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The Kremlin often implements policies that it never makes public, and this is the reason many
of its actions seem pointless or absurd.

Take, for example, a bill on the State Duma elections unveiled last week has already become
the butt of many jokes among analysts. The bill includes provisions for holding early Duma
elections — seemingly a concession to the opposition, which claimed the December Duma
elections were heavily falsified — but in reality, this would actually be a serious obstacle
to the development of a full-fledged multiparty system and the strengthening
of representative government.

At its core, the bill marginalizes the opposition and creates the greatest possible advantage
for the Kremlin and its ruling party. In particular, the bill takes advantage of the fact that
opposition forces are concentrated in large cities and are weak in the regions.

The 400-page election bill submitted to the Duma is exceptionally unwieldy, and the new
elements it introduces could better be implemented by making changes to existing legislation
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rather than by introducing a new law. The Kremlin has two goals: first, to create
the impression that it is proposing an entirely new law on elections, and, second, to create
a smoke screen by "restoring" 225 voting districts while obscuring the fact that the bill
blatantly discriminates in favor of the ruling party and attempts to strengthen its hold
on power.

Specifically, the new law would preserve the purely proportional system. Under existing law,
party lists are made up of at least 70 regional groups with the territorial composition of those
groups unregulated by the federal center. By contrast, the new bill offers to create 225
territorial units to serve as standard subdivisions of all party lists.

The main difference of these units from the system of districts used prior to 2005 is that
Moscow would now have direct control over the new units. Rather than an electoral district or
region sending its representatives to the capital, Moscow itself would assign party members
to the various territories.

According to a more complex system of calculations, each deputy elected from a regional
group will represent a specific territory, although all territories will not have representation.
In addition, because there will be no federal part of the election list, the big name Moscow
party leaders will have to head regional tickets.

For example, Liberal Democratic Party leader Vladimir Zhirinovsky will not be able to head
the entire party list, but only one of its 225 units. That is a blow primarily to the Liberal
Democratic Party, but also to every party whose most prominent candidates are concentrated
in the big cities rather than spread more evenly throughout the territories.

The bill strengthens the monopoly on power held by the existing Duma parties and will likely
be supported by the majority of incumbent deputies along with the regional political elite.

Since the bill will strengthen the ruling party at the expense of developing a multiparty
system, it should not be adopted. The Russian political system should have full-fledged
regional districts and not subdivisions of party lists. The right to form electoral blocs should
be restored along with the right of independent politicians to put forward their own candidacy
and to participate in elections.
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