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On 15 January, Russian President Vladimir Putin gave his annual address to the
Federal Assembly in which he unveiled plans to reform the country's constitution.
Hours later, he dismissed the whole government. Below, we look at some of the most
important issues to emerge from last week. As this is mostly analysis, we assume
you are broadly familiar with what was announced. If not, there are many useful
media summaries, for example here, here or here.

Why Now?
One of the most intriguing questions is timing, and why Putin chose to do this now, four
years before the next presidential elections. There are three possible answers:

• Putin wants constitutional reform completed before the State Duma elections, which
are set to take place in September 2021 (though they could be rescheduled), to make
sure the future lower chamber of parliament is in line with a new conﬁguration of
power. In other words, Putin wants to shake up parliament and choose a new speaker
who will accompany him through the transition process.

• Putin is considering resigning before 2024. There can be only one reason for this: he
thinks things may be less stable and more politically challenging in four years time.

• Making his move early means there will be time to test the new system, and that there
will be opportunities for ﬁne-tuning ahead of D-Day.
The idea of early parliamentary and presidential elections is being widely discussed in
both the Russian expert community and the media — and should be taken seriously.

Does Putin Stay Or Does He Go?
Most observers have interpreted the changes as a way for Putin to continue as
undisputed Russian leader, at least informally. This seems misguided. Based on what
Putin actually said in his speech, it seems overwhelmingly likely that he will step down as
president in 2024 (or earlier). Before then, he will have to ﬁnd a successor — someone to
guarantee policy continuity and political stability. Putin has yet to reveal his own plans,
but the way he is acting suggests that he will stay in power (which is not the same as
leading Russia). There are two particularly important points:

• Putin is bored with dealing with routine social and economic policy issues, and would
prefer to leave such things to the government. This means stripping back the
president's responsibilities.

• Putin wants a more 'freelance' status, with fewer direct responsibilities. While this
indicates he is unlikely to become prime minister, leading a re-vamped State Council
would be more attractive (staying ‘in power' without any unnecessary burdens).
After Putin leaves the presidency, Russia will be governed in tandem, which will, in any
case, limit Putin’s freedom for action, forcing him to consider his successor's priorities.

Will Russia Now Have A Weak President?
In short: no. The presidency will remain the dominant political institution in Russia even
after the reforms. Putin has himself said he has no intention of radically weakening the
presidency. This is not just rhetoric, this is what he believes. The president, whoever he
is, will remain commander-in-chief; all security agency heads will answer directly to him;
and he will retain the right to dismiss the prime minister and all government ministers.

Moreover, Putin has proposed giving the president several new powers. It will not
compensate for what the institution loses, but will provide additional tools in case of
inter-institution conﬂict. There are three main additions to presidential power:
• The right to dismiss the prime minister and ministers on grounds of 'loss of
conﬁdence', a much more career-ending formulation than is currently available to the
president (another reason why Putin is unlikely to become prime minister).
• The right to demand the Federation Council dismiss Supreme Court and
Constitutional Court judges for misconduct. The current procedure to replace judges
is highly complex (and has never been used), and the president cannot formally initiate
it. This means that the judiciary will become less independent, and (even) more
vulnerable to political inﬂuence. This provision may have been also designed for
imminent use by Putin, who hinted in his speech that some judges need to be removed.
• The right to demand the Constitutional Court verify whether laws comply with the
constitution. This might seem excessive as the president has the power to veto laws,
but, in certain cases, parliament can override the veto. The change could be a way for
the president to impose his will (a sort of 'second veto').
Together, all this means the president will acquire new powers that can protect him in
times of conﬂict with parliament. But they have limited applicability — and the president
will not be able to exercise all of them without agreement from the Federation Council.

How Can Putin Ensure Continuity & His Own Security?
The short answer is: he can't. The only real guarantee Putin can have is the loyalty of his
successor. All other safeguards are not 100 percent reliable. And Putin seems to be aware
of this. One needs only recall how relations soured with Medvedev — a loyal, if
uncharismatic, friend with scant popular support — in 2009 and 2010. Future presidents
will be elected for six years (although unable to rule for more than 12 years) and Putin
understands that his successor will, inevitably, create and reinforce his own power base
and opt for policy that might differ from Putin’s own preferences.
Putin is not looking to dominate the system (although he will remain a key player), but
rather to ﬁnd a way to exert inﬂuence without risking any dangerous consequences for
the state. He will wield inﬂuence both by way of informal tools, and a formal status.
Putin's formal status will be shaped by the post he eventually takes — too much
speculation on this count is unhelpful yet. But whatever powers Putin has, he will be
unable to bring the president to heel: the president will have the last word over new laws
and the most strategically important appointments.
His informal power will consist of three pillars:

• Broad electoral support (Putin's approval rating remains high and new social handouts
are aimed at reinforcing his popularity in the coming years). This means that, without
Putin’s support, it will be difﬁcult for anyone to win federal or regional elections.

• A network of loyal ofﬁcials in key positions (this will be true for at least the new
president's ﬁrst term; similar to 2000-2004 following Putin's deal with his predecessor,
Yeltsin).
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• Putin will continue to support United Russia. Putin led the ruling party in 2008-2011
and may well return to this position (whatever future form the party may take). The
need to maintain United Russia's popularity is a major challenge for the regime.

Will Parliament Get A Bigger Policymaking Role?
No. At least, not while the regime remains strong. The proposed reforms do not mean the
State Duma will have the power to form a party-based government. United Russia will
remain the party of power (meaning it is beholden to the Kremlin) and will continue to
depend on Putin, as its formal or informal leader. The party will not choose the prime
minister or ministers, but will implement choices made by Putin and his successor. The
president is banking on United Russia keeping control of the State Duma, ensuring that
his successor will have to agree decisions with the party (in reality, with Putin). In less
stable times, this could lead to more conﬂict between the president and the State Duma.
The proposed changes are not about beeﬁng up parliament's status in the political
system, but are a way to compel the future president to act carefully and will make it
harder for him to go against the wishes of the ruling establishment.
Parliament will have three new, major points of leverage:

• The State Duma will conﬁrm the prime minister and ministers. Under the current
system, the president cannot appoint a prime minister without ﬁrst agreeing it with
the lower chamber. The main difference in the future will be that he will not be able to
dissolve the State Duma if conﬂict arises over the nomination (at the moment he has
this power). We do not yet know who will have the authority to submit the prime
ministerial nomination to the State Duma — a very important decision when it comes.

• The president will have to agree the heads of the security services with the Federation
Council. However, he will retain the power to dismiss them. Coincidentally, this will
make the security services even more independent, and politically inﬂuential.

• The president will have to get agreement from the Federation Council to appoint
regional prosecutors. A source close to the Kremlin said that Putin is looking to secure
a special place for the prosecutor-general in the future system. The current
prosecutor-general, Yuri Chaika, will be expected to resign.

What Is The State Council And How Will It Evolve?
The State Council is an advisory body created in 2000 to compensate regional governors
for being ousted from the Federation Council. For 18 years, it has played an insigniﬁcant
political role, although it gave governors direct access to the president. In 2018, the
situation began to change, as the domestic policy overseers in the Kremlin began to
transform it into a platform to bring together members of the elite to coordinate socioeconomic policy and the implementation of the National Projects. To be honest, this has
not brought impressive results, and it cannot be said that the State Council is now a
'supra-institutional' body. But it has become a place where Putin can gather those needed
to discuss major policymaking initiatives — from ministers, to Presidential
Administration staff, governors, experts, and CEOs. It is an extremely ﬂexible tool that
can bypass the government — though it does not have the power to implement decisions.
Now, the State Council is set to become a constitutional body, meaning it will gain real
power enshrined in the constitution. Putin has warned the working group charged with
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formalising constitutional reform that the State Council must not be another ‘chamber of
regions'. Surely, it will not.

Will Putin Head The State Council?
This is the most probable scenario. However, Putin is well-versed in surprising (and
misleading) and, until conﬁrmed, this should be seen merely as one of several options.
Many sources are still unaware of Putin’s plans, which is logical — the president is
unlikely to reveal his plans in advance.

How Fast Will Reforms Be Implemented?
As fast as possible. There are plans to have them completed by 1 May. This is consistent
with Putin’s style: i.e. ruling through 'special operation', implementing decisions in
blitzkrieg fashion, with limited, secretive discussions beforehand. There is unlikely to be
a nationwide referendum. Instead, there may be a poll designed to legitimise the reforms
without exposing them to the risk of weak popular support.

What Happens To Medvedev?
Sources close to the president and the government conﬁrm that Medvedev was informed
about the changes just a few days before Putin's announcement, prompting a tense
discussion between the two men. There is contradictory information about how events
unfolded. Some say that Medvedev himself resigned — his way of disagreeing with Putin’s
vision of constitutional reform. Others say it was Putin who took the decision to dissolve
the government. The second explanation seems more credible, though Medvedev may
well still have been irritated by Putin's plans. That disagreement could have accelerated
the decision to replace the government.
Why did Putin sideline Medvedev? This was supposed to have happened in May 2018
after the last presidential elections, but it was decided to extend a deal that they struck
in 2011 (Medvedev agreed to step down from the presidency in 2012 to become prime
minister with a guarantee that he could keep the position until 2018). But Putin has
taken his time to pick a way forward. Medvedev has long been a burden: barely respected
by the elite, deeply inefﬁcient, widely mocked, resented by those in Putin's inner circle
and disliked by ordinary Russians. After May 2018, Putin could have dismissed him at
any moment — respecting their deal — but the problem was where to put him. Moving
Medvedev to any 'real position' (as head of a state company or the Supreme Court) might
have caused conﬂict (not only does the former prime minister have a long list of enemies,
he also tends to make decisions that cause problems). So, as soon as Putin ﬁred the
starting gun on the transition period, he dumped Medvedev unceremoniously, paving the
way for a more accommodating, technocratic, and professional government.
In his new role as deputy head of the Security Council, Medvedev will answer directly to
the president — who heads the Council — and will be ranked above Security Council
Secretary Nikolay Patrushev. Making Medvedev responsible for defence and security is
easily explained: he will be directly attached to the president, with zero autonomy to
embark on independent policymaking. For Putin, this is the best way to guarantee
Medvedev is kept under tight control. It also provide the former prime minister with a
sufﬁciently heavyweight position to shield him from attack.

rpolitik.com

Bulletin No. 2 (42) Special edition

4

Why Mishustin?
The key challenge for Putin's domestic agenda, besides securing his own future, is the
National Projects, which are on the brink of the failure. Putin needs a professional who
will engage in developing the National Projects and repair the government's damaged
reputation. One of the factors that compelled Putin to act more decisively was his
rapprochement with Aleksei Kudrin, who met more regularly with the president in late
2019 and was pivotal in convincing Putin that the National Projects will not work if
nothing changes. According to a source close to the Kremlin, the Presidential
Administration tried to stop Kudrin from publishing a report that was highly critical of
the National Projects — but Putin personally gave the green light.
Mishustin, 52, is reputed to be a highly-effective technocrat, modern and progressivelyminded (he speaks several languages and willingly adopts foreign best-practice in the
areas under his control). He will be a very convenient prime minister for Putin.

Is Mishustin Putin's Successor?
Mishustin has no public policy experience, no political ambitions or personal agenda. For
now, he is a yes-man who can implement policy. However, much will depend on how he
develops, and whether he can become a more political prime minister. The question is:
does Putin need a political prime minister?
It is important to remember that Putin has been sidelining political heavyweights in
recent years; he much prefers to deal with yes-men. And it would be risky to appoint his
chosen successor as prime minister so far in advance of presidential elections. The post
of prime minister comes with huge political responsibility and carries the risk of difﬁcult
relations with the State Duma, United Russia and the systemic opposition. Prime
ministers are always an easy target; for both the elite and the wider population.
The two men considered as possible presidential successors in 2007 — Dmitry Medvedev
and Sergei Ivanov — were both deputy prime minsters. And they were observed for
several years in those positions (against the background of a technocratic prime
minister). So, if you want to know who might be Putin's successor this time, pay close
attention to who becomes deputy prime minister in Mishustin's government.

Writing and analysis: Tatiana Stanovaya
Editing: Howard Amos, Ben Tavener

Dear friends,
Our next bulletin, issued on 28 January (only for subscribers), will look in even
more detail at the constitutional reforms, as well as everything you need to know
about the new government. In particular, we will address:
• who was involved in planning the reforms, and what role the new constitutional
working-group will play in implementing them
• the biographies and connections of the new government ministers (if announced)
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• Mishustin's background and whether he is really beholden to Kudrin
• the chances of early State Duma and presidential elections
• how the State Council will develop
• to what extent these changes will impact foreign and economy policy

If you enjoyed this analysis, you may want to think about a subscription to R.Politik.
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