Russia's regional elections: There are few surprises as the Kremlin’s parties mop up the votes 
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ELECTIONS in Russia have long ceased to be a contest for power or a competition between ideas. Instead they play the role of a plebiscite for the Kremlin and United Russia—a special-purpose vehicle designed by Russia’s rulers to ensure that they stay in power.

With the exception of the toothless Communists, all the parties in the Duma are integral parts of the political system set up by the Kremlin. Elections, like much of politics in Russia, are an imitation of the real thing. But the regional polls on March 13th deserve some attention, not least because they are seen as a dress rehearsal for a parliamentary vote in December and a presidential election the following March. 

The general outcome was no surprise. United Russia, which has the entire Russian bureaucracy at its disposal, grabbed 70% of all seats in the 12 legislatures that held elections. Yet in terms of votes, the party did worse than in the previous parliamentary election, in 2007. It won over half the votes in only three regions. In the economically depressed region of Kirov, it received little over one-third.

On a turnout of less than 50%, this means that only a quarter of Russian voters plumped for the Kremlin’s party. The rest either ignored the elections or voted against United Russia. The Communist Party came second with 20% of the votes, which gave them 13% of the seats. But liberal parties did not benefit. In the few regions where they were able to register, they won no more than 2% support.

The main surprise was the performance of a party that few had heard of. Patriots of Russia was set up six years ago, its website says, though it has since been largely dormant. Some of its candidates were apparently registered shortly before the polling date. Yet it managed to win nearly 8% of the vote. In Dagestan, in the troubled north Caucasus, it overtook the Communists.

Analysts say the party is another Kremlin product, tested now with a view to being deployed in the parliamentary election in December. It describes itself as a party of “statists” and “patriots” that aims to build a “great and prosperous” Russia. But its real purpose, it seems, is to act as a spoiler for the Communist Party and another party, Just Russia, which itself was originally created as a double for United Russia but has since become a genuine challenger.

Engineering clone and fake opposition parties is one of the Kremlin’s favourite political “technologies”. But in its attempts to keep a lid on Russian politics, it likes to maintain parties of all shades and sizes. Patriots of Russia seems to be version two of Rodina (Motherland), a nationalist party set up before parliamentary elections in 2004 to take votes from the Communists and to whip up anti-Western rhetoric. Having performed this function, Rodina quietly disappeared, and its leader was rewarded with the job of ambassador to NATO. Patriots of Russia is likely to do a similar job in December’s elections. Ostensibly it will be running independently, but actually it is designed to absorb and deflect Russians’ growing nationalism, and their discontent with the Kremlin. 

