
Medvedev Surfed His Way to Irrelevance
By Alexei Pankin

October 31, 2011

According to a joke that circulated during the breaks at the recent Russian Internet Week
forum, Prime Minister Vladimir Putin did not allow President Dmitry Medvedev to run for a
second term because Medvedev spends too much time on the Internet. The forum is the main
annual event of the domestic Internet industry and closely reflects the main development
trends in this most dynamic of all segments of Russia’s public life.

There is an element of truth in every joke, as the saying goes. Medvedev’s reputation as the
main blogger in the country has clearly not helped his image.  

Perhaps Medvedev was a victim of his own clumsy propaganda machine. Each of his short
Twitter messages, such as a recent announcement of an upcoming televised meeting with
supporters, becomes headline news and is aired several times a day on all state-controlled
national television channels. Eventually, any viewer — from the simplest to the most
sophisticated — cannot help but become disappointed in the blogger-in-chief.

But the most important revelation to come out of the Internet forum was the finding by
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various research agencies that there is no reason for politicians to direct much of their time or
resources at the Internet audience.

Yes, the number of Internet users in Russia is growing rapidly, with 60 million people 12 years
of age or older going online at least once per month, and 40 million surfing the web daily.

What’s more, the digital divide is shrinking. The most dynamic growth in Internet use is now
among older individuals and residents of cities with a population of 100,000 or less.

But what are those people looking for on the Internet? Aсcording to the Public Opinion
Foundation, about 50 percent are interested in health and sports, but only 20 percent are
interested in politics — fewer than those who want information on tourism and travel. The
director of the Hyde Park social network corroborated these findings, saying the “politics”
tag ranks in 29th place and attracts no more than 18 percent of all users.

Even more depressing is the limited sway that the Russian Internet has in mobilizing users to
become active in social causes. One popular blogger, Sergei Dolya, led a campaign for a
national trash cleanup day that, even with support from traditional media and national
television, managed to mobilize only 16,000 volunteers from Kamchatka to Kaliningrad. And
that is considered one of the most effective mobilization campaigns in the history of post-
Soviet Russia.

At the forum, blogger Ilya Varlamov commented on the gap between the impassioned Internet
response to various social and protest initiatives and people’s willingness to actually get off
their rears and take action.

During the Soviet era, tens of millions of people regularly took part in subbotniki, or voluntary
local cleanup campaigns. Organizations such as the trade unions, Komsomol and other
Communist Party organizations urged everyone from children to adults to take part in these
efforts.

I can imagine how angry Putin must be with Medvedev for having gotten too wrapped up in
his iPad and failing to become a worthy successor. But it seems that the current prime
minister and future president has not given up hope.

It is no accident that Putin anointed Medvedev to head the party list of United Russia, which
has become a near replica of the Soviet Communist Party, thereby giving Medvedev a chance
to gain more real world experience in addition to his virtual exploits.
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