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Putin Forever? 

Q&A On Russia's Presidential Term 'Reset'      



On 10 March, Putin made a rare visit to the State Duma, Russia’s lower house, to 
speak on amendments proposed by lawmakers during the second reading of the 
constitutional change bill. He rejected the idea of holding snap parliamentary 
elections, despite expectations to the contrary; he opposed removing limits to the 
number of presidential terms; and — crucially — he backed the possibility of 
resetting his current presidential term count. This means Putin will be able to serve 
two more terms as president — as long as the amendment is approved by parliament 
and regional assemblies, and the Constitutional Court gives its approval.  

If you speak Russian, you may find it helpful to look at: 

- The new constitution with all the changes highlighted  

- The full & final text of the constitutional reform bill 

Why Did Putin Speak To The State Duma? 
The constitutional bill's second reading was on 10 March. This is the legislative stage 
when significant amendments can be discussed, and the Duma had been due to consider 
all the additions to the initial bill submitted since January. According to Duma 
regulations, all amendments on the bill should have been submitted by 2 March. The 
rules allow other proposals to be submitted orally during parliamentary session, but 
these changes should be cosmetic and not change the essence of the bill.  

There were three important amendments proposed orally: 

• Former wrestling champion Aleksandr Karelin, one of the founders of the ruling 
United Russia party, proposed holding snap parliamentary elections. This meant that  
the current Duma would be dissolved when the updated constitution came into force.  

• Valentina Tereshkova, 83, the first woman in space, suggested Putin be allowed to run 
for president again. She gave two options: removing all presidential terms limits, or 
resetting term limits to zero (meaning that, theoretically, both Putin and Dmitry 
Medvedev could serve two more terms as president).    

• Article 67.1, part 4 saw changes to the highly controversial phrase “children are the 
most important possession of the Russian Federation”. This was substituted for 
“children are the most important priority...” As explained in Bulletin 6 (46) 2020, the 
wording had irritation conservatives and liberals alike.  

While the anger about child policy was known and there had been much discussion about 
possible snap elections, Tereshkova's proposals came as a shock. Speaker Vyacheslav 
Volodin said that the amendment could not be approved without consulting Putin, and 
called a 90-minute halt to proceedings. According to a source, even that morning, no-one 
in the Duma had an inkling of what was about to transpire. And no-one, including 
Volodin, knew what Putin would decide. Putin’s appearance in the Duma was carried out 
as a special forces operation: secret, sudden, and at lightning-speed.  

Why Did Putin Reject Snap Elections? 
Sergei Kiriyenko, who oversees domestic policy in the Kremlin, and United Russia 
General Council Secretary Andrei Turchak were the ones behind the snap elections idea. 
They wanted to shake-up parliament and revamp United Russia. Volodin was opposed, 
and even called rumours of snap elections an attempt by foreign forces to interfere in 
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Russia’s internal affairs. Volodin's proxies within United Russia, as well as most deputies, 
both from the ruling party and the systemic opposition, were against it.  

According to a source, Kiriyenko managed to convince Putin to give the amendment 
serious consideration, and the president sanctioned raising the question during the 
second reading. Kiriyenko and his team interpreted this as Putin's tacit agreement, and 
its approval seemed all but certain. They were even able to make a deal with Volodin, who 
was forced to support the idea, despite his own objections. 

Putin’s rejection of snap elections was totally unexpected. In his speech, he said there 
was no consensus among lawmakers, mentioning Volodin — a blow to Kiriyenko. What 
Putin had done was to approve preparations for snap elections, let proponents take the 
idea forward, and then decide against it. This should be seen as a very revealing 
indication of the real influence of the Kremlin's domestic policy overseers.  

So, what motivated Putin's decision? For one, the lower house is totally loyal to Putin, 
and useful in its current form. Sources later told (Rus) media outlet RBC that it was 
because Putin respected the opinion of the Communist Party. But even though the 
Communists had been divided on the issue of elections, getting their agreement would 
not have been a problem. This leak to RBC was clearly an attempt by Kiriyenko's team to 
save face after being wrong-footed by Putin.  

For the president, another reason for avoiding snap elections is his dislike of ‘artificial’ 
political tension. Elections would lead to conflict: anxiety among United Russia deputies, 
tension with the Communists and problems for Volodin, who, even if he has irritated 
Putin in the past, remains loyal. It does not mean Volodin is Putin’s favourite — far from 
it. But it does signal Putin's dislike of unnecessary change, and clearly demonstrated to 
his staff that his word is final — always.  
What Does The Law Say About The Term Reset?  
When Putin first raised the possibility of constitutional changes in December, he 
suggested removing the word “consecutive” from Article 81, which states: “The same 
person may not be elected President of the Russian Federation for more than two 
consecutive terms”. At the time, many took this  to mean that Putin intended to step 
down in 2024 — the change prevents a repeat of the trick Putin used in 2008, after 
serving two terms, when he became prime minister and Medvedev was elected president. 

However, as we wrote at the time, this constitutional change also paves the way for the 
term count to be reset. Putin even alluded (Rus) to this possibility eight years ago during 
a meeting with lawmakers who had supported removing the word “consecutive”.   

Putin justified resetting terms in the context of the other constitutional changes, which 
fix a maximum of two presidential terms for life (like the U.S.). But experts on 
constitutional law have expressed their doubts (Rus). And those who dispute this 
interpretation refer to a 1998 decision by the Constitutional Court that prevented Boris 
Yeltsin from running for a third term in 2000. Back then, the Kremlin hoped (Rus) 
Yeltsin could be re-elected, that the courts would recognise 1991-1996 as term ‘zero’ and 
1996-2000 as term one. The Constitutional Court took (Rus) the opposite view, 
concluding that constitutional law did not allow for the terms to be reset.  

One of the most prominent figures working on the amendments, Senator Andrei Klishas 
has recently pointed out (Rus) that the current constitutional changes bill includes a 
special clause making the 1998 ruling invalid in regard to the current situation.  
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Tereshkova's amendment on resetting terms has two parts: 

• A new clause (3.1) to Article 81 stipulates that the two-term presidential limit does not 
apply to incumbent or former presidents, who can run as if they had not been 
president.   

• An addition to bill’s section describing how the constitutional reform will be 
implemented. This states that the change to Article 81 allows current and former 
presidents to take part in presidential elections “the number of times stipulated by the 
amendment irrespective of the number of terms that [they] have been in, or are in, this 
office [the presidency] from the moment this amendment comes into force." 

In his Duma speech, Putin said he agreed with the premise of the amendment, but left the 
final decision to the Constitutional Court, which is unlikely to return any shocks. 
Importantly, all independent legal experts consider the reset to be unconstitutional.  

Was It Improvisation Or A Cunning Plan?  
This is the topic that has been most discussed. Some political analysts have suggested 
that, back in January, Putin was intending to step down in 2024, but that he was forced 
to improvise amid the oil war with Saudi Arabia, conflict with Turkey, the coronavirus 
outbreak, perhaps even internal discord. They argue the entire process of constitutional 
reform has been one huge improvisation. R.Politik does not share this view. We argue 
that resetting the term count was Putin’s plan from the beginning. In order to cause as 
few problems as possible when unveiling this plan, he allowed his staff to move forward 
with discussions about a power transition:  

• Putin personally encouraged expectations he might relinquish the presidency, talking 
of rotating presidents and the dangers of staying too long in power. In recent weeks, he 
has said he will not change the constitution for his own benefit at least four times. The 
last time, on 6 March, he said staying in office was not about his willingness or ability to 
govern, but rather the future stability of the Russian state. Many, including R.Politik, 
interpreted this as an effort to convince the electorate that he was going to step down.  

• All sources in the Kremlin and Duma, as well as Krasheninnikov and Klishas (the main 
intermediaries between the Kremlin and parliament on the constitutional issue) flat-
out denied there were plans to reset the presidential term count. In an interview (Rus) 
to Kommersant on March 11 Krasheninnikov admitted he did not know about 
Tereshkova’s initiative in advance.  

• The entire public discussion was built around the premise that Putin was starting a 
power transition, and focused on the role Putin could take after stepping down. The 
Kremlin itself signalled the upcoming referendum would be a vote on Putin’s legacy, 
and how to secure the future of the Putin regime without the man himself.    

All of this show how Putin tried — successfully — to keep his intentions secret, not only 
from the public, but also from his staff and the Duma leadership. Even if improvisation 
played a role in some of constitutional changes, particularly the 'ideological' ones, 
everything about the future power configuration was decided in advance.  

According to a Duma source, Tereshkova was only asked to propose her amendment that 
morning, and even those who asked her — people from the Presidential Administration — 
had no idea how things would pan out. According to a Kremlin source, Putin told his 
administration to get Duma deputies to propose different ideas on the presidential terms 
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question, and promised to react in his speech. With the benefit of hindsight, we can see 
this was a game to fool those around him, and make the outcome appear less outrageous.  

Why The Deception? 
The short answer is to stop the constitutional reforms from running into opposition.  

From the outset, constitutional reform was designed to be sold as both democratisation 
(via boosting parliament's powers and more control over the appointment of the siloviki) 
and a way of uniting society around traditional values (for a detailed analysis of the 
changes see our Bulletin No. 3 (43) 2020). Throughout the discussions, the public 
discourse has focused on how the reform can ensure Putin’s legacy is secure. Clearly, this 
was just the safest and most effective way for Putin to get the changes to an advanced 
legislative stage without encountering serious resistance. 

The non-systemic opposition, led by Navalny, had nothing to work with, and most 
Russians either supported the reforms, or were indifferent. The new social guarantees  
made the changes attractive for those who depend on state handouts. In other words, 
there was nothing outrageous in the reforms as they were originally presented.  

In this way, Putin bought himself time. Until the term reset amendment was revealed, the 
changes were safe from any attack from the opposition. Some experts speculated that 
Putin could have waited even longer, and let the Constitutional Court interpret the new 
constitution in a way that would allow Putin to run again. But the president chose to 
minimise the — albeit insignificant — risks of the 1998 ruling working against him. 

Is This An Opportunity For The Opposition?  
Absolutely. And it will be a challenge for the Kremlin.  

The Nemtsov March on 29 February demonstrated that discontent has recently ticked up 
in progressive and liberal circles. The attendance at the event was higher than in recent 
years, and the rally showed general anger about increasing conservatism and repression. 
Now, the non-systemic opposition has been handed legitimate grounds to call for protests 
against an ‘eternal Putin’ and his legally questionable term reset.  

The first rally may take place on 21 March. The necessary paperwork was submitted by 
activists from Open Russia (supported by exiled tycoon Mikhail Khodorkovsky), 
representatives from the Party for Change (Dmitry Gudkov’s party that is in the process 
of being dissolved) and a representative of rising star Yegor Zhukov (a prominent 
activist, YouTuber and HSE student). Permission to hold the rally will almost certainly 
not be given because of coronavirus (the Moscow mayor’s office has said (Rus) that all 
gatherings with over 5,000 participants are banned until 10 April). The virus is the 
perfect excuse for the authorities to restrict all demonstrations and rallies. 

Nevertheless, Putin’s critics have been gifted an emotive issue around which to coalesce. 
Instead of a vote for or against Putin’s legacy, now the referendum is vote for or against 
Putin’s irremovability. It gives to opposition a new reason to urge people to vote 'no' or 
boycott on April 22 when the vote on the constitutional changes will take place. 
Admittedly, the non-systemic opposition does not have much time. The situation is 
somewhat reminiscent of September 2011 when Putin’s decision to run again for the 
presidency crushed hopes of change and fuelled mass opposition rallies. This time, things 
are on a smaller scale, but the disappointment might extend to conservatives who 
believed Putin would not meddle with the constitution.  
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What Are The Political Consequences? 
Putin’s speech on 10 March was a political milestone, which will mean significant 
changes in the regime and how it operates in the years to come.  

• Above all, it means Putin is not leaving: the 'power transition' is dead; the '2024 
problem' is no more; talk about successors is pointless. Whatever decision Putin 
actually takes in 2024 (to run again, or not), the assumption now is that he will be 
president for — at least — the next decade.   

• The dynamics within the Russian elite will change. On one hand, infighting may 
become less intense, powerful groups may fracture, and those once seen as possible 
successors will lose some clout. And there are fewer reasons to be nervous, as the 
political future is clearer. On the other hand, it means that the conservative 
retrenchment is here to stay, which will worry not important Putin supporters. The 
atmosphere is oppressive, even pessimistic.  

• The regime may become more ideological. The ‘besieged fortress’ narrative will gain  
ground. This was clear from Putin’s speech to the Duma — he spoke about the 
external forces seeking to destroy Russia.  

• The role of the State Council will grow as it gets a more prominent place in the 
system. It may become an integrated platform the Kremlin uses to interact with 
various other institutions. The role of the Security Council will also grown. At the 
same time, the government and parliament will lose political power. As one source 
said, the cabinet will be like the Presidential Administration's economy ministry and 
parliament will be like its legal department. 

• There may be a tightening of the screws. The way Putin managed the reforms has 
invigorated conservatives and the siloviki, and may catalyse a more indiscriminate 
approach towards Russia’s ‘enemies’ — ‘foreign agents’, the non-systemic opposition, 
foreign media outlets, and even diplomats (spy-mania).    

If you’ve enjoyed this analysis, please consider a subscription to R.Politik — you can 
find all the details on our website. Our next bulletin, which will be sent out to 
subscribers on 24 March, will look cover:  

• More details on the constitutional changes, and Putin's decision 

• Why Russia decided to leave the OPEC+ deal  

• Medvedev’s new powers and his relations with Nikolai Patrushev 

• Russia's new political parties and what the Kremlin is trying to achieve 

Writing and analysis: Tatiana Stanovaya 

Editing: Howard Amos, Ben Tavener
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