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«Unstable equilibrium».  

Russian regions versus federal centre. 

Andrey Shalyov

The interrelations between the federal center and the regions are gradually becoming
one of the most important issues on the agenda of the current Russian political estab-
lishment. The highly centralized political, financial and economic system established
over the last ten years has provided  stability and growth and stalled the country’s dis-
integration, and is seen by many as the most important achievement of the decade. 

Nevertheless, the federal center’s goal to smoothen threatening gaps in social and eco-
nomic development in the Russian regions by means of redistribution of the national
wealth has failed, and after years of fast economic growth Russia again faces growing
tensions between the central power and the federal subjects. 

Russian regional policies have undergone several major changes in the Post-Soviet period.
What is the dynamics of today’s relations between Moscow and the regions?

Evolution of Russian regional policy
Differences and variations in the level of economic development, social welfare and
infrastructure between regions within a country is not a unique Russian phenomenon.
Many countries experience similar disproportions in regional development, and especially
in periods of economic growth. Almost everywhere, national governments are trying
to lessen these disproportions. 

In Russia, however, the growth of unevenness in regional development is aggravated
by the vast territory of the country stretching across eleven time zones, as well as by
the fact that the northern and far eastern parts of the country were developed in line
with the principles of Soviet plan economy, regardless of principles of economic effi-
ciency. This was especially the case in the period of the so-called «Great  Socialist Con-
structions».1

For at least 25 years, industrialization and development of the mineral resources of the
Russian northern and far eastern regions was provided by the inexhaustible resources
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of the GULAG system. After that dramatic period, in the years of the so-called «developed
socialism», these regions were developed due to enormous state investments and com-
manding mobilization of labor resources. Today, under the conditions of free market
economy, many of these territories have lost their economical perspectives and are un-
able to take part in the generally positive social and economic trends in the country.
This situation first of all relates to the regions of the Far East, Siberia and the High
North.

In the post-Soviet period, the federal policy towards the regions has undergone a sig-
nificant evolution. In the first years after so-called «perestroyka», which could also be
called a period of «democratic romanticism»2, the influence of the regions  in relations
with the central power was rather big and the role of some prominent regional leaders
on the federal political arena was commensurable to the authority of the President of
Russia. The governors could threaten to stop the transfer of taxes to the federal center,
to introduce restrictions for cargo and finance flows or even establish their own re-
gional currencies. Several regions threatened the federal center with leaving the Fede -
ration, and one of these threats was in fact materialized (Republic of Chechnya). This
situation seemed very similar to the period of feudal division when the supreme regent
was considered only the first among equals. Under these conditions, the central power
had to carry out a policy of balancing between the necessity to protect national interests
and at the same time meet regional demands. Many federal subjects tried to elaborate
their own models of interrelations with the central powers and to formalize them in
special bilateral agreements. The 1993-1994 reform of inter-budgetary relations, which
laid down common rules for assignments of federal taxes to regional budgets, as well
as the governors election campaign of 1996, only increased the power of the regional
elites. 

The end of the Yeltsin period
The start of a new stage of interrelations between Moscow and the regions coincides
in time with the end of the political career of President Yeltsin and his team. It was
characterized by a strict and consecutive policy of centralization and submission of
the regions to the central power. Evidently, this period was vitally important considering
the real threat of disintegration of the country. However, as has often been the case in
Russian history, the ruling political group, having achieved its main goal, continued
moving in the prescribed direction, thus breaking the established balance of interests.
Besides that, the proclaimed policy of centralization had no economic substantiation
and was dictated by only political reasons. In the economic aspect, this policy did not
bring anything, except a growing differentiation of the regions in terms of economic
and social development. It also deprived the regions of the investment attractiveness,
as well as economic initiatives. 
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The vertical philosophy of new Russian regionalism
A significant factor aggravating today’s situation of regional disproportions is the asym-
metry in the Russian federal structure.  This asymmetry to some extent looks like an
anachronism inherited from Stalin’s conception of the «national question solution» in
the country. Of the 83 subjects of the federation, 21 have the status of republic, eight
are krais, 47 – oblasts, four – autonomous okrugs, one – autonomous oblast and two –
cities of federal significance. The differences between these six statuses are obscurely
insignificant, with the one exception that the republics may have their own constitu-
tions and state language and the oblasts can territorially include the neighboring auto -
nomous okrugs. 

This political and economic heterogeneity implies a certain danger of national disinte-
gration, a trend which was in full measure experienced in the transition years of the
1990s, a period also known as the «Parade of sovereignties».  The slogan «take sove reignty
as much as you can swallow», which was rashly put forward by President Boris Yeltsin,
caused a widening of the differences between the regions and these differences were
further nurtured by the special agreements concluded between the regions and the
federal power. The agreements, pushed forward by a total of 42 regions, defined and
delimited areas of competence and authority. 

Threatened by the disintegration of the country, the new political elite which came to
power in the end of 1990s started a systematic and successive policy of centralization
and smoothening of political and economic differences. 

One of the first reforms carried out by the administration of President Vladimir Putin
was the establishing of the federal districts, which were commissioned with bringing
the regional legislations in line with the federal code. This was successfully achieved.
On the second stage, the Putin administration started a process of bringing down the
independence of the regional administrative leaders. This process was logically com-
pleted with the abolishment of direct popular election of the governors, as well as
with the reformation of the upper chamber of parliament, the Federation Council. From
this point on, the governors were to be appointed by the regional councils of deputies
based on an official presentation of candidates by the President. The governors also
lost their seats of representation in the Federation Council. 

These reforms have formally restored the country’s common political area, based on
the concept of the so-called Russian «power vertical». However, these reforms have
also made the current political and administrative system vulnerable. Critics point at
the system’s contradiction with the principles of federalism as laid down in the Con-
stitution. Increasingly often, former long-serving top representatives of the system are
among the critics. 

115



«Unstable equilibrium». Russian regions versus the federal center.

In the economic field, the policy of President Vladimir Putin was concentrated on the
redistribution of national welfare between the federal subjects. The main proclaimed
goal of this policy was a lower number of regions-recipients and a smoothening of the
regions’ levels of economic and social development. The dominating instrument in this
process became the new principles of the financial-budgetary system. The budgetary
reform was aimed at balancing the regional budgets with the help of federal programs,
as well as financial transfers from the federal funds. The Ministry of Finance worked
out a relatively transparent and understandable mechanism for defining the amounts
of financial transfers. This mechanism is based on a correlation calculation of the re-
gional tax potential index and the index of budgetary expenses.

Rich country of «poor» regions
Today, seven of eight Russian regions get subsidies from the federal budget, which nor-
mally means that their own budgets have deficits and their own revenues can not cover
the social obligations. Only ten regions make up a small group of so-called donor-
regions. Among them are the cities of Moscow and St. Petersburg, as well as a number
of petroleum producing regions. This fact does not mean however that the remaining
regions in Russia are so poor that they are unable to provide their own budget money.
The situation rather illustrates a deliberate state policy of binding the regions to the
federal center. This situation is quite evidently a consequence of the consternation of
the political elite caused by the collapse of the Soviet Union and followed by the «parade
of sovereignties». The ghost of the «rose and orange revolutions» on the territory of the
CIS after 2003 made the situation no better. 

Over the last 15 years, the number of donor-regions in Russia has dropped 3,5 times.
In 1993, they totaled 35. After year 2000, they dropped to 18. Today, as mentioned above,
they are only ten. While the situation in the 1990s could be explained by the economic
downturn, the situation in the period of fast economic growth after 1998 can be ex-
plained exclusively by a redistribution of the added values in favor of the federal center.
This looks evident when taken into consideration the fact that the federal budget was
profitable after year 2000.  

From the end of the 1990s, the federal center seized more and more of the taxes collec -
ted in the regions. While eight years ago, the distribution of taxes between the regions
and the center was proportionally 50:50, the center today takes approximately 70 per-
cent of all taxes.3 Thus, while seven years ago, 60 percent of the taxes on extracted
valuable mineral resources were included in the regional budgets, the regions in 2002
got only 20 percent of this tax, in 2003 – 15 percent, and in 2005 – five percent.4 In
fall 2009, the government decided to concentrate this tax completely on the federal
level, which will bring approximately 100-150 billion rubles extra to the central budget
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in the years 2010-2012. In 2008, the regional budgets’ total tax revenues from mineral
resource development were estimated to 79 billion rubles.5

The tax on the development of natural gas was in 2004 completely transferred to the
federal budget. In addition, in 2005 the federal government seized a part of the profit
tax from the regions, which normally makes up 25-58 percent of the budgets of the in-
dustrially developed regions. 

Being strictly concentrated in the federal Finance Ministry, the state revenues are sub-
sequently being redistributed to the regions through different federal funds established
by the government.6 The federal transfers to the regional budgets in 2009 amounted
to 37,6 percent of the federal budget, or almost three trillion rubles.7

The Russian part of the Barents Region has an average index of budgetary security ap-
proximately 30 percent lower than the federal average. This is, however, significantly
better than in areas like the Siberian, Southern and Far East Federal Districts, and also
higher than in most of the subjects in the Central Federal Districts (except Moscow,
Belgorod, Lipetsk and Yaroslavl regions). Among the Russian Barents regions,
Arkhangelsk Oblast has the lowest index of budget security and subsequently gets
more financial support from Moscow than Murmansk Oblast, the Republic of Karelia
and the Komi Republic. 

However, the federal subsidies nevertheless only slightly improve the budgetary security
index and do not change the general picture of development disparity between the
Russian regions. 

Diagram «Index of Budget Security of the North-West Russian Regions» (2008)
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The budgetary reform is motivated by political reasons rather than by economic needs.
It is also a proven fact that some regions get preferences, which can hardly be explained
by economic expediency. For example, the Republic of Tatarstan is a donor-region, but
has still for a long time got federal subsidies in an amount equal to 8-10 percent of its
budget.8

The City of Moscow, which is on the first place in the country by the level of budgetary
security sends only 50 percent of all regional taxes collected to the federal budget,
while regions like the Komi Rupublic, Tymen region, Khanty-Mansiysky Autonomous
Okrug - from 65 to 80 percent.9 At the same time, there are regions in Russia with budg-
ets 90 percent dependent on federal transfers. These are first of all the republics of the
North Caucasus, among them the Republics of Chechnya, Dagestan and Ingushetia, as
well as some territories of the Far East and Siberia.

The northern territories of Russia in 2008 provided 46,7 percent of all revenues to the
federal budget. They also secured 28,2 percent of the total investments in the main
capital and 17,7 percent of foreign investments – a sum exceeding 18 billion USD.10

Of this amount, about 2,7 billion USD, or 15 percent, was invested in the Russian part
of the Barents Region.

Diagram «Foreign Investments in the Barents Russian Regions in 2008»

The federal subjects in Russian part of the Barents Region (Murmansk and Arkhangelsk
oblast, Republics of Karelia, Komi Republic and the Nenets Autonomous Okrug) trans-
ferred 49 percent of all taxes collected on their territories to the federal budget. How-
ever, these regions’ share of the total incomes of the federal budget is relatively modest
– less than three percent (2008). The federal government seizes from the regions mostly
taxes connected with the development of hydrocarbon and other mineral resources.
For example, the Nenets Autonomous Okrug, which has an economy almost totally de-
pendent of the oil and gas industry, transferred more than 70 percent of all its taxes to
the federal budget, the Komi Republic with its more diversified economy transferred
around 65 percent, while Murmansk oblast – only 23 percent, Karelia – 14 percent and
Arkhangelsk oblast – less than nine percent. 
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Diagram. The amount of taxes collected on the territories of the Russian Barents
Region (million rubles).

The less mineral resources extracted on the territory of a region, the less is the share
of taxes it transfers to Moscow. For example, the incomes from the mineral resource
development on the territory of Arkhangelsk Oblast is eight times less than in the Komi
Republic, six times less than in Murmansk Oblast and four times less than in Karelia. In
this system, the regions with the more developed manufacturing industry have a prefe -
rence, because they are in position to keep a bigger share of the taxes for themselves.
In particular this advantage is enjoyed by St. Petersburg and Moscow, which also have
the possibility to keep in their regional budgets the profit tax from the companies
registe red on their territories, as well as the wealth tax. 

It is a well-known fact that a major part of the biggest Russian industrial companies –
the so-called «vertically integrated companies», as well as 80 percent of the financial
sector companies, are registered in the two big cities where they also pay a big part of
their taxes. Due to this fact, the amount of profit tax per capita included in the budget
of  Moscow is for example is 16,5 times higher than in Arkhangelsk Oblast, more than
13 times higher than in Karelia and almost seven times higher than in the Komi Re-
public and Murmansk Oblast. The amount of the physical persons income tax per
capita in the Moscow budget is 17,5 times higher than in Arkhangelsk Oblast. 

This system forces the regions to fight for the local registration of the industrial com-
panies working on their respective territories, which subsequently also makes the 
regional authorities very dependent on these companies.11.

The results of the federal reforms aiming at smoothing the differences between the
levels of economic and social development of the regions are quite evident – the gap
between the richest and poorest regions only continues to grow. 
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Dead end. Where to go?
«The gap in incomes between the Russian regions is intolerably big», said Alexander
Shokhin, leader of the Russian Union of Manufacturers and Entrepreneurs and former
minister of economy in the Yeltsin administration, in a round table debate in the St. Peters -
burg Economic Forum in June 2007.12

«The difference in the per capita gross regional product between Moscow and for 
example Ingushetia is 28 times. By share of industrial production the difference is 5,2
times, by the incomes of population per capita – 4,4 times. This situation has a very
harmful influence on the Russian economy», he stressed.

Shokhin argued that the state in fact has openly has admitted that the mechanism of
the national wealth redistribution, as well as the so-called national projects, have been
inefficient. 

In spring 2007, former minister of regional development Vladimir Yakovlev acknow -
ledged the failure of the federal program «Reduction of differences in social-economic
development of the Russian regions» adopted in late 2001. This program was to lower
the differences between the rich and poor regions of Russia by 1,5 times by 2010 and
twice – by the year 2015. Yakovlev informed that the gross regional product in the 46
poorest Russian regions from 2003 to 2006 did not grow. The industrial production in
these regions in this period grew 5,5 percent, while average growth in Russia in the
period amounted to 85 percent. The average monthly incomes of the population in the
46 weakest regions in the period increased with 1400 rubles, while growth in the same
period was twice bigger in the country as a whole. And this gap continues to deepen.13

The results of the mentioned federal programs were so negative that the Ministry of
Finance requested the State Duma to stop their implementation and to transfer the re-
sources to the Fund of financial support of the regions. The growing disillusionment
with the concept of leveling the differences of the regions by means of redistribution
of national wealth gave rise to a tendency of transferring the focal point in the regional
policy to the more prosperous regions. In the federal purposeful investment program,
the government emphasizes support to the regions referred to the so-called «locomo-
tives of growth». 

«In fact only four-five regions in the country are developing successfully», Professor
Alexei Shulus, the rector of the Academy of Labor and Social Relations, maintains. «All
others stay below the average Russian level», he adds. He concludes that this situation
makes it almost impossible to talk about a common social area of the country. He be-
lieves the situation also hampers the constitutional rights of the citizens, especially the
idea of social responsibility as stated in Article 7 of the Russian Constitution.14
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Feeling disappointed with the results of the policy of leveling the regional differences,
the government started to look for other instruments to improve the situation. In January
2006, the Investments Fund of the Russian Federation was established under the Ministry
of Regional Development of Russia. By mid-2009, the Fund had approved 21 invest-
ments projects of federal importance and allocated 400 billion rubles for their realiza-
tion. The main condition for funds allocation to a project is the attraction of financial
resources from other sources by twice or more exceeding the fund allocation. That is
far from always realistic. 

This fund is unlikely to improve the situation with regard to the disparity of economic
development in the country simply because the sources of the Federal Investments
Fund are mostly allocated to the strong regions with highest investor attractiveness.
For example, in 2007, almost ten percent of the state investments were received by St.
Petersburg, nine percent - by Moscow, five-six percent - by Moscow Oblast and Kras-
noyarsk Krai.15

New federal measures
In autumn of 2008, the Russian government adopted a national Conception of the 
social-economic development for the period to 2020. A big part of this document out-
lines optimistic expectations about the spatial and regional development of the country.
At the same time, the document describes the domestic social and economic divides
as a possible serious threat. 

As a first step of the conception implementation, the government intends to lower the
threat level by means of developing new centers of economic development in the
south of the country, Eastern Siberia and in the Far East.16

Northwest Russia will see the establishment of the new centers in the years 2013-2020,
a period which coincides with the starting oil and gas offshore developments in the
Russian Arctic. The necessity of developing sea ports and the Northern Sea Route is
mentioned already in the first phase of the Conception realization. According to the
document, the northern regions of the country have a big importance in the develop-
ment of the Arctic offshore resources, transport, bio-resources, fishery and fish re-
sources manufacturing.17

Polarized development
The next step in the formation of a new state regional policy is likely to be the adoption
of development strategies for the federal districts. Many experts believe these docu-
ments will mark the switch from a «philosophy of leveling» to a «philosophy of polarized
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development». The idea of regional polarized development presuppose the prioritized
support of the regions referred to as «carrying territories», meant to become future
growth locomotives also for neighboring more depressive areas. However, the selection
criteria of the «carrying territories» are not yet sufficiently clear. Another moot point is
that the fast development of the «carrying territories» could bring also a number of
negative consequences for the neighboring areas. 

A critical point for the success of the idea will be the extensive development of hori-
zontal cooperative relations between the regions and major attention to the interests
of the economically weak regions as classified by the Ministry of Regional Develop-
ment. Otherwise, the already major differences between the regions could turn fatal
due to flow-out of investments and labor resources from the depressive regions to the
growth zones. Most likely, the government will have to maintain a certain balance be-
tween the distributive and stimulating tools in its regional policy. The development
strategies of the federal districts are to be based on the social-economic development
strategies of the subjects.

New regional opposition 
As we have seen, the centralization of the budgetary-financial system did not signifi-
cantly lower the danger of Russian territorial disintegration: on the contrary, the diffe -
rences in the social and economic development of the regions increased. So did also
the number of regions-recipients. The excessive concentration of the financial re-
sources of the country in the federal center obviously causes a certain displeasure both
among the donor-regions and the recipient regions. On the one hand, the donors be-
lieve that the federal authorities take too much of the taxes collected on their territories,
while the recipients consider that the federal authorities do not leave them enough
economic means for own development. 

Recent events also indicate that the political centralization has not brought sufficient
stability in the regions, nor the desired loyalty towards the federal center. This can be
illustrated by the more frequent political demarches of regional leaders like Rakhimov
(Bashkiria), Shaimiev (Tatarstan), Luzhkov (Moscow) or former Murmansk Governor
Yury Yevdokimov against dictates from central authorities. They all demand more in-
dependence in decision-making processes on the regional level. 

The growing antagonism between the center and the regions is far more deeply rooted
than the sporadic squabbles between the federal authorities and single regional leaders.
The results of several opinion polls indicate a growing regional need for self-identifi-
cation in relations with the federal center. Also the opinion poll carried out by the
FORIS center for the Barents Secretariat in Murmansk Oblast illustrates this trend. For
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example, the poll shows that a majority of the population support joint efforts of Russia
and NATO in provision of security in the Arctic. This position could be interpreted as
a challenge to Russian national security. 

When the main part of the taxes collected in the regions is concentrated in the federal
center, the regions experience a major deficit of investments resources necessary for
their own development. The small part of taxes, which the regions are allowed to keep
in their own regional budgets, has in the times of economic crisis shrunk quickly. For
example, according to Arkhangelsk Oblast Governor Ilya Mikhalchuk, the incomes of
the Arkhangelsk regional budget in the first half of 2009 dropped 45 percent.18 The 
regions are today facing a dilemma – either cut social obligations or dramatically de-
crease investment activities. 

Diagram «Level of investments in the main capital in Arkhangelsk oblast 2008-
2009» (million rubles)

The economic crisis will have serious consequences for the Russian regional policy.
Most of the Russian regions experienced a shock when revenues to the regional budgets
dropped dramatically. Tax revenues in the first six months of 2009 dropped 25 percent.
The highest levels of income drops were observed in the industrially developed regions
and in the regions with economies based on resource developing industries.19The eco-
nomic crisis has increased the influence of the central power even more. Many regions
are now facing a danger of bankruptcy and it seems unrealistic for them to overcome
the situation without firm help from the state. Moscow has sent out optimistic signals
about overcoming the crisis in the near future.  However the regions’ expectations for
the next 2-3 years look different. For example, the regional budget 2010 of Arkhangelsk
Oblast is adopted with an almost 10 percent deficit.20 In Murmansk Oblast the budget
deficit in 2010 will amount to 19 percent21 and in Karelia - 11, percent.22 The situation
will hardly improve in the next two or three years. 
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Time will show which model of interrelations between the center and the regions will
be chosen by Moscow: the policy of further centralization, which already has proved
its inefficiency, or the model of federalism of the mid-1990s, which was perceived as a
threat against national security.  Possibly, a new regional philosophy based on the balance
of regional and national interests can be elaborated.
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Epilogue
More cross-border cooperation

Atle Staalesen

Summing up his presidency, Vladimir Putin in a speech to the State Council in February
2008 with triumph stressed that Russia in his eight-year long rule had overcome the
crisis of the 1990s and now was a country of economic growth, stability and strength.

«Russia has returned to the world arena as a strong country – a country with which
others reckon and which can stand up for itself», Putin said.1

The better times had made Russia able to enhance its role in global affairs and step up
foreign policy engagements. The country’s new Foreign Policy Concept, adopted just
few months after Putin retired from the presidency, reads that Russia now is in the po-
sition to participate not only in the implementation of the world agenda, but also in
its making.2

Symptomatically, both Putin and several of his associates on a number of occasions
made it clear that Russia no longer needed, nor wanted, aid from abroad. Former presi -
dential aide to the EU Sergei Yastrzhembskii stressed that «our country has once and for
all stopped being a donor aid recipient»3 and Economic Development Minister German
Gref expressed surprise when a reporter from Swedish Radio said that Sweden over
the last years had spent more than 60 million USD on development projects in Russia.
«We do not request any help whatsoever from anybody», Gref underlined.4

The stronger Russia of today is increasingly able to itself determine the character of
cooperation with neighboring states. That is opening new opportunities for an en-
hanced and equal participation in international cross-border initiatives. At the same
time, strong Russian positions are also challenging relations with foreign partners. 

Cross-border cooperation is becoming a cornerstone in European East-West relations
with Russia. That could benefit the Barents Cooperation, which for many years has
been based on practically-oriented border-crossing projects the in the High North. 
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Different Russia 
The Russian economy in the period 2000-2008 experienced good times with major
growth. As noted by Putin in his State Council speech, the country’s economy in 2007
grew 8,1 percent. In the whole eight-year period, people’s incomes increased 150 per-
cent, foreign investments increased seven-fold, international trade was up more than
400 percent and the funds market skyrocketed an impressive 2200 percent. Meanwhile,
unemployment and poverty shrunk more than 50 percent.5

At the same time, more and more Russians have got the chance to travel abroad. Young
Russians, and especially in the cities, have adopted the same youth trends and fashions
as their fellow young people in the West, and become users of the same globalised in-
formation tools as elsewhere in the modern world. 

Almost 20 years after the breakup of the Soviet Union, Russians have doubtless got
closer to their neighbors in the west, both in terms of physical contact, lifestyle and
thinking. 

Still, Russia today remains a country highly different from most of its western neigh-
bors, not only geographically, culturally and politically, but also with regard to social
and economic development. 

That fact has been clearly illustrated by President Dmitry Medvedev himself.  In his ar-
ticle «Russia, forward!» published in September 2009, the president admits that the
twenty years of post-Soviet reforms have failed to resolve Russia’s basic problems; the
country still has a «primitive raw material dependent economy, chronic corruption,
and old mind sets».6 In addition, the country still needs to develop a fully-fledged
democracy and civil society, innovative people and better health standards, he maintains. 

Many of these problems are evident also in a number of international index studies. 

For example, the Human Development Index 2009 from the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme ranks Russia far behind all EU members as number 71 of 180 coun-
tries.7 Anti-corruption watchdog Transparency International ranks Russia number 149
of 180 countries (2009).8 In the Freedom House Index 2009, Russia is one of the coun-
tries categorized as «not free»9, and the 2009 Economic Freedom Index from the Heri -
tage Foundation concludes that Russia is among the «mostly unfree» countries and
ranks it number 146 of 179.10 Likewise, the Freedom of the Press Index 2009 from 
Reporters Without Borders ranks Russia number 153 of 175 countries.11

Even the Global Peace Index places Russia among the worst-off countries. According
to the index, which is produced by the Institute for Economics and Peace, Russia is
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one of the least peaceful countries in the world. Its 2009 ranking is number 136 of 144
countries, which is down 18 places from 2007.12

These studies show a persisting gap between Russia and Western Europe with regard
to the role and the development of the state, society and the individual.

On the one hand, these differences generally complicate cross-border understanding
and subsequently also cross-border project cooperation. On the other hand, however,
they also illustrate a significant need for continued multi-level East-West cooperation
as a means of leveling conditions.

Project politics 
Norway is among the countries, which remains highly committed to project cooperation
with Russia. In the country’s High North Policy, cross-border projects in the Barents
Region continue to be a top priority and Foreign Minister Jonas Gahr Støre has on several
occasions said that his long-term goal is to make relations with the Russians «as good
as between the Nordic countries».13

The project funds of the Norwegian Barents Secretariat are among the key instruments
in the country’s project cooperation with Russia. As described by Margrethe Alnes in
this book, these projects are all oriented on cross-border activities with direct partici-
pation of both Russians and Norwegians. 

This approach is increasingly gaining ground also in EU relations with Russia. The EU’s
seven new ENPI CBC programmes with Russia, which in the years to come will con-
stitute a backbone in regional East-West cooperation, all have projects in the border
areas as top priority. 

On the Russian side, the authorities have signaled a special interest in projects within
the field of energy, transport infrastructure, innovation and small and medium-sized
companies.14 Meanwhile, projects within the field of human rights, civil society
develop ment and local self-government remain more politically sensitive, especially if
they are operated by the non-governmental sector 

As a matter of fact, the authorities, spearheaded by Vladimir Putin himself, have on several
occasions expressed harsh criticism of foreign project donors, which they argue are
actively trying to influence the political development in the country.

In his speech to the nation in 2007, Putin said that «an increasing flow of money from
abroad is used to directly interfere in our internal affairs». He strongly signaled that for-
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eign organizations were trying to «colonize» Russia and that they were only serving
the national interests of their respective countries.15

A few months later, Putin elaborated on this position. In front of 5000 cheering sup-
porters at the Luzhniki Stadium in Moscow, the outgoing president with harsh words
not only bugged the political opposition but also seriously discredited countrymen en-
gaged in international projects. 

«Unfortunately, there are still people in the country who like jackals hang around in
foreign embassies, foreign diplomatic offices and rely on support from foreign funds
and governments and not from their own people», Putin said.16

The speeches from Putin might have been aimed at a few politically active organiza-
tions. They should also be seen in the context of the ongoing election campaign ahead
of the 2007 State Duma election. However, the message was still clear enough to make
a big number of organizations engaged in international activities shiver. As noted by
Margrethe Alnes, the statements was one of the reasons why also a foreign organization
like the Norwegian Barents Secretariat in 2008 decided to re-organize its project pro-
cedures, making it harder for Russian applicants to receive grants.

The speeches from Putin have together with his introduction of stricter Russian NGO
legislation sent clear signals about Russian official views of international project coope -
ration. 

However, the Russian position is not unified. Thus, the tone from Putin’s successor
Dmitry Medvedev is very different. In his article titled «Russia, forward!», the President
on the contrary invites foreigners to Russia on a broad basis. Russia must «harmonize
its relations with western democracies» and «We are extremely interested in rapproche-
ment and mutual intertwining of our cultures and economies», the President writes. 17

Also Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov’s positive statements about the human dimension
in the Barents Euro-Arctic Cooperation, as described by Rune Rafaelsen in this book,
show a diversified Russian approach to cross-border projects.

More Barents Cooperation
The Barents Cooperation has in its 17 years of existence successfully stimulated con-
tacts and interaction across the Nordic-Russian borders. Today, cooperation in the region
faces new challenges as climate change, big energy projects and industrial opportunities
attract the attention of new powerful interests. 
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There is, however, no reason to assume that the new times will lower the importance
of the Barents Cooperation.

On the contrary, the Euro-Arctic Cooperation can serve as an important platform for
international talks on High North issues. It can also be an alternative arena for political
contacts between the Nordic countries, the EU and Russia. Such a role appeared evident
in the fall of 2009, when Swedish Foreign Minister Carl Bildt used the Barents Council
session in Murmansk in a bid to soften relations with Russia. After several years of freezing
Swedish-Russian relations, Mr. Bildt needed a re-launch of contacts and cooperation,
not only because of the country’s chairmanship of the EU Council, but also because of
the takeover of the chair in the Euro-Arctic Council.

At the same time, the stakeholders in the Barents Cooperation can continue to develop
the structures for regional political cooperation, and further strengthen cross-border
people-to-people projects. That will bring on the unique character of the cooperation.

The Barents Secretariat poll from Murmansk Oblast indicates that there is a strong will
in the region for such developments. The study shows that more than 80 percent of
respondents want Murmansk Oblast to engage more in international cooperation. Simi-
larly, more than 65 percent of respondents want Russia and Norway to engage in joint
exploration of the Barents Sea shelf and 79,5 percent believe international business
cooperation can help improve the economic situation in the Kola Peninsula. 

As illustrated by the contributors to this book, regional cross-border cooperation helps
stimulate contacts and initiatives between neighboring peoples and has therefore
impor tant security implications. Today’s challenges in European East-West relations
must be met by more openness and cooperation, and not by more closed borders and
isolation. 
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