ELECTIONS

The Russian political system supports three types of national votes:

* Referendum — The Constitution of 1993 allowed the president to call for national referenda by popular
vote on important issues. Even before the Constitution was written, Boris Yeltsin called for a refer-
endum on his job performance. The people clearly supported his reforms, but his majorities were not
overwhelming. The second referendum was held later in the year, and the people voted in favor of the
new Constitution. A regional referendum was held in Chechnya in 2003 to approve a constitution for the
area. The constitution was approved, including the phrase that declared Chechnya to be an “inseparable
part” of Russia.

® Duma elections — Russian citizens have gone to the polls five times to elect Duma representatives
(1993, 1995, 1999, 2003, and 2007). The Duma has 450 seats, and until 2007, half were elected by
proportional representation, and the other half by single-member districts. As of 2007, the 225 single-
member districts were abolished, so that all Duma seats now are assigned exclusively by proportional
representation. Also eliminated was the “against all” option that allowed voters to reject all candidates.
Parties must get at least 7% (raised from 5% before 2007) of the total vote to get any seats according to
proportional representation. The election changes were initiated by Putin, who argued that the new rules
would reduce the number of parties in the Duma and thus make policymaking more efficient. Since 1993
parties have merged and disappeared, so that only a few have survived to the present.

* Presidential elections — Presidential elections follow the two-round model that the Duma has. In 2000
Putin received 52.94% of the vote, so no run-off election was required, since he captured a majority on
the first round. Communist Gennady Zyuganov received 29.21%, and no other candidates garnered more
than 5.8%. Some observers have questioned the honesty of elections, particularly since the media obvi-
ously promoted Yeltsin in 1996 and Putin in 2000. A 2001 law seriously restricted the right of small,
regional parties to run presidential candidates, so critics questioned how democratic future presidential
elections might be. The presidential election of 2004 added credence to the criticism, since Vladimir
Putin won with 71% of the vote, again requiring no run off. His closest competitor was Nikolay Khari-
tonov, who ran for the Communist Party, and received less than 14% of the vote. In 2008 Putin was
ineligible to run, but his chosen successor, Dmitri Medvedev, won the election with more than 70% of
the vote.






