Peering Into the Crystal Ball: Russia
After the Elections

The Duma elections are over. They are no longer a restraining factor,
but a stimulus to change.
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Election commission workers count ballot papers after a Russian parliamentary election in Simferopol,
Crimea, Sept. 18, 2016. Anton Volk / AP

Prior to the State Duma elections, everyone was talking about the imminentBdismissal of
Alexander Bastrykin, head of the Investigative Committee.B8Media reports said the decision
had already been made, with the dismissalBdelayed until “after the elections.”

Bastrykin’s departure is in keeping with the major restructuringBof security and law
enforcement bodies that began back in March.

But his dismissal barely changes the larger picture: BothBBastrykin and his department were
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significantly weakened in theBcurrent restructuring process, and later by the high-profile
arrestsBof senior investigators.

Bastrykin’s was not the only security structure to have beenBweakened. Some, such as the
Federal Guard Service and the securityBservices for the president and customs, saw a change
in leadership.BOthers such as the Federal Security Service, Interior Ministry, and&now the
Investigative Committee, underwent a cleansing of second-tierBmanagement. The Federal
Migration Service and Federal Drug ControlBEService were eliminated altogether.

The restructuring of the siloviki — loyal strongmen from theBsecurity services — is nearing
an end, with the final chords set toBsound after the elections. At the same time, the remaking
of theBpolitical bloc has only begun. It is not so much that PresidentB®Vladimir Putin has a
grand plan for renewing the ruling elite, asBmuch as he is responding to what the situation
demands.

Russia’s leaders have unwittingly driven themselves into twoBtraps.

The first is the trap of political legitimacy. The Kremlin isBrunning out of ways to maintain
the military-autocratic legitimacy ofBthe ruling authorities. It cannot play the “Crimea card”
a secondBtime, and opinion polls indicate that the people care little whetherBRussia achieves
areal or alleged victory in Syria. They are far moreBconcerned about the standard of living at
home, and the public moodHis becoming increasingly isolationist.

This means the Kremlin must somehowHBrestore its legitimacy. But the only way the national
leader canBEstand for elections without compromising his hold on power is ifBnearly 100
percent of the voters turn out and vote for him — asBautocratic Central Asian leaders
orchestrate their elections.BOtherwise, Putin becomes a weak ruler, and not a strong leader
whoBcan boast a mandate from the people.

Unfortunately, Central Asian-like results are difficult to achieveRin Russia. Both the people
and their government remember the massBEprotests of 2011-2012. Furthermore, the political
machines whichBmight have achieved sky-high voter turnout and support have beenBlargely
dismantled in the regions.

There are two ways out of this dilemma: either Putin puts forward®a hand-picked successor
to run in the next presidential elections, orBhe turns the elections into a plebiscite, thus
enabling him toRcombine autocratic with electoral legitimacy.

The second trap is the excessively long interval between theBcurrent Duma elections and the
presidential elections in 2018. IfEBleaders wait another 18 months before implementing
essential butBpainful economic reforms, they will exhaust the government’sBfinancial
reserves — something they would like to avoid.

Here, too, the authorities have two options: end the confrontationBwith the West and borrow
money there to buy time until 2018, or holdBearly presidential elections.

In the latter case, Putin would have to either carry outBBmodernization in some form, even
authoritarian. Or he could finishBbuilding his authoritarian system, replete with a cleansing
of theRelite.



Either option would ruin the status quo, which would inevitablyBprovoke serious resistance
from the ruling elite. The cleansing ofEthe elite over the last several months is an attempt to
weaken anyBEpotential center of resistance to the course Putin ultimatelyBchooses, giving
him more room to maneuver.

The siloviki have undergone the most radical cleansing, but theBcleansing process began
with state-owned companies and governmentBagencies, many of which saw their entire
management replaced back inB2014-2015.

So, before the year is out we can expect to see a number of majorBchanges — not only to staff,
but also to the very structure of theBpresidential administration, government and political
bloc, includingBboth houses of parliament and the party system.

The Duma elections are over. They are no longer a restrainingBfactor, but a stimulus to
change. The election results haveBsignificantly changed the political balance not only in the
regions,Bwhere new, strong, and relatively independent political figures haveBentered
office, but also in the center. The elections have givenBadded political weight to the Duma
itself and augmented itsBElegitimacy. In fact, against the backdrop of the impending
shakeups,Bthe Duma is looking like an island of stability.

And now no one and nothing can get in the way of the Kremlin if itBwants to resurrect the
Soviet Union. Especially if it seriously wantsEto resurrect the holy

Soviet trinity of KGB-

MVD-Army, as theBKommersant newspaper revealed just hours after the first
electionBresults began to trickle in.
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