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Former Prime Minister to Become
Putin’s Right-Hand Man
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Boris Yeltsin reportedly first spotted Sergei Kiriyenko, then aByoung businessman from
Nizhny Novgorod, during a boat trip on theB®Volga River in July 1994. Nearly four years later,
Yeltsin wouldBshock the political establishment by appointing him prime minister.EPlucked
from relative obscurity at the age of just 35, Kiriyenko wasBthe youngest prime minister in
Russia’s history.

Unfortunately for Kiriyenko, the appointment had catastrophicBtiming. Within weeks,
financial crisis had spread from Asia toBRussia. The oil price plummeted from roughly $20 to
just $8 a barrel.BJust four months after appointment, Kiriyenko’s Cabinet defaultedBon
government bonds, devaluing the Russian ruble, crashing theBeconomy, wrecking the federal
budget and collapsing the bankingBsystem. Five days later, Kiriyenko resigned.
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Now, almost two decades later, Kiriyenko has no less abruptlyBemerged as top choice for
another coveted Kremlin job — as the manBto replace President Vladimir Putin’s first deputy
chief of staff@Vyacheslav Volodin.

At the time of going to print on Sept. 28, Kiriyenko’sBappointment was not officially
confirmed. According to a source closeBto the Kremlin, the appointment was still subject to
an internalBstruggle.

Why Kiriyenko, and why would his appointment in the Kremlin matterBso much?

The drama comes with the position, traditionally seen as that ofB‘“gray cardinal” of Russia’s
politics. Before Volodin moved toBparliament as its speaker, he was considered one of
Russia’s mostBpowerful officials. His position oversaw crucial portfolios ofBBdomestic
politics and elections.

With the 2018 presidential election, the job takes on additional&significance. Even if Putin
decides to run again, is unlikely to beBan easy campaign to manage.

By 2018, Putin will be 66 years old, in power for either 14 or 18Ryears, depending on your
calculation. Even by Soviet standards, it is®a huge time in office.

If oil prices remain low, the economy will be in a terrible state,Bhaving stagnated for 5
consecutive years. And with each year ofBrecession, the Kremlin will hold fewer cards. Crimea
is no longer aBpressure point for the Russian public, and apathy seems to be settingBin. The
Sept. 18 parliamentary elections showed the lowest turnout inBRussia’s history. Officially
£47.9 percent, statistical analysis ofBelection data suggested voter participation was, in fact,
no moreHMthan 37 percent.

Putin needs overwhelming national support. The task of mobilizingBthis support is “the
major puzzle for the authorities,” saysBEpolitical journalist Konstantin Gaaze.

And the task of solving this puzzle will fall to Putin’s newBpolitical manager.

Putin is well acquainted with Kiriyenko. In May 2000, theBpresident named Kiriyenko special
representative in the VolgaBdistrict, a newly created position. In 2005, the former
primeBminister was made head of Rosatom, Russia’s state nuclear agency.

According to industry analyst Vladimir Milov, Russia’s nuclearBindustry enjoyed enormous
levels state investment under Kiriyenko,Bwho seemed to enjoy Putin’s complete trust.

Despite favor in the Kremlin, Kiriyenko maintained a reputation asBa reformer and a
progressive. His appointment runs contrary theBcurrent Kremlin trend favoring conservative
and isolationistBofficials.

Putin has not yet confirmed whether he will run for his next term.BPsychologically, the
“comfortable” option for both Putin and theBcountry’s elite is that he runs, says political
analyst YevgenyBMinchenko. But the prospect of finally leaving office remains on theBtable,
especially given the low probability of a triumphantBreelection.

According to a source close to the Kremlin, no decision has beenBmade, and, moreover, is



unlikely to be decided in the next fewBmonths.

But were Putin to bow out of the 2018 election race, KiriyenkoBwould find himself in an
interesting position: Not only in charge ofBBdomestic policy, but also managing the highly
sensitive process ofBpresidential transition.
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