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A tactical pause. The Kremlin's regional policy
in the shadow of the war

Mitosz Bartosiewicz

On 8-10 September, elections at various levels were held in most Russian federal subjects.
The Kremlin used them to gain more political control over the regions and their capitals.
At the same time, Russia’s centralisation process has slowed since it became engaged in the
armed conflict in Ukraine, and a tactical pause seems to have been made. In conditions of
war, Moscow is avoiding making any radical moves, while gradually tightening its control at
the local and regional level. However, the Russian government is set to intensify its efforts to
super-centralise the state in the near future.

Regional pseudo-elections

During the so-called ‘single voting day’ (8—-10 September), several thousand elections were held
at various levels: these included by-elections to the State Duma, direct gubernatorial elections in
21 federal subjects, to 16 regional legislative assemblies, and to 12 city councils of regional capitals.
Voting was also held in the occupied Ukrainian territories.

The unfairness of the regional and local elections (like all other elections in Russia) is primarily the
effect of the existing system. Although cases of fraud and pressure (both on voters and commission
members) were reported, the ruling group mainly owes its favourable result to the use of mechanisms
that are legal under Russian law, such as regulations restricting the participation of observers, increas-
ing the number of seats from majority voting at the expense of those from proportional voting, and
wide use of the remote voting system. The latter is non-transparent and lacks external monitoring,
so it offers the simplest path to falsifying results, and is most difficult to verify.’

The elections have become noticeably less competitive (for example in 2018, on average eight people
ran for the position of governor, while now the figure is only five, including pro forma candidates
whose participation in the election was prearranged with the authorities). There were practically no
independent candidates at the higher levels of public administration: none ran for governorships. Even
the clearly favoured parliamentary parties were cautious in their campaigning, and did not engage in
rivalry with the ruling United Russia; hence the modest campaign funds and limited campaigns, as well
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as the decision not to field any potentially strong candidates. The regional and local elections were,
in fact, a plebiscite of support for the government and a kind of test before the presidential election
scheduled for March 2024. It is also worth noting that the Ukraine war was rarely mentioned during
the campaign, as this topic is of little appeal and potentially dangerous; the ruling party fielded only
about 100 veterans at all levels, half of whom were already active politicians and officials.

The results revealed that the Russian political system is stagnant, and that the recent elections were
held just for form’s sake. For the first time, not a single governor will be replaced: all the incumbent
governors, only two of whom do not represent United Russia, will retain their positions. All of them
won in the first round, and according to official data all garnered over 70% of the votes (except for
the governor of the Republic of Khakassia from the Communist Party of the Russian Federation [CPRF],
who received 64%). United Russia improved its results everywhere and won a qualified majority
(two-thirds) in all the legislative assemblies. This contrasts with the situation in 2018, when it failed
to win simple majorities in a third of regions throughout the country, for reasons including the public
dissatisfaction caused by the national pension reform. The ruling party also won all the elections to
city councils in the regional capitals. The CPRF, which is viewed as a competitor to United Russia, was
weakened in the federal subjects: the Communists lost their status as the runner-up in half of them.

Khakassia was the only problemat- ¥ The results revealed that the Russian political sys-
ic region for the government. The tem is stagnant and that the recent elections were
Communist Valentin Konovalov held just for form's sake.

retained his position as governor

there, even though Moscow had wanted to replace him with Sergei Sokol, the candidate for United
Russia. Since Sokol’s chances of winning the race were slim, he ultimately withdrew from the campaign,
and the CPRF won against United Russia in the proportional elections to the local parliament. Regard-
less of this, the ruling party won a total of 34 out of 50 seats thanks to single-member constituencies.
Despite the Kremlin's disfavour, Konovalov will most likely keep his position until the presidential
election, as his dismissal could have a negative impact on Vladimir Putin’s ratings in Khakassia.

The Kremlin used the vote to consolidate and strengthen its political control over the federal subjects.
At the same time, during the war Moscow has slowed down the previously intense process of cen-
tralisation without taking any significant steps to further strengthen its institutional subordination
of the regions.

Elections in the occupied territories

The illegal elections in the occupied territories of Ukraine were a total fiction. Some laws were amended
so that voting could be conducted in the areas under martial law, and at the same time, some of the
electoral regulations adopted ran contrary to the rules of martial law. Not only were the names of the
voters unknown, but even their approximate numbers were a mystery. Neither the actual boundaries
of the areas where voting took place nor the territories where the elected bodies would perform
their functions were specified. Extraterritorial polling stations were established (over 300 through-
out Russia). Anyone who showed any document containing personal data received a ballot. Voters
could only choose from party lists (issued by the parties represented in the Russian parliament), not
individual candidates. The electoral commissions did not even publish the lists containing the names
of candidates for deputies to legislative assemblies (allegedly due to security concerns). External
contenders played an important role: United Russia’s lists in the Kherson and Zaporizhzhia regions
contained fewer than 30% local candidates, which proved not only that few people were willing to
cooperate, but also that the Kremlin distrusted those who did. The ruling party allegedly achieved
its best results in those territories that had been illegally incorporated into the Russian Federation.
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Centralisation at the regional level

The war in Ukraine and the stricter domestic policy adopted due to it have not caused a qualitative
change in relations between the centre and the regions, mainly because Moscow already had suffi-
ciently tight control over its federal subjects. Although the Kremlin had been implementing its policy
of centralisation since 2000,? it became particularly intense in the years immediately preceding the
invasion of Ukraine, which shaped the current model of relations between the federal government
and the regions. In December 2021, a year and a half after the constitutional reform that enabled
Putin to hold office until 2036 and strengthened the president’s position in the political system of
the Russian Federation, the Kremlin once again revised the relationship between the centre and the
regions. The law ‘On the General Principles of Organisation of Public Power in the Subjects of the
Russian Federation’® effectively merged the federal, regional and local government authorities into
one hierarchical division controlled by the head of state. The regions became even more subordinated
to Moscow, and its executive power was strengthened in comparison to the other powers.

The position of the President of the ¥V The policy of centralisation became particularly
Russian Federation was strength- intense in the years immediately preceding the
ened in relation to regional leg- invasion of Ukraine.

islative bodies and the heads of

federal subjects. For example, he was granted the right to arbitrarily dismiss them due to loss of trust,
which is tantamount to a formal right to veto the will of the voters (governors are elected in direct
elections, with the exception of the five North Caucasus autonomous republics, three autonomous
okrugs, and Crimea & other illegally annexed Ukrainian territories, except for Sevastopol, which is a city
with special status). Subordination to Putin was emphasised by the standardisation of the names of
the positions of the heads of regions (Tatarstan, which used to have a president, was forced to change
its constitution in order to conform to this).* Meanwhile governors gained disproportionately high
prerogatives as compared to the local administrations, which had already been deprived of any major
competences. Moreover, since the Kremlin has gained sufficiently strong control over the governors,
they are no longer nominated for a definite tenure.

The reform fitted in with the logic of the uniformisation of the gubernatorial corps® that had started
a few years earlier; this process had been coordinated by Sergey Kiriyenko, the head of the domestic
politics bloc of the Administration of the President of the Russian Federation. The consistent staff-
ing policy implemented through special programmes, such as the so-called ‘school of governors’,®
contributed to the standardisation of personnel (in terms of political loyalty, biography, profile, etc.).
As a result, a group of professional political ‘managers’ obedient to the Kremlin was appointed, ef-
fectively replacing the local clans and personal pacts that had ruled the regions (with the exception
of some national republics and other areas).

The vast majority of the governors are in fact the Kremlin's placemen (only seven are not affiliated
with the ruling party); they have hardly any independence, and often little (or no) connection with
the places they manage. Consequently, it is not in their interest to seek greater autonomy for the

2 ). Rogoza, Federation without federalism. Relations between Moscow and the regions, OSW, Warsaw 2014, osw.waw.pl.

3 ®epepanbHbIf 3akoH OT 21.12.2021 r. N2 414-®3. 06 obwmx NpUHUMUNAX OpraHM3aunMy Nyo6nnYHON BractTu B cybbekTax
Poccuiickon ®epepaumnv, AaMuHnctpauna MNpesnpeHta Poccun, 21 December 2021, kremlin.ru.

‘be3 npesvaeHTa n cyBepeHuTeTa. M3 KoHCTMTyunn TaTapcTaHa BblYEPKHYNM aTPUBYThl CAMOCTOATENbHOMO rocynapcTea’,
Idel.Peanun, 27 January 2023, idelreal.org.

> M. Domanska, ‘The Kremlin's regional policy — a year of dismissing governors’, OSW Commentary, no. 257, 15 December
2017, osw.waw.pl.

5 The Personnel Reserve Programme coordinated by the Russian Academy of National Economy and Public Administration
under the President of the Russian Federation.
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regions they govern. Moreover, their rotation (the president can decide to dismiss any of them at his
discretion) and the fact that this position is usually treated as a step on the ladder to a career at the
federal level prevent the development of horizontal ties between the governors, as these are unde-
sirable from the Kremlin's point of view. In exchange for loyalty and the effective implementation
of the central leadership’s political goals (for example, during elections), they can expect personal
security and stability in their careers (the number of arrests of governors and the frequency of ro-
tations have decreased in recent years), as well as support from Moscow in any fights against their
local political opponents.

In recent years, even those devel- J¥ The vast majority of the governors are in fact the
opments that required engage- Kremlin's placemen, and have little independence.
ment mainly at the regional level,

such as the COVID-19 pandemic (since 2020) or ‘partial’ military mobilisation (September 2022), have
not led to more political independence for the governors. Although on those occasions the Kremlin
did decentralise the administration to a certain extent, the additional duties imposed on the gover-
nors were not coupled with increased competences.” The federal government’s intention was to shift
responsibility for unpopular decisions to the heads of the regions. Additionally, during the pandemic,
Moscow began to restrict the governors’ independence as regards staffing policy.®

Although the Russian invasion of Ukraine did not lead to a re-evaluation of the Kremlin’s relations
with the regions, the war has tied them even closer to the centre and has imposed new burdens on
them, primarily financial.

The impact of the war on regional finances

The invasion of Ukraine has not made any major difference when it comes to the regions’ financial
independence, as it is still limited. In 2022, the share of transfers from the centre (grants and sub-
sidies) taken together accounted for around 20% of their revenues (similarly to 2021), and the total
amount increased by nearly 9% to 3.94 trillion roubles (around $58 billion) compared to the previous
year of peacetime (in 2021 it was 3.68 trillion roubles or around $48 billion). In 2023, only 23 federal
subjects have not received subsidies to strengthen their budget security, while as many as 22 regions
are less than 50% financially self-sufficient.® Despite the decline in Russian GDP and the imposition
of economic sanctions by the West, regional and local budgets generated a surplus of 50 billion
roubles (around $730 million) at the end of 2022."° However, two-thirds of the surplus came from
only five regions: St. Petersburg, Sakhalin oblast, Moscow, Kemerovo oblast and the Yamalo-Nenets
autonomous okrug. Up to 50 out of 85 Russian regions (excluding the new territories taken from
Ukraine) closed the year in the red. The share of commercial loans in the debt structure of the federal
subjects is gradually decreasing (in the first half of 2023 it was only 2%); these are being replaced
with cheaper budget loans (76%). Regional finances are therefore tending to rely more and more on
political loyalty to the central authorities rather than on efficiency of governance.

The war and the resulting annexation of Ukrainian territories are a burden for the regions, as they have
to pay both the direct and indirect costs of their incorporation. One-third of the funds transferred to
highly subsidised regions goes to the occupied Donetsk and Luhansk ‘People’s Republics’ as well as

7 J. Rogoza, ‘Zakazony Dagestan. Pandemia w rosyjskich regionach’, OSW Commentary, no. 336, 1 June 2020, osw.waw.pl.

8 Since 2020, the governors have been obliged to consult their candidacies for regional health ministers with Moscow.
In 2021, this requirement was extended to other ministries.

9 The regions with the highest share of financial assistance from the centre in their revenues are Ingushetia (83%), Chechnya
(81%), Tuva (81%), Dagestan (75%) and Karachay-Cherkessia (72%).

10 Revenues stood at 19.668 trillion roubles (a 12% increase compared to 2021) and expenses at 19.618 trillion roubles (a 16%
increase). The surplus was smaller than in 2021 (661 billion roubles), but it was still a much better balance than in 2020,
when the country had to deal with the COVID-19 pandemic and the deficit reached RUB 677 billion.
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the Kherson and Zaporizhzhia oblasts (transfers from the federal centre account for almost 90% of
their budget revenues). Moreover, several dozen regions have pledged to provide patronage to the
Russian-occupied Ukrainian territories and help them rebuild their infrastructure, which requires at
least partial financing from regional budgets. The Russian government, in turn, has decided to cut
spending on the state programme for the modernisation of primary healthcare in 61 regions of the
Russian Federation." The government will spend part of the funds thus saved on the construction
and renovation of hospitals in the ‘new regions'.

In addition to the decline in re- #¥ The war and the annexation of Ukrainian territories
gional spending on healthcare are a burden for the regions, as they have to pay
(3.9% in 2022 and 3.4% in the first the costs of their incorporation.

half of 2023), the Ukraine war has

also led to a record increase in federal subjects’ spending on national security and law enforcement
(53.4%; however, these expenses are still small shares of the regional budgets), as well as ‘nation-
wide issues’ (29.2%), including remuneration for officials. Military operations covered several regions
(primarily the frontier Belgorod oblast).”> One sign of the militarisation of regional policy is the law
passed in July which allows governors (based on the president’s decision) to create and supervise
specialised armed enterprises (de facto regional military companies) that will perform auxiliary func-
tions to law enforcement structures.

Centralisation at the local level

Since the Kremlin is unable to exercise full control at the micro scale, politics at the local level in
Russia remains more competitive and independent, one proof of which is the makeup of local gov-
ernment bodies. However, these local authorities do not have most of the powers that are normally
vested in their counterparts in democratic states, and face numerous systemic restrictions resulting
from the highly hierarchical organisation of the public governance system. For example, they have
even less financial independence than the regions: the share of transfers from higher levels of pub-
lic administration in local budget revenues is close to 70%." This became so problematic for the
government in Moscow that, contrary to its centralisation logic, it ordered mechanisms to improve
the financial independence of local governments to be developed.™ Mayors of large cities have no
adequate control over fiscal issues, nor do they have much real power. A vast part of the tax revenues
generated by the regional capitals go to the budgets of the federal subjects (resulting in a high level
of subsidies for cities), and decisions regarding urban social policy and infrastructure are taken by
regional governments. Since the Kremlin has destroyed horizontal ties in Russian society, cooperation
between local government units is quite poor, which significantly hinders the development of urban
agglomerations and regions as a whole.

Moscow intends to continue to limit self-government; one symbolic manifestation of this was Russia’s
withdrawal from the European Charter of Local Self-Government in February 2023. Due to increased
control at the local level, the federal government can manipulate the gubernatorial elections using

" A. Kucenesa, . Onbwesep, ‘[IpaBUTENbCTBO HanpaBuIo QOMONHUTENbHbIE CPEACTBaA HAa MOAEPHM3aUMNIO MONKINHUK
HOBbIX pernoHos’, BengomocTu, 7 August 2023, vedomosti.ru.

2 p, Zochowski, K. Chawryto, ‘The Belgorod syndrome: the Ukrainian incursion reveals the weakness of the Russian regime’,
OSW, 9 June 2023, osw.waw.pl.

3 MATEPUAJIbI k 3aceqaHuio Ha TeMy “AKTyarbHble BOMPOChl (pYHaHCOBOIro obecreqyeHuns peanmuzauymm noHOMOYMI OpraHoB
MecTHoro camoynpasneHus”, CoBeT Mo MecTHOMY camoynpasneHuio npu Coete ®enepaumnmn @enepanbHoro CobpaHus
Poccuinckont depepaunm, MockBa 2022, council.gov.ru.

4 E. MyxameTwwuHa, ‘Bnagumup MyTrH nopyymn paspabotatb MexaHW3Mbl OTYUCIEHNA B MeCTHblE B61OAXETbI OT HaNoros
1 cbopor’, BenomocTun, 8 June 2023, vedomosti.ru.
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the so-called municipal filters,'> and also relieve local social and political tensions in this way. The con-
sistent abolition of direct elections to executive bodies, especially to the mayoralties of large cities
(they are nominated from among members of city councils or through competition), is an essential
element of the policy of centralising local administration. Direct mayoral elections are still held in only
five regional capitals: Abakan, Khabarovsk, Yakutsk, Anadyr and Ulan-Ude. Over the last year they
have been liquidated in Novosibirsk and Tomsk. At the same time, the Presidential Administration is
striving to standardise the personnel at the local level as well. Work is underway to create a ‘school
of mayors’ analogous to the aforementioned ‘school of governors'.'®

In parallel to the reform of the J¥ The reality of wartime has discouraged the Kremlin
administration system launched from carrying out a nationwide reform which could
in 2021, a complementary bill provoke strain and conflicts at the local level.

‘On the general principles of the

organisation of the public power in the subjects of the Russian Federation’ was presented. In addition
to the redistribution of competences between different levels of public administration, it envisages
a transition from a two-tier system of local government to a single-tier one by abolishing the low-
er one."” This change would mean a drastic restriction of self-government at the level of smaller towns;
this would marginalise them and deprive their residents of influence on local politics. Furthermore,
governors could participate in nominating and dismissing local government heads, and thus the
central government would gain much more control. Although the number of local government units
in Russia is gradually decreasing as a result of their merger, and the actual liquidation of lower-level
local government has already begun in Pskov oblast,'® the reality of war has discouraged the Kremlin
from carrying out a nationwide reform which could provoke strain and conflicts at the local level.
Most probably it will be implemented after the 2024 presidential elections at the earliest.

Centralisation at the local level may also be supported by the system of Regional Management
Centres established in 2020. These centres receive complaints and monitor social moods, and their
development would allow the federal government to marginalise the role of those local government
bodies that are closest to the citizens.

The government has used the repressive legislation introduced in connection with the invasion of
Ukraine™ to intensify the persecution of local opposition politicians. For example, the Moscow city
councillors llya Yashin and Alexei Gorinov were sentenced to eight and a half years and seven years
in penal colonies respectively on charges of “knowingly disseminating false information about the
Russian Armed Forces”). Meanwhile the city council in Novosibirsk revoked the mandates of its mem-
bers Sergei Boyko and Helga Pirogova, who are now permanently resident outside Russia due to the
threat of repression (like several hundred other Russian local government officials); other independent
city councillors have been placed under surveillance.?°

> A candidate wishing to take part in the gubernatorial race must collect signatures from 5-10% of deputies of local repre-
sentative bodies representing at least three-quarters of the local government units in a given region.

6 E. MyxameTwuHa, M. BaHoB, ‘Bcrie 3a «lwikonon rybepHaTopoB» NOABUTCA «lIKONa M3poB»’, BepomocTu, 20 April 2023,
vedomosti.ru.

7 The bill envisages the merger of all urban and rural settlements (lower-level units) with municipal areas into municipal
and urban okrugs by 2028, as well as the liquidation of their councils and administrations.

8 ‘«MpeT yHn4TOXEHMNE n3HyTpun”. Kak B Poccun nobusaloT mecTHoe camoynpasneHue’, Ceep Peanuu, 7 March 2023, sever-
real.org.

' M. Domanska, ‘Putin’s neo-totalitarian project: the current political situation in Russia’, OSW Commentary, no. 489,
17 February 2023, osw.waw.pl.

20 'Ejle oIMH HOBOCMOMPCKNIA OenyTaT Halen cefbl NPOCyLWKN B npuemMHoii’, Cubupb.Peannu, 22 August 2023, sibreal.org.
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Signs of local insubordination

Acts of opposition to the Kremlin’s centralisation policy are rare; they usually happen at the local level
and are linked to specific local circumstances. The poorly developed horizontal ties between local
government units and regions, as well as the federal government’s control and intensified repression,
prevent the emergence of a broader movement that could represent growing public dissatisfaction
with shrinking autonomy.

Initiatives taken by the central government that directly restrict residents’ rights have met with
grassroots resistance. In 2023, local government representatives and activists in Novosibirsk & Tomsk
oblasts and the Komi Republic demanded that the direct elections of mayors of administrative centres
(Novosibirsk, Tomsk) and heads of cities & raions (Komi) be reintroduced. Local leaders of the licensed
opposition (such as the CPRF) have declared support for these aspirations, which is a manifestation
of their competition with United Russia at the local level. However, regional parliaments dominated
by the ruling party have rejected the idea of changes. In the near future, local governments may
take similar action, especially in regions that are opposed to the ruling party and are geographically
distant from Moscow. However, since the regional parliaments and heads of federal subjects are so
strongly subordinated to the Kremlin, such initiatives will have little chance of success.

Another manifestation of civicdis-  JJ Acts of opposition to the Kremlin’s centralisation
satisfaction is seen in the quite policy are rare; they usually happen at the local
frequent occurrence of public level and are linked to specific local circumstances.
protests, usually over poor living

standards or environmental issues; they are rarely openly anti-governmental in nature. In May this year,
people took to the streets in Bashkortostan to protest against industrial gold mining in violation of
environmental standards, while in August, Dagestan saw rallies and roadblocks due to interruptions
in water and electricity supplies. Moreover, in September 2022, the population of this North Cauca-
sian republic also demonstrated against the mobilisation which had disproportionately affected the
national republics (protests over this issue were also seen in Kabardino-Balkaria and Yakutia, among
other places).

Cases of insubordination towards Moscow at a higher level are most often linked to the specificity
of the political scene in a given region. One example was the split in the structures of United Russia
in Khakassia, where the speaker of the local parliament from the ruling party switched to the Com-
munists and supported the governor representing the CPRF in the elections.?'

The governors remain loyal to the central government which they actually represent, and obediently
implement its policies at the regional level. Nevertheless, some of them have publicly expressed dis-
satisfaction, for example, with the unequal distribution of tax revenues between the centre and the
regions.??> However, the continuing standardisation of the gubernatorial corps is heading towards
reducing the function of the governor to that of a manager delegated from Moscow. This will prob-
ably translate into further curbs to the governors’ independence, and contribute to the elimination
of any voices critical of the federal government.

21 A. MNepues, '«Cokon cTan YepHbiM Nebenem» Kaxetca, «BeTepaH CBO» Cepreit Cokon He cMOXeT NobopoTbcA 3a NMocT
rnaBbl Xakacum — n3-3a 6onesHn. Y Kpemnsa octaeTcA BCe MeHbLe CNoco60B yCTaHOBUTL B pecnybnmke KOHTponb «EanHom
Poccnm»’, Meduza, 1 September 2023, meduza.io.

22 1. bepaHukoBa, ‘ToMmckas obnacte BHOBb npocuT MockBy ocTaBnATh B HlogxeTe permoHa 6onbie Hanoros’, vtomske.ru,
2 June 2023.
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A tactical pause in the Kremlin’s regional policy

The invasion of Ukraine has not brought any qualitative change in the Kremlin’s regional and local
policy, although the war has tied the regional and local administration more closely to the central
government and has forced them to increase their burdens.

The course towards super-centralisation is invariably embedded in the logic of Putin’s regime. However,
it seems that for now Moscow does not want to completely deprive the federal subjects of whatever
has remained of their autonomy, or to liquidate the local government institutions; it is content with
gradually tightening overall control (for example, through elections). This is due to both the Krem-
lin's inability to micromanage effectively and its limited financial capabilities (the process of super-
-centralisation entails increased transfers to local budgets), as well as the desire to avoid conflicts and
strains at lower levels of administration in wartime conditions. Any major moves — above all political,
such as the already mentioned reform of local government — should not be expected before the
presidential elections in 2024 which will consolidate Putin’s position in the system.

The temporary slowdown in centralisation is therefore just a tactical pause. The Kremlin has many
instruments ready to be implemented. The Ministry of Economy has recently been vested with the
competence to coordinate the foreign economic relations of the regions of the Russian Federation.?
It is possible that a new category of administrative units known as federal territories, which will re-
port directly to the centre, bypassing regional and local authorities, will be used on a larger scale.?

In the future, the Kremlin's efforts at centralisation may clash with emancipatory tendencies, espe-
cially at the local level. However, there is little chance that a grassroots movement opposed to the
federal government will develop. The weak horizontal integration of the local governments, their
limited financial independence and the tightening political control from Moscow make it much more
difficult to effectively resist centralisation processes.

23 Ykas3 lMNpe3npeHTa Poccunckon ®enepauuu ot 25.08.2023 1. N2 642. O6 ycmneHny KOOpAUHaLMW BHELHE3KOHOMMUYECKUX
cBAizel cybbekToB Poccuiickon ®enepaumnmn, AoMuHucTpauma NpesnaeHTa Poccnm, 25 August 2023, kremlin.ru.

24 Currently, there is only one federal territory in the Russian Federation: Sirius, which was established in 2020 in the Sochi
Olympic Park.
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