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Vladimir Putin enters St. Andrew's Hall in the Grand Kremlin Palace in Moscow. Kremlin Pres Service /
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InBrecent months, Putin has fired several of his old associates, including his former chief of
staff,BSergei Ivanov. In their place, he has hired new, loyal strongmen from theBsecurity
services —also called the siloviki — to fill important administrative positions. Putin’s regime
isfchanging from within.

TheRfirst hint of change came at the beginning of Putin’s third term in 2012, whenBthen
Deputy Prime Minister Igor Sechin began to grow apart from the president.BOnce Putin’s
“right hand man,” by 2015 Sechin was admonished by theBpresident for not putting state
interests above corporate ones. Shortly after, Vladimir Yakunin, one of Putin’s close
associates and the longtimeBpresident of Russian Railways, was fired.
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WhyRare Putin’s old friends falling out of favor with the president?

ForBone, the annexation of Crimea has engendered a new geopolitical way of thinkingBin the
Kremlin: as well as a new set of priorities. Sanctions andBdepressed oil prices have limited the
resources available to Putin’s friends,Bmaking it more difficult for Putin to please them. As a
result, the prioritiesBof many members of Putin’s inner circle have diverged from those of
the president.

InBthe 2000s, loyalty was crucial. Today, personalHrelationships mean very little. Although
individuals used to define how theBsystem was managed, the system now defines how
individuals are managed.

EveryoneRis now part of the system, cogs in the United Putin machine; the divide
betweenBinsiders and outsiders no longer matters.

ItRis difficult to place Ivanov’s demotion within this broader trend. On theBone hand, Ivanov
worked side-by-side with Putin for decades, and was at oneBpoint thought to be the heir to
the throne. On the other hand, because heBworked so closely with Putin on a daily basis, he
didn’t demand resources orBprotection.

ItRis unlikely that Ivanov’s resignation was voluntary. Why would a man of hisBstature be
willing to take such a major step down on the career ladder? SomeBargue that Putin was
unhappy with Ivanov’s performance, while others say IvanovBasked to be relieved of his
duties in 2014, following the tragic death of hisEson.

ButBKremlinologists are wrong to look to the past. The near future provides moreBanswers:
the ousting of Ivanov clearly points to Putin’s reluctance to burden himselfBwith his
associates’ problems, as well as his need for greater dynamism and an easy-going attitude
among his subordinates. Ruling Russia has become a lonelyBbusiness; Putin doesn’t need his
friends to help him anymore.

There has also been a recent change in the way key decisions are discussed in theBKremlin. In
the 2000s, political analysts debated which clan or politicalEBplayer was lobbying for any
given policy decision.

ButBEthe Ukraine crisis and the Kremlin’s operation in Syria have made militaryBleaders and
officials from the intelligence services Putin’s most importantBadvisers. Gradually, Putin’s
friends have been replaced by select strongmen,Bwhile the overall size of his inner circle has
shrunk.

WhenHBa general from the Ministry of Defense or the Federal Security Service (FSB)Ebriefs
Putin, he doesn’t ask unnecessary questions, second-guess theBpresident’s decisions, or
expect anything in return. There is no emotionalBconnection.



TheBsame is true of other new administrators Putin has appointed. As Putin replacesB&his
friends with young, rank-and-file siloviki, it is becoming clear that PutinBdoes not want
faithful advisers, he wants acolytes.

TheBmanner in which personnel decisions are being made suggests that Putin
isEmprocrastinating. Personnel problems pile up and remain unresolved for months.BThen,
when the president has time to tackle them, he makes a large number ofEdecisions all at
once. This means that dismissals and appointments don’t necessarilyBcorrespond with
administrative priorities. People are being moved around in aBgame of musical chairs,
without any strategy or thought given to their currentBor future responsibilities.

Sources say that Ivanov should have been gone a year ago, but Putin didn’t make theBdecision
until he was forced to: the recent crisis in Crimea demanded greaterBspeed and agility in his
administration. Putin is making decisions with hisBback against the wall. Unsurprisingly,
these decisions are poorly thoughtBout.

OfficialsBare literally scrambling from one job to another. Consider Alexey Dyumin’sBrecent
employment history: in 2014, he left the Presidential Security ServiceBand joined the Military
Intelligence Service. In 2015, he was named DeputyBCommander of the Ground Forces and
then Deputy Minister of Defense. Two monthsHElater, in February of 2016, he was appointed
Governor of the Tula region.

ThisBcurrent policy can only lead to personnel instability and unpredictability. AtBthis point,
no one can be sure that they will be allowed to serve out theirBterm or spend a reasonable
amount of time in office, even if they were justBappointed.

Indeed,Bmany of Putin’s moves are perplexing. Officials like

Nikita Belykh, the formerBKirov

region governor, were in Putin’s good graces one month and forcedBout of office the next.
His and other cases create the impression that theBpresident is increasingly making his
personnel decisions in reaction toBcircumstances rather than as part of an overall strategy.

OneRday, Putin receives a report praising an individual’s positive characteristicsBand
approves his appointment to a certain government position. The next day, heBgets a different
report from a different source with derogatory information onBthat individual and approves
his arrest.

InBEthis new system, the president is increasingly outsourcing hisBworkload. Overloaded
with dirt on everyone around him, Putin has stoppedBtrusting anyone, preferring to shift the
burden of responsibility onto thoseBwho are beyond reproach: The Internal Security
Directorate of the FSB. This is®how the political system is gradually transforming. In this new
system there isBno room for the Ivanovs and the Belykhs of the world; there is only room
formsilent cogs.
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