
Chapter 6. 
Political Development of the Novgorod Oblast: Minimizing the Risks

A key factor behind a successful economic development of a country or a territory is political and social stability. The Novgorod oblast presents a good example in this respect. 

The region comprises 21 administrative districts, three regional cities. The largest cities are: Novgorod the Great (population exceeds 230 thous.), Borovichi (60 thous.), and Staraya Russa (about 41 thous.). 

According to the census conducted in 1989, the ethnic composition of the Novgorod oblast is: Russians – 711.760 (94.7 per cent), Ukrainians 14.435 (1.92 per cent), Belorussian – 7.734 (0.90 per cent). Therefore, Novgorod is a mono-ethnic region. 

On November 1, 1991, the RF President appointed Mikhail Prusak, a former people’s deputy from Komsomol, as the Head of the administration of the Novgorod oblast. The Governor graduated from the Higher Komsomol School at the Central Committee of Komsomol in Moscow. He was conferred the degree of a history and political science teacher. It is an interesting fact that the lack of special education in the sphere of management did not prevent his success as a regional leader.  This circumstance confirmed the popular hypothesis that the Soviet experience was rather a negative asset in the modern market environment. Later In December of 1993, Prusak was elected to the Federation Council (more than 50 per cent of the vote). In December of 1995, he was elected as the Governor of the Novgorod oblast (56.49 per cent of the vote). It is an interesting fact that as the Governor, Prusak was constantly gaining in popular support. In September of 1999, he was reelected as the Governor receiving 91.56 per cent of the vote. It is an illustrative fact that no serious contender was nominated for the election, although, in contradistinction to many other regions, no administrative obstacles for this existed in the Novgorod region. There were also no complaints with regard to the falsification of the election outcome
.  Therefore, it may be asserted that the initial public support of the charismatic Governor had reached proportions unusual for a democracy and became a factor facilitating the implementation of reforms. In a half of regions, heads of administrations appointed by B. Yeltsin
 in 1991 through 1995 have lost their offices. Although the analysis of this electoral phenomena is outside the topic of our study, it shall be nevertheless noted. 

The formation of the regional administration was completed in 1992 without triggering a conflict between the “old” (specialists previously holding offices in the regional Soviets and Party committees) and “new” (“democratic”) nomenclature, what was a typical development in many other regions. As a result, representatives of different political forces had to share the power in the region. 

Later, some changes were made, however, only at the very top. There were appointed new deputies of the head of the regional administration and some heads of committees. Valery Trofimov, a former people’s deputy of the USSR, a member of the liberal Interregional group of deputies, was appointed as a deputy head of regional administration (later he became the first deputy), while Oleg Ochin (the Chairman of the Novgorod City Soviet) was appointed as the deputy head of administration coordinating the issues related to the social sphere. Such personnel policy allowed to retain and consolidate political stability in the region. M. Prusak implemented the same policies with regard to the appointments of the heads of district administrations (the majority of district leaders kept their offices, there were no conflicts with district Soviets), what strengthened his authority in the view of local elites.  

The stability of the personnel policy pursued by the Governor had a positive effect in the future. The first major changes at the top of the administration occurred only in 1997 and early 1998, when V. Trofimov, who successfully organized the work of the administration aimed at the attraction of investment, left his office to start a business. Mikhail Skibar, the former vice-mayor of Novgorod, took the office. 

In spite of certain minor disagreements, which at first existed between the regional Soviet and the head of administration, on the whole the relations between the legislature and administration were normal. (In the majority of regions, even those run by the “democrats,” such conflicts could not be prevented). According to the officials of the regional administration, the Governor was ready to cooperate with the regional Soviet. It is also important to note that political parties in the Novgorod oblast were traditionally weak. In this case, it was a positive factor. In 1991 and 1992, the “Democratic Russia” was too weak to force the Governor to take a course against the incorporation of the old elite, while the regional Communist party organization reestablished in 1993 was too weak to organize mass protests against economic reforms. The left opposition lacked a charismatic leader. Both V. Gaidym, the regional Communist leader and N. Bindyugov (the Communist party secretary for ideology) had regularly lost elections even at the peak of discontent (in 1993 to the Federation Council, in 1995 for the Governor’s office). They were supported by even fewer voters than the Communist ticket on the whole. Even such influential figures from the democratic camp as A. Kuznetsov, the representative of the RF President
 in the region in 1992 through 1993, and O. Ochin, who was elected to the State Duma with the support of the Governor but later opposed him
, could not compete with Prusak. In fact, since 1996, there has been practically no opposition to the Governor. Only certain decisions of the regional administration and the federal authorities were criticized. 

The electoral history of the Novgorod oblast is somewhat different from that of Russia at large. Initially, in 1991, B. Yeltsin had less support in the region than in Russia on the average (46.65 per cent and 57.30 per cent respectively), while N. Ryzhkov was supported by 21.32 per cent of the regional constituents (16.85 in RF). In April of 1993, in the course of the referendum of April 25, 1993, 59.41 per cent of voters expressed their confidence in the President (58.67 per cent in RF) and 52.9 per cent approved the policy pursued by the President (53.04 per cent in RF), i.e. the results were close to the national average. The RF Constitution was supported by 61.37 per cent of Novgorod residents. However, the majority of Novgorod constituents voted for the party of left populist V. Zhirinovsky in the course of elections of 1993 (LDPR – 29.60 per cent in Novgorod and 22.92 per cent in RF), while the number of voters supporting other parties was close to the national average. The figures registered in the course of elections of 1995 were also close to the all-Russian average (CPRF was the leader with 18.44 per cent of the regional vote as compared with 22.30 per cent in RF; LDPR was the second with 12.41 per cent of the regional vote as compared with 11.18 per cent in RF; NDR supported by the Governor was the third). The results of the first and second rounds of the presidential elections were practically the same as the national average (59.14 per cent and 33.99 per cent respectively).  In 1999, Prusak participated in the NDR election campaign. However, the results (except of the fact that in Novgorod NDR managed to pass the 5 per cent barrier) were very close to the national average, although the trend was more clearly pronounced: Yedinstvo was far ahead of Communists (31.55 per cent and 19.5 per cent respectively). Therefore, in the 1990s the population of the Novgorod oblast somewhat “moved” to the right, what in terms of reforms provides a normal background for business activities. 

In April of 1994, there were elected the majority of the Novgorod oblast Duma deputies. Since the Duma is rather small (27 deputies), it strengthens the influence of the administration. Anatoly Boitsev has elected as the Chairman of the regional Duma and still holds the office. In 1991, Boitsev, a former Komsomol and Communist party functionary, held the office of Vice-Governor. As the Duma Chairman, he heads a Duma absolutely loyal to the Governor, where few oppositionists have practically no influence. More than a third of elected deputies are heads of districts, while managers of enterprises and employees of the social sphere comprise the rest. This proportion has practically not changed since that time. 

In 1996, the first executive and legislative structures of local governments were elected in the districts (according to the regional legislation, the head of a district is elected by popular vote and heads also the local Duma). There were also elected village chairmen. As a result of the elections of 1996, the majority of leaders kept their offices. A. Korsunov, the Novgorod mayor appointed to the post in 1994 (previously he had held the office of a vice-governor), was successfully reelected to the office in 1996 and 2000. In spite of various rumors, it is important that the redistribution conflict (typical in many RF subjects) between the administration of the regional center (as a rule, more wealthy than the rest of the region) and the Governor (who had to defend the common interests, including the interests of depressive districts) did not transform in political struggle. 

The Governor has loyally cooperated with the heads (appointed by Moscow) of so called structures of the federal vertical (regional offices of the Interior Ministry, FSB, tax police, GTRK, customs, the President’s regional representative and later the federal inspector). In spite of the practice of horizontal rotation of the personnel of these agencies, Prusak had managed to keep loyal and well known to him Novgorod residents at practically all key positions (except FSB). Although the Governor criticized the concept of federal okrugs, he maintained normal relations with V. Cherkesov, the representative of the RF President in the North West federal okrug. This phenomenon can not be unambiguously evaluated. On the one hand, the presence in the region of a federal structure independent of the Governor substitutes for the practically absent delimitation of the administration and legislature by creating a “system of checks and balances.” The absence of conflicts between federal structures and the Governor in fact means that local law enforcement officers are the clients of the Governor, who uses them to support friendly businesses and to suppress independent entrepreneurs. This risk exists even in case the official is an honest person. On the other hand, practically no criminal scandals or fights for property
 have broken out in the Novgorod oblast. There were registered no accusations of the Governor or his closest allies. At the same time, the dependence of federal structures on the Governor allows the latter to exclude unfriendly actions on the part of the former and to guarantee that no delays would block large investment projects needing personal monitoring
. In the course of informal discussions, officials admit that the single vertical hierarchy headed by the Governor is a rather positive factor, which accounts for many regional achievements. Since the Governor had managed, literally speaking, to form a positive credit history of his business, his authority is perceived as rather a good than an evil. 

However, it is important to note that the regional judiciary is independent, what allows to effectively appeal against authorities’ decisions. For instance, in 1996, the Novgorod regional court ruled against resolution of the head of the Novgorod regional administration  No. 347 of December 28, 1994, “On the introduction of payment for the use of game resources,” since it was not in compliance with the federal legislation. The regional administration complied with the ruling. 

The Governor of the Novgorod oblast has set up constructive relations with the federal government and the RF President. It is important to note that one of the President’s residences (Valdai) is located in the Novgorod region, what facilitated personal contacts between the Governor and the President. At the same time, the Governor avoided any personal remarks while criticizing the government or promoting his exotic initiatives
. It shall be also taken into account that no laws or resolutions adopted in the Novgorod region openly contradict to the federal legislation, Moscow formed a positive image of the Novgorod Governor. In fact, the absence of such serious in the civilized world infringements as unlawful regulation of prices, introduction of internal customs barriers, confiscation of property is seen as a great achievement. At the same time, the Governor has failed to set up relations with the “party of power.” In 1993, he joined the Party of Russian Unity and Consent (PRESS). In 1995, he was among those few who did not join NDR. However, in 1999, when NDR was close to the political collapse, Prusak tried to support it and headed the regional party ticket. At present, the Governor is unable to control the pro-President Yedinaya Rossiya. The federal party leadership supports Ye. Zelenov, who was elected as a State Duma deputy from Novgorod in spite of the Governor’s opposition. However, this conflict may become a positive factor in the situation, where the regional mass media practically does not criticize the regional authorities. On September 25, 2001, Mikhail Prusak was elected as the leader of small and not known even in the region Democratic Party of Russia. 

An important factor for the region facilitating the inflow of foreign investment was the fact that M. Prusak was the Chairman of the Federation Council Committee for international relations. 

As concerns the further political developments in the region, it shall be mentioned that in order to put in place a feedback system (by definition, the regional authorities would not be able to set up such a system) it would be feasible to enhance the role of the regional mass media. Unfortunately, until now they just inform citizens about the decisions and views of the regional authorities. Mass media and authorities should naturally oppose each other, since the bureaucracy is unable to inform the regional leadership about flaws in the system of governance, it is a function of mass media and the third sector. 




� An indirect evidence that elections were not manipulated is the fact that just several months later G. Burbulis lost the election to the State Duma in spite of the Governor’s support. It could not have happened if the Governor manipulated the elections. 


� In principle, heads of regional administrations should have been elected. However, in 1991 the congress of people’s deputes granted B. Yeltsin emergency powers, including the power to appoint governors. After the new Constitution was adopted in 1993, the new legislation enacted in 1995 through 1996 stipulated that heads of regions should be elected and not appointed. 


� This office somewhat reminded the post of a political commissar. Although representatives of the President lacked formal powers, they regularly informed the President on the situation in respective regions. In some cases, such reports resulted in dismissal of appointed governors. 


� O. Ochin lost the next election. 


� Of course, certain negative processes were observed in the Novgorod region. For instance, L. Dyakonov, the head of the administration of the Malovisherovsky  district, was arrested in St. Petersburg on bribery charges. However, he was acquitted. In 2000, Ye. Shulan, the director of “Splav” factory was murdered. The investigation is still underway. 


� The regional administration appoints the vice-governor personally monitoring the project in case the amount of investment exceeds US $ 100 thousand. 


� For more details on the ideas of reorganization of Russia’s constitutional system promoted by M. Prusak, see: http://prusak.novgorod.ru/prusak.htm 
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