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Even the most truncated of President Dmitry Medvedev's recent political reforms have begun
to falter. Legislation loosening the procedure for registering political parties was the only one
of three bills presented to the State Duma that has passed so far. Meanwhile, two bills on the
direct election of governors have stalled between the first and second readings, while
the Federation Council has proposed amendments to the bills that would effectively
emasculate this legislation.

It is obvious that the Kremlin has decided to slow the pace of reform now that the presidential
election is over and the protests have quieted down. This is especially important with regard
to gubernatorial elections because the Kremlin wants to remove the weakest and most
unpopular regional leaders and ensure its control over the regions prior to the start
of elections scheduled for this fall.

The fact that the Kremlin is still appointing new governors even after a bill calling for direct
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gubernatorial elections has been sent to the Duma suggests that it still does not understand
that direct elections are not a concession to the opposition but a prerequisite for the survival
of the political system.

The contrast between the Kremlin's words and deeds was most apparent in the Primorye
region, where a new governor was installed on the eve of the March presidential election.
Governor Sergei Darkin was replaced by Vladimir Miklushevsky, an outsider who was sent
to the region from Moscow a year earlier to head a university. It is hard to imagine that
an educator from Moscow will be able to exercise tight control over a region that is so heavily
criminalized. It is even more unlikely that he would win in free elections if they were held
now.

The authorities have promised to pass a law on gubernatorial elections by May while at the
same time saying they might significantly delay implementation of the law until
corresponding regional laws can be prepared. But it seems that the delay will be difficult
to put into practice, just like the infamous "presidential filter."

Perm Governor Oleg Chirkunov is the only regional leader so far to announce that he would
resign if the law on gubernatorial elections is passed. He also issued orders to prepare
the regional version of the law as quickly as possible. The first gubernatorial elections —
slated for the Novgorod and Perm regions — could set off a domino effect. Once the citizens
of these regions elect their governors, the people of Moscow, St. Petersburg, Yekaterinburg,
Irkutsk, Samara and other regions will demand the right to do the same.

In addition, the process of reinstating the direct election of mayors in cities where they had
been eliminated has already begun. In particular, the election in Yaroslavl on Sunday showed
that politically active Russians consider elections held anywhere in the country as their own
elections.

The political elites in many regions have already started preparations for elections
and nothing can stop them — not the rulers' desire to delay elections as long as possible, nor
the long terms that incumbent governors were appointed to serve.

In the end, the reinstatement of direct gubernatorial elections will be a more rapid process
than their elimination was in the 2000s.
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