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EVENTS 

Political Games Intensify As Opposition Candidates Barred 
From Moscow Duma Elections 
A political confrontation has emerged ahead of elections to the Moscow Duma on 

September 8. Almost all real opposition candidates have been stopped from taking part 

after the local election commission ruled they did not meet registration requirements 

(specifically a rule that they must collect a certain number of supporting signatures). This 

sparked protests, which culminated in about 20,000 people taking to the streets in Moscow 

on July 20. The rallies, which the police did not disperse, were backed by Aleksei Navalny, 

who supports some of the rejected 

candidates, including Lyubov Sobol and Ilya 

Yashin.  

Moscow’s Duma is made up of 45 deputies 

elected in single mandate districts. For the 

first time in many years, United Russia is not 

taking part - all the candidates loyal to the 

city authorities are running as independents 

to avoid the risk of being associated with the 

unpopular ruling party. In total 233 

candidates (Rus) were registered for the 

elections and 57 rejected, almost all from the 

real opposition. Three major reasons were 

given by the authorities for rejecting their 

lists of signatures: if the name was not found 

on a Ministry of Internal Affairs database 

(according to the opposition, such omissions 

were the result of the election commission 

tampering with the data input); if the name 

was not on the electoral roll; or if the signature was not authentic (subject to handwriting 

expertise). The last kind of check was the most subjective: in one example, the commission 

rejected the signature of candidate Ilya Yashin in support of candidate Dmitry Gudkov.  

Sobyanin’s Plan 

Several months ago, anonymous sources from the office of Moscow Mayor Sergei Sobyanin 

said no members of the real opposition will be registered as candidates in the council 

election, although some moderate liberals will be allowed to run to ensure a minimum level 

of legitimacy and competition. The goal is to ensure that 80 percent of the Duma is made up 

of loyal deputies, while 20 percent is ‘allocated’ to candidates from the ‘constructive 

opposition’, which includes the Communist Party. Sobyanin’s team were planning to 

support liberals like Nyuta Federmesser, but she withdrew her candidacy after facing a 

wave of criticism from supporters of Navalny’s protégé, lawyer Lyubov Sobol, who wanted 

to run in the same city district. It is important to understand that Sobyanin, who is close to 

Putin and considered a possible future prime minister, obtained the Kremlin’s blessing to 

conduct these elections as he saw fit. The results may impact Sobyanin’s future, so it is 

extremely important for him to show that he can control the situation in the capital. This 

means a hardline attitude toward the opposition. It is not, therefore, surprising that the 
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CONTEXT - The ‘signature barrier’ is the main 

tool at the authorities’ disposal to prevent 

opposition candidates from running in such 
elections. It works because the threshold of 

signatures to be collected is extremely high (in 

the Moscow elections it was 3 percent of all 

district residents — about 5000 signatures to be 

collected per district in just few weeks). 

According to election experts, even with high 

levels of funding, it’s impossible to do this 

properly, and every candidate is doomed to have 

‘bad’ signatures. Election commissions verify the 

signatures, giving them leeway to reject those 

collected by opposition candidates and wave 

through the ‘approved’ candidates. Those 

candidates from political parties represented in 

the State Duma don’t need to collect signatures 

to take part in city Duma elections.  

https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-48993301
https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-48993301
https://meduza.io/en/feature/2019/07/18/stealing-russian-elections?utm_source=email&utm_medium=briefly&utm_campaign=2019-07-17
https://meduza.io/en/feature/2019/05/13/two-prominent-activists-are-planning-to-run-for-the-same-moscow-city-duma-seat-prompting-tensions-among-opposition-supporters
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head of Moscow’s Election Commission threatened some opposition figures with criminal 

prosecution for including dead people in their signature lists.  

The Kremlin’s Priorities 

The Kremlin pushed for staffing changes in the Moscow Mayor’s Office last year. As part of 

this, the official responsible for elections, Anastasiya Rakova, who is close to Sobyanin and 

headed his staff until September 2018, was replaced by Natalia Sergunina, formerly 

responsible for the economy. Sobyanin was obliged to chose the less experienced and less 

politicised Sergunina as her replacement. In February, an article appeared in Vedomosti 

which expressed Sergei Kiriyenko’s view that Sergunina should coordinate more closely 

with domestic policy overseers in the Kremlin, particularly Alexander Kharichev.  

There are three major priorities for the Kremlin in the Moscow elections: to ensure the 

election of a loyal Duma (same as Sobyanin); to control campaign funds because winning 

some districts in Moscow is more expensive than winning governor elections (it may sound 

strange, but financial matters are a source of conflict between the Kremlin and the Moscow 

authorities); and the avoidance of political scandal. The last point is the biggest potential 

flashpoint. While the Mayor’s Office sees the current protests and media noise as 

unavoidable, the Kremlin wants such scenes to be avoided. It’s all a question of what price 

the authorities are prepared to pay for a loyal Moscow Duma. The Moscow authorities are 

clearly prepared to pay a higher price; but the Kremlin wanted to guarantee a conflict-free 

election without impacting the national agenda. 

The Central Election Commission Is In An Awkward Position 

Russia’s Central Election Commission (CEC) has always tried to distance itself from local 

elections, saying it does not have the authority to intervene. CEC head Ella Pamfilova has 

recently been absent because of surgery on her shoulder, and declined to meet opposition 

candidates before July 22. During her time off, she was replaced by her deputy, Nikolai 

Bulayev, who, according to some sources, may be appointed as her replacement after the 

September elections are over.  

Pamfilova was appointed in 2014 when Vyacheslav Volodin was the domestic policy 

overseer in the Kremlin, and has been unable to adapt to life under Kiriyenko. She almost 

resigned in September in protest against falsifications in Primorsky Krai elections (the 

results were eventually annulled). She also failed to obtain Kiriyenko’s endorsement for 

reform of the municipal filter (more details in Bulletin No. 5 (23) 2019). Pamfilova, was 

appointed to establish a dialogue with ‘constructive’ opposition figures and increase the 

legitimacy of elections. Kiriyenko, however, has opted for a less political, more corporate, 

approach that does not, as he sees it, need to promote “artificial competition”. Bulayev may 

be easier for the Kremlin to work with and, unsurprisingly, he strongly backed Moscow’s 

Election Commission, confirming the false signatures collected by opposition candidates.  

The Systemic Opposition Cuts Deals To Get Elected 

Rodina, the Communists and other parties from the so-called systemic opposition have all 

had to bargain with the Mayor’s Office to get into the Duma (they have no choice if they 

want a chance of being represented). The Liberal Democrats are running candidates in all 

of Moscow’s 45 districts, the Communists in 44, and Just Russia in 41. The Communists of 

Russia, a spoiler party for the Communist Party, are competing in 24 districts. There are 

two candidates from Yabloko, and four from Rodina. These political deals work in the 

following way: the Communists nominate weak candidates in most districts (for example, 

the party withdrew the potentially dangerous historian Nikolai Platoshkin) and, in return, 
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the Mayor’s Office will not seek to prevent candidates Leonid Zyuganov (Gennady 

Zuganov’s grandson) and Vadim Kumin from being elected. Ilya Sviridov from Just Russia 

is set to win in the 44th district, preventing the victory of Communist Yelena Shuvalova, 

while Rodina’s Maksim Shingarkin will benefit from the support of the Mayor’s Office in the 

20th district (where no pro-Sobyanin candidate is running).    

ANALYSIS - While the Mayor’s Office seems to have done everything it can to guarantee 

the results it needs, last year’s elections show that voting in Russia is becoming less 

and less predictable: the final result may yet be a surprise. Moreover, many of the 

rejected candidates will challenge their exclusion in the courts, which will be another 

headache for the authorities. Another problem is the protests in Moscow: a July 20 

rally on Prospekt Akademika Sakharova was the largest opposition gathering in over 

two years. As soon as 22,000 people attend, rallies become a serious risk for the 

Kremlin: it is impossible to use the police to break up them up (even if the July 20 

protest was not sanctioned) and they cannot be ignored politically. 

ACTORS 

National Guard Reshuffle: Zolotov’s Right-Hand Man Is Out   

The National Guard is Russia’s newest security agency and it now appears to be 

undergoing its biggest leadership reshuffle since it was set-up in 2016. According to 

Kommersant, two of Viktor Zolotov’s deputies, Colonel General Sergei Melikov and 

Lieutenant General Sergei Mileiko, have resigned (Rus). Several other senior officials 

at the agency are following (Rus) them out the door.  

ANALYSIS - Viktor Zolotov was previously the head of the Presidential Security Service 

and has also commanded the domestic troops at the Ministry of Internal Affairs. He 

has been close to Putin since the beginning of the 1990s (he carried out some delicate 

missions when working as the bodyguard for Anatoly Sobchak, and then Putin), and 

was put in charge of the newly-created National Guard in 2016. Putin decided to set up 

this new security agency to remove internal troops from the jurisdiction of the 

Ministry of Internal Affairs, which he saw as politically weak. He wanted to create an 

agency directly subordinate to the president, and to put a key ally in charge. An 

additional reason was increased oversight of Kadyrov in the wake of Boris Nemtsov’s 

murder in 2015 (Kadyrov is widely seen as complicit). Kadyrov is in total control of 

the security forces in Chechnya, and Putin wanted to give Moscow, via the National 

Guard, greater leverage over the Chechen leader. 

Zolotov appointed close allies to leadership positions in the National Guard, and Melikov, 

who has the rank of general, has been his righthand man at the agency. Melikov has battle 

experience in the first Chechen war, and he has also commanded a special forces division at 

the Ministry of Internal Affairs, and led a joint counter-terrorist force in the North 

Caucasus. Prior to joining the National Guard, he was Presidential Envoy to the North 

Caucasus Federal District: he knows the region very well and benefits from good relations 

with Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov. Mileiko, who has also reportedly resigned, served as 

Melikov’s deputy while he was presidential envoy. Another member of Melikov’s team at 
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the National Guard, Sergey Chenchik, who is Chief 

of the General Staff and First Deputy Director, 

remains in his post. 

There are three factors that have likely 

contributed to the changes at the National Guard:  

The Navalny Factor 

Last year, an investigation (Rus) by  Navalny 

revealed corruption in the National Guard’s food 

procurement. In December 2017, Prime Minister 

Dmitry Medvedev signed an order giving Crimean 

company Peoples’ Friendship a monopoly on the 

supply of food goods to the National Guard. 

According to Navalny, not only were vegetables 

and juices supplied at a particularly high price, 

but there was a suspicious link between this 

company and people close to Medvedev and 

Zolotov. Some have alleged that Navalny’s 

investigation was used by Zolotov's enemies (above all the FSB) who delivered (likely 

anonymously) data on the contracts to Navalny. The allegations attracted the interest of 

the Federal Anti-Monopoly Agency (FAS) and military prosecutors, who both conducted 

their own probes. It is not clear that the FSB was behind all this, but the story surely points 

to Zolotov’s political vulnerability. According to Kommersant, the corruption may have 

angered Putin, who demanded Mileiko’s sacking (Mileiko is responsible for procurement). 

In this version of events, when Melikov realised he couldn’t protect Mileiko, he himself 

resigned.  

 

Zolotov has been much more careful the FSB, but it may not be enough: he may gradually lose his 
special place in Putin’s inner circle    

Who Is Mr. Plokhoi?   

In June, former deputy Justice Minister Oleg Plokhoi was appointed deputy head of the 

National Guard, replacing Sergei Zakharkin, who was Melikov’s protégé. Plokhoi is an 

significant figure: he worked in the Presidential Administration for 18 years and was a key 

member of Yevgeny Shkolov’s team (Shkolov was a Putin aide until 2018). At first, Shkolov 

was extremely important, influencing personnel decisions in the judiciary and law 

enforcement agencies and checking officials’ income declarations. However, in 2013, he was 

ejected from Putin’s circle (though he kept his official position for another 5 years) as a 

result of a conflict with the FSB. The reason for the falling -out was that Shkolov sanctioned 

an aggressive anti-corruption campaign led by young police general Denis Sugrobov who 

was then jailed for 22 years after attempting a sting operation against a senior FSB officer. 

Plokhoi left the Presidential Administration in 2017 for the Ministry of Justice, but clearly 

was clearly considered an outsider by Justice Minister Alexander Konovalov. For Zolotov, 

Plokhoi’s appointment to the National Guard has been awkward: he has had to reduce 

Melikov’s powers  — another reason for Melikov to leave.  
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CONTEXT - Zolotov’s ambitions are 

reminiscent of another figure once close to 

Putin — Viktor Cherkesov. As head of the 

Federal Drug Service, Cherkesov tried to 

build a counterweight to the FSB in 

2003-2006, but failed, and the service was 

dismantled in 2016. Cherkesov himself lost 

all his influence much earlier: in about 

2008. After his appointment, Cherkesov 
had ambitious plans, and betted on being 

able to create (Rus) an elite force to 

prevent, in his own words, “warriors” in 

the FSB becoming corrupt “traders” of 

drugs. Zolotov has been much more careful 

with the FSB, but it may not be enough: his 

stance may mean he loses his special place 

in Putin’s inner circle.  

https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/812840
http://rpolitik.com
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/812840
https://fbk.info/blog/post/441/
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2017/04/27/top-russian-anti-corruption-cop-jailed-for-22-years-for-extortion-scheme-a57845
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Melikov VS Matovnikov 

There is bad blood between Melikov and his replacement as Presidential Envoy to the 

North Caucasus Federal District, Alexander Matovnikov. According to a source, 

Melikov, who still considers the North Caucasus his sphere of influence, was unable to build 

good relations with the ambitious Matovnikov. There was particular tension over Ingush 

leader Yunus-bek Yevkurov, with whom Melikov was close. Matovnikov played an active 

role in Yevkurov’s recent dismissal (see Bulletin No.13 (31) 2019), and promoted 

Makhmud-Ali Kalimatov, whose family was close to Matovnikov, as Yevkurov’s 

replacement. 

ANALYSIS - Despite his ambitions, Zolotov has repeatedly failed to create an internal 

counterweight to the FSB. As the head of the Presidential Security Service, he tried 

unsuccessfully to do this within the Federal Protective Service (FSO). And he has not 

been able to persuade Putin to give the National Guard the power to carry out their 

own investigations. Last year, he was seriously impacted by a conflict with Navalny 

and their YouTube exchange caused irritation in the Kremlin, which saw Zolotov’s 

response as misjudged (gifting Navalny undue political importance). According to a 

source, Zolotov has since been sidelined, and has had fewer meetings with Putin.  

Another source highlighted Zolotov’s problems with alcohol: Melikov has apparently 

been managing much of the day-to-day running of the agency. Finally, Zolotov has 

been in conflict with major oil companies (who have complained (Rus) to Security 

Council Secretary Nikolai Patrushev that the National Guard is abusing its monopoly 

over the provision of security services to their facilities), the domestic policy 

overseers in the Presidential Administration (over Navalny), and the FSB.  

Sevastopol Gets A Technocrat Governor As Ovsyannikov Is 

Removed After Less Than 3 Years 
Sevastopol Governor Dmitry Ovsyannikov resigned on July 11. He was replaced by the 

former acting governor of Khakassia, Mikhail Razvozhayev (see Bulletin No. 12 (13) 2018).  

A Local Conflict Makes United Russia The Opposition 

In 2016, Ovsyannikov replaced Sergei Menyaylo, who was made the Presidential Envoy to 

the Siberian Federal District — an appointment seen as an honourable demotion after a 

protracted conflict with ‘people’s mayor’ Aleksei Chaly. Following the annexation of Crimea 

in 2014, Chaly was the most influential leader in the region and then obtained control of the 

local branch of United Russia. In 2016, when Ovsyannikov was appointed, Chaly left his 

position as speaker of the city parliament, but has preserved his influence (13 of the 22 

deputies are considered to be loyal to him).  

 

If they had gone ahead, elections would have involved the bizarre spectacle of the ruling United 
Russia party in open confrontation with a Kremlin-appointed governor    

Before his governorship, Ovsyannikov was deputy minister for economic development, and, 

before that, a department head at the Ministry of Industry and Trade. Back then, he was 

considered close to Rostec head Sergei Chemesov, who has business interests in Crimea 
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(including power plants and expensive ventures like the ‘Smart city’ and ‘Safe city’ 

projects).  

ANALYSIS - Even though Chemesov recommended Ovsyannikov to Putin, Chemesov 

quickly began to distance himself from his own appointee as the latter blundered into 

local conflicts. Ovsyannikov turned out to be incapable of dialogue and fell out with the 

commander of Russia’s Black Sea Fleet, Alexander Vitko (who became deputy head of 

the Navy in 2017 and is now participating in local elections for United Russia), the 

local branch of United Russia and Chaly; the secret services (because of strange 

spending decisions); and the Kremlin’s Crimea overseer, Deputy Prime Minister 

Dmitry Kozak. All this meant that Ovsyannikov’s dismissal was inevitable, 

particularly as his conflict with Chaly threatened to jeopardise local elections on 

September 8. Chaly was intending to seek the election of those loyal to him through 

United Russia and the Communist Party tickets while Ovsyannikov was betting on the 

Liberal Democrats and Just Russia. If they had gone ahead, elections would would 

have involved the bizarre spectacle of the ruling United Russia party in open 

confrontation with a Kremlin-appointed governor.  

In January, Andrei Turchak, Secretary of United Russia’s General Council, interfered to 

replace local branch leader Boris Kolesnikov with Dmitry Sablin, the deputy head of 

military veteran organisation Boyevoye Bratstvo (‘Fighting Brotherhood’) who is well 

known for his involvement in the annexation of Crimea and fighting in Donbas. In May, the 

authorities began removing United Russia’s street publicity and the question of 

Ovsyannikov’s replacement became an urgent one.    

Kiriyenko’s Appointee, Chemesov’s Interests  

According to a source, Ovsyannikov became toxic for Chemesov, who has been avoiding a 

face-to-face meeting for over a year and is clearly not ready to take responsibility for 

Ovsyannikov’s mistakes. Chemesov is now more confident that a new governor would not 

threaten his business interests in the city.   

A new acting governor Mikhail Razvozhayev has no ties to Chemesov. Razvozhayev 

surfaced in mainstream Russian political life last autumn when he was appointed acting 

governor of Khakassia, one of the four regions where the Kremlin’s candidate faced an 

uphill electoral battle. His task was to prevent Communist Nikolai Konovalov from being 

elected governor, play for time, and set-up new elections that he could win. But, despite all 

Razvozhayev’s efforts, Konovalov emerged as the victor. In the aftermath, Razvozhayev 

was appointed executive committee chairman at the All-Russian People’s Front. 

Razvozhayev is a typical technocrat and a former member of Alexander Khloponin’s team 

(Khloponin is the ex-governor of Krasnoyarsky Krai and a former deputy prime minister). 

Now Razvozhayev is known for his close ties to Sergei Kiriyenko, who is behind his new 

appointment. The biggest challenge now for Razvozhayev is to avoid conflict with Chaly, 

who recently agreed (obviously as part of a deal with the Kremlin) distance himself from 

the elections and withdraw his own candidacy.  
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Is Volodin Really Needling The Kremlin? 
Vyacheslav Volodin, speaker of the State Duma, has been in the limelight twice 

recently: once when he tried, without Kremlin approval, to pass a resolution proposing 

the government impose sanctions on Georgia and again with an article (Rus) about 

constitutional reform.  

On July 9, the Duma unanimously backed a resolution urging the government to put tough 

economic sanctions on Georgia. This was widely seen as Volodin's response to an obscenity-

laden tirade against Putin aired on Georgian TV station Rustavi-2 (which is supported by 

former president Mikheil Saakashvilli). However, Putin came out against the proposed 

sanctions, even though he had just banned direct flights between Russia and Georgia, a step 

was triggered by anti-Russian protests in Tbilisi and a statement by Georgian President 

Salome Zurabishvilli in which she called Russia an aggressor. 

There are two major questions about the Georgia situation. Firstly, why did Putin change 

his tactics, initially opting for sanctions (banning flights) but then refusing to escalate? 

Secondly, why was there such a dissonance between the Kremlin and Volodin? The answers 

to both questions are linked to a growing incoherence within the governing elite.  

When it comes to Russia-Georgia relations, on one side of the Russian elite are the 

pragmatics (Medvedev’s cabinet, most state-owned business and the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs), who have worked to improve bilateral ties after a long period of crisis, built 

effective links with the most powerful figure in Georgian politics, Bidzina Ivanishvili (whose 

party, Georgian Dream, remains in power), and worked on easing visa rules. These people 

were shocked by Zurabishvili’s crude rhetoric as she had been seen as representing the 

moderates in Georgian politics. The ban on direct flights was a signal for Ivanishvili to be 

more careful, and this signal was read correctly: he condemned those “provoking” Russian 

sanctions.  

One the other side, however, in the post-Crimea period, the Kremlin’s patriotic and 

aggressive rhetoric has incubated an alternative approach in the ruling elite (mostly in 

foreign policy but not exclusively). There are several different camps where this thinking 

dominates, and they are represented by figures including Patrushev, senior FSB officers 

and Volodin. It is important to understand how this situation is evolving: more and more 

these groups try to act in consort. According to a source, Volodin has become close to 

Patrushev and they occasionally coordinate their efforts. Apart from the attempt to impose 

sanctions on Georgia, another example was last year’s hawkish anti-U.S. sanctions bill that 

was passed in its first reading in the Duma, but later drastically watered down.  

ANALYSIS - Volodin appears to be the first elite player in Putin’s regime (excluding 

marginals like Sergey Glazyev) daring to push his own agenda in public. His initiatives 

are doomed to fail without Kremlin support (and he is not pitting himself against the 

Kremlin). But he understands that he has some room for expressing his 

independence, and that he can influence the political agenda. As mentioned in 

previous bulletins, Volodin is seriously thinking about his chances of being Putin’s 

successor, and, in all his actions, he is seeking Putin’s endorsement and expressing 

his loyalty. In his article about constitutional reform — a public offer to Putin to let 

Volodin solve the ‘2024 problem’ — he suggests giving the office of prime minister 

increased powers and unwavering parliamentary support. However, if before Volodin 

mostly acted alone, now he is beginning to represent an ideological alternative to 
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Putin, which has the potential to garner support from significant swathes of the 

conservative elite.    

PROCESSES 

Russia And Ukraine Look Headed For Detente 

Preliminary results in Ukraine’s parliamentary elections look to be a comprehensive 

victory for President Volodymyr Zelensky, making him Ukraine’s first post-Soviet leader 

to command a single-party majority. The Kremlin is likely to be satisfied with the result as 

the outcome, which is seen providing better representation for voters in the east, and a 

comprehensive defeat for the ‘party of war’ in the Ukrainian elite, which is represented by 

former president Petro Poroshenko. 

There have been signs of changes in the Russian-Ukrainian relationship for several months 

and the elections are likely to accelerate this process. In June, Putin softened his position 

over the release of captured Ukrainian sailors and, even though he imposed conditions that 

were politically unacceptable for Kyiv, for Putin this was a big step forward (see Bulletin 

No. 13 (31) 2019). Then, on July 11, Zelensky unexpectedly called Putin — their first phone 

conversation since Zelensky’s election win in April. The negotiations over a prisoner swap 

have clearly intensified. 

There are some important signals that reveal Putin’s growing interest in returning to a 

‘Ukraine agenda’. Firstly, he has judged that Europe, above all France and Germany, are 

ready to move toward a more constructive dialogue. This was confirmed by the resumption 

of the Normandy format talks: on July 12 advisors to the leaders of France, Ukraine, 

Germany and Russia held a meeting that the Kremlin assessed as positive. Then, after 

meeting his German counterpart on July 19, Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said some 

positive developments had taken place 

concerning the implementation of the 

Minsk Agreement. A source close to the 

Kremlin also highlighted receptive 

signals coming from French President 

Emmanuel Macron (who, for example, 

has accepted an invitation to attend 

commemorations of the 75th 

anniversary of World War II in Moscow in 

May 2020). “There is a new dynamic,” 

the source said.  

Ukraine’s election cycle has sparked 

tensions in Putin’s inner circle over how 

to respond, but it has also led to 

discussions over new opportunities and 

new approaches.  

Medvedchuk’s Game  

Putin’s preferred mediator on Ukraine, Viktor Medvedchuk, has increased his efforts to 

obtain Kremlin’s backing for a guarantee from Gazprom to cut gas prices if Kyiv reaches a 

gas transit deal this year, and a prisoner swap. These moves are designed to enhance the 
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CONTEXT - The Kremlin has been very wary of 

the idea of changing the Normandy format. While 

not very efficient, its existence is reassuring as it 

helps to preserve the Minsk Agreement, which 

are the basis of Russian policy toward Ukraine. 

Any attempt to invite other powers will likely be 
instantly rejected by Moscow. Great Britain’s 

participation is out of the question, but allowing 

Trump to get involved is more tempting: Putin is 

known for his obsession to reach a “deal” with the 

American president. However, Washington has 

declined to participate and admitting another 

party could set a dangerous precedent, leading to 

multiple formats and giving Ukraine the chance to 

insist on involving other leaders who are more 

hostile to Moscow.  
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electoral chances of his Oppositional Platform - For Life (Yuri Boiko) at the July 21 

elections, and convince Zelensky to allow him to resume his position as the main 

interlocutor between Kyiv and Moscow. On July 18, Putin met Medvedchuk to discuss the 

upcoming Rada elections. Medvedchuk remains important for Putin, both for his political 

clout and his ties with the Ukrainian elite in the east of the country. However, the results of 

Medvedchuk’s Oppositional Platform in the elections were worse than the Kremlin 

expected, which may limit his opportunities to act as a mediator.  

The Kremlin’s Unexpected Pivot To Zelensky & Surkov’s Ascendancy 

Just after Ukraine’s presidential elections the Kremlin distanced itself from Zelensky and 

increased the stakes by hawkish rhetoric and offering Russian passports to residents of the 

LNR and DNR. The signal was clear: Moscow does not want to deal with Zelensky, who has 

appeared to commit himself to continuing Poroshenko’s policies, and refuses to negotiate 

directly with the pro-Russian leaders in Donbas. However, in July, Moscow suddenly 

opened a window for dialogue. This might be related to the talks over restoring full rights to 

the Russian delegation at PACE and the Normandy format meeting in Paris. But there may 

be other, more important reasons. Firstly, the electoral success of Servant of the People is 

forcing Moscow to consider the necessity of direct talks. Secondly, Zelensky’s rhetoric has 

changed: he has stated his readiness to implement the Minsk Agreement and appealed to 

Putin to meet in Minsk with leaders from the U.S. and U.K. — Moscow immediately declined, 

but the Kremlin took it as a sign of Zelensky’s willingness to talk.  

Another important aspect of Russia’s Ukraine policy is a conflict between Vladislav Surkov 

and Medvedchuk, about which there has been much speculation on Telegram. As discussed, 

Medvedchuk has been fighting to regain his role as mediator, while Surkov is more 

circumspect and does not want miss out on the possibility of a deal with Zelensky. 

According to a source close to the Kremlin, Surkov and Medvedchuk have a difficult 

relationship, but they are, ultimately, still on the same team. The source also said that 

Donbas oligarch Sergey Kurchenko, who is close to Kozak, is spreading rumours of a falling-

out between Surkov and Medvedchuk.  

However, it looks as if Medvedchuk is beginning to lose the initiative. In the talks over the 

release of the Ukrainian sailors, the Kremlin put forward a demand to free Kyrill 

Vyshinsky, a journalist and head of state-owned RIA Novosti's Ukraine office, who is in jail 

in Kyiv on treason charges. At the same time, Aleksei Venediktov, editor-in-chief of radio 

station Ekho Moskvy, recently visited Kyiv and gave Zelensky’s team a letter from 

Vyshinsky’s mother. It was after this that Zelensky called Putin: apparently Venediktov 

may have played a role in suggesting that Putin was ready for direct contact. Other sources 

said Surkov was also key to convincing Zelensky’s team that a phone call could be 

beneficial, and help him bolster his image in eastern Ukraine. Obviously, this approach 

would not have pleased Medvedchuk. Moreover, raising the possibility of Vyshinsky’s 

release was seen by some in Russia as a flawed concession, which would harm 

Medvedchuk's electoral chances.  

Vyshinsky was supposed to be released on July 15, but a final decision was postponed 

because of the risk that it could antagonise radicals and hurt Zelensky’s party at the polls. 

After Venediktov, Tatiana Moskalkova, Russia's Commissioner for Human Rights, also 

came to Ukraine with a message from Putin.  

Venediktov later wrote on Telegram that some Ukrainian experts close to Zelensky camp 

see three groups in the Ukrainian elite: the ‘party of the war’ (Poroshenko), the ‘party of 
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capitulation’ (Medvedchuk) and the ‘party of peace’ (Zelensky). This could be a message 

from Zelensky, who wants to present himself as someone who is seeking peace in Donbas.  

ANALYSIS - After the Rada elections have consolidated Zelensky’s position, the 

Kremlin will wait until a new government is formed. But a starting line for progress 

over a prisoner exchange has been drawn. Moscow wants to concentrate on small 

issues and build positive experiences before trying to move forward with the Minsk 

Agreements. This does not mean there is a readiness to make major concessions or 

abandon Donbas: the Kremlin will continue to push for a special status for Donbas and 

the preservation of the pro-Russian statelets in Eastern Ukraine.  

In Brief   

Capital Outflow Rises Sharply 

According to Central Bank data, net capital outflow (Rus) in the first half of this year was 

$27.3 billion — two and a half times higher than during the same period last year. 

United Russia’s Approval Rating Is At A 14-Year Low  

The number of Russians prepared to vote for United Russia has fallen to 32.2 percent, its 

lowest level for almost 14 years, according to data (Rus) published by polling agency 

VTsIOM on July 12. Interestingly, other political parties, including the Communists, Just 

Russia and the Liberal Democrats have not show any significant growth in popularity; i.e. 

they are not attracting those disillusioned with United Russia. This is another indicator 

that political parties may be becoming less relevant and gives credence to the idea that the 

Kremlin may increasingly look to independent candidates.  

Real Disposable Incomes Are Still Falling 

The real disposable incomes of Russians in the first half of 2019 fell 1.3% percent compared 

to the same period last year, according to a report (Rus) by the Federal State Statistics 

Service (Rosstat). But the decline appears to be slowing: in the second quarter, real 

disposable incomes dropped 0.2 percent year on year and the average monthly wage in 

June was 7.1 percent higher than the corresponding period the previous year. 

R.Politik recommends  
• This apparently well-sourced Bloomberg article by Ilya Arkhipov and Henry Meyer 

describes a scenario for 2024 under discussion in the Kremlin. It would involve electoral 

reform and more powers for the prime ministership, which would be taken up by Putin.  

• An analytical overview (Rus) by voters’s rights NGO Golos looking September’s regional 

elections. 

• A helpful infographic by RIA Novosti using Rosstat data to show income levels across all 

of Russia’s regions.    

• Dmitry Trenin’s long article for Moscow Carnegie Center on Russia’s historical and how 

this is changing in the 21st century.  
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• The Financial Times’ John Lloyd reviews four new books in English (by Dmitry Trenin, 

Angela Stent, Anders Aslund and Mark Smith) about Putin, and how power is wielded in 

modern Russia, and perceptions of Russia abroad. 

• A new report by the International Crisis Group argues that Zelensky has a rare window of 

opportunity to re-build relations with Ukraine’s war-torn eastern regions.  

R.Politik is on holiday in August and there will be no bulletins. The next bulletin will 

be issued on September 10, 2019 

Writing and analysis: Tatiana Stanovaya 

Editing: Howard Amos
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