kremlin-backed Unity coalition, which ultimately defeated the OVR in a tough competition. The skyrocketing popularity of Yeltsin’s chosen successor, Vladimir Putin, against the background of the beginning of the post-crisis economic growth and the Kremlin’s media control, which ensured its victory in the “information wars,”49 contributed to this outcome. Even before the elections, numerous OVR loyalists deserted to the camp of the prospective winners. The outcome of this conflict was Unity’s hostile takeover of OVR, with the resultant party becoming UR, and the subsequent cooptation of its founding fathers into a new “winning coalition” around Putin. Even though this conflict had a major electoral dimension, with a relative balance of forces between Unity and OVR, and offered the possibility for a turn from electoral authoritarianism to electoral democracy,50 in fact, electoral means did not resolve this conflict and its outcome should be regarded in zero-sum terms.

			In 2000, the new ruling group, led by Putin, had to respond to the challenges that arose during the elite conflict of 1999, and, once they had consolidated power, the subsequent color revolutions. The major lessons the Kremlin learned from these experiences were that its political monopoly could not be sustained over time just by default. The leadership had to take active measures to strengthen its hold on power through the skillful use of political and institutional instruments, which they deployed to prevent the coordination of alternative elites and citizens-at-large and to increase entry barriers to the political market. In complement to the measures outlined above, such as recentralization of subnational authoritarianism and investments into dominant party building, the Kremlin began to exert pressure on already weak organizational entities, such as opposition parties, independent media, and NGOs that might facilitate coordination among alternative elites and decrease the costs of political participation. Almost all of these organizations were faced with making the tough choice between cooptation into the regime as loyal, junior, subordinated agents or accepting the peripheral status of being relegated to the hopeless, “niche” opposition.51 These “tough” political constraints came on top of the “soft” political constrains applied from the standard “menu of manipulations” of electoral authoritarianism,52 including: (1) biased political reporting in the media; (2) direct and indirect state funding for pro-governmental parties and NGOs; (3) systematic use (or, rather, abuse) of state resources to ensure electoral victory for the incumbent at any cost; and (4) biased court decisions consistently favoring state officials and/or their loyalists over opposition-minded (or independent) activists. Simultaneously, the ruling groups effectively adjusted and fine-tuned the electoral laws to ensure that they provided them with the best advantage. Elections served as a means of legitimizing the status quo regime, and allowed the ruling group to adopt a wide range of policies across various arenas irrespective of voter preferences. Russian elections also helped to rotate the elites without them having to compete for votes, due to the very fact that the winners of future elections were appointed well before citizens went to the polls.

			The overwhelming triumph of UR during the 2007 parliamentary elections (64.3 percent of votes) marked the apogee of Russia’s electoral authoritarianism. But this success coincided with the major challenge of presidential term limits for Putin, who could not run for a third consecutive period in office in 2008. He was faced with a difficult choice. Possible solutions included amending the constitution to abolish term limits, adopting a new constitution from scratch, or, completely eliminating the constitution as a set of formal rules of the game and the media discussed all these possibilities intensively. In fact, “Putin’s dilemma” was the choice between two evolutionary trajectories for the political regime: either to invest into the window dressing of a democratic façade or to tear off the mask and establish an authoritarian regime that had much in common with a classical dictatorship. While picking a loyal successor would mean the former choice, remaining in office for a third consecutive term would become a major shift to the latter option.

			We might never be able to answer precisely the question of why Putin and his team preferred not to retain all power levers in their hands “once and forever” and decided to transfer formal powers to the chosen successor, Dmitry Medvedev. The costs of turning the electoral authoritarian regime (with its democratic mimicry) into a naked and unequivocal classical dictatorship were quite high because they would have undermined the domestic and, especially, international legitimacy of the regime. Besides, the nuisance of being associated with a group of dictators, such as Belarus’s Lukashenka or Uzbekistan’s Karimov, Russia’s rulers would be faced with major troubles in legalizing their incomes and property in the West. These considerations may have played a certain role in resolving Putin’s dilemma. But, most probably, the answer is that electoral authoritarianism, despite certain costs required to maintain the status quo regime, essentially satisfied the Kremlin’s wishes, and incentives encouraging making major changes were not sufficiently strong. If so, then Putin’s dilemma was resolved mainly by default, given the widespread predictions that four years of inertia under Medvedev would preserve the domestic and international environment for the regime. These expectations, however, proved to be wrong: surprisingly, the 2011-2012 electoral cycle launched the downward phase of electoral authoritarianism in Russia.

			The outcome of the December 2011 parliamentary election was a new critical juncture for the regime’s trajectory. Despite all of the Kremlin’s efforts, UR failed to get 50 percent of the votes, and the sudden wave of political protests came seemingly out of nowhere. To what extent did the partial electoral defeat of Russia’s authoritarian regime result from the intended or unintended moves of the political actors? One might argue that these outcomes are by no means unique and country-specific phenomena. Scholars paid special attention to the “stunning elections,” which might be held by authoritarian regimes for enhancing their legitimacy, but resulted in defeats of the ruling group and sometimes (though not always) paving the way for full-fledged democratization, similar to what happened in the Soviet Union in 1989,53 but their causes and mechanisms were not analyzed thoroughly enough. As the preliminary analysis of the case of Russia suggests, expectations among the ruling group were oriented retrospectively and they poorly took into account the major, but latent, shifts in popular political demands.54 During the period of Medvedev’s term in office, the Kremlin mostly dressed the windows of the democratic façade, but underestimated the threats of increasing cracks in the wall behind this façade. If the Kremlin presumed that the “switcheroo” within the ruling group announced in September 2011, with Putin returning as a president and Medvedev replacing him as prime minister, would automatically result in the elimination of the regime’s façade, then it was a strategic miscalculation. In fact, Russia’s citizens could not be eliminated from the political process with the use of repressions since the Kremlin had not invested enough resources into buying their loyalty. Thus, the balance between sticks and carrots, effectively managed in the 2000s, was broken: sticks were used too selectively and ineffectively, while carrots were in short supply for the citizens. The ruling group paid for this mistake after the 2011 parliamentary elections.

			The 2011-2012 protests called into question the three political pillars of electoral authoritarianism in Russia. Economic prosperity no longer secured support for the status quo regime from the “advanced” voters (i.e., young, educated, well-to-do big-city residents), but it was also insufficient for maintaining the loyalty of “peripheral” voters (i.e., aged, unskilled, relatively poor small-town residents).55 Fear, to some extent, was overcome due to the demonstrative bandwagon effect of mass protests,56 and because of the successful and creative use of the Internet and social media by opposition activists. Finally, lies, which successfully served the Kremlin’s interests for many years, no longer brought the same results as in the “virtual politics” of the 2000s. In this context, Lincoln’s quote that one can fool some of the people all of the time, and all of the people some of the time, but cannot fool all of the people all of the time, is relevant. Russian voters could remain indifferent to the regime’s manipulation for a long period of time, but the opposition was able to capitalize on these errors and effectively activate and mobilize its supporters. Nevertheless, the regime’s resources and capacity were large enough, and the Kremlin did not lose its social bases before the presidential election in March 2012, and ultimately, even though with difficulties, it prevented the further spread of protests and secured the incumbents’ continuing dominance.

			The reaction of the ruling group to the relative defeat of electoral authoritarianism and the subsequent wave of protests fits standard models, previously offered for analyzing the evolutionary trajectories of classical versions of authoritarian regimes.57 Although initially, a limited and partial liberalization of the rules of the game was proposed as a response to the protests, later on the Kremlin turned to tightening the screws, and imposing threats of sanctions against the regime’s opponents: since newly offered carrots were not juicy enough, the authorities resorted to a hard stick. Although the regime liberalized the registration rules for new political parties and reestablished popular elections for regional chief executives, these concessions were emasculated to the point where they did not pose any risks to the regime. To the contrary, higher fines for participating in unsanctioned protest actions and increased pressure on opposition leaders and activists, independent media and NGOs sought to increase the costs of oppositional political participation, which has indeed dropped in the wake of the 2011-2012 protests, thereby reducing risks of its spreading such contagion across the country’s provinces and among new social milieu. Rather, these political and institutional changes sought to promote the regime’s consolidation by correcting mistakes made during the previous stage of authoritarian regime building. But even though the institutional sources of Russia’s regime changed slightly, its equilibrium increasingly rests upon lies and fear. Ultimately, the status quo regime is secured by the fact that, despite the protests, the public does not consider the available alternatives as either realistic or attractive;58 nevertheless, the prospects for the further consolidation of the authoritarian regime came into question. 

			An Agenda for Tomorrow

			By early 2014, the previous authoritarian equilibrium in Russia seemed to have been restored, at least superficially: Putin had returned to the presidential office and the key posts and sources of rents had been rearranged among major special interest groups; the regime’s “fellow travelers” as well as major parts of the general public voluntarily or involuntarily agreed with the preservation of the status quo; political protests had reached the saturation point and were no longer perceived as a dangerous challenge to the regime. 

			But this equilibrium is partial and unstable: the annexation of Crimea in March 2014 and the following confrontation with the West over Ukraine has shaken it to a great degree. Against this background, the public applauded Russia’s aggressive foreign policy and Putin’s approval rating climbed above 80 percent, according to numerous surveys.59 At least for a while, the Russian leadership received carte blanche from its fellow citizens, and used this support to strengthen its dominance by tightening the screws, targeting the opposition, jamming public dissent, and toughening regulations, with the goal of reducing the opportunities for undermining Putin’s rule. The Russian media orchestrated an aggressive campaign against the West and its domestic supporters, who were labelled a “fifth column.” To paraphrase the Boney M song Rasputin, which was popular in the 1970s, Russia in the 2010s under the reign of Putin, turned into a “Russian hate machine,” which increasingly relied upon lies and fear in both the domestic and international arenas.

			The Kremlin effectively used this moment to correct its errors in the electoral arena: competition in sub-national elections was almost eliminated, so the September 2014 regional and local election cycle more closely resembled hegemonic (or classical) authoritarian regimes than the previous practices of electoral authoritarianism.60 Independent media outlets reduced the criticism they leveled against the authorities, and state media’s vicious attacks on civic activists and dissenters became showcases for the politics of fear. At the same time, the Russian regime became more personalized and securitized, its policy-making became more spontaneous, and its reliance upon the inner circle of cronies and security apparatus increased many risks both for elites and for society at large, making the Kremlin’s next moves less and less predictable. Still, the possible future trajectories of the regime’s further evolution are worth further analyzing. There are three potential scenarios: (1) the preservation of the status quo regime (and its further decay); (2) the turn to an “iron fist” with the systematic tightening of the screws by the ruling group in the building of a more repressive regime; and (3) a step-by-step creeping (and quite probably, inconsistent) democratization. The real practice of Russian politics could develop as a combination of these scenarios or as a shift from one scenario to another.

			The first scenario, maintaining the status quo, is based on the assumption that the political environment for Russia’s regime will remain nearly the same in terms of the constellations of key actors and their opportunities for rent-seeking, while the pressure from the opposition and the scope of mass protests will drop to the pre-2011 level. Under these conditions, the ruling group will have no incentives to make major revisions in the rules of the game. Their calculations would be based on the idea that inertia-based preservation of the status quo is the lesser evil for Russia’s elites (in comparison with the risks of democratization and a turn toward a more repressive regime) and even as a second-best option for the opposition. But maintaining this political equilibrium would be a difficult task for Russia’s rulers, who have to balance the simultaneous use of sticks and carrots. Ensuring this balance would require a tremendous rise in side payments to the regime’s loyalists, so the costs of equilibrium will increase, raising doubts about the durability of this scenario, especially against the background of Russia’s increasing economic problems. But if exit will again prevail over voice, then the status quo regime will face smaller challenges, while the costs of overcoming major barriers will increase for the opposition. The lack of major changes may continue until the physical extinction of Russia’s rulers or at least as long as the costs of maintaining the equilibrium will not become prohibitively high.

			The second scenario assumes that the ruling group will be faced with major challenges in terms of large mass protests, rising perceptions of growing threats from the West and the “fifth column” of domestic “national traitors,” a further decline of public support for the regime, and growing and more open dissent among Russia’s elites and other previously loyal supporters who cannot be co-opted any longer. In these conditions, the Kremlin’s temptation to employ a full-fledged use of the stick might become irresistible. In the long run, this strategy rarely brings positive effects for the regime, especially if its public support is low, but for the short-term, the regime’s reaction could postpone major negative consequences at the expense of rising conflicts and violence in the future. Thus, the ruling group can openly take the iron fist approach and demolish the façade of democratic institutions. It is hard to predict possible revisions of the rules of the game, but these changes are likely to depend not upon real challenges and risks for the ruling group, but rather upon its perceptions about their imagined consequences. The iron fist choice would inevitably result in increased agency costs for maintaining the political equilibrium due to increasing side payments to the coercive apparatus of the state. At the same time, a tough crackdown will not necessarily lead to risks of disequilibrium for the regime: as long as the exit option in the form of emigration will remain available for the advanced part of Russian society, the risks of a rising voice will remain relatively low, as the experience of Belarus under Lukashenka suggests. Yet, authoritarian regimes with initially low repressiveness rarely became much more repressive: after relying for a relatively long time on carrots, the successful use of sticks is not an easy task.61 The possible turn to the iron fist could also increase the risk of intra-elite conflicts, especially given the notorious inefficiency of the coercive apparatus of the state and its deep engagement to rent-seeking economic activities. In this context, the reliance on repressions might result in the regime’s collapse, similarly to what happened in the Soviet Union in August 1991.

			Finally, the third scenario, a step-by-step creeping democratization through a set of strategic choices of both the ruling group and the opposition, whose strategies and constellations of actors might change over time62 is based on the following sequencing: under pressure from the opposition and society at large, the ruling groups might pursue some partial regime liberalization, and then the widening room for political participation might contribute to the promotion of open divisions within the ruling group, their interactions with the opposition in one way or another, and to the opening of political competition. Judging from this perspective, one might consider the wave of 2011-2012 protests as an initial move toward this scenario. But the failure at each of its steps and the return back to the status quo regime or the turning to an iron fist is no less probable than the “success story” of the regime’s democratization. In fact, the strategy of the ruling group could change only if and when societal pressure will not only increase over time, but also be enhanced by simultaneous and cumulative efforts by the opposition, providing that it will be able to mobilize various segments of Russian society on the basis of a negative consensus against the existing regime. So far, the current state of affairs in Russia is nearly the opposite: the very capacity of organized political dissent is under question at the moment.

			Given the electoral nature of Russia’s authoritarianism, elections (as long as they exist even in the current form) might serve as a major mechanism for undermining the status quo regime. Such an outcome does not mean that Russia will become a democracy if and when the opposition will achieve an electoral defeat over the ruling group under an authoritarian regime. But the “stunning” effect of the elections will be multiplied if the opposition will be able to cooperate in terms of nominating some alternative candidates or even propose voting for anyone but the incumbents and their nominees (like its strategy in the 2011 parliamentary elections), thus maximizing the Kremlin’s election losses. And if subnational elections will result in a cascade of “stunning” effects, then the ruling group might be forced to go beyond cosmetic liberalization of the rules of the game, therefore opening the political opportunity structure for the opposition. If these developments go further, one might expect that former loyalists of the ruling group would more often campaign under the opposition flag and rely upon its electoral support to address the rising anti-system mood of the voters. And if elections do become the instrument for overturning the status quo, then electoral authoritarianism will gradually give way to electoral democracy. Yet, at the moment, conditions for such an outcome are unlikely. However, the very existence of democratic institutions in Russia means that we cannot preclude this possibility entirely, even if the institutions’ current function is to maintain electoral authoritarianism.

			Concluding Remarks

			To understand the direction of further regime change, we must examine two key variables in the contemporary context of electoral authoritarianism. First, on the political demand side, public opinion changes might severely affect mass behavior as well as the choices of elites. But these trends cannot be easily detected, traced and evaluated under the conditions of authoritarian regimes because of preference falsification,63 which systematically distorts the results of mass surveys and focus groups, as citizens claim that they support socially and politically approved preferences, when in fact they do not. In certain instances, as in the case of the East European revolutions of 1989, true public preferences became visible almost overnight, contributing to the collapse of authoritarian regimes, but often these preferences remain unknown for a long period of time until new challenges to the regime arise “out of nowhere.” If a seemingly stable authoritarian regime might be overthrown at any given critical juncture, then the behavior of all participants becomes unpredictable almost by definition.

			Second, on the regime’s supply side, the key issue for the survival of authoritarianism is the likelihood for the use of coercion vis-à-vis the opposition, and possible consequences of the use of repressions. In the case of Russia, this issue is especially salient. Yet leaders of numerous authoritarian regimes did not hold back on the use of force if and when their political survival came under threat, and they routinely used mass political violence, including killings. However, for those regimes which are not practicing mass repressions, the forced turn from the use of carrots to relying upon sticks is a tough choice. Even if repressions might have no immediate political consequences for a regime, they might affect the strategies of the ruling groups in the long run. The key dilemma, “to beat or not to beat” opposition-driven mass protests often were resolved on the basis of the previous experience of rulers, as in the case of China in 1989. Then the authoritarian regime was able to apply coercion against the Tiananmen Square protesters due to the prevalence among the Chinese Communist Party leadership of revolutionary veterans who regularly killed their fellow citizens en masse during power struggles beginning earlier in the century.64 Russia’s post-Communist experience is different because of the low repressiveness of the status quo regime and the low reliability of the coercive apparatus. But one should not consider this issue only as the problem of technical boundaries of coercion, which might be passed if and when the scope and scale of mass protests becomes unmanageable in physical terms.65 Rather, the sequences of questions might be different: (1) Are Russia’s rulers, in the case of real or imagined threats to their political survival, ready to give the command to use mass violence? (2) If so, will their subordinates successfully implement this command, so the threat will be eliminated? And, (3) if so, would Russia’s rulers become hostages of the executioners they assigned to this job? Answering these questions is a daunting task.

			The demise of the Communist regime and the collapse of the Soviet Union occurred in 1991, when many observers perceived it as a part of a seemingly worldwide spread of democratization, which “doomed” post-Soviet countries to become democracies. These perceptions were illusionary at best. What was considered more than twenty years ago as the emergence of a new post-Communist democracy in Russia, in fact turned into the troubled formation of a new authoritarian regime, which became a part of the global “age of electoral authoritarianism” after the Cold War.66 But, even after almost a quarter century of authoritarian regime-building, the wind of change might come to Russia again, because of many factors, including the learning effect of the recent authoritarian experience and the inevitable process of generational change. 

			But the lessons of the post-Soviet experience in Russia have been learned, although conditions for a conscious and purposeful democratization are far from fruitful at the moment. The public demand for political changes will probably increase over time, providing a small bias of hope that the further regime trajectory will not simply move “out of the frying pan into the fire”67 similarly to transitions in the 1990s and especially in the 2000s. Thus, the very slogan of the protest rallies organized by the opposition – “Russia will be free!” – might become a key item on the political agenda of Russian society. In fact, Russia will be free, but the question is when, how, and at what cost. 
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			Abstract: While Russia’s leaders claim to have facilitated a “miracle” in welfare provision, an examination of the budget numbers shows that overall welfare spending has not increased as much as general budget outlays. Because there is little room for NGO or trade union involvement in decision-making, policies support state interests rather than those of the broader society. For example, Russian leaders have concentrated resources on raising the birthrate and increasing pensions rather than addressing the pressing issue of high male mortality. Paradoxically, however, in some cases, NGOs initiate the provision of new kinds of services, such as for AIDS patients, which are then taken over by the state. Federalism is important since there is wide variation across regions in social welfare provision. Ultimately, Russia’s welfare policies are neither purely statist nor neo-liberal since the state is expanding its role in some areas, while shedding responsibilities in others. 

			It is difficult to overstate the social crisis that emerged as a result of the Russian transition from a socialist system to a market economy.1 At the same time, the old welfare institutions are rusting and the emergent need for new solutions is evident. The creation of a new model of the country’s welfare state is one of the most comprehensive unresolved strategic tasks of post-communist Russia. In this article, our intention is to propose an explanation for the contemporary Russian welfare model that is in the process of formation. 

			Since the collapse of the communist regime, Russian welfare structures have undergone constant reform and the state’s social responsibilities have shifted back and forth among various governmental levels.2 After the somewhat chaotic Yeltsin years, the Putin administration has increasingly emphasized welfare questions. Improving the quality of life of citizens has been one of the primary targets of the budget surplus that emerged thanks to the high price of oil on the international market. This budget surplus grew until the global financial crisis of 2008, which hit Russia hard. However, the Russian government has continued its commitment to welfare.

			In short, since 2005 welfare-related questions have been at the top of the Russian federal government’s agenda, with some concrete investments in welfare. At the same time, poverty rates have declined considerably and inequality has stabilized.3 Yet, the overall picture does not look as promising as one would perhaps assume after such substantial attention. In this article, we argue that Russian welfare policy is highly paradoxical.Despite the economic growth, and lots of talk about prioritizing social policy, Russia has not been able to develop a systematic approach to welfare and has not even addressed the major welfare challenges, as Figure 1 illustrates.

			Figure 1 illustrates the pathways that certain countries have taken in terms of economic and social development. The horizontal axis shows GDP per capita in both figures. The vertical axis shows life expectancy at birth for men in the top panel and the infant mortality rate in the bottom panel. The lines illustrate the changes that have taken place in each of the countries between 1990 and 2012. Russian men have alternated between

			Figure 1 Gross domestic product, life expectancy for males and infant mortality in certain countries, 1990–2012. 
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			Source: World Bank

			having descending living standards and decreasing life expectancy during 1990s until the early 2000s. The year 2005, which is when the National Priority Projects for improving the quality of life were introduced, marked a positive turn. Compared to other countries, however, the situation of Russian men changed little over that 22-year period. Life expectancy is only slightly higher than what it was in 1990, although GDP per capita has improved substantially. Compared to Brazil and Poland, countries with similar levels of per capita GDP, Russia’s life expectancy for men is five to seven years lower, even though those other countries started with similar conditions in the 1990s. A clear paradox in comparative terms is that despite rapid economic growth during the 2000s, the life expectancy of Russian men has not improved significantly. At the same time, however, infant mortality has been constantly in decline after being prioritized by the government. This contrast emphasizes the failure of Russian welfare policy to address the key problem of high male mortality. 

			Consequently, our main argument is not that the Russian welfare system has failed completely, but that the Russian welfare model is highly incoherent. In this article, we suggest an explanation for this policy incoherence. We argue that, in the absence of a mechanism encouraging democratic accountability and the articulation of interests, Russian welfare policy is produced by several somewhat disparate processes; namely, incremental bureaucratic practices, priority setting by the government, event-driven agency, and agency at the regional and local levels. We develop this argument by taking various policy outcomes and tracking them to their sources. Pronatalist policies are a top priority of the state; expanded pensions come in response to pensioners’ protests; and NGO and citizen activism drive new initiatives. 

			We show that controversial or even paradoxical tendencies in welfare efforts by the Russian state can be explained by the weakness of democratic agency. We do not deny the evident improvements in the quality of life that citizens have experienced and that these advances help legitimize the Putin administration. However, we do argue that the situation has not led to any comprehensive or coherent welfare policies. Citizens’ high expectations are paradoxically combined with low trust. Consistent policy-making would indeed require democratic agency. 

			Our explanation differs from the conventional storyline and rejects overly totalizing categories. Russia’s welfare state does not move in a single direction, toward liberalism or statism; rather it is a complex mixture that changes inconsistently, with the state taking on some functions as it sloughs off others.

			The Conventional Storyline

			The collapse of the economy in the late Soviet and Yeltsin years was disastrous for the lives of the Russian people and for the state’s provision of health and social services. Under Boris Yeltsin, the priority was relieving pressure on the state budget. Basically, the trend was to liberalize, privatize, and decentralize social obligations, thereby reducing the role of the Russian state in welfare provision.4 Consequently, the conventional storyline of the Yeltsin era describes both the explosion of social problems, followed by the collapse and simultaneous demolition of the state-led welfare system, whereas the Putin–Medvedev era narrative is that Vladimir Putin rebuilt the welfare state with rising state revenues.5 

			In the 2000s, under Putin, social policy was designated as the most urgent task for all governmental levels; since 2005 in particular, the direction turned back towards so-called statist welfare policies. As Cook pointed out, instead of pursuing the liberal logic of state minimalism, “Russia’s central government began to play a much more activist and interventionist role in social welfare.”6 This activism resulted in the introduction of massive welfare policies, such as the National Priority Projects in health, housing, education, and rural areas, which, according to the president, aimed “to invest in people.”7

			These investments were made possible by significant economic growth. In 2007, Russia’s GDP growth reached 8.1 percent, making it one of the fastest growers among the world’s major economies. Oil and gas exports contributed approximately 15 percent of GDP (60 percent of total exports), leading to a budget surplus that the Kremlin used to stabilize the economy and provide increased social protection for Russia’s citizens. Improving the quality of life was the primary target of the newly available resources.8 According to Cerami, expenditures for social policy doubled between 2007 and 2010.9 Welfare benefits for citizens increased substantially and poverty rates declined considerably.10 Pensions were raised even in 2008–2010 despite the global economic crisis. Cerami called such oil-led social policy the Russian miracle, although its future remains highly volatile.11

			Putin’s popularity among Russians derives from his ability to provide political stability while ensuring steady improvements in people’s living standards.12 During Putin’s second term, it was Dmitry Medvedev who, as first deputy prime minister, introduced many of the welfare reforms to the public, including the above-mentioned National Priority Projects.13 Therefore, when Medvedev ran for president, he was well known and associated with improvements in well-being.14

			Our argument in relation to this conventional storyline is that Russia’s welfare system does not move in a single direction: neither liberalism nor statism serves as a totalizing hegemonic project or defines the overall logic of development. Instead, the system is a complex mix that changes inconsistently and incoherently. Therefore, our argument is that the oft-told “conventional storyline” from liberalization back to state-led welfare is an over-simplification. The complicated nature of the Russian welfare mix requires a multi-faceted analysis, incorporating different kinds of data and focusing on the different levels of government.

			Explaining the Incoherency and Paradoxes

			No Political Will in the Budget 

			In 2006, as Medvedev argued, political and economic stability had been secured and the country was able to focus on its future – and to face the social crisis. The National Priority Projects were allocated a budget equivalent to approximately USD7.6 billion, a sum comprising just 8 percent of the spending planned for these sectors. Although the projects were meant to be limited in time, their purpose was to get issues on these fronts moving. In his inauguration speech, Medvedev underlined that the programs had proven their worth. They had already been made part of the budget, even though they were still often referred to as separate programs.

			It is not easy to judge how significant the role of National Priority Projects has been. Cerami has presented evidence that forecast a 48 percent increase in social expenditure in 2008–2010.15 Sutela has noted that the budget actually grew larger overall and inflation increased beyond expectations.16 Consequently, nominal values are not the most relevant indicator, which is why one should look at real percentage distribution. Also, it might not be particularly useful to look at welfare spending at the federal level since, as Table 1 shows, a lot of welfare expenditure is not decided at that level. In fact, the National Priority Programs are one of the few examples – along with pensions and in-kind benefits (l’goty) – of federal social financing.  

			Table 1 Expenditure for social functions by tier of government as a percentage of total expenditure, 2006.17 


		Federal
	Regional
	Local

	Housing
	8
	49
	43

	Education
	22
	26
	52

	Health
	22
	59
	19

	Social welfare
	81
	14
	5





In Russia, most social obligations are the responsibility of the regional governments. For instance, Table 1 shows that half of all public education is funded by local budgets and most public money for health is channeled via the regional level. Housing is almost not a federal issue at all, while social security expenditure is overwhelmingly federal, largely due to pensions and in-kind benefits.18 On the other hand, transfers from the federal budget to regional and local budgets should be taken into account. Table 2 shows the actual consolidated budget expenditure calculated according to the different categories.

			Table 2 Social expenditure as a share of all consolidated budget expenditure, 2005–2011, Billions of rubles (percentage).19
	Year
	Total
	Housing & communal utilities
	Education
	Culture
	Health care, physical culture and sports
	Social security

	2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011
	6821(100) 8375(100) 11,379(100) 13,992(100) 16,048(100) 17,617(100) 19,995(100)
	471(6.9) 632(7.5) 1102(9.7) 153(8.2) 1006(6.3) 1071(6.1) 1195(6.0)
	802(11.8) 1036(12.4) 1343(11.8) 1664(11.9) 1778(11.1) 1894(10.8) 2232(11.2)
	86(1.3) 130(1.6) 172(1.5) 219(1.6) 222(1.4) 238(1.4) 277(1.4)
	797(11.7) 962(11.5) 1382(12.1) 1546(11.1) 1653(10.3) 1709(10.8) 2096(11.2)
	1889(27.7) 2359(28.2) 2852(25.1) 3766(26.9) 4546(28.3) 6178(35.1) 6512(32.6)




Source: The Bank of Finland Institute for Economies in Transition 2012






			Table 3 shows the subcategories of social security in social expenditure. The “Russian miracle” is not evident at all in these tables. In fact, the rise in budgeted welfare was significant from 2005 to 2009 (125 percent), whereas the actual rise in all expenditure was even greater (132 percent). 

			Table 3 Subcategories of social security in social expenditure. Billions of rubles (percentage). 
	Year
	Social security
	Pensions
	Other than pensions
	Social services
	Social welfare
	Family & childhood protection
	Other issues

	2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011
	1889(27.7) 2359(28.2) 2852(25.1) 3766(26.9) 4546(28.3) 6178(35.1) 6512(32.6)
	1421(20.8) 1678(20.0) 1948(17.1) 2578(18.4) 3235(20.2) 4436(25.2) 4380(21.9)
	469(6.9) 681(8.1) 904(7.9) 1189(8.5) 1311(8.2) 1742(9.9) 2133(10.7)
	94(1.4) 118(1.4) 148(1.3) 190(1.4) 230(1.4) 260(1.5) 293(1.5)
	269(3.9) 490(5.9) 646(5.7) 919(6.6) 989(6.2) 1383(7.9) 1308(6.5)
	11(0.2) 14(0.2) 20(0.2) 37(0.3) 47(0.3) 51(0.3) 241(1.2)
	95(1.4) 60(0.7) 90(0.8) 42(0.3) 45(0.3) 47(0.3) 290(1.5)




Source: The Bank of Finland Institute for Economies in Transition 2012






			Perhaps the most striking finding from Table 2 is that the relative shares of most social expenditure categories remain almost the same despite the growing emphasis on social policy. Although there is a significant increase in social security, Table 3 shows that this mainly concerns pensions and family and childhood protection. In the crisis year of 2009, the share of social expenditure other than pensions (which, as noted, actually increased) declined rather steeply. All this seems to lead to the conclusion that, in spite of the increased budgetary resources, the Russian miracle in social policy is overstated.20 

			The evolution of pension policy shows the complexity of political agency in contemporary Russian social policy. The fact that the Russian population is ageing rapidly implies a rising dependency ratio, especially because of the low retirement age.21 During the next 20 years, the number of pensioners is going to increase by 10 million, but the working population will decline by 11 million. By 2020 there will be approximately 800 retired persons for every 1,000 working-age citizens. 

			At the start of Putin’s first presidency, the government started to reform the pension system, consulting closely with the Russian Union of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs, which was lobbying heavily to lower the social insurance tax and expand the private savings component. The government intended to create a three-pillar pension system to supplement the state-guaranteed benefit system. The first pillar is the basic flat amount payment from the federal budget. The second component, labor insurance, comprises mandatory contributions into individual accounts at the Pension Fund that are not invested in financial assets, but earn a notional return currently tied to average wage growth. The third pillar is a funded system consisting of individual savings that are invested by private or public asset managers.22 Table 4 shows that the share of the funded component has remained modest and pay-as-you-go remains the dominant element in the pension system. The government has offered matching contributions with the intention of encouraging people to move more of their pension money to a funded component. To date, budgetary transfers have increased rapidly and private funds have remained rather marginal. Paradoxically, people prefer to entrust their money to the state and the intentions of the elite and business lobbies concerning private saving funds were not realized. This lobbying process, which was expected to be effective, did not work out in practice. The actual outcome of the institutional structure was unintended. 

			

Table 4 Financing the Russian pension system, 2007–2012, percentage of GDP. 


		2007
	2008
	2009
	2010
	2011
	2012

	Work pensions
						
	Basic
	3.9
	3.6
	3.8
	3.7
	4.6
	4.6

	Funded
	0.4
	0.6
	0.7
	0.9
	0.9
	0.9

	Budget transfers
	0.6
	1.3
	2.2
	4.2
	3.2
	3.2

	All pensions
						
	Federal budget transfers for state pensions
	1.0
	1.0
	1.4
	2.0
	1.8
	1.7

	All budget transfers to pension fund
	1.6
	1.0
	1.4
	2.0
	1.8
	1.7




			

As Figure 2 shows, a major increase in average pension size occurred in 2009 with the implementation of a new phase in the pension reform. However, it is not clear whether this investment should be treated as an intentional social policy or as an anti-crisis measure, which is how the World Bank and IMF usually treat additional pension payments. Regardless, the pension reform seemed to make social expenditures the priority in the crisis period; putting money in military expenditures would have been a more predatory solution. It remains to be seen whether this is sustainable in the long term with the challenging population structure.

			Since 2005, social policy has been a priority and funding has increased accordingly, although not more rapidly than other outlays. Therefore, a more detailed analysis shows that politicians’ claims to be devoting more resources to social outlays can hardly be seen in the figures. What is more apparent is the fiscal conservatism of Russian economic policy and the lack of strong political or trade union organizations (discussed below). On the other hand, rising living standards – experienced by people in real terms – and creating order out of the chaos of the 1990s have helped to legitimize the contemporary political elite in the eyes of ordinary people.23 In practice, however, the major welfare policies have only benefitted selected groups of people.

			Figure 2. Change in dependency between GDP and wages and pensions.
[image: ]


			Source: Rosstat 2013.

			Elite Priority: The Birth Rate

			As we have shown, even if social policy has been high on the Putin-Medvedev agenda, using the term “Russian miracle” to described their accomplishments is something of an overstatement. Nonetheless, there has been a clear statist turn in social policies. Rather than addressing the concerns of the majority of the people, this shift addresses narrowly selected issues with a clear focus on Russian families, especially those with reproductive potential. Chernova aptly characterized the new focus on families as the “Fifth National Priority Project,” alongside the four official ones.24 The primary purpose of these new policies has been to increase the birth rate, which obviously connects the top priority with the most severe decline in population seen among industrialized countries in peacetime.25

			In 2000, President Putin identified the demographic situation as a serious threat to “Russia’s survival as a nation, as a people…”26 In the same year, the government issued the Concept of Demographic Development for the Russian Federation through 2015, and the most prominent measures were introduced in Putin’s annual address to the nation in May 2006. In this speech, the president named demographic development as “the most acute problem facing our country today.” “Love for one’s country starts from love for one’s family,” the president continued, setting family policy as the major priority through which the demographic crisis was to be solved. Ever since, the state has promoted traditional family values and carried out several reforms to support Russian families, with a clear pronatalist focus and an emphasis on reconciling work and family obligations. In addition, numerous actions, celebrations, special days, and other symbolic activities have been arranged to highlight the pronatalist mission of the new family policy.27 

			These new family polices were largely implemented through the National Priority Project “Health,” which introduced many new forms of support for mothers and (young) families – with clear incentives for having more than one child. The essence of these new policies is the so-called maternity capital (Matkapital), whereby women who give birth to a second (or subsequent) child receive a certificate for a substantial amount of money, which is to be spent on purposes predefined by the policymakers.28 In addition to Matkapital, expectant mothers and newborn babies were brought under a free-of-charge care system through “birth certificates” whereby the federal government compensates for certain services at the local women’s clinics. Birth grants and child benefits were also increased. The reform also included increases in parental leave payments and state subsidies for day care; these worked on a progressive basis: the more children you have, the more money you get from the state.29

			In addition to “Health,” the Priority Project “Housing” also carries a pronatalist focus, targeting its assistance to young families; that is, to those who have the potential for (additional) child-bearing. The program helps these families purchase their own apartment and provides increased subsidies with the birth or adoption of an additional child.30 The state policies regarding young families expect “a well-functioning family” to “fulfill the reproduction norm”; that is, to have as many children as needed to secure desirable demographic development in their region of residence.31 

			Within this “Fifth Priority Project,” Russian families are defined in a very narrow and conservative manner. A nuclear family – that is, a couple in a registered marriage with two or more children – is the norm; partners without children are not even considered as families. Furthermore, highly traditional gender roles are enforced by assigning exclusively maternal roles for Russian women. The policy says nothing about changing the gendered structures within the family.32 As Rivkin-Fish argued, new family policies promote women’s role for Russian society as a whole, but as defined by the state’s needs.33 Paradoxically, there is an underlying assumption that the demographic crisis is women’s responsibility (in other words, they must have more babies), despite the reality that the most pressing problem is in working-age male mortality, rooted in men’s unhealthy lifestyles.34 The name of the major policy measure in the field is another paradox: “Health” would indicate a focus on problems in health, but, in practice, family policy reforms make up most of the program. 

			Unlike Mikhail Gorbachev, who wished women to return to their traditional roles and therefore supported the ideology of male breadwinners,35 the new openings by Putin somewhat resemble Soviet-era family policies, which were centered on wage-earning mothers. As in the Soviet era, the state is seen as having responsibility for facilitating child-bearing. In his 2006 speech, President Putin said: “If the state is genuinely interested in increasing the birthrate, it must support women who decide to have a second child.” In this respect, as Chandler noted, the government did recognize, at least in theory, that most women in Russia choose to work.36 However, one cannot say that there was any genuine societal input in forming these policies, which merely serve the interests of the state.  

			Russian demographers and social policy experts have remained highly critical of official policies to address the demographic crisis, but this community of professionals has been kept at the margins of decision-making.37 Interestingly, the most recent major family policy document in the country, the “National Conception of Family Policies in the Russian Federation through 2025,” was carried through as a “social project” (obschesvennyi proekt). The draft document, prepared by the State Duma Committee on Family, Women and Children’s Issues, was published online and anyone could comment on it. Additionally, several working groups drew together social policy experts, NGOs worked on the document, and it was also discussed in the Public Chamber.38 It would be interesting to find out how much of the input from Russian society and the expert community was taken into consideration for the final document, and which were the most influential stakeholders.39 

			Opening such a process to society at large would suggest that the government is more responsive to NGO input in the prioritized questions of welfare (that is, families), while NGOs working with issues to which the government has not shown a willingness to effectively respond have little influence on federal-level policy making, as Pape has well documented in the case of HIV/AIDS NGOs.40 Despite the pressure of the international community and Russian NGOs, the attitude of the Russian state (or the majority of people!) has not been supportive of the region’s most-at-risk population, such as injecting drug users, sex workers and men who have sex with men. This is why, as Pape argues, Russia has not adopted any effective national HIV/AIDS prevention programs, despite the serious nature of the problem. Yet, as with other Russian NGOs, HIV/AIDS NGOs have shown success in their work at the regional and local levels, as discussed later in this article.       

			In addition to the policies to stimulate the birth rate among well-functioning families, the Russian state’s recent policies have also turned attention to so-called disadvantaged families and children through a massive and on-going reform of the foster care system. Essentially, the reform promotes the idea of a fundamental right for every child to grow up in a family environment. Therefore, the reform aims to move children from large state-based foster care institutions into foster families. In addition to the large efforts to deinstitutionalize foster care in the country, the reform focuses on the prevention of “social orphanhood” – a problem that has traditionally been significant in Russia due to the system by which parental rights are terminated quite easily by international standards. More than eighty percent of Russian orphans are so-called social orphans, which means that their parents are alive but have lost their parental rights.41 Paradoxically, therefore the Russian state has been active in disbanding certain kinds of families, while strongly supporting the “desirable” ones. This situation now seems to be changing, with attention shifting to the vulnerable families and their children. Yet, instead of an actual rights-based approach to children, the names of the major documents reveal a paternalist take on the issue: “Russia without Orphans” and “Russia Needs Every Child” are the core documents of the on-going reform.42 In line with the mainstream family policies to increase the birth rate, the problem of social orphanhood is to be solved by Russians themselves. The preference is to place children in foster care with Russian families, whereas there have been restrictions limiting foreign adoptions.                   

			From another angle, deinstitutionalizing state-based care into Russian families can be seen as the Russian state withdrawing from its previous social obligations. This is a wider tendency in the country (and obviously more globally): the Russian state has recently encouraged Russian NGOs and businesses to step in regarding welfare service provision. In the 2010s, in parallel to statism in certain priorities, several essentially neo-liberal welfare policies have been carried out. For instance, the federal government has enacted legislation that enables the state to outsource its social obligations to Russian NGOs, especially to those labelled as socially oriented NGOs, which will presumably increase the already dominant social orientation of Russian civil society.43 These legislative acts can be treated as a key instrument of the state’s attempt to withdraw from its previous obligations in the field of social welfare. Also, Russian enterprises are encouraged, if not expected, to participate in various social programs. In particular, large companies such as Intel, IBM, City Bank, and Coca-Cola are engaged in quite large social programs. The Ministry of Economic Development has made certain endeavors to reduce taxes on charity activities for large businesses.44

			Recently, large public charity campaigns have been conducted to attract citizens and companies to raise money for social welfare issues. For instance, an unprecedented telethon asked Russians to support people who were injured in the floods that affected Eastern Russia. A total of nearly 20 million euros was collected to help resolve these problems, which have traditionally been – and clearly remain – the responsibility of the Russian state.45 

			These examples illustrate recent trends to rearrange social responsibilities in the country. While becoming more interventionist in certain fields, the Russian state still attempts to withdraw from many of its previous social obligations. Rather than following the statist logic, these efforts can actually be interpreted as neo-liberal. Thus, another inconsistency in welfare policies is the fact that the statist turn in 2005 has been accompanied by neo-liberal policies. Furthermore, as we will show below, the federal policies that appear at first glance to be neo-liberal or statist might actually function through very different logics locally. 

			The attempts to resolve the demographic crisis through family polices have indeed returned the Russian state as the major actor in this particular, narrowly selected field of social policy. The top priority to increase the birth rate (through family benefits) has clearly been state-led and motivated by economic and security concerns. However, the pensions and salaries of public sector workers have also been raised. These improvements have concerned larger groups of Russian citizens, but it is important to note that they have not been considerably higher than the general growth in GDP. Rather than paying attention to changes in budgetary categories, people obviously care more about experienced change in their life, which has been real.

			Withering Away of Organized Interest Representation

			In the 1990s, radical reforms were necessary in order to prevent the complete collapse of the Russian economy. At that time, Russia went through virtually uncontested and non-negotiated welfare state liberalization that has no equivalent in democratic systems. Welfare state interests were disorganized and Yeltsin largely ignored the protests in the legislature against his reforms. However, the constant economic turmoil, which rapidly eroded the well-being of the population and efforts to reform the economy, was accompanied by an upsurge in political parties, trade unions, and social movements. In particular, the emergence of a multiparty system in the Russian parliament allowed some institutional representation of welfare interests. The consequences of the liberal reforms instigated growing protests among the political parties in the parliament and led to unprecedented unity across the political spectrum, from the Communist Party to Yabloko and Women of Russia, as well as to the Union of Industrialists. These political groups contested further liberalization, which resulted in policy deadlock.46 

			As a result, even if Yeltsin rejected demands to restore controls over wages and prices, “he embraced many elements of the Communists’ social welfare program.”47 The government raised pensions and wages and reduced wage arrears. Therefore, one could perhaps argue that Yeltsin bought his victory with generous welfare spending, something that his government had set out to minimize just a few years before. 

			All in all, even if the developments in the late 1990s did not result in any comprehensive welfare policies, not to mention any positive welfare outcome, they do support the classical Esping-Andersenian argument that politics (that is, the political and institutional mechanisms of interest representation) clearly mattered in pro-welfare-state reforms.48 Later, in the 2000s, the creation of the United Russia party and its further dominance in the Duma eroded the space for domestic politics since other parties have lost their influence.49 

			In addition to the effect of the multi-party system in the 1990s, trade unions played a role, albeit marginal, in Russian welfare reforms. In the early 1990s, union activity surged: a number of new unions, such as the Independent Trade Union of Miners (NPG) and the Alliance of Russian Trade Unions (Sotsprof), were established and challenged the monopoly position of the old official union, the Federation of Independent Trade Unions of Russia (FNPR). Employees in the education and health-care sectors organized large strikes demanding wages and a continuation of budget funding. Also, workers in mining and industrial mono-towns protested against closures, lay-offs, and unpaid wages, and demanded government subventions. The FNPR had “no desire or ability to support the strikes,” which led to the alternative labor unions starting to lead labor protests.50 The government made some concessions for the unions in order to stifle strike activity, while at the same time clearly starting a more aggressive policy towards union leaders and activists. Due to the government’s effort to isolate unions, their own failures to strike and represent the interests of their members, rank-and-file activity started to wane. As Cook noted, “Though grievances deepened, collective labor did not act effectively to defend its interests, and it found only ephemeral political allies.”51 Strikes continued sporadically throughout the 1990s, with public sector workers being the most active, but according to the official statistics the strikes have largely withered away during the last five years.52 

			The problem in Russia is that the post-Soviet trade unions have a weak institutional basis, which has led them to turn to political patronage and social partnership with the state.53 The unions have either been too dependent on the state for their resources and possible influence (as FNPR), or too small (as is the case with most alternative unions) to represent any serious challenge to government policies. The erosion of their power resources, as well as the structural contradictions of trade unions, have contributed rather fundamentally to the demobilization of rank-and-file members. This increasing passivity is partly due to new labor legislation that makes it difficult to call an official strike.54 In most cases, professional organizations of the middle class have followed this path as well: they seem to work in a “constructive spirit” with the government at all levels.

			Since Putin came to power, in addition to the weakness of the political parties, the role of the unions has declined further. This is partly due to the favorable economic situation, which has guaranteed the stable growth of wages and improved labor conditions, and partly because the FNPR has become almost an organic part of United Russia, a para-statal organization that manages workers rather than representing them.55 The 2001 Labor Code also removed much of the influence of the unions.56

			On the other hand, the Putin years have become associated with improvements in well-being in the minds of Russians because many of them have experienced positive changes. This subjective experience, combined with the ever-growing welfare rhetoric at the top of the political agenda since 2005, have undoubtedly resulted in the growing legitimacy of the current regime – albeit without a systematic welfare policy or any policy-making based on democratic interest representation. 

			Event-Driven Agency

			The fact that political parties and interest organizations have lost most of their influence implies that popular agency has no place in welfare policy reforms in Russia. However, the government’s failures in the 2005 monetization reform show that agency might still play a role and that the system is, to some extent, receptive to popular demands and protests. 

			Initially, the monetization reform had large popular support: 68 percent of Russian saw the old system as unjust and ineffective. The government justified the need for the reform by characterizing the old system as over-sized, inefficient, and expensive. The system was also claimed to favor the non-poor and to be prone to corrupt practices. Consequently, the reform aimed to decrease welfare costs, change eligibility criteria to favor the poor, improve transparency of payments, increase social justice, and diminish poverty levels. Even if the population initially approved the goals and justifications of the reform, the government lost this trust by failing to implement the reform.57

			The result was massive protests: 420 protest actions between January and July 2005. After the first protests, the federal government and trade unions agreed to hold new negotiations over the reform. However, no meetings took place and the government was not willing to make any concessions to popular demands. In the Duma, the reform was passed by United Russia while the entire opposition was against it. Despite this success, the monetization was only implemented thoroughly in a few rich regions of Russia (such as Tiumen and Tatarstan), while more than half of the regions only saw minor changes and less than one-third of the regions saw moderate changes. This fact supports our later argument that federalism matters when looking at Russian social policies – even in the case of in-kind benefits, which are overwhelmingly a federal social responsibility. In the final evaluation, the monetization reform was too much top-down, which is why it failed in many respects.58 As pensioners seem to represent a significant core of United Russia’s loyal supporters, the government was forced to reverse some elements of the reform, such as the monetization of medicines and transport benefits. 

			The protests against the reforms in the welfare system did not represent any organized interest articulation in its customary sense. There were no parties or major unions involved in the organization of the protest, even if both political parties and trade unions made efforts to dominate the protests of pensioners. Instead, the protests were ephemeral outbursts of activity that attempted to defend limited interests. We call this event-driven agency, which indeed can have some influence if it happens in the right place at the right time. 

			However, the final outcome of such collective agency might again be paradoxical, as we see in this case. Putin’s popularity has largely been based on increasing the welfare of large groups of the population, and the reforms – which were seen as attempts to undermine the wellbeing of some groups of the population – provoked a strong backlash and retreat of the government in fear of losing popular support. As a consequence, the failures in the above-discussed reforms led to new openings: increasing welfare rhetoric that manifested itself in the National Priority Projects. However, the prioritized areas of these projects were neither logically connected to the concerns expressed by the citizens nor mediated through organized interest groups, but merely served the state’s economic and security needs. Shevtsova dismissed the projects as government handouts intended to stifle popular discontent prior to elections.59

			Hence, rather than being systematic interest representation, the public agency that largely influenced social policies in the country has, basically, been highly case-specific so far. Nonetheless, it is worth noting that the Russian war veterans’ organizations, which usually represent a small number and highly selected fragment of the population, show some more systematic and sometimes even successful efforts in their demands for better social security for their members. For instance, the organization representing the victims of the Siege of Leningrad has been influential in lobbying the State Duma for increases in their in-kind benefits.60 In addition, as discussed, the expert community and NGOs have recently been drawn into family-policy making. According to some estimates, parental organizations are the most visible citizen group in contemporary Russia, with their criticism of the shortages in the current day-care system and policies concerning work-and-family balancing.61 In other, non-prioritized fields, however, the Russian government has shown little willingness to accommodate proposals by NGOs and re-evaluate its approaches, as discussed concerning the HIV/AIDS policies.62  

			High Expectations with Low Trust

			Despite the government’s efforts to withdraw from many of its previous social obligations, Russian citizens expect the state to act as the main provider of welfare services. The Levada Center, for instance, has frequently asked whether people would prefer free education and health-care or enough money to purchase those services. Since 2002, yearly, between 60 and 76 percent of respondents have preferred the former option. Other surveys also confirm that Russians want state-provided services. If services were provided by sectors other than the state, surveys show a preference for services organized by the citizens themselves, while services delivered by private companies do not attract much support.63 In the last few years, Russians have expressed a readiness to increase the role of civil society organizations in the field of welfare services – though only alongside state responsibility.64

			Furthermore, the majority of Russians consider the right to free health-care services (56 percent) as the most important citizens’ right, followed by the right to work (46 percent) and elderly care (44 percent). Meanwhile, only 10–15 percent of respondents considered citizens’ rights, such as freedom of speech and access to information, to be priorities.65 These results show that the primary concern of the Russian majority is regarding social rights rather than civil or political rights.66 People expect the Russian state to ensure those rights by providing the appropriate services. The focus of the current leadership on welfare-related questions helps us to understand its legitimacy. 

			In addition to the preference of the state-provided services and social rights, popular views regarding the quality of the Russian welfare institutions have remained stable. The Levada Center polls show that almost two out of three Russians are dissatisfied with the health-care system and 65–74 percent feel that they cannot receive good medical service when they need it. An ISSP67 health survey showed that only one-quarter of Russians trust health-care and more than half of the population consider the health-care system to be inefficient. The figures concerning the educational system are similar to those on health-care. Thus, high expectations toward the state are combined with discontent and low trust.  

			The picture is clear but paradoxical: most Russians are dissatisfied with the quality of major welfare services traditionally provided by the Russian state. At the same time, most people do not trust these services (due to the dissatisfaction in their quality) or, more generally, the governmental structures. Still, most Russians want the state to be the main agent in terms of organizing these services. People believe that state-organized services better guarantee social equality, even if the quality of public services is mediocre. Thus, the social welfare norms established by Soviet socialism still largely remain even within an environment in which the state is largely withdrawing from these responsibilities – except in a few prioritized fields.68

			Table 5 Who should run the following services?
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			Source: Distinctions in Modern Russia-surveys 1999/2007.

			

			Regions and Localities Coping with (Im)possibilities

			As in other fields, welfare-related responsibilities in Russia are divided among three governmental levels.69 Particularly in social policies, as Jäppinen, Johnson and Kulmala argued, Russia’s federalism matters more than most observers acknowledge.70 The 2006 administrative reform remarkably revised the division of powers in the major fields of welfare, and most obligations are currently under the responsibility of the Russian regions. In social policy as in health-care, the Russian federal state answers only for general principles and national standards, while the implementation of these policies is the responsibility of the regions, which enact regional laws to organize, manage, and finance the related services. In social policies, exceptions are the in-kind benefits and first pillar in pensions, which largely belong to the federal responsibilities, and the targeted social assistance and social housing, which are in the hands of municipalities. The regions are rather autonomous in terms of organizing health-care.71 Obviously, no matter which group carries the main responsibility, the actual welfare services take place at the level of municipalities.72 The National Priority Projects (and their successors) are also the responsibility of the federal government, which means that the federal government distributes ear-marked funding to the lower-level institutions for concrete projects. For instance, a local maternity clinic receives finances in accordance with the number of given births. In reality, however, several disparities mean that the picture concerning federal funds and local circumstances might be quite complex, as illustrated below.

			Since most welfare-related responsibilities lie in the hands of the regional governments, it is necessary to look at the lower levels to understand the functioning of the three-level welfare state in contemporary Russia. In fact, due to federalism, one can expect large regional variation throughout the country. When looking beyond the Kremlin, one can see some positive welfare developments and agency at the level of the Russian regions. In Saint Petersburg, for example, a uniform system of Family Centers was created with genuine input from female activists at the grassroots level. These centers currently operate in each district of the federal city and provide many kinds of social services for different kinds of families. This process was possible largely due to the fact that the regional government, having the legal power to restructure the social service system in the region, was open to initiatives from below.73 Federalism and regional variation are indeed significant factors regarding the role and possibilities of NGOs in social policy-making and service provision, since many of the policies implemented are defined and most funds are available at that level. In addition, Kulmala and Pape’s works clearly show that even if the opportunity structure for Russian NGOs for policy-making at the federal level is basically closed – with a few exceptions in certain policy areas – NGOs at the regional and local levels have successfully modified the welfare scene by introducing new programs and services. It seems that NGOs are more effective at improving local and regional responses to the problems they advocate for when they collaborate closely with local authorities and relevant welfare state institutions. Thus, paradoxically, as Thomson has also argued, bottom-up changes might take place in an arena that cannot be truly distinguished from the state.74 

			Moving beyond the regional level to the local one, one can see a range of hybrid efforts in local welfare, not least due to the insufficient resources of most Russian municipalities.75 Resources to resolve local issues and arrange local services are sought from every possible available source, which creates interdependency between local authorities, locally functioning welfare service institutions, businesses and NGOs. Instead of pure state-, NGO- or market-based provision, one can find a complexity of combined efforts, which makes it difficult to draw a clear line between sectors that carry the main responsibility over a welfare service in question. Hence, even if the federal-level policies would indicate statist or neo-liberal principles of provision, a complex interdependence and overlaps between various actors seems to better characterize the local sphere of welfare provision, as Kulmala argued.76

			Local solutions might even follow a logic that contradicts federal policies. For instance, as noted above, although the federal state has made efforts to outsource its previous obligations onto the shoulders of Russian NGOs, in practice NGOs have performed a remarkable role as initiators of certain services – a role that was later handed over to state institutions. For instance, help for women suffering from domestic violence was initially provided exclusively by NGOs, while state-run service centers now tend to dominate the sphere. A similar logic can be seen elsewhere: HIV positive mothers are now served by state institutions in Saint Petersburg, as are mentally disabled people in Karelia.77 Thus, many new services have been first initiated and tested by NGOs and later taken over by the official structures if they prove successful. This logic is completely opposite to the neo-liberally oriented outsourcing policies of the federal government, but is in line with the citizens’ expectations of the state acting as the main agent in the field. It seems that in contemporary Russia, the state sector is still the most reliable place for welfare services. It remains to be seen whether the ever-increasing support for socially-oriented NGOs really increases the role of such non-state organizations in service provision.

			Even in those cases where there is clear federally assigned funding for local public services, serious shortcomings might appear in the local implementation. For example, through the National Priority Project “Education,” information technology was brought into all Russian schools. While this federal program led to local schools being technologically equipped, computers and Internet connections are not much use if the roof of the IT room is leaking and there is no possibility to use state-level resources to fix the roof. Numerous similar problems usually result from the fact that the public buildings – such as clinics, hospitals, and schools – are municipal property and thus under the municipality’s insufficient budgets, yet the earmarked federal resources cannot be used for any purpose other than what they are designated for. In other words, the most evident flaw in the local implementation is the disparity between the federal ideas and the local circumstances and infrastructure.78 Nonetheless, people have also benefited from these federal programs. For instance, school buses run in remote areas on a daily basis thanks to “Education”; salaries of the medical staff have increased through “Health”; young families have gained their new homes thanks to “Housing”; and mothers received the Maternity Capital certificates.79 However, the fact that citizens find many of these federal programs bureaucratic is why they remain underused in practice.80

			All in all, when looking at the localities, it becomes evident that the local manifestations of the upper-level decisions might function very differently than initially thought. Therefore, a bottom-up approach to social policies – that is, consideration of the actual practices at the local level – shows how the state policies function in practice, which enables us to understand the intended and unintended results of the federal policies. Furthermore, such an approach leaves room to consider how the local-level agency modifies the upper-level policies.81

			Even if civil society in Russia has not developed according to the liberal model, NGOs exist and are effective in the areas in which they can cooperate with the state. This reality could partly be interpreted as a legacy of the Soviet institutional structure that works within the contemporary hybrid system. Since the political opportunity structure is basically closed at the federal level, it is worth going to lower levels to consider developments there. We argue that federal welfare policies cannot be treated as static, rather, they become negotiated by people at the lower levels. Thus, the literature on the Putin era might have exaggerated the overreaching ability and totalitarian nature of the Russian central government.82 In our opinion, the current hybrid regime is more sensitive to lower-level solutions than an authoritarian regime would be. In many cases, however, local efforts – and federal interventions – are too sporadic to change the overall welfare outcome. 

			It is obvious that local settings in contemporary Russia operate within tight constraints; the federal state is present and functioning in the local setting but there seems to be room for local maneuvers as well. In the end, however, it seems that the number of paradoxes outnumbers the positive efforts.

			Conclusion

			In this article we have shown (1) that no “welfare miracle”83 took place in Russia in budgetary terms; (2) that the welfare rhetoric and actual policies have not been consistent with one another; (3) that the welfare efforts of the Putin administration have been targeted to narrowly selected priorities, which (4) merely serve the state interest instead of citizens’ welfare concerns.84 This (5) provides evidence that there is a lack of democratic agency in welfare policy-making. However, we also illustrate (6) that positive developments have taken place – mainly at the level of the regions, which is why we claim that (7) in the Russian context it is necessary to look at the regional and local levels to seek possible agencies and new resolutions instead of focusing exclusively on the central government and its policies.85 However, we have shown (8) that there are serious discrepancies between the federal policies and local circumstances, which largely contribute to the overall paradoxical situation.

			Our main methodological argument in this article is that establishing a comprehensive understanding of Russian welfare policies requires a multi-faceted analysis, including triangulation of different kinds of data and focusing on the different levels of government. It also necessitates structuration analysis, which, together with the consideration of the structural factors, brings in agency (or lack of it). The controversial and paradoxical tendencies in Russian welfare policies are largely explained by the weakness of democratic agency. The weak organization of civil society and of all social classes leads to the non-existence of a systemic link that would connect social policy to citizens’ welfare concerns. Political parties and trade-unions are not organizations for interest articulation and representation, but merely submissive partners of the government. When looking at the local level, however, one can see that agency is not limited only to event-driven bursts of activity; instead, at the grassroots level there are multiple forms of informal organizations and groups that not only voice the concerns of their members, but also fill the gaps in social support in their communities. Resources to resolve these issues are sought from every available source; this creates complex interdependences between the local actors (authorities, social services, citizens’ groups and businesses), which in turn endorses collaborative relations. However, due to various kinds of shortages and disparities, local efforts rarely have the capacity to change the overall welfare outcome. 

			Aspalter argues that explanatory theories of social welfare may be characterized either as actor-based (conflict) theories, or structural (functional) theories. The former suggests that the power and programs of different actors are the keys to the formation of welfare regimes.86 Structural theories are apt at predicting a convergence on social policies based on common structural determinants, such as the degree of economic development, urbanization, or modernization. There is not much evidence that the Russian development could be explained with these basic structural aspects. For instance, significant economic growth has not produced significant positive welfare outcomes at large. Our analysis here adheres to action-based explanation. On the other hand, none of the actors are omnipotent and specific historical structures must be taken into account as well. Hybrid regimes are not democracies. 

			The Russian political system underlines the role of the elite, which has been emphasizing social policy since 2006. Welfare funding has increased rapidly, but our analysis of the relative share of welfare in the federal budget proves that strong political support for such reforms is hardly visible. Even if we take the National Priority Projects into account, we cannot empirically observe any coherent or comprehensive welfare policies, except more systematic efforts in family policies. In its efforts to encourage women to give birth more frequently, the Russian state has recognized women’s willingness to work by focusing on measures to reconcile work and family life. Otherwise, what we witness is an event-driven constitution of social policy agency. After monetizing Soviet-era non-monetary benefits, pensioner demonstrations led to the National Priority Programs, which did not really address the major problems of citizens concerns but were targeted to narrowly selected priorities, mainly motivated by nationalistic interests of the state. Demographic policies most clearly show the inconsistency: despite the vast problem of male mortality, the focus of the policies has been on family policy. As a result, there are considerable improvements in infant mortality and growth in birth rates, but very little progress in reducing working-age male mortality. Somewhat feeble efforts to promote preventive measures for popular health, especially for males, indicate that the government has decided to focus on the next generation instead of high middle-aged male mortality. In this context, bypassing the expertise of demographers is striking evidence of the limited power resources of the professions in the formulation of the targets of social policy. The role of corporate structures is strong in pension policy, but the actual outcome is not what the government intended. Generally, the statist turn concerning the top priority of the birth rate has been accompanied by neo-liberal policy measures in many other fields. Furthermore, regardless of whether they are statist or neo-liberal in their essence, in practice high-level decisions might function in a very different way than initially planned when they are implemented on the ground.     

			Russian welfare policy oscillates between contradictory tendencies: between neoliberalism and state-based social policy, between individualization of risks and strong administrative control. Our analysis indicates a serious endogenous vulnerability within the Russian welfare system. If the growing financing is not connected to democratic institutional reform, vast questions concerning contradictory approaches and incentives will not be solved. Consequently, our argument highlights the interdependency between various challenges of Russian modernization. Eventually, successful social policy depends on economic diversification and democratization of the political system.

			Far from being omnipotent, the Russian federal government appears paradoxical and contradictory in its social policy. Many fundamental issues have not been addressed and political interventions are event-driven rather than based on systemic hegemonic projects. However, the hybrid regime is open to some forms of interest articulation if it is represented in the right way at the right time. This is especially the case at the regional and local level, where positive developments are visible. The highly incremental development of social policy at the federal level indicates that the Russian elite has not created an actively predatory state that cuts welfare in a planned and systematic way. The recent, widely reported, event of using pension funds to support the Crimean annexation as an “anti-crisis measure” may indicate a change in this respect – even though the Russian government is certainly not the only government to have used pension funds for other purposes than pensions. 
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			Agency Matters: 

			The Failure of Russian Regional Policy Reforms
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			Abstract: This article analyzes the political reasons for Russia’s failure to define and implement a coherent regional policy during the 2000s. Combining John Kingdon’s “multiple stream” framework and empirical evidence from Russian regional policy, I conclude that this failure resulted from the inability of administratively and politically weak reformers to resist top officials who consider regional development a secondary priority and pressure groups that are interested in maintaining the status quo.

			Russia today suffers from a difficult Soviet legacy: social and economic inequalities among and between regions, the dispersed and often economically unfounded locations of cities and towns, and the ineffective resettlement of populations across the country.1 In the face of this situation, Russia’s leaders have not been able to implement a coherent regional policy that would bring together a set of governmental measures aimed at a balanced and sustainable social and economic development of the country’s regions. 

			During his first term as president between 2000 and 2004, Vladimir Putin adopted a set of important, yet unpopular, policy changes.2 But regional policy was not included in the list of those reforms. The 2008–2010 financial and economic crisis gave the Russian authorities a unique opportunity to help the most developed regions “break away and strengthen their competitive advantages, including institutional ones.”3 However Russia’s central government has still not begun a full-scale reform of regional policy, even though there is demand for such a policy from below. 

			This article poses the question: Why has Russia failed to reform its policies to overcome the Soviet legacy at the subnational level? The existing academic research on both Russian policies during the 2000s and the dynamics of Russian regions does not provide an answer. The works examining federal reform policies focus on the programs that were initiated and subsequently either succeeded or failed.4 Studies of the regions themselves concentrate on other issues of sub-national governance. In the 1990s, scholars analyzed models and practices of political relationships between the central and regional governments, including the distribution of power and resources. The political and economic centralizations of the 2000s forced scholars to focus more fully on the role of the federal government since it was the clear driver of change.5 In these analyses, political factors prevented stable, long-lasting and effective policy-making.6 Political scientists and economists often examine and recognize the influence of electoral politics and its outcomes on fiscal federalism in Russia.7 Finally, the territorial dimension is covered by scholars who assess the impact of various reforms on social and economic developments in the regions.8 At the same time, the central government’s regional policy and factors behind it remain under explored. 

			In this article I demonstrate that the political interests of the ruling federal elite hinder the reform of regional policy in Russia. Even during the biggest “window of opportunity,” the federal government could not overcome its political conflicts with subnational elites. 

			The article is organized as follows. First, I use John Kingdon’s “multiple streams” framework to identify the factors that promote or hinder a reform proposal in government. Second, I discuss the different models of regional policy and describe the various ideas for modernizing Russian territorial governance. Third, I examine the development of Russian regional policy during the 1990s and 2000s. Finally, I analyze the factors that prevented regional policy reform in the 2000s.

			Why Reform’s Time Has Not Come

			Initially policy analysts and political scientists were limited to analyzing the quality of policy reforms after their implementation. Conclusions on success or failure could be drawn solely from a reform policy’s results. This approach, based on Harold Lasswell and Gary Brewer’s “stage heuristic” idea, only allows for the analysis of the few reforms that have actually been implemented; it does not consider those policy proposals (or alternatives9) that were formulated, yet never adopted.10 By contrast, a framework that focuses on policy reform approval or denial allows scholars to see the earlier stages of the policy cycle – invention, estimation and selection. The most influential theoretical approach for analyzing the policy process from this perspective was developed by John Kingdon, who asks, “How does an idea’s time come?”11

			According to Kingdon’s approach, there are two categories of factors that “might affect [the] setting and specification of alternatives.” These are participants and processes. Participants (the president, the legislature, other public officials, bureaucrats, political parties, and pressure groups) can push or hinder proposed policy alternatives. Their interests and available resources define their choices and potential for turning certain alternatives into laws. The key factor defining a proposal’s success is the administrative and political strength of the actors who try to promote an alternative. Such actors must be able to overcome veto players who can block various policy streams.12 If the decision-making model involves many actors with opposing interests, and if the reform promoters do not have enough administrative and political resources, then policy change will most likely fail. 

			Processes can be described as the circumstances “by which agenda items and alternatives come into prominence.”13 Kingdon identifies three main processes: problems, policies, and politics. Problems reflect the challenges that motivate authorities to seek out possible alternatives and change the current pattern of policy. Policies include “a process of gradual accumulation of knowledge and perspectives among the specialists in a given policy area, and the generation of policy proposal[s] by such specialists.”14 Politics describes the influence of electoral politics, the mode of political struggle, and the relationships between influential political actors. As Kingdon notes, these three elements, or streams, can “serve as an impetus or as a constraint” on proposed policy measures. 

			Kingdon’s main argument states that an idea’s time comes when the appropriate policy window is open. Here, a policy window is a set of opportunities “for advocates of proposals to push their pet solutions or to push attention to their special problems.”15 Indeed for Kingdon, the adoption of a particular alternative is the result of many fortunate circumstances where policy problems have demanded urgent governmental action and the political situation allows the proposal’s advocates to adopt their own measure, but not any other. 

			By using Kingdon’s framework, the basic obstacles that prevent the adoption of an alternative can be identified. The promotion of an idea demands that society, experts, and politicians all perceive a problem. Without this perception, policy-makers lack the motivation to change stable practices of governance, since potential changes would increase uncertainty in a particular policy field. At the level of the policy stream, the potential difficulties for promoting a policy change concern its technical feasibility and the potential constraints on the implementation of a measure. The political stream contains two potential obstacles. On the one hand, public opinion can reflect the electorate’s disagreement with a proposed measure. As a result, policymakers will reject a plan of reforms because they fear losing votes in the next election. On the other hand, policy makers can stop the promotion of reform due to an unfavorable situation in the legislature. If the opposition controls a majority of the seats, it will be quite difficult to push a governmental alternative through the assembly. Thus, Kingdon’s model allows one to formulate an analytical scheme for understanding the causes of success or failure of a reform (see Table 1). Kingdon elaborates on this using the United States as a basis, i.e. a democratic and pluralistic political system. This article suggests that it is possible to apply Kingdon’s approach to systems with other sets of political institutions, especially an authoritarian state with a corporativist model of interest group representation and the existence of a long-term veto player, as in Russia.

			

Table 1. The Factors for a Reform’s Success or Failure

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Kingdon’s Element 

						
							
							Success 

						
							
							Failure

						
					

					
							
							Participants

						
							
							A reform is proposed by politically or administratively strong actors or there are no influential opponents among participants

						
							
							There are politically or administratively strong opponents among the participants of the policy process

						
					

					
							
							Problems

						
							
							Existence of reliable indicators and evidence of deep problems in a current policy 

						
							
							Absence of reliable indicators and evidence of deep problems in a current policy

						
					

					
							
							Policy Solutions

						
							
							Existence of tested and financially feasible solutions in a proposed policy program

						
							
							Proposed measures are expensive and have ambiguous potential results 

						
					

					
							
							Politics

						
							
							Proposed measures are popular among the majority of electorate. Reformers have the support of a parliamentary majority.

						
							
							Public opinion reflects the electorate’s disagreement with a proposed measure. An unfavorable situation prevails in the legislature.

						
					

				
			

			

The electoral authoritarianism that characterizes the Russian political regime combines a significant electoral process with the purposeful reduction of alternative actors.16 As a result, the electorate’s satisfaction has remained a significant factor of policy making in Russia. At the same time, there are key differences from democratic practices in terms of both the set of actors who can push different policy alternatives and the way that these alternatives are ordered and selected. Brian Taylor illuminated this difference in his study of Medvedev’s police reform.17 According to him, “in a competitive authoritarian regime, changes in policy preferences come not from electorate alteration or public pressure, but from changing circumstances and struggles within the executive brunch.”18 Other participants have to play their role in “politics as theater.” But this important difference does not reduce the value of using Kingdon’s framework to describe and explain policy processes in authoritarian systems.

			What Does Regional Policy Reform Mean?

			Regional policy is a rather loose term that describes governmental actions aimed at the economic and social development of territorially defined units at the subnational level. This is not a universally accepted definition, but in Russia (as in the European Union19) regional policy serves as a broad label for both intergovernmental fiscal relations and the territorial dimension of a state-led investment policy. The closest synonyms for “regional policy” are regional or territorial development when they fall under the context of a country’s domestic policy. There is a difference between regional policy (including economic and financial relationships between the different levels of government) and political relationships between the central government (hereafter, the Center) and the regions. They coincide, however, with the distribution of powers between central and regional authorities, which is considered an important issue for both political and economic dimensions of state building.

			For many years, the major goal of regional policy in Russia and elsewhere was the improvement of welfare in underdeveloped areas. A key instrument in approaching this goal is the redistribution of resources from more developed areas. This policy strategy has become the clear and expected solution to the well-known, equity-efficiency dilemma from public economics.20 While its resources are strictly limited, a state must choose between social and economic equalization (i.e. investing resources to support those areas which do not have opportunities to develop themselves) and providing for the effectiveness of the country as a whole. From this perspective, regional policy implementation has been seen as a function of reducing the socio-economic inequality in regional development, not only compensating for the difference between current expenditure commitments and collected regional budget revenues, but providing comprehensive support in investments.

			At the ideological and political levels, this idea supports the principles of justice and equality. Each and every citizen of a country, according to these principles, has a right to the same socio-economic opportunities. This means that the task of the central authorities is to provide the appropriate equal conditions for its citizens if the free market and private business cannot manage (or even threaten) this equality.

			Experts in regional policy and intergovernmental relations note that a full-scale policy of equalization demands enormous resources. If a region had been attractive to investors, private companies would have already established a visible presence there. The economically weak regions have a set of problems that need special and costly measures to move production into these areas. Examples of this policy show that only well-developed and prosperous states have enough resources to implement this strategy. Unfortunately, even in these instances the policy outcomes will be quite undesirable. The most famous example of implementing this strategy has been the European Union, which has invested significant funding in the economic development of poor countries and regions. It has made such efforts in the framework of cohesion and structural policies. The results show little effectiveness from direct intervention seeking to improve economic performance in these areas.21 The 2009 World Development Report, a document that reflects the basic arguments of advocates for a change in the model of regional development, notes

			A generation of economic research confirms this: there is no good reason to expect economic growth to spread smoothly across space. The experience of successful developers shows that production becomes more concentrated spatially. The most successful nations also institute policies that make basic living standards more uniform across space. Economic production concentrates, while living standards converge.22

			This strategy of regional policy implies an institutional and infrastructural integration of developed and underdeveloped areas. Such integration includes cross-regional equalization of living standards, providing educational, transportation and communication projects to the least developed regions and concentrating production in areas with the most potential. This approach satisfies the Kaldor–Hicks criteria. That is, it forms a situation in which more developed regions demonstrate high economic achievement. Their economic development is enough to help less developed regions but they still remain rich and prosperous.

			In this respect, the modernization of regional policy means the formation of a united system of public administration aimed at developing existing territorial poles of economic growth and the integration of economic and social spaces around them. This policy includes removing less developed areas from prevailing financial support of the central government, the establishment of institutional and infrastructural conditions to promote interregional mobility, and the coordination of financial, economic and administrative capabilities of the central state to achieve the goals of regional development.

			How Does Russia Do Regional Policy?

			Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, Russia’s regional policy has been influenced by the political struggle at the federal level and relations between the Center and the regions. In 1992–3, the Russian government needed regional support to win its political battle with the Russian parliament. After that, the regional authorities became supporters in gaining control over separatist movements in the ethnic republics. Finally, without the governors’ assistance, Boris Yeltsin could not have won the 1996 presidential elections.23

			To achieve regional loyalty, the federal government paid a high price. After 1992, when the Russian Federation became a sovereign state, the Kremlin elaborated different mechanisms for providing central financial support to the regions. However, the political weakness of the federal Center resulted in a high level of regional politicization. 

			First, despite the constitutionally fixed redistribution of powers between Center and the regions, the leaders of Russia’s economically and politically strong regions succeeded in revising the rules of the game. Most importantly, they forced the Center to sign bilateral treaties with regional governments. All these treaties and the majority of regional constitutions included statements which contradicted federal laws.24 In the economic arena, regional governments set trade barriers and controlled prices to protect regional economies and companies. As a result, Russia did not have a unified legal, economic, and political space until at least 1998. 

			Second, besides allowing the unconstitutional redistribution of federal powers favoring the strongest regions, the Center resorted to the use of fiscal federalism and its mechanisms to both thank Yeltsin’s supporters and appease opponents, and committed itself to non-intervention in the internal political struggles in the regions.25 As a result, the federal government could not even provide equalization of living standards. The newly created mechanisms of federal financial assistance (mainly the Fund for Financial Support of the Regions) managed to supply the most urgent help to regional budgets. But these financial distributions were shaped by strong political pressure.26 Indeed, there was no regional policy that represented an independent and thoughtful direction of governance during this period of Russian history.

			The strengthening of the central government since 1999 changed this situation. Vladimir Putin, who became prime minister in August 1999 and later Boris Yeltsin’s successor as president, succeeded in consolidating a wide circle of Russian politicians, intellectuals and activists.27 He fought his first political struggle against regional elites who challenged the federal authority during the 1999 parliamentary elections. With Putin’s support, the pro-federal political coalition Unity managed to defeat the coalition of regional leaders, Fatherland–All Russia. At the same time, the Center demonstrated its own readiness to protect the integrity of Russian territory when it initiated full-scale military operations in the Northern Caucasus. 

			Given this tendency, it is no wonder Putin’s first reform was meant to both bring regional laws into conformity with the Russian Constitution and weaken the political significance of the governors. Initially, Putin’s federal reform divided the entire country into seven federal districts and reassigned the regional prosecutors and territorial branches of numerous federal agencies to the control of presidential representatives in these districts.28 This redistribution of power allowed for a major revision of regional laws in order to ensure compliance with federal legislation in a relatively short period. Next, Putin changed the mode of forming the upper chamber of the legislature, the Federation Council. In the 1990s, its constitutional status was strengthened by the ex officio presence of regional governors and speakers of regional legislatures. Replacing the politically strong governors with their nominal representatives dramatically decreased the Federation Council’s influence over Russian politics.29 Finally, Putin endorsed a law allowing the Russian president to dismiss regional governors and dissolve regional assemblies if a court finds that they have violated federal laws. Consequently, regional elites lost influence on Russian politics nationwide, but preserved their control of politics within their respective regions. To this end, the Center abolished popular gubernatorial elections in 2005;30 instead, regional assemblies appointed candidates who were subsequently approved by the president. On the one hand, these reforms led to a strengthening of the Center’s powers and preserved the country’s unity after a long period of centrifugal processes. On the other, they set up a de facto unitary system of territorial governance without any special representation of diverse regional interests.

			Besides the political context, the financial and economic conditions of the 2000s changed significantly. Coupled with the favorable dynamics of global oil prices, effective budgetary and tax reforms increased the federal budget’s revenues.31 Since 1999 the government has turned to changing the patterns of intergovernmental relations; it strengthened “budget discipline” and centralized intergovernmental financial flows (Table 2 shows the dynamics of federal and regional shares of budget revenues in the 1990s and 2000s). These measures allowed for the diversification of financial assistance mechanisms available to regional budgets. Since 2000, redistribution of assignments from the Fund for the Financial Support of the Regions has become more transparent, better-run and non-politicized. In addition, several new federal funds were established – the Fund for Compensations, the Fund for Co-Financing of Social Expenditures, the Fund for Reforming Regional and Local Finances, and the Fund for Regional Development. 

			

Table 2. Federal and Regional Shares of the Budget Revenues in Russia in 1992–1999 and 2003–2011
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							Federal share (%)

						
							
							Regional share (%)

						
					

					
							
							1992

						
							
							60.3

						
							
							39.7

						
					

					
							
							1993

						
							
							45.6

						
							
							54.4

						
					

					
							
							1994

						
							
							48.3

						
							
							51.7

						
					

					
							
							1995

						
							
							48.0

						
							
							52.0

						
					

					
							
							1996

						
							
							49.0

						
							
							51.0

						
					

					
							
							1997

						
							
							47.0

						
							
							53.0

						
					

					
							
							1998

						
							
							44.0

						
							
							56.0

						
					

					
							
							1999

						
							
							51.0

						
							
							49.0

						
					

					
							
							2003

						
							
							64.1

						
							
							35.9

						
					

					
							
							2004

						
							
							63.8

						
							
							36.2

						
					

					
							
							2005

						
							
							67.4

						
							
							32.6

						
					

					
							
							2006

						
							
							62.7

						
							
							37.3

						
					

					
							
							2007

						
							
							60.0

						
							
							40.0

						
					

					
							
							2008

						
							
							64.7

						
							
							35.3

						
					

					
							
							2009

						
							
							60.7

						
							
							39.2

						
					

					
							
							2010

						
							
							53.7

						
							
							46.3

						
					

					
							
							2011

						
							
							61.3

						
							
							38.7

						
					

				
			

			

Source: Rodin J. Rethinking Russian Federalism. The Politics of Intergovernmental Relations and Federal Reforms at the Tum of the Millennium. Unpublished dissertation. Stockholm, 2006. p. 166 (for 1992–1999); author’s calculations on the basis of the Federal Treasury’s data (http://www.roskazna.ru/).

			

One positive consequence of these changes is a more transparent allocation of funds as compared to a system that distributes transfers through a single federal fund tasked with performing multiple functions simultaneously. Financial centralization, however, has led to an increase in the number and volume of federal transfers to the regions. Between 2008 and 2012 the federal government used nearly one hundred budget transfers to redistribute more than one billion rubles for financial assistance to the regions. At the same time, the most transparent Fund for the Financial Support of the Region has seen its share of transfers decrease.32 

			Political stabilization, new institutional arrangements and the turning of governors into de facto federal appointees did not dampen the political influence on intergovernmental relations. Instead, the political and economic aspects of regional policy have had to obey the logic of the “political business cycle” 33 and the dynamics of political uncertainty in Russia.34 

			The Ministry of Economic Development determined the investment portion of Russia’s regional policy. The key measure defining the federal investment policy framework was the establishment of “special economic zones,” or territories that benefitted from special privileges in conducting business. Usually companies resident in these territories received preferential taxation and customs treatment and simplified licensing. The goal of establishing such zones was the “[development] of manufacturing plants, high-tech industries, tourist and healthcare sectors, port and transportation infrastructure, technology development, and the commercialization of scientific discoveries.”35 This statement does not give this measure a sense of regional policy since it concentrates on economic, not territorial, goals. However, the placement of these zones within the boundaries of particular regions allows scholars to analyze their creation as a component of regional development policy. The selection process identifying territories for future special economic zones begs the question of regional development priorities. The placement of these zones throughout the country has demonstrated the lack of clear criteria and opaque decision-making. In fact, the industrial and technology development zones were predominantly (but not exclusively) arranged in more developed regions (Moscow and Moscow region, St.Petersburg, Lipetsk and Tomsk regions, and Tatarstan), whereas tourist and port zones were initiated in both the most and the least developed areas (see Table 3).

			

Table 3. Special Economic Zones in Russia

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Types of Zones

						
							
							Name and Location

						
							
							Year of Creation 

						
					

					
							
							Industrial and manufacturing zones

						
							
							“Lipetsk,” Lipetsk region

						
							
							2005

						
					

					
							
							“Alabuga,” Republic of Tatarstan

						
							
							2005

						
					

					
							
							“Togliatti,” Samara region

						
							
							2010

						
					

					
							
							“Titanium valley,” Sverdlovsk region

						
							
							2010

						
					

					
							
							“Moglino,” Pskov region

						
							
							2012

						
					

					
							
							“Ljudinovo,” Sverdlovsk region

						
							
							2012

						
					

					
							
							Technological zones

						
							
							“Saint Petersburg,” St. Petersburg

						
							
							2005

						
					

					
							
							“ Dubna,” Moscow region

						
							
							2005

						
					

					
							
							“ Zelenograd,” Moscow region

						
							
							2005

						
					

					
							
							“Tomsk,” Tomskaya region

						
							
							2005

						
					

					
							
							“Innopolis,” Republic of Tatarstan 

						
							
							2012

						
					

					
							
							Touristic and recreational zones

						
							
							“Turquoise Katun,” Altai kray 

						
							
							2007

						
					

					
							
							“Altai Valley,” Republic of Altai

						
							
							2007

						
					

					
							
							“Gate of Baikal,” Irkutsk region

						
							
							2007

						
					

					
							
							“Baikal Harbor,” Republic of Buriatiia

						
							
							2007

						
					

					
							
							“Curonian Spit,” Kaliningrad region

						
							
							2007

						
					

					
							
							“Grand Spa Yutsa,” Stavropol’ krai

						
							
							2007

						
					

					
							
							“New Anapa,” Krasnodar krai

						
							
							2007

						
					

					
							
							“Veduchi,” Chechen Republic

						
							
							2013

						
					

					
							
							Port zones 

						
							
							“Ul’yanovsk,” Ul’yanovsk region

						
							
							2009

						
					

					
							
							“The Soviet Harbor,” Habarovskiy krai

						
							
							2009

						
					

				
			

			

Source: Russian Economic Zones (http;//www.rosez.ru/) 

			

Another governmental measure within the framework of territorial development was the establishment of the Investment Fund of the Russian Federation in 2006. The Fund was intended to support the most prominent national and regional projects, co-financing and enabling transportation, engineering and energy infrastructure. Initially, the Fund was an instrument that supported projects aimed at reducing the distance between areas of resource extraction, zones of production and end markets. Policy-makers declared that the Fund was intended to finance nationwide projects that would be capable of accelerating the economic development of the entire country.36 Only two years later, the government allowed the Fund to finance regional projects,37 thus resolving the tasks of inter-regional inequality. Experts argued that the redistribution of these federal funds generally suited the interests of the more developed regions (especially with regional projects).38 As with the previous case, the most serious problem with this regional development mechanism was its non-transparent process of selecting and supporting projects.39 As a result, such decisions were not based on purely economic needs, but lobbyists’ pressure as well. 

			Also, some governmental measures are not specifically aimed at territorial development, but have become de facto integral parts of regional policy. Since 2007, the Center has been contributing significant resources to strengthen higher education in some regions. Besides the two state universities in Moscow and St. Petersburg, there are currently nine federal universities (Kaliningrad, Vladivostok, Kazan’, Archangelsk, Yakutsk, Stavropol, Krasnoyarsk, Rostov-na-Donu and Yekaterinburg) and 29 national research universities (in Moscow, St. Petersburg, Irkutsk, Kazan, Saransk, Nizhniy Novgorod, Novosibirsk, Perm, Samara, Saratov, Tomsk and Chelyabinsk) that have been placed mainly in the more developed regions. This step follows the logic of supporting the economically strongest regions which require highly qualified cadres. At the same time, the higher educational institutions in the least developed regions are under significant pressure from the federal government to improve their quality. 

			These changes, however, have not become a full-scale program for modernizing regional policy. Besides the centralization of financial flows, regional development suffers from other difficulties. The government continues to support the weakest regions based on the redistribution of tax revenues from the economically strongest regions.40 Like in the Soviet economic system, economic effectiveness here is subordinated to social needs.41 Finally, regional economies are characterized by soft budget constraints,42 i.e. subnational governments do not take real responsibility in the event of financial and economic policy failure because of the opportunity to use the central government’s grants to manage growing problems.43 This design leads to a reduction in regional governments’ incentives and potential to attract effective and long-term investments, and favors risky and irresponsible behavior among regional elites.44 

			In the 2000s there was an attempt to change the principles of regional policy. In 2004 the newly created Ministry of Regional Development declared that Russia needed a new form of regional policy. A year later, the Ministry presented its Strategy Concept for the Socio-Economic Development of the Russian Regions.45 This document proposed rejecting “the policy of equalization” with its support of the least developed areas, and advocated a shift to “polarized development” (poliarizovannoe razvitie), i.e., governmental support for the most developed and prosperous territories. These affluent regions would be the basis of “clusters” that would link more and less developed regions, all while including the latter in the territorial development processes. The role of underdeveloped regions would be to provide laborers, as well as natural and other resources. This program proposed changing the principles of fiscal intergovernmental relations, the development of investment instruments in favor of more developed territories, and their economic integration with the least developed areas. The government did not adopt this concept, but the discussion surrounding it encouraged many governors and representatives of the Ministry of Regional Development to put forward proposals addressing the formation of “clusters.” 

			According to another idea of this ministry, urban agglomerations should provide the basis for territorial development. This idea (which continues to receive support in the latter part of 2014) states that these agglomerations should become centers of economic and social development for their neighborhoods. Like clusters, agglomerations have become a fashionable way for regional leaders and elites to procure additional federal investments. Therefore, instead of infrastructural and institutional support aimed at decreasing different types of inequalities in growing (Moscow, St. Petersburg) and potential (Samara, Rostov-na-Don) urban agglomerations, the Ministry has started a full-scale program seeking to encourage new agglomerations in territories lacking objective conditions for their formation.46 

			Although the 2008 economic crisis ended attempts to radically reform regional development policies in Russia, the examples of clusters and agglomerations above demonstrate that there are supporters of new approaches to regional policy among Russian officials and experts. However, fiscal intergovernmental relations and investment policy implementation remain inconsistent approaches to regional development. The programs formulated in this field have not been a significant factor for policy changes, and over the last fourteen years the federal Center has not modernized territorial governance. What factors, then, have contributed to the failure to modernize regional policy?

			A Policy of Secondary Importance

			To answer this question, I have used Kingdon’s framework (Table 1) that includes four main elements – problems, solutions, politics, and participants. 

			From the political perspective, the early 2000s were the most appropriate period for radical economic and social reforms. And, in fact, shortly after becoming president, Putin launched several reforms simultaneously. Besides the aforementioned federal, budgetary and fiscal reforms, the federal government started implementing changes to administrative, education, labor, pension, and other policies. The success of these reforms varied greatly. Some were stopped at different stages of Brewer’s policy cycle, others were implemented, then subsequently cancelled, while only a few reforms demonstrated full success.47 

			Most reforms, especially the social ones, were unpopular with the Russian population since they sought to reduce the generous subsidies guaranteed by the Soviet government. These reforms changed the mechanisms for providing social services while also increasing the level of privatization within the social sphere.48 In this context, the Russian parliament played a decisive role. The 1999 parliamentary elections led to an unstable pro-government majority and the 2003 elections allowed for full presidential control of the State Duma.49 Those favorable conditions provided parliamentary approval for even the most contentious and technically infeasible decisions, like the monetization of social benefits implemented at the beginning of 2005.50 The early 2000s political stream described by Kingdon’s policy process allowed the federal government to adopt and implement decisions that significantly changed the established policy patterns. That political situation, together with formulated solutions, seemingly opened a broad policy window for regional policy reform. But two other elements of the policy process reliably blocked reform for 14 years.

			Surprisingly, the first reason for the failure of the reforms is located in the problem stream of Kingdon’s model. Kingdon suggests distinguishing between a problem and a condition. The latter is an objective situation that must be taken into account when governing the country. The former is a situation that is assessed by the policymakers as an obstacle to development and should therefore be overcome. Using these definitions, all peculiarities of territorial development in Russia’s regions can be seen as conditions of Russia’s economic processes. Neither the president nor key ministers have announced regional development as important directions for their actions. The first time territorial issues were articulated as a problem came during the 2008 economic crisis, when a major decline in global oil prices damaged the strongest regions in Russia. It especially hurt the so-called monotowns, or company towns, wholly based on the economic and financial well-being of a single factory. The crisis pushed these settlements to the brink; hundreds of thousands of citizens risked losing their jobs with no prospects of finding a new one in these areas. In this situation, the government was unaware of exactly how many of these settlements were at risk and, consequently, what the scale and scope of the economic problems facing Russia’s regions were. Injecting a huge amount of federal money into the budgets of lower tiers of government and subsidizing the most damaged companies alleviated the initial consequences of the 2008 crisis felt by regional and local authorities. This situation resulted in the government’s statement that the current state of regional policy was a problem. However, further discussions did not lead to the formation and implementation of a new program for regional policy. Hence, even as it was emerging, the problem could not open a policy window for governmental action. 

			This failure is explained by the particularities of agents’ position about the role of regional policy in Russia. Kingdon states that politicians and officials are not the only participants, but that there is room for other actors. They include interest groups and experts that can have significant influence on policy-making. In the Russian context, however, experts are only important players during the stage of formulating alternatives. Their influence remains restricted at other stages of the policy cycle. The other three groups of actors, politicians, officials, and interest groups, can be studied from the perspective of Theodore Lowi, who suggests analyzing them as distinct functional groups. According to Lowi, the three groups all perform their own functions and strive to achieve goals that contradict one another. Key politicians’ sole interest is to be re-elected in the next elections, officials want to implement effective policy which they are responsible for, and representatives of interest groups seek to defend their sectorial interests. 51 

			The Russian competitive authoritarian political regime has led to the formation of a monocentric political system with President Vladimir Putin as the predominant political actor. From his perspective, the main obstacle to reforming regional policy is the contradiction between the goals of this reform and the established political relationships between central and regional authorities. The reform of regional policy demands the expansion of regional autonomy, strengthening of horizontal, interregional economic links, and support for intra-regional institutions stimulating social and economic development. Conversely, Putin’s regime requires full-fledged centralized control over all subnational units and branches of the state apparatus. As the key players in providing the expected electoral results for the Kremlin, regional governors became integral parts of the federal government. Consequently, their actions are under the control of numerous federal watchdogs.52 Now, the governors’ administrative role is to implement tasks assigned by the Center. Weakening the Center’s control and extending administrative autonomy would lead to an increase in the political significance of regional governors, especially after the return of gubernatorial elections in 2012.53 Therefore, the Center uses its administrative and financial control of the regions to save the pro-Center equilibrium formed after the Kremlin cancelled gubernatorial elections starting from 2005. 

			An additional political obstacle blocking radical changes in regional policy is the electoral importance of both highly developed regions and less developed regions. In the 2000s, the more developed regions, and especially the big cities became increasingly opposed to Putin and the United Russia party, while the least developed regions have been major supporters of the president.54 The redistributive system of intergovernmental relations played a significant role in this support; if the most developed regions independently provide for their living conditions, then the poor regions rely on federal transfers (which increase as federal elections approach). From this point of view, changing regional policy could increase the uncertainty of electoral results. 

			From the perspective of federal officials, regional policy has never been a top priority. In Putin’s government, the two key agencies responsible for economic policy are the Ministry of Finance and the Ministry of Economic Development. Before the 2008 financial crisis, Minister of Finance Aleksey Kudrin implemented a policy of increasing budget revenues and improving the efficiency and transparency of spending. His particular recipe included the centralization of financial flows and watchdog control on spending at the regional and local levels.55 These ways of resolving financial issues nationwide contradicted the idea of strengthening regional autonomy and motivating elites to seek new sources of regional development. The strategy pursued by Minister of Economic Development German Gref supported strengthening the potential for “poles of growth” across the Russian territory, but it did not consider the need for integrating the more developed areas with the less developed ones, decreasing inequalities between them, or strengthening institutions of self-government at the lower tiers of cities and districts. Therefore, his initiatives, such as the Investment Fund of the Russian Federation and the special economic zones, are characterized by incoherency from a regional policy perspective. 

			The lack of a special governmental agency directly responsible for regional policy confirms that it sits low on the list of priorities. The Ministry of Regional Development (Minregion) was formed only in 2005, and it was headed by Vladimir Yakovlev, the former governor of St. Petersburg and a former deputy prime minister previously responsible for the development of housing and communal services, who had poor personal relations with Putin since he had defeated Putin’s mentor Anatoly Sobchak to become governor. Regional policy became the main focus of the new ministry as Yakovlev launched a discussion about the new regional policy that was formulated in the Strategy Concept for the Socio-Economic Development of the Russian Regions and later in his idea of urban clusters. The Concept was approved by the government in 2005, but it did not appear on the real agenda. The Russian government then was headed by Mikhail Fradkov, the nominal prime minister, who was not an important player in launching major reforms. The real reformers and veto players were Kudrin and Gref, who enjoyed Putin’s strong backing. Since radical transformation of regional policy was not a part of their reform agenda, the Concept was never implemented and remained merely on paper. 

			After Yakovlev was fired for failing to reform housing and communal services, the new minister, Dmitry Kozak, rejected the idea of clusters and focused Minregion on the problems of providing infrastructure, housing and communal services in the Russian regions. A year later, Kozak was promoted to the post of deputy prime minister in charge of preparations for the 2014 Sochi Olympic Games. The next three regional ministers, Viktor Basargin, Oleg Govorun and Igor Slyunyaev, functioned as coordinators of federal policy implementation at the regional level, and did not initiate any major policy reforms. Starting in 2012, the idea of disbanding the ministry and transferring its functions to the Ministry of Economic Development and other agencies responsible for infrastructure, housing and communal services began to gain currency. The ministry’s weak position became apparent when it was not assigned any of the tasks for implementing the special development programs for the Far East and Crimea; instead, the government established special ministries responsible for these projects. Finally, in 2014 the Kremlin dissolved the Ministry of Regional Development. This institutional change demonstrated that the actors who initiated and sought to implement regional policy reforms were extremely weak players administratively, while other influential officials were able to shape policies according to their own priorities, without taking regional concerns into account.

			The two major pressure groups that have their own interests in regional policy are regional governors and nationwide companies. However, the governors are not represented by a single interest group and face collective action problems since they have differing interests.56 Only a few of them (mostly leaders of the more developed areas) are interested in implementing reforms in territorial governance. The governors of resource-dependent regions have no incentives to diversify regional economies. In the short term, such changes could adversely affect the established patron-client ties, and threaten the electoral prospects of the ruling groups in these regions. For the governors of less developed regions, regional policy reforms would provide a real social and economic challenge (the reduction of federal investments, changes to the structure of their populations, and so on) that might turn into a social and political crisis in the short-term. Thus, the governors could potentially act as real opponents to a possible reform program, but due to the federal reforms of the early 2000s, they do not have any political opportunity to do this. 

			Reforming regional policy would primarily benefit mid-size businesses and companies since they would gain support in both more developed and less developed regions. From a normative perspective, large nationwide companies are should be interested in new regional policy. Forming transparent mechanisms for redistributing financial intergovernmental transfers and investments, creating new transport and logistics infrastructure, targeting measures for regions with different investment potentials, encouraging greater economic and administrative openness within the regions, and reducing the governors’ influence on regional economies all work to improve the business climate. Hence, big business leaders should be the main lobbyists for regional policy reforms.

			But during the 2000s, the ability of big business owners to promote change in the institutional framework decreased dramatically.57 Now they are doing well within the framework of the current system of territorial development and exploiting the non-transparency of the existing mechanisms of policy-making. The clearest example of such personalized decision-making is a governmental agreement that funds the construction of a railroad to Russia’s socially and economically weakest region, the Republic of Tyva, from the Investment Fund of the Russian Federation. This project was the result of lobbying by a businessman with close personal ties to President Putin and who owned a coalmine in that region. To sum up, business had neither a formal opportunity to push for reform, nor short-term incentives to use its informal channels to achieve this goal.

			Conclusion

			According to Kingdon, all policy changes are the result of a lucky coincidence of a number of factors: in a favorable political period, administratively strong actors propose policy alternatives that are seen by all participants of a policy process as acceptable solutions to real problems. The failure of regional policy reforms in Russia demonstrates, foremost, the difficulty of achieving such an aggregation of factors.

			Territorial governance is one of the most important parts of the Russian political process. The “parade of sovereignties” in the beginning of the 1990s, two wars in the Chechen Republic, the electoral struggle between the Center and regional leaders in 1999, the 2000 and 2004 federal reforms have all had a significant impact on the political outcomes that characterize the current regime and its development. At the same time, as a policy of secondary importance, regional development in Russian is doomed to be inconsistent and subordinate to the goals of other policies and their policy entrepreneurs. Indeed, this reform met the classic J-curve problem:58 it significantly changed the institutions in the short-term period, disrupted the status quo for all influential players, but promised positive results in economic (not political) development only in the long-term perspective. 

			These circumstances do not help raise expectations for reforms in the near future. The Russian system of regional development is changing under the influence of broader public administration efforts and reforms in other spheres. Agency really matters in this sense because the main actors with an interest in improving regional policy lack the ability to make any real changes. 
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    Abstract: This article assesses the prospects for ecological modernization in Russia by scrutinizing the policy environment which conditions the structuration of environmental policy. Recently introduced state environmental policy principles for the period up to 2030, which the Russian government states to be the main goal for the country’s ecological modernization, form the starting point of this analysis. The main aim of the article is to shed light on the factors that enable or constrain the implementation of these principles and ecological modernization in general. The article concludes that while institutional improvement is taking place, other dimensions of the policy environment are less favorable for ecological modernization. Thus, the outcome we see so far resembles a weak version of ecological modernization, which emphasizes technological solutions and the development of governance structures as a core change. The strong version, necessitating change in cultural-discursive patterns and social institutions, is not likely to take place in the near future.


    In April 2012, Russian President Dmitry Medvedev adopted a new set of principles for state policy in the area of environmental development through 2030.1 Although environmental non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have criticized the document for not introducing practical policy instruments,2 it nevertheless outlines a range of important social and economic principles in the sphere of Russia’s environmental policy. Laying out such principles is a promising step: together with the legacy of Soviet economic planning and its authoritarian system of governance, Russia’s economic and societal transition has obstructed the development of environmental policy and management. In fact, the system of environmental governance has suffered from constant change since the late 1980s.3 Although the ecological situation in the country improved during the 1990s because of the economic “hyperdepression,” this success was not the result of improved environmental policies, but happened mainly because of a decline in industrial activities. Rather than ecological modernization, this development can be called ecological subversion4 or environmental deinstitutionalization.5 Given Russia’s legal and political system, the introduction of the principles does not, however, automatically lead to improved environmental policy – the current document’s antecedents, such as the Russian Ecological Doctrine introduced by the government in 2002, have achieved little improvement, and even the effectiveness of more concrete targeted federal programs, such as “Ecology and Natural Resources of Russia (2002–2010),” performed poorly due to inadequate financing and weak coordination.6


    The aim of this article is to assess the prospects for ecological modernization in Russia vis-à-vis the existing policy environment. The main research question I address is the following: how does the existing policy environment here and now enable or constrain the implementation of state environmental policy principles introduced in 2012? It needs to be noted that the analysis concentrates on the present policy environment; predicting the changes in the environment up to the endpoint of the period of state policy principles (2030) would be difficult, if not impossible.


    The concept of policy environment draws from a social structurationist model of policy formation, developed by Aalto et al. to explain energy policy formation.7 This model conceptualizes the policy environment in terms of structural dimensions and then identifies enabling and constraining factors within each dimension. The dimensions straddle the physical, financial, institutional and ideological aspects of structure.8 The article also identifies the actors relevant for understanding the social dynamics of Russia’s environmental policy sector. To describe the structural dimensions of the policy environment, I use empirical data such as documents, speeches, news, reports and statistics. Occasionally I also employ interviews that I have conducted during different research projects on environmental problems and policy in Russia during 2002–20139 as sources of information, albeit not in any systematic way. As there are relatively few studies in the Russian language examining environmental policy, I also refer to analyses conducted by Western institutions and other previous research outside Russia to account for dimensions of the policy environment.


    The study is rooted in the concept of ecological modernization, which has been praised as a particularly appropriate framework for considering the development of environmental approaches in post-communist countries. The concept is illuminating because these societies employ its basic premises in their societal development: a strong commitment to economic growth, science, and technological solutions.10 Of course, many of the post-communist countries have, as members of the European Union, committed themselves to environmental policy development as set by the Union, which requires these countries to revise their traditional hierarchy of policy objectives.11 With regard to Russia, a non-EU member, I argue that the concept is well in line with its long-term environmental policy goals, i.e. the state environmental policy up to 2030. The document states, for example, that “(t)he development of these Principles is to ensure environmental security while modernizing the economy and during the process of innovative development”, and that “(t)he strategic objective of State policy in the field of environmental development is achieving the socio-economic goals for environmentally oriented economic growth.”12 While not taking a stand on whether ecological modernization is enough to “save the planet,” for practical purposes I use the concept of ecological modernization here to refer to what is the main goal of these environmental policy objectives and to reflect on the changes taking place in Russia’s environmental policy. In the concluding part of the paper, I assess what kind of ecological modernization – economic, institutional-political, cultural-discursive, or external influence,13 and whether in a weaker or stronger version – is likely to take place in Russia.


    The article proceeds as follows: first, the concept of ecological modernization, and the way in which I analyze the policy environment, are explained. Second, the state environmental policy principles are introduced. Third, in carrying out the actual analysis, I identify the actors who shape the social dynamics of the environmental policy sector. Then, I describe the policy environment using the four structural dimensions – physical, financial, institutional and ideological – that either enable or constrain environmental policy formation. Finally, I assess the prospects for realizing the environmental policy principles and, more to the point, for the ecological modernization of Russia, in terms of the dimensions of the policy environment.


    Conceptual Underpinnings


    The concept of ecological modernization


    Ecological modernization theory focuses on social, institutional and political transformations taking place as a response to worsening environmental problems in industrialized countries.14 In brief, ecological modernization refers to a process that incorporates real and planned transformations in social practice, institutional design and discourses concerning ecology and the environment. One of the underlying notions of the theory is the interdependency between economic growth and environmental protection; most of the proponents of the theory see the market economy as capable of generating effective responses to environmental problems. Along these lines, science and technology are recognized as powerful tools to address environmental problems, and modern governance structures are seen as potentially effective regulatory frameworks.15 Critics, however, have dismissed ecological modernization as a rather shallow and narrow way of reacting to environmental problems because it continues to accept such concepts as the need for constant economic growth.16


    There are a number of variations of the theory: while a weak version of ecological modernization emphasizes technological solutions as the core of change, the strong version necessitates change also in social institutions; other variations are something in between.17 Hajer, for instance, distinguishes between a “techno-corporatist” interpretation which emphasizes the “economization of nature” and elitist decision-making structures (a weaker form of ecological modernization), and an interpretation that underlines changes to production and consumption through greater democratization, redistribution and social justice (a stronger form).18 The latter interpretation is indicative of reflexive modernization, implying that political and economic development are based on critical self-awareness – public scrutiny and democratic control.19


    Kotilainen et al.20 offer an example of the application of the concept as an analytical tool in the Russian context. Based on the ecological modernization literature, they distinguish between four principal scenarios of ecological modernization in Russia. The economic scenario emphasizes technological development and other economic factors as main drivers for Russia’s ecological modernization. The institutional-political scenario suggests that ecological modernization would be initiated first and foremost by integrating environmental issues into state institutions, legislation and politics. The cultural-discursive scenario, in turn, underscores change rooted in cultural and discursive practices: the rising level of environmental awareness strengthens environmental values and influences the cultural sphere, including industries and business actors. Finally, according to the external influence scenario, ecological modernization in Russia would be encouraged by transnational networks mediating between Russian, Western and transnational spaces. This scenario assumes an increasing role for non-state actors in global environmental governance: environmentally sensitive markets and the pressure of non-governmental organizations (NGOs).21 It also impacts the sphere of cultural-discursive practices by bringing new discourses to Russia, as well as the sphere of the economy by creating new pressure on economic actors. These scenarios are to be understood as ideal types; in reality, they are interconnected and, in some cases, overlapping.


    Analyzing the policy environment


    In this paper, I use the concept of policy environment and analyze it with the help of categorizations developed for the so-called social structurationist model of policy formation. The aim of the model is to make sense of the policy environment with which actors need to cope.22 It was originally developed to analyze energy policy formation, but in this article I test its applicability to explain Russia’s environmental policy formation: like energy policy, environmental policy is in many ways a similarly complex field; thus, using analytic tools beyond the conventional and appropriate to explain the formation of energy policy takes effort. The model is particularly fruitful, because it grasps material as well as ideational dimensions of environmental policy: like energy policy, environmental policy is heavily based on various types of materiality.23 While the original model contains several stages, for the purposes of this article I apply the model only partly, taking advantage of the concept of policy environment and structural dimensions.


    Accordingly, the policy environment is here conceptualized and described in terms of structural dimensions enabling and constraining policy formation. The process incorporates real and planned transformations in social practice, institutional design and discourses concerning ecology and the environment. Accordingly, factors that enable or constrain – e.g. the introduction of environmentally sound technologies, environmental management systems, improved state institutions, legislation and policies, and raising the environmental awareness and participation of the public – are assessed. In the case of Russia’s environmental policy, enabling factors are often negative, such as the costs of not taking action, for instance. Also the current state of affairs can be regarded as an enabling factor when it is so poor that it can be improved rather easily and with low cost. Looking at the situation in this light suggests that positive enabling factors, such as political constituencies or resources available, may in the Russian case be heightened by these negative enabling, factors.


    For the purpose of analyzing environmental policy, I slightly modify the dimensions developed to analyze energy policy in the original work of Aalto et al.24 Instead of the original term “resource geographic” referring to the first dimension, I prefer to use the term physical, because for environmental policy, resource is not as central a concept as it is for energy policy; yet physical and material structures are essential. Moreover, I prefer to call the fourth dimension, ecological in the original, ideological here, because it seems to make more sense than the “ecological” dimension when environmental policy is concerned. The contents of the dimension, however, are more or less similar to the original version, referring to varying patterns of “green” thought and (public) pressure (see below). Accordingly, the four dimensions of structure as used in this article are: physical, financial, institutional and ideological. The four structural dimensions are analytical categories describing the policy environment faced by the actors. In the following paragraphs, the structural dimensions are explained in brief, drawing on Aalto et al.25 but adapted to the context of environmental policy instead of that of energy policy.


    The physical dimension of the policy environment refers to the nature of the physical environment as well as the material conditions of using the environment (such as infrastructure). Included here are the physical changes in the quality of the environment and the exploitation of natural resources, drawing on such measures as the abundance of these resources and their potential to pollute vast geographic areas. The dimension also embodies the technological facilities and their characteristics that either enable or constrain environmentally sound performance. The dimension is not confined to the national level, as physical and material scales of environmental issues straddle both interregional and global levels.


    The financial dimension of structure, in turn, involves financial preconditions that either enable or constrain policy formation, i.e. financial transactions and incentives, but also costs of environmental deterioration, which are not insignificant in Russia, especially in terms of public health. So far, the financial dimension of structure has perhaps been more of constraint, as replacing environmentally harmful infrastructure and behavior is costly. Traditionally, environmental management has been financed from state budgets, but there is a growing trend to rely on various market-based mechanisms and private–public partnerships. This tendency is seen also in Russia, although many economic environmental policy instruments are yet to be introduced. Also, this dimension stretches from the national to global scale: in global environmental politics, especially in the climate sector, the financial dimension has been crucial for Russia’s motivation to commit to more environmentally friendly performance. Moreover, international consumer pressure, especially in the energy sector, matters.


    The institutional dimension of structure features both formal and informal institutions relevant for the formation of environmental policy. In the case of Russia, formal institutions are often rigid and full of bureaucracy. The weakness of formal institutions for environmental management in Russia is underscored by the fact that these institutions have been in a state of constant flux since the late 1980s, and there is also a serious lack of societal trust in the functioning of these institutions. Informal institutions, that is to say customs and norms, social institutions and habits of doing things, tacit “rules of the game” which often question the formal rules of institutional politics, seem to be much more permanent. With regard to the supranational scale of institutions, international agreements and regimes are one factor shaping the institutional dimension of Russia’s environmental policy environment.


    Finally, there is the ideological dimension of structure that refers to systems of abstract thought applied to public matters which shape the goals, expectations and actions of different actors. Ideology is a central element for policy formation, yet interlinked with other dimensions of structure.26 In the context of the structuration of the environmental policy, the relevant ideology is first and foremost labeled as “green,” the ideological dimension of structure is about ideas and demands related to growing environmental concern, and criticism of established physical, financial and institutional rationales confronting the formation of environmental policy.


    About Russia’s State Principles for Environmental Development to 2030


    Russia’s state principles for environmental development through 2030 were approved by outgoing president Dmitry Medvedev on April 30, 2012. In less than ten pages, the document outlines the general provisions, strategic objectives and principles, and the main mechanisms for realizing state policy in the area of environmental development. The document notes that global environmental problems associated with climate change, biodiversity loss, desertification and other negative environmental processes have an impact on Russia and its citizens (point 1.1.); that a large percentage of Russia’s urban population suffers from high or very high levels of air pollution; and that some 100 million hectares of land are threatened by desertification (point 1.3).


    In the document, the strategic objective of state environmental policy is articulated as follows: to carry out socio-economic tasks which ensure environmentally oriented economic growth; to protect the environment, biodiversity and natural resources in a way that meets the needs of the present and future generations; to guarantee the right to a healthy environment; to strengthen the rule of law in the environmental sector; and to provide for environmental security (point 7). The main tasks required to achieve this objective are listed in point 9. These tasks include the establishment of an effective system of environmental management, improvements in Russian legislation, the advancement of environmentally sound technologies, the recovery of degraded ecosystems, the development of waste management facilities, the improvement of economic regulation and market-based instruments for environmental management, and expansion of environmental monitoring. Interestingly, the document underscores ensuring the participation of citizens, civic associations, non-profit organizations and the business community in discussions and decision-making in the field of environmental protection.


    Next, the document introduces some general-level mechanisms for the realization of these goals and tasks. Examples of these mechanisms include: improving the division of power among environmental authorities (point 10a); establishing an integrated and coherent system of environmental laws (point 11b); reducing industrial pollution to a level similar to that of “economically developed countries” (point 13c); and increasing liability for violations of environmental legislation (point 11d). The mechanisms of realization listed in the document are not practical instruments of implementation but, actually, further goals and tasks under the more general ones. The document does not offer details in any of the areas that it discusses and particularly does not provide a road map for the creation of environmental institutions. The lack of detailed implementation plans is the reason why Russian environmentalists have criticized the policy.27


    The document ends by claiming that an effective public administration will implement the state environmental policy by working in collaboration with the business community, academia, the public and various organizations. It also announces that the principles will be carried out in accordance with an implementation action plan approved by the government. In addition, the document declared that financing to implement the policy will draw on federal regional and local budgets, as well as extra-budgetary sources including public–private partnerships.


    Actors Participating in Russian Environmental Policy


    The diversity of actors involved in environmental policy and governance in Russia is extensive. First of all, state actors, such as the government and different administrations, play a key role. In addition to agencies specifically devoted to the environment, other administrative branches significantly influence environmental policymaking, especially those related to the economy, energy, housing, transport and industry. The key authorities responsible for formulating and implementing environmental policy and law at the federal level are the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, and the Federal Environmental, Industrial and Nuclear Supervision Service. The former coordinates and supervises the activities of the Federal Service for Hydrometeorology and Environmental Monitoring, the Federal Service for Supervision of Natural Resource Management, the Federal Agency for Water Resources, the Federal Forest Agency, and the Federal Agency for Subsoil Management. The latter carries out functions regarding the adoption of environmental regulations, monitoring and supervision, reporting directly to the government. Moreover, environmental functions have been assigned to many line ministries, among them the Ministry of Health and Social Development, the Ministry of Economic Development, and the Ministry of Industry and Trade.


    In Russia, the role of the president in environmental policymaking is greater than in many European democracies; during Dmitry Medvedev’s presidency, many important reforms were pushed forward by the activity of the president. Medvedev regularly took up environmental issues and called for the consolidation of environmental policy in his speeches,28 which was considered a mandate to act at lower levels of the administration. President Vladimir Putin, in turn, seems to be less willing and able to seriously improve his environmental record. Nevertheless, he occasionally emphasizes environmental concerns in his public statements, at least at the level of rhetoric.29


    Private enterprises and business associations are an important actor for environmental policymaking and ecological modernization in Russia. Most significant are the industrial and energy sector. These industries form an influential lobby and have managed to affect state environmental policies in a way that best suits their businesses.30 Their position has been supported, in particular, by government policy emphasizing economic growth based on the extraction of natural resources. Kotilainen et al. note that in some industrial sectors, the forest industry in particular, “a partial shift in emphasis during the post-Soviet period from the regulation of environmental issues by the state towards governance by enterprises, on the one hand, and non-governmental organizations, on the other, can be identified.”31


    In the Soviet Union, the scientific community was needed to counsel and support projects undertaken by the government to create energy, extract raw materials or utilize natural resources32. In contemporary Russia, the scientific community has been replaced by the participation of different interest groups, including business elites, especially those involved in extractive industries. The role of the scientific community in environmental policymaking has weakened also because of the decreased state funding for scientific work. Accordingly, Russia currently suffers from a lack of environmental experts: there are not enough ecologists or other specialists who work on issues related to ecology and development at large.33


    Despite the fact that public opinion polls consistently illustrate high levels of environmental concern among citizens,34 the current level of environmental activism is relatively low in Russia. The existing environmental movement is versatile: environmental NGOs range from local to national and transnational groups working on diverse topics, such as environmental education and recreation, air and water pollution, or nuclear waste.35 As demonstrated in the analysis below, changing domestic political and economic conditions have not had much effect on the limited political weight of the organizations.


    Finally, international actors are influential for Russia’s policymaking. In the 1990s, Russia committed itself to more than 30 bilateral environmental agreements and more than 25 regional environmental regimes.36 Although authors such as Robert Darst37 argue that Russia participates in international environmental agreements mainly in order to achieve other goals, such as political and economic benefits, engagement in international environmental processes has certainly influenced the evolution of Russia’s environmental policies and brought new discourses to Russia.38 More to the point, a significant amount of foreign assistance money flowed to the Russian state to facilitate environmental protection during the 1990s: paying for environmental improvements in Russia often appears to be a relatively cost-effective measure for neighboring countries to combat transboundary environmental problems.39 Also foreign NGOs, business actors and investors are among the important actors in Russia’s environmental sector.


    Russia’s Policy Environment


    This section describes the main issues involved for each structural dimension conditioning the process of environmental policy formation either as enabling or constraining factors.


    Physical dimension of structure


    Enabling factors


    The deteriorating quality of the environment, especially due to environmental pollution, is one of the key incentives for environmental policy development in Russia. According to the Financial Control Monitor Chamber of the Russian Federation, approximately one sixth of the country is environmentally disadvantaged.40 The Sverdlovsk region offers the most worrying example since it ranks last (83rd) in an environmental monitoring study conducted by the All-Russian Society of Nature Protection in July 2011. There is no positive trend for any indicators of the eco-rating in the Sverdlovsk region: air, surface and ground water quality, forest fires, biodiversity, amount of species, landfills, stationary sources of pollution, radiation and chemical pollution.41 Energy production and use, in addition to the transport sector, are the largest sources of all pollution in Russia. Therefore, the energy sector is an important factor when thinking about Russia’s ecological modernization.


    Key areas of environmental pollution in Russia include air, water, and radioactive waste. According to the Ministry of Natural Resources and the Environment,42 air pollution is high or extremely high in 128 cities, including Azov, Barnaul, Volgograd, Moscow, Rostov‐on‐Don and Tver. The number of people living in such cities is about 54 million. The quality of surface water downstream of large cities and industrial centers ranges from polluted to extremely dirty. In big cities, citizens complain about insufficient waste water treatment.43 Alongside pollution, depletion of natural resources and biodiversity loss potentially motivate the formation of more stringent environmental policies.44 According to expert estimations, without a sustainable forest management policy, Russian forests might turn from net absorbers of carbon dioxide to net emitters by 2040 because of forest fires, forests’ advancing age, the spread of tree pests and diseases, and harmful logging practices.45 More to the point, the exploitation of Russia’s hydrocarbon reserves, the backbone of Russia’s economy, is becoming more difficult and expensive as easily accessed reserves are depleted. The result is long-term interest in alternative sources and more efficient use of energy, thus promoting environmental policy goals.46


    Deteriorating infrastructure built during the Soviet era, in addition to its inadequate maintenance, are the main reasons for industrial pollution and the high energy intensity of the Russian economy. Thus, there is a huge potential to reduce negative environmental effects with relatively easy technical solutions and by modernizing production processes. To use energy efficiency as an example: Russia’s energy strategy up to 2030 finds considerable untapped potential in energy saving, amounting to 40 percent of total domestic energy consumption.47 Part of this potential is offered by heating: Russia is spending 5–6 times more on heating per square meter of housing than Norway, where the climatic conditions are similar.48 There is also potential for increased efficiency in the use of other resources, such as water: water losses in external networks for transport from sources to consumers amounted to seven million cubic meters in 2010.49


    Physical conditions, regional structure and the vast geographic size of Russia offer incentives for the realization of state environmental policy principles. On the one hand, the majority of Russia’s population is concentrated in big cities, which enables effective use of land and centralized and cost-effective systems of waste management. On the other hand, the vast size of Russia, with dispersed settlement, offers potential, among other things, for the development of alternative energy sources: over 60 percent of Russian territory (populated by about 10 million people in 2003) is not connected to centralized energy supply systems.50 In many places, then, renewable energy sources can offer the most economic, and in the future perhaps even the only, way to provide electricity and heat. In general, the regional structure with long distances already encourages small-scale activities and “down-to-earth” lifestyles, which often are more environmentally friendly than large-scale solutions.


    Finally, an enabling factor under the physical dimension of structure is the significance of both Russia’s ecosystems (e.g., forests), and, on a more negative note, Russia’s environmental burden for the global ecosystem. First and foremost, Russia is the fourth largest greenhouse gas emitter in the world, and a major supplier of fossil fuels, which are the main single source of greenhouse gases at a global scale. This motivates other countries and international actors, the European Union in particular, to engage Russia in global environmental politics and to encourage it to make commitments that enable domestic environmental policy development.


    Constraining factors

The major constraining factor within the physical dimension is no doubt the structure of Russia’s economy, which currently relies almost entirely on the energy sector: oil and gas account for 50 percent of federal government revenues and up to 20 percent of gross domestic product (GDP).51 Hydrocarbons are a major source of pollution, and there is no way to reduce significantly their environmental burden. Of course, their more effective use can be forced and attention can be paid to various stages of energy production, transportation and use. In that sense, there is potential for environmental improvement. Yet, as long as the economy depends on hydrocarbons as heavily as it does in today’s Russia, ecological modernization will inevitably remain incomplete. At the moment, carbon-intensive oil, coal and gas account for approximately 85 percent of Russia’s primary energy consumption, the rest being covered by nuclear energy (about 7 percent) and large-scale hydro; the share of renewable energy sources is less than 1 percent.52 Despite the objective set by the Russian government in 2030 to increase the share of renewable energy in the country’s fuel mix up to 14 percent, no practical policies to promote renewable energy sources are in sight at the moment.53 The share of coal will probably not increase dramatically, but Russia is planning extensive investments in nuclear energy so that by the end of the century, nuclear will cover 70–80 percent of electricity production in the country.54 This development would, of course, decrease greenhouse gas emissions and air pollution originating from energy, but increase problems related to nuclear safety and radiation.

    Many of the factors of the physical dimension of structure that potentially work as enabling, are, at the same time, constraining. For example, Russia’s vast size is a constraining factor par excellence: because of the abundance of land, there is always a chance to move on to new territory if current sites become polluted.55 The same logic applies to natural resources: there is no need to limit their use as long as the reserves are perceived to be abundant or even infinite. And they seem to be perceived as such: Russia is continuously increasing its forecasted reserves of hydrocarbon raw materials and conducting geological investigations to expand the resource potential in the long term, especially in poorly studied northern and eastern regions of the country.56


    Furthermore, Russia hosts a lot of primary production and extractive industries, such as in the metallurgy and chemical sectors, which pollute the environment and which, despite the potential for modernization mentioned in the preceding section, are highly path-dependent in their development. As a legacy of Soviet economic planning, industries are concentrated. In particular, mono-towns throughout rural Russia suffer from extensive pollution.57 In addition, the infrastructure for alternative industries which might be more environmentally friendly, such as tourism, is extremely limited. Overall, centralized systems of energy production and transportation are in place and leave no room for the development of alternative livelihoods or more ecological lifestyles.


    In comparison with most of the countries in Europe, the state of infrastructure and level of technological development in industrial facilities are still poor in Russia.58 Indeed, the state of the environmental monitoring infrastructure is one of the major factors constraining the physical dimension. Its current condition hampers the consolidation of state environmental policy as Medvedev noted in his speech to the State Council presidium in May 2010.59 If compliance monitoring is not adequate, industrial actors have no real incentive to obey environmental norms in their activities. The lack of adequate monitoring and statistics about the state of the environment is also problematic for setting new regulations. One of the reasons for the poor state of the monitoring infrastructure is that it dates back to the Soviet era and is largely obsolete. Minor constraining factors similar to poor monitoring include those related to existing technologies, such as the lack of individual water or electricity meters in households and industrial facilities and certain technological fixtures that are permanent or very difficult to replace.


    A further constraining factor is the fact that Russia is undergoing rapid change demographically. Its educated young people are leaving the country. According to some estimations, Russia has lost about a million and a half people from the middle class over the last decade.60 These people would form the core group of environmentally aware citizens,61 and their departure thus limits the ecological modernization of the country, especially regarding the policy goals of enhanced public participation in environmental policymaking and citizen activity at large, set by the state environmental principles.


    While Russia’s significance for global ecosystems is mentioned above as an enabling factor, it is also a constraining factor. Russia’s ecological footprint is actually smaller than that of Europe’s.62 Moreover, Russia’s environment is capable of compensating for a footprint of more than 6 hectares per person, compared to 2.2 hectares in Europe, “which makes Russia a donor to the global environment.”63 Due to a decline in industrial production, Russia’s industrial emissions and greenhouse gas emissions decreased significantly during the 1990s. Based on this outcome, Russia projects itself more as a do-gooder than a bad guy in global environmental politics. Accordingly, Russia is keen to collect image points in international arenas, but little domestic action has followed so far.64 Rather than pointing to environmental degradation or appealing to Russia’s global duty, the European Union, in particular, has echoed Russia’s claims of rich natural resources and the benefits to be gained from exploiting these resources.


    Financial dimension


    Enabling factors


    The most significant enabling factor within the financial dimension of the policy environment is the financial burden that will follow the degradation of the environment if adequate protective actions are not taken. High costs will follow from weakened public health, industrial degeneration, biodiversity loss and inefficient energy use. In most of Russia’s industrial regions, one third of the inhabitants suffer from various immunological diseases which result from environmental problems.65 The threat has now also been noticed by the government: the costs caused by the deteriorating environmental quality are estimated at about 4–5 percent of GDP annually.66 On top of that come costs of possible catastrophes and abrupt events. It has been calculated that the economic losses caused by climate change in the form of droughts and shrinking crop yields in Russia could rise to between US$200–700 billion per year in only a few years.67


    As noted, increasing energy efficiency offers economic potential. Currently, Russia consumes four to five times more energy per unit of GDP than other countries of similar climate.68 In the past, energy efficiency policies remained unimplemented for various reasons, such as low energy prices and the lack of financial incentives, but now that domestic prices for energy have gone up for good, there are financial stimulants for the improvement of energy efficiency. According to a McKinsey study, Russia has the potential to significantly reduce energy-related emissions through economically attractive measures. If Russia invested US$196 billion into green technologies in key sectors, including buildings and construction, fuel and energy, industry and transport, over the next 20 years, it would cut energy consumption by 23 percent and emissions by 19 percent.69An article from the now defunct RIA Novosti news agency notes that “a complete revamp of the country’s housing in order to make it energy efficient would cost US$320 billion, but producing the same amount of energy from scratch using non-renewable energy sources will cost one trillion dollars.”70 Overall, the potential of so-called “green investments” has been calculated to possibly net Russia US$2–2.5 billion a year.71 There has been a slight increase in environmental investments since 2002; a majority of these expenditures and investments have been carried out by the private sector72.


    In general, Russia is undergoing rapid private sector growth and increasing subjection to a globalized economy. Olga Aksenova73 argues that the reinstitutionalization of federal environmental policy has been shaped by the initiatives of resource-extracting industries which mainly stemmed from global market pressure for products that might high environmental quality, and the introduction of environmental standards, such as ISO-14000 and ISO-14001.74 Forest certification, for instance, has become common in European Russia because of the proximity of the European market, which has greater demand for certified products than the domestic market.75


    Also, global environmental governance offers financial incentives for the implementation of more stringent environmental policies in Russia. In particular, climate policy offered economic incentives for Russia’s environmental activities during the first commitment period (2008–2012) of the Kyoto Protocol. An emissions trading system under the protocol created a beneficial situation for Russia: it had surplus emission quotas which it could sell to produce a significant amount of income. Climate policy experts originally estimated that Russia could earn about US$10 million annually from the protocol through emissions trading, joint implementation projects and increased foreign investment.76 Although the prospects for large-scale emissions trading somewhat dried up after the major emitters, the U.S. in particular, withdrew from the protocol, Russia still gained significant economic profit from the pact through joint implementation projects.77 Russia is not on board in the second commitment period of the protocol (2013–2020), but participates in the negotiations for future climate pacts, which most probably also will contain financial incentives for enhanced environmental policies and regulations. In general, the country is inclined to use the argument that Russia should be compensated for its ecological services, for example for its forests acting as a “carbon sink.”78


    Constraining factors


    According to Masahiro Tokunaga, the hyperdepression in Russia hindered the search for a pathway to medium- and long-term ecological modernization in the 1990s. Because the economic depression cut industrial pollution and thereby improved Russia’s ecological situation without the adoption of any particular environmental policy, Russian policy makers had few incentives to work actively to improve policies.79 Now that the economic situation has improved, we could assume that this constraint no longer plays such a decisive role in Russia’s ecological modernization.


    In the short term, costs of implementing the policy and the investments needed to modernize outdated and wasteful equipment and buildings are, of course, a major constraint for ecological modernization. As long as environmental policy is based on regulatory and moral suasion rather than flexible market-based approaches, there are no adequate economic incentives for environmental action.80 The situation, however, is changing: as set by the state environmental policy principles up to 2030, one goal of environmental policy is to develop market-based instruments of environmental management; yet that is not an easy task, given the overall economic situation in which environmental investments cannot be prioritized. Investment needs, for example for energy efficiency and renewable energy, are huge: according to the Russian Ministry of Energy, until 2020 US$80 billion needs to be invested in energy efficiency, and US$300 billion in renewable energy; in 2010 Russia invested only two billion dollars in the latter.81 At the moment, major investments in new research and development activities in the field of environmental technology are not in sight.82


    A related financial constraint for ecological modernization is the current low financing of environmental policy and activities. Some time ago, the Financial Control Monitor Chamber of the Russian Federation expressed concern at the very low financing for environmental activities, which in 2000–2010 was 0.14 percent to 0.2 percent of total budget expenditure.83 This poor performance is related to the competition over resources between administrative sectors and ministries; environmental protection is not a top priority among the various government agencies.84


    Most importantly, Russia’s high dependency on hydrocarbons is a constraint also within the financial dimension, as the state budget is so dependent on revenues from energy sales; in addition, the taxation of the oil/gas sector provides about 45 to 60 percent of federal government fiscal revenues85. Russian oil companies are effectively taxed at a 70 percent rate; the government needs these revenues so that the activity of these highly polluting companies cannot be heavily restricted.


    Institutional dimension


    Enabling factors


    The evolution of Russian environmental governance inevitably reflects the more general societal changes, economic conditions and political reforms unfolding in Russia since the collapse of the Soviet Union.86 A significant reorganization of the Russian environmental administration has taken place during the past two decades. After turbulence of many years standing, the institutional framework of environmental management in Russia is gradually approaching a more stable situation. At the federal level, the administrative reform in 2004 clarified the mandates for environmental administration, separating the policymaking, regulatory, compliance-monitoring and service-provision functions of government authorities.


    During the last couple of years, a number of important documents shaping federal level environmental policy have been introduced. Most importantly, a state environmental protection program for the period 2012–2020 with funding of 336 billion rubles was introduced on the website of the Ministry of Natural Resources and the Environment in early 2013.87 The 443 page document lays out the basic goals and a legislative timetable for the implementation of its objectives. It also defines the Russian agencies responsible for the development of each goal.


    Other important documents include energy efficiency legislation approved in 2009 aiming at improving energy intensity by 40 percent during 2007–2020,88 the government announcement of an increase in the share of renewable sources in electricity generation to 4.5 percent by 202089 and the Climate Doctrine approved in 2009.90 The principles discussed above are also important. Despite their deficiencies, such broad policy documents can be useful as they provide environmental policy actors at various administrative levels with a mandate for action.91 A mandate or signal from the executive level is crucial for policy implementation in Russia.


    Currently, a major reformation of environmental legislation is ongoing: eight draft laws have in recent years been prepared by the Ministry of Natural Resources and the Environment and are at different stages of approval. These laws are related to the protected nature of territories, protection of the marine environment from oil pollution, waste management, environmental impact assessments, environmental auditing and certain economic incentives for environmental protection.92 Although often contradictory, Russia’s environmental regulations are nevertheless among the strictest in the world, and the main problems remain in implementation and monitoring (see below). According to former Minister of Natural Resources and the Environment Yuri Trutnev, the reforms are supposed to improve the efficiency of state environmental control and to intensify sanctions against violators of environmental laws.93


    Of course, global environmental institutions, such as environmental agreements, can be regarded as enabling factors in the policy environment. Russia participates in almost all international environmental policy processes and is thus, in principle, committed to the implementation of international environmental agreements in domestic policy. The most influential treaties include those related to climate change governance, ozone depletion, and biodiversity.94 There are also processes not directly related to environmental policy, such as Russia’s applications for WTO and OECD membership,95 that shape the policy environment.


    Constraining factors


    Despite the recent stabilization, the institutional framework of environmental management has undergone numerous and contradictory changes since the early 1990s which still has an effect on the policy environment. The environmental administration as a whole was transferred to the Ministry of Natural Resources in 2000, in tandem with Putin’s determination to strengthen the power vertical. Although the reorganization was justified in terms of enabling better allocation of responsibilities between federal, regional and local administrative bodies, it led to the weakening of federal environmental administration.96 Constant reorganization has led to low levels of commitment to improve environmental policy and regulation among managers at all levels. Moreover, the transfer of environmental jurisdiction to the Ministry of Natural Resources led to a situation in which there is skepticism that a body devoted to resource development can ensure effective environmental monitoring and supervisory functions.97 Accordingly, authors such as Arthur Mol argue that environmental deinstitutionalization took place in Russia in 1991–2005.98 The institutional void left by the federal state was not effectively taken over by the private sector: although some signs of growing investments of enterprises in environmental protection can be seen, a majority of enterprises refuse to take private environmental management seriously.99


    Also, environmental legislation has been seen as one of the major constraints for Russia’s ecological modernization since observers evaluate Russia’s environmental laws as isolated and contradictory.100 As noted above, significant changes in regulatory patterns are taking place at the moment, which in the best case may enable ecological modernization. The worst-case scenario, however, is that the new environmental legislation will leave room for interpretation, as legal instruments in Russia often do. There are critical voices among Russian environmental NGOs noting that the legislation under preparation may not be enough, in particular, as long as fines for violation of environmental laws and permit conditions are too low, and enforcement is frequently flawed.101


    A further constraining institutional factor is no doubt administrative corruption, which has remained endemic in Russia. Struggles over the promising territories of such “corruption markets” between ministries and agencies typically lead to deadlocks in policy planning and in lower-level regulatory processes, especially if no strong political preferences have been signaled from the top level, which often is the case with regard to environmental regulation. More to the point, the presidential system of governance, which Alena Ledeneva102 refers to as sistema – namely the networks that include the presidential inner circle, useful friends, core contacts and more diffuse ties and connections – enables leaders to mobilize and control, and locks politicians, bureaucrats and businessmen into informal deals, mediated interests and personalized loyalty. This is what Ledeneva calls the “modernization trap of informality”: the potential of informal networks cannot be used without triggering their negative long-term consequences for institutional development. Together with corruption at lower levels of government, this may be the single major impediment to solving most environmental problems in Russia,103 in particular when combined with existing constraints on freedoms of the press and association, the absence of real elections, and possibilities of public participation in policymaking.


    Beyond the sistema and corrupt practices, capacity issues also complicate policy implementation, especially control and monitoring. The lack of data makes it difficult to establish objective baselines for policy goals or monitor performance during implementation, regardless of strict environmental regulations. Furthermore, the combination of “high norms, low sanctions” does not encourage environmental investments as it is much easier and economically beneficial to pay the fee instead of implementing new environmental standards.104 There are also many other informal institutions and rules that hamper the establishment of more environmentally friendly policies: electricity or water supply, for example, is considered as a social benefit, which implies that people are not used to payments based on real consumption; in other words, to the inclusion of indirect costs of environmental effects.


    Russia’s withdrawal from the current phase of global climate governance, the second commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol (2013–2020), creates another institutional constraint stemming from the level of international institutions. Russia has not committed itself to participation in any global arrangement after 2012 and has openly stated that if China and India continue to refuse to take responsibility for their own emissions, Russia will do the same. In general, Russia is perhaps more prone to seek political and economic benefits than environmental improvement through its engagement in international environmental politics.105 Moreover, the state continues to oppose activities and support by foreign institutions and organizations, especially in the private and non-governmental sectors. This is reflected, for example, in that in 2012, the Duma approved a controversial bill forcing NGOs funded from abroad and engaged in political activity to declare themselves “foreign agents.”106


    Ideological dimension


    Enabling factors


    The most important enabling factor is the public environmental concern that seems to prevail in Russia: many polls prove that people in Russia are in general concerned over the state of the environment.107 According to Russia’s Public Opinion Foundation, between 2001 and 2007, 60 to 65 percent of respondents to a survey believed that environmental quality was declining in Russia. Many Russians have a dacha, a summer cottage in the countryside, and, alongside it, a close connection to nature. Despite the distrust of the government towards civic activism, there are examples that demonstrate a rise of such activism and also some success in reversing decisions due to public pressure.108 It is expected that the increased economic well-being of the citizens will facilitate such activism in Russia, as it has done in many Western countries. Consequently, there is hope that in the future such activism will grow and bring about change towards ecological modernization.


    The persistence of Russian environmental NGOs is also an enabling factor, despite the state-imposed constraints on their activities discussed earlier. In some cases, NGOs have taken over nature protection activities from impecunious state institutions, and hope exists that major public involvement in the Russian environmental movement might fill the environmental governance gap.109 The interaction between Russian and foreign environmental NGOs, that has been relatively active since the late 1980s, has no doubt had an major impact on the guiding ideas about how environmental issues should be managed in society.


    To a certain extent, increased environmental awareness can be witnessed also at the political level. President Medvedev noted in his blog entry on June 5, 2010, that Russia has “woken up to the vital importance of protecting nature and to the realization that economic and environmental development go hand-in-hand.”110 Although the quality of the environment certainly is not among the highest political priorities, recently introduced policies, plans, programs and laws demonstrate that the issue is attracting more political attention than before. Even if this shift is not necessarily ideological but tied to more general principles of economic modernization, such as using natural resources more effectively, it may in the long run also facilitate ideational change.


    Constraining factors


    Many constraining factors of the ideological dimension of structure stem from the dominant discourses inherited from the Soviet era, shaping the use of nature and resources. One such discourse is the one in which nature is considered a territory to be colonized and a resource to be produced.111 The political and economic elite share the underlying ideas of a discourse in which the environment and abundant natural resources are primarily a source of economic exploitation.112 This ideology played a major role in the way the Russian environmental bureaucracy was reorganized in the late 1990s: the transfer of environmental jurisdictions under the Ministry of Natural Resources reflected the central ideology of emphasizing economic growth based on the extraction of natural resources.


    Another dominant discourse includes the mental spatial delusion, which has its roots in the geographical size of the country, and the abundance of natural resources. This delusion is combined with historical optimism: belief in constant progress and technological development instead of the need to change existing patterns of thought.113 Recent modernization programs, especially the modernization initiative launched by then president Medvedev in 2009, are well in line with these discourses, underlining innovation and technological development. Perhaps because of these discourses, most citizens in Russia see environmental issues as being solved by experts, and not a priority for their own action or participation.114


    More to the point, the downside of the situation, in which most Russians live in big cities but have their dachas “out in nature,” is that it creates a way of thinking and acting in which urban environments are mastered for resources and nature is loved as a space of leisure and relaxation outside the urban environments.115 This situation does not seem to facilitate environmental thinking and lifestyles in everyday urban life, as the pure environment and nature become perceived as a luxury thing related to leisure time. As noted by Zakharova and Mareeva-Koroleva,116 one of the main constraints of environmental policy in Russia is that the majority of the citizens lack “environmental literacy” (ekologicheskaya gramostnost: they do not capture the effects of their own behavior on the environment). Combined with the cynicism that the general public feels about politics in general and environmental policymaking in particular, there is no public pressure to adopt more effective environmental policies. When it comes to the environmental interests of key elites and the political leadership, in turn, it is, as noted by Crotty and Rodgers, difficult to evaluate how willing the Russian government is to solve environmental problems,117 regardless of the recent increased political attention mentioned as an enabling factor above.


    A further constraining factor is that Russians, including scientists and experts, do not enthusiastically favor – and often oppose – empowering the average citizen to have a consultative role with government agencies on environmental matters.118 In practice this implies, for example, that there is no real access for the population to environmental information, environmental education and enlightenment, although the capacity of citizens to gather independent information would be an important precondition for public participation.119


    Conclusion


    This analysis of the policy environment in which the principles of the state policy in the area of environmental development are to be implemented in Russia reveals a number of enabling and constraining factors as explicated in the preceding sections of this paper. Many of these factors relate to the fact that the policy principles rely heavily on economic growth and the introduction of financial mechanisms and technological innovation, thus coupling improved environmental management tightly with economic modernization. Alongside the improved economic situation, new environmental policy instruments, such as the state program on environmental protection for 2012–2020, including the definition of different jurisdictions responsible for its implementation, as well as new legislation, have recently been introduced. This implies, first and foremost, that Russia’s environmental policy is gradually being institutionalized, as opposed to the deinstitutionalization from which it suffered in the 1990s. Many enabling factors, however, stem from the weakness of the current situation and the lack of basic conditions for environmental management; hence, there are easy solutions through which the situation can be significantly improved.


    Simultaneously, there are numerous constraining factors in the policy environment that may prove to form an insurmountable hindrance for the realization of the principles at least within the next couple of years. As noted, these factors include, among others, physical constraints such as the resource curse120 and certain other geographical characteristics, financial challenges and distortions, and the solidity and ambiguity of governance structures and other institutions. Also, the ideological dimension of the policy environment contains elements that seem to be the most serious constraints for the realization of the principles, and, more to the point, for Russia’s ecological modernization at large, as these elements undermine public pressure and the participation of citizens in discussion and decision-making in the field of environmental protection, which also, according to the principles, are critical for Russia’s ecological modernization. The constraints of the ideological dimension may have serious effects on other dimensions, as the dimensions of the policy environment are in a dynamic relationship. Such a relationship means, for example, that the factors of the ideological dimension are reflected in the development of the institutional dimension, and those of the physical in the financial. These dynamics further complicate policy formation – although if things are going well, positive changes in some dimensions may facilitate changes in others, too. Accordingly, these dynamics have an effect on the priority level of environmental issues in Russia’s political hierarchy, which, as noted, has traditionally been low.


    What, then, are the overall prospects for achieving ecological modernization in Russia? At the moment, Russia is too dependent on energy exports and there still is a clear distinction between the goals of ecological and economic modernization. The agenda is centered primarily on the latter form of modernization: environmental policy is likely to remain “subordinate” to economic growth and energy policy at least for some time.121 Yet, the prevalence and deepening of market-economy institutions seems to bring about environmental improvement, as already noted. Therefore, contesting the conclusion of Masahiro Tokunaga, according to which Russia’s pathway to ecological modernization is closed because its economic structure is inherited from the Soviet Union,122 the pathway might be gradually opening, depending on the direction that Russia’s overall modernization will take.


    Assessing the current situation in terms of the scenarios of Russia’s ecological modernization outlined by Kotilainen et al.,123 it seems that the economic and institutional-political scenarios, in which ecological modernization is initiated by economic factors and by integrating environmental issues into state institutions, legislation and politics, are the most probable scenarios for Russia’s short-term ecological modernization. Modernization takes place top-down rather than bottom-up. Instead, the cultural-discursive scenario, in which change is rooted in cultural and discursive practices, is less evident because green thinking is not widely spread and possibilities for citizen activity remain low. This is also true of the external influence scenario, because, as noted by Mol, Russia is not strongly integrated into globalization processes, or “at least the leaders have the power to resist environmental claims coming via global processes and networks”124 – an interpretation which has only strengthened during the crisis in Ukraine. Thus, it can be concluded that the weaker version of ecological modernization, emphasizing technological solutions and the development of governance structures as core change,125 is possible at some point in the future, but the strong version which necessitates change in social institutions is not likely to take place any time soon.
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			Science Fiction: President Medvedev’s Campaign for Russia’s “Technological Modernization”
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			Abstract: From its establishment in May 2009 until late spring 2012 when it lost momentum, the presidential Commission for the Modernization and Technological Development of Russia’s Economy was instrumental in shaping the public debate on political and economic change in Russia in general, and the president’s campaign for “technological modernization” in particular.1 The commission was designed to have a dual role: to accelerate priority projects for the technological modernization campaign and to provide a political venue for imagining the nature of the technological modernization and what it would mean for Russia. Ultimately, however, it is best to evaluate the role of the commission in the context of science fiction, since its work was focused more on fantastical imaginings of a possible future for Russia, rather than actually implementing practical change.

			With the onset of the global financial crisis, the Russian economy contracted from robust growth at a clip of approximately 8 percent per annum for nearly a decade to a loss of 7.9 percent of GDP in 2009. Although the Russian government was reluctant to acknowledge the severity of the economic collapse, it did implement an economic aid package that helped the major state-owned companies through the difficulties.2 At the early stage of the crisis, when it looked like Russia would avoid the problems bringing down Western markets, Russia claimed that it could ride out the storm and even serve as a “safe haven” for foreign investors. But after it became apparent that the Russian economy was indeed affected by the crisis, a new line emerged: the crisis would herald a fresh beginning – an opportunity for a radical break with the past. 

			Clarifying what this radical break entailed fell to the presidential Commission for the Modernization and Technological Development of Russia’s Economy, which had been established for this purpose in May 2009. From its inception until June 2012, when it was re-organized into a presidential council and lost influence, the commission was instrumental in shaping the public debate on political and economic change in Russia in general, and the president’s campaign for “technological modernization” in particular. The commission’s designers gave it a dual role: to accelerate the priority projects of the technological modernization campaign and to provide a political venue for imagining the nature of Russia’s technological modernization and what it would mean for the country.  

			Indeed, the main task for the commission, as stated in the presidential decree establishing it, was “revising state policy in the sphere of modernization and the technological development of the Russian economy.” The decree also stipulated that the commission was to identify and coordinate a set of priority directions and methods for state involvement in the modernization and technological development of the Russian economy.3 In accordance with these tasks, the commission generated a plethora of presidential instructions meant to accelerate “technological modernization” in prioritized areas (discussed in the next session). However, as President Dmitry Medvedev explicitly stated when opening the commission’s third meeting, each member was supposed to consider these sessions as time spent “thinking about the future,” and therefore beyond the usual bureaucratic routine.4

			The commission brought together the main factions of the Russian decision-making elite. People considered close to then Prime Minister Vladimir Putin, such as Deputy Prime Minister Sergei Ivanov and Russian Technologies Corporation CEO Sergei Chemezov, were members of the commission. Then Prime Minister Vladimir Putin himself did not have a public role in the commission, whereas Viacheslav Surkov, first deputy head of the presidential administration, was to play a major role in the campaign. Additionally, people regarded as belonging to the liberal camp, including Rosnanotech State Corporation CEO Anatoly Chubais and Presidential Advisor Arkady Dvorkovich, were included in the commission.5

			The dual role the commission assumed in facilitating the implementation of new technologies and practices, and providing a venue for defining the political meaning of such changes, can be analyzed by studying the discourse of the main participants. Most important is examining how they used metaphors that skillfully blended nostalgia for the Soviet past, fear of the primitive 1990s, and hope for change in the not-so-distant future. The technological modernization discourse borrowed tropes of argumentation from several sources simultaneously and was engaged in what can broadly be termed as political imagining – defining future political options and the meanings of the past.6 President Medvedev’s instruction to commission members to “think about the future” can  thus be interpreted as an invitation to imagine a new Russia championing innovative infrastructure, civilized practices, and modern attitudes that would replace worn-out equipment, primitive habits, and patrimonial approaches.7

			Medvedev’s efforts drew on the aspirations of the avant-garde movement of the 1920s, which fervently stressed that introducing scientific innovations would change the political landscape in revolutionary ways.8 Thus, the Medvedev-era discourse included serious (in the Austinian9 sense) and fantastical aspects in imagining the material and political contours of the “new Russia” the president aspired to build.

			Instead of asking how many of the plans initiated by the commission were actually implemented, this article seeks to understand “the fantastic as that which precedes the realized.” It does this by analyzing the metaphors of technological modernization discourse as a “practical form of science fiction.”10 The science fiction genre provides a somewhat unusual, but applicable vantage point to study technological modernization metaphors since this genre is about “fictive projects of social construction through which familiar realities are somewhat estranged and adjusted, but only somewhat, and then made visible as a ‘future’.”11 

			According to the science fiction frame, technological development (science) leads to the promise of a “brighter tomorrow” (fiction) and the maturing of a new human consciousness. This link between new technologies and a new man was at the core of the Soviet modernization project, and consequently, science fiction was used as a vehicle for legitimizing the communist ideology, but also as a means to express utopian and dystopian speculations and ethical and political thought.12 Toward the end of the Soviet period several publications exposed the inherent determinism of the bright future. Aleksandr Zinoviev’s novel Radiant Future, first published in 1978, argued that “the chief problem confronting Russians is to free themselves from the oppression of the future, with its firm promise of an ideal society and its permissiveness toward any and all means of achieving that society.” The novel was shocking in the Soviet context because it questioned Russia’s future by asking “Where are we going?”13 The Medvedev commission sought to give its own answer. In this way, technological modernization discourse is about framing the preferred future of the new Russia.

			Although the commission meetings constituted serious speech acts, and thus, non-fictional events, the articulation of “technological modernization” combines fantastical and factual tropes of argumentation. The merging of the fantastical and factual elements has numerous layers and multiple meanings, many of which will not be touched upon here. Instead, the purpose of this article is to illuminate those elements that address the fundamental question: Is Russia heading in the right direction? And if not, what can be done about it?

			Direction: Forward!

			President Medvedev’s article “Forward, Russia!,” published on the gazeta.ru website on September 10, 2009,14 is the best-known attempt to explain what Russia’s technological modernization entailed. In the article, Medvedev articulated what he saw as the main challenges and opportunities for the technological modernization of the Russian economy and subsequent change in the country’s political system. The two main metaphors – pipeline and supercomputer – that are implied in the article capture the basic dilemma: the need for fundamental change and the aspiration to accelerate this change in a specific direction. 

			The pipeline metaphor signifies both the critical vulnerability of the Russian economy and its current political system. This symbolism is expressed in the article with references to Russia as a country that is dependent on the outside world, has a “primitive economy based on raw materials,” and suffers from “endemic corruption.” What is conveyed here is an image of a country that is a burden to itself and others. 

			But Medvedev reminds the reader that the country has endured great hardship in the past as well. The image of a suffering nation is linked to the history of the Great Patriotic War and, more subtly, to nostalgia about Russia as a great power during its tsarist and Soviet past. Yet, in the next breath, the president puts a positive spin on everything that he has just described in negative terms. Thus, in Medvedev’s historical trajectory, the Soviet legacy is a “huge territory,” with “solid industrial potential,” “outstanding achievements in science, technology, education and the arts,” and a “glorious history,” with awesome military might ranging from the regular army to nuclear weapons. This heritage shapes Russia’s huge but unrealized potential, according to Medvedev.

			This future potential is expressed through the metaphor of a supercomputer, which conveys an image of a future in which Russia’s economy, and consequently, the country’s political life, is “extremely open, flexible and internally complex.” As a symbol of high technology, the supercomputer exemplifies the link that is drawn between new innovations and freedom. In Medvedev’s words: “every new invention which improves our quality of life provides us with an additional degree of freedom.” He thus expresses the hope that the new “technologically modernized” economy will serve as the basis for the creation of an “active, transparent and multi-dimensional social structure,” which corresponds with “the political culture of a free, secure, critical thinking, self-confident people.” 

			With these changes, Russia will become “more humane and more attractive,” Medvedev argues. To realize this vision, Russia needs to have the right type of human capital: innovators, scientists and entrepreneurs who will bring change to the country. The state, in turn, is seen through the prism of competitiveness in global markets and the networks it participates in (through individual projects, such as Skolkovo innovation city). What is left unsaid in this connection is that the existing supercomputer is largely a product of the Soviet modernization project and thus an antinomy of the political imaginings attached to it in the context of the present-day modernization campaign. This and other contradictions inherent in the supercomputer metaphor will be discussed in more detail below. 

			In addition to these main metaphors, utopian and dystopian tropes of argumentation are used in articulating what “technical modernization” is all about. Due to the linguistic ambiguity of the term, utopia can mean both “no place” or “good place.”15 It is in connection with this discussion that the Skolkovo innovation city is often mentioned as an example of projects that are too out-of-place to change the way that Russia really works. Thus, the Skolkovo innogorod (innovation city) is represented as the utopian City of Sun, the first citizens of which are young “innovators” and “businessmen.”16 On the other hand, the Soviet legacy – the existing network of crumbling roads, pipelines and electrical lines feature in the discourse as part of the dystopian present – a primitive background that has to be transformed in order for Russia to achieve the preferred future.  

			The transcripts of 29 individual commission meetings from May 2009 until March 2012 form the bulk of the empirical research material used in this analysis.17 After a short pause in spring 2012, the commission was re-organized into a presidential council. Medvedev, as prime minister, was appointed head of the council’s presidium and the meetings continued, although not with the same intensity as before. This latter period of the council’s life is discussed briefly in the final section. Since the article focuses on the official articulation of Russia’s technological modernization, the general public debate in the media or articles written by Russian experts are not the subject of systematic analysis, but will be used in sketching the general context of the debate.

			It is impossible to judge whether President Medvedev’s technological modernization campaign was intentionally designed to imitate the fervor of the avant-garde movement of the 1920s at the expense of concrete results. However, an articulation of the future in utopian terms runs consistently throughout the discourse, and therefore it can be argued that the president emphasized imagining the fantastical rather than something that could be realized in practical terms. 

			To explicate these issues, the remaining part of this article is organized into three sections. The first section examines the main metaphors and discusses how the fantastical elements of the discourse are intertwined with the reality. The second section focuses on what can be regarded as the “flagship” project of technological modernization: the Skolkovo innovation city. The analysis pays attention to the utopian tropes of political imagining that were used to describe the development of the innovation city. However, the concrete phases in implementing the project will not be discussed in detail here. In the third section, the article discusses the political meaning of Medvedev’s technological modernization campaign. 

			Articulation of the Need for Change: The Pipeline as a Metaphor for the Dystopian Present 

			In spring 2009 the Russian leadership concluded that the main priorities it had set for economic reform – modernization and technological development – were not moving forward. As President Medvedev stated, the global financial crisis showed that “there are no substantial improvements in the technological level of the Russian economy.”18 A total technological makeover (proryva) was needed. Since this revival was of the utmost importance to the country, Medvedev said that he would put it under the “direct control of the president.”19 Later he stressed that the commission should accelerate decision-making on those issues that were considered among the country’s top priorities.20

			Economist Vladimir Mau described the main task of Russia’s post-socialist transformation as evolving “from the current industrial system to a post-industrial economy, while gradually closing the development gap with the world’s advanced economies.”21 Realizing this historic objective required pursuing a two-track policy. The economy must cast off the remnants of the Soviet period, including, for example, the technical regulations that supported the needs of the planned economy. Also, it must build a basis for what Mau called the “post-industrial economy” by reinforcing institutions critical for a democratic society and a well-functioning market economy.22 The majority of the liberal economists and opposition politicians in Russia thought along the same lines as Professor Mau, arguing that facilitating and maintaining long-term development requires changing the political confines of the economic system.

			The official discourse on technological modernization emphasized the urgency of implementing change and represented it as a matter of existential survival for Russia, raising the whole matter to a stark choice between life and death. At a meeting of the representatives of the United Russia Party in September 2010, Medvedev emphasized that “if we fail in carrying out modernization, a disintegration of the country and degradation of the economy will follow. This suits none of us.”23 Continuing to rely on the Soviet heritage, meaning the raw material economy created by the Soviet industrialization drive, would drain Russia of the resources required to compete successfully in the post-industrial economic system, he argued.  

			Earlier, in his second speech to the Federal Assembly in November 2009, Medvedev referred to the time of rapid economic growth in the first decade of the 21st century and noted that:

			The priority was on pushing ahead the old raw materials economy, while developing unique technology and innovative products was the subject of only random individual decisions. But we can delay no longer. We must begin the modernization and technological upgrading of our entire industrial sector. I see this as a question of our country’s survival in the modern world.24 

			The importance of modernization in general, and the work of the commission in particular, is amplified by the use of rhetoric about the country’s survival. However, in the first official meeting of the commission, this dystopian image of a “dying Russia” was given a concrete, almost practical meaning. Medvedev stressed that the commission should focus on those spheres of the economy and industry where the elements of competitiveness or competition possibilities “have not yet died.”25 Accordingly, five “technological breakthrough areas” were identified, including biotechnology, cleantech (new energy sources and energy efficiency), IT and supercomputing, space and telecommunications, and nuclear technologies. The priority areas were selected on the basis of four criteria: first, they should possess significant potential for Russia’s international competitiveness. Second, they should have the capacity to create a significant multiplier effect and act as a catalyst for modernization in related industries. Third, they should be linked to the needs of defense and national security. And fourth, they should have relevance for the well-being of the people.26 

			In the subsequent debate on “technological modernization,” inherent contradictions between the above-mentioned criteria, such as the need for international competitiveness and national security, were not directly addressed. Rather, the main focus of the debate was the expected status change for Russia: technological modernization was portrayed as a chance to lift Russia higher on the ladder in the global division of labor. In the argumentation, this idea was expressed with the metaphor of the pipeline, which refers to the widely acknowledged vulnerability of Russia’s current position vis-à-vis global markets (and other players in that market). 

			The metaphor of the pipeline can thus be understood as the expression of a dystopian present that inhibits Russia from reaching a more mature stage of modernity. This general sentiment was expressed by Vladislav Surkov, the former first deputy to the presidential administration chief of staff, in which he mocks the symbol of Soviet-style modernization, the fast-moving train. In an interview with Vedomosti newspaper, Surkov argued that the leap forward has to be made because:

			Today the Russian economy resembles an old armored train without a locomotive. On the train sit people with computers, wearing ties and with glamorous ladies at their side. The armor has virtually disintegrated and it [the train] is decelerating. A little bit further and it will stop altogether.27

			Surkov’s “old armored train” symbolizes Russia’s increasingly dilapidated capital stock. The average age of industrial equipment in 2009 was 13 years, compared with 10.8 in 1990. Just 9.7 percent of industrial equipment in 1996 was less than five years old. By 2009, the share of machinery and equipment less than five years old grew slightly to 14 percent. Half of the existing stock is between 5 to 15 years old.28 The 2011 report on railway transport, published as a part of the Strategy 2020 group formed with the support of Prime Minister Putin in early 2011 to develop an economic road map for Russia, shows that around 13 percent of electric locomotives and 20 percent of main-line diesel locomotives have exceeded their standard operation time. In addition, around 30 percent of busses and 40 percent of trucks are more than 13 years old, while less than 40 percent of federal highways meet current standards.29 

			An important aspect of the general problem is that, given the lack of consistent investments in infrastructure, the main structure of the communication networks, from railways and roads to electricity and telecommunication networks, has remained largely the same as it was during Soviet times. The extent of Russia’s automobile highways remained practically unchanged from 1995 through 2007. By adding local roads to these figures, the authorities have masked the actual 9 percent decrease in the country’s road system. Disruptions and deficiencies in the main lines of communication cause conflict and increase costs: transportation costs in product prices are estimated to comprise 15–20 percent in Russia against 7–8 percent in other developing countries.30 The peculiarity of the transportation networks created under the Soviet regime was that they were organized functionally but hierarchically, meaning that, in many cases, adjacent towns did not have direct connections, but could be accessed only via regional or federal centers. Although the Soviet political system has ceased to exist, its spatial structure legacy remains in the form of disconnections between the regions.31 

			To change this situation, some economists have argued that Russia should do away with the poorly conceived Soviet-era infrastructure, removing the wrong things located in the wrong places, and rebuilding the country in accordance with the logic of the market economy.32 Doing so will not be easy since the movement of capital (and people) in Russia has always been restricted. As Allen C. Lynch has noted, the “costs of production in Russia tend to be fairly high, quite apart from the question of Soviet legacies of inefficiency.” The high costs result from a combination of factors, the most significant being the severity of Russia’s climate, the vastness of the Russian space and the predominance of expensive land transport over cheap sea shipping options. Thus, Lynch argues that Russia’s economic geography is, in effect, incompatible with the free movement of capital.33 

			In the official discourse, the use of the pipeline metaphor reflects these scholarly debates insofar as it locates the main obstacle to Russia’s economic modernization in the existing mega-structures and their incompatibility with the demands of today’s competitive market environment. The continuing problems with Russia’s public infrastructure – the roads, electricity network, pipelines, housing stock, and public facilities – undermine more than merely the prospects for economic growth; they challenge the perception of Russia as one of the great powers or even a regional hegemon. This problem is particularly acute since Russia’s position as an “energy superpower” depends on the very same crumbling infrastructure base.34 

			Yet, surprisingly, the lack of investment in Russia’s physical infrastructure did not feature high on the commission’s agenda. In fact, the pipeline metaphor articulated the political rather than the economic constraints of technological modernization. The pipeline metaphor is a projection of the “power vertical,” according to Surkov. In other words, the primitive economy generates and helps to maintain a primitive political system.35 The solution to this dilemma is simple: replace the power vertical – the primitive pipeline economy – with the wireless world of telecommunications, supercomputers and chatrooms. The following section discusses how this shift from a vertical political order to a new complex political system was articulated in the discourse. 

			The Way Forward: The Supercomputer as a Metaphor for a Complex Political System

			In a lecture delivered at the Russian Academy of Sciences on June 8, 2007, Surkov articulated his vision for Russia’s future political system. The main ideas expressed in the lecture surfaced later in the context of the commission.

			“In our intellectual and cultural practice,” Surkov argued, “synthesis predominates over analysis, idealism over pragmatism, imagery over logic, intuition over rationality, the general over the particular.” Stemming from this, he distinguishes three “parameters of real politics” in Russia. First, the striving toward political wholeness, manifested in the centralization of power functions, that is, in the power vertical. Second, the idealization of the political struggle. And third, the personification of political institutions. Taken together, these three factors form the trunk of the metaphorical pipeline: an under-developed and decaying political system that has to be changed.  

			Surkov summarizes the overall contours of this change, arguing that “future history will be the history of complex systems.” Thus, logically, “the complex political system always stems from complex economics, from an economy that is formed nonlinearly.”36 To survive in this new world, modernization is not enough. Russia “must become accustomed to life in a complicated, open, unstable, and fast-moving world. In this world, any equilibrium is dynamic, any order mobile and flexible – if equilibrium and order even exist,” Surkov states.37 It is important to understand that this unorderly order is neither determined nor merely arbitrary. It is a space where the traditional understanding of planning and calculation or anarchy and hierarchy do not apply, but where order is produced by the emergent causality of complex life. Although Surkov  refers to an undetermined future here, Russian political scientist Sergei Prozorov has argued that, in fact, current Russian politics has become “a technology of scheming” where the intriguer – the sovereign authority – “lives off the uncertainty and contingency that are of its own making.”38 

			Such centralized power is not, however, the meaning attached to the idea that the change from a primitive to a complex economy will result in the creation of a complex political system. In the context of the commission’s discussions, this change is described as an automatic one: the complex economy will generate impulses that create a complex political system. Furthermore, the process of democratization is linked to the emergence of consumerism – the production of new things on a massive scale and for the masses. Accordingly, Surkov dismisses glasnost and perestroika as “empty rhetoric” that has little relevance for the “technological re-arming of our society.”39

			Unlike the pipeline metaphor, the idea of a complex economy giving rise to a complex political entity is not explicitly linked to supercomputers. The metaphor works through the understanding that supercomputers are simultaneously part of the “fantastical” – the as yet unattained political reality built upon complex systems – and the elements of the Soviet inheritance that should be transformed in accordance with the needs of technical modernization. However, this metaphor opens up the contradictory relationship between the fantastical and the practical: the vision of a complex political system that has an “open government” and relies on the internet-based participation of citizens in public affairs is disconnected from the context in which supercomputers are actually addressed in the commission. 

			The development of supercomputers was taken up by the commission in one of its first sessions and was on the agenda several times later as well. The concrete development needs identified by the commission in this field focused on two themes: the development of nuclear and space technologies and the improvement of communication technologies across the country. However, nuclear and space technologies took precedence over other considerations, as became clear from Medvedev’s statement at the beginning of the commission’s second meeting in Sarov in June 2009. 

			Each of the five priority areas […] in one way or another are linked to the [development] of nuclear technologies and to the nuclear sector. This includes the development of nuclear technologies and nuclear medicine, the creation of supercomputers, and, of course, the development of space technologies (most importantly the development of innovative rocket engines for space shuttles), and new modes of energy resources, including hydrogen energy as a separate developmental direction. Accordingly, all our priorities are interlinked with the nuclear sector. And this is not a coincidence.40

			This description suggests that technological modernization equates with the development of the nuclear sector, at the core of which is the supercomputer. As Medvedev put it: computer modelling is an integral part of the nuclear sector and therefore the most advanced supercomputers are located at the main research institutes of the nuclear industry.41 In Russia one of the key places is Sarov, a former closed city located in the Moscow region. 

			The discussion about the supercomputer brought to the fore an interesting fact, namely that due to the peculiarities of Soviet-era industrialization, Russia today has several intra-industry communication networks that are poorly connected to each other.42 In other words, Russia does not currently have a grid-of-grids that would bring together different supercomputers located at the scientific centers in different parts of the country. A second factor mentioned several times during the discussions is that the current speed of wireless networks is much lower than in the other developed countries. According to the figures presented in the meeting, the average speed of wireless networks abroad is 10 gigabytes per second, whereas in Russia it is only 10 megabytes.43 These criticisms of the telecommunications infrastructure put the traditional complaints about Russia’s primitive roads in a new context that better fits the era of the wireless world.

			The apparent inferiority of Russia’s wireless networks in the face of global competition was articulated as a problem in two senses. First, commission members noted that “supercomputer technologies” are the main technological weapons of the twenty-first century. The context of the discussion was the development of the nuclear industry (commercial and military), rather than the question of cyber wars or information-psychological warfare. In fact, these latter topics were not discussed in the meetings of the presidential commission, at least in those parts of the meetings that are publicly available. 

			Secondly, the development of telecommunications technologies was linked to the need for improving public services, including an open government but more generally the availability of information and services for the public. In his opening address at the commission meeting in August 2009, Medvedev linked this issue to democratic development in Russia. “The quality of public services is directly linked with the state of democracy in the country and the fight against corruption,” Medvedev stated. The president expressed his dissatisfaction with the slow pace of development in this sphere and threatened to cut funding to government agencies if they failed to uphold the development goals of the administration’s “open government” project. The link between the development of supercomputers and the “open government” project was not addressed in the discussion.44 Perhaps that would have stretched the supercomputer metaphor too far. Instead, the fantastical potential of communication technologies and other innovations to create new worlds and new citizens is the key theme of the debate surrounding the innovation city of Skolkovo.          

			The City of Sun and the Vanguard of FutuRussia

			In April 2010, Surkov met with young entrepreneurs and scientists in the framework of the newly founded “Futurussia” society. Addressing the young people, Surkov explained that the meeting was to establish a “society of the friends of the City of Sun, and perhaps, its first citizens.”45 The participants were in the vanguard of the new complex society that would be instrumental in creating the innovations and technologies that would drive the new economy.

			The role ascribed to a young innovator in this scheme resembles the imaginations of avant-garde artists in the 1920s and 1930s. The avant-garde movement sought to bring “art to life.” The artist was at the same time an engineer who would animate not just a new “form of life” but a “new man.” The idea of the Soviet avant-garde movement, as described by Boris Groys, was to disconnect the link between nature and the political (human) being and replace it with a new society that would be a completely artificial (iskustvenniy) construction.46 The problems of communication, most importantly, the building of “thoroughly dematerialized networks of electricity and the radio” played a major role here.47 The strongest parallel between our time and that of nearly a century ago, writes Matthew Witkovsky, is “the aleatory promise of the wireless world – the constitution of new forms of collectivity, more fragmented and targeted than was ever previously imaginable.”48 

			The similarity between the technological modernization discourse and that of the avant-garde movement in the 1920s and 1930s should not be stretched too far. Yet, the sense of family resemblance goes beyond an attraction to wireless communications. What is also shared is the belief in the need to create a new psychological consciousness that is better suited to the requirements of the time. In the current discussions, the role models mentioned in this connection are “innovators” and venture capitalists, rather than socialist workers, but the mode of thinking is similar.49 

			In an interview for Itogi magazine in April 2010, Viktor Vekselberg, a prominent businessman and the coordinator of the Skolkovo project, recalled a visit to the outskirts of Moscow where Skolkovo was to be built.

			Recently Vladislav Surkov and I made a field trip to inspect the land. There were only fields and dirt. So we had to put ourrubber boots on. And so there we were standing on the village road. There was not a single soul in sight. Suddenly a muzhik plodded towards us – a very typical inhabitant from the outskirts of Moscow. When walking past our group, he stopped and stared at us. ‘I saw you on TV,’ he said. ‘So, are you really going to build a Russian Silicon Valley here?’ After receiving a positive answer, the muzhik cheerfully exclaimed: ‘Great! Well done! Go for it! We locals have been waiting for civilization to reach us for a long time.’50 

			This conversation was confirmation, Vekselberg claimed, that “our ideais consonant with the people’s frame of mind. That’s what is important!”51 Later, during a meeting of the commission in 2011, the contrast between the primitive past and the fantastic future  was again concretized with a reference to mucky fields. In the meeting, a young entrepreneur and resident of the Skolkovo innovation center recalled a conversation with the regional tax authority. The regional bureaucrat had doubted the entrepreneur’s word, who responded by arguing that Skolkovo was an “empty space” where one could make money instead of just “growing potatoes” – a reference to the previous function of the place as part of a Soviet-era agriculture institute.52

			Perhaps to underline the break with the past and to emphasize the truly innovative nature of the new project, an “electronic zero point” for Skolkovo was erected in an official ceremony on December 14, 2010. The “zero kilometer” was presented as something much more than a signpost planted in an ordinary field. The electronic beacon marks the exact coordinates and height of the planned buildings, and thus provides the means for the “architects and builders to produce a precise plan” of the new town.53  

			In the context of the commission’s discussions, the innogorod is often represented as an open space for exploration and firmly connected to global networks of innovation and experiment. At the same time, Skolkovo is territorially and administratively separated from the rest of Russia. The decision to create a special administrative regime for the development of the innogorod seeks to attract foreign and domestic investments for high-tech development in Russia, as the new legislation provides for special arrangements ranging from lower taxes to immigration law exemptions.54 

			The advocates of the project maintain that these measures are timely and the building of the innovation city will facilitate Russia’s entry into the global markets for innovative products. The idea is that the technical and qualitative standards that will be implemented in Skolkovo can eventually be extended to Russia as a whole. These plans apply not just to technologies invented by the specialists working at the Skolkovo technology center, but to the city itself, which will be used as a model when building similar energy-efficient “smart cities” around Russia.55 The city plan and architectural objects are designed to facilitate individual freedom and an ecological lifestyle, the two objectives intended to make Skolkovo a symbol of the new type of modernization in Russia. Thus, Skolkovo is a place to experiment with ways to transgress the limits of the political regime and push them further, without dissolving the regime itself.

			However, where the creation of the “Soviet man” was taken to its very extremes (the gulag system being the case in point), in the context of Medvedev’s technological modernization project, the formation of the new individual is based on persuasion and imitation. In this context, the avant-garde movement provides a tempting source of visual and textual tropes with which to fill the emptiness of the project. It is probably no coincidence that the architectural design of the Skolkovo Business School’s new campus56 is inspired by Kazimir Malevich’s Suprematism, and that the building houses huge replicas of Malevich’s most famous works. Duplicating the avant-garde movement’s greatest works was perhaps intended as inspiration for the current “revolutionaries” of Futurussia, but within the boundaries clearly demarcated by the president’s campaign for technological modernization.

			Science and Fiction: The Meaning of the Presidential Commission 

			“The new political strategy,” as Medvedev himself described the campaign in his second annual address to the Russian Federation Federal Assembly in November 2009, materialized in dozens of commission meetings over an almost three-year period between May 2009 and March 2012. A typical meeting of the commission started with long introductory remarks by President Medvedev, who also played a major role in the ensuing discussion on particular projects and tasks. Meetings proceeded to debate detailed reports submitted by scientists in specific fields and/or government ministers responsible for the development of specific sectors, with input from the heads of the major state-owned companies (e.g., Gazprom, Rostec, Russian Railroads) and other members of the commission. By the end of the first year (November 2009), Medvedev had issued as many as 56 instructions within the framework of the commission, of which 40 were reportedly implemented. At that time, records indicate that half of the 10 billion earmarked for the commission had been assigned to specific projects.57

			To show the domestic audience that Russia has modern factories and research facilities in every corner of the country, commission meetings rotated through a variety of locations. For example, commission members gathered on a factory floor in Obninsk (April 2010), on the premises of the innovative Kaspersky laboratory in Moscow (June 2009), at the Soviet-era industrial town of Magnitogorsk, in the former closed city and Russia’s nuclear hub, Sarov, and in Tomsk, a well-known Soviet industrial and science center in Siberia. At the beginning of one of the meetings, Medvedev, perhaps half-jokingly, stated that the constant change of “passwords and meeting points” was needed so that “nobody would fall sleep during the meeting and the work would proceed more efficiently.”58

			In retrospect, Medvedev’s campaign for technological modernization can be regarded as one among many in the long history of abruptly interrupted state-sponsored projects in Russia.59 Five years after the “Forward, Russia!” article spelled out the main parameters of the technological modernization project, very little of it remains in the public discourse. Even Prime Minister Medvedev himself seems to have given up using the word “modernization” when articulating the government’s strategy in the economic sphere. In an article published on September 27, 2013 and titled “The time of easy decisions has passed,” the term modernization is mentioned only twice. First, when he argues that the maintenance of social-political stability and economic modernization are complementary, not mutually exclusive phenomena. And second, in the context of a discussion about the importance of the freedom of private entrepreneurship and a healthy investment climate for modernization and innovation development.60 

			After the spring 2012 presidential elections, the commission was re-organized into a presidential council under the newly elected president, Vladimir Putin. The task of the council, as stated in the decree establishing it, was to: “prepare recommendations for the Russian president on the main directions and mechanisms of economic modernization and innovative development of Russia, including elaborating the means for state involvement in this sphere.”61 This decree also made former president Medvedev head of the council’s presidium, a position vested with the power to put forward questions for consideration by the higher level organ (the council itself), and to make decisions on practical matters. 

			This transition from a high-profile commission that met in a variety of locations to a council that held its first, and last, meeting at the official residence of the president captures the change underway in Russia. President Putin replaced the technological modernization discourse debated in different forums and by different agencies with carefully orchestrated public events and discussions held away from the public gaze. Many of the key themes in the current discussion, especially the modernization of the military-industrial sector, were already present in the debates on technological modernization under Medvedev, but the apparent support for broader reform has disappeared. 

			Conclusion

			Medvedev’s article “Forward, Russia!” published in September 2009, and the subsequent work of the commission provoked immediate reactions in Russia and abroad. Medvedev garnered praise for opening up a discussion on problems that continue to plague Russia’s economic and political development, including the three major “ills”: economic backwardness, corruption and paternalism. At the same time, the article was interpreted as an indicator of the regime’s unwillingness to implement far-reaching political and economic reforms. This would have required a head-on analysis of the political system created by Medvedev’s mentor, Vladimir Putin, and it was clear at the time that the president was not willing to pursue this option.62

			But was it inevitable that the commission would fail to make a difference? The presidential instructions issued through the commission are impressive and the goals formulated for technological modernization seem straightforward and consistent. Yet, the “fantastical” seems to predominate over the “realized” in a discourse that aimed at imagining new worlds rather than a head-on analysis of the inherent contradictions of the very technological modernization endeavor. 

			The imaginings about Russia’s future and the reflections on the country’s past discussed in this article do not foresee a systemic change in Russia. Instead, the pipeline and supercomputer metaphors appeal to people’s belief in technological modernization as an engine of change. The basic idea is a pragmatic one: the adoption of innovative new products and the changed routines resulting from their usage will establish conditions for the emergence of new entrepreneurs, innovators and bureaucrats who are more adept in their thinking and behavior in accordance with the needs of a post-industrial society. However, it is important to note that the visual and textual tropes taken from the avant-garde movement’s rich history are mostly used in filling the emptiness of the official rhetoric. Therefore, it would be best to read the transcriptions of the presidential commission as pieces of science fiction, rather than serious speech acts aimed at changing the political-economic realities.
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			Abstract: This article extends Edward Mansfield and Jack Snyder’s proposition that regimes in the process of democratization are more likely to engage in international conflict. First, the article expands the theory to include civil war by looking at Russia’s internal clashes with Chechnya. Second, the analysis demonstrates the existence of a vicious circle in which the process of democratization led to military adventures, which in turn reduced the level of democracy in Russia. While many explanations have been advanced for the Chechen wars, this article focuses on elite competition, the role of the military, the loss of great power status, and the need to identify an external enemy in order to promote internal consolidation as determining factors. 

			This article argues that the effect of the two Chechen wars, 1994-1996 and 1999-2002, has been devastating to the Russian democratization process. Both wars were the product of a regime moving from authoritarian to more democratic government but, the wars themselves helped block Russia’s democratic transition and reinforced the semi-authoritarian nature of the state.

			This argument proceeds using the framework of the theory about democratization and war developed by Edward Mansfield and Jack Snyder. The article analyzes how this theory and its implications fit Russia’s case, and whether the case of Russia and particularly Russia’s wars in Chechnya support the theory. In addition, the article extends the original Mansfield and Snyder analysis by showing how the wars slowed the democratization process. 

			The article only examines the case of Russia through empirical observations and does not touch upon the methodology that has been used by Mansfield and Snyder and others to find statistical evidence for the theory. The two Chechen wars are examined and some conclusions are drawn from them, as to how small but continuous wars have both been the product of elite competition under conditions of partial democratization, and have undermined Russia’s democratization process. The article thus extends the analysis of the problem identified by the theory by showing how, in the Russian case, war is not just a product of incomplete democratization, but itself contributes to weakening democratization. Thus, under some circumstances, there may be a vicious circle whereby incomplete democratization makes war more likely, but war then slows down or reverses democratization, making further wars a strong possibility. While this article does not discuss the Russia-Georgia war of 2008 or Russian military action in Ukraine in 2014, the analysis suggests that these conflicts may have been linked to the earlier Chechen wars. 

			Democratization and War

			Since at least 1994 the Kantian proposition that democratic countries do not fight each other has been under scrutiny by academics and analysts. Although it is not a new notion, this idea has been incorporated more into the Western world’s foreign policy doctrines since the end of the Cold War and has greatly affected how countries become involved in the politics of other countries. Mansfield and Snyder’s starting point was that before full democracy is achieved, there is a process of democratization.1 Their theory has elicited a lot of responses and has also resulted in a book, Electing to Fight - Why Emerging Democracies Go to War, 10 years after the first two articles were first published.2 

			The central argument in this theory is that countries experiencing the process of democratization are more war prone, especially when their domestic institutions are too weak to effectively regulate increases in mass political participation that accompany democratic transition. This central argument has been continuously argued by Mansfield and Snyder for over a decade, even if some critics have claimed that regimes that begin to move toward or away from greater democracy do not necessarily possess a short-term window of heightened vulnerability to war participation, and so regime change and war involvement are independent of one another.3  

			The theory does support the notion that mature democracies are less likely to go to war against each other, if they ever do. The theory focuses on great powers, although it also involves research on the cases of smaller countries. Mansfield and Snyder argue that “The pattern of the democratizing great power suggests that the problem lies in the nature of domestic political competition after the breakup of the autocratic regime.”4 The two significant great powers in world politics that are still in the process of democratization are Russia and, to some extent, China. This was evident in the 1990s and during the 2000s as well: “Pushing nuclear-armed great powers like Russia or China towards democratization is like spinning a roulette wheel: many outcomes are undesirable.”5 In Russia’s case the democratization attempt that began in the early 1990s resulted not in an interstate war, but a civil war, which then in turn had a devastating impact on the development of the Russian political system and the use of power.  

			Post-Soviet Russia can be compared in interesting ways to the democratization process of Bismarck’s Germany in 1870-1914 and Japan in the 1920s. Both of these cases experienced a democratization process that first resulted in the defeat of the liberals, the rise of nationalism, and war. The old elite was mostly based on security structures and used nationalist rhetoric to gain back power. 

			This belligerent nationalism is likely to arise for two reasons. First, political leaders try to use nationalism as an ideological motivator to spur greater national cohesion in the absence of effective political institutions.6 Both old and new elites share this incentive to play the nationalist card. The second reason is that new political opportunities and underdeveloped institutions provide extra incentives and opportunities for elite competition.

			In Russia the political elite that dominated the democratization process in the early 1990s did not gain sufficiently wide support through deploying the rhetoric of democracy. They also needed great power nationalism which will be discussed in greater detail later in this article. For Russia to break away from the authoritarian traditions in its political system, it needed to experience an even greater weakening of the state and a total loss of great power status, as happened in the case of Japan and Germany after WWII, before regaining international status on new terms and with a new political system. Those who oversaw the fall of the Soviet Union were not prepared to let their power go. Instead, they consolidated power in post-Soviet Russia with the help of the Chechen wars and through non-democratic means.

			Democratization in Russia

			When the Russian Federation became a new country in 1991, it inherited a double legacy that included both the Soviet and Russian imperial pasts. At the beginning of its existence, it simultaneously was undergoing geographical adjustments and embarking on the development of a market economy at the same time as political regime change occurred. This change was widely characterized as a transition from the authoritarian rule of the one-party Communist state towards a democracy with free elections, a multi-party system, and the stable institutions associated with Western democracies. 

			During the first two years after the break-up of the Soviet Union and the initial period of democratization, Russia’s leaders attempted to come up with a new form of foreign policy for the country that was aligned with the new political direction. As Alexei Arbatov pointed out, “There is no reason to doubt the good intentions of the policy’s authors: they sincerely wanted to advance Russian foreign policy to a new level of relations with the civilized nations of the world and transcend the traditional framework of geopolitics and strategic balances and they sought to found these relations on common values and international law.”7 This attitude towards Russia-West relations was interpreted in the West as one of the clear indications that Russia was involved in a process of democratization. It was an interpretation that was further supported by the fact that the West strongly expected Russia’s institutional changes (adoption of a democratic constitution, a new parliament, and free elections) to mean that Russia was on the road to democracy.

			The road proved to have many bumps. Domestic elite competition and the elite’s fear of losing power turned the tide against liberal policies. As Gel’man has observed: “What would move the elites towards democracy, if we assume that democracy is not the power of those who proclaim themselves ‘democrats,’ but (rather) political contestation and accountability, which includes the threat of elites’ loss of power?”8 In the power struggle between Boris Yeltsin and the Supreme Soviet in autumn 1993, the zero-sum principle applied and Yeltsin came out as the winner. This victory made it possible to establish a superpresidential model,9 which meant that different elite groups competed to have Yeltsin’s ear during the following years.

			The building of democratic institutions embarked on at the beginning of the 1990s appeared to have stalled at an early stage and Russia became stuck in a semi-democratic/semi-authoritarian political system. The argument made in the mid-2000s by Teague seems to be valid then and now: “the Russian population and its leaders remain undecided over the kind of country they want to build.”10 This raises the question of whether Russia could be considered a democratizing country at any stage, or for more than a couple of years. However the consensus seemed to be that some kind of a regime change had taken place in Russia in the early 1990s.

			The Russian presidential election of 1996 provides an useful snapshot of the state of democratization in Russia. Although there have been later allegations of widespread fraud in order to ensure Yeltsin’s re-election, at the time the elections were regarded as clean and fair.11 In his 2001 book, Michael McFaul argued that the significance of the 1996 election was that all parties accepted the rules of the game. While Yeltsin’s advisers suggested to him that he could suspend the electoral process or in some other way avoid standing for re-election in 1996, at a time when his popularity was at its lowest, he rejected this option and went ahead with an election he might have lost. According to McFaul, Yeltsin’s action set an important precedent that helped establish constitutionalism and open elections as accepted practice. Writing soon after the much more managed election of Vladimir Putin as Yeltsin’s successor in 2000, he maintained that the coronation-like nature of this election was a temporary aberration, with the 1996 contest providing the more normal template which would be followed thereafter.12 The fact that this prognosis has subsequently proved wrong, with the 2000 election providing the template that has been followed since, does not invalidate the view of democratization as developing in the 1990s even if Russia never managed to consolidate its democracy.

			Great Power Nationalism in Russia

			While there have been occasions before 2014 when the Russian regime has moved to embrace elements of Russian nationalism, for the most part political nationalism has been associated with the populist Liberal Democratic Party of Russia led by Vladimir Zhirinovsky. Indeed, it has been argued that the reason Putin has continued to tolerate Zhirinovsky and allow the LDPR seats in the Duma is so that he can present himself as a moderate when it comes to Russian nationalism. Thus, in spite of Mansfield and Snyder’s assertion that the Chechen conflicts were instances of “nationalist bidding wars,”13 the kind of nationalist mobilization that is generally a feature of the war-prone democratizing states is not readily observed in Russia. However, while this model assumes that nationalist competition among political elites in partial democracies is one of the factors leading to war, there is no particular reason why elite competition must be limited to classical nationalism. In Russia, for a variety of reasons,14 nationalism has not achieved the same role at the state level as in many other partial democracies. But an equivalent discourse, which can equally be linked to war proneness, can be found in the concept of “greatpowerness,” including great power nationalism.

			Consistently throughout its history, through different leaders and different international environments, Russia has claimed great power status. When Putin started his time in power, he defined the special Russian values as being patriotism, derzhavnost (greatpowerness) and gosudarstvennichestvo (state-centeredness).15 Both patriotism and great-power thinking are supported in Russian society across the political spectrum. As David McDonald has put it: “…whatever the ambiguities or contradictions in the rhetoric of Russian absolutism and statehood, Russians from virtually all sections of society and on either side of the state-society divide agree that Russia is ‘fated to be a Great Power.’”16

			Russia’s great power status suffered tremendously after the break-up of the Soviet Union, and critics castigated Yeltsin for not doing enough to restore it. Yeltsin promised to lift the new Russian nation-state to the level of a recognized great power, with political stability and integration into Western civilization, but he was not able to fulfil these promises. Statements like Andranik Migrayan’s “for too long we have kept the West under the impression that a positive foreign policy in the case of the Soviet Union and then Russia is when we go along with everything the West does. That is why any sign of independence in Russia’s foreign policy catches the West unawares and sees it as abnormal,”17 started to appear in the Russian press. The discourse of arguing for Russia as a great power has become stronger as time passes since the fall of the Soviet Union and has been exploited in much the same way as a nationalist card can be used.18 Yeltsin did need to find a way to show his critics and the nationalist great power opposition that he could act decisively and that Russia could defend its territory.

			Elite Competition and Institution Building in Russia

			The other cause for the rise of nationalism, according to the theory of war-proneness in democratizing regimes, is that the break-up of authoritarian regimes threatens powerful interests, including military bureaucracies and economic actors that derive a parochial benefit from war and empire.19 In Russia the different interest groups started to battle for money and political influence even before the Soviet Union broke up. This trend weakened institution building and reinforced the use of nationalism or, in Russia’s case, the use of great power nationalism.  

			During Yeltsin’s tenure in office, his mistrust of Communism and problems with the security organizations meant that strengthening institutions and the consolidation of democracy were never priorities. Russia’s large army and military structures did suffer with the break-up of the Soviet Union. In traditional terms, the image of the army is of great importance for a great power. It was also this military and security elite that had already opposed Gorbachev’s new thinking in foreign policy and his perestroika in domestic politics. Among them was a strong feeling that Gorbachev’s reforms had undermined the Soviet Union’s international status.

			The stability that has appeared in Russian politics during Putin’s presidential administration has much to do with the fact that he reintegrated the security sector into politics and increased the military budget at the expense of institution building, which may also have contributed to a more aggressive foreign and security policy. As Emma Gilligan has written in her book Terror in Chechnya: Russia and the Tragedy of Civilians in War: “The attempts by the Putin presidency to restore Russian identity and status through a revived nationalist agenda were also arguments for seizing and retaining control over the state.”20 Gilligan quotes Putin as saying in early 2000, when he was the newly elected president, that the Federal Security Service (FSB) wanted to return to power and with his presidential election this goal was now fulfilled.21 So both Chechen wars contributed to the fact that the military and the security elite had returned to the core of Russian politics.

			Yeltsin came to power after a power struggle with Gorbachev and his best “weapon” in this fight was to weaken central power. This conflict resulted in Yeltsin’s rise to power, but also undermined the central state. In the process of radical regime change, a federalist model is perhaps not the best possible outcome at first: “…while federalism may generate certain benefits for mature democracies, the decentralization and fragmentation of power in newly democratizing regimes is likely to exacerbate the problems attendant to democratic transitions.”22 The Russian polity became a hybrid regime under Yeltsin.23 In theory this situation contained the possibility of Russia developing toward a more institutionalized democracy, but it also carried a danger of elite power struggles, which actually occurred in the late 1990s. 

			The fragmentation of political authority in the early years of the Russian Federation was typical of the conditions of elite competition described by Mansfield and Snyder. The tensions between president and the parliament were resolved by force in 1993; center-periphery competition led to major concessions to regions like Tatarstan by the federal government; oligarchs competed with each other for political influence as well as for the economic spoils of privatization; in electoral politics, nationalist and Communist parties continued to poll well, while a proliferation of liberal parties split that section of the vote; divisions within the administration were reflected in inconsistent or changing policy directions – for example in foreign policy, the dominance of a “euro-atlanticist” direction lasted little more than a year before “Eurasianist” factions came to the fore. 

			This and other accounts of the development of Russian politics highlight the personalized nature of politics under Putin, a process whose beginnings can be seen in the strengthening of the presidential system by Yeltsin after 1993. Increasingly, and especially in the last decade, a growing stranglehold on political and civil liberties has accompanied this incomplete democratization – in other words, the institutions of democracy have become steadily weaker. The argument here is that the two wars in Chechnya played an important part in contributing to this process – as well as being the product of an incomplete democratization, the wars defined the security elites’ dominant position in Russian politics. As Daniel Treisman has argued in relation to the first Chechen war: “Hawks favored a military strategy for reasons that were transparent – to strengthen the image of the Russian state, enhance the role of the armed forces, even to create an environment for restricting freedoms elsewhere.”24

			An indication of this elite competition in the domestic political scene can also be seen in the discourse surrounding Russia’s foreign policy. One of the characteristics of the foreign policy of a democratizing state is that “partially democratizing countries with weak political institutions often lack the governmental coherence and predictability to send clear and credible signals of commitment to allies and enemies alike. One faction may signal willingness to compromise whereas another may signal an inclination for preventive war.”25 While divisions over foreign policy were less sharp than the euro-Atlanticist/Eurasianist division of the early Yeltsin years, this characterization is precisely what analysts of Russian foreign policy have been coming to grips with – on the one hand, Russia has indicated its willingness to cooperate with the West, and, on the other hand, suddenly there have been episodes of antagonistic behavior towards the West. 

			 Putin may have weakened the impact of elite competition through his manipulation of the factions around him, but a process of consolidation was needed before then. Between 1996 and 1999, the question of the presidential succession was wide open, thus providing a spur for a new competition inside the Russian political elite. A number of prime ministers and ministers came and went, leading to renewed speculation over the succession. In 1997, the rising star and heir apparent was the committed liberal Boris Nemtsov who, according to opinion polls, enjoyed the support of over 50 percent of the population as the next president. His star waned after the financial crisis of 1998, and it seemed more likely that a longer serving establishment stalwart like Yevgeny Primakov might succeed Yeltsin. When he was appointed prime minister and then acting president, Putin was relatively unknown and did not have a firm basis of support from his earlier KGB service,26 although he was able to call on co-workers from St. Petersburg, where he had worked for much of the 1990s. In contrast to Yeltsin, who had established a high level of personal popularity and legitimacy before being confirmed as the head of an independent state, only then having to ward off challenges to his authority, Putin needed to establish legitimacy at the same time as becoming Russia’s leader.

			Challenges to the Theory of Democratization and War

			So far the case of Russia’s partial democratization fits very well into the theory advanced by Mansfield and Snyder about the characteristics of a democratizing state, although with some qualifications: the use and rise of nationalism, elite competition and the weakness of institutions. There are some controversies in the theoretical debate about the effects of democratization on countries’ war proneness. Research carried out by Gleditsch and Ward comes to the same conclusion as Mansfield and Snyder that rocky and especially rapid transitions or reversals are associated with countervailing effects; namely they increase the risk of being involved in warfare, but in the long term and while societies undergo democratic change the risks of war are reduced by successful democratization and are exacerbated by reversals in the democratization process.27 They do suggest that democratization generally proceeds in a way such as to reduce the risk of war and point out that special attention needs to be given to the direction of the regime change, its magnitude and smoothness, and not only to the existence of change in authority characteristics.28

			In the debate about how and to what extent the democratization process makes states war prone, especially in interstate conflicts, some argue that the “political neighborhood” in which the process takes place has a large impact on the probability of conflict.29 This analysis by Gleditch and Hegre focuses on the democratic/autocratic balance in the system of the political environment, and so the environment conditions whether democratization is followed by war. Here, naturally, elite competition plays a major role. In Russia, already in October 1993, with the shelling of the White House, it became clear that elite competition was to determine the outcome of the Russian democratization process. Voices arguing for order and tougher measures to keep the order, a position that promoted the security service and army, started to grow stronger. Instability in Russia in the early 1990s favored those groups and they succeeded in getting the president’s ear.

			William R. Thompson also emphasizes the importance of the political environment, but from a slightly different perspective than Gleditch and Hegre. Thompson focuses on the conflict environment and the geopolitical climate as predictors of conflict. He argues that in regions where states are involved in aggressively making and preparing for war, the political composition of the region will most likely be autocratic as elites attempt to mobilize national resources towards survival and expansion. Once the regional primacy strategies fade, the absence of war allows for the emergence of more liberal political regimes.30 These claims that environment, whether the geopolitical climate or the balance of regimes, influences the outcome and style of the democratization process have grown in importance, especially since the color revolutions in Russia’s neighborhood, Russia’s war with Georgia and the 2014 developments in Ukraine. Thompson’s considerations present us with the following conclusion: war may effect subsequent democratic change and democratic change may affect the subsequent outbreak of war.31

			The Chechen Wars

			At the end of 1994, following three years in which the Chechen Republic, under the leadership of former air force officer Dzhokar Dudaev, had defied Moscow’s authority and proclaimed its independence, Yeltsin authorized a full-scale invasion which sought to bring Chechnya rapidly back under the control of the central government. What happened instead was that the shortcomings of the Russian military were brutally exposed, while the bravery of Chechen rebels meant that the conflict turned into a prolonged war in which Russian soldiers’ lives were lost, terrorism emerged as a problem for the regime, and accusations were levelled against the Russian state of systematic abuses of human rights. Further military failings in 1996 forced the newly re-elected President Yeltsin to make peace on terms which left the future status of Chechnya indeterminate.

			The theory of war-proneness among democratizing regimes predicts that partially democratized countries may be more prone to wars with other states. In their writings, Mansfield and Snyder recognize that the Chechen wars do not count as international wars, but they point to the fact that the second war took place after Chechnya had achieved de facto independence.32 Leaving aside objections as to whether Chechnya was de facto independent in either 1994 or 1999, the question posed here is whether this argument can be extended to a case of internal wars. The two wars initiated by Moscow in Chechnya were both directed against a clearly defined territory, an organized separate military and administration, and an ethnic identity which was totally distinct from that of the dominant Russian nationality. 

			With great power nationalism, the Chechen wars were based on much the same dynamic as the cases of interstate wars discussed by Mansfield and Snyder, with elite competition and the need for regime legitimization among the key drivers. One significant difference connected both to the issue of great power nationalism and to the fact that the Chechen wars were internal conflicts is that they were in some sense aimed at establishing legitimacy not only in domestic politics but also in the international arena. By contrast, nationalism-inspired interstate wars are aimed at the domestic constituency and are generally impossible to justify in the international community. In Russia’s case the great power nationalism links the domestic and international.

			In international diplomatic terms, the first decision to use force in Chechnya was itself peculiar, given that in 1994 Russia was building bridges, especially toward Europe, through international institutions, and the invasion risked jeopardizing the progress already made. During that year Russia signed a Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) with the European Union, the progress of Russia becoming a member in the Council of Europe was very positive and two Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) documents which committed Russia to give advance notice of troop movements and to take measures to minimize civilian casualties: the Vienna document on Confidence and Security Building Measures (CSBM) and the OSCE Code of Conduct on Politico-Military Aspects of security. The launch of the Chechen war violated both of the OSCE agreements, and the nature of the whole case broke general OSCE norms and rules.33 The reactions by the EU showed that the foundations of the PCA agreement suffered a blow even before it was ratified and the membership negotiations became more complicated with the Council of Europe. All this reinforced the impression that there had been a democratization process in Russia that was now grinding to a halt.

			In the Russian domestic political arena, the war badly divided the political groups. During 1995, a court case was launched in Russia to challenge the decision to use military force in Chechnya. This led even Foreign Minister Kozyrev, who has been labelled a pro-Western liberal, to excuse Russia from having to account for her actions before the world in an interview in October 1995: “Generally speaking, it is not only our right, but our duty not to allow uncontrolled armed formations on our territory. The Foreign Ministry stands on guard over the country’s territorial unity. International law says that a country not only can, but must, use force in such instances ... I say it was the right thing to do ... The way in which it was done is not my business.”34 

			Yeltsin had used the federalist model, calling for regions to take as much power as they could, in his power struggle with Gorbachev, but it turned against him in the first Chechen war. Dudayev’s regime seized the opportunity and, as Mansfield and Snyder’s analysis would predict, when a regime breakdown occurs, the Chechen elites used the nationalist card to advance their hold on power in Chechnya. Dudayev’s nationalist position can be seen as a strategy that was based on historical animosity between Russia and Chechnya. However it is highly questionable whether Dudayev really wanted Chechen independence or only to consolidate his own power in Chechnya and full control over the resources in the region. One of the indicators that Dudayev was not planning an armed conflict with Russia was that he continuously called for a personal meeting with Yeltsin. In regard to the first Chechen war, Galina Starovoitova, shortly before she was murdered, wrote: “Chechnya was a unique case, containing an over determined number of strategic and historical-institutional factors pointing towards secession, but also one that did not need to result in war.”35 She made the point that a face-to-face meeting between Dudayev and Yeltsin might have prevented the outbreak of the war. This point is disputed by Daniel Treisman who sees the reason for the first war in Chechnya as a security and prestige issue.36 Whether the situation really needed to result in a war, or whether the situation was portrayed to Yeltsin in that way as a result of elite power competition, is still an open question.

			The start of the first Chechen war can be seen as Yeltsin’s attempt to satisfy Russian great power nationalism. He used the army to show that Russia would be able to crack down on regions’ nationalistic excesses. He had to demonstrate that when his country’s security and prestige was at stake, he was able to make decisions that reflected Russia’s standing as a great power, and to reverse his own notion of giving as much power to the regions as they could handle in favor of central authority. Yeltsin also sought to consolidate public and elite opinion behind a united line – Russia as a strong state, as Mansfield and Snyder have pointed out.37 

			One of the ways that Yeltsin sought to reinforce Russia’s image as a strong state was by using the war to promote the Russian military, which had suffered badly from the break-up of the Soviet Union. The failures of the war meant that this aim was not achieved. However, the war had the unintended consequence of raising the profile of the military in Russian politics, which meant that Yeltsin could not stay in office without the security services behind him. One of the best indicators of the return of the military was the case of the popular military commander Alexander Lebed running as a presidential candidate in the 1996 elections and winning nearly 15 percent of the votes in the first round. After the elections, he became an advisor to Yeltsin and secretary of the Security Council. Lebed was also seen as responsible for the Khasaviurt Agreement in 1996, which left the Chechen republic’s status open, already then paving the way to the second Chechen war.

			Furthermore the relationship between Defense Minister Pavel Grachev and Yeltsin also shows the link between the military and politics. Grachev had helped Yeltsin maintain his power in the conflict between the parliament and president in autumn 1993, and was among those who lobbied for the first Chechen war. It is quite clear that when the Russian state began to engage in combat, the role of the military in power consolidation became central and so also contributed to increasing authoritarian trends in Russian politics.

			During 1993-2000, despite the humiliating failures of the Russian military, the Russian army enjoyed more trust than any other public institutions in Russia.38 Furthermore, the war situation favored the adoption of legislation that gave more powers to security organizations. The shifting balance toward such force-wielding agencies contradicted the European Convention on Human Rights and, according to some, even the Russian constitution itself. Such legislation included presidential decree No.1226 “On immediate measures for the protection of the population against banditry and other manifestations of organized crime” and the law “On the organs of the Federal Security Service (FSB) in the Russian Federation.” The law about the powers and activity of the FSB was seen by Council of Europe Rapporteur Mr. Binding as follows: “It can be seen as a great danger to democratic society and the rule of law that the security service FSB has nearly equivalent power to that of the old Soviet KGB.”39Arguably the first Chechen war started a vicious circle that Russia has had difficulty exiting.

			There was a chance to restore stability and reconstruct Chechnya on the basis of the Khasaviurt Agreement, signed in August 1996, and the Treaty on Peace and Principles of Mutual Relations between the Russian Federation and the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria, signed in May 1997. The Chechen presidential election in January 1997, bringing the victory of Aslan Maskhadov, were also seen as positive signs. The government in the war-torn area was, however, unable to bring the territory under full control without financial help for the reconstruction of its infrastructure and was unable to generate employment opportunities. Moscow was unwilling to provide this help. Furthermore Moscow did not look favorably on any international organization becoming influential on the ground in Chechnya. 

			Although some see the Chechen war as an attempt by the military to find a greater role in society, in 1999 it was not so much a case of finding a mission, as one of making up for the prestige lost in the first Chechen War. In fact, though, the initiative for the renewal of hostilities in 1999 did not come from the Defense Ministry, but from the Ministry of the Interior, which had started to gain power in Russian politics at this time. The kidnapping of an interior ministry official made the then Minister of the Interior Sergei Stepashin call for a new mission in Chechnya. Thus, planning for a second Chechen war began in early 1999.40

			Once the invasion of Dagestan by Chechen forces led by Shamil Basaev and Khattab occurred in August 1999, and bombs destroyed several Moscow apartment buildings, killing hundreds, Russia’s leaders made clear that they would defend its territorial integrity like any other great power. As Putin himself said in an interview for the TV program Zerkalo in early 2000 “In my opinion, the active public support for our actions in the Caucasus is due not only to a sense of hurt national identity but also to a vague feeling ... that the state has become weak. And it ought to be strong.”41

			Whereas the First Chechen War took most people by surprise and divided Russian society, especially after the first military setbacks, the second war had been longer coming and considerable groundwork had gone into preparing both the political elite and the public. While Putin was still some way from establishing his own authority, he could count on the acquiescence of the elite as a whole more than was possible in 1994, and was able to fight a war with the backing of the public at large. Through the discourse of international terrorism, he was also able to call on international support in a way which had not been possible before. 

			The fight against terrorism had become one of the major priorities of the Russian state. All the major foreign and security policy documents stressed the danger of terrorism; the Russian national security concept saw international terrorism attempting to weaken and split Russia; in its military doctrine, Russia named terrorism as the most dangerous factor threatening the country’s internal unity, and the Russian foreign policy doctrine stressed the importance of international cooperation in the fight against international terrorism. These documents reinforced the picture that there was a serious security challenge to Russian statehood. All three documents were published in 2000, following Putin’s inauguration as president, at a time when security and stability in Russian society were his most potent political slogans. At the same time, the fight against terrorism contributed to tighter control of society by the state. For example, legislation was introduced that tightened the control of the media.42

			The second Chechen war and the war against terrorism united for the first time since the break-up of the Soviet Union the different Russian political lines: liberal, communist, and nationalist. Moreover, the army and security institutions, as well as public opinion moved to support the Russian president and his government. Opinion polls showed that the Russian population overwhelmingly (73 percent) supported the war in March 2000.43 

			Only a few newspaper articles questioned the operation in Chechnya. Yevgeny Krutikov wrote in Izvestia: “Why do we Russians do all this and what exactly do our leaders want to gain by using all this force?”44 State Duma member Alexei Arbatov, an expert on security issues, warned in 1999: “Never step into the same war twice” in an article in Obshaya Gazeta.45 These warnings, however, were not heard by the general public.

			The support Putin had from both the elite and public gave him a large mandate to consolidate power and create a state system that eventually became known as “managed” or “sovereign” democracy. If Yeltsin did not succeed in consolidating power with the first Chechen war, Putin did so with the second one.

			The Democratization Process, Russia, and the Chechen Wars

			Russia’s wars in Chechnya make it possible to extend the Mansfield/Snyder argument in two ways. First, the democratization process increases a state’s proneness to armed conflict both internationally and domestically. Second, war involvement on the part of democratizing countries can slow down or reverse the democratization process.

			The case of Russia can also be used to support some critiques of the theory linking the democratization process to war proneness. Russia’s regime change after the collapse of the Soviet Union was extreme, and the elite power struggles were intense. The first Chechen war was clearly a result of the institutional weakness of Russia, of pressure from the military and security elites, federal divisions and, the use of nationalist rhetoric in Chechnya threatening Russian territorial integrity and the quest for Russian great power status. Therefore the war can be seen a result of the nature of domestic political competition after the break-up of the Soviet Union. Thus Russia fits with Gleditch and Ward’s conclusion that “While these new regimes may be less repressive and permit greater political freedom than their precursors, they are also subject to instability and attempts by challengers to seize power.”46 This was also a significant factor in 1999, since the second war in the end helped to consolidate political power in Putin’s hands.

			In Thompson and Tucker’s critique of Mansfield and Snyder’s analysis the important question is advanced: “Whether it is regime change overall, certain types of regime change or simply regime instability that alters the probability of war involvement?”47 This can also be asked about the case of Russia’s war involvement. The rocky and rapid regime change in Russia resulted in instability in the political system as well as political competition. The economy switched from central planning to market mechanisms causing even more confusion. The federalist model was initially applied to advance one power group’s hold on power, and disregarded the fact that it undermined the whole existence of the state. The resulting chaos made war-fighting seem like a reasonable alternative.

			The weak institutions, elite politics, and use of nationalism that characterize most of the post-Soviet states suggests that each country has a propensity towards using force. This tendency is visible in the cases of Russia, Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Moldova, and in a different form in Tajikistan, where conflict took on more of the form of a classic civil war. In other cases, rapid institution building succeeded in creating a more stable basis for peaceful democratic development. 

			As with other forms of nationalism, greatpowerness can and has been used to mobilize the population around a unified regime. In the case of the second Chechen war, the unprecedented unanimity of support from the public and from different state institutions were based both on the appeal of greatpowerness and on discourses highlighting the existential threat from international terrorism. The combination of promoting Russia as a great power and fighting terrorism made it possible for Putin to portray any opposition to the president as unpatriotic. The president used this opportunity to consolidate the state, recentralize power away from the regions, move towards managed democracy, and impose greater controls on the media. 

			Thompson and Tucker’s analysis together with Mansfield and Snyder’s theory raise the possibility that Russia is caught in a vicious circle: the democratization process leads to greater war proneness and engaging in such fighting limits prospects for further democratization. In Russia’s case, the great power tradition leads to a greater propensity to conflict, but conflict itself, in the case of the Chechen wars, has reinforced the great power tendency and weakened Russia’s democratization potential. Russian military action in Georgia in 2008 and in Ukraine in 2014 were clearly also linked to greatpowerness and would have been harder to justify in the eyes of the Russian public had it not been for the successes of the second Chechen War.

			Conclusion

			Following the two Chechen wars in Russia, there is not much left of the political processes of the early 1990s that could still be seen as democratization or transition from authoritarianism to democracy. As one observer has summarized the situation: “Putin’s regime relies on a control system over political actors, institutions and the rules of the game. Its basic elements are, first a strengthened presidency alongside the weakening all other institutions, including both houses of parliament, judiciary and regional bodies; second, state control over the media; and third, control over elections, turning them from the means of the empowerment of the people into the means of legitimization of the decisions made by the elite.”48

			The fact that rapid and rocky regime change increases the likelihood to engage in war or conflict is a regime survival technique in the globalized world. The new regime needs an enemy which can be fought to increase popular legitimacy, thereby giving elites and the public incentives to support it. If the regime chooses the path of conflict and the use of force, the democratization process is threatened and in many cases reversed, but if it chooses the incentives that are offered through the use of peaceful external relations and sees the advantages of integration into the community of democratic countries, the process may enjoy success.

			The first Chechen war started at a very vulnerable point in time regarding Russian state building, both in terms of identity and system. Even if the Mansfield/Snyder analysis concentrates on interstate relations, they themselves count Chechnya as part of the picture too. As they have pointed out: “Although the Chechen conflicts were not international wars, they manifested a number of the causal mechanisms we have outlined: gambling for resurrection, nationalist bidding wars, and the resort to nationalist prestige strategies in order to govern amid the political stalemate of a weakly institutionalized semi-democracy.”49 The result of the first Chechen war was a strengthened presidency in Russia although with a weakened mandate. Yeltsin lost much of his popularity among the Russian people, but was still able to act in a more authoritarian fashion with the security and military establishment’s help. This situation led to measures both formal, in the form of presidential degrees, and informal, in the form of the elite power balance, that put a severe strain on Russia’s already halting democratic development. 

			The second Chechen war was much more a “textbook case” of the theory. “Vladimir Putin used the war to maintain the constraints on Russia’s democracy and to strengthen his power as president within.”50 Putin’s first eight years in power show a trajectory of political development which does not follow the road of Western understandings of democracy. Today Russia is in the situation described by Krastev: “In Russia and China, the recurring line is that ‘there is no political alternative’ to the current leaders. […] what is taken out of the equation is the possibility to challenge those in power. People are not allowed to elect wrong leaders, so elections are either controlled, or rigged, or banned for the sake of ‘good governance.’”51 The power elite under Putin had learned from the mistakes of the 1990s and also saw that with a popular mandate supporting them, laws and regulations could be adopted without opposition.



			The case of Russia and the Chechen wars extends the Mansfield and Snyder analysis of democratization and war proneness with two new elements – the use of armed conflict inside of a state and the possibility of using war to consolidate authoritarian power. This analysis of Russian politics in the 1990s has much to tell us when looking at current developments in the post-Soviet space, particularly Russia’s wars in Georgia and Ukraine. The fall of the Soviet Union was often described as “peaceful.” That picture was misleading already in the 1990s and more violence has occurred in the twenty first century. The USSR’s collapse has also left several countries in limbo between a semi-autocratic and semi-democratic regime. Given the argument here that democratization can lead to increased conflict, which in turn increases authoritarian tendencies, the future for the post-Soviet space looks rather dark. 
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