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Apparatus Democracy:
Politics and Administrations in Russian Counties and Small Cities

Kimitaka MATSUZATO

Despite the self-image of Russians, the Russian state, in particular, its local tiers have
been and will continue to be marked by the underdevelopment of a professional
bureaucracy. For instance, as of 1994, the number of clerical municipal servants of
the city administration of Revda (Sverdlovsk province) with a population of 66,000 is
only 61, while that of the city of Nemuro (Hokkaido prefecture) with a population of
36,000 is 408. Thus, the proportion of clerical municipal servants to the population in
Revda is eleven times less than that in Nemuro.

The qualitative aspect of this “un-bureaucraticness” is more important: Russian
officialdom has historically been based on an extremely open form of hiring/promo-
tion and on a definite rejection of life-long employment. Raikom, raiispolkom, and
the present administrations’ workers have often been recruited from enterprises in the
localities after they were “tested and disciplined by life.” Moreover, the Russian
open-employment system, unlike the American one, lacks a strict classification of
ranks and duties.

This Russian version of “small government,” as well as the underdevelopment of
modern public finances, have forced Russian local governments — from pre-
revolutionary zemstvos to the present administrations — to mobilize human and
material resources directly from the population; this situation, in turn, has made the
underdevelopment of a professional bureaucracy even more extreme.

Another consequence of this direct mobilization of resources has been the need
for local people’s (at least, local notables’) lively interest and participation in decision-
making. Despite conventional wisdom, Russia-USSR has been lacking the conditions
either for totalitarianism (“atomization of society”) or authoritarianism (“general
apathy on the part of the population”) precisely because of the “un-bureaucraticness”
of government. This aspect of Russian local government may be epitomized as a “de
facto democracy” or “de facto self-government.”

’

By the same token, this “un-bureaucraticness,” at least at the lower levels of
government, undermines the present “dictatorship of executive power” — a dictator-
ship bolstered by the appointment system of local Administrative Heads (glavy
administratsii) and guaranteed by the 1993 Constitution. Rather, the “emancipation”
from the CPSU deprived ispolkoms of auxiliary activities previously provided by the
CPSU and CPSU-dominated social organizations. The “emancipation” from the
soviets deprived local administrations of possibilities to exploit local notables (soviet

deputies) honorarily, i.e., without pay, for administrative purposes. Thus, the “dicta-
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torship” tapers itself or, if we use a Japanese proverb, it looks like an “octopus which
survives by eating its own feet.”

Conscious of this paradox, in the spring of 1994, some county (raionnye) and
small city administrations, although not required by law or presidential decrees,
re-introduced relatively strong local representative organs and voluntarily put them-
selves under the control of popular representatives. This sort of democracy, a sine
qua non for which is the executive bower’s goodwill, is called by Russians “apparatus
democracy.”

This paper focuses on this issue by creating case studies of local governments
in Bezhetsk county (northeastern Tver province; population of 50,000), Staritsa county
(southern Tver province; population of 26,000), Berezovskii city (a northern neighbor
of Ekaterinburg, Sverdlovsk province; population of 66,000), and the aforementioned
Revda city. Bezhetsk and Staritsa used to be prominent cities in medieval Russia.
While the present Staritsa is a typical agricultural county, Bezhetsk grew to be a
center of agricultural machinery production “with all-Union significance” and, there-
fore, is suffering a serious socio-economic depression. A third of its population are
pensioners. Founded during the early industrialization of the eighteenth century,
Berezovskii and Revda have become middle-scale industrial cities in the eastern Urals.
The former has mines of nonferrous metals, while the latter’s main industries are
metallurgy and brickwork.

The recruitment of local cadres from industries, despite privatization, did not
decline but was even partially reinforced by Article 29-5 of the 1992 Labor Law. This
article, apparently written to compensate for the demise of the nomenklatura system,
sanctions head-hunting by local administrations under the legal formula of “second-
ment (perevod).” This continuity in handling personnel argues against the conven-
tional view that the unique form of personnel management in the USSR was a
corollary of the nomenklatura system and the “party discipline.” On the contrary, the
nomenklatura system, which, in my view, should be regarded as a subcategory of
open-employment systems in general, was only ratifying geographically and socially
determined functions of Russian officialdom, which, in turn, tends to resist attempts at
adopting Western notions of meritocracy.

This is exemplified by interactions between the Ural Academy of State Services
(the former Ural Higher Party School) and the surrounding local administrations over
the issue of modernizing “party education” system, the gist of which is VUZ-ification
of day courses of the Academy, i.e., adoption of young applicants who have just
finished high school, while preserving the Academy’s character as a cadre training
school. In other word, the VUZ-ification of “higher party schools” presupposes the
life-long employment of public servants. However, this preferential treatment of
young ladies and gentlemen, who are “not yet perseverant,” may only lead to “heating
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the air outside,” since graduates of the Academy are naturally inclined to find employ-
ment in Ekaterinburg, losing ties with those local administrations in the remote
corners of the Urals that sent them to Ekaterinburg and are waiting impatiently for
them to complete education. As a matter of fact, personnel cadres of the Berezovskii
and Revda administrations did not hide from me their contempt for the Academy’s
VUZ-ification policy. They do not send schoolgirls and boys to the Academy.

This negative reaction toward life-long employment has a social background.
Under the ancien régime, county and small-city ispolkoms did not have general
departments (upravieniia delami). At this level, cadre policies were totally controlled
by the party. General departments of the present county/city administrations have
developed from former ispolkom secretariats. This is why most present Heads of
general departments are women who were formerly school directors or prominent
teachers. These female teachers were recruited by raikoms/gorkoms and assigned to
ispolkom secretariats. Obtaining knowledge in government, law, and management in
higher party schools, they grew to be prominent leaders at the county/city level. It
was a coincidence in history that these women were placed in charge of handling
cadres after the demise of the CPSU. Moreover, they are managing this crucial task
as well as the CPSU. Little wonder, therefore, the VUZ-ification of “higher party
schools” seems to them only a harmful paper plan.

In brief, a “strict” meritocracy exclusively based on qualifying examinations or
classified ranks and duties is desirable, as Max Weber remarked, from the perspective
of professional expertise, predictability, and political neutrality, but inferior to Russian
“meritocracy” in terms of operative exploitation of scare intellectual human resources.
For all accounts, Russian officialdom would hardly accept the Western notions of
meritocracy in the near future.

It is true that the two fundamental principles in modern public finance —
monetary charge/expenditure and unified budget — cannot be one-hundred-percent
realized even in developed capitalist countries. Even in these cases, some public
services remain suitable to non-monetary levies (voluntary fire-fighting brigades for
example), and taxophobians in mass politics often blame the principle of unified budget
for making the relationship between taxes and services invisible, proposing instead to
implement “assigned charges.” Nevertheless, deviation of Russian local public
finance from the modern principles is incomparably more significant than that in
developed capitalist countries and, as is the case with its personnel management, this
deviation in public finance was not drastically curtailed but, rather, partially strength-
ened by the transition to capitalism. This paradox is exemplified by a spread of
“targeted collection (fselevoi sbor)” among counties and cities experiencing financial
difficulties. “Targeted collection” is a typical sort of “assigned charges,” according

to which a certain sum is assigned to each local enterprise for such concrete purposes
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as maintenance of cemetries or construction of bridges. Under socialism, “targeted
collection” was adopted only by village soviets and especially poor county/city soviets,
but the recent deterioration of local public finances universalized this practice.
Moreover, considering the economic difficulties menacing enterprises, local adminis-
trations often encourage them, in lieu of cash payment, to meet assigned charges ”in
kind,” exploiting their unused materials and labor (natural’naia obrabotka).

Another instance of natural’zatsiia of local finance is offset account (vzaimoza-
chet). 'This is a practice to set an enterprise’s arrears of taxes off against the debts
the administration owes the enterprise. Thus, capitalization of Russia has made its
deviation from modern public finance more extreme. The relationship between local
administrations and privatized firms has become more particularistic than it was
under the state-owned economy.

Here, we encounter another aspect of “un-bureaucraticness” of Russian local
government: local administrations’ heavy dependence on local enterprises in terms of
resource mobilization. The aforementioned direct (non-monetary) resource mobiliza-
tion becomes possible only through the mediation of enterprises. For example,
“voluntary vigilantes (dobrovol’nye narodnye druzhiny),” a supplement for the undevel-
oped professional police force, can be organized only if enterprises assign their
workers to these “voluntary” affiliations. Under socialism, most socio-cultural insti-
tutions (such as kindergartens, hospitals, “palaces of culture,” networks of gas and
electricity, tree-planting facilities) belonged to enterprises. Privatization of enter-
prises entailed municipalization of these institutions, but the latter can function only
with the help of enterprises. For example, municipalized kindergardens can survive
only when their former owners (factories and kolkhozy) are still willing to be in charge
of supplying milk or buses. These administrative burdens, contradicting the supposed
profit-seeking behavior of privatized firms, often evoke a conflict between local
administrations and firms. Naturally, local administrations begin to yearn after the
old days when they (ispolkoms) could intervene, through the party, in the local
enterprises’ cadre policies. Here also we can find a socio-geographical raison d’étre
for the universalistic elite transference based on the nomenklatura system, which
cannot be regarded only as a barrier protecting the uncompetitive hegemony of a
party.

If the direct mobilization of social resources is imperative for Russian local
government, some forms of negotiation between county/city administrations and local
notables are indispensable. The watershed is whether the local administration allows
these negotiations to take a parliamentary form. As was the case with Bezhetsk and
Berezovskii, if the relationship between the administration and the soviet had been
amiable from 1991-93, the administration would reestablish a relatively strong repre-
sentative organ in the spring of 1994. This is the “apparatus democracy” this paper
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examines (Group 1-A). Meanwhile, having suffered tensions or confrontations with
the county/city soviets, the Staritsa and Revda administrations exploited the post-
October situation in order to disregard the representative organs. They tend to rely
upon ad-hocracy, i.e., partial incorporation of local notables into decision-making
(Group 1-B).

Another watershed is the influence of provincial politics. Tver province has a
strong CP-RF organization, while Sverdlovsk does not. Tver province experienced
outright confrontations between the provincial soviet and administration from 1991-93,
while the Sverdlovsk provincial administration, under governor E. Rossel, enjoyed a
honeymoon relationship with the provincial soviet. With these combined, the main
axis of national politics, i.e., “the administrative party” v.s. the CP-RF, cast a long
shadow on Staritsa and Bezhetsk politics (Group 2-A), while Revda and Berezovskii
politics have been defined by purely internal factors (Group 2-B). In sum, we can draw
the following figure.

2-A 2-B
1-A | Bezhetsk county | Berezovskii city

1-B Staritsa county Revda city

In contrast with these concrete factors, the discrimination between cities and
counties made by several presidential decrees issued after the October Incident,
according to which counties were deprived of the right to have representative organs,
hardly affected the four cases analyzed here. The Bezhetsk county administration
contrived to reestablish a county duma by incorporating its rural electorate into the
Bezhetsk city electorate. On the other hand, the Revda city duma has been almost
completely ignored by the city administration.

The difference between Groups 1-A and 1-B is epitomized by the administra-
tions’ attitude toward the representative organs: (a) while the Bezhetsk administration,
as mentioned above, established the duma on an electoral principle, the Staritsa
administration, guided by presidential decrees, “formed” the Meeting of Representa-
tives of Staritsa County on a corporate principle (four representatives drawn from the
Staritsa city duma, four from kolkhoz managers, two from village Administrative
Heads and so forth); (b) the Bezhetsk county duma and the Berezovskii city kabinet are
convened by the Administrative Heads each month, while the Meeting of Representa-
tives of Staritsa County has been convened only three times (three days) from April,
1994 to July, 1995. The Revda city duma is convened each month, yet not by the
Administrative Head but by deputies themselves; (c¢) the Bezhetsk and Berezovskii
administrations put important policies on the agenda of the representative organs.

The Staritsa and Revda administrations do not allow the representative organs to
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deliberate any policy beyond those allowed by presidential decrees, that is, the
approval of budgets, the introduction of local taxes, the bestowal of privileges (mostly,
tax abatements), and the deliberation of local development programs; (d) the Bezhetsk
and Berezovskii representative organs are chaired by the Administrative Heads, while
the Staritsa and Revda representatives elected their chairmen by mutual votes. The
latter case does not mean that the representative organs are independent from the
administrations but rather that the administrations have been neglecting the represen-
tative organs.

Without experiencing any political turmoil, the Berezovskii administration tries
to preserve the tradition of soviet democracy. Meanwhile, the “apparatus democ-
racy” in Bezhetsk is a political strategy of the administration confronting a mighty
opposition, the CP-RF, which has a much broader social base (including elite circles)
and more vote-catching ability than the administration. Facing the county elections
of 1994, the Bezhetsk Administrative Head created a political organization “Bezhetsk
Zemstvo Democratic Movement.” This organization gained six of seventeen seats of
the county duma, although its winning percentage against CP-RF and agrarian candi-
dates was only 2295. The CP-RF and agrarians gained nine seats. In the elections
for the Provincial Legislative Meeting (provincial duma) held simultaneously with the
county elections, the Bezhetsk administration could achieve a more visible tactical
success. It put up as a candidate a nice-looking, born-in-1957 woman who was a
lawyer and the Head of the social security department. No wonder she won the
election, defeating a communist candidate.

On the other hand, the Bezhetsk administration tries to incorporate opposition
leaders into decision-making, paying serious attention to the opposition-dominated
county duma. The opposition is also inclined to pragmatize local politics. It was this
county duma, as well as the Berezovskii city kabinet, that deliberated the afore-
mentioned measures for the survival of municipal administration and finance.

Revda politics from 1990-94 developed along a path similar to national politics:
the ouster of gorkom-based leaders from the city ispolkom and the dominance by
democrats (1990); then, domineering behavior of the “democratic” Administrative
Head and the split within democrats (1992-93); and finally, the confrontation between
the city administration and the soviet, a result of which was the ouster of most leaders
from the position of power (1993).

The Staritsa government after the demise of the CPSU was led by the county
soviet chairman, A. Kozlov, who was a prominent soviet leader even at the provincial
level and, after the October Incident, put up a good fight for the Federal Council as a
candidate recommended by the CP-RF. This does not mean, however, that the county
administration’s leaders accepted Kozlov’s leadership from their hearts; they have a

strong personal connection with the provincial “administrative party.” Ironically, the
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vanguard of soviet local self-government of Tver province from 1990-93 concealed the
tension among leaders.

At least until the summer of 1995, the Revda and Staritsa administrations’
dismissive attitude toward the representative organs had not caused a serious crisis
regarding their legitimacy. However, a case study of Staritsa, whose personal leader-
ship appears to be weaker than Revda’s, reveals the following symptoms. First, in
default of a normal representative organ, the administration should assume all the
responsibilities for painful, unpopular measures during the so-called “transition.” A
competent representative organ might have shared the responsibility, as the soviet
actually did before. Second, for want of a normal representative organ, the Staritsa
administration cannot grasp the opposition’s opinion and activities. As a result,
decision-making tends to slip from the administration’s control. This was typically
seen in the course of the kolkhoz reform in the county from 1992-94, when kolkhoz
chairmen preferred to ask for “personal” advises from Kozlov and other opposition
leaders.

This paper examined both cases of reestablishment and non-reestablishment of
local representative organs. Yet, in my view, the variety analyzed here illustrates by
itself that Russian counties and small cities can be independent units of democratic
politics. Thus, the abolition of county representative organs by Yeltsin can hardly be
justified.
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