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The Russian president has approved a National Anti-Corruption Plan every two years since
2008 and considers that struggle one of his top law enforcement priorities. Most agencies
from the police to the courts publish separate statistical reports charting corruption-related
crimes. However, 80 percent of all bribery convictions in 2014 involved sums of no more than
10,000 ($162) rubles, according to the judicial department of the Supreme Court.

What's more, the average size of the bribes in those cases fell from 7,500 rubles in 2011
to 2,500 rubles in 2013. That means half of all cases involved sums even lower than those
figures. This indicates that the authorities are pursuing increasingly trivial bribery cases.

At the same time, the number of serious bribery cases seems to be on the rise, especially when
the bribes are part of illegal actions. The number of defendants in such cases rose 5.5 times,
from 934 in 2012 to 5,119 in 2014 even while the number of people charged with committing
minor acts of corruption fell by two-thirds.

This would seem like a positive sign indicating that the authorities have finally begun going
after, if not major acts of corruption, then at least deliberately illegal actions and civil
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servants who take bribes to perform their duties.

However, this trend is probably not due to law enforcement agencies focusing on the more
dangerous forms of corruption, but the Supreme Court issuing a broader interpretation
in 2013 of what constitutes a bribe in connection with illegal activity. Now that definition
includes any departure from the entire scope of powers an official holds, as well as any
procedural violation, even if the action in question is legitimate — such as issuing a license
in accordance with established criteria.

This over-regulation means that the authorities can find violations in almost everything that
civil servants perform. As a result, what was previously considered a minor offense carrying
a maximum prison sentence of 2-3 years now qualifies as a more serious crime of corruption.

The reason for the growth in the number of cases of bribery for the commission of unlawful
acts is that the Interior Ministry only considers serious and very serious corruption cases as
a measure of their regional offices' level of activity — and fully 84 percent of all corruption
cases are handled by the ministry. As a result, such crimes are considered "serious" regardless
of the size of the bribe involved, and reflect positively on police officers' performance.

Since mid-2011, officials have kept separate statistics for bribes of from 25,000 to 150,000
rubles ($405 to $2,428), considering them a serious crime and allowing police officers
to count them as part of their fight against corruption.

However, priority is given to identifying and bringing to trial minor bribery cases, making it
unlikely the authorities will make greater efforts to pursue more serious violations. In fact,
judicial department data shows that the courts look at only 100 to 110 cases involving large
bribes each year in all of Russia, while the focus remains on small bribes.

And now, with a little legislative sleight of hand, those minor offenses count as serious
crimes — enabling officials to report greater accomplishments without any additional effort.
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